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The starlight hums beneath my fingers, a song of power I’ll steal or die trying. The crystal spire of the Astral Court juts into the night sky, its facets catching the glow of a thousand stars. My boots grip the slick surface as I climb, the wind tearing at my cloak. Below, the floating city glitters like a cruel promise—opulence built on the backs of those like me, scrabbling in the dust of the Ashen Wastes. My sister’s face flashes in my mind: Lira, pale and fading, her grey eyes dimming with every breath. The Starheart can save her. It has to.

I adjust the leather strap of my thief’s kit, the tools clinking softly. The Court’s wards pulse with starlight, invisible to most but a faint shimmer to my trained eyes. Years of slipping through shadows, of dodging blades and breaking locks, have led to this. One relic, one chance. I whisper a curse to the stars for making me desperate enough to try.

The spire’s apex is a domed chamber, its crystal walls amplifying the Starheart’s glow. I slip through a vent, my body folding into the tight space. The air hums, thick with ozone and power. My heart races, but my hands are steady as I disable the first ward—a lattice of light that fizzles under my blade’s rune-etched edge. Two more to go. Sweat beads on my brow. Lira’s cough echoes in my memory, a rattle that’s haunted me for months.

The final ward falls, and the Starheart sits on a pedestal, a fist-sized orb pulsing like a living heart. Its light dances across my scarred hands, promising miracles. I reach for it, fingers trembling with hope—and a shadow moves behind me.

“Thief,” a voice cuts through the hum, low and sharp as a blade. I spin, dagger drawn, to face a man in black leathers, his blue eyes glinting like ice under starlight. Torren Blackthorn, prince of the Astral Court. Of course it’s him. The one royal I prayed to avoid.

“You’re late to the party, Blackthorn,” I snap, edging toward the relic. “This doesn’t concern you.”

His sword flashes out, a crescent of steel that forces me back. “Everything in Elyndra concerns me.” His voice is calm, but his eyes burn with something dangerous—duty, maybe, or rage. He’s taller than I expected, broad-shouldered, with black hair falling across his brow. Handsome, if you ignore the arrogance.

I feint left, then lunge for the Starheart. My fingers close around it, and the world erupts in light. Pain sears my wrist, a burning sigil carving itself into my skin. Torren curses, clutching his own wrist, where a matching mark glows. The Starheart pulses, its light binding us together. A blood-oath. I’ve heard of them—ancient, unbreakable, forged by starlight. But why us?

“Drop it,” he growls, advancing. The chamber trembles, crystal cracking under the relic’s surge. I shove the Starheart into my satchel, my wrist throbbing. Torren’s blade hovers at my throat, but the oath’s heat flares, forcing him to stagger back.

Footsteps echo—guards, dozens of them. The spire groans, fissures spiderwebbing the walls. “Move!” I shout, sprinting for the balcony. Torren hesitates, then follows, his sword still drawn but useless against our shared curse.

We leap onto a docked airship, its sails catching starlight. I cut the mooring ropes, and we lurch into the sky as the spire collapses in a cascade of crystal and light. Torren grabs the helm, his glare promising murder. The oath burns between us, a chain neither of us wanted.

Below, the Astral Court shrinks, its spires gleaming like teeth. Above, the stars watch, silent and cold. Lira’s life hangs on this relic—and now, on the prince I despise. I grip my dagger, wondering if I’ll have to kill him to save her. Or if the oath will kill us both first.
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She’s a spark in a powder keg, and I’m the fool bound to her flame. The airship sways under my grip on the helm, storm clouds roiling beyond the cracked glass of the cockpit. Kaelia Varn slouches against the wall, her grey eyes glinting with defiance as she clutches the satchel holding the Starheart. The relic’s faint pulse hums between us, mirrored by the burning sigil on my wrist—a blood-oath I never asked for. Every instinct screams to take the relic and drag her back to the Astral Court, but the oath’s heat flares when I even think of parting from her.

“Give it back,” I say, my voice low, controlled. “You’ve no idea what you’ve stolen.”

Her lips curl into a smirk. “Oh, I know exactly what it’s worth, Blackthorn. My sister’s life.”

Lira. The name she muttered while we fled the collapsing spire. I don’t know the girl, but Kaelia’s desperation for her is a blade’s edge—sharp and dangerous. “The Starheart belongs to Elyndra,” I counter. “It’s not your personal cure.”

“Then why’s it killing us both?” She holds up her wrist, the glowing sigil pulsing in time with mine. The pain is a constant throb, like a second heartbeat tying us together.

I open my mouth to argue, but the airship lurches. A shadow moves outside—a cloaked figure scaling the hull, starlight glinting off a curved blade. Nightwoven. The cult that feeds on starlight like vultures on a corpse. I draw my sword as Kaelia tenses, her dagger already in hand.

“Friends of yours?” she quips, but her eyes are sharp, scanning the shadows.

“Hardly.” The first assassin crashes through the window, and I meet their blade with mine. Kaelia moves like a storm, her dagger finding the assassin’s side. Another leaps in, and the oath pulls us into sync—her strikes match my parries, our movements a deadly dance. It’s unnerving, how natural it feels.

We dispatch the attackers, but the airship’s engine sputters, starlight fuel leaking from a slashed line. Kaelia curses, scrambling to the controls. “Hold on!” she shouts as we plummet toward the Ashen Wastes, the desert sprawling below like a scar on Elyndra’s face.

The crash is a blur of sand and metal. I shield Kaelia as the hull buckles, the oath’s heat urging me to protect her. When the dust settles, we’re alive—barely. She shoves me away, her breath ragged. “Don’t get any ideas, prince. I don’t need your heroics.”

But as we crawl from the wreckage, a Nightwoven corpse nearby clutches a scrap of parchment. Scrawled in blood: The eclipse comes. My stomach twists. Kaelia meets my gaze, and for a moment, we’re not enemies—just two souls bound by a curse neither of us understands.
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The desert wants to swallow us whole, and I’m not sure the prince beside me is any less dangerous. Sand stings my eyes as I drag Torren through the Ashen Wastes, the airship’s wreckage smoldering behind us. The Starheart’s weight in my satchel is a reminder of Lira, her frail body fading back in the rebel camp. The sigil on my wrist burns, tying me to Torren like a chain I can’t break. He trudges beside me, his black leathers dusted with sand, his blue eyes scanning the horizon. For a prince, he’s too quiet, too watchful. It makes me uneasy.

“Stop glaring,” I mutter. “You’re not the one stuck with a royal leech.”

“You stole from my court,” he snaps. “You’re lucky I haven’t chained you.”

“Try it. See how far you get before the oath fries us both.”

He scowls but says nothing. The wind howls, carrying the scent of ozone and ash. Then, shadows move—a patrol of rebels, led by Veyra Duskbane. Her silver hair catches the dim starlight, her amber eyes narrowing at Torren. “Kaelia, what in the stars is he doing here?”

“Long story,” I say, forcing a grin. “He’s… temporary.”

Veyra’s gaze flicks to the sigil on my wrist, then Torren’s. “Temporary doesn’t explain that.” Her voice is cold, cutting. She’s my oldest ally, but trust is a fragile thing in the Wastes.

A sandstorm brews, forcing us into a cave. I check my satchel, hiding Lira’s condition from Veyra—she’d never understand the risks I took. Torren, to my surprise, kneels to bind a cut on my arm, his touch steady but gentle. The oath hums, and I hate how my pulse quickens. He’s the enemy, Kaelia. Get a grip.

“You’re reckless,” he murmurs, his voice softer than before. “But you’re not weak.”

I pull away, glaring. “Don’t pretend you care.”

As night falls, Lira’s face haunts me. Then I see her—through the cave’s mouth, a faint glow in the distance. My heart stops. Her skin shouldn’t glow. Not like that. Torren follows my gaze, and for once, his arrogance falters. “What is she?” he whispers.

I don’t answer. I can’t. Because if Lira’s changing, the Starheart might not be enough to save her.
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The ruins of the temple loom like the bones of a forgotten god, their weathered stones etched with runes that pulse faintly under the starlight. The Ashen Wastes stretch endlessly around us, a sea of grey sand and jagged rock, the air thick with the scent of ozone and ancient decay. My wrist burns where the blood-oath sigil glows, tethering me to Kaelia Varn, whose presence is a storm I can’t escape. Her scent—leather, sweat, and something wild like a desert wind—lingers as she kneels by a crumbled altar, her scarred fingers tracing the runes with a thief’s precision. Veyra Duskbane watches us from a distance, her silver hair catching the dim light, her amber eyes sharp with suspicion. She’s led us here, claiming the temple holds secrets about the Nightwoven, but her distrust of me is a blade held at my throat.

“These speak of betrayal,” Kaelia says, her voice low, almost reverent. “A Starweaver who turned on the stars, long ago.” Her grey eyes flick to me, searching for something I’m not ready to give.

I shift, my boots crunching on the sand-dusted stone. The Astral Court’s secrets are mine to guard, but the oath’s heat flares when I think of lying to her. My mother’s voice echoes—Duty above all, Torren—but Kaelia’s fire makes duty feel like a cage. “The starlight reserves are failing,” I admit, the words tasting like ash. “The Court’s been hiding
























