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Blood soaked Maris’s hands while 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 other than Isen and Melvian. 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 desperately for a flicker of hope or reassurance. But Melvian’s expression remained unreadable, fueling Maris’s growing desperation. She needed to feel Valda’s presence, to know she was still alive. Her anger did not pull away from the fact that she was petrified that the other woman was on the brink of death. She could feel it. The bond flickered in and out, a fragile thread of fear and silence pulling at her.

When Lasmeer answered the door, weariness and confusion etched across his face. 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 grit. 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 evident in his clothes and 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. The worry in his tone 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. She had never witnessed the concentration and determination shine through her best friend’s eyes. Melvian had slipped into the important role of a healer and Maris wouldn’t trust anyone else with such a role. 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, Valda’s laborious breathing.

“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’s Sealian water. It will accelerate 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.

Who cared if it was going to hurt or not? Maris wasn’t paying attention to that. She wanted Melvian on Valda; she needed to see a hint of hope that Valda was going to survive this. She had been stabbed in the back! She took a heavy blow when they fell Ouranos knows how many feet! Valda was broken because of her, because she put Maris’s safety before her own. And now she was breathing as if every gasp might be her last.

“I don’t care! 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 limb.

“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 looked away.

“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, helpless.

“Why isn’t she healed yet?” Maris asked, eyeing Melvian. “You are a blessed worshiper. One touch is all you need, right?”

Melvian’s eyes met Maris’s for a moment before focusing back on Valda. “I don’t know, but I need you to trust me.”

Before Maris could utter another word, she noticed Lasmeer pulling out two chairs, silently urging her to sit. Everything inside Maris screamed at her to stay near Valda, to look over her mate, to make sure that she was being taken care of. If she could fix her mate herself, she would’ve done it by now.

She felt useless, as useless as the day she came back home, opened her mother’s bedroom and saw her dangling from the roof. It took a moment, but Maris 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.

Valda reacted to the fresh wound. Baring her teeth and moaning in guttural pain. Maris felt it deep within their bond. She stood again as if her body forced her to appease the pain Valda was in. Before she could take a step towards Valda, 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.

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, inhaled. Valda’s chest rose steadily, and tears welled up in the corners of Maris’s eyes.

“Isen, come,” 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 features.

The smell of blood filled Maris’s nose. Valda’s blood…

“She will be fine, won’t she?” Maris asked, her voice low and strained. Her gaze shifted 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 her breath and cast one last glance at her lover. 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 chilly night air.

***

Maris laid Valda on her back and cleaned her face. She brushed her hair back and made sure she was warm under the covers Lasmeer gave her.

Valda was unconscious, her breathing was somewhat regular, but her skin was pale, so unlike her usual sun-kissed tone. She looked as pale as the day Queen Rionach appointed Maris to care for her…

That day felt like ages ago…

After Maris made sure that Valda was comfortable, she sat down next to the bed, staring at her as if at any moment her condition would change. But as the minutes passed, and Valda seemed to be stable, Maris fought with the decision if she should leave her and rest herself.

Melvian told her it would be a while until Valda opened her eyes. Maris still worried she wouldn’t wake up at all. Hunger was the one thing that made her walk out and leave her mate alone.

As she stepped out of Lasmeer’s spare room, she found Melvian going over Isen’s back. She was rubbing an ointment over his burnt flesh while he leaned on his knees. His breathing was even and deep and could be mistaken for sleeping.

Melvian darted her eyes to Maris, a silent question which Maris answered with a dip of her chin. Her arm burned, but other than that and the emptiness in her stomach, physically, she was fine. Maris walked to the couple, pulling a chair and sitting in front of Isen.

“What now?” Maris asked no one in particular.

Isen lifted his face. He didn’t answer right away, as if he was calculating their next move. “The smart thing to do is to wait for Valda to heal enough to move her,” Isen said. “We will draw a lot of attention if we walk around with an injured woman laying on a horse or carriage.” He patted Melvian’s hand when she was done rubbing the ointment on his back.

We. Maris swallowed hard, turning to the door to Valda’s resting place. Could she travel with Valda again? Could she follow her or take her where she needed to go? There was no doubt in her mind that she would stay by her side until she was out of danger. Leaving her now felt like treason…

Executioner: Valda Aither, Princess of the Sky Kingdom.

Maris closed her eyes. The red ink in the paper that detailed her father’s execution burned in the back of her mind. She pressed the meaty part of her palms to her eyes. With all the commotion, she had forgotten what happened in Valda’s chamber back in the castle. She forgot about the papers, and the reports, but most importantly, she forgot about the fact that Valda killed her father…

A shiver went down her spine.

Maris wanted to leave. She needed to leave.

“What in Tarta— Get out! You are not coming in, you stupid cat!”

Lasmeer opened the front door to his home, all the while shooing away something by his feet, while uttering a myriad of curses. A black ball of fur ran inside the house, meowing up a storm. Maris stood from her chair, wanting to make sure it wasn’t what she thought it was. A pair of round and beautiful yellow eyes looked back at her and meowed loudly.

“Cerberus?”

The cat shook her head and ran to her, rubbing her black fur all over her legs.

“How in the world did you get here?” Melvian yipped while crossing her arms and staring incredulously at the cat.

“Must’ve run out of the room in the chaos. Maybe even followed us or got in one bag. You know how cats are,” Maris mumbled before kneeling and scratching the large cat under her chin. Cerberus pursed her lips and closed her eyes, enjoying the caress.

“Maybe she knows her owner is injured,” Isen added before rubbing his temples tiredly.

“So, it’s Valda’s?” Lasmeer asked, his eyes watering just as he turned his face away and sneezed loudly.

“Yes, it is. I am sorry, Lasmeer,” Maris said just as Lasmeer sneezed again.

“Just get it out of here.” Lasmeer waved his hand away while Maris picked the cat up.

She looked around the small home, wondering what in the world was she supposed to do with the animal. She couldn’t throw her outside; Valda would never forgive her if she did. She couldn’t keep her inside, either. Clearly, Lasmeer was allergic to poor Cerberus.

Another loud sneeze echoed in the living space. Maris turned to the closed door leading to the room Valda was in. She was breathing well at least, but now and then, a pained moan would escape her.

Maris’s grip on Cerberus grew painful, and with a hiss, Cerberus jumped from her arms and ran towards Valda before Maris could stop her. The cat first sat down, as if inspecting what was wrong with her owner. After calling out to Valda with long low cries, Cerberus jumped gracefully to the bed, sniffed Valda’s face and lay down at her feet. The cat seemed worried, her tail flicking from side to side, staring at Valda intensely. For a second, Cerberus did not move from Valda’s feet until standing up again. She nudged Valda’s hand with her large head, shoving her palm, until Valda’s hand lay on her forehead. The purrs ensued and the cat finally lay next to her owner, licking her wrist now and then.

Maris swallowed the knot forming in her throat and closed the door before going back to Melvian and the others.

Lasmeer rubbed his bald head before his shoulders slumped. “I have news,” he announced, grabbing Maris’s chair and sitting down.

Isen stood up straight, his broad shoulders squaring while Maris’s gaze narrowed on the burly man. “What happened, Lasmeer?” she asked.

“There is an uproar outside of the castle. Ophelia is buzzing with confusion, and so are the neighboring cities. General Arwin has crowned himself king, and he is being backed up by high-ranking officials of the army. Anyone who opposes him is being killed for treason.”

Maris nodded. “Hence the mountain of corpses outside.”

Melvian shuddered and rubbed her arms. “I was lucky to get out before he got me. I felt Isen’s distress and knew right away Arwin had something to do with it.”

“I would not let him touch you, Melvian,” Isen said, his jaw as taut as his fists.

“You don’t know what that man is capable of, Isen. He is a monster,” Maris tried her hardest to hide the quivering in her voice. She rubbed her neck as she remembered the feeling of the air being dragged out of her lungs. “What else do you know, Lasmeer?”

Lasmeer shook his head. “It is not pretty, my friend.”

“What else, Lasmeer?” Maris pushed, fighting the need to step forward and demanding him to tell her everything.

Lasmeer ran the palm of his hand through his thick beard before answering, “They found the heiress of the Sea Kingdom. Her name is Nerea Thalassa. She and Arwin—King Arwin,” Lasmeer groaned in disgust. “I guess they will marry soon. I’ve been informed they will turn New Agenor into an official Skylian City, instead of just a settlement.”

Maris’s jaw dropped. She shook her head, trying to make sense of it all, while her temples throbbed with a mounting headache. Finally, she sat on the floor, her world crumbling around her.

“That woman... she’s not the heiress,” Maris uttered, her voice laced with a mix of frustration and desperation. “She’s not even a mortal.”

Lasmeer, taken aback by Maris’s outburst, ventured cautiously, “And how can you be so sure?”

“Because I am the heiress of the Sea Kingdom,” Maris confessed, her words tinged with regret and self-recrimination.

How could she speak those words so freely now when hours ago she couldn’t find the strength to utter them? Anger had stopped her, and now, because of that, Valda lay unconscious.

Silence consumed the room, except for Isen’s surprised gasp. A wide grin spread across his face as he turned to Melvian. “I told you! She is my queen.” The tall man dropped to one knee, bowing low to Maris.

“Isen, don’t—”

“Queen Maris, I swear my eternal loyalty to you and the Sealian crown—”

“Stop. I—”

“You have my word and my sword. I will go to the end of the world for—”

“I said stop!” Maris yelled, tears rolling down her face.

Melvian grabbed Isen’s arm and pulled him up, and his face contorted with hurt.

Maris shook her head, raking her fingers through her hair. “I am no queen. I had my chance to proclaim the truth, and I didn’t.”

“Wha—” Melvian frowned. “Maris—”

“How can we be sure you are the real—” Lasmeer’s voice died out as Maris raised her hand, and gathered water from dirty and bloody pails. The red water floated in front of Lasmeer before splashing across the floor. Eyes wide, Lasmeer bowed his head low before begging for forgiveness.

“That woman is not the heiress, and she is not human. She is the goddess Eris.” Maris stood up. “And she can fucking shapeshift.”

Lasmeer’s mouth formed into a perfect circle before he nodded. “That explains why she looks like a Sealian.”

“Arwin wants the Sealians to swear loyalty to Nerea, and subsequently to Eris. If they don’t, they will be killed for treason,” Isen said.

“Why is she here, though? Wasn’t she supposed to be gone along with the others after The Great Disappearance?” Melvian asked.

“Not all of them left,” Isen answered before turning to Maris. “What worries me is that a goddess as herself, hiding out waiting for her chance to take in whoever would have her, is dangerous.”

“Arwin is the only one that knows she is Eris.”

“True, but as king, I am sure he will make everyone bend their knees and worship Eris if it means a better life. That’s what he is promising. ‘Queen Valda is not a fit ruler; I am the one that should be in charge. Swear your loyalty to me and worship her.’ ” Isen shook his head and rubbed his tattooed forearm. “Imagine if he turns Oberon Castle into her temple.”

“So, what if he does?” Melvian asked, shrugging. “Why does it matter?”

“She will have more power. A place to call her own after centuries of not having so. If she has a place for worship, she can be stronger,” Lasmeer said.

Maris ran her fingers through her hair. “What worries me is that he wants to commit genocide. He won’t say it out loud, but he knows Sealians will not bow to this Nerea, knowing I am here,” Maris released the breath she was holding before turning to Melvian, eyes wide as if she figured out what was about to happen to her people. “I have to warn them!”

“And leave Valda?” Melvian asked, eyebrows arching in surprise.

“I am not done with the news,” Lasmeer interrupted, clearing his throat to get everyone’s attention.

“There’s more?” Melvian scoffed and gripped Isen’s hand for comfort.

“The Vulcan Kingdom has declared war on the Sky Kingdom and King Arwin is blaming it on Valda. Supposedly, she was the one who killed their king to avenge Queen Rionach’s death.”

“That’s a lie!” Maris snapped.

“I do not doubt it. I truly believe this is all the work of Arwin,” Lasmeer said.

“We can forget about going to Harmonia,” Melvian said, pressing her forehead to Isen’s shoulder.

“Why? Kayden might help us, though! If he knew—”

“We won’t be able to even make it to Harmonia’s shores,” Isen said, interrupting Maris. “Vulcanians know of Valda and Kayden’s friendship, they would guard every border. Also, I doubt Kayden wants to be killed for treason and throw Harmonia and the Vulcan Kingdom into a civil war because of what is happening here.”

Maris looked at the floor. Silence consumed them once again. There was no way out of this. Standing up and dusting her hands, Maris started for the door. “I am heading out to New Agenor. I need to tell them. I will not stand seeing them get hurt.”

“Wait. Now? What about Valda?”

The question itself felt like a cold dagger in Maris’s chest.

“You can stay with her and keep her safe as well as heal her. I need to head to New Agenor.” She looked at Melvian and then at Isen. “Alone.”

“Alone? You will leave your mate now that she needs you the most?” Isen asked just as Melvian’s eyes widened.

“Wait, wait, wait! Mates?” Melvian stared at Maris incredulously.

“It is plain as daylight they are mates, love,” Isen said, grabbing Melvian’s elbow and steading her.

“I know they were fooling around but… she, I—” Melvian laughed nervously. “She is blind. There is no way you can tell—”

“She was blind,” Maris added.

“Was?” Melvian drew in a deep breath and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Oh boy, there are too many things happening at the same time.”

“We don’t know how she got her sight back. We were celebrating the Night of the Nymph, and the symbol of Poseidon appeared on my forehead,” Maris touched her hairline before eyeing Isen, whose smile could illuminate the entire room. “Do you know something I don’t?”

“Theories, of course. The Night of the Nymph is a ceremony to celebrate the heiress’s birthday. That night marked your twenty-first birthday. If you weren’t the real heiress, you wouldn’t have had the symbol. Not to mention, you were intimate with Valda, I assume?”

“Isen! Stop!” Melvian covered her red cheeks.

“I was,” Maris said, without a hint of embarrassment.

“You didn’t need to lock eyes with her to create the bond. It was already there, latent, deep withing you. The bond healed Valda.”

“It would explain why you couldn’t stay away from her in the first place,” Melvian said, trying to alleviate the tension in the room.

“And how beautiful is it that the connection of your souls is strong enough to dissolve a curse?” Isen’s chest rose with joy. “It is a miracle…”

Maris wringed her hands and bit her lower lip before looking up at the ceiling. Gods. Isen was right. She couldn’t leave Valda, but if she stayed at Lasmeer’s, her people were in mortal danger.

“Soulmates, right?”

“Yes.”

Melvian let out a happy squeal, her hand finding Isen’s and squeezing it. “Maris, that’s wounderfu—”

“My soulmate killed my father.” Saying it out loud… Maris’s stomach turned in itself.

Melvian snapped her jaw shut as a dead tense silence settled around them. “She did what?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Maris! The whole reason you wanted to go inside Oberon Castle was because you wanted to ask Arwin about your father’s disappearance, now it turns out it was… Valda?” Melvian flailed her arms. “How do you—”

“I can’t be around her. Not now. I know—” Maris scratched the back of her neck and growled in frustration. “I know she is hurt, but she is in excellent hands with you, Melvian.” Right?

“Can you at least wait until she is out of danger?” Isen asked while Melvian arched her brow at him.

“I am not a monster, Isen.” Maris pressed the meaty part of her palm to her temple.

“I will go with you to New Agenor,” Melvian said, earning a grunt from Isen. She patted his arm and shook her head before he could protest. “Listen, Isen. If Maris is leaving her…” she eyed Maris. “For a short while…” She cleared her throat and continued. “Then you must take her somewhere safe. You are the only person she can trust right now. We can always meet back in New Agenor.”

“I cannot leave you alone. Not when you…” Isen hesitated, shooting a glance at Maris.

Maris tilted her head in confusion. Before she could ask, Melvian wrapped her arms around her abdomen protectively.

Maris’s eyebrows shot up almost to her hairline. Holy Ouranos…

“You are pregnant?” Maris asked in disbelief.

Melvian nodded. “I need to stick with you. There are no other Asclepius worshipers around… that I know of. If something were to go wrong with the pregnancy, I will have you around to heal me.”

“I am not—”

“You prayed to Asclepius hours ago, Maris. You took the first step. What harm can come from having more of us around? I can teach you the way. I am sure you can be an excellent healer in eight months’ time.”

“You have a lot of faith in me, Melvian.”

“As do I,” Isen added, but it sounded like he was trying to convince himself rather than Maris. “I will allow Melvian to go with you to New Agenor only if you promise you will become an Asclepius worshiper. It… will give me peace of mind knowing whatever happens, you will help her.”

“I haven’t decided to take Melvian—”

“You will,” Isen said, his voice low.

Maris opened her mouth to protest, but Isen’s unwavering gaze shut her up in an instant. She looked at Melvian, whose hopeful gaze held hers firmly.

“I love Melvian like my sister, Isen,” Maris said, her gaze dropping to Melvian’s abdomen. Her hand shot to rub her friend’s flat stomach. “And now that she is with child… I—” Maris swallowed hard and blinked rapidly. Maris followed none of the god’s teaching. It wouldn’t be hard for her to do so now. “Yes. Fine. I will become an Asclepius worshiper.”

Isen nodded in agreement and smiled brightly before hugging Melvian’s shoulder. Behind him, Lasmeer cleared his throat, reminding everyone he was still there.

“We still need to let Kayden know Valda’s whereabouts. It might be our only chance of getting some leverage if he believes us and doesn’t side with Arwin or with the new queen of the Vulcan Kingdom.” The old man rubbed his bald head again and shrugged. “I could be the messenger.”

“I guess this is somewhat a plan,” Maris said before taking a deep breath.

“A plan I am not too keen on,” Isen said, rubbing his hairy chin. “Abandoning one’s mate is not without side effects. Sickness even…” He muttered that last part, eyeing Melvian with a shadow of worry.

“Do you think it is easy for me to make this decision? I finally have her only to discover everything. I need time, Isen. Please understand,” Maris said.

“I am trying to understand, but time is what we do not have.”

“I will be fine, if that’s what you are worried about, Isen,” Melvian quipped.

“Of course, I worry about my mate, who just happens to be carrying my child.” Isen huffed before crossing his arms over his chest.

It wasn’t fair that Melvian wouldn’t experience her pregnancy with her mate. Maris wasn’t sure she could take that away from her. “You can always stay with Isen, Melvian. I don’t want to cause you two any harm.”

“Maris,” Melvian grabbed Maris’s hand. “We are taking this trip together. I will not leave my best friend alone, not in New Agenor, not in the Sea Kingdom or Sky Kingdom. Isen will be safe, he can take care of himself. We can communicate through the bond. You… You need someone and— Damn it, you have me.”

“But—”

“No buts. You are stuck with me.”

Maris pursed her lips. Isen moved uncomfortably, his eyes locked on Melvian. He was worried, she didn’t need a bond to know the man was dying inside, but she knew Valda would be safe under his care. The Sealian would gladly give his life for either kingdom, and that calmed her nerves.

“I am sorry, Isen.”

“Don’t be. My mate is… hardheaded like any other Skylian.” He muttered something about gods and their tricks while rubbing his eyebrows. “I will visit any chance I can.”

“New Agenor will welcome you with open arms.” Maris gave him a rueful smile before she turned back to the closed door leading to Valda. “All I ask is that you don’t let any harm come to Valda,” Maris said, her throat burning with unshed tears.

“You know where my loyalties lie,” Isen said, a slight curve forming on the side of his mouth.

“Then it is settled,” Maris said, as a heaviness settled on her chest. “I will leave for New Agenor once Valda is out of danger.”
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A heavy pressure settled on Valda’s chest, while a soft purring made her eyelids flutter open. A pair of yellow eyes stared at her. She quickly recognized Cerberus and wondered if she was back at the castle, sleeping in her chamber. She felt tired, unable to move at all. She closed her eyes once more just as Cerberus moved to lie by her feet.

She wasn’t sure how long she was asleep for, but she could make out the door opening and closing and soft lips brushing against her. Warm hands touched her cheeks as the scent of the sea enveloped her. A whispering voice said goodbye just as she was about to reach out and stop her.

Her.

Callused hands grabbed hold of her wrist, stopping Valda. A pair of clear blue eyes looked down at her with a hint of regret and a wave of unbearable sadness. Cerberus pressed to her chest again, the pain in her side unbearable, but as the man tried to get her pet off her, Cerberus hissed and lashed at him.

When he cursed, Valda recognized his voice. It was Isen.

Why was Isen with her? Maris should be the one tending to her. She was always there when she woke up each morning. Where had her mate gone off to? Without being asked, Isen pressed a glass to her lips, and she drank water greedily until she could talk.

“Where is Maris?” Her voice was hoarse and cracked, her hand clutched to Isen’s forearm as she turned to look inside the chamber. This wasn’t her chamber, or the House of Proteus in New Agenor.

Isen’s gaze faltered for a brief second. He lowered his eyes, hiding the answer she dreaded. “She is not here.”

Valda tried to sit up but hissed in a breath, the pain on her side running through her like a hot spear. “Where is she?”

“She left.”

Valda bared her teeth, pushed Cerberus off her, and grabbed his shirt. “Obviously. Where is she?”

Clutching her hand, Isen steadied her movements. “She doesn’t want you to go after her, Your Highness.”

“Tell me.”

Isen hesitated. “She is going back to New Agenor.”

Valda exhaled and closed her eyes as she leaned on the headboard. “Alone?”

“Melvian is with her.”

Valda shook her head again and pushed the bedsheets away from her body. “Get my horse ready.”

“Your Highness, no. I will not allow it.”

“That’s an order, Isen,” Valda stumbled, pushing herself from the bed.

“You are not healed.” Isen groaned, trying to stop her.

“My mate is not here.”

“She doesn’t want you to go after her.”

“Isen!”

“Valda, she doesn’t want to be near you!” Isen gasped as soon as the words came out.

Valda froze. She searched deep within Isen’s face, trying to find a scrap of a lie.

Maris… left?

Her face twisted in pain as she pressed a hand to her side, the wound on her back burning as the stitches pulled at her skin.

But, in New Agenor, she promised she wouldn’t.

“I am not leaving you…”

Valda shook her head. Isen was lying.

“I am not…”

Maris’s broken, and heated voice surfaced from her memory.

“I’m not, I love you so much. I can’t, I won’t…”

“But she…” Valda whispered. “She said—”

“She did,” Isen murmured, his hand patting Valda’s knees. “She waited until you were out of danger and… left.”

Swallowing hard, Valda touched the center of her chest, frantically searching for something… anything. But there was nothing but silence, and a hard block of coldness that she couldn’t shake. Maris was there, but just beyond her reach, and there was nothing Valda could do to pull her back.

Maris was gone. Not because someone took her away, but because she didn’t want to be near Valda.

Her mate didn’t want her.

Valda leaned on her left arm as her legs dangled from the edge of the bed. Cerberus lay on her lap, in a silent request to rest. Her head dropped, and her shoulders shook as she sobbed. Pain jolted violently through her chest and back. It was hard to breathe…

And still Valda screamed.
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“Slow down, Maris!” Melvian screamed, the gallops of her horse drumming loudly against the sandy ground.

Maris wished she could. She wished it was as easy as slowing down, taking a breather, and going on with how things were. She wished she could close her eyes, shake her head hard enough, and when she opened them, she would be back in Oberon Castle, with Valda walking out of the garderobe with her perfect, teasing smile. But every time she closed her eyes, she saw Valda, but not the woman she’d grown used to. She saw her clutching the Heaven Sword, drenched in blood, with her father lying at her feet, pale and cold.

“Maris!”

Pulling on the horse’s reins, Maris slowed her pace down just as Melvian blocked her path. She couldn’t face her friend. The reality of her shame made it almost impossible for her to even lock eyes with her. She’d always known Melvian would never judge her, but the truth of what was happening was too much for her to bear.

Even if she didn’t want to admit it, Maris was hiding. She was hiding from Valda, hiding that they needed to talk about what happened with her father; she was hiding from Melvian, leaving her mate to babysit her, and she was hiding from the shame of not being able to proclaim that she was the real heiress of the throne of the Sea Kingdom.

She wasn’t worthy of Melvian’s love or her friendship. She wasn’t worthy of leading anyone. Yes, she wanted to warn the Sealians in New Agenor of what had happened, but could she actually make the decisions necessary to keep them safe?

“You still have time to turn back, Melvian.”

“Are you still going on with that? Is that why you wouldn’t even look at me before leaving Lasmeer’s place?”

“Melvian...”

“Stop it! I will not go back. I’m already set on staying with you.” Melvian tutted and pressed her knuckles to her lower back. “I am not used to riding horses, and you making me chase after you is going to prove horrible for my coccyx.”

“You can still go—”

“I will not abandon my best friend!” Melvian yelled, her shoulders slumping. “Why won’t you just let me help you? I’ve done so before, why stop now?”

“Help me with what, Melvian? Huh? You are leaving your mate, the father of your unborn child, to follow me to a place that isn’t even that comfortable. I am going back to New Agenor, not only to save them, but because I want nothing to do with Valda.”

“Yes, sure, because it is that easy, right? You think it’s just like that?” Melvian snapped her fingers and scoffed. “You are wrong, Maris. You are mated; you carry the bond. She is latched onto your heart and soul, and you will feel her every minute of every hour of every day. You can try all you want to keep busy, to do things, to rule over a settlement, but at the end of it all, when everything quiets down, you will feel her, and she will feel you, and there is nothing you can do to escape that.”

Maris’s chest rose and fell with every breath. She hated that Melvian could read her like an open book. Her friend knew her well enough to know that was exactly what Maris planned to do. If she kept her mind busy long enough to not think of Valda, maybe the bond would dilute. Right?

Shuddering in a sob, Maris closed her eyes tightly and let out a frustrated scream. She didn’t stop until her throat burned, until she was about to faint. Why did it have to be like this? Why did it have to be Valda!?

Her throat burned, and she slammed her hand against the saddle’s horn before snapping.

“And what do you want me to do, Melvian? Tell me! You want me to go back? To just be with her like she isn’t responsible for all the shit I’ve gone through? She killed my father and subsequently she killed my mother, and, fuck, you knew how bad it was after that.”

“I know how bad it was.” Melvian nodded. “Of course, I remember. I was right there, just as I am now!”

“Then don’t act as if you know what is right for me. Your mate is a good man, who loves you and cares for you and, shit, you guys are going to have a family. What do I get? I will be disrespecting my parents’ memories if I stay with her.”

Melvian opened her mouth to say something, but her eyes trailed over Maris before she bit her lower lip.

Maris jumped off the horse, her shoulders shaking from the need to scream again, and the cold night air filtering through her Sealian clothing.

“I can feel her. I can feel her screaming; I can feel her despair, and she is probably fighting with Isen, maybe even trying to punch him and…”

“The sickness will start soon; you know that, right?” Melvian asked, jumping off her horse and reaching Maris.

“Sickness?” Maris asked, turning to Melvian. “What sickness?”

“Your body will literally act as if you were in … some type of withdrawal. You won’t be able to sleep, you will get nausea and body aches. Maybe even a fever. It’s different to everyone.”

“Are you kidding me?” Maris’s eyes shot up to the starry night. A fucking withdrawal as if she was addicted… “I can’t deal with this…” Maris clutched her blue hair and closed her eyes firmly. “How long will it last?”

“Weeks? Months? I am not sure.”

“Is there any way you can cure the sickness?”

“No, but…” Melvian squinted. “That’s not all.”

“There is more? What is it?”

“The vivid dreams,” Melvian began, rubbing Maris’s forearm. “One of you will find the other in your dreams. The good news is that seeing each other might help with some of the sickness.”

“What? Am I going to see her in my dreams?”

“Probably. The bond runs deep, Maris. It is hard to escape.”

Maris looked up at the starry sky again, this time she laughed, a soft cloud forming in front of her mouth. She wanted to escape Valda, but as soon as she closed her eyes, she was going to see her again. Bond or no bond, that woman was all she thought about.

Damn her.

Melvian grabbed Maris by her sleeve and pulled her in for a tight hug.

The warmth of the embrace was enough to break Maris. Tears spilled down her cheeks like a stream, her chest heaving as she clung to Melvian’s blouse.

“You know I’ve always got you, right?”

Maris nodded against her shoulder, her tears and snot ruining her best friend’s blouse, but she knew Melvian didn’t care. They’ve already seen each other in the most embarrassing of situations when children. A little snot and tears here or there would not change things between them.

“I am not leaving you alone. Not for anything in this world. Unless, of course, all that power gets to your head, and you will one day decide that the queen of the Sea Kingdom doesn’t want to be associated with a low-life maid from the Sky Kingdom.”

Maris snorted and squeezed her harder. She would never think that. She loved Melvian too much to think less of her. “I am so, so, so sorry for this. I swear I will be the best Asclepius worshiper, and I will make sure you give birth to a healthy baby.”

“You fucking better,” Melvian said, pulling Maris away enough to wipe her tears with her thumb. “I need you around, worshipping Asclepius by myself is difficult.”

Maris scoffed. “I don’t think I will much help.”

“I need you to be,” Melvian sighed as she turned to look at her hands. Her face contorted for a second, a mixture of pain and fear. She squeezed her hands into fists and swallowed hard. “I am… not sure if I am blessed or not.”

Arching a brow, Maris tilted her head to the side. She didn’t want to bring it up, but she found it strange that Melvian wasn’t able to heal Valda like she said she could. Tartarus, her arm was in pain even after the Sealian water. “Why do you think that is?”

“I am not sure, but…” Her lower lip quivered. “I’ve worked my ass off to be a blessed worshipper. I don’t know if the god took away my powers or if I never had them.”

“But you healed a soldier… You told me—”

“I healed Isen,” Melvian said, shooting a shy glance at Maris and then at the ground. “I don’t want to think that it was the sudden realization that he was my mate that healed him… Maybe I did something that angered Asclepius, and he decided to aban—”

Maris grabbed Melvian’s hands and squeezed them tightly. “No, Melvian. You are a good person, Tartarus, you are way better than I would ever be, I don’t think Asclepius abandoned you.”

“Then why am I not able to heal?”

Maris curled her lips in and bit them. She didn’t answer right away. She didn’t know how Asclepius chose who to bless. “I don’t know. Maybe as you teach me the ways of the worshipper, you regain the blessing?”

Melvian’s eyes watered for a second before looking back down. “Maybe.”

“Listen…” Maris began nudging Melvian and wrapping one arm around her shoulder. “We should rest for the night. We can make it to New Agenor tomorrow,” Maris said, pulling on her horse’s reins and leading it closer to a rocky formation.

“Oh, blessed be Asclepius, I don’t think my ass could’ve handled more hours on that horse.”

Maris chuckled as she settled against a tall rock that would give them the protection needed to end their day. “I am wondering something, though.”

“What is it, Maris?”

“Please tell me you have a good relationship with your mate’s sister…”

Melvian winced. “Let’s just say we are amicable.”

***

Maris couldn’t help but smile as she saw Cai wave his sad attempt at a trident at her. The teenager ran, leaving his post at the entrance of New Agenor, and jumped right into her arms just as she had gotten off her horse.

“You are back! So quickly!” His smile diminished as he looked behind her and saw Melvian waving at him. “Where’s Queen Valda?”

Swallowing hard, Maris thought of an excuse to say. She needed one, being that probably every person she encountered in the next hours would ask her about her mate. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, tell them the reason she left Valda behind.

For now, she didn’t answer Cai’s question, instead, she ran her fingers through his blue hair before patting his arm. Cai pulled himself away from her hug, his face paling.

“Is she okay?”

“Cai, I need you to get Eyphah. I need to talk to her,” Maris said.

“Oh. Alright.” Nodding, he dashed through the plaza and into House of Arago. The lights inside the large cabin were still on.

Melvian’s hands found hers. Her best friend squeezed her sweaty palm before pushing her towards the plaza; their horses followed close behind.

In a matter of seconds, Eyphah slammed House of Arago’s door open. Her neck almost snapped as she turned to face Maris and Melvian.

Taking a deep breath, Maris tried to ease the anxiety bubbling in the pit of her stomach and the heaviness of her chest.

Eyphah ran to her, her face dark with worry and confusion. Because of her disheveled hair and clothing, she was probably in bed. “Melvian, Maris.”

Eyphah bowed low to Maris before gripping Melvian’s forearm. “Where… where is Valda?”

Giving Melvian a quick glance, Maris took a deep breath and said, “I need you to gather everyone at the plaza.”

It surprised her that Eyphah didn’t fight or question her at all. The other woman nodded, as if understanding that whatever Maris was about to announce was urgent. “I will get to that.” Eyphah snapped her fingers at Cai and jerked her head towards the other cabins. “Let everyone know their queen is back and wishes to speak to them.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Cai nodded and ran into the settlement.

Eyphah’s questioning gaze was back on Maris. She could feel it burning holes through her, but Maris stared on at Cai, watching him slam his hands on every shabby cabin door.

“Something happened,” Eyphah whispered, touching Maris’s shoulder.

Maris bit her lower lip, trying her hardest to stop her jaw from quivering. “You will know soon enough.”

***

Talking to her people without Valda was overwhelming. The other woman’s presence always helped calm her nerves, but now, as all her people’s eyes were on Maris, she could feel the heaviness of the situation, of her existence.

Maris wrung her hands, pulling at the skin between her index finger and thumb. Her left leg bounced, and if it wasn’t for Melvian touching her shoulder, Maris thought she would’ve fainted. Behind her, Eyphah stood, arms crossed, awaiting what she was about to say.

For the first time in her life, Maris wasn’t scared of being surrounded by people, but of what she was about to say.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Maris began, swallowing hard, her back tensing. “Something happened in Oberon Castle.”

Eyphah moved to sit down on the ground next to the wooden log Maris was using as a seat. She thought Eyphah would interrupt, saying that she didn’t care what happened in Oberon Castle, but surprisingly, the other woman’s face contorted with worry.

“General Arwin Tuuli has declared himself king of the Sky Kingdom. Valda has abdicated.”

The sudden gasps rippled through the Sealians, a wave of confusion sweeping over them. A flurry of questions erupted, but even if she wanted to, Maris couldn’t answer them all. She raised her hands, pleading softly for silence before she could continue.

“Arwin is the one behind the rising rebels in the south. He wanted to be in control, and it seems he had asked for the help of the goddess Eris. She…” Maris paused to swallow the knot in her throat. She remembered Valda turning to her back in the throne room, begging her to tell everyone that she was the rightful heiress. Instead, she kept quiet, and because of that, Valda was hurt. “Eris is disguising herself as the heiress of the Sea Kingdom.”

“What?” Eyphah snarled. “She is not the heiress.”

“But she is making everyone around believe she is. Arwin’s… goons think they are the link to both the Sky and Sea Kingdom unification, but it is a lie to get them ahead,” Maris said.

Eyphah shook her head in disbelief. “We will not bow to—”

“You will,” Maris interjected, and another rush of angered screams flourished from within the throng. “You will bow down to her when she comes here.”

“We will kill—”

“You will do no such thing, Eyphah!” Maris yelled, her heart beating wildly inside her chest. Tartarus! She felt as if she was about to faint. “You will not try to kill Eris; you will not try to kill Arwin. I’ve seen what that man is capable of, and I will not allow your hardheadedness to put everyone in harm’s way.”

“How can you expect us to bow down to a false ruler? You are our queen; she is an impersonator and—”

“Because I am beseeching you, Eyphah,” Maris’s voice broke. A single tear rolled down her cheek. Maris finally released the sob she was holding and grabbed onto Eyphah’s arm. “He mercilessly kills anyone who comes between what he wants. Eris wants all knees to bow to her. I would rather have your fake devotion to her than have any of you dead.”

Eyphah opened her mouth, but Maris’s grip grew tighter.

“Please, Eyphah,” Maris said, her voice low and strained.

The other woman’s eyes trailed over her face, first in bewilderment, then in understanding. Her hand covered Maris’s before nodding.

Maris could breathe again.

“Fine.” Eyphah turned to the throng and stood. “We will do everything in our power to stay alive.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if we packed our things and left?” a woman from the crowd asked.

“If you leave, it will be too obvious that you all know what is happening,” Melvian added before bowing to everyone. “We know Arwin has plans to turn New Agenor into a new city within Sky Kingdom’s territory. We cannot trust that you will suddenly be treated with the respect you seek, but leaving…” Melvian shook her head and turned to Maris.

“We can’t leave. Not now, though. We can slowly prepare, but…” Maris sighed, her hand pressing on her chest.

Anger…

She felt anger burning inside her chest. It was Valda.

Maris could almost feel the other woman thrashing about. It was as if a wild, injured animal was trying to escape its confinement.

Closing her eyes, Maris forced the feeling down, focusing on the events unfolding before her. Valda’s emotions would have to wait if she hoped to calm her people’s fear.

“We must make Arwin and Eris believe we are on their side, even if it means lying for the time being,” Maris said, pulling up her walls and ignoring the sensation all together.

“What about Valda? Where is she? Is…did he—” Eyphah lowered her gaze, as if afraid to voice what she was thinking.

“Valda has been injured in battle. Arwin stabbed her back… literally.” Melvian rubbed her forehead. “I tried to heal her as much as I could, but…” She then turned to look at her hand and groaned. “I don’t know what is happening with my powers.”

“Valda is convalescent,” Maris added.

“Will she join us once she is better?”

“No.” Maris’s answer was firm.

Silence fell in the middle of the plaza. Clearly, Eyphah wasn’t comfortable questioning Maris more about Valda, and Maris was grateful for that.

“Our survival now will be successful if we lie about our devotion and allegiance. I won’t hold it against anyone. We must stay alive long enough for everyone to flee, and to make matters worse…” Maris swallowed hard. “The Vulcan Kingdom has declared war against the Sky Kingdom, and I don’t want Arwin to find more soldiers within our people.

"No harm would come to anyone, even if it means denying my existence to Arwin if the time came to do so. Valda, Isen, Melvian, and I are wanted for treason, and anyone who dares to help us would be killed.”

Maris stared at her people. Many clung to their mates, while others hid their children’s faces away, as if shielding them from what was about to come.

“Why? What happened with the Vulcanians?” Eyphah asked.

“They killed the Vulcanian king. Now his daughter is seeking revenge.”

Sitting back down, Eyphah scoffed as she rested her head in the palm of her hands.

“If we work together, no harm will come to us,” Maris said, loud enough for everyone in the plaza to hear, but she knew it wasn’t the truth. Harm would eventually come, and she hoped she was strong enough to stop it.

It wasn’t long before Eyphah dismissed all the Sealians. Maris couldn’t bring herself to stand and say her goodbyes. Eyphah did it for her. The other woman patted their backs, gave words of encouragement that Maris couldn’t quite hear.

She was tired, mentally and physically. She was tired of running around, of trying to muster a hopeful smile at whoever looked to her for words of encouragement. Even if she assured her people everything would be fine, Maris’s smile cracked under the pressure of their reality.

Things would get worse.

Her friend stayed with her near the large fire as the square emptied. Melvian didn’t utter a word, and Maris was grateful for that. The silence surrounding them brought Maris a glimmer of much-needed peace. It was short-lived as Maris heard heavy footsteps heading her way. As she raised her gaze from the fire, she noticed Eyphah’s hesitant form next to her. Once again, Maris mustered a strained smile.

“I’ve prepared House of Arago for you. I’ve moved my things elsewhere. I’ve also prepared a cabin for Melvian.”

“I was used to the House of Proteus. You didn’t have to move your living quarters for me.”

“No. You are our queen. It is only fitting that you have the best house in the settlement.”

Maris nodded, yet her gaze fell back on the dimming fire as the coldness of the night seeped into her skin. Sleeping without Valda near her, waking up to an empty bed… It made Maris wonder if she could rest at all. She was truly terrified of dreaming. How would she react if she saw Valda in her dreams?

Eyphah hesitated, the desire to say something tightening her expression, but the words were forestalled by the situation. Thankfully, Melvian noticed and stood from Maris’s side, leading Eyphah away and leaving Maris to her thoughts.
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“We need to stop.”

Isen let out an annoyed sigh as he pulled on the reins and turned to look at Valda. “Again? This is the fourth time in less than two hours. You need to find a way to control this.”

Valda lifted her gaze to Isen. “Did I stutter?” Before Isen could answer, Valda jumped off the horse, braced herself on her knees, and soiled the ground with her breakfast.

“Withdrawal,” Isen murmured, keeping his back to Valda as she coughed and hacked. “I told Your Highness you were going to get sick. Also, moving on that horse will make it worse.”

“Shut it.” Valda spat and wiped her lower lip with the back of her hand before standing upright.

She grabbed the horse’s reins, ignoring Cerberus’ uninterested eyes on her. The cat was snug inside a backpack, safely attached to the saddle. Valda had made sure her dear pet didn’t bounce as much. The cat yawned before licking her whiskers. Valda grimaced, taking slow steps that sent jolts of burning pain through her. She shouldn’t have left the comfort of Lasmeer’s house in such a hurry. Isen was right when he said she wasn’t ready to travel, yet the need to do something rather than sit down and mope was motivation enough to get her off the bed and on a horse.

Now, she was puking her insides out, as if her body was punishing her for being away from Maris. She breathed out, dizzy and nauseous. She had already puked four times. Everything was sore…

Was Maris feeling the same thing as she was? Was she suffering just as much? If she was, why wouldn’t she just come back? Gods, Valda would give anything to talk to her face to face, but she also would do anything Maris asked and if that meant giving the other woman space, she would do so, even if it meant her suffering.

Another mouthful of bile surfaced, and Valda vomited on the ground again. She rubbed her sour stomach before tilting her head enough to notice Isen giving her a condescending smile.

Valda brushed sweat-damped hair away from her forehead.

“I wish there was something I could do to help with the sickness, but unless Maris changes her mind about seeing you—”

“Maybe she changed her mind already. Maybe she wants to see me?”

Isen pursed his lips. “She was very specific about not wanting you near her. She needs space, and as her mate, you should accept her wishes, even if it means it will make you both sick.”

“I don’t want her to be sick.”

“I know you don’t.”

“I want to protect her.”

“Then protect her from yourself.”

Valda rubbed her face in annoyance before hooking her hand to her neck. A waterskin appeared before her. Isen had gotten off the horse and offered it to her with a tired nod. She grasped it, took the lid off, and drank.

“We cannot stay out in the open like this,” Isen said.

“Umbriel is far away.”

“That’s if we find what we are looking for at the border. If not, our trip could turn into a twelve-hour journey. You remember how enormous and unforgiving the desert is. Your body will not stand a ride as long as that one in this heat. I need to check your wounds, and I need to reapply the salve.”

“I need to get to Umbriel.”

“You need to stay alive, Your Highness.”

Isen’s words were final, and Valda couldn’t control the warning growl that escaped her chest. “You are running your mouth a lot.”

“Maybe.” He pushed the waterskin to her chest when she attempted to give it back to him. “We are an hour away from Cressida City. If we head there now, we can stop at the inn and gather ourselves. We can get something to eat, some clothes and equipment, and then we can set out to Umbriel the next day.”

Valda nodded as she swallowed a mouthful of water. “Fine. You lead, for now.”

Isen patted her shoulder a little too hard, making Valda grunt in pain. “Let’s get going then. Try not to puke again.”

Grabbing the saddle horn, Valda struggled to pull herself up. She also made a conscious effort not to kick poor Cerberus, though she’d already done so more than once. Valda was certain her pet would bite her ankles by the end of the night. She straightened her back, biting her lower lip as if it would prevent her from showing weakness. She felt worse than the first time she woke up blind in her room… At least she had Maris back then.

“You know there are other ways to help your dilemma.” Isen pulled her away from her self-loathing. He clicked his tongue and pressed his heel to the horse’s flank to get going. “You are not completely cut off from her.”

Valda was too busy looking for a way to sit up to ease her pain to understand what Isen was saying. “What do you mean?”

“You can communicate through the bond. It is hard at first, but once you get the hang of it, you can both know how the other is doing. It requires a certain degree of openness and—”

“I am open, but she is blocking me. I am sure she can feel how fucking angry I am,” Valda snapped, as she guided her horse to gallop next to Isen’s.

“Sure. Of course, maybe that’s not the emotion she wants to feel coming from you.”

“I used to feel her just fine, Isen.”

“Huh. Strange. I’ve never been cut off by Melvian, even in our worst fights.” Isen said and rubbed his chest as he closed his eyes. “Melvian is tired, nervous.”

“Nervous? Are they in danger?” Valda moved her hand to the Heaven Sword dangling from her belt.

“No. She is not in danger because she is not scared. She is nervous probably because she will arrive soon in New Agenor. My sister wasn’t welcoming when I presented her as my mate.” Isen paused. “She is also hungry and angry about it.”

“Good for you,” Valda scoffed with envy. “You’ve been mated longer than I have, I presume?”

“Not that long. I am no expert—”

“You sound like one,” Valda said, her upper lip twitching in annoyance. “I don’t hide from Maris.”

“Then you should have no problem communicating.” He paused and narrowed his eyes. “What is she feeling right now?”

“I told you she is blocking me.”

“Try harder, Your Highness.”

Valda’s grip on the horse’s reins tightened. She took a deep, slow breath, tried to ignore the pounding pain in her body, and closed her eyes. Her body swayed with every gallop. She held her breath before exhaling slowly. The tug at her chest was weak, but it was there. She concentrated on the soft draw, as if pulling Maris’s sleeve like she was a lost child. Maris didn’t answer; she felt her jerk away from Valda. She could almost imagine Maris looking back at her before turning her attention to whatever she was doing.

Valda found Isen looking at her. She felt ashamed because she couldn’t tell what Maris was feeling. She didn’t even know how to put it into words. Valda swallowed hard, and she pressed her lips into a fine line as she tried to get herself back in order.

“Well?” Isen asked.

“All I feel is anger coming from her.” Valda tried so hard not to spill her tears, but the feeling coursing through her was something she had never experienced before.

Valda felt abandoned by her own mate.

“That is a good thing!”

“How is feeling only anger from her a good thing, Isen?”

“Because you are feeling something! At least she is not completely shut off, besides it is understandable. You can’t blame her.”

“I can’t… but it hurt that she simply shut me out without letting me explain.”

Isen nodded. “Sometimes it is wise to give someone space before throwing all your reasons and apologies at them. I am sure she will come around. After all, you two have overcome obstacles beyond reckoning to be together. Imagine finding your mate after years of thinking she was dead, and not only that, falling for her regardless of knowing if she was the one or not.” Isen scoffed. “You are lucky, and I am sure Maris just needs time to understand her own feelings before she shares them with you.”

“I don’t think I have the patience, Isen.”

“You will have to. There is no other way.”

Valda bit the inside of her cheek. The soft sway of her horse didn’t upset her stomach, which she was grateful for, yet her chest still felt heavy, she still missed Maris…

As if sensing her discomfort, Cerberus escaped from the backpack she was tucked in and moved to lie on her lap. Valda welcomed her presence with a soft scratch on her chin. The soft purrs were a welcome change, and it somehow calmed the need to puke again.

Frowning in confusion, Valda turned to Isen, who was currently peeling a fruit next to her.

“How come you are not sick too? You are away from your mate, and she is pregnant. I would think that would make your yearning worse.”

“I am sick. My chest is heavy as well and I feel extremely tired,” he said while offering Valda a piece of the fruit. “It is different for everyone, I suppose.”

“Do you… think Maris is sick like me?” Valda asked, taking the orange in her hand and staring at it before deciding it was better not to eat it and gave it back to Isen.

Isen shrugged. “I am not sure. I don’t know many mated couples that are not together. Eyphah had a heart mate and when her wife found her soulmate, well—” he scoffed and waved his hand. “It was horrible. I would’ve thought she was actually going through one of those sicknesses.” Isen smiled and offered the orange again. “You must eat, Your Highness.”

Valda rolled her eyes at the mention of Eyphah. She didn’t like her, and knowing that she had access to Maris whenever she wanted without her being around didn’t sit well with Valda. Her stomach turned again, and she willed the need to puke away as much as she could.

She grabbed half of the orange again, pulling a piece and popping it in her mouth.

“If it makes you feel better, you can always try to talk to her in your dreams.”

Isen’s words did not alleviate her heavy heart. Valda hunched over the saddle horn, finding it to be the most comfortable she could be with her wounds. She looked pathetic, but it would have to do for the time being.

***

Cressida City was completely different from Ophelia. Ophelia was a center for economic activity, always buzzing with life and busy with merchants and eateries, whereas Cressida wasn’t. The city wasn’t in ruins. Not one city in the Sky Kingdom was, but Cressida was a slow city with slow living.

Before Valda and Isen arrived, they walked through the less populated streets. They kept their faces covered with dark cloths. Only their eyes were visible to the strangers around them, which wasn’t something odd to the people living there. Many travelers covered their faces to prevent sunburn. Isen had wanted to keep their identities hidden for as long as they could.

They stopped at the city tavern and inn. They left the horses with a young man, who took them to the stables as they walked in. Cerberus jumped on Valda’s shoulder, keeping her neck warm as they looked around the inn.

“I am going to get us a room for the night, and some food,” Isen said, pulling the piece of cloth down to his neck, his blue hair hidden from any prying eyes. “I will ask them to bring the food upstairs.”

“No.” Valda shook her head and grabbed his arm. “We should eat here.”

“Are you sure? We could be seen.”

“I am sure.”

Valda walked to a dark corner. She sat near the bar, where a group of men drank and laughed loudly. Cerberus jumped from her shoulder, balling up her feet, while Valda watched Isen stop a young barmaid. He spoke to her politely, then pointed in Valda’s direction. He held two fingers to the server, who smiled and nodded at him, obviously transfixed by his handsome looks. He moved his hands to his belt, taking a couple of golden coins, but the woman shook her head and patted his hand. Isen touched his chest, bowed to the maid, and then walked to Valda with a prideful grin.

“I got us the best room in the inn and free food,” Isen chuckled and patted Valda’s knees under the table. “I hope you like lamb stew, Your Highness.”

“I fucking love lamb stew,” Valda answered back, laughing before removing the cloth from her face enough to be comfortable.

“Once I get you settled upstairs, I will head out and buy us some supplies. I am going to need more salve and clothing. Rations for the road and a new waterskin.”

“Sounds good,” Valda said, as the young maid brought their drinks. She settled two large pitchers of ginger beer on the table, winked at Isen, and left.

“She likes you,” Valda mumbled.

“I like the fact she brought us free drinks.” Isen didn’t waste a second, grabbing the pitcher and drinking.

“She will ask for something in return.”

“She can ask all she wants; I am not giving her anything.”

“Fair enough,” Valda chuckled and turned her attention to the three men at the bar.

They didn’t seem like soldiers. They appeared young and tired. Valda determined they were city workers who wanted a drink before heading home. They spoke about their bosses, their spouses, and how delicious the lamb stew was.

She felt Isen’s gaze on her, and she momentarily turned to him when she took a sip from her beer. He jerked his chin towards the men and asked, “Collecting information?”

“Drunk men always talk,” Valda whispered, her head slanting to the side, paying close attention to what they said. Another maid moved over to the bar area, picked up the men’s empty cups, and turned to fill them again.

Suddenly, Valda heard just what she was hoping for.

“Did you hear? A girl who used to work here is now wanted for treason.”

“Treason? What for?”

Valda turned to Isen with a questioning look.

“Tartarus, I know! I thought all Sealians were sucking at the kingdom’s teats and using resources. There is no way any of them would be a traitor.”

Valda tensed. Sealians?

“She was a bit of a troublemaker. I have a friend in the army, and she started a fight with him. Him! A soldier! Can you believe that?”

One man scoffed and shook his head before waving his hand at the server. “‘Ey! What was the name of that barmaid? I am sure you should know.”

“The only Sealian who worked here recently was the Maris girl,” the server answered, placing three glasses of ginger beer on the table for the men.

Valda’s eyes grew as wide as saucers, and Isen gave her a warning look. She shouldn’t draw attention to herself now.

“Why in the world would a girl like her be seen as a traitor? I don’t get it.”

“I have no idea, but I heard Queen Valda is still alive after all this. My soldier friends said a group of castle soldiers have run away from Arwin’s hold.”

“What? They fled?”

“I mean, wouldn’t you? The man is mad. He killed so many people all because they denied him as king. Queen Valda wouldn’t have done that.”

“Nah, she just killed the Vulcanian King for no reason other than a hunch. I understand she is pissed her mother was probably assassinated by that asshole, but what proof did she have?”

The man closest to Valda and Isen let out a loud sigh and rubbed his red face. “But where would those soldiers go? They are now wanted.”

“My friend told me some are fleeing to Umbriel, but he also said a large portion was hiding in Titania. The city is too big and the closest to the desert, it would be impossible for Arwin to find everyone unless, of course, people rat them out.”

“I still wonder what the Sealian barmaid got to do with anything?”

The tavern maiden laughed and looked at the man who had first asked about Maris’s name. “Someone’s infatuated.”

“Oh, please. My wife would kill me. She just caught my attention, that’s all.”

“I am glad she is gone. Boy, was she a pain in the ass. She was always complaining when the boss gave her late shifts.” The tavern maiden mumbled while heat rose through Valda. How dare this woman talk about Maris in such a way?

Isen grabbed her forearm and gave it a firm squeeze. He shook his head in silent warning.

“She might have been a pain, but, man, did she have a fine ass. I always wished she would walk past me so I could take a nice peek at it.”

Isen’s hand moved to Valda’s neck as she stood from the table. The chair behind her fell, clattering loudly as it hit the floor, causing Cerberus to jump to the bar’s counter, knocking the men’s drink. After the clattering, loud curses and scraping of stools subsided, the tavern grew quiet. The three men and server turned to look at Valda.

“Animals are not allowed in the tavern,” the tavern maiden said, eyeing Isen and then Cerberus.

“Yes, of course.” Isen reached for Cerberus, grabbing her by the scruff.

Growling, Cerberus scratched Isen’s hand and jumped away from his grasp, bolting under the table he shared with Valda. Giving the barmaid an apologetic grin, Isen said, “Can you please bring the food to our room?”

The server did not talk. She nodded, wiped her hand with her apron, and walked to the kitchen.

“Follow me, friend.” Isen gritted his teeth before pulling Valda by her arm and up the stairs. Cerberus followed them close behind.

Once inside the small room, Isen turned to Valda, his voice low, “Your Highness, you need to control yourself. You need to understand, we cannot complicate this more than it already is. I understand what you are feeling, but really, how can fighting someone talking about Maris solve anything?”

“I am not responsible for what my cat does, Isen.”

“You know what I am talking about!” Isen replied, pulling the scarf from his head and allowing his long hair to be free. He gripped his curls in frustration as he paced in the middle of the room. “I left my mate, my pregnant mate, for this. For you! And I swear if I am going to die, I will die an honorable death, not because you couldn’t keep your cool.”

“If it was for me, we would’ve done so much differently.”

“Really, Your Highness? How? Waltz into the castle with a handful of soldiers and hope for the best?”

“Sounds like a good idea. Much better than hiding.”

“We are not hiding. We are recouping. And again, with all due respect, you walked into the castle with your mate and almost lost your life and hers. I think maybe we should change tactics.”

Valda scoffed, then pressed her hand over the wound on her flank. Her agitation was not working in her favor; her temper tantrum was beginning to hurt. “You think going around hiding as scoundrels will help us?”

“You see, this is why some people out there believe Arwin is a better ruler than you. He premeditates every single thing he does, waits for the right time and doesn’t make harsh decisions as you do!” As soon as the words left Isen’s mouth, his face twisted with regret. He let out a sigh and rubbed his temples with the meat of his palms.

“I am imprudent?” Valda’s head slanted as she moved threateningly closer to Isen.

“You said it, not me.” Isen’s eyes lingered on the ground as he thought his words over.

“I should kill you for such an insult…” Valda leaned over him. Even if she was hunching slightly, her frame was still as prominent and taut as his.

“Kill me, and then you are really alone.”

Valda blinked, surprised by Isen’s sudden answer. She took a step back, and they gave each other some needed personal space. She walked to the large bed and sat in its corner, interrupting Cerberus’ bath. She tried to hide the pained groan, but the way Isen’s eyes narrowed on her, she knew he had noticed the pain she was in.

“Your Highness,” Isen began, his voice lowering until it was a whisper. “Forgive me for the way I’ve been talking.”

Valda had nothing to say.

Closing his eyes tightly, Isen opened his mouth to talk, but quickly closed it. He gritted his teeth, his hands forming fists next to him.

“Speak your mind, Hurley…”

“I know you are battling your own problems, but so am I,” Isen began. “Do you think I wanted to leave my mate in New Agenor?”

“I am sure you did not, just as I didn’t want to leave mine.”

“I know how bad New Agenor is. I know how broken it is, how horrible life there was.” Rubbing his tattoo, he sat down next to Valda. “I was a coward and decided to leave before I got sucked into being the guard at the entrance.”

Valda scoffed. “That’s Cai’s job now.”

“I know… and I regret leaving, but if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have met Melvian…”

Valda tilted her head enough to look at Isen with the corner of her eyes. “What are you saying?”

“All these horrible things have happened in my life. The disaster in the Sea Kingdom forced me to come to the Sky Kingdom with my mother and sister. The death of my mother just as we arrived in Skylian shore. This war happening… I would like to think they all aligned because there is something better, something worth sacrificing my time with my mate.”

He shook his head and pressed his fingers to his sternum. “If I am being honest, Your Highness and a bit… crude,” he chuckled. “That young woman at the bar was beautiful, but all I could think of was Melvian and how much I want to be buried deep inside her instead of…” He scoffed and waved his hand around him. “Doing this.”

“Fucking your mate is more important than the kingdom?” Valda asked.

Isen turned completely to face her. He arched a blue brow at her, and she rolled her eyes. “I think I know what you'd rather be doing. Do you want to be hiding and recouping in an inn, or pressed to the warmth of your mate?”

Valda didn’t answer right away. She took Isen’s features in before looking elsewhere. “You are absolutely right.”

“Again, I apologize. I don’t want you to think that I want to leave. Well… I do, but it’s not because of you.”

“Apology accepted, but don’t raise your voice at me again,” Valda said, stretching her hand to him.

Isen’s lip curled into a soft smile as he shook her hand.

“Get us our supplies and come back. You also need to rest,” Valda said, patting his back.

Isen stood, bowed low, and silently left the room, his footsteps heavy as he walked away from the room and down the stairs.

Valda huffed and closed her eyes, the strain on her back egging her to rest. She wanted to stay awake, but her body needed sleep and although the bed was hard, it was comfortable enough. Pushing Cerberus to a corner, she lay on her stomach, as Isen had recommended, momentarily relieving the strain of the stitches.

It wasn’t until Cerberus walked up beside her that Valda realized she was teetering between consciousness and sleep. The warmth of her pet pressed against her side eased the nausea from her sickness, and at last, she found solace in sleep.
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It was the morning, the worst of it all. Waking up to an empty space next to her wasn’t supposed to hurt as badly.

When Maris woke up, instead of finding Valda’s sleeping form, she saw an untouched pillow. Tears burned at the corner of her eyes. She pushed the bedsheets off her and ignored the emptiness enough to get herself going for the day. A long dining table waited on the first floor of House of Arago with breakfast already served.

It was strange to have her needs taken care of instead of her doing all the work. She ate her breakfast in relative silence. Compared to Oberon Castle, no waiting maids stood nearby. The room was empty and quiet except for the random clatter of her utensils. She finished her meal, stood from the chair, and headed out to find Melvian.

As she exited the house, Cai greeted her with a bow. He had been standing by the door, hopefully not for the entire night. She had already told Eyphah she didn’t want the boy up during the night.

New Agenor was busy. Many were gathering the harvest of their communal garden. A group of men were fixing up a cabin while a group of women held dirty clothing and headed to the lakes. Kids played and ran around the square. Maris recognized Coljar, Lia, and Kimmi amongst the children. Being the oldest, Kimmi sat and watched everyone else play.

Maris’s lips stretched into a small smile as she walked further away from the square and over to a slightly broken-down house. Outside the cabin, a young man stood making a sketch. As Maris got closer, she saw the drawing of the same house Melvian was staying in. She greeted the young man with a pat on his back before climbing on the deck. She knocked on the door, and after a couple of seconds, Melvian opened.

“Morning!” Her friend’s chirpy greeting made her stomach turn. Maris was sure Melvian was being extra happy on purpose, but deep down, she knew her friend missed her mate as much as she did.

“Good morning, Melvian.”

“Come in! I just got done with breakfast.” Melvian opened the door wider and stepped aside as Maris walked in. “How are you feeling?”

Horrible. “I am fine. I feel slightly out of place, but I will eventually settle down.” She needed to busy her hands so her mind wouldn’t trail back to Valda. “I was thinking about what you said.”

Melvian slanted her head. “Oh?”

“About being an Asclepius worshiper? What do I need to do? You said you would teach me the way, and I am really looking forward to learning.”

“Ah, well.” Melvian laced her fingers together and stood by the now empty dining table. “You want to be a worshiper?”

“I want to help others.”

“You are not answering my question. Do you want to be an Asclepius worshiper? Yes or no?”

The weight of her answer didn’t quite settle in Maris’s mind. She shifted her weight from one foot onto another until she nodded. “Yes.”

“Poseidon might not be happy with that decision.”

“You know my parents did not raise me to worship any gods. I believe I might have a clean slate.”

Melvian raised her eyebrows. “You do.” She waved her hand at Maris, signaling to follow her. She followed Melvian up the stairs and into her room, where she moved about her belongings. Melvian rummaged until she found a small book. “It’s not much, but I recommend you read through this before making a decision.”

Maris took the book and scanned through it. There were many hand-drawn illustrations of the human body and plants, but before all that, there was one page with golden writing on it. As Maris read over it, she noticed the worshiper’s pledge. Maris arched her brow at Melvian, waiting for an explanation.

“It is a lot to take in, that’s only the basic things you must know. Reading and actually putting your knowledge into practice are two different things.” Melvian pursed her lips. “Do you wish to become a worshiper to help your people?”

“Of course.”

“Yes, well. That will be a problem then. Asclepius only blesses those who wish to use his gift to help everyone, not just their people.” Melvian leaned on her knees as she stood up. “We help anyone in need. The pledge binds us, and we must honor it until our last breath. If you are not ready, I am afraid I cannot teach you.”

“You could’ve told me before we left Lasmeer’s place.”

Melvian shrugged dismissively. “I still need someone whom I can trust to take care of me when my child is ready to be born, and to be quite honest, you are the only person I can trust right now.”

“What about Eyphah?”

Melvian scoffed. “I don’t trust her.”

“You don’t trust your mate’s sister?”

“No. She is nothing like Isen.”

The earnestness of Melvian’s words was heavy, and it made Maris uncomfortable. “Why?”

The air whistled through Melvian as she inhaled deeply. “I just don’t.”

“Fair enough. I will be the one to find out why,” Maris said, tucking the book close to her chest. “I will take the day to read if that’s fine with you.”

“You are the queen, yet I do need a concrete answer.”

“About?”

Melvian waved her hand again and sat on the corner of her bed. “Let’s say this is a hypothetical situation.”

Maris narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Go on.”

“What would happen if we encountered a Vulcanian?”

“Is this a trick question?”

“We are starting a war with them, Maris. They are basically the enemy.”

“They haven’t hurt us yet.”

“Yet,” Melvian groaned when Maris’s annoyance brewed. “All right, all right. Let’s say you are already a worshiper, and a high official from the Sky Kingdom stumbles before you, beaten and… hurt.”

Maris’s shoulders tensed, and Melvian noticed right away. “And?”

“Let’s say they are Oberon Castle. They killed many and betrayed Valda, and he is asking you for help.” Melvian paused and stared at Maris. “Would you help him?”

Maris’s answer came without hesitation. “No.”

“Then I am afraid you cannot be an Asclepius worshiper. We must swear that we must help whoever asks to the best of our abilities, regardless of whether they are our enemies.”

“Do you think I will let those bastards get away with what they have done?”

“Asclepius doesn’t see sin or crimes. He sees pain, suffering, and sickness. That’s the real enemy.”

Maris bit her inner cheek and shook her head. “I am off to read. Have a good day, Melvian.” She grabbed the doorknob as Melvian called out.

“Maris, wait.” The young healer stood from the bed and grabbed Maris’s arm, pulling her back. “Think it through. We don’t have to start today. It has only been a day since we’ve arrived here…”

A fake smile spread across Maris’s features. “I will talk to you later, Melvian.” As soon as Melvian released her with a disheartened sigh, Maris headed back to House of Arago.

Helping someone who had caused so much pain and suffering was out of the question. Even now, the idea of ruling with peace as a beacon was crumbling. There was too much anger in her to forgive what had happened. Too many innocent lives had been lost to Arwin’s antics, and anyone who thought he was doing the right thing needed to be punished. If she were to become an Asclepius worshiper and one of those people asked for her help, she’d have no choice but to help them, and to Maris, that was treason.

As her mind stirred with thoughts of both peace and violence, she found herself before Poseidon’s trident.

Her birth father’s weapon.

On a different day, Maris would’ve taken her time to walk around the small altar. She would’ve bowed to the trident and whispered prayers in order to get a signal, a hint of what she was supposed to do.

Her parents had taught her about Poseidon, how he created the Sea Kingdom, how, over the centuries, he raised the Kingdom to the surface, and how the mighty king of the sea cared for the islands as if they were treasures. She had read about the bridges and how the god’s magic kept them afloat.

Swallowing hard, Maris scratched her arm, staring and taking in all the intricate details and designs of the weapon. She wondered if Poseidon was a jealous god, and what would he think if his chosen human vessel would rather pray to another god to save mortals.

Leaning her head back, Maris quietly studied the room. Last time she was there, she was with Valda.

Everywhere she looked, the other woman’s haunting presence was there.

The last time she held the weapon, she couldn’t hold it up, and yet something made her take it from the dais. Holding onto Melvian’s book with one hand and the trident with the other, Maris let out a huff as she struggled with its weight.

It wasn’t until a calloused hand moved behind her and gripped the trident right over her hand. Maris turned around, and her eyes met a pair of dark cobalt.

Eyphah answered her question before Maris could even voice it. “I came to look for some things I left behind. I heard you were here and saw you were struggling.” She then drew her hand back.

Maris nodded, the trident’s end falling a bit too loud on the ground. She let out a soft curse. “Does it get easier?”

“It takes time to get used to the weight. But as you train with it, you will soon pick it up, though it was a feather,” Eyphah answered, taking a step back to restore some much-needed personal space. “I am sorry I came unannounced.”

“I believe people in this settlement do not know what a locked door means.”

Eyphah let out a breathy laugh. “You are right. My apologies.”

“I could forgive you, but I know you will do as you wish.”

“Probably…” A playful smirk painted her lips, and Maris couldn’t help but mimic it. “I know you said you don’t wish to learn how to fight with the trident, but—”

“I changed my mind,” Maris interjected. “I want to learn. I want you to teach me.”

Eyphah blinked incredulously for a few seconds. “Are you sure?”

“I am.” Maris placed the trident back on the dais with Eyphah’s help. “I am… going through some changes.” She brushed her palm against her trousers and then turned to Eyphah. Her fake smile never dissipated from her lips. “And I would like your help.”

Eyphah nodded apprehensively. “All right… Just say the word and I will be there for whatever you need.”

“Thank you, Eyphah. I really appreciate your willingness.”

“I live to serve my queen,” Eyphah said with a dip of her chin.

Maris moved uncomfortably for a moment before stepping aside. “I have some reading materials to go through, and I need to settle down and—”

“I understand I am not the person you want by your side right now.” Eyphah crossed her arms. “I have a million questions, but I will not bombard you with them.”

“Thank you for your consideration,” Maris said the last word with a questioning inflection.

“That doesn’t mean I will not ask them.”

“And even if you do, I still decide if I answer them.” The smile vanished.

“Fair enough.” Eyphah nodded again and lowered her gaze to the ground. “I am a good listener, though.”

Maris scoffed. “I know where this is going, Eyphah, and really I—”

“I will not force you, but I can see something is destroying you from the inside out, and I know Queen Valda’s absence is not only because of her injury. I know for a fact if things were all right between the two of you, you wouldn’t be here.”

“I want to make a couple of things clear, Eyphah, and I want you to listen well. I don’t owe you any explanation about my personal life. I owe you explanations regarding the safety of my people, of our people. Who I sleep with is my concern and mine alone.”

Eyphah drew back. “My apologies. Maybe I am overstepping my boundaries,”

“You certainly are.”

“I am because regardless of everything that has happened, I care about your wellbeing.”

“If you care about my wellbeing, then I suggest you put all your attention into training me. I am sick and tired of having others protect me like I am useless.”

“You are not useless, Your Highness.”

“I know… I know, but right now I feel like I am.” Maris tightened her grip on the book. “Having to hide away here, exposing all of you. I feel like I am doing more harm than good coming back, and then…” and then there was Valda. Maris lifted her gaze enough to see Eyphah staring down at her. She wasn’t judging her. Rather, she looked like she was holding her ground and forcing herself not to hug Maris. “I am sorry. It has been a rough couple of days.”

“Understandable.” Eyphah took a step back and was almost through the door when she turned back to Maris. “If it is any consolation, I am glad you are back here with us.” Eyphah’s smile was shy and small. “Your presence in New Agenor gives everyone hope, and we will do anything in our power to protect the rightful queen of the Sealian throne.”

Maris couldn’t help the one-sided smile that ghosted across her lips. It was nice to know she was appreciated and needed now more than ever, since she felt so useless. “Thank you.”

“Of course. I will leave you be… for now. Training will start tomorrow— If that’s all right with you.”

“I can get some training done tomorrow.”

“Great. I will see you tomorrow then. Rest, relax, unwind.”

“All right,” Maris said, and as Eyphah walked down the stairs to the second floor, Maris called out to her. She wasn’t being fair to her. She was taking her frustration out on Eyphah when all she was doing was worrying about her.

Eyphah turned, slightly confused. “Yes?”

“I am sorry if I lashed out at you.”

Eyphah shrugged, then laughed. “I am used to it. I am imprudent and rude.”

“You are pretty imprudent…”

“My offer still stands. I am a good listener, horrible at giving advice, though.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That answer is better than a ‘no’.” Eyphah grinned. “Have a pleasant day, Your Highness.” Eyphah descended the stairs and quietly left the House of Arago.
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Valda’s stomach turned within itself. Her eyes flew open as she pushed the grogginess away and dashed to a random bucket in the room. She puked the stew she had hours ago. The acid in her stomach reminded her she needed to eat more.

There was no way she would allow the sickness or anything for that matter to force her to lose weight or her strength. She needed all of it. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she turned her hooded gaze to Cerberus. The cat took most of the space of the bed, but Valda wouldn’t have it any other way. Her pet stretched her paws forward and sat in the middle of the bed. The fine hair at the end of her ears twitched before she blinked slowly at her.

Valda checked the second bed in the room and found it empty. Isen was still out getting them supplies. She wasn’t sure how long it had been since their last conversation.

Dragging herself to the bed, Valda tried her hardest to ignore the burning stretch of the stitches of her flank and back. Her stomach turned again as the coldness of the night seeped through the cracked windows. She stood by the bedside, her eyes roaming the undone small bed. Cerberus tilted her head to look at her, her eyes closed just as Valda rubbed under her chin.

The cat’s loud purrs filled the room, and for just a second, Valda felt as if she was back in the castle. If it wasn’t for the pain in her body, and the rumbling in her stomach, she wouldn’t be surprised if she blinked and Maris was on the bed.

Valda scoffed and shook her head. It had been less than a fucking month since she had opened her eyes and stared into a mirror. Less than a month since she had first laid eyes on Maris.

All disheveled, with paint marks all over her skin. Her skin… Oh, how she wanted to touch her right at that moment. One graze of her fingertips over Maris’s body, and all her ailments would be gone in an instant. One gaze of Maris’s blue eyes, and she would have all the strength she needed to take back what was hers…

She just needed one whisper of her name on Maris’s mouth…

Valda wasn’t asking for much. She just needed Maris to acknowledge her. To look at her the way she always did. With those inviting blue eyes, with a perfect yet teasing smile. With exploring hands and soft mouth…

Fuck…

Valda’s hands curled into two fists. She hadn’t even noticed how ragged her breath was, how sensitive her own skin was. Her clothing was bothering her. Swallowing hard, Valda pushed Cerberus off the bed and lay down on her back, ignoring the discomfort of the wound.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Valda parted her lips, Maris’s name slipping out in a reverent whimper. She didn’t want to open her eyes. She knew if she did, she would find herself in the inn, with her cat, alone.

She would rather think of Maris, of the way her hips swayed when she danced, the way her laughter burst out of her, of how soft her hands felt on her breast, her stomach, in her…

A breath exploded out of Valda, her own hand finding the buckle of her pants, with her eyes still closed, she fumbled with the latch and undid it enough to slip one hand inside. She cupped her mound, finally realizing how wet she was.

Valda called out to her again, shuddering in a breath as she gathered the wetness with her fingertips. She circled the throbbing nub, squeezing her eyes tighter. She wanted her traces to be unhurried, as if it was Maris who was blessing her with her touch. She imagined the other woman at her feet, blue eyes fixed on her, unwavering, stirring her desire within her core.

“Maris…”

Gasping, Valda inserted one finger into her, while the other hand pulled at her blouse. Exposing her wrapped chest to the sky, she cursed, tugging at the fabric, wanting nothing more than to feel the cold air on her heated skin. She needed a release, she needed to quench her thirst, she needed her mate right here, right now.

Inserting a second finger, Valda pressed her head to the pillow, fighting the urge to open her eyes and hoping to find Maris. Dragging her fingers up to her clit, Valda moaned as pleasured zipped through her, bucking her hips off from the bed.

Suddenly, Isen opened the door to their room unceremoniously loudly. Valda’s eyes flew open, grabbing the bedsheet and covering herself.

“Fucking knock!” Valda screamed, just as Isen turned to look at her, confused.

Crimson red covered his cheeks and ears, as he turned his back to her. “My apologies. I thought you were asleep,” he mumbled, scratching the back of his neck.

Valda pulled her pants up, using the sheet as a shield. She fixed the blouse, tossing the chest wraps away for the time being.

“Is it cultural for Sealians to not knock on doors?”

“I said I was sorry.”

Cerberus stood from her spot on the ground and stretched her back paws before heading towards Isen. The man looked down at the animal, avoiding at all costs making eye contact with Valda.

“I got us some provision,” the Sealian said, dropping his bag near the door. “It’s not much.” He sounded both tired and embarrassed. He released his breath before rubbing his chest. Sensing his distress, Cerberus pressed her large head to his knee, rubbing her cheek against him, leaving a streak of hair all over his pants.

Valda hissed as she sat up, touching her flank in the process and allowing the bedsheet to drop to her lap. “Were you able to get everything you needed, though?”

“Yes.” His terse answer didn’t sit well with Valda. He sat down quietly, rubbing his eyebrows.

“Are you all right, Isen?”

He shook his head at first, but touched his chest again. “My mate is not feeling well, and I can’t do much about it.”

Oh. Trailing her hand to her own chest, Valda pressed her index and middle finger to her sternum, but she felt… nothing.

“I am going to sleep now,” Isen said with no room to argue. He stood off the chair and walked to the other bed. He gave his back to Valda, while Cerberus followed him. The large cat curled up into a ball right next to his bed.

Valda didn’t question him. He needed his space as much as she did and, to be fair, she wasn’t exactly being easy. She lay on her back, staring up at the wooden ceiling. She needed to rest before they could head out, but sleep had become a double-edged sword that could either harm or help her.

All Valda wanted was to see Maris, and within the yearning, it was as if Valda could materialize her in her dreams.

Formed out of a drop of water itself, Maris grabbed her hand and pulled her into a dance resembling the last one they shared back in New Agenor’s square. She could see the flowing edges of her tunic moving as she did around the large fire.

This dream was a memory, a reminder of what Maris looked like when surrounded by what she loved and cared for. Valda painted the image of Maris in her brain, etching it into the corners of her mind, never to be erased.

As Maris pulled her into the crowd of dancing, young Sealians, Valda took in how her mouth curved, the subtle dimple on one side of her face, and how her nose scrunched. Her eyes were thin slits as her cheeks rose with a burst of upcoming laughter.

Valda would fight a million battles, get stabbed a thousand times, and die a hundred more to keep the smile painted on Maris’s beautiful face. She would drown in the deepest sea if it meant she got to run her fingers through Maris’s ocean blue hair once more. She would swim in the river Styx, lose her very soul if she were to be promised she could kiss Maris one last time…

The dream consumed her. As Maris twirled in her arms, pulling her into a gentle kiss, the fire pit behind her lover dimmed. The surrounding couples vanished, crumbling around Valda like broken stones.

Maris’s smile, which was pressed against her lips, slowly disappeared, and the coldness in Valda’s chest came back.

As Maris pulled back, a snarl of disgust spread over her perfect little mouth. Now Maris stood before Valda, arms crossed over her chest, distant as the darkness swallowed her until there was nothing but the same blackness suffocating Valda.

The blindness was back, and the visions weren’t a dream.

It was a nightmare.

And she had to wake up before it consumed her.

Valda sat up on the hard bed, drenched in sweat, her cheeks wet with tears. She wiped them away with a burning, nauseating fury. Then she looked down at her hands. Isen slept soundly in the bed next to her on the other side of the room, shirtless and looking uncomfortable. The sheet he’d wrapped himself in was long forgotten on the floor.

Standing up, Valda touched her flank. New and clean bandages had replaced the bloody ones she had worn upon arrival at the tavern and inn. Isen probably woke up and cleaned them up as she slept. This man was giving up so much, and she was giving him such a hard time.

Walking towards him, she noticed the worried frown permeated on his brow. She felt her own frown forming in her visage. Valda grabbed the sheet from the ground and covered his torso before sitting back down on her bed.

Feeling the dip of the bed and the harsh press of a furry head, Valda acknowledged Cerberus’ presence with a chin scratch. The animal’s purrs vibrated on her fingertips, and she smiled.

“I miss her too, girl,” Valda whispered, only for Cerberus to hear. “I miss her so much I can barely breathe.” She bit her lip to stop a sob from escaping. “But I will not abandon her. I will try to find her, even if it is in my dreams, even if I have to beg Morpheus to allow me to have her.”
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Maris turned to creating a routine she could follow easily in her new home. Yet, the first weeks in New Agenor were the hardest ones. Melvian tried to ease her symptoms but at the end of the day, it came down to the fact her body was reacting to being away from her only source of peace, Valda.

When she went outside, she couldn’t help but fear that she was being watched, that at any given moment Arwin’s soldiers would come. In fact, Maris was worried that it had been two weeks, and she hadn’t heard a thing from outside of New Agenor. She didn’t even know how Valda was doing. Then again, every night since she arrived at New Agenor, she tried her hardest to detach herself from the bond, to block it.

She could try to force herself not to think of her lover, but it was almost impossible to do so, and it was driving her absolutely insane. Everything reminded her of Valda…

The lakes, where she showed Valda how she could bend water to her will. The square, where they danced amongst her people, how Valda clumsily stumbled with her feet, struggling to dance with Maris, to make her happy and feel loved. House of Arago, where they shared their first meal with Eyphah, where Valda’s confidence shattered, unsure of how to eat something she didn’t know, and how she had helped her.

Then there was the bedroom…

Though it wasn’t House of Proteus, the layout was the same, and every morning when Maris woke up from her restless sleep, she imagined Valda walking out of the garderobe, looking down at her with adoration.

Each night, the feeling of the soft sheets against her skin awakened a sense of loneliness that could only be brushed away with the feeling of Valda’s skin on hers. With warm lips on her neck and chest, skillful hands holding her down, begging for submission. Maris wanted to be underneath her again, feel the tall and strong body ushering her into the height of pleasure. Some mornings she cried; some mornings she woke soaked in her own arousal.

If she didn’t block the bond’s relentless pull, she would lose herself. Yet, the bond was the only thing that assured her Valda was alive. She could feel the yearning, the tug on her very soul, and the muffled whispers that came with each thread of connection.

Come back.

Can I find you?

Are you well?

I miss you.

I miss you…

She wanted to give in, to allow herself to be swallowed up by the bond and surround herself with everything that was Valda. She wanted to open her eyes and see the other woman there, with that smile, that fucking smile. Perfect, warm and honest. Her smile.

But still she resisted.

Some nights, Maris was blessed with dreamless sleep, but there were others when the nightmares suffocated her, waking her in cold sweats and with tears streaming down her face.

The nightmares replayed the day her father left, mixed in with the night she found her mother’s body…

Her stomach turned within itself each time she woke up. The images still fresh in her head, the pain as if it was the same day those tragedies occurred. She didn’t tell anyone about her restless nights. There was no use in doing so. Melvian already knew about her parent’s tragedy, telling her about the nightmares would make her friend try to push her to go back to Valda as a way of alleviating everything.

But how could Maris even think about going back to her mate when she was the one that caused all the pain and suffering?

Telling Eyphah would only make the other woman’s hatred towards Valda grow, and Maris did not want to hear her.

It was better to keep busy. She read the book of Asclepius Melvian had given her. She had read it so many times she had memorized most of it. If Melvian wanted to give her a test, Maris could pass it with no problem.

Maris felt confident enough in doing some real healing.

Closing her book, Maris jumped from the couch and rubbed her chest. She couldn’t feel Valda which to her surprise saddened her. Although she was detaching from the other woman, she always felt at peace knowing that Valda was alive and well. Today, she couldn’t feel much except frustration.

She went out of House of Argo and waved at Cai.

“Again, at my door?”

The teenager smiled awkwardly. “It’s Eyphah’s orders. She always wants me near you.”

“And what if I don’t want you near me at all times, Cai?” Maris asked, stopping by Melvian’s cabin. “My orders hold more weight than Eyphah’s.”

Cai nodded aggressively before bowing. “Yes, of course, I- I am not saying otherwise…”

“But?” Maris tried to hide her amusement at Cai’s nervousness.

“Nothing.” Cai glued his gaze to the ground just as Melvian opened the door.

“Hello, Maris,” Melvian grinned. “Hi, Cai.”

Cai greeted Melvian as Maris walked towards her best friend. Just as she was about to close the door, she stuck her head out and stared at Cai. “You are going to stay there, right?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Maris rolled her eyes. “Cai, go play. That’s an order.”

“I can’t, Your Highness, please forgive me.”

“I can’t believe I am already dealing with insubordination. Can you believe this, Melvian?” Maris asked, turning towards inside the house.

“Pretty much,” Melvian chuckled, waving her hand at Cai and closing the door. “But don’t feel too bad. I mean, look at Valda. She had an entire coup.”

Maris’s upper lip twitched as she pulled a chair from the dining table and sat down.

“Too soon, right?”

“Yep.”

“Yeah, I shouldn’t have said that.” Melvian tutted and patted her hands on her waist before giving Maris a rueful smile. “So, I know you have been studying.”

“I have,” Maris said proudly. “Ask me anything.”

“Can you recite the entire Asclepius worshiper pledge by memory?”

Pouting her lips playfully, Maris closed her eyes and effortlessly recited the pledge.

As an Asclepius worshiper, I promise I will, to the best of my ability, serve humanity—caring for the sick, promoting good health, and alleviating pain and suffering. I shall never intentionally do or administer anything to the overall harm of those who seek my help. I will let the grace of Asclepius, his sons, and daughters course through me, bringing forth the needed knowledge to assess and ease the suffering of the sick and injured.

In the morning hours before going to Melvian, Maris would read the oath repeatedly, repeating each word in her head as if it would somehow lead her to believe she was making the right choice. The oath at the beginning of the book, which was written in gold, burned in the back of her head all the while. It was hard to imagine if she could follow those words.

Could she help the enemy if they came asking for help? If they were injured? Would she have the heart to let them die, or would she follow the way of the worshipers and heal them? She still wasn’t sure, and if she were honest with herself, she would only decide when the moment allowed her to do so.

“Wow, well done.” Melvian’s little condescending praise struck a nerve, but Maris let it go as soon as she noticed her friend’s smirk.

“I’ve been working hard.”

“There is no doubt about it!” Melvian chuckled. “Hopefully, if you keep it up, you might get the blessing,” Melvian said, grabbing a bag from the table. Instead of placing the strap over her shoulder, she closed her eyes and scoffed. “I really need you to be blessed.”

Maris frowned. “You said it yourself… Hopefully.”

“I know what I said,” Melvian whispered, absentmindedly fidgeting with a decorative button from the bag. “Listen, Maris, I need to know you are doing everything you can to be blessed.”

Maris blinked, surprised by the sudden shift of emotions. “Melvian, I can assure you—”

“I know you are going through a lot of things, and I get it, believe me! But… Gods, Maris, I either teach you enough to be blessed or maybe…” Melvian rubbed her swollen stomach. “I can teach him… or her! I am still not sure if the baby will be a boy or a girl, it’s been really hard to determine and—”

“Hey! Hey! Melvian!” Maris shook her head and jolted to grab Melvian’s hands. “It’s fine, alright? You are fine, I am fine, the baby is fine. You are worrying too much.” Maris tilted her head, trying to lock eyes with Melvian. “You are anxious.”

“I miss Isen, yes, but I keep telling myself that the real purpose of this separation is because a blessed worshiper will come from this. It will either be you or the baby, and I swear I will not rest until I meet a blessed worshipper.”

“And you will. I am trying my best.”

“Promise?”

Maris smiled and nodded. “Promise! And you know what?”

“What?”

“I promise eventually, we will have an Asclepius temple.”

“Pssh! Maris, please!”

“No, listen. Imagine a place where anyone interested can come in and learn. What’s so bad about that?”

“We carry our temple within us,” Melvian said, pressing a hand to Maris’s chest. “We carry our oath. We don’t need a physical temple.”

“Call it a school then,” Maris said, a smile spreading across her lips before she arched her brow. “Think about it.”

“I guess I will but not now.” Releasing a heavy sigh, Melvian finally settled the bag’s strap on her shoulder and jerked her head towards the door. “I think it is time for us to practice hands on, don’t you think?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” Maris huffed, opening the door for her, only to find Cai sitting on the porch and throwing a rock to the ground.

“Cai!” Maris rolled her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Please.”

“But, Your High—”

“That’s an order!”

Melvian took a step back while Cai opened his mouth to say something, but Maris shut him up with a quick hand gesture.

“Go.”

Cai’s head hung low as he jumped off the porch and walked away towards the square.

“A little harsh on the kid, don’t you think?”

“No. I am not harsh. I am actually being nice. He is what, sixteen? He should be running around playing, hitting on girls, or boys or whatever. Be a teenager. I know how horrible it was to work as a teen instead of living it up.”

“True, but you don’t have to be so rough with him. You don’t need to scream like Val—”

“Melvian, I need you to stop mentioning Valda. I don’t… I don’t want to—”

“I am sorry.”

Melvian’s eyes seemed to pierce through Maris. The coldness in her tone made her take a step back. Her lower lip quivered. It was hard enough to be away from her mate, but to have her best friend mad almost made her bawl right there and then.

“I— You keep saying you are sorry, and I don’t think you actually mean to apologize.”

Melvian’s gaze dropped to the ground, then to her bag. “There is a pregnant teacher a couple of cabins down. Coral is her name. She told me she wanted me to have a look at her when we arrived, and I want you to come with me. You can learn a thing or two while we are there.”

Maris bit the inside of her cheek, closed her eyes and nodded begrudgingly. She knew what Melvian was doing. Changing the subject was something Maris did all the time; it was only fair that someone would do it to her. “Lead the way…”

Pouting her lips and shaking her head, Melvian walked between broken cabins. Maris followed, swallowing hard and trying to come up with a topic of conversation that would somehow get the awkward silence to dissipate. Before she could reach out to her friend, frantic, fast-paced steps sounded behind her.

As Maris turned, Cai’s wide-open eyes locked with hers. Her stomach dropped as she realized just what he was about to say.

“General Arwin is here. I need to get you and Miss Melvian to safety!” His clammy hands grabbed onto her elbow just as he grabbed onto Melvian’s bag and dropped it somewhere between the houses.

“Where are you taking us?” Melvian gasped, struggling to keep up with Cai as he raced toward the lakes.

Maris followed, her heart pounding wildly in her chest and her head spinning with dread. If Arwin was here, then Eris must be close too, probably disguised as the fake Sealian.

“They’re at the entrance, heading to the plaza. Eyphah is with them,” Cai panted.

“Eyphah?”

“She said she’d handle them, but she begged me to get you both to the lakes.”

The lakes seemed like the safest place to hide. Maris could dive to the bottom and wait it out until the danger passed... but what about Melvian?

As they plunged deeper into the dense woods of New Agenor, Cai suddenly halted at the edge of the largest, most remote lake. He stared down at the water, his face tense, before turning to Maris.

“Please, hide, Your Highness,” he urged, his brow furrowed with anxiety.

“But what about me?” Melvian cried, pointing frantically at the water and then at herself. “Hello? Skylian! No powers, can’t swim!”

Maris clenched her teeth, frustration bubbling up inside her. She hurried to the water’s edge, her hands gliding over the surface, calming the ripples. She gathered a large sphere of water, pulling it from the lake and hurling it at Melvian’s face.

The sphere burst upon impact, then formed itself again, forming a massive air bubble around Melvian’s head.

With another swift motion, a thick ribbon of water coiled around Melvian and yanked her into the lake’s depths.

“I’ll find you when they’re gone!” Cai called, just as Maris sank with Melvian into the shadowy deep.

Maris felt Cai’s heavy footsteps fade away from the lake. She turned just in time to see Melvian glancing up at the surface, then back at her, wide-eyed. Melvian pointed at the water bubble encasing her head, her expression a mix of confusion and fear.

Telling Melvian that the bubble was a desperate, last-minute idea—and that she wasn’t sure it would hold—didn’t seem wise. Maris forced a shrug, swimming closer to Melvian, and wrapped her arms around her. She squeezed her tightly, careful not to burst the bubble.

As Maris held her, an unsettling déjà vu washed over her. She had been here before, not in this exact place, but in this same twisted scenario. She remembered hiding with her mother, concealed in the secret space.

Maris was tired of hiding. How many times had she hidden, waiting for someone else to fight her battles? How long until she finally did something?

Maris clenched her jaw. She refused to be a perpetual fugitive. She knew damn well it was only a matter of time before a larger force of Skylian soldiers stormed in. Skylians weren’t stupid. Stubborn, maybe, but never stupid.

And Arwin was far from stupid. Even if he didn’t find her today, he knew Eyphah would never willingly allow New Agenor to become another city for the Sky Kingdom. Every Sealian longed for independence, to return to the Sea Kingdom, to rule themselves.

Gods, she prayed Eyphah could find the right words to satisfy Arwin, to make him leave without a trace of suspicion. If he didn’t… who knew what horrors he might unleash on every Sealian in the settlement?

Maris closed her eyes tightly.

If she made it out of this alive, she would start the training with Eyphah right away. When Arwin comes back, she would face him head on…

After what seemed like an eternity, Melvian patted Maris’s arm and pointed to the surface. Maris tilted her head, looking up at the calm surface of the lake. The rays from the sun filtered in through the trees. Squinting, Maris focused on the quietness. She didn’t feel footsteps, and it worried her. It had been a long time since Cai left. As much as she wanted to surface and investigate, the thought of putting Melvian in danger kept her rooted. Her friend seemed calmer than she was, idly touching the water-like strings that held her in place. But Maris’s worry was growing, gnawing at her insides with each passing second.

Maris signaled Melvian to stay put, casting one last glance up at the surface. She kept the lake calm as she swam up slowly, focusing intently on the vibrations in the water. If anyone was approaching, she would feel it, just as she had sensed Cai’s footsteps earlier. But there was nothing—only an unsettling silence.

Maris cautiously lifted her head, just enough for her eyes to scan the surroundings. She neither heard a commotion from the settlement nor the sound of horses. Everything was eerily still. She swam to the lake’s edge, and just as she was about to climb out, a hand grabbed the back of her tunic and yanked her from the water.

Her stomach dropped, her entire body tensing as she hit the ground. She spun around just in time to see Eyphah kneeling beside her. The other woman clamped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t make a sound!” she hissed, her eyes darting to the lake. “Get Melvian out. Now.”

Maris nodded, plunging her hand into the lake. Moments later, Melvian emerged, the surrounding sphere head dissolving as she was gently placed beside Maris.

“Where’s Arwin?” Maris whispered.

“The bastard left. I told him exactly what he wanted to hear,” Eyphah muttered, her face twisting in disgust.

“He’ll come back.”

“He will. And he brought her with him... that bitch,” Eyphah growled, her voice filled with contempt. “She did her little magic trick, that symbol glowing on her forehead. We all had to bow...” Eyphah said before she spat on the ground. “Swearing loyalty to her…” She inhaled deeply. “Gods, Maris, I hope you are proud of me because I almost hurled.”

Maris stared at her, trying to find just a hint of a lie in her words, but there was none. Eyphah fucking listened to her and followed instructions. She kept them safe.

Grabbing Eyphah’s tunic, Maris pulled her into a hug. “Thank you,” Maris whispered, clutching at the back of Eyphah’s blouse. “Thank you, thank you, you kept us safe,” she said before pulling away and noticing the other woman’s stunned face.

“I follow my queen’s instructions.” Eyphah said before lowering her gaze and her red face to the ground. “My real queen’s instructions.”

“Where’s Cai?” Melvian asked, wringing out her soaked clothes. Maris waved her hand, using her powers to pull the moisture from Melvian’s clothing.

“Keeping watch,” Eyphah answered. “He’s doing a good job.”

Maris scoffed. He was doing a good job, and she’d been too hard on him. He was just trying to protect her. But it should be the other way around—she should be the one protecting everyone. She was the heiress, the rightful queen...

“Eyphah?”

“Yes?”

“Can we start my training tomorrow?”
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Eyphah’s disappointed gaze fell on her. Maris was on the ground, her stomach turning with the bond sickness. She was trying not to throw up her breakfast, but with every hit and heavy turn she did, it proved to be difficult.

“You are not positioning your feet right,” Eyphah began, extending her hand for the twelfth time that day to help Maris up.

Maris inhaled deeply, trying to calm the nausea. Rubbing her stomach, she tiredly watched Eyphah show her how to stand… again.

The other woman slapped her own thick thighs, planted her feet on the ground and lowered her body by bending her knees. “You have to do this to keep your balance, if not, it will be easy for me to knock you down and kill you,” Eyphah said, holding her weapon for support. “Come, again.”

Maris closed her eyes, sighed, and then nodded. “I know how to fight, Eyphah.”

“Well, you say you know, yet you have no idea how to block. Slapping people in the face is not knowing how to fight.”

“Thank you for the recommendation. I really appreciate it.”

“Sarcasm will not save you either, love.”

“You don’t say,” Maris muttered, turning away from Eyphah with an exasperated roll of her eyes. She strode toward Poseidon’s trident, which had slipped from her grasp during the struggle. She wasn’t accustomed to wielding such a weapon, and every attempt to attack with it had been more frustrating than anything she’d ever encountered.

Although Maris was improving at using her abilities to fight with water, she still felt the need to rely on the trident—just in case she ever found herself without the precious liquid nearby.

As she bent down to retrieve the weapon, a sharp twist in her stomach stopped her. Before she could push the sensation away, she turned from the trident and emptied her breakfast onto the ground.

Between fits of coughing and spitting the acidic taste, Eyphah’s hand touched her back in a pathetic attempt to comfort her. Before she could protest that she didn’t need help and insist she was fine, another wave of nausea overtook her, and she doubled over to vomit again.

Groaning in disgust, Maris straightened herself and stepped away from the mess, clutching her head in frustration. “I hate this!” she bellowed.

“You don’t have to push yourself so hard, Maris. We can continue tomorrow, if you—”

“I don’t want to continue tomorrow; I don’t want to be patient! I want to get better now, I want to feel better now. I am sick, I am tired, I am so fucking frustrated with everything!” She swallowed hard, fighting against the sob tightening in her throat, determined not to let it break free.

Eyphah sighed behind her and, once again, her warm hand touched her back. “Hey. It’s fine to feel like that.”

“No. Eyphah, I don’t want your pity.”

“And you are not getting any of it, believe me. I do not pity you, but if I want my queen to be at her very best, I know I can’t push her to train when she clearly doesn’t feel like it. The bond sickness is holding you back and it will be a while until it goes away.”

“It’s been three months, Eyphah.”

“Everyone deals with that differently,” Eyphah said, lifting the trident, and Maris couldn’t help the pang of jealousy.

“Arwin and Eris can come back at any time. I need to be strong enough to fight.”

“Exactly. That’s why you need to take it easy and not get injured.”

She didn’t want to admit it, but Eyphah’s words calmed her enough for the knot in her throat to dissipate.

“Tomorrow? Same place, same time?”

Eyphah smiled and nodded. “Same place, same time.” She waved the trident. “I’ll take this back to the altar. Try to take it easy,” saying that, Eyphah walked away, crossing the plaza and heading to her cabin.

If Valda were here, she would probably tease Maris for her inability to properly hold the trident.

If Valda was here, she would be the one training you instead of Eyphah.

Maris closed her eyes tightly and cursed under her breath.

She pushed the image of Valda while she trained back in the castle out of her mind. She tried so hard not to imagine her with that cocky smile, holding the Heaven Sword, sweat running down her neck and into her cleavage.

A tug at her chest pulled her from her daydream. Maris pressed between her breasts and hissed. She pushed the pull away. Valda was calling out to her. The other woman felt Maris’s need for her. Each time she let her guard down, Valda was right there, trying to lure her back.

Keeping her mind occupied would help. She left the plaza, heading toward the cabin designated as a small school. The little house had always caught Maris’s attention. More than once, she had skipped her lessons with Melvian to sit quietly at the back of the room, listening as a young, very pregnant Sealian taught her class.

Coral was adored by her students, and Maris’s heart warmed whenever she listened to the woman share stories of life in the Sea Kingdom.

Coral’s lessons were far more detailed than the brief conversations Maris had with Isen back at the castle, and they deepened her longing for the Sea Kingdom. She wanted to return—to give her generation of Sealians and the young children a chance to build a life in their homeland.

The children’s questions revealed their longing to return—to bathe in the kingdom’s many beaches, to truly celebrate their heritage. To sleep under a star-filled sky with sand beneath their feet. To taste food grown and prepared in the land, their parents had once called home.

Maris felt a deep homesickness for a place she had never seen, an ache that made her crave the chance to go back.

The sudden clang of a bell jarred her from her daydream. The children groaned in protest as Coral chuckled, gently ushering them out of the cabin with a playful wave before tucking the bell back into her desk drawer.

As the last student disappeared through the door, Melvian entered, carrying her healer’s bag.

Coral had volunteered to assist with Melvian’s lessons. At nearly thirty-five weeks pregnant, Coral had become part of Maris’s training, letting her practice how to check in on an unborn child. It wouldn’t be long now before the young teacher welcomed another beautiful Sealian baby into the world.

Maris couldn’t wait.

“How are you doing, Coral?”

“Miss Melvian! Your Highness.” Coral smiled brightly, rubbing her large stomach before nodding in greeting. “It is always a pleasant surprise to see you both here.”

“We are here for your weekly check. This time, if you don’t mind, Maris will be the one doing the checking,” Melvian said, elbowing Maris before signaling her to step forward.

Maris swallowed her nervousness down. She had been looking forward to this for a while now. She rubbed her hands on her tunic as she stood face to face with Coral. The young woman looked radiant.

“My mate has been insufferable,” Coral said with a teasing smile. “He’s convinced we’re having a boy.”

“And you think it’s a girl?” Maris asked, glancing at Melvian, who was wiping her hands with a damp cloth.

“I don’t think—I know it’s a girl,” Coral replied confidently as she eased herself onto the desk, just as she had during previous visits. Her grin stretched wide. “I’m going to name her after you, Your Highness,” she added, her voice brimming with delight. “If that’s alright with you, of course.”

“I would be honored!” Maris exclaimed, her chest tightening with emotion at the thought of a little Sealian carrying her name. “Now, I need you to take a deep breath and relax for me.”

Coral nodded, her eyes fluttering shut as she inhaled deeply.

Melvian stepped beside Maris, gently taking her hands and guiding them over Coral’s round belly. “Feel this,” Melvian said, pressing Maris’s hand firmly against one side. Coral winced slightly, and Maris quickly apologized, her cheeks flushing.

“That’s the head,” Melvian explained, offering an encouraging smile. “The baby is slowly positioning herself for delivery.”

“Right.” Maris nodded, focusing as she slipped her hands, mimicking Melvian.

“Has the baby been moving a lot lately, Coral?” Maris asked.

“Oh, yes,” Coral replied with a laugh. “I’m certain she’s going to be a dancer, just like her daddy.”

Maris noticed Melvian’s twitchy smile as her friend’s hand drifted to her small, rounded stomach. Though the early signs of pregnancy were just showing, it filled Maris with excitement at the thought of feeling her best friend’s child someday. But the idea carried a bittersweet edge—Isen wasn’t here, and Maris knew Melvian resented her for his absence.

“Well, any day now, we’ll be welcoming a new Sealian to the bunch,” Maris said, clearing her throat as she helped Coral down from the desk. “Everything looks great. Just try not to overdo it, okay?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Coral replied with a laugh. “The moment I get home, my mate won’t let me lift a finger. He insists I lie down all day while he handles everything else.”

A soft sniffle came from behind Maris. She forced a smile, bidding Coral goodbye as the young woman left the cabin.

Maris caught Melvian wiping her nose and tears.

“Melvian,” Maris said gently, stepping closer to squeeze her friend’s shoulders.

“I’m fine. I promise,” Melvian replied, closing her bag and wiping her eye.

“You’re not—”

“I am,” Melvian insisted, turning to face Maris. Her nose was red, her cheeks streaked with moisture. “I just… I miss Isen.”

“Of course,” Maris murmured, biting her lip as she debated whether to press further. Should she ask about Isen—how he was doing, whether they’d been able to stay in touch through letters or their bond? Finally, she ventured, “Is… he okay?”

“He’s fine,” Melvian said with a faint smile, her voice wavering. “He misses me too. He can’t wait to come see me.”

Maris nodded and pulled her friend into a tight hug. “I’m sorry, Melvian.”

Melvian sighed, resting her face against Maris’s chest before wrapping her arms around her waist. “I know,” she whispered. “I got myself into this. I stayed.”

“Has… Isen said anything about Valda in his letters?”

Melvian inhaled deeply, the pause stretching between them. After a long moment, she pulled away and shook her head. “No.” Melvian gave her a rueful smile before saying, “I take it you haven’t contacted her.”

“I don’t… I don’t think I should.”

Melvian’s gaze sharpened. “You don’t think you should, or you don’t want to?”

Maris wanted to admit she didn’t want to. That she would rather endure all the nausea and fatigue, than confront the truth: that despite everything Valda had done to her family, a part of her still wanted to see her. It felt like a betrayal—not just to herself, but to her entire family.

“You need to see her, Maris,” Melvian said, pointing a finger at Maris’s stomach. “It would really help with the sickness.”

Help with the sickness. Could it really be that simple? If seeing Valda just once could ease her nausea, maybe she could train without limits—maybe even master wielding the trident. The thought was tempting.

“I don’t know where—”

“Maris. Just go to bed. You’ll see her then.”

Maybe it was time. She had resisted for so long, avoided that connection out of fear and anger. But perhaps now, just once, she could let it happen.

Melvian kissed her cheek, gave her arm a reassuring pat, and left the cabin.

Nightfall was still a couple of hours away, and while Maris knew she should go out and eat, all she wanted was to crawl into bed. She didn’t know how to find Valda in her dreams, but if it was as simple as Melvian made it sound, then surely it wouldn’t be a problem.

She could spend the time eating, or even reading more about medicine as Melvian had so often instructed her to do, but the thought of seeing Valda—even for just a few fleeting seconds—was… exhilarating. It felt like exactly what she needed.

Maris headed to her chamber, opening the door slowly, her mind plagued with images of Valda sitting on the corner of the bed, bouncing her leg in both agitation and anxiousness, her honeyed eyes narrowed in deep thought as they stared at the floor. But when Maris stepped inside, the room was empty. Of course, it was ridiculous to think Valda would actually be there. And yet, the hollow ache that settled in her chest caught her off guard. She wasn’t ready to get used to that emptiness.

Clearing her throat to dislodge the knot forming there, Maris carefully removed her tunic and pants, folding them neatly and placing them beside the worn-down nightstand. Her boots found their place by the door before slipping her nightshirt on. As her hands trembled, she reached for the dresser, striking a match to light the two candles perched on top.

The room was not bright, nor dark, perfect enough to lull Maris to the awaiting bed.

She glanced down at herself, her nightshirt hanging loosely to the middle of her thighs. She wondered if she looked presentable…

Scoffing, Maris shook her head. How could she even think about being presentable when she wasn’t sure if she was going to be happy to see Valda, if she was going to see her?

Her chest tightened as doubt crept in. She wanted to see Valda. Even through her anger, even with the lingering desire for consequences to befall her for what she had done, Maris’s soul cried out for her. Her body ached to be in her presence…

Pressing a hand to her stomach, Maris rubbed away the nausea as she closed her eyes tightly. When she opened them, she couldn’t help but hope, foolishly, that Valda might be standing there. But the room remained empty, as it had always been.

Maris hadn’t collected any personal belongings. All she had to call her own were the books Melvian had given her, and some clothing Eyphah had gathered for her to use.

Sitting up on the bed, she rubbed her face in frustration, her thoughts turning to her mother’s violin. The instrument and its case, along with everything else she once owned, were still in Oberon Castle—likely discarded or destroyed in a fire.

Her only real belonging was the trident in the altar above the room she was in.

That trident. She hadn’t been able to use it effectively, but deep down, she knew that soon, she would have to.

Releasing a shaky breath, Maris pulled the bed sheets off her body. She was too nervous, too anxious to consolidate sleep.

Before she could decide what to do next, she climbed the narrow staircase to the attic.

The altar to Poseidon’s trident seemed to glow more vividly at night.

Maris paused at the top of the stairs, taking it all in. Even the trident seemed to hum with a faint spark.

Taking a deep breath, liquid warmth seemed to spread through her forehead. Maris eyes widened as a bright blue hue illuminated from her forehead. The room came alive, with slight underwater ripples and glistening gold and diamonds.

Maris held her breath, unable to do anything but take in how beautiful the small room looked. It was unreal. If she ever swam in the seas of the Sea Kingdom, she imagined it would look just like this.

If only Valda were here to see it…

The glow on Maris’s forehead dimmed, fading until she was once again wrapped in darkness.

Maris released the breath she was holding, her gaze on the trident that didn’t stop shining.

“Maris.”

Her head snapped toward the entrance of the attic, but the door was firmly shut. There was no one in the House of Arago but her.

“Maris…”

That deep voice…

She knew it all too well. But she wasn’t dreaming. She wasn’t even lying in bed…

A shiver ran through her as she rubbed the center of her chest, her lower lip trembling. A single tear slipped down her cheek.

The trident pulsed. Its glimmering decorations moved in time with the rhythm of a heartbeat. Maris’s knees weakened, bending beneath her as she stared.

“Valda?”

The distinctive pull of the bond made Maris gasp. It hadn’t felt this strong ever since she had returned to New Agenor. Her mate was calling to her, thrashing about like a caged animal, desperate for release.

Pressing her hand firmly against her sternum, Maris closed her eyes, bowing her head low. The pulsing energy of the trident faded, dissolving into the distant echo of running footsteps.

The air inside the chamber thickened, growing dense with the unmistakable scent of Valda’s chamber back in Oberon Castle.

When Maris opened her eyes, she found her.

Valda stood before her, looking down, her wide-open eyes unblinking and white. The stare, devoid of irises, burned into Maris’s very soul.

Valda was blind again.

How? They’d cured the curse.

Maris swallowed hard as a tear escaped, streaking her cheek. Her breath caught when Valda’s hand rose, wiping it away with a tenderness that sent shivers through her.

Confusion churned within Maris as her gaze remained locked on the whiteness of Valda’s eyes. Her stoic features, devoid of warmth, seemed to cut through her, leaving a coldness that settled deep in her chest.

Hissing through clenched teeth, Maris shut her eyes, her body shuddering violently. The cold was unbearable, seeping into her very bones and spreading through her chest and limbs. Even her fingertips felt icy, and her teeth chattered uncontrollably.

When she opened her eyes, Valda was sitting on the ground.

Her orange blouse was soaked in blood.

In her hand, Valda gripped a cutlass, the blade dripping crimson. She stared at it, inspecting it, before letting it clatter to the ground. Petrified, Valda rubbed her bloodstained hands against her dark pant leg.

“It won’t come off.” Her voice broke as she lifted her trembling jaw, her white eyes moist with tears. “I can’t wipe it off… I thought…” A sob escaped her. “Arwin said—”

She stopped, grabbing fistfuls of her dark hair before burying her face between her knees.

Blood. Who had Valda killed?

Frowning, the image of Raan flashed before Maris’s very eyes. His smile, his dumb jokes, his warm hugs, his bearded kisses to her cheek; all of it was ripped away from Maris.

And it was all because of Valda.

“Murderer!” Maris screamed, her voice breaking as she loomed over Valda.

Valda’s gaze darkened, the motion of her hands against her slacks stilling. Her narrowed eyes seemed to shift—honey irises flickered back for a fleeting moment before they were swallowed by blackness.

Rising to her full height, Valda towered over Maris’s smaller frame, looking down with teeth bared and fists clenched at her sides.

“And you are a liar,” Valda hissed.

“A liar? Why—”

“You left! Just when you promised you wouldn’t! Have you already forgotten? You left me. Your mate, how could you?”

“You killed my father, my mother, you killed me!”

“How can I make you understand that I never meant to hurt you!?”

“But you did!” Maris screamed, the air tightening inside her throat. “You did.”

Valda’s frame quivered as she closed her eyes. For a moment, her painful expression cut through Maris, striking something deep inside her. But she didn’t waver.

When Valda opened her eyes again, they were the warm honey color Maris had once loved. Her body was clean, and her sword rested quietly in its scabbard.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Valda murmured, her voice breaking.

Maris swallowed hard, shaking her head. She believed her, but the anger still clawed at her insides. “I don’t care. Everything I suffered—all of it—was because of you.”

“I never… I…” Valda groaned, pressing her knuckles to her temple. “You said you would never leave. You told me right before heading back to Oberon! You lied to me.”

“I had to. I… I couldn’t stay, Valda. What would they think if I stay with the one person responsible for their death?” Maris swallowed the knot in her throat. “I want to see you, but… I can’t be near you.”

Valda’s eyes dimmed with a darkness Maris had never seen. A rough, callused hand clutched her jaw, opening her mouth and parting her lips. Maris gasped as she was jerked to Valda’s muscular body. Maris stared at her mate’s face; her eyes unreadable in the dark consuming them. She tried to talk, but Valda’s hand prevented her from doing so.

Yet, it had been months since she had been this close to the other woman. There was no trace of blood on her clothing. It was clean and pristine. It was almost the Valda she knew; except she couldn’t tell if her eyes were honey or not.

“I am afraid to ask something,” Valda said, her warm breath brushing over Maris’s face. “Will you lie to my face again if I ask you a question?”

Maris’s frown deepened, a soft, pained whimper escaping her lips as Valda leaned in, pressing her warm forehead against Maris’s damp, sweat-covered one. She wouldn’t admit it to anyone, not even to herself, but Maris missed Valda.

Fuck.

She missed her roughness and felt her absence in the pit of her stomach.

Gods, she missed her so fucking much.

Without meaning to, Maris released a ragged moan from the very center of her chest.

Valda’s parted lips stretched into a smile. “How many nights have you touched yourself while thinking about me?”

Maris closed her eyes tightly. This was a dream, wasn’t it? There was no way Valda was here. She must’ve fallen asleep at some point, and if she willed herself, she would wake up, and everything would dissolve into the night.

But Valda wouldn’t release her. Her free hand moved to Maris’s nape, her fingers threading blue strands of her hair. Blunt nails scratched her scalp before she formed a fist and pulled. Another moan escaped Maris as liquid lust settled in her lower stomach and the junction of her thighs.

Valda moved close until she bumped her nose to Maris’s temple. The other woman closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “And here I thought that you hated me, but you are desperate for me to touch you further, aren’t you, Seashell?”

Valda’s grip loosened when Maris whispered, “I don’t hate you. I never did.”

Valda exhaled through her nose and opened her eyes. The honey was back in them, making Maris sob. “You don’t?”

She shook her head and grabbed Valda’s thick forearm. “I don’t.”

Maris tensed when Valda grabbed her jaw again. Instead of pain, Maris was surprised when she felt the softness of Valda’s lips on hers. Before she could react to the tender caress, her lover’s tongue slipped to taste her. The fire, once ignited by anger, was replaced by pure, unadulterated need.

Maris opened her mouth to welcome everything Valda offered. In the confusion of touch and gasps of air, Valda settled her on the bed, the cold bedsheets pressed to her naked back.

Valda’s mouth was all over her, tasting her chest, taking each nipple into her mouth, then she moved to her stomach and her thighs. Those same rough hands spread her apart, and then Valda’s searing tongue was on her wet skin. Maris grabbed Valda’s hair and kept her in place, crying out into the surrounding darkness.

Until she opened her eyes and saw the dimming lights of the candles in her room.

A cold drop of sweat ran down her temples, her hand moved from between her thighs, her fingers wet with arousal. Maris sighed and looked around the empty chamber. She was alone…

It was all a dream…
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Every time Valda opened her eyes to darkness, her heart clenched in fear, convinced she had been blinded again. But then, Cerberus would appear. The small feline would press her head against Valda’s face, her yellow eyes steady and reassuring as she settled on Valda’s chest.

The loud purring vibrations against her breast soothed her, yet the tears still found their way down her cheeks.

For months now, it had become her nightly routine to search for a way to reach Maris. But every attempt ended the same—an impenetrable wall barring her path. She had begged the gods to grant her an audience with Maris, prayed for some loophole that would allow her to slip through. But there was nothing.

In the darkness and suffocating silence, she called out to Maris.

There was never an answer.

The days were easier, though the sickness lingered. She busied herself by traveling with Isen, distracting her mind as best as she could. Yet, whenever the nausea struck, her thoughts inevitably turned to Maris. She pushed those feelings down, burying them in the void within her chest.

The emptiness consumed her.

Though Isen offered words of comfort, Valda couldn’t shake the gnawing thought: did Maris feel as hollow and miserable as she did?

The ride to Caliban, the city nearest to Umbriel, was filled with strategy and planning. At first, Valda dominated the conversation, outlining their next steps while Isen listened intently. Their goal was simple: to settle in the city and find as many defected soldiers as possible. They would build a new resistance, letting the world know their queen was still alive—albeit in hiding.

The first month was spent recruiting. They scoured every corner for rogue soldiers, many of whom were overwhelmed with emotion at seeing her alive.

Their queen. Hurt, broken, and sick, but alive.

Some fell to their knees in reverence, but Valda refused to allow it. The era of kings and queens being seen as divine creatures was over. She was as human as they were.

She suffered, just like them.

In the days that followed, they set up camps across Umbriel. Farther south, in an unforgiving landscape where no one dared venture, Valda, Isen, and a small group of Skylian defectors made camp far from Titania City. The environment was brutal—scorching during the day and freezing at night.

In the evenings, Valda often crept out of her tent, vomited her anxiety and returned to her cot, feeling no better. The frigid night air just made her miss her mate more.

She wondered how Maris was doing. Was she well? Did she feel this unbearable emptiness?

Every night, Valda called out to her, praying Maris would finally listen and stop turning away, stop blocking the bond that tethered them.

In her torturous dreams, she always asked the same questions: Can I find you?

Are you well?

Her voice dissolved into suffocating silence.

I miss you.

She would hear phantom footsteps retreating into the void.

I miss you.

Frustration twisted her insides. She gritted her teeth.

I miss you…

Valda would wake in the suffocating darkness of her tent, her chest heaving, the horrible sound of men’s snores drifting in from outside as Cerberus lay curled at her feet.

Footsteps outside always stirred her, dragging her from her restlessness. Yet each time she investigated, it was only Isen, tending the fire at the center of their camp.

“You’re sick,” Isen muttered, feeding another log to the flames.

“It won’t go away,” Valda said. “It’s been over a month. Why am I still sick?”

“I can’t answer that.” Isen glanced at her. “Have you been able to contact her?”

“She keeps avoiding me. She blocks our bond except at night.”

Isen twitched and turned his attention away from the fire. “You can contact her in the evening?”

“Sometimes. I see her silhouette, fragments of her within the shadows.”

“That’s good then. She is lowering her guard.”

“But I can’t talk to her,” Valda snapped, running her hands through her hair. “She doesn’t listen.”

“Maybe there’s a block within you as well?” Isen suggested, arching a brow.

Valda frowned. “Why would I block myself from her?”

“Anger can create walls,” Isen said. “Maybe there’s something you don’t want to face. Something you’re too angry to remember.”

Valda swallowed hard and rubbed her chest. Anger wasn’t a stranger in her heart. It was always there, permanent and bubbling. Then came Maris, and the anger dimmed until it was nothing more than a whisper…

“If she lets her guard down at night,” Isen continued, “you might reach her in her dreams. I believe you can speak to her that way. She might think it’s a dream, but it’s something.”

“Is it really possible? Each night I try to and—”

“Your souls are connected,” Isen interrupted. “It’s possible.”

“Do you do it with Melvian?”

“I don’t need to. I already know what she’s feeling. Right now, she misses me.” He grinned mischievously. “If you know what I mean.”

Valda pursed her lips, turning her gaze to the fire.

“Use that bond to your advantage,” Isen said, standing and placing a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Go to her. She won’t say no.”

“But she won’t say yes either,” Valda whispered as if telling a secret, she wished the crackling and snapping of the burning wood would swallow her into the cold night.

Isen squeezed her shoulder, his expression unwavering. “She won’t say no,” he repeated before leaving her alone with her thoughts.

To sneak into Maris’s dreams would take a level of concentration Valda wasn’t sure she possessed.

But she would never know unless she tried.

***

The second month dragged out in complete desolation. The cold Umbriel nights chilled Valda to her very bones. Each night she woke up gasping for air, shuddering in uncontained rage as her attempts to contact her lover and make her listen were unfruitful. Her skin burned with fever and her jaw tensed as the same phrase drowned her mind.

Abandoned.

Maris abandoned her.

She was alone, gathering the shattered pieces of her crown, reaching out to the few who still believed she was the rightful queen, regardless of if they were spies, regardless of if they were actually with her.

Her life was on the line every second of every day. And Maris was in New Agenor, being worshiped.

She was in fucking New Agenor, adored by gods know who.

A name clawed its way to the forefront of her mind.

Eyphah.

The thought of that woman laying a finger on her mate sent a wave of rage through Valda’s veins. Her skin burned, her blood roiled, the fury building until it was unbearable.

With a scream, a gust of wind blew from Valda’s palm into a soldier’s chest. The woman was sent flying a couple of feet back until she lay unconscious on the sand.

She was being too strong, and she was unleashing her anger on those who had nothing to do with it. But, damn it, that soldier reminded her of Eyphah, with her undercut and bigger figure.

Scoffing, Valda wiped the sweat from her forehead and walked away, ignoring the worried and confused gazes of her men. Her soldiers were petrified to spar with her—not knowing whether they feared injuring their queen or being hurt themselves. On the days when her furrowed brow refused to soften, they knew better than to provoke her.

Behind her, two soldiers hurried to gather the downed woman and woke her up as Valda slipped into her tent.

Inside, Isen raised his eyes from the letter he was reading and arched his blue brow. Stretching his neck, he tried to peer outside the tent before Valda released a huff.

“Is she all right?”

Valda bit the inside of her cheek and gave a curt nod.

Every day, she sat down with Isen to discuss strategies they would enforce. They needed spies so they could be informed of Arwin’s doing. Lasmeer being the most important one, since he fed them intelligence directly from Ophelia. Thankfully, he didn’t perish when delivering the letter to Kayden, who was still nowhere to be found. Yet, they needed more men. So, they placed groups of spies in Cressida and Titania, as well as small settlements on the northern edges of Umbriel.

It was in those small settlements, as she and Isen moved from place to place, she encountered what she was hoping not to see.

Vulcanians.

It was hard to miss them with their fur clothes and angry gazes. Their first encounter happened when Valda was moving to Cressida for supplies. Their meeting in the sandy plains was brief yet violent. It had been so long since she had felt blood on her hands, so long since her hands ached from delivering punches.

It wasn’t until Isen pulled her back that Valda realized what she had done. The ruthless woman who knew no boundary on the battlefield had resurfaced, tucking away the gentle queen that Maris had brought forward. She could see the fear in Isen’s eyes when he looked at her.

She wiped her bloody hands on her slacks and jumped back on her horse as her captain looked at her with a silent question.

“I am fine,” she said, lying and avoiding looking at Isen. “Let’s keep going.” Valda left the corpses of what used to be two female Vulcanians to rot under the sizzling heat of Umbriel’s sun.

Her arrival at Cressida was no longer a quiet event. Instead of hiding away as she did a month ago, she would acknowledge the knowing gazes of her people. Isen announced he would fetch what was needed and left her to make it to the inn. On her arrival, a room was prepared for her; nothing but the best for the real Skylian queen.

Valda stared at the large bed, just as Cerberus inspected it. Her cat always smelled around, jumped on the tables, beds, and chairs. She found a comfortable spot in the corner of the room, where she sat down and stared at Valda.

The glow of a candle barely illuminated the room. Valda turned to the large standing mirror, her gaze locking onto the reflection staring back at her.

The woman in the mirror wasn’t Valda.

That woman was undone, broken, and exhausted. Her hair hung in messy, blood-streaked tangles, matching the stains on her blouse, slacks, and boots. Her face was laced with fatigue and frustration. She looked older, harder, angrier. She was filthy—there was no doubt about that.

With a disgusted pout, she turned away, heading to the garderobe to clean herself.

She plunged her hands into the icy water of the bucket, scrubbing until the grime beneath her nails was gone. She splashed her face repeatedly, rubbing away the dirt and sweat clinging to her skin, and worked the blood from her hair with trembling fingers.

What would Maris say if she saw her like this?

Valda’s upper lip twitched at the thought of her mate. With a sigh, she patted her face and hands dry before heading to bed.

Sitting on the edge of the cot, she tugged off her worn-out boots, tossing them aside. Exhaustion weighed on her, and before she could think twice, she lay back, her hand instinctively resting on the hilt of her sword. The cold metal pressed against her palm, a sensation both familiar and grounding.

As tiredness consumed her, the grip on the sword tightened. Something felt… off. The weapon was heavy, its weight unfamiliar. It didn’t have the reassuring balance of the Heaven Sword’s handle.

Frowning, she glanced down and froze. In her hand was a regular blade.

Her breath hitched as her gaze traveled from the weapon to a pair of wide, petrified dark eyes staring back at her.

A man knelt before her, battered and bruised; a piece of cloth bound around his mouth. His wide, desperate eyes locked onto Valda’s, and he muffled something unintelligible.

“A shame really. To think I enlisted him myself.”

Valda frowned, her attention shifting to look up at Arwin. The General’s face looked younger, his hair still streaked with strands of dark color that she hadn’t seen in years.

“He’s a soldier in our army?” Valda asked, startled by the innocent, youthful lilt in her own voice.

“Well, not anymore,” Arwin said, running his fingers through his hair. “Listen, this is just a lesson, Valda. Nothing to think much of. Just slice his neck open and let him bleed out.”

“That’s it?” Valda asked, her frown deepening. “Wasn’t there supposed to be a trial? A court where my mother gives the verdict? How do we know he—”

“I’ve interrogated him thoroughly. He refuses to talk,” Arwin said, his voice clipped. “He’s keeping others—more of his people—away from me. He thought I wouldn’t go through with this.” Arwin shook his head in disapproval. “To protect the rest of his organization, he’s jeopardized the safety of our kingdom, your mother, and you.”

“But why didn’t you kill him when you found him?”

Arwin snarled, grabbing her elbow and yanking her closer. “Because your mother commanded me to teach you everything there is to know about ruling a kingdom,” he growled. “This is part of ruling a kingdom, Valda. Now, are you going to handle this, or will you be a weak ruler who lets others walk all over her?”

Valda looked down at the man as Arwin’s anger bled into her. She gripped the blade tighter, trying to steady her trembling hands, forcing herself to remain calm.

“Do you have any idea why you are here? Why are you tied up and kneeling before me?” she asked, her attention directed to the stranger.

The prisoner shook his head violently.

Valda turned her glare at Arwin, catching the faintest smirk creeping across his lips. “Arwin?”

“What can you expect from a traitor? Lies.”

The man’s eyes widened in shock, darting between Arwin and Valda.

“You were responsible for King Brontes. You are connected to the rogues at Umbriel desert.”

The prisoner shook his head furiously, his gaze pleading as he muffled something incoherent through the cloth.

Moving the blade to the side of his face, Valda made a swift, deliberate slice, severing the cloth around his mouth.

“I deny it! I would never! I was a faithful soldier!” The prisoner screamed, lowering himself closer to the ground, his attention on Valda. “I fought only to protect the Sky Kingdom and your father, your highness! I would rather kill myself than betray my kingdom!”

Valda flinched at the raw conviction in his eyes. Could he be telling the truth?

Her gaze shifted to Arwin, the man she trusted with her life, a man she thought of as a father. Could he lie to her? Why would he? What was the purpose of killing this one soldier?

“Liar!” Arwin roared. “How convenient it is to cry loyalty and beg for mercy when death stares you in the face. Did you do the same for our king? Did you help him, or did you stand there and watch him die?”

Arwin let out a breathy laugh. “Valda, I was the one who brought your father’s body home. And this man? He stood there, frozen, not even lifting a hand to aid him. Why? Because he was there to make sure he didn’t survive,” Arwin muttered.

“How dare you!” the prisoner shouted, his voice hoarse as he turned to Valda. Lowering his head in desperation, he begged, “Please, Your Highness, I have a family—I have a daughter!”

Arwin pulled his sword, his eyes wide. “Kill him, Valda! This man deserves nothing! He dares to speak of a daughter—what about you?”

Valda’s jaw clenched as Arwin lashed at her. But her heart screamed for her to stop, to spare the man kneeling before her, pleading for his life.

As if sensing her hesitation, the prisoner shifted, struggling to sit upright as he cried out again. “I have a daughter! You’ve suffered the loss of your father—please, don’t let my daughter endure the same pain. Don’t make her suffer as you did. I beg you!”

Valda’s firm stance faltered as the grip on the dagger wavered. The weapon almost slipped from her hand. The man’s words struck something deep within her, something she thought she had buried a long time ago.

Her eyes darted to Arwin, seeking guidance.

The older man shook his head at her and growled. “Kill him! He is mocking you because he was responsible for your father’s death! Do not show mercy! He does not deserve it!”

“But Arwin… what about—”

“Kill him!”

“No, please! I am no traitor!”

“Valda, follow my orders!” Arwin bellowed, commanding.

The sword trembled in Valda’s grip as precious seconds slipped by. Follow orders, or let the man explain himself. It didn’t feel right. Something about this was wrong.

The surrounding chaos was deafening. The shouts of Arwin, the prisoner’s frantic pleas—it was too much.

Before she could decide, a brawny hand closed over hers, dragging her forward. The blade plunged into flesh.

Gasping, Valda looked down to see Arwin’s hand gripping hers, forcing the dagger deeper into the prisoner’s stomach. Blood seeped from the wound, soaking the man’s white silk shirt into a spreading stain.

Valda’s breath hitched before yanking her hand away as if the dagger was scorching hot.

What have I done?

“M-my mate… I—”

Valda’s jaw slackened. The man was mated? No. No, no!

“I’m sorry—” Before the words could fully escape, a sharp sting burned across her face. She cupped her cheek instinctively, turning wide-eyed to Arwin, whose bloodied hand clutched the hilt of his sword.

“Never apologize.” Arwin snapped as he unsheathed his sword from the scabbard and took a step towards the fallen man. Moving behind him, Arwin gripped his head with one hand, forcing it back.

“Goddess Eris, accept my sacrifice,” Arwin whispered, eerily calm.

The blade slashed across the man’s throat in one swift motion.

Valda flinched as blood sprayed, splattering her shirt and face. She clamped her eyes shut, her stomach twisting as she turned away. The sounds—the wet gurgle, the body collapsing to the ground, the pooling blood...

“What have you done?” She looked over at the mess, a darkness setting deep within her.

Arwin wiped his blade on the lifeless man’s clothes with unnerving nonchalance, letting out a weary sigh. “I killed a traitor. Clearly, you weren’t finishing the job yourself.”

He spat on the corpse before sliding his sword back into its scabbard.

“A stab to the stomach?” he scoffed. “I thought I taught you better than that.”

“That man had a family! He had a mate—they probably felt the snap, and—”

“And so did your father!” Arwin snapped.

Valda took a step back, shaking her head as she turned away. She couldn’t bear to look at him—or at the lifeless body on the ground.

Without another word, she ran toward the castle, her footsteps pounding against the sand. She ignored the curious stares of the soldiers as she passed, their murmurs barely registering over the storm raging in her mind. She couldn’t stand the sight of the blood pooling beneath the man’s neck, couldn’t stand the weight of what she had done.

She had killed a man.

A man who had begged for his life.

A Skylian soldier—one of her own.

Shame settled in, and Valda ran through the castle’s corridors. Tears ran freely down her cheeks, her stomach turning with self-disgust.

Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined taking the life of someone pleading for mercy—a man with a family, a mate, a daughter.

Tripping, Valda fell just as she had made it into the main hall leading to the throne room. Cupping her stomach, she tried to steady her breathing. Don’t show weakness. Don’t show weakness.

Her mantra failed as she dropped to all four, her gaze falling to her warped reflection in the pristine, marble floor.

Shit! Shit! Shit! Valda sat on the ground, staring at her blood-soaked hands. A hiss escaped her lips as she furiously rubbed her palms against her linen pants.

“It won’t come off,” Valda murmured, her jaw trembling as tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t wipe it off. I thought…” Her voice broke into a sob. “Arwin said—”

She clutched fistfuls of her dark hair and buried her face between her knees. “I didn’t mean to. I was following orders. Gods…”

Darkness covered her like a veil. The same darkness that suffocated her months ago.

“Maris, I’m so sorry,” Valda whispered to the surrounding emptiness. “I’m so sorry…”

But no one was there to hear her.

“You murderer!”

The words sliced through the bitter silence like a blade. Valda froze, her breath catching in her throat as Maris’s voice echoed in the void.

A shiver ran down her spine as she slowly opened her eyes—and stared into Maris’s.

Their gazes locked.

This is a dream… isn’t it?

Maris’s eyes darkened, and Valda’s chest tightened as she felt the anger radiating from her mate. As much as she wanted to deny it, the truth clawed its way to the surface, igniting something primal inside her.

To be called a murderer to her face—to see those eyes, which once shimmered with love and desire, now stare at her with disgust—was unbearable.

Valda couldn’t take it.

“And you are a liar…”

Valda’s body quivered with the overwhelming urge to grab Maris, to grasp her neck and force her to listen. But one hand was already clutching the Heaven Sword, though she could have sworn she’d discarded it moments ago.

“You left!” Her hand released the sword with such violence that made Maris take a step back. No. She scared her. How was she supposed to get through her if she scared her.

But Maris knew she would never harm her…

But…

Valda closed her fist tightly. “You left me. Your mate, how could you?”

“You killed my father, my mother, you killed me!”

Opening her hands once more, she rubbed her palm harshly against her pants. “How can I make you understand that I never meant to hurt you?” Valda didn’t know. If she had known, she would’ve protected that man with her life.

“But you did! You did.”

She did… she hurt her more than anyone in this lifetime, and there was nothing she could do other than to say sorry until Maris could understand that she was telling the truth.

She sighed, glancing down at herself. The bloodstains were gone. The sword was back in its sheath, but her breath came in shallow, ragged gasps.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Valda said again, her voice breaking.

“I don’t care. Everything I suffered—all of it—was because of you.”

They were both suffering right now, they were both being torn by being apart, and Maris couldn’t see that. After all the things she said that night. She promised she wouldn’t leave Valda. Now she was miles away.

“I never… I…” Valda faltered, the words lodging in her throat. She wanted to shout that it wasn’t her fault, that she wasn’t the one to blame. But it would be a lie.

Groaning, she pressed her knuckles against her throbbing forehead. “You said you would never leave. You told me—right before you went back to Oberon! You lied to me!”

“I had to,” Maris replied, her voice seeming to break. “I couldn’t stay, Valda. What would they think if I stayed with the one person responsible for their death?”

Valda raised her gaze, meeting Maris’s, pain and anger flickering in her eyes.

“I want to see you,” Maris continued softly, “but… I can’t be near you.”

That admission shattered something inside Valda.

With a snarl, she stepped forward, clutching Maris’s jaw with one hand, her grip firm as she pried her mouth open.

Maris’s eyes widened in fear, a soft, pained grunt escaping her lips.

Valda froze, her gaze lingering on those lips—lips she’d missed every night. A heat coiled low in her stomach, spreading to her thighs, igniting something primal within her.

Gods, she missed her.

Each night, she craved Maris with a fervor that burned through her. She wanted to wake up between her legs, Maris beneath her while tasting her, consuming her. And now, here she was, with Maris in her grasp—at her mercy, begging.

She wanted Maris to beg for her. She should beg for her.

“Will you lie to my face again if I ask you a question?” Valda asked, her eyes moving from those luscious lips to Maris’s gleaming eyes.

Gods…

Valda wasn’t sure what she wanted more: to see those beautiful blue eyes looking down at her as she feasted on Maris’s body, or to have Maris gazing up at her while kneeling between Valda’s legs.

The desire was too much.

How had she restrained herself for so long?

Now, with Maris finally here, within her reach, she could barely hold back. She was touching her, feeling her—and yet, she was still trying to be patient. So fucking patient.

Pressing her sweat-covered forehead to Maris’s, Valda held her in place, trying to control herself. She wanted nothing more than to throw Maris onto the bed, spread her legs, and taste every inch of her. She wanted to hear her mate scream her name.

How dare she make us suffer like this?

“And here I thought you hated me,” Valda murmured, her voice laced with heat. “But you’re desperate for me to touch you, aren’t you, Seashell?”

The faint, intoxicating scent of Maris filled her senses. A soft, keen moan escaped Maris’s lips, betraying her struggle to answer. Maris’s eyes fluttered shut, and Valda knew she wanted to escape her grasp—but not tonight. Tonight, she would claim her.

Her free hand snaked its way around Maris’s nape, her fingers threading the curly blue strands of hair. She pulled on those beautiful curls, moving her head back. Valda’s mouth hovered just over Maris’s, their breaths mingling. She didn’t kiss her—not yet. Instead, she pressed her nose to Maris’s temple, inhaling her familiar, sea-salt scent.

“I don’t hate you. I never did,” Maris whispered, her voice trembling.

Valda’s heart seemed to stop mid-beat. If Maris didn’t mean it, if she took those words back, it would shatter her.

She didn’t hate her?

Then why were they apart? Why was she torturing her by staying away?

Swallowing hard, Valda finally found her voice. “You don’t?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

Maris shook her head, her hand sliding to Valda’s forearm, squeezing it gently yet affectionately. “I don’t.”

She doesn’t hate me. She doesn’t hate me!

A wave of relief surged through Valda. Valda devoured the woman before her. As their mouths clashed together, she released her grip on Maris’s face. Valda wrapped her arms around her, lifting her effortlessly and dropping her onto the bed. Her mate was there with her, and she didn’t hate her.

And by the way Maris’s hooded eyes stared up at her as she pulled her blouse over her head, Valda knew Maris wanted her just as much.

By the Gods, Valda wanted her too.

It didn’t take long until her skilled mouth was over Maris’s chest, then her soft stomach, and finally between her legs. Three months was more than enough to set her desire ablaze. Rough hands hooked to the back of Maris’s knees, spreading her for her hungry eyes to devour. She nearly sobbed when Maris tugged her up, capturing her in a scorching, breathtaking kiss.

It was a dream, but it felt and tasted real. It felt as if her very soul was with Maris in that instant, as if the connection within them had pulled them together into the same realm.

Valda pulled back, only to settle herself between those supple thighs she adored with every fiber of her being.

As she exhaled her desire, she darted her tongue and gave Maris a long-awaited, broad lick to her cunt. Instantly, Valda felt Maris’s trembling hands in her hair, pulling roughly, her nails scraping her scalp. Maris was just as desperate as she was.

Good.

Because if Valda went another month without tasting her, she would dissolve into Umbriel’s sand.

“I miss you, Valda.”

A deep grunt escaped Valda as she continued her fervent assault, her movements unrelenting. She didn’t answer Maris’s words—didn’t say she missed her too.

She didn’t need to. Her actions spoke louder than any words ever could.

“Don’t ever stop.”

Valda wouldn’t. Not now, not ever. She would never stop desiring every inch of her, craving her scent, her taste, her touch.

Even as rage consumed her, even when she felt lost to herself, it was always Maris who brought her back. Maris was her tether, her salvation—the only one who could pull her from the darkness.

Valda’s grip tightened, her rough hands holding Maris in place as she used her tongue urgently. Maris’s cries grew louder, filling the space with desperation.

Then, suddenly, there was silence.

Valda opened her eyes to darkness. Her heart quickened, scared for a second that she was blind again. The moon’s soft light filtered through her tent. Her skin was covered in a faint sheen of sweat, while her hand was buried between her thighs, while her parted lips released soft pants and gasps wracked her entire body.

It felt so real. She could almost taste Maris on her lips, the memory vivid enough to make her pulse quicken. For just a fleeting moment, she’d brought her back. Her Maris.

If she opened enough to let her emotions flow, she would see her again. Isen was right…

And now she wondered if she could do that repeatedly.

“I miss you, Valda.”

Valda closed her eyes and pressed her head to the damp pillow. She could still hear Maris’s voice.

If she missed me so much, why won’t she let me come back?

Her teeth ground together in frustration. With a sudden burst of motion, Valda rose from the bed. Her naked, scar-covered body trembled as a raw, earth-shattering yell tore from her throat, reverberating through the tent. A violent gust of wind swirled around her, knocking over the nearby lantern and scattering loose papers.

If Maris wanted to play this game—to avoid her by day and yield to their bond only at night—Valda would do just that. But she wouldn’t make it easy.

If Maris missed her now, she’d make her miss her even more.

She’d make her beg.
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“We are fighting two enemies here. We have Arwin’s goons, who have infiltrated every city near the castle, and then there are these savages that just want to see your head roll.” Isen leaned over the large table and pointed at a large map before him. They had established a meeting point in Cressida where they had been staying in the town’s small inn. They were safe there, at least for the time being. “We have already taken over the cities around Umbriel.”

“We still have Vulcanians coming in and out as they please,” Valda muttered, as she looked at the map. “They must have sent hundreds, if not thousands, of them through Harmonia’s shores.” Valda tilted her head as she touched the Sea Kingdom. “Maybe even used the Agenor’s Islands to make way over here.”

“We don’t know that yet. What we know is that the desert is immense, and they are making good use of it. I can’t believe they’ve moved about so easily—”

“Isen, their kingdom is full of active volcanoes. They are used to smoldering heat. Our desert is a rainforest compared to the Vulcan Kingdom. Good thing is that they are getting lost. We get them, take their weapons, and use them to our advantage.”

“If only we knew where the rest of them were, so we can take all of it…” Isen pouted. “We must come up with something. Yes, our army is getting larger, but as it does, we grow vulnerable. How can we know these men and women are not here just to gather information?”

“If they were, we would be dead by now, Isen.”

The Sealian man sighed while Valda sat down. She had been training all day long, she was agitated and didn’t have the patience to hear Isen tell her what was wrong. She knew what was wrong. Of course, she was terrified of being double-crossed. She feared waking up to find Arwin staring down at her with his stupid, arrogant smile. She was petrified to learn there had been an attack on New Agenor, yet all she could do was wait, build her army and be ready to battle.

It had been four months, and although her nausea had subsided after her encounter with Maris, she still couldn’t reach her whenever she wanted to. It was easy to slip into a dream state. Some nights, she was too preoccupied with what was happening, she couldn’t dream. She was too tired to do so. Other nights, she found her sitting by the bed and waiting for her.

Their encounters were brief yet passionate, filled with longing. It broke Valda’s heart every time she woke up to find it wasn’t real. It was as if she was being snatched from her lover’s arms all over again. Fear of abandonment raced through her, slicing the wound open again.

“I’ll await your orders then,” Isen said, hooking his hands in front of him. “What is the next step?”

“Send out two troops to the Sea Kingdom. I want them to stand guard through Agenor’s Islands, especially the western islands facing Harmonia. Vulcanians must be using that as a bridge to get here.”

“We are sending watchdogs to the Sea Kingdom?”

“They know that place is empty. Only a handful of Skylians and Sealians are there. There won’t be any trouble. Send the troops with water, food, weapons, and our blessings. We will continue combing Umbriel from here.”

Isen nodded. “Done.”

Valda let out a tired sigh, then raised her gaze to Isen. He stood unmoving, looking at her expectantly. “Yes?” she asked, her tone sharper than intended.

“How are you?” His nonchalant question would’ve sat well with Valda, if it wasn’t condescending.

Valda scoffed. “I am fine.”

“You keep saying that, but you almost killed another trainee during sparring,” Isen said, shaking his head.

“He was weak,” she snapped, her jaw tightening.

“He is young,” Isen corrected.

“He needs to get stronger,” she shot right back.

“Valda…” Isen exhaled, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“Arwin’s men are stronger, more capable. If I’d killed that boy, it would’ve been a favor to us.”

“We don’t kill our own.”

“Yeah, tell that to your general,” Valda muttered as she stood, brushing past him. “Send people to Agenor’s Islands. Make sure there are no Vulcanians there. Kill anyone who tries to stand between us and shut down their entryway.” Valda turned to her room before Isen called out to her.

“Where are you going?”

“I need to rest,” she lied.

“Are you still trying to get in touch with her?”

Valda sighed and scratched her neck in annoyance. “Always.”

Isen placed his hands on his hips. “Have a good night, Valda.”

Valda nodded and left Isen’s room, heading to her own. It wasn’t a big room, but enough for her to be comfortable for the time being. As she sat on the bed, the wood creaking at her weight, Cerberus jumped from under the bed, patting one paw against Valda’s thigh.

A soft chuckle escaped Valda as she scratched under Cerberus’s jaw. The animal leaned into the touch, her eyes fluttering shut as a loud purr vibrated in the quiet room.

“You could’ve left with Maris,” Valda said, scratching behind Cerberus’s ear. “You’d be spoiled rotten by now.”

Cerberus’ purrs grew louder, and she leaned her head lower until she flopped onto her side. Valda’s caresses then moved to her soft stomach. “You wouldn’t abandon me, would you, Cerberus?”

Shaking her head, Cerberus twisted her body until her stomach was completely exposed and her paws stretched out over her head. Valda laughed and lay on the bed with Cerberus.

Her muscles ached as her days were filled with training sessions. For the past four months, she hadn’t stopped training. Although she was still recuperating, her body was getting stronger than before she was blind. Getting civilians to join her was draining both mentally and physically. It was hard to trust people, scared that one of them would turn their backs on her and run to Arwin. She was sure Arwin had a bounty not only for her but also for Isen, Maris and Melvian.

Local blacksmiths and artisans slowly but surely made more weapons for her. Thanks to Lasmeer, her network of spies had helped her stay away from Arwin and Eris’s way long enough to stay alive. She was thankful for all their help, but she couldn’t wait for the right moment to hit Arwin back with all the power she had been recuperating. Tonight, however, her body called for rest.

Valda hated nights like these. When exhaustion weighed too heavily on her, the likelihood of dreaming faded. And she wanted to dream—desperately. If dreaming meant seeing Maris, she would embrace sleep every single night. Valda prayed she would dream tonight. It had been too many nights since she last saw Maris, and her earlier conversation with Isen had left her uneasy. Perhaps seeing Maris’s smile would make the night bearable.

Sighing tiredly, Valda pulled Cerberus closer to her. The warm furry body snuggled against her. The cat nestled into the nook under Valda’s chin and purred loudly.

Her imagination ran wild, fueled by the anxiety. She relived her last training session, her conversations with her men and Isen. She couldn’t focus on something that would allow her mind to rest. Until the image of Maris appeared in her mind.

The echoing sound of voices around Valda dimmed, muffled by the sudden gust of cold air wafting through the chamber.

Maris’s lower lip shivered. She took one large gulp from her glass and walked back inside, not before closing the balcony doors. She put the glass on one of the night tables and rubbed her arms, the royal sleeping garments with Skylian colors contrasted beautifully with her darker skin and blue hair.

The Sealian stepped into the living space, stood in the center of the room, and suddenly froze. Maris frowned, her gaze lingering over the walls and decorations across the space as if she were lost.

Valda couldn’t tear her eyes off her.

She looked down at herself, wondering if the clothing she was wearing was good enough to bask in Maris’s presence. But instead of armor, or the dirty, blood-stained clothes she had grown used to, she found herself clad in clean linen pants and a soft cotton blouse. Her boots were gone.

She was barefoot—and warm.

The room glowed, illuminated with candles, making it look bigger and shinier than she remembered.

Her eyes settled back on Maris, and her breath caught in her throat. Maris was looking at Valda, her blue eyes wide with surprise, as though she hadn’t expected to see her standing there in the living quarters.

Valda’s hand moved to her chest, as she felt the pull of their bond. Maris wanted her—Valda could feel it—but something was holding her back, stopping her from saying it aloud.

Valda frowned. That wouldn’t do.

She was tired of Maris denying her need, not just to Valda but to herself.

“G-good evening, Your Highness,” Maris said, her voice shaky as if testing whether she could speak.

Back to formal titles? Or was she being playful?

“Good evening, Seashell,” Valda said, and her breath faltered when Maris walked towards her. The Skylian robes suited her perfectly. They concealed just enough to leave Valda longing to see more, yet revealed enough to satiate the raging hunger she felt for her mate.

“What are you doing here?” Maris asked, her frown deepening the closer she got to Valda.

“I… I live here?” Valda answered, tilting her head slightly, amused at the question.

Maris blinked, her gaze shifting around the room as if taking it in for the first time before settling back on Valda. “Right. You do live in Oberon Castle…” she muttered, her hands fidgeting nervously. “When did we come back?”

Valda straightened her back, glancing around the room. “I’m not sure…”

Her gaze roamed the chamber. It looked just as they had left it when they departed for New Agenor. There was no trace of their fight back in the castle, no evidence of forced entry, as if the events that had separated them never happened.

“But I am glad we are here, aren’t you?” Valda asked, a hopeful smile spreading across her lips. Tentatively, she reached for Maris’s hands, her thumb brushing over the back of one. She gently drew Maris closer, leaning in to press her lips against her mate’s forehead.

Valda’s heart swelled when Maris wrapped her arms around her waist, burying her face against Valda’s chest.

“I am…” Maris said, tightening her embrace.

Valda cradled her lover, her arms encircling her as she kissed the top of Maris’s head. The soft aqua curls tickled her nose as she inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of the sea that clung to her mate.

“I can’t stay, though. I have a meeting,” Maris said, and she pulled away from Valda, denying her the warmth she missed yet again.

“A meeting?” With whom? Valda frowned, and before Maris could take a step further, Valda clamped her hand around her wrist and held her firmly. “Wait.”

Maris looked from her eyes down to her wrist and back to her face again. “Have you forgotten I am a queen too? I have places to go, people to see.”

“People?” Her head canted. “Who are you meeting with?”

Maris laughed before she pried Valda’s hand from her wrist. “I have a meeting with Eyphah.”

Valda’s entire demeanor hardened.

“We need to talk about a security breach near the lakes. There have been some sightings of strangers in that area, and I want to make sure everyone is well protected.”

“You are in my castle, Seashell. Why would you want to go back to the settlement?” Valda asked, before swallowing hard. “I don’t want you to go.”

Maris frowned before her eyes roamed the room. Her face contorted in confusion, as if she’d only just realized she truly was in Valda’s chambers in Oberon Castle.

Valda walked to Maris’s side with one broad stride and touched her lower back. The silk of the robe was soft enough for Valda to take in how delicious it felt over Maris’s body.

“You look tired, Seashell.” Valda tutted.

“No, I— I swear… I—” Maris stammered, pressing her index fingers to her temple.

“Seashell, it’s fine,” Valda whispered. Her hand trailed lightly along Maris’s back, guiding her to the love seat. Valda sat, gently pulling Maris onto her lap. “Rest, I’m here. Let me take care of you.”

Maris’s eyes grew dark and hooded as Valda released her arm and came to circle her waist and touch her thigh, taking in the softness of the robe. It all felt too real, and Valda believed it truly was for a moment.

“Gods, please let me take care of you,” Valda whimpered, pressing her forehead to Maris’s back and closing her eyes tightly. She had craved the other woman’s touch for far too long, and although she was there, touching her, something was off, something deep within her chest bubbled up, pulling at the bond.

Desperation…

Maris scoffed as she turned to Valda. “This is a dream.”

Valda clenched her jaw. She knew Maris was right, but the warmth, the closeness—it all felt too real. Surely, Morpheus himself had taken pity on them, weaving their dreams into something tangible, something that allowed them to meet like this.

“It’s not a dream,” Valda insisted. “Dreams are chaotic, full of illogical things we can’t grasp or understand.” She leaned in, her fingers working at the ties of Maris’s robe. “I can grasp this, Seashell. Just as easily as you can.”

Maris’s hands covered Valda’s, stopping her movements. “Valda, this is not real. You are not here. We are not in Oberon Castle.”

Valda squeezed her eyes shut. If she agreed with Maris, she would wake up to empty arms in an empty room. Couldn’t Maris understand that?

“We are where we are supposed to be.” Her large, callused hand slipped inside the robe, finding Maris’s soft skin underneath and teasing it with her fingertips. “Together.”

Maris’s eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned back against Valda’s strong shoulders. The shift in weight made Valda’s breath hitch, and she tightened her arms around Maris, cradling her closer, holding her as though she might vanish at any moment.

Maris’s hands found Valda’s dark strands, her fingers curling into them, clutching tightly. “It’s not real,” she whispered, though the words seemed more for herself than for Valda. “Not real.”

“It’s real, Seashell… It feels real to me, and I am sure it feels real to you.”

The firm grip on Valda’s hair softened, turning into a gentle caress. Maris’s nails lightly scratched her scalp, drawing a low, guttural groan from Valda. “Gods, Valda… I miss you so much.”

Valda pressed her face to Maris’s temple, breathing her in, letting herself be surrounded by the scent and presence of her mate. Her arms tightened their hold, squeezing Maris closer as she fought to contain the flood of emotions threatening to overwhelm her.

“I miss you too,” she whispered, her lips brushing against the curve of Maris’s ear.

Trailing her nose through the soft curls of Maris’s hair, Valda let her hand glide down Maris’s arm, leaving a path of goosebumps in its wake. Her other hand settled on Maris’s stomach, her touch feather-light, feeling the faint tremor in her skin.

Valda’s lips moved to the curve of Maris’s neck, trailing kisses downward until she felt the rapid, frantic beat of her pulse beneath her lips.

“Valda,” Maris breathed.

“Oh, that voice…” Valda whimpered, pulling back just enough to lock her eyes with Maris’s. “I missed the way my name sounds on your lips.”

Maris’s gaze softened, but her words cut through the haze of desire.

“We should wake up,” she whispered.

Valda froze. She knew Maris was lying to herself. The dampness of her arousal pressed against Valda’s thigh, betraying her true feelings. Yet, as much as Valda ached to continue, she didn’t move.

If Maris didn’t want her—didn’t fully give herself to her—what good would come of this?

“But I don’t want to wake up…” Maris whispered, her voice shaky as her hand gripped Valda’s wrist and guided it downward, pressing it to the junction of her thighs.

“P-please, Valda.”

Valda’s resolve cracked. Her other hand resumed its slow descent, trailing down Maris’s stomach, over the curve of her thigh, before slipping between her legs. She touched the wetness at her folds and her jaw slacked.

Maris’s breath hitched sharply, and Valda’s own air caught in her throat.

“Gods,” Valda murmured, her lips brushing against Maris’s ear. “How can you even think about wanting to wake up from this?”

Her fingers moved deftly, gathering the wetness and teasing her mate’s clit with soft, deliberate strokes. “You’re drenched with need. And what kind of mate would I be if I didn’t take care of you?”

“Valda…”

“Not the best,” Valda’s hand slipped away abruptly, making Maris groan in frustration.

“Oh, hush,” Valda began, pressing open-mouthed kisses along Maris’s shoulder. “I’m going to give you exactly what you crave…”

Her hand trailed upward, over Maris’s stomach and sternum, before coming to rest heavily at her neck, her thumb grazing the delicate skin there.

“What do I crave, darling?”

“Me.” Valda could feel Maris’s throat moving as she swallowed hard. “Are you nervous, Seashell?”

Maris scoffed. “You always make me nervous, Valda…” she answered, looking to the side, searching for Valda.

“Good… because I am about to make you delirious.” Her grip rose to Maris’ jaw, holding her face in place as she mashed their lips together.

Maris trembled in her grasp, her lips parting to gasp, but it wasn’t air she needed—it was Valda.

Valda’s tongue slid into her mate’s mouth, claiming the warmth and tangling with Maris’s own. The taste was vivid, there was nothing dreamlike about it. It was real. The unique flavor of Maris mixed with the faint hint of the wine she’d been sipping earlier, igniting a deep groan in Valda’s chest that rolled into Maris’s inviting mouth.

Maris yielded to Valda’s roughness, her soft, mewling moans swallowed by her mate’s hunger. This closeness, this intimacy—it was everything Valda wanted and more.

Her hand moved down, brushing over Maris’s lower stomach before slipping between her thighs again.

Maris was drenched, her arousal coating Valda’s fingers. The realization made Valda’s mouth go dry with anticipation. She didn’t just want to imagine the taste of Maris—she wanted to have her, to experience every inch of her.

Reluctantly breaking the kiss, Valda’s hands moved to Maris’s robe, slipping it from her shoulders and letting the fabric gather at her waist. Her eyes darkened with desire as her hands found Maris’s heavy breasts, cupping them and savoring the warmth of her skin.

A sigh escaped Valda’s lips as her palms pressed against Maris’s hardened nipples.

Valda settled her chin on Maris’s shoulder and looked down at her supple chest. Her mouth opened as she breathed in Maris’s arousal and her own. She couldn’t help but chortle as her eyes widened at the beautiful sight.

“I speak of making you delirious.” She paused to press open-mouthed kisses along Maris’s shoulders, her hands squeezing her lover firmly. “But I’m the one about to lose my fucking mind.”

“We’re both insane,” Maris cried out, her frustration spilling from her lips as she tightened her grip on Valda’s hair. “Valda, please.”

Valda didn’t need to be told twice. She knew exactly what Maris needed and wasted no time in giving it to her.

One hand moved back to Maris’s neck, gripping her firmly but tenderly, while the other slipped lower, her fingers finding Maris’s slick warmth. The wetness made Valda’s mouth dry with hunger, but she began slowly, teasing, strumming her fingers lightly over Maris’s clit.

This wasn’t just for pleasure—it was a punishment. A lesson for keeping them apart for so long.

“Fuck, Valda!”

“That’s right,” Valda growled against her ear, her grip tightening on Maris’s neck. “It’s me. Say it. Say my name.”

Her fingers moved with precision, unrelenting as Maris writhed in her arms, her body trying to escape the violent assault on her senses. Valda wasn’t about to let her go.

“What do you want?” Valda demanded, her voice a low rasp. “Say it.”

“Valda,” Maris sighed, her mouth searching for hers as her hips jerked silently, begging Valda to slip one finger inside, as if she would die if she didn’t.

“You want me to fuck you, Seashell?”

Maris nodded enthusiastically, bit her lip, and pressed her chest higher, exposing her heavy breast to the cold air inside the chamber.

“Say it,” Valda growled, her voice rough with frustration. “I want you to say it. You’re thinking it, but you’re too fucking stubborn to admit that your place is here—between my legs, around my fingers.”

She tightened her hold on Maris, pulling her body flush against her own, her teeth scraping against the delicate skin of Maris’s neck. “Say it, Maris. I swear to Ouranos, I’ll let you go and leave you a trembling, sopping mess.”

“Please!” Maris whimpered, her hand coming to grasp Valda’s thick wrist. “Please, please, darling.”

“Please, what?” Valda asked, her fingers stopping and slowly slipping away. “What do you want, Seashell?”

Maris’s silence made Valda’s jaw clench. An angry growl escaped her, and before she could stop herself, her hand came down with a sharp, firm smack to Maris’s dripping cunt.

Maris’s eyes flew open at the sudden sting, her head snapping to face Valda. Those piercing blue eyes met hers, burning with raw, unrestrained lust.

Valda could have drowned in them.

The sight of Maris, flushed and trembling, with her lips parted in a silent gasp, sent Valda over the edge. She surged forward, capturing Maris’s mouth in a bruising kiss.

Gods, she wanted her.

Not just in this dream—but physically. She wanted to feel Maris’s skin under her hands, to touch her, taste her, and see all of her again.

When she finally broke away, gasping for air, Valda’s hand came down again with another smack to Maris’s cunt.

This time, her other hand moved from Maris’s neck to her flushed face, holding her steady, forcing her to meet her gaze.

“Say it, Maris,” Valda whispered, her nose brushing against Maris’s temple, her thumb grazing the softness of her plump lower lip. “I promise I’ll make it worth your while. You know I always do…”

Maris gasped, her breath hitching before she caught Valda’s thumb between her lips, sucking it gently.

A bolt of heat shot through Valda, her body tightening with need. Her other hand slid lower, spreading Maris’s wet folds with deliberate care.

“You are marvelous,” Valda murmured, her lips brushing the curve of Maris’s ear. “You are perfect. And you’re all mine.”

Maris nodded, releasing Valda’s thumb with an audible pop. “Yours,” she whispered. “I am all yours.”

“That’s right,” Valda said as she kissed the tender skin beneath Maris’s earlobe. She inhaled deeply, the intoxicating scent of salt and sea filling her senses. “All mine. No one else is allowed to get you this wet.”

“No one does,” Maris sighed, her hips beginning to move in slow, circular motions, her slickness coating Valda’s fingers. “Only you.”

“Only me,” Valda breathed, slipping a teasing finger into Maris’s soaking entrance.

Maris shuddered, her entire body trembling as her hand grasped Valda’s powerful arm, her fingers digging into her bicep. “Please, Valda, darling,” she begged, her voice breaking. “Please, fuck me.”

Valda grinned against her skin. “Was that so hard, Seashell?”

In one swift motion, Valda stood, gathering Maris effortlessly into her arms. With two broad strides, they were back in the bedroom. Maris’s pathetic attempt not to beg had dissolved, Instead, the younger woman clung to Valda’s shoulders as their kiss deepened.

Laying on her bed, Valda pulled Maris over her, allowing her to straddle her waist with her thick thighs, never breaking their heated kiss. It wasn’t until Maris pulled away and sat up that Valda could inspect her lover’s body…

She was covered in paint…

Like the night of the bonding.

“Fuck…” Valda shuddered, her hands roaming over Maris’s skin, her legs, waist, hips, then her soft stomach, her heavy breast, and her neck. She smeared the streaks of paint even more, making the woman look astonishing, a true goddess.

“I will worship every inch of your body for as long as I can breathe. I will no longer pray to Ouranos, but I will pray and plead and worship you, Maris,” Valda said, her eyes never leaving Maris’s body as they followed the same path her hands had taken seconds ago.

Maris grabbed Valda’s large hands, stopping the exploration. “You can start by worshiping my pussy with your mouth,” Maris purred as she clasped Valda’s face in her stained hands and devoured her.

Valda wrapped her arms across her back, allowing Maris to take as much as she wanted from her. She could feel the desperation in Maris’s movements as the younger woman rubbed herself against her strong stomach.

Valda was surrounded by a curtain of blue hair as Maris’s lips slotted against hers. Then the curtain shifted, replaced by the firm, tanned thighs she adored.

Valda’s hands found Maris’s ass, gripping and spreading her cheeks as she carefully positioned her lover over her face. Without hesitation, her long, broad tongue pressed against Maris’s soaked pussy, dragging a slow, deliberate stroke through her folds.

A deep groan rumbled in Valda’s chest, vibrating against Maris’s inner thighs and sensitive clit as she lapped the wetness coating her tongue.

Maris’s hand shot to Valda’s dark hair, fingers tangling tightly as she took control. Valda surrendered willingly, her strong hands providing support as Maris rocked her hips, grinding herself against Valda’s mouth and face.

Valda’s hands trailed upward, leaving their mark on Maris’s thighs and hips, holding her steady as her tongue worked with unrelenting focus. The room filled with the sound of Maris’s desperate cries, as her rhythm grew frantic.

Too preoccupied with giving in to Maris’s needs, Valda didn’t notice the hand slithering over her taut stomach. Surprised, she flinched as skilled fingers spread over her folds and then cupped her pussy. Valda’s stunned gasp interrupted her, until Maris pulled her back.

This side of Maris, the dominating one, always left her breathless.

Valda’s arms hooked securely around Maris’s thighs, pulling her closer as she resumed her fervent efforts to satisfy her lover. By the shaky breaths escaping Maris’s lips and the quivering of her body, Valda knew she was close to the edge.

The same fingers teasing Valda went to work, mimicking the soft flicks of Valda’s tongue, driving her to the point of madness. She wanted to make them come at the same time… She wanted to feel Maris crumble above her, to hear her cry out to the heavens, to shout the name of the one in control of her body—the one who turned her into this desperate mess.

Valda anchored Maris’s body against her face, holding her steady as the panting, and frantic swearing above her grew louder, desperate.

Opening her eyes, Valda looked up, her breath hitching at the sight above her: Maris, head thrown back, body arched because of her…

But then, Valda saw it.

The soft glint of Maris’s necklace caught her eye, the two wedding bands dangling from the chain around her lover’s neck. A sharp pang tore through Valda’s chest, replacing her fervent desire with a cold ache.

As if sensing her distress, Maris stilled, her movements halting as she released Valda’s hair and brought her hand to the necklace.

The shift was immediate. Maris’s body tensed, and the warmth between them evaporated. The walls of rejection rose, brick by agonizing brick, as Maris clutched the wedding bands tightly. Her blue eyes, once hazy with arousal, now burned with rage.

Suddenly, the sound of broken glass and laughter pierced through their connection.

Valda’s eyes snapped open, and instead of finding a goddess upon her, she saw nothing but the ceiling of her room back in Cressida. Valda blew out a shaky breath, pushing herself upright.

Her clothes clung to her damp skin, drenched with sweat, and her chest heaved as she tried to steady her breathing. She darted her tongue across her lower lip, searching for a trace of Maris’s taste—but there was nothing.

And then she felt it. Maris’s need. Her cries of anger, frustration, and unfulfilled arousal. The sensations dissolved in an instant, leaving Valda aching.

I need to see her…

She needed to see Maris… She had to. Maybe being close to her physically would help their bond heal and become stronger. Perhaps they had already wasted too much time apart. Valda had to find her.

With unsteady hands, Valda gathered her coat and sword before she stormed out of her room, through the inn, and into the cold night where her horse waited. Cerberus leapt after her, the feline landing gracefully before scrambling onto the saddle blanket, claws digging in for balance.

Valda’s plan was simple.

She would head to New Agenor, call out to Maris using their bond, and hope—pray—that the other woman had let her walls crumble enough to meet her. If not, she’d return to Cressida and continue her operation. She could already hear Isen’s violent uproar at her decision, but four months was more than enough… right?

“What are you doing?” Isen’s voice cut through the million thoughts in her head as he stepped in front of her horse. The animal shifted nervously, tossing its head. “You are not heading to New Agenor, not like this.” He pointed sharply at her.

Valda glanced down at herself. Her disheveled state—the wrinkled blouse clinging to her sweat-drenched skin, the wildness in her eyes. Lowering her head, she tugged at her blouse as if to cover herself. “I need to see her,” she said, her voice quivering.

“You need to plan a way to beat him!” Isen bared his teeth, his arms outstretched, preventing Valda from moving an inch. “I know how you feel, Valda, believe me, the yearning the need, the sickness is enough to drive you mad but—”

“She keeps blocking me!”

“And she will keep on doing that!”

“Please… Isen…” Her voice broke, yet she didn’t care Isen saw her like that. Swallowing a sob, she tilted her head, almost in pain. “Isen, I need to see her.”

Isen pursed his lips and dropped his arms, his gaze shifting from Valda to the wooden houses around them. His hands balled into fists.

“You need to see her too, don’t you?”

He nodded, as if he didn’t trust himself to speak.

“Let’s go to New Agenor! I will stay away from Maris. I’ll hide. I’ll make sure she doesn’t see me if I feel she doesn’t want to.”

Isen took a deep breath, shaking his head as if trying to convince himself to argue. But finally, he exhaled sharply and nodded. “You’re putting me in a bad situation, Valda,” he began. “You’re my queen. I serve you, your army. But Maris is also my queen, and Melvian is my mate. If Maris finds out you were there, after she specifically said she didn’t want to see you. She’ll be furious. And so will Melvian.”

“But—”

“But I also have to follow your commands.”

Valda swallowed hard. “I will see my mate, Isen. With or without you.”

“I know…” Isen’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “We leave first thing in the morning.”
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Maris couldn’t believe she was holding a new Sealian. The baby’s cries seeped through the house’s wooden walls and into the afternoon air.

Staring down at the tiny life in her arms, Maris marveled at the soft, dark blue curls crowning the baby’s head. Melvian worked quickly beside her, patting the baby down with a clean towel. In front of them, Coral’s elated sobs broke her concentration, and she was reminded that she needed to give the baby back to his rightful parents. Next to Coral, her mate smiled with tears streaming down his face just as Maris placed the newborn in Coral’s arms.

Immediately, Melvian helped the new mother and showed her the proper way to help the baby latch on to her nipple.

Maris took a couple of steps back and allowed her best friend to do the rest of the work. It had been gratifying helping Melvian and Coral bring a new Sealian into the world. Holding the baby had lodged something deep within her chest that she hadn’t been able to explain. She wanted to protect that baby with every fiber of her being.

Maris wanted to protect them all…

Her thoughts were interrupted when Melvian gently took her hand and led her out of the room, quietly closing the door behind them.

“They need some privacy,” Melvian whispered. They moved into the small kitchen, where Melvian released a shuddering sob, one hand rubbing her own round stomach.

Maris didn’t ignore the silence. She walked up to Melvian, pulled her in for a hug and squeezed her tightly. Dropping the towel she was holding, Melvian leaned into the hug, her breaths shuddering against Maris’s shoulder.

Melvian missed Isen, Maris could feel it in the desperation of her hug. Maris didn’t let go until Melvian patted her back and loosened her grip. Even as Melvian pulled away, she kept a hand on Melvian’s shoulder, unwilling to fully let her go.

“I can’t wait to live that,” Melvian said, her gaze glued to the floor.

Maris tried so hard to give her an honest smile, but the rueful curve of her lips betrayed her unease. She wasn’t ready, not emotionally, mentally, or in any way—to be the one to deliver Melvian’s baby.

“We are getting closer every day to that beautiful meeting,” Maris said, her hand touching the roundness of Melvian’s stomach.

Melvian squeezed her fingers to get her attention. “Do you know what I’d love to do, Maris?”

Arching her brow, she silently egged her to continue. “Don’t get me wrong, I am happy being with you and teaching you all about being a blessed Asclepius worshiper, but I would love to see the Sea Kingdom, with you, Isen, the baby…” Melvian closed her eyes, as if imagining the picture-perfect scene. “Could you find it in your heart to take us there?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice, Melvian. I would gladly take you there. I am sure Isen would love for you to meet his homeland. I would love to see it as well.”

“It would be magical, wouldn’t it?” A soft grin stretched across her features before her brown eyes fell on Maris. “Soon. Right?”

“Soon,” Maris said, nodding and pulling her hand and kissing her knuckles. Melvian’s eyes softened, the same hand Maris was holding unfolded to pet her cheek. It was natural for them to show affection to one another, yet the past four months together had strengthened their friendship more than ever.

Maris couldn’t see a future where Melvian wasn’t in it.

“We better leave before they kick us out,” Melvian said, walking out the door.

“They are going to need all the rest they can get,” Maris said, walking down the stairs until a certain Sealian waved at her from the alleyway connecting to the center square.

Eyphah was holding her staff and the trident with one hand, while waving her hand enthusiastically.

Maris released a groan, and Melvian couldn’t help but turn to Eyphah and then to Maris. “Is everything alright with you two?”

“She wants to train,” Maris said, her tone flat and unamused.

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I am. I am what’s wrong with that.” With a scoff, Maris waved goodbye to Melvian and moped her way to Eyphah.

“Your Highness!”

Eyphah’s happy greeting somehow sat well with Maris. She was actually glad that the other woman was in a good mood. She was being overdramatic, but Maris appreciated the positivity. Maybe today she might hold on to the trident how she was supposed to.

Eyphah gave a theatrical bow, making Maris roll her eyes.

“Stop it,” she muttered, waving a dismissive hand.

“Today is a day for celebration!” Eyphah proclaimed, handing over the trident with a flourish. “A new Sealian has joined the settlement!”

“That is an excellent reason to celebrate,” Maris said, grabbing the trident with both hands. She noticed the slight bulging of her forearm muscles, and she couldn’t help but be proud of herself. Of course, nothing compared to Valda’s arms. The same arms that would wrap around her with an iron grip and wouldn’t let go…

Maris closed her eyes tightly and cursed under her breath. She couldn’t let herself get lost in thoughts of Valda—not now. If she did, more memories would flood in, and she’d lose her focus. She couldn’t afford another mistake.

“Ready?” Eyphah asked, her voice breaking through Maris’s spiraling thoughts. The other woman spun her spear in a playful pirouette as she grinned.

Maris was sure Eyphah was just showing off—or maybe she was taunting her.

She widened her stance, bent at the knees, and lowered her body, her hands gripping the trident like her life depended on it.

Without warning, Eyphah charged, her spear coming down in a swift arc toward Maris’s head.

This time, Maris was ready. She moved fast enough to block the attack, pushing Eyphah with a sharp shove. Her wrist shifted, changing her grip as she swung the trident in a smooth motion, forcing Eyphah to take a step back.

Eyphah grinned as if she was having the time of her life and Maris wanted to wipe that smirk off her face.

When Eyphah thrust her spear forward, Maris sidestepped. Her body moved instinctively, and to her surprise, she didn’t stumble. The trident felt less like a foreign object and more like an extension of herself as she swung its blunt end into the back of Eyphah’s knee.

The other woman cursed under her breath, but quickly recovered to block a shove of Maris’s weapon.

“Well done!” she laughed before slamming her arm against Maris’s trident.

The impact was enough to throw Maris off balance. She fell forward, the trident slipping from her grip as she hit the ground chest-first.

But this time, she didn’t stay down, sulking in defeat like she had before.

As Eyphah walked towards her, Maris wasted no time crashing her boot against Eyphah’s foot, sending her to the ground with her.

“Not so comfortable, is it?” Maris said, scrambling forward on her hands and knees toward the trident.

Eyphah snarled, reaching out to grab Maris’s ankle. With a sharp yank, she pulled Maris back and shoved her into the sand before getting to her feet and kicking the trident out of reach.

Maris slammed her hand into the sandy ground in frustration. Yet, to her surprise, she didn’t feel defeated.

She had knocked Eyphah down, and that insignificant victory was enough to make her grin despite herself.

“See!” Eyphah laughed as she gathered the trident. “You can fucking fight.”

Maris stood, noticing that the other woman was having trouble catching her breath. She did that. She could fight. Her chest filled with pride as she walked towards Eyphah.

“This should motivate you to keep going. Who knows? Maybe one day you might pin me down.”

“I might,” Maris said, dusting the sand from her pants.

“I wouldn’t mind…” Eyphah said, a slight playful tone in her voice.

Before Maris could respond, Eyphah’s smile faltered, her playful expression replaced with surprise as her gaze shifted past Maris.

“Isen!” Melvian suddenly called out.

Behind Maris, Melvian’s happy squeal was followed by the sound of running hooves. Maris turned just in time to see Isen leaping from his horse, closing the distance between him and Melvian. His arms wrapped around her in a crushing embrace, spinning her off the ground as she laughed.

Eyphah shoved the trident to Maris’s side and ran to meet her twin brother.

And Maris held her breath.

Maris stared at the road Isen had taken to enter the settlement, her gaze lingering as if willing a miracle to appear—a familiar figure riding her horse right behind him.

But no one came.

Her chest sank with a sadness she hadn’t anticipated. Part of her wanted to see Valda, craved her presence. By Tartarus… The crack in her heart deepened at the realization that Valda wasn’t with Isen.

Watching Isen release his mate to wrap his arms around Eyphah made Maris realize that just as Melvian missed her mate, Eyphah missed her brother, the only family she had left.

Eyphah cupped Isen’s bearded cheeks, tilting his head down to inspect him as if searching for unseen wounds. When she seemed satisfied, her hands trembled as she pulled him closer, pressing a kiss to his forehead.

And then she cried.

Maris knew Eyphah regretted every harsh word she had ever spoken about her brother. With the Skylian army hunting him for treason, seeing him alive and whole must have been a relief.

Isen held his sister in a strong, overpowering hug, and they didn’t let go. Not until Melvian made her presence known by touching Isen’s flank. Then his attention shifted back to his mate, and Maris watched as Melvian’s tears flowed freely.

She felt as if she shouldn’t intrude on the intimacy of the moment. And yet, she couldn’t look away.

A rush of jealousy flowed through her as she watched Isen kiss Melvian with the desperation of a man denied water, she couldn’t help but feel envious of their bond—the completeness they shared.

Maris’s feet carried her forward without thought. As she approached, she heard Isen marveling at Melvian’s growing stomach, his hand resting tenderly on her belly.

They weren’t supposed to be apart.

As Maris stood before Isen, the man’s jaw quivered. Still clutching Melvian’s hand, he bowed on one knee and greeted Maris.

“No, Isen. Please,” Maris scolded him, pulling Isen and gasping at the sudden overbearing hug. Isen shook in the embrace and only pulled away when Melvian called to him. The man was crying, like a child who’ve been lost and found safety again.

“Let’s go inside and get you something to eat. You look like you’ve come from far away.”

Isen nodded, rubbing his nose against his arm before scoffing. “I am starving…”

Maris gave him a rueful smile before heading to House Arago. Melvian ushered her mate, holding his forearm while walking in.

Out of the corner of her eye, Maris caught a dark shadow darting between two cabins. Her steps faltered, her gaze snapping toward the movement. Isen, Melvian, and Eyphah disappeared through the doorway, their voices muffled as they entered.

Maris frowned, her eyes trailing over the broken roads and the alleyways connecting the houses in the settlement. A distinctive tug pulled at her. Excitement, then sadness.

Her hand rose instinctively, pressing against her sternum as if to soothe the ache. Valda.

Maris stood frozen for a moment, her grip tightening on the trident. The feeling was unmistakable, like a whisper at the edge of her senses.

Swallowing hard, Maris descended a step, her ears straining against the quiet hum of the settlement. The sounds of children’s laughter and Sealians going about their day filled the air. Nothing out of the ordinary.

And yet, the unsettling sensation lingered. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.

“Your Highness? Are you coming?” Eyphah’s voice broke through Maris’s thoughts.

“Yes…” Maris replied, her voice quieter than intended.

She didn’t turn immediately. Her gaze lingered on the empty streets outside, her frown deepening as the strange feeling clawed at her chest. But with a sharp inhale, she let it go and stepped inside.

They gathered around the large dining table. Maris took her seat at the head, with Eyphah settling to her right. Across from Eyphah sat Isen, with Melvian comfortably at his side.

It wasn’t long before food was served, filling the air with the warm, spiced aroma of the meal.

Isen sighed deeply as a plate was set before him. “Blessed be the Gods! I’ve missed this,” Isen almost sobbed, grabbing a piece of casabe and filling it with spiced pork. His first two bites were huge, almost vulgar, and Maris frowned at that.

How long has it been since he had a proper meal?

Her chest tightened at the thought. How long has it been since Valda had one?

Maris’s hands dropped to the table, her appetite wavering as she watched Isen devour his second casabe within moments.

Her mind drifted to Valda. Was she eating well? Was she safe? In the dreams, Valda always seemed strong, composed. But reality might be another story entirely.

Maris shook her head, trying to dispel the thoughts. If something was wrong, I’d know. I’d feel it.

Wouldn’t she?

And yet, Isen was here now. Perhaps something had happened.

Maris played with her food and tried her hardest to hide her discomfort, but of course, nothing could escape Eyphah’s prying eyes. The older woman moved her hand and touched Maris’s arms, calling for her attention quietly as Isen talked about how much he missed Sealian seasoning.

“Are you all right?” Her voice was low, intended only for Maris’s ears, but Melvian turned her attention from Isen to Maris.

“I am fine,” Maris lied.

“Are you sure?” Eyphah prodded again.

Feeling Isen and Melvian’s eyes on her, Maris sat up straight, moved her hand away from Eyphah’s grip and nodded.

Isen cleared his throat before speaking. “I know you are wondering where Valda is.”

That was a complete understatement. She wanted the other woman there with her, and she was hurt that she didn’t even dare to come with Isen. Was she going to be mad that Valda was there? Probably. Would she kick her out? Maybe. Maris didn’t know what she would do until the moment came—and Valda wasn’t even here to give her the chance to find out.

“I am worried about her,” Maris said, taking a piece of casabe into her mouth.

Eyphah scoffed at the mention of the Skylian Queen’s name.

Isen smiled. “If it eases your worries, just must know she has healed almost completely. She still feels some soreness in her chest.”

“Completely normal for her injuries,” Melvian interjected Isen’s words.

“She can run again. She has no trouble breathing and has gone back to training.”

Maris nodded. “Good. I am glad she is feeling like herself.” Pouting, she turned back to her food. She wanted to ask so many questions, but she didn’t even know how to start. Her lower lip trembled as she inhaled deeply. “I can’t feel her sometimes. During the day— I mean—” She swallowed hard. “During the night, I can feel her.”

“We are on the move during the day. We have moved operations over to Umbriel. As … ironic as it may sound, we have turned into the rebels.” He eyed his sister, but Eyphah’s attention was on Maris. “We are on the run all the time. I suppose she blocks the bond, so you don’t worry about her. When we are sleeping, she stays up later than usual. She says she is praying to Ouranos but…” Isen grabbed a glass of water and took a couple of sips. “She is well physically, and to me, that’s what’s most important.”

Maris understood what he meant right away.

“Any words from Skylian rogues?” Eyphah asked, desperate to change the topic.

“Sister, we are rogues. Arwin and his goons are going around every single city and forcing people to pledge allegiance to him and the new Sealian queen. Anyone who refuses is put to death.” He stopped and took a deep breath, his eyes flickering to Eyphah. “I am surprised you are still well.”

“We’ve had encounters with those bastards. We have protected our queen, although I must say pledging allegiance to the man was the worst thing I could’ve done and that woman…” Eyphah’s mouth twisted in disgust. “She is not my queen. My queen is right here, next to me.”

“I am hiding away like a thief,” Maris scoffed and shook her head.

“I would say you are surviving. We are organizing, Your Highness. Umbriel has turned into a haven for us. Those escaping Arwin and the fake queen are all coming to Umbriel. It will be just a matter of time before we can build a strong resistance to take what’s ours.”

“How are you doing that knowing well they are after you?”

“You underestimate Valda’s loyalists. They would gladly give their lives for the rightful queen.”

“Not when they are threatened with death. I’ve seen what Arwin is capable of. I saw the mountain of corpses,” Maris said, her hand forming into a fist.

“I know what he is capable of. He left me for dead out in the burning sun. I am surprised I didn’t see the Oracle on my way back. My skin almost burned to a crisp like theirs did. Either way, many commoners have lent us their numbers. They are among us, quiet, waiting for the right time and plan to attack.”

“With what weapons?”

Isen swallowed hard, turned to Melvian and patted her thigh under the table. “We have our ways.”

“Banditry?” Eyphah asked, arching her brow at her brother.

“As queen, Valda helped some nobles and leaders before everything went to shit. Let’s say that… she is asking for that favor to be reciprocated.”

Maris arched her eyebrow and tilted her head.

Taking a large gulp of meidaila, Isen seemed to drown his nervousness. Once he swallowed hard, he continued. “Some nobles have been… persuaded to give us money. Others willingly gave us what we needed but we’ve organized small raids on Arwin’s men…and Vulcanians as well.”

Maris frowned at Isen.

“There has been more movement of Vulcanians on the west side of Umbriel. Their numbers are amassing, and because of that, I am not sure if Lasmeer sent out our note to Sir Kayden. I haven’t heard from Lasmeer or Kayden, for that matter. I am afraid we are not only fighting Arwin’s men, but Vulcanians as well. We need more people to join us in our battle.”

Maris’s stomach dropped, and a chill ran down her spine.

“No.” Maris said, shaking her head. “You will not take my people to war.”

“Your Highness!” Isen raised his voice, astonished by her answer. “You do not have a choice! Either you fight the Vulcanians and Arwin alone, or you fight the Vulcanians and Arwin alongside your mate.”

“I will have neither.”

“Do you really think you have a say in this? Eris and Arwin can arrive at any given moment and ask you to join them on their side of the war, what will you do? Kill a goddess?”

“I fucking would!” Maris stood up, the chair falling behind her in a loud clatter. “I am training. Your sister is teaching me how to fight. I will kill Eris if she insists on putting my people through war, even if it is the last thing I do in this life.”

“If you intervene, then they will know you have been kept hidden here. Arwin will call forth a genocide of all Sealians, and you know it.” Isen’s voice did not waver yet, his eyes gleamed in fear.

Maris pulled back, dread burrowing in her chest. Could she bear the guilt of her entire race being killed? Did she even have the strength to kill a goddess? Could a goddess be killed in the first place?

“Your Highness…” Eyphah whispered as she wrapped her fingers around Maris’s wrist. “Today has been a day full of emotions. I think it is best if we all rested for now, don’t you think?”

Maris’s gaze shifted from Isen to Eyphah. She snatched her hand away. “Enjoy the rest of the meal,” Maris said as she left to go upstairs.

“Maris, wait!” Melvian called out to her, but Maris was already climbing the stairs to her chamber.

Before she could close the door behind her, Melvian blocked her with her body. For a second, the young healer looked at her, expecting to be dismissed, but Maris huffed and opened the door for her.

“Maris…”

“He thinks I am weak. Isen thinks I am a useless ruler.”

“He doesn’t.”

“Do not defend him!”

Melvian raised her hands in self-defense. “I am not defending him. You are nervous and—”

“Can everyone stop trying to tell me what I am feeling?” Maris rolled her tongue over her lower lip. She stopped moving altogether before resuming. “I am pissed! Pissed that I don’t have the strength or the resources to get my people out of this damned place! I am petrified that any given day, Arwin and Eris will waltz through here again and kill you all! I am horrified that your death will fall on me!”

“They won’t. We know what we are exposing ourselves to when we decide to stay and help you. You are the rightful ruler of the Sea Kingdom, as Valda is of the Sky Kingdom. We will only accept the lawful queens. I am here to help you, and I told you before I am not leaving you, Maris. You need me as much as I need you.”

Maris turned her face away and covered her eyes with her hands. The last thing she wanted was for Melvian to see her cry. It would be yet again another sign of weakness… But she was so frustrated, and she felt like she was wasting her time hiding away in New Agenor when she should’ve been able to grab Poseidon’s trident and just pierce through anything or anyone who dared to threaten her people. She felt lost, abandoned, and alone.

“Maris.” Touching Maris’s back, Melvian released a frustrated sigh before freezing and grabbing Maris’s elbow.

Melvian’s trembling hand took Maris by surprise. She turned around and met Melvian’s wide eyes.

“What is it?”

Melvian pressed Maris’s hand to her stomach. Maris looked confused for a second until she felt the movement. Her eyes widened just like Melvian’s, and her tears were long forgotten. The child was moving… Finally! The child… Wait…

Maris’s confused frown wiped away Melvian’s smile. “Is— is something wrong?”

Maris did not answer. Instead, she moved her other hand to Melvian’s stomach. Her gaze was lost as she concentrated on the feeling. Finally, her eyes flickered to Melvian.

“Lay down on my bed.”

“You are scaring me.”

“Just lay down,” Maris commanded, opening the door to her room, to call for Isen, who was already coming up the stairs. His face was serious, contemplative. Behind him, Eyphah followed, frowning deeply.

“You are really scaring me,” Melvian said the moment she saw her mate walk through the door.

“You are petrified,” Isen murmured, and with two broad steps, he was next to Melvian, petting her dark hair and holding her trembling hand. “Be calm.”

Maris kneeled next to the bed, her hands moving to lift the Sealian tunic until Melvian’s stomach was exposed. She touched the underside of her belly, then the top right under her chest. She prodded until she felt a small roundness and then a second one. After a couple of silent seconds, Maris released her breath and turned to her friend. The smile that spread through the Sealian ruler made Melvian sob.

“Well, well, well!”

“Oh, just spit it out! You are going to kill me. Is something wrong with my baby?”

“There is nothing wrong with your babies, Melvian.” Maris’s grin grew wider.

Eyphah let out a soft gasp while Isen stared at Maris’s face. His grip on Melvian loosened as he moved his large hand over his mate’s stomach in awe.

“Babies? Plural?” Melvian asked.

Maris nodded. “You are having twins.”

Isen let out a breathy laugh before pressing his lips to Melvian’s temple. Melvian was too shocked to even notice the man’s affection. “I am having twins?” she asked, her hand absentmindedly rising to rub Isen’s bearded cheek. “Two?”

“Two babies,” Maris confirmed one last time.

Melvian turned to Isen, whose eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “Two.”

“Two.” He grinned and kissed her.

Maris stood and signaled Eyphah to leave with her. The older woman nodded and followed Maris down the stairs. She closed the door to give the couple some privacy. It wasn’t until she reached the end of the stairs that Eyphah commented on the exciting news.

“Two more Sealians to feed…” Eyphah said, while Maris frowned. As she opened her mouth to reprimand Eyphah, the woman waved her hand. “I am joking. I am more than happy for them.”

Maris huffed and shook her head. “Really, Eyphah. You had me worried there for a second.”

“I am looking forward to becoming an aunt. Better than having kids of my own.”

Maris chuckled, the idea of having kids never crossed her mind until Melvian revealed that she was pregnant. She was too young to be thinking about kids, but maybe one day she could raise a couple of kids with Valda…

Shaking her head, Maris waved at Eyphah. “An aunt can return the kid and not be frowned upon.”

“Exactly! No one will think I am a bad aunt!” Eyphah laughed, placing her hands on her waist as she made it to the door. “If I am not mistaken, we didn’t finish our training session today. Unless you want to cancel.”

Canceling was not an option. Not when things were about to get more dangerous. “I will meet you at the training grounds.”
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Sealians had horrible guards, and Valda was sick to her stomach. It wasn’t hard to understand why Isen could simply waltz in. His blue hair was his badge of honor. No one even blinked an eye when he went to pass the guards, but how come there was no one guarding the lands by the lakes?

How was she supposed to go back to Cressida, knowing that Maris was out in the open, completely unprotected? She had promised Isen that she would sit right where the lakes were and wait for him to head back.

Of course, she knew better than to wait for him. She brought along a small tent and bed, knowing damn well the man was going to spend as much time with his mate as he could. He would probably stay the night, and Gods, how fucking jealous she was.

She had planned on staying on the outskirts of New Agenor at first. She would play with Cerberus, holding sticks with leaves for her to swat at, share a meal of dried meat with her, and end everything with scratches to her chin, ears, and back. Yet, Cerberus was restless. Her eyes flickered to the division where the cabins started, ears moving back and forth.

Valda frowned as Cerberus walked away from her, and onto the roads that led to the houses. Standing from where she was resting, Valda grabbed Cerberus’ fluffy tail and gave it a warning tug. The cat quickly turned and hissed at her, swatting her hand and then jumping a couple of steps away from her.

“Stay close to me, Cerberus,” Valda said, her voice low. “I don’t want you drawing any attention.”

Cerberus sat on the ground, her head tilting to the side, her ears still moving about as if taking all the sounds in the area. Her head turned back to the small road, and once again she stood to walk back to New Agenor.

Valda cursed under her breath and picked the behemoth of the cat. “I know what’s wrong,” Valda whispered, pressing her face to the cat’s neck. “You miss her just as much as I do, don't you, girl?”

Cerberus’ purrs vibrated against her face, and Valda sighed in disdain before squeezing her to her chest.

“We could go find her, but you have to promise me not to run off and get yourself seen…”

Cerberus pressed her cheek against Valda’s face before she settled her on the ground gently.

Valda’s gaze fell on the small road leading to the houses of New Agenor. To think that all she had to do was walk towards the cabins and she could see her…

To actually see her, touch her, smell her. To see the fine details of her expressions, and not just a reflection of a memory within a dream…

Swallowing hard, Valda closed her eyes, concentrating on the beating of her heart. How was she going to control the primal need to stand right across Maris? To smell her, to taste her, to know that she was fine… Her hands twitched at the mere thought of having the other woman near her.

If she wanted to sneak into New Agenor, she would need to quiet down not only her beating heart but also her emotions. If she didn’t, Maris could pinpoint her right away.

Valda rubbed a specific spot on her chest, releasing her breath along with her precipitation. Cerberus had already taken a couple of unsure steps ahead before turning to her, closing her eyes slowly and letting out a soft chirp.

Taking out a head cover, Valda hid her hair and made her way to the small broken roads leading to the center of New Agenor.

Things have somewhat changed in the settlement. The happiness and buzzing of the people were palpable, yet the joyous thrum that beat within the settlement was muffled by an unexplained tension.

As if at any given moment, the Sealians were expecting something horrible to happen. Valda frowned at that. If they were so fucking worried, why didn’t they guard their settlement better? How come they didn’t take better care of their queen, of her mate?

Moving through the tight, slim corridors between the houses, Cerberus used her shadow to walk about and go unnoticed. For being such an enormous cat, Valda was grateful she understood when to stay hidden.

It didn’t take long for Valda’s thoughts to drift toward Isen. Where had he gone? It had been several long minutes since they’d arrived, and he’d disappeared inside. By now, he should have found Melvian—or at least Maris.

Letting out a quiet huff, Valda turned her attention toward the House of Arago, her sharp eyes scanning for any movement near the entrance.

Her chest tightened. She wasn’t ready. Not yet.

Her gaze caught on a familiar figure descending the stairs, her expression drawn into a scowl of annoyance. Valda’s breath hitched.

Maris.

In front of her, Eyphah waved the trident with a grin before handing it over.

She could barely make out what they were saying, but when the other woman took a defensive stand, Valda’s blood boiled inside her veins. Her hands curled into tight fists as she silently watched. It took her a couple of seconds to register that Maris was training with Eyphah.

But wasn’t she against violence? Didn’t she say that she wanted nothing to do with the trident, that she wanted to resolve things in a civilized way?

Scoffing and shaking her head, Valda took a step forward before freezing. She needed to calm herself. She was sure that the only reason Maris couldn’t sense her presence was because she was too preoccupied trying to land a blow on Eyphah and although Valda hated to admit it, she couldn’t look away.

Her Maris looked breathtakingly glorious when fighting. Valda never thought that she would find her even more alluring than she does now.

She needed to control herself… but fuck, she couldn’t look away.

It wasn’t until Cerberus brushed her body against her leg did Valda took a step back. Her heart raced with excitement, even arousal. Her mate was fighting. She wasn’t using her powers, but actually engaging in physical combat.

Oh, how she wanted to be the one teaching her, the one to guide her to hold the trident, to thrust the weapon forward, how she wished it was her on the receiving end of the onslaught of attacks.

Fuck…I am too far gone.

Valda took a second step back, looked down at Cerberus, and hissed as the animal walked away from her. She pulled her back by the tail and leaned against a cabin’s wall. Her eyes never left Maris just as she tripped Eyphah to the ground.

A wide smile spread across Valda’s face. She knew what Maris was capable of, and yet she couldn’t help but feel proud.

“Isen!”

Valda pressed her body closer to the wall. Her attention moved to Melvian. Valda’s eyes widened as she noticed the roundness in her abdomen. It took her a moment to register that the other woman was indeed expecting a child, and that Isen had been dying to see her.

The sound of hooves trembled across the ground, and Isen stumbled when he wrapped his arms around his mate.

Valda swallowed hard, controlling every fiber of her being as she tried not to react, not to feel and yearn. She wanted to run up to Maris and hug her, just as Isen was doing with his mate. She wondered if Maris even wanted to see her…

If her dreams were proof of their yearning, then the other woman truly missed her just as much as she did… Her smile was wiped the moment Cerberus released a happy chirp and dashed towards Maris. Valda’s heart sank as she scattered as fast as she could to grab the cat by the tail and pull her back.

But Cerberus slipped through her hold.

With a soft curse, Valda gathered the wind within her hands and shot a soft gust of wind, enough to send Cerberus flying back to her.

She clutched the animal tightly and hissed as Cerberus bit her hand.

“Cerberus! No!” Valda growled, hiding within the shadows in the narrow alleys. Her eyes shot up at Maris, who had been walking towards the entrance of House of Arago and stopped.

Valda held her breath as the woman turned and stared in her direction. The hold on her bond faltered.

Seeing Maris for the first time in four months tore Valda apart. If Maris couldn’t feel the wrenching in her chest, then she truly was blocking their bond. Maris looked beautiful with her disheveled hair, Sealian garments. A queen through and through.

As she took Maris in, Eyphah walked back out. She said something to Maris that made the other woman smile.

Gods… Valda truly wanted to enjoy that smile even if it wasn’t directed at her, but Maris’s smile wasn’t as wide as Valda remembered, her eyes were not squinting enough, and her shoulders were tense.

As Maris closed the door behind her, Valda released the breath she held. She gave Cerberus a scolding squeeze before looking down at her. The cat’s attention was still on House of Arago.

“You are not the only one that wants to be with her, girl,” Valda said, walking back to the lakes holding Cerberus to her chest. The cat’s incessant purring gave her peace, but it wasn’t enough to fill up the void in her chest.

As the hours passed, there was only one instance where Maris’s happiness crept its way into her chest.

She was happy…

Maris was happy without her.

Tired, Valda released her grip on Cerberus. The cat wandered off into the night, blending in with the shadows. She wasn’t aware of how long her pet was gone. It wasn’t until Valda was alerted by footsteps that she called out with a low whistle.

Within seconds, Cerberus ran back to her, quietly jumping on her shoulder and pressing her head to her cheek. The footsteps sounded again.

Between the foliage, Isen’s horse peeked through.

With a hand on the handle of her sword, Valda scoffed before patting Cerberus off her. “I thought you would be staying the night.”

Isen’s brow furrowed. “That’s what I wanted to talk about.” He jumped off his horse, his gaze locked on the ground. “I won’t be staying. There is much to be done, and I need to make sure that everything around New Agenor is safe. I can’t…” He swallowed hard. “I need to keep Melvian safe.”

“Believe me, I understand,” Valda said, looking down at Cerberus, who sat comfortably between them.

“I get you saw your mate?” Isen asked.

“I did.”

“She is training with Eyphah and learning the way of the Asclepius follower with Melvian. She is…” He rubbed his head. “So hardheaded. Spending time with Melvian is making her just as you Skylians.”

Valda chuckled at that, to think that traces of her personality rubbed off on Maris. “I feel there is something else you want to tell me, Isen. Speak.”

“She is up to date with everything that has been happening with us. She… wishes to keep the Sealians away from whatever war is going on.”

“Understandable. I would’ve done the same. Keeping your people safe is crucial.”

“We need more hand to keep our people safe, Your Highness…” Isen said, finally locking eyes with Valda. “I need to keep everyone safe.”

“As do I, Isen.”

Isen pursed his lips, clutching his sword tightly. The man seemed so lost in his own thoughts. Taking a step towards him, Valda took in his tensed shoulders and brow. She squeezed his arm, until he spoke again.

“My mate and I are having twins,” he muttered, a soft curve forming at the corner of his lips.

Valda’s eyes widened, and she exhaled. “Well! That’s wonderful news, Isen! Congratulations!”

Isen didn’t smile as brightly as she thought he would. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Silence fell between them once more and in between checking their supplies and talking about what they would do next, they both jumped on their horses with Cerberus snugged inside Valda’s bag. They would head back to Cressida, where they would send yet another message to Harmonia, hoping that by some miracle Kayden would answer back.

Kayden was still nowhere to be found, and she feared the worst. Maybe he never got the letter, maybe he arrived at Oberon castle and Arwin killed him. He could’ve been dragged to serve the new queen of the Vulcan Kingdom, Kenna Hagan. Maybe he even joined their army willingly.

No, Kayden loved her like a sister. He must know something was amiss. She would never harm a king or queen unprovoked, but what if he believed Arwin’s lie claiming that the late Vulcanian king killed her mother?

Valda decided it would be best to not think about Kayden and focus on pooling more resources. Sending a large troop to Puck, a small town near Ophelia, would be her best bet if she wanted to keep an eye on Arwin.

According to reports, Arwin’s army had also been moving into Umbriel, possibly looking for her. Many of his men had already perished by Vulcanian forces.

Good.

The Vulcanians were out for blood, Skylian blood, and Valda doubted they cared if those they killed were with her or with Arwin.

But the enemy of her enemy was her friend, and if she could get a hold of Kenna, then maybe the balance could be shifted. Maybe there was a chance they could win the war. Isen had revealed how Maris didn’t want to get involved in the war, how she wanted to keep her people safe. But that wasn’t for her to decide. As long as Maris was alive, and the Sealians were in Skylian territory, they would have to decide who they would fight for.

If the Sealians already pledged their loyalty to Arwin and Eris, then they would be required to join forces with Arwin. And if they refused to do so, they would be digging their own graves.

With Valda’s strength, and Kenna’s firepower, she wouldn’t need to involve Maris and the other Sealians. She could march right into Oberon Castle and take back what was rightfully hers. But first she needed to find Kenna.
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Maris was sore from the hours of constant training. Yet, tonight, for the first time in all the seven months she had been in New Agenor, Maris held Poseidon’s trident to Eyphah’s neck as she pinned her to the ground. Her boot slammed over the older woman’s chest as she looked down at her, holding the weapon as if it weighed nothing. Her serious and focused expression dissolved into a boastful one-sided smirk before she lifted Eyphah’s chin with the middle and longest tip.

Eyphah released a nervous breath. She released her spear to grab hold of the weapon before her cobalt eyes turned up to Maris’s pleased gaze. “I yield.”

Maris chuckled, pulling the trident away and stepping back. She reached down, grabbing Eyphah’s tunic to haul her to her feet. With a quick motion, she patted the sand from Eyphah’s shoulders. “How was that?” Maris asked, her grin widening.

Still shaken, Eyphah stood nervously before tilting her head. “I think you’ve made a bit of progress.”

“A bit?” Maris scoffed.

“A lot…” Eyphah smiled and picked up her spear. “You took me down, that’s saying something.”

Maris raised one eyebrow before flexing her right arm. The past months had been brutal on her body and mind, but she noticed a slight improvement. Of course, she couldn’t compare herself to Eyphah or Valda, but she saw some firmness in her arms and thighs, which hadn’t been there when she started. Carrying the trident around had done wonders for her, not to mention Eyphah’s regimen, which consisted of way too many hours of exercise and protein.

Eyphah rolled her eyes at Maris’s showing off, but laughed. “Well! You made me yield! I think this calls for a celebration, don’t you think?”

“Of course! I’ve been wanting to beat you down for quite some time.”

“Well, you did slap me once.”

“Yes, yes, but to pin you down and have you looking up at me with a scared look on your face is pretty exhilarating.”

Eyphah raised her eyebrow. “Oh?”

Maris clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Want a celebratory drink? Meidaila?” Maris mentioned the Sealian drink and noticed a unique spark of excitement flash in Eyphah’s eyes.

The older woman nodded and quietly followed Maris back to House of Arago. Maris wasn’t big on drinking. Even when she used to work in the tavern, she always noticed how alcohol changed people’s personalities, so she tried to stray from it, but the Sealian drink was different. It was refreshing, with the perfect balance of both sweet and tangy.

On their way there, Maris took in the changes within the settlement. New Agenor had grown since her arrival. Although they continued the ruse of keeping her hidden, her people were becoming bolder. The houses were stronger, as were the Sealians. The communal garden had a surplus of food, while more youngsters were moving towards combat training. Melvian had even taken it upon herself to give basic medical training to whoever wished to learn.

Her friend’s stomach was large, and instead of walking, she waddled from cabin to cabin. Isen was long gone, promising her he would come back every other week to be with her. He had kept his word after his first visit. He had left two nights ago, against Melvian’s wishes. Unsurprisingly, the closer she was to giving birth, the clingier she became. Maris understood the need to have her mate close at such an important moment as the birth of their children.

As she neared House of Arago, Maris waved her hand at Melvian, who was at the square, sitting by the fire and talking to a couple of children. They were all very curious about the birth of twins, and although Melvian was incredibly nervous, she tried to answer all their questions.

Once at the cabin deck, Eyphah offered to walk in and bring the meidaila. Maris often forgot the house she was inhabiting belonged to Eyphah back when she was in charge. With a tired sigh, Maris sat down on the stairs and watched quietly as her people walked about their evening.

Eyphah settled two glasses between them while holding a large pitcher of bubbly alcohol in her hand. “Skylian beer is shit.” Eyphah commented as she filled one cup for Maris and the other for herself. “Believe me.”

“I have to agree with you there.” Maris chuckled, taking the proffered cup and clinking it with Eyphah’s.

She took short sips, while Eyphah took mouthfuls. Maris knew the sweetness of the drink could play tricks on her. Melvian had once taught her how to relieve someone’s intoxication. She also said that the sweeter the drink, the more dangerous it was. But Maris loved it, and today was a good day to celebrate the fact she made the arrogant Eyphah yield.

“I used to do this all the time when I lived here. I would sit down right here and just watch everyone go about their day.”

“It is calming,” Maris said.

“It is! Even more now that you can see how we are growing.” Eyphah smiled and refilled her cup. “Back when we came here, this place was a shit hole. Everyone was depressed, they didn’t know how to start over, now look at us.” Eyphah stretched her arm and pointed at the square where musicians gathered with their drums. “We are still alive; our culture is still alive.”

“They look hopeful,” Maris whispered.

“Of course! We have our queen back. We’re just—” Eyphah paused, exhaling deeply. “Steps away from going back to how things were. People here still remember the salt of our waters, how the wind blew through our hair on warm summer days. We want to go back to the Sea Kingdom. And I know we will.”

“Do you remember your days back there?” Maris asked, swirling the last drops of her second glass before finishing it.

Eyphah’s expression softened as she leaned back, her gaze distant. “I remember the sun burning my skin. My mother coming home after a long shift and cooking chicken for Isen and me. My dad walking in with a basket full of fish, sitting me down to clean them up.”

Maris scrunched her nose in clear disgust, earning a burst of laughter from Eyphah.

“It was disgusting,” Eyphah admitted, her grin widening. “Gutting a fish? Scraping off its scales?” She shuddered theatrically and gagged. “I don’t miss that.”

Maris chuckled, shaking her head as Eyphah took one last gulp from her glass before reaching for the pitcher to refill it.

It was empty already, and both women wanted more.

“I will be right back.”

“All right.” Maris nodded while Eyphah gathered the pitcher and headed inside.

In the center of the square, Melvian waved her hand at the children, dismissing the questions for the day, but the children didn’t leave. Some played with the instruments laid out. Moments later, Maris noticed young Cai walking into the square and sitting next to Kimmi. The young girl talked to Coljar when the young guard patted her arm.

Maris tilted her head to the side as she watched from the comfort of the deck. She was enthralled and slightly light-headed from the drink, that she didn’t notice Eyphah sitting next to her and filling up both their cups. Maris welcomed her with a smile before tilting her chin towards the square.

“Look over there.”

“Hmmm?” Eyphah lifted her gaze from her drink to Cai and Kimmi. “Oh! Will you look at that!”

Both women watched in silence as Cai tried to get Kimmi’s attention. Sadly, when Kimmi turned to look at him, she rolled her eyes, stood up, grabbed Coljar’s hand, and walked away towards the men with the drums.

“Ooh!” Eyphah scoffed a laugh. “Oh boy! He reminds me of someone!”

Maris’s curiosity peaked as she leaned and rested her arms on her knees. “Who? You?”

“What? Me? Please! He reminds me of Isen when he was younger. Gods know that boy was horrible with girls. He would go around acting like a lost puppy whenever a girl smiled at him. He was painfully awkward.”

“Really? Your brother is a very handsome man. I wouldn’t doubt he had people running after him.”

“Yes, of course. Puberty was kind to him, but when he was a kid, he was—“ She scrunched her nose. “Not so easy on the eyes?”

Maris threw her head and laughed. “Ugly? Isen?”

“And clumsy as fuck!” she added, looking down at her forearm and rubbing the tattoo there.

Maris noticed Eyphah touching the tattoo. She knew that at some point she and Isen were close enough to get matching tattoos.

“When did you get that?” Maris asked, pointing at Eyphah’s arms.

“A long time ago, back when this place was a bigger dump that it is,” Eyphah said, looking at the designs of waves hitting rocks in her tattoo. “Isen was about to leave to find help, or so he said. I… I didn’t want him to leave, but he insisted. I told him we should get something to always remind us of where we came from.” She extended her arm for Maris to see. “We got this done days before he left, and I remember how fucking whiny he was. He wouldn’t stop crying, saying that it was painful.”

Maris touched Eyphah’s arm, taking the time to notice the colorful blue lines of the waves and the darker ones for the rocks. Her fingers drifted over the other woman’s skin until she noticed the goosebumps and quickly pulled away.

Valda didn’t have tattoos, but so many freckles adorned her skin. Maris missed them. She missed trailing her hands over them, then using her lips to follow that same path. She missed the way they moved when Valda scrunched her nose when she smiled…

With a sigh, Maris tucked her hand on her lap and turned back to the plaza. “I bet the tattoo was painful,” Maris said, trying to ignore the heavy breath that escaped Eyphah.

“Not really.”

“Stop acting like you are the toughest of them all, Eyphah. You are not and neither is your brother. You two are two big softies.”

“Oh, please. My brother is super dramatic. I am surprised he even snatched himself a mate.” Eyphah shook her head, rubbing her lower lip with the edge of her half-full glass. “I guess some people are lucky.”

Maris frowned, placing her empty glass on the floor. “Weren’t you married? I remember Isen told me you were married when I first met him.”

“You guys were talking about me?”

“He was talking to me about his family…” Maris wiped the sweat off her brow.

Eyphah sighed and rubbed her temple before casually filling Maris’s cup again. “I was. She left.”

“Oh.” Maris didn’t want to prod, but she was curious. “Why?”

Eyphah shrugged and took a large gulp as she thought her answer over. “Sometimes you marry your heart mate, but then they find their soulmate and they are torn between staying or leaving. There was nothing I could do, so I let her go.”

“Does she still live here?”

“She gave birth not too long ago,” Eyphah said, raising her left brow.

Maris tilted her head and opened her eyes wide. “Coral? She was your wife?”

Eyphah just nodded, her gaze lost in front of her. “She wanted kids. Probably a nice cock.”

“Eyphah!”

Eyphah waved her hand dismissively and kept going. “I couldn’t give her that and then she saw him, and she just knew. I let her go. I wasn’t going to keep her next to me if it meant she would suffer.”

“You loved her then.”

Eyphah snorted. “It wasn’t love…”

“How would you know? How do we know? What’s love, what is infatuation?” Maris sighed and looked down at her cup.

Eyphah shrugged and mumbled, her words slightly slurred. “I don’t know, but poor Cai just experienced his first of many heartbreaks.”

Maris looked back at the square, and just as Eyphah said, Cai was sitting down by the fire, alone and miserable. “He needs company.”

“He needs to train. Get his mind off pussy and he will be an excellent soldier, but then again, I don’t blame him. Most men think with their cocks rather than their heads.”

Maris chuckled and faced Eyphah. “You have such a dirty mouth, you know?”

“Are you going to clean it with soap?”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Maris snorted and drank the last drops of meidaila. “You remind me of someone who also has a horrible dirty mouth.”

Eyphah’s eyebrow arched. “Who?”

Maris’s upper lip twitched at the question, but instead of answering, she ignored it entirely.

“Good night, Eyphah,” she said, pushing herself off the ground.

The instant she straightened her back, regret hit her like a brick. The world tilted violently, and her vision blurred. If it hadn’t been for Eyphah’s quick reflexes, grabbing her elbow, she would’ve likely ended up flat on her face.

Maris clutched Eyphah’s forearm and steadied herself against the wooden column by the short stairs, her breath uneven as she waited for the dizziness to pass.

When the world finally slowed, she caught sight of Eyphah’s teasing grin as the older woman helped her ease back down.

“Don’t.”

“I haven’t said anything,” Eyphah chuckled.

With an annoyed pout, Maris turned back to the gathering crowd at the plaza. The drummers tested the leather skin, tapping on the drums in an asynchronous rhythm.

Suddenly, a melodic cry stole Maris’s attention away from the musicians. Her eyes focused on Kimmi, who stood before the drummers, her voice breaking louder than the drums. She sang a song Maris hadn’t heard before, a song of bad news of destruction and desolation. It was a prayer to Poseidon, begging him for protection for what would soon come to be.

War.

The drummers slammed their hands against the leather skins, the rhythmic strums rippled through the settlement’s plaza. Kimmi sang again, this time a group of women repeated her words, as the song came in full, filling the night with the sound of drums.

Maris smiled, her grip on Eyphah faltering.

“An impromptu gathering. Do you want to go?” Eyphah asked, squeezing Maris’s hand.

If she stood, she knew she was going to make a fool of herself again. She shook her head, but Eyphah pulled her to her feet, steadied her and led her to the plaza. The vibration of the drums seeped through her skin, reaching through her stomach and to her chest, squeezing it. Yet, instead of feeling breathless, the exhilaration came forth as goosebumps all over her arms and shoulders.

Closing her eyes, she let the music wash over her. She squeezed Eyphah’s hand as the other woman spun her, then released her into a joyful crowd of Sealians. The music pulsed through her lungs and mind until only the rhythm of the drums remained.

Opening her eyes, she found Kimmi looking at the drummers, hunched and dancing in front of them. Her movements marking the rhythm created by the harsh slaps to the leather. Her sweet voice penetrated Maris’s head fog, dissipating the alcohol enough to hear the lyrics the young girl sang.

The song shifted to all the reasons to go back to the Sea Kingdom. Kimmi begged to be under a gentler sun, to play on white sand and crystal-clear waters of the Sea Kingdom’s beaches, she begged to go back to cool nights instead of freezing in the Sky kingdom. She wished to play on the magical bridges, to run on green grass, to eat food from their own land.

As if spellbound, Maris body moved with the beat of the music, her shoulders and hips giving way to the sharp slaps against the leather drums. Kimmi gave way, allowing Maris to stand before the musicians. With her hand on her hips, she dipped her head, saluting them before creating a song with every sway of her hips and shoulders.

Kimmi’s voice pierced through her again, the song pouring out of her. She prayed to Poseidon for protection for the upcoming war, to keep them all safe, and showed them the way to go back to the Sea Kingdom.

They were at war, and the only thing they wanted was to go back to their homeland. And what was Maris doing? Dancing as if they had nothing to worry about.

What kind of leader was she?

Suddenly, rough hands grabbed Maris’s, pulling her away from the drummers and spinning her into the throng of dancing Sealians. The abrupt motion made her head spin, and she squeezed her eyes shut as the chilly night air cooled her flushed, damp skin, easing the heat of the alcohol rising to her cheeks and head.

The rhythm of the drums pounded behind her as Maris opened her eyes to find a pair of tired features gazing down at her with a sweetness she hadn’t seen in months.

Warm arms enveloped her, pulling her into a softness she wasn’t accustomed to. Tilting her head, she let those eyes bore into hers. The darkness of the night blurred their color, but she found an unexpected tenderness there.

Amid the mist of music, the heat of alcohol, and the humid air of the night, Maris surrendered to the comforting embrace.

Valda?

Her trembling hands reached out, brushing the sides of a face she thought she’d never touch again. A damp forehead pressed gently to hers, and she sighed, closing her eyes.

Valda… She’s here.

“Darling…” Maris whispered, her voice trembling as her hands traced the back of a powerful neck. “You’re here, darling?”

Then, hot, moist lips captured hers.

Maris groaned at the sudden contact. The touch was familiar yet strange, tender yet filled with heat. Her hands slid to rest on taut shoulders, her fingers curling instinctively. She had missed this—missed the feel of firm muscles beneath soft skin. She had missed the way her body reacted to this connection, a longing far beyond what her dreams could ever satisfy.

Her pulse throbbed between her thighs as she parted her lips, swallowing a hesitant gasp.

Hesitant? Since when was Valda hesitant?

“I am here, love.”

Maris frowned, her mind faltering. Love?

“Valda?” she asked, her voice cracking.

The body she held tense instantly.

“Valda? Really? Are you fucking kidding me?”

The voice that cut through her thoughts wasn’t Valda’s but Eyphah’s, sharp and trembling.

Maris gasped, her breath catching painfully. The realization hit her like a blow to the chest. Valda didn’t have cobalt eyes—Valda’s were honey-bright, not this.

The pounding of the drums returned, accompanied by a sobering clarity as the alcohol’s haze evaporated. Maris stepped back, her chest tightening.

Before her, Eyphah stood frozen, her lower lip quivering and her fists clenched at her sides. “I thought you…”

“No,” Maris barked, shaking her head as her hand shot into her hair. “I can’t.”

Her stomach turned violently at the thought of what might’ve happened if Eyphah hadn’t spoken. Without another word, Maris turned and bolted, the drums echoing in her ears as she raced toward the House of Arago.
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Valda stood at the edge of the stone balcony, her gaze sweeping over the line of soldiers assembled below.

She never thought Edemus of all people would welcome her with open arms, not after what happened in the last hearing. Seeing the Skylian soldiers and a couple of civilians looking up at her with mismatched and battered armor made her chest expand with pride. Perdita had been abused with countless attacks by both Vulcanians and rogue Skylians, and yet, Edemus sided with her, even it meant he would be put to his death by Arwin Yet, the men she sent months ago had held firm in protecting the city.

“These are all the men and women I can offer,” Edemus said. “I know it is not much, Your Highness, but their loyalty runs deeper than any steel I could forge.”

“You got us weapons as well, Edemus. We are more than thankful for your help in trying to get back to Oberon Castle,” Isen said, standing next to Valda.

Valda’s jaw clenched as she appraised the weapons stacked along the edges of the training grounds. There were spears, swords, and daggers.

Valda turned her head just enough to catch Edemus’ expression. The older man looked tired and full of regret. She was more than sure that he was doing all he could to make amends after how he treated her at the last hearing. Maybe he wanted to be on the right side of war.

“I managed to gather supplies as well,” he continued. “Food, water, even medicine, whatever we could spare and scrape together. The people of Perdita know who the rightful ruler is, and we will not bow down to Arwin or any fake queen who might come to us.” Edemus swallowed hard, his trembling hands rubbed against one another. “We’ve lost many, but we will not lose our pride in serving the rightful queen.”

Valda’s eyes flicked to Isen, who kept his hand on the handle of his sword, ready for any order she might give. She shook her head at him, and his stance relaxed.

“You didn’t sound so eager to let me rule in the last hearing.”

“I know. I’ve said things I am not proud of. But I will make this right. Stay. Use Perdita as a sanctuary if you wish. I will put everything at your disposal.”

Valda’s eyes met his, unblinking. She studied the man before her, and albeit scared, he seemed to be speaking the truth. “I could use a respite from all of this,” Valda said, her attention turning once again to Isen. “What do you say, Captain Hurley?”

Isen shrugged, then nodded. “We could all use it...”

***

Valda cursed under her breath as Cerberus leapt onto her lap, distracting her for just a second from the raucous din of the tavern. The screaming laughter and off-key singing had become unbearable.

She had agreed to stay, knowing her presence would reassure those still on the fence about joining her army. Yet now, as the night dragged on, her patience wore thin.

Isen had already mentioned he was retiring for the night, but Valda lingered, nursing the remnants of her ale. Her pitcher was nearly empty, though her desire to endure the impromptu party was completely drained.

Patting Cerberus’s flank, she watched the cat leap gracefully to the floor, her golden eyes flickering up to Valda’s face with a curious tilt of her head. Valda jerked her chin toward the exit, and Cerberus followed her. Leaving a few golden coins on the table next to the empty pitcher, Valda pushed her chair back with a scrape and headed toward the door.

The inn was a couple of houses next to the tavern, and Valda couldn’t wait to go back inside and rest for the night. She hadn’t felt Maris today. Maybe tonight she could see her.

Inside, she greeted the innkeeper with a curt nod before ascending the narrow stairs. Cerberus trailed closely behind, her soft paws barely making a sound.

The moment Valda opened the door to her room, Cerberus padded inside, claiming her usual spot by the crackling fire. The cat stretched luxuriously, extending her front paws before letting her tail flick lazily. Finally, she plopped onto her side with a contented sigh.

“Ready for bed, aren’t you, girl?” Valda asked, peeling off her orange blouse, neatly folding it before placing it at the foot of the bed. Left in her chest wraps and slacks, she ran a hand through her hair, her shoulders loosening with relief.

Cerberus replied with a wide yawn and an adorable trill before pawing at the rug beneath her, making a small nest.

A sudden knock on the door pulled Valda’s attention away from Cerberus.

The cat’s ears perked, and her purring stopped. Valda frowned, her attention shifting from her pet to the door. Maybe it was Isen coming in to give the final report for the night.

Without hesitation, she opened the door.

A woman stood on the other side, leaning casually against the frame. Valda recognized her immediately—a Skylian she had noticed back in the tavern as she was leaving for the inn. Placing a hand on the hilt of the Heaven Sword, Valda tilted her head back to have a better look at her. The way the woman fidgeted suggested she wasn’t entirely there of her own volition.

“Can I help you?” Valda arched a brow.

“Edemus… he sent me,” the woman said.

Valda’s hand released the hilt of her sword, her arms crossing over her chest as she leaned against the doorframe. “What for?”

The woman fidgeted with her fingers before taking a deep breath. “Distraction?” she murmured before hesitantly touching Valda’s forearm.

Valda’s eyes snapped to the spot where the woman had touched her. For a moment, she stood still, allowing the woman to become bolder and take one step closer to her, enough for Valda to smell the faint scent of ale and the stew cooked in the tavern.

It would be so easy to let the woman in, to give in, and feel something real, something physical, not a dream. But even now, as the bond felt weak, and she couldn’t reach Maris, Valda felt… nothing. No spark, no pull, no fire. Her body was silent.

Her lower lip trembled as she reached up, her fingers brushing the place where the woman had touched her, rubbing the sensation away as if to erase it completely.

Oh, how the tables had turned…

Valda’s chest tightened as the realization settled in. She had spent so long wanting to break and ruin Maris for anyone else, to make her crave no one but Valda. But the cruel irony was that it had happened the other way around.

It was Valda who had been ruined; it was Valda who wanted no one else but Maris.

“Leave,” Valda said finally, her voice low and even. She stepped back, her arms dropping to her sides.

The woman blinked, confused. “What— Edemus paid—”

Valda slammed the door before she could finish, leaning heavily against it as she exhaled. Her chest rose and fell, her breaths uneven.

Cerberus padded up to her, brushing against her leg with a soft meow. Closing her eyes, Valda let her head fall against the door with a muted thud. She opened her eyes to look down at her precious pet. Cerberus stared back, golden eyes wide with concern, as if asking if she was okay.

She wasn’t…

“I can’t fucking take this…” Valda whispered, the words breaking into a sob. Pushing off the door, she crossed the room and collapsed onto the bed. Cerberus followed, curling up beside her, her small, warm body pressed close before her purring filled the silence.

Closing her eyes tightly, Valda let the bond guide her into sleep.

It wasn’t long before she was standing in the fog.

The connection was faint and distant, as if something was obstructing it.

Maris...

Something was blocking their connection; something in her body was interrupting them. Shrouded in dense darkness, Valda could barely breathe. Somehow, she found her way through the labyrinth-like shadows. Her hands brushed against unseen walls, guiding her like they had when she was blind.

Her breath quickened when she heard it—a soft sigh, faint but unmistakable.

Maris.

For the briefest moment, Valda smiled before her pace quickened. Maris was close, and she couldn’t wait to see her once more.

The ground beneath her shifted, and she stumbled upon shards of broken glass, crunching underfoot. The jagged remains of a pitcher lay scattered alongside two glasses. She crouched, picking up a piece and holding it to her nose.

The scent hit her immediately.

Alcohol.

Was Maris drunk? Was that why she couldn’t create a connection?

A door shifted open. Its creak pulled Valda’s attention from the broken glass. The door frame was glowing, signaling the way. Pushing the door open and stepping outside into a room that pulsed with faint music. It was hazy, but Valda could make out the square of New Agenor.

And there, amidst the crowd, was Maris.

She was flushed, her cheeks flowing with a sheen of sweat. Her laughter rang out as she spun in the arms of another woman.

Valda’s narrowed her eyes.

Eyphah.

The other woman was focused on Maris’s face, searching for something Valda couldn’t quite pinpoint. Something at the bottom of her stomach turned into a violent knot.

Her throat tightened, her feet carried her closer, the scene sharpening as if the bond between her and Maris struggled to reassert itself. The music in the square grew louder, loud enough to mute the rage beating inside Valda’s head.

Eyphah’s hand brushed against Maris’s waist, lingering too long, her lips close to Maris’s ear as she whispered something that made her laugh again.

Her mate’s arms draped over the other woman’s shoulder and the sickness inside Valda dared to come back.

“Maris!” Valda screamed, her voice shaking in disbelief. It was as if no one could hear her.

Maris turned, her movements unsteady. She was clearly drunk…

Her eyes, though half-lidded, met Valda’s for a fleeting moment. Valda froze, her breath hitching as the familiar tug of bond coursed through her chest. But then, Maris blinked, and the connection broke. Her head tilted back with another laugh as she let Eyphah spin her once more.

“No,” Valda whispered, her chest tightening with the primal need to grab Eyphah by the throat and bash her head against a wall. She surged forward, her body like a fog going through the dancers. Her jaw clenched as she reached for Maris, but her hand passed through, grasping at nothing but air. She stared at her fingers, incredulous at what was happening.

“Maris! Wake up!” Valda bellowed, her voice raw with frustration.

Eyphah’s form grew sharper, her teasing smile morphing into something smug while her hand slid down Maris’s back.

Valda saw red.

“Stop touching her!” Valda snarled, lunging at her, but her fist passed through Eyphah as if she was made of smoke. Valda stumbled, turning back toward Maris, who was swaying in Eyphah’s arms with a familiarity she knew too well.

“Maris!” Valda shouted, her voice cracking, desperate. But Maris didn’t hear her. Her fingers brushed Eyphah’s cheek, and she leaned closer, her movements unsteady, her lips parting.

“Darling…You are here, darling?”

“Yes! I am here, Seashell! It’s me, Valda!”

“Valda?”

“Gods, Maris, please wake up!”

“Valda!”

Valda’s eyes flew open, and she sat up with a sharp gasp, her heart hammering against her ribcage.

Her gaze darted to the doorway, where Isen stood, his chest heaving. His face was pale, almost ashen, and his lower lip trembled.

“Isen? What happened—”

“We have to leave. Now!” Isen’s voice cracked as he stepped inside, his movements frantic. “Arwin just ordered a fucking genocide on New Agenor. He knows Maris is there, and everyone will be accused of treason under his new laws!”

Valda froze.

Her worst fear had come true—Arwin had found Maris. It shocked her it had taken him this long, but that thought left her as panic flourished deep.

The sheets tangled around her legs as she threw them off, pushing Cerberus off the bed with a yelp.

“I’m sorry, girl,” Valda muttered, grabbing her orange blouse and pulling it over her head. Her hands moved frantically as she buckled her belt and sword.

“Gather the troops. We ride for New Agenor. Now.”

Isen nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line, and disappeared out the door without another word.

Valda took a moment to steady her breathing, but her heart felt as if it was just about to burst out of her chest. On any other day, she would’ve done anything to control herself and not allow Maris to feel her, but now, she needed her mate to feel her, all of her.

Gods, Maris, please hold on.
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“She what?”

Maris groaned as she rubbed her temple. Her head was pounding, her stomach was in knots, and she was seconds away from vomiting.

A hangover.

She never thought she would actually get one in her life. She hated drinking a lot, knowing damn well how people can get when they were drunk.

Melvian offered a remedy, Maris said it was too nasty-smelling to drink it. There were days when Melvian and Maris had breakfast together, talked about new healing methods, and reviewed old ones. Today wasn’t any different, besides the revelation that Eyphah kissed her.

“Melvian, please. I don’t want to be rude, but lower your voice. I swear my head will crack open and rocks will fall out.”

“She kissed you!” Melvian was flabbergasted. “I know that woman is insane, but she knows about you and Valda and—”

“Valda and I are not together…” Saying that sentence alone made Maris’s stomach turn. Even now, as the words came out, she didn’t believe them herself. Last night, she could’ve thought that she saw Valda in the square, dancing and reaching for her. For a split second, she saw a pair of honey-colored eyes staring at her.

But it was the alcohol; Valda wasn’t there, and she just accidentally kissed Eyphah thinking it was Valda…

“Either way! You are mated!” Melvian scrunched up her nose in disgust before barking. “Did she pour the drinks for you?”

Maris opened one eye and stared at her best friend. “What are you suggesting?”

“What in Tartarus do you think?”

“She wouldn’t…” Maris sighed and closed her eyes again before Melvian grabbed the glass of her medicinal mixture and wrapped Maris’s hand around it. “Melvian… this smells horrible.”

“It will help. Drink. I won’t leave until you do.”

“Gods, you remind me of my mother…” With a grunt, Maris pinched her nostrils shut and swallowed the stinky mixture in two large gulps. Maris set it aside once the glass was empty and shuddered in disgust. “Goodness! What’s in that?”

“I don’t know,” Melvian said with a smile before wrapping one arm around her friend. “You tell me.”

“I can taste ginger and a bit of mint. But also…” She smacked her lips. “Licorice?”

“Wow. You are getting better. You passed your botanical lessons.”

“Melvian…” Maris groaned again, but still accepted the compliment with a pained smirk. “Thanks.”

“Of course! Don’t mention it.” She sighed and sat down near Maris.

Her hand moved to lie lazily over Maris’s forearm. Maris was grateful for the small physical contact. It grounded her. Besides, Melvian being close to giving birth had made her anxious, even more since Isen was not around.

“Now what? Are you going to let her roam free like nothing happened?”

“Nothing happened, Melvian.”

“If the deed goes unpunished, she will think she just has to get you even more drunk. Holy Asclepius, what if she knocks you out and tries something else?”

“I think you are overreacting with that one.”

“Am I?” Melvian scoffed and squeezed Maris’s forearm. “I never trusted her.”

“She is dealing with some things.”

“Aren’t we all? I am pregnant. My mate is not a mile in sight. You are also dealing with your own things, and you are not going around doing as you please! You are training, learning, getting stronger!”

“Melvian—“

“I don’t want you to get hurt…” Melvian sighed one last time before rubbing her large, round belly and letting out a soft, pained hiss.

“Is everything all right?” Maris asked, her hands flying to touch her swollen stomach, feeling the babies.

“It’s not the babies,” Melvian said, and her hand shifted from her stomach to her chest. She let out a strangled gasp before looking up at Maris. “It’s Isen.”

Maris narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong with Isen?”

“He is petrified and desperate…” She rubbed her chest again. “Something is not right.”

Maris’s chest tightened, and she frowned at the sharp tug. She touched her chest and stood from her chair, turning her back away from her friend.

“Do you feel something? Is it Valda?”

Maris nodded. “I think it is. Maybe it is just my intuition. But something is not right.”

Melvian pursed her lips and pushed herself away from the table before unlocking the door of House of Arago. “Something is not right at all.”

Maris made it to the door and opened it for Melvian. The settlement was buzzing with activity, as it always was, but Maris couldn’t pinpoint the horrible feeling in her gut.

“Your Highness!”

Maris turned right away. Coral ran to her, her child in her arms, visibly agitated and distraught. Maris placed her hands over her shoulder to calm her, but Coral’s eyes shook with every sob she took. “Calm down. What is it?”

“Beck! I— I think something happened to him!”

“What happened to your mate?”

“I don’t know! I— I… He left for Ophelia two days ago, to gather some provisions we needed for the baby, and he hasn’t come back. I can’t—“ Coral closed her eyes tightly and pressed her wet cheek to her baby’s forehead.

Behind Maris, Melvian looked from the house’s deck, both hands falling on her swollen stomach.

“I can’t feel him— Something happened to him!”

Melvian released a shaky breath before walking down the stairs and grabbing Maris’s elbow. “Maris…”

“I know,” she whispered back to her best friend. “I will send a group of guards to look for him, Coral. Do you know of any place he stayed over at Ophelia?”

“No! He was supposed to come back the same day! I thought he decided to stay for a while. The last thing I felt from him was fear. He was afraid, and he could only think about the baby and me.” Coral looked down at the gorgeous infant with blue locks. “He was also angry, like when you do something you don’t want to.”

“We will find him…” Maris muttered, brushing the back of her knuckles against the young woman’s cheek and sending her off with a promise she might not keep. She pivoted to face Melvian before raising her gaze to the guard by the door. “I want Eyphah Hurley here this instant, and I want guards around the entire settlement on the lookout. I don’t want a single edge of this place unguarded. No one comes in!”

“Yes, Your Highness!” The guard bowed low and ran to perform her orders.

“Maris! What are you thinking?” Melvian asked, following her friend as best as she could as she made her way back into the cottage.

Once inside, Maris picked up her trident from beside the door and clenched it. Its weight wasn’t a problem now, but the idea of having to use it sent a chill down her spine.

In the beginning, when she realized she was the heir to the throne, the idea of ruling with an iron fist, of spilling blood, never crossed her mind. But if her suspicions were true, there would be bloodshed sooner than she thought.

“I think Arwin’s men were waiting for one of us to head to Ophelia. I think they captured Coral’s mate for interrogation. Of course, they didn’t have the audacity to come back here since they kept finding nothing…” She rubbed her thumb over the cold metal of the trident. “I think they tortured him until he told the truth, and they killed him.” Tightening her jaw, she looked at her best friend. Her brow furrowed and her grip tightened. “I think we have been discovered.”
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“Beck? He is gone?” Eyphah stared at Maris in disbelief.

“Coral says she felt a cut in the connection. She is distraught and in pain, and she thinks something happened to him. I believe she is right.” Maris ignored the awkwardness emanating from them. Talking to her seemed to be a task now. “I think he was captured back at Ophelia.”

Eyphah rubbed her chin silently, then nodded. “Fuck!”

Melvian sat beside the dining table, watching them interact. She was not amused, and she couldn’t hide the disgust. Maris noticed and pinched her arm when Eyphah was not watching.

“I sent three guards to Lasmeer’s joint. He is a good friend, and he will let us know what happened.”

“Lasmeer?” Eyphah asked, crossing her arms under her smaller chest.

“He is a friend. He helped me and Valda when we were injured trying to flee Oberon.”

“Right.” Eyphah hooked her hand to the back of her neck. “We should be more vigilant if Arwin’s men are coming.”

“Not if, when. Now, this man is very patient. They could be here in weeks, days…”

“Hours,” Melvian interrupted, shifting the two Sealians’ attention towards her. “It could be hours…”

“We need everyone to get ready to move,” Maris said to Eyphah while swallowing the knot in her throat.

“Move? Relocate? Are you crazy? We have just started to have some sort of progress in this forsaken land, now you want us to move? Where would we go?”

“As far away as we can, Eyphah! I will not leave my people here and face him. You have no idea what that man is capable of!”

“Running away will solve nothing.”

“It will keep us alive!” Maris clicked her tongue and rubbed the stress gathering at her jaw. “Listen. We move them and keep a handful of guards here.”

“We can take them all if we stick together,” Eyphah said.

“There are people here with zero combat training. Do you think they will stand a chance against Skylian soldiers?” Maris was inches away from Eyphah, her hands tightening with the desire to strangle her. “I am their queen. I am the one who decides. Everyone must pack as much as they can and be ready to leave.”

“We can take them to Cressida. Or just as far away from Ophelia as possible. We can even take refuge with Isen and Valda’s group in Umbriel,” Melvian suggested.

“I will not have them die in the desert,” Eyphah muttered while Maris tensed at the mention of her mate’s name. “And I don’t think turning to the resistance will help us.”

Maris slammed her palms on the table. “So, we should stay and hope for the best?”

She was done playing games, and she wouldn’t allow her people to be hurt in the crossfire. There were healthy men and women in the settlement, but there were also children, lots and lots of them, and elders who would rather rest than fight. They could move older adults and the children out, and those willing to fight could stay… but how many would?

“Melvian?”

“Yes, Maris?”

“Titania is the closest city to Umbriel, am I correct?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I want everyone to pack the essentials. We are moving. All those strong enough to fight will stand guard all around the settlement until every single child and elder are sent on their way to the city.” The way Maris cut the conversation and turned away from Eyphah left little room for further discussion.

Still, Eyphah being Eyphah, she didn’t stay quiet.

“That’s it?” The older woman’s upper lip twitched with resentment. “I have no say in this? I have been taking care of them for much longer than—”

“Make up your mind. You want me to rule over your people, but when it comes to making actual decisions, you cower away and attack, implying that you have better ideas. You don’t. Now you can either help your queen spread the word to our people, or please just get out of the way.” Maris turned to Melvian and jerked her head to the door. “Let’s go.”

Melvian nodded, and although Maris was her best friend, she was still under her command. The young healer stood from her chair and waddled close to Maris, her heavy stomach brushing against her friend’s arm. A gentle reminder she was due any day now.

The touch did not go unnoticed. Maris’s hand moved over her stomach in a soft caress, as if all the love and affection Maris felt for her friend could seep into the unborn children. “You need to give out the warning, then head back to Arago and stay there. As soon as we start moving everyone, you will go with the first moving group.”

“Maris—”

“I will have none of it. I will never forgive myself if something happens to you or the babies.”

The intensity in Maris’s words was enough to make Melvian shut her mouth and roll her eyes. “Fine. I will go out and then lock myself in, but what about you?”

Maris turned to Eyphah, who stared at both women with uncertainty. Maris was sure Eyphah didn't know what they were up against, plus she was sure the older woman hasn't faced something quite like this. An attack on New Agenor with the full power of the Skylian army was a death sentence.

“I will be fine. Now go.” Maris patted her friend’s cheek and waited until she had closed the door to address Eyphah.

The surrounding air was damp and heavy, and Maris wanted nothing to do with her, but she knew this woman was her only shoulder to lean on if she wanted to save her people.

If only she weren’t so stubborn…

“I need your help.”

“I know,” Eyphah said, releasing a tired groan and scratching the back of her neck as if it would relieve the tension. “And I know the last thing you want to do is talk to me.”

“Thank you for being aware.”

“But I think we have to.”

“Eyphah,” Maris sighed, her head dropping into her hand so she could rub the bridge of her nose. “There is nothing to discuss. Right now, what I need is your help. Can you at least do that for me? Please?”

Maris watched the hesitation in Eyphah’s features boil over to something she wasn’t quite able to comprehend. There was no doubt in Maris’s mind Eyphah was angry, possibly hurt from what happened last night, but Eyphah’s anger could not compare to Maris’s. Yet, she needed Eyphah.

“I will help,” Eyphah stated, uncrossing her arms, trying to seem relaxed. “Just give out the orders.”

“Good. Gather the horses and all the working carriages. I need everyone to get to work right now. Tell them the truth. We are fleeing to gain more time to prepare.”

Eyphah nodded. Without another word, she walked out the door, followed by Maris. They made their way to the square and the people around them knew something was wrong. Seeing the queen and their previous leader in the square meant an important announcement. Maris confirmed what many had dreaded since the day she arrived in New Agenor.

The Skylian Army was coming, and the only way they could survive was to leave the place. Older adults and children would leave with a handful of able-bodied fighters for Titania, and hopefully, Valda’s men would be there for them. There was no time to lose. As soon as Maris finished giving the news and Eyphah the instructions, everyone spread out to do as they were told.

Eyphah prepared all the horses and carriages. In the first hour, already four carriages had left for Titania, and Maris’s anxiousness rose with every passing minute. As the fifth carriage went with a group of children, she noticed something missing.

Coljar and company were nowhere to be seen… Maris frowned. She walked to the House of Arago and found it empty. No Melvian in sight…

Maris opened Melvian's cottage and called out “Melvian!” but there was no answer. She hoped her friend followed instruction and headed out with the first group. With an exasperated groan and her anxiety flaring, she returned to the square, where she found Eyphah helping an older woman into a carriage.

“Did Melvian get in the first carriages?”

Eyphah settled the woman in the carriage before addressing Maris’s. “I haven’t seen her.”

“I told her I wanted her out in the first carriage.”

“Maybe she is helping others move?” Eyphah suggested, and shrugged.

Maris ran her fingers through her hair. “I am getting tired of people not listening to my orders.”

“Comes with the job,” Eyphah snapped back. “Did you check the lakes?”

“No…”

“At this time of the day, a lot of youngsters head out to relax there. Maybe she went there to let them know we were moving. Do you want me to go get her?”

“No, I will,” Maris muttered as she moved past Eyphah and grabbed one horse destined for the carriage. “Keep everyone moving. Don’t wait for me.”

“Aye, aye captain.” Eyphah mocked a salute and watched as Maris galloped to the lakes on the outskirts.

At first, Maris thought she would be angry when she saw Melvian with her hands on her hips, looking down at Coljar. Young Lia was next to the boy while Kimmi looked at Melvian anxiously. Kimmi had proven to be a carefree young girl. Seeing that expression on her face turned Maris’s stomach. Kimmi was the first to face Maris as she got closer. The young girl flinched and touched Coljar’s shoulder to let him know they had company.

“I can’t believe this!” Maris barked before jumping off the horse. The trident was securely tied to the saddle. She usually never carried it around, but something in her chest, probably Valda, screamed at her to be careful, to be armed and well prepared. “Melvian, I told you I wanted you out with the first group!”

“I was about to leave when I saw these three individuals coming here! I couldn’t leave them!” Melvian refuted, her arms crossed. A horse with a small wagon was not so far waiting for them. There were already baskets of food, sheets, and boxes with personal effects in the wagon. “They won’t tell me why they are here and won’t leave.”

Maris’s anger turned to Coljar and the others. “I need all of you to leave this place right now!”

“But—” Coljar’s explanation was cut off by Maris’s urgency.

“No ‘buts’!” Maris pointed at the wagon with a ferocity that made the young boy flinch away from her.

“But we can’t find the black cat,” Lia whispered, and her small voice almost went unheard.

Maris’s eyes turned to the little girl. “What did you say?”

“Lia!” Kimmi scolded her and lifted her face just in time to see Maris. “I’ve told her time and time, there are no cats in here.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s been months since we saw a black cat, Lia!” Coljar cut in.

Maris turned to Melvian now. “A black cat?”

Melvian scoffed and grabbed hold of Coljar’s hand. “She is not the only one with a cat, Maris. Skylian soldiers will be here any moment, and we need to get you all to safety!”

“She could’ve—” Maris’s words died in her throat as a soft rumbling vibrated beneath her feet. It felt almost like an earthquake, getting louder and stronger. A surging roar of many voices drifted through the wind, and Maris’s entire body went cold. “They are here.”

Maris grabbed Coljar as Kimmi lifted Lia before running to the horse and carriage. Kimmi jumped in before taking Coljar from Maris. The gallops were getting louder. Louder than Maris’s deafening heartbeat.

“Get in the wagon, Melvian!” Maris snarled as she tied her horse to the wagon next to the other beast. Grabbing her best friend’s elbow, Maris pulled Melvian into the wagon just as Kimmi climbed on one horse, clutching the reins and slamming her feet to the animal’s flank to get it moving.

As Maris watched them leave, a group of five Skylian soldiers ran past the trees, limiting the lakes. They pulled on their horses’ reins and looked at her in surprise and amusement. Maris glanced back and saw her best friend and the children safely returning to the settlement. She breathed hard yet felt the anxiety slip off when she knew they were not in danger, at least for now.

“I guess it was true,” one soldier said, jumping off his horse and pulling out a sword. “How could you have slipped from our grasp like that?”

“Does it matter? The orders were to kill everyone on sight.” Another soldier, a woman, pulled two small daggers from the belt on her waist and slipped off her horse. “We are just lucky we found the leader.”

The other three soldiers dropped from their horses, grasping their weapons as they eyed Maris.

Maris took them all in. Two women, three men. Like all Skylians, they were much taller than her, their black locks disheveled by the wind. Their arms and shoulders were massive with power, and their honey eyes, though different shades, all had one thing in common. They were shadowed with an unexplainable rage.

Maris realized she couldn’t take them all on with her trident. If she attacked one, the other four would jump on her, and she would be dead in seconds. Her eyes trailed down to the bioluminescent lakes with crystal clear and unmoving water. The water was so clear it perfectly mirrored the soldiers standing by the edge. For the past months, she had been so focused on her skills with the trident she had completely abandoned her greatest weapon. Controlling water.

Burying the base of the trident on the ground, Maris thrust her hands forward. Snake-like ribbons of water formed before her, clutching each soldier by their neck, and dragging them down to the lake’s depths. Once submerged, Maris’s fingers rolled into tight fists. Holding the weight of all five soldiers, she pushed them deeper, ensuring not even one of them could gasp for air.

Water splashed and gasping turned into gargling screams. Maris lowered her fists, gritting her teeth until she firmly pressed her hands to the ground. The splashing slowed until there was nothing but silent air.

Maris opened her eyes and saw five bodies floating on the lake’s surface. She released her breath and touched her chest. Her heart was seconds away from coming out of her throat.

She’d killed them…

She’d killed someone… not someone, five people all at once for the first time in her life. Her hands quivered before clasping the trident tightly.

Her bond with Valda tugged at her harshly. She felt her mate’s worry and rage. “I am fine…” she whispered to no one. “I am fine. I am unharmed.”

She braced herself on her knees and inhaled through her nose as she forced herself to calm down. Once she thought she was fine, Maris turned to the road leading to the settlement and ran as fast as she could back to the square. She needed to head back before any harm came to the others.

She wasn’t fast, though she wished she was. She was sure Valda could run so much faster than she could, yet the hammering on her chest indicated she was giving it her all. As she got closer, chaos unfolded before her. Skylian soldiers were destroying the cottages and fighting the guards.

As she made her way through, Maris slammed the bottom of the trident into a Skylian soldier’s nape who was grabbing a young Sealian woman by her blue hair. Maris ignored the disgusting crack of his skull as he fell dead to the ground.

“Leave,” Maris growled as she pushed the woman toward a carriage.

She spotted Eyphah pulling a woman into a wagon. Behind her, a Skylian soldier raised her sword over her head, and just as she was about to strike Eyphah from the back, Maris lifted her trident, pulled back, and threw the weapon as hard as she could. The soldier turned her head toward Maris, widening her eyes just as the trident struck her on the chest.

Eyphah turned just in time to see the soldier fall dead on the ground.

“Eyphah! We must get out of here now!” Maris yelled just as another soldier moved to attack her. Weaponless, she slammed her elbow into the man’s nose, giving her enough time to run to Eyphah.

“Maris!” Eyphah pulled the trident from the corpse and handed the weapon back. She then turned to the man riding the horse attached to the wagon and snarled, “Go, go, go! Meet us as Titania! Hurry!”

The rider nodded and left with a wagon full of children and elderly. “They came out of nowhere. You were right! It was just a matter of hours!” Eyphah said, unsheathing her sword.

“That’s not important right now. Where is Melvian? I told her to meet me here.”

Eyphah shook her head. “I haven't seen her.”

Maris swallowed hard and grabbed hold of Eyphah’s arm. “Listen to me, please. I need your help more than anything right now. We need to get them out. You are the only one I trust with this. Get them out. Get them to safety and meet me at Titania.”

“You are not staying here, Maris.”

“Eyphah!”

“You can get killed!” Eyphah’s voice quivered.

Maris saw the terror on the other woman’s face. Her hand trailed up to her neck, holding the back of Eyphah’s head and pressing their foreheads together. “I had a great teacher. I will do just fine. Please. Get them to safety.”

Eyphah grabbed Maris’s forearm with a shuddering sob and gave it a strong squeeze. “Fine! We will see each other again at Titania.”

“It’s a promise,” Maris whispered before releasing her.

Eyphah bowed low, jumped on a horse, and left to continue the evacuation. Maris’s only goal now was to make sure that Melvian was safe. Her bellow was drowned between the galloping horses and clashing metal. Soldiers fought to the death around her.

“Melvian!” she called out to her friend, searching around the settlement, trying to distinguish her from all the blue and black hair, but it was all a blur.

As she pushed Skylian soldiers away from her, hitting them with the shaft of the trident, stabbing them, and cracking their skulls with the back of her weapon, Maris found Melvian outside the settlement, near the communal garden. Her friend grabbed Coral, pulling her into the wagon with the child in the young woman’s arm.

A soldier struck the back of Maris’s leg and made her lose her footing. She fell on her left knee, her eyes glued to her friend as a group of three soldiers neared her, their swords out, hungry for blood.

Maris was too far. A coldness in her soul chilled her friend’s name as she opened her mouth to scream for her again as a soldier moved his arm back to thrust his sword into her swollen stomach.

“Melvian!”

The thunderous roar didn’t come from Maris but from a Sealian man, who jumped off his horse and tackled Melvian’s attacker to the ground. The handsome man moved his sword above his head and plunged it deep into the Skylian soldier’s chest, twisting the blade, killing him. The seashell tattoo on his skin rippled over the taut muscles of his arms as he pulled the sword out of the corpse’s chest.

“Isen!” Maris called him, but he quickly moved to dispose of the other soldiers close enough to harm his mate.

Maris smiled in relief, but a knee erased her grin from her mouth. The direct strike took her by surprise. The sharp pain in her jaw drowned her senses in a piercing, high-pitched whine. Maris clumsily reached for her trident, only to have it kicked away from her reach. The world spun as another strike connected to her cheek, sending her flying onto her back.

Her eyes fluttered open, and Maris’s view of the blue sky was interrupted by another Skylian. His smile sent a shiver down her spine as blood came out of her mouth to trickle down her cheek. Maris touched her busted lip and then looked back at the soldier.

“I will remember this moment. I’ll tell them all that I was the one that got to kill the leader of the Sealian rebels.”

Maris swallowed a mouthful of blood, her body not cooperating with the dizziness. She needed to stand up. She needed to stop this man. She was about to get killed.

As the Skylian lifted his sword over his head, Maris heard a howl, and the man’s chest was skewered with a sword.

Not any sword.

Maris recognized the curve of the blade.

It was the Heaven Sword.

Blood spurted from the jagged wound, and the soldier cried out as he grabbed the blade as if it would stop the inevitable. His body sagged, held upright only by the sword impaling him. The person behind the Skylian growled and swung the body aside, slipping the blade from his body and shaking it to clean the blood off it.

Maris met honey-colored, tired yet loving eyes. A woman, much taller than Maris, stood before her, with black hair that reached her neck, dirty bloody arms, and cheeks.

Taking a deep breath, the sword was sheathed before she knelt beside Maris, saying, “Hello, Seashell…”
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Valda…

Maris’s breath shuddered in disbelief. Her eyes trailed over her mate. She would’ve mistaken her for someone else if not for those eyes and that deep voice.

But it was her…

Those honey eyes locked in, preventing Maris from looking elsewhere.

Yet, the woman now standing before Maris looked nothing like the one from her dreams. She was tense, her eyes darting nervously from side to side before locking onto Maris, consuming her with an intense gaze. Every inch of her skin was caked in sand, dirt, or blood. Her hair was longer, going down to graze her neck, framing her face to a perfection Maris didn’t know was possible.

Maris swallowed hard, the metallic tang of blood sharp on her tongue. Valda took hold of Maris’s trident, turning it over in her hands as though debating whether it was wise to return it. After a brief, tense silence, Valda raised her gaze and extended the trident back to Maris.

Although countless battles were happening around her, Maris could only stare at Valda as the other woman stood straight and offered her hand. Maris noticed the calloused palms and bruises. How long had Valda been fighting? How long had she held on to a weapon after they parted?

Pushing those thoughts away, Maris reached for Valda’s hand. Her touch made her entire being come back to life as if a match had been lit. Maris squeezed her hand, her eyes never leaving Valda’s intense glare.

Something heavy brushed against her leg. Looking down, Maris found Cerberus gazing up at her with steady eyes before settling between her ankles.

Suddenly, the loud gallops pulled her from the trance. She slipped her hand out of Valda’s reach as Isen stopped a mere foot from them. “I sent Melvian out with a group of our men.” His focus shifted from Valda and Maris before he steadied his unruly horse.

“We will meet again at Titania,” Valda said, her eyes never leaving Maris.

Isen offered no response, slamming his heels into the horse’s flank and riding away from the settlement. Maris watched him go, her gaze lingering until he disappeared, all the while chaos erupted around her. Arwin’s men and Valda’s clashed violently, cutting each other down, while the Sealians scrambled to load carriages with whatever they could salvage before fleeing.

The smell of burning wood took her by surprise, and it settled into a heaviness in her chest. They were burning the settlement down… all the Sealians’ hard work was for nothing.

“We must go,” Valda said, her voice deep and strained.

Before Maris could answer, Valda clutched her elbow and led her away while letting out a loud whistle. A horse came rushing towards her amidst the chaos. It took Maris a few seconds to register what was happening. With a surprised gasp, she jerked her arm away from Valda and took a step back, raising her trident at her mate.

“I will leave when there are no Sealians in this settlement, and everyone is safe.”

“My men have taken over the evacuation. They will be fine. Come.” Valda reached for her again, but Maris stepped back, lifting the trident until its sharp tip hovered dangerously close to Valda’s throat. Cerberus jumped on Valda’s shoulder, reaching out to touch the tip of the trident with its paw.

“I will not leave…” Maris said, ignoring the animal’s gesture.

Valda’s upper lip twitched. She grabbed the trident’s longest spear and pressed it to the hollow of her neck. “If you are going to kill me, do it now, before I lose my damn mind and do something I will regret, Maris.”

Maris’s eyes widened in shock. This woman... she wasn’t Valda.

“Do it!” Valda bellowed, pressing the tip of the middle spear to her neck, drawing one drop of blood.

Maris pulled the trident back and let out a ragged sob.

Eight months…

Eight months without seeing or touching her, and although she wanted desperately to wrap her arms around her, make sure that she was real and that she was her Valda, Maris couldn’t help but feel that bubbling rage within her chest.

Yet, the rage wasn’t strong to push her to hurt Valda, not physically at least.

“I won’t.”

“Then let’s go. No one will put their hands on you.” Valda reached for her again, but Maris took yet another step back. “I swear to Ouranos, Maris…”

“I won’t leave them to fend for themselves!”

Valda closed her eyes with a snarl and took a deep breath. She ran her dirty fingers through her hair and opened her eyes to stare down at Maris. The younger woman shuddered at the sight of Valda’s contained rage.

“Fine,” Valda exhaled.

Maris relaxed when Valda lowered her shoulders. “Help me go through the houses and make sure everyone made it out,” Maris said, and when Valda nodded, she turned back to the settlement, but a sharp strike to the back of her neck made everything around her succumb to the shadows.
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Maris was the most stubborn woman Valda had ever met in her entire existence.

Though she was used to Skylians being hardheaded idiots, she never thought Maris would be like that. Then again, the woman was raised amongst Skylians, it was only natural for her to adopt their hardheadedness.

She knew Maris would resist leaving New Agenor. What she never thought was that Maris would kill anyone. It took Valda by surprise when she ran by the lakes and saw five soldiers floating in one of them. A sense of pride spread through her, followed by dread. She couldn’t tell if Maris was hurt in this encounter, so before she made it to the square, she filled her waterskin with water from one of the cleaner lakes. Hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, Valda kept it close in case she needed to heal Maris.

When she made it to the square amidst the chaos, she screamed Maris’s name, bellowing it to no avail. Maris was not there. If she wasn’t in the settlement, where was she?

Valda searched for her, killing anyone who stood in her path. Her sword did not cease to move as she thrust into the stomachs of traitors to the real crown. How dare they call themselves Skylian soldiers?

Then she heard her. Valda could recognize Maris’s voice amid a storm. She had engraved her sounds deep within her very soul. Her mate called for Melvian, making it easier for her to point out where she was.

It took Valda a moment to realize that the woman she was staring at was the same woman she saw in her dreams.

This Maris was a warrior, ready to sacrifice her life for her people and friends. But Valda would not have that. She would not have Maris give up her life to save others, not when she was there to protect her. As vermin attacked her mate, Valda saw red when he kneed her face and slammed his sword handle to Maris’s brow.

Before she knew what she was doing, Valda skewered the traitor with the Heaven Sword, lifting him from the ground and tossing him away as if he was nothing but a dead animal. And then she saw her, so close she could almost touch her. Even with her bloodied lips, disheveled hair, and petrified eyes, Valda had to stop herself from kissing her.

Of course, after saving her life, Maris had to be stubborn. There would be casualties. They were in the middle of a war. To stay behind and hope for everyone to survive was ludicrous, not to mention that Valda planned the evacuation alongside Isen. Everything would be fine.

But no.

Maris needed to threaten her with the trident, and Valda had no other choice but to knock her out if she wanted to leave the settlement and put her some place safe. Not even poor Cerberus could make her reason.

Valda jumped on her horse, secured the trident tightly to the saddle, and waited for Cerberus to jump behind her. Looking at the trident, her stomach turned when she remembered who taught Maris how to use it.

Eyphah…

Valda sniffed in disgust and settled Maris securely between her legs, helping her lean against her chest, before grabbing the reins. Within minutes, Valda cleared the outskirts of New Agenor, completely ignoring the trail of carriages of Sealians and her soldiers had created in their evacuation. Valda took a different turn no one knew about. Isen would head to Titania with the rest of her people and the Sealians. If she wanted to talk to Maris, she needed her undivided attention, and if she was too worried about her people, Valda wouldn’t get through to her.

Valda didn’t go far, finding the caves the rogues mostly used as a hideout. One cave already had amenities for anyone needing shelter for days. Arwin had told her about the cave system long ago, and they always used it when training or fighting rebels.

Now, Valda was the rebel.

She tied the reins by the cave mouth and walked in, carrying Maris securely in her arms. She didn’t go too deep into the cave. A fire pit and a mess of animal fur waited on the far end, close to the cave wall. Valda settled Maris there, making sure she was comfortable. Cerberus quickly jumped on Maris, laying on her stomach and kneading her abdomen while purring and closing her eyes.

“I missed her too, Cerberus,” Valda whispered, looking down at Maris’s face. She looked calm, and Valda wanted nothing more but to keep it that way, but she knew that as soon as Maris opened her eyes, Tartarus would rise from the depths of the earth and settle upon the surface.

Yet Valda couldn’t stop looking. Her dirty hands clenched into tight fists to stop herself from touching her. Her body called to her. She needed to feel that she was real, that this wasn’t another dream.

Loosening her fist, Valda brushed the back of her fingers over Maris’s swollen cheek and then her busted lip. She decided that as soon as Maris woke up, she would give her the lake water, but first, they needed to eat. Valda returned to her horse, pulled her satchel, and then knelt before the pit. She quickly started a fire to keep them both warm for the night and cook the meat rations she had taken before heading to New Agenor. She placed a long slab of rock over the fire and settled the pieces of meat over it to cook.

Once the meat was cooking, Valda sat on the ground, staring at the fire before her eyes trailed back to Maris. She was facing the wall while Cerberus rolled up into a ball and slept by her feet. For a second, Valda envied her cat.

Valda noticed the subtle changes in her mate. Her hair was longer. Her arms and thighs looked slightly thicker. Valda exhaled sharply and squeezed her hands into fists again. It had been so long since she had touched and kissed her. It drove her insane to sit by the fire instead of being with her. She wanted to wake her up, talk to her, and get this over with, but she allowed Maris to rest.

After a long, quiet hour, Maris finally stirred and groaned in pain.

Valda didn’t go to her, even if her body begged her. Maris turned to face the fire and narrowed her eyes, adjusting to the brightness seeping through the cave’s entrance. Her mate touched her head and then her lip and hissed.

“Valda?” Maris called out to her as she squinted.

Valda moved uncomfortably on the ground, and answered, “I am here.”

Maris sat up on the furs and let out a soft sigh. Her eyes finally adjusted to the fire, and Valda could’ve sworn she saw a hint of playfulness cross over Maris’s features before she looked to the ground. “I didn’t know you could cook.”

Valda grunted in amusement. “I’ve spent many days in inhospitable places. Part of my training included hunting and cooking.”

“Right.” Maris hissed again as she touched her cheek. “Don’t tell me that bastard Arwin taught you how to cook, too.” Maris raised a skeptical eyebrow at her, venom spewing as she said the general’s name. “What a wonderful father figure.”

Valda lowered her gaze. Her upper lip twitched in disgust at the notion that everything she knew to survive was thanks to that man. “He did.” She grabbed some slabs of meat and her water skin and stood up. “Here. This is water from the lakes, and you should eat something before we continue.”

Valda held her breath as Maris’s burning blue eyes locked with hers amidst the flickering darkness. The playfulness was suddenly replaced by a wave of anger she could feel deep within her chest. Maris then dislodged their stares to look down at what she was offering with disgust.

“You knock me out, bring me to a cave in the middle of nowhere, offer me food and water and you expect bygones to be bygones?”

“Maris…” Valda growled in a scolding tone.

“I don’t want what you are offering. I don’t need your help or the help of your men to move the settlers.”

“Are you sure? Because the last thing I remember was you on the ground about to get murdered. If I hadn’t stopped him, I would be burying my mate somewhere on the outskirts of Umbriel.”

“Fuck you, Valda,” Maris snarled, standing up and walking to the mouth of the cave, accidentally knocking off Cerberus.

“You will not turn your back on me!” Valda followed her, placing the food and waterskin next to the fire.

“I will do whatever I see fit! I don’t know your intentions to keep me in this forsaken place, but I will find my way back to Titania!” Maris yelled as she left the cave.

The cold night air hit her at full force. She froze and looked around at the endless miles of sand around them. If Maris wanted to escape, she was going to have a horrible time deciding where to go.

“You don’t even know where the city is!”

“I will find a way!” Maris snapped.

“You will not find a way when you don’t even know where to look!” Valda grabbed her elbow just as she was about to climb onto her horse. If she didn’t know any better, she would’ve thought Maris was about to steal it… Who was this woman and why was she so fucking attracted to this new fiery version of her mate?

As she pulled Maris away from the saddle, the air was pushed out of her lungs.

“Do not come any closer!” Maris shouted, threatening Valda with the trident.

Valda’s hand moved to her stomach, rubbing where Maris had struck her. Valda stood there, unmoving, as she eyed the trident and finally Maris. “Amazing what eight months of training can do.”

“I don’t want to listen to you, Valda.”

“But you will… I’ve had it with you always blocking me out,” Valda snarled.

Yet, Maris’s angered expression broke into one of disbelief. “Block you? You were blocking me too! I couldn’t feel you during the day and then at night…” Maris stuttered, a delicious shade of red coloring her face. Maris moved away as if wanting to hide from Valda’s analyzing gaze.

“I know. I looked for you. Every night. Every. Single. Night. And when I couldn’t get a hold of you was pure torture.”

“Our dreams were not the same, Valda.”

“When we were together, they were the same, Seashell…”

Maris frowned and returned her intense gaze to Valda. Her face slanted to the side as a doubtful eyebrow arched. “When we were together?”

Valda nodded. “We were together.“ Her face softened, and a slight curve appeared at the corner of her mouth.

Maris’s grip on her trident tightened, and as much as Valda expected Maris to let down her walls, she did anything but. The Sealian raised her trident again; her face an amalgamation of emotions reflected in a jumble in Valda’s chest. Maris wasn’t sure how she was feeling.

“Why did you torture me like that? Each night I saw you, I … we…”

“It was real, Maris.”

“I was mad at you and yet you used our connection to coerce me to—“

“Coerce you?” Valda frowned. “Maris, you gave in as much as I did. Your need was palpable, just as mine was, even if it was a dream.”

“My dream of when we were back at the castle—“ Maris’s jaw quivered at the sudden realization.

“I told you it was real, didn’t I?”

“I thought it was just my mind looking for solace… I thought it was my subconscious trying to save me from my loneliness, but now you’re saying it was you.”

“It was you too… You were there waiting for me, Maris, in my bed!”

“I don’t want to hear about it! You think just because we rolled around in the sheets in our dreams that everything is fine? It is not!”

“Maris, please put down the trident. We need to talk.” Valda finally moved. Her steady hand pushed the trident away, only to have the weapon push against her harshly.

“You want to talk? Fine! I am all ears!” Maris planted the base of the trident in the sand and crossed her arms under her chest. “Talk! But I want every single detail of what happened that day, and I swear if I find out you are lying—“

“I would never lie to you.”

Maris swallowed hard and jerked her chin. “Go ahead. Talk. Tell me about the day you murdered my father.”

Valda looked at the ground. She had never spoken about that day with anyone but her mother. To finally open up about what she had done to no other than the person most affected by it, was excruciating. Valda rubbed her hands over her pants as if she was wiping away blood. She inhaled deeply and started.

“I was sixteen years old,” Valda began, her eyes glued to the ground. “I had started my training a couple of years back as a warrior under Arwin’s wing. The day before, he had told me he was going to teach me a “valuable” lesson. I never thought ill of it. Arwin took my father’s place when he died, in more ways than one.” Valda scoffed. “I didn’t know what he was about to make me do. He told me he was going to teach me how to dispose of a traitor to the crown.” Finally, Valda lifted her eyes and saw Maris’s lower lip trembling.

“Go on…” Maris said, jerking her chin again.

“He brought your father through the back entrance of the castle and—”

“Details, Valda. I want all the details.”

“Maris, I don’t think—”

“You owe me that!” Maris’s voice broke. “Just tell me.”

Valda wanted to hold her so badly. She wanted to wrap her arms around her, pull her into a tight hug and beg her forgiveness, but maybe this was what she needed to heal. She needed to know everything.

“He was tied to a horse, and his head was covered up. I guess Arwin took him by force at some point. I… I remember I asked him if he knew why he was here, and he didn’t know.”

“Of course, he didn’t know! He was an innocent man!”

Valda nodded. “He was… I asked Arwin to explain. He said that Raan was a traitor to the crown, and it was because of him that my father was dead. He didn’t get help fast enough on purpose and that… he was also in charge of a group of rebels down at Umbriel. I suspected something was off, so I… I let him speak.”

“And?”

“He denied everything Arwin was accusing him of. Arwin kept rambling, saying that it was obvious he would deny things, and it made sense, anyone would say anything to not face death, and…”

“You believed him.”

Valda nodded. “Arwin kept screaming at me to kill him, and then Raan spoke of you… of his family.” Her heart ached for Maris as her mate’s tears trailed down her face. “I did hesitate. I knew what it was to lose a father.” Valda’s gaze dropped once more, ashamed. “But Arwin was louder than my doubts, and as the uproar continued, I lost myself. I moved towards him, but Arwin grabbed my hand and…” Valda paused for a second, wiped her palms once more and continued. “I stabbed your father in the stomach.”

Maris swallowed hard and also looked down. Valda gave her a moment to recuperate, to take it all in. Maris wiped her face angrily and nodded for her to continue.

“He called to you, and just as he was about to say something about you, Arwin…” Valda’s hands formed fists as she bit her lower lip. “Arwin slashed his throat…”

How could she have been so stupid…How could Arwin do such a thing? And for what? To keep Maris away?

“So, it wasn’t you who made the final blow?”

“If I did or didn’t… The injury I inflicted would’ve killed him, eventually.” Valda’s voice quivered, ashamed of what she had said, but as she had released her breath and anxiety, Maris turned her back on her and went back to the horse. “What are you doing?”

“I am leaving. I can’t stay here with you!” Maris said, her hands desperately grabbing hold of the reins.

“Maris, wait!” Valda took two broad steps, grabbed her by the elbow, and pulled her away from the animal.

This time when Maris tried to push her away, Valda dodged the swing of the trident, grabbing the shaft and pulling it away from Maris’s grasp before tossing it to the ground. Crouching low, Maris slammed the heel of her foot against her knees. Valda crashed to the ground just as Maris moved to grab the trident. With a flick of her wrist, Valda commanded the wind, making Maris cover her face, trying to protect it from the sand.

Valda grabbed Maris from behind and held her arms tightly. She covered the smaller woman with her body and pulled her to a sitting position on the sand.

“Maris! Stop!”

Maris slammed her head back and hit Valda’s nose, but Valda’s grip did not yield even when her nose bled.

“Listen to me!”

Maris struggled for seconds more before letting out a loud huff and leaning forward and away from Valda’s body.

“I am sorry! I am sorry I killed him! I am sorry I didn’t have the guts or the strength to stop myself… to stop Arwin. I am sorry that it was because of me that your life went to shit, and I swear if I could turn back time, I wouldn’t have done what I did. From all the wonderful things you’ve said about him, your father was a great man, and he didn’t deserve to die in such a way. Your mother didn’t deserve to lose her mate the way she did, and you did not deserve to lose your family.”

Slowly, Maris’s struggling subsided, and all that remained was her soft sobbing.

“I know it doesn’t matter what I say, it won’t bring him or your mother back, but Maris, believe me when I say I will do everything to make it up to you in this lifetime. And if it is still not enough, I will try to do so in my next life, then the next, and the next.”

Maris trembled in her arms as a sob racked through her. Ever so slowly, Maris leaned back to rest her back against Valda’s chest. Valda placed her large hand against her stomach, pressing their bodies as close as she could.

Squeezing Valda’s forearm, Maris shuddered a breath and said, “My father was a good man. He gave himself fully to his family, to me. His death was the downfall of everything I held dear… I was left with nothing!”

Valda nodded, her other hand released Maris’s wrist. “I know, Seashell. You did not deserve that pain.”

“I didn’t and yet, every night I wished for the one responsible for my suffering to perish the most horrible death possible. Every time I woke up from the nightmare of seeing my mother’s body swinging from the ceiling of her room, I prayed to the gods for my chance to find the person who did this to my family. I never would’ve thought it would be you that made all of this happen. I was so angry, Valda. So resentful toward you… and yet, I never could’ve brought myself to hate you.”

Valda sighed against the back of Maris’s head and closed her eyes tightly, trying her hardest to stop tears from forming.

“I did try to block you out, to stop the bond and go about my day as numb as I possibly could… but whenever I felt you, I relished knowing you were alive… and then came the evenings.”

Maris’s walls crumbled, dissolving into nothingness until all that remained was the aching need to be close. Valda didn’t dare to do anything more than hold the Sealian as tightly as she would allow her.

“I always looked forward to dreaming of you. Even if at the beginning we screamed at each other and fought. I didn’t care because you were there with me one way or the other at the end of it all. I could touch you. I could kiss you. I could have you and you could have me.” Maris sobbed again, her arms relaxing under Valda’s hold. Valda cradled the younger woman in her arms. “It was torture to wake up each morning to find my bed empty. I felt myself crack each time I opened my eyes, and you were not there next to me. And when I was pulled out of my dreams. I—” Maris shuddered. “I always wanted you with me.”

“I am sorry…”

“I am sorry for letting my anger dictate my actions.”

“You were blinded by rage. I was blinded by trust.”

Maris swallowed hard and pressed her face to the crook of Valda’s neck, her hand finding the dirty blouse. Clutching the soft fabric, Maris inhaled sharply before letting out a ragged sob. “I have missed you every second of every hour of every day.”

Valda shuddered in a breath and cradled the back of Maris’s neck, tilting her face enough to look down at her tear-filled eyes. “I was going insane not knowing about you. Whenever I got a sliver of you, I clutched to it as if my life depended on it. Holding you now…” Valda sighed and pressed her nose to Maris’s head. “I can’t believe I am touching you.”

Her grip tightened, not scared that she might crush Maris to her chest. She needed to feel Maris and engrave the feeling of her body on her skin. It had been too long, long enough to make the memory of Maris’s skin fade. She would rather die than forget that.

“I will make it up to you, Seashell. I will not rest until I have your forgiveness.”

Maris stirred against her enough to tilt her head and looked at Valda’s glassy eyes. “I don’t think I can— I mean, I need time.”

“I will wait, even if I am an old woman, I will wait for it, and I will be here when you’re ready to grant me that forgiveness.”

Maris’s lips parted as if wanting to say something else. Instead, she bit her lower lip, nodded, and rested her body against Valda’s strong one. It would be awhile until she came to terms with what Valda had done; Valda knew this.

Though she was in no hurry to receive her grace, one thing was certain: never again would she be forced from Maris’s side.
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Maris had fallen asleep after some minutes in her lover’s arms, and Valda had brought her inside the cave to shelter her from the cold wind. When Maris woke up, Valda was there with the food she had declined earlier and the waterskin. This second time, she took the proffered items without a fight.

She shared her meal with Cerberus, against Valda’s wishes, of course. Valda kept saying she needed to eat, and that Cerberus was already fat enough to endure a couple of days without food. How could Maris deny anything to those yellow eyes?

She had missed them both and was happy to know Cerberus was safe and healthy.

Maris didn’t speak to Valda after their last discussion. Instead, they basked in each other’s company in complete calmness. There was still something bothering Valda, Maris could feel it in their bond. The older woman was restless, and she noticed that tension when Valda handed the trident back to Maris. Valda must trust her completely if she was returning it.

Valda wouldn’t face her, and although Maris was grateful for the space she’d been granted after their heated conversation, she still wanted to know what was wrong.

“We should get some sleep and head out first thing in the morning.” After feeding the fire, Valda broke the tense silence and finally raised her eyes to meet Maris.

Maris nodded, her hand playing with Cerberus’ fur. The cat refused to go with Valda now that she was back in the picture, and if Maris was being honest, she loved the attention she was getting.

What happened outside was cathartic, to say the least, but had all been truthful. She missed Valda. Even if she loved that they met in her dreams, she was still resentful, but deep down, she wanted things to go back to the way they were.

Maris was aware it would be awkward, and it would take time, even though her body was practically begging her to run to Valda, kiss her and quench the thirst she had been holding for so many months. Seeing her by the fire, with only the pop and crackling of the wood as background music, with the light of the flame accentuating Valda’s beautiful yet handsome features, was proving to be distracting.

Maris bit her lower lips and turned her attention back to Cerberus. “What have you been doing, Valda?”

Valda took a deep breath, as if thinking about all the things she wanted to say. “A lot. Too much, if I am being honest.”

“I am all ears.”

“Other than missing you, Isen and I have been forging an army. I have no idea if it is strong enough to take on Arwin and Eris, but as I could see back in New Agenor, it was strong enough to hold our ground.”

“Where have you set camp?”

Valda scoffed and brushed the hair away from her face in frustration. “Anywhere away from Ophelia and New Agenor. My biggest camp is at the south deep of Umbriel, Cressida and Titania have also secretly joined us as well as Perdita. They give us sanctuary, food, shelter, and information.”

Maris arched her brow. “You said you wouldn’t lie to me, Valda.”

“I am not.”

“Lia saw Cerberus by the lakes,” Maris said, picking up Cerberus and waving her paw at Valda. “Why were you at the lakes, Valda?”

The older woman hooked her hand behind her neck and rubbed the tense muscle there. “I needed to know you were all right. I couldn’t bring myself to concentrate on any task if I didn’t know you were safe.”

“I was always safe.”

“I could sneak into New Agenor with no problem. You were not safe. Also, you shut yourself to me. I needed to know!“ Valda’s tone was desperate. Maris watched as Valda chewed on the inside of her cheek before rubbing her face and talking again, this time more calmly. “I needed to know, and you cannot blame me for wanting to see you.”

She didn’t. If she were as courageous as Valda and knew where she was, she would’ve done the same. But Maris had hurt them both in her stubbornness. “When did you go to New Agenor?”

“Time is a blur, Maris…” Valda mumbled as she fed the fire again. “Might have been the third month, or fourth.” She shrugged.

It must’ve been the same time as Isen’s first visit. Maris could still remember her disappointment when she saw him and not Valda. “I remember.”

Valda frowned. “Do you?”

“Isen came to visit. He was alone, and I was downhearted when I noticed you were not with him.” She bit her lower lip again. “I wanted to see you again, Valda. I thought seeing you in my dreams would’ve been enough. It clearly was not.”

Valda let out a ragged breath. “It wasn’t at all. I would say it was—”

“Torture.” Both women said simultaneously before locking their eyes.

Valda chuckled softly. “It made me want you more,” Valda whispered. “It was a constant reminder of how much I desired you and missed you.”

“I do not regret the dreams,” Maris blurted out. “I never did. I looked forward to them…”

“Likewise…” Valda slanted her head. “What about you? What have you been up to?”

Maris scoffed. “Me? I have been very busy.”

“Oh?” Valda’s eyebrow arched, and she theatrically got more comfortable by crossing her legs underneath her and resting her chin on her knuckles. “Do tell!”

“I am officially an Asclepius worshiper,” Maris began.

“A queen who follows the way of the healing god, that has never happened before.”

“There is a first time for everything.”

Valda nodded. “Of course.”

“I’ve also been training a lot. I’ve become quite deadly with the trident.”

It was Valda’s turn to scoff. “I wouldn’t use the word deadly.” A smirk painted over Valda’s features, and Maris could feel the tension melting away. “Who have you been training with?”

Maris opened her mouth to answer, but knew mentioning Eyphah’s name would place a sour note on their somewhat playful conversation. She huffed and shook her head.

“You don’t want to tell me?”

“I don’t want to get you in a bad mood, if I am being honest. Besides, don’t play dumb. You know who it was.”

Valda grunted, nodded, and let the conversation go. Maris was grateful for that. She was tired and didn’t want the mood to sour.

Valda then turned to her bag. She pulled another shirt and placed it on the dirty ground next to the fire.

Maris frowned. “You are not sleeping on the floor, Valda.”

“I am. Don’t worry.”

“That wasn’t a question,” Maris said, her voice commanding and firm. Valda’s intense gaze pierced through Maris, and for a moment, she could’ve sworn she saw Valda smirk. “I am not joking, Valda. You are not sleeping on the floor when there is more than enough space for both of us to sleep here.”

“We haven’t been together for more than a day, and you wish for me to jump right back into your sheets?”

Maris scoffed. “These are not sheets. They are fur, and they are not mine,” she replied. Trying to hide the amusement in her voice was impossible, and she was pleased Valda picked up on it.

The other woman placed her hand on her waist and stood over the fire. “You know what I mean, Maris.” The playfulness that Maris had missed for so many months trickled into Valda’s words.

“I don’t want you sleeping on the floor,” Maris muttered, her eyes never leaving Valda’s playful glare.

Valda arched her eyebrow.

“Please?”

Sighing, Valda stood up straight, grabbed the shirt and made her way towards Maris. “Scoot over.”

Maris did so immediately. Something inside her was still used to taking orders from her. She grabbed Cerberus and placed her at her feet as she moved farther back, closer to the wall, allowing Valda’s large form to take up most of the space of the makeshift bed. Her breath hitched as she was enveloped in Valda’s soft scent. Valda let out a tired sigh before crossing her arms behind her head and closing her eyes.

“Good night, Seashell.”

Maris bit the inside of her cheek as she noticed that maybe letting Valda sleep with her wasn’t such a great idea. “You are taking up all the space. Can’t you—”

“Do you want me to sleep here or not?”

The amusement was plain in Valda’s voice. Maris inhaled deeply, then turned to lie on her side, her back to Valda. She could make out Valda’s low chuckle, and then the soft exhale she always did seconds before succumbing to sleep. It didn’t take long until she heard Valda’s quiet breathing. Maris turned around to watch the other woman sleep.

Eight months…

For eight months, Maris had woken up to an empty bed, cold sheets, and pillows, to gasps of pleasure followed by the silence of the night. To damp thighs and emptiness, and yet, here she was. The queen of the wind, all battered and broken and undone, dirty and unconventionally handsome, laying next to her as if not one day had gone by apart.

Her lips were parted, releasing soft snores that echoed in the dry cave. Her brow was relaxed, not showing the tension from moments ago. Her chest rose and fell with each soft breath she took, and Maris was enthralled. She couldn’t look away. Her hands twitched with the need to touch her mate again and feel the softness of her skin.

Valda must’ve been exhausted from their ordeal. Goodness knew how long she had ridden to get to New Agenor. Maris pursed her lips and softly caressed the other woman’s dirty cheek. The delicate touch was not noticed, prompting Maris to be bolder. She continued her exploration, touching Valda’s parted lips, the strong, thick column of her neck, her jaw, and finally, the exposed skin of her chest, which was darker with sunburn.

Valda twitched under the touch and turned her face away from Maris, making her freeze. Maris held her breath until she heard the soft snores again. As much as her brain told her to move away, sleep elsewhere, or turn away from Valda, her body begged her to be closer, and for once, she wanted to listen to her body instead of her brain. With a sigh, Maris scooted closer, pressed her nose to a broad, taut shoulder, and inhaled the soft scent.

Regardless of how she looked, this woman was still Valda, her Valda, and for the time being, Maris wanted nothing more than to mend things and go back to how things were.


16
[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


Sleeping next to Maris had brought a sense of peace that Valda thought she had lost. Of course, she wanted to enjoy the intimacy of having the younger woman near her, but the fatigue in her body was stronger than her desire, and within minutes she was asleep.

The warmth of her body and the soft scent of the sea on her lover’s skin were enough to lull Valda into a deep slumber. It wasn’t until the first rays of light filtered through the cave’s opening that she woke up. She wanted to move as soon as she opened her eyes, but when she saw Maris curled up to her side with her hand on her stomach and her face on her chest, Valda stayed put.

She dreamed of opening her eyes and seeing Maris next to her for so many months. Now that she had her back, it felt like it wasn’t real. She turned and gave Maris a quick peck on the now healed cheek and slipped from her embrace to gather their belongings and get her horse ready.

As she tied her bag to the saddle, Cerberus jumped on the horse, meowing loudly in Valda’s face. With a scoff, Valda pulled a ration of meat and gave it to her cat. “I shouldn’t be feeding you. Maris gave you plenty of food last night.”

Cerberus licked her paw and rubbed it against her snout before curling up into a ball. Valda shook her head in annoyance. “Really, what do you ever do with your life other than sleep and eat?”

Cerberus rolled around until she exposed her stomach to Valda.

“Ah, right. And look cute. I swear, cats are pretty much useless creatures.”

“That’s not nice.”

Valda turned to see Maris tying her hair up in a loose ponytail and held her breath to calm her anxiousness. She gifted Maris a soft smile before saying, “Morning.”

“Morning,” Maris mumbled back. It seemed she was still tired from the day before. “Why are you being mean to Cerberus, and why didn’t you wake me up?”

Valda patted her horse’s side before looking up at Maris. “Cerberus can take it, and you needed to rest. I didn’t want to wake you up just yet.”

Maris nodded. “To be honest, I did. It has been a couple of rough days.”

“Understandable.” Valda then added, “We are heading out to Cressida, and we shall stay there for a while until things settle down.”

Maris frowned, seeming not happy with Valda’s announcement. “Cressida? I thought Isen said you were going to Titania.”

“He is. We are not,” Valda said, moving strands of hair away from her face.

“No, no! We must go to Titania! I gave Eyphah instructions that I would meet her there.”

Valda’s stomach turned on itself when Maris mentioned that woman. She had tried to ignore the heaviness in her heart, trying to forget what she had seen the night before. Seeing that woman kissing Maris made her sick. She bit the inside of her cheek and straightened her spine, looking as tall as ever. She was tired of hiding her displeasure with what had happened. It wasn’t a dream; it happened for real, and she could see all of it. Well, at least most of it.

“Eyphah?” She almost tasted bile when she said the name. “Is that why you want to go to Titania? You want to see her again?”

“Valda, don’t—”

“Something was bothering me last night. And that something was that this woman had the audacity to put her filthy hands on you when you were not in your right mind. I expected you to become closer to her. I expected you to train with her. When I asked you last night who you were training with, I knew the answer before you denied me it. I know it was Eyphah. And believe me, Maris, I am grateful she showed you how to handle yourself when it was necessary. What I am not grateful for is that she did something you did not consent to.”

Maris’s eyes widened as large as saucers. “Valda, you—”

“I was there, Maris.” Valda snapped, her face hard and unreadable under the dirt and sand. “Well, not through all of it, but I saw her. Close to you, kissing you. I thought you were calling out for me that night, and when I could finally get a hold of you, someone took my place.”

Maris took a deep breath and bit her lower lip. Ashamed, her gaze dropped to the ground.

“Were you drunk?”

“Yes.”

“Did she know you were drunk?”

“I believe so,” Maris whispered before locking her eyes back with Valda’s. “I called for you. It was you I was kissing in my deliriousness.”

Valda frowned and shook her head in disbelief. “I am not blaming you for what happened, Maris. I would never—I blame her!” A pure, liquid fire burned in her stomach. “Did she take advantage of you, Maris?”

“I pushed her off me when I knew it wasn’t you!”

Valda’s jaw tightened and then relaxed as she took a deep breath.

“Valda, you have to belie—”

“I believe you. Gods, Maris! Of course, I believe you, but I swear if that woman even comes near you—“

“She won’t,” Maris said firmly.

“She will if we go to Titania.”

“I must go to Titania because Melvian is there. She is about to give birth, Valda. I must stay by her and make sure that her babies are born safely.” Maris sighed and pressed her fingers to her temple. “She is my best friend; I can’t leave her alone now, not when she needs me more than ever.”

Valda took a deep breath, looked at her horse, Cerberus, and then back at Maris. “Fine. We are going to Titania. After Melvian gives birth, we are moving to Cressida since it is farther away from Oberon and Ophelia, is that all right with you?”

Maris exhaled in relief and nodded.

“All right. Now, let’s get going. The morning sun will be less harsh on our skin.”

Valda caught a glimpse of Maris’s smile, and just as Maris opened her mouth to say something, the swift sound of an arrow pulled a bellow from Valda. Falling to one knee, Valda placed her hand on her thigh as an arrow grazed her skin and sank to the ground.

Cerberus jumped from the horse and dashed to the cave while Valda took the reins and pulled the animal inside alongside Maris. Limping and muttering a slew of curse words, she pulled out the Heaven Sword and growled. “Vulcanians.”

“All the way out here?” Maris asked, tearing the trident from the saddle.

“They’ve been busy these past months,” Valda mumbled, before tearing a piece of her blouse and tying it over her injured leg. “They are sneaky little barbarians,” she muttered. “Stay inside the cave. Don’t you dare come out.”

Maris scoffed and placed a hand over her chest to mock offense. “Excuse me. But did you already forget that I can take care of myself?”

“I would rather have you taking care of yourself inside the fucking cave, Seashell…” Valda gritted her teeth as she said the last part.

“I am not some dainty woman, darling.”

Valda pursed her lips, sighed, and slapped her horse’s hindquarters to coax it deeper into the cave. “Fine. Always stay close to me.”

Maris’s reply was a simple nod.

As both women left the safety of the cave, they could make out a group of fifteen Vulcanians heading their way. Valda tried to suppress her growl as her grip on the Heaven Sword tightened.

“Give me the waterskin,” Maris said while eyeing Valda. “I need the water.”

“This is New Agenor’s Lake water. Are you sure you want to use most of it to fight?”

“I will use it as I see fit,” Maris snapped, holding the trident with one hand while stretching the other towards Valda.

Pulling the waterskin from the band at her waist, Valda handed it to Maris. All the while, the group of Vulcanians continued getting closer.

Maris bit the cork of the waterskin, then spat it to the side before pouring the content into the dry sand at their feet. Valda’s disapproval was evident, but as her mate moved her hand over the water, she felt her words die in her mouth as Maris formed spikes out of the wet sand, before shaping them like small spears. Maris’s focus moved from the sand spears to the Vulcanians.

A dozen of them, all on horses, riding in flawless formation as they pointed fresh arrows at them while pulling the strings to their chest. Maris slammed the butt of the trident to the ground and clenched her open palm into a tight fist. The arrows shot their way and were welcomed by the sand spikes. The spikes pierced through the wood and into the chests of several Vulcanians, throwing them off the horses and onto the sand.

Valda huffed in surprise and smiled, her chest swelling with pride. Placing the sword back in the scabbard, Valda planted her feet on the ground, squatted, and drifted her hands, creating a whirlwind between them and the remaining Vulcanians heading their way. The whirlwind grew into a ravaging small tornado.

She noticed Maris gripping the trident, holding her ground as she watched the spectacle. The Vulcanians were in trouble. The remaining soldiers’ horses slammed against each other until all but two remained, staggering but heading their way.

Maris waved the sand away as the tornado dissipated. She pulled the trident from the ground and threw it like a spear, watching it pierce through a leather breastplate. The barbarian fell to the ground dead, the trident sticking from his thorax, while the remaining warrior pulled the string of her arrow and pointed at Valda.

Valda unsheathed her sword and moved her arms to the side, readying herself for the assault. As the Vulcanian released the string, the arrow came flying towards Valda, who simply tilted her head to the side as the arrow grazed her left cheek. Valda imitated her lover with an angered snarl and threw the Heaven Sword, hitting the Vulcanian’s horse’s neck. The animal let out a guttural wet sound before falling on its side along with the rider.

Maris was beside the woman within seconds, kicking the bow away from her reach as Valda walked towards them, wiping the streak of blood from her face. Her expression was dark enough to make the Vulcanian shudder.

“M-mercy! Mer—” A boot to the Vulcanian’s mouth shut her up.

“If your queen saw you begging for mercy, she would kill you herself. You will find I am a forgiving queen.” Valda grabbed the woman by the leather straps at her shoulders and lifted her from the ground. “I won’t kill you yet.”

The woman grabbed Valda’s hands as she clutched her clothing. Just as she was about to ask for mercy again, Valda tightened her hold enough to make her whimper.

“We are too far out in Umbriel for the likes of you to be out and about. Where are you all coming from? How are you getting here?”

The Vulcanian didn’t answer, instead, she looked at Maris as if she was going to help her get away from Valda’s grip. “Please.”

“Answer and I will let you go,” Valda bartered.

The woman shook her head. “If I tell you, they will hunt me and they will kill me!”

“You are dead either way. If you tell me, I will take you with us and make sure you survive this senseless war. No harm will come to you whatsoever.”

A whimper was Valda’s answer.

“Where are you all coming from?!”

The woman closed her dark eyes tightly, her black hair falling on her face as she struggled with her indecision. Valda tightened her grip again and pulled her closer to her face.

“Prospero,” the Vulcanian finally whimpered.

Maris turned to Valda. “That’s to the north of Cressida.”

Valda nodded and released the Vulcanian, who fell to the ground with a gasp. “The smallest city in the kingdom.”

“Valda, they are close to our people! We must leave!”

Valda moved towards Maris and rubbed the anxiousness away from her arms. “We will get there soon. We will not stop until we get there.”

“I can’t go to Cressida. I need to go to Titania! Melvian is due any day now.”

Valda nodded, pressing her forehead to Maris, wanting to calm her. “We’ll think of something on our way to Titania.”

Suddenly, a high-pitched snarl sounded behind them, followed by a pained yell. The Vulcanian woman’s scream gargled in her throat, as a ball of black mass attacked her neck ferociously. Her blade fell to the sand as she grasped the animal attacking her.

“Cerberus!” Valda barked, just as her pet released the woman, licking the blood from her muzzle. Her pupils dilated enough to make Valda nervous, but as she got closer to the fallen woman, the cat’s eyes turned back to her beautiful yellow.

“By the gods…” Maris whispered, taking in the sight before searching for her trident and Valda’s sword.

As she left to retrieve them from the impaled Vulcanian and the horse, Valda moved her hand to Cerberus. “I take back what I said about you being useless, girl.”

Cerberus released an anxious sound before bumping her head into Valda’s hand and sitting next to her.

“I’ve heard of dogs doing that, never a cat,” Maris commented, walking back to them and placing Valda’s sword in her scabbard.

“She is our guardian,” Valda said before touching her cheek again.

“Let me look at that,” Maris mumbled before grabbing Valda’s wrist and dragging her back inside the cave while Cerberus followed like the perfect shadow that she was.

Maris sat Valda on the makeshift bed and then went to grab the bag from the horse’s saddle. She pulled out a clean cloth and salves to prevent infection. She worked quietly, cleaning the blood from Valda’s cheeks first and then applying the cream.

“Why do you think the Vulcanians are attacking everyone, regardless of if they are Sealians or your people?”

“Anyone in this kingdom is guilty of what was done to their late king.”

“Do you think they will attack Sealians?”

“Your people pledged a fake alliance to Arwin, am I correct?”

“True…” Maris stopped applying the salve and softly lifted Valda’s face. “Are the Vulcanians with Arwin? Is that how they are getting in? Prospero seems like a small city.”

“They are not. Arwin’s men have met their death fighting off the Vulcanians.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Arwin is welcoming Vulcanians with open arms, regardless of if they are here to kill every single person who resembles you. Sure, sounds about right.” Valda grunted and pulled away from Maris’s hands. Maris shrugged and added, “Don’t look at me like that. He is full of wonders.”

“Yes, yet you sound as if you were making fun of me.”

“A bit. It is hard to understand how the queen of the kingdom knows so little of what is happening around her.”

“I would know more if it wasn’t for him. You must remember, he was behind the entire kingdom when I was a child. If I had known before, I would’ve not let him do as he pleased, Maris.”

Maris’s upper lip twitched as she moved the long strands of black hair away from Valda’s face. Valda found the curve of her waist and held tightly as she looked up at her. “I will fix all of this. I will rule again. You will rule your people. We will be in power again.”

“I just find it so hard to believe. Things are… complicated.”

“They are, but at the end of it all, we are together again. With that alone, we have started to right some wrongs.”

Maris bit the inside of her cheek, her thumb brushing underneath the gash on Valda’s face. “I am sorry, but that will leave a scar.”

Valda sighed, knowing that the change of topic was just a way for Maris to protect herself. Good. She would let her do that for now.

“Another one for the collection.”

“Let me look at your thigh,” Maris ordered, avoiding Valda’s gaze as she concentrated on moving away, yet Valda held her in place. “Valda…”

“Look at me, Maris.”

Maris’s shoulders slumped, but she did as she was told. Not even the cave’s darkness could stop Valda from admiring the flickering of love in her eyes. Maris tilted her head back, her hands moving to cup Valda’s face tenderly.

“Kiss me.” Valda’s heart slammed inside her chest and she worried Maris could hear it echoing in the dark cave. “Please, we have tortured each other enough. Do not deny me or I will truly go mad.”

“You think you are the only one that has suffered.”

“I know you have done so too.” She squeezed Maris. “I know you wish to kiss me too, Seashell.”

“I am dying to kiss you, Valda.”

“Then do—” Her words died in her mouth as Maris crashed her perfectly plump lips to hers.

Valda’s hold did not yield. It tightened as she stood and toppled over her shorter lover. She never broke contact. She never pulled away. She consumed that kiss as if it was the last drop of water she would ever drink in her life before death took her away.

And as she indulged in the paradise of Maris’s mouth, her lover clutched her hair, the sting painfully delectable. A soft whimpering noise escaped Valda’s chest as she opened her eyes and found Maris with fresh tears sliding down her cheeks.

Surprised, Valda pulled back enough to give Maris a questioning look. Before the question could leave her mouth, Maris was back on her, clutching her face, ignoring the pained grunt from accidentally touching the wound on Valda’s cheek. Still, everything around her dissolved into nothing, and all that remained was Maris’s deep blue eyes looking up at her as they kissed.

Maris was the first to pull back. A silly smile painted on her lips as she looked up at Valda. She brushed her tears away before saying, “I was staring.”

“You were,” Valda chuckled.

“I need to make sure you are real. If I close my eyes, I will think this is yet another dream.”

“It’s not,” Valda said, then pointed at Cerberus, who was sitting in a corner, her tail waving from side to side. “Cerberus is here. I could always tell when it was a dream when I wasn’t able to find her.” Valda grabbed Maris’s hand, gave it a chaste kiss over the knuckles before pressing it to her chest. “I am real.”

Maris laughed, and Valda could only melt as the sweet sound of her lover’s laughter echoed throughout the cave. It was real, it was loud, and it was all Maris…
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After the altercation with the Vulcanians, Valda took one of their horses and gave it to Maris. Despite her appreciation, it was drenched in blood. Maris proclaimed she was an Asclepius worshiper, but the sight of blood still made her squeamish. As Maris wiped the mare down, Valda gathered supplies for their trip.

After their fight with the small troop, Maris was nervous they would encounter more along the road—or worse, Arwin’s men—the ride was uneventful. They only stopped to recoup, eat, rest, and continue their journey. The nights were quiet save for the popping and crackling fire Valda built to keep them warm, and Cerberus’ loud purring. The large cat had taken to sleeping with Maris but rode with Valda, curled up between her thighs or behind her.

Titania was a safe place, guarded by allies. They defended the soldiers inside the city and kept them protected. So, when the city guards noticed their arrival, they sent the word to Isen, who waited patiently outside the inn with Melvian by his side. As soon as Maris saw her friend, she jumped off the horse and ran to meet her in a tight and warm embrace. Valda bowed her head low to her captain, who reciprocated the salutation.

After squeezing her tightly, Maris finally pulled away to check Melvian over.

“I am fine,” Melvian said, her smile never leaving her young face. “Isen took care of them.”

“Oh, I saw. Still, you can’t blame me for worrying about you,” Maris said, holding Melvian’s shoulder before she pulled her friend back into a hug. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

“You can’t get rid of me that easily. I still have two Sealians to give birth to,” Melvian chuckled, pulling away and cupping Maris’s cheeks. She inspected Maris’s face, confusion racking through her. “Huh, I swear I saw those soldiers beat you up.”

“I took care of it,” Valda interrupted the sweet interaction as she jumped off her horse, handing the reins to a soldier while Cerberus jumped from the horse to Valda’s shoulder. “I had some Sealian water on me.”

“Smart move,” Isen said before patting Valda’s empty shoulder. “Welcome. We were worried when you didn’t arrive here at the same time we did.”

“We ran into some trouble and had to find refuge in the rocky formations.”

Isen frowned. “What kind of trouble?”

Valda opened her mouth, but Maris was faster. “Vulcanians. We encountered a large group, but we took care of them.”

Melvian nodded. “That explains why your horse is covered in blood.”

“Also explains why you’re beaten up,” Isen added and looked down at Valda’s thigh, then at her cheek. “You need to rest. The inn already has our rooms ready for the night.”

“We need to talk before resting, Isen,” Valda said, leaving no room for discussion.

“Of course. The tavern downstairs is preparing a hefty meal for their queen,” Isen said, grabbing Melvian’s hand and heading towards the tavern.

“Wait, where are the Sealians?” Maris asked as she followed them.

“Don’t you worry about them. The people in the city basically adopted as many as they could and they are hiding in their homes. The others are in Cressida, and they are being welcomed with the same hospitality as the ones here.”

Maris released a sigh of relief. “That’s amazing.”

“It is.” Isen nodded and pushed the door to the tavern open.

Inside, a large group of Skylian soldiers raised their mugs as both Valda and Maris entered. Their amused hollers, celebrating their victory in the settlement, made Maris grin and tear up. These people were all on their side. They would give up everything, including their lives, to protect Valda and the Sealians.

A round table was waiting for them, and just as the four friends moved to settle down, a distinctive blue-haired woman walked into the tavern. Isen was the first to notice his sister. Clueless about what had happened between Eyphah and Maris, Isen welcomed his sister with a loud greeting.

A nervous knot formed in the pit of Maris’s stomach. She looked over at her mate, who appeared to ignore Eyphah’s presence and was more preoccupied with getting drinks for everyone, including Eyphah.

“Sister! Join us! Let us celebrate our victory.”

Maris noticed Eyphah’s inquisitive gaze. The silent question hung in the air for some seconds. Should Eyphah join them? Maris glanced at Valda and couldn’t quite pick anything out of the ordinary from her mate. There was no anger radiating from their bond, only tiredness. Looking back at Eyphah, Maris nodded at the other Sealian’s silent request, and Eyphah sat between her and Melvian.

The server brought the drinks to the table, and Valda quickly took hold of the mug. Cerberus finally jumped off her as she downed a couple of large gulps.“A nice cold beer after days under the sun surely is a blessing.”

“Agreed,” Isen said as he wiped his mouth. “Now, what did you want to talk about?”

“We were attacked by a group of Vulcanians on our way here. I took it upon myself to grab one of them and ask her where they were coming from,” Valda said, taking another sip.

“They are in Prospero,” Maris added.

“Prospero? Impossible. The city is too small!” Melvian said, appalled.

“That’s why it is perfect,” Isen mumbled before locking eyes with Valda. “What are you thinking?”

“You know exactly what I am thinking.”

“When do we leave?” Isen straightened his back.

“I wish we could leave right now. But we need to gather our men, see how many lives were lost in New Agenor as well. We need supplies and to heal wounds.”

“Good thing we have two Asclepius worshipers here!” Melvian grinned before looking at Maris. “We can divide and conquer. You can head out to Cressida and see how everyone is doing I can stay here and—“

“Absolutely not,” Isen snarled before his attention fell on Maris. “I beseech you to stay with us. I know Melvian hasn’t told you because she is stubborn, but she has been having contractions.”

Maris widened her eyes and turned to her friend. “Are you?”

“It’s nothing, really.”

“Melvian.” Isen’s warning came in a whisper.

“If you are having contractions, I think it would be wiser if I stayed.”

“I am fine! Really! I—”

“I would feel more at ease if you stayed,” Isen said, placing a hand over Melvian’s lower back, yet his attention was on Maris.

“I will stay for the time being,” Maris said, ignoring the exasperated sigh coming from her best friend.

“If you are going to travel to Prospero, then you must be extra careful. We don’t know if the city has been taken over by Vulcanians,” Eyphah said, making everyone at the table tense up. “There is a large possibility that Princess Kenna—”

“Queen…” Valda rectified. “She is now queen.”

“Queen Kenna,” Eyphah wetted her lips as she said the name and continued. “She could be there. Tartarus, for all we know, she probably turned the place into her very own New Vulcan.”

“That is a possibility we will have to deal with in due time.” Valda’s voice was controlled, serene, and calculated. Maris noted her restraint, talking to Eyphah without letting the anger poison her tone.

A minute later, food was brought to the table. Stews and rice, and many cuts of meat were placed before them. The mugs were refilled, and everyone ate quietly, except Isen, who kept asking Melvian how she was feeling. Maris’s heart warmed at the quiet interaction between the two of them until her eyes trailed to Eyphah.

She had caught the Sealian looking at her from time to time and Maris wished she would stop. She didn’t want to imagine what would happen if Valda caught on to what she was doing. Before asking Eyphah if she was fine, she stood from her seat.

“Is everything all right?” Isen asked as he popped another piece of cheese into his mouth and then offered a bite to Melvian.

“I am fine. I just need to use the latrine,” Eyphah said and waved her hand dismissively. “Go on without me.”

“Oh, we will,” Melvian said before plucking a piece of meat from Isen’s hands and taking a bite.

Maris watched Eyphah until she exited the tavern before returning to her stew. She dipped a piece of bread in it and brought it to her mouth. Valda’s quiet demeanor was making her anxious.

Valda shook her mug and let out a frustrated sigh before standing from her chair. “I am going to get us some more drinks. I will be right back.”

Maris frowned. Before she could say anything, Valda walked away, exiting the tavern, followed by her faithful companion.
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Melvian let out yet another exasperated sigh.

“Melvian, stop it.” Maris groaned and moved her hand underneath the curve of her stomach and pressed her hand there. “You know I need to do this; you taught me this, remember?”

“I didn’t take this long though…”

“Well, the thing is that Coral was pregnant with one baby, you have two. I must make sure they are both ready for the birth and they are in the best position possible. If you are already having contractions, and according to the date you’ve given me, these two will be here any day now,” Maris said, her hand moving to the side of her swollen stomach. She pressed a little too hard, making Melvian let out a pained groan. “Sorry, sorry, I know. I am trying to get baby number two to move.”

“Stubborn like their father?”

“And their mother. Are Skylians always that hardheaded?” Maris asked with a soft curve on the corner of her lips.

“I wouldn’t talk so much about being stubborn if I were you.”

“Oh, hush.” Maris moved away and placed her fists on her hips. “How far along are the contractions?”

“To be honest?”

Maris frowned at Melvian. “Are you really asking me if you can be honest?” Maris arched her brow.

“Fine. It was the morning of the attacks. I’ve been having them once every…. Ten? Twelve hours? I am not sure.”

“Why in the world didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want to bother you and add more weight to your shoulders. I am having twins, Maris, this will not be an easy birth.”

“It will be more difficult if you don’t tell me what is wrong with you!”

A knock on the door interrupted them. Isen opened the door, and as his eyes fell upon Melvian, they sparkled with want. “How are my two queens doing this evening?”

Maris chuckled and turned to Melvian, whose face was now beautifully colored pink. “I was just telling your mate that she needs to tell her healer everything.”

“Oh, please, don’t let me stop you. This woman doesn’t want to be a hassle and won’t tell anyone if she is uncomfortable.” Isen walked to Melvian, kissed her temple, and then moved to sit on a nearby chair. “Did you tell Maris about the contractions?”

“I did,” Melvian answered. “I told her the truth.”

“I expect nothing less than the truth!” Maris said, crossing her arms under her chest and sitting next to Melvian. “As soon as you notice your contractions becoming more frequent, you have to let me know.”

“I will…” Melvian said, placing both hands over her belly and eyeing Isen before looking back at Maris.

“That doesn’t sound convincing. Maybe I should stay the night with you just in case the contractions worsen.” As she finished her sentence, Melvian tensed, inhaling deeply and looking at Isen once more. The Sealian soldier puckered his lips and looked down at the ground, as if wanting to avoid saying what was on his mind.

“Is something wrong?” Maris asked, arching a brow.

Melvian turned before touching Maris’s knees. “You know I love you, right?”

Maris narrowed her eyes and nodded.

“Good. But I haven’t seen my mate in a very, very long time. You haven’t seen yours even longer and I really believe we all need some alone time.”

Maris opened her mouth to answer, but just as she was about to talk, Isen cleared his throat and spoke. “We made some arrangements before you arrived. You and Queen Valda have the best room in the inn, and I think you will enjoy it.” Isen didn’t look up, his face red.

“It has a private washroom and everything,” Melvian added, sprinkling a polite smile on her sentence.

“You know you can just tell me to leave…” Maris whispered.

Melvian leaned closer, squeezing Maris’s knee. “Leave.”

Maris’s eyebrows arched. “That was direct. All right then.” She slipped off the bed and patted her waist. “You do know sex can accelerate labor, right?”

Melvian smiled politely again, this time showing her teeth. “I know. I was the one who taught you that.” She pointed at the door. “Your room will be on the left at the end of the hall.”

“Have a pleasant evening, Your Highness.” Isen chuckled, walking Maris to the door. “Send my regards to Queen Valda.”

“Oh, I will. Please, don’t push me out.”

Isen laughed. “I would never.”

Maris tried to reciprocate the amusement in Isen’s face. But as soon as she was out of the room, the door closed behind her. An audible turn of the lock broke the hall’s silence.

Maris turned from the closed door and peered down the long hall. Her hands shook as apprehension and nervousness seeped out of her skin as sweat. She rubbed her hands over the dirty fabric of her tunic as she stood before the closed door of the room she was to share with Valda.

Eyphah hadn’t returned after dinner, and she was sure Valda had something to do with it. Everyone was having such a wonderful time, as if the danger of war and the genocide of the Sealian people weren’t looming over their heads. This short time, eating with her friends and mate, seemed to erase all the horrible things that might happen in the next couple of days.

It wasn’t until Melvian said she felt tired everyone decided to leave to their rooms. Valda said she would head out to hers first to wash off days’ worth of grime, while Maris agreed she would look at Melvian to see how the twins were doing, and now…

Now Maris was staring at the door separating her from her mate.

She shouldn’t feel so nervous, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling she was going to be alone, with Valda, next to a comfortable bed, and free of any danger. She could relax in her presence and not be hypervigilant of her surroundings.

And yet, that thought made her stomach twist.

The kiss they had shared in the cave could have been mistaken for forgiveness—but it wasn’t.

Maris hadn’t forgiven Valda. Not fully.

Still, she was willing to try. To work toward it, one hesitant step at a time. Despite everything that happened, there was no denying the magnetic pull between them. Their bond called for them to be together again, and her body ached to give in.

She desperately needed to surrender to those urges, even if her mind wasn’t ready.

Taking a deep breath, Maris ran her fingers through her hair before grabbing the doorknob. Slowly, she turned it and stepped inside.

The sleeping quarters were empty.

Maris exhaled a sigh of relief, closing the door behind her before walking over to the bed.

“I’m in the washroom. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Valda startled her, though it shouldn’t have. Maris wondered how Valda knew it was in her in the room, but then again, her hammering heartbeat was a dead giveaway. Surely Valda could either hear it in the room’s silence or feel it within their bond.

“All right,” she replied.

Her soft footsteps echoed inside the chamber as she took in its size. Valda’s dirty clothes were discarded in a corner. The Heaven Sword and the trident were leaning against a wall next to the bed.

Cerberus crawled out from under the bed, padding over to greet Maris. She bent down to scratch the cat’s head, but Cerberus quickly grew bored and slipped back into her hiding place beneath the bed.

The sound of shuffling feet drew Maris’s attention to the washroom. Valda stepped out, pushing wet strands of dark hair away from her face. The clean yellow blouse clung to her body like a second skin, droplets of water glistening on her neck and collarbone.

To Maris’s surprise—and slight delight—Valda wasn’t wearing any pants or shoes.

Her mouth went dry. She swallowed hard, quickly averting her gaze just as a low chuckle escaped the queen.

“I drew you a bath,” Valda said, before pausing and taking a deep breath. “I know you’re tired and want to get the sand off you.”

Maris nodded, watching as Valda gestured to a small bundle in the chair. “I had some clean clothes brought in.”

Reaching for the neatly folded garments, Valda handed them to her. “Here.”

Maris took the clothes, noticing immediately that they were Sealian with the light blue tunic and white pants. She glanced up to meet Valda’s gaze, but the other woman was already turning away, giving her space.

As Valda walked toward a nearby chair, Maris couldn’t help but notice how she struggled with her hair. Valda kept tucking it behind her ear, only for the damp strands to fall back into her face.

“Valda?”

The other woman froze mid-step, turning to face her.

Although Valda tried to mask it, Maris could see the weariness etched into her features—the faint tremor in her posture, the dark circles under her eyes.

“Yes, Seashell?” Valda replied softly, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly at the nickname.

Maris hesitated, clutching the clean clothes to her chest. “After I’m done washing up, would you like me to take care of your hair?”

Valda arched a brow and ran her fingers through her hair again, as if truly noticing its length for the first time.

“It’s… going to get in the way when you fight,” Maris said before pulling at one loose strand of her own. “I should know.”

“You don’t like it?”

Maris rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “I think you should cut it back to how it was before we—“

“If you want me to, I’ll get a haircut,” Valda interrupted, her eyes surprisingly hopeful. “Anything you want, I’ll do it.”

Surprised, Maris blinked. “Do Skylians’ hair grow faster than Sealians’?”

Valda laughed, and Maris’s stomach stirred. “I guess so.”

Maris nodded, her gaze trailing over Valda’s face. She tried to ignore the faint slash on her cheek but couldn’t help remembering how she looked with shorter hair. It suited her, Maris thought.

Short enough to be manageable, but still long enough for her fingers to trace through, to fist tightly… Maris’s heart jumped at the memory, her pulse quickening as she imagined tangling her fingers in Valda’s hair and yanking it back.

Lost in the vivid image, she didn’t realize Valda was watching her.

The intensity in Valda’s gaze hit her like a wave, the honey in her eyes darkening as they settled firmly on Maris.

The air thickened, and Maris felt the warmth spread through her face, her chest, and lower stomach.

“Maris.”

Maris looked away, focusing on the clean clothes in her hands as she tried to gather her thoughts. Her fingers tightened slightly around the fabric. “Yes? What is it?”

Valda’s smile turned wicked, the kind that almost made Maris’s knees give out.

“I miss you.”

Maris inhaled sharply through her nose and jerked her head towards the washroom. “I will be right back.”

A large, clawfoot cast iron tub sat in the middle of the room with warm, soapy water waiting for her. Maris didn’t waste a second.

She placed the clean clothes atop the wooden vanity before turning to undress. She first removed her tunic and pants, then undid her chest wraps, peeling away the last layer of her undergarments.

The chill of the air prickled her skin as she stepped closer to the tub.

She dipped her fingers into the water first, testing it, before letting out a content sigh. Slowly, she eased herself in; the warmth spreading over her skin. She needed this after being on the road for so long.

The water rose to her shoulders as she leaned back, her body relaxing for the first time in what felt like days. The tension unraveled from her muscles as she soaked, her eyes fluttering shut.

After a few minutes, Maris tilted her head back, working her long, damp hair. Her nails scratched gently at her scalp.

Her ride through Umbriel had been grueling. The sun had scorched her skin, leaving a faint burn on her shoulders and arms, and the sand and dirt had clung to her, grinding into every crevice. Maris scrubbed her hair and skin vigorously, watching the grime swirl into the water until it turned murky. Only then did she decide to slip out of the tub.

Grabbing a clean, plush towel, she patted herself dry, sighing as the cool air kissed her damp skin.

The tunic waiting for her was slightly larger than what she was used to. The loose fit and sturdy fabric suggested it was a man’s tunic, but it was comfortable, falling just past her thighs and hips.

Maris decided she’d wear the pants only if she needed to leave the room.

Walking over to the vanity, she rummaged through the drawers until she found a hairbrush. She worked through the tangles with care, leaving her hair down to dry naturally. With her body clean and her hair freed, she walked back into the bedchamber. Valda was sitting on a chair, facing the window.

“I’m done,” Maris announced, tossing her dirty clothes into the corner with Valda’s.

Valda turned toward her, her hands holding up a small object that caught the light—a pair of scissors.

“Oh! You found some scissors,” Maris said with a smile, stepping closer. “I guess you really want me to cut your hair.”

“You were right,” Valda said, her lips curling into a faint smile. “It does get in the way. It’s long enough to poke me in the eyes now and…” She paused, her honey eyes gleaming with mischief. “Even though I’ve proven I can fight without my vision, I’d rather not have my hair blinding me.”

Maris chuckled, crossing her arms. “Well, I’ll see what I can do.”

She took the scissors from Valda and stood behind her as the tension dissipated from her lover’s shoulders. Maris wetted her lower lip before biting it and ran her fingers through Valda’s damp hair. Valda exhaled, closed her eyes, and leaned into the soft caress.

The other woman seemed to be as thirsty for affection as Maris was. While Valda indulged in the sweetness of Maris’s caress, the younger woman relished in the softness of Valda’s hair. It had been so long since she had touched it, it felt unreal.

Maris grounded herself by coursing her fingernails along Valda’s scalp. Valda shuddered in delight before Maris brought the scissors to the long strands. She started with the strands on the back of her head and worked her way up. Valda sat still; her nervousness revealed through their bond. Maris couldn’t help but smile.

“I won’t make it look bad; I promise.”

Valda grunted softly. “I trust you.”

“Good. Then why are you so nervous?” Maris asked, focused on the task, wanting to make sure that she didn’t screw up. She would never forgive herself if she gave Valda a horrible haircut.

“I am not nervous, Seashell, I am excited because you are touching me again,” Valda said while Maris’s hands moved about her head. “Or maybe I am scared this is actually a dream.”

Maris’s upper lip twitched into a brief smile. “Where is Cerberus?”

Valda tilted her head to the side. The large cat was under the bed, her tail swaying from side to side. Maris followed her gaze and tutted her tongue. “There are other ways to make sure this is not a dream.”

Valda frowned. “And how will you do so, if I may ask?”

Maris slipped her right hand through Valda’s hair, pressing her palm to her scalp before closing her fist and pulling Valda’s head back. Hard enough to make it sting, soft enough for Valda to know she didn’t mean any harm.

Valda released a pleasurable hiss and opened her eyes to look at Maris. “You are playing with fire.”

“No, darling. I am playing with your hair.” She gave it another tug, and Valda’s breath hitched. Releasing her grip, Maris pulled away and Valda strode to the full-length mirror. Now wearing the yellow blouse and linen pants, Maris could still outline every muscle and curve. Maris sat in the same chair and admired Valda’s body.

“I think it looks perfect,” Maris said, her eyes glued to Valda.

Valda looked at herself in the mirror, playing with her hair, taking in the change of length until her eyes locked with Maris’s reflection. They stared at each other through the mirror until Valda turned around.

“Do you like it?” Maris asked, slowly crossing her legs, allowing Valda to have a delightful view of her thick, muscular legs. “I tried not to cut too much. I kind of like this look on you,” Maris said, spinning the scissors. “What do you think?”

Valda wasn’t paying attention. Maris could tell by how her eyes trailed over her entire form. Her burning gaze moved about Maris, first her face, then her neck, chest, and legs. Maris cleared her throat, and Valda’s eyes were back with her.

“Are you listening to what I am saying, or are you purposely ignoring me, Your Highness?”

Valda’s smirk sent a shiver down Maris’s spine, engulfing her in the excitement she feared had long forgotten.

“Forgive me, my Queen,” Valda said, a smirk stretching over her lips.

Maris took a deep breath at Valda’s playful tone. If they didn’t stop this soon, Maris would give in.

“Why should I?” Maris asked, her head tilting to the side.

“It was not my intention. I was just,” Valda’s attention dipped to Maris’s thighs, then back to her face. “Distracted.”

Maris narrowed her eyes, clicking her tongue scoldingly while shaking her head as she placed the scissors on her lap. “Such disrespect to the person who just gave you the perfect haircut. What should I do with you, Valda?”

Valda shrugged, smirking. “Whatever punishment you deem fit, Your Highness.”

Maris’s eyes lowered until they were hooded. Her gaze never left Valda’s as she slowly lifted her leg to rest it on top of the armchair, exposing herself. Maris could feel the other woman’s desire, thrashing about like a caged beast, ready to be freed with the sole purpose of devouring its prey.

Maris wanted nothing more than to be eaten.

“On your knees, darling.” Maris’s voice did not quiver even as fire coursed through her, settling low in her belly. Her excitement peeked as Valda’s body tensed at her command. Gods, Valda looked so delicious when she was confused.

Valda’s lips parted slightly, surprise flickering in her honeyed gaze before narrowing into a smoldering glare. Maris couldn’t help but relish the rebellious spark in her expression. She knew Valda was fighting with herself. Should she give in to Maris or play along? Maybe she needed a little more encouragement.

“Do not make me repeat myself, Valda.”

The rumble of a warning escaped Valda’s chest, but she obeyed. Slowly, her left knee lowered to the floor, followed by her right.

“Come closer.”

Valda didn’t speak. She moved forward on her knees, slowly, the wooden ground groaning, until her face was just inches from Maris’s.

“Such a good girl,” Maris whispered, leaning forward to brush an errant strand of hair away from Valda’s forehead.

Her fingertips traced the curve of Valda’s jaw, lingering just long enough to make the other woman shudder. Maris’s thumb brushed against Valda’s lips, then pressed gently against them, coaxing them open.

“Submission suits you, Valda.”

Valda exhaled, her entire body trembling. Her tongue darted out to brush against Maris’s thumb, sending an electric bolt through Maris, but she held on to firmly. She wanted, and needed, to have control now, and if Valda would give it up, she would take it.

“I am simply playing your game, Maris,” Valda whispered, her gaze never breaking with Maris’s.

Maris tilted her head, a wicked smile curling her lips. “I’d rather you call me Your Highness.”

Valda leaned even closer, forcing Maris to move back against the chair. Maris could see the desperation in her lover’s body and the tight grip of the chairs’ arms.

“Your Highness?” Valda muttered.

Maris tilted her chin upward, spreading her legs just enough to pull her tunic aside, revealing the glistening wetness of her arousal. Yet Valda’s gaze never wavered, locked fiercely on hers.

“What is it, Valda?” Maris asked, a hint of mockery in her voice. Yet, she was delighted at seeing Valda struggling to contain herself… She reveled in the way Valda’s muscles tightened as she grasped the armrests.

“If I don’t taste your cunt in the next minute, I will go absolutely insane.”

Maris’s lips parted in faux shock, her tongue clicking against her teeth. “Valda! Language!” she teased, running her fingers lazily through Valda’s hair. “Perhaps I should make you wait five more minutes. Let’s see if you really do lose your mind.”

A guttural growl escaped Valda’s throat. The ticking of a nearby clock punctuated the silence, broken only by Maris’s steady breathing.

Maris’s smirk deepened as she cupped the back of Valda’s head, her fingers slipping into the freshly cropped strands. She tugged sharply, forcing Valda’s head back just enough to keep her teetering on the edge of control.

“Patience, darling,” Maris whispered, inspecting her handiwork. The pull of silky locks between her fingers sent a thrill coursing through her veins. “Thank the gods I am a fair queen, darling.”

Valda finally released the breath she’d been holding, her honeyed eyes lowering to gaze at her prize. The low, shuddering moan that escaped her lips made Maris’s smirk widen with delight.

“Please,” Valda said, her voice breaking. “Please, let me…”

“Let you what?”

Valda’s gaze flicked back up to meet Maris’s, raw and desperate. “Let me taste you, Seashell. I need to taste you again,” she said, her words trembling. “I need to make sure—“

Valda’s face inched closer, her warm breath brushing against Maris’s thighs, sending sparks across her skin. But just as she thought she might get what she craved, Maris’s firm hand pressed against her cheek, pulling her back.

“Make sure of what?”

A sharp hiss escaped Valda’s lips, her frustration palpable. Maris knew Valda had the strength to take what she wanted in seconds, yet she didn’t. She stayed on her knees, yielding. For now, Maris had total control.

“You know what I want, Maris. Please.”

“Are you begging?” Maris asked, trying to hide her disbelief, but she knew Valda could look past her serious facade and see the doubt in her eyes. As the other woman’s piercing eyes crumbled her walls, Maris could do nothing more than cup her face, look through her and dip her gaze down to her lips trying to escape the inquisitorial eyes.

Valda bunched up the oversized tunic over Maris’s supple thighs, her fingers trailing lightly, leaving a path of goosebumps on Maris’s heated skin. She leaned in closer, her breath mingling with Maris’s trembling exhales.

“I am begging you, Maris,” Valda whispered, sealing her plea with a kiss that burned like fire.

Maris’s hands shot up, gripping Valda’s face tightly as she deepened the kiss, tilting Valda’s head to take everything she offered. Valda didn’t resist—she surrendered entirely, her hands deftly pushing the tunic higher and higher. The fabric slid over Maris’s soft stomach, her heavy breasts, and finally past her shoulders before it fluttered to the ground, forgotten.

Panting, Maris tightened her hold, pulling Valda’s lips back to hers in a desperate kiss. She parted her lips, her tongue slipping inside, tasting the warmth and need that radiated from Valda.

This kiss wasn’t like the one in the cave. No, this was molten, blistering with intensity. As conflicted as Maris felt, she couldn’t deny the fact that she burned for Valda.

Only Valda could set her ablaze like this. Only Valda could soothe her burning ache.

No one else.

Breaking the kiss, Maris opened her eyes to see Valda staring back at her, brows knitted together in bewilderment and pain.

Maris’s heart clenched as she realized how much she was hurting the woman before her. The pain etched in Valda’s features—she had caused that.

“Maris, please,” Valda begged, her voice cracking as her head dipped lower in submission. “Please, Seashell, let me make you come.”

Maris’s voice trembled as she swallowed hard, leaning back in the chair. Her grip tightened on Valda’s dark hair, guiding her lower, until she was a mere breath away from where she wanted her to be.

“Make me come, Valda.”

At the first stroke of Valda’s tongue, Maris’s eyes fluttered shut, her breath hitching as her lips parted in a moan. Valda’s touch was deliberate, slow, and devastating. Her tongue dipped and teased between Maris’s folds. Gods, it had been too long. Why in Tartarus did she torture herself for so long?

This is what she needed. Valda, kneeling between her legs, her head bowed as if in worship, her hands firm and possessive on her thighs.

She needed her mate.

A low groan escaped her as Valda’s tongue trailed a languid path along her wetness, savoring every inch. Maris felt herself dissolving, her walls crumbling into nothingness as Valda’s firm hands gripped her thighs.

Valda shifted, hooking her hands under Maris’s legs and lifting them. With a firm press, she folded Maris’s knees to her chest, positioning her so her ass perched on the edge of the chair.

Stiffening her tongue, Valda plunged into her opening, and the sound that escaped Valda was pure, unadulterated music. Maris could make out Valda’s moans as their panting and mewls mingled in the bedroom’s silence.

Maris’s eyes fluttered open, and when she looked down, she saw Valda worshipping her, stroking her pussy lewdly, eating her out as if she was the most exquisite fruit in existence.

But it wasn’t enough. Maris wanted more.

She tangled her fingers tighter in Valda’s hair, pulling her closer, urging her to consume every part of her. Valda obliged without hesitation, nuzzling deeper. Each flick, each press, each stroke drove Maris to the edge, leaving her gasping for air.

Turning her head to the side, Maris caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror. Her breath hitched. The reflection showed her flushed body, the desperate grip of her thighs around Valda’s head, and Valda’s dark hair spilling over her.

Then Valda paused, her glistening lips breaking contact just enough to smirk at the reflection.

Her honey-colored eyes burned as they locked with Maris’s in the mirror. “Enjoying the show?” Valda asked.

“Hush.” Maris laughed and pushed Valda’s face back between her thighs. “You are not allowed to speak until you are done.”

Before she could finish talking, Valda’s deep rumbling chuckle coursed through her. The vibration flowed through her, settling on the tightness of her lower stomach just as Valda parted her lips and closed them over her clit. Her hands lost their grip on Valda’s hair as she melted in the chair. Maris’s labored pants and soft mewls overpowered Valda’s moans. Maris turned again to face the mirror, watching how focused Valda was on making her lose herself in the ecstasy of her mouth.

“Va— Valda!” She shuddered, her ass hanging lower from the edge. Her position became bothersome, but Valda’s mouth worked wonders. Seeing her from the mirror added to the debauchery and excitement. Then Valda shifted her position and raised her gaze to lock with Maris’s in the mirror again. A dark smirk stretched over her mouth as she flicked her tongue over Maris’s sensitive clit one last time before she pulled away.

Maris’s desperate cry amused Valda, especially with her sad attempt to get her back between her thighs. Valda did not budge, and Maris realized that this woman, this insanely strong woman, was playing along with her game. She could change the roles anytime she wanted to.

Valda picked her up from the chair before she sat down on it. She then settled Maris on her lap, wrapping a powerful arm across her chest. Her palm pressed firmly over Maris’s collar bone while the other spread her legs open. When Maris gathered her senses, she found herself staring at her reflection in the mirror. The lewd image burned into her mind. She could see her legs spread out obscenely, her wetness evident on the skin of the inside of her thighs.

“Look,” Valda whispered against Maris’s ear. “Look at yourself. Do you see what I see?”

Maris whimpered, unable to tear her eyes away from the mirror. Her body trembled in Valda’s hold, her heart pounding against the muscular arm that bound her.

“What do you see?” Valda asked again, her lips brushing against the sensitive skin beneath Maris’s ear. Her hand on Maris’s chest shifted slightly, fingertips grazing her throat in a silent reminder of her control.

Maris swallowed hard. “I see… myself,” she whispered.

“And?” Valda’s hand slid lower, teasing the soft skin of her inner thigh.

“And…” Maris bit her lip, her gaze flicking to the reflection of Valda’s honeyed eyes, darkened with hunger and something deeper. “I see your Seashell.”

Valda’s breath hitched, her smirk softening. “That’s right,” she murmured, her grip tightening as her hand began its journey lower. “Mine. Always mine.”

Valda pressed her lips to Maris’s neck, and for a moment, she could feel the other woman trembling.

“Gorgeous,” Valda whispered, her eyes never leaving the mirror before them. “Perfect…” she added, her hand cupping Maris’s pussy. “I already played your silly game. You wanted me to submit. I did, I begged. Now I want to hear that pretty little mouth doing the same thing for me.”

Maris nodded desperately as Valda’s thick, long digits rubbed the already sensitive skin. Her eyes fluttered shut as Valda gathered some wetness in her opening and rubbed it against her clit. Her gasp was loud, and she felt Valda’s smile pressing on her neck, yet she couldn’t watch herself take it. Maris’s face was already burning red. Seeing her reflection would undo her.

“Open your eyes, Seashell. See how well you take me,” Valda commanded against the curve of her ear, the skin of her neck and shoulder prickling with goosebumps.

Maris opened her eyes long enough to see Valda’s finger slip inside of her opening, and with it came the delicious stretch and fullness only her hand could bring. Valda’s big hands were a gift from the gods, and it didn’t matter how many fingers Maris used to touch herself in Valda’s absence. It didn’t hold a candle to Valda’s hands.

If one finger was enough to make her feel full, when Valda added another, she couldn’t help but lean her head against the other woman’s broad shoulder and moan, her eyes shut, her body melting into her stronger one.

“I swear to Ouranos, if you don’t open your eyes and watch yourself take me, I will stop right now and leave your cunt sopping wet.”

Fuck.

Maris opened her eyes, her gaze lost, staring at the ceiling above her until Valda’s other hand clamped around her jaw and forced her to face forward. If the first image of her was lewd, this one was simply lascivious. Valda slowly pumped her fingers inside her and breathed her need against her neck while rocking her hips against Maris with the same rhythm as her hand. For a second, their eyes locked, and Valda gifted her an open-mouthed smile.

“That’s my good girl. Always following her queen’s order. Such a good girl.”

Maris panted at Valda’s praises. The shift of dynamics left her breathless, exposed, and sensitive. Each stroke of the other woman’s hand, each grind of their bodies together, stoked the fire of her orgasm, pushing her to the edge. Maris held on to Valda’s strained forearm while clutching her black hair and guiding her to press her mouth to her neck. She couldn’t peel away her gaze from the mirror as she took in how her body moved against Valda’s and how her lover devoured her neck and fucked her with her fingers.

“Look how pretty you look opened up for me…” Valda gasped, pulling her fingers out just enough to give her wet pussy a firm slap. “This is where you belong, Seashell.” Valda breathed, “Wrapped around my fingers,” she slipped her digits again. “On my tongue, over my body, open for me.” Valda shuddered and curled her fingers, hooking them to the front walls of Maris’s cunt. “I want you to look at yourself when you come all over my fingers. Ingrain that image in your mind.”

“Valda, darling,” Maris whimpered, biting her lower lip to control her broken cries.

“I am your darling, am I, Maris?” Valda asked, her tongue darting to flick over the damp skin behind Maris’s ear. “Gods, you taste like ambrosia. I want to have you on my tongue all the fucking time!” She accentuated her words with a deep stroke of her fingers.

Maris nodded desperately at Valda’s words. To have her every night between her legs, tasting her and vice versa. To wake up with the other woman next to her every single day of her existence and go to sleep with her fingers tangled in her hair and sweet honey eyes staring at her with pure love shining through them.

Maris bit her lower lip, closed her eyes, and squeezed Valda’s forearm again. She could feel the strain and ropes of thick muscle moving as Valda focused on bringing her to the edge.

“Come, Seashell. I am here. I am not going anywhere.”

Maris’s jaw slacked, releasing a broken sob and a soft cry. Her eyes fluttered open, and she watched Valda press her mouth to the back of her shoulder. Her hooded eyes watched her from the mirror’s reflection. A soft tug to her front walls by Valda’s skilled fingers, and she was pushed to the edge.

She broke down as a million tiny freckles of light blinded her. Her cry was loud, calling her lover’s name like a prayer, dissolving into whispers of praise. Valda whispered those praises right back, rubbed her lips over the shell of Maris’s ear, and pulled her further back. Valda looked down at her this time, a smile painted on her gorgeous lips, proud and cocky but satisfied.

Maris quivered, clenching and releasing Valda’s fingers repeatedly as the waves of pleasure coursed through her. Warmth settled on her chest, then traveled through her neck up to her cheeks, settling on her forehead. The soft blue hue of the symbol on her forehead illuminated the room.

Valda kept her fingers inside, slowly easing her down until Maris released her grip on her arm. Valda pulled her hand away, brought it to her mouth, and sucked her fingers clean before cupping Maris’s damp cheek. She hadn’t realized she was crying until Valda brushed the tear away with her thumb. Then a yellow light joined the blue hue in the room, and Valda sneered. She pressed her forehead with Maris, and the warmth grew hotter until it disintegrated into nothing.

Maris felt the connection in her chest tighten and gasped when she opened her eyes. “Valda, I–”

“It’s all right…” the other woman whispered, rubbing her hand down Maris’s neck and breasts. “We have been apart too long; we needed to renew our bond. You are fine. I am fine. We are fine.“ She pressed her hand to Maris’s chest and released a shaky breath. “We are fine…”

Swallowing hard, Maris imitated Valda’s actions and turned her torso to press her trembling hand to Valda’s still-clothed chest. “I can feel it.”

“I know, Seashell. I can feel everything too.”

“It’s…” Maris bit her lower lip, her fingers slipping to touch Valda’s cleavage. “Overwhelming.”

Valda nodded against her forehead. “It is, yet it feels… right.”

Honeyed eyes trailed over Maris’s face, and although she was still wrapping her mind around what was happening, Maris accepted the comfort Valda’s body could give her. She could feel Valda’s emotion. Valda had an overwhelming need to tell Maris she loved her. The only thing holding her back was that Maris had not forgiven her…

Maris pulled away from Valda, who sat motionless on the chair. “Say it.”

Valda tilted her head and then shook it. “It is not wise now.”

“You can feel I need to hear those words. Or… have your feelings for me changed?”

A chuckle and an eye roll. “Changed?” Valda said, and her face twisted with regret when Maris pulled away. “Maris, don’t you ever doubt my love for you.” She swallowed hard and wrapped her thick arms around Maris’s waist and pulled her closer. Maris straddled her waist, their chests pressed together. “I love you. I probably loved you in my past life, and I will love you in the next one… and the next, and the next, forever. I will find you and love you with the same fucking intensity as I do now, and I will continue loving you until time itself ceases to exist.” Valda’s lower lip quivered. “If I lose you, or if I am apart from you again, it will mean my death.”

Maris shook her head and cradled Valda’s face. “I won’t allow it. I— I can’t be away. I was fighting with destiny itself when I should’ve known that finding you amidst the chaos shows you were meant to be mine.”

“I am yours, Maris Era. Never doubt that.”

Maris released the breath she was holding, pulled Valda’s face in, and planted a deep kiss on her lips. The kiss was short and sweet as she came down from the clouds Valda had put her in. “I love you, Valda Aither, no one else. Only you…”

Valda let out a raspy breath before nodding. “That’s good… Because I was about to kill Eyphah when she went to the latrine earlier.”

Maris’s smile vanished. “You what?”

“She needed a quick reminder of what she had done. That deed should not have gone unpunished.”

“A— are you insane?”

“I haven’t tasted your cunt… your real cunt, not in dreams, for eight fucking months, Seashell. Am I insane? Yes.”

“Valda, I am serious,”

“So am I. Also, I hope you enjoyed me playing into your submission. It is a once in a lifetime thing.”

“I–I doubt it! Hey! Wait— “ Maris could barely catch her breath when Valda scooped her off the chair, carrying her to the bed before throwing her in it.

Valda’s hand found her jaw, gripping it firmly, and before Maris could even move the damp strands of hair from her face, Valda’s mouth was on hers.

Valda kissed her like she was claiming her soul. Her tongue slipped past Maris’s lips with ease, swallowing the groan that escaped her chest. The immense weight of Valda’s body pressed against her, pinning her to the bed as if she might escape. Maris’s hands scrambled against Valda’s back, first clawing at the fabric of her blouse before slipping beneath it. The warmth of Valda’s skin met her fingertips, and any thought of resistance dissolved into pure, aching need.

But then Valda pulled back, her eyes gleaming with mischief. Maris instinctively leaned forward, chasing her lips, desperate to touch and have her again. Valda chuckled low in her throat, leaning just far enough away to keep her from catching her lips again.

“You want to act high and mighty, hmm?” Valda taunted, her voice like molten honey. “It’s torture, isn’t it?” She grinned, baring her teeth. “Wanting to touch the person you love more than anything… to kiss them… and they pull away?” She tilted her head, the grin morphing into a smirk as her voice dropped. “Complete torture.”

“Valda…” Maris whimpered, her hands traced gentle, pleading circles over the warm planes of Valda’s back.

“You want to taste me, too, don’t you?” Valda teased, her smirk widening.

The words made Maris’s thoughts blur and her body flush. She swallowed hard as her eyes searched Valda’s, her lips parting to reply, but nothing came out.

Valda leaned closer, her lips just brushing Maris’s ear. “You’re dying to know… Do I taste the same?” Her voice was a whisper, her breath hot against Maris’s skin. Valda leaned back enough to bite her lower lip, her sharp gaze never leaving Maris’s.

The tension between them thickened like the air before a storm.

“As much as I want to eat you out again…” Valda’s hands slid down Maris’s sides, brushing the sensitive skin just beneath her tunic. “I think I deserve to be taken care of.”

Maris’s breath hitched, her body trembling under the weight of Valda’s body.

Valda tilted her head and grinned. “After all, I’m a queen, too, Your Highness.”

“Not right now, you are not,” Maris blurted out, knowing damn well that the statement alone would fuck with Valda’s pride. “You are being persecuted… don’t you remember?”

“Maris…” Valda growled her name in a warning. “You are still playing with fire.”

“A queen without a throne.” Maris breathed a laugh she soon regretted when Valda’s eyes darkened.

“No, Seashell.” The calmness in Valda’s voice sent a shiver down Maris’s spine and another wave of arousal straight at the junction of her thighs. “I have my throne right here.”

“Oh?” Maris arched her brow, feigning ignorance, though the tension in her body betrayed her. She glanced around dramatically, her tone dripping with mockery. “Where is it?”

“Have you forgotten already?” Valda rolled the tip of her tongue over her lower lip, and Maris forgot how to breathe. Valda leaned closer until she was a mere inch away. “It’s your face.”
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Valda had to drag herself off of Maris. The least she wanted was to pull away from the warmth of her skin. She wanted to stay there, to drink from the heat radiating off her body and sleep, gods she needed to sleep wrapped in her embrace or else she would believe it was all a lie.

Maris was there, before her, with her eyes wide open in desperation and amusement, looking at her as if she blinked, everything would dissolve into nothing. She wanted to kiss her again. She wanted to part her lips and drink from her as if she hadn’t been able to have her for eight fucking months.

How was Valda able to survive so long without tasting her was beyond her, but now that she had, she wanted nothing more than to spread those fucking thick thighs and delve back into her… But Maris looked like she wanted to satisfy her as much she had done moments ago. Valda wanted to satisfy all her needs, even if those needs required her beautiful Sealian to be the one to give her pleasure.

Swallowing hard, and trying to regain a sliver of control, Valda stood from the bed, her hands clutching the edge of the blouse and peeling it from her body.

She heard Maris’s breath hitched and she couldn’t help but smile, knowing her mate was enjoying the view. As she tossed the blouse, her gaze went straight back to Maris, who now leaned on her elbows, staring at her as if she was a goddess, but not just any goddess, hers.

“Missed me?” Valda asked.

Maris’s eyes shot from looking at her abdomen to her face. Maris tilted her head back, her dark blue curls splayed like waves over the pillows. “Take your throne.”

The invitation made something snap inside Valda. Her muscles coiled, her pulse thrumming in her ears. Her mate could undo her with a single look, but this... This was something different.

Without breaking eye contact, Valda moved, her knees sinking into the mattress as she climbed onto the bed. She straddled Maris’s chest first, her thighs pressing into the younger woman’s sides as she leaned forward, her firm hands bracing on the headboard.

For a moment, she hovered, teasing them both while Maris’s hands stroked the skin of her thighs. The air between them was thick, almost suffocating, as Valda searched Maris’s face for hesitation or doubt. But there was none. There was only raw, unadulterated lust and desire reflected in those blue eyes.

Valda was so wrong for even thinking that Maris hated her. No one that claimed to hate another person looks at them with the need burning in Maris’s eyes. She was almost sure that if she took a second longer hovering over Maris, the Sealian would probably pull her down.

Valda’s voice was husky when she spoke. “Let me know if I suffocate you.”

“Oh, please,” Maris chuckled, her hands now moving to grip Valda’s ass. “I can take you just fine.” Maris’s lips curved into a teasing smile, and Valda’s breath hitched as her lover’s warm hands slipped between her thighs. She stroked her aching clit once before moving back to her thighs, gripping her tightly as her fingers pressed into the firm muscle.

Valda let out a shaky breath as she shifted her weight, her knees sliding wider apart as she moved up, finally settling over Maris’s face. The first touch of Maris’s lips against her made her entire body jolt. She sucked in a sharp breath, her head falling back as a low groan tore from her throat.

She had died and gone to the Elysian fields.

Between the warmth of Maris’s hands on her thighs and the silky softness of her lips on her folds, Valda was truly in Elysium.

Maris didn’t hesitate, her tongue darting out to taste her, soft and tentative at first but quickly growing bolder. Valda’s fingers curled into the headboard, leaving marks from her fingernail on the dark wood as she struggled to keep her balance. The heat, the wetness, the maddening way Maris licked and sucked at her clit; it was overwhelming.

“Fuck, Maris,” Valda gasped, her voice breaking as she rocked her hips forward, unable to stop herself from chasing the pleasure her mate was giving her. Her thighs quivered as she lowered herself further, fully seated on Maris’s face now.

Her grip on the headboard tightened as Maris’s tongue flicked against her clit, sending delicious jolts of electricity up her spine. Every stroke, every press of her mouth was a tormented bliss, and Valda felt her control slipping away.

Maris’s hands roamed up her thighs, her nails grazing Valda’s skin, leaving red swells, making her shudder. When those hands gripped her hips and pulled her down even harder, Valda let out a desperate moan, her head falling forward, pressing her damp forehead to the cold wood of the headboard.

She was unraveling faster than she ever thought possible. She had forgotten how good Maris was with her mouth, how dexterously she could get her off.

Fuck. She had missed this woman more than anything. Her body craved her like air and water, and yet, as she pressed harder against her mouth, Valda couldn’t get enough.

“Gods, you are so fucking good,” Valda sobbed, swallowing down the need to cry out there and then. “Good girl,” Valda muttered, her voice barely audible over the sound of her ragged breathing. She glanced down, only to be met with the sight of Maris’s oceanic eyes gazing up at her with an adoration and hunger.

The sight was almost enough to send her over the edge.

“Gods,” Valda whispered, her voice trembling as she tried to hold on, tried to savor the feeling of Maris’s tongue circling her clit and dipping into her core. But it was too much. Her body was on fire, her muscles trembling as she rocked her hips in a slow, deliberate rhythm.

Maris moaned against her, the vibration sending another wave of pleasure crashing through her. Valda gasped, her hands leaving the headboard to tangle in Maris’s hair, anchoring herself as she rode the pleasure building inside her.

The bond between them flared to life, hot and steady, and for the first time in months, Valda felt whole. This wasn’t just her body seeking release—this was her soul seeking to reconnect.

“I love you,” Valda whispered, the words slipping out before she could stop them. She wasn’t even sure if Maris could hear her through the loud moans and faint whimpers, but it didn’t matter. Her body trembled as the peak came rushing toward her like a tidal wave.

“Don’t stop,” Valda pleaded, as she clutched Maris’s hair tighter. “Seashell... Don’t you fucking stop.”

Maris’s response was immediate. With renewed fervor, her tongue drove Valda higher and higher until, with a strangled cry, Valda shattered.

Her release washed over her in waves, each one stronger than the last. Her thighs trembled, her back arched, and for a moment, she forgot how to breathe. All she could do was hold on to Maris, her hands tangled in her hair as she rode out the storm.

When it was over, Valda slumped forward, her forehead pressing against the headboard as she struggled to catch her breath. Her body trembled with the aftershocks, her skin slick with sweat. Slowly, she moved off Maris, collapsing onto the bed beside her. She turned her head, meeting her mate’s gaze, and saw the smirk at the corners of Maris’s swollen, slick-covered lips.

“You’re insufferable,” Valda muttered, but the smile that broke across her face betrayed her words.

“And you’re insatiable,” Maris said, teasing and breathless.

Valda chuckled, pulling Maris close until their bodies were pressed together, their legs tangling beneath the sheets. “You say that as if it was a bad thing,” Valda said, her lips brushing against Maris’s temple as her eyes drifted shut.

For the first time in the last eight months, Valda was certain she would finally sleep peacefully.

***

Valda adjusted her blouse for what felt like the hundredth time that morning, pulling it out of her linen slacks, smoothing it, and tucking it back in until it sat perfectly. She exhaled through her nose, trying to shake off the strange blend of nerves and contentment thrumming in her chest. Padding quietly across the room, she sat down to slip on her boots.

On the bed, a tired Maris slept soundly. Her soft breathing was the only thing she could hear aside from the doves cooing outside the window. Maris lay partially wrapped in a thin sheet that clung loosely to her body, draped just enough to cover her chest, part of her waist, and the curve of her thighs. Valda’s gaze lingered, tracing the lines of her exposed skin and the peaceful expression on her face. It had been so long since she’d seen Maris look this at ease.

At the foot of the bed, Cerberus was curled into a ball, her black tail flicking lazily from side to side. The cat’s golden eyes watched Valda closely, as if waiting for a cue.

“Sorry for the racket last night,” Valda murmured with a small smirk, catching Cerberus’s sleepy gaze. The cat raised her head slightly and tilted it to the side, letting out a soft, almost inaudible meow.

Amused, Valda crossed her arms and leaned forward. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you. Something extra tasty for breakfast, sound good?”

Cerberus stretched languidly, her paws extending before she rested her head back down, purring as if to accept the offer.

Valda chuckled under her breath, but her amusement faded as her eyes drifted back to Maris. The slightest shift in the bed drew her full attention. Maris stirred, her hair spilling across the pillow in disheveled waves, her lashes fluttering briefly before she settled again. Valda couldn’t help but study her. The memories of the night before flickered through her mind.

Her fingers itched to reach out, to trace the outline of Maris’s shoulder, to kiss her awake just to see those sleepy blue eyes meet hers. Instead, she ran a hand through her own hair, trying to compose herself.

Taking a deep breath, Valda decided it was better to not think about last night. She tied the last knot of her boot and leaned back in the chair before looking at Maris sleeping. A prideful smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth as she remembered her lover’s eagerness to satisfy her.

She marveled at the transformation in Maris. The woman lying in bed now was so different from the hesitant and unsure version she had first met months ago in Oberon Castle. Maris had grown—stronger, fiercer, more confident—and yet, that growth had only deepened Valda’s love for her. She didn’t think it was possible to love her more, yet here she was, completely smitten.

Unable to resist, Valda reached out and tangled her fingers gently through Maris’s soft waves. A soft groan escaped the sleeping woman, her face scrunching slightly before her eyes fluttered open. She blinked a few times, narrowing her gaze against the bright morning light before her eyes focused on Valda.

“Morning, darling,” Maris murmured, her voice heavy and groggy. She stretched her arms over her head, the sheet slipping slightly to reveal more of her bare skin.

Valda leaned forward, capturing her lover’s mouth in a gentle, lingering kiss. “Good morning, Seashell,” she whispered against her lips, her voice low and affectionate.

Maris smiled lazily. “Did you sleep well?”

Valda chuckled softly and reached out to cradle Maris’s jaw, pulling her into another kiss. “Very well,” she murmured, her lips brushing against Maris’s. “You made sure of that.” She leaned back slightly, her expression softening. “I wish I could stay longer, but I need to meet with Isen. We must set up our next move, and—”

“Without me?” Maris interrupted, tilting her head to the side.

Valda instantly caught the discomfort in Maris right away. She placed a hand over Maris’s and rubbed her thumb across the back of it soothingly. “No, Seashell,” Valda said. “I just thought I’d let you sleep. You haven’t been resting as much as you should, and—”

“I think coming up with a plan to keep everyone safe is more important than catching up on sleep,” Maris said.

Valda nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips. “True. I was just about to head downstairs and grab something for us to eat—”

A loud meow interrupted her, and both women turned to see Cerberus padding toward them. The large cat leaped up gracefully, settling herself on Maris’s lap as if staking her claim.

“For all three of us,” Valda corrected with a laugh, reaching over to pet Cerberus from head to tail. The cat purred loudly, clearly pleased with herself.

Maris arched an eyebrow, smirking. “She’s spoiled, you know.”

“She deserves to be,” Valda replied, watching Cerberus nestle against Maris. Her gaze then shifted back to her lover. “You can’t dethrone an illegitimate king on an empty stomach, after all.”

Valda wanted to sound confident. Now that Maris was with her, there was nothing she couldn’t face—at least, that’s what she told herself. Her priority was to organize their next move, to strike where it would hurt Arwin most. To do so, she needed to call a meeting with Isen and the other leaders staying in Titania. Afterward, she’d send word to Cressida and have reinforcements ready.

Maris inhaled sharply through her nose. A slight dimple appeared on Maris’s right cheek, and Valda’s stomach clenched. Gods, that dimple… She longed to kiss her way up Maris’s chest, trailing soft pecks along her collarbone, and bless that dimple with her lips. But Maris’s gaze grounded her, kept her from indulging in fantasies.

“What are you planning?” Maris asked, her hand bumping into Valda’s as they both petted Cerberus’ long black fur.

The question hung in the air, making it dense and suffocating. That question was enough to keep her up at night. Her planning could go either of two ways. She could follow her hot head and gather as many men as possible, barge into Oberon, destroy the place, and kill whoever dared to come between her and Arwin. She could slice through flesh and bone until he was the only person standing before her. Then she would plunge her sword into his stomach and watch as his prideful smirk was wiped away and drowned with his own blood before pulling the blade out and cutting off his head in one clean strike. She would grant him what he deserved, a traitor’s death, just like he had shown her.

She could also ask the Vulcanians to join her. If the Vulcanians joined, so would Kayden and the territory of Harmonia. Having Kayden by her side, with his unique gift, could really balance everything out, but she didn’t know where her friend was, or if they were still friends.

This conflict could put a wedge on their friendship. He could’ve been forced to join the Vulcanians or face sanctions from the monarchy. Maybe he didn’t join them and was now fighting for his own life. Or he could’ve joined the monarchy and was now fighting against her.

Valda sighed, as dread settled in her stomach.

If only she knew he was well…

A soft squeeze on her forearm pulled her out of her thoughts. She looked down to see Maris’s hand on her arm, pulling her back to the present.

The concern in Maris’s eyes was evident as she tilted her head. “Valda, talk to me,” she said.

Valda exhaled, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly under Maris’s touch. She wasn’t alone in this. Not anymore.

“For months now, I’ve gathered as many soldiers as I could to our side of the war. It’s not a lot—enough to win battles, maybe—but not enough to win the entire war. Too many are afraid…” Valda said, trying her best to hide her frustration.

“With good reason,” Maris whispered, her expression darkening, and Valda could tell she was recalling the hill of corpses they had encountered upon their return from New Agenor.

Reaching out, Valda gently took Maris’s hand, stilling it as she petted Cerberus. “Isen told me you didn’t want your people involved in the war—“

“That was before,” Maris interrupted. “I want to fight now, Valda. I want to take back what is ours. But… Sealians are peaceful people. There aren’t many able-bodied warriors among us, and fewer still who are trained enough to be of any real help.”

Valda’s lips pressed into a small pout as her gaze flickered down to Cerberus, who purred contentedly. “The Skylians would gladly train any able-bodied Sealian willing to fight. We’ll take whatever they can offer, and the rest can train with my soldiers.”

Maris nodded, her grip tightening slightly on Valda’s forearm. “That might work. But…” She hesitated before continuing. “Some of them might want to go back to the Sea Kingdom.”

Moving back, Valda looked at Maris with a deep frown on her face. Did… Maris want to leave her again?

As if sensing Valda’s thoughts, Maris shook her head. “No, Valda. I don’t want to leave you again,” she said. “I love the Sky Kingdom. I’m grateful for everything this kingdom has given me—my parents, Melvian, you—” Cerberus let out a soft meow, earning an affectionate kiss between her ears. “—and Cerberus, of course. But I can’t let my people keep running, moving from city to city, always hoping for the best and living in fear. They’ve told me they want to go back one day. So why not now?”

Valda exhaled slowly, her mind already working through the logistical nightmare such a move would entail. “It won’t be easy. The closest and largest pier is in Ophelia, and we can’t go there. The next option is Prospero, but we don’t know if the Vulcanians have taken control of that port.”

“We’ll find a way, Valda. We’ll protect the Sealians and your people. That’s what the gods chose us for—to protect them.”

“Of course. But Maris… you’ve lost people in the last attack, and so have I. We can’t do this alone.”

“What are you planning, darling?”

Valda’s lips pressed into a thin line as she leaned back slightly. “I’m going to try to form an alliance…”

“With whom?” Maris asked, tilting her head.

“Queen Kenna Hagan.”

Maris didn’t react immediately, which only made Valda’s anxiety grow. Her mate’s piercing blue eyes shifted from Valda to something behind her. Following her gaze, Valda turned to see the trident resting against the wall.

“Maris…”

“Vulcanians and Harmonians are descendants of the god of war. Kenna’s father was even named after him. And yet…” Her eyes flicked back to Valda, “…you think it’s wise to form an alliance with these savages?” The venom dripping from the last word was impossible to ignore.

Valda’s stomach clenched, but she stood firm. “They’re attacking out of anger. Kenna wants to avenge her father’s death.” She paused, watching Maris closely, trying to gauge her reaction. Valda continued, her words slow and deliberate. “We killed their king.”

Maris scoffed and rolled her eyes. “We?” She arched a brow. “The people of the Sea Kingdom didn’t kill him. You didn’t kill him. Arwin did. He should be the one dealing with this. And yet…” Her gaze narrowed. “I have no doubt he’s just sitting back, letting the Vulcanians do what they do best—destroy.”

Valda’s jaw tightened, but she knew Arwin had no intention of dealing with the Vulcanians. He was letting their fury serve his purpose, keeping her from organizing and gaining ground as she needed to.

“I don’t want my people to get hurt,” Valda said quietly. “Or yours. Or anyone.”

Maris’s expression softened for the briefest of moments. “That’s a chance we have to take. No matter how carefully we set our pieces on this war board, people will get hurt. People will die. And there’s nothing we can do to stop that.”

Maris rolled her tongue over her lower lip before biting it. Once again, her gaze shifted to the trident. “I never wanted to hold a weapon in my hand. I always thought what my father taught me about self-defense and using my powers would be enough to protect myself… to protect those I care about.”

Valda stirred uneasily. Maris held something back, and she didn’t want to force her to say it. She studied her lover as she played with Cerberus’ ears. Finally, Maris raised her gaze to Valda and held it firmly for what seemed like an eternity before it fluttered over the wound on her face and the one on her thigh, hidden now by her pants.

“I will not hesitate to grab the trident and kill for you,” she whispered.

Valda’s lips curved into a soft smile as she reached out and gave Maris’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I know. And I would burn everything to ashes for you.”

Maris rolled her eyes and scoffed, yet pulled Valda in for a terse kiss. Valda just knew she wanted to keep it sweet and short, but the need to feel her lover closer, for longer, was stronger. Cupping the back of her head, Valda held Maris in place as she moved their lips together before ending the kiss.

“We will find a way to keep everyone safe, right?” Maris asked, unable to hide the doubt within her.

Valda wanted to sound confident when she answered with an enthusiastic ‘yes’, but the corner of her lips did not curve with her smile, nor did her back straighten when she stood from the bed and left Maris in the chamber before heading to call forth a meeting.
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Isen sprawled out a large world map in front of Valda. She worried her lower lip as her eyes roamed over the different cities and villages, as well as the marks of where they had found the Vulcanian troops and Arwin’s. Maris stood next to her, dressed in a fiery red Sealian tunic with a tight, black waist belt and beige leggings. Next to the Sealian was Melvian, sitting down, stroking her stomach idly. Isen hadn’t left her side either.

He pulled his messy, tangled hair into a bun, wearing a similar outfit to Maris. His colors were darker brown and cream, with no waistband to tailor his frame. Surrounding the group of friends were young and old faces. There were ex-soldiers who came out of retirement to help the rightful queen take her place on the throne, and able bodies who took it upon themselves to learn how to fight were among the group.

Valda was more than grateful for all of them. Now, more than ever, she needed minds with experience and fresh eyes to bring forth the retaking of the throne.

“Arwin has taken over all cities closest to Ophelia,” Isen said, moving pieces of rocks over the cities. “Sadly, they are the ones with the largest population.” He sighed and scratched his chin. “Ariel, Puck, Portia, Desdemona, and Setebos have all proclaimed their loyalty to him. Some of them were willing…” He looked at Valda, “Some of them not.”

“How many chiefs were killed?”

An ex-soldier moved in and answered for Isen. “According to our reports, the chiefs in Ariel, Portia, and Desdemona city were murdered on the spot.”

Valda pursed her lips in aggravation as Maris tenderly touched her lower back. Valda was more than sure that not only the chiefs were murdered, but anyone who even looked at Arwin funny was probably dead.

“He is no fool,” Valda said, her voice low and edged with venom. “With the castle’s army already under his command, he is now consolidating power by taking the enforcer divisions from the cities.”

“And the larger the cities…” Maris began.

“The larger the divisions,” Valda finished. She exhaled sharply and ran her fingers through her freshly cropped hair, the motion restless and agitated. Her gaze flicked back to the map sprawled across the table, but the lines and markings only deepened the pit in her stomach.

She could feel Maris’s concern radiating through their bond. Valda didn’t bother to hide her emotions anymore—not from Maris. Not now.

“All of them with Arwin? Every single one of those city guards?” Maris asked, her eyes glued to the older soldier.

“We are not sure.”

“His execution frenzy must’ve traveled around those cities,” Valda growled and turned to Isen. “What cities are with us other than Cressida, Titania and Perdita?”

Isen didn’t answer, allowing a young soldier to speak. He must’ve been no older than twenty, with hair cut close to his scalp all around his head except the top, where his curly hair was prominent. “Your Highness, Rosalind joins you in your efforts to recuperate the throne.” The young man smiled proudly. “They signed their loyalty to you.” He bowed and handed Valda a roll of parchment.

Valda dipped her head in a quiet salute and unrolled the paper. In it, the signatures of the chief of every city were written on it alongside their words of loyalty. It was all nice, diplomatic even, but as soon as Arwin entered the cities with the power of his army, if those chiefs wanted to stay alive, they would have to break their oaths.

“Thank you.” She gave the young man a rueful smile before her eyes traveled to every single person in that tavern. All of them stared back with hope shining through their eyes, hope she was trying to hold on to. “After talking to Maris, we’ve decided to move every Sealian unable to fight back to the Sea Kingdom.”

Isen’s eyes widened as his chest puffed with pride. He turned around to the multitude around them, but his happiness dissolved into confusion. His attention drifted to Melvian, who took his hand and gave it a soft squeeze before shaking her head, as if answering a silent question.

“Every able body, guard or warrior that wants to join our troops will be welcomed with open arms. The others will go to the Sea Kingdom, where they will be protected. Edemus gave us plenty of provisions we could give to stay there until this war is over.”

“Because it will be over soon,” Maris added before pressing her hand to Valda’s back again. “Sealians want to go back to our land. We want to rebuild, and we cannot do that if we are all here.”

“Right, and I will be heading to Cressida to send out the message and get everything in order for the moving,” Valda said before pointing at Prospero. “On our way here, we encountered a Vulcanian troop, after some questioning, we believe they have taken Prospero. It makes sense because of the pier. They can move in and out with ease. Now, we might have the enforcers of these cities,” she waved the rolled paper. “But we need more. We need all the help we can get to put a stop to the senseless massacre Vulcanians are unleashing on us. Any cities near Prospero are not safe.”

“We’ve been subject to attacks already. The town of Caliban is the closest to Prospero and we haven’t heard from them in a long while.” Another young soldier said, “My brothers live there, and I haven’t received any letters from them for a couple of months now.”

Valda turned to Isen and nodded at him. The captain placed a red rock over Prospero and Caliban on the map.

“We have to go there and make sure Chief Jaltious is alive. We could add more people to our side if they are,” Isen said.

“Gather more provisions as well…” Valda added, rubbing her chin. “We need to get the Sealians going, but before that, we have to clear out Prospero and Caliban,” Valda said before pointing at the rocky formations in Umbriel. “We can set camp here for our trip to Prospero.” Valda put two blue stones on the rocky formations of Umbriel, the same formations she had used for shelter before arriving in Titania with Maris.

“It’s a shame your people won’t stay,” an older soldier said, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword as he addressed Maris. “We’ve been taking good care of them.”

“I know,” Maris replied. She shifted slightly, drawing the attention of everyone in the tavern. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for my people—truly—but we can’t keep moving from city to city, living at the mercy of others. It’s not sustainable.”

She paused, glancing around the room. “There are so many Sealian children among us. We’ve… well, we’ve certainly taken it upon ourselves to repopulate.” Maris grinned jokingly, earning a chuckle from the people in the tavern. “But,” she added, her smile softening as her eyes briefly met Valda’s, “I would sleep better at night knowing they were somewhere safe, somewhere Arwin’s men could never reach them. And what better place than our own home?”

“Arwin or Eris,” Valda added, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword. “We have to be wary. We are fighting with a mortal and a goddess. One that can change her appearance on command. She can pose as either a Sealian and Skylian or even Vulcanian.”

Isen sighed and rubbed his temple in apprehension. “How can we know she is among us?”

“We don’t,” Valda muttered, her grip on the sword growing tighter. Within seconds, she felt Maris’s hand on her back again, attempting to soothe her. “I want to make one thing clear,” Valda began, drawing the attention of everyone in the room, and she felt the weight of their worries on her shoulders. She didn’t crumble or balk from their tired gazes.

“It is time we stop putting the needs of the rulers first. It is time we look out for the civilians, the regular people inside and outside this tavern. We have people trying to carry on with their lives, regardless of who is ruling or not. They want to have the reassurance that everything will be fine.

Most of you believe I want the throne back because I am the rightful queen, because of my birthright, to the symbol on my forehead, and for the power of the wind that I yield. I will not lie, yes, I am indeed all that, but I want the throne back to make a change. You deserve more than a queen who didn’t care much about your well-being and simply filled a space in the castle to boost her ego, or a queen who puts out a show and poses in the next royal painting.

Things will change. Believe it. I will use my power not to serve me and my lineage, but to serve you all. You all deserve better than a powerless queen and a blood-thirsty tyrant. You deserve to live a dignified life, surrounded by peace, family, and friends. Arwin believes he knows what is best for our kingdom, but at the end of it all, he wants to fill up his ego, to let everyone know that he was the one created for this role and he wasn’t.“ Valda turned to Maris, who looked at her as if she was the only one in the room. “Sealians deserve to have the chance to choose for themselves. To rebuild their homes or stay here as equals. To have their needs taken care of, even if they decide to head back, they still need our help to restore what was destroyed. I don’t know how long it will take, but I know I will not stop until we get what we want.”

“We,” Maris rectified. “We will not stop.”

Valda nodded, her hand finding Maris’s and giving it a soft stroke over her knuckles before pulling away. She took a couple of white stones and placed them over the rocky formations in Umbriel and the blue stones. She stopped and looked in a young soldier’s direction. “Gather as many carts as you can, as well as provisions. The trip is long, and I need them all with as much energy as possible.”

The soldier nodded understandingly.

“I will head to Cressida and deliver the news and get them ready.” She patted at the map and then raised her eyes to Isen. “We need a small group to head to Prospero. We are not fighting, we are investigating. The fewer people we take, the better.” Before Valda could continue, she noticed Isen’s expression darken. She turned to Melvian and saw the young healer turning away after looking at her mate. “Is… something wrong?”

“Your Highness…” Isen’s voice lowered. “Melvian is soon to give birth. Any day now, and I don’t—“

“Don’t.” Valda waved her hand at him. “I understand.” A sigh of relief escaped him, and he quietly thanked Valda while she looked about the people in the tavern. She frowned and stood straight, her shoulders squaring with tension. “Where’s Eyphah? I could always take her if she doesn’t give me an attitude…”

Isen opened his mouth to talk, but he looked around and noticed his sister’s absence. “I haven’t seen her since our dinner last night.”

“She left early this morning. I saw her leave town, but she didn’t say where or if she would come back,” Cai spoke for the first time, making his presence known in the tavern. “I didn’t think I should’ve gone after her…”

Valda turned to Maris and frowned at her mate’s accusatory expression. Valda didn’t know where Eyphah could’ve gone. “What do you think?”

“She has never done this before…” Maris answered and turned her attention to Isen.

“Eyphah can have her temper tantrums,” Isen sighed and rubbed his temple. “But running away?”

Valda pressed her palms over the table and dismissed everyone except Isen, Melvian, and Maris. Once alone, she turned to Isen and pursed her lips in disapproval.

“Listen, my sister loves her people more than anything and she would do nothing to harm them… at least not intentionally.”

“Is she a danger to herself?” Melvian asked, but Isen was already shaking his head before she could finish her question.

“No, no. She isn’t. That’s not the Eyphah I know. The Eyphah I know probably got angry at something and wanted to release some anger.”

Maris arched her eyebrow at Valda and crossed her arms scoldingly.

Valda cleared her throat and scratched the back of her neck. “Anyways. I will head out to Cressida tomorrow. I can take Cai and the other guards to keep me company—“ She stopped as she heard Maris let out a disapproving groan. “What is it?”

“Are you sure you should go with a small group?”

“I will be in and out in no time. I will be fine.”

“I am sorry I cannot go with her, Maris,” Isen said.

Maris waved him off. “Don’t worry, Isen. It is fine. You need to see your babies’ birth.” She turned her attention to Melvian. “You need to let me know about your contractions.”

Melvian rolled her eyes, patted her stomach, and nodded. “I will.”
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Before the sun peeked over the horizon, Maris could feel her lover slipping away from her embrace. She watched quietly as Valda walked to the washroom and emerged with wet hair and naked. In her hand, she held her chest wraps and white blouse.

“So early?” Maris’s voice was groggy, and apparently Valda found it amusing. Maris could tell by the soft curve of her lips as she wrapped her chest up.

Her eyes trailed over her, taking in how breathtaking she looked every second of every day. She devoured Valda from her head down to her powerful thighs. Maris frowned at the new scar. If only Valda were a Sealian, she could erase those scars by drinking Sealian water.

“Another one for the collection,” Valda said, stealing Maris’s focus from her scarred leg and back to her face. “I don’t mind as long as you don’t.”

Maris shook her head tiredly. “I don’t,” she whispered and leaned back before letting out a soft yawn. “Are you leaving now?”

“I have to,” Valda said, giving the wraps one last tug before putting her blouse and pants on. “If we want to get all of this done before another raid,” she sighed and hurriedly moved to the bed to give Maris a terse kiss. “Cerberus can stay with you.”

“She is your cat.”

“Ah, you see, she is your cat too. I think she likes you better.”

“That’s because I give better scratches.”

“Can’t argue there,” Valda chuckled, gently grabbing Maris’s face to peck her lips. “Remember what I told you.”

She remembered. They had stayed up all night talking about their plan. Valda was going to Cressida with at least three soldiers to not draw attention to herself. She would deliver the news to the Sealians, then reunite with Maris at the formations before going to Prospero and making the Vulcanians join them. It was a big stretch, but with the three kingdoms united, Maris was sure they could take on Arwin, Eris, and their army.

“Stay safe. Stay hidden. When in doubt, run.”

“And?” Valda raised her eyebrow.

Maris rolled her eyes and sighed. “Don’t fight if you don’t have to.”

“You are such a good girl for listening to your mate.”

Heat rose to her cheeks, and just as she grabbed Valda’s blouse to pull her down for a kiss, Cerberus jumped on the bed and came between them. With an annoyed grunt, Maris released Valda to pet Cerberus behind her ear. “You better leave before I make you late, darling.”

“I will,” Valda said, sounding more like she wanted to stay.

Maris didn’t want her to go, not when they started healing and getting comfortable around each other again. Yet, she allowed her to, pleading to Asclepius to keep her safe. Before Valda closed the door, she called Cerberus, who jumped on her shoulders.

From inside the chamber, Maris could hear the horses outside the inn, and even though Maris wanted to sleep for a couple more hours, she got up from the bed and watched from the window as Valda left the inn. Two young soldiers waited for her while a third one tied supplies to their horses.

As if being called, Valda turned, looked up at the window, smiled, and waved before hopping on her horse. Cerberus settled in her usual spot behind her. Maris returned the smile tenfold, waving her hand and chanting one last prayer for Valda’s protection. She watched her leave, a guard in front of her while two more guarded her flanks. It wasn’t until she couldn’t make her out in the crowd at the city entrance that she finally pulled away from the window.

Yesterday, after their meeting, the news of the Sealians moving was spread by Valda’s soldiers. For once, Maris had to admit that she missed Eyphah. She always had a way with words and with her people, and found ways to persuade them into doing what she believed was right. The city folks in Titania gathered everything they could for their fellow visitors. Wagons, horses, food, and supplies were all prepared for them to leave, and Maris couldn’t help but feel her stomach turn. She was sure Valda could feel her hesitation and weariness because she, too, felt Valda’s soft tug. A reassurance that everything was going to be all right, that she was there, and she wasn’t going anywhere.

Maris decided that a couple more hours of sleep wouldn’t harm anyone. When the sun’s rays seeped into the small window, it was time to get up. It didn’t take Maris long to get ready. She took a cold bath and prepared for the arduous task of riding a horse through a scorching desert. She dressed in light colors, as Valda suggested, and left the room with the trident in her hand. Many dipped their heads to her before continuing on their way. With how things were running, she guessed she would get a move on before midday.

Excellent.

On her way to the welcoming arches by Titania’s entrance, Maris caught a glimpse of both Isen and Melvian. The captain was on top of a wagon, moving some cargo around enough to make some space for Melvian. Melvian was the first to notice her, and her bright smile was contagious enough to make Maris smile back and wave with her free hand. “Morning!”

Isen stopped what he was doing to greet her back. “Good morning.”

“How’s everything going?” Maris asked, lazily patting Melvian’s shoulder. “How’re the contractions?”

“They are fine,” Melvian answered, while Isen grunted in disapproval. Melvian rolled her eyes and sighed. “All right! All right! Talk about overprotectiveness.” She turned to Maris. “They are becoming more frequent, but nothing I cannot handle.” The soft grimace was there, and if Maris could see it, so could Isen.

“Are you feeling all right, though?”

Melvian grinned and nodded. “Peachy.”

“She is having more and more contractions. I’ve been keeping an eye on her. I even told her to stay at the inn while I get everyone ready to leave, but alas—” Isen sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Skylians and their hard heads make it impossible to deal with them.”

“Has she been trying to block her pains from you?”

“Worse!” He sounded desperate and anxious. “She says she is fine when she isn’t.” He turned to Melvian and let out a soft growl, which she returned.

“Can you please stop talking as if I am not here? I am due any time now, but that doesn’t mean I am disabled.”

“You are—“

“Ah! Ah! Don’t remind me I am carrying twins. Believe me, I know.”

“Then why are you so careless?” Isen asked, his hands on his waist.

“Isen, don’t baby me. I am not being careless. I am being helpful. The Sealians are my people more than ever now that I am about to give birth to two of them. I know you worry, but…” She hissed as a contraction cut her off.

Isen sighed, rubbed his face, and then turned to Maris. “Well, I have something for you.”

Maris arched her brow. “Oh?”

Isen nodded at Maris before rummaging through the supplies in the wagon. He yanked out what appeared to be a holster before tossing it to Melvian, who caught it effortlessly. “For the trident. It would be easier for you to have both hands free,” Isen said before moving the supplies.

With Melvian’s help, Maris placed the trident in the holster and strapped it across her back. She was grateful for how the item distributed the weight and that her hands were free. She was much more comfortable now. She tried it out, reaching for the trident and finding it much easier to grab and pull out.

“Perfect!” Melvian said, her face wrinkling slightly.

“We have a couple of wagons to work with,” Isen mentioned, jumping off the wagon and next to Maris. “If I am not mistaken, we have a couple more carts to fill before we can head out. It’s not much, but it’s enough to get us by until we get the formations.”

“Good…” Maris smiled, her arms akimbo, before she turned to look back at the movement of people around them. Everyone was focused on preparations or helping others. Yet she couldn’t brush away the feeling of someone missing. “No news on Eyphah?”

Isen sighed and shook his head. “I am getting worried. She disappears, but not for long. It’s usually a day before she comes back.”

“Where do you think she could’ve gone to?”

“New Agenor perhaps?” He shrugged. “That’s the only place she has ever called home after the disaster. She literally has nowhere else to go.”

“I don’t think seeing a bunch of corpses will help her mental state,” Melvian said, grabbing Isen’s forearm firmly. She grimaced slightly as she hissed again.

As soon as Melvian touched him, Isen focused on his mate. Melvian’s writhing expression made Maris move closer.

“What is it?”

“It’s just… That one actually hurt a bit.” She gasped, her grip on Isen’s forearm tightening.

“She is lying. It didn’t hurt a bit. She is in pain.” Isen sat her down at the open door of the wagon and locked his eyes. “Tell her the truth.”

“It’s a contraction,” Melvian moaned, her hand squeezing Isen’s shoulder. “Aaaand another one!”

“The contractions are too close to one another. We need to get her back to the inn so I can have a look at her.”

“I am—”

“Don’t you dare say you are fine because you are not! We will return to the inn, and Maris will be the one to determine if you are indeed fine.” Isen huffed, and just when he was about to gather her in her arms, Melvian uttered a soft yet surprised squeak. A dark wet spot spread underneath her.

Her eyes grew wide as she turned to Isen and gave him half a smile, trying to hide the panic brewing inside of her. “My water just broke.”

A heavy weight pressed against Maris’s chest. It was happening. Melvian was about to give birth, and suddenly she felt like she had just forgotten everything she had learned in the past eight months!

Shit! Shit, shit, shit.

“We must go back to the inn. Now!”
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Isen gathered Melvian in his arms and fled while Maris followed him close behind. Now she would have taken the time to call the town’s healer to help her out. But this was Melvian, and she was sure she wouldn’t allow anyone but her best friend and mate to be in the same room as she delivered the babies. Running through the busy streets deepened her anxiety. Having the babies now would probably delay their trip, but there was nothing they could do.

Once they reached the inn, Isen didn’t even turn to look at the dumbfounded innkeeper, while Maris ran up the stairs, two steps simultaneously.

Melvian was already on her back in bed, squeezing Isen’s hand in her white knuckled grasp. Maris was sure the captain was losing circulation in his fingers, but his face showed nothing but love and adoration for her best friend. It made her miss Valda, as she took off the holster and placed the trident near the door.

“See? I told you having sex would do this,” Maris said while pulling her hair back in a ponytail and trying to lighten the mood but received a glare from Melvian.

“Get them out!”

“In a moment,” Maris said as the door opened to the innkeeper.

“The inn is closed. No one comes in unless it is an emergency, understood?” Maris’s voice never quivered. The innkeeper stood motionless as she watched the scene unfold. It wasn’t until Maris turned and faced her angrily that the poor girl reacted with a soft squeak and a shake of her head.

“I need a bucket of water, a basin, and towels,” Maris said before turning to Melvian.

Melvian’s pained moan filled the room as the door clicked, prompting Isen to move closer. “Breathe. You got this.”

“Keep talking to her,” Maris said as she waited for the innkeeper to come back with what she asked for. The young woman called from outside the room, and Maris opened the door, and allowed her to set everything where Maris instructed.

Maris dismissed the girl, who left promptly, closing the door behind her.

Maris grabbed a wooden stool and sat at the foot of the bed with the basin and towels. She washed her hands, patted them dry, and spread her friend’s legs. She worked her way in and let out a shuddering breath, making Isen’s brow arch.

“Is there a problem?”

“No problem.”

Maris wouldn’t admit she was nauseous and nervous. As her hands moved, she noticed Melvian was already dilated, which meant she had been having those contractions for a while now and was hiding them from everyone.

“You are completely dilated. How long have you been having these contractions?” She tried to hold her anger, but she couldn’t help but let it slip as she addressed her best friend.

“Don’t know! Don’t caaaare!” Melvian shouted, the last syllable escaping as a pained scream. “Fuck, this is way worse than I imagined!”

Isen was on the brink of tears. If Maris didn’t know any better, she was sure he was feeling exactly everything Melvian was feeling now. Poor Isen, Maris thought before taking a deep breath.

“All right. You know exactly what to do. Let’s start with the breathing—“

“I know! I know, I know!” Melvian bellowed, throwing her head back and screaming at the ceiling.

“Hold on to me, Melvian,” Isen whispered.

”I fucking am. Can’t you see it!?”

Maris placed a towel underneath Melvian before she spoke. “Baby one is already in position, and he wants out!” Maris said, raising her eyes to meet her friend’s. She gave Melvian a warm smile, sweat already dousing her brow. “At the count of three, I want you to take a deep breath and push. Can you do that for me, Melvian?”

“Yes! Gods, yes! Just get them out of me!”

“You are doing so well, Melvian.” Isen whispered, moving strands of dark hair away from Melvian’s sweaty forehead.

“One, two, push!”

Melvian’s scream filled the entire room and seeped into the halls through the cracks of the old inn. Isen’s encouraging words, as well as Maris’ countdown, blended with the panting and screaming from the young healer.

Maris instructed her to push again, and as she did, her screams turned into wails. Maris moved her hand over the stomach, feeling the baby move as Melvian pushed, and before she knew it, Maris could already see the baby’s head.

“Baby one is crowning. Let’s go! Push!”

Melvian closed her eyes tightly, her chin tucked into her chest, her legs spread apart, and her hand clinging to Isen’s red hand with a white-knuckle grip. She pushed, her groans escalating into a cry before she stopped, took a deep breath, and pushed again.

She stopped only to regain her breath and to blame Isen for getting her pregnant when war had been unleashed on the kingdom, yet Isen did not seem fazed by her words. His eyes sparkled with unspoken admiration as he watched on. A minute went by, filled with yells, screaming, encouraging whispers, and silent strokes, until another distinctive scream filled the room. It was the sound of a new life, change, and a new beginning—The cry of a baby.

“Baby one out!” Maris announced, gathering the baby in her arms. She took in the tiny arms, legs, the round, swollen face, and the loud crying. Brushing the towel over the little legs, Maris took a quick peek and beamed, ecstatic. “It’s a girl!”

Melvian released the breath she was holding and leaned her sweat-drenched forehead to Isen’s temple. “A girl!” she cried, while Isen struggled to keep his composure.

“A girl,” Isen whispered, watching Maris intently as she brushed the blood away to reveal a deep shade of aqua hair. “A blue-haired girl,” he sobbed before crawling his way to Maris.

“Yes,” Maris cooed, holding on to her emotions as she finished cleaning the infant before giving her to Isen to adore.

As he had the wailing baby in his arms, Maris pulled a small pair of scissors. She instructed Isen to cut the umbilical cord, which he did, in a daze, as if not believing the miracle unfolding before him. Maris could only imagine how both were feeling. If Isen was in the Elysian fields, holding his baby girl, she was sure Melvian was feeling the emotions pouring from her mate.

Maris smiled as she admired the baby’s small face and Sealian features before turning to her friend. “How are we doing, Melvian?” Maris asked, patting Isen’s shoulder before turning her attention to her best friend.

Melvian gave her a weak smile, yet she had enough energy to give her a thumbs up, leaving Maris in a state of wonderment at how strong she was. “Easy pea—ah fuck!” Her grip on the bed sheet tightened. “Number two wants out. Can’t momma get a breather?”

Isen didn’t waste a second. With the crying child in his arms, he scurried to Melvian’s side and offered her another hand for her to grip. Admiring their newborn daughter would have to wait when baby number two was just as eager to enter the world.

“All right!” Maris settled back between Melvian’s legs. She pulled the bloody towel from underneath Melvian and replaced it with a clean one, washed her hands again, and replaced the dirty water. “Baby two! Here we go!”

Once again, Melvian’s face contorted with pain, her hand grasping Isen’s hand while he, with his free arm, held their baby girl close to his warm chest.

Maris felt Melvian’s stomach and ensured the baby was aligned, but her heart dropped as she touched the top side of her stomach. Her blue eyes rose to look at her friend, whose eyes were tightly shut. Isen was the one that noticed Maris’ expression.

“What is it?” His breath hitched as he frowned.

Maris didn’t answer right away. Instead, she continued touching the stomach, pushing, and massaging until he asked her again. She locked her eyes with his and sighed before saying, “Baby two is breached.”

Isen frowned deeper. “What does that mean?”

“Fuck!” Melvian wailed.

“It’s not in position!” Maris yelled, her hands trembling, doubtful of what to do next.

This was exactly what she feared. She got comfortable thinking things would continue to go smoothly, but now she was dealing with a life-or-death situation for Melvian and the second baby.

“Maris!” Melvian shifted her position, looking down at her best friend. Tears ran freely down her cheeks, and even though Maris wasn’t mated to this woman, she could feel the pain and dread pouring out of her. “You know what to do. I taught you.”

“It’s dangerous! The pain would be too much. I have nothing to give you that will help you manage the pain!”

“It doesn’t matter, I can handle it! Please!”

Maris shook her head, gripped the white towels on her lap, and bit her lower lip in frustration. “I can’t.”

“You can and you will.” Melvian looked up at Isen, her face growing paler by the second. “I need you to find something for me to bite down on. Put the baby on the pillows, go.”

She released him as he scurried to place their baby girl on top of the pillows at the head of the bed. Once the baby was safe, he pulled off the sleeve of his tunic and rolled it up. He then carefully tilted her head and placed the piece of fabric in her mouth for her to bite down on.

“What are you going to do?” Isen asked Maris, yet his attention did not detach from his mate.

Maris took a deep breath, washed her hands again for good measures, and chanted a brief prayer to Asclepius.

“Maris?”

“I need you to hold her down.” She finally answered, “I am going to go in and move the baby…”

“Move the baby? As in—“

“Yes, Isen!” Maris sighed and gritted her teeth. “When I give you the word, hold her.”

She didn’t want to scream, but the poor man was completely clueless about what was about to happen, and right now, Maris needed him to be as alert as possible.

Giving a small countdown, Maris exerted considerable pressure on Melvian’s stomach. At first, Melvian groaned while Isen’s eyes were glued to her. He seemed collected, calm, and focused, so Maris continued her ministrations until Melvian’s groan turned low.

“She is in pain,” he fussed. “She is in pain; do something.”

“I am!” Maris snarled as she applied more pressure, fearing the pain would be too much for Melvian to handle. She couldn’t faint when she needed to push to deliver the second child. “Melvian, I need you to push.”

Melvian nodded weakly, her hands finding Isen and holding on for dear life. Maris gave another short countdown, and just as Melvian pushed, a rumbling racket on the outside of the inn caught their attention.

Isen and Maris snapped their eyes at the only window in the room. As much as Maris wanted to know what was going on outside, her focus needed to be on Melvian and the baby’s delivery. As another contraction hit and Melvian spit out the towel Isen had given her, the sound of screams and chaos filtered into the room.

“Something is happening out there!” Isen yelled.

“You are not leaving. You are staying right here,” she ordered. Maris couldn’t do this alone. “Come on, Melvian! Push!”

“I fucking am!” Melvian shrieked, and as she doubled up on her efforts and pushed past the pain, the bedlam noises outside grew.

Minutes passed like an eternity. As the screams outside deafened the ones inside the chamber, a peculiar gasp of wonderment silenced everything around them. A sob, a sigh, and finally, what all three wanted to hear, the second baby’s cries.

Melvian slumped on the bed while Isen stood to get a better view.

Maris wrapped the infant with a towel, cleaning its tiny legs, arms, and head and cutting the umbilical cord as fast as she could while the room was packed with outside noises. A quick inspection made Maris gasp in surprise.

A boy, a dark-haired boy!

“Is everything all right? Please tell me everything’s all right,” Isen begged, falling to the ground on his knees, his hand still clutching Melvian’s.

Maris nodded frantically before lowering to the ground as well and handing the wailing baby to his father. “It’s a boy,” she whispered and couldn’t help but drink up Isen’s expression of shock, bewilderment, and pure unadulterated love.

“A boy?! Just like—”

“Just like you and Eyphah,” Maris said, patting Isen’s beard-covered face and then standing up.

She headed to Melvian’s side, kneeled beside her, and touched her cheek sweetly. The color was coming back to her. That was good. “Melvian?” She called her friend.

Melvian’s eyes fluttered open, giving Maris a weakened grin before signaling with her thumb. She was okay, tired, but okay. Glory be to Asclepius. Maris swallowed hard and pressed her trembling lips to Melvian’s sweaty forehead.

“Let’s get you cleaned up and ready,” Maris said as she moved back between Melvian’s legs and the basin and getting rid of the aftermath of delivery.

As the racket outside grew, the softness and love pouring inside the bedroom were enough to deafen everything. Isen didn’t wait a second to place their two newborns on Melvian’s lap as Maris helped the babies latch onto each of Melvian’s breasts.

Taking a step back, Maris took in the spectacle before her as Isen lay down next to his mate, petting the baby girl’s blue locks and looking over his son’s black tufts. It wasn’t until Maris heard a loud knock that she was pulled away from the scene. The door slammed open, and an injured Cain moved in, blood covering his left eye.

Maris panicked, and so did Isen, who stood from the bed and got between the young Sealian guard and his mate.

“We need you out there!” Cain yelled.

Maris froze, and Isen moved to touch her shoulder, grounding her.

“They are here.”
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Maris’s heart was about to beat out of her chest. She gave Isen instructions before she rushed down the stairs. The idea of moving Melvian after giving birth was extreme, but they couldn’t stay there if it put them in danger. Also, Maris would never forgive herself if something ever happened to either the babies or Melvian and Isen. Maris tried to keep her fear and anxiety at bay. If Valda sensed what she was feeling, she would undoubtedly turn back, and Valda needed to reach Cressida and get the rest of the Sealians to leave. Maris had to hold her ground in Titania, move the Sealians to Umbriel, and wait for Valda there.

With her hand over her chest, Maris took deep breaths. Now was not the time, she couldn’t mess up the mission. Closing her eyes, she dissipated her fears until all that remained were slivers of anxiety fluttering through the connection. She hoped that would be enough to keep her mate focused. With the trident in the holster and a large waterskin tied to her waist, she walked out the inn and into the chaos unfolding. Her breath caught in her throat as she witnessed the sky above Cressida ablaze with crimson streaks as arrows rained down upon the city. The streets were engulfed in fire… This wasn’t the work of Skylian soldiers, this was all Vulcanian doing.

Maris stood in the middle of a road, the houses around smoldered with dark smoke rising to the sky. The heat was already unbearable, and her eyes watered as the smoke penetrated her lungs. It was making it hard to breathe! The crackling flames drowned out the desperate cries of the wounded civilians. The Skylians giving refuge to the Sealians didn’t deserve this, neither did her people!

As she ran to the center of the city, houses crumbled, sending showers of fiery debris in all directions. Maris’s heart sank. Panic-stricken Sealians and Skylians darted through the narrow alleys, seeking shelter as the fire arrows came down upon them. Maris frantically searched through the turmoil, needing to get as many out of there as she could. The very flames consuming the city moved about until a form materialized before Maris. She had seen her before, had been captured by her clothing the first time she saw her at Valda’s birthday back in the castle.

Teeth bared and barking orders, Kenna Hagan, the queen of the Vulcanians, stood tall. Draped in her barbaric attire, Kenna turned just in time to lock her eyes with Maris. The power emanating from the other woman could easily be matched to Valda’s. And Maris couldn’t help but swallow her nervousness down. The dark, charcoal markings painted across her face accentuated the anger coiling in her features. The symbols of her gods, Vulcan and Ares, were emblazoned upon her chest plate. With one hand, she gripped a massive, sharp double-blade ax and for a second, Maris couldn’t believe she could wield such a weapon with only one arm. The blade shined, mirroring the fire around them. Her grip on the weapon tightened, and Maris could see it in the way her forearm muscles moved under her white skin.

Dread pierced through Maris. She was not sure if she could face this woman and survive, not when she looked like she was the direct descendant of Ares himself. Maris could feel herself shrinking under the weight of her gaze, and yet, she did not yield. Pulling on the trident from the holster, she pointed the tips in Kenna’s direction. She knew she shouldn’t fight her. Her original plan was for the Vulcanians to join them. If she fought Kenna, that would make them enemies, but right now, what the other woman was doing to the city was exactly what an enemy would do. Maris needed to act now, even if it meant she could get hurt or worse.

“Queen Kenna Hagan. I command you to stop this senseless destruction right now!”

The woman slanted her head to the side. “I have no war to fight with the Sealians. Leave and you will not get hurt,” Kenna said, pointing at Maris with her ax. “Unless you know where the coward Valda is. Then I will have to kill you for keeping her from me.”

“My mate is not responsible for your pain, Queen Kenna.”

Kenna’s eyes widened with realization as the grip on her ax tightened once more. Holding her weapon with both hands, Kenna positioned herself lower, ready to strike. “Maris Era, heiress of the Sealian Kingdom, Survivor of Storms.”

Maris tilted her head. “Not going to lie, ‘Survivor of Storms’ sounds kind of nice.”

“The mate of my enemy is my enemy. I never wanted to hurt the Sealians. They have done nothing wrong,” Kenna said. “Tell me where Valda is and I will not lay a hand on your people.”

“You want to kill her for something she didn’t do. Valda is not your enemy.” It was hard to maintain a stoic façade when Kenna’s demeanor slowly crumbled into an angry beast.

“Queen Valda came to my kingdom, accused my father of murdering Queen Rionach. Then she grabbed him by the neck and cut his head off.” Kenna paused, swallowed hard, and continued. “Right in front of me…”

“She did not kill your father!”

“His blood splattered all over my face, Heiress!” she snarled. “Wouldn’t you want vengeance if someone harms your family? Wouldn’t you want to burn everything to the ground?”

Maris’s hold on the trident faltered. Her gaze averted to the ground for a second before going back to Kenna. “Yes of course, but you are not listening!” She wet her lips and took a step forward. “It wasn’t Valda! She was with me in New Agenor. The one you want is the goddess Eris. She knew what she was doing. Starting a war with you, when the Sky Kingdom was plunging into a civil war, was the last nail in the coffin of Valda’s monarchy.”

Kenna blinked; the only sign she was taken aback was her grip on the ax relaxed.

Maris wasted no second. If she didn’t say everything now, she might not get a second chance. “Eris shapeshifts. She is also claiming she is the real heiress to my throne. Why wouldn’t she shapeshift into Valda and kill your father?”

Kenna shook her head. “I will not believe this.”

“You have to trust me!”

“Trust you? How am I to trust that you are not doing this for your own gain? You’re lucky I even allowed you to stand before me and talk.”

“I speak the truth.”

“Your words have no weight here!”

“Queen Kenna—”

A deafening scream surged from the Vulcanian queen. Raising the ax over her head, Kenna threw the weapon, barely missing Maris as it embedded itself through a wooden wall. Maris gasped, looking at the axe next to her head.

The ax trembled behind Maris before it tugged away and flew back to Kenna’s hands. As fiery debris fell around them, Kenna thrust forward, holding the ax over her head and bringing it down with force. Maris blocked her attack with the trident, pushing the other woman off her before thrusting the blunt end to Kenna’s stomach. Maris didn’t want to hurt her, but she wasn’t about to let the other woman kill her.

Kenna stumbled back, holding her stomach and gritting her teeth. She opened her mouth to scream again, this time a thick lick of fire surged from it.

Maris moved quickly, avoiding the flames, her eyes never leaving Kenna. She opened the waterskin by her waist, pulled the water from the container with her powers and threw it at Kenna’s face, choking her and keeping her at a safe distance.

Hacking, Kenna glared at Maris before throwing the ax again. As Maris blocked the weapon, she threw it to the side.

“If you would just listen to—” Maris’s words were cut by Kenna’s shoulder, slamming into Maris’s stomach and bashing her to the ground.

“No! No more talking. Where is Valda!?”

With the air knocked out of her, Maris struggled to form a coherent sentence. The whooshing sound of the flying ax pulled her back enough to dodge another strike. Kenna’s weapon barely missed her face as Maris got up, grabbed her trident, and ran to the square, followed closely by a fire-engulfed Kenna.

As she moved into the city square, Maris spotted carriages filled with water barrels along with other provisions. With a flick of her wrist, Maris sent a wave of water cascading towards Kenna, seeking to douse the flames that surrounded her. Maris underestimated Kenna’s ability with fire. The queen wrapped her arms around herself, fire emanating from her skin, evaporating the water before it could reach her.

Using the mist, Maris waved the trident, gathering as much as she could before conjuring a wall of water just as Kenna formed a ball of fire from her chest and threw it at Maris. The wall and the fire ball dissolved into nothing, allowing Maris to see Kenna steadily heading her way.

With a battle cry, Maris launched herself towards Kenna, her trident swirling in an arc. The Vulcanian queen met her head-on; ax clashing against trident.

Fire surged around her, singeing her clothes and scorching her skin. Her waterskin had dwindled, leaving her with a limited supply of water to draw upon. She couldn’t allow Kenna to win, not now, not when she hadn’t been able to get through her.

Pushing Kenna away, Maris slammed the blunt end of the trident to the ground, turned to the barrels behind her and moved her hands as if she was holding onto them from afar. The water within the barrels snaked their way out, gathering into a wave. Without wasting a second more, Maris commanded the wave, crashing it towards Kenna. Kenna’s flames roared as they grew bigger, meeting the water with an explosive clash, sending shockwaves through the square.

As the explosion subsided, a burning ache spread through Maris’s muscles. She turned back to the barrels, and as she raised her hand to gather more water, her body gave out.

Valda was right, wielding the power of the gods wasn’t made for a mortal body…

Maris bellowed her frustration, grabbing the trident and connecting it to Kenna’s jaw just as the other woman ran towards her. The strike was strong enough for the fire to extinguish around them, as the water evaporated into nothing. Maris fell to the ground while Kenna lowered to one knee. The woman was tired, finally. The ax fell to her side before she leaned on her hands and knees, her breathing hard and labored.

Through wet hair, Kenna looked at Maris. The anger that had surged through the barbarian’s eyes wasn’t there, replaced by something else.

Maris stood up, quickly grabbed the trident, and pointed the three sharp ends to Kenna.

The Vulcanian smiled, grabbing the trident and pulling it enough to use it as leverage to stand.

Maris stood her ground, waiting for the other woman to attack again. Instead, Kenna threw her head and laughed.

What was she laughing about?

“Retreat!” Kenna bellowed.

A whistle cut through the air, drowning out Kenna’s command. The ground near Maris’s right leg erupted as an arrow buried itself into the dirt, followed almost immediately by a second arrow lodging into her shoulder. A searing pain radiated from the wound, forcing her down to one knee.

Her breath hitched as her widened eyes darted to the arrow’s shaft. Gritting her teeth, Maris reached up and yanked the arrow free, swallowing a scream that threatened to claw its way out. Her entire body tensed, as if sheer willpower alone could dull the agony.

Before she could fully process the pain, the sound of thunderous hooves erupted around her. A squad of Vulcanian soldiers closed in, forming a protective wall around Kenna. Within seconds, one soldier reached out and hauled Kenna onto the saddle of a waiting horse.

As she mounted, Kenna raised her arms, conjuring a swirling inferno that rose into a whirlwind. The flames roared and spun, obstructing Maris’s vision.

Maris braced herself as the heat of the flames licked at her skin, then slowly subsided. By the time the whirlwind dissipated, all she could see were the backs of the Vulcanian soldiers, galloping away with Kenna in tow.

Panting, Maris straightened her back, only to hiss as white-hot pain lanced through her wounded shoulder. She cursed under her breath, her free hand pressing against the tender area as she surveyed the surrounding wreckage. The chaos left in the wake of her battle with Kenna—and the Vulcanians’ rampage—stretched before her.

Shit…

Looking down at her torn clothes and the blood staining her injuries, Maris closed her eyes tightly, trying to will away the dizziness. Before she could steady herself, a pair of lanky arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her upright.

Cai’s worried voice broke through her haze. “Your Highness, are you all right?” he asked, struggling under her weight.

“Take me back to the inn.”

Without hesitation, Cai gathered his strength and began guiding her through the destruction. Maris kept her gaze straight ahead, refusing to look too long at the carnage surrounding them. Shattered carriages littered the streets, the bodies of horses lay motionless, and buildings were either smoldering ruins or completely reduced to rubble.

Her chest tightened. This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair to the people of Titania or to the Sealians, who had already endured far too much. How many more lives would be caught in the crossfire? How much more suffering would they have to endure before it was over? They had to end this. And soon.

By the time they reached the inn, Maris’s steps were uneven, her body protesting every movement. Cai helped her limp into the room where Melvian had given birth just hours ago. As she sank into a chair, she barely registered the worried gazes of Isen and Melvian. Her burned skin throbbed, and her clothing hung on by threads.

“Holy Poseidon! What happened to you?” Isen exclaimed, his body visibly reacting to Maris’s appearance.

Melvian, pale but alert, sat up straighter. “Maris! What happened out there?”

Before Maris could answer, Cai darted from the room and moments later, he returned, clutching a waterskin in his hands. He pressed one into Maris’s hands, his excitement spilling out as he rambled.

“Here! Drink this—Sealian water. Your Highness really needs it because of the burns, and, well—“

Maris tuned out his frantic words as she took a long sip. She felt the water working on her burns almost immediately, sparing her the agony of peeling skin. As Cai continued his chatter, his words finally caught up to the others in the room.

“You fought Queen Kenna?” Melvian’s voice cut through with disbelief.

Maris sighed heavily and leaned her head back against the chair. She closed her eyes, too tired to meet their gazes. “I did.”

The silence in the room was broken by the soft cries of the baby boy. Isen and Melvian stared at Maris as though she were a ghost—someone who shouldn’t be there, breathing and alive.

Melvian shifted to the edge of the bed, carefully handing the baby girl to Isen before waving at Cai to assist her. The young man hesitated, his eyes flicking toward Isen. A subtle nod from the new father was all he needed. With a steady arm around Melvian’s waist, Cai helped her stand.

“Water alone won’t keep her standing for long,” Melvian murmured, wincing as she lowered herself onto the seat beside Maris. She extended a hand, gesturing toward a small box resting on top of the drawers. “Cai, grab the bandages and wraps.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Cai’s response as he moved to retrieve the supplies.

Maris raised a hand to dismiss her best friend’s worry, but Melvian slapped it lightly before she could utter a word.

“This is my chance to train another Asclepius worshiper,” Melvian said. “Let me work.”

Maris caught the playful glint in her friend’s eyes and couldn’t help but return the smile. When Cai returned with the box, he opened it and followed Melvian’s instructions carefully. His hands were clumsy as he cleaned and wrapped Maris’s arm and shoulder. Meanwhile, Isen stood silently, his expression unreadable as he cradled his newborn twins.

Maris clenched her jaw to keep from crying out, the tight pull of the bandages stinging against her wounds. Her ragged breathing betrayed the pain she tried to mask, but she refused to stop Cai’s efforts. Once he was done, she let out a shaky exhale before turning her gaze to Isen.

“We have to leave now,” she said, her tone resolute despite the rawness in her voice.

Isen shook his head immediately. “We can’t! Melvian—”

“We must. I want to believe Kenna and her soldiers had a change of heart, but I don’t think they all did. We don’t know if they’ll come back, and we can’t risk staying here.”

“Maris—”

“Isen, please listen—”

“We can’t just move. Melvian just gave birth. You are injured.”

“I can move just fine. I just need a little help.”

Isen clicked his tongue. “And what about the babies?”

“They have an overprotective father and a mother that would literally give their life for them,” Melvian said, leaning over Maris and tying the wrap tighter, fixing what Cai had done. “We can go.”

“There’s already a wagon prepared for all of you, Captain Hurley,” Cai added from the doorway, standing at attention. “Just give the word, and I’ll help you get loaded up.”

Isen rolled his eyes at Cai before turning his gaze back on Maris. She met his stare with a shrug, unfazed. “You’re the only one who doesn’t want to leave.”

“I am not against leaving. I am against leaving now in your condition,” Isen said.

“Nothing a couple of water-skins can’t fix.”

Isen inhaled and looked down at the two sleeping babies in his arms. “Are we safer out there?”

“No,” Maris whispered. “We’re not safe anywhere until Valda is back in power. But if we leave for the formations now, we can give ourselves a better chance. We can protect each other—for longer—if we make it to the Sea Kingdom.”

For a moment, the only sound in the room was the faint rustling of Melvian adjusting her tunic as Cai helped her back to bed. Isen lowered his head, his face contorting with an inner battle only Melvian knew about. After a couple of tense seconds, he looked at his mate and then at his twins before nodding.

“Fine. Let’s go.”


23
[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


It was already evening. The moon lit up the pathway for Maris and the escaping Sealians. They left in time to make it to the abandoned village, hours away from their destination. She had decided it would be wise for everyone to rest up before traveling the last miles to the formations. The people who lived there had long since left.

Melvian hadn’t stopped complaining the entire ride. She moaned about her aching body and how much she hated lying on the wagon’s hard floor. She insisted she could ride a horse just fine, but once Isen got serious, she decided that curling up with her babies in the wagon wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

She argued with Maris, asking her why she hadn’t come back to ask for help when Kenna arrived, and how Maris being alive was a miracle that might not repeat itself.

Maris ignored her best friend’s scowl as she jumped off the horse, walked inside the cabin, and dropped a large bag of clothes near the makeshift bed.

“You and the babies need to rest,” Isen mumbled as he untangled a heavy cloth from Melvian’s body and exposed her to the chilly night air.

Maris walked around the cabin, acting as if she wasn’t hearing the interaction between the two lovers.

“I know that! But I can’t wrap my head around the fact that this woman—” she pointed at Maris. “Faced Kenna alone!”

“She did, and she won.” Isen sneered before taking his baby daughter in his arms. “We need to celebrate, don’t we, Ciel?” He smiled down at the baby, kissed her tiny forehead, and turned back to Melvian.

Maris’s heart leaped at the name. They had already named their kids. Her curiosity piqued with the baby boy’s name. She watched from the inside of the cabin as Melvian stood from the wagon, and with Isen’s help, descended to the ground. Her friend’s strength took her aback. Any other woman would’ve taken days to recuperate after birthing twins. Melvian only took a couple of hours.

“Oh, we will celebrate,” Melvian said, snuggling close to Isen and unfolding the cloth she used to cover her baby boy. She pressed her lips to his dark locks and inhaled. “Struan probably wants a meal after all this ordeal.”

Isen laughed and guided Melvian inside and up to the bed. “We can do whatever you wish, but first you need to rest,” he ordered, using his free arm to usher Melvian to lie on the bed while Maris watched. His gaze shifted from his mate to Maris, who gave him a tired smile. “You should also rest.”

“I am fine.”

“When you arrived at the inn, you looked like a burnt casabe,” Isen said, arching a brow at Maris.

“I need to make sure everyone settles down.”

“They will. They are Sealians, they are resilient, and this whole settling down thing is their specialty.” He chuckled and turned to Melvian, who was undoing the top of her blouse.

“We need to be quiet and careful,” Maris whispered as she touched her wrapped-up shoulder.

Isen nodded. “Rest, Your Highness. We all need rest. Even those blessed by the gods.”

The Sealian water helped with her injuries, but the tiredness of using her gift for such an extended period, and in such a powerful way, still dragged her down. She was weak, and even if she wouldn’t admit it, she needed to rest. Walking to the other side of the cabin, Maris sat on the ground and leaned her head against the broken wooden wall. Her eyes drifted shut until she heard Isen and Melvian talking again.

“He is a hungry one,” Isen muttered.

Maris opened her eyes as Isen turned to Melvian, who had settled on the broken-down bed with her son. Isen grinned, walked to her side, and somehow fit his formidable form on the small bed. Although he was shoulder to shoulder with his mate, he looked the most comfortable out of everyone inside the rundown home.

Isen petted his son’s hair as Struan snuggled to Melvian’s breast.

“Reminds me of someone.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. He is just like his daddy. He doesn’t know when to stop.” Melvian chuckled before letting out a tired sigh, leaning her back against the headrest and closing her eyes.

“It is amazing how we can already see their personalities shining through.” His adoring eyes fell upon his daughter, Ciel, who slept in his protective embrace. “This one loves to sleep every chance she gets. Just like her mother.”

Melvian arched her brow and opened one eye to look at Isen. “I think that also applies to you.”

Melvian feigned being mad at Isen just as Struan yawed. She dragged him from her breast and traded with Isen. Ciel woke up, fussing at being moved, her honey eyes opening and shining under the light of the moon filtering through broken wooden panels.

Like his sister, Struan opened his eyes. He raised his tiny fists, demanding his mother’s warmth and comfortable touch.

“She is busy,” Isen whispered, undoing a couple of buttons from his shirt, and laying his son face down over the exposed skin of his chest. It wasn’t long before Isen snuggled the baby’s chubby cheek, humming, so the vibrations of his voice lulled the baby boy to sleep.

“I see you read my notes…” Melvian said, her voice a soft hush, not wanting to disturb the quietness in the cabin.

“Skin-to-skin contact makes the connection between parents stronger,” Isen recited, his eyes sparkling with a peculiar playful glint.

The corner of Melvian’s lip twitched as she snuggled to her mate, holding her girl closer.

Maris watched the interaction quietly, acting as if she was asleep. At some point she felt she shouldn’t be welcomed in the quiet moment, but neither Isen nor Melvian told her to leave, so she stayed, and watched on.

“You are worried about something,” Isen said, peering from his son to Melvian. “What is it?”

Melvian took a deep breath and bit her lower lip before talking. “I can’t wait for all of this to be over.”

Isen’s gaze fluttered over her frown. He nodded. “Me too…” Wrapping his arm over her shoulders, he pulled her in.

“When all of this is over, are we going to stay in the Sea Kingdom?

Isen arched his brow. “You want to stay there?”

Melvian nodded. “Yes. I want to see the bridges, and beaches, the oceans…”

“There is not a lot to see, Melvian.”

“There is not much to see now, but I still want to see it. I want them to see it.”

Isen bit his cheek and looked at Ciel first and then at Struan.

“Please…” Melvian whispered. “They deserve to know where they came from.”

Inhaling, he nodded and rested his head on top of Melvian’s. “One day, I promise…”

***

It was the silence of the night that Maris dreaded. There were no animal calls, no wind, nothing. The candle inside the cabin was dim. She knew better than to keep it lit. These houses were supposed to be abandoned. If she was an enemy soldier and saw light coming from them, she would’ve headed out to investigate.

Valda’s voice resonated in her mind. Stay vigilant. Run at the first sign of danger. Please.

After her stroll through their makeshift camp, Maris had made it back to the cabin.

The walk was supposed to clear her head. She had survived a fight with the epitome of war and destruction, and yet she felt like she was failing everyone and had nothing to show for it. Just wagons for them to move, roads for them to walk, dirty, destroyed cabins for them to call home for a short while before they headed to the formations, to then head to a destroyed kingdom. Who would even call it home?

What was she doing? Was she making their lives any easier?

Would they be better off if Eyphah had stayed as their leader?

Maris swallowed hard. Eyphah. They had left Titania, and no one knew of her whereabouts. Maris was worried about her and wondered if either Vulcanians or Arwin’s men had ambushed her.

Shuddering in a sigh, Maris pushed the door of the cabin and noticed Melvian sleeping with Ciel in her arms. Next to her, a tired Isen held Struan. The baby was also sleeping, yet Isen couldn’t help but look down at his son as if he was a miracle. And he was. The twins were a miracle…

Maris walked to Melvian, her eyes locked with the baby in her arms. Blue fuzz covered the girl’s hair as a small, tan hand gripped her mother’s shirt. Melvian had fallen asleep breastfeeding her, and Maris wasn’t sure if she should move the baby and help Melvian get in a comfortable position or let them be.

Isen’s voice broke her worry as the large man leaned over his mate. Now, with both children in his arms, he sat down on the floor by the side of the bed.

“I thought you were resting.”

“Isen. You need to rest too,” Maris whispered, not wanting to be heard. The enemy could be out there, either as a traitorous Skylian, or an angry Vulcanian, demanding vengeance for their assassinated king.

Isen shook his head, strands of his blue hair falling from the ties. “Let me, please,” he whispered back. “Let me be with them.” Ciel fussed, her tiny hands grabbing at nothing. Isen chuckled, proud, pressing his lips to his daughter’s wandering fingers.

Maris sat down next to him, hugged her knees to her chest and leaned her head back against the broken-down bed where Melvian slept. As darkness crept over her, engulfing her tired mind, Isen’s velvety voice pulled her back.

Maris opened her eyes and turned to the captain. He was singing to his children what appeared to be a lullaby.

The shanty poured from him, his voice sweet, masculine, yet comforting. It was a love song about a fisherman and his wife. It was a Sealian lullaby, a song that maybe her birth mother, the Queen, sang to Maris when she was a baby. Maris swallowed hard, her throat contracting as she held in a sob.

The song told how the ocean fell in love with the fisherman’s wife and separated them. The wife waited for her husband to return, but he never did. She turned into a salt rock near the shore. And so they said that when the sea was rough, the fisherman was fighting to return to his wife…

Isen turned to Maris; his tired yet handsome face was the definition of pride. His chest puffed with love and adoration, not only for his children but for his mate, and finally, his queen…

His queen.

Maris covered her face with her dirty hands, drowning her silent sobs. “Please forgive me, Isen,” she whispered.

Isen frowned. “For what?”

“For everything. I will fix this. I will take you back. We will rebuild.” Her desperation made her choke on her words. And she pressed her face to her arms, crossed over her knees, ashamed of herself. “I am not the leader you deserve, Isen.”

The man smiled and nudged her with his shoulder. “My queen,” he murmured. “Please, look at me.”

She did, only for him to place Struan in her arms.

Maris held her breath as she cradled the infant, worried that she might drop him. How were babies so small? Maris sighed, looked down at the black hair on his head, and sobbed louder.

“This is the future, Your Highness,” Isen said, pressing his shoulder to Maris, looking down at the sleeping infant in her arms. “You will protect it, I know it.” He turned his attention to Ciel and smiled. “We have already changed things. One race born out of pure unadulterated love.” His grin widened as he held his child closer. “What more could you possibly ask for?”

Maris turned from looking at the baby boy to Isen and back again. These children... They were both Sealian and Skylian. They bore the characteristics of both kingdoms on their skin, and Maris couldn’t help but feel protective over them. She pressed her lips over Struan’s forehead and cuddled to Isen, looking for nothing more than to be warm until dawn. The large man didn’t react when she rested her head on his shoulder.

She would protect their future. She would rebuild the Sea Kingdom. She would take her rightful place as queen, even if she died trying.
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Maris was jolted awake by a profound rumbling, like an earthquake. Her eyes fluttered open just as Isen stood from the makeshift bed. He tied his sword to his waist while leaving the cabin. Maris’s heart dropped. She stood up, eyed Melvian sleeping with a baby on either side of her, and grabbed the trident as she rushed out after Isen.

“Horses, lots of them,” Isen said as Maris stood next to him. In the distance, a dense cloud of sand formed as the rumbling grew louder. “It could be anybody.”

With a huff, Maris pushed past him, stepping away from the tents and broken-down cabins they had used as a refuge for the past day.

A throng of people headed their way, some on horses, others in wagons.

“Vulcanians?” Isen asked, joining her once more, his hand on the handle of his sword.

“I don’t think so.” At the head of the multitude, Maris could make out a rider with unruly black hair. From the rider’s horse, a black mass of fur jumped to the sandy ground and ran towards Maris.

Valda.

Her mate smiled brightly before kicking her horse into a harder gallop.

A sense of relief washed over Maris as her mate waved her arms and called to her. Warmth spread through her, settling in her stomach.

“Lower your weapons!” Maris ordered, putting her trident away and waving her hand at the surrounding guards. “It’s Queen Valda!”

Isen made a surprised sound before peering at Maris. “What? Are you sure?”

“Of course, I am sure!” Maris said, pushing past the men guarding her and began running toward her mate.

Maris was tired of being apart. If Valda told her they needed to separate again for another mission, she wouldn’t have it. She wouldn’t be apart from her again! She watched Valda jump clumsily off her horse and run to her the rest of the way.

Within seconds, Valda’s embrace enveloped Maris. Valda held her tightly by the waist, pressing her face to the crook of her neck, breathing her in. Maris forgot the people behind her, watching their interaction. She didn’t even notice when the people that came with Valda mingled with hers. All that mattered was that Valda was in her arms and safe.

If it wasn’t for Cerberus rubbing aggressively against her leg, Maris would’ve forgotten about everything. Looking down, the ball of fur bumped her head harshly on Maris’s knee before throwing herself on the ground, exposing her stomach and stretching her paws.

“Well, hello to you too!” Maris said to Cerberus before Valda drew her back into the hug. “And welcome back, darling,” Maris said, melting into Valda’s arms before pulling away and inspecting her. She wanted to make sure she was safe and uninjured from her travels.

Valda was dirty, had sand everywhere, but other than that she was fine. After being ignored, Cerberus ran off to one tent, probably looking for someone that might feed her for the time being.

Valda flashed her a smile again, refusing to release her hold. “I brought company.” Valda said, turning to the large throng of Skylians and Sealians mingling together. Families and friends reunited in warm embraces and relieved cries.

“You had no problem getting them all on board?”

“Not at all,” Valda answered, straightening her back and looking behind her. “We got everyone ready in a day. Thankfully, they spared more supplies, so heading back to the Sea Kingdom should go smoothly.”

Maris scoffed; a weight lifted off her chest. Valda didn’t encounter any trouble unlike her… Now she had to find a way to tell her that the plan to get the Vulcanians to join them might not be as easy as moving all the Sealians.

Looking up at Valda, Maris couldn’t help but take in the darker shade on her nose, cheek and forehead. Her mate needed some tending to, and she was more than willing to give her whatever she needed.

Swallowing hard, Maris clasped Valda’s jaw firmly before kissing her deeply. Valda didn’t pull away, and even if she tried, Maris wasn’t planning on letting her go.

The taller woman tilted her head to slot their lips better, her arms coming to wrap around Maris’s waist again. A sudden warmth spread from Maris’s chest down to her lower stomach as Valda’s soft moans vibrated against her.

“Gods, I’ve missed you so,” Maris said, pulling away just enough to stare at Valda’s tired eyes.

“I’ve missed you too, Seashell,” Valda whispered before taking a step back. This time, Valda took her time, her honeyed eyes roaming over Maris as though she were searching for something hidden beneath the surface. She reached out, her calloused fingers brushing Maris’s shoulder. Maris winced involuntarily at the contact.

Valda’s brows furrowed, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, her touch grew more deliberate, moving gently to Maris’s neck and face, her thumb grazing along Maris’s jaw as though to soothe her. Finally, Valda tugged at the long sleeve of Maris’s tunic, pulling it up to reveal the darkened, mottled spots left by her burns.

Valda froze, her expression hardening into one of fury as her gaze locked onto the marks.

Her eyes shot at Maris’s face. “I knew it.”

Anger overtook her features as she yanked the sleeve further up, exposing more of Maris’s arm all the way to her shoulder.

“Valda, I—”

“Who did this to you?” Valda asked, her voice sharp, with no space for Maris to fight.

Of course, lying wasn’t going to work. Valda must’ve felt everything through the bond; the fear, dread, nervousness, and above all else, the determination to get through Kenna.

Swallowing hard, Maris pulled at Valda’s arm and dragged her through the multitude into a large tent.

Once inside, Valda stood in the middle, arms crossed, and Maris couldn’t help but steal a look or two. She wouldn’t admit it, but seeing Valda angry had its charms to it…

“Keep your wits about you, Valda,” Maris warned, touching the spots on her arms and looking away from Valda. She needed to concentrate on what she was going to say rather than how delicious Valda looked, even though she was covered in dirt.

Valda took a deep breath and nodded. Maris knew she was trying her hardest to stay calm; she could feel the struggle through their bond.

“Queen Kenna and a group of Vulcanians stormed Titania hours after you left.”

Valda went rigid, the muscles of her forearms moving under her tanned skin. She swallowed hard and took another deep breath before saying, “You escaped before all of that, right?”

Maris shook her head. “No. I fought her.”

“Have you lost your mind?!” Valda roared.

“I couldn’t leave, Valda. Melvian had just given birth—”

“What?!” Valda’s eyes grew wider before she ran her hands through her hair and turning away from Maris.

Maris allowed her a couple of seconds to compose herself. Valda’s back was tense, her shoulders moving up and down with every heavy breath she took. Turning her neck, she locked eyes with Maris, disbelief painted all over her features.

“Melvian gave birth?”

“Yes… When I was dealing with all of that, I heard a commotion outside. Kenna was looking for you. I needed to stop her and convince her that you didn’t kill her father.”

“She could’ve killed you, Maris!” Valda bellowed; her hands tightened to fists by her sides.

“But she didn’t.”

“But she could’ve! I could’ve—” Valda’s lower lip trembled. “Fuck!” Valda walked to Maris and embraced her in an overbearing hug. “I felt you. I felt your fear and yet I—”

“You did what you needed to do, Valda. You brought everyone here safely,” Maris said, her hands rubbing Valda’s back, feeling the rippling muscles underneath the blouse. “We had a plan, and we needed to see it through.”

“You are more important than any fucking plan, Maris…” Valda said, pulling away and grabbing the ends of Maris’s tunic. “You are the only thing on my mind when I am doing this. If the Vulcanians or any Skylian were to take you away from—”

“You will continue the mission to get my people to safety… because that’s what I want,” Maris said, hands clutching Valda’s wrist.

Frowning, Valda pulled Maris’s tunic over her head. The anger Valda radiated dissolved as she explored Maris’s skin, her hands trialing over the spots on her arm and stomach.

“She hurt you…”

“I drank Sealian water. I am sure these marks will be gone in another day or so—”

“Maris, when I met you, the only scar you had was the one under your chin, now…” Valda sighed, got on her knees, and pressed her lips to a dark spot over her stomach.

She touched Valda’s cheek and tried to push her away, only to have Valda clamp her thick arm behind her thighs. “Valda—”

“I don’t want you covered in scars like me. Your skin doesn’t deserve it.”

“Oh, please.” Maris chuckled, hoping it would lighten the mood. “Am I less attract—”

“Don’t you dare ask me that. You know damn well I am controlling myself right now. You feel what I feel,“ Valda hissed.

Maris’s breath hitched before she peered down at Valda.

“You know I want to kiss every mark on your body until you are writhing underneath me…”

Inhaling deeply, Maris’s hands came to smooth Valda’s unruly hair away from her face. Although completely dirty and covered in sand, Valda was still beautiful. It was hard for her to deny herself to Valda.

“Maybe we should clean you up.”

A spark of want ignited in Valda’s eyes as she slowly released her iron grip on Maris and allowed her to walk away. Maris went to gather water in a large bucket and some fragrant oils. Valda stood in the middle of the tent, not saying one word. She didn’t need to, Maris could perfectly feel that the one was on the verge of losing control. Maris could feel her gaze burning all over her backside as she prepared to wash Valda.

Turning enough to face her, Maris pointed at Valda’s blouse. “Off.”

Valda huffed in slight annoyance, but she unbuttoned her blouse.

“Am I that dirty?“ she asked, a soft curve forming at the corner of her lips.

“Filthy, if I am being honest.” Maris worked quickly, using her powers to gather a large amount of water to wash over Valda’s hair, careful not to make a mess. Once she collected the dirty water, she moved it to an empty bucket before doing the same with Valda’s face.

After listening to Valda sigh contentedly, Maris brushed her fingers over the wraps covering Valda’s chest.

Valda’s arousal called to her through the bond, and for a moment, she found the sensation becoming so familiar, that it didn’t really dawn on her that if something were to happen to Maris, Valda would feel the breaking of the bond. She had seen how her mother reacted when her father died, and she didn’t want Valda to experience something as horrible as that.

“Off?” Valda asks in a whisper, her voice drawing Maris out of her thoughts.

Maris blinked and raised her gaze to Valda’s. With half-lid eyes, Valda pulled Maris closer, her large hands rubbing against her lower back while pressing her wet forehead with Maris.

Maris combed some strands away from Valda’s face before answering her question with a quiet, “Yes.”

“I shouldn’t be asking your permission to undress.” Valda flashed a cocky smile before tugging on the wraps. “You love it when I am nude.”

“You are not wrong, but also you are grimy.” She brushed her fingertips over Valda’s back before wrinkling her nose. “You are sweaty, and the sand is sticking everywhere.”

“It’s good for exfoliation,” Valda muttered, before throwing the dirty chest wrap aside.

Once Valda was undressed from the waist up, Maris let her eyes wander over her lover’s body. She gathered water again and meticulously wiped away the sand and grime. She began at her shoulders and neck, then her broad back, stomach, and chest. Maris didn’t stop until she was completely clean.

“Pants off too?”

Maris chuckled, looking at the tent’s entry before returning to Valda’s mischievous smile. “Let me close the tent… Just in case.”

Valda raised an eyebrow. Her eyes followed Maris as she untucked a leather roll tied to the tent’s entrance, giving them more privacy. As Maris walked back, Valda stood and hooked her thumb to the edge of her pants.

As she turned to the bucket with clean water, Maris worked with the same efficiency, taking great care when using her powers to clean between her legs. She noticed the goosebumps covering Valda’s powerful thigh and the soft moans that emanated from her parted lips. Before she moved away, Valda grabbed her jaw and halted her movements altogether. Water splashed at their feet.

Maris could feel Valda’s want. She could feel the small turmoil of emotions coursing through her. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was bothering her.

Before she could move her face away from Valda’s grasp and ask her what was wrong, Valda said, “I could’ve lost you.”

Maris’ stomach dropped. “Valda…”

“I could’ve felt the sudden cut of the bond and there was nothing I could’ve done to prevent it.”

“But it didn’t happen. I am here. You are here—”

“You fought Kenna.”

“You’ve fought more than I’ve ever done in the last eight months,” Maris rejoined, her eyes locking with Valda’s. “We were both in danger. We’ve both done reckless things,” she whispered, smoothing her voice.

Valda let out a soft huff, leaned closer, and pressed her forehead with Maris’s. “Promise me our bond will never be severed.”

Maris sighed, closed her eyes tightly, and gripped Valda’s forearm. “Darling, you know I cannot promise that. We are at war. Anything can ha—”

“Promise me…” Valda lowered her voice, not wanting anyone else to hear her beg. This side of her was for Maris and Maris alone.

Maris swallowed hard and nodded against her. “I promise.”

She knew Valda wasn’t happy with her hesitation. Yet that didn’t stop the other woman from tightening her grip and mashing their lips together. At first, the kiss was soft, but it turned desperate and eager. Liquid heat sluiced from her chest, down to her lower stomach, and finally between her thighs. She clutched Valda’s taut shoulders as she pried her mouth open and slipped her tongue inside.

Groaning with need, Valda released Maris and wrapped an arm around her waist before sitting down and settling Maris over one of her thighs. Maris clung to her shoulders, her eyes flickering at the tent entrance before looking down at Valda’s darkened and hooded eyes.

“What is it?”

“Someone might walk in—”

“Let them,” Valda grunted, “I don’t mind an audience.”

“Valda!” Maris playfully slapped her shoulder, but the other woman didn’t even flinch.

“Understand; we could’ve lost each other. I could’ve lost you.” Valda’s voice quivered. “I was never afraid to lose anything in my life until I met you. You are everything to me. The most important person in my existence, and if I lose you, Maris, I will burn this planet whole, and tear open the ground itself to look for you in the Underworld.”

“But Valda. You will not find me there. I will already be reborn.”

Before Maris could finish her sentence, Valda was already shaking her head.

“Before we are reborn, our souls are floating in the Underworld. You, Maris Era, your very soul is etched into mine. I will not allow you to leave. I will go to the Underworld to claim you back if I have to and if I lose my life there, then I will make it my next life’s mission to find you.”

Maris cupped her lover’s face. Valda’s stern features sent a chill down her spine. “If I didn’t know you like I do, I wouldn’t have believed you. But I know you would tear open the ground itself to look for me.”

“I will swim through the River Styx to get you, I will push Charon off his fucking boat to have a taste of you,” Valda said, her eyes hazy with uncontrollable lust and love. “For you, Maris, I will do anything. and everything to be by your side.”

Maris stared at Valda, her hand going over the slight scar on her cheek, brushing over her eyebrows and then her plump lips. This woman… this woman had been chosen centuries ago to be her mate, even so, Maris couldn’t believe she was hers. Her eyes wondered over her parted lips, then her eyes before she leaned closer and planted a chaste kiss on her mouth.

Valda’s grips tightened, her need growing with the slight touch.

Maris made a surprised noise when Valda pulled off her remaining clothing, throwing it on the ground.

“I want to feel your cunt on me,” Valda said, grabbing hold of Maris’s waist and gyrating against Valda’s thick, muscular thigh.

Maris clutched the back of Valda’s head. Her fingers gripped her wet hair tightly as the sudden skin-to-skin contact left her breathless. She could feel Valda’s strength radiating from her body. Valda’s hand moved to the center of her back, pushing her closer while grabbing her hip forcefully with the other.

“Valda, wait! There are still people outside—”

Valda pressed their chests together, shuddering a breath at contact. “That never stopped us before.” She captured Maris’s lips, her tongue sliding inside and roughly stroking hers.

Maris’s skin came alive with goosebumps. She panted and pulled back, her hands steading Valda’s face before the other woman could devour her again. She didn’t notice that she was already grinding her pussy against Valda’s thigh.

Valda’s gaze moved from Maris’s features to the junction of her thighs. A mischievous smile stretched over her lips as she gripped Maris’s hips tighter. “That’s right. Use my thigh for whatever you wish.”

After licking her lips, Maris swallowed hard and steadied herself. Her eyes returned to the tent’s entrance for just a second before a burning strike branded her ass cheek.

“Look at me when I am talking to you, Seashell.”

Maris gasped, her eyes wide as she looked down at Valda, who smiled wickedly. “You are getting handsy.”

“Does it bother you?”

Maris arched her brow and acted as if she was deciding, yet Valda swatted her again. “Valda, I swear…”

“Just tell me if it does,” Valda said, her hand firmly gripping Maris’s ass, egging her to answer.

“No, but we have to be quick, darling.”

Valda’s upper lip twitched, her grip on Maris’s hip almost painful. It would probably leave a mark, and the idea of being branded by Valda made a fresh wave of wetness seep through her folds. “Fine.”

Maris frowned at the sudden change in Valda. The fire was still in Valda’s eyes, but her features were serene as she released her hip and leaned back on her elbows. Maris’s hands moved from Valda’s shoulder to her hard stomach, steadying herself.

“You want this to be quick? Go ahead, Seashell.” Valda’s voice deepened. “Use me and take what you need.”

Maris’s gaze flashed up to Valda’s, and she drew in a breath when that peculiar dark grin stretched across Valda’s face.

Use her.

Use Valda for her needs? Saying it out loud made the idea sound lewd, forbidden. Maris turned to the entrance of the tent one last time before she decided. If Valda was relinquishing her power to her, who was Maris to say no?

Maris straightened her back. Her legs squeezed Valda’s thigh before she rolled her hips. The silky wetness of her folds spread over Valda’s skin. Valda swallowed hard, clearly having trouble keeping her hands by her sides as they curled into fists. Maris bit her lower lip and reminded herself that this was supposed to be quick. She couldn’t stop to kiss her lover’s neck. Not now. Maybe later.

“You are drenched,” Valda muttered, her voice broken and needy.

“Your fault,” Maris answered, and Valda’s face lit up.

Valda was always beautiful, handsome, and breathtaking, but when she smiled and was happy, she was goddess-like. Maris drew in a breath, her chest expanding as she rolled her hips repeatedly, finding that delicious friction sure to push her over the edge. But it was Valda’s voice that fueled her desire.

“When we get back to the castle, I want to see you just like this,” Valda whispered, her hands finding the smooth skin of Maris’s thighs. “But I want to see you riding my cock.”

Maris shuddered. Her eyes fluttered shut as the mental image invaded her senses.

“You are imagining it, aren’t you?” Valda’s laugh shifted into a ragged groan as she pulled Maris roughly against her. “Yes…” Valda crooned. “I am sure Kayden will gift us a bigger one.” Her hand gripped Maris’s legs. “I want to see you struggling with it. I want to see you stretch over it…”

“Valda…” Maris’s voice broke. Her moan escaped her while she used her hands to gain some leverage. She pressed her palms to Valda’s stomach and watched how it contracted as the woman drew another breath.

“That’s it, Seashell. Imagine how good it will feel once this is over, when we are back in my bed…”

Maris threw her head back, her hips rolling over Valda’s muscular thigh. Rippling strength surged from her lover, and she soaked it all in. Maris couldn’t get enough. She could never get enough. Small sighs and moans filled the large tent, and Maris had to remind herself to stay quiet. There were people outside. Anyone could hear her and walk in.

Yet the fear of getting caught added to the excitement. Her eyes flared at Valda’s intense gaze. She knew Valda was burning her body into her memory, worshiping her silently as she allowed her to take the pleasure Valda knew she deserved. And then Valda rose higher, looking down at where their bodies met.

“Good girl,” Valda exhaled, her warm breath coming closer to Maris’s chest. “You look so pretty taking exactly what you want.”

Maris knew Valda was enjoying seeing her become undone, so who was enjoying who? Gasping, Maris clutched Valda’s nape as the other woman’s adoring gaze doused her skin. Valda captured her mouth in a heated kiss, gripping Maris’s ass cheek firmly and helping Maris rock back and forth.

Pulling away from the kiss, Valda whispered lewd things over Maris’s lips, peppering her skin with affectionate kisses, adding fuel to the fire. Valda shuddered against her body as if she too was close to the edge. Maris’s grip tightened on Valda’s shoulder as her hips rolled quicker, chasing that release. Looking down, Maris’s brows arched, her lips parted as she found Valda’s hand buried between her thighs.

“Let’s come together.”

Valda’s low voice pierced through Maris, as she doubled her efforts to do as Valda wanted. Within seconds, Valda’s jaw slacked as she released a silent cry. Maris felt the fluttering, the clenching, and finally, she saw the stars behind her eyelids as she came. Valda held onto her firmly, their chests mashed together as her ragged breath washed over Maris own. After a while, her hold on Valda’s shoulders relaxed until her touch was a tender caress.

It wasn’t until Valda pulled slightly away that Maris opened her eyes. The other woman slipped her hand away from between her thighs while her other hand rested perfectly on Maris’s waist.

“I should clean up, right?” Valda asked, her eyes darting to Maris’s. She nodded at Valda’s words, then shuddered when Valda’s lips curled into a wicked grin. “Open your mouth…”

Maris released a shaky breath as her eyes traveled to her hand. Valda clutched the middle of her back and Maris’s lips parted as Valda slipped her index and middle finger inside her mouth. Eyes fluttering shut as Valda’s taste touched her tongue, she let out a soft moan as she licked and sucked Valda’s fingers clean. Pulling her hand away, Valda replaced her fingers with her mouth and kissed Maris ravenously, tasting herself on her lips.

Maris held her face steady, the warmth in her stomach spread out again, and slowly, she rocked her hips again.

Valda chuckled. “I thought you wanted to be quick.”

Maris whined, missing Valda’s touch on her lips. “You are insufferable…”

Valda let out a breathy laugh, leaning in to kiss her again until a soft, shrill sound drew them apart. Valda’s eyes flew wide open as she concentrated on the sound. “Is that a baby?”

Maris pulled herself away from Valda’s embrace, listening to the nearby keening. “Probably Struan or Ciel.”

“Melvian’s babies?” Valda asked. Maris nodded and yelped when Valda stood up. After Valda settled Maris on the ground, she gathered their clothing at an impressive speed.

“You seem excited.”

Valda shrugged as she buttoned her blouse. “I love children…”

Her confession came in the low voice, but Maris had picked up on it back in New Agenor. A smile warmed her face when she remembered her interaction with Coljar, Lia, and Kimmi.

“Then we must hurry,” Maris replied as she moved to the entrance. Pulling the leather strap from the tent, she walked outside and was welcomed by the busy buzzing of Sealians.
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Valda tried to hide her enthusiasm. She was eager to see what Melvian and Isen’s babies looked like. As they walked through the broken-down cabins and tents, a smile spread across her face. Maris didn’t notice as she walked in front of her, greeting the newcomers as they settled down. Maris stopped in front of a cabin and called out Isen and Melvian’s names before walking in. From outside, Valda could hear a baby wailing. Her stomach turned with both nervousness and excitement.

Valda held her breath, her gaze falling on Isen, who carried a black-haired baby while Melvian fed a blue-haired one on the makeshift bed. Maris headed straight to her best friend, her hand coming to touch the baby’s blue curls before smiling brightly at Melvian. Their conversation was muffled by the crying child in Isen’s arms and the warm notion that these two infants were the future of both kingdoms. Isen moved to stand before her, blocking her sight of Maris as he presented his son, Struan.

Struan. The name made her grin almost teasingly and without thinking, Valda offered her arms to Isen. Praising Poseidon, Isen carefully placed the newborn in her arms. The baby’s cries ceased, followed by a soft coo as he opened his eyes. They were a deep shade of honey, just like Melvian’s.

“He likes you!” Isen said, slapping his hand on her shoulder again.

Valda liked him too.

She loved children, always wished she had of her own someday, even if they weren’t from her own flesh and blood. She would never admit to such a thing, only Maris knew that side of her and she wished to keep it that way. But as she stared more at Struan, the more her maternal instincts stirred alive. Valda didn’t notice when Isen walked back to her, holding the other baby. Her eyes were wide open, the same shade as her brother’s.

“And this, Your Highness…” Isen began, his chest expanding with pride. “This is my princess, Ciel.”

They were beautiful, healthy babies. Valda congratulated both Isen and Melvian wholeheartedly. Shifting to her side, Isen tried his hardest to get her to hold Ciel as well. Knowing him, he probably saw her holding his children as a blessing from the gods. But Valda wasn’t so sure she could carry both of them at the same time.

Throwing a glance at Maris, she pointed at her mate with a jerk of her chin.

“I think her arms look rather empty; don’t you?” Valda said, throwing her mate a playful grin while she waved her hands dismissively. Maris’s eyes widened just as Isen walked towards her.

Maris seemed like she was about to say no, but Melvian slapped Maris’s waist and pushed her towards Isen. “You helped me give birth to her. You can hold her for a couple of minutes.”

As Maris struggled with baby Ciel, moving the baby ever so slightly to get her in the perfect position in her arms, Valda thought she looked even more beautiful holding a child. As much as she wanted to look at Ciel, her eyes were now glued to her mate. She studied Maris’s intense gaze on the child and Maris’s smile as the baby yawned. Unable to contain her excitement, Maris shot her eyes to Valda, who looked at her with pure, adoring awe. Valda knew she could feel the love flowing through their bond.

“This look suits you,” Valda mumbled, yet she couldn’t stop the hint of regret in her voice. She couldn’t give this to Maris. She couldn’t give her the gift of being a mother, not even with all the gifts the gods had given them. Valda couldn’t give Maris the family she deserved.

“You look like a nice mommy yourself,” Maris said, her tone soft and playful.

“Oh, I am sure I do,” Valda said sarcastically. “Very motherly.”

“No, but to be honest, you both look good holding our kids,” Isen commented, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Maybe you can babysit after the war is over.”

“I would love to,” Valda quickly said, kissing Struan’s small forehead, his dark curls tickling her nose.

“You two could be their guardians,” Melvian said, earning a soft huff from Isen. “What? I am just saying. None of our parents are in the picture. Your sister has disappeared… If something were to happen to us, who would take care of them?”

“I would love to be their guardian,” Maris didn’t hesitate to comply.

Both women smiled tenderly at each other, their hearts filled with love. As much as Valda wanted to stay like that, holding the infant with her mate, the tension rose in the small cabin. There were things that needed to be done if they wanted to have more moments like this one.

“When do we leave for Prospero?” Isen asked, his hands falling on his hips, his charming smile replaced with a stern look.

Valda took a deep breath, one of her hands casually landing on the handle of her sword while she held the baby with the other. “We leave today.”
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Valda watched Prospero’s arched entrance from a safe distance. She hid behind a rock, hoping the darkness of the night would keep her and Isen hidden. She was still shaken up by her argument with Maris. Her mate had wanted to come with her to Prospero, but it was wise if she stayed with the rest of the Sealians if something happened. She had already proven that she could take care of herself by fighting Kenna, of all people. Even though Valda was petrified of losing Maris, she had to accept that this war was Maris’s as well, and she had a role to play.

Before leaving, Maris told her that since she had already attempted to have a civil conversation with Kenna, then maybe she might get through with her if she tried a second time. But Valda would hear none of it. Maris was staying with Melvian and the rest.

From what she could see from her hiding spot, the Vulcanians had completely dismantled the small town. They were moving crates inside the city using the small pier. The same pier Valda wanted to use to move the Sealians back to the Sea Kingdom. Compared to the large port in Ophelia, this pier was small, quiet, and used mostly by anglers, but close enough to the east Agenor Islands surrounding the mainland in the Sea Kingdom. It was perfect.

“They sure took over the place,” Isen said, standing next to Valda and keeping his head low. Both their faces were covered in dark shawls that blended into the shadows. Cerberus walked around them, her black fur helped her camouflage better than Valda and Isen.

“They must be bringing in a lot of weapons. Arrows, bombs, swords, you name it,” Valda said, taking a deep breath to drown out the anxiety in her chest. “With that much weaponry, I am more than sure that they are planning a big attack.”

“Where are the people of Prospero, though?” Isen asked, looking at Valda with worried eyes.

Valda shook her head, not liking the answer. “I need to go in and investigate.”

“I’ll go with you,” Isen said, moving to stand before Valda grabbed his shirt and pulled him down to hide while Cerberus jumped on his lap.

“No.” She pointed at his blue hair and beard. “They will know you are not one of them in a heartbeat. I am taking Cerberus.”

“Oh, the cat won’t alert someone at all?” Isen asked sarcastically.

“She knows how to be sneaky, don’t you, girl?” Valda asked while Cerberus smelled the cold air.

Isen pushed the animal off him and shook his head. “What about your clothes?”

Valda worried her lower lip until she noticed a male Vulcanian walking past the entrance. “There is our chance,” Valda whispered.

She clicked her tongue to get Cerberus’ attention and pointed at the Vulcanian man. Cerberus shook her head, her long ears and dark fur fluffing up, as if getting ready to look as beautiful as she could. After rubbing her face against Valda’s knee, the cat walked over to the man, getting his attention as soon as she stepped into view.

Cerberus meowed at the man, who leaned down to touch her head. She allowed him to pet her once, then walked back to Valda, her tail high and thick. The man followed her, but stopped to look back at the town’s entrance.

He said something in his native tongue, maybe something about not wanting to leave the entrance unguarded, but Cerberus meowed at him and kept walking. The Vulcanian sighed and followed suit. As he got closer, Valda could see him better.

He was bulky and tall, almost as tall as she was. He wore leather trousers and heavy fur-lined boots. His chest was bare, and long, leather bracers covered his forearms while his bald head shone with sweat. The black paint on his face dripped down his cheeks and neck. He was dirty and seemed exhausted. Valda deduced he had been moving some boxes and decided he needed a break.

Once far from the entrance and closer to Valda and Isen’s hiding spot, Cerberus rolled on her back, showing her soft, grayish stomach to the man while he pulled a cigar from a bag strapped to his waist. He lit it up and inhaled, filling his mouth with smoke and exhaling as he laughed at Cerberus’ adorable antics.

Valda scrunched her nose at the smell and looked at the bag on his hip. She glanced at Isen, who nodded at her. Valda placed her hand on the handle of her sword and dragged it out of the scabbard as quietly as she could. She then jerked her head at Isen and towards the Vulcanian. Isen took a deep breath and walked toward the barbarian, keeping his stroll as confident as possible.

Valda moved closer to the man as she circled around the rock. Isen waved his hand at him, grinning from ear to ear while the Vulcanian exhaled a cloud of smoke, tilting his head confused. When he noticed the long blue hair, he dropped the cigar, and reached for the blade strapped to his thigh, but Valda was faster. She caught the Vulcanian’s head with one hand, forced it back, and cut his throat with the Heaven Sword.

Valda gathered the Vulcanian’s body and pulled him behind the boulder. Cerberus followed suit, jumping on the dead man’s stomach as he was dragged.

“I can’t believe this,” Isen muttered, waving his hand at Cerberus to get off the corpse, but the cat swatted his hand away and hissed at him.

Valda ordered Cerberus to jump off, and once she did, she untied the bag from the dead Vulcanian’s waist. She pried it open and looked through it, pulling out a medium-sized flask with black powder inside. Valda emptied a bit of the dust on her fingertips and smudged it over her eyelids, temple, and the bridge of her nose. She then pulled the forearm bracers from the corpse and measured them to her arm. They were going to be a good fit if she tied it tighter. The boots were slightly bigger, but the pants were an exact fit.

Isen watched their surroundings while she quietly undressed and exchanged clothing with the corpse. She couldn’t wear her blouse since Vulcanians rarely wore cotton. Unlike Skylians, who wore cotton and linen to stay fresh regardless of the temperature, Vulcanians always wore leather and animal skin, or as little clothing as possible. With a sigh, Valda mixed the black dust with water again and poured it over her chest wraps, darkening the color and making it look dirty.

Perfect.

She gave the Heaven Sword to Isen, asking him to keep it safe before she strapped the Vulcanian’s blade to her thigh. Staring in awe, Isen nodded in approval of her disguise. “You look like one of them.”

Valda ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. “Too bad I can’t change my eye color…” Valda groaned and rubbed her temples. Bright honey differed from purple way too much.

“Keep your gaze on the ground. They would be too busy to notice,” Isen suggested.

Valda blew an anxious breath, checking herself over before facing the town entrance. “All right. I am heading out. Cerberus will come to you if anything happens.”

Isen scoffed, shaking his head before looking down at Cerberus. “You put a lot of trust in this cat.”

Cerberus hissed and swatted at his leg. Isen hissed back, but Cerberus skipped to Valda, hiding behind her. Valda pointed at the corpse, and Isen knew what to do with it right away. He hooked his arms under the body and dragged it further into the desert.

Valda pressed her hand to the flatness of her stomach and took a deep breath. She swallowed hard and rolled her shoulders before she walked towards the small town.

Nothing could’ve prepared Valda for the intense bustle and screaming. Vulcanians were loud and slightly obnoxious. There wasn’t one Skylian in sight, and it seemed the Vulcanians had been settled there for a long time. Valda picked up their conversations, knowing a bit of Arevulcan herself, thanks to Kayden. The conversations ranged from senseless banter and stroking of egos to working instructions. They were using the small structures, once used as houses and stores, as storage. Valda blended in as she walked the narrow streets, keeping her eyes low as she watched the buildings being filled with wooden boxes covered by canvas tarps and carried in by large wagons.

Valda’s stomach turned as she wondered what could’ve happened to the Skylian population. Anger overtook her, dissipating her nervousness. While she couldn’t blame Kenna for her actions, she couldn’t ignore the fact that she was causing harm to her people, and above all, hurting Maris.

Strolling by the houses, Valda noticed a Vulcanian sitting in front of one of the open boxes. Valda looked around, making sure she wasn’t being followed. Only Cerberus was within a safe distance, jumping over the houses, hiding among the streets and wagons, always close and present, but not close enough for anyone to determine she was her pet. Turning her attention to one window, she watched the man pick up a black, rounded object. He examined it then set it back inside the box before sealing it.

Just as Valda feared…

Bombs.

There could be hundreds in the box he was inspecting. Valda drew a deep breath before continuing her walk. She made it to the pier, where dozens of ships were stationed. Vulcanians moved more crates filled with more boxes, barrels, and food.

“You there!”

Valda froze at the rough accent behind her. She swallowed hard, calming her fast-beating heart before shifting her posture as she turned to head back to town. The person called her out again. This time, they sounded annoyed.

“Hey! You! The one with the short hair! I am talking to you!“ Arevulcan was such a rough language. It made anyone who spoke it seem angry, or annoyed.

Valda closed her eyes, bit the inside of her cheek, and turned around. A female sitting on a steed looked down at her. She propped her fist on her hip, showing off her hatchet in the process as she sneered.

“Yes?“ Valda asked, trying her hardest to mimic their dialect.

“What are you doing?“ The Vulcanian asked, pestered by Valda’s obliviousness. “Everyone is helping with the cargo. I see you staring out, daydreaming.”

Valda’s upper lip twitched. She peered over her shoulder to see the crates entering the town.

“Well?”

“My wagon broke. I need a new one.”

The female soldier huffed. “A wagon for what? Who gave you that instruction?”

Valda shifted her weight from one foot to the other and slanted her face, hiding her gaze. “I don’t remember his name.”

The Vulcanian grabbed her belt as she tilted her head. “Look at me when I am talking to you!”

“If you like, give me another assignment!“ Valda snapped, closing her eyes, gritting her teeth.

“Everyone has their assigned positions. I cannot just give you a new one.“ She pulled on the horse’s reins. The animal shook its head in annoyance. “I said look at me when I am talking to you!”

Valda’s hands tightened into fists as the sounds of short gallops moved towards them. Another horse, this one black as the night, stood next to the female Vulcanian.

“What’s all this commotion?”

Valda froze as she recognized the other woman’s voice.

“Your Highness, I’ve noticed this woman has been pacing around town. She isn’t engaged in her labors, and I am trying to figure out where she is supposed to go.”

Valda raised her gaze high enough to confirm her suspicion. Kenna Hagan. She waved the female soldier off and turned to Valda, who quickly looked back down.

“Where is your position?”

Valda excused herself in broken Arevulcan, praying that what she was saying was correct. She cleared her throat anxiously. From the corner of her eye, she watched Cerberus jumping over a moving crate, then a rooftop, and finally running away. She waited for a reply but only heard the horses scuffing and moving from side to side.

After a quiet minute, Kenna finally said, “Look at your queen when she is talking to you.”

Valda knew there was no way out of this situation. As soon as she looked up, Kenna would know who she was. And knowing Kenna, chaos would ensue. With a defeated sigh, she tilted her head upwards enough to connect with the war queen’s dark purple eyes.

Kenna tilted her head, her gaze penetrating Valda’s honey eyes before her curious features sank into surprise and anger. “Valda,” she whispered the name as if muttering a curse.

Baring her teeth, Valda saw hatred lighting a flame in the young woman’s eyes. Kenna opened her mouth, letting out a loud cry and a thick lick of fire from deep within her throat.

Valda evaded the fire, using the protective leather on her forearms. The material disintegrated on her skin, burning her arm. The smell of burnt flesh made her stomach knot as she remembered how Kenna had hurt her mate the same way. Hauling to the side, Valda waved her uninjured hand, blowing a gust of wind towards Kenna. The woman’s steed stood on its hind legs, losing its footing, and falling to the ground with Kenna still holding onto the reins.

The female soldier pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back, raised her bow, and aimed at Valda. The arrow whistled through another burst of flames, but Valda was fast enough to grab it mid-air with her injured arm. She unstrapped the dagger from her thigh and threw it at the soldier, striking her under her jaw, killing her instantly.

“Valda Aither!” Kenna bellowed, baring her teeth like a rabid animal. She raised her hand, pointing at Valda with her index finger and middle. “You have a lot of guts coming here alone.”

Valda scrambled and pulled the dagger from the fallen soldier’s neck. She turned her attention to Kenna and swallowed hard when she saw the woman peering over her. Within seconds, dozens of soldiers gathered around them.

“I’ve come to talk to you, offer you…” What the fuck could she offer to this woman? What could make her yield to the anger? “—a peace treaty.”

Kenna scoffed, her eyes widening in disbelief. “You and your mate are just as delusional.”

Valda snarled, “I did not kill your father, Kenna!”

“How can you stand there and lie? I saw you kill him with my own eyes!” Kenna shuddered, rage consuming her. “His blood splattered all over me, and you just stood there and laughed!”

“Kenna! You know me! I would never hurt your family.” Kenna’s conviction dimmed as she visibly recalled their past interactions. The opportunity to explain wouldn’t last, and Valda didn’t waste the chance. “Why would I even be here if I was guilty? Why would I come here alone? To face my death?”

“You dress as one of us, Valda. Makes me think you were hiding to kill me.”

“Eris, she is walking around the Sky Kingdom proclaiming she is the heiress of the Sea Kingdom, she is making people bow down to her. She bears the mark of Poseidon on her forehead; she can even control water.”

“As a goddess should, Valda.”

“She is the goddess of discourse, Kenna. Please.” Valda opened her hands, easing her hold on the dagger. “I don’t want to hurt you. I’ve already suffered enough. I want to join you to avenge your father. Let us join forces.”

“I will not join forces with a liar.” Kenna took a step back, her fists tightening as she inhaled deeply, ready to spit another flame from her throat.

Valda shuffled back to her feet and evaded the hungry flames spilling from Kenna’s mouth. Once close enough, Valda slammed her open palm to Kenna’s lips, ignoring the smell of her flesh burning. With the momentum, Valda clutched Kenna’s face, lifted her from the ground, and slammed her body against a crate, breaking the wood holding the bombs inside.

The strike knocked the air out of the fire queen, and when Valda removed her hand, the black-haired beauty gasped for air. Valda took a moment to inspect her hand and noticed the flesh peeling back. She hissed, clenched her fist, and took a step back. As she peered down at Kenna, the warrior sat up again. Her purple eyes focused on Valda before opening her mouth again. Valda ducked, grabbed a bomb that had escaped from the crate, and threw it at Kenna, just as the flame escaped her body.

The explosion sent Valda flying, knocking over a group of Vulcanian soldiers, who gathered to watch. As the smoke cleared, a charred Kenna strolled toward Valda.

“You forget heat, blasts, and fire cannot harm me, Valda.”

Valda hissed as she put some weight on her injured arm and stood up. “The explosion could’ve left you slightly deaf.”

Kenna scrunched her nose and tilted her head. “What?”

“Exactly… slightly deaf.” Valda scoffed and pointed at her own ear.

Kenna spat at the ground and stood, spreading her legs wide and hunching. “Shooting position!”

The soldiers surrounding her pulled their bows.

“Nock!” Kenna bellowed.

The soldiers anchored the arrow with the bow.

“Aim!” Kenna yelled, pulling the ax free from the scabbard. Holding it with both hands, Kenna reached back, ready to throw the weapon.

Valda let out a loud sigh, closed her eyes, and swallowed hard. Maris was about to feel the severed connection… and she couldn’t do anything about it.

Suddenly, a sharp whistle drowned Kenna’s last command. An arrow dug into the ground while another arrow lodged itself in her right thigh. Kenna fell to one knee, grabbed the arrow, and pulled it out.

The throng of Vulcanians looked around them, as if trying to figure out where the arrow came from. Then they moved away just as a wild horse charged through.

“The cat said it’s time to go!” Isen said, Cerberus peeking her head from his lap and looking down at Valda. He stretched his arm and Valda took it, pulling herself on the horse.

“Go, go, go!” she screamed, wrapping her good arm around Isen’s waist just as he lit up one bomb with a cigar. Isen threw the rounded bomb to one crate and fled, just as chaos and explosions ensued.

Valda turned on the horse just in time to watch Kenna take control of the fire. Creating a whirlwind, the woman conducted the fire, dragging it up to the sky until it disappeared. Valda was completely mesmerized by the woman’s power.

Suddenly, Valda slammed her face against Isen’s shoulder as he pulled on the horse’s reins. Before Valda could ask what was wrong, Isen jumped off the horse and pressed his face to a dirty window. Cerberus didn’t leave the horse, turning to look at her owner.

“Isen! What are you doing? We have to go!”

“It’s Eyphah.” Isen’s breath shuddered.

“Eyphah?” Valda asked, grabbing the horse’s reins and turning to look behind them.

Already Vulcanians were heading their way, ready to finish what Kenna started. Narrowing her eyes to the window, Valda saw Eyphah lying on a platform. She had a bloody cloth on her head and her face appeared bruised. Her breathing was shallow. But she was breathing. She was alive.

Valda gritted her teeth, trying to make the right decision as gallops and angry barbarians headed their way. “Isen—”

“I can’t leave her here! She is my sister, for Poseidon’s sake!” Isen said, his voice breaking as he ran to the broken-down door. He pulled his sword from the scabbard and slammed the handle. He kicked the door open and marched right in.

Valda cursed under her breath, jumped off the horse, patted her shoulder, and Cerberus hopped on her instantly. The thunder of the gallops was upon them, deafening.

Isen looked down at his sister, his hand cupping her cheek. He breathed out, relieved to find her breathing. “Eyphah!” He called to her, tapping her face a bit too aggressively.

Eyphah opened her eyes, her mouth parting to release a distressed whimper. Isen grabbed her arm, making her holler in pain.

“Stop! Stop!” she begged, her eyes widening as Isen tried to wrap her arm around his shoulder.

“We must get you out of here, Eyphah! You are not safe here!”

“Where—” Eyphah turned to Valda, just as she moved to the other side and grabbed her other arm.

Cerberus jumped off as she settled Eyphah’s arm over her shoulder. Holding onto Eyphah’s belt, Valda pulled her to a standing position. “We are in hostile territory, and your brother wants you out. Let’s go!” Ignoring Eyphah’s anguished yell, Valda and Isen pulled her to the house entrance.

But the vibration in the ground was too loud, the sounds and angry snarls were upon them. As they left the house, Valda came face to face with Kenna’s ax.

The barbarian stood before her, the charred garment still aglow with small embers around her chest and boots. Her hair was a mess, and her face smudged with her dark, dusty makeup. Behind her, a group of over twenty warriors waited for their order with their swords drawn and arrows pulled.

“I should kill you right now and declare myself the ruler of this kingdom…”

Valda swallowed hard, her grip on Eyphah’s arm tightening. Her gaze shifted to the ground, looking for Cerberus. Just as she was about to call for her, a Vulcanian guard walked out, holding Cerberus by her neck and another wrapped her up in a bag, subduing the animal in a fit of snarls and yowls.

“After I am done with you, I will set my eyes on the Sea Kingdom, and then all that’s left to rule over this fucking world will be Rhea and that peace loving bitch king of theirs won’t stand a chance against my fire.” Kenna snarled, stepping closer to Valda. A surprised gasp sounded between them. But it wasn’t Valda’s or Isen’s, or even Kenna’s.

The barbarian queen’s eyes fell on Eyphah, who stared at her with an incredulous look.

Kenna lowered her weapon, her eyes widening as well.

Valda turned to Eyphah, whose lips quivered, unable to control her emotions.

“I found you,” Eyphah whispered, one tear rolling down her dirty and swollen cheek.
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Kenna took a step back, recoiling in shock, her mouth agape. She whispered something in Arevulcan. Valda struggled to translate, frowning as Kenna repeated the same words repeatedly. Narrowing her attention to the barbarian’s dark lips, Valda finally understood.

“My mate. I found my mate.”

Valda arched her brows in surprise.

Isen’s confused gaze changed as Valda turned to him. She mouthed the word “mate” and his entire demeanor changed. The corner of his lips curled into a hopeful smile, and so did Valda’s.

Licking her lower lip apprehensively, Valda called to Kenna, whose ax dangled at her side. “Eyphah is your mate?”

Kenna’s face contorted in elation, as if the name itself brought her a sense of peace Valda knew all too well. “Eyphah.” Kenna pronounced the name, her heavy Vulcanian accent added fire to the word. “Eyphah, my mate.”

“Right,” Valda said, eyeing Isen and then jerking her chin towards Eyphah. “She is hurt, and it looks like your people are not doing a good job of healing her.” Valda breathed, taking a step away from Kenna. “She is a Sealian, and we have the water she needs to heal. She is in pain and needs our help.”

Kenna’s eyes widened, raising her ax again and pointing it at Valda with a dangerous growl. “Where are you taking her!?”

“Kenna, listen. Eyphah is hurt. We can heal her faster than your people can.”

“Why was she here in the first—”

“Forget about that now, Isen,” Valda snapped before turning to Kenna, adjusting Eyphah’s arm on her shoulder. Eyphah hissed and closed her eyes, screaming in pain.

“What are you doing!? Stop—”

“Kenna, your mate, who you just fucking met, is in pain and needs care. My mate is an Asclepius worshiper, and she can heal her!”

Kenna gasped at the news. “The Survivor of Storms is an Asclepius worshiper?”

Valda frowned at the epithet before nodding. “Yes, yes, she is and we need to take her—”

“You will not take her from me. I—”

“Come with us then, Kenna,” Valda said, holding her breath as the Vulcanian queen frowned, enthralled in an inner battle. “Come with us and make sure she is safe.”

“She is my twin sister,” Isen said, his voice sounding as he was struggling to stay calm. “Please, let me heal her.”

Kenna stared at him, as if taking in the minor details, proving he was indeed Eyphah’s brother. Long seconds passed until Kenna secured the ax on her belt. Her hands quivered as she signaled for the men to drop their weapons and Cerberus. The men dropped the bag on the ground, and Cerberus thrashed about until she found her way out. Her fur fluffed as she looked at Kenna with wide, yellow eyes.

“Cerberus, no,” Valda barked, and the cat walked towards her, still curved up and looking at Kenna.

“Where is the healer?” Kenna asked, pushing Valda away from Eyphah and wrapping her arm around her shoulder.

“She is near the rocky formations in Umbriel,” Valda answered.

“Take me to your mate. Heal mine and I will take it as a proof of your innocence,” Kenna said, her voice lowering as she turned to look at Eyphah. The Sealian’s eyes were hooded, clearly tired and hurt. “If you heal her, I will join you in defeating Arwin and Eris.”

If Valda had to use Eyphah to make Kenna yield and join them, so be it. It would be a win-win situation. Kenna got her mate; Valda got her victory.

“Deal.”
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Maris lifted her attention from Ciel. The infant had fallen asleep in her arms just as Maris’s chest tightened with an unknown emotion. It wasn’t fear, anger, or confusion. It was more like a cautious excitement. Turning to the closed door of the cabin Melvian had been using for the past days, Maris felt as if Valda was nearby. It had been two days since they left. If everything had gone according to plan, they would be back already.

“Are they here?” Melvian asked, placing Struan on the bed and gathering Ciel from Maris.

Maris didn’t wait for her friend. She walked out, past the hundreds of tents laid out around the cabins and into the open desert.

Then she saw her.

Valda rode her steed towards her, with Isen following close behind. Five other horses galloped behind them, but Maris couldn’t quite make out who they were. Her stomach turned as she hoped for good news.

But then she saw Isen carrying someone in his lap.

Melvian rushed to her side, her eyes narrowing as she grinned when she recognized her mate. Just as the smile appeared on her face, it faded into a frown. “That’s Eyphah! They found Eyphah!”

Maris gasped. Eyphah was bandaged and bruised as she leaned over her brother. “Prepare some Sealian water, Melvian! Go, go!”

Her friend nodded, rushing back to the cabin just as Valda got off her horse. Cerberus jumped from her shoulders to the ground and ran into one tent as if wanting to get out of the way and not be stepped on.

Valda ran to Isen, reaching out to grab Eyphah. As Isen lowered his sister to Valda, Kenna Hagan slammed her fist against Valda’s face, pushing her away.

Wait. Kenna was here too?!

“Only I will touch her!” the Vulcanian queen yelled as she turned to Isen and reached to take Eyphah. Isen hesitated before giving his sister to Kenna. Maris ran to Valda, who recuperated quickly from the punch. Checking her face, Maris took in her mate’s state. Valda was dressed in what appeared to be Vulcanian attire. She had makeup on, a busted lip, and a burnt arm.

“What in the Elysian Fields’s happened?” Maris asked, pushing Valda a couple of steps back to eye her better.

Valda spat blood and wiped her chin. “We tried to get Kenna to join us, but she didn’t. When Isen rescued me, he found Eyphah. He stopped to help his sister; we got cornered by the Vulcanians. Turns out Eyphah and Kenna are mates. We heal Eyphah, Kenna fights with us.”

Maris opened her mouth in disbelief. Before she could say anything, a battered and charred Kenna stood before her, carrying Eyphah as if she weighed nothing.

“Where do you heal, Survivor of Storms?”

Maris opened her mouth to answer, but Melvian called out to Isen to bring Eyphah inside their cabin. Isen walked past Maris, patted Kenna on her shoulder, and redirected her inside the cabins.

Maris gave Valda a once over and pointed at her hand. “Did Kenna—”

“Heal Eyphah and then we’ll talk,” Valda said, touching Maris’s elbow sweetly. “I am fine. Go.”

Nodding, Maris apprehensively started for the cabins. Inside, Melvian had already prepared a makeshift bed for Eyphah, who struggled to stay conscious.

“Here,” Melvian said, handing the water skin to Isen. “Give her some of that,” she instructed, before turning to Maris. “Take care of Kenna while I deal with Eyphah—”

“No,” Maris snapped. She could feel Kenna’s fiery gaze on her. Maris crossed her arms under her chest and turned to face her. Kenna’s jaw tensed as her hands formed fists by her side. “I will heal Eyphah, you deal with the fire queen.”

Melvian's eyes widened. She gave Isen a look before walking to Maris, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her away from prying ears.

“You can’t do that,” Melvian hissed. “That’s not our way, Maris. We don’t hand pick who we heal. I told you that.”

“She seems fine to me,” Maris responded, jerking her chin at Kenna, who quietly sat down by Eyphah’s feet.

“Asclepius will not bless you with his gift if—”

“I wouldn’t be the first time a god has ignored me, Melvian,” Maris said before walking to Eyphah. She patted Isen’s shoulders and switched with him. Cradling Eyphah’s face, she helped her drink more from the waterskin while Kenna focused on her.

Valda walked in seconds later, her presence adding more tension to the situation. After taking short sips of water, Eyphah opened her eyes and coughed, spilling the precious liquid down her chin and neck.

“Eyphah!” Isen called to her, his hand cupping her swollen face before turning her to him. “It’s me!”

At first, Eyphah seemed to be lost, unaware of the people around her. Once she recognized Isen, she released a sigh and leaned back against the wooden wall.

“Can you talk, Eyphah?” Maris asked, as she gave the waterskin to Valda, then pressed her hand to Eyphah’s flank.

The other woman hissed, clutching Maris’s hand. “Fuck! I can! You don’t have to keep hurting me!” Eyphah said, her voice hoarse.

“I don’t feel any broken ribs,” Maris said before touching Eyphah’s swollen cheek.

She had a cut under her right eye and a bruise on her jaw and a busted lip, but as Maris touched her shoulder, Eyphah gasped in pain. Grabbing the dagger she kept hidden under her tunic, Maris slashed away Eyphah’s top and stared at the black and blue skin over her left shoulder. She touched the swollen bulge and pulled away just as Eyphah barked at her to stop touching her.

“What are you doing to her!?” Kenna snarled behind her, stomping towards Maris.

Valda moved between them, her large hand pressing to Kenna’s chest and pushing her away. “Let her do her job.”

“She is hurting her!” Kenna said, reaching for her ax.

“She is healing her!” Melvian said as she stood next to Valda, her smaller frame dwarfed by Valda’s height yet looking just as determined not to let Kenna pass.

“She has a dislocated shoulder,” Maris announced, looking at Isen. “I need you to hold her still.”

Isen nodded, moving behind his sister and wrapping his arm around her torso. “This will hurt a lot, Eyphah.”

Eyphah huffed, closed her eyes, and turned away, looking for comfort in her brother’s embrace. She tensed as Maris straightened her arm before the dreaded countdown. When Maris counted to three, a disgusting, wet pop filled the cabin, followed by a pained groan.

“Keep drinking,” Maris said, grabbing a piece of clean cloth and tying Eyphah’s arm in an improvised sling. Hopefully, it would keep her arm immobilized until she felt better.

After allowing Eyphah a minute to breathe, Isen broke the silence by finally asking the questions everyone was holding onto. “What happened to you? Where were you?”

Eyphah touched her arm, inspecting Maris’s work before she looked up at Kenna. Her breath hitched, and she glanced away. “I was heading back to New Agenor after Valda beat the shit out of me back in Titania.”

Kenna’s eyes widened and without a warning she flung a fist to Valda, who dodged the attack and pushed her away.

“Hey! Hey! We are not doing this now!” Melvian said, getting between Valda and Kenna.

“On my way there, I was intercepted by a troop of Vulcanian. They also beat the shit out of me.” Eyphah shuddered, looking at Kenna once again. “They agreed to keep me alive if I told them where Valda was.”

Valda visibly tensed. “You put my mate in danger?”

“Of course not,” Eyphah spat. “I would never put my queen in danger.”

“Then how the fuck did they make it to Titania?”

“We are not stupid. We know how to track people,” Kenna said.

“Don’t get me wrong. I wanted to tell them…” Eyphah said, her eyes cautiously reaching Maris’s. “I didn’t know they were going to make it to Titania, I swear.”

Maris’s lips twitched. “Your mate almost killed me because I didn’t tell her where Valda was.”

“I didn’t know…” Eyphah whispered, her gaze downcast.

“What happened then?” Isen asked, smoothing his hand over Eyphah’s hair.

“They took me to Prospero. They kept me locked up in one room for further questioning.”

“I never saw her until you tried to get her out of Prospero,” Kenna said. “If I had known—“

“Never mind that.” Maris interrupted before touching Eyphah’s shoulder. “You are fine, you are with us.”

“And you are an aunt,” Isen added, kissing his sister’s temple and hugging her a bit too tightly. Eyphah opened her mouth to whine, but he relaxed his hold before she could.

“Are you serious?” Eyphah asked, looking at Isen and then at Melvian, noticing that she was no longer round. “I have to see my nephews.”

“When you get better. Now rest, keep drinking water and we will get you something to eat.” Maris placed the waterskin within Eyphah’s reach before turning to Valda. She patted her lover’s lower back and walked out of the cabin, followed by Kenna and Melvian.

The Vulcanian woman’s head dropped almost in shame. “I didn’t know my people had hurt my mate so. If I had known—” She sighed and rubbed her face before hissing. She looked down at her own thigh, the wound from Isen’s arrow still intact.

Melvian gave Maris a look before touching Kenna’s hip. “Let me take a look at that.”

She pulled Kenna to a campfire with Valda and Maris trailing behind. The other four Vulcanian sat on the outside of the improvised settlement, keeping a close eye on Kenna. Melvian set her down and touched the infected wound.

“It is a shame other races cannot benefit from healing with Sealian water,” Melvian said, cleaning up the surrounding area of the wound with water and a cloth. “Luckily, you warrior women can take a punch,” Melvian said, wrapping up Kenna’s thigh. “Speaking of Sealian water, we are running out of it. If we could return to New Agenor for longer, it would be great. I understand if we can’t because of time limitations.”

“Thank you for healing me,” Kenna said, bowing her head at Melvian.

“No problem. We are sort of family now. I am Melvian; Isen is my mate.” She gifted the woman a genuine smile before turning to Maris. “And that’s how you heal someone, regardless of if they tried to kill you or not.”

Maris rolled her eyes at her best friend and accepted the healing kit once she moved away from Kenna.

“Valda’s hand doesn’t look that well. I think you should look at it,” Melvian said, jerking her chin at the tall Skylian.

Nodding, Maris thanked her friend and watched her return to the cabin where Eyphah and Isen were.

“Will Eyphah be all right?” Kenna asked, her face doused with worry.

“She will be fine. She just needs to rest,” Maris said, grabbing Valda’s elbow to inspect her arm.

“Why did you beat her in the first place?” Kenna asked, her attention falling on Valda.

Sighing in exasperation, Valda shook her head and pointed toward the cabin. “You don’t know this woman. She is hotheaded, imprudent and—”

“She is perfect,” Kenna said, cutting Valda.

“She… She kissed my mate, knowing she was already mine. I don’t know how things are in the Vulcan Kingdom, but here, once you know someone is mated, they are off limits.”

Kenna arched her brows and faced Maris. “Is this true?”

“That’s not important right now,” Maris said, tying a last knot in Valda’s hand. Another mark and scar on her body. “What’s important is that we need your help, Queen Kenna,” Maris said, sitting now next to her. “We have to take my people back to the Sea kingdom and we need Prospero’s pier to do so.”

Kenna listened intently, her eyes wandering away from Maris to the sandy ground. She frowned. “I was to join you in battle, not help you transport Sealians,” Kenna said to Valda.

“You are in my kingdom, using my cities, my piers to bring weapons from yours. And you want me to do nothing while you deny me entrance to my land?”

“I took over.”

“It is still mine!” Valda snarled, taking a dangerous step towards Kenna. “Where are they?”

“Who?” Kenna asked, arching a dark brow.

“The people of Prospero. My people.”

Kenna scoffed and waved her hand dismissively. “They are in Caliban. I moved all those willing there and took over the city as well.”

Maris squeezed Valda’s forearm. “That explains why we haven’t heard from them.”

“Did you kill them all?”

Kenna inhaled deeply. “I killed those who fought me.”

Maris felt Valda’s arm muscle shifting under her touch. “Valda,” Maris whispered and shook her head, trying to get her to calm down.

“You killed Vulcanians too…” Kenna said, her purple eyes remained on Valda, as if daring her to make a move.

Valda’s upper lip twitched as she crossed her arms over her chest and took a step back. Turning her attention to Kenna, Maris took a deep breath and said, “Queen Kenna, please. You said it yourself. The Sealians have nothing to do with this war. Your mate… Eyphah is a Sealian. She wants to go home. We want to go home.”

Kenna’s jaw clenched before turning to face the cabin where Eyphah was. “My mate deserves peace,” she muttered before flicking a braid behind her shoulders. “I will help you move the Sealians, but only because I want my mate to be safe.”

Valda released the breath she was holding, as did Maris. “Send your men to Prospero and let your people know we are heading there. We are already packed to move.”

Kenna nodded, threw her head back, and whistled sharply. In seconds, one of her men stepped forward. She gave the man instructions in Arevulcan and waved her hand dismissively. He bowed his head low and left.

“Done. What else do you need?”

“Kayden…” Valda swallowed hard. “Where is he?”

Kenna locked her eyes again. “In prison for treason.”

“Treason?” Maris asked, grabbing Valda’s hand.

“He revolted against me when he heard what happened. He kept claiming you were innocent. Harmonia did not join in the war. So we cut all food supply to them. He tried to kill me using his little tricks.”

“He is alive?” Valda asked. Her grip on Maris’s hand tightened.

“He is,” Kenna answered.

Valda let out a relieved sigh, closing her eyes tightly as she brought Maris’s hand to her lips. She pressed her clammy forehead against it, murmuring a soft prayer that Maris couldn’t quite make out.

“I should’ve put him to death, but his mother begged me not to.” Kenna grunted and shook her head. “It was hard to see a woman as Leida Poyraz, a sobbing mess because of her son.” Kenna stopped talking as a Sealian and Skylian walked by holding plates filled with food.

They handed a meal to everyone before leaving. At first, Kenna stared at the mixture of Skylian and Sealian food. After inhaling the smell, she took a bite of what appeared to be chicken. She ate quietly, while Maris kept her gaze on her.

After a couple of mouthfuls, the Vulcanian queen sighed happily and said, “I will send word to release Kayden. That way, he can join us.”

“Thank you, Kenna,” Valda said, sitting on the ground to further enjoy her meal. Maris took a couple of bites, since her attention was fixed on both Valda and Kenna. It was weird seeing Valda dressed as a Vulcanian. The makeup and dirty chest wraps accentuated her rugged look. Valda was tired, while Kenna looked… refreshed.

“How are you able to wield your gift for such an extended period and not get fatigued?” Maris asked, taking Valda and Kenna by surprise.

Kenna was in the middle of another mouthful of chicken. Her face scrunched in confusion before looking at Valda. She scoffed and shook her head condescendingly. “We are not merely blessed with these powers.” She snapped her fingers. A single flame floated from her palm. “We are the gods’ vessels. Their essence runs through us. We are the new gods of this time. It is a matter of overcoming your mortal limits. Don’t be afraid of death, for you will be reborn again.”

Valda chuckled, raising her cup to Kenna. “Is it enough to kill an actual goddess?”

Kenna shrugged, lifted her cup as well and touched Valda’s with it. “Three goddesses with their holy weapons will always be stronger than one any day.”

***

Maris grabbed the horn of the horse’s saddle and pulled herself onto the animal. She adjusted the trident behind her, pulled on the reins, and turned on her steed to look at the movement behind her. She watched Isen carefully settle his sister next to Melvian, who sat on the wagon bed with baby Ciel in her arms. Maris could see the emotions pouring out of Eyphah as Valda placed Struan in her arms. The wagon had a cloth tarp to protect them from the horrible heat and sun.

They were half a day away from Prospero. They had food and more security, thanks to the Vulcanians. Kenna stayed at the rear to keep the Sealians safe from any attack from behind, although she commented repeatedly that she wished to be near Eyphah. Watching the two women interact was awkward, to say the least.

Kenna was very passionate and possessive, while Eyphah wasn’t even sure how to act around her, which Maris found odd. The woman had always wished for a mate. Now that she had her, she wasn’t sure what to do with her.

Maris pulled her horse towards Valda, who looked up at her with a soft smile. Cerberus lay on her shoulder, and as soon as she saw Maris, she leaned close enough to jump on her lap and curl up.

“I will head out first and lead the way. You can stay here with Melvian and the rest,” Valda suggested. “I know you want to be near the babies and oversee Eyphah’s injuries.” Valda jumped onto her horse and then pointed at Cerberus. “Keep her safe, fur ball.”

Cerberus lifted her head and meowed at Valda before snuggling closer.

Maris leaned to her side, grabbed Valda’s shoulders, and pulled her into a soft kiss. “Be careful.”

“She will,” Isen interrupted, his horse coming to stand next to Valda’s. “I will keep an eye out with her.”

Maris nodded at Isen and patted Valda’s cheek before releasing her and allowing her to lead with Isen. Maris then turned around and spotted Melvian casually talking to Eyphah. The two seemed to get along better now than before. Melvian was showing off the small characteristics of each baby as she pointed at Struan’s dark hair and then touched Ciel’s blue curls. Melvian’s smiles spread across her youthful face. A proud flame burned in her dark eyes. Maris couldn’t help but also smile as she approached both women.

Eyphah was still injured, and it would take her a couple of days to recover fully, but she looked happy, calm, and overjoyed as she held her nephew.

Maris grinned at her back before saying, “Gorgeous, are they not?”

Eyphah let out a raspy breath and nodded. “They truly are. Who would’ve thought my brother would produce such perfect creatures?”

Melvian arched an eyebrow playfully and huffed. “Excuse you.” She scoffed. “He didn’t produce them alone, you see. I did a lot of pushing and producing, too!”

Eyphah laughed, but quickly regretted it. She hissed and held her side, careful not to disturb Struan sleeping on her lap. “I am sorry. You are right.”

“Of course I am,” Melvian declared, settling against the wagon and closer to Eyphah.

Maris watched contentedly as both women accommodated the other, sharing their warmth and the comfort of the babies. It wasn’t long until Melvian quieted into a peaceful slumber as Eyphah looked upon the infants.

Well into their journey, Maris saw Valda galloping towards her. There was no worry in their bond, so Maris smiled brightly as her lover stopped nearby. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes. We are stopping to rest here. We will leave in two hours,” Valda said before jutting her chin towards Eyphah and Melvian. “They should stretch their legs and you should get off that horse.”

Valda gracefully jumped off the saddle and onto the dense sand beneath her. Maris didn’t want to wake Cerberus. She was sleeping soundly on her lap. It would be cruel to disturb her, but Valda nudged her pet and patted her shoulder for her to jump on. Once she stretched her front paws, Cerberus jumped on Valda and accepted a piece of dried meat. Valda then turned to Maris and held her hand as she jumped off the horse. After opening her saddlebag, Valda pulled out more meat rations and handed them to Maris, ordering her to eat.

“Should we bring something to Melvian and Eyphah?” Maris asked as she turned to look at the wagon. To her surprise, Isen was already helping Melvian down from the wagon and ensuring she had some food in her hands.

“Isen will take care of them,” Valda mumbled before stopping and looking at Maris. “Eat.”

“You should too. You are looking slimmer,” Maris joked, patting Valda’s toned stomach and then her bottom.

She had changed back to her cotton attire after her talk with Kenna and she swore never to dress as a Vulcanian again. Although they wore less clothing, Valda still said it was suffocating to wear fur.

The deep chuckle from Valda made Maris shiver. She pressed her lips to Maris’s temple and inhaled deeply before pulling away. “It is quite nice how much you care for me.”

“It’s your ass I am worried about,” Maris said before sneaking her palm to pat Valda’s left ass cheek. Her lover released a warning groan, which prompted Maris to pull her hand away and securely rest it on Valda’s lower back.

“You need a wagon for yourselves?” Melvian asked from behind them. Her friend had walked to their side when Isen allowed her to move about while he cared for his sister and children. The healer took a bite of her jerky before her face contorted in disgust. “What is this?”

“Dried meat,” Valda answered before taking a huge bite of her jerky and then bumping Maris’s side, egging her to do the same before giving another piece to Cerberus.

Sighing, Maris rolled her eyes and ate the food Valda had given her. She wasn’t a fan, but it was easier to carry around dried meat than to build a fire to cook. If they were going to be moving again, they needed a quick meal, some minutes to stretch their limbs, drink water, and continue.

“How long until we reach Prospero?”

“We will make it there by nightfall,” Valda answered, taking another bite of the meat and turning to inspect the caravan.

Everyone seemed happy to be out of the wagons and off their horses, conversing and sharing a meal. Maris was pleased. Her focus landed on Valda, whose features turned uneasy and cautious.

“Valda?” Maris reached absently to touch her lover’s bandaged hand. “Is something wrong?”

Valda’s hand immediately moved to the hilt of her sword. Cerberus, who had been chewing happily nearby, froze mid-bite. Her ears perked, swiveling side to side, before she dropped to the ground and bolted under a wagon.

“Valda—” Maris began, but her words caught in her throat as Valda turned sharply to her, her honeyed eyes wide, her mouth slightly agape.

Before Valda could speak, a sharp whistle tore through the air, slicing into the fragile peace.

Maris’s breath hitched. Something streaked past her, too fast to see, but she heard it—the dull thunk of impact, followed by a gasp and a low, guttural groan of pain.

Time seemed to slow as Maris turned, her heart pounding in her ears. She watched, helplessly, as Melvian’s ration tumbled to the sand.

Then her gaze fell on the arrow lodged in the center of her best friend’s chest. For a moment, Maris couldn’t hear anything but the sound of her own blood roaring in her ears. Her scream clawed at her throat, but it was drowned out as the sky filled with hundreds of arrows, slicing through the air.

Valda yanked her down, dragging her under a wagon.

They were under attack. Again. And this time…

This time, they hurt someone dear to her.

No.

Maris’s vision blurred with tears and rage, her chest heaving with every shallow breath.

No!

“Valda, Melvian!” Maris cried out, her voice barely audible over the deafening thwack of arrows embedding themselves into the wagon above them.

Valda’s teeth bared in a snarl, her eyes wild and unblinking, like a cornered animal. “We have to wait for them to reload if we want to move!” she barked.

Maris’s entire body trembled, her pulse pounding in her ears as she shoved Valda aside, her eyes locking on Melvian, who lay crumpled on the ground beside the wagon. A second arrow jutted from her abdomen, the blood pooling beneath her spreading too fast for Maris to process.

“Melvian…” Maris’s voice cracked as she crawled toward her best friend.

Melvian’s head tilted weakly, her wide, unfocused eyes searching for Maris as her trembling hand reached toward her.

“No, no, no,” Maris chanted under her breath, her hands shaking uncontrollably as she pressed them to the wound, desperate to staunch the bleeding. “I’ll get the arrows out. I’ll get you some water. Sealian water. Yes—yes, that’ll work…”

Her mind raced as she fumbled, her movements frantic, erratic. Sealian water had to work. It always worked. It didn’t matter if Melvian was Skylian. Asclepius would hear her prayers, grant her the miracle. He had to.

Right?

The thought clawed at her, the bitter truth seeping into her chest like poison.

No.

Her breath hitched as Melvian’s bloodied fingers clutched at her tunic, her lips quivering.

“My babies,” Melvian choked out. Her gaze darted desperately towards the wagon’s direction. “Maris, my babies.”

“They’re fine. They’re all right,” Maris lied, her voice trembling as she worked to steady her hands. She didn’t know if they were all right. She could only hope. Please let them be all right. They were with Isen and Eyphah, and she clung to that thin thread of faith.

“Take care of them, Mar—”

“Shut up!” Maris snapped through gritted teeth, her voice cracking as she cut her off. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she pressed her hands firmly against the wounds, trying her hardest to avoid the arrows. “You are fine. You’re going to be fine. I just need to pull the arrows out, clean the wounds, stitch you up, and—“

A guttural roar split the air behind them, a sound so primal it made Maris’s stomach drop. She didn’t need to turn around to know who it was.

It was Isen.

She knew he could feel it. He could feel his mate’s life slipping through her fingers.

“We have to go right now!” Valda’s voice jolted her out of her frozen state. Before Maris could react, Valda shoved her aside and scooped Melvian into her arms, cradling her as if she were the most fragile thing in the world.

The arrows lodged in Melvian’s chest and stomach shifted as Valda moved, and Maris winced at her best friend’s weak groan. “We have seconds before they attack again!”

Maris’s heart hammered in her chest as her eyes darted to the arrows scattered across the ground. These weren’t Vulcanian weapons. The crude rock tips and rustic feathers were gone. Instead, these arrows were sleek and polished.

They’re not Vulcanians.

“Hurry! Hurry!” Maris begged, her desperation spilling as she stumbled after Valda. She pushed her mate toward the wagon with trembling hands, urging her to move faster. “Please, Valda! Please!”

Maris crawled into the wagon, her breath hitching when her eyes locked onto Eyphah. The woman sat frozen, her face pale with terror as she clutched Struan tightly in her arms while Ciel lay on her lap.

Maris turned her gaze to Melvian, and her heart dropped. Blood trickled from her best friend’s lips, staining her chin. The sight left Maris momentarily paralyzed, a lump rising in her throat. Shaking herself free of her stupor, she reached for the small dagger hidden in her boot, her fingers trembling as she unsheathed it and sliced through Melvian’s tunic.

“Melvian!”

Isen’s cries pierced through the chaos and Maris clenched her teeth, willing herself to ignore him in order to clear her mind and work on Melvian.

She knew what needed to be done. She knew pulling the arrows now would do more harm than good. But Isen’s voice, the screaming, the pounding of hooves, the clash of steel—it all made it impossible to think clearly.

Her best friend was dying and there was nothing she could do to stop it. She failed Melvian. She was never blessed by Asclepius, she didn’t follow his teaching as she should’ve had, as Melvian told her to do. This was all her fault.

“Asclepius, god of healing, hear my plea…” Maris began, her hands fluttering over the arrows as she pulled the one from her stomach, only to earn a heart-wrenching bellow from Melvian.

“I am sorry! I am sorry…” Her shuddering whimper dissolved into a cry as she whispered the words like a holy mantra, desperate for a miracle.

“Please, please, Asclepius, not her.”

Not her.

Not Melvian.

Maris felt the weak grip of Melvian’s bloodied hands on her own. Her tears blurred her vision, dripping onto her best friend’s chest as though her sorrow could somehow heal what her prayers couldn’t.

“I’m sorry,” Maris whispered, her voice cracking as her composure shattered. “I’m sorry, Melvian. I’m so sorry. I tried. I’m not blessed. I’m so—”

“Stop,” Melvian rasped, her voice so faint it barely reached Maris’s ears.

Maris stopped and bit her lower lip to control herself, but she could still hear Isen’s screaming and heartbreak. Gods, he was feeling their bond dissolving into nothing.

“Please,” Melvian choked, blood spilling from her lips as she forced the word out. Her chest rose and fell unevenly.

Maris’s tears flowed, landing like rain on Melvian’s skin. “Don’t talk.”

“Care for them.”

“No!” Maris shook her head vehemently, the denial tearing from her lips. “I won’t. They’re yours, not mine!” Her voice cracked, shaking as she fought against the weight of the words. To accept this—to promise—meant accepting that Melvian was slipping away, and she wasn’t ready. She would never be ready.

“Maris…” Eyphah’s voice came from behind, accompanied by the faint cries of the two infants.

“Please,” Melvian whispered, her trembling hands squeezing Maris’s with the last strength she had left.

Maris crumbled. Her chest tightened as she looked into her friend’s eyes, seeing the plea, the desperation, the fucking trust. She swallowed hard, forcing the knot in her throat down as she nodded through the tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I will. I swear,” Maris said. If she couldn’t heal her, she could at least give her this—reassurance, a promise to love and protect the children Melvian would leave behind.

Melvian’s lips curved into a faint smile. Her bloodied fingers patted Maris’s hands weakly, and then she exhaled.
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Valda held onto Isen for dear life. He thrashed about, fighting to reach the wagon where his mate was. Words spilled from Valda’s mouth, hoping to ease him, wishing she had Kayden’s gift. She wished she could calm Isen, but she knew there was nothing she could do other than hold on to him as he fell to his knees, clutching to her blouse as he called out to Melvian again, his voice breaking into a desperate sob.

Pulling at him, she tried to get him away from the chaos. If they wanted to survive, they needed to fight or leave, and Isen was in no way ready to fight.

Isen pushed Valda away, towering over her as he turned towards the sandy hills surrounding them. Any moment now, the sky would be shadowed by arrows. Unsheathing her sword, Valda grabbed Isen by his shirt and pushed him towards the wagon as the ground shook. Valda froze as she connected her gaze with Isen’s.

Explosions?

“Get them out of here now!” Valda said, referring to Isen’s family and Maris.

Her words died as she peered over Umbriel’s sandy hills to the dense haboob towering into the sky. As the impenetrable cloud of sand dashed them, Valda saw people moving within it.

Isen didn’t wait. Grabbing Valda, he dragged her with him towards the wagon.

Snatching the wooden back door, Valda froze as she looked from Maris’s tear-drenched face to the unmoving body in front of her. Next to her, Isen shuddered in a breath, as his grip on the door wavered.

“Isen…” Maris whimpered. She was unsure what to do with her blood-stained hands.

“We have to go now,” Isen ordered, his voice cracked as he stared at his mate.

“Maris, no one is commanding the horses. I need you to do so,” Valda said.

The soft cry of one baby drowned Maris’s sob and stole her attention from the corpse. “Isen, I am so sorry.”

“This is not the time. We must get out of here alive…” Isen said, his eyes focused upon his mate. If it wasn’t for the obscenity of the arrows and the blood drenching her clothing, anyone could’ve sworn she was sleeping.

Maris nodded before swiftly jumping off the wagon and running towards the horses. The sky darkened again.

Arrows covered the sky above her and as the weapons descended upon her, a ravaging heat surfaced from somewhere behind her. Valda threw her entire body on Maris, covering her just as a thick flame burned the arrows meant to kill them.

As the ash covered their skin, Valda sharply tugged at Maris’s arm, guiding her to the horses.

“You have to leave now, Maris!” Valda’s voice broke as she lifted Maris to one horse and shoved the reins in her hands. “I will see you again. I promise.”

Valda was undone, fear striking her features. Her hands were shaking uncontrollably, and her eyes were glued to Maris, almost begging her to please listen to her.

Maris clasped her hands and nodded before leaning forward and pressing her lips to hers. “Find me.”

“Always, Seashell,” Valda said, squeezing her hands one last time.

Grabbing the long reins, Maris commanded the petrified horses to move.

Taking another horse, Valda jumped on it and called out to Isen, who settled behind the wagon and pushed it hard enough to get it going. “Isen! Get in!” Valda said, watching how Eyphah nodded at her words.

“Get in, Isen! Please!” Eyphah said, struggling to hold the two infants in her arms.

“Not yet.” He looked up at Valda and waved his arm angrily at her. “Go! Fuck those assholes up! Leave no one alive!”

Valda was taken aback by Isen’s words, but didn’t waste a second as she kicked the horse’s flank and ran towards the haboob. A bomb exploded behind her just as another horse ran next to her. As the gallops got closer, Valda turned to watch Kenna pull the ax from her waist, gritting her teeth and raising her weapon over her head. Valda raised the Heaven Sword as well, as they entered the storm.

Valda was used to haboobs. When she was younger, Arwin would take her to Umbriel to train. He would have her endure the ruthlessness of the burning desert and sandstorms. She had to live between the caves, waiting for the storm to subside. But there was something off about this haboob.

With a bellow, Valda encapsulated herself and Kenna in a tight air bubble, protecting them from the cutting sand blowing around them. Their horses did not waver. As her grip on the Heaven Sword grew taut, she saw the eerie silhouette of a large troop, and in front of it, a man galloped on his black horse.

Piercing hazel eyes met Valda’s honey ones.

A cold shudder ran down her spine at the sight of the scar from the man’s temple to his chin.

Arwin.

“Remember, Valda!” Kenna yelled, spinning the ax in her hand before pointing it at Arwin. “We are the new gods!”

Valda took a deep breath, nudging the horse’s sides harder. Valda gritted her teeth as she prepared her body and got closer to the man responsible for everything.

A gust of wind slammed against her chest, knocking the air out of her lungs. Valda shook her head and turned her attention back to Arwin. He lifted his hand and moved it forward. Another gust moved through the bubble, but this time, Valda captured it within her hands, dissolving the attack into nothing.

With a final grunt, she deflected another gust and jumped off her horse, tackling Arwin off his steed and onto the sand.

The haboob disappeared, as did Valda’s protective cocoon. For a second, she searched for Arwin within the thick sand. The sudden blast of sand next to her knocked her momentarily off her feet. Besides her, Arwin emerged from the within the ground, his hazel eyes burning through her.

“Found you,” Arwin snarled, raising his sword. Valda deflected his strike easily, pushing him off her.

A lick of flame pushed her back, creating a distance between her and Arwin.

Kenna jumped off her horse, her ax still in her hand as she presented it to Arwin, the flames disintegrating into embers.

Arwin’s confused gaze shifted between Valda and Kenna. His face contorted as he realized what was happening.

“An alliance?” he asked, surprised.

“And here you thought I was a lousy ruler. I keep bringing the kingdoms together.” Valda grinned.

Arwin’s eyes narrowed as he clutched his sword tightly with one hand. The other stretched towards Valda, aiming his attack at her. Whirling winds surged forward, laced with an icy chill, intending to knock her off balance. Valda responded by flicking her wrist and creating an opposing current that shielded her from Arwin’s assault.

Seeing her chance, Kenna lunged at Arwin, wielding her ax with both hands. But Arwin was swift, evading her blows with an agility Valda had seen time and time again. Although older than both, Arwin knew more about fighting than anyone Valda had known. He retaliated with a counterstrike, sending a razor-sharp breeze slicing toward Kenna, who barely deflected the attack with her ax.

Valda seized the opportunity to strike, her sword slicing through the air. Arwin redirected the trajectory of her strikes, causing her to face her own assault. Valda’s eyes widened. She pivoted, using her connection to the winds to regain control of her weapon. Valda dashed towards him and slammed the handle of her sword against his temple, ignoring the sound of bone cracking.

Arwin stumbled back, and Valda struck his sword’s handle before he could gather himself. The weapon tumbled to Valda’s feet, who kicked it away from Arwin’s reach. The General fell, blood pouring from his left temple, his sight lost to the blunt force of Valda’s strike.

Suddenly, the crumbling explosions faded into the sound of horses galloping toward the Sealians. Dread ran through Valda’s back. Maris and the rest were still there.

Fuck!

Without a warning, a sharp strike to her stomach pushed her down to the sand, knocking her grip on the Heaven Sword. Valda landed a fist over Arwin’s already injured temple pushing him off her enough to get her back to her feet.

Looming over Arwin, she kicked the man’s jaw. Landing on his back, Valda straddled his waist and grabbed his throat.

“Would you like me to pull the air out of your lungs or would you rather die with my hands around your neck, you fucking traitor?”

Arwin clutched her wrist, his eyes shifting to a distinctive dark brown. His hair lengthened, growing long and dark. Parting his lips, a feminine voice pierced through.

“Valda, stop!” Rionach’s unique voice filtered through the tight gasps of air.

Valda’s grip faltered, her fingers trembling as they uncurled from the neck of the figure beneath her. Her breath hitched, sharp and shallow, as she stumbled backward.

Her mother touched her neck, coughing and fighting to breathe again. Valda’s hands, still trembling, clenched into fists at her sides. “This isn’t real,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and breaking. “You’re not real.”

Eris…

Eris’s eyes, her mother’s eyes, watched her, unblinking. The smile that spread across her lips was wrong. It was twisted, ugly, and completely different from the smile that Valda remembered.

“Valda,” the voice came, and Valda’s stomach turned when she recognized it. “You wouldn’t hurt your own mother, would you?”

The weight of her mother’s gaze bore into her, and for a moment, Eris’s illusion almost cracked through her defenses. But then, the air split with a sharp sound, followed by the deafening thud of steel cleaving into flesh.

Valda flinched, as blood sprayed across the ground in an arc. With a gasp, Valda turned from the stained sand to see Kenna’s ax buried into Eris’s shoulder, missing the head by mere inches.

“No!” Valda panicked as bile rose in her throat. Her mother’s face contorted in pain as she staggered.

For a moment, all Valda could see was her—her mother, struck down, bleeding, crumpling under the weight of Kenna’s attack.

But then the illusion shifted once more.

Eris’s form flickered, her features warping into someone else. The blood that dripped from her shoulder sizzled on the ground, black and reeking of sulfur.

Kenna stood firm; her ax still embedded in Eris’s shoulder. “I did not take you as a sentimentalist, Valda Aither,” Kenna said, her grip on the ax growing taut. “You have a mission. We have a mission!“ Placing her boot on Eris’s back as leverage, Kenna yanked her ax free, more black blood spraying as she took a step back. “I should apologize. It seemed your mate was telling the truth.”

Valda snapped her eyes from the bleeding goddess to Kenna, a scoff surfacing from her chest. “Now you notice?”

“We are both two hotheaded women.” She shrugged. “In another life, we would’ve been sisters. Now, take your sword. Let us be remembered as the ones that killed the goddess Eris.”

Valda stretched her hand out, palm upward. From beneath the sand, the Heaven Sword burst forth, slicing through the air before landing firmly in Valda’s grasp.

The black blood pooled at Eris’s feet writhed as if alive. The blood shot to Eris, who still was disguised as Rionach. Black tendrils swallowed Eris, taking her body and engulfing her into a tight cocoon. Valda’s stomach twisted as the shape within the black cocoon changed. Eris’s figure grew, her jagged features hardening. When the tendrils finally receded, another familiar figure stood where Eris had been.

Kenna froze, and her eyes widened.

King Vulcan stood before them, his barbarian garment was battered and bloodied, the crimson streaks soaking into the furs. He clutched his side as if trying to stem the flow of an unseen wound, his breath shallow and labored.

Valda’s heart lurched as she glanced at Kenna, who seemed to be rooted in the sand. Her lips parted as if trying to form words. Her chest heaved, the ax in her grip trembling slightly.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!” Valda bellowed. “Kenna, it’s not him!”

King Vulcan’s form stumbled forward, his wounded frame sagging as though he could collapse at any moment. “Please, Kenna. Lay down your weapon. Don’t make this worse.“ If Valda didn’t know any better, she would’ve believed the disguise, especially with the perfectly spoken Arevulcan.

Kenna’s lower lip quivered, her eyes staring up at the figure of her father. Tears gathered at the corner of her eyes. “Father,” Kenna called.

“Kenna, step back. She is not getting away!”

“No! Don’t!” Kenna screamed, her voice raw as Valda thrust the sword forward, the blade piercing through King Vulcan’s back. The sound of steel cutting flesh rang out, and the figure let out a strangled gasp, its body crumpling forward.

“And you call me sentimental!” Valda snarled, pulling the sword out from Eris’s body. “That’s not your father! It’s Eris. You know it is!”

“Fuck this!” Kenna screamed in Arevulcan. She dropped her ax, running toward the fallen man. She skidded to his side, her hands trembling as she cradled his face.

“I know it’s Eris. I know, but…” Kenna shook her head. “You don’t understand.” Her grip tightened on his face.

Before either of them could say another word, a deafening boom tore through the air, and Valda was thrown back by the force of the blast. Fire and heat surged around them, followed by a choking cloud of sand and debris. Kenna reacted instantly, throwing herself over Valda to shield her from the worst of the explosion.

“Stay down!” Kenna shouted, her voice muffled by the storm of sand that erupted around them.

Valda could feel the surrounding fire, burning flesh and hair and clothing. The smell was nauseating. Within the fiery explosion, a sandstorm formed, swirling violently around them.

Kenna tightened her grip on Valda, while the whipping sand stung their skin and filled their lungs. The sand cut at Valda’s exposed skin, and the wind threatened to knock her off her feet. But she gritted her teeth and pushed her palm outward.

A burst of air emanated from Valda’s hand, forming an invisible shield around them. The sand and wind slammed against it but couldn’t break through. Valda stood firm, her other arm wrapping around Kenna’s shoulders, holding her steady.

“I’ve got you,” Valda muttered. She planted her feet, her focus entirely on keeping the shield intact as the storm raged around them.

The storm finally settled, the sand falling away along with the debris of broken wagons and forgotten weapons. The dune was eerily silent now, save for the faint whistle of the wind. Kenna straightened, brushing sand from her face, and looked around.

Eris was gone.

All that remained was a patch of blackened sand, stained with Eris’s blood. Valda stared at it as rage bubbling deep within her.

“She’s gone,” Kenna muttered before closing her eyes and raising her hand. Seconds later, the ax flew to her hand, her knuckles white as she gripped it.

Valda’s gaze lingered on the black sand. “That explosion… that storm, that wasn’t Eris,” she breathed, her grip tightening on the Heaven Sword. “Arwin was here. I just know it.”

Kenna let out a shaky breath and turned to Valda. Her face was streaked with sand and sweat, her makeup smudged. “Where are the rest of his men, then?”

Valda didn’t reply, her focus shifting to the faint rumble of hooves in the distance.

The sound grew louder, accompanied by the sight of a cavalry tearing through the desert dunes.

“Fucking Skylians…“ Kenna growled, strapping her ax to her waist with force. She cracked her neck and shook her arms, readying herself. “I spoke too soon.”

Valda let out a dry laugh, sheathing the Heaven Sword and taking a step next to Kenna. “I must say, this has been the longest training session we ever had.” The sound of the horses and soldiers getting closer did not faze her. Kenna had proven to be a wonderful ally in combat.

“I could’ve ended this minutes ago,” Kenna lowered her body to the ground. “Sentimentalist.”

“Speak for yourself, bitch.” Valda grinned, proud that she had learned a couple of curse words in Arevulcan from Kayden.

The soldiers surged closer, while shouts of commands were barely audible through the deafening sound of gallops. Valda and Kenna exchanged a glance before Valda tilted her head towards the incoming throng.

“Think we can manage this without our weapons?” Valda asked.

Kenna’s grin widened. “Do not doubt your god-given gift.”

Valda planted her feet firmly in the sand, her arms rising as she turned in slow movements. The wind howled in response, swirling around her like the sand beneath them shifted and rose, forming into a tornado. The vortex grew wider and stronger with each sweep of Valda’s arms, pulling soldiers and horses into its grasp.

Kenna, standing beside her, stretched out her hands and drew a deep breath, her chest expanding. With a sharp exhale, a torrent of flame shot from her mouth, twisting and merging with Valda’s tornado.

“Hot enough for you?” Kenna quipped, planting her hands on her hips and watching the destruction with satisfaction.

The fiery tornado roared louder than the screams of the soldiers it consumed, its heat warping the air, scorching everything it touched. Kenna’s grin faltered for a moment as she glanced at Valda, who was now on one knee, her hands braced against the ground as she struggled to maintain the storm’s power.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting tired already,” Kenna teased, but Valda picked up the concern in her voice.

“I’m fine,” Valda gritted out, though her forehead was already damp with sweat.

Kenna gave a loud sigh and waved a hand dismissively. “Weakling.“ She inhaled sharply, her hands glowing as she channeled more fire into the vortex. The flames surged, devouring the last remnants of Arwin’s army.

As the last scream died away, the tornado dissipated as the flames vanished into faint embers until fading.

Valda collapsed on her hands and knees, her chest heaving. She needed a moment, but already Kenna was striding over to her.

The barbarian grabbed Valda’s blouse and yanked her upright with a sharp tug. “Well done, Valda Aither.” She chuckled and slapped her hand firmly on Valda’s back.

“I wish I could allow you a moment of respite, but we have to move,” Kenna said before scrunching her nose.

The smell of burn flesh was almost too much for both women to take. Valda brushed the back of her hand under her nose and sighed in disgust.

“If that bitch isn’t dead, we wounded her with our holy weapons. She’s dying, and we need to act fast.”

“She can heal, right?”

“A wound from a holy weapon? No!” Her purple eyes gleamed. “These so-called ‘gods’ can be killed.” She scoffed. “There was no ‘Great Disappearance.’” Kenna said, a smile spreading through her features. “This is what happened to them.”

Valda frowned as Kenna’s words sank in. The gods had been killed? Her head swam with the implications, and she shook it, her exhaustion making it hard to think. It was a miracle she was still standing at all.

Kenna’s hands gripped her shoulders, forcing Valda to meet her intense gaze. “If she’s working with Arwin, she chose him to pass on her powers. We cannot let that happen.”

“He will have the gifts of two gods then…” Valda said before arching a brow at Kenna. “Has that ever happened before?”

Kenna swallowed hard and squeezed Valda’s shoulders tighter. “Facing Arwin with the strength of two gods coursing through him will be no small task,” she paused arched her brow and added, “I can assure you.”

Valda nodded slowly, her body screaming for rest, her legs threatening to give out beneath her. But Kenna gave her a firm shake, “Do not let your body tell you when you are done, Valda,” Kenna said, stepping back and turning to leave. “Meet me at Prospero. We’ll get the Sealians out!”

Swallowing the curse that threatened to escape her lips, she watched as Kenna ran off toward the Sealians, her energy seemingly untouched.

Valda wouldn’t admit it out loud, but she was jealous of the other woman’s stamina… Drained and aching, Valda turned to the nearest horse. The animal was skittish, its eyes wide and nostrils flaring from what had happened, but she steadied it enough to climb into the saddle.

Gripping the reins tightly, she urged the horse forward, her mind already turning to Maris. She had to get to her, had to warn her. She pushed the horse harder, the desert stretching before her.

As she neared the site where the bombs had gone off, the sand was scorched black, littered with shredded clothing, splintered wood, and the broken remains of water barrels. Valda was about to press forward when movement caught her eye— someone was staggering in her direction.

Her breath caught as she reined the horse in sharply, leaping from the saddle to land near the man. His long blue hair was tousled, streaked with sand and ash. His shirt was scorched and charred; his back marred with burns. He stumbled, his legs giving out beneath him, but Valda was there in an instant.

“Isen!” Valda called, falling on her knees and catching him just as he was about to hit the ground.

“I’m fine,” Isen said between gulps of air. “I’m fine.”

Valda brushed his hair away from his face, her fingers trembling slightly. Isen was in bad shape and by the looks of it there was no Sealian water she could give him.

His eyes were unfocused and lost. She had never seen him like that. Pressing her palm to his cheek, he leaned into her touch. Valda swallowed hard, before she shifted, pulling his heavy arm over her shoulder and turned to her horse. “Come on. Let’s go.”

She got Isen onto the horse, settling him behind the saddle. Once he was secure, Valda climbed up, taking her place in front. Isen leaned forward, his sweaty forehead pressing against her shoulder than his arms hung limply at his sides. Valda nudged the horse’s flank with her heels and sped to Prospero.
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Maris’s hands trembled as she patched another wound. Her tear-damp face turned just as another pained scream issued somewhere in Prospero’s main square. Wiping blood from her hands, she walked aimlessly, surrounded by broken cries. Taking a deep breath, Maris turned back to where the deceased had been laid.

Melvian’s body was on top of countless pieces of fur, covered with a thin sheet. Maris had removed the last arrow as soon as they were far away from the chaos. The babies were safe. Coral volunteered to take care of them. Being that she was still lactating, she was more than happy to feed them.

A soft hand touched hers, pulling her gaze away from the person who used to be her best friend. A Sealian woman showed her wounded leg. With forced smile, she kneeled to have a better look. Another hand touched her shoulder, and she looked up to find Eyphah.

“I got this. You need a break,” Eyphah said, squeezing her shoulder.

She couldn’t take a break; she needed to heal as many people as she could. She needed Asclepius’ blessing now more than ever… if she ever had it in the first place. “I can’t—”

“You must,” Eyphah snapped, her grip on Maris growing taut.

Maris’s jaw clenched tightly. She needed to keep her mind busy, or it would go back to Melvian. She couldn’t afford to be emotional, not now.

“I can help,” Eyphah whispered, giving her a rueful smile.

Maris nodded as she stood. Walking around, she tried to filter the screams, the cries of grief, and the physical pain. Maris walked amongst her people, failure pressing hard on her shoulders and chest. Failure. She had failed every single one of them yet again.

She swallowed the knot in her throat and took a deep breath. A soft welcoming rub pulled her from her thoughts. Looking down, Maris watched Cerberus, staring up at her with adoring eyes. Her black fur was disheveled, dirty, and slightly singed. But she’d survived, and she was here, giving Maris some much needed moral support.

“Where were you, girl?” Maris asked, lowering to touch her head and rub under her chin. Suddenly, her attention was caught by a young man leaning against a destroyed wagon’s wheel.

Cai sat with his legs bent, his forearms resting on each knee. Blood stained his hands crimson and his entire body quivered with every ragged breath. Maris scrambled to him, kneeling before the young boy and cupping his blood splattered face. His eyes were dark and dazed. He wasn’t there.

“Cai?” Maris tried to connect their gazes. “Cai, it’s me, Maris.”

The young boy turned to Maris the third time she said his name. Maris struggled to suppress the shocked gasp that threatened to escape her throat, but it was inevitable. Cai, the young happy Cai she knew, wasn’t there. Instead, a husk peered back at her.

“What happened?” she asked, holding his face steady. He tried to pull back, but she wouldn’t allow it. “Cai!”

“I — I pr- protected them,” he stuttered.

Maris frowned, trying to hide the fear creeping up at the back of her neck. “Who?”

“Coljar, Lia, and Kimmi,” Cai whispered, finally breaking away from Maris’s hold and shaking his head as if trying to clear the fog from his mind. “Skylians, they were going to hurt them and I k—” A sob quaked through him, his gaze falling to the ground.

Maris placed a gentle hand on his back and rubbed the guilt away. “You protected them,” she rectified. “You did well.”

“I’ve never…” Cai inhaled a sob and choked on his breath. He racked, his hands forming tight fists.

“This is your first time? Taking a life?” Maris asked.

Maybe talking about it might help the boy come to terms. Cai nodded, facing away from her as if he was ashamed of his actions. Maris gathered him in her arms, pressed her lips to the top of his head, and allowed him to cry.

It wasn’t his fault. Cai was no older than sixteen. He was doing what he thought was right.

Maris pulled back and cupped his face again. His features were painted with regret, and Maris couldn’t help but see Valda reflected in Cai’s expression.

Interrupted by a wave of gasps, Maris’s attention went from Cai to the city gate as Eyphah and Valda dragged Isen inside.
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The smell of blood hit Isen’s nose the second he made it to the square. He wasn’t the only one injured. Chaos unfolded before him as he took in the people crying and holding each other. Then, he noticed the wrapped-up body of his mate lying at the far end of the center, and his heart shattered again.

Isen held on to Valda’s shoulder and muttered Melvian’s name. Eyphah tried her best to hold on to him, but as Valda lowered him, his heavy body fell against the ground.

Eyphah cursed before wrapping one arm around his waist and helping him sit. As he straightened, Maris walked to him, kneeling to check over his injuries.

His eyes never left his mate’s body, which lay away from everyone else. He stared, unaware of Maris touching his shoulder to check for injuries, of his sister calling his name. His mission to bring everyone to safety had been pushed to the far corners of his mind. The only thing he saw, was Melvian, covered in a thin sheet dead.

He never thought the silence within him or the sudden emptiness would feel like literal suffocation. His injuries were nothing to the horrible, deafening muteness within him.

Maris shook him, snapping him back to where he was. He wasn’t alone, he was still with people that cared for him. His sister, his queens. They held on to him, grounding him. But still, it was as if the air couldn’t reach his lungs…

As Maris stood to go around his back, he grabbed her wrist tightly, earning a pained groan from her and a snarled warning from Valda.

“Isen! You are hurt—”

“Where are my children?” Isen asked, turning to look at Maris, her image coming in and out of focus. “Are they—”

“They are with Coral,” Eyphah answered, grabbing his arms, and unhooking his grip from Maris’s arm, who hissed and rubbed her skin. “They are safe, they were fed, they are warm. No one touched them. They are waiting for you.”

Isen released an anxious sigh. They were safe, and alive. That’s what mattered now. Leaning forward, he felt the injuries on his back stretching out, but he didn’t utter a single word of pain. This was punishment for not keeping Melvian safe, for not being near her.

“Let me help you,” Maris whispered, touching his shoulders, but Isen shook his head.

“I am fine,” he lied.

He blatantly lied. He wasn’t fine. If anything, he was sure he wasn’t going to survive. Not without Melvian. Not with this emptiness.

“You are not fine. Look at your back—” Desperation washed over Eyphah, and Isen didn’t blame her. He would be overprotective of her too, were the circumstances reversed. Even so, he didn’t have enough time and needed to say a proper goodbye to his mate.

“A bomb exploded behind me, but the blast was weak. I can assure you.” He groaned and stood straight, towering over Maris and Eyphah. “See? I am fine.” He hit his chest twice, then peered back at Valda. “I am fine.”

At first, Valda looked at him with concern, but then her gaze softened, and her jaw tensed. It was almost as if she knew what he was doing. She slipped her hand over his shoulder and squeezed him before she turned to Maris. “Let him be.”

“Valda…” Maris shook her head, but Valda’s raised hand silenced her protest.

“I need to say goodbye to my mate,” Isen muttered, swallowing the knot in his throat. “Allow me a moment to be with her. Please?”

Maris took a deep breath, peered at Eyphah, and then back at Isen. “Fine,” Maris muttered before pointing a finger at him. “Don’t leave your sister’s side. If a bomb went near you, we must keep an eye on you.”

Isen gave her a rueful smile and nodded. “Yes, my queen…” He attempted to bow, but pain shot from his lower stomach all the way to his chest.

Maris’s chin trembled, and before he could walk away, she wrapped her arms around him, pressing a tender kiss to his bearded face. The embrace was warm, sisterly even, and Isen returned the affection with an overbearing hug.

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

Pulling back, Maris stared at him one last time before allowing Eyphah to walk next to him. His steps were heavy, more so now that he was trying to hide how severe his injuries were. Thankfully, and by the looks of it, Eyphah was slightly better, strong enough to walk on her own. She would survive this war, and if the gods allowed it, she would be a great aunt to his children. He never said it to her, knowing how she always got when talking about her feelings, but Isen was proud of the woman his sister had become, regardless of the fights that separated them.

Eyphah gave him a knowing look, and he couldn’t help but smile as he touched his tattoo. “Mine is prettier.” Eyphah said, and he knew damn well she was trying to alleviate the situation as she had done when they arrived in the Sky Kingdom years ago.

“It is,” Isen said, a chuckle emanated from his chest before it changed into a coughing fit. Eyphah quickly grabbed on to him, rubbed his back and got him closer to his mate. She helped him settle down next to the corpse but yet, she didn’t move away.

“I will be alright. I just need to be alone for a moment,” Isen said, tilting his head upwards.

“Alright. Call me if you need anything.” Eyphah touched his dirty cheek, kissed the top of his head, and walked far enough away to give him some much-needed space.

Finally, Isen turned to his mate’s body. He could make out her soft and beautiful features through the cloth, and his chest tightened with the emptiness that weighed him down. His blood-stained hand pulled down the sheet, revealing his mate’s clean face. Of course, Maris had cleaned her up. Those two seemed inseparable…

Melvian looked as if she was sleeping. As if at any second, she would open her gorgeous eyes, look at him, and smile. She would probably fight with him, tell him to clean up or to join her in bed.

Gods, he would give anything to be laying in a warm bed with her. Touching her, keeping her warm, their children between them. Isen swallowed hard. A sob broke from deep within him, and he groaned as the pain moved throughout his body. Isen parted his lips, but the emotions swelled his throat, and he could barely talk. He bit his lower lip and leaned over her, his mouth touching over the cold skin of her forehead.

“I am so sorry,” he muttered, pulling back and brushing the back of his hand against her cheek. “I am so sorry I couldn’t protect you.” He sighed, looked past her, and turned to see his sister talking to a Vulcanian soldier.

“But the babies will be fine. They will be well taken care of.” He knew it. Valda, Maris nor Eyphah would allow any harm to fall on their children and yet, why did he feel so much guilt?

“I am sorry we didn’t have enough time to see them grow, I am sorry I…” He pressed his forehead to the furs and sighed. “I am sorry I couldn’t take you to the Sea Kingdom. You would’ve loved it there. The beaches, the islands… You would’ve loved all of it.”

Isen straightened, his hand still on her cheek, his eyes still roaming her beauty. “I will find you, Melvian,” he whispered, only for him to hear. “I will find you, and I will make you fall for me. We will have children, we will raise them, and we will grow old.” He nodded at his words. “We will have all the time in the world, just for us. The gods can’t be this cruel… Not to you.”

He leaned forward once more, the pain coursing through him was not enough to stop him from kissing his mate one last time. “I love you, Melvian. We will see each other soon.”

Exhaling, the pain dissipated as he closed his eyes, never to open them again.
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Valda sat down next to Maris, wondering when would be the right time to tell what had happened with Eris. If anything, her weak and drained body would’ve been a dead giveaway of the battle she had just been a part of.

Instead, she looked at Maris, noticing the dark circle under her eyes. Her heart ached for her. She had never seen Maris so tired.

She had no words of solace; she could only offer her presence and pray that it would be enough for Maris. Leaning against the wooden crate behind her, Valda propped her arms over her bent knees and sighed when Maris leaned her head against her shoulder. Valda welcomed the closeness with a soft kiss on Maris’s head.

Valda closed her eyes for just a second, taking in her lover’s scent. She was here, she was alive, and she was with her. She couldn’t even imagine if it was Maris wrapped up in the thin white sheets. The thought alone was enough to squeeze the air right out of her lungs. Maris surely felt her uneasiness, she squeezed her thigh affectionately before pulling back to inspect her face.

“I am fine,” Valda said, brushing loose strands of hair away from Maris’s face.

Yet Maris frowned, her hand trailing to press over Valda’s chest. “Are you?”

“Isen!”

Both Valda and Maris turned towards the voice, finding Eyphah, shaking Isen’s unconscious body on the ground. Valda’s stomach dropped. She was the first to stand, but it was Maris who rushed to the captain’s side, kneeling next to him and pressing her fingers to his neck.

Maris’s face darkened as she shifted her gaze to Eyphah. “What happened?”

Eyphah shrugged as she shook Isen again. “He was fine! He was saying goodbye to Melvian!” Eyphah sobbed. “Isen! Wake up!”

Valda frowned, her mind drifting to the memory of Isen’s charred back. She moved Maris’s hands away and ripped the captain’s shirt, exposing his torso. His skin had changed color. His abdomen had a dark, blotched spot, moving from his back to his flank and reaching his lower stomach.

Valda shuddered in a breath in disbelief, her hands trembling in realization.

The bomb…

It had exploded behind him.

He had internal injuries…

“Do something!” Eyphah begged, cradling Isen’s face.

Maris’s gaze jumped from the dark skin on Isen’s torso to Valda. “Get me some Sealian water. We can fix this.”

Valda blinked, startled. She nodded and pushed herself off the floor. Stumbling across Prospero’s square, her eyes drifted through what was left of the attack. Damaged wagons laid out on the ground. Inside them, cracked water barrels. Valda inspected one by one, her hope of finding a sip of water diminishing as the barrels broke under her instigation.

Valda shook her head as she checked the last wagon. There was no Sealian water. How could she return and tell Eyphah they couldn’t help Isen?

Valda clenched her fist at her side, swallowed her desperation, and ran back to Maris. The other woman was using her entire body weight to give Isen compressions, while Eyphah cried quietly, resignation on her face.

As Valda got closer, Maris lifted her gaze, her face slightly hopeful. “Did you get it?” she asked, never stopping her attempt to bring Isen back.

Valda’s lower lip quivered as she shook her head. “There’s none left.”

Maris slowly stopped her compression while Eyphah demanded why she was stopping. “What? No. That can’t be right.” Tears gathered at the corner of her eyes, turning back to Isen, her hands still on his chest.

“There is none left,” Valda muttered, tightening her jaw.

Eyphah’s shoulders dropped. She leaned over Isen’s corpse and enveloped the body in a tight hug. Her face pressed against the crook of his neck as she released a pained howl. Maris fell on her bottom. Her hands trembled as she looked past Isen and Eyphah, her gaze falling on Melvian’s corpse.

“They couldn’t stay away…” Maris whispered, Eyphah’s cries drowning her voice. She turned her head to Valda. “They couldn’t—”

Valda silenced Maris by falling on her knees and wrapping her in a tight embrace. Her mate’s entire body quaked, as she cried onto Valda’s shoulder.

Squeezing her tightly, Valda looked down at Captain Hurley’s body. She closed her eyes tightly and tried her hardest to stop the gathering of her tears.

“They have been blessed with death together,” Valda rasped, her hand rubbing warm circles over Maris’s back. “They will find each other soon enough.”
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The night brought an eerie quietness to Prospero. The houses, once filled with bombs, were now used for shelter for the Sealians. The square was cleaned out, leaving only a steady and ever burning pyre. Its heavy flames consumed the bodies of those who lost their lives in the attack.

Maris sat near a destroyed wagon, watching the fire. In her arms, Ciel fussed, her tiny hands reaching to grab something, anything.

Moments ago, Maris and Eyphah had walked inside the house Coral and the babies were taking refuge in. The woman had fallen asleep, her child on her chest while the two babies rested in an improvised crib, made from wood and furs. Eyphah, broken and destroyed, released a heavy sob as she walked to the crib and picked up Struan. Although the baby’s hair was dark like a Skylian, she commented on the resemblance between the child and Isen. Maris allowed her to have a moment with her nephew before she picked up Ciel, who slept peacefully, wrapped in warm blankets.

Now, Maris stared at the burning flame. The crackling and popping kept her mesmerized by the notion that her best friend, along with her mate, had been consumed by the fire. Combining their ashes would help them find each other faster in the afterlife. Maybe. Hopefully.

Melvian… She was more than a best friend. That woman had appeared in her life and made it worth trying again and again. She was never afraid to speak her mind, to let Maris know when she wasn’t being sane…

She lost a sister.

A knot formed in her throat, and she swallowed hard to keep herself from crying again. A soft bump stole her attention. Cerberus’ shadowy figure sat beside her, rubbing her head against her side before lying next to her. A set of footsteps approached her, and as she raised her gaze, she found Valda highlighted by the fire’s light. In her arms, Struan slept peacefully. Not uttering one word, the other woman sat next to Cerberus, her face wet with tears.

It was strange seeing Valda cry, then again, she and Isen must’ve become close in the past months.

Suddenly, Struan fussed, his soft cries incited Ciel’s. Both babies wailed gently, their tiny hands reaching to grasp something.

“I took him from Eyphah, she was crying with Coral when I found her,” Valda said, cooing at Struan and rocking him in her arms. “Do you… think they know their parents are gone?”

“Perhaps,” Maris whispered, pressing her forehead to Ciel. The baby girl hiccupped, whined one last time, and then settled in Maris’s arms.

Valda leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Maris watched her through her own exhaustion. The silence brought some comfort. And so did the sounds of the nightly creatures, and the crackling and popping fire.

“It wasn’t your fault.” Valda’s deep voice broke the silence. “Only Eris and Arwin’s.”

Maris tensed, her eyes drifting to Ciel’s face. The baby girl’s uncanny resemblance to her mother made Maris’s heart ache even more. “I couldn’t help her,” she muttered, her lower lip quivering. “And I didn’t notice his injuries.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” Valda’s tone was final, and there was no space for Maris to disagree. And yet, she did wholeheartedly. If only she had been blessed… If only she had listened to Melvian... She would’ve still be alive along with Isen and many others more.

Everything happened so fast. Maris shuddered in a breath and closed her eyes tightly. The flashes of pandemonium hit her with full force. The blood, the screams, the cries. She remembered Cai and what he had told her. She could already see Coljar and the rest running for safety, Cai’s hesitance to kill. He was just a boy and had taken it upon himself to play the role of a soldier. Maris imagined his soul cracking as his sword plunged into a traitorous Skylian.

A child, forced to do things he didn’t want to do…

Maris’s eyes fluttered open, and she turned to her mate again.

A child forced to do things…

A child.

Valda’s tired eyes drifted from the infant in her arms to Maris. Confusion raked through her as she tilted her head. “What is it, Seashell?”

Maris swallowed hard as fresh tears covered her cheeks. “I forgive you.”

Valda’s frown disappeared as the realization settled in her features. “Seashell—”

“I forgive you for what you did to my father. It wasn’t your fault.”

Valda even her breath, trying not to be loud as she struggled to breathe. “Maris… I— Why?”

Maris scoffed and shook her head. “I thought you would be happy that I forgave you. Instead, you ask me why?”

“Of course…”

Maris rolled her tongue over her lips, tasting the saltiness of her tears. “Cai killed today, for the first time. It... changed him. He wasn’t himself and I couldn’t help but see you in him. You were young, you were following orders, you didn’t know what you were doing.” She shrugged. “You did what you thought was right.”

She glanced at Valda, who nodded at her words. A heaviness in her chest lifted, as well as Valda’s. She could feel how the other woman breathed easily. “Valda, if we ever get separated—”

“We won’t.”

“If we do—”

“Maris,” Valda interrupted, her large hand gripping Maris’s thigh in warning. Her eyes pierced through Maris’s tear-clouded gaze, and she said, “We will stay together.”

Maris swallowed the lump in her throat. Forgiving Valda was important to her, especially now, she could feel how close death was to them. If she lost Valda without forgiving her— Maris shook her head, going back to Ciel. The baby slept soundly in her arms, warm and protected. Valda moved closer to her while Cerberus stood and curled up in front of both women. Valda pulled Maris into her, sharing warmth together while Struan cooed. And for a moment, the pain in Maris’s heart diminished.
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Valda released a tired sigh as she looked down at the two sleeping babies in the makeshift crib. She had stopped their crying by wrapping them up into a tight bundle. They needed warmth and security more than anything. Putting them to bed was easier than putting Maris to sleep.

The guilt weighing down Maris’s chest sometimes proved too much for Valda. And yet, she never stopped holding her. She allowed her to cry and cling to her all night if she needed to. Now with the babies warm and asleep, Valda went back to the room she shared with Maris. She found her on the bed, covered in a thick fur blanket provided by the Vulcanians.

Valda could tell how puffy her eyes were from where she stood by the door, and her heart broke a thousand times again.

Swallowing hard, Valda walked to the bed, pulled on the covers and slipped under them, cradling Maris in her arms and hugging her tightly from behind. Maris shuddered, grabbed Valda’s arms and brought it to her face. She pressed her wet cheek to it before kissing it and leaning on Valda’s chest.

“You are awake,” Valda said, pulling away enough to allow Maris to turn to her.

Maris pressed her nose to her shoulder. “I can’t sleep.”

“You have to,” Valda whispered back, her lips brushing Maris’s hair. “You need rest, Seashell. You can’t take care of anyone if you’re not well.”

“I can’t,” Maris said, her voice trembling. “Every time I close my eyes… I see them. Alive. Smiling. Holding the babies. And then—” She broke off with a shudder. “They’re swallowed by darkness… just like my mother was.”

Valda winced, her chest tightening painfully. She didn’t need Maris to elaborate; she could almost see the nightmares herself.

“Asclepius didn’t bless me, she wanted me to be blessed so badly, she wanted to teach the babies to be worshipers, to be blessed and…” Maris shook her head. “I denied help to Kenna when she needed to be healed. I was angry at her for hurting you and hurting me, for being hardheaded, and Melvian told me—” A hiccup interrupted her ranting, but Maris took a deep breath, pressed her eyes closed, and continued. “Melvian told me that’s not the way of the Asclepius worshiper. We don’t pick who to save, we just do, and I didn’t care—”

“Maris, don’t do this to yourself.”

“But I have to! Because every time I close my eyes, I see them and then I see you,” Maris continued, her grip on Valda’s blouse tightening. “Drenched in blood. Hurt. Crying for help… and I can’t do anything to stop it.” Her voice cracked, and she shook her head against Valda’s chest. “I see you fighting with Eris, and she takes you from me. She takes you, Valda.”

Valda closed her eyes tightly, burying her face in Maris’s hair as she struggled to suppress the lump in her throat. She inhaled deeply, but the sharp sting of her own emotions was impossible to ignore. Maris shifted in her arms, pulling away just enough to meet Valda’s gaze.

“Did… you fight Eris?” Maris’s voice was barely above a whisper, her blue eyes searching Valda’s with quiet desperation.

Valda froze, her breath catching as the weight of the question pressed down on her. There was no point in lying. Not when Maris was looking at her like she already knew the answer.

Valda sighed, her shoulders sagging under the weight of Maris’s gaze. Her eyes softened as she reached out to brush a stray strand of blue hair away from Maris’s damp cheek. “I did fight her alongside Kenna,“ she confessed. “But I’m here. I’m alive, Maris. She didn’t take me.”

Maris’s breath hitched, her brows furrowing as her eyes darted over Valda’s face, her neck, her shoulders—searching for something, anything. Her lips trembled, as if struggling with what to say.

“Seashell,” Valda murmured, cupping Maris’s cheek with a large, callused hand. She could feel the jumble of emotions within the bond. The last thing she wanted was Maris to become agitated. “Look at me. I’m fine.”

But Maris wasn’t looking into her eyes anymore. Her trembling hands darted up to Valda’s blouse, her fingers fumbling with the buttons as though the fabric itself were burning onto Valda’s skin, as if Valda’s very own life depended on Maris removing her clothes.

“I need to see you,” Maris choked out. “I need to feel you.”

Valda’s breath faltered as Maris tugged desperately at her clothing, her fingers trembling, her movements clumsy and frantic. Valda caught her wrists, stopping her enough to get through her, to calm her down. “Hey… hey, slow down. I’m not going anywhere.”

Maris shook her head violently, tears spilling over her cheeks as her hands twisted against Valda’s grip. “You say that now, but—Valda, please! What if I am dreaming? What if this is a dream and…” She shook her head again, her eyes trialing to their room. “Where is Cerberus?” Her voice cracked, and her chest heaved as she struggled to contain her sobs.

Valda’s heart clenched painfully as she let go of Maris’s wrists. “Maris. I’m here. This is real,” she said, sitting up on the bed. Valda pulled her blouse over from her shoulders. She ignored the fact that her skin automatically prickled with the cold night air.

Her mate needed to see and touch her, then she would do just that. “I’m right here, Seashell. Touch me.”

Maris’s hands moved immediately, tracing over Valda’s broad shoulders, down the length of her arms, and over the faint scars littering her chest. She pressed her palms against Valda’s warm skin, almost as if she needed to assure herself that it was real.

“I can’t lose you too,” Maris whispered, her fingers splaying over Valda’s heartbeat, over the thrumming, pulsing connection.

Valda swallowed hard, her arms wrapping around Maris as the smaller woman buried her face against her neck, inhaling deeply. “You won’t, Seashell.” As Valda’s hands rubbed slow, soothing circles against her back, Maris pulled away just enough to look into her eyes.

The desperation in her gaze had shifted into that distinctive fire Valda knew too well. Maris’s hands slid up to cradle Valda’s face, her thumb brushing over the scar on her cheek. “I need you,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “Please, darling.”

Valda blinked, her heart hammering as Maris leaned in, her lips brushing against hers. The kiss deepened, Maris’s hands roaming over her skin with a desperation that made Valda’s chest ache.

“Valda, I need to feel something other than… this.” Maris’s trembling hand hovered near her chest, her pain radiating in waves that Valda could feel.

Valda’s heart clenched. She nodded, her gaze dropping to Maris’s lips. When Maris’s hand rose to touch her shoulder, her soft thumb brushing over sun-kissed skin, Valda leaned into the caress. She pressed her lips to Maris’s forehead, letting the kiss linger over the dormant Sealian symbol. Then her mouth brushed across Maris’s nose, her cheeks, and her jawline.

“The gods manipulated every star in the galaxy to bless me with you as my mate,” Valda murmured. Using her index finger, Valda tilted Maris’s face closer, their lips a hair’s breadth away. “How could I live knowing your heart aches when it belongs to me to protect?”

Maris’s grip on Valda grew taut, her face contorting almost in pain as she pressed herself closer to Valda. “Please,” she whimpered, and Valda’s control diminished further.

“No need to beg,” Valda whispered, her tone husky, her resolve slipping away entirely. Her bandaged hand slipped beneath Maris’s tunic, fingers brushing against fevered skin. Maris inhaled sharply, her breath trembling as goosebumps followed the path of Valda’s fingertips. “I’ll take away the pain.”

A feverish kiss sealed the promise.

Valda could feel Maris’s heart hammering against her chest. The desperation doubled Valda’s effort in calming her down.

While Maris’s touch was desperate, Valda took her time in discarding her clothing to the floor. She allowed Maris to touch her, to grip onto the flesh of her arms and shoulders, searching for that reassurance that she was there, she was alive, and it wasn’t a dream.

Valda concentrated on her lover’s face as she fought with herself, wanting to devour her with the same lust as the first day, but also undoing her with tenderness. Just like Valda liked it, combining love and desire all in the same moment, whispering the dirtiest thing while trailing love over Maris’s skin.

Valda’s hands undid her, touching every part of her body, making sure to replace her pain with pleasure. Her lips traced a line from her jaw to her neck while Maris’s mouth opened, gasping for air, releasing everything that held her down. Her cries echoed in the small house while Valda looked at the door separating them from the rest of the survivors.

Maris’s hand pulled her gaze back to her. Their mouths met for a second before Valda trailed down her neck and chest once more. The soft moans melted into the noises of the night creatures, dissolving into nothing. All the while, Valda stoked the fire inside Maris, grazing her core, her mouth praying to the deity that Maris had become. Her goddess, her adoration, her creed, her everything. And to think in a blink of an eye, that connection could be undone...

Knowing that Maris could feel her desperation, Valda looked up as tears ran down Maris’s temples. As if ashamed, Maris moved her hands to cover Valda’s eyes.

With a soft scoff, Valda moved her face away from Maris’s hands. It was not the time to cry. It was the time to enjoy her mate, have her, love her, and consume her.

“Let go. Feel me,” Valda said, her fingers plunging deeper. “Feel how I stretch you. Feel me…” She sighed, her mouth resuming the act of adoration on Maris’s breasts, her lips writing prayers that would endure until they met in the afterlife.

Maris let out a sob, her hands pulling Valda’s face to hers, her gaze clouded with tears. However, Valda never stopped. Her hands redoubled their efforts to make her come, to make her feel pleasure, to make her feel alive.

Alive.

They were both alive.

“Val—”

Valda swallowed her cry in an imposing kiss, just as Maris’s hand tightened around her hair as her body tensed in her release.

And then there was silence except for the heavy breathing and the thumping of her heart. Valda pulled Maris to her, cradling her body, wrapping her arms around her, hiding her away from everything and everyone. If only Valda was able to pull out the sadness lingering inside Maris’s heart. But she couldn’t, and she hated herself for it.

“I can’t lose you,” Maris whispered.

“You won’t,” Valda vowed, pressing a kiss to her temple.

Maris’s breathing evened out, her exhaustion finally taking over as she fell asleep against Valda’s chest. Valda held her tighter, her eyes misting as she pressed another kiss to Maris’s hair.

“I’ll always be here,” Valda whispered into the stillness of the night. “Always.”

[image: image-placeholder]


Maris bit down on the piece of buttered bread Valda had given her, her stomach tied in knots. But she knew the discomfort was more from the lack of food over the past few days than from her nerves. She took a sip from her coffee cup and closed her eyes reverently. She needed that, and she needed the good rest she had the night before.

She was grateful for Valda, grateful for the bond and that she didn’t need to say much for the other woman to know exactly what she needed. It didn’t take long for Valda to wake up, look at her, and know she needed breakfast.

She slipped from the covers, got dressed, and left to get them both something to eat. While she waited for her, she walked to the room where the twins were and watched them as they slept. It was a quiet morning, and although she felt the heaviness of what had happened on her shoulders, she could still appreciate the blessing of a quiet morning with newborn babies…

“I got us some eggs,” Valda announced, walking into the room holding a plate with scrambled eggs and more toast. “You should get some protein in your body,” she muttered, not before taking a piece of bread and gathering a handful of eggs in it and shoving it in her mouth.

Maris watched her eat as if she hadn’t had a proper meal in days. But then chuckled when Valda frowned at the egg plate. “I see Vulcanians still hate to season their food…” Valda said, taking another piece of bread, stuffing it with egg and handing it to Maris.

With a rueful smile, Maris took the proffered bread and took a bite before nodding at Valda. “Gods, you are right.”

“We’ve been spoiled with Sealian and Skylian food, it seems…” Valda joked, her muscles visibly relaxing when Maris laughed. “I ran into Coral on the way here. She said she will visit us soon to feed Struan and Ciel.”

Maris nodded before releasing a heavy sigh. “I am not sure how this will play out. Coral has her own child to deal with and—“

“We will figure it out when the time comes. For now, she is more than happy to help us. Besides, whatever happens to us, or to Eyphah, these two,” Valda paused to look at both Struan and Ciel. “They are loved and they will be loved no matter what happens.”

“I promised Melvian I would take care of them,” Maris said before Valda raised the cup of coffee in her hands and made her take another sip.

“And we are, and we will. They are the future of our kingdoms. We will not abandon them,” saying that, Valda stood up once more and walked to the makeshift cradle.

Looking at the babies and Valda, a fluttering feeling invaded Maris. The idea of keeping the babies as their own warmed her heart to no end. Maris knew Valda would shower them with affection and teach them to be proud of their cultures, both Sealian and Skylian. The more Maris thought about it, the warmer her chest felt.

Leaning on the edge of the crib, Valda rested her face on one arm before stretching the other. She rubbed the back of her hand against Struan’s chubby cheek and then moved a lock of blue hair away from Ciel’s forehead.

They could be wonderful parents… Right?

A smile spread over Maris’s lips before a name rattled her body.

Eyphah.

Their aunt.

Although Isen and Melvian had wanted Valda and Maris to care for them in their absence, Eyphah might want to keep them both. She was in her right, being the children’s only living blood relative.

Maris swallowed hard.

When the war was over, would Eyphah take them away?

Would she leave with them?

“If this thing bites me, I am eating it.”

Maris straightened and turned to the door while Valda released an annoyed sigh and called for Cerberus.

The cat stared up at Kenna, licking her maws and hissing once the Vulcanian queen walked past her. Now standing by the crib, Kenna looked at the babies and then at Maris.

“I suppose I should give you my condolences as well. Eyphah told me you and Melvian were close.”

Maris simply nodded before her breath hitched as Eyphah walked into the room. The dark circles under Eyphah’s eyes were all Maris needed to know that the woman was just as broken as she was. The two of them locked eyes for a heartbeat before the other Sealian walked over to the crib.

Valda stood straight and took a couple of steps away from the crib, allowing Eyphah to have her moment with her niece and nephew.

“I do not wish to put more pressure on your shoulders, Survivor of Storms, but we must plan our next move now and make haste,” Kenna said, her hand landing on her ax while her gaze jumped from Maris to Valda.

“Goddess Eris is wounded, this is when we attack…” Valda said, locking her eyes with Maris.

A subtle grin curved on Kenna’s lips, her attention falling on Cerberus, then on Maris. “What do you have in mind?”

***

Maris pushed the goblets and plates off the wooden table as Valda unrolled the Sky Kingdom map. The four women gathered around while Valda placed chips and tokens over the map. She marked the castle, New Agenor, and the towns near Oberon.

After she was done, Kenna pushed her aside and grabbed a red chip and placed them around Oberon and on Prospero. Valda frowned and crossed her arms over her chest.

“You’ve been close to Oberon all this time?”

“Of course. I must keep an eye out on your army’s movement,” Kenna said with a shrug. “When I noticed you were not coming in and out, I wondered where you were, that’s when we started rummaging through some towns and Umbriel Desert.”

“Why didn’t you attack when you had the chance?”

“Because I was after you, not Arwin,” Kenna answered.

“Yet you attacked any Skylian you found.”

“Can we focus?” Eyphah said, throwing an angry glare at both Valda and Kenna.

Kenna scoffed before clearing her throat. “I may look like a barbarian, but I am not one. I think and prepare and prioritize attacks.”

“You do know that Arwin’s army has taken hold of your artillery. That’s the only explanation for their attack,“ Valda said.

Kenna waved her hand dismissively. “Nothing compared to what we have.”

“Weapons like those killed my best friend,” Maris said, her tone harsh.

“And my brother…” Eyphah whispered before glancing at Kenna. “A bomb killed him…”

Kenna opened her mouth, but stammered for a moment. She seemed disappointed, almost embarrassed. “We all lose when there is a war. Even if you reign victoriously, the souls of those who had to perish will haunt you every day for as long as you live. If the souls of the fallen, don’t haunt you, then it will be the memory of who you were before grabbing your first weapon. Hopefully, this will be our last fight.”

“Hopefully,” Valda added before patting the map. “How many troops do you have outside of Oberon?”

“Many are hidden in Ophelia awaiting orders. We can create a distraction while you sneak inside, just like you snuck into Prospero.”

Valda frowned, staring at the map as Kenna placed a couple of red chips around Oberon and Ophelia. “Do you have any soldiers without a thick Arevulcan accent that could join my men? They might play Skylian soldiers. Maybe bounty hunters?”

“How sure are we that Arwin and Eris are in the castle?” Eyphah asked, her attention falling on Valda. “What good can an attack on them be if they are not there? We will lose people for nothing.”

“After every battle, Arwin rushes into the castle to recoup. It has been his way since I can remember. With Eris hurt he—“

“He must be using the castle as a temple for Eris…” Kenna interjected, rubbing her chin. “Unless they have a blessed Asclepius worshiper, there is no way for Eris to heal unless she is in her temple. And for what I can see, her most faithful worshiper is Arwin, am I correct?”

Valda and Maris nodded at the same time.

“She is recuperating,” Kenna muttered, grabbing a chip and placing it over Oberon Castle. “To kill a god, you must use a holy weapon.” Kenna patted the ax on her waist and then pointed at Valda’s Heaven Sword. “But you must destroy everything related to them as well.” Kenna’s purple gaze shot up to Valda. “Everything.”

Maris arched her brow and turned to Valda. “What is it?”

Valda didn’t answer. Her jaw tensed as her fingers squeezed a large rock, her eyes glued to the drawing marking Oberon Castle on the map. Hesitation weaved itself through the bond, and Maris could only move her hand to touch Valda’s forearm.

The question still hung in the air before Valda swallowed hard and exhaled as she placed the rock on top of the red chips on Oberon.

“Only the castle,” Valda said, finally glancing at Kenna. “Ophelia will not be touched or harmed. I’ve lost too many people already…”

“I understand, but as leaders, sometimes we must make harsh decisions.”

“I know, Kenna,” Valda said, her voice lower than usual.

“What is it, Valda?” Maris asked again before Valda turned to her. Her harsh expression softened for a second. Maris couldn’t understand the reason for the sudden sadness creeping through her chest.

“We will act as if we have been caught by Arwin’s men. We could march in with some Vulcanian weapons.”

“Bombs,” Kenna added. “Lots of them.”

“What for?” Eyphah asked, her voice laced with concern. “You are not blowing the place up, right?”

It was Kenna’s turn to tense. “Oberon Castle is no longer the crown’s home. It is Eris’s temple. If we were to destroy it alongside Arwin, his men and Eris…” Kenna paused to give Valda an apologetic glance. “Her existence will cease. Every remnant of her will be erased.”

“She will disappear…” Maris whispered. The Great Disappearance. The gods didn’t leave, they were eliminated. “That’s what they wanted to do with my kingdom, wasn’t it?” Maris asked, her eyes now glued with Kenna.

“We have no proof, but we cannot deny it.”

Maris released her breath, looking at the map, focusing directly on Oberon Castle. A deep pang of pain shot through her chest. Her eyes shot at Valda, who kept her own gaze on the map. “Are you agreeing with this?”

“Oberon Castle was built centuries ago by Ouranos worshipers… They built it out of love for our god and as a place for the recipients of the gift to live. It’s where I took my steps, where I learned everything I know.” Valda’s throat bobbed as she touched the map, her fingertips grazing over the back courtyard of the castle. “Where my parents are buried and countless other rulers. How can I simply allow it to be destroyed?”

Maris looked at Kenna. The fire queen’s body seemed tense, yet her face showed nothing more than empathy. Maris could’ve sworn she saw her hand twitch, as if wanting to comfort Valda. Instead, Kenna exhaled loudly and shook her head.

“I wish I could give you a moment to mourn your castle, Valda. But that place is no longer your own. It has been stained, stolen and taken by a goddess who is not the one you worship.” Kenna took a deep breath and finally placed a hand on Valda’s shoulders. “We will help you restore what was taken from you.”

Valda closed her eyes and nodded. “I just can’t believe the bastard took everything I used to know away from me. My mother, my father, my kingdom, my home.” She swallowed hard, her lips pursing as she struggled to keep her emotions at bay. “He turned my home against me. She paused and turned to Maris. “The place where I met you.”

“That is a beautiful and fond memory that I will cherish until I draw my last breath. But now, we need to make space for newer fonder ones.”

“This is all nice and beautiful, but we need to get back to what’s at stake here,” Eyphah interrupted, patting her fingers on the map. “Arwin has countless troops who are currently Eris worshippers, but I am sure there are some who are not. What are you going to do with them?”

Valda shot a deadly glare at Eyphah before patting Maris’s hand. “They will be spared, of course. I know a lot of them simply went with Arwin to spare their own lives. I will not hold it against them. I am not a monster like Arwin.”

“We can get them out. We have many people on our side; we just need to get in, blow the place up and take everyone out,” Kenna said before turning to pat Eyphah on her back.

The other woman almost recoiled from the touch. She took a step back and allowed the Vulcanian queen to move closer to the map. Yet, it seemed as if either Kenna didn’t notice Eyphah’s reaction or she ignored it, but Maris saw it.

She never thought Eyphah, the one that wanted a mate so badly, would act as if she didn’t want Kenna.

“Are there any Sealians willing to fight?” Kenna asked, her attention fully on Maris now.

Maris nodded. “A few, including myself.”

“You are to stay and oversee that everyone makes it safe to the Sea Kingdom,” Valda almost snarled.

“No, Valda. We’ve already discussed this—“

“I will take them and the twins with me,” Eyphah interrupted, her throat bobbing as she tried to contain her emotions. “I need them to be safe. I can’t…” She swallowed hard. “If I lose them too, I—“ Her voice cracked and her head hung low, trying to hide her tears.

“You will have my men to keep you safe, Eyphah. No one will put a hand on you or your nice and nephew,” Kenna said, her hand falling on Eyphah’s back.

Instead of recoiling like before, Eyphah’s stance relaxed. She nodded at Kenna’s words before straightening and wiping her tears. “If my queen allows it,” Eyphah began, turning her attention to Maris. “May I be excused so I can set everything in motion?”

As Maris nodded, Eyphah bowed and walked out of the small room. When she was gone, Kenna closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I’ve never heard of a mate refusing to create the mating bond,” she murmured, her frustration bleeding through her words. “But my hafmeyja, wants nothing to do with me.”

Maris’s brow furrowed in concern. “Has she told you why?”

Kenna shook her head, her lips pressing into a thin line. “No. We haven’t had the right moment to discuss it. She barely lets me get near her, let alone talk.” Her voice softened, but the undercurrent of hurt was unmistakable.

“Maybe she needs more time to adjust,” Valda said, glancing briefly at Maris before allowing a faint smile to tug at her lips. “They come around eventually.”

Kenna let out a quiet sigh, her gaze lingering on the map. “I hope she does soon. There’s a war to win, and I want to return to her free of conflict, to live my life by her side.”

“That’s what we all want, Kenna,” Maris said, her hands rubbing against her tunic. Her own uneasiness and sadness palpable while they planned.

Scoffing, Kenna waved her hand dismissively before straightening. She touched her ax and jutted her chin towards Valda. “Let’s continue.”

“So, the Vulcanians create the distraction, you waltz in, then what, Valda?” Maris asked.

“Then we kill the goddess and her pawn. Together.”
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Maris!

The screeching cries of something outside their tent woke her up. Maris usually slept throughout the entire night. She wasn’t one to wake up unless she needed to relieve herself or she couldn’t relax enough to fall asleep. Snuggled close to Valda, the other woman’s warmth lulled her to a deep sleep until she heard that strange noise outside.

Between their bodies, cuddled up in a ball, Cerberus shifted and peeked her head out to stare at the tent’s opening. Valda’s deep breathing let Maris know she was asleep and didn’t hear a thing. Good thing Cerberus did.

They had left Prospero when the first boats filled with Sealians sailed towards the eastern Agenor Islands. Eyphah had overseen everything, making sure everyone had enough provisions to make it to the Sea Kingdom. According to Kenna, a group of Vulcanians would wait for them on their arrival to help them set up. After that, Eyphah was going to take charge once all the Sealians had fled from Prospero.

Maris wouldn’t have left anyone else in charge except Eyphah. Although Eyphah seemed extremely nervous about being on a boat, and still broken about her brother’s passing, she found enough strength to do what was right, and that was transporting everyone back to their homeland.

Once Maris was pleased with how things were moving in Prospero, she set out with Valda and a throng of soldiers to Ophelia. They couldn’t afford to rush what they were about to do, not when their enemy was both smart and strong.

Cerberus jumped over Maris and stepped outside as she frantically slipped from Valda’s embrace and stormed out after her. Everyone seemed to be asleep yet, the horses were also uneasy, shaking their heads and huffing. Cerberus stared at something in the distance, her fur fluffed up as if scared.

“What is it, girl?” Maris asked, kneeling to touch Cerberus, but the cat’s gaze was still lost as she let out high-pitched meows mixed with low growls.

Another cry echoed in the vast desert, the howling wind carrying it to Maris, seeping through her skin, and chilling her. Swallowing hard, Maris pulled on Cerberus, trying to get her back to the tent. Whatever was outside wasn’t human, and it didn’t feel like they were being watched, just… just that something was outside—something that made the most hideous crying sounds Maris had ever heard in her life.

With Cerberus in her arms, the crying sounded closer, almost behind her. Turning towards the noise, by the edge of the makeshift campsite, a person hunched over as if in pain. Blood-stained rags hung from their arms and legs, and a piece of cloth covered their eyes. With their mouth agape, the creature released a breathy moan before taking a step back, pivoting towards the desert and turning their back to Maris.

Maris stood there, frozen in fear. Cerberus’ deep growls resurfaced once again, more so when the creature walked away. Hissing, Cerberus escaped from Maris’s embrace and ran to the creature.

“Cerberus! No! Wait!” Maris cursed under her breath as she dashed after the cat, but Cerberus made it to the creature in no time.

As Cerberus neared them, the humanoid pivoted back, making the animal’s back arch. Her hiss and snarls were returned by the creature. Cerberus pushed back and made to run before Maris grabbed her tail.

“Are you out of your damn mi—”

“Who goes there?”

Maris fell on her knees, cradling Cerberus to her chest, her eyes glued to the horrifying creature before her. She swallowed hard, unsure if it was wise to talk again. It seemed the creature was blind.

Shuddering in a breath, Maris squeezed Cerberus before taking another step back. The creature’s face turned in her direction. They inhaled deeply and sighed. “I can hear the wind and smell the sea.” Canting their head to the side, they raised their hand, their palm open, exposing the broken skin. “Survivor of Storms.”

Maris’s eyes widened. The only person who called her that was Kenna. How did this creature know about her, how could she tell who she was?

Cerberus struggled in her grasp again, and with a soft curse, she squeezed her tighter, earning a pained meow from the cat.

“How do you—”

“Maris Era Thalassa. Daughter of the ocean guardians. Survivor of Storms.”

“I am not Thal—”

“Your parents— birth parents were Thalassa.” With a grin, the creature dipped their chin to their chest and curtseyed to Maris. “Heiress to the throne of the Sea Kingdom, I am The Oracle.”

The Oracle.

Maris blinked, surprised. Valda had told her stories, but never in her wildest dream did she ever think she would find them. The one thing she couldn’t peel her eyes from was blood stains on their ragged clothing.

“Do you need me to heal your wounds?” Maris uttered, her voice a slight whisper.

The Oracle’s grotesque smile sent a shiver down Maris’s back.

“A true Asclepius worshipper, indeed! Worried about other’s wellbeing rather than her own. You have learned your lesson, it seemed.” The Oracle’s hand trailed over their chest, touching the bloody wraps. “I usually answer one question, but you are the first to ever ask about my wellbeing.” Grinning, the Oracle waved their hand dismissively before shaking their head. “I do not need healing. My wounds will return. But you seem to be terrified about something. I hope is not because of me.”

Maris shook her head. Realizing that the Oracle couldn’t see, she answered with a simple no. The Oracle waved their hand for Maris to come closer, but she didn’t. She didn’t move an inch before the Oracle straightened their back.

“I am a vessel to the Fates. I wander Umbriel’s desert seeing everything…” They inhaled and lifted their head to the dark sky. “I know you have questions about the war, Survivor of Storms.” Their voice cracked, dropping to a heavy whisper. “Ask me anything. I will answer your question. But it can only be one.” The Oracle pointed one crooked finger at Maris and chuckled. “Don’t play tricks like your mate did. Even if you ask two questions in one sentence, I will only answer one. So, think your question through.”

The fear diminished, as did Cerberus’ snarls. The cat rumbled and purred within her arms, her tail swatting from side to side. One question. She was allowed to ask the Oracle one question. There was only one thing she wished to know, and as much as the answer petrified her… Maris needed to know.

“Oracle,” Maris cleared her throat as the creature leaned towards her, tilting their head to the side, angling their ear. “I need to know, if—”

“Maris!”

The press of a furry face woke her up. If it wasn’t for the smell of burning wood and the sound of hooves outside the tent, Maris would’ve sworn she was back in Oberon Castle, in Valda’s bed, with Cerberus sleeping on her chest.

Maris found Valda’s eyes on her, her powerful body over her, her gaze nervous but determined.

“We have to go,” Valda announced, standing by the mess of furs and sheets they had used as a bed the night before.

Maris sat up, pushed Cerberus off her, and turned to the opening of the tent. It was still nighttime, yet there was a lot of movement outside. Frowning, she wondered if what she had just experienced was a dream or if her conversation with the Oracle actually happened.

As Maris stood up and grabbed Poseidon’s trident, Kenna walked in, followed by two of her men.

“Are we ready to go?” Kenna asked.

Valda nodded, handing the Heaven Sword to a Vulcanian soldier, who secured it by the scabbard. Maris passed her trident to another guard, who accepted it with a silent nod.

As the preparations continued around them, Valda turned to Maris one last time, her jaw tightening. “Stay close to me.”

Maris swallowed hard, her heart hammering inside her chest as one of the Vulcanian soldiers pulled two sacks from their belongings, along with a length of rope.

She glanced at Valda, offering a rueful smile—one that was returned almost instantly. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Valda. Your mother told me to take care of you, and I intend to keep that promise until my last breath.

Valda’s gaze softened and her lower lip trembled before she straightened her back. “See you on the other side, Seashell.”

Maris nodded, a shaky exhale leaving her lips as darkness swallowed her vision.
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Valda’s body swayed from side to side, bumping slightly against Maris, who sat next to her. Her arms ached from being tied behind her back, and the bag covering her face reeked of cat piss. She hoped Cerberus hadn’t sat on it—or worse, peed on it—before the Vulcanians shoved it over her head.

With a huff, Valda nudged Maris with her shoulder, only to be met with another shove in return. Maris was agitated, and not happy with the current situation.

Valda sighed, irritated, just as a soft wooden thump sounded beside her. Though Maris tried to hide it, Valda could feel her anxiety seeping through their bond. She couldn’t blame her.

There was no way of knowing if their plan would work. Tartarus, her plan hadn’t worked when she tried to sneak into Prospero—what made her think it would go smoothly with the Skylians?

“We’ll be fine,” Maris muttered, shoving her again.

“I know.”

A sudden weight settled on Valda’s lap, followed by a soft chirp. She knew instantly what it was.

“I told you to stay at camp, didn’t I?” she murmured.

The only answer was a gentle press of fur against her face.

“Cerberus is here?” Maris asked, just as another wooden thump echoed, followed by Maris’s anxious sigh.

Before Valda could respond, the sound of barking orders and galloping horses filled the air. They had arrived.

“We’re here,” Valda whispered as the weight on her lap disappeared. “Stay hidden, Cerberus,” she hissed under her breath before focusing on the voices outside.

“Blessed be the goddess!” a soldier outside said. “We bring King Arwin gifts!”

The heavy tarp covering the carriage was yanked away. Harsh sunlight burned against Valda’s skin, and she instinctively shifted, struggling to sit upright.

A rough hand grabbed her elbow and dragged her out of the carriage. Maris yelped as she was pulled out next, and an immediate, primal need to snap the neck of whoever had touched her coiled within Valda’s chest. But before she could react, a brutal kick landed against the back of her knee, sending her crashing to the ground.

The impact knocked the air from her lungs. She hadn’t expected her men to be so rough, but she supposed they had to sell the act of being Arwin’s soldiers delivering their captives. It needed to be convincing.

The sound of Maris’s body slamming into the ground made her almost feral. They could be rough with her, but damn it. Not with Maris! A hand gripped her hair, yanking her upright, forcing her into a kneeling position.

Then, the bag was ripped from her head.

Blinding morning sunlight seared her vision, and she winced, her eyes adjusting. Blinking rapidly, she turned to her side. Maris had her eyes squeezed shut before she cracked one open, peering at Valda.

Hissing, Valda turned her gaze forward—straight into the looming wooden gates of Oberon Castle’s courtyard.

From the guard towers above, Arwin soldiers leered down at them, their grins wicked. Two of them snickered amongst themselves, clearly recognizing her.

“Blessed be the goddess indeed,” one of them sneered, sliding his sword back into its sheath. He placed his hands on his hips, shaking his head in mock disbelief.

“Well, would you look at that! Two for one! I must say, I never thought this day would come!”

A male guard scoffed before taking a step forward and grabbing Valda’s face. He jerked her towards him to have a better look. “Oh! This is Aither alright!” He laughed, his putrid breath washing over her. Valda wrenched her face away, biting back the urge to sink her teeth into his wrist. Kenna had bound her hands for a reason—if they weren’t tied, she might have already slit his throat.

“Is this the Sealian leader?” Another guard asked, pointing at Maris.

“Looks like it,” the first guard said, before turning his attention back to Valda’s soldiers.

There were six Skylian soldiers with them all on Valda’s side. They had been smart enough to strip the uniforms from the corpses of Arwin’s men left behind after their last encounter with Eris. As much as Kenna wanted her soldiers to be with Valda, she wouldn’t have it. The violet gazes would’ve been a dead giveaway and the deep accents none of the Vulcanians could hide.

At the gates, four of Arwin’s soldiers stood on the ground, while two more peered down from the fortifications, their gazes sharp. Ouranos only knew how many more were inside the courtyard.

Kenna, along with a hefty troop of Vulcanians, mingled in Ophelia Plaza, waiting for the gates to open. Behind Valda sat three carriages—the one used to smuggle her and Maris inside alongside bombs, and two more carrying weapons and four large barrels of water.

Maris had insisted on the barrels. Valda knew why, though she wished her mate could command the ocean itself rather than resort to using mere barrels filled with water.

Suddenly, the harsh rays of the Skylian sun dimmed. A shadow crept over the courtyard.

Valda frowned and glanced up. Holy Ouranos, Valda thought, as she narrowed her eyes at the sky. Please let it rain…

Dark clouds gathered sluggishly, rolling across the sky. Rain in the Sky Kingdom was a rare event, but when it rained, it poured. The sight sent a prickle down Valda’s spine, just as a drop of rain fell on her cheek.

Turning to Maris, she noticed her mate staring up at the gathering clouds, first her lips parted in awe, but then a soft smirk spread across her face.

Valda’s stomach turned with anticipation. Finally, things were turning in their favor.

“Valda…” Maris whispered, her eyes locked on the sky, all the while unable to hide her hopeful smile.

“I see it,” Valda murmured back, swallowing her excitement. “Stay close to me.”

One of her men finally spoke. “We were scouting around Prospero and found them. We also brought weapons.” She gestured toward the carriages. “We want King Arwin to take them off our hands. He’s offering quite the bounty for these two. We want our share.”

Arwin’s men exchanged uneasy glances, shifting their weight.

Valda arched a brow. Their body language was wrong. They were nervous and agitated.

What was going on inside the castle?

The guard hesitated before answering. “King Arwin is indisposed at the moment.”

Indisposed?

Valda narrowed her eyes at the soldiers in front of her. Was that bastard even inside the castle? If he wasn’t, all of this was for nothing.

Scoffing, Valda’s guard shook her head and stepped forward. The other two instinctively rested their hands on the hilts of their stolen swords.

“Indisposed?” she repeated, voice thick with disbelief. “We’re not leaving until we get our payment.” She crossed her arms. “And we want the king himself to hand it to us.”

Every time they referred to Arwin as king, Valda wanted to spit on the ground. Her bound hands curled into fists behind her back.

Maris shifted beside her, eyes widening slightly as she shook her head in warning.

“Valda,“ she hissed.

Valda exhaled sharply through her nose, her irritation growing. This back-and-forth was pointless. If she remained too quiet, it might raise suspicion—those who knew her expected her to be hot-headed. But if she lost control too soon, it could ruin everything. But then again…

She pushed herself to her feet. “Enough of this—”

The words barely left her mouth before one of Arwin’s soldiers struck her hard in the stomach. Pain exploded through her torso, knocking the air from her lungs as she crumpled forward, barely catching herself on her knees.

“Valda!” Maris moved instantly, shuffling closer, her bound hands struggling to reach her.

“Stay put!” Valda gritted out, forcing herself upright despite the throbbing in her core.

“Touch her again, and we will have a problem,” her guard snapped, stepping between Valda and Arwin’s men. “They are to be delivered to King Arwin unharmed. The bounty clearly states the reward is higher if they’re alive.”

The other Skylian sneered. “Leave them here. We’ll contact you when we have the payment.”

“Do you take us for fools? We went to great lengths to get these two—not to mention the Vulcanian rats we had to kill to secure these weapons. And you think we’ll just walk away empty-handed?” Valda’s guard narrowed her eyes.

Before the guard could respond, another drop of water landed before Valda, then another one, and then another. Raising her face to the heavens, more dark clouds gathered as it started to rain.

Her guard shifted, clearly growing restless. “Could you at least let us inside?” She moved her hands palm up. “It is raining after all…”

Arwin’s men looked at each other for a second before one of them rolled his eyes and shrugged.

“Fine.”

Valda released the breath she was holding and allowed her soldier to pull her up to her feet while the Skylian pulled Maris up. Her stomach turned when Maris eyed her.

Something was brewing inside Maris. Valda could feel it.

Maris gave her one last quick glance before tilting her head upward. Her jaw tensed as the loud groan of shifting wooden bolts echoed through the air. Slowly, the massive gates to Oberon Castle’s courtyard creaked open, revealing what was on the other side.

Inside, Skylian soldiers were scattered across the courtyard—some engaged in rigorous training, others tending to makeshift camps. But as the doors widened, one by one, their movements stilled.

Dozens of eyes turned to Valda, and she felt the weight of their stares like a blade to the spine. She wasn’t sure what Arwin had promised them, but whatever it was, it wasn’t worth the betrayal.

A sudden, sickening thud snapped her attention away. Valda turned just in time to see a body hitting the ground behind them.

Valda barely had time to react before a second soldier tumbled from the guard towers above, limbs flailing before crashing lifelessly into the dirt.

“What in Tartarus?!” one of Arwin’s men shouted.

He rushed forward, kneeling beside the first fallen soldier. With a sharp yank, he rolled the body onto its back. From where Valda stood, she could see the unmistakable shaft of a Vulcanian arrow protruding from the man’s chest.

“Close the gates! Now!”

Cursing under her breath, Valda crouched down, but not before slamming her foot into Maris’s heel, sending her crashing to the ground just as a barrage of arrows flew through the open gates, striking more Skylian soldiers guarding them.

Maris hissed angrily, looking at Valda, her face pressed into the now wet cold grass. Arrows pierced around them as agonized screams filled the air.

As the other soldiers scrambled to draw their weapons, Valda’s soldiers moved towards them. With a single clean slice, the ropes binding their wrist fell away.

Valda wasted no time. The moment her hands were free, she extended her arm forward, palm open, towards the carriages they had brought in.

The Heaven Sword burst through the wooden carriage it was in, splinters flying before shooting through the air and to her hand.

Valda caught the hilt in midair, her grip tightening before turning to the multitude of soldiers running towards them.

Traitors.

Every single one of them were traitors, and if there was one good thing that Valda learned from Arwin, it was that the only thing a traitor to the crown deserved was death.

Next to her, Maris lifted her hand, her fingers curling as if she was grasping an invisible thread, the rain around them shifted, merging into thin streams that slithered forward winding through the debris of the carriage destroyed by the Heaven Sword.

Maris found Poseidon’s Trident curling around it. Exhaling, Maris’s gaze locked on the weapon. With a flick of her wrist, the water wove tighter, lifting the trident from the wreckage. With a sharp pull, the water yanked the trident forward. It shot through the rain, mimicking a harpoon, straight into Maris’s outstretched hands.

Without hesitation, she spun and pressed her back against Valda’s, facing the open gates to which Arwin’s soldiers were desperately trying to shut out the oncoming Vulcanians.

“Kenna is here! They are trying to get in!” Maris yelled through the cracking thunder.

“We need to get those fucking bombs inside now! The rain will damage them!” Valda said as she pushed against Maris, her gaze on the Skylian soldiers charging towards them.

“Maris, you need to keep the gates open. I will make my way to the castle.”

Valda gave Maris one last concerned glance before the first soldier charged. Sidestepping him, she pushed him away from her and Maris, giving her mate enough time to move towards the gates.

The soldier threw another attack, his blade slicing through the air. Moving away from the clumsy attack, she drove her sword into his gut, and twisted. The wet squelch of flesh and the stifled gurgle barely registered before she yanked her blade free, letting his body collapse.

As a second soldier lunged at her, one of her soldiers grabbed him by the throat before pressing a blade to his flank.

Another soldier took his place just as the hilt of Valda’s sword slammed into his temple. A sickening crack reverberating her. His eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground.

And then there were more. Valda didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. She needed to make way, she needed the plan to fucking work.

Her blade carved through bodies, the stench of blood thick in the air. The metallic tang she knew all too well clung to her tongue as rain and gore slicked the grass beneath her boots. Fallen soldiers slumped lifelessly at her feet, their blood staining her clothes.

She barely had time to register the dark blur leaping before a soldier’s pained yelp was abruptly silenced.

Cerberus.

She took back all those times she called Cerberus a lazy cat. Her pet was making sure that every fallen soldier was actually dead.

Valda made a mental note to feed her fresh fish until her last day.

Then, the gasp of another soldier pulled Valda away from Cerberus.

One of Arwin’s soldiers stood before Valda. Her stance was unsure, her grip on the sword slipping with the pouring rain. Valda noticed the hesitation and fear in her eyes. She took her in for only a moment before she swung the Heaven Sword, the blade cleaving through her chest. Her mouth fell open in a silent scream, blood bubbling past her lips as she crumpled at her feet.

As she looked at the soldier, the rain gathering at her feet moved, as if being pulled by an invisible force. Valda turned to watch in awe as Maris gathered the rain.

More men at the gates scrambled to shut out the approaching Vulcanians, yanking at the heavy wooden doors in a desperate attempt to seal them inside.

Maris lifted her trident, the symbol of Poseidon shining from her forehead.

Water surged like a wave, tendrils shooting forward, latching onto the guards at the gate. They screamed, clawing at their throats as water flooded their lungs, suffocating them where they stood. Within seconds, their bodies crumpled to the ground, lifeless, as Kenna and the other Vulcanians stormed inside. Their carriages rumbled through the courtyard, each one filled with bombs.

Maris exhaled, lowering her trident as her storm receded. The faintest smirk curled on her lips as she turned slightly toward Valda. “Your turn, darling.”

Valda grinned, shifting her focus back to the courtyard where more Skylians came in from inside the castle.

“Let’s make way.”

A low hum built in the surrounding air, rattling through the courtyard and the thunder cracking over them. A distinctive warmth spread from Valda’s chest, raising up to her neck and face and settling on her forehead. The symbol of Ouranos burned steadily, spreading through her limbs as the wind twisted about.

The soldiers hesitated, gasping at the sudden wind. And then Valda’s eyes snapped open, and in a single breath, the air fractured.

A razor-edged gust tore through, ripping through armor, clothing, flesh. Limbs severed mid-motion, bodies split apart.

As more soldiers charged, Valda raised the Heaven Sword, channeling the last of her power into the blade. With a final, guttural roar, she swung. The shockwave detonated through the room.

Bodies disintegrated—ripped apart and reduced to nothing but a spray of blood and flesh on the courtyard’s grassy ground.

The warmth of the symbol dissolved, taking her strength with it. Valda fell to her hands and knees, her sword falling somewhere next to her. Breathing deeply, she stared at the red stain of the ground.

Valda swallowed hard, closed her eyes. Traitors’ blood. She shouldn’t feel any remorse…

Cerberus’ purr pulled her back as she willed her entire body to stop shaking. Her cat was standing right before her, her yellow eyes peering right into her soul, almost pleading with her to stand up.

Shuddering in a breath, Valda pushed herself up, forcing herself to stand.

Maris's hands were on her, pulling her gaze away from the mess she had created to stare at her worried blue eyes.

Maris cupped Valda’s face, her fingers trembling. “You are fine,” Maris said, more to herself than to Valda.

Valda nodded in her hands; her eyes glued to the worried gaze. She fed off of it, knowing well that this, all of this was not only for her, but for Maris as well.

“I’m fine,” Valda rasped, grabbing the sword and ignoring the ache coursing through her entire body.

The rumbling of galloping horses inundated the courtyard. As Valda turned, her men, as well as Kenna’s, ran inside, pulling the carriages filled with bombs.

A galloping horse stood next to her and as Valda looked up, she found Kenna holding on to her ax and commanding the rest of the Vulcanians to march inside the castle.

“Lead the way inside!” Kenna yelled, over the chaos erupting within the courtyard.

Valda gave Maris one quick glance before they ran through the grand doors leading into the Great Hall.

There were a small number of soldiers at the entrance, holding their ground as Valda pushed through. It didn’t take much to disarm them. Before Kenna and the rest could move in, Valda already had two soldiers dead at her feet, while Maris had impaled one with her trident, pushing him off and away from Valda.

Once inside, the eerie silence and desolation took Valda by surprise. She was expecting a lot of things, but finding the Great Hall empty wasn’t one of them.

Something wasn’t right.

“Go through, find the bastard and kill him. We will take care of the rest,” Kenna said, jumping off her horse and slapping it soundly on its croup. The horse snorted and ran off to the courtyard. “Take your cat with you,” she added, pointing as Cerberus just as she ran inside the castle.

“You are setting them off right now?” Valda asked, her eyes widening just as Kenna snapped her fingers together, a small flame lit and formed on the tip of her thumb.

“Yes.”

Maris grabbed Valda’s hand, pulling her away from the carriage and Kenna before they looked down at the Great Hall.

It felt like ages since Valda had been inside the castle. It felt foreign to the point that she couldn’t recognize it or call it her own. The walls were bare of the kings and queens that ruled before them. By the dark, charcoal spots on the walls, she was more than sure that Arwin had burned each portrait down to a crisp. He probably made a ritual out of burning of each painting.

A rather contained explosion outside rocked the foundation of the entire castle, shaking enough to make both Valda and Maris lean on each other for support. Valda knew this was going to happen, that Kenna would allow her rage to take over, but as war spread within the castle, Valda wanted nothing more than to come face to face with both Eris and Arwin. If Kenna was correct, Eris was mortally wounded, leaving no room for anyone other than Arwin to be the recipient of her blessing.

Was a mortal even capable of having two gifts from different gods?

Behind them, the Vulcanians pushed the carriage filled with bombs inside the main entrance of the castle. Valda’s heart hammered loudly within her chest and head.

“You have to leave, now!” Kenna barked.

Grabbing Maris’s hand, Valda ran down the Great Hall as fast as she could. She needed to get Maris away before the bombs went off. Vulcanians could survive explosions, but Skylians and Sealians not so much.

As the screams of the Skylian forces drew in, Valda grabbed Maris by her arm, pushed her to the ground and clutched Cerberus to her chest before covering her mate’s body with her own.

Suddenly, shockwaves blasted from within as the walls convulsed and plummeted. Valda hissed, squeezing Maris closer to her as the castle’s formation shook within itself.

As everything settled, the sound of pained screams filled the halls.

Valda stood straight and turned to look back at the burning debris.

Within it, Kenna stood with her ax, covered in black soot. The bodies of Arwin’s men lay before her, burnt to a crisp.

Valda felt no remorse, even if those were once her men and soldiers.

For a second, Kenna’s rabid purple eyes locked with her just as another flame engulfed the barbarian’s hands. Next to her, a second wagon was pulled at her arm’s length.

Valda scampered back to Maris, pulled her up and pushed her to keep on running.

A deafening series of explosions tore through the castle, sending tremors through the stone walls. The ground beneath Valda’s feet lurched violently, forcing her to steady herself.

For a fleeting moment, Valda stood, her breath ragged, heart pounding. This place used to be her home, and now it was crumbling around her. The weight of what had to come next pressed on her chest.

Kenna’s voice sliced through the chaos, her hands grasping another bomb with a frightening grin. That was Valda’s cue.

“Move!” she barked, grabbing Maris’s wrist and pulling her forward. They sprinted through the wreckage, dodging falling debris and leaping over shattered marble. The air was thick with smoke.

Then—another blast.

The force slammed into Valda’s back, hurling her forward. Her body collided with a jagged wall, pain ricocheting through her bones. The world spun, then everything was muffled, as if she were underwater.
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A thunderous sound rippled through Maris’s entire body. A rough tongue scraped against her cheek, almost painful in its urgency. Groaning, she stirred, her senses sluggish and disoriented. When she opened her eyes, she locked onto a pair of glowing yellow ones.

Another explosion shook the air. Thunder roared in tandem, the deafening downpour of rain drowning out all other noise. Maris inhaled sharply, tasting ash, wet earth, and the sharp tang of smoke.

Cerberus meowed, her insistent headbutts urging Maris upright. With a wince, she pushed the cat away and sat up, pain radiating through every inch of her body.

The castle trembled again.

Chunks of the wall beside her crumbled, pelting the ground as Maris pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to clear the haze from her mind. A sudden, sharp pain jolted her out of her stupor as Cerberus had sunk her teeth into her thigh.

“Ow! Cerberus!” Maris snapped, rubbing the sore spot. She turned to the cat, ready to scold her, but Cerberus only hissed, her ears flattened, tail lashing. The first time that the cat had ever shown aggression toward her.

“What is it?” Maris asked, her exasperation evident. It wasn’t until Cerberus ran away from her and jumped on Valda’s chest that Maris understood the animal’s distress.

“Valda!” Maris scrambled to her feet, running to her mate and falling on her knees next to her. Swallowing down her nervousness, Maris touched Valda’s chest and released a breath once she realized Valda was breathing. Her blouse was already covered with blood, but now her face had specs of debris and a slightly bruised cheek.

Cradling Valda’s face, Maris inspected her closely before another tremor shook the ground. They needed to get going. They needed to find Arwin and Eris and make sure to end them both if they wanted to win.

But Valda was unresponsive and, as much as she had trained, Maris was sure she couldn’t carry Valda out of there.

“Valda! Wake up! We have to move!” Maris said, her voice high enough to be heard through the destruction happening around them. Shaking Valda harshly, she almost sobbed when the other woman groaned in pain and moved her arm to shield herself.

“Come on,” Maris snatched her hands and pulled her to a sitting position before handing her the sword. Her own weapon lay a couple of feet away, guarded evidently by Cerberus, who sat next to it.

“He has to be in the throne room,” Valda finally spoke, pressing the meaty part of her palm to her temple.

“There weren’t any guards at the entrance. What makes you think they aren't all locked up in the throne room with him?” Maris asked before moving enough to grab her trident. Yet, she regretted moving about as soon as Valda winced in pain. “I am sorry! But we can’t stay here. We are just waiting to be attacked.”

Valda nodded, moving away from Maris, enough to press her hand to her flank. “He could also be in the royal chamber…” Valda said, looking down at Maris with a face that simply said that whatever was going to come out of her mouth, Maris was going to go against it.

“We will not split up,” Maris finally said. She ignored Valda’s sigh as she took in their surroundings. Going back the way they came in was out of the question. If they wanted to reach the royal chamber’s wing, they could go through the servant’s passage. Yet, Maris had no way of knowing if the entrances were clear enough to go through.

The other way was going out the courtyard… Which was already filled with Skylians and Vulcanians.

Maris squeezed her eyes shut. “We have to go back out to the courtyard.”

“I am afraid so,” Valda said before lingering her hand away from Maris’s shoulder. The other woman turned to the end of the hall, where a door was still standing. They could easily make it out through it. Yet, the feeling that something was wrong crawled up Maris’s stomach and into her chest.

Without saying another word, they ran towards the exit of the courtyard. Maris felt Valda’s uneasiness through the bond. She, too, was worried about the lack of soldiers guarding the entrance. She wanted to believe that Arwin sent all his men to the front to keep the Vulcanians and Valda’s men out, but something simply felt off.

As Valda pushed the door open, Maris stared at the chaos unfolding on the other side of the door. Rain poured down on the men and women of both Arwin and Valda’s side. Vulcanians were also amid it, as well as a few Sealians that fought alongside them.

Still, Maris held her breath as she looked up at the dark sky. The pouring rain felt almost sent by the gods, as if Poseidon himself had given her a helping hand. Closing her eyes, Maris whispered a prayer of gratitude before inhaling deeply. She eased her hammering heart within her chest before she opened her eyes once more and focused on what was happening outside.

Valda took a step outside, boot sinking into the flooded courtyard. Maris took in her surroundings, but especially, she looked at Valda’s face.

She was pale… She had used her power too much. If they were to fight Arwin and Eris, she needed to rest.

Maris walked to her, grabbed her elbow, and pulled her away enough to get her attention. Valda didn’t even look at Maris. She shook her head and tried to free her arm from Maris, but she squeezed it tightly.

“Don’t,” Maris said, but the screams and wind blowing round them muted her. She pushed Valda near a sitting carriage. Valda didn’t put up a fight this time. She grabbed the side of the carriage and looked at her.

Valda’s fear bled through her and as Maris stood in the middle of the courtyard, tightening her grip around the trident, she knew this was it. The Oracle’s words still echoed in her mind, freezing her in place. She could do this. She could take back what belonged to her, avenge her father, live with Valda here or in the Sea Kingdom, and yet… What if what the Oracle said was true?

She had done her best to hide the fear lodged in her chest from her mate. Valda didn’t know about the Oracle, nor did she sense the dread the visit had caused, but she could feel the hesitation in every movement Maris made. Coming to the castle had stirred panic within her, yet Maris was certain Valda simply dismissed it as the same unease she always felt before a battle.

The clang of approaching footsteps reverberated through the air, pulling her from her thoughts. Behind her, a group of soldiers made their way around the courtyard. The anger reflected in their eyes gave them away as Arwin’s men. Although her revenge wasn’t directed towards them, she wouldn’t allow them to stand in her way.

Looking down at her feet, Maris ponders the use of her powers now. She had used them earlier, but unlike Valda, she had been measured, knowing that she would need it for later. She could drown them all now, but then…

Maris took one last look at Valda before the grip of her trident grew taut. As the first soldier lunged at her, she met him with a brutal thrust. The trident found its mark with a sickening crunch. Her stomach turned at the sound, and she pulled back her weapon just as the soldier fell dead at her feet.

As another small group moved in after her, her movements became fluid. Every swing of her trident was met with the sound of metal against metal as Skylians blocked and attacked with their swords, but it wasn’t long until they faltered and scattered around her like fallen leaves. As they fell, more enemies came into the courtyard.

Fatigue clawed at her, her muscles straining under the weight of her trident and the relentless assault. She had trained months on end for this, and yet she knew it would be a matter of time until what the Oracle said would come true…

“Maris!”

Her neck snapped as she watched Valda on her hands and knees. The wind picked up around Valda, and with it, the direction of the rain.

Staring now at the flooded ground, Maris sighed as her grip on the trident tightened just as Valda redirected the rain towards the soldiers. They winced, stopping their movements to cover their eyes, to shield them from the wind and pouring rain.

This was it. Taking a deep breath, Maris gathered the flooding water, holding on to it, creating a large wall between herself and the soldiers. The more it rained, the more she gathered, drying up the soil at her feet.

With a feral cry, Maris sent the water swelling forth like a tidal wave. Water crashed into the soldiers brutally as they floundered, their screams and cries swallowed by the wave. Next to her, Valda yelled, using the wind to push the wave in harder against the soldiers.

One by one, the soldiers fell before Maris, their bodies battered and broken by the unyielding tide. As the last enemy crumpled to the ground, Maris stood amidst the courtyard, her chest heaving with exhaustion.

Her grip on the trident wavered, her knees buckling underneath her, but just as she was about to collapse, she felt the warmth and familiarity of Valda’s arms around her.

How was Kenna able to wield such power without feeling drained was beyond Maris.

“I got you, Seashell,” Valda whispered, falling on her knees as well.

To her surprise and slight amusement, Cerberus pressed against her. Maris released a breathy laugh before looking up at Valda’s disheveled state. The fight behind her continued on, but now they would go through the courtyard and into the chamber’s wings.

Maris needed a breather, though. Her arms and legs felt heavy and pressure built up on her head. Darkness seemed to creep at Maris, and she willed it away by shaking her head.

Suddenly, Cerberus hissed as she stood in front of Valda and Maris, her yellow eyes glued to something at the far end of the courtyard. Another explosion shook the castle and with it a side of it collapsed.

Valda’s breath hitched, and Maris closed her eyes in a silent prayer for both Poseidon and Asclepius. Her mate’s grip on her grew taut, and the sullen fear of the fall of Oberon Castle filtered from Valda’s chest to Maris’s.

“Valda—”

“It’s alright,” she said quickly , holding her close enough to press trembling lips to Maris’s temple. “It’s alright. It’s just a structure.” She swallowed hard, before grabbing Maris’s trident. “We have to find him.”

The sudden clanging of metal made both Maris and Valda freeze in place. As Maris turned to the entrance of the wing leading to the chambers, a group of soldiers marched in.

Maris grabbed hold of Valda’s blouse, pulling her up for support as her mind broke.

This was it? Turning behind her, she watched the battle unfolding. Her men and Valda’s and Vulcanians were falling under Arwin’s men. One by one, she saw them fall.

And yet…

Maris turned to Valda, whose gaze was glued to the men marching out, wearing the Skylian uniform, looking at her as if she was the one to blame for all their misfortune.

Everything in her body and mind screamed at her to retreat, but Valda’s grip on her was solid. They weren’t going anywhere.

Cursing under her breath, Valda settled Maris gently on the ground. She handed her the trident and pulled out the Heaven Sword. As the enemy soldiers pulled their weapons as well, another bomb went off. Screams filled the inside of the castle as another battle raged on.

“Come on, you fucking traitors!“ Valda screamed, slamming her fist on her chest. “Welcome death by your queen’s hand. Your real queen!”

And still they didn’t attack. Ever so slowly, they surrounded them. Their sneers made Maris’s stomach turn. She clutched the trident, using it for support as she stood up.

“Come on!” Valda barked, her stance widening, but Maris could see it in her face. She wasn't going to use her powers.

Gods, this was a mistake…

Suddenly, the soldier’s smirks turned into down-turned frowns. Their arrogant expressions were erased by one of dread, even sadness.

Maris clutched at Valda, but her mate was focused on the surrounding enemy while Cerberus hid behind their legs.

Looking down at their blades, many of them began to sob uncontrollably, until one of the many men took his own blade and turned it to himself. The soldiers gasped as the man fell. Another slashed his own throat, then another, and another.

Maris stared in apprehension and confusion as one by one, they fell victims to self-inflicted wounds. Her chest tightened at the scene as blood was diluted with water around them. Taking a step back, the tightness in Maris’s chest grew until only one person stood among the sea of corpses.

Her eyes went to the red hair on top of the man’s head, and a breath of relief escaped not only her but Valda as well. She recognized him just as his body gave out from the strenuous use of his godly powers.
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“Kayden!” Valda screamed, happiness pouring from her voice. Her chest swelled as soon as she recognized her best friend.

Kayden’s hands trembled as a drop of blood dripped from his nostril to his chin. His eyes rolled back, and he fainted amongst the bodies.

Before running to Kayden, Valda gathered Maris in her arms and looked down at her, wanting to make sure she was fine. Maris nodded and pushed her towards her friend. Valda walked over the dead, reaching Kayden.

Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, Valda picked Kayden up and dragged him to Maris. His head rolled from side to side, his breath uneven as Valda settled him on the ground. Grabbing his chin, Valda inspected his face. He didn’t seem to be harmed, other than his bleeding nose. His already pale skin didn’t tell her much.

Gods. She was so happy to see him… She wanted to throw her arms around him and squeeze him.

After a while, he slowly came back to. His eyes sparked the moment his gaze landed on Valda.

“I thought you were dead,” Kayden said, clutching to Valda’s blouse, releasing a shuddering breath. “Gods, I prayed you were safe all these months.”

Valda released a laugh and pressed her forehead to Kayden’s. “I thought Kenna killed you, but then she said she captured you and kept you locked up,” Valda said, her throat bobbing as she swallowed hard.

“She released me not so long ago. She sent a letter for me to come and join you in taking back the castle.” Hissing, Kayden sat up and touched his forehead. “I didn’t think she would destroy it, though. I can smell the Vulcanian powder from a mile away.” With a huff, he pressed his palms to his head and then wiped the blood from his nose. “I used too much power,” he mumbled, turning to look at his handy work.

“You sure did,” Valda replied, swallowing hard. The Harmonians didn’t rule the world simply because they didn’t want to. With Kayden’s power alongside his mother’s, they could disarm an entire army in seconds.

“When did you get here?” Maris asked, helping him up.

“I just went through the docks,” Kayden answered, before turning to Valda. “I was inside the castle. The chambers are empty.”

Valda gave Maris a quick glance. “That leaves the throne room,” Valda snarled, standing just as another explosion shook the castle’s grounds. “How are you holding up, Kayden?”

Kayden held his head. Grimacing, he took a step forward but was stopped by Maris’s hand pressed to his chest.

“You don’t look so good.”

“Neither do both of you,” Kayden said, prompting Cerberus to hiss at him. Kayden looked down at the cat in astonished relief.

Valda knew he was never fond of Cerberus, but for a slim second, she could see that he was happy her pet was alive.

“I can keep watch here, make sure he doesn’t get away like the coward he is. You should go.” Kayden grabbed Valda’s arm. His tight grip was more worried than affectionate. Swallowing hard, he pulled her in for a hug. Valda reciprocated the hug tenfold, holding on to him as if he would disappear.

Before they pulled apart, Kayden clutched Maris’s tunic and pulled her into the embrace as well. It took Maris a second to wrap her arms around Valda and Kayden and squeeze them both.

Taking a step back, Kayden regarded Valda and Maris before shooting his gaze to the castle. “Kill him. That’s the only way to stop him.”

“That’s the plan,” Maris said while Valda pulled her sword out. Maris took the trident in her hand and turned to the crumbling castle entrance.

With a stern gaze, Valda focused on Maris, whose entire demeanor faltered the second they locked eyes. There was fear and restraint in her chest. The silent question hung in the air and before Valda could reel her in, Maris shook her head.

“Let’s end this.”

Valda nodded as the worry within Maris washed away. Her knuckles turned white around the hilt of her sword. The anticipation gnawed at her, as she didn’t know what she would find in the interior of the crumbling castle.

As they walked through the halls, the grim devastation left in the wake of the merciless bombs came into view. Corpses were strewn across the ruined corridors, and shattered walls loomed as if they would crumble with just a touch.

As much as she tried to still herself, Valda couldn’t keep from reacting to the destruction. Her chest tightened with the urge to mourn the place she had called home all her life.

Even as the hall crumbled around them, she could still see the ghosts of the memories embedded in its walls.

Maris trailed behind her, silent and steady, while Cerberus darted ahead, as if leading them toward something unseen. A part of Valda couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling that the cat knew more than she let on—that she was weaving a dangerous path toward the inevitable.

With every step, Valda’s heartbeat pounded against her ribs. The weight of what was coming pressed down on her, thick and suffocating. Maris could sense it too; she was sure of it.

She was about to face the man who had taken her father’s place. Memories flooded her, one after the other, drowning her.

She could still feel his arms lifting her as a child, holding her after her father’s death. She remembered the way his eyes had softened with false regret when he forced her to kill Raan. She recalled the moment he first placed Cerberus on her lap, a gift meant to endear her.

She felt his heavy hand on her shoulder, guiding her stance, perfecting her form—molding her into a weapon. And yet, all she bore for him now was resentment. Not just for what he had done to her, but for what he had done to Maris, to the Sealians, to the people who had suffered under his rule. How could he have blinded her in such a way that even after all the things he did, she still trusted him when she was cursed?

At the end of the hall, the crumbling entryway gave way to the throne room. The floor beneath them cracked as another explosion rocked the castle grounds.

There, in the center of the room, Arwin kneeled next to a raised platform, his back to them. His whispered prayers echoed through the fractured remains of the throne room.

Valda’s steps faltered. Around the edges of the chamber, Skylian soldiers lay scattered in grotesque stillness—their throats slit, their stomachs torn open.

She stretched out an arm, stopping Maris from moving further. But it was too late. She heard her mate’s sharp intake of breath.

These men hadn’t been killed by bombs.

They had been sacrificed.

Cerberus let out a low, eerie meow, the sound curling through the room.

Valda’s breath caught in her throat.

On the platform, Arwin straightened, his murmured prayers silenced, interrupted by the very pet he had given her all those years ago.

Slowly, the man turned toward Valda, revealing who lay atop the platform.

Eris.

The goddess struggled to breathe. Her hands were neatly folded over her stomach, her white dress stained with spreading spots of crimson.

From where Valda stood, she could see the dried black blood seeping from Eris’s shoulder and mouth. Her eyes were open, lifeless, staring blankly at the ceiling of the throne room. Drapes bearing her symbol surrounded the dais.

“Look what you’ve done,” Arwin murmured, his voice raw and fractured, his head shaking in disbelief. “You made me kill my own men to keep her alive…”

Valda slowly lowered her arm as Maris stepped beside her. Cerberus’ fur bristled as she licked her snout, her sharp gaze fixed on Arwin just as he rose to his feet.

The castle suddenly trembled again.

With a frantic motion, Arwin threw himself over Eris’s body, shielding her as dust and rubble rained from the ceiling. When the shaking subsided, he raised his gaze, fury burning in his eyes.

“The Fates were right,” he hissed. “You were destined to change everything—by burning it all to the ground.”

“This is no longer Oberon Castle,” Valda spat, lifting her sword toward him. “And I refuse to let it remain her temple.” She took a step forward as her blade gleamed in the flickering torchlight. “You are not stepping outside this place ever again. You will crumble with it.”

Arwin scoffed. Without hesitation, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, gleaming golden apple.

Beside her, Maris tensed. “Valda,” she growled, her grip tightening around her trident, white-knuckled with fury. “Fucking kill him. Now.”

Arwin’s trembling hands cradled Eris’s face. His fingers gripped her chin, forcing her mouth open. Without hesitation, he placed the golden apple between her parted lips.

“Blessed be the goddess,” he whispered before slamming her mouth shut, shattering the fruit between her teeth.

A blinding purple light erupted from Eris’s mouth and eyes, flooding the throne room in an ethereal glow. Valda raised her arm, shielding herself just in time to see Arwin press his forehead to Eris’s.

The light, once wild and chaotic, funneled into the goddess’s forehead before surging into Arwin’s body. A force unlike anything Valda had ever felt blasted outward, sending her hurtling away from the platform. The very walls of the throne room shuddered, groaning beneath the weight of the power unleashed.

And then there was silence.

As the violent glow dimmed, Valda pushed herself up, her breath coming fast. She turned toward the center of the room only to find the goddess’s body gone.

Arwin knelt where she had been, his chest rising and falling in ragged breaths. His entire frame trembled, his hands clawing at the stone beneath him as though anchoring himself to reality.

Something was different.

His hair—once streaked with silver—was darker now, the gray retreating into deep, familiar hues. His scar was gone. His skin, once marked by the passage of time, looked unblemished.

Valda’s pulse pounded in her ears as she took a hesitant step forward.

Slowly, Arwin rose. His movements were unsteady, unnatural, as if adjusting to a body that wasn’t entirely his own. A soft, purple light pulsed on his forehead—a straight line intersected by two semicircles.

The symbol of Eris glowed steadily on his skin.

Valda’s grip on the Heaven Sword tightened.

She turned to Maris, whose wide, disbelieving eyes met hers. The same thought echoed between them.

Who was this man?

Arwin?

Eris?

Valda swallowed down her unease and took another step forward, raising her sword.

“I should challenge you to a duel,” she said, her voice steady despite the storm in her chest. “But we both know you are not the rightful king.”

Arwin remained motionless except for the faint crease in his brow. “I once challenged your father to a duel,” he murmured, his fingers tracing the place where his scar had once been. “He didn’t finish the job.”

Valda’s grip on her sword tightened. “I am not my father.”

Arwin’s lips curled into something almost amused. “Oh, you certainly are not.” His voice twisted, warping into something unnatural. “And neither am I.”

His body convulsed.

Valda instinctively stepped back, colliding with Maris. Her breath hitched as the man before her shifted, his features contorting.

In a flash, her father stood in Arwin’s place.

A cruel, knowing smile stretched across the familiar face. A bright white glow replaced the violet hue on his forehead, and there, seared into his skin, was the unmistakable symbol of Ouranos.

“Wouldn’t it be fitting,” he mused, his voice dripping with malice, “if your father’s face was the last thing you ever saw?”

It had been years since she saw her father’s face, and even though she could recognize it in a crowd, the mask Arwin wore did her father no justice.

How fucking dare he use his image to gain advantage? Anger bubbled deep within her, fogging all logical thought, pushing her to act without thinking it through. Valda knew she couldn’t do that with Arwin. He knew how she would react; he knew her every single move.

“Or would you rather—” His voice heightened, as dark hair grew from his head. His neck elongated and features became feminine. Rionach looked back at Valda with a broken face, bleeding from the mouth, and dark marks bruising her neck. “My dear girl. Come join me in Tartarus.”

Inhaling sharply, Valda drew the surrounding air into a swirling vortex. The fatigue in her muscles was long forgotten. The gusts picked up the debris and sent it flying around them. Maris moved behind her, looking for shelter as Cerberus hid between her ankles.

Valda’s eyes narrowed, locking onto Arwin’s every subtle movement. Valda’s chest heaved with each tense breath as she steadied herself. She would not allow Arwin to get in her head.

Without warning, Valda lunged forward, raising her blade high before slashing through the air. Transforming back to himself, Arwin met her strike effortlessly, the clash of their swords sounding like a thunderclap as sparks flew.

Gritting her teeth and cursing the fact that he knew her every move, she swung her sword in wide arcs, trying to break through Arwin’s defense, but he welcomed each move with fluid motions.

With a sudden burst of speed, Valda unleashed a powerful gust of wind, sending Arwin stumbling backward. She seized the opportunity to strike harder, faster, trying to break through everything he taught her.

He met Valda’s onslaught with his own attacks. The clash of their swords sent shockwaves through the ground, rippling through the air with tension. As Arwin pushed against the sword, she felt a pull within her chest. Maris wanted to join her and fight, but not yet. Not fucking yet.

“Stay back!” Valda roared, her muscles bulging underneath her tattered blouse as the explosion of wind burst from within her this time. It didn’t push Arwin off of her.

With a sinister grin, the man slipped a hand around her throat and squeezed firmly. Valda released one hand to grip his wrist, struggling to keep her sword away from her chest as he pushed in. She felt the other side of her blade digging through her blouse, almost to her skin.

Her chest tightened until she heard rapid footsteps heading her way. She closed her eyes, leaned her head to the side just as something whistled next to her.

Suddenly, she heard a blunt object smashing Arwin. The man released his grip on her throat and stumbled away from her.

Valda opened her eyes just in time to see Maris block one of his attacks. She held the trident over her head, shoved Arwin and thrusted her weapon forward.

Sidestepping an attack, Arwin grabbed the trident, pulled it towards him, bringing Maris forward and smashed his forehead against her nose.

Letting out a loud curse, Maris stumbled to the ground as the trident clanked loudly next to her.

Blood dripped from Maris’s nose as she groaned, shaking her head to clear the daze. Arwin wasted no time, lunging forward to deliver a finishing blow, but Valda was faster. She intercepted him mid-strike, her blade carving a sharp arc between them. The force of her swing sent Arwin staggering a step back, giving Maris enough time to recover.

Pushing off the ground, Maris grabbed her trident, spinning it in a deadly flourish before planting her feet next to Valda. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second.

“You never follow instructions, do you?”

“I thought I made that clear since the day we met.” Maris scoffed.

Another explosion sounded, and the far-right wall of the throne room crumbled, taking a window with it. The pouring rain outside blew into the chamber alongside the stormy wind.

Valda wasted no time. She surged forward, slicing downward in a brutal motion. Arwin deflected her strike, twisting his sword to force hers away, but Maris was already there. She ducked low, sweeping her trident at his legs. Arwin leaped back, avoiding the strike by inches, but as soon as his feet touched the ground, Valda’s boot crashed into his ribs, sending him skidding across the floor.

He barely had a moment to breathe before Maris followed up, the sharpened tip of the trident thrusting toward his chest. Arwin twisted his body, dodging at the last second, but Maris anticipated it. She flicked her wrist, the water around them obeying her call. The rain surged, forming razor-thin whips that lashed at Arwin, forcing him to shield his face with his arms.

Valda seized the moment. With a cry, she raised the Heaven Sword and slashed down. Arwin spun his blade just in time, parrying her strike with a deafening clang. The force sent vibrations up Valda’s arms, but she held firm. They stood locked together, swords pressing against each other, muscles straining.

“Still think you can win?” Valda growled.

Arwin sneered. “You always were predictable.”

Maris broke their deadlock. She moved like a shadow, her trident spinning as she aimed low, forcing Arwin to jump back. The second his feet left the ground, Valda turned her blade, twisting in a sharp motion that sent Arwin’s sword flying from his grip. It clattered against the stone floor, out of reach.

Arwin hissed, his hands moving, summoning a surge of purple energy in his palm.

Valda’s stomach clenched. “Maris, now!”

Maris thrust her trident forward, but instead of aiming for Arwin, she struck the ground at his feet. The moment the trident connected, the rainwater pooled beneath them erupted into thick, twisting tendrils. They coiled around Arwin’s legs and yanked him down, slamming him against the floor with a sickening thud.

He struggled, his fingers clawing at the ground, but Valda was already moving. She jumped onto his chest, pinning him down with the weight of her body, her blade pressing against his throat.

“Not so strong without your sword, are you?” she hissed.

Maris stood beside her, breathless but steady, her eyes flashing with determination. “End this, Valda.”

A deafening boom shattered once more, this time from above them. The force knocked Valda off balance and before she could recover, a violent crack split through the ceiling above them.

Valda’s gaze shot up. The massive stone beams that had once supported the throne room trembled, fractures spreading like veins across their surface. Dust and shattered pieces of marble rained down.

“Fuck!”

Without hesitation, Valda shoved Arwin away and whirled toward Maris. Her heart lurched as she saw her mate staring up at the impending collapse, frozen for just a fraction of a second.

Valda lunged and wrapped her arms around Maris, pressing their bodies together as the air around them roared in protest. Holding her breath, she pulled on the wind with every ounce of power she had left, encapsulating them both in a tight, protective bubble.

Chunks of stone and burning wood crashed down, the impact sending violent tremors through the air. The wind cocooned them, carrying them effortlessly through the swirling debris.

Then, gravity took hold.

Their bodies plummeted, but the wind softened their fall, rushing beneath them in a final, gentle push. They hit the ground hard, but not painfully, rolling through the dust and rubble.

Valda groaned, pushing herself up, only to freeze as she saw Maris clutching something tightly against her chest.

Cerberus.

The cat wiggled free, shook out her black fur, and let out an annoyed huff before trotting a few steps forward, tail flicking. Maris let out a breathless laugh, pressing her forehead against Valda’s shoulder for just a moment before she, too, sat up.

Valda pushed to her feet, gripping Maris’s hand as she hauled her up with her. Her chest heaved, her heart still hammering.

“Are you all right?” Valda asked, her bloodied hand cupping Maris’s face.

Still taken aback by what happened, Maris nodded, desperately touching Valda’s torso, looking for wounds. “I am fine. Are you all—”

The air was dragged from Valda’s lungs. As her eyes widened and her hands shot to her neck, she watched Maris gasp for air as well, her hands tightening on Valda’s dirty clothes. Knowing that reacting frantically would suffocate her faster, Valda grabbed Maris’s arms, keeping her steady as the other woman shook her head and tried her hardest to inhale.

Unable to talk, Valda closed her eyes tightly, the sphere around her growing wider as she tried to stop it from closing in on her head.

Then a loud yowl sounded.

Arwin cursed just as the spheres around Valda and Maris disappeared. The two women coughed and gulped for air as Cerberus’ angry screeches filled the room. Falling to her knees, and gathering her trident, Maris flung it towards Arwin while he was distracted with Cerberus. The cat was attacking his neck, drawing a steady stream of blood that stained his clothing.

The trident clattered against the wall behind him as he threw Cerberus off him. With an opening, Valda rushed in, smashing her shoulder into his rib cage, hooking her hands behind his knees. She scooped him up with ease, braced herself, and yelled as she slammed him to the ground, breaking it on impact.

With the wind knocked out of him, Valda kicked Arwin’s sword away from reach, then pivoted to bash her boot under his jaw. His head hit the ground aggressively. Just as she was to slam her boot on his head, a gust of wind hit her gut, followed by a blunt impact on her cheek.

Valda raised her arms, blocking another punch before connecting her fist to his flank. She pounded repeatedly, knocking the wind out of him again. As he stumbled on his feet, Valda took a step back to focus what was left of her power on her fists. The wind picked up, forming a small tornado before her. It lashed about, cutting deep into the ground and columns before reaching Arwin. The biting wind cut through her clothes and stung her skin as Valda intensified her attack, narrowing her eyes on Arwin.

He held his ground, his arms blocking his face. On his forehead, the mark of Eris brightened again. Its dark light glowed steadily and stronger as the wind stopped between them. With a yell, the wind around him fluttered back to life in a devastating hurricane, throwing it back at Valda.

“Fucking give up!” Arwin yelled, his voice overpowering the storm. “I hold the power of Ouranos and Eris! I will not die!”

Valda gritted her teeth as a bright light sourced from her forehead, dousing down her eyes and face, then her neck and chest. The intensity was too much, she could barely see what she was doing as pain broke from within her. Her clothing tattered, exposing her skin.

“You do not deserve their blessings!” she yelled as a gust broke through her holster. The Heaven Sword’s scabbard fell, clattering to the ground before being blown somewhere into the throne room. Another gust slammed against her face, cutting a thick line from her cheek, up her eyebrow, to her forehead. Her stance faltered as she closed her white eyes.

“I will not allow you to go on!”

Her legs quivered, the muscles of her thighs strained as she held her ground and created a cyclone within the throne room. Yet, her body was giving out, unable to contain the immortal strength of the god within her. The light on her forehead dimmed, and her open palms quivered. She wasn’t holding on for much longer. Her body wasn’t made for this, but if she had to die to take him out, then she would do so.

Her scream echoed in the chamber alongside Arwin’s. The wind picked up one last time, before his yell was cut by the sound of slamming steel and a wet thud.

The storm died out as she watched Maris’s ferocious form spinning the trident before slamming the end into the back of his head.
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Maris ignored the pain of the wind cutting her skin. She saw an opening and she took it. And gods did it feel good to smash Arwin’s face with her trident, to hear the crunch of a broken neck and the twist of it as he fell to the ground. For a long second, she looked down at Arwin, unmoving and not breathing. Blood dripped from his mouth and nose, and his eyes were open in a glassy stare.

As the last wind died, she regarded Valda, who fell to the ground with a heavy thud.

Her chest tightened as she rushed to Valda’s side, shifting her to lay on her back. She pressed her hand to her chest and let out a sigh of relief as she felt her breathing heavily.

“Valda,” Maris called at the sight of the massive cut to her face. She brushed the dark strands away from her brow and cupped her cheek as softly as she could. She took in the large gash to her face and swallowed hard.

When Valda opened her eyes and regarded her, Maris smiled. “Thanks the gods,” she said before pressing her lips to Valda’s.

The other woman’s trembling lips felt like an oasis of Sealian water. She kissed her deeply, fervently before pulling away, holding back her tears.

“Valda,” Maris whispered, pressing her face to her lover’s, chanting her name almost in a soft gratitude prayer. “I am so glad the Oracle lied.” Valda tilted her head in confusion before Maris shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anymore. You are here. You are fine.” Maris’s attention shot up as she saw a mass of black fur.

Valda lifted her head, her eyes drifting further to the back of the room. Cerberus limped towards them. Her meows were loud and desperate. The other woman’s smile widened at the realization that her pet was alive.

“Fucking cat is still alive,” Valda’s laughter was cut short by a cough. She winced in pain, touching her flank as she reached for Maris. Her bloody hand clutched to Maris’s arm, using it to try and pull herself to sit.

“Valda, no,” Maris commanded, freeing her hand to roam over Valda’s chest. “You are too drained.”

Cursing softly, Valda closed her eyes and nodded as Cerberus’ noises became louder.

The animal’s meows were constant and filled with pain. “There is something wrong with Cerberus,” Maris said, as she stood up. Her eyes shifted from Cerberus to Valda. “Maybe I should get to her too.”

Valda opened her eyes, and a chilling cold fear shrouded deep within their chests. Valda clutched Maris’ foot, struggling to say something, anything. Her voice cracked in a desperate cry for Maris to move. Before Maris could voice her question, a cold metal pierced through her back and out her abdomen. Her gasp drowned in her throat, as she looked down at the sword protruding from her belly. Before she could touch it, the sword pulled back, leaving a burning mark in its wake.

Her eyes fell to Valda, who struggled to sit up, her hand stretching out, calling forth the Heaven Sword.

The deafening shrills of pain consumed her until it dissolved into the darkness of the desert night. In front of her, The Oracle tilted their head, awaiting her question.

“Will either Valda or I die in the castle tomorrow?” The answer would drown out her worries and give her hope.

“Yes.”

The Oracle’s answer sent a shiver down her spine and with complete disregard of the Oracle’s rule, the next question poured from her lips. “Who?”

With a crooked smile, the Oracle shook a scolding finger at her. “I’ve already answered enough.”

Maris felt Valda’s desperation sinking into her chest. Her mate’s screams were muffled by the ringing of pain that consumed her. Valda stretched her hand again, and the Heaven Sword flew to her from somewhere in the throne room. The anguish in Valda’s voice seeped out as breathless sobs.

Maris’s legs quivered just as she pivoted to watch Arwin holding his sword drenched in her blood as was his face from open wounds and cuts. His smile was twisted and contorted; he screamed something she couldn’t understand.

The grip on her trident grew taut as she took a step forward. Her forehead beamed a blue hue, blinding Arwin before she speared the three prongs into his stomach.

Arwin gasped, clutched the trident, and fell to his knees, taking Maris with him. Her body weight helped her dig deeper into his flesh. Letting go of the trident, Maris admired what she had done. Arwin grabbed the trident, pulled on it, and cursed under his breath.

“That’s for Raan and Saha Era,” Maris whispered, her bloody hand touching the rings hanging from her neck. Swallowing a mouthful of blood, Maris fell to her side, her eyes glued to Arwin as he struggled to free himself from the godly weapon.

Hazel eyes flew to meet hers, and Maris could see how poetic all of this was. Suddenly a thin red line appeared on Arwin’s neck and the spark of life in his eyes vanished in an instant.

Maris blinked once, and when she opened her eyes again, the decapitated head of the man who murdered her father fell to his side as the rest of his body slumped back.

The death of a traitor.

The sound of clattering metal echoed in the throne room before warmth filled her. Valda fell next to her, her powerful arms wrapping around her.

“No, no, no, no, no, no.” Valda shuffled up to her feet, carrying Maris and pulling her to her chest.

As much as Maris wanted to enjoy the warm embrace, coldness was seeping in. “Val—”

“Shh, don’t. Please. Please. Don’t. You will be all right.” Valda’s voice cracked, as she desperately searched for an exit.

A bomb exploded somewhere, and two familiar voices boomed inside the throne room. Kenna and Kayden ran inside, their desperate plea for all of them to leave. The castle was collapsing on itself, and they needed to go.

Maris clung to Valda, her mouth filling up with blood. Her eyes trailed over Valda’s tear covered face. Her heart broke into a thousand pieces as the shattering pain welcomed her through the bond.

“It’s all right.” Maris uttered faintly, the grip on Valda’s shirt loosening as her vision fainted into a soft haze of honey-colored eyes, black hair, and freckled-covered skin. The last thing she could do before darkness consumed her was silently voice to Asclepius the prayer Melvian taught to her all those months ago. She used the last bit of her energy, hoping somehow that this time, maybe the god of healing would hear her.
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Pressing her hand to Maris’s chest wasn’t stopping the blood. The warmth of her skin was diminishing just as the tug of the bond began to loosen.

Emptiness was setting in and bitter loneliness crept further, dousing her heart, her mind, her senses. She couldn’t stop the bond from fading, and she felt everything Maris felt. The coldness, the pain, the fear. Maris was just as scared as she was, and she couldn’t protect her from it.

Valda’s eyes roamed over Maris’s body before shifting to the crumbling walls around her. Everything was tumbling in on itself, and Valda could only hold on to Maris as if her arms would somehow put her back together and heal her. She would give anything to heal her, to have an ounce of Asclepius’s power. If only the hand to her chest could stop the bleeding, seal the wound…

But she wasn’t an Asclepius worshiper, and her mate lay limp in her arms, her skin growing paler by the second.

Gulping mouthfuls of air, Valda turned to Kayden, who had just picked up an injured Cerberus. Miraculously, the cat didn’t fight, but leaned against his chest while he spoke words Valda couldn’t register.

Kenna screamed something at the top of her lungs, holding what appeared to be another bomb. But Valda pivoted towards the entrance of the throne room just as it collapsed. There was no way out now. Pulling Maris closer, Valda turned back to the doors behind the chamber, finding them still intact.

“I have to go to the pool,” Valda announced, looking back at Kenna, her voice dripping with desperation. “The water is from the Sea Kingdom—we—” She looked down and held on a sob. “I can get her there, maybe—”

Kayden’s face made her stomach turn. He mustered a rueful smile before the ache dissolved.

“No!” Valda roared. She would not have him use his powers on her. She needed to be aware of all her feelings. “Don’t! Not now, Kayden. Get me to the pools!”

Kenna pushed Valda away and walked past the exit. After a long second, an explosion went off, and Kenna called out from within the rubble for Valda to follow her.

The narrow and hidden halls leading out to the pool room weren’t as damaged as the main hall, and it filled Valda with hope that she could save Maris. The fact that she could still feel her was enough to stifle the quivering exhaustion of her legs as she raced down the corridors. She ignored the thunderous sounds of the walls collapsing. She could always build a new castle, but she would have to wait a lifetime to find Maris again.

The doors to the pool room were intact. The thick glass didn’t budge when Kayden slammed his shoulder into it. “I can’t open it!”

Stepping next to Valda, Kenna touched the glass door and shook her head. “I cannot blow this one up with a bomb. I might hurt you all.”

“I can,” Valda muttered, placing Maris in Kenna’s arms before standing before the doors.

With the last sliver of her gift, Valda closed her eyes, releasing a gust of wind strong enough to crack the door and open a path to the pool. As the debris settled, she turned to Kenna, who looked down at Maris with a downcast expression. Valda ignored Kenna’s observation that Maris didn’t look good. She didn’t listen to Kayden asking her to reconsider and to leave the castle before it collapsed on all of them.

Snarling, she carefully took Maris back in her arms and cradled her to her chest, as if wanting to hide Maris away. She made it to the edge of the pool and jumped in. In seconds, the once pristine water was dyed crimson. She opened her eyes from under the surface, looking down as Maris floated within her embrace.

Please. Work. Please.

The blood continued to seep from the wounds until it fully stopped. Silence spread in her chest and mind, circling Valda in a darkness far greater than when she was blind.

And then there was nothing but emptiness. A suffocating emptiness that pierced her heart, stomach, and mind.

Dragging Maris to her, she swam to the surface and gasped for air. By the edge of the pool, Kayden held Cerberus, who quietly watched Valda, her tail swaying from side to side. Kenna stood unmoving, swallowing hard and blinking rapidly.

“She is not dead,” Valda said, but knew that she was lying. She looked down at Maris again, taking in her parted lips, closed eyes, the drops of water sluicing from her face.

“Please, please,” she shuddered in a breath. “I can’t go back to that darkness, please, Maris… Seashell… please.”

Shaking her head, Valda took another deep breath, and allowed herself to sink, submerging Maris completely. Valda held her breath as long as she could. Her lungs burned with the need to breathe as her eyes stung with tears which mixed within the Sealian water.

Still, she waited. She gazed at Maris’s face, looking for a sign, a subtle expression, a twitch on her lips or her eyes moving underneath the eyelids. But all she felt was emptiness.

Cursing, she swam back up, gasping, and then taking mouthfuls of air.

“Valda…” Kayden started, taking a step closer to the edge. “We have to go—”

“No! Not yet!” She shook her head, the tears streaming down her cheeks. “We can’t leave.”

“Kayden is right. We must leave before the castle collapses.”

“Then let it collapse on top of us. I will not leave. If she won’t wake up, I will stay behind. I will—” She swallowed hard. “I will go right after her.”

“Valda, please—”

She swam back down, ignoring Kayden’s pleas. She held Maris tighter and closed her eyes as the burning became unbearable. If Maris wouldn’t wake up, she wouldn’t leave the pool. She would stay inside the castle and hope she’d wake up somewhere else, finding Maris in another body, in another kingdom, but still her Maris. Still her mate.

Ouranos, please. Pain scoured through her as the steady beam of her god glowed on her forehead. Please, please, please.

Pressing her forehead to Maris’s, the crumbling walls of the castle ebbed away into a peaceful silence. The burning of her lungs was gone, and she didn’t feel the need to breathe. Instead, the comfortable feeling of Maris in her arms enveloped her as the warmth on her forehead increased.

She floated within a darkness she welcomed with open arms.

Valda exhaled, the bubbles tickling her nose as they floated to the surface, followed by the soft caress of a hand upon her cheek.

Honey eyes flew open, and they stared at tired blue ones. The tightness in her chest came back, and the overpowering sense of joy filled her heart and mind. The bond snapped back into place as the blue hue on Maris’s forehead illuminated the pool, dissolving the blood from the water.

Valda gasped, forgetting she was under water, and clung to Maris. She kicked her legs with all her strength, propelling herself toward the surface with a desperate, audible gasp.

“Maris!” Valda called to her, swimming to the edge of the pool and holding on for dear life with one hand while cradling Maris with the other. “Maris?!”

Her mate’s tired eyes shone as a soft smile spread on her pale lips, which slowly regained that beautiful color Valda loved to kiss. With a soft nod, Maris answered the silent question between them.

Maris cradled the back of Valda’s neck, and she pressed their foreheads together once again.

“I am here, Valda.”

Valda shuddered, sobbing uncontrollably before squeezing Maris to her body as her words dissolved in between prayers of gratitude, and pleading Maris to never leave her again…
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There was nothing except the swaying of waves, the creaking of wood, the softness of fur and the gentlest purring next to her ear.

Maris wasn’t sure how long she had been unconscious. As her eyes fluttered open, she stared at a pair of yellow cat eyes, then a soft head bumped into her temple after something raspy licked her cheek. She knew right away it was Cerberus, but between the need to rest, the fever induced dreams, and the swaying of her body, Maris couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes fully.

In her unconsciousness, someone took care of her. Gentle and firm hands washed her skin and cleaned her wounds, fed her, and made her drink water. Sealian water in its purest form. Delirious, she drank greedily until there was nothing left, and even then she asked for more. The healing qualities worked their magic, and one day, bothered by the heat inside the chamber, Maris finally opened her eyes to stare at a wooden ceiling.

The humidity made the heat so much worse. It drenched her skin in a thin layer of sticky sweat. She pulled the fur blanket from her body and sighed as the air cooled her. Next to her, a large pitcher of water waited for her. She smacked her dry lips and struggled to sit up. By her feet, Cerberus slept soundly, until she accidentally hit her with her foot. The cat’s eyes flew open. She chittered happily and ran up to her.

“Cerberus,” Maris croaked, scratching Cerberus’ nape before turning to the water pitcher. She stretched her arm and grabbed it just as someone walked through the door.

The surprised gasp didn’t bother Maris as she took large gulps of the precious liquid.

“You are awake,” the person whispered, and it wasn’t until Maris placed the pitcher back in the nightstand that she saw who it was.

“Eyphah,” Maris said, breathing hard.

The other woman placed the plate of food she was holding on top of a wooden crate and scrambled out of the chamber. Maris could hear her announcing that she was awake. After a pause, heavy steps raced to the chamber and quieted down just as Valda peaked her head inside.

Valda.

Maris swallowed thickly as her mate’s face contorted in happiness and relief. “Thank the gods! You are awake.” Valda’s voice quivered as joy thrummed in their bond.

“Valda!” Maris cried out, her arms extending as she reached out to grab hold of her mate.

With two broad strides, Valda kneeled next to the bed and wrapped her arms around her waist. Maris welcomed the embrace, enveloping Valda’s shoulders and pressing her lips to the side of her neck, taking in her scent, saturating her senses with everything that was Valda. Pulling back, Maris frowned as she took notice of the healing scar on Valda’s face.

Another one. Her fingers traced over the pinkish skin that went from the top of her forehead down the side of her face. Swallowing hard, she pulled away to look at her surroundings before. “How long was I asleep?”

“A week,” Valda said, her eyes fluttering shut as she leaned into Maris’s touch. “I was growing desperate.”

“A week?!” Maris almost recoiled. She looked around her, the wooden walls closing in on her as her breath quickened. “Where are we?”

Valda captured her shaking hands with her own and squeezed tight. “We are in the Sea Kingdom.”

Maris froze. The Sea Kingdom. Her eyes trailed to the water pitcher. No wonder it tasted different, cleaner, crisper. “We are in the Sea Kingdom?”

Valda nodded fervently. “You don’t have to worry about anything. Eyphah has been taking good care of the Sealians. As soon as they all made it here, they began working and making plans.” Valda’s smile could illuminate the entire room. “You just wait and see all the plans your people have for rebuilding this kingdom.”

Maris released a breath, her hand pressing to the tender flesh of her chest. She hissed slightly before looking down at the scar forming there.

“How…”

“A miracle,” Valda said.

“I died, didn’t I?”

Valda closed her eyes tightly, grabbed her hand and pressed it to her face. “I don’t know who I must thank for it. I don’t know if it was Ouranos, Poseidon or Asclepius, but you were brought back to me. I felt the bond dissolve, but then I felt it snap back into place and…” Valda shuddered, kissing Maris’s hands reverently. “I don’t want to feel that ever again.”

Looking at Cerberus now, Maris remembered her limping towards them, she remembered the bombs, the destruction. “Oberon Castle—”

“I’ve already ordered its reconstruction,” Valda said. “Kayden and Kenna have been helping me with materials and working hands. In the meantime, we are here…”

Maris lower jaw quivered. “We are in the Sea Kingdom?” she asked again, unable to believe it. After all this time, after everything they went through…

Valda nodded before hooking one arm under Maris’s legs and cradling her to her chest. Cerberus jumped off the bed, running towards the exit, while Maris released a surprised yelp. She wrapped her arms around Valda’s shoulders and pressed her face to Valda’s temple as she was carried out of the chamber. The sound of rushing water turned into butterflies in her stomach as the faces of happy Sealians zoomed by.

The sun kissed her skin, warming her very soul as the scent of salt filled her lungs. And the breeze… Maris sighed, closing her eyes as she enjoyed the breeze roaring inside her head. Overwhelmed and on the brink of tears, she clutched Valda’s shoulders and pressed her forehead to her temple.

The other woman scoffed softly before peppering soft kisses to her cheek. Maris didn’t move. Instead, she accepted the sweet caress and shook her head, her eyes still closed.

“It’s all right, Seashell. You can open your eyes,” Valda said, with a softness in her voice that touched the very fiber of their bond.

“I am scared.”

“Of what?”

“I am not sure. Maybe I think it will be too overwhelming.”

Valda chuckled, her nose bumping on the side of her face. “Open your eyes. I swear you will love it.”

Sighing, Maris pulled away from Valda’s comforting caress. A soft golden light seeped into Maris’s closed eyelids. As her eyes fluttered open, her gaze was drawn to the breathtaking beauty unfurling before her. She knew the Sea Kingdom was beautiful thanks to Isen and Valda’s stories, but what was before her was something otherworldly.

The vast expanse of the ocean stretched out into infinity. Its waters were kissed by the tender blush of a setting sun. The moving waters were alive with shades of embers and white gold. As the waves crested, they called Maris to dip her toes in, to take it all in.

To hear the stories and read the descriptions and see the illustrations was nothing compared to what was before her. Staring at the sea in its unadulterated glory struck her as incomprehensible in its enormity.

If only Melvian and Isen were here to see it… Her chest tightened for a moment and by the way Valda kissed her temple once more, she knew her mate felt the heaviness within.

The laughing of the children pulled her away from her thoughts as Cai, Coljar, Lia, and Kimmi ran past her into an incoming wave. Although Lia stayed by the shore, the others let themselves fall into the water, screaming in pure delight.

Grinning, Valda lowered Maris’s feet to the warm and soft sand. Behind them, Cerberus shook her paws in annoyance and went back inside.

Maris’s attention went to the sand while she moved her feet, taking it in and how it yielded to her every slight movement.

The murmur of the waves made her shudder in a breath before taking a tentative step towards them. As the water rushed in, it soaked her toes up to her ankles and she squealed in delight. Valda’s laugh echoed behind her, both amused and full of pride.

Turning towards the other woman, Maris grabbed Valda’s hand and pulled her in. Valda hesitated, took off her boots, and rolled up her linen pants before Maris hurried her up. She grabbed her blouse, tugging on it harshly as a powerful wave came and hit them over the thighs.

The squeals of delight from the children gave Maris enough strength to yank Valda into the waters. A strong wave crashed against them, and as Maris lost her footing, she dragged Valda with her. Their laughter was drowned by the waves, and it was Maris who held her ground as the water ebbed away to reveal Valda clumsily trying to get back on her feet.

A surge of joy flourished within Maris. As laughter erupted from her chest, Maris grabbed Valda’s arm, salty water sluiced from her beautiful dark strands, blinding her for a second. The other woman sputtered, wiped her hair away from her face before a childlike grin almost erased the grotesque scar over her left eye. Pulling Valda to her feet, Maris flicked Valda’s hair away from her face before pulling her down and smashing their lips together.

And this…

This was happiness.
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It was cold and Valda would not allow Maris to be out playing on the beach so late at night. Never mind the enormous bonfire warming those who stayed outside. Maris was still recuperating, and she needed to rest.

Inside the wooden villa, food filled the living quarters. Warm chicken and casabe were sprawled out for everyone to enjoy. Pitchers filled with meidaia quenched the thirst of all the adults while the little ones drank coconut water. With a satisfied sigh, Valda watched as Maris picked a casabe, filled it with spicy chicken, and handed it to Lia, who ran off with the rest of the kids.

Cerberus lay next to Valda, tail flicking side to side, purring softly, contently.

Maris’s beautiful blue eyes shot up to her, and a soft smile curved her lips. Heat spread through her chest and neck. How was it possible that a simple smile could undo her in such a way?

Maris offered her some food as well, adding a bit of an extra sauce made of tomato and spices. Valda took it, but she was too enthralled watching Maris feed those around her. She didn’t notice a blob of sauce falling from the casabe and staining her slacks.

“Do you need a bib?” Maris asked, grabbing cloth and wiping Valda’s slacks with a wide grin on her face.

Valda shook her head, her eyes glued to Maris before the distinct sound of babies crying filled the villa. Maris’s expression lit up, and her neck turned towards the entryway.

An exhausted Eyphah walked in, her arms heavy with two screaming babies.

“The twins!” Maris yelped, dropping the cloth, and running towards the other Sealian woman.

Eyphah’s rueful smile, surprisingly, didn’t make Valda’s stomach turn with jealousy. Instead, she studied the other woman’s appearance. She was tired, and for someone who found their soulmate, she didn’t look as happy as Valda would expect.

As Eyphah gave Maris one baby, they made their way towards Valda again. Eyphah’s smile didn’t vanish as she kneeled before Valda and handed the second child to her. Ciel’s wide-open honey eyes looked at Valda, then around the room before settling on Eyphah again. Her tiny hands were outstretched, reaching for nothing and everything at the same time. Valda cradled the child to her chest, sharing the warmth from her body while Maris snuggled close to her, holding Struan, still screaming at the top of his lungs.

“I need to sleep,” Eyphah announced, pointing at the dark circles under her eyes. “I am glad you are awake, Your Highness.” She paused, looked at Valda, and bowed her head low. “Thank you for bringing her home.”

Valda nodded. “I made a promise.”

“Regardless… thank you.” Turning to Maris, Eyphah bowed once again and left.

The murmuring and laughter inside the villa diminished until the sound of the raging waves outside was the only thing enveloping them. Struan’s fussing continued until Maris pressed her forehead to his. The baby calmed down the moment their skin touched. Chuckling, Maris pulled away and regarded Valda with a smile.

“Can you imagine if we could pass our gifts on these two?”

“Last I knew, only gods and goddesses can do that,” Valda said, looking at Ciel, who slept peacefully in her embrace.

“We are the gods’ vessels…” Maris said, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Who says we can’t bless our babies with this gift?”

Ours? Valda swallowed hard, then looked down at Ciel. It made sense, somehow, that they could give their gift to someone that wasn’t their bloodline. What happened to those kings before her that couldn’t have a child?

Sighing, Valda pressed her forehead to Ciel’s and then closed her eyes. The steady warmth of the symbol on her forehead grew as the light filtered through her eyelids. Ciel woke up, fussed at the heat radiating from Valda’s forehead, and cried softly. Pulling away, the soft light feathered over the baby’s face until it disappeared as golden dust into the cold air.

Valda blinked once and turned to Maris, who was staring at her with parted lips.

“Did it work?” Maris asked, her gaze jumping from Ciel to Valda.

“We won’t know until they are older…” Valda said before jutting her chin to Struan. “Try it.”

Maris frowned as she regarded Struan. He was awake, honey eyes looking up at her with both bewilderment and curiosity. Maris didn’t hesitate. She pressed her forehead to Struan, whose little hands grabbed hold of her blue strands. The same soft hue that appeared on Valda’s forehead shone from Maris onto Struan. The baby fussed until Maris pulled away. He yawned, closed his eyes, and settled in her arms to sleep.

“What would Melvian say if she were here?” Valda asked.

Pain surfaced in their bond, but it washed away with mischievousness and a hint of joy. Maris smiled and shook her head before she said, “She would be pissed.”

“Why?”

“Because she would have to clean up the mess they would cause if they do have our powers.“ Maris chuckled, nuzzling her nose to Struan’s cheek. “Little tornadoes and typhoons.”

Valda watched intently. The tender moment was something she had hoped for. Holding Isen and Melvian’s babies as if they were her own, watching her mate kiss and care for them while resting in her kingdom…

Without saying a word, Maris stood from her spot and made her way back to the chamber. Valda followed suit, as did Cerberus, who had been sleeping next to her. Inside the chamber, Maris settled Struan on the bed, then took Ciel from Valda’s arms and set her next to her brother, took a step back and studied them.

“If Eyphah says it’s all right, I would love to care for them,” Maris said, rubbing the back of her hand against Ciel’s cheek. “It would be like having a piece of Melvian around still.”

Valda nodded. “I would love to care for them as well, but Eyphah is their aunt and—”

“I think she had a lot to deal with, being Kenna’s mate,” Maris interrupted before turning to Valda. “Do you think they will marry?” she asked, then her eyes widened. “Are we supposed to get—”

“I would love nothing more than to call you not only my mate, but my wife as well,” Valda blurted. Her chest tightened and her lips quivered. “You already know my intentions regarding you. I promise you the sky and the sea, and everything in between. I will care for you as I’ve done and—” Valda stumbled into her words. She touched her scabbard, her chest, and then her slacks. “I don’t have anything to propose with, but—”

“Valda—” Maris grabbed her forearms, but Valda had already gotten on one knee.

“I offer everything that I am; my entire existence is yours to have. In exchange, give me your nights and your mornings. Your happiness and sadness. I will hold on to all of them as long as you are by my side.” Valda licked her lips and leaned closer. “Maris Era, Queen of the Sea Kingdom,” a nervous smile stretched across Valda’s face. “Will you marry me?”

Maris stood still, looking down at Valda with wide-open eyes and parted lips. She turned to look at the children on the bed, at Cerberus, who had just jumped on the mess of furs to smell the babies’ heads before rolling into a tight ball. Maris regarded Valda again, her hands coming to cup her jaw. Valda thought she would feel hesitation, but all she felt was warmth, happiness, and excitement.

“Yes. I will marry you, Valda Aither, Queen of the Sky King—”

Valda didn’t allow her to finish her sentence. She pulled Maris down and captured her lips in a scorching kiss, wrapping her arms around her waist and lifting her off the floor. She wanted to be consumed, to feel her and nothing else.

Although Maris returned the heated kiss tenfold, she squirmed in Valda’s embrace until she was set back on the ground. Lost in the shining cobalt of Maris’s blue eyes, Valda scoffed, irritated when the other woman looked away and down her blouse. It wasn’t until she saw the two silver rings dangling from her necklace that she realized what Maris wanted.

Swallowing hard, clearly trying to contain her emotions, Maris looked up at Valda. The silent question hung in the air, and Valda nodded wholeheartedly.

“It would be an honor.”

Closing her eyes tightly, one tear rolled down Maris’s cheek before Valda embraced her again.
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Epilogue
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Maris fumbled with Valda’s waist band. The intricate design proved hard for her to take off while Valda’s mouth painted a fiery trail of goosebumps down her neck. She wanted—no—she needed to get Valda out of her clothes. As much as she loved her wife’s— Holy Asclepius, Valda was her wife—wedding attire, she wanted the clothing off.

That didn’t mean she didn’t admire the way Valda looked as she waited for her at Aphrodite’s altar with her cream-colored sherwani draped elegantly over her broad shoulders. Elaborate gold embroidery adorned the fabric, weaving a subtle whisper of Skylian culture. Golden thread formed patterns along the edges, creating a stunning contrast against the cream canvas. The perfect tailoring of her deep, orange-colored pants hugged her muscular thighs snugly. The golden piping that ran down the sides of their outfit mirrored the design on her top.

A wide belt in a shade of gold cinched her outfit together at the waist, stressing her powerful physique, the same wide belt she was desperately trying to remove. Maris wanted everything scattered across the floor. The burning need to feel Valda’s skin on hers was driving her absolutely insane. Or was it the wine?

Looking up, she noticed the same need burning in Valda’s eyes. It started the second their hands came in contact at the altar, when Valda squeezed her fingers and pulled her next to her to face the statue of Aphrodite, then the heat continued to grow after they shared their first kiss as wives.

The intensity of the kiss took Maris by surprise. She never thought Valda would devour her how she had in front of others. Maris was breathless when she pulled away. As her skin ignited, Maris doubted the wisdom of her decision to marry before the goddess of desire.

During the celebration, the more she drank, the more her hand would sneak under the table. Maris would squeeze Valda’s thigh, her fingers teasing to the junction of her thighs. Having the other woman compliment her outfit made her want to leave faster. Unlike Valda, Maris was wearing a dress which captured the essence of the sea itself. The dress cascaded in gentle waves, echoing the ebb and flow of ocean tides. Delicate seashell-shaped embellishments adorned the bodice, each meticulously handcrafted to reflect her kingdom, while pearls, like shimmering water droplets, were scattered across the fabric.

The dress flowed gracefully from her chest down to her hips, accentuating her curves. A golden belt, designed with the same ocean-inspired motifs, cinched her waist. A tiara embellished with golden seashells and pearls adorned Maris’s hair, and her gown was layered with thin fabric in shades of aqua and cobalt. The tiara held her flowing locks in place, allowing her hair to cascade down her back.

The scar on her back from the wound that almost took her life was hidden under the length of her hair, and the one on her chest was concealed under the soft chains connecting through the fabric of her dress.

Valda touched the exposed skin of her shoulders and arms any chance she could. During their official dinner, she would caress Maris’s legs under the table, and during their first dance, her rough, callused hands would roam over her back, under her hair, touching, caressing, stoking the fire. With each glass of meidaia, Maris loosened up more and more. Skylian music made Maris get up from her seat, but it was her home’s music that melted her into Valda’s embrace.

The other woman’s hand traced love letters on her skin, setting her on fire. Her heart hammered inside her head, chest, and between her legs, the more Valda’s hand touched her. As each song ended, Valda kissed her. First a terse kiss, then a deeper one, until all Maris saw was a blur of colors and faces as they rushed down Harmonia castle’s corridors.

And now, as Maris slammed the door shut and pulled at Valda’s clothing, their kisses were downright feral.

As if tired of her sad attempts at undressing her, Valda ducked, hooked her arms behind her knees, and scooped her from the ground, only to toss her upon the grand bed.

Valda’s eyes darkened as she untucked the waist scarf and tossed it on the ground. Maris watched intently, swallowing hard, her fingers digging into the fur blanket.

“Fucking you as my wife will be an absolute delight,” Valda said, breathless, undoing the buttons of her top, revealing sweaty, sun-kissed skin for Maris’s visual pleasure.

The more Valda revealed herself, the more Maris’s control slipped away. But it was Valda’s mischievous smile that made Maris feel her heartbeat between her legs. Biting her lower lip, Maris pulled at the fabric of her skirt, bunching it up at her waist. She wanted to feel Valda’s skin on her, but as she struggled to pull the dress off, Valda stopped her. Clutching her wrist, the other woman shook her head in disapproval.

“Keep the dress on,” Valda’s sultry voice sent a chill down her spine as she reached out to take the tiara off Maris’s head.

“All right…” she whispered, while Valda moved over her.

“Good girl,” Valda chuckled, hovering over Maris, slotting their lips together. Her tongue pressed inside Maris’s mouth, the contact sending a jolt of excitement down Maris’s lower stomach.

Just as Maris was about to deepen the kiss, Valda pulled back, the mischievous grin still intact.

“I am surprised you have asked to see none of our wedding gifts,” Valda said, bumping her nose against Maris’s jaw.

“We sneaked out of our own party… I couldn’t care less about that right at this moment, Valda.”

“Now, now, Seashell. We should always be grateful. Especially when that gift is from Kayden.”

Maris shifted back. “Kayden?” Her eyes widened with excitement before roaming the room, looking for said gift.

Valda stood from the bed and walked towards the mirrored bureau, where a heavily crafted golden box lay. The symbol of Aphrodite was carved on one side and on top of the box.

Standing by the bureau, with her top open enough to reveal the soft muscles of her abdomen, Valda reached for a note next to the box. Valda shot Maris a glance before winking at her. “Let’s see…” She unfolded the paper before her eyes roamed over it. “Happy wedding day to the two queens. May Aphrodite bless this night.”

Arching a brow, Valda folded the note again and tossed it aside before taking the box to Maris.

Before Valda could place the box on the bed, Maris was already opening it. She knew what to expect.

Nestled within layers of crimson velvet, the toy gleamed. Unlike the other, this one was made with an alabaster material and looked slightly bigger. At its base, delicate roses intertwined with ivy leaves. It looked too pretty to be used. But Maris instantly pulled it out of the box and pushed Valda to lie on her back.

Valda’s surprised expression sent another thrill through her. Maris straddled Valda’s waist, and with her free hand, she pushed her top further open, exposing Valda’s chest to the chilly night air. Her wife’s nipples hardened as her breath hitched. This time, it was Maris’s turn to spread a teasing smile on her face.

She leaned forward, captured a nipple in her mouth, and relished the noises coming out of Valda. Her wife’s rugged hand slipped under the long skirt, touching her thighs and gripping them as if her life depended on it. Maris rubbed her cunt, squeezing on nothing. Groaning in frustration, she pulled away and waved the toy at Valda.

“Put it on,” she whispered over Valda’s chest.

Valda gripped and squeezed her thighs harder, trying to sit up, but Maris pushed her back on the bed and shook her head.

“Now, Valda.”

With a huff, Valda sat up, grabbed Maris by the chin, and kissed her fiercely. As she deepened the kiss, she pushed Maris off her enough to get rid of her pants, kicking them off the bed and bringing Maris back over her, but not before inserting their gift.

The kiss broke with a deep hiss coming from Valda just as Maris shifted over her. She hitched her skirt up, pulling it enough to not impede her from what she wanted.

She cupped Valda’s stomach, using her as support as the toy pressed to her backside. Maris closed her eyes and tried to remain quiet, but the friction of her pussy against Valda’s lower stomach was driving her over the edge.

Valda’s eyes opened wide, before looking up at Maris, who smiled breathlessly. Her fingers curled on Valda’s abs before rolling her hips against her, causing more friction, smearing more of her wetness over her wife.

“Gods, Maris,” Valda mumbled, her jaw tightly clenched as her fingers strained with her inner battle to touch Maris. “You are so wet.”

“Your fault,” Maris said, moving her hair away from her face, her chest pressing out, her nipples visible through the fabric. Maris reached behind her. She wrapped her fingers around it and gave it one slow pump.

Valda’s mouth opened wide, in both pleasure and shock. Gritting her teeth, Valda closed her eyes again, pressing her head to the pillow. The delicious, thick columns of her neck stood out, and Maris wanted to taste her. Releasing the cock, Maris leaned forward to give her lover an open mouth kiss. Her soft breast pressed to Valda’s chest and another gush of arousal seeped through her folds. As she raised her hips, she pressed the cock against her slit, coating it with her arousal.

Valda seemed like she was on the verge of a heart attack, her breathing labored, her skin hot and prickled, and her muscles tense. Maris knew she was torturing her and decided her mate had enough. Moving her hand between her legs, Maris reached for Valda’s cock and aligned the head with her opening.

“Help me put it in, Val—”

One hand spread Maris wider, while the other grabbed her cock to align it better. Her honey eyes flew open, staring directly at her. She didn’t move. She will only do what Maris wanted her to do. But as Valda looked at her with that intensity, Maris wondered if it was a good idea to take control. Valda wanted to fuck her, and she could see it in the embers in her eyes.

Lowering her hips, the burning stretch of Valda took her by surprise. Her mouth fell open as her eyes widened. The toy was bigger than she had expected, bigger than anything they had before. Her fingers curled over Valda’s taut stomach, feeling the tension of her lover underneath her skin. As the tip slipped in, Valda’s eyes fluttered shut, her head falling back.

“Fuck—“ Valda shuddered; her grip almost painful while Maris continued.

As she took each inch, she couldn’t believe how ridiculously full she felt. Her pussy fluttered over Valda’s cock. She didn’t stop until she was sitting on Valda, full of her, adjusting to her and basking in the warmth of her skin.

Valda released her to trail her hands over her waist before falling back on the bed. She struggled to breathe as she closed her eyes tightly once again. After a long second, Maris raised her hips and the delicious friction melted her muscles. The burning was still there, but once she lowered back down, pleasure coiled in her lower stomach, unleashing fire within her.

A deep moan surfaced from within her chest, heat spreading through her limbs. She lifted again, the movement shorter this time as she pumped Valda slowly. Looking down at her wife, she saw Valda’s concentration etched on her face in a deep frown. She was holding on for dear life, and Maris almost felt bad.

Almost.

Her wife clutched to the bedsheet with white knuckles, a bead of sweat running down her temple. Valda was fighting for her life, and Maris had to commend her for it. Leaning over, Maris grabbed hold of the headrest, her heavy chest over Valda’s face, careful not to slip the cock from inside her. Her pumps were shallow, precise, enough to drive herself right where she wanted to be, on the edge of her orgasm. She just needed Valda to take over and push her over the edge.

Grabbing Valda’s jaw, she forced her to open her eyes and look at her. Steadying her movements, Maris rolled her tongue over her lips before stopping altogether.

Valda frowned, her breathing labored and rapid. “What is it? What do you need?”

“I need you to fuck me, Valda.”

Valda’s jaw snapped shut. Her large hands clung to Maris’s waist. Lifting her up, Valda braced her heels against the bed and shot her hips up with no mercy. The wet slapping sound of their bodies filled the dense air in the room, followed by Maris’s pleasurable and broken cries.

Valda’s deep groan was soon muffled by Maris’s breast when they slipped from her dress. Valda took her left nipple into her mouth, her hips never skipping a beat as she drilled into her with a strength Maris had never experienced. Her entire body bounced against Valda’s stronger one as she buried her hands in her dark strands for leverage.

Valda pulled away from her breast with a loud pop, her tongue tracing a fiery path on her neck up to her ear.

“I love the way your pussy clings to my cock,” Valda panted against Maris’s ear. Hissing, she slipped her hands to clutch Maris’s ass. The strength in her grip would leave bruises for sure, but the idea of being marked by Valda excited Maris more than it bothered her. Pulling away, Maris cupped her lover’s jaw, her body bouncing lewdly on Valda. “Tell me you are enjoying this as much as I am,” Valda muttered, wrapping her arms around Maris, thrusting harder, deeper. “Gods, tell me you love this, Seashell—”

“Don’t stop,” Maris said, her voice broken with the coiling pleasure in her stomach.

“Fuck, I won’t,” Valda breathed, her grip tightening, surrounding Maris, drowning her with the feeling of her skin, with the pounding of her hips. “Not until I feel you squeezing me.”

Hooking her arms behind Maris, Valda doubled her strokes, her hips slapping against Maris’s bottom. The sound was dense in the air until all she could hear and breathe was their essence. It didn’t take long for Maris’s muscles to melt into liquid fire as her mouth slacked open in a silent cry.

For long seconds, the only thing she could feel was Valda underneath her, pushing her over that edge, pulling her down to graze their hips together. Maris mumbled Valda’s name reverently, her hands slipping from the headboard to hold Valda.

Her wife suddenly tensed underneath her, her voice cracking as hers had done moments ago. The tension in Valda’s body melted into a storm of sweet kisses over her shoulders and neck. Valda pulled the dress lower, enough to kiss the scar in the middle of her sternum while her other hand reached to caress the one on her back. The passion and lust ebbed, only to be replaced by tenderness. Valda’s arms eased around her waist while her labored breathing turned into a quiet sob.

Maris opened her eyes, only for the darkness to welcome her. She pushed on Valda’s shoulders, wanting to have a better look at her face. “Darling?” Maris murmured, while Valda shook her head against her chest.

“I don’t think I will ever get over the fact that I almost lost you,” Valda whispered into the night, her lips tickling Maris’s skin.

“Valda—” Maris pulled back and held her face. “You will find me, right?”

Valda frowned, as if annoyed by the question. “Of course. Now and forever, until the end of time.”

“Promise?” Maris tilted her head with a smile on her lips, already knowing the answer.

“I promise.” Valda nodded, tracing soft circles against Maris’s back. “My soul is forever connected to yours. I will recognize you, even if I am reborn in another kingdom, in another world, again and again.”

Maris smiled. “Until time stops itself?”

“And even then—” Valda sighed, leaning back and pulling Maris to lie over her chest. “I will build us a new world, if only to live in it alongside you.”

Maris tucked her head under Valda’s chin, nuzzling and basking in her body heat. She clung to her flank, taking in everything that she was.

“I love you, Valda.”

“I love you too, Maris.”

With a satisfied smile, Maris kissed Valda’s collarbone as the other woman embraced her tightly. Their hearts beat in sync, their souls dancing together like the wind and the ocean waves.

The end… for now.


Afterword


Valda and Maris will return in Book 3 of The Queen and the Heiress series! While they won't be the main focus this time—these two definitely deserve a well-earned break and a little vacation—you'll still get to catch up with them.

I hope you'll join me in The Tide and the Flame, where we dive into Eyphah and Kenna’s fiery love story.

Thank you so much for reading!
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