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Prologue
I knew Kaelen planned to kill me three seconds before he did it.

His hand shook. The obsidian blade he held caught the midday sun. We stood on the highest point of the Aetherial Spires. Below us, the clouds were white and thick. I could not see the ground from this height.

Kaelen did not look me in the eye. He looked at my throat.

"Lyra," he said.

His voice was thin. It lacked the strength I expected from my consort. He looked at the floor instead of the woman he had spent a hundred years beside.

Elara stood three steps behind him. She did not move. Her hands were folded inside her white silk sleeves. She looked at the sky. She seemed to be counting the seconds until the sun reached its peak.

"The Solstice is here," Elara said.

The air grew thick. The Aether-Binding began to pull at my skin. It was a contract I had signed centuries ago. It kept the Spires in the sky. It kept my body together. Now, the contract felt like it was shrinking.

I felt the weight of my power. It made my legs feel like lead. I could barely lift my arms. This was the physical tax of the heavens. The more power I held, the heavier my body became. Today, I felt heavier than the mountain the Spire sat upon.

"Kaelen," I said.

I wanted to see him blink. I wanted to see a sign of the man who told me he loved me last night. He just stared at the blade.

He stepped forward. He moved the point of the obsidian toward my chest.

"I cannot let you finish the Great Harvest," Kaelen said. "You will destroy us all."

I did not move. The weight of my own divinity pinned me to the stone floor. I could not even raise a hand to stop him.

"You are afraid," I said.

He did not deny it. He pushed the blade into my sternum.

The pain was not a single point. It was a sudden, violent expansion. My soul was a cord of light tied to the center of the world. When the blade entered me, that cord snapped.

I felt my essence leave my body. It did not go into the air. It went into the blade. Kaelen gripped the hilt with both hands now. He was crying, but he did not stop. He twisted the edge.

"Do it now, Elara!" Kaelen yelled.

Elara stepped forward. She began to speak the words of the Unraveling. These were the forbidden sounds that broke celestial contracts. I felt my skin begin to turn to stone. This was calcification. It happened when a goddess lost her bond.

I looked at Elara. She was smiling. She was not a priestess who feared for the world. She was a woman who wanted my chair.

"The Queen is dead," Elara said.

My vision began to fail. The edges of the world turned black. This was not the black of night. It was the black of the Void. It was a place where nothing existed. I felt my memories begin to slide away. I saw the day I was crowned. I saw the first time I met Kaelen in the gardens.

Those images became gray. Then they disappeared. The Void was eating my history.

Kaelen pulled the blade out. I fell backward. There was no floor behind me. I had been standing on the edge of the balcony.

I fell into the clouds. The air was cold on my face. My body was still turning to stone. My arms were already heavy blocks of gray rock.

I looked up at the Spires. They were getting smaller. I saw Kaelen standing on the ledge. He looked small. He looked weak. He was holding the power that used to be mine, and it was already bending his back.

I realized then that the title of Celestial Queen was a burden. We were not rulers. We were the workers who kept this world from falling into the sun. Kaelen did not know that yet. He thought he had won a prize.

He had actually won a death sentence.

I closed my eyes. The Void opened its mouth beneath me. I felt my soul crack into a thousand pieces. The pain was more than I could count. It was the feeling of being erased.

But a small part of me stayed. It was a grain of anger at the bottom of my mind. It was a hard, sharp thing that the Void could not eat.

I am Lyra. I am the Queen.

And I will find a way back.

The world went silent. The weight of my body disappeared. There was only the dark and the cold.

I waited. I do not know how long I waited. Time does not exist in the Void. I lived in the moment of my death for what felt like years. I felt the blade. I heard Kaelen's voice. I saw Elara's smile.

Then, there was a light. It was not a celestial light. It was the orange glow of a fire. I smelled smoke. I smelled grease.

I opened my eyes.

I was not in the Spires. I was not in the heavens. I was lying on a pile of wet rags in a room that smelled of rot. My hands were small. They were covered in soot. They were not made of stone.

I sat up. My chest burned. I looked down and saw a scar right over my heart. It was shaped like the blade Kaelen used.

I was in the Lower Realm. I was a girl with nothing.

I looked at my reflection in a puddle of dirty water on the floor. My hair was gone. My eyes were a dark, flat gray. But the anger was still there.

I am not the Queen today.

But I will be again. And Kaelen will be the one who falls.

1. The Unraveling of the Eternal Star
Kaelen held the Aether-Blade with both hands. The metal glowed with a white light that made the skin on my face feel tight. He did not look at my eyes. He focused on the center of my chest, where my celestial core pulsed behind my ribs.

I tried to pull against the restraints. The heavy gold bands around my wrists did not move. They were anchored to the obsidian altar. Every time I shifted, the metal bit into my skin. Blood ran down my forearms and pooled under my shoulder blades.

"You are shaking, Kaelen," I said. My voice was steady. I wanted him to hear the lack of fear.

He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. His golden skin looked grey in the artificial light of the Solstice chamber. He glanced toward the shadows behind the altar.

Elara stepped forward. Her silver hair was pulled back into a tight coil. She wore the ceremonial robes of the High Priestess. She did not look like she had just spent the morning preparing for my murder. She looked like she was going to a meeting about crop yields.

"The timing must be exact," Elara said. She reached out and touched Kaelen’s shoulder. "If you hesitate, the essence will dissipate into the atmosphere. We need it contained."

Kaelen nodded. He took a deep breath. The sound of his inhalation was loud in the quiet room. Outside the Spires, I knew the citizens were cheering for the Eternal Solstice. They didn't know the sun they worshipped was about to be harvested.

"Why?" I asked. I looked at Kaelen. "I gave you everything. I shared the weight of the Spires with you. I made you a god."

Kaelen finally met my gaze. His eyes were wide. The pupils were small dots. "That is the problem, Lyra. You made me a god, but I am still me. I can feel the weight. Every time you use your power, I feel my bones getting heavier. I feel the calcification starting in my joints."

"The Spires protect us from that," I said.

"The Spires are failing!" Kaelen shouted. His voice cracked. He stepped closer to the altar. "Elara showed me the ledgers. The world-soul is depleted. If we don't take your essence now, we all fall. I won't die because you wanted to keep playing Queen of the ruins."

I looked at Elara. She didn't blink. "It is a necessary harvest, Empress. You have served your purpose. Your soul will sustain the upper tiers for another century."

She reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small, translucent sphere. It hummed with a low frequency that made my teeth ache. This was the container for my life.

"Do it now," Elara commanded.

Kaelen raised the Aether-Blade. He didn't say goodbye. He didn't tell me he loved me one last time. He just drove the point of the blade into the center of my sternum.

Pain didn't come first. It was coldness. The blade felt like a block of ice sliding through my bone. Then, the aether-binding snapped.

I heard it. It sounded like a heavy cable breaking under tension. Inside my body, the connection between my soul and my physical form began to peel away. I felt my memories being pulled toward the blade.

I saw the day I found Kaelen in the lower markets. I saw the first time we flew above the clouds. These moments didn't feel like mine anymore. They were just data points being sucked into the metal.

I screamed. The sound was raw. It didn't sound like a Queen. It sounded like an animal in a trap. My body jerked against the gold restraints. The skin on my wrists tore open completely.

Elara held the sphere close to the wound. The white light from my chest flowed into the glass. It looked like liquid. It filled the bottom of the container, swirling in a clockwise direction.

My vision started to flicker. The ceiling of the chamber moved. One moment it was there, and the next it was black. I felt my heart slow down. Each beat took more effort than the last.

Kaelen pulled the blade out. He looked disgusted. He dropped the weapon on the floor. It made a loud clatter on the stone. He backed away, wiping my blood onto his silk trousers.

"Is it done?" Kaelen asked. He sounded breathless.

Elara held the sphere up. It was full now. It glowed with a brilliance that forced Kaelen to turn his head away. "She is unraveled. The transition is complete."

I felt my soul break. It wasn't a metaphor. I felt distinct cracks forming in the center of my consciousness. The weight of my body became absolute. I couldn't breathe because my chest was too heavy to lift.

I died looking at the man I had loved. He was busy cleaning his hands.

*

I woke up.

I didn't open my eyes immediately. I felt the surface beneath me. It wasn't obsidian. It was a thin mattress filled with lumps of straw. It smelled of old sweat and coal dust.

I tried to sit up. A sharp pain shot through my chest. I gasped and reached for my sternum. There was no hole. There was no blood. There was only a thin, silver scar that ran vertically between my breasts.

I opened my eyes. The room was small. The walls were made of rough grey bricks. A single window sat high up near the ceiling. It was covered in a layer of soot.

I looked at my hands. They were not my hands. My fingers were shorter. My skin was pale and covered in small, old scars from manual labor. My nails were bitten down to the quick.

I stood up. My legs felt weak. I walked to a small, cracked piece of glass propped up on a wooden crate.

I didn't recognize the woman in the reflection. She looked about twenty-four. Her hair was a dull silver, tangled and dirty. Her eyes were the color of a dying star, a pale, washed-out purple. She looked hungry.

I touched my face. The skin was cool. I looked for the glow of my celestial essence. There was nothing. I was empty.

I walked to the window and stood on my tiptoes. Outside, the sky was a permanent shade of bruised orange. Smoke rose from giant chimneys that lined the horizon. This was the Lower Realm. The industrial district.

High above the smoke, I could see the Spires. They floated in the clear blue air, unreachable and perfect.

I looked at my reflection again. My name was no longer Lyra. The memories of this body started to surface. Seraphina Thorne. A scavenger. A nobody.

I gripped the edge of the wooden crate. The wood splintered under my fingers. I didn't care about the pain.

Three years had passed since the execution. I could feel it in the way the world-soul felt through the soles of my feet. It was thinner now. Thirstier.

Kaelen and Elara were still up there. They were probably celebrating another anniversary of their coup. They thought they had turned me into a battery. They thought they had erased me.

I reached out and touched the silver scar on my chest. It was cold to the touch. The cracking in my soul was still there. I could feel the instability. But I could also feel something else.

A small spark of the Void remained. It was a dark, heavy energy that didn't belong in this world. It was the only thing Kaelen hadn't been able to harvest because he was too afraid to touch it.

I looked at the Spires. They looked fragile from down here. They looked like they could fall if someone pulled the right string.

I wasn't an Empress anymore. I was a girl with a cracked soul and a debt to collect.

I walked to the door of the shack. The hinges groaned. I stepped out into the soot-stained street. The air tasted like metal and desperation.

I started walking toward the district tax office. I knew where they kept the aether-sigs. I knew how to break them. I was going to need money, and I was going to need a weapon.

Revenge was not going to be a quick process. I wanted Kaelen to feel the weight I was carrying. I wanted Elara to see her harvest turn to ash.

I stopped in front of a puddle of oily water. I didn't look at the scavenger girl in the reflection. I looked at the eyes. They were still the eyes of a Queen.

I would climb those Spires again. And when I reached the top, I wouldn't be looking for a crown. I would be looking for the man who thought he could kill a star.
2. A Body of Soot and Scars
I turned the corner of the alley, my boots sinking into the thick, black sludge that passed for soil in the Lower Realm. The smell of burning sulfur clung to my clothes. It was a physical weight. Every step felt twice as heavy as it should. This was the burden of the celestial soul trapped in a mundane vessel. It was the price of existing while the world-soul thinned.

I kept my head down. My silver hair was hidden beneath a grease-stained hood. I passed a group of workers huddling around a chemical fire. Their faces were grey. They didn't look up as I moved toward the center of the district. They were too busy holding onto the small amount of warmth they had left.

The District Tax Office was a block of reinforced concrete and steel. It stood in the center of the slums like a middle finger to the people who built it. Two guards stood at the entrance. They wore the gold-trimmed uniforms of the Aetherial Spires. The sun-crest of Kaelen’s house was stamped on their chest plates.

I felt a throb in the center of my chest. The scar on my sternum went cold. Three years ago, I had pinned those crests on the first generation of the Golden Guard myself. Now, they were the wolves guarding the sheep. I watched them from the shadow of a rusted shipping container. They were bored. They leaned on their pikes, talking in low voices about the solstice celebrations happening in the Spires.

I didn't have a weapon. I didn't have my guards. But I had the memory of every circuit and sigil that powered this building. I had designed the foundational wards of the Aetherial infrastructure. Kaelen had been too lazy to learn the mechanics, and Elara had been too focused on the harvest to change the security protocols of the Lower Realm.

I moved to the side of the building. The wall was covered in soot. I reached out and touched the cold stone. I could feel the vibration of the Aether-sigs inside. They were humming with a low, rhythmic pulse. They were drawing power from the atmosphere, sucking the life out of the district to keep the lights on in the Spires.

I knelt in the dirt. I picked up a sharp piece of discarded metal. It was rusted and jagged. I used the edge to scrape a mark into the base of the wall. I didn't draw a symbol of power. I drew a cancellation loop. It was a simple geometric shape, a circle intersected by three parallel lines.

I placed my palm over the mark. I closed my eyes and reached for the spark in my gut. The Void essence felt like lead in my veins. It was heavy and freezing. I pushed a small amount of that cold energy into the wall.

The sigils inside the stone groaned. There was a sound like glass cracking. The hum of the building skipped a beat. A second later, the lights over the main entrance flickered and died. The hum transitioned into a high-pitched whine that only someone with celestial hearing could detect.

The guards straightened up. One of them kicked the door frame. I didn't wait for them to figure it out. I moved to the ventilation grate near the ground. The lock was a standard magnetic bolt. I pressed my thumb against the sensor and imagined the flow of energy reversing. The bolt clicked open.

I slid inside. The crawlspace was narrow and smelled of old oil. I moved through the dark, following the sound of the main server. My body was smaller now. Seraphina Thorne was a thin girl. She had spent most of her life hungry. I used that to my advantage, slipping through gaps that would have been impossible for my former self.

I reached the main distribution room. It was a small, windowless chamber filled with rows of glass tubes. Each tube held a glowing blue sigil. These were the tax receipts. They were physical manifestations of the life-force collected from the citizens. Each one represented a week of someone’s life.

I dropped from the ceiling vent, landing silently on the metal floor. The room was empty. The clerks were likely in the front office, trying to figure out why the lights had failed. I walked to the central console.

A holographic interface flickered to life. It asked for a command. I didn't type. I bit my lip
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