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Chapter 1 – Dance of Maidens
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The Temple of Light teetered on the mountaintop; earthquakes had grown frequent. The ocean – more turbulent, slithering around the city like a snake.

Sahar screamed. 

Violent tremors rattled crystal pillars and sent falcons shrieking into the vaulted air. 

A looking-glass swayed above the altar of Atlanmu, ancient texts stacked carelessly against its frame, collapsed onto the marble floor. It was a wonder the last quake hadn’t shattered it. This one nearly did. 

Sahar’s fist finished the job.

Tiny shards of glass peeled off the mainboard and slashed her knuckles. Warm blood trickled down her hand onto the white sleeve of her robe, staining it a bright red. 

She had defaced the house of Atlanmu. 

Sahar crumbled to the floor, shoulders shaking. Shame followed fury almost instantly. Her breath hitched. Atlanmu was the most revered of all the gods; the resident deity of the Holy City, her cheeks burned. 

She stared into the fragmented glass, avoiding her reflection, nails digging into her palms. It would take all the courage and strength in her to get through this day.

“Make them listen!” She yelled at her fractured reflection, sobbing and wiping the blood from her hands. Her legs shook. A thousand pairs of green eyes glared back at her, long brown hair like a mesh of webs refracted across shards of glass. 

“Why can’t you lead them?” She kept yelling, as if the distorted images in the glass would respond. She lifted her chin, her eyes never rose high enough to meet the altar God.

Was this who she had become? Someone with so many faces, so many lives, she couldn’t even piece them together enough to know who she really was? Had her soul been broken that many times?

It certainly felt that way. 

Sahar's stomach tightened, as if a thousand tiny knots were twisting inside. She curled her arms over her head and rocked. She was pregnant. Only her regents knew, her grandmother and granduncle. Sahar pressed trembling fingers against her abdomen. By nightfall, she would be crowned Queen of Isosilis. By midnight, she would be married to a man she didn’t love.

This child she carried would inherit whatever she built 

– or whatever she failed to protect. 

She had never gotten along with her granduncle, Capricorn. Today, she hated him. 

He called it a sacrifice. 

Called it duty. 

Called it salvation for Atlantis. 

Sahar called it wrong. 

Unfair.

He had chosen her a husband.

He had manipulated the law so she could ascend early. Hiding her condition behind ceremony and gold.

Power, he had told her, required obedience.

Grandmother was different. She understood. She cared about her. About her feelings. She even liked Nahik, the father of her unborn child. And Grandmother didn’t care that Nahik had joined the enemy – and become a renegade. She said that love was all that mattered. And that its bond was unbreakable, no matter the outcome.

Sahar wasn’t asking for forgiveness or even approval. She simply wanted the freedom to make her own choices. To marry the man she loved, but Capricorn would have none of it.

She would not come into full reign until her twenty-first year. Even so, she would be crowned Queen that day. Capricorn was that powerful. He was both feared and well-regarded by the entire kingdom. His edicts would not be questioned.

Sahar frowned. Her parents would have understood. Would have let her choose. Her mother, Lemurian, had died giving birth to her. Her father had been Atlantis’ most beloved ruler. He had lost his life in battle, fighting for the right of Atlanteans to continue living on the blue sphere. 

The original Earth tribes began warring against Atlantis as their technology advanced. They were eons behind in development, far from Atlantean culture, yet ruthless and uncivilized.

Leadership had cost them everything. 

Was this what ruling meant? 

Another tremor rippled through the floor. The falcon screeched overhead. Terrified. 

Outside, thousands gathered for the festival. They expected splendor. Stability. It was the custom of the Atlantean monarchy to marry on the day of their coronation. The ceremonies followed one after another, and the festivities lasted all week. The rituals often coincided with the Festival of the Sun. They opened with the much-acclaimed Dance of Maidens. Then the young women of the court were presented as members of their community and given to their new Queen in lifelong service—a continuous continuation of the empire.

They did not see the cracks in the foundations or see the ocean rising. Their lives were so busy. They had grown self-centered and greedy.

Sahar rose and walked the temple corridor, tracing the stone wall with the tips of her fingers. After the marriage, she would have to leave the temple. Her body tensed at the thought. This was her sanctuary. 

She stared at the wall as if it were alive, as if it were an old friend. The rock crystal seemed to have its own inner light, capturing the sun's power. 

Over time, Atlanteans had learned to harness it as an energy source, and at noon today, the sun would send a single ray through the center of the pyramid, uniting heaven and earth. This happened every year when the sun reached its zenith on the Solstice.

Although one of the most common minerals globally, the crystal rock seemed fantastical, as if conjured from a fairy tale. It felt rough against her skin as she leaned against it.

For the first time in seventeen years, Sahar noticed the magnificent images adorning it. So many times before, she had simply taken them for granted. Images carved into the wall of the great God Atlanmu, coupled with drawings depicting the island’s history. The Temple of Light was the most stunning place of worship in all of Atlantis, and it was her home.

Her reflection caught on polished stone.

“Make them listen,” she whispered.

The sound of sandals slapping the marble floor made her jump. Capricorn. Her nostrils flared, and her chest tightened. He had come from the garden in the west wing, where the guests were gathering. The coronation would take place there. Sahar stiffened as the old man approached. His gray eyes studied the blood on her hand, then lifted to her face. 

“Still defiant,” he said quietly. “Good. A ruler needs fire.”

“A ruler needs freedom!’ Sahar spat.

He ignored her, swatting at the air with his left hand, sighed heavily, and narrowed his eyes.

“We do this for Atlantis, Sahar. We sacrifice our lives because we have been called to do so,” he said, laying a hand on her shoulder. Sahar immediately pulled back, scowling.

“I don’t want to sacrifice my life, Uncle.” Sahar lifted her gaze. “Why don’t you sacrifice yours?” Her eyes were red. He didn’t understand. Couldn’t.

“I already have, child. I already have.” Capricorn’s gray eyes looked into hers, piercing, haunting. Yellow specks splattered across his irises shone like tiny lights, reflecting as his gaze locked on hers. He shook his head, grasping her hand again, in both of his. 

“We are giving your child a chance,” he said, glaring down at her still flat belly. “Reveal the truth, and you and your child will be put to death, Sahar. So, it is not only for duty that you wed, but for your child’s life.”

Sahar yanked her hand back, pulling away. “I don’t care if they kill us!” she shouted, knowing he spoke the truth. Knowing that the High Council would condemn a Queen whose loyalties were unclear, whose heart belonged to a traitor.

“You are marrying Telemitri. You can shout – cry, get angry – but Atlantis awaits this union, Princess. Can you hear them out there? You are my niece, my brother’s daughter. I raised you. Don’t you think I'm looking out for your best interests?” 

He bowed his head, but only for a moment. When he lifted his gaze, it was sharp again. “I love you,” he said, not gently but with finality. “Which is why I won’t let you destroy yourself.” 

“And yet you sacrifice me – to protect a throne?”

“I sacrifice you,” he corrected calmly, “to protect a civilization.”

The distinction chilled her.

Sahar stared for a moment, not knowing what to say. She swallowed, collecting herself, remembering her fury.

“An admirable performance.” She jutted her chin out, clapping her hands. “I almost believed you. But you created this arrangement. Nobody else. This is YOUR fault!”

She leaned in aggressively, challenging him, then slammed the holy text to the ground and kicked the altar, pounding on it with her fists and screaming, releasing all of her fury and frustration. 

“The opening ceremony is about to begin! Get ready for the dance.” Capricorn said, his voice harsh but controlled. “We don’t have all day. So stop acting like a spoiled brat, wash your face, and make yourself presentable. And in the name of all the gods, dress yourself, woman,” he added dryly. “You will be Queen by sunset. Act like it!”

He turned and left her standing in the fractured light.

Queen.

The word sounded foreign. Heavy.

She hated that he was so demanding. Hated that he was so controlling, that she couldn’t defy him. That nobody could. He was the High Priest of the Temple, the island’s unofficial ruler. But not for long, Sahar narrowed her eyes. Tonight, she would be Queen.

Today was supposed to be the happiest day of her life, but it was the worst. Sahar had always dreamed of this day, but it was not what she had expected. Today was the Summer Solstice. She had anticipated the festival of the sun for many months, looking forward to her presentation as an adult member of her community while dreading it. Today, she would be acknowledged and presented at the first Dance of Maidens with her maids, crowned Queen, and, before the night was over, married off to the most powerful man in all of Atlantis.

Reluctantly, she went into her chamber. Already inside, several servant girls awaited her, eager to make her ready for the day’s festivities. The girls swarmed around her like bees. Their excitement was palpable as they hovered over her, their voices loud with talk of the presentation and the marriage, but Sahar felt only anger and heartache.

Meena braided her hair, and Tia painted her lips with red berries. Sahar stood. “Enough,” she said, “you may have the rest of the morning to yourselves.” She gave the girls a dismissive nod. The girls giggled and scampered away. 

Sahar walked to an open window and peered out, her palm pressing against the intricate stained glass. Feverish, darting eyes searched for Nahik. He wasn’t there. He had promised to be. He lied. He said he would come for her, that he loved her. Sahar muffled a cry. She wanted to leave, to run, and never come back, but without her, Atlantis would descend into turmoil. That’s what her regent told her. Her people would divide, and divided, they would fall. It would be her fault.

But they had lived without her for centuries. So why did they need her now? What had changed? Her gaze clouded, growing distant. She didn’t want to be a princess and had never asked for the title. She took another deep breath, trying to calm herself. She didn’t want to marry a stranger; she wanted Nahik. She had loved him all her life, but he was the enemy now. His loyalties lay with the rising commander of the rebel forces.

The seers of Ataka prophesied that the main island would fall, no matter what plans the nobles devised or alliances they formed. They said Poseidon would swallow it whole. How was she, a seventeen-year-old girl, going to prevent this?

Sahar stared out through the transparent wall. There were thousands of people outside, crowds trailing all the way down the mountain to the edge of the sea. But where was Nahik? Sahar’s eyes shifted nervously. She searched for his uniform among the multitudes outside. From this distance, they were pinpoints, impossible to recognize. She squinted as if it would bring their images into clearer focus, but still she saw nothing. 

Capricorn yanked her away from the window, pulling her by the wrist and motioning her forward. The women of the court were all in costume, ready to dance. They were eager to begin. They followed the Temple Master as he dragged Sahar down the hall. They passed the statue of the great Atlanmu. They bowed as they went by the great god. Sahar’s skin prickled with goosebumps as they walked beside it. There was something remarkable about it. After dark, she and Nahik would meet behind the statue after her daily lessons in the temple with her tutor. Sahar stifled tears, reaching to caress the hand of Atlanmu, stiff and cold. 

Whenever he could, Nahik would sneak away from his troops to see her. He was young, but at nineteen, already a Lieutenant. Their first kiss had been behind the statue. It seemed so long ago. They had just begun their first year of higher learning and were pursuing their vocations.

Sahar’s gaze lifted. White rose bushes and fountains surrounded them. They were in the garden, and Telemitri was already there. She grimaced. She could hardly deny that the Prince looked handsome in his wedding clothes; his black hair was neatly tied back. But he wasn’t Nahik. Telemitri’s striking blue eyes sparkled with expectation as they met her own, making her very uncomfortable. She shielded her pregnant belly with her arms, even though she wasn’t even showing. It was instinctive.

The temple loomed over them, overlooking the gardens. It was built into the side of the mountain. The sanctuary, supported by two great pillars that rose upward, formed a giant pyramid of clear crystal with hundreds of chambers. And today, it shone as brightly as the sun itself. 

The dance was about to begin. There were twelve maidens, including Sahar. The dance was a form of worship, a surrender of the body to the spirit, a way to know oneness with the Source. Usually, Sahar loved this dance, but it didn’t feel right today. It didn’t feel authentic.

The throng of villagers crowded the garden's perimeter. Hushed voices hung over them, wafting through the iron gate into the main entrance. Where was Nahik? Her breath hitched. Sahar searched for him among the guests, listening for a hint, for anything that would lead her to him. Inside the garden, only the elite gathered. That meant Nahik would be outside. Sahar stumbled mid-stride, looking behind her and all around. The Temple Master held a staff over his head, motioning for the dancers and Telemitri to follow. Sahar could already hear the drums in the background. Her heart thumped wildly.

The maidens began to dance and moved in single file toward an altar. The altar sat just to the right of the pool. Inside, a fountain, controlled by pumps and valves, was choreographed to the music as it began to play. The water refracted and reflected the sunlight, producing a rainbow of colors that delighted the guests. 

The maidens danced, losing themselves in the rhythmic beat. Sheets of water lifted behind them, rising to the height of five men. The drums grew louder. The maidens twirled and spun, blending dance with breath to enter an altered state of consciousness. Sahar joined them, heart pounding, mind racing, unfocused. She fought to surrender, but her emotions were confused, knotted. She went through the motions, followed the rhythm, but was not consumed by it as the others were.

Their movements were sensual, evoking the sacred feminine and expressing the true nature of women. Beautiful and divine. 

Above a carpet of green, the maidens swayed, their movements flowing from their hips, their arms and hands tracing the female form, interlaced, all of them barefoot. The maidens’ focus was on physical connection to Mother Earth. Their feet pounded the grass, calling Gaia, the Earth Mother, and their hips shook in a figure-eight, awakening Shakti, their powerful feminine life force. 

After some effort, Sahar finally lost herself in the dance, giving her body to the Divine Mother, twirling and spinning, and remaining at the altar as the others exited.

Capricorn turned and looked back at Sahar, connecting his mind with hers. The dance stopped. Sahar felt her insides twist and spin. The music died. Sahar stood still. Her feet felt like heavy stones as she lifted them. She watched the other women fade into the background. She wanted to follow them and disappear behind the foliage as they did. 

Nahik! Sahar’s heart cried out for her lover, her childhood friend, and the father of her unborn child. She loved him, not this man, Telemitri. She stared into Telemitri’s dark blue eyes. They looked almost black, like his dark locks and chiseled face. Yes, he was a handsome man, but she did not want him.

This was not what she had envisioned for herself, pregnant and betrothed to a stranger. This couldn’t be happening. 

“Wait! My Lady ...” Anuka elbowed her way through the crowd, weaving through the pews set out for the wedding guests.

“Yes?” Sahar stared at the girl’s freckled face. Anuka’s green eyes flashed back at her. Her long hair fell over her shoulders in two braids, the color of smoldering flames, red with copper and gold.

“What?” Sahar worried that Capricorn would punish her outburst or, worse yet, dismiss her from her service and excommunicate her. Anuka was her friend. 

“This thing you do today, my lady, is not for the love of a man.” Anuka tilted her head toward Telemitri and lifted her eyebrows. “We know it is for the love of an entire people.” Her eyes welled with tears. “For this noble act, we commend you.” The servant girl bowed, lowering herself to the ground and kissing Sahar’s feet. 

“Get up! Don’t do that,” Sahar whispered, pulling Anuka to her feet by the arm. “You are more than that!” 

“No, my lady ... I am your servant.” Anuka dug her knees into the fresh grass and handed Sahar a headpiece, the one she would wear for the union. It was a wreath woven from long green stems and twigs, decorated with tiny white flowers. It was beautiful and delicate, made by Anuka herself. Sahar had seen her preparing it earlier in the kitchen. 

“Thank you.” Sahar took the wreath, forcing a smile, her eyes pleading, screaming for salvation. Help me. She wanted to blurt out the words, but she couldn’t. What could she say? Nothing. There was nothing to say. Sahar walked away. Commend me? Do they commend me? For what? Sacrificing my life? For this? Anuka rose, keeping her head lowered, and walked away.

Capricorn bowed; Sahar sighed. Somewhere beneath all that ego was a compassionate man, she knew. It was Capricorn who took her into his care from her mother’s deathbed. She owed him everything, except this. 

“Do you have the words prepared?” The Temple Master looked straight at his niece. Sahar gasped, her heart slamming against her chest as if something were imprisoned and sentenced to die. She looked at the groom. She didn’t have any words. 

“Do you?” Capricorn’s voice dropped to a whisper. His brows knitted as he reached out to grab her shoulder, his fingers squeezing hard.

“No.” Sahar walked across the grass barefoot, still in her dancing costume. The garden felt cold and unwelcoming. The marble statues all seemed dull even as the sun’s rays bounced off them. She walked onto the stage. The stone platform felt cool underneath the soles of her feet. She stared down at her hands, posture sagging. Maybe if she didn’t show up at the coronation, things would change. If she wasn’t Queen, she couldn’t marry. The wheels in her head began churning.

“I have words,” Telemitri cried, raising a hand. He twisted around to look back at his mother, grinning. Vestiva waved a plump hand and smiled. Her eyes widened with excitement. Her dark brown hair, piled high on her round head, made her look older than she was. She was bursting with ego, happy for herself that her son would soon marry into the most influential family in all of Atlantis. Telemitri waved back, producing a papyrus scroll from the side of his robe. 

Sahar turned to look at the Trillian Queen. He really hadn’t just done that. Sahar gaped. Was he a child? She rolled her eyes. Could things possibly be worse? She hated that Vestiva held so much control that her son couldn’t think for himself or take action without her approval.

She wanted to leave, and if she was going to run, this was the time to do it. Sahar gulped, turning, poised to sprint. All eyes were upon her. She couldn’t run. The entire kingdom had come out to witness their wedding. She felt like a bird trapped in a cage, worse, a bird whose wings were clipped, who couldn’t fly.

Capricorn decided early on that marriage was the best course of action, given the circumstances, but Sahar had not planned to marry. Not this soon, and she definitely did not want to marry Telemitri, the Prince of Trill. She didn’t even know him. She didn’t want to know him, but the marriage had to take place before it became evident that she was with child. It was obvious it was Nahik’s. 

“The dedications will begin now.” She was vaguely aware of Capricorn’s voice, booming into the audience. Sahar fidgeted in place, lowering her gaze. Words? She needed words? No one had ever mentioned words. Capricorn’s steely gray eyes burned into her, his disappointment evident. Sahar squirmed.

Sahar squinted, rubbing her eyes. Perhaps this was just a bad dream. She pinched her arm, but nothing happened. She pinched harder, leaving a mark. Still nothing. She was still at the altar, in a wedding gown, but now her cheeks were tinted rosy pink. Everyone was staring, open-mouthed, eyes wide. 

“My Lady?” Telemitri lifted her hand and kissed the back of it, confused. “What are you doing?”

Sahar avoided his gaze. She wiped her hand with a flap of lace that fell over her shoulders. His kiss felt like a hot iron on her delicate skin, and she pulled her hand back, tucking it under her gown.

“A toast!” a voice shouted. “To the Princess and her Prince.”

Sahar’s eyes shifted nervously. Her grandmother had a way of entering a scene unexpectedly. Sahar’s lips curved slightly at the corners. She was glad Miaka had arrived. 

The High Priestess raised her walking stick into the air and slammed her goblet onto the ground. The crowd fell silent around her; Miaka was respected throughout the island continent and feared. “Asla motem hanis ate!” At her command, the sky above them rumbled, and day turned to night. A herd of black clouds rolled in from nowhere, embracing a full yellow moon as it hung over the temple like a lantern. Its dim glow illuminated the garden as the rain began to fall gently, then steadily, drenching the old Master and the bridegroom.

Sahar grinned; magic was at work, and she could smell it all around her. She stared at her grandmother, her eyes pleading for deliverance. If the gods had not come to her rescue, maybe Miaka had. Grandmother had been opposed to the union from the beginning and made no effort to conceal it.

“I hope you drown!” Sahar read Miaka’s lips as Miaka whispered into her uncle’s ear. Sahar suppressed a laugh, watching Capricorn’s smile fade, and his gray eyes widen. Miaka tightened her grip on her walking stick and shook it over her head, stomping across the grass, her free hand curling into a fist. Rain poured harder, destroying the festive décor.
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Chapter 2 - Captured
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The rain began when the sundial in the marketplace marked the sixteenth hour, and then everything went dark. Now it was pouring.

Nahik pressed his lips together, narrowing his crystal-blue eyes. The royal wedding had been on everyone’s tongue and mind throughout the remaining parts of the island continent. Nahik lowered his head. He was tired of hearing about it. He wondered why Sahar would even consider marrying the Prince of Trill. Had all her words, her promises, been lies? He couldn’t tell anymore, but he was going to find out. He was going to the Temple to stop the wedding.

He knew she would make a better ruler than Capricorn. She questioned tradition and was not bound by it. 

But at what cost? She would always choose mercy, yet she needed to be strong. She also questioned tradition and was not bound by it. With that, she would certainly pave her way into her reign.

The clattering of hooves against cobblestones sounded like battle drums, monotone and hypnotic. He rode on horseback to the temple, alone. Rain dripped down his forehead into his thick lashes. He shoved back clumps of soaking hair from his eyes; loose strands of copper touched the tips of his shoulders, drenching his military jacket. There were no plans to seize Krystalis. No specific orders from ​the Scorpus. Vael’Tor. His troops were stationed in Trill, hundreds of miles from the Temple.

The storm thickened, and his chest tightened. He had been raised in the Temple and had come to them as an orphan. It would be difficult to return as an enemy of the crown after he’d been so well loved and treated as a son by the Princess’ regents. Nahik felt a twinge of remorse, which made him a little uneasy. A warrior was not supposed to feel; he was commissioned for one thing, to fight and destroy. He worked hard to repress his emotions. It wasn’t natural for him; sometimes they crawled out of him without notice, and he hated himself for it.

He was grateful to the High Priestess for taking him in. So many of his generation had lost their parents to war and simply perished. Rain poured harder. Nature had revolted against the atrocities of war, punishing the people by sinking their homes and drowning their families. Already, seven prominent islands had sunk, lost forever.

The dark and wicked ones learned that the elements were powerful and that people feared them more than anything else. So they learned to control the weather using sophisticated weapons and dark magic. They called themselves the Sons of Belial. In this way, they destroyed not only parts of Atlantis but also other continents, including Lemuria and parts of Kemet.

Nahik’s fingers tightened around the reins. The civil war between the islands seemed futile amid such great loss. He hated working for Scorpus. Scorpus was a ruthless leader. He had no regard for human lives, hungered for power, and wanted to control the entire planet. Every passing day made him stronger. Men were forced to join his ranks, forced to kill or be killed.

The title of Scorpus Vael’Tor was a title, and the boy who had grown into it inherited it from his ancestors. His given name was Solkaris. His title originated from the binary star system Vael Torr. His bloodline came from a planet in the Pyraxis star system. 

His kind was born of flames, so the ancient legend said. And his ancestor, the first Scorpus, was called “He who burns and was reborn.”

Everyone had orders to carry out. Nahik had his, and the loyalists had theirs. None of them was to question orders on either side. Sometimes the lieutenant wished he weren’t a warrior at all. It wasn’t the life he had intended, but rather the one that had sought him out. He had been catapulted to the rank of lieutenant, into a life he could not walk away from. At first, it seemed exciting and glamorous. He was young. Scorpus took them young to mold and brainwash them. He didn’t know this when he and his friends joined the ranks. They were fledglings, reckless, seeking fun and adventure. 

The sky rumbled. Black clouds rolled across the horizon in clusters. Something felt wrong. Lightning flashed. The stallion threw his head back, neighing, his nostrils flaring. He lifted his front quarters, slamming his hooves into the earth. 

“Whoa!” Nahik’s muscled arms pulled on the reins, bringing the stallion to a halt. “It’s all right.” He patted the horse’s neck; it was a charger, a war horse, lean and fit as himself. The sky thundered again. The horse let out another shrill screech, rearing onto its hind legs, its forequarters out in front of its chest, wrestling something unseen. Nahik clung to the horse’s neck, his legs hugging the saddle. Above them, the sky lit up as if a new sun had risen. Nahik squinted against the glare, readjusting his eyes. He could feel the stallion’s heart pounding under his legs. 

He was still half a day’s travel from the Temple. The royal wedding was the following morning. Months earlier, Nahik had spoken to the senate. Tired of the fighting, he had confronted Sahar and asked for her surrender. The Princess, also wanting to end the war, countered with a request for an armistice but refused to surrender. Nahik’s pride and stubbornness prevented him from entering into any agreement. His actions caused even more bloodshed. 

He now regretted the decision and was ready to lay down his arms and draw up a treaty between them. He missed her. And no amount of military recognition or status could fill the hole in his heart. Sahar was the most important part of his life. 

He couldn’t let this wedding happen. He had loved Sahar since they were both eight and had promised himself she would be his one day. He was not about to let Telemitri take her away. He rubbed the back of his neck and spat in the wind’s direction. He would take Sahar back to Trill, at long last. Make her his wife. 

Nahik gazed up at the dingy sky. It was still raining, but it had slowed to a drizzle. The Holy City would be filled with Krystalis’ best warriors, protecting the city gates and all roads leading to the Temple of Light. It would be difficult to go unnoticed. The Lieutenant would have to tread carefully. 

Nahik dismounted to stretch. He walked the stallion along a cobblestone path. Grey smoke hung heavily over the bay. Shrill voices shattered the quiet of morning, raising his anxiety. People pounded on stone walls with rocks, trapped under fallen buildings, some deep underground. Nahik’s lips tightened into a thin horizontal line, and his stomach turned at the smell of burnt flesh. Scorpus had done this, manipulating his troops to bring about the city’s complete demise and the death of its villagers. He had created another massive earthquake. Nahik hated this part. Hated the destruction and death it brought. 

“Sire?” An old woman made her way to the Lieutenant. Mud covered her entire body. She had been tunneling through mounds of dirt, as many of her neighbors and friends were now. Bodies rolled out of the Earth on either side of her path, some dead, others barely breathing.

“You’re Capricorn’s temple boy, aren’t you?” She paused to examine his face as if reading a passage in a favorite book. Nahik nodded. 

She shook her head. “What are you wearing?” Her thin, beat-up body stiffened as she grabbed his arm.

“Nothing of importance,” Nahik said, almost ashamed. He took her hand, steadying the old woman. Covered in mud himself, he thought his uniform unrecognizable, yet somehow she knew he wore the colors of the Scorpus Vael’Tor. 

Once, she had been a resident of the Temple of Light, one of the many cooks in Capricorn’s employ, and he had just been a temple boy. “I ...” He didn’t know what to say. He gave her a blank look, his arms hanging at his sides, his chin dropping to his chest. They were on opposite sides now. 

The old woman pointed to the mud and destruction. “Are you going to help us?” she asked boldly, ignoring his colors. Her lips pinched as she waited for a response. When none came, she dove back into the muddy terrain. Nahik stood still and watched as she joined a handful of others, searching for survivors, all of them digging, clawing at the earth like animals. His cheeks burned as he angled away, averting their stares. Collecting loyalist survivors from warring kingdoms did not fall under his orders. But neither did stopping the royal wedding. He pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezed his eyes shut, and took a deep breath. He had time enough; the storm had lessened. This would not be a setback. He would still make it, not a day early, but on the actual date of the ceremony. 

Nahik knelt next to the old woman and started digging, clawing at the earth like everyone else. Rain beat down hard on their bodies, smearing mud across their backs. Children screamed, begging to be saved. Nahik felt his heart stop and his cheeks grow hot. He was going to help them. Scorpus would never know. 

A layer of steam rose over the ground as volcanic activity continued to shake the Earth, but nobody stopped. People carried on their horrible task without complaint, uncovering one body after another, most of them dead.

Nahik unearthed a tiny Lemurian child. He studied her little face, then lifted her into his arms. She wasn’t breathing. He cradled her, his lips brushing her cheek. The old woman looked into his face, now a mask of mud. A pair of blue eyes stared back at her. His large frame hunched over the small bundle in his arms. The woman’s mouth dropped. She had never seen an Atlantean warrior cry. 

A boy crawled through the mud, watching the fair-skinned stranger handle the child. “Sasha?” The boy inched closer. “Sasha!” he yelled, his voice urgent now. Nahik looked at the boy. Mud oozed between his fingers as he tightened his grip on the little girl. 

The boy tugged at the girl. “Put her down!” he demanded.

“You ... know her?” Nahik laid the girl carefully on the ground, brushing away strands of dark hair from her little face. The boy threw himself over her, weeping. 

“She’s my sister,” he said. A child should not have to go through this. Nahik swallowed, searching for words, his chin quivering.

The Lieutenant bowed his head, hiding his face, his eyes red and tearing. “I’m sorry.” The boy rose, wiping snot and tears from his cheeks and lips. Nahik prayed over the child’s body. Others joined him. Atlanteans and Lemurians grieved together, praying side by side. They were different people from different continents, brought together by war. They had no relationship, nothing resembling cooperation between them, only animosity. But in that moment they became a single body. 

The old woman fell to her knees, reaching out to touch the dead child. She bent over the body, kissing the girl’s cheek. Everyone’s heart went out to the small bundle on the ground, her body bruised and severed. Survivors began digging again, digging a small grave. Nahik lowered the girl into the earth. Her brother stood beside her. 

“I’m going to find our tribe.” Nahik heard the boy speak to his dead sister, kneeling over the grave. “I won’t give up.” He sniffed and wiped his nose. Nahik covered the tiny, fragile body. Others brought stones to place over the grave, forming a large mound. 

The old woman placed a hand on Nahik’s shoulder and squeezed. The Lieutenant nodded in silent response. The woman walked away. There was nothing else to say. The group dispersed, and only the young Lemurian boy remained. “She was my baby sister,” he said, looking up at Nahik with wet, dull eyes, his shoulders drooping. 

Nahik hugged the child, his big, awkward hands pulling him to his chest. The boy shook himself free. A grimace lingered on his face. His mouth opened, but no words formed.

Nahik rose and turned, hiding his tears. The boy darted toward the pier. “Mother! Father! Sasha is coming to be with you!” he yelled at the gray sky, weeping. “I can’t come yet. I’m sorry. Tell Sasha I love her.” 

“Stop!” Nahik ran across the flattened sand. “Where are you going?” the child shouted back, the words Nahik could not make out. Nahik sucked in a deep breath and let it out. This was not what he was trained to do. The earth rumbled. The boy screamed. He was standing on the pier, and the pier buckled. Arisnoe fell. 

“Don’t move!” Nahik scrambled onto the wreckage. He had to get to the wedding, but he couldn’t walk away. “I’m going to help you.” The Lieutenant inched toward the boy. Scorpus will have my head for this. Nahik pushed harder, clumps of strawberry-blonde hair drooping over his face, thick and wet. The boy screamed again, hands clenching a wooden plank, feet dangling over the raging sea. 

Bending as far as he could, Nahik probed for the boy, his large hands easing toward him. He secured his grip around the boy’s tiny arm, pulling the child to safety, frowning. What was he supposed to do with a small boy? 

“Stay close.” Nahik said, his expression worn, his voice strained. The boy lifted his gaze, his brown eyes wide. He examined Nahik’s face, every inch of it. Nahik could feel the hair on his back stand on end. He seemed to know the boy, as if an ancient bond existed between them. 

The child wrapped his fingers around Nahik’s hand. “You came back. Momma used to say all soldiers are bad, but you came back. You saved me.” He looked puzzled.

Nahik squeezed the boy’s hand. “Of course, I did.” He could take the boy to Scorpus. He would train him. Then he thought of Sahar. He could take him to the temple. Capricorn would take him in and raise him to be a man of the robe. 

Nahik crouched to the boy’s level. “What’s your name?”

“Arisnoe.” His voice was strong, almost defiant.

“Well, Arisnoe, I’m Nahik.” The Lieutenant bowed, hands clasped in front of his chest, palms pressed together in a prayer position.

“Where are we going?” Arisnoe asked. Nahik could tell he was struggling with his feelings as the boy looked down at his hands, avoiding Nahik’s gaze. 

“To the Holy City,” Nahik said, giving the boy a genuine smile. “You’ll like it there.”

“What if I don’t?” Arisnoe squared his shoulders and thrust his chest out.

“You will. Trust me,” Nahik said, lifting the child onto the stallion. Arisnoe’s eyes were still red and swollen. It would take time to get over losing someone so close. Nahik led the horse to a canteen not far from his own military camp, though he risked being seen and recognized. 

Rain continued to pour in heavy sheets across the cobbled stone path. The ocean rose on either side of them as Nahik steered the stallion over a wooden bridge. The Temple of Light was in sight. Nahik squinted. The crystal pyramid glowed on the horizon, illuminating the gray skies.

Growing anxious and eager to reach the Temple, the Lieutenant drove the steed at a gallop as they reached the base of the mountain. He had wasted too much time. He looked down at the boy wedged between him and the horn of the saddle. He shifted, unable to get comfortable. The path ahead spiraled upward. The horse proceeded cautiously up the narrowing path, the steep slopes keeping him from going too fast.

The scenery served as a distraction, easing Nahik’s nerves. Houses, shops, libraries, and schools poked out of the rock. An entire village built into the mountain surrounded them. Arisnoe had never seen anything like it. The boy hunched over the horse. “Who put them up there?” he asked, pointing at the buildings poking out of the rock. “Builders. That’s what they do,” Nahik explained. 

“Oh.” Arisnoe nodded. “Is this the Holy City?” The boy turned, tilting his head back and staring wide-eyed.

“It’s a part of it,” Nahik said, grateful for the boy’s diversion. The path grew narrower still. The horse tensed, his muscles rigid, hard to control. Nahik glanced up at the mountain. A sparkling array of buildings sprouted across the rocky landscape, culminating at the mountain’s center like a thousand glittering stars, all built of crystal. Euphoria and awe mingled inside him. The Holy City was breathtaking. No throne on Earth compared to it. He missed Krystalis. 

His gaze traveled up to the bell tower. When they were twelve, he and Sahar had climbed it and rung the bell, letting all the youths out of their classes. His breathing slowed as the memory took over. Capricorn had been furious. He let out a chuckle, the tutors all clueless.

“What’s funny?” Arisnoe asked.

Nahik’s mouth curved upward. “See the tower? Over there, on “The top of the temple,” Nahik said, eyes dancing.

“Yes.”

“When I was a boy, I climbed it and rang the bell. My friend and I did.” Nahik smiled down at the child.

“You did?” Arisnoe stared in admiration. “Who’s your friend?”

“Her name is Sahar.”

“A girl?”

Nahik smiled. “Yes. She lives there.” He pointed at the temple, still grinning. No one else would have been crazy or brave enough to climb the tower with him. Nahik laughed out loud. Sahar was both — he couldn’t lose her, not now, not ever. The war created a rift between them, as it had with many others, but it did not extinguish their love or the passion they shared.

* * *
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THEY ARRIVED AT THE Temple. The Lieutenant grasped the horn of his saddle, patted the stallion’s shiny black coat, then dismounted, helping the boy off the horse. The horse lifted its head and nuzzled the Lieutenant. Its glorious mane swept behind him as a soft breeze picked up around them. Nahik tied the horse to a post near the veranda. 

“Stay close,” Nahik said, glancing at the doorway, then took the boy’s hand and stepped inside. Hundreds of people milled about, searching for choice seats and anticipating the exchange of bracelets. Soldiers and guards in full gear stood among them. Nahik shrank back. He gulped a mouthful of air. What if they recognized him? He couldn’t risk it, couldn’t risk the boy’s life. He led the boy into the atrium and through the temple’s back entrance. Maidens still in costume wove through the crowd, joining their families. The presentations had already occurred, and the wedding was about to begin. He was not too late. The Lieutenant let out a sigh of relief. But where was Sahar?

Nahik peered down the main body of the temple. The nave was flanked on either side by aisles filled with guests and worshipers. A row of marble columns separated the main space from the stage. Nahik stared at the elaborate pulpit. Next to it, Atlanmu’s statue stared back at him through a pair of blue sapphire stones, eyes that saw everything. Nahik shuddered, clenching his teeth. The statue seemed real, as if it might turn at any moment and leap off its platform.

The Lieutenant kept walking. Arisnoe let go of Nahik’s hand. The Lieutenant walked past the stage, down a corridor decorated with mosaics depicting the island’s history. Arisnoe tried to keep up, scrambling behind him. Nahik froze. People argued in the next room, exchanging harsh words. 

“You call yourself a leader?” Miaka’s voice rang out, barely audible above the noise of the guests and participants on the other side of the wall.

“I do,” Capricorn shouted. “But you? You’re nothing but ...” His words faded. Nahik inched closer, both he and the boy plastered against the wall, sidestepping toward the library where they had heard the exchange.

Drenched, Miaka wrapped her cape around her extremities, jabbing a finger into Capricorn’s face. He was preparing for the next segment of the ceremony, drying his robe with towels. 

“How could you?” Miaka glared at Capricorn. “She’s my granddaughter, your grandniece, not some parcel of land or broodmare you can give away for your own political ambition!” Miaka paused, struggling to maintain composure. “We do not exist to make you look good!” Miaka shouted. 

“This marriage is the best I can do for her, for all of us,” Capricorn snarled back. “Now leave. Go away!”

“What is best for her? What is best for her is love, her happiness, and her brother, not this.”

“Believe what you will, woman. This wedding will take place with or without your approval.”

“There will be no wedding!” Nahik said. He stood in the doorway, water dripping from his uniform. Capricorn’s bodyguards came to stand behind him, each with a hand on the hilt of his sword.

Miaka’s face lit up. “You have come for her?” Her eyes filled with tears. “Good!” Arisnoe flattened against the door, palms down, pressing against it. His eyes bulged. No one had noticed the small boy.

“Are you insane?” Capricorn pinned her against the wall. “You would have Atlantis fall for the sake of love? This thing they have,” Capricorn turned, glaring at Nahik. “It will pass. Another will replace him. A woman’s heart is fickle. Lock them in the cell beneath the temple until after the wedding.” Capricorn instructed his guards and stormed out of the library. 

“Nahik, run!” Miaka screamed, clearing a path.

Nahik zigzagged down the corridor, avoiding the guards. “Out of the way!” Capricorn shouted at his men, lifting his scepter and sealing the doorway with a spell. “Anukia Spatinum Sahar atem Nahik.” Nahik and Miaka froze in place, their feet like stone embedded in the marble floor. Nahik’s temples throbbed, and his heart slammed against his chest. He hated the old man. 

“What did he do?” Nahik turned his head. He could still move it, still speak.

“He’s turned us into living statues.” Miaka’s face lost all color. She could not break the spell. The guards dragged them back into the library, where an invisible force field locked them inside.

Nahik’s eyes darted from side to side, searching for signs of the boy. Arisnoe had disappeared amid the confusion. He could feel his adrenaline spike, and he feared for the boy. What if he was captured and cast outside? Locked out of the temple? 

“Stay here, watch them!” Capricorn instructed his men, who followed him to the end of the corridor. “If they escape, you’ll wish you were never born.” He shouted, unaware of the lone boy quietly watching and listening to every word. Wide-eyed, Arisnoe backed away in quick, jerky steps, then ran.

The two men nodded in unison, expressionless, both of them shaking.

“You two may not understand what’s at stake here, but I do!” Capricorn turned from the men. “Now, I have a coronation and a wedding to preside over!” Capricorn said, his lips drawing into a hard, straight line. He turned into the corridor and walked back into the sanctuary as if nothing had happened.

Nahik’s muscles tightened. Once Sahar was crowned queen, she could marry. He had to reach her before the coronation. 

The Lieutenant reached for his sword, his feet in a wide stance, shoulders pushed back, eyes sizing up the exit. How hard could it be to escape? The spell was beginning to wear off. He felt a tingling in his toes, rising up his legs. He tried to move and managed a small step. 

Miaka chanted something under her breath. Some sort of antidote spell. It was working. His legs moved. He ran toward the doorway, but when his fingers touched the handle, he was sent flying back across the room, with shelves of books crashing to the floor around him. The bodyguards stood on opposite sides of the doorway, snickering.

Miaka and Nahik were trapped. Miaka aimed her staff at the door, but her magic could not break the spell. There was nothing they could do; the wedding would proceed, and Sahar would be Telemitri’s within the hour.
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Chapter 3 - The Coronation
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Arisnoe pressed his small frame against the white stone wall, hardly breathing. He forced himself to turn and peered into the library. He had managed to remain unnoticed. His heart pounded. He stared at the guards, one on each side of the door frame. He needed to get away. He willed his legs to stop shaking, but it was no use, he wondered if they’d take him too, just as they did Nahik. But no one knew him here, no one would link him to the Lieutenant. There was no reason for anyone to have him captured. He took another step, inching toward the corridor. He couldn’t let these people kill his new friend. After all, Nahik had brought him here to give him a home. 

He could hear music, flutes, and drums playing in the sanctuary and followed the sound. A ceremony was about to begin. Arisnoe searched the participants' faces; he needed help. But who could he trust? He didn’t know anyone here. His gaze rested on a boy, an altar boy, about his own age, round and plump, nearly twice Arisnoe’s girth. 

“Psst ... altar boy!” Arisnoe waved at the boy and held out a large scrying stone, pushing past the fan bearers. The boy turned; he was holding a small purple cushion on which rested a sparkling orchicalcum crown. 

Arisnoe crouched at the base of the stage; it was dark there. The altar boy shifted in his spot, staring at the stone. Holographic images danced inside it. A phoenix rising above its ashes flapped its wings, and the family crest of the Lemurian called Adamah, Lord of Telos, the underground city of Lemurian survivors, dangled below.

The altar boy swayed. His eyes twinkled. The cushion he held tilted, a crown decorated with precious jewels slid at a right angle, and dropped into Arisnoe’s outstretched hands. Arisnoe pulled the crown to his chest while thrusting the Scrying stone over the boy’s head, his eyes focused on the boy.

“You can have it.” Arisnoe coaxed, placing heavy emphasis on the word ‘can’. The boy’s eyes widened, a plump, freckled hand fished for the stone, fingers lengthening. “If you give me your robes, I will give you the stone.” Arisnoe waved the stone in the air, taunting him, then climbed the raised platform from the side, wedging himself between the curtain and the wall, sidling to the same spot where the altar boy stood as naturally as if he had been part of the ceremony himself. The front of the platform was elevated. It had three steps leading to the top, which made it especially difficult to climb unnoticed. Arisnoe stared at the pulpit, nudging the boy, forcing him to one side. 

“Go!” he whispered, shoving the stone into the boy’s abdomen, pulling off his ceremonial over-cloak, and wrapping it over his own shoulders. The altar boy moved timidly, eyes wide, frightened. Arisnoe snatched the lavender cushion from his hands and picked up the royal crown. The altar boy froze, feet rooted to the floor, mouth gaping. Arisnoe took another step and pushed the boy off the stage under the stairway. He stared at the crown, made of orichalcum, with emeralds and diamonds embedded along its band and foundation. He wanted it for himself, but he had not come to steal it. He would find Sahar, and maybe she could save Nahik. He frowned. The girl next to him had noticed their exchange. She was staring right at him. Perhaps the crown was hers. He noticed her fine silk robes. He had to do something, say something.

“Sahar?” Arisnoe whispered, balancing the royal crown on the cushion. “Are you Sahar?” His voice shook. He faced the pulpit so that the guests couldn't hear him. 

Sahar looked down at the boy. “Yes,” she mouthed, managing a weak smile. “Who are you?” 

Arisnoe’s brown eyes glanced upward. “I’m Arisnoe. Nahik never said – you were a princess.” 

“Wait, what did you say?” Sahar took his free hand into hers, half bent over the boy. 

“I have something to tell you, it’s important.” 

“What is it you said? Something about Nahik?” Sahar asked, staring at his tattered robe beneath the overcloak. Arisnoe tried to hide his soiled hands. He had never seen a real princess before. 

“Nahik is in the library, the man in the purple robe threw him in there.” Arisnoe pointed at the Temple Master. “He’s a bad man!”

“What?” Sahar’s eyes widened, and her face paled. The crowd gasped, shock rose on every face. They were all staring at her. Rising, Sahar yanked Capricorn’s arm, causing his holy books to drop onto the marble floor. The guests swayed back in unison, shaken. A soft murmur of disdain lingered in the empty spaces between them. Many cast their hands out in front of them, right hand over left, making the sign of the Phoenix, thumbs intertwined, fingers flapping like wings, hands lifting over their heads, a plea for protection from some god’s unwanted wrath. 

“He cast a spell and now Nahik and this old woman are trapped,” Arisnoe said, lowering his voice, but the spectators had already started talking amongst themselves. 

Capricorn glared down at the boy, gritting his teeth. “Who are you? Where is my altar boy?” he asked, signaling the guards at the far end of the sanctuary by a wave of his hand. They walked calmly along the back wall to avoid causing any commotion. 

Arisnoe turned to the other boy, hidden from the spectators, still hiding under the stairway. He yanked him up by the sleeve and pushed him forward. Peeling off the over-cloak, he draped it over the boy’s shoulders, backing away. The altar boy straightened, taking his place next to Sahar, lowering his head and taking the crown from Arisnoe, visibly shaking. 

“Give it back!” Arisnoe held out his hand, demanding the stone. The altar boy paled, letting the rock fall from his free hand into Arisnoe’s. Arisnoe could see the guards marching toward the stage. They acted as if they were performing their rounds, marching in cadence to the drums playing in the background. The scene appeared as a mere squabble between two young boys and nothing more.

“Don’t move, child. Stay right where you are until the guards come to get you. This ceremony must not be interrupted.” The High Priest lifted the crown from the cushion, and the altar boy stepped back. 

“You captured Nahik?” Sahar stared at her uncle in disbelief.

“Not now. Say the oath, Sahar.” Capricorn whispered, ignoring her question. 

“No. He came? He was here?”

“Nahik is gone now. Sahar, please, we can talk about it later.” Capricorn spat, clenching his teeth. “He understands what is best for you, and for Atlantis, why can’t you?”

The guards were now positioned next to the princess, watching Arisnoe, waiting. No one else could see the boy. The Guards appeared to be part of the opening ceremony. Arisnoe was trapped, there was nowhere else to go but off the stage, he had no choice, he had to make a run for it. He crouched and dove between their legs, then jumped from the raised platform and ran across the nave.

“Wait!” Sahar shouted, spinning in place. The spectators gasped, horrified by the intrusion. “Arisnoe!” 

“The nerve of that boy!” someone said. Arisnoe turned, undaunted. 

“I’ll get him out!” Arisnoe cried, exasperated, and disappeared into the main hall.

Sahar inched closer. She couldn’t make out his words. The guards stayed, ensuring Sahar wouldn’t run.

Nahik had come for her. Sahar smiled inwardly. She couldn’t marry Telemitri. Not that she wanted to, but now she knew for sure that Nahik reciprocated her love. He was in the temple. She could feel him. Capricorn had lied. Nahik would never leave. 

“Turn around!” Capricorn extended his arm across the pulpit, cupping Sahar’s face and squeezing it hard, turning her head so she faced him. “Pay attention!” he hissed, so no one else could hear. “This is your coronation. Pretend to be interested.”

To the guests, Capricorn’s gesture seemed endearing, as if he were caressing Sahar’s face. Some of the women even sighed. They could not hear his words or see the imprint of his fingers on her delicate skin. 

“Respond after I speak,” Capricorn demanded, glaring at his niece. He drew in a deep breath; his voice was strong and loud. “I relinquish my hold as regent,” he said, eyes softening. He looked out at the audience as if needing their consent, then turned back to his niece. “And I crown you, Queen of Isosilis,” he finished, with finality, he was done serving as regent. 

“I accept this crown and will uphold the kingdom that it represents,” Sahar said, voice cracking. 

Something inside her shifted. 

A hush fell over the spectators. 

Power. She felt power.

The power of the crown recognized her.

Sahar felt it.

Capricorn would place a spell on her, Sahar knew, and there was nothing she could do about it. But this new power was different, stronger.

Sahar’s fists clenched. The Temple Master placed the crown on her head. She flinched feeling an electric shock shoot through her and she knew it was imbued with supernatural power. She hated the old man. Sahar lifted her hands as if to adjust the crown, it was stuck, she couldn’t take it off. Her heart raced. She lunged forward, there were chains around her ankles, she pulled up her skirt and stared at her feet, the chains were invisible. She could feel them but not see them. 

Capricorn smiled, then began. “I now invest you with the power of the great ones who came before you, living images of Atlanmu, children of the sun, Disciples of Phoenix, may you live forever more.” Sahar bowed, blinking away tears. She didn’t want to be queen any more than she wanted to marry Telemitri. She turned looking for the boy, he was gone. Her stomach lurched, she didn’t want to think about the ceremony following after the coronation. Her heart pounded, thousands stared. She swallowed before speaking, unnerved by the news of Nahik. She wanted to run.

“I vow to uphold, maintain the customs of my realm, I pledge myself to my people.” She mumbled. Her head was spinning. She would go to Nahik before the exchange of bracelets and free him, then they would tell Telemitri the truth.

“Louder!” Capricorn said. He was chanting under his breath. Her head felt heavy and she could only follow his words, everything else became a blur. Panicked, Sahar tried to block him from entering her mind, but he was too strong. She lifted her gaze, eyes glaring, he was controlling her with a spell. 

“I pledge to keep Atlantis safe from harm. To honor and cherish every city and citizen, to the best of my ability.” She said mechanically, turning to the audience, raising her voice just loud enough for them to hear. The guests rose, bowing their heads in respect. The crowned Queen frowned, staring at her uncle. She couldn’t move. She was his prisoner, just as Nahik was. Capricorn smiled, energized by the crowd, by their celebratory shouts that came after their show of respect. His niece was Queen of Isosilis and would be married in just hours to the most powerful man in the empire, and her realm would encompass Trill.

Stepping away from the altar, Capricorn lifted one hand, at his signal, nine queens approached the throne. The guests settled back into their seats. A silence hung over them, like a rain cloud waiting to burst into showers. 

Atlantis, once comprised of ten islands, held the space for the survivors of the seven fallen islands lost to natural disaster, in addition to the current three remaining. The third being Krystalis, where the Queen now resided, the holy island was overseen by the elders and priests of the temple, having no true monarch. Although everyone knew Capricorn had conquered the realm, and it was to him that the multitudes turned.

One by one the monarchs bent the knee before the new crowned Queen, offering their support and alliance. Welcoming Sahar into their circle. They each dropped a bag of velvet at her feet, about the size of a cantaloupe, filled with precious jewels, a gift from their own kingdoms. Sahar bowed to the nine women, pledging her alliance. Each boasted a powerful matriarchy that had survived a millennia. An attendant rushed to her side, picking up the bags surrounding her, piling them at the altar. The nine rulers retreated, one by one and the royal procession began. 

It would take hours to parade the streets of the Holy City and then there was the wedding, it would continue after the coronation ritual.

Two attendants lifted the royal banner while six others assisted their new Queen onto a litter. The attendants carried her down the aisle as the maidens returned, strewing rose petals in their wake. 

The chorus and musicians marched in front of the litter forging a path, followed by drummers who kept cadence, and young women dressed in elaborate costumes, dancing, playing small cymbals attached to their thumbs and forefingers. Behind the litter came the priests of the temple, they carried all forms of religious regalia as the procession continued.

Loss and destruction plagued the village below. In the previous weeks, several earthquakes devastated the Holy City, leaving it in shambles. The procession would no doubt take alternate routes. Sahar worried it would lengthen the time it normally took for the procession to return to the temple. She had to get away somehow.

Where was the boy, Arisnoe? Sahar wanted to jump off the litter and find him. He said Nahik had been captured. Sahar searched for Miaka, head turning in all directions. Arisnoe also said Capricorn had captured an old lady, Miaka was nowhere to be seen. Capricorn did not fess up to the accusation, but she was sure it was true.

Sahar peered out of the litter, as they entered the main hall of the temple. She stared at the map carved into the marble floor, inlaid in gold, old and familiar. It sparkled as the sun’s rays penetrated the window. The year of the coronation was supposed to be a time of great joy and celebration for the royal family, and for the entire kingdom. It began when the royal heir reached her seventeenth year, and in this case, it began late in the tenth lunar month, just after the second harvest. The preceding months consisted of countless festivals, rites, and ceremonies. Sahar was sick of ceremonies and being on top of a litter made her queasy. She clung its’ sides vying for control.

The ritual procession started at the base of the mountain and culminated in the center of the Holy City with thousands of villagers climbing up the mountain barefoot. They came from surrounding villages bearing gifts for their new Queen, including a marble statue of the first king, gifted to the Temple of Light by Telemitri, Prince of Trill, as a token of love to his betrothed. The royal entourage and temple attendants would travel down the mountain, in the opposite direction to meet the multitudes in the Holy City.
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Chapter 4 - The Exchange of Bracelets 
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Sahar shifted uncomfortably in the litter, glad the coronation procession was over. Parading through the city, marching past the homes of people she cared for, and seeing them destroyed was difficult for her. Seeing old storefronts and familiar taverns reduced to slabs of rock and earth was disheartening. 

The six men carrying her litter were ordered to take the Queen to the temple for the wedding ceremony. She could feel the blood pooling around her ankles, the invisible chains clamping around them. The links were long enough to allow walking, but she couldn’t run. That was precisely why Capricorn had placed chains around her ankles, so she wouldn’t run. Sahar frowned, yanking off her sandals and massaging her feet. 

The six servants lowered the litter. One of them helped the Queen down and escorted her to where the Prince anxiously waited. Sahar made her way to the altar, almost tripping as she took her place next to Telemitri in the garden. She stared at the Prince, felt him drowning helplessly in her gaze. Telemitri looked striking in the moonlight, but she was not drawn to him. He was a complete stranger. She could never think of him as a husband, could never love him. She wanted to tell him the truth, but it was too late.

Telemitri, too, was caught in Capricorn’s intricate web, forced into his scheme without the slightest suspicion. There was nothing Sahar could do to change it. Nothing Miaka could do. They were all pawns, placed in their positions to benefit Capricorn.

***
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TELEMITRI’S EYES WERE dull. Sahar cringed as Capricorn leaned into the groom, whispering a chant in the ancient language - he couldn’t let anything fall to chance - “Atumn satu eska, Telemitri etu Sa!” he passed his scepter over the groom’s head, and in an instant, Telemitri was under his spell, undetected by anyone else ... except her. 

Telemitri wake up! Wake up! Wake up! Sahar wanted to dump a bowl of cold water over his head.

All eyes were on them. Capricorn stood tall, shoulders back, chin high. He smiled at the groom, taking a deep, satisfying breath. The Temple Master wore a fine lavender cape over a deep purple robe, colors that signified the highest levels of soul growth. Those who wore them were highly regarded in Atlantis and all across the great blue sphere. 

The bride and groom stood in front of him, both wide-eyed, their backs to the congregation. Capricorn cleared his throat and began. “In the beginning, it is said...” The old Temple Master paused for dramatic effect, looking out at a sea of eager, expectant faces, making sure Nahik and Miaka were not amongst them. Seeing that they weren’t, he relaxed a little. 

“It is said,” the Temple Master repeated, “that the soul was created both male and female, in this dualistic world it split in two, and so we go through life searching, longing, for the half that is lost. Sometimes we recover it; and it is at those times that the most sacred of unions occurs. Love is reborn in us; we begin to remember who we are. 

“This flirtation between love and spirit causes us to expand and to grow, to become partners with the Source of all things. Realizing our love has no beginning and no end, we begin to walk the path of Eternity. We realize we are timeless beings. We honor the love that we are, and the love that we share, as we see it mirrored back at us.” Capricorn rubbed his hands together, he felt unsettled and powerful all at once. In no time Isosilis and Trill would be united, two of the most powerful kingdoms in all of Atlantis. His steel gray eyes crackled with energy. 

“It is indeed a privilege and an honor to join this man and this woman in holy union.” Capricorn smiled, his crooked teeth exposed to the entire assembly. In Telemitri, Capricorn saw growth and salvation for his kingdom. By uniting his family with the great monarch, he would ensure protection for all those under his care. The Prince was a useful ally and a powerful instrument against their enemies. His mother, the Queen of Trill, would no longer be the threat the Holy City had always feared. 

Even so, Capricorn felt a twinge of guilt. He knowingly betrayed Sahar’s affections, but he would not let it affect his mood or good fortune. He pressed his lips into a grimace and began again, ignoring the gnawing guilt that bubbled inside the pit of his stomach.

He bellowed over a crowd of hundreds. “Never in the history of our people have two so different souls come together in love.” He nodded while still grimacing; he was conflicted, his gestures canceling each other out. 

“Today the royal Queen of Isosilis stands before you, from the bloodline of the Eagle Clan, forefathers of the Children of the Law of One, and next to her, Prince Telemitri, leader of Trill, a warring territory no longer against us but for us, with us.” He stared at the couple, frozen under the dim crystalline lights. Both under his unbreakable spell.

Sahar recoiled. Capricorn could hear her screaming inside his head, aware his words were all lies, but they were necessary. 

This merger was necessary; the survival of their entire kingdom depended on it. He was sure of that. 

“This is a powerful union!” the old Temple Master cried out, lifting his arms into the air, palms upward. “I give you my blessing, and I say to you, dear ones, that this union goes beyond what you know as the physical union. It is a meshing together of two souls, a joining of love, mind, and spirit.” Capricorn reached for the bracelets. This was it; there was no turning back. 

Telemitri smiled. He seemed relaxed and happy, probably even thought himself fortunate. His black hair was pulled back into a ponytail. He stood six
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