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For Mama and Papa, 
Thank you for raising me on fairy tales, 
and believing that I could write my own one day
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The Stars

Ariete (Ah-ree-ett) – Patron Star of Perses. 
The King of Stars. God of wrath, war and blood. 
Also known as ‘the Tyrant’.

Torra (Tor-a) – Patron Star of Aphrodea. 
Goddess of lust and pleasure. 
Also known as ‘the Seductress’.

Gem and Eli (Jem and Ee-lie) – Patron Stars of Castor. 
Goddess of spite and trickery; god of riddles, cunning and knowledge. 
Also known as ‘the Trickster’ and ‘the Silvertongue’.

Cancia (Can-see-a) – Patron Star of Altalune. 
Goddess of pain, sadness, rivers and lakes. 
Also known as ‘the Weeping Goddess’.

Leyon (Ley-on) – Patron Star of Helios. 
God of pride, arts, prophecy and the Light. 
Also known as ‘the revered Lord Light’.

Verra (Veh-ra) – Patron Star of Verde. 
Goddess of earth and decay. 
Also known as ‘the Virgin’.

Lias (Lie-as) – Patron Star of Concordia. 
God of love, justice and lies. 
Also known as ‘the Beautiful Liar’.

Scorpius (Scorp-ee-us) – Patron Star of Neptuna. 
God of envy, oceans and poisons. 
Also known as ‘the Merciless One’.

Sagitton (Saj-i-ton) – Patron Star of Kaos. 
God of wine, madness and ecstasy. 
Also known as ‘the Reveller’.

Capri (Cap-ree) – Patron Star of The Sinner’s Sands. 
God of greed, money and success. 
Also known as ‘the Merchant’.

Aquaria (Ah-quer-ee-a) – Patron Star of Sveta. 
Goddess of misfortune, air and ice. 
Also known as ‘our Unblessed Lady’.

Piscea (Pie-see-a) – Patron Star of Asteria. 
Goddess of fate, fear and the Dark. 
Also known as ‘the Slumbering Goddess’.




Author’s Note

Fallen Stars was first published indie in 2022. In this now traditionally published version you may notice some changes, including scenes and characters from the previous version that are no longer in the book. The traditionally published books follow the canon of events that will continue to unfold in the rest of the series, so I recommend following these books rather than the indie versions. And rest assured – for any of my older readers, all your favourite scenes and characters will be back later in the series.




Part One




Prologue

Blood dripped from Enzo’s side, which he clutched as he staggered on, head whipping back periodically to check behind him. The Dreamlands were a cruel and cursed place. His surroundings shifted violently – one moment they were a skeletal forest with twisting branches snapping at his clothes, the next a desert more arid and unforgiving than the Sinner’s Sands, where his own sun above him beat on, blaring and red.

He was parched.

Starved.

Yet nothing could sate him.

He could not rest.

He stumbled forwards, the landscape changing once again, the sun extinguished, sweet shadow and greenery wrapping around him.

He pressed his burnt face to cool, dew-dropped grass, giving a rasp of relief.

‘There has to be a way out,’ he panted. ‘There has to be a way back.’

‘And just what are you willing to pay for it?’

Enzo stilled. No magick worked in the Dreamlands save Elara’s, so his fists clenched uselessly by his sides. He raised his head slowly to see rows of crooked tombstones, like a jagged, yawning maw. A temple made of obsidian glittered ahead. And before him stood a figure swathed in black robes. Its voice was terrible, rattling – like a dying breath.

‘What is your price?’ Enzo rasped.

The darkness smiled.




CHAPTER ONE

Elara yanked her dagger out of the face before her, watching in satisfaction as her blade slashed it to ruins.

There was a low whistle behind her as Leo approached through the shadows, folding his arms.

‘Getting a little bloodthirsty, Bellereve.’

Elara turned, holding up the ravaged piece of parchment. ‘Wouldn’t you be offended too? I’m much prettier in real life.’ She tried to force a smirk on to her face, though her fury was now a writhing, living thing within her, a beast that was fed every day.

Leo scoffed as he took it from her, reading out loud: ‘WANTED, DEAD OR ALIVE – PRINCESS ELARA BELLEREVE OF ASTERIA.’

‘Queen,’ Elara corrected, sheathing her dagger as she began to stalk down the rain-slicked cobblestones.

‘WANTED CRIMINAL. GUILTY OF COMMITTING STARSIN. FLEEING THE WRATH OF DIVINITAS. STARKILLER.’

‘At least that part’s true,’ Elara muttered, eyes flitting over every figure that passed them, looking for a particular face in each one. She caught herself in the reflection of a shop window: skin wan, eyes dark, and black lace gown trailing in puddles as though she was dressed for a funeral. She pulled the hood of her cloak further over her.

‘Possessing a dangerous and blasphemous power that killed our Lady Gem,’ Leo continued, matching her pace. He looked handsome as ever, dressed in the Castorian high fashion of a long coat, ruffed shirt and britches, a far cry from the Helion general she’d left the Kingdom of Light with. ‘Approach with caution and notify your nearest city guard of any sighting of her. Reward for her capture, dead or alive – 10,000 midans. BY ORDER OF THE STARS.’

Elara made a disgusted noise as she snatched it back, crumpling it up before she tossed it into a puddle. ‘They couldn’t even stretch to twenty?’ she said as they stopped before a nondescript slate-grey door.

‘Perhaps that’s why Eli didn’t answer your call.’

‘Perhaps,’ she muttered, leaning against the wall and trying to tamp down the flash of hurt.

She had tried, days before, to call upon him when they had exhausted every other option. Healers had come from far and wide – the best in Celestia. From the botanical healers of Verde to the songsoothers of Altalune, Elara had begged and threatened them all as her soulmate had lain prone upon his bed. To no avail.

When the last had shaken his head and offered his condolences, Elara had rushed out of the palace to Isra’s and taken her Stella deck before the seer could even protest.

She’d spilled her blood upon Eli’s card, a serpent with grey eyes, its jaw hanging open. Had waited, as the Helion sky bled over the card with her. Surely, he would appear – the god who had aided their cause before, who was potentially the only person who possessed the knowledge on how to wake Enzo. She’d waited all night, praying to the god, and he had not come.

So now, she was in Castor, hunting down the Star herself. And it seemed the Stars were hunting her, too.

A lamplighter neared them, his long stick raised to the sky as it lit the candles within the glass lanterns.

When Elara had turned the sky black in her fury, her shadows swathing it, she hadn’t realized that the impenetrable darkness would last as long as it had. She was not actively using her magick to keep night over the world, and yet day still hadn’t dawned.

To their credit, the citizens of Castor had adapted to the lack of light quickly.

She saw other lamplighters further down the row, stretching their lit sticks to the inky sky.

Food and warmth didn’t seem to be much of an issue, either – restaurants and pubs were still open and bustling thanks to the Verdans and Helions, who likely would make a fortune off Elara’s actions.

Not that she regretted them. She had made a promise. She would turn the world to darkness if Enzo was taken from her.

And she vowed Celestia would never see light again unless it was Enzo’s.

‘Come on, Merissa,’ Leo muttered.

‘Patience is a virtue,’ Merissa said lightly as the door swung open – as though on cue – tucking her honey curls beneath a hooded cloak. She gave Elara a wide smile, jade eyes bright, and Elara tried to force one in turn. But she couldn’t quite separate the girl before her from the demi-Star who had shoved a blade through her back.

They’d spent an uncomfortable night in the ramshackle inn Merissa had just appeared from, Merissa making small talk in the bed they’d shared while Elara barely spoke. She stretched her neck; gods, she’d slept badly, too. It had barely felt like rest at all.

‘It’s already late,’ Elara said, beginning to walk. Leo passed her a peach, and she took it, her grimace softening a little. ‘Thanks.’

‘They taste like shit,’ he professed through a mouthful as he made a face. ‘Nothing like Ma’s.’

‘Have you heard any word from the palace?’ Elara asked softly. Leo had headed to the Raven’s Post while she’d gone to a mapmaker’s, determined to find Eli’s temple as swiftly as possible.

Leo nodded. ‘Isra sends her love. All is as we left it. My men guard Enzo round the clock, and Isra is helping the council in your stead. She says the progress they’ve already made with the Asterian council is miraculous.’

Elara nodded, though the weight on her chest did not ease. She thought of both her and Enzo’s kingdoms, the disarray they were in with no rulers. She trusted no one but those closest to her; she knew how councils worked. Coups were far too frequent within the history books. She only prayed that whenever she returned to Asteria, there’d still be a council and kingdom to rule.

‘Up here,’ she said, jerking her head to the narrowing alley ahead, and pushed the worries away. Right now, only Enzo mattered.

The sound of a bell pierced the air as Leo went to speak. ‘Hear ye, hear ye!’ shouted a town crier, waving his bell to and fro. ‘Murder on Remus Street! Body vanished in the dead of night!’

‘We need to be careful,’ Leo said quietly once the man had passed. ‘Who knows how many spies the Stars now have on the streets?’

‘Maybe you should ask the daughter of one and see if she knows,’ Elara said, failing to keep the bite out of her voice.

Something like hurt flashed across Merissa’s face, but Elara had no time for it. Torra, Eli, Merissa. As good as they’d claimed to be, they’d all known the kind of fate that would befall Elara but had not cared to share it. And Elara had paid for it. As always.

‘I haven’t spoken to my mother since that night in the throne room,’ Merissa said a little coldly.

Elara ignored her, rolling her shoulders as though she could still feel the blade Merissa had pushed between them, and scanned the signs of the bookshops they passed. Janus and Sons, Hermes Booksellers, Ink and Scribe. The names meant nothing to her.

Finally, the small, haphazard streets opened up on to a huge market square with a towering temple in its centre. Slate and smoky quartz made up the pillared structure, which had a giant stone serpent wound around each column. Lit sconces lined the entrance, making it almost inviting.

The anger inside her, which had been tamped down by her need to focus, now reared again as she looked upon the place of worship for the gods who had done nothing to help her, nothing to help Enzo.

She cut through the milling crowds and the few lazily erected market stalls. She felt Leo and Merissa behind her but didn’t stop, only sinking further into the hood of her cloak as she cut a line straight to the temple steps. To her satisfaction, she saw some worshippers kneeling before one snake – the white one – weeping. Good. She hoped killing Gem had left a mark on the world, rid it of at least one worthless god. She said no prayers, made no sign of worship, as she entered.




CHAPTER TWO

The temple was filled with the faint smell of incense and the quiet murmurs of prayer. A few worshippers knelt on pews of smoked quartz, looking ahead to a statue of Eli. Others left tokens upon an empty plinth beside him, one that Elara assumed must have been Gem’s.

She scanned the pews of devotees until she saw a priest tending to the candles.

With a twitch of a hand and barely a thought, she blended into the shadows of the temple, wrapping them around herself as she stalked through the hall. Now utterly untethered, since she had accepted her own shadow-self, they seemed to bend to her will. Her sight darkened for a moment, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Strange. The same thing had happened the day before when she’d reached for her magick. Could it be a side effect of the depth and power now awakened within her? She’d have to explore that when there weren’t more pressing matters to attend to.

She appeared before the priest like a wraith, and he let out a faint cry before Elara cast an illusion upon the room, hiding the priest along with herself from the congregation.

‘Where is Eli?’ she demanded, gathering his robes between her fists. He had a weaselly, sly face, his skin pale and eyes a typical Castorian blue.

He peered into her hood. ‘You,’ he said in horror. ‘I-it’s you. Starkiller! Star—’

Elara hissed, her dagger already in her hand, and pressed it to his throat. ‘One more word and I’ll show you that I’m not prejudiced towards just Stars.’

The priest gulped, his breaths rapid.

‘I’ll ask you one more time: where is your god?’

She heard Leo and Merissa come up behind her, and she cast her net of illusion wider, snaring them within the sweet invisibility.

The priest’s eyes flicked to somewhere behind her. ‘You think I’ll let you kill him the way you did my Lady Gem, Starkiller?’ he hissed. ‘I’ll never tell you.’

‘Ah-ah,’ Leo tutted. ‘Too late.’

He pointed his own knife to the left, where the priest’s eyes had betrayed him, and Elara saw a fountain, the stone not quite matching the rest of the temple.

‘He’s not—’

‘Did you worship her?’ Elara interjected. ‘Gem? Did you turn a blind eye to all that she did? To her own people, and others?’

The priest frowned, and the hand that held her blade began to tremble. That beast within her – silver and hungry – prowled back and forth. ‘Do you know what she did to me? To the lost princess of Asteria?’ Even now, Elara still woke up screaming some days, her mind fractured. The priest tried to answer, but she wasn’t finished.

‘And you worshipped a being like that? Protected her?’ Elara clenched her jaw as that anger in the pit of her stomach ignited. Maybe it was her beloved’s flame that she felt within her, that sparked her veins alight.

‘She was my goddess,’ the priest began to shout. ‘I would follow her until—’

Elara slammed her knife into the priest’s neck. The obsidian egg nestled in the hilt’s centre showed a glimpse of her reflection – one that, for a second, she didn’t recognize. She blinked as Leo cursed behind her. In her anger, she’d let her illusion drop, and gasps and screams rippled across the room as the devotees watched the priest fall. Some began to flee through the open doors while others advanced in either abject horror or anger. She heard weapons being drawn as someone began to scream for a guard.

The first worshipper neared, Leo already drawing his sword and pushing Merissa behind him.

‘Starkiller!’ the worshipper proclaimed, pointing a shaking finger at her. ‘It’s the Starkiller! Get the guards, it’s Princess—’

Elara growled as she held both hands before her, black shadows spewing from her palms. People screamed in panic as the shadows ran off her, and, once more, her vision pitched. She gritted her teeth as she saw flashes of people before her, some running, others trying to attack, between the gaps in her vision. The shadows poured and poured from her until out stepped her dragun. It opened its maw and roared – a little sprinkle of her illusions within it – and the last stragglers hightailed it out of the space.

‘The doors!’ Elara ground out as her sight flitted in and out again.

‘Elara, your eyes,’ Merissa gasped.

Elara squeezed them shut, her shadow dragun launching forwards as it slammed the temple doors shut. Leo drew across the giant bolt and leaned against them, breathing heavily.

‘Stars, Bellereve. A little warning next time.’

‘If I’d let him live, he’d have gone to get the guards anyway,’ she retorted.

‘Which is exactly why Merissa should have glamoured you before we came in.’

‘There is time for that later. I wanted Eli to know who was here.’ Her eyes snapped to the fountain that the priest had given away. ‘Now hurry – we don’t have much time,’ she said.

Leo passed a hand over his face, following her across the temple, past the pews and rows of green wax candles that smelled of honey, to the fountain.

Another snake was wrapped around it, this time its thick coils forming part of the fountain, while its yawning, fanged maw was open, holding a bowl of starsblessed water.

Elara ran a finger over a fang, the scent of rainwater strong though the temple itself was dry.

She wet her lips as she pushed. Nothing happened.

The three of them perused the entire structure, looking for a secret lever or trapdoor. The priest had looked directly at it; that, Elara was sure of. And she could feel Eli’s magick coming from it, that quicksilver charm.

With Sofia’s dagger, now slick with blood, she tried to lever up any of the lines within the stone, but with no luck. Leo took a run at it, hoping to knock it over and reveal an entrance beneath, but this served only for him to curse every Star in the sky as he rubbed his shoulder.

Merissa tried to sweet-talk it, to ask politely if it could take them to Eli.

Finally, losing patience – and precious time – Elara took her knife again, this time making a slash across her palm before clenching it over the serpent’s open maw.

‘If it works for a Stella deck, then maybe it works for this too,’ she said.

Her blood slowly dripped into the serpent’s mouth, clouding the blessed water pink.

They waited.

Just as Elara made to turn to Leo, to tell him it was futile, something moved.

When she looked back, to her disbelief, the serpent’s mouth closed.

It began to slither in on itself, its head retreating as the snake began to uncoil, its body swirling and writhing until, in its place, a hollow in the ground was revealed. No, not a hollow – a staircase.

It stretched and spiralled down as far as the eye could see, glowing green from within, an ominous invitation.

Elara looked in bewilderment back to her friends. The scent of rain, and now tobacco, washed over her again as she felt Eli’s charm slink through the room.

There was a rattle at the door to the temple. ‘Guards! Open up! We know you’re in there, Starkiller!’

Leo pushed Elara and Merissa down before ducking on to the staircase himself, and Elara looked up to see the snake slither into place above, trapping them in Eli’s lair.




CHAPTER THREE

The steps seemed to go on for an eternity before Elara reached the bottom. The green flickering flames of the torches on the wall set her nerves on edge, as did the blank black door that stood at the bottom.

She took a deep breath and rapped sharply upon it.

There was the sliding of a grate, and two green eyes regarded her.

‘Business?’

‘I’m here to see Eli.’

She heard a muffled scoff as the eyes trailed down her lank, wet hair and plain black gown.

‘Eli is indisposed at the moment.’

‘Really?’ Elara snapped. ‘I thought that might be the case. Tell him it’s in his best interests to answer the door.’

‘Listen, girl. If Eli wanted a whore, he’d go to the Emerald. Whatever you want him for can wait. Off with you.’

Leo sighed. ‘Oh, you really shouldn’t have said that.’

On cue, the green torch-fire began to sputter out as shadows fell down the staircase. The room spun but Elara held on to Leo, trying to maintain her vision as the shadows obliterated all light save for the silver of her eyes. She took a slow step forwards, her face close to the grate. She made sure that the doorman saw every inch of the threat in those eyes as she hissed, ‘You will let me and my friends in, or I will give life to the terrors that plague you. And you will bitterly wish that you had just let the whore pass. I’m sure the priest lying in his own cooling blood above wished he had.’

There was a second of silence, the doorman’s eyes widening in fear as he beheld the deadly promise that writhed behind her stare.

‘That’s her, all right,’ he said to someone behind him. Then, without a sound, the door swung open.
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A thick mist of tobacco hung throughout the space, making it difficult for Elara to get her bearings.

Music – that of a brass band – gently lilted through the room, though it appeared empty. She could make out the scent of liquor cutting through the smoke.

Finally, it parted.

And lounging in a chair at a table, cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth, sat Eli.

His dark, clever eyes ran down Elara, flicking to Merissa and Leo before he pulled the cigarette from his lips. Elara’s eyes caught on the winding serpent inked around his forearm, a twin of the one on the fountain.

‘Well, well, well. If it isn’t Queen Elara Bellereve, here to grace me with her presence.’ He didn’t deign to meet her gaze, and Elara noticed it then – a tension that bracketed his eyes and mouth, though his signature smirk was in place.

‘I’m surprised by the warm welcome,’ Elara drawled. ‘You know, with the ten thousand midans you’ve put upon my head and all.’

His lips quirked as he took a swig from his tumbler. ‘Hardly my idea. You shouldn’t be here, Elara. Especially not with a Helion general and beautiful demi-Star in tow.’ His eyes flicked to Merissa, and Leo shifted in front of her, casually resting his hand upon the sword slung at his waist.

‘I take it that overprotectiveness is a Helion trait,’ Eli remarked. Leo only glowered.

‘Well, I had no choice, since you ignored my summons,’ Elara replied.

All teasing, all amusement suddenly vanished from his expression. ‘I had my reasons.’

‘Ah, yes,’ Elara said, stalking forwards. ‘Your reasons. Were they the same ones that stopped you from telling me my fate? Knowing what was to happen to me? To Enzo?’ Her voice broke on his name, and she hissed through her teeth, breathing deeply through her rage that was on a fraying leash.

‘He lies now dead to the world, barely breathing. I have tried every way to wake him. I … I prayed to you, Eli.’ Her chest was heaving now. ‘I thought I meant more to you than this. I thought that if I asked for your favour, you’d give it.’

Eli stood abruptly and made his way to Elara. Though it was not sorrow or guilt in his eyes, no normal fucking emotion. No, it was cold anger. ‘I am a Star, Elara. There is little that you can mean to me. I carved my heart out to become one. And you’d do well to remember it.’

‘Then why did you bother helping us awaken at all?’ she spat, nearly nose to nose with him.

His dark eyes searched hers. ‘Something about you is different.’

‘Of course it is!’ she shouted. ‘I’m the starsdamned Moon! Haven’t you seen the sky outside?’ She flung her hand to the ceiling.

Eli stepped away, and it disconcerted Elara more than if he had stayed. Was that fear she saw flash across his face? Impossible.

‘There is much you don’t know about that is happening as we speak. If you had just waited—’

‘I have no time to “wait”!’ she seethed. ‘Do you know how long it takes for a soul to lose themselves completely to the Dreamlands? Two weeks. If that. Ariete, in case you didn’t know, has stolen Enzo’s tether. Which means my soulmate is currently trapped in those lands with no way back and has been for four days already. Believe me, I have tried to get him back. I’ve dreamwalked, and I see him nowhere. Healers can feel a pulse, but nothing more. Every tonic, elixir and spell has been used. And I needed you.’ She swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘You’re about the only person who knows how to wake Enzo.’

Eli let out a long breath as he settled back into his chair. He went to say something, but he stilled, looking to the walls. The shadows had flickered, though it was only the candlelight; Elara was sure of it. But the god paled.

‘Out,’ he ordered Leo and Merissa. Leo stared him down, and Eli inclined his head. ‘If you want my help, then I’ll speak with Elara alone.’

Leo stepped up beside her. ‘I vowed not to leave her.’

‘Then leave your brother to the Dreamlands,’ Eli drawled.

He turned to the doorman, a look passing between them, and the man gestured to an adjoining doorway, a roaring fireplace and comfy seats beyond.

Merissa gave Elara a worried look, but she nodded. Leo hesitated a moment but Elara held his gaze, and he strode out of the room, though not before knocking past Eli’s chair.

When the door closed, Eli leaned forwards.

I trust not even the shadows.

Elara sucked in a breath as she heard him inside her mind. It filled the space there, though his lips remained set in a thin line.

Here, within your mind, is the safest place for me to speak with you. I’ve built a temporary wall around us. Elara, I feel someone watching. I have felt it since your awakening.

Who? Elara conjured the word in her mind, unsure if she was able to speak the same way Eli did, if it would reach him. But the channel between them seemed open, as he replied.

I do not know who, or what. A spy of Ariete’s. Or something worse. But I have faith in nothing.

Is that why you didn’t come?

He nodded tightly.

You told me once of a world in which we all lived in peace. Where Enzo and I ruled. That cannot happen again until Enzo is awake. Please. Tell me how to wake him.

Eli’s eyes softened, but only a fraction.

But I think you already know, sweet Moon.

She shook her head, looking at him imploringly. I don’t.

Do you know how a death-blow from a Star works?

No.

The last blow that Ariete dealt to Enzo should have killed him. That was the law of nature, the way fate was to play out. And yet you, with your power, tipped the scales, awakening him to his true self, though Ariete struck at the perfect moment, right as Lorenzo was about to leave the Dreamlands you’d pulled him into, and the King of Stars stole his tether. You, as a dreamwalker, know what this means.

Elara nodded. That he’s lost in there.

Not only that. Your ways of waking him have been futile. There is no way to wake him without his tether.

Elara’s heart drummed as nausea swept over her.

But—

You have been avoiding the truth, exploring every other avenue, because you know that your last resort is to confront Ariete. And that, you are scared to do.

I am not scared, she seethed.

I am inside your mind, Elara. Perhaps you don’t know it yet, but you are scared. For he has caused you immeasurable pain. And to see him again would be not only to relive it all, but to know it is your last chance to save your soulmate. Elara looked away. So you ask the wrong question. You know how to wake Lorenzo. The question should be …

Elara finished the thought. Where is his tether?

Eli gave a satisfied nod. It is with Ariete, of course.

And where is he? Flashes began to assault her: of Ariete’s bloody mouth grinning, of red starlight, of her loved ones stark and white and stiff upon the floor. She took a deep breath.

He’s right here in Castor. Elara jolted her head up as panic and fury both gripped her heart in a vice. But he does not carry the tether within this realm.

In the heavens, then? Elara despaired. How in the skies was she going to gain access to the Star’s resting place?

Eli shook his head. No, he said softly. In a much better hiding place. In his dreams.




CHAPTER FOUR

Elara sat in the Sly Fox, a bowl of lamb stew between her hands to warm them up. She twitched the hood of her cloak agitatedly, even though Merissa had made sure to glamour her before leaving the temple. She waited for Leo to return with some steaming mugs of pomegranate cider before she spoke.

‘So, Ariete is here. And now I know where Enzo’s tether is.’

She turned a piece of parchment with Eli’s neat, slanted handwriting upon it.

‘But it’s in his dreams, El.’ Merissa gnawed at her lip. ‘Are you seriously considering walking through them?’

‘What other choice do I have? Eli’s right. We’ve been trying every other way to wake Enzo, but the truth is that the only thing that will is getting that tether back.’

She slid the piece of paper over to her friends. ‘These are the two objects he said I need, to be prepared.’

Leo frowned as he read it. ‘Hypnom. And a snakestone.’

‘The hypnom will be easy enough to get. Eli gave me the address of a poisoner down near the docks here. But this snakestone … he hasn’t divulged exactly where and how to get that yet.’ She took the piece of paper back and folded it up.

‘I don’t even know what a snakestone is,’ Leo remarked.

Elara shrugged. ‘For a Silvertongue, he certainly likes to omit information.’

‘Can we trust Eli?’ Merissa said, voice low. ‘He’s the slipperiest of gods. There’s always a gain for the Stars. If they do anything, it’s never out of the goodness of their hearts. After all, they don’t have them.’

Merissa would know. Her mother and brother were both Stars themselves.

Elara tilted her head, looking to Leo. ‘What do you think?’

Leo took a swig of cider before responding. ‘I don’t trust that sly bastard as far as I could throw him. But one thing I can see are the cracks in his and Ariete’s relationship. The King and his Hand. I’ve been taught to spot weaknesses, fractures. Could an advisor turn on their lord, or a sergeant on their general? Are there ways to get through the ranks in battle? To split an army from the inside out? And if there’s one thing as clear as day, it’s that Eli only lets Ariete be in power.’

‘What do you mean?’ Elara asked.

‘Well, Ariete thinks himself the most powerful Star. He’s the god of war. He’s a conqueror. But when everyone is so busy looking to the mighty rearing ram, they don’t think to look for the small serpent that slithers through the grass, fangs ripe with poison to tear out the beast’s underbelly.’

Elara’s eyes widened. ‘Interesting. So Ariete holds no sway over Eli, you think?’

‘I know so,’ Leo replied.

‘Can we at least trust that Eli wishes for the downfall of Ariete as much as we do?’

Merissa nodded. ‘I think so. After all, he did help you and went against Ariete’s orders multiple times to save you. Remember what he and my mother said – they both wish for the old world to return. One where you ruled.’

Elara tamped down the panic she felt at her friend’s words. It was too much, to think about what she could rule over. Too overwhelming. She tried to eat a spoonful of stew, but it turned to cement as it slugged down her throat.

She nodded resolutely. ‘Then we work with him, for now. Until we get Enzo’s tether.’

She stood, making her way to the bar. As she walked past the huddles at nearby tables, she overheard bits and pieces of conversation.

‘He only gave me six oranges for an argent. I’m telling you, ever since this dark came, it’s become daylight bleedin’ robbery—’

‘—Henry’s cousin swore blind when he was walking home that his shadow split into two. That he saw it peel away from him.’

‘Oh yeah, and how deep in his cups was he?’

‘Wolves are running this godsforsaken town. Four chickens I’ve lost to them.’

‘Wolves don’t come this far into the city.’

‘Tell that to my poor chickens.’

‘What can I get you, love?’

Elara blinked at the cheery blonde barmaid, averting her eyes. ‘Another cider, please,’ she muttered, and the barmaid nodded. Leo sidled up beside her, assessing the room as she remained huddled over the bar.

‘And what the fuck is this orb in the sky now?’ she heard a wiry-haired man mutter as he jostled in next to her.

‘Skies know, but I don’t like it,’ said someone beside him.

‘It’s that Princess Elara’s doing. Bad omen is what it is. After she battled King Ariete, this appears in the sky, eating the Light?’ The older man shook something in his hand before placing it on to the bar.

Elara’s ‘wanted’ poster.

‘Did you hear she’s in the city?’

One of them made the sign against evil. ‘If you’re to believe what happened in the temple today—’ He was interrupted by a slam.

There were yelps of surprise as the door to the inn creaked wide open, rain lashing down outside, flashes of lightning illuminating a hooded figure.

‘It’s here,’ wailed the figure. Leo already had his weapon drawn in alarm, ever the general.

‘Oh, here we bloody go,’ mumbled a man into his beer.

The cloaked figure stumbled into the light and Elara could make out a young woman. She pulled her hood down, revealing black hair strung with feathers and what looked like tiny scrolls. As she walked, there was a clinking of charms and potion bottles against her neck.

‘The shadows – they grow. The Dark – it tap-tap-taps on your door. Don’t let it in. Oh, please, don’t let it in,’ she wailed, making her way around the tables. ‘It starts with the wolves,’ she lamented, clutching at the hands of a silver-haired man. ‘It always starts with the wolves.’

‘Gerroff!’ he complained, pushing her away.

‘The end of days!’ the woman screamed. ‘The end of days! The sky is already black, and the Dark – it lurks and waits.’

‘Hilda, get her out, will you?’ said the round-bellied barkeep, drying glasses as though nothing was happening.

‘You,’ the woman said, and Elara cursed under her breath, making haste back to her booth. But the woman followed. Elara slouched in her seat next to Merissa. Merissa’s eyes were wide with fear, and Leo had a glare that would have frozen the sheets of rain outside. But the woman didn’t notice. She cupped Elara’s face, long, jagged nails scratching at her cheeks, and Leo shot forwards across the table, his sword to the stranger’s throat. But the woman only rasped, ‘Maiden of the silver, Dark-touched. It will hunt you, through this life and the next.’ Her voice dropped to a hush, breath rancid. ‘You’ll never escape it, for it’s as tied to you as the Sun.’

Merissa gasped, and Elara gripped the woman’s hand, flashing a look at Leo to tell him to stand down. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ she snarled.

But the woman only laughed as tears began to leak from her eyes. Elara noticed a raven inked on to her skin as the woman pulled away from Leo’s blade.

‘Right, come on, out with you.’ The blonde barmaid, who it could only be assumed was Hilda, ushered her out.

‘Mark my words,’ the woman screamed, ‘the night will fall, and Celestia with it!’

The door slammed shut.

‘Bloody raver,’ Hilda muttered.

‘What in all that is holy is a raver?’ Leo asked.

‘One of a group of women who live in the Old Town. They claim they’re guardians of the Nevercrow. Yes,’ she said, rolling her eyes at Leo’s quizzical expression, ‘the mythas that doesn’t exist. They’re stark raving mad. And they’ve gotten worse since the Light disappeared.’

A deep pit had begun to grow in Elara’s stomach, and she waited until Hilda had moved on before she leaned forwards. ‘She knew me.’

Merissa clutched her hand. ‘How did she know about the Sun?’

Elara shook her head, moving her hand from Merissa’s. ‘I don’t know. But something’s not right here. I feel uneasy.’

Leo nodded. ‘The sooner we can get out of this kingdom and back to Enzo, the better.’ And with that, they left the table and climbed the stairs to the rooms they’d rented above.
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Elara lay in bed, staring at the thin ray of moonlight streaking through the window and over the flower-dotted cover, and begged sleep to take her. Her eyes itched; her head thudded. Yet it evaded her.

Merissa made a gentle murmur next to her, and Elara breathed in her rose-and-honey scent. She knew things were distant at best between them, but, to her credit, Merissa hadn’t left her side these last awful days. Leo was in an adjoining room, though he promised he slept lightly, sword right by his bed in case they had any unwanted visitors in the night.

Elara rubbed her eyes, trying to force sleep again, when something stopped her. There was movement on the balcony and, as she looked at it, her eyesight sharpening, she swore she could see a man.

She cursed, springing from the bed, dagger unsheathed as she ran to the doors.

‘Impossible,’ she breathed.

The priest from the temple looked back at her, his stare blank – so terribly blank – a gaping, oozing wound where her blade had pierced his neck.

‘What are you?’ she demanded as her heart pounded, blood filling her ears.

He opened his mouth to speak, and she staggered back as black smoke poured from it.

You will pay for your sin, Starkiller.

The voice rasped inside her head, and she gasped, tripping backwards and falling to the floor. The priest advanced to the doors, and she scrambled backwards on hands and knees.

‘What do you want from me?’ she demanded.

‘Elara?!’

Elara let out a small shout, whirling to see Merissa and Leo standing over her.

‘The priest!’ she shouted, pointing. ‘He—’

Leo frowned, sleepy-eyed, and Elara turned back to the empty balcony.

‘The priest what?’ Merissa said gently, stroking Elara’s hair.

Elara scrambled to her feet, flinging the doors open as she stepped on to the balcony, looking wildly around. ‘He was just here, he—’

‘The priest from the temple?’ Merissa frowned. ‘Elara … he’s dead.’

‘I know he is. But he was just here. He spoke to me, he …’

Leo squeezed her shoulder. ‘I think you need to rest, El. Your mind’s playing tricks on you.’

Elara nodded uneasily. ‘Perhaps a dream,’ she mumbled.

Merissa nodded.

‘I’ll go back to bed in a moment,’ Elara said. ‘Both of you get some sleep.’

Merissa gave her a look filled with sympathy as she returned to bed. Leo nodded reassuringly before turning to the door.

Elara stepped to the edge of the balcony.

The wood was damp and rotted, a staircase that twisted down to the street completely rusted. One wrong step would send her careening into the alley below. There was a small, wrought-iron chair, and she sat on it as she breathed in the smog of the city, trying to calm the fear roiling inside her.

As she gazed upon the moon, Elara could feel the itching in her bones to be closer to it. Her silver light had not appeared since she’d used it in Helios, and she hadn’t even felt its presence within her. But her shadows … Her shadows had never been more powerful, as though feeding off the darkness she’d conjured.

Bathing in the moon’s rays as though it would somehow awaken that beast within her once more, she noticed that it wasn’t as full in the sky. She frowned. Rather than the full orb, there was now shadow that curved around its edge. Elara thought back to the raver’s words and shuddered.

The Dark was just a story. In Asteria, they worshipped the element. Elara had never been particularly scared of it. Like the Light, it was simply there. But the way the raver had spoken about it was as though it was a living thing. There were doomspeakers in every realm, promising the fall of Celestia, but they were all insane, half of them sent to the Kaosian madhouses. She needed to stop paying mind to the woman’s words.

‘Gods, I need to sleep,’ she sighed, passing a hand over her face. These incessant thoughts and fears were just a result of not enough rest.

Her eyes ran over the streets of Castor and its gothic, grey turrets, dimly lit by lamps. There was the distant sound of a carriage rumbling down the narrow, uneven streets, a single drunkard below staggering on his way home.

It was so dark. So empty.

She missed Enzo, so much that it was a visceral ache that had now formed a home in her chest. She felt as though half of her had been cut away; all of her light, all of her joy.

Elara pressed a hand to her chest before delving beneath the neckline of her dress and plucking out a flower.

It was a pressed forget-me-not, the same one that Enzo’s Light had grown for her all those months ago. She wore it next to her heart every day, a reminder, a promise – that she would not stop until he was in the waking realm with her once more.

She hadn’t quite realized, until he’d gone, how much Enzo filled a room. The world was so dim without him in it. She rubbed at the soft, fragile petals, swallowing down her grief. It would do her no good now. Her task was to wake him. She wouldn’t accept any other outcome.

She scanned the city once more for good measure: the rusted staircase, the alley below … making absolutely sure that the priest was nowhere to be seen. As she watched, a shadow prowled down the quiet street.

Something began to slow in her, to hum, as she leaned forwards and made out a wolf.

It sat directly in the middle of the street and raised its head to the moon. And then it howled.

Elara’s breath quickened at the eerie sound. Soon, other howls joined it. They were deafening, and Elara looked back into the room, expecting Merissa to wake. But her friend slept. She heard no stirring from Leo’s room either.

Her eyes flitted across the street as wolf after wolf appeared, until a whole pack had convened right below her balcony. She didn’t move – she couldn’t have, even if she’d tried.

And then all the beasts looked at her in unison, their eyes shining like lamps in the darkness.

It starts with the wolves.

The raver’s wail sounded through her head, again and again, as the wolves continued to stare.

A carriage came trundling down the street, breaking Elara out of her trance, and the wolves too – for they began to run, chased down the cobbles.

Though the carriage did not continue barrelling after them. In fact, it came to a standstill exactly where the wolves had. It was a black, ornate thing, pulled by two horses the colour of midnight with grey manes.

Elara could only feel the breath passing through her, could only hear that, as every single part of her zoned in on the carriage. The curtains in its windows were drawn, though she could have sworn she felt the prickle of someone observing her.

Finally, after an age, it pulled away.

She tracked it all the way to the end of the road, until it turned, the street once more quiet, empty.

But still, she felt eyes watching her.
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Elara awoke with a gasp. She was still in the chair, her nightgown damp with rain and chill. What a strange, terrible dream. She hadn’t dreamwalked; that much she knew, though her bones still ached. She looked to her feet, frowning as she saw a small cut on one of her soles.

‘Elara?’ said Merissa. Elara turned, and Merissa’s face was one of shock. ‘Don’t tell me you slept out there all night.’

‘I must have – I was so tired.’

‘Come in and I’ll draw you a hot bath. You’ll catch your death of cold.’

Elara let herself be pulled inside to mollify Merissa as the remnants of the nightmare clung to her. The priest, the carriage, the wolves.

She sat in the bath and tried to scrub away the strange images.

Soon after, there was a rap on the door, three loud knocks interspersed with two small ones – Leo’s code. Merissa went to open it, and Elara heard Leo call from outside the door to the adjoining bathing chamber, ‘Feel like buying poison to put a god to sleep?’

Elara launched herself out of the bath, drying herself quickly. ‘To the docks we go.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Dioscuri Docks was exactly as Elara had envisioned it. The scent of brine and fish hit her first as she consulted the map, turning out of a square and on to the seafront. Dark waves lapped at the rotten wood of a pier, barnacles growing up the sides. In the lamplight – though it couldn’t have been past noon – the waves looked like ink. The raucousness descended upon them gradually as they made their way down the pier, past the fishmongers and the spew of sailors and tradesmen hauling goods off the different boats and ships moored at the docks.

‘Eels! Get your fresh eels!’

‘Ship repairs while you’re here! Ship repairs starting at fifty argents!’

‘Out the way, precious cargo coming through!’

‘Where’s the Salty Dog? Can’t see the sign in this bleeding darkness.’

Their thick Castorian accents settled over her as she walked, Leo and Merissa beside her. Their cloaks were up against the drizzle, Leo towering above Elara and Merissa as he assessed everyone coming their way like a hawk.

‘Right,’ Elara said. ‘The map shows that the water market lies just beyond that statue of Eli.’

Sure enough, where Elara’s finger pointed there stood a statue of the god hewn from grey rock, holding a book in his hand, his other raised to the sky as a snake twisted around it.

They hurried along, past more hawkers, until they finally rounded the statue.

And there stood one of the most magickal markets Elara had seen.

The stalls and shops sat squat on the water, with different rowing boats drifting of their own volition to and from the jetty they found themselves upon. Lamps glided through the air like floating stars, their reflections mirrored in the inky water.

Fiddles played raucous ballads somewhere further into the darkness among laughter and excited chatter.

‘Next,’ said a bored woman with sunken eyes in a pale face, slumped against a post.

‘We’re looking for the poisoner,’ Elara said confidently.

The woman looked her up and down, but Elara tipped her head to the side, as Merissa had perfected her glamour before they’d left the inn. ‘Last shop on your left,’ the woman droned. ‘Two argents per boat. Maximum capacity two people.’

‘But there’s three of us,’ Merissa said.

‘You can count,’ the woman said flatly. Merissa began to redden.

‘Look,’ Leo said, leaning over the post, a disarming smile on his face. ‘My friends and I need to stay together. Now, I know a beautiful woman such as yourself must have just as kind a heart. So perhaps just this once you could bend the rule, and we can take one boat.’ He held out two argents towards her.

The woman looked at him, then down at the coins, then back to him. Elara could have sworn he batted his lashes.

‘No. And now it’s three argents.’

‘Fine,’ Elara snapped. ‘You two take that one, and I’ll be right behind.’

‘You can’t be alone,’ Leo murmured.

‘So you want Merissa to be? Look after her, and we’ll get off at the same stall, okay?’

He grumbled, glancing daggers at the woman as he passed her and stepped into the boat.

Merissa worried at her lip.

‘I’m right behind you!’ Elara called, chucking six argents at the woman as she got into the next boat. At least she’d have it to herself and—

‘I’ll take that seat,’ came a voice behind her as the boat lurched.

Elara spun to see a man in a tricorn hat settling into the seat.

‘No, no,’ she began to say, but the boat was already unmoored.

The man turned around, and something struck her as completely familiar. His deep-blue shoulder-length hair, his arresting ocean eyes. And then she realized in disbelief exactly who was now sharing her boat.

‘Adrian?’ she blurted out.

Pirate Lord Adrian gave her a quizzical look as he took her in. He was just as she remembered him at Lukas’s coronation ball, though it was seeing him without the mask that had thrown her for a moment. Rings bejewelled every one of his fingers, and a fat egg of an ocean sapphire was nestled on his tanned chest. But his playful eyes now looked haunted, emptier.

She caught a faint shimmer in the air around him, but as quickly as she’d seen it, it was gone. Aquamarine gems glinted in each of his ears, and that emptiness in his eyes was smoothed over with a charming grin. ‘Do we know each other?’

Elara cursed to herself. Of course he didn’t know her. She was glamoured. And thank the skies for it. If she hadn’t been, she was sure he’d have recognized her from the numerous ‘wanted’ posters now plastered around the city. He’d no doubt already figured out from the likeness that the stranger he’d danced with at the ball had been Princess Elara, disgraced royal of Asteria.

When she didn’t reply, gaping like a fish, he leaned forwards, an intrigued smile playing on his lips. Elara pulled away. Glamour or not, she felt uncomfortable under his clear blue stare.

‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘Did we have a run-in in the Sinner’s Sands? That night in the desert – the stars, the heat, the—’

Elara snorted. ‘Definitely not.’

Adrian squinted. ‘Your voice is familiar. Wait—’ He held his finger up in the air. ‘Were you screaming my name on that wonderful night in Aphrodea, right by the Lover’s Pool—’

‘Stars, no!’ she spluttered.

He frowned. ‘Hm.’ His eyes searched her, drinking in every one of her borrowed features. ‘Were you the maid at the Salty Dog who served me fish pie last night, then?’

‘Yes,’ she replied placatingly. ‘Yes, that was it. I was your maid serving you your … fish pie.’

Adrian sat back, giving a satisfied nod. ‘Well, maid, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance again.’

‘It’s Cassandra,’ she lied. ‘But you can call me Cass.’

Adrian studied her before nodding and looking on as the boat continued to drift through the market. Elara craned her neck, searching for Merissa and Leo, who, thankfully, were still ahead. Leo caught her eye, an unspoken message passing between them. Everything okay?

Elara nodded, and he nodded back.

She scanned each stall that the boat slowed beside. One sold jewellery – charmed in every way imaginable. Ruby bracelets to increase one’s passion, a string of pearls to bring beauty to the wearer, emeralds for luck and lockets to encourage one’s lover to be faithful.

One particular shop caught her eye more than the others. ‘Maven the Medium’ was written on a post outside, and a woman sat on a rocking chair upon her little platform, bleached of all colour and rocking to and fro as she murmured soundlessly. As they passed, the woman slowly turned, looking directly at Elara.

Elara shuddered. ‘You ever been to a medium?’ Adrian asked behind her.

Elara shook her head, turning away from the stranger. ‘I’ve had enough futures foretold to last a lifetime. I don’t need one from the dead to add to them.’

‘Interesting,’ Adrian murmured. ‘And pray tell, what exactly does your future have in store?’

Elara glanced up at the moon above them, waning each night. She thought of Enzo, of his sleeping body, of all the life stolen from him. She swallowed.

‘Light,’ she said, smiling tightly. ‘It’s the only outcome I’ll accept.’

There were a few more stalls – tailors, a food stall where the scent of delicious, cooked meats and spices wafted along.

‘So you believe we can write our own fates?’ he replied.

‘Let’s just say I think whatever fate the Stars write can be rewritten.’

‘Ah, she’s a heretic too.’ But Adrian grinned, something like interest sparking in his eyes. Elara glanced away from him again, looking back at the passing stalls.

‘And I suppose you, a pirate, would know all about that.’

Adrian laughed drily as the boat moved along. ‘Oh, I lost faith in the Stars long ago.’

Elara whipped her head round. The blasphemy surprised her, stated so openly. She wanted to press him – on what could have happened to make him denounce the gods that so many in Celestia revered. But he beat her to a question.

‘What brings you to the market?’ he asked.

‘Oh, nothing interesting. I just need to stock up on some herbs for the kitchens,’ she said quickly. ‘You?’

He nodded to the shop they were approaching. ‘Icabod’s Oddities’, its sign read. ‘Something very important,’ he said as he stood. ‘Which I’m praying I’ll find in here.’

‘Ah, well, pray to something other than the Stars, then,’ she said.

He gave a rather empty laugh. ‘Oh, trust me, I will.’ He tipped his hat. ‘Until next time, Cass.’

She inclined her head, smiling until she saw him disappear, then she slumped back, sighing. What a strange coincidence. She was positive the pirate lord hadn’t recognized her and prayed it would be the last she saw of him. There was something about the man that made her uneasy – he acted in far too familiar a manner with her. Finally, her boat drifted to the shop she’d been keeping an eye out for. The last on the left.

Belladonna’s Apothecary.

It was the tidiest of the bunch, made from strong, waxed wood that gleamed even in the darkness and sea air. Neat rows of herbs grew outside the shop, and dried lavender sprigs hung upon the veranda. She could see different crystals piled neatly in the windows, and a black cat lounged by the front door.

Leo and Merissa were already out of their boat, waiting for her. She reached up, legs wobbling slightly as Leo took her hand and pulled her up. For some reason, she thought it better not to divulge who it was she’d just shared a boat with.

‘So this is the place?’ Merissa murmured. ‘Doesn’t look very dark and debauched.’

‘I suppose poisoners hide in plain sight,’ Elara said, and entered.

Inside, the shop smelled of rosemary and lemon balm, the dried herbs hanging from the rafters, their scent intensified by a crackling fire in the corner. Brown, blue and clear bottles lined the shelves in rows, each meticulously labelled. The cat followed them in, mewling as it danced through Elara’s legs. She tried not to jump, still on edge although she was glamoured. Worn Tarot and Stella decks were piled upon a small table; another was laden with all manner of candles. Elara perused the shelves, the shop seemingly empty, until suddenly a voice called out, ‘Can I help you?’

Elara spun, dropping the bottle in her hand, though Merissa caught it at the last moment.

Behind the till was a stunning woman. Feline, emerald-green eyes danced with interest, her hair raven, though in the light flickering from the candles Elara could see it had a red tint, like the darkest garnet. It trailed to her ankles as she walked from behind the counter.

‘We’ve come to collect an order,’ Leo said, eyeing the woman with distrust. ‘You must be Belladonna.’

Belladonna nearly purred as she slinked towards the general. ‘A pleasure to make your acquaintance—’

‘Leo,’ he replied.

‘Leo,’ she affirmed, brushing a hair off his shoulder. ‘And what might you need from me, Leo?’

Elara noticed Merissa shift uncomfortably beside her.

‘We’ve been told you’re the poisoner.’ He gave a disarming smile.

‘Well, you seem to know an awful lot about me,’ she said. She took a sprig of blackthorn from the rafters, throwing it into the fire. The light in the room changed, the cosy amber of the draughts and potions now replaced with dark, lurid green. ‘Now, what is it you’re looking for?’

Her dark-red nails skimmed the poisons. ‘Something to slip to a cheating husband?’ she asked Merissa, chuckling. Merissa, usually bright and warm, remained stone-faced. ‘No? Perhaps something to kill a rival instantaneously?’ she asked Leo.

Leo shook his head, a small smile playing on his lips.

The poisoner turned to Elara. ‘Or maybe something I sell to dreamwalkers in their droves.’

Leo stiffened instantly at Elara’s side.

‘That is what you’re looking for, isn’t it? A sleeping tonic.’

‘You’re good,’ Elara observed, running her eyes up and down Belladonna.

Belladonna winked before reaching for a jar filled with beautiful deep-purple petals, each one patterned with silver.

‘It’s called hypnom. It comes from a flower that only grows at night within the kingdom of Asteria.’ She looked for a beat too long at Elara as she pretended to peruse other bottles upon the shelves. ‘In this form, one full dose is enough to put even a god to sleep.’

She gave a tinkling laugh and Elara tensed as Merissa finally put on a winning smile and ushered the shop owner back to the counter to pay.

‘All you have to do,’ Belladonna said, ‘is slip it to your victim. By food, drink or other methods.’

‘Won’t they taste it?’ Leo asked, peering at it.

Belladonna tutted. ‘This is a poison that equals the delicacy of the greatest assassins in Asteria. It’s tasteless. Though I must warn you – the entire petal must be consumed for the poison to take effect.’ She grinned.

‘Thank you for the advice,’ Elara said, making her way to the door.

‘Interesting company you keep,’ Belladonna said, looking at Elara shrewdly. ‘Don’t think I don’t know who sent you.’

Elara chuckled, not breaking her stride. ‘If you know, then you’re surely wise to keep the knowledge to yourself.’

Belladonna only smiled as they left the shop.




CHAPTER SIX

That evening, Elara received a summons by raven. It landed, to her fright, upon the balcony and cawed as she lay in bed, turning the vial with the hypnom petals over in her hand. She was alone, Merissa eating with Leo downstairs. A note was rolled up and tied to the raven’s foot, and Elara eased it gingerly off the bird before shooing it away.

Madame Miramere’s Dens at midnight. Enter through the Great Library in the Pollux Quarter. Give the librarian the code: SNAKESTONE. Bring a weapon. Wear a glamour. Don’t be late.

When she dressed, Elara felt a little more like herself than she had in a while. The dress she wore – black again – was one Merissa had tailored before they’d left Helios. Close to the skin with a high neck and slits down both sides of the skirt, it allowed for better movement and easy access to the dagger upon her thigh. She added a belt with holsters for two curved knives she had filched from Leo, and soft yet supple leather boots graced her feet. She reached for a black cloak, donning it as she inspected Merissa’s glamour. Tonight she looked like the average Castorian – her skin a little pinker than its usual porcelain, eyes shrewd and grey rather than silver. Her hair was a mousy brown.

‘One step closer,’ she reminded herself. Whatever awaited her in Madame Miramere’s Dens, she’d have to see. But she knew she was not leaving them without the snakestone.
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She arrived at the Great Library with Merissa and Leo in tow and peered up at the impressive structure before them. The most renowned hub of knowledge in the entirety of Celestia, it stretched into the sky. Symbols and languages of all kinds were scrawled into marble walls the colour of parchment, and its fat turrets seemed to burst with the books contained within.

‘You know, it’s said the Nevercrow of Castor lives within the library,’ Merissa whispered.

‘Really?’ Leo asked. ‘Then how come no one has ever seen him?’

Merissa shrugged.

‘In The Mythas of Celestia, he’s imprisoned within a book,’ Elara mused. ‘The maiden from “The Nightwolf and the Silver” freed him from between the pages.’

‘But that’s just a story,’ Leo scoffed.

They reached the library entrance. ‘Fairy tales are coming alive around us, Leo. Perhaps this one will, too.’

On either side of the main doors – thrown wide open – was a serpent, an ode to Gem and Eli, flames within their mouths illuminating the square. Elara set her resolve as she passed through, adjusting her hood.

Instantly, the scent of paper, ink and dust filled her nose. It had once been such a comfort, but now all Elara saw was an impossible and unknown task ahead.

The three of them found themselves in a grand atrium. A giant, ornate desk stood in the centre with a sumptuous green velvet-backed chair behind it, a green glass reading lamp casting emerald shadows throughout the dim and cavernous room.

Elara glimpsed scribes stationed at desks along the perimeter, quills scratching feverishly. It was one of the Three of the Kingdom – to scribe. Able to record details that would be preserved in the Great Library, scribes possessed incredible memories. Some could touch a person or visit a place just once and write its entire history.

But it was not the scribes that she was interested in. It was a librarian she had to find. She marched right over to the desk and rang the small bell.

‘Ooh!’ came a squeak. A wizened old lady, with glasses so thick they made her eyes look like orbs, appeared, climbing on to the chair. Her skin was as lined as old paper, and every part of it was inked with symbols and scrawlings similar to what was written on the building outside. Her hair was as blue-black as the ink, her eyes swimming, never resting in one spot. ‘Can I help?’

‘Snakestone,’ Merissa uttered smoothly, her face warm and inviting. The woman blinked at her before a sort of glow came upon her face, along with a knowing smile.

‘Right you are.’ The librarian looked at all three of them – Leo with every weapon imaginable strapped upon his person, Merissa cloaked but every bit of her radiant and enticing, and Elara, who didn’t care to look friendly. ‘Follow me.’ Her eyes sparkled as she tottered off her seat and began to walk through
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