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PROLOGUE
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The Star That Learned to Love

Before the first empire learned to count its dead, before kings named their borders and priests named their gods, there was a star that answered when people prayed.

Its name was Astraea.

It was not merely a furnace of hydrogen and helium, though the scholars of later ages would call it that. It was not merely a sphere of plasma balanced between the outward thunder of fusion and the inward hunger of gravity, though every child in the observatories of Sahrin would one day learn that a star survives because it is always at war with itself.

Astraea was more than that.

It listened.

It bent its warmth toward frozen moons. It softened radiation storms before they stripped the breath from newborn worlds. It stitched safe roads of gravity between planets so ships could cross the dark without vanishing. It whispered mathematics into the dreams of engineers. It burned brighter above harvests, dimmer above battlefields, and in the oldest songs it was said that every dawn in the galaxy was simply Astraea opening one golden eye.

For nearly nine thousand years, the star ruled without a throne.

No crown touched it. No palace held it. No law could command it. Yet seven worlds called it sovereign, and each world gave a royal line to guard one portion of its living fire.

The seven worlds were these:

Sahrin, the desert planet of glass dunes and sun palaces.

Luneth, the moon-city world built in the shadow of a giant.

Vhaross, the iron planet whose night mines reached the dead core.

Thale, the ocean world where memory traveled through tides.

Korr, the root-world beneath forests older than language.

Ilyon, the skyless planet sealed under stone.

And Namar, the storm planet where lightning wrote prophecies across the clouds.

Each world loved Astraea differently. Each wanted more of its blessing.

That was how betrayal began.

Not with hatred.

With hunger.

The seven sovereign houses gathered at the Crownless Conclave, a station forged from black diamond and orbiting so close to Astraea that its windows had to be made from layered magnetized glass. There, in secret, they argued that no star should love freely. Love, said Queen Maeryn of Vhaross, was inefficient. Blessing, said King Othal of Sahrin, must be measured. Power, said the storm-priest of Namar, must be owned before it can be protected.

Astraea heard them.

Still, the star came.

It lowered a filament of living light into the station, bright as dawn, gentle as a hand on a fevered forehead. It asked only one question.

Why have you called me?

The sovereigns answered with a weapon.

They called it the Grief Engine.

The Engine was not a cannon. Not a blade. Not even a bomb in any common sense. It was a cage of equations, an instrument designed by the finest minds of seven worlds. It used gravity the way a musician used strings. It folded magnetic fields inward. It found the pulse of Astraea’s living heart and struck it out of rhythm.

The star screamed.

Every planet heard it.

On Sahrin, the glass dunes melted into rivers.

On Luneth, the moon-cities drifted out of orbit for three minutes and nine seconds.

On Thale, every ocean rose toward the sky.

On Korr, trees older than kingdoms dropped their leaves at once.

On Ilyon, the stone ceiling cracked and showed the sky for the first and last time.

On Namar, lightning became silent.

And on Vhaross, where the betrayal had been planned most carefully, the sun went out at noon.

Astraea did not die.

Living stars do not die as people do. They collapse. They scatter. They burn elsewhere.

The Grief Engine shattered Astraea into seven fragments. Each fragment fell across the galaxy and buried itself in blood, bone, stone, sea, root, storm, and shadow. The sovereigns tried to claim them, but the fragments rejected crowns that had betrayed them.

So the kings rewrote history.

They said Astraea had been a monster.

They said the star had demanded worship, blood, and obedience.

They said the Grief Engine had saved the galaxy.

They built temples over the ruins. They burned the first histories. They married their daughters into silence and educated their sons into useful lies. For thousands of years, the truth slept beneath the weight of empire.

But stars have long memories.

And fragments, like seeds, wait for the right season to burn.

In the ninth age after the Shattering, on a desert planet where the sun was beginning to die, a princess named Zara Sair woke from a dream of fire with a new light beating inside her chest.

Far away, in a moon-city that never saw sunrise, a thief named Kian Orro fell upward and did not come down.

Farther still, in the army of a dead empire, a soldier named Mira Venn heard a heartbeat inside a planet that should not have had one.

And on the black throne of Vhaross, where the dead had learned to obey, the Emperor opened his eyes.

He had waited three thousand years.

The starborn were returning.
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THE SUN THAT FORGOT ITS NAME
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The Princess and the Dying Dawn

On the morning Zara Sair set the palace on fire, the sun rose late.

It was not late by much. Nine minutes and twelve seconds, according to the brass chronometers in the eastern observatory. Six minutes, according to the temple bells. A full quarter of an hour, according to the old women of the lower market, who trusted aching bones more than royal machines.

But on Sahrin, where every prayer began with the direction of dawn and every law was signed beneath sunlight, even one late minute was enough to make a kingdom hold its breath.

Princess Zara stood barefoot on the western balcony of Aurel Keep, watching the horizon blush with weak gold.

The city below her looked carved from flame and dust. Kesra, capital of Sahrin, rose in terraces from the desert: domes of pearl-clay, towers glazed with amber glass, market roofs woven from silver reed, aqueducts flashing like serpents as they carried water from the polar ice vaults. Beyond the walls, the dunes stretched for thousands of kilometers, red by day and blue by night, each grain of sand holding a tiny shard of ancient melted glass.

Those dunes had once sung at sunrise.

Zara remembered that from childhood. When the first light struck them, the glass grains warmed and expanded, scraping together in a low, shimmering hum. Her mother used to call it the planet’s morning song.

Now the dunes were silent.

The sun crawled higher, pale and tired.

Behind Zara, the royal astronomer cleared his throat.

“Your Highness,” said Doctor Naven Sol, “the delay confirms last night’s calculations.”

Zara did not turn. “Say it plainly.”

There was a long pause. Scholars loved numbers because numbers could be cruel without sounding cruel.

“The solar output has fallen another three percent since midsummer.”

“Plainly,” Zara repeated.

Doctor Naven stepped beside her. He was thin, dark-eyed, and always smelled faintly of ink and heated metal. His robe was the blue-gray of the Observatory Guild, stitched with constellations that no longer appeared in Sahrin’s night sky because the palace lights drowned them.

“Our sun is failing,” he said. “Faster than expected.”

Zara looked down at the city.

In the outer districts, children had gathered in the streets to watch the late dawn. Some laughed because they were children and did not yet understand fear unless it wore a face. Others clung to their mothers’ robes. Vendors stood beside unopened stalls. A baker held a tray of flatbread forgotten in both hands. The palace guards had stopped pretending not to look upward.

“How long?” Zara asked.

“If the decline continues, winter crop failure begins within two years. Water rationing within one. Civil unrest before that.”

“And extinction?”

Doctor Naven said nothing.

Zara finally looked at him.

He lowered his gaze.

The answer was in the silence.

Sahrin’s sun was not Astraea. It was a younger star called Haram, yellow-white and smaller than the legends of the living star. It had burned steadily for billions of years and, according to every natural law, should have continued doing so long after Zara and her descendants were dust. A star like Haram did not simply dim in a decade. Fusion did not forget its duty. Gravity did not misplace its hunger. Light did not grow tired.

Yet the sun had begun to fade when Zara was seven.

Now she was seventeen.

Her people had spent ten years explaining away the impossible.

Volcanic dust, the first report said.

Orbital drift, the second.

Measurement errors, the third.

A fluctuation in the star’s outer layers, the fourth.

A punishment from the old gods, said the priests.

A foreign conspiracy, said the ministers.

A lie invented by astronomers to gain budget, said the nobles who owned the grain reserves.

But every year the harvest shrank. Every year the polar ice vaults melted less in spring. Every year more infants were born with blue lips during the cold months. Every year sunrise came softer.

Zara wrapped her fingers around the balcony rail. The metal should have been hot by now. Instead, it was only warm.

Below, a bell rang once.

Then again.

Then every bell in Kesra began to answer.

Not the temple bells.

The alarm bells.

A dark line appeared beyond the northern dunes.

At first Zara thought it was a sandstorm, but sandstorms moved like beasts, shouldering their way across the horizon. This line moved too evenly. Too deliberately. It stretched from east to west in a long iron bruise.

Doctor Naven lifted his far-scope.

His face drained of color.

“Raiders,” he whispered.

Zara snatched the instrument from him.

The distant image leapt close: black skiffs skimming over the dunes on magnetic runners, their hulls plated with bone-white armor. At their fronts fluttered banners of ash-gray cloth marked by a broken circle.

The sign of Vhaross.

The Dead Empire.

Zara’s hands tightened around the far-scope.

Vhaross had been a dead planet for three thousand years. Every history tutor in the palace had said so. Its atmosphere had frozen. Its oceans had turned to metal-hard ice. Its core had stopped spinning, leaving the world without a magnetic shield. No civilization could survive there.

And yet, for the last five years, ships bearing its broken-circle sigil had appeared across the outer systems. They raided mining colonies, stripped abandoned stations, stole water, engines, children, and corpses.

Corpses most of all.

The empire of dead planets had begun collecting the dead.

“Summon my father,” Zara said.

“The king is already in council.”

“Then summon Captain Mar.”

A second bell rang, deeper than the first.

From the palace courtyard below, a squadron of sun-lancers rushed toward the city gates. Their armor caught the weak morning light and threw it back in thin strips. At their head rode Solen Mar, captain of Zara’s personal guard, on a sand-runner with twin brass engines.

Even from the balcony, Zara recognized the angle of his shoulders.

Solen never looked hurried. Not when assassins were found in the shrine gardens. Not when a minister’s son challenged him to a duel and fainted before the first strike. Not even during the palace earthquake of Zara’s thirteenth year, when he carried her grandmother down six flights of collapsing stairs and apologized afterward for tearing the queen-mother’s sleeve.

But now he looked up.

Their eyes met across the distance.

For one impossible second, the bells vanished. The city vanished. The dying sun vanished.

Solen raised two fingers to his brow.

Not a salute.

A promise.

Stay inside.

Zara’s mouth tightened.

Solen had known her for eight years. He should have known better.

She turned from the balcony.

Doctor Naven stepped into her path. “Your Highness, where are you going?”

“To the gates.”

“You cannot.”

“I am princess of Sahrin.”

“Exactly.”

Zara smiled without warmth. “That means I do not ask permission to defend it.”

She pushed past him and ran.

The palace corridors had been designed to make people feel small. Ceilings arched high above, painted with old myths: Astraea pouring light into seven cups; the first Sair king kneeling before a sunbeam; the betrayal of the living star shown as a heroic victory over a burning monster. Zara had grown up beneath those paintings. As a child, she believed them. As a teenager, she resented their certainty. Now, as she ran through the palace with alarm bells shaking dust from the walls, she wondered whether every painting in the world was simply a beautiful lie waiting to be useful.

Servants flattened themselves against pillars as she passed.

“Princess!” someone called.

“My lady!” shouted another.

She ignored them.

At the armory door, two guards crossed their spears.

“Orders from the king,” said the taller one. “No royal family member is to leave the inner palace.”

Zara stopped.

The guards were young. Too young. One had a scar on his chin from a training blade. The other wore his helmet crooked.

“What are your names?” she asked.

The taller guard swallowed. “Jaren, Your Highness.”

“Pell,” said the other.

“Jaren. Pell. Do you know why Sahrin keeps a royal house?”

They looked at one another.

“To rule?” Jaren guessed.

“To be obeyed?” Pell tried.

“No,” Zara said. “To burn first.”

Before they could decide what that meant, she slipped between their spears, seized a training blade from the rack, and continued down the corridor.

She heard them curse and hurry after her.

Outside, Kesra had become a hive kicked open.

Citizens poured through streets toward the shelter tunnels. Water carts overturned. Priests shouted prayers through copper horns. Palace soldiers formed lines at the northern gate, their sun-lances rising like a field of gold reeds. Above them, the city’s solar mirrors shifted on their towers, searching for light too weak to weaponize.

Zara reached the gatehouse breathless.

Solen saw her immediately.

“No,” he said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“You were told to stay inside.”

“I was also told at age nine that queens never climb fig trees. History has survived my disobedience.”

“This is not a fig tree.”

“No. It is my city.”

A muscle moved in Solen’s jaw. He was twenty-one, only four years older than she was, but command had carved him into something sharper than age. His hair was black, tied at the nape. His skin was the warm brown of the southern riverlands. A thin scar crossed one eyebrow, pale against his face. He wore the sun-lancer armor without ornament, though Zara knew the king had offered him medals enough to turn his chest into a chandelier.

“You do not have armor,” he said.

“I have a sword.”

“That is a ceremonial training blade.”

“It still has a point.”

“So does a sewing needle. I would not recommend it against raiders.”

Zara stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Solen. People are frightened. If they see me hiding—”

“They will see you alive.”

“If they see me standing with them, they will remember they are Sahrin.”

His expression changed. Only slightly. Enough.

He understood.

That was the terrible thing about Solen Mar. He understood her even when he disagreed.

Before he could answer, the first raider skiff crested the dune.

It came fast, a black blade over red sand. Then another. Then twenty. Then fifty. Their engines shrieked. Their broken-circle banners snapped in the thin morning wind.

At the wall, the sun-lancers knelt.

“Hold,” Solen commanded.

The raiders drew closer.

Zara felt the vibration of their engines through the soles of her feet.

Something inside her chest answered.

A pulse.

Soft.

Golden.

She pressed a hand to her sternum.

For months she had felt it in dreams. A warmth with no source. A whisper like flame learning her name. She had told no one, not even Naven, not even Solen. Especially not Solen. People in palaces were always looking for signs. A princess with a strange heat in her blood would become either a miracle or a threat, and Zara had no desire to be used as either.

The pulse came again.

Brighter.

The first raider cannon fired.

A shell struck the gate tower. Stone exploded. Men screamed. Zara stumbled as the shock wave slammed through the wall.

Solen grabbed her arm. “Inside. Now.”

Another shell struck.

This one hit the market street behind the gate.

The world became dust and noise.

When Zara could see again, a fruit stall was burning. A child lay in the street beside a broken water jar. Not moving.

The child’s mother crawled toward him, one arm twisted wrong.

A raider skiff vaulted the outer barricade.

Its cannon turned toward the street.

Toward the child.

Zara heard Solen shout her name.

She ran.

She did not think. If she had thought, she would have been afraid. She would have remembered that she carried a useless blade and wore silk trousers and had no armor. She would have remembered that princesses were symbols, not shields.

But the child was small.

The cannon was turning.

The sun was dying.

And something


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ADAM A SF=STONE
+






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





