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For those who feel deeply.

It is not a weakness. It is your magick.

Better to feel every shade of light and shadow than to feel nothing at all.
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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’.




CHAPTER ONE

Elara Bellereve had been able to walk through dreams for as long as she could remember. Some were Stygian black and jagged nightmares; others were sherbet-painted and cloud-filled, the daydreams of the innocent. Then came the brown, flat dreams of the day-to-day and the incense-perfumed prophetic dreams, those that the seers throughout Celestia dreamed.

She had fallen into the dreamscape of a Helion. She knew that much. Yet, as she crept around the red sand dunes of his dreams, something struck her as familiar about them. Had she walked here before? The colours were vivid and bright, the air dry and hot, so unlike the cool and dark dreams she was familiar with. She saw the back of a male figure, strong and lithe as he wielded a golden sword, battling against something. But as she crept closer, she saw shadows surrounding him, attacking him, the figure gasping for help as they slowly began to suffocate him.

She woke with a start, her surroundings filtering through the remnants of her dreams. A panicked blink showed her only darkness. A coarse fabric itched her cheek – a sack by the feel of it.

She had been running down the cobbles of the Dreamer’s Quarter, dress damp with blood, and then—

She racked her brain. There’d been the scent of dreadpoppies pressed to her nose, arms around her waist and … nothing.

She swallowed, raising her rope-tied wrists to try and remove the sack, but a sharp yank on them stopped her. She hissed, lowering them and forced herself to sit up as much as she could. She was moving, the clop-clop of hooves and hard wooden slats digging into her back suggesting she was in a wagon. ‘If it’s money you want, I can give you money,’ she said, blinking away the fog.

There was a faint laugh, and a man with a slightly lilting accent spoke. ‘We have enough of that.’

‘Then what?’ Elara asked, forcing her voice steady. ‘Are you in league with the Star?’

Silence.

She slumped back, her last memories before the darkness flittering around the edges of her mind.

One moment she had been dancing with Lukas at her birthday ball and the next …

Red starlight, blood – so much blood – seeping over marble, and a scream to run.

Her breath began to race away from her and she forced herself to drink it back in – once, twice, as she squeezed her eyes shut.

Into the box, into the box, into the box.

She chanted it until her emotions had been rammed down inside of her, a veneer of calm replacing them.

She took stock of her position. It seemed she’d been kidnapped. Fucking kidnapped. Aquaria, the Star of misfortune, must have been laughing over her shoulder.

Elara blinked, forcing herself to remain present, to gauge as much as she could of her surroundings. The memories of the last few hours rattled, desperate to be let out, but she gritted her teeth as she ignored them. She couldn’t stay with those memories right now, couldn’t think of home – or she might unravel entirely.

Think.

How could she escape these people? She checked in with her well of magick. It was awake all right, writhing in the pit of her stomach, ready to be siphoned into her Three.

She didn’t even bother to try and summon the shadows she was born with. If they hadn’t appeared in eighteen years, then they wouldn’t now.

And her dreamwalking was useless in this instance, which left her last gift. One she could actually use.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Elara demanded, in a tone as bold as she could muster. She looked down – light was visible through a tiny sliver at the bottom of the sack covering her head. Shifting herself carefully, slightly increasing the size of the sliver, she could make out her shoes, and a pair of heavy boots to her right, all drenched in Asterian light.

‘You’ll see soon enough.’

She kept her eye fixed on the soft violet light – the only indication that she was still in Asteria – as she tried to form a plan. All she had to do was wait for the cart to stop, which it inevitably would have to. And as these brigands – whoever they were – attempted to haul her to whichever terrible fate awaited her, she would make her break for freedom. She could do it. She had to. The cart rumbled on, as Elara bided her time, turning over her plan of escape as she softened her body, feigning sleep.

Hours must have passed from the way the light began to turn indigo, when a voice broke the silence.

‘I’m hungry.’

Elara tensed at the different voice, this one with a similar lilting accent.

The first voice, the one that had spoken hours ago, replied in a low tone: ‘You can eat when we cross the border. Though if you spent as much time worrying about your king’s orders as you do what you’re going to shove down your gullet, you’d have been promoted by now. It’s your own fault you’re not in the King’s Guard.’

There was a muttered response as Elara picked through the conversation. King? Border?

Dread crept up her spine. They were taking her to Helios.

It took every ounce of control within Elara’s body not to struggle then and there, as she realized she was being led into enemy territory. Not just by some bored Asterian thugs, but by Helions. Soldiers, by the sounds of it.

The force who had plagued her kingdom with raids and blockades for years. Who had encouraged the rest of the world to shun her people. All thanks to the man at the helm of it all, the one who had waged the War on Darkness against her father, two decades ago. King Idris D’Oro.

‘You know, for one of the King’s Guard, you’re not the most adept at espionage,’ she said. ‘Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know … guarding your king?’

There was a beat, before the first voice – the leader, she assumed – replied, ‘What makes you think we’re the King’s Guard?’

‘You don’t exactly use inside voices,’ she replied.

There were muttered curses, enough so that Elara counted between five or six other people within the cart, before the leader spoke again with a note of finality. ‘No more questions.’

‘You may as well save us the journey, and drag me outside to kill me now,’ she said. It would be death, or a fate far worse if she set foot in the Palace of Light, so if there was any chance of escape near the border, she’d take it.

‘We’re not going to hurt you,’ he replied.

Elara tried subtly to work her wrists against their binding again. As she shifted, she felt her dagger press into her thigh. It was relief that washed over her first – the soldiers hadn’t discovered it. Shortly followed by a string of mental curses as she realized how far it was away from her incapacitated hands.

Finally, the cart ground to a stop followed by a sharp rap to her left.

‘State your business,’ came a voice heavy with the accent of the Asterian Borderlands.

Elara took a deep breath, ready to scream, but a solid hand clamped down on her lips, gifting her a mouthful of sack. She coughed against it, but the hand held firm, another pushing down upon her shoulder when she tried to struggle.

There was an inaudible murmur from the driver up front, and the sound of coins clinking.

There was another rap on the cart, and it trundled on, until finally the hand released her. She spluttered and spat the burlap out of her mouth, as she blinked down once more at the slice of light. To her horror, it had shifted from her familiar lilac-blue to fierce orange. She was across the border.

The sack was yanked off her head, and Elara winced at the horrid burnished glare of Helion light that flooded her sight. It was so much more garish than the comforting tones of home, casting the cart in a bright gold. When she blinked it away, a man was looking at her, a very handsome man, a slight frown on his face. His eyes were warm brown, skin brown too, and he had the closely shorn haircut of the militia, though with an intricate pattern shaved more closely on one side of his head, which stretched into straight lines of the Light’s rays. Oh, he was Helion all right.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded, before taking quick account of the rest of the group, draped in golden armour.

‘Leonardo Acardi,’ said the brown-eyed man.

Her stomach plummeted. ‘You’re the general of the Helion army. The King’s Thunderbolt.’

He shrugged, something like a twinkle in his eye. ‘Is that what they call me?’

She forced her gaze off him, if only to look desperately back to her home as they rolled further into Helios, the border growing further and further away. She caught sight of the Temple of Piscea, Asteria’s patron Star, which signified the entrance into Asteria. A familiar resentment clung to her chest as she glanced at the glossy black obsidian pillars – perfect and out of place within the soft twilight hues of her kingdom. Piscea’s prayer stood out in glittering silverstone, a fairly new one that had only been coined a few decades before.

So worship her. So fear her.

Apt, for the goddess of terror, of fate and darkness. Though she slumbered now, thank the Stars. Elara raised her eyes to the sky, and the split torn through it, the patch of gold and orange growing larger as her sapphire sky diminished.

‘The palace horses are waiting on the outskirts of Sol,’ Leonardo said. ‘We’ll leave this cart there,’ he said to a comrade.

Elara reached back to her geography lessons. It was just as she’d thought – she was being taken to the capital of Helios, where the Palace of Light waited. She remained silent as she settled back, and waited, spiralling into her magick. As she moved, the dampness of blood on her dress pinched at her, and nausea roiled through her, along with unwanted memories.

The blood.

The starlight.

‘Run!’

She squeezed her eyes shut again until the images had disappeared once more. When she looked out from the cart, she saw dusty streets rather than the lush, dark vegetation that lined every road in Asteria. Though the sounds were muffled through the wood it sounded louder than her home too, and gods, it was sweltering. Her thick woollen dress felt cloistering, her corset beneath digging into her chest and waist uncomfortably as sweat began to gather at the base of her spine. But she cared not, when she didn’t plan on staying in the Stars-forsaken city for a minute longer than she had to.

When the wagon stopped, and the doors were flung open, Elara was ready.

As she was pulled up by Leonardo, and led off the cart, she struck.

Her magick danced out of her, threads rapidly weaving a cocoon of sweet invisibility around her. Leonardo cursed, as the other soldiers shouted, but Elara had already slipped from his grasp.

She pelted away from the cart and into the streets of Sol.




CHAPTER TWO

Light, sound and heat assaulted her. The hustle and bustle of drivers going to market, the sound of children’s laughter and gossiping washerwomen swamped her senses as she worked to maintain her illusion. She was one with the air, the ground, she was—

‘Shit!’ she yelled, grinding to a halt before she was nearly trampled by a moving spice cart. She sprinted across the road once it had cleared and heard shouts. But her magick had slipped. She had no idea where she was going, only that she had to lose the guards. The scent of exotic flowers, fragrant spices and freshly washed laundry wafted her way as she twisted and turned. It was too much, too overwhelming for a woman who hadn’t set foot outside her own realm before. Finally, as she hurtled down yet another alley, she was met with quiet, and shade. The shouts of her pursuers faded.

A sharp pain in her head told her that she’d used her magick too strong and too fast, her well depleting. She looked around desperately, and it was only when she was assured that she was completely alone that she leaned against a cool, terracotta wall, gulping in lungfuls of arid air. She only allowed herself three before she hitched her dress up, awkwardly angling herself so that she could pull her dagger from its hilt around her thigh. She placed the hilt in her mouth as she sawed her bindings upon the dagger, its blade glittering as deep and blue as the starlit sky of home. When the last threads finally snapped, she breathed a sigh of relief, rubbing the obsidian and sapphire crystals embedded in its hilt out of habit, before sheathing it once more.

Her thick, powder-blue dress was heavy in the heat, not to mention covered in drying blood. She couldn’t have looked more conspicuous if she tried. From the few glimpses she’d seen as she’d ran past, Helion fashion certainly wasn’t modest, and Elara cursed, before tearing the dress off, corset too, leaving her in her thin, white undergown, saved from blood by the thick wool of her overdress.

She dumped the sullied dress in the alley and began to walk. She passed various piazzas, ones decorated with extravagant fountains and surrounded by white, dazzling houses. Some were filled with people, others quiet. She ventured into one that she saw was empty, turning in a circle. All she had to do was find out the direction of the border, and keep walking. Whether her feet bled or her body gave out, she had to get back home.

It was as her thoughts wrapped around home, of the scene she had left behind, her mother’s scream, her father’s roar – the starlight, the laughter – that she realized too late who was approaching.

There were shouts, the draw of steel, and as Elara made to run, more guards entered the small square.

She turned to another alleyway. Soldiers in golden armour marched out of that one too. She realized she was completely entrapped.

‘Looks like a little birdy’s trying to fly home,’ grinned one soldier.

Some of the others whistled and twittered. Her hand longed for her dagger, but it was strapped to her thigh, too far from reach as another man with a nasty scar upon his cheek advanced. ‘I say we clip her wings,’ he said, displaying yellow teeth with his smile. She didn’t recognize him from the cart. He had to be a city guard.

‘They weren’t General Leonardo’s orders,’ piped up a younger soldier.

‘Well, General Leonardo isn’t here, is he?’

Elara began to back up a step, but felt a blade at her spine. Her head was still pounding, but she dragged up the last available droplets of her illusioning power, as the scarred man advanced, tossing his sword between his hands.

‘Hold her, lads.’

Though every instinct inside her wanted to scream and cry, to beg, she forced herself to be calm.

She said nothing as rough hands grabbed her shoulders, excited guffaws from the small group ringing in her ears.

‘Don’t you think this is all a little cliché?’ she sighed.

The soldier frowned.

‘Big, bad scar? Dark alleyway? Little man given a dram of power, decides to accost a woman with it?’ Sofia would have been proud of the unruffled tone.

‘Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?’

Elara tilted her head as though considering. ‘Well, from the smell of yesterday’s beer on your breath, I’d guess an alcoholic waste of a city guard, who’s never made it up the ranks past being the general’s lapdog.’

The scarred man’s face contorted in rage. ‘Oh, I’ll make you pay for that,’ he snarled. ‘Drag her down there,’ he ordered a soldier, nodding to the dark alley she’d come from. She was hauled along to jeers and taunts, though she did not struggle, keeping her eyes on the scarred soldier.

One cannot see clearly through stormy waters, she reminded herself. One of her many, many tutors had tried to drum the sentence through her skull during Elara’s various outbursts. When she was pushed against the wall, she spoke.

‘I’m going to give you one more chance to be a gentleman and let me go.’

A different soldier, this one stocky and short, gripped her hands behind her back.

The scarred soldier’s laugh was empty. ‘Shut the fuck up, you entitled little bitch,’ he barked. His dirty hands tugged at the fabric of her white gown, ripping the neckline. His lips came close to her neck.

You control your emotions, they do not control you.

Yet another lesson from another tutor.

He drew his slimy tongue across her throat, and she forced herself to remain still as her magick swirled and snapped until it poured out of her – the final drop in her well.

Into an illusion. This time, a nightmare.

She felt her magick rear behind her, blocking out the Light above them, as the guards all around her stiffened. The hands at her back fell away, whimpers sounding. Before the inevitable screams.

Elara’s illusions were a magick of will. And what she willed was to show the soldiers their worst fear.

‘I wonder what you see,’ she said softly, to the scarred guard now backing away. ‘Is it a wraith? A soulless monster?’ She advanced, as more screams sounded, like music. ‘Is it your own reflection?’

A tear trickled down the guard’s face. ‘Please.’

‘Is that the sound you wanted me to make?’ she whispered. ‘Do you enjoy preying on women? Defenceless? Innocent? I wonder if what you see is a man doing what you just tried to do to me, to your daughter.’

He sank to his knees, eyes wide with fear. She vaguely noticed some of the other guards on the ground, wailing and crawling, or curled up in a ball. All so easy to terrify.

She gritted her teeth as she forced one final bout of power into the alley. She willed her nightmares to haunt these men’s sleep for the rest of their miserable lives. And smiled, at the faint scent of ammonia as a wet patch spread across the scarred man’s crotch.

A bloodcurdling scream rose from the man’s gaping lips, and she clamped her hand firmly over his mouth. Tears streamed down his face as he shook against her, muttering hysterically.

‘This is for every woman you’ve preyed upon, every girl you have accosted and taken from without asking permission. I know I’m not the first.’ She leaned in. ‘But I will be your last. If you or your men ever try this again, you will pray for these nightmares. Because they will be nothing compared to what I will do to you.’

Footsteps pounded and she turned to see Leonardo arrive in the alleyway, a look of shock on his face, and two guards in tow. He surveyed the various soldiers slumped on the floor, or wailing, or praying.

His eyes widened, and she tried to force her nightmares upon him, enough so that she could run. But that piercing pain scorched through her head, as the last of her magick sputtered out. She swayed, and Leonardo launched forwards, catching her. She felt rope – soaked in shadowsbane – bind her wrists. She almost laughed. The dampening venom made no difference when she couldn’t even wield the most common, and powerful, of Asterian magick.

However, she didn’t have any energy or any other magick left to fight back as she was marched out of the alley.

An elderly woman hiding in her doorway blanched when Elara walked past her.

‘Who are you?’ she breathed, fear sharp in her eyes.

Before the last of Elara’s bravado left her, she winked. ‘Just an entitled little bitch.’




CHAPTER THREE

The heat did nothing to soothe the pounding in Elara’s head as she was pushed to the foot of the Palace of Light’s promenade. Reality had begun to set in, her veneer of cool  confidence shattering as she tried not to tremble, as she tried so desperately to keep a leash upon her emotions. And yet, even through the pain, and the anger, and the Stars-damned ropes biting at her wrists, Elara couldn’t help but look at the structure before her in awe. Spires reached into clouds, casting shadows that seemed to shimmer upon the cobbles below. A waterfall, its waters streaked with molten gold and bronze, rushed down behind the palace, framing the home of the D’Oros. She was pushed up the incline towards the palace entrance, the cobbles making way for smooth ground stone that sparkled in the Light, neat flowerbeds filled with apricot-coloured flowers lining the wide path. She tried to ignore the trickling of sweat down her back, or the fact she was in only her ripped undergown, about to enter the home of her sworn enemies.

‘Enjoying the view?’ Leonardo asked from beside her and she scowled.

‘For a city so beautiful, it’s a shame your monarch is such a conceited prick.’

Leonardo pulled her tighter to him. ‘You will watch your tongue,’ he said, voice low. ‘And keep your traitorous spew to yourself.’

She bit back a retort as they arrived through a pair of gilded gates to the palace entrance.

Flanking either side of the towering doors sat two winged lions, carved from the pure gold that seemed to pour from the city, evidence of the riches of Helios. The mythas were said to have flown through Helion skies once upon a time. The sentinels stood mid-roar, wicked fangs gleaming in the Light. As she was pushed through the doors – carved with reliefs of the infamous Descent of Leyon, the patron Star of Helios – she couldn’t help but feel she was stepping right into the lion’s maw.

The cool marble corridors passed in a blur, the art – so much art, all hanging from intricate frames – seemed to morph and shimmer in the airy space as she was led onwards. More doors swung open, these inlaid with twirling flowers and vines, and she was shoved unceremoniously through by Leonardo.

Elara took two staggering steps in and stopped. The throne room was cavernous. Painted frescoes adorned the ceiling, walls and even the windows, depicting images of the history and myths of Helios. She saw the infamous battle between the ancient winged lions of Helios and the angels of Sveta. Her eyes narrowed as she saw a mural dedicated to the War on Darkness, King Idris painted as a grand saviour as he lay siege to Asteria’s walls, wearing a crown of light.

The arms at her back propelled her forwards, and she gritted her teeth, praying that her magick would replenish by the time she arrived by the thrones she could see waiting at the other end of the massive room. She passed a small pool lined with peach-coloured flowers, noticing the scent that wafted from them. Frangipani, exotic and sweet. Small alcoves were hewn into the walls, gauze curtains drawn across them. Before she had time to check her magick again, to even pause, she was shoved in front of the larger throne.

She didn’t look at the king, instead looking up to the frescoed ceiling, knowing the dismissal would infuriate him.

‘Apologies for our tardiness, Your Majesty,’ Leonardo said behind her. ‘This one gave us more trouble than we expected.’

Elara made a small sound of dry amusement – of course the general hadn’t wondered why Elara had exercised her power upon the guards – her gaze finally sliding to the king.

Idris D’Oro’s skin was olive; his nostrils flared in a permanent sneer. His frame was one of an ageing man; she could see where muscles had once been, gained from the infamous battles she had heard the stories of, but they had been replaced with a paunch of gluttony. His black hair was slicked back, revealing slanting eyebrows, but it was his eyes that made her shiver. They were golden, but like shards of glass. Empty.

‘Princess Elara.’ Oil slid over his words, as she inclined her head.

‘It’s Queen now, technically.’

It was then that her attention was taken by the figure in the throne beside the king, who had leaned forwards as she spoke, his chin now resting indolently on his hand. She felt a dull thump as she locked eyes with him. He was so handsome that for a moment, her mind froze. His skin was darker than the king’s – a golden shade of brown. His jaw cut into his face, and the hard planes of it were accentuated with black brows and black curls that fell across his forehead. A small hoop in his ear glowed in the Helion rays casting through the stained-glass windows. But it was his eyes that made her pause. They were gold also, but the liquid gold of the waterfalls outside. They glinted like the crown he wore tipped on his head, and they looked at her like she was prey, glancing down her figure, taking in her torn nightgown.

Elara realized with a start who she was staring at. He gave a slow, hungry grin as he saw the understanding dawn in her eyes. Prince Lorenzo. The Lion of Helios.

‘I believe there needs to be a coronation to officially become queen,’ Idris sneered.

Elara’s attention was still fixed on the prince. ‘I suppose I was a little busy getting kidnapped to attend mine.’

With a blink she tore her eyes from him, the stories and whispers she had heard of him roiling below the surface of her consciousness. She willed calm into her veins and forced her focus back on to King Idris, trying to ignore the prince’s piercing gaze.

‘Which brings me to my next point,’ Idris said. ‘We were sorry to hear about the late king and queen’s passing, princess.’

The truth spoken aloud nearly made Elara crumple to the floor. But she kept her back straight, even as her hand twitched by her side. All she wanted was to retaliate against Idris’s disrespect, but no magick reared up, her source empty.

‘You mean their murder.’

‘It’s a good thing my guards found you when they did, or perhaps your death would have been next.’ Idris inclined his head. ‘Or perhaps not, if the story of how you escaped the wrath of a Star is true.’

The dry heat had dissipated from the room, Elara’s entire being growing cold and stiff.

‘How do you kn—?’

‘Come, now. You believe that every king and queen across Celestia doesn’t know? As servants to the Stars, of course we heard the news. Star Leyon called us to his temple the moment he heard of the events that took place last night. And also told me of your little prophecy that started it all. That summoned Ariete in the first place.’

Elara fought against the images that once more bubbled up – her mother and father in tears as she had returned from the fair only the night before, and demanded to know if the prophecy that the Concordian priestess had spoken there was true.

‘Then you risk much by dragging me here, now that you know the King of Stars will do anything to find me. He killed an entire throne room of people for concealing me from him. Think what he would do to you.’ The smile that crept upon her face was tight.

The crown prince was still silent beside Idris, though his eyes had narrowed.

‘It is for this exact reason, that you were brought here.’

‘Elaborate.’

Idris’s nostrils flared at the order. He looked back to his son, who only raised an eyebrow, still silent, before he stood. There was a gleam in his lined, pale eyes.

‘I want to kill a Star. And you’re going to help me.’




CHAPTER FOUR

Elara took a step backwards, bumping right into Leonardo.

She must have misheard.

‘You want to kill a god?’ she asked hoarsely.

Elara was a royal. She knew the flaws of the Stars who the subjects of Celestia worshipped so blindly. Though her lands had been untouched by Stars – their patron goddess slumbering – when she was only eight she had heard her parents whisper to each other of what the Stars were capable of when they descended from their home in the Heavens. Capri had turned more than one subject in his land to solid gold for beating him at a game of cards. Aquaria, so Sofia had once told her, flew into such fits of rage that she could cast misfortune and curses upon an entire family line. And Ariete … well … any royal could recount the rivers of blood he had spilled in his time. She had questioned for years why they should pray to such cruel and capricious beings. And yet … to even speak the words aloud? It was utter sacrilege.

Idris twirled the yellow topaz ring on his little finger. ‘Not just any god. Ariete. The King of Stars.’ He rose from the throne and began to pace.

The emotions Elara had been trying so desperately to swallow now ignited in a pit of fire as she thought of the god who had cost her everything.

‘Why?’ was all she managed to say.

‘If the King of Stars falls, so will the others. For centuries, Elara, the monarchs of Celestia have had to kneel at the feet of these gods. Lick their boots, be nothing more than servants. I had thought that the Stars were invincible, impossible to kill. Until now. Until you.’

She turned. ‘Find someone else. I have no interest in being smitten by divinitas when the Stars inevitably discover your plan.’

It was the worst way to die, by divinitas. The Stars’ deathly starlight would blind you, then flay your skin, before quite literally obliterating your existence. Leaving not even a body to bury – and with that, no way to get to the Hallowlands, or the Graveyard at the very least, which sat somewhere between the paradise of the Hallowlands and the damnation of the Deadlands. She thought of the look in her parents’ eyes as red starlight had thrashed them, and squeezed her own shut.

‘Do you think you have a choice?’

As she opened her eyes again, horrible light seeped from the king’s fingertips as he sat back on his throne. He could wield that light, inflict pain on her with it. She forced herself not to even blink.

‘You can’t very well return to Asteria. Not as the god of wrath and blood himself hunts for you. Where else would you go?’

It hit Elara then. She had been trying so desperately to get back home. But how could she when the god who had murdered her parents would be waiting with open arms?

Nowhere. Elara had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. She had the years locked away in her silver tower to thank for that.

‘You will stay,’ Idris said. ‘I will put you in the finest quarters. You will want for nothing. So long as you allow us to train you. To make you the weapon you were always destined to be – one to bring down the very skies.’

This, or death. Elara weighed the options in her mind. To be a slave to Idris, or to spend her life running from Ariete’s clutches.

‘How will you train me?’

‘I know you possess the Three, princess. All of your kingdom’s powers, rather than just one. Rare, indeed.’

‘How could you know?’ she demanded. It was impossible. No one but her family’s innermost circle and trusted tutors had known.

‘I have my sources,’ Idris replied. His son’s lips twitched then. ‘You will be trained rigorously, and ruthlessly. The D’Oro way.’

‘And how will you hide me from Ariete?’ she demanded. If her pale skin didn’t give her away, then her silver eyes did – Elara was Asterian through and through.

He clicked his fingers, and the presence at Elara’s back disappeared, before she heard the doors swing open once more. She turned, seeing a beautiful woman glide into the room. She looked different from the other Helions that Elara had laid eyes on. Her golden hair glowed, her green eyes sparkling – so enticing that Elara found it hard to look away.

‘Merissa will see to it that you’re well disguised. We’ve already taken care of the details of your stay.’

‘Such a lovely euphemism for imprisonment,’ she said. Leonardo shifted behind her. ‘Let the record show that I will not agree to stay here, in the kingdom of my enemy.’

‘Then you’ll be dragged to your new chambers. It would be easier if you went willingly.’

Elara clenched her jaw. Toyed with the idea of struggling. But her bones were so weary, her mind more so. And so she straightened her spine, and spun on her heel, giving a look dripping with derision to Leonardo. ‘And I suppose it’s you who will be overseeing my training?’

There was a cold laugh behind her. ‘No,’ Idris said. ‘That would be my son.’

Her eyes flew to the prince’s as his glare bore into her.

She scoffed, making sure her only visible reaction was one of ridicule, before tossing her hair over her shoulder as Leonardo escorted her out, feeling the prince’s glare scorching her back.




CHAPTER FIVE

She was deposited, in silence, in front of an ornate door by Leonardo, who nodded at Merissa and left.

Merissa looked furtively at Elara, then away, before removing a key from the pocket of her gauzy, pink skirt and twisting it in the lock. As the door opened, the sight that greeted Elara was so enticing it irked her. She tried to master the awe on her face as she walked inside. Her rooms in Asteria had been grand, but she had never dreamed that such a place as these rooms existed. Two marble pillars flanked a huge four-poster bed and large doors, which stood ajar, allowing a warm breeze to waft gently from a balcony. As she trailed closer, wondering just how high the jump from the balcony would be, she saw it was spacious, enough for a divan, with an assortment of throws and cushions scattered around it, with ornate oil lamps floating by some magick through the air. She could see matching balconies and rooms across the way, a neatly manicured lawn between her side and the opposite. A fountain trickled in the centre.

She walked back inside and craned her neck up to inspect the ceiling, noticing the same frescoes that decorated the other rooms that she had seen earlier. Hues of blush, peach and yellow blended together. At home, the fashion and decorations were mostly tinted blues, lavender and black in honour of their twilit sky. She rubbed her eyes irritably at the Light, beaming through the room. It was really going to take some getting used to this glare.

Merissa wrung her hands in between fussing with the pillows and curtains of the bed, and Elara crossed her arms, staring at the woman until she finished her activity and turned to her slowly.

‘I-I’ve tried to make your stay here in Sol as comfortable as possible,’ she said, eyes averted, her voice barely a whisper.

The anger and indignation that had filled Elara deflated, and she relaxed her shoulders, trying to soften her face.

It wasn’t this woman’s fault that Elara had been dragged into her enemy’s lair, then basically forced to aid their cause. And she certainly didn’t want the poor woman to be scared of her.

‘I appreciate it,’ she said softly.

Merissa’s hands stopped fidgeting quite so much. ‘I—’ She started again. ‘His Majesty has requested my skills to help disguise you while you’re amongst our court.’ She walked through to an adjoining chamber, which only served to grudgingly impress Elara more.

Sunken into the floor at the centre of the chamber was a bath the size of a small pool, full of crystal-clear water and soapy bubbles. Painted tiles lined it and were warm to the touch. The room smelled of jasmine oil, a smell that caused a sharp pang of longing in her. It reminded her too much of the night-jasmine trees that had grown outside her window, soothing her when she could not sleep with the fear of the nightmares she might fall into.

‘And what skills would those be?’ Elara asked, blinking away the memories.

Merissa’s lip quirked slightly. ‘You’ll see. For now, let’s get you clean.’

Elara was suddenly aware once more of the state of her dress, the sweat that had dried sticky on her skin.

Merissa began to undo the laces of Elara’s undergown, not that Elara minded. She’d grown up dressing and undressing in front of handmaids. When the torn and dusty white undergown slithered to the floor, Merissa picked it up gingerly.

‘Would you like this cleaned, Your Highness?’

‘Elara will do,’ she replied. ‘And no, I don’t want to keep that thing.’ It still bore the memories of the day that had changed her life irrevocably.

‘Thank the Stars. I’ll burn it then,’ Merissa muttered.

When Elara turned, the maid looked mortified that she’d uttered the words aloud. ‘I-I’m sorry, I—’

‘Incineration sounds fine.’ Elara’s lips twitched as she undid the thigh sheath that held her dagger, and Merissa smiled shyly back.

She placed it carefully by the water’s edge before gingerly stepping into the bath. Deliciously cool water lapped at her, a balm to her heated skin.

Merissa reached for the holster and knife. Elara stopped her. ‘I’d rather it remained close,’ she said.

Merissa gave a nod, and a reassuring smile. ‘Of course. A wise choice.’

It was a damned shame. If she had been in any other circumstances, perhaps she could have become friends with this woman.

She pushed the thought aside as Merissa crouched down next to the bath. ‘Soaps are laid here for you, Your Highness.’

‘Elara,’ she corrected again.

Merissa’s cheeks grew pink, and Elara tried to force another somewhat friendly smile as she turned her back to reach for the soaps.

‘That’s beautiful,’ she heard Merissa breathe behind her.

Elara turned, craning her neck to look at Merissa, and realized what the woman had to be looking at. An elegant rendering of a dragun was tattooed down her spine, snaking down in black, its scales and wings laced with shards of silver.

‘Ah, my dragun. The sigil of our family,’ she replied.

Merissa nodded. ‘I know the tales.’

Elara turned her attention back to the soap. ‘My best friend has one of a nightwolf.’ It wasn’t the sigil of Sofia’s house, but Elara had always been told that she herself had a dragun spirit and Sofia had wanted a tattoo to match her own spirit – ferocious, protective and loyal.

‘Nightwolves. The ending of “The Nightwolf and the Silver” always made me cry as a child,’ Merissa replied. ‘I hated the Nightwolf.’

Elara paused her washing, frowning. ‘The Nightwolf was the hero of the story. He was slain by the maiden.’

‘Yes,’ Merissa said slowly. ‘But he was slain because he had befriended the Lightmaiden, then betrayed her with his bite. She was left no choice. And she died too, with his venom in her veins.’

Elara put down her sponge. ‘Then you and I know very different tales.’

Merissa shrugged, blushing again. ‘Perhaps I spoke out of turn.’

Elara resumed her scrubbing. ‘No. It sounds just like Helios to vilify the Dark and glorify the murderer who was stupid enough to try and tame a wild beast.’

Merissa said nothing more, nodding meekly as she tidied around the bathroom.

An ache had settled deep in Elara’s stomach the moment she had brought up Sofia.

‘I’ll let you relax,’ Merissa said. ‘Call if you need me, I’ll be in the bedroom.’

‘Thank you,’ Elara replied, her mind elsewhere. As soon as the door closed, she submerged herself under the water, allowing it to fill her ears, to wash over her thoughts. Being near water normally calmed her but try as she might, she couldn’t erase the unwanted and terrible thoughts beginning to creep in. The ones that asked what had happened to Sofia, to the rest of her court – to the kingdom she so loved, even if she’d only ever seen it mostly through the panes of window glass.

A buzzing started in her ears, her hands beginning to tingle as familiar panic gripped her. She tried to breathe and choked in a mouthful of cool water.

She came up spluttering and coughing, her sopping hair blinding her.

‘Elara? Is everything all right?’ she heard Merissa call.

‘Fine,’ Elara got out.

She gripped the warm tiles of the pool’s lip, trying to ground herself as her thrumming heart slowed.

‘You will not survive a night here if you allow your emotions to drown you like this,’ she hissed to herself. She brought to mind her box – the one that Sofia had taught her years ago to create. It was obsidian black, its glossy surface reflecting Elara’s haunted face. There was so much already sealed within there, but as she opened it, she didn’t look at a single memory or emotion. Instead she imagined each feeling and image, all her panic and pain, being laid into the black box. Then she resolutely locked it, and shoved it down within her.

[image: ]

When she walked back into the bedroom, wrapped in a fluffy towel, the water on her skin already drying in the heat, Merissa was stood by a dressing table, an enormous oval mirror in the centre of it.

Elara took the hint, and sat gingerly on the stool.

‘The king stressed to me that you had to blend into the kingdom as much as possible,’ Merissa said, as she set about combing Elara’s hair. ‘To those who have already seen you before, my magick won’t work. But to most of the kingdom, who have never set eyes on the Queen of Asteria—’

Elara jerked, facing Merissa. ‘What did you just call me?’

‘The – the Queen,’ she stammered back.

Elara swallowed. ‘Thank you.’

She turned around, Merissa resuming her brushing. ‘To most of the kingdom, the magick will hold. They will see a Helion citizen, if you are ever glimpsed around the palace.’

A rosy glow stretched from her fingertips, heating Elara’s scalp. The blue tint of midnight hair, so long it skimmed her hips, warmed as rich golden hues began to streak through it. She looked in shock to Merissa.

‘You’re a glamourer?’

Merissa nodded, and Elara looked at her features once more.

‘You’re not from Helios.’

She shook her head. ‘I’m Aphrodean.’

It set Elara more at ease, as the glamourer continued to cast the rose-coloured charm over Elara’s features. In the mirror, her eyes deepened to a dark brown, her skin began to glow a little in the way all Helions – the worshippers of the Light – did. There was a brilliance about her, that hadn’t been there before. She looked almost unrecognizable.

‘This is what others will see,’ Merissa said. ‘But this—’ She clicked her fingers, and the mirror rippled, to reveal Elara exactly as she had been – her silver eyes shining back at her, hair blue-black, skin dulling a little in pallor. ‘This is what you and I, and those who have already seen you, will see.’

Elara nodded, grateful that at least she recognized her own reflection.

Merissa gave an encouraging smile, before walking towards a large wardrobe. Sheer garments were pulled out and held in front of Elara. ‘You’ll be wearing Helion attire, of course.’

Elara’s eyes widened. In Asteria, with its chilled climate, the fashion had always been somewhat modest, with little skin exposed, if ever. Yet here, due to the Light’s bounty, the clothes were barely more than a suggestion. Merissa had selected a loose silk skirt that pooled to the ground, and Elara’s eyes bulged as Merissa brought a top into view. Off the shoulders, the blouse bunched, with short cuffs to leave her arms bare. The blouse was white to match the skirt, embroidered with small gold flowers all over it. But what alarmed Elara as Merissa forced it over her was its length. It was cropped, leaving her midriff exposed.

‘This is barely going to cover my breasts,’ she said in horror.

Elara could have sworn the corners of Merissa’s lips lifted. ‘Isn’t that the whole point? Helions believe that their Star Leyon created the Light, in part, to display the beauty of his kingdom proudly.’

‘Skies,’ Elara muttered, taking the clothes from Merissa. ‘I’ll dress myself,’ she added hurriedly.

Merissa ushered Elara behind a screen, waiting as Elara attempted to wrangle the flimsy cloth over her chest in a way that wouldn’t show her nipples.

‘Clothes here are designed for comfort as well as style,’ Merissa called over. ‘We don’t restrict ourselves, and you’ll find corsets are only used for formal occasions – balls and such. You’ll get used to it before you know it.’

Elara dressed hurriedly, making her way out from behind the screen.

Merissa raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re going to blend in perfectly.’

‘Wonderful,’ Elara said flatly.

‘I just have a few finishing touches.’ Merissa twined some small white starflowers through Elara’s hair. The fragrance of them calmed Elara as she breathed it in deeply. ‘There. Now you’re ready for a royal dinner.’

Elara turned to herself in the full-length wardrobe mirror and stilled. The outfit, although still too revealing for Elara’s liking, fit her like a second skin. The silk seemed to drip off her frame. Then she took in her face in the reflection, and felt a twinge of sadness. Merissa had made her up beautifully, but no makeup or glamouring could hide the haunted look that Elara saw in her own silver eyes.

Merissa clicked her fingers, and her reflection evaporated, replaced with the dark-eyed, golden-lit Elara once more.

She tugged a strand of silky hair through her fingers and forced a smile.

‘Thank you, Merissa. I appreciate the kindness you’ve shown me today.’

She meant it. In this place, she would grasp on to any kindness that she could.

Merissa’s eyes filled with warmth, and she gave a little curtsy. ‘It’s best I escort you to dinner now.’ She squinted at an ornate clock mounted on the bedroom wall. ‘It will be served soon, and it will be a good test for my glamouring. Especially as you meet the court.’

Elara looked once more to the room – her new prison – then begrudgingly followed the glamourer out of the room to where the hungry predators waited.




CHAPTER SIX

The banquet hall opened on to a terrace, half of it exposed to the balmy evening air. It was surrounded by a cream-coloured veranda, the sound of birds trilling through the night. Long tables graced the length of the space, with a raised table made of oak for the more distinguished members of the court, looking out over a lush garden blooming with exotic flowers.

Although, as Elara was coming to realize, the sky never fully darkened to the blue-black she was accustomed to back home. Here, late into the evening, the sky was painted a deep red, streaked with vivid orange.

She noticed other guests, dressed in the finer clothes of Helion courtiers, sat around lower tables, chatting and laughing. King Idris was seated at the head of the raised table, his crown gleaming in the flickering lantern light. Further down that same table, she saw Leonardo. He’d swapped his golden armour for umber-brown linens, though she didn’t miss the knives lined upon a strap slung across his chest. His face lit up as he spoke to the woman next to him. She was stunning, with tan skin and chestnut curls. There was something odd about how high she seemed to be sitting, and as Elara neared the raucous tables, she saw why. She was perched in someone’s lap, and as Elara saw the jewelled hand teasing up and down her waist, she saw that the owner of that lap and hand was Prince Lorenzo.

All three were laughing, the pretty woman tipping her head back and flushing girlishly at something the prince was whispering in her ear as she leaned in. Elara looked away quickly.

Merissa yanked her arm as they stuck to the outer edges of the room, and Elara saw that she had reached the high table by the king. The raucous laughter and upbeat music mercifully didn’t halt, though the king noticed her presence immediately.

He looked over her appraisingly. ‘Helios suits you,’ he said with a serpent’s grin, his stare greasy. His eyes flicked to Merissa. ‘Good work, glamourer.’

Merissa curtsied, and Elara tried not to curl her lip at the king’s words, instead raising her chin. You are a queen now, she reminded herself.

She heard a yelp and turned. Prince Lorenzo had pushed the brunette off his lap, and his gaze was piercing Elara’s.

She matched his stare, making sure to look down her nose at him. His eyes dragged over her body, pausing on her exposed midriff. She clenched her hands by her sides to stop herself from covering the bare skin with her arms. Tilting her head, she stared back defiantly. King Idris followed her gaze as the brunette girl who’d been on Lorenzo’s lap sidled away, her cheeks flushed.

‘Ah yes, you will sit by my son,’ he said, raising his voice over the music that had jumped into a boisterous, loud tune. Elara’s stomach dropped as she saw the seat next to Lorenzo was vacant. Merissa left a moment later, and Elara debated calling after her. Glowering, she made her way to the table, slotting in to her appointed seat. She stared straight ahead as she waited for her food to be served, unwilling to acknowledge the prince who sat next to her.

‘I think we’ve met before,’ a low voice rumbled, and she turned finally. She smiled coldly, ignoring how up close, the prince was somehow even more handsome than when she’d seen him in the throne room.

‘Elara,’ she said quietly with a tight nod. ‘Although you already know that, don’t you?’

‘Elara.’ He rolled her name off his tongue, under his breath, the word sounding lyrical with his accent. ‘I’m sure you already know who I am.’

‘Your reputation precedes you,’ she said in a bored tone, looking away.

‘Does it now? All good things, I hope.’

‘Quite the opposite.’ She turned back to him, and her smile was razor sharp. ‘Unless you count the stories of you burning, whoring and killing your way through my kingdom as “good things”. Your reputation is that of a wicked rake. Nothing more.’

He turned in his seat so he was fully facing her, elbow on the table, leaning his fist against his temple as though he had all the time in the world to look at her. She bristled at his arrogance. Already she could see the entitlement etched into every line of his face. But still, she did not break from his gaze.

‘I’m flattered that you already know so much about me when I hardly know a thing about you,’ he said. A grin slowly formed, along with a dangerous light in his golden eyes. Elara’s attention caught on them, noticing that they were flecked with bronze.

‘If you ever want to pay homage to the man who you’re clearly so fascinated by,’ he continued, ‘my room is across the garden from yours.’

‘What did you just say?’ She was unable to keep the bite out of her voice.

He shrugged. ‘I can show you just how “wicked and rakish” I can be.’

She summoned every drop of disgust on to her face as she looked down her nose at him. Then, with a small smirk that she knew drove men mad with anger, she flicked her hair over her shoulder and ignored him.

She felt him shift in his seat.

‘You scrub up well, you know?’ he persisted. She exhaled loudly. He leaned back, taking a sip of peach wine. ‘Bedraggled, in that tattered undergown, you couldn’t have looked further from a princess.’ He chuckled low as her temper flared. ‘But now, I can see that you are royalty.’ His eyes remained on the starflowers of her hair.

‘My title is “Queen”, actually,’ she said yet again. ‘And do you always charm strangers with such compliments?’ His easy smile faltered. ‘Probably the same way you charm poor maidens by shoving them off your lap. I’d rather let a winged lion maul me to death than ever set foot in your bedroom.’

She heard a splutter and peered to see Leonardo coughing into his wine, his shoulders shaking.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, when the two looked at him. ‘It’s just, I’ve never heard anyone talk to Enzo like that.’

‘Maybe if someone had already, he wouldn’t be such an egotistical bastard.’

Leonardo gaped as Lorenzo bent forwards, blocking the general from view.

‘Watch your tongue, darkwitch.’

‘Or what? You’ll burn me on a pyre? I thought you needed me for your father’s go at world domination.’

A nerve ticked in Lorenzo’s jaw, and Elara took it as a victory, settling back into her chair. She took a sip of wine, her nerves jangling. The honeyed sweetness of the wine dissolved on her tongue, as she waited for the prince’s fury to explode. But instead he said, in a voice lethally quiet, ‘Unfortunately, he does need you. Which means that I, by some terrible fate, am charged with training you. If you insult me again, our training together won’t be pleasant.’

‘I wasn’t under any illusion that it would be anyway,’ she replied to him. ‘And what could you possibly teach me?’

He laughed then out of the side of his mouth, as a server started to lay plates filled with food before them. He waited until she had left, before replying. ‘I possess the Three, ignorant woman.’

Elara’s eyes flew to his.

‘Yes,’ he continued on, smiling with clear delight. ‘What are the chances? I am sure you know how rare it is to possess all three of your kingdom’s gifts. So it turns out, princess, that I’ll be able to help you quite a bit.’

It was said that when each Star had fallen to Celestia, they had gifted a drop of their magick to their patron kingdoms – enough to create three powers in each one.

She didn’t reply for a moment, instead yanking a platter of rice jewelled with pomegranates that had just been set down, to her. No wonder the prince had been able to dole out so much destruction to her kingdom. The thought of what he, his father and their entire sorry kingdom had done to Asteria reignited the fury within her.

‘What exactly are the Three in Helios?’ she asked tightly, vowing there and then that she would learn everything she could about this man, and then destroy him.

‘I can wield the Light,’ he replied, and the finger he had wrapped around his goblet began to glow. Elara winced, and Lorenzo’s eyes narrowed.

‘I abhor the Light,’ she snapped. ‘The Stars-damned entirety of Celestia revels in the Light and curses the Dark, thanks to you and your family.’

‘Good,’ he replied. ‘Then you probably won’t like my next power much either.’

He lifted his hand and, as his fingers danced, a small flame fluttered between them. This time, Elara didn’t wince. The flames, she did not fear. They weren’t what had shoved down her throat, cutting off her scream when—

She slammed the memory back into its box, irritated that it had escaped. Her cool demeanour gave nothing away as she slid her gaze over his hands. ‘Wielding fire. A little inelegant. But I’d expect nothing less from a Helion brute.’

The flames reflected in Lorenzo’s eyes as he leaned in. It took every ounce of her years of etiquette coaching for her not to lean back. But her mother had taught her well – queens did not make space. The people around them did. So she sat, her chin raised, her back straight.

‘I have one more gift,’ he said quietly. ‘You know of the seers of Helios, don’t you?’

A drumming picked up in Elara’s chest.

‘At your naming ceremony, your future was foretold by a seer,’ her mother had wept, mere days before. ‘We did what we had to. We tried to keep you safe. We tried to rewrite fate, but—’

The darkness stole the memories away and she took a deep inhale.

‘In Asteria, we call you flaky quacks,’ she drawled back. ‘Speaking in riddles, able to see mere glimpses of the future. An impressive “gift” indeed.’

He laughed, cold and low. ‘Then how is this for impressive? My gift is a special kind of seering. Nothing hides from my light. I can see when someone is lying. I can see through glamours and tricks. I can see just what someone’s soul is made up of, whether they are good or bad at their core. And what I see when I try to look at you, is a shroud of shadows that reek of night-jasmine. I don’t yet know what it is you’re hiding behind them, princess. But I promise, I’ll find out.’

Elara blinked, and she pushed her chair back. But still, he leaned forwards until it felt like his body was blocking out the whole room.

‘My father may want you here for his plans. He may truly believe you can help us. Maybe you will. But if I discover that you pose a threat to my kingdom, I will kill you without a thought.’ He spoke the words so calmly that she almost wondered if she had imagined them. He reclined, taking a slow sip of wine. But the steely stare remained. She pushed down the fear as her lips curled into a sneer, fingers itching to hold her dagger, pressed in its home against her thigh.

‘Then I should warn you,’ she murmured, her hair brushing his cheek as she bent close, ‘that I don’t take kindly to threats. And if you make another, it might just be your last.’ She snatched the cup from his hands and took a sip of the wine. ‘I’d sleep with all your lanterns lit if I were you. Who knows what might come alive in the night.’

She set the cup between them, before leaning back in her chair, conjuring once more the image of regality. With poise, she speared a slice of meat from another platter laid before her, ignoring the dangerous smile that had crept upon the prince’s lips.

Though her heart pounded at his warning, she’d be damned if she would give Lorenzo the satisfaction of seeing any reaction. She turned her attention to the food. It was delicious, everything richly spiced. Steamed rice, mint-stewed lamb and hunks of crusted rosemary bread were all savoured until the plate was wiped clean. She ate in silence, her mind turning the prince’s words over and over, as she ignored his oppressive presence beside her.

She lounged back when she was done with a satisfied sigh, relieved to see that Lorenzo had turned away and was in deep conversation with his general. Her attention fell to the room as a drowsiness took over her, observing the Helion court as tea was served. She asked for honey – anything to sweeten the bitterness that swirled through her – and spooned two teaspoons into the fresh mint before taking a sip. As she looked around, she saw a few people who she guessed were from the kingdom of Aphrodea, based off the similar features they seemed to share with Merissa. Everything she had learned about them, about the different kingdoms, had been through books. It made her ache, to see the world she had been deprived of, the people. All because Asteria had been forced to shut themselves off from the world. All because of the D’Oros and their War on Darkness.

A loud laugh broke her reverie. She saw the chestnut-haired girl from before back by Lorenzo’s side, draped over him like a curtain. The girl jostled Elara, and Elara rolled her eyes. She watched as he whispered something in the girl’s ear, and her gaze snagged on his hand, which was making its way down the girl’s back. She thought of the flames that had danced between his fingers and drew her eyes back to his face. Her breath caught as she saw his eyes on hers, and he smiled lazily. Unable to stand the stare she knew was trying to find a way past her shadows, she stood.

Merissa was nowhere to be found, and so she stepped in front of the general, who had played escort once before.

‘Leonardo, I’d like to go to my rooms, please.’

He nodded, rose to his feet and stood at her back, waiting.

‘Enzo,’ she said mockingly, and the prince’s eyes narrowed. ‘It’s been … well, pleasure is a strong word.’

The chestnut-haired girl gawped at Elara’s insolence. Elara shot her a withering glance before turning away, Leonardo at her side. As she began to walk, a hand grabbed her wrist, the skin hot. She whirled in indignation.

‘We start training tomorrow,’ Enzo said, his voice low. Elara’s eyes flew to his hand as it gripped her tightly. ‘Meet me by the grand staircase. Leave your attitude at the door.’

She smiled sweetly, snatching her hand away from him. ‘I will if you do.’




CHAPTER SEVEN

Elara sank into her feathered pillows and dreamed deeply that night. She knew when she was walking because the quality of the dream changed. Images became sharper and clearer, until they became a reality that moulded itself around her. In this dreamscape, she felt fire. So much of it, hot and close.

She was standing in a bedroom. The darkened room was carved from white marble, inlaid with glittering goldstone. A bed was sunk into the stones, covered in silk sheets, and lying upon it was a woman’s figure. Naked curves glimmered in the waning candlelight, and long black hair spilled to the woman’s waist. The silken sheets rode down to the soft curve of her hips and Elara felt desire pulsing through the dreamscape as an almost visceral thing. She looked around for the dreamer but could only see the outline of a figure in the shadows.

‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ the woman before her said silkily, and as she slowly turned on the bed, Elara found that she was staring into her own silver eyes.

She woke in cold sweat, gasping. Quickly, she jumped out of bed, flung open the wide doors and paced to the balcony, flooded with the deep crimson of the Helion night, the feel of cool tiles beneath her feet steadily grounding her. In all her years walking, she had never seen herself.

She continued pacing, worrying her tangled hair, then stalked back into the room and snatched the soft
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