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 They were coming. She was coming. 

 Queen Serena ran through the Ivory Halls to the artifact room. Her most elite guards following her, keeping pace with her. She hadn’t even had time to put on full armour, just a breast plate, and to change into enchanted leggings. 

 She had to stop them. If they took the Shard, everything would be over. The greatest weapon the world had kept separated and hidden would be one step closer to being put together.

 Thank Arcanis Simon and Johanna had gone to the train crash. Thank Arcanis they weren’t going to be here for this. They would be safe. It was bad enough Kira was upstairs. Kira, who she still hadn’t found a cure for. Kira, who was still so young.

 She slid to a halt in her silk slippers, right in front of the pedestal that held the shard. Her breaths even, but they felt jagged. It felt like she was inhaling glass.

 Her gaze flew to the other set of doors that entered this space, as they burst open, broken. She had gotten here just in time. She took stance, a lifetime, however short it had been, of training her muscles to remember how to fight.

 The figure prowled into the room, hood up and face shadowed. Serena could see her eyes, one blue and cold like ice, and the other red and glinting. “Queen Serena…do you really think you can stop me where others have failed?” The voice was saccharine, sickly sweet. 

 Serena did not allow fear to take hold, she tilted her head at the figure instead. “I have to try.” She replied, and with just the subtlest move of her body, her and all of her Elites charged.

 It went quick, too quick. This intruder took each Elite out like they were nothing more than play things. The laugh that emitted from the woman was awful. It chilled Serena right to the bone.

 “Hand it over, and I’ll let you live.” The stranger said.

 Serena knew it was a lie, that this being would not let anyone live in this room. “Never.” She answered, and charged, sword raised.

 She saw the black, corrupted blade protruding from her chest before she felt it. Before the rivers of blood started pouring out. Serena Maracroix, First of her name, staggered, fell to her knees, and then fell backwards. No, no no no no. She had failed.

 She was never going to win. She had stood no chance. Her eyes started to fade in and out of darkness. She tracked the stranger walking to the pedestal with the shard, picking it up and joining it to the others. Her breathing was laboured, each breath felt like glass stabbing her in the chest.

 With her last breath, her last thought, her last will, she sent a prayer to Arcanis, the Goddess of the Suns.

 Arcanis, gift Johanna the strength to protect the world against the coming storms. Arcanis, let her know how much I loved her. Arcanis, tell them I’m sorry. Arcanis…
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The Obsidian Tower of Solaria, the tallest structure in the world by far, a marvel of science and magic. Every other attempt to replicate it across the world had not come close or had catastrophically failed. 

Built in the strangest of places, too. The centre of a vast desert, in the middle of the southern continent of Aethlier. Strange, to everyone who was not Solarian. Solarian’s knew that deep beneath the shifting sands there was water. So deep that it never reached the surface, but it could be accessed. Accessed, if you dug deep enough. Solarian’s knew that before the Fall of Dragons, the desert had been a jungle, a place teeming with life. 

So the Tower had been built here, in the epicenter of the once vibrant lands, to breathe life back where the lands had lost it. They had built here as a testament to their resilience. To show the rest of the world that against all odds, they would prevail.

I stood at the apex of this massive structure. The magical barrier that surrounded the platform slowed the freezing gale to barely a whisper. My bare feet trod along the rough stone to the edge, the railing stopping me from just walking off. It was still dark out, though to the horizon I could start to see the barest hints of light. The soft oranges and pinks of the rising suns. It was still cold up here, cold enough to raise bumps all along my arms and legs. 

I had woken in a cold sweat almost an hour ago. Everyone was still asleep in the halls, even the servants. I also knew the only guards awake wouldn’t be wandering inside the halls, but posted at the only entrance. I had found myself once again climbing familiar cold metal steps and emerging through a door on the peak of the massive tower. The same thing I had done every day for the last 3 months. The same thing I would probably do every day for the rest of my life.

The ascension was tomorrow. No, not tomorrow, I recalled with a shiver not from cold but nerves, it was today. In less than 6 hours, I would be named Queen of Solaria. The recollection turned my stomach and left a bitter taste on my tongue. I had been raised for this moment from the day I had been born, just like Mother had been, and just like whatever children I eventually had would be. But that fact didn’t change the reality.

My mother, Queen Serena. I could see her now, lying on the cold marble with the remnants of a black blade through her chest. It made me stagger, gripping the railing still moist with dew that felt too much like blood. It almost brought me to my knees. My mother, surrounded by a pool of her blood and lying in front of an empty pedestal that hadn’t been empty before the she had been murdered. It haunted me, haunted my dreams and thoughts, invading my mind at every turn. It kept me from sleeping, made me loose focus when I was in endless meeting after meeting about the state of the country, of details I would have to, need to, remember. Names and people and policies and so much more. Things I needed to remember, but would always forget. 

I would never forget the feeling of blood under my shoes, the blood still wet in spots but half dried in others so my shoes had stuck. I had already been dirty, bloody, from being down in the madness of the accident. But the blood from my mother had soaked through the leathers of my pants, making them cling to me all wrong. Blood on my hands I skidded on the tiles, collapsing beside her. Blood. So much blood. How her face had looked so wrong, her deep brown eyes open and lifeless, her mouth relaxed with no emotion, which wasn’t like her at all. Mother had always been so full of life, of laughter and kindness and wit and determination. There had been the six bodies of her guards scattered around her, positioned almost in a circle, to protect her.

They had died for it. Their names were burned in my memory, too. Not because they failed, but because they shouldn’t have died that night, either.

It was at that soul altering moment 3 months ago that I had gone from Princess to Queen. It was that moment that I had lost my mother, my guiding light, my compass. It was that moment I had in all rights, become numb to the world around me. Nothing would be the same. The walls of my home would never have the sound of her laughter, would never feel her touch, for she often would run a hand along the wall, feeling the beating heart of the Tower below us. Never again would I hear the sound of her laughter. Her wisdom. Never again would I feel her touch. The crater left inside me was too large to bear, to deep to fill and hide. It sat there, impossible to ignore.

So I became focused on only one thing - how to find and stop those who had killed not just my mom, but everyone that had died at their hand. So many had died at their hand. Not just Solarian’s, but all across the world. Lives snuffed out like small flames, many before they had really lived.

As the colours of the rising suns shot across the sky, I managed to bring myself back from the memories that plagued my mind. Managed to find things around me to ground my consciousness into the present. No matter how daunting and utterly impossible it felt.

My thick curly hair was wrapped in fine silk, and aside from that, I would be almost invisible in the darkness up here, wrapped in a black cotton robe and my black nightdress underneath. The silk was the only thing that would stand out with a brightly coloured floral pattern. The same silk scarf Mother had worn to bed, just as I now did. Small, tiny things to keep her with me. It still smelled like her, though that was fading every day. I reached out, through the magical barrier that stopped the gale-force winds and relished, for a moment, that the stinging pain was present. This had become a routine now, waking up and climbing to the top of the tower, and shoving my hands out as far as I could into the winds. It was the only moment I felt human, that I really felt anything at all besides deep, burning anger and sorrow. The barrier prevented whole bodies going through - no one could jump from up here. But fingers? With enough fortitude, I could get them through.

I lost myself in thought again, that aching crater demanding attention. Demanding something to fill it, but I had nothing to offer it. Nothing. How had everything come to be? As the winds stung my fingers, making them so cold it almost burned, I was able to focus. Focus on what had all happened. Putting the pieces together, one by one, of a puzzle still incomplete and I had no idea how to finish. In one moment, the world had been in a relatively peaceful state. No open wars, though the countries and states continued to bicker, but trade progressed as normal. Sure, there had been small signals of what was to come, signals no one had seen until it had all started. A group calling themselves Nox had arrived, claiming the world was a scorn and it needed to be purged and cleansed. They had attacked various cities all over the world, killing thousands on the way. They traveled faster than seemingly possible, and the countries were struggling to keep up and catch them. Everywhere they touched, people died. Flames, snuffed out.

Solaria had stood watching, the three giant, slightly oddly shaped pentagon black obsidian towers that slowly leaned into each other and then joined together as one near the top as a symbol of strength and unity, not prepared to aid in case we were the next target. Still a relatively small country, we needed to be sure we could protect ourselves before helping others. It wasn’t like the other countries were doing differently - they were all scrambling to protect their own.

The prayers of being skipped over had been unheard. A normal day turned disaster; one of Solaria’s massive freight train’s crashed, barreling right past the end of the line at the very centre of the city, and into the many buildings and people around it. That alone could have crippled my small country, but then the group had come for an artifact deep within the Ivory Halls. As the my father, the King, and I had rushed down to aid those injured from the destruction, Mother and Sister had to stay with her guards in the Halls. It was too dangerous for three of the four royal family to be down below. It was dangerous for even my father and I to go down - but we had to respond. Had to help. We had been sorting through the wreckage, directing the rescue effort and even pulling our people from the rubble. I remember the smell, the smell of burning wood and hot stone and burning flesh. The screams. Screams of pain, screams of sorrow, screams of grief.

All the while, a lone attacker had made their way up to the halls through back halls and staircases, killing everyone in their wake. Mother had heard of those falling to this intruder through the complex short range radio the guards with her had, and she had gone running. Not away, but towards. To defend her home, defend the Halls, defend her youngest daughter, my sister, Princes Kira. She, with her guards, had done their best to defend against the attacker sent up to obtain an ancient artifact, completely unknown to her husband and eldest daughter. The Queen and her most loyal guards had ultimately lost.

Word of Queen Serena’s death wouldn’t reach Father and me for hours.

The country had been in mourning ever since, the King Consort had done his best to usher in my rightful position as Queen, while also having to bury his wife and keep the country moving forward. 

Now it was my turn, and the only real emotion I could feel was rage and with it, the intense need for revenge. Revenge I could only take when I had been declared Queen, because I was still only a Princess, and everyone, for 6 more hours, still answered to Father. Resources I had been denied, over and over again, despite me demanding them until it felt like my throat was going to give out. 

I was so tired of being told no. Of Father and the countless advisers and the General of the Army I was to lead telling me that chasing after those that had attacked our country, killed my citizens and my mother, their queen, was a fools errand. That they would not strike twice, that Solaria had nothing left for them, and it was not Solaria’s problem alone. That another country, a bigger one, could deal with it. Fools, I thought. They were all arrogant, placating fools and cowards. 

I was no fool, and I was no coward. If Nox was promising destruction, after everything they had done so far? More was to come, for everyone. They would come back, and the next time even more would die. I knew it.

6 more hours, and I could finally, finally demand they listen to me.

I stood and watched the competing suns rise, far down below the industrial machines and trains moved like tiny ants, all wonders of technology but too far away for me to hear. Solaria, my country, the most advanced country in the world. Nearly every advancement had come from here - from trains and vehicles to the radio. Solaria always striving to become better, more efficient - qualities not every country was so quick to adapt to. Only two other countries had moved forward with rail construction. More had adopted Radio, if only out of desire to obtain information faster, and only the long range radio, not the short range communication that was networked into every part of the Tower and through Solaria.

I could barely see the speck of one train approaching from Solaria’s Northern Neighbor, Taranor, and I knew another from the southern part of the country was mirroring it, probably full of people that would watch my ascension to the throne. None of that mattered at this moment, I could feel the warmth on my skin, and my eyes closed as I allowed myself to run through my plan again, and again, and again. I don’t know how much time passed. All I allowed myself to feel was the warmth from the suns. I was startled when a familiar voice behind me spoke, dragging me back to the harsh reality that was my current life.

“Your Highness. I'm sorry to disturb you. It is time to start getting ready.” It was one of my personal servants, Pendra. He had served each Monarch for generations, a drake familiar summoned a long time ago by one of my ancestors, Queen or King I could not remember, he was bound to the current or upcoming Monarch of the Maracroix family. While he could take the form of a Drake, most of the time he remained in a simple humanesque form, though he had a 4-foot tail that would trail behind him, and his blue-tinted skin made sure he stood out.

I sighed and nodded with a resigned look that his sharp gaze didn’t miss. My staying up here would only delay the inevitable. My birthright, the throne. One that I desperately did not want, not right now. If I could pick, I would choose to have Mother back at every chance. I would trade my life for hers in every instant. She had been Queen for longer, sure, but she had been a natural at it. Natural in ways I would never be. I would never enjoy the meetings. I would never enjoy the snarky lords and ladies, always wanting more more more more, while people under them starved. Mother might not have enjoyed it, but she always knew how to pacify them, how to make those lords and ladies happy in ways I never would. 

“Yes, very well.” I agreed numbly, my tongue feeling thick in my mouth, and I followed him down the many steps back into the white marble-lined halls, improperly named the 'Ivory Halls’ by the rest of the world, though the name had stuck. We headed to my room, still large, but not the standard Monarch Quarters. No, I had refused those, with vehemence, insisting that is where Father would remain until he chose to move out of the Halls. If he chose to move out of the halls at all.

Pendra assisted in getting my hair ready over any of my other hand maidens, refining each natural tight curl, and attaching very thin, fine strands of gold and platinum, some with small coloured gems attached, to different curls throughout my hair. This was a Solarian custom, the status of the person could be told by these strands of metal and gems weaved finely in their hair. Gold, Platinum, and rare gems such as diamonds, rubies, and emeralds were reserved for the Royal family. The more common the metal and gem, the lower class they were. Until they wore nothing in their hair at all.

I wore no other jewelry and donned a floor-length dress in a rich purple, the silk bodice hugging my curves while the skirt fluffed out into gossamers and chiffon just above the hips. More gold and platinum were placed strategically along the bodice, providing extra support and also highlighting the exquisite construction of the gown. It was exquisite, the design had been in the works since the week following Mother’s death. Dozens of iterations, dozens of fittings and changes until finally it was this.

Personally, I hated wearing anything with a skirt. Pants were more my style - it made it easier to move in. I had tripped on too many skirts in my youth to appreciate them now. Now that I was Queen, I would have to wear a damn dress every day for the rest of my life. I was expected to. So many expectations, so many of them pointless. That was the first part of the plan, remove the expectations.

At least, until I abdicated at 60, the standard age for the Reigning Monarch to retire from the throne and let the next in line take over. It was even the standard for the Lords and Ladies. The elderly were not fit to rule - too set in their ways.

Innovation did not happen with old ideals.

I stood, staring at myself in the mirror. My perfectly done hair, the fine metal strands catching the light, my face covered with product, to hide a blemish that had appeared on my chin and to make my eyes seem bigger, to add a flush of colour to my cheeks, and to make my lips look fuller. Normally, I found myself just ‘pretty’, I did not think I was beautiful. Not like Mother had been. Mother, who barely needed kohl to line her eyes or a colour on her lips. With all the powders and creme’s covering my face, I felt like a fraud, barely recognizing myself in the face staring back at me.

My fingers felt the soft, smooth fabric and I watched my reflection intently. “Now it just feels like she's really gone.” I could not stop how solemn my voice sounded as it echoed through the room, and Pendra turned from tidying up the vanity. I observed him through the reflection of the mirror, noticing how sad and solemn he was as well. 

“She would be very proud of you, Princess. She was always so very proud of you.” He offered, his face kind. He didn’t move closer to me, standing where he was. Through his years with the family, he had seen dozens of Monarchs pass, most to illness or old age, but only 3 had he seen die protecting the country. Queen Serena, King Malik and his eldest daughter, Queen Priscilla. Malik and Priscilla had both died during the war with Taranor over 300 years ago.

I straightened more, pulling my shoulders back and tilting my chin higher, fingers continued to glide across the material, “Well. I guess it is time to make my Country proud now, isn't it?” My voice was almost impossible to decipher, a cold mix of dread and sarcasm. 

The throne room was 15 meters tall floor to ceiling, bordered with huge half pillars that were the same dark obsidian that the towers were made from. The rest was the clean, smooth white marble that the gave the Ivory Halls their name.

There were only three steps up to the throne, which was carved from soft sandstone that had blue labradorite inlays that mimicked rivers and streams. A Solarian knew, those labradorite inlays were a map of all the underground waterways that hid in the desert. It was well worn, from the many Kings and Queens that had previously sat on it. Two great black cats lifted their heads as the doors creaked open and I walked through. They weighed close to 90 kilograms each, their bodies sleek and muscular despite their lavish lifestyle. It was quiet in the room for now. 

Hundreds would be packed into the Throne room within the hour to watch me say the same words as all the Monarchs before me, vowing to protect the land and people within it and all the inane formal things, and would congratulate me. Countries, Empires, and Monarchies from all over the world would be represented here. Great and Mighty Families would be in attendance, vying for favour from the new Queen of Solaria. Thousands of citizens would waiting for the ceremony to start and finish, all the way down on the ground floor in the main square, for them to see their new Queen for the first time. A platform had been constructed along the track the elevator ran up, and I would take the elevator to it and step out and greet my country as their Queen.

Though, none of it mattered if the group that had led to my mother’s demise was not stopped and destroyed. I just had start, and I was unable to do that until I had been named Queen.

I moved alone through the hall toward the throne, my feet felt unsteady beneath me. I felt like the whole world was shifting under me. Seeing that throne empty again, seeing it and knowing my mother was never going to sit there again? That gaping crater fissured into a chasm in my chest. The bright yellow-green eyes of the cats following my every move, though not in a malicious or dangerous way. They rose, showing how lethal they truly were, ears going into sharp points, and both stretched, yawning at the same time before finally meeting me and pushing themselves up against me, a deep purr emerged from both. It grounded me, allowed me to focus not on the what-could-have-been and instead on what was.

The cats had been gifts when the Tong Empire had allied with Solaria at the very beginning when both fledgling countries were finding their way in the world. Solaria’s gift to the Empire had been a princess, to be married to their heir. Ever since the Tong Empire and Solaria had been closely knit, their histories interweaving together so tightly it would be impossible to break. They were not, of course, the same cats that had been gifted centuries ago. But they were related.

The current Empress Yeska was my godmother and had been best friends with Mother. The moment the news had traveled to her of mothers death, she had pledged 500 elite fighters to Solaria, to aid in the protection of the city, the Monarchy, and to find the group that had done the crime. And she had traveled for both the burial, and again for today, the Coronation of her goddaughter, of me.

I crouched in the damned dress, stroking the cat’s heads, pressing my forehead to their own when they insisted on it. “Godmother, you can not fool me. I know Tyshi is in my room, I left her there on the way down.” I spoke quietly, but there was the unmistakable air of pride around me for sniffing out the ruse.

Suddenly the cat to the right shifted and changed to a tall and beautiful woman, with thick pitch-black hair and perfectly smooth olive skin. Despite her perfect appearance, I saw the wear of running an entire Empire on Yeska’s face, the same intense pressure that I would soon face. As Yeska changed forms, I rose to a stand. As soon as she was back in her true form, I was enveloped in a hug that made my soul sing. 

It felt like a hug my mother would have given me.

“I should know by now, shouldn’t I? How smart you have always been. I’ve only managed to fool you twice.” Yeska smiled, stepping back and holding me at arm’s length, scanning me up and down with a faux critical eye. “You are so beautiful. You will be fighting off even more suitors, now that you are Queen.” The smile was warm, kind and matronly, and for a moment I forgot about the brewing rage deep inside me at the bottom of that chasm. For a moment, I felt the same warmth I had always felt when my mother had smiled at me.

I took a deep breath, feigning a smile I had gotten very good at doing. “Well, I have no interest in taking a husband right now. I have a country to protect, and a war to fight, don’t I?”

Yeska’s hand cupped my cheek, thumb brushing the skin gently. “A heavy burden, for one so young. I am sorry you are faced with these troubles, dearest.” She leaned forward, kissing my forehead before stepping back. She had watched me grow, through infrequent visits and more frequent letters and stories. 

I had always loved her visits, she would bring me gifts and trinkets and candies from her Empire. Her letters were always full of stories - of how beautiful her home was, of the birds and animals and people. She would always weave the most intricate, wonderful tales for me, more like a fairytale than something that had actually happened.

She had been at mothers side during mine and Katia’s birth and had been one of the first to hold us. I wondered, for a second, if it was hard to see me now, fully grown and so full of grief and anger. If it was, she didn’t show it.

“You will do well today and every day after. I know that. Now go along to your chamber, and soon you will ascend. The reason for you being Queen so quickly is sad, indeed, but today is a day of happiness and celebration. Let’s treat it so, before the hard work begins, yes?”

I nodded, that fake smile still on my face. I placed a kiss on Yeska’s cheek, quickly, before hurrying off to the back chamber where I would wait for the ceremony to start. 

I stepped into the room, which was a simple long rectangle. It was bare of most furniture, with a simple set of plush chairs and a couch. It was the walls that were the most interesting, the last 20 Monarch’s were shown in oil paintings, and at the very end wall normally the current Monarch was hung. Today, and every day since Mother had passed, it was empty. Sitting beside it, covered with a gold silk sheet, was a new painting that would be hung after the Coronation.

Slowly I moved back and forth, zigzagging across the room, saying hello to the Monarchs that had come and gone before me. I meticulously greeted each one by name and said a small prayer to the God of Light, Arcanis. Eventually, I reached the oil painting of my mother. She looked radiant in the painting, dark curly hair cascading down over her shoulders, and flecks of real gold and platinum were scattered through the painting to give the illusion of the fine metal strands that adorned the Royal Family’s hair. She had a smile on her face, which extended up to her rich brown eyes. Serena had always been so happy to be Queen - a stark contrast from me, her eldest daughter, whose oil painting held an unsmiling face, nearly a scowl.

The painter had pressed and pressed and pressed for a smile, but I had remained unsmiling and staring. I would not have my smiling face up on this wall, like taking the throne at my age was an accomplishment and not a tragedy.

For a long time, I didn’t move from the spot in front of the painting. I reached out and brushed my fingers tenderly over the paint, trying to imagine the brush stroke texture was bringing Mother back to life. “Hi, Mom.” I said softly, sadly. My voice almost cracked, and I willed it to stay even. “I wish you were still here. I don’t know if I can be as brave as you were. You were always so strong in the face of adversity. Especially with Kira...She’s gotten worse since you died. The doctors and scientists are furthering your work, but she’s not responding to treatments as well.” There was a long pause, and I wiped some tears from the corner of my eyes, fighting back all of the bottled, pent-up anguish I had felt every day for three months. The looming fear that I might lose my little sister within a year of her mother, the fear I refused to acknowledge, but it lurked behind me. A shadow of death, waiting. “I have a war to fight, and I have to save her, too. But I...I don’t know how Mom.” 

“You are stronger than you know. Find your strength in your family, both given and chosen. With them, you will not falter, you will not fail.” A wise, feminine voice seemed to echo through the room, through my head. I startled, rising to a stand and swinging around to look behind me. Had I missed someone coming in? The stone normally echoed footsteps, but I hadn’t heard anyone.

No, the room was still empty. I shook my head, dismissing it as the lack of sleep. That was the only logical conclusion. I did hear Pendra approaching, and I quickly dried my tears and smoothed my dress before he could see.

“Princess, it is time,” Pendra said, holding his arm out to me and guiding me towards the front entrance of the Throne room which was now packed. I could hear them, even though the thick stone walls, the buzz of activity and murmured conversation. All of these people, waiting to see me, Solaria’s next Queen.

The next minutes were a blur as I walked up the long room to the stairs in front of the throne. The priest of the Temple to Arcanis was standing there in his full vestments and the 2 meter tall staff where the top was a pair of blazing suns that even glowed due to clever enchantments folded into the metal when it was shaped.

Thankfully, the priest did not drone on and instead started the ceremony immediately. For that, at least, I was thankful.

“We are here today to watch Princess Johanna Maracroix, first of her name, ascend the throne of Solaria and be named Queen. Is there any in this room who have objections to her taking her rightful spot?”

Silence. Not even the whisper of fabric rustling could be heard.

The priest waited only a few breaths, which felt like a lifetime, before he nodded and continued, “Do you, Princess Johanna Maracroix, the first of her name, pledge under Arcanis’s Suns and Osian’s Moon that you will protect Solaria and all of its people to the best of your ability?” My gaze stayed on his, his pale blue eyes and wrinkled skin. He probably had been here, he had probably done the same thing with my mother.

“I do.” The chasm inside my chest spread open, hungry.

“Do you pledge to uphold honour and graciousness when you represent Solaria and its people?” 

“I do.” I fought to keep my hands still, folded neatly in front of me. I wondered if I was clutching them too tightly, if my knuckles were going white. I couldn’t look down to see. I focused, on the pale blue eyes with wrinkled skin. 

“And do you pledge to be fair and just in any matters that require your judgment?”

“I do.” I didn’t dare breathe. I knew what was coming next, the words that I had been dreading, hating, cursing for the past 3 months.

“Then with the power vested in me as a servant of Arcanis, I hail thee, Queen Johanna, first of her name.”

I lowered onto one knee to allow the staff to be gently pressed against each of my shoulders. He placed a delicate circlet on my brow, defining me as the Queen and not just a member of the royal family. When I rose and turned around to the room full of people, I was Queen Johanna. Like a wave, they all knelt to show their respect to me. Respect given, not earned.

I would earn it. I would show them that despite them losing my Mother, I would do my country, my people, proud. I knew I had no other choice.

I slowly walked down the aisle, past all of those kneeling to me, and out, my gaze steeled ahead of me and only focusing on the wooden doors. Pendra swept me away as soon as I stepped through.

“Wonderful, Your Grace. You did perfectly.” Pendra praised, but I could barely hear him over my thundering heart.

“Thank you, Pendra.” I replied, looking up at him. “To the Gala, then?” A Gala, all of the government leaders, the local lords and ladies, and various others that were invited will be there, all vying for my attention now. Frivolous, in my mind. I wanted to get straight to work. I would rather have a meeting with the General right now to discuss what information had been gathered about the group that had attacked my city, my home, and solidify my plan for the future.

“Yes, Your Grace. They are all eager to meet the new Queen. Such is your future now, Your Grace.” Pendra said, holding his arm out for me to take. The smile tugging at the corners of his lips was one of pride. “Let us go get you changed to something far more grand, hmm?”
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“Announcing Queen Johanna, first of her name!” The doors opened, revealing the full ballroom with the soaring ceilings, enchanted lights, and candles that floated through the room. 

My gaze wandered around, I allowed myself to marvel a bit. Truthfully, I hadn’t seen the grand ballroom like this, fully decorated and full of people and music and even the smell of food. All of the previous functions we had had in the Halls were in the smaller rooms. Not this one.

My hands remained folded in front of me as I walked around. Keeping them this way prevented me from fidgeting with my skirt. Pendra stayed a few feet behind me at all times, moving with me through the crowd like a shadow, leaning forward to whisper names and facts into my ear as needed. Hands were shaken, polite smiles exchanged and pleasantries said.

But it was the sight of a face I hadn’t seen in so long that made me stop, inhaling sharply in surprise. I moved forward like I was dreaming and instead of a handshake, I was enveloped in a hug. “Oh, Veronica.” I murmured to the older woman, and I knew my voice had cracked.

The hug broke too soon. I wish it had lasted longer. , The ivory-skinned woman with her pitch-black hair that was pulled back into a neat bun looked me over. “Hello, Your Grace.” She replied gently with a sad smile that extended up to her blue eyes. “I’m so sorry we couldn’t make it to your mother’s funeral.”

Veronica Heart, Matriarch to the Heart Family outside of the country directly to the north, Taranor. She had been close friends with Serena, and I had spent a year living with her to learn Taranor politics and laws for me to be better versed with dealing with Taranor. She was, like Yeska, family. 

“We? Is…” My hopeful words trailed off and her question was answered by the next person who spoke.

“Hey Queen Johanna.” It was almost mocking, and I felt myself genuinely smile for the first time since my mother had died, turning and pulling the other young woman in.

“Dedria!” I exclaimed, my voice cracking in emotion again, and the empty ache in her chest dulled. “Oh, you made it?!” I didn’t want to let go, worried that if I did, Dedria would disappear. I hadn’t heard from Dedria since before the attack, all of the letters I had sent had been unanswered. The past four months had been so isolating, but Dedria being here right now made me forget about that. Dedria, my best friend, who knew me almost as well as I knew myself. We had grown up together, letters sent back and forth, political functions attended together, and while I had spent a year in Taranor with the Hearts, the year before Dedria had been a ward in Solaria under the monarchy. 

“Arcanis above and Osian below, let me go!” Dedria laughed, and it was the most magical sound as she pushed me off. She was practically a clone of her mother, just younger. The same pale skin, black hair and vibrant blue eyes. They were even dressed similarly - both of them had opted out of a formal gown, and instead Veronica was wearing her military dress from Taranor. Even though she hadn’t served since her husband had died. Dedria was in pressed black pants and a beautiful silk blouse. Not nearly as dressy as everyone else in this room, but that was Dedria’s style. “Yeah yeah, I’m here. Obviously.” She visibly rolled her eyes, a smile on her lips.

Laughter bubbled through me, and even Pendra couldn’t mask his shock at the sound. It was so bright, full of joy for the first time in months. I didn’t know when I would feel this again, so I didn’t stop it. I relented my grip, letting Dedria go. “This made the whole day so, so much better.” I admitted.

Veronica chuckled, “I am glad.” She said, “I hate to speak business today, but I have a feeling I know your next steps, and with that I know you will need continued combat training to be prepared for the trials ahead of you. As such, I would like to volunteer the combat instructor that has been teaching Dedria. However, Dedria needs continued training as well. Would she be able to stay in the Ivory Halls as your ward?” Veronica’s tone was thinly veiled amusement, trying to disguise it with a tone of not wanting to impose. I knew both were fake, Veronica was just trying to bring my best friend back to me in a time where I so desperately needed her.

“You know me to well, Auntie. Of course she can stay here. Thank you for your generosity of offering the instructor.” I replied, and I felt more of the weight that had been on my heart lift away. I knew it was temporary, but I relished in the feeling. In the feeling of the unending grief disappear.

Dedria winked to her mother, “I told you it wouldn’t be a problem.” She teased.

“You know I have to follow the rules and procedures, Dedria.” The older woman replied, and then would clap her hands. “Very well! I will arrange for Dedria’s things to be sent down, there is no point for her to return home with me.”

Pendra nodded, “Of course, Lady Heart. I will arrange for her room to be prepared.” He chimed in, “Ah, Your Grace, Lord Gustaf is approaching with his eldest son, Sir Delain. I believe from the look on Delain’s face, he will want a dance.”

I gave a bit of a pained sigh, nodding reluctantly. I didn’t want to leave Veronica or Dedria so soon. Functions like these, so full of people, I probably wouldn’t get a chance to speak with them again. But I made a promise anyways, “I will catch up with both of you later.” I squeezed Veronica and Dedria’s hands and turned to deal with the Lord of one of the southern territories of Solaria. I knew his territory, and his manse well. Delain was close to my age, so just like Dedria, we saw each other frequently.

“Lord Gustaf, so nice to see you again. And you as well, Sir Delain.” I said with that perfect feigned smile that never reached my eyes, shaking their hands. 

Delain was two years my senior, and was taller than me by a head at least. His dark hair had thin strands of gold and silver that matched what his father had, which were appropriate for their political standing. His hazel eyes took in the sight of me, and I couldn’t help but straighten more under the weight of his gaze. He smiled, unlike mine his was genuine, a few of his teeth were crooked but that didn’t detract from his looks. If anything, it gave him a more rugged, handsome appearance. He held his hand out with a bow, “May I be honoured with a dance, Your Grace?” He asked - his voice was smooth and quite pleasant to listen to, I had always thought so.

“You would like to have the honour of joining me for my very first dance as Queen?” I countered with one corner of my mouth curling up in a smirk, one brow raising as I waited for his response.

He smiled fully at that, “Only if she finds me worthy.” To his, and everyone else's, surprise, I took his hand and looked to the dance floor. 

“Let us go, then.”

We were no strangers to each other, we had been at Gala’s and functions multiple times together over the years. Flirtatious words, sly smiles, and many dances exchanged, most had been sure that the two of us would have started officially courting within the year if the attack hadn’t have happened. So many had whispered that we made quite the beautiful couple. 

As we started to dance, all eyes on us, he spoke quietly to me. “I’m sorry about your mom.” He said; I had heard it at my mother’s funeral, too.

“I’m going to find the people that did it. I’m going to bring them to justice.” I replied, and my tone was full of fire and determination. It was not a matter of if to me, it was a matter of when. A promise for the future.

“I know, and I do not pity those that did it. You are not one to be messed with, remember when I accidentally took the last slice of your favourite cake at the wedding in the Crossing? Baron Tetbald? The look you gave me, you were furious. I thought you were going to light me on fire.” He said with that charming smile, and without knowing it, he eased me out of that tunnel vision of rage he knew I had entered, “You know I’m here to help if you need me.”

“I was very cross, you knew it was my favourite type and you still took it…and I know you’re here to help. I just don’t know how you can yet.” I was avoiding looking up to him, something about Delain made me feel soft and weak. I hated feeling soft and weak, especially for the past few months.

“Maybe I took the slice of cake because I wanted your attention, Your Grace.” He mused now and he winked down to me. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted, really.”

My heart started to race, and I swore to myself as my palms started to sweat. At the same time, the chasm in my chest fractured in a whole different direction. My mother dying didn’t just mean grieving her - it meant grieving a future I would never have. I had accepted that, come to terms with it even if I hated that reality too. But that wound was still fresh, so easy to reopen. It was made worse when Delain did it so easily, when I had sent him a letter about how the expected courtship would have to be delayed. How I would not be able to focus on it, on him. Not with everything that had happened, not with my grief, not with having to be Queen now. My gaze flicked up to his face with unmasked confusion that I knew was clear to him. “Delain, don’t. I just ascended the throne…We’re not kids anymore. I have a country full of people that I need to protect. I have told you this…”

Others had started to join in around us, but Delain continued to guide us around the floor effortlessly. “That letter you sent me…I know we’re not kids anymore. That’s the point. But would it be so bad, the two of us?”

“In a different time? No. But right now, yes. I need to run this country, find the people that murdered my mother during the attack, and throw in courting at the same time? Absolutely not.” I tried to remain calm, keeping my voice soft, my lips barely moving to ensure the many eyes on us didn’t see my distress. I knew Delain could see it.

“I could be your King. I could help you, Johanna. Let me carry some of your burden.” I noted how soft, desperate he sounded. I hated it. Hated how it made him sound weak, when he was trying to convince me he was strong. 

“If you have any respect for me at all…If you like me at all, you will drop this discussion right now.” My voice wasn’t firm, it was pleading. I hated that, too. Then, by the grace of Arcanis, the song ended and we separated, Delain bowing and I gave a slight curtsy as the crowd clapped for us. 

I had a feeling this conversation was not done, and Delain looked to ask me for another dance. Arcanis seemed to smile on me, as my father approached next. Or maybe it was just my father’s intuition. The Dowager King had married my mother, the then Princess and next in line to the Solarian throne. King Simon, beloved by all but none more so than me and my sister. “May I have a dance with my daughter?” He asked Delain, but the way he said it made it clear it was not a question. Even if Delain had wanted to deny him, denying the Dowager King of a dance with his daughter? Social taboo, I knew it, my father knew it, and everyone around us knew it. He was forced to nod and step away. I felt my body release some tension I didn’t know I had been holding.

“Hi, Dad.” I said gently, and he took my hand and started to guide me into a dance. Relief flooded me, so grateful for my father in this  moment.

“Hey, kiddo. I’m sorry I haven’t spoken to you today. Kira has been trying to get into everything.” He replied with a smile, “You are doing wonderful. I’m so proud.”

“Where is Kira now?” I inquired, glancing around a bit as we continued to dance.

“I left her with her handmaiden, Nova.” Replied Simon, nodding a bit towards where Nova and the little Princess were. Nova had the same dark skin as most citizens of Solaria, with her black hair in dozens of tiny braids which were pulled back out of the way. She seemed to be trying to convince Kira of something or other.

Kira Maracroix looked sickly even from so far away, with dark bags under her eyes and an almost grey tinge to her skin. She was supporting herself with her cane as well, but the smile on her face and the playful look in her eye made most forget how sick she truly was. They called what affected the little Princess ‘The Rot’, a terrible illness that first destroyed the immune system, and then started to attack organs. Before the mother had died, she had been furiously researching a cure for Kira and every other sufferer of it. The doctors were sure that was the only reason Kira had survived to see her 10th birthday.

Now it was up to those same doctors and researchers to continue that work and save the little Princess from a long and painful death, under my guidance. Add that to the ongoing list of things I could not fail at.

“She looks happy today.” I finally said, breaking the solemn silence between us.

“Her big sister has ascended the throne and the biggest ball she has ever seen within these halls is happening. Of course she’s happy.”

Kira’s bright, rich laugh resonated through the room. It seemed to cut through the buzz of the crowd right to me. It had been a long time since I had heard my little sister laugh like that. I had lost sight of Kira, so I had no idea what was causing the sound. I wish I did, so maybe I could recreate it in the quiet moment we had together, even if those would be fleetingly short moving forward.

However, it didn’t take me long to find out the source. Kira scaled the steps of the platform where the orchestra was, looking out over the crowd of people. “I would like to make an announcement!” Came her voice, amplified by the enchantment on the stage meant to make the instruments more easily heard.

“Oh no.” Dad and I said together, both stopping and looking at the Princess in a state of shock. The rest of the room quieted quickly, giving Kira the respect she deserved. 

“I just,” Kira paused, coughing into a handkerchief before she could continue, “Sorry! Sorry sorry! Excuse me. I just want to say that my big sister Johanna is gonna be the bestest Queen of Solaria. I know my Momma was super duper amazing, but I know Johanna is gonna do the best job ever.” She had that same big grin on her face. “Okay, that’s all! Thank you, bye-bye!” She said, moving far faster than anyone would have thought possible with a cane as she darted off of the stage and away from Nova who had finally caught up to her.

Dad’s face was a slight grimace through Kira’s speech, trying to be that figure of imposing sternness, but he finally broke, smiling and laughing. “She’s always been one to forge her own path, your sister.” He told me, and I couldn’t help but smile and chuckle along. He gave me a bow before moving to help handle the little Princess, and the crowd parted for him. He didn’t have to nudge anyone aside where he went.

Before anyone else could get a dance in with me, Pendra moved up behind me now as silent as a shadow. “Your Grace,” He said quietly, “I’m so sorry, but…there is a sudden visitor and they are insisting on seeing you…”

I turned to him, a slight tilt to my head. “I don’t understand. Isn’t everyone of importance here?”
 “Well…technically no. The Spirit-Bonded people initially declined, and the King of Lethiarum declined as well. Among several other Dukes, Duchesses, Princes and Princesses of other countries.” He looked about to list them off but I lifted my hand to stop him.

“Okay. I get it.” I replied, a sigh on my lips, “Let us go then.” Quickly, the two of us headed off back to the throne room. Where ever I went, people parted for me, too. 

I ran my hand over the throne, the soft sandstone warm to the touch even if the room felt chilled. Sitting down on it and looking to the door, I gave a subtle nod to the guards to allow the guest in.

The large double doors swung open, and it was not just one person, but a dozen. My curiosity spiked, I couldn’t help it, and with that I sat a little straighter. Though the one walking in the front of them all was not a person I ever thought I would meet. Nine huge, fluffy black and white tails flared out behind her, with two large, fluffy and sharply pointed ears on the top of her head that were also black and white. She was not adorned in fine silk or chiffon, but vibrant, colourful cotton and wool. Her skin reminded me more of the sun shining through tree leaves, with pale skin spots of all shapes and sizes contrasting the dark, olive tanned skin on every visible part of her body. She was strong, there was no mistake about that. Her hands were used to build, hunt, fight and protect. She barely gave a bow once she reached a spot about 10 feet from the steps leading to the Throne. “Queen Johanna.” She said, and that is where I stopped understanding her. She continued in her native tongue for quite some time, and then one of the others, one who had a long feline tail and cat ears, spoke. Her accent was thick, but I still understood her with a little effort. 

“I am Setsuna of the Plains, Alpha of the…ah, the best words I have for in your tongue is the Bright Moon Tribe. Too long my people have been ignored on a global scale and I have had enough. No longer will the Spirit Ascended be brushed off like we are nothing. I understand we declined your invitation for your ascension to the throne, but I believe that to have been a grave mistake of the Alpha’s of the other tribes. I present myself and my nine finest warriors to you, as a representation of my people.”

I listened quietly, still marveling that this group had traveled such a far distance for me. Over two seas and another continent. Such an incredible distance, and incredibly dangerous. I took stock of each person with her, besides Setsuna, and her translator, 10 others were with her. 9 obvious warriors, hunters just like Setsuna. Men and women, it didn’t seem to matter. All strong, muscles well defined, all so serious looking. There was one smaller, slightly mouse-y looking one, who was carrying some parchment and was using magic to record things. 

“Setsuna of the Plains, I thank you for your journey here.” I said, confident the confusion that was running through me wasn’t in my tone, “it is my utmost pleasure to meet you, and your warriors. May I ask, what can Solaria do for you?”

It took a moment for my words to be translated, and then Setsuna’s response to be translated back. “I would like to request that three of my people stay here to represent us in all global matters and trade. If you agree, I will also stay to teach you how to Water Dance as I was taught by my mother, Kayori Ten-Tails.” I paid close attention to their native tongue, how different reflections in my own words were used, and how Setsuna’s tone sounded.

Kayori Ten-Tails, a Kitsune woman who had barricaded herself and her children away from the world on a small island that was called ‘The Grotto’. Instead of the nine tails that Kitsune’s were known for, she had ten. Nine were perfectly snow-white, and one that was black as the night. To date, no one had lived to meet her - except for Setsuna who had left the island many years ago and had found the lands of the Spirit Ascended people. Rumour was, she was a half breed, not a true Kitsune, and not a Spirit Ascended. But she would never confirm that if asked.

Kitsune’s were different from the Spirit Ascended entirely, though incredibly rare. Kayori and her Grotto were the only really known location of a group of Kitsune’s, the few others scattered through the world. Much like the Ascended, they had a secondary form, but they preferred their humanoid one, much like Setsuna was in. So little was known about Kitsune’s, so little was known about Kayori, outside of her legendary fighting style that many hero’s of old had known because Kayori had taught them, before she had closed that island and killed anyone who tried to go there.

I couldn’t help but pause, scanning this woman over intently. What she was offering? It hadn’t been offered in a century. Maybe more. Once someone had learned the Dance, they were forbidden from teaching it to anyone else without Kayori’s approval.

What Setsuna was offering was going against her own mother. 

I kept my voice measured when I spoke, “And why would you do that?”

One of Setsuna’s ears flicked a bit before panning to her right, where the translator was. “Because the people that attacked your country have kidnapped my Mate. And I need you to help me get him back.”
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The training hall rang with the sound of metal on metal, and the occasional grunt of pain if the practice blade struck.

“Stop.” Setsuna snapped out in her accented, sharp tone. Her tails were coiled all together as one. The translator continued, her voice layering over Setsuna’s in a way I had come accustomed to hearing.  “Queen Johanna, you are too defensive. Dedria you are too offensive. Both have their faults. Dedria, you defend. Queen Johanna, attack.” Setsuna was circling around us as Dedria and I sparred.

I heaved a sigh, just nodding and lifting my practice sword and moving forward to attack Dedria now. It was harder than I thought it would be - Setsuna would have us practice 12 hours a day if she had her way. Even so, we were still practicing 6 to 8 hours a day, oftentimes starting before dawn and finishing long after the suns had set. The breaks between were just filled with royal duties. Setsuna had only been here for a week, and it was thoroughly exhausting. I had trained every day for years, for at least two hours at a time. But that felt so easy compared to this; I went to bed every night sore and for the first time since Mom had passed, I slept soundly with no dreams. Dad had joked, more than once, that my bones were tired.

As Dedria brought down her practice blade towards my shoulder, an ethereal, but familiar voice sounded in my head, “Bring your blade up.” Then it was like my arm moved of it’s own free will, blocking the blade easily. The voice was clear, confident, and feminine. “Forward, push her back.” Feet moved forward, pushing Dedria back a few steps. “And…twist…” In a flourish, Dedria’s blade went scattering across the floor. I stared, alarmed at what I had just done. I had not felt in control then, at all. It was unnerving, near scary, to lose total control of your muscles but to keep moving.

“Wow! Uh, that was cool, Johanna.” Dedria said with a bit of a laugh, going to grab the blade. Completely oblivious to my panic.

“...Did anyone else hear that?” I asked as I looked around anxiously.

“Hear what?” Dedria inquired, going to grab a much needed drink of water in the quick break.

I kept looking around, trying to find the source of that voice. I had heard it the day of my ascension to the throne. “That voice. That was telling me what to do.”

“...Uh, there was no voice…” Dedria frowned. “You okay? Not sleeping well? Do you need a break?”

“Yeah…uh. A break sounds good.” I reluctantly agreed, stepping away to have a moment to myself. My mind was going a mile a minute; who was that? What was that voice? I shook my head, taking a drink of water before heading back. I shoved what I had heard aside, it had to just be my mind playing tricks on me again. Sure I had gotten better sleep the past week, but that didn’t make up for the months of wretched sleep I had lived through since Mom had died. Sure, I had heard that voice before, the day of my ascension to the throne, but not since. Was I really sleeping as well as I thought? I’d have to ask Pendra to post a guard outside my bedroom, to ensure I wasn’t sleep walking or something foolish like that. “Okay, sorry, we can continue.”

The translator, who I had come to know as Tianie, listened to Setsuna before nodding and looking at Dedria and I. “We move to magic now.” She said, “She would like the two of you across from each other and exchange concussive wind spells to start.”

Dedria looked over to me, one corner of her mouth lifting in a smirk, “That’s like, first-grader stuff…” She muttered so only I could hear.

“Yeah, but do you want to tell her that? I don’t.” I replied just as quietly, like we were back in Heart Falls with a private teacher and we were whispering childish things to each other. A pang in my chest, at the memories I was flooded with. I was overwhelmed with gratitude that I had Dedria here now. A sense of familiarity in so much unknown.

I to one side of the room as Dedria relented and moved to the other.

I harnessed some magic, just enough to create a swirling and concentrated sphere of pure wind before throwing it at Dedria, who then cast her own magic out like a net, catching the sphere and throwing it back like a ball. It was very basic, something young children learned very early on in their magical training. It taught control, discipline, and precision. After air came light, and then various defensive spells. At least, until their Magical Aspect formed. If their Aspect formed.

There were a handful of major Aspects where the demand for Magical Guilds had been high enough to teach the users. The most notable were Enchanters, who strictly focused on adding enhancements to rooms or inanimate objects. Without enchanters, the Obsidian Tower wouldn’t exist today. They were the reason it stood. The Enchanter’s Guild was across the sea to the west, in a small but centrally located country called Triskal.

Summoners were next, they used complex symbols they drew with their magic to summon various beasts and creatures. Often these things could only be summoned once, but if they were exceptionally skilled, they could create a pact with one of these things and it allowed them to keep them summoned almost all the time. Pendra had been such a summon, at least, we think. His binding just shifted to the next Monarch. 

After that, it was more job-specific guilds, Healers and Doctors, Builders, Law and Combat, Teachers. These guilds not only trained their students the magic specific to that career, while also giving them the necessary education to succeed as well. Most countries had their own set of career guilds, ensuring the citizens never had to leave to receive education.

Then, there were the more rare Aspects. Telepaths, who did not have that inner source of mana to draw from. They were unable to cast traditional spells that required mana. Instead, they were able to alter objects around them with their mind, able to read minds, cast their thoughts to all beings around them, and alter a person's body with just a finger. Out of all the aspects, Telepaths were arguably the most dangerous. Only a Telepath could truly fight another Telepath, as all a well trained Telepath had to do was look at someone and they could break bones and stop hearts. They were also the most unheard of - if they existed, other countries kept them hidden and protected, seeking to use them more as a weapon than anything else.

Greenseers were after, magi with innate abilities to work with all types of flora, and were able to craft something so poisonous it could take out a whole platoon of soldiers from a mere flower. One of the Tower’s researches was named Tyne, and she was a Greenseer. Mom had sought her out to help with the cure for Kira, and had given the brilliant scientist more responsibility as time had gone on. Now she was one of the top researcher and development leaders, all while continuing work on the Cure.

Then came the Shifters, like the Tongs, with the ability to shift their physical form any way, even to take the form of something else if they knew the physiology well enough. 

Finally, Chronomancers, most famously from the Heart line, including Veronica and Dedria. They were able to manipulate time and space, to an extent. They also had exceptionally long life spans - up to a thousand years, though most never made it past two hundred for various reasons.

These rarer Aspect holders were considered highly dangerous in most other countries, where they were carefully monitored by the government or even forced to wear mana suppressors that prevented them from using magic, or worse, they were heavily drugged to complacency. Solaria was not such a country - it had been founded on magical freedom. As such, it had become a sort of ‘magical haven’ for people with these rarer aspects. 

Time droned on as Dedria and I kept tossing this wind sphere back and forth. “Stop,” Setsuna called out, switching back to her native tongue. Then, Tianie spoke after Setsuna had stopped. “She wants you to start hand-to-hand combat but using spells with each blow. Only wind or light for now.”

I shrugged, grabbing some sparring gloves and tossing a pair to Dedria before she moved forward to be about five feet from me. “Let’s do this then?” I said with a smile that I hoped looked genuine. As we started to exchange blows, the sound of padded
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