
  
    [image: The Moonlit Queen]
  


  
    
      THE MOONLIT QUEEN

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        STAR CROSSED CROWN

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        ALINA KRAMER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rogue Wolf Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Alina Kramer

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For my boyfriend, who requested that scene: You’re welcome!

      For the readers who are good women, and for those who are not: You are exactly who you’re meant to be, no matter what shape you choose, and never let anything or anyone convince you otherwise. You are enough, just as you are.
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      Ressa

      

      I was born to be queen.

      There is no doubt, no question in my mind, as I stand upon the balcony and survey the knights who spar in the overgrown courtyard below.

      The throne is mine.

      It matters not that the formless shadow remains at my side, nor that this lowborn group of soldiers could never hope to outnumber the Celestial Knights amassed within Nexus.

      Kartas stole. Syran scrounged. His father before him burned what he couldn’t control to ash.

      But I have surpassed them.

      I have built something.

      “Impressive, aren’t they?” the shadow murmurs. He lingers close, yet just out of reach. After his betrayal in the depths of the Southern Caldera, I can hardly blame him. When one broaches the distance to stab another in the back, there’s always a chance of the blade coming back around, is there not?

      But my friend has little reason to worry. We work toward the same goal, against the same threat.

      The Godslayer.

      My lips curl into a snarl as I picture her seated upon the throne–my­ throne–in the heart of the Celestial Court. How dare such a common, barbarous whore claim the fealty of Alastria? How dare she usurp not just my crown, but the man who belongs to me?

      A growl rips from my throat at the very thought.

      Syran is mine.

      Mine!

      And yet…

      It was not me that he followed into the shadow of the mountain to defeat the Ushum. It was not me that he pulled from the divine relic’s smoldering remains. And it is not me who he is set to wed in two short moons.

      It matters not, I assure myself, though anguish twists sour fingers into my gut at the mere notion of Syran claiming another, if only for a moment. For with what comes next, I will remedy the chaos the stars have wrought upon us. I shall prove my worth. And Syran will have no choice but to follow me. He will know no better.

      A grin replaces my snarl in a flash.

      “Are you pleased, Lady Ressa?” My companion’s voice is as thin and nebulous as he is, a dark silhouette against the roughshod stone of the wall, a patch of shadow deeper than the rest. But it’s his eyes that give him away, pale and blank like those of the dead, of something that skirts the edges of this world to caress the next.

      He blinks.

      What is he? A Demigod?

      Perhaps.

      Or perhaps he is something else entirely.

      I offer him a demure nod while I do my best to refrain from glancing at his wrist. His form is more solid there, a touch opaque where the Godslayer slashed at him with her wicked blade.

      As far as I know, it is his only weakness.

      I am not so much of a fool to think that the need to exploit it may not yet arise.

      Tracing my gaze back down to the soldiers who train below, I inquire, “Will they be ready?”

      “I believe they can cause the necessary distraction,” the shadow replies. “That is all we require.”

      I do not deny that these men lack the golden splendor of the Celestial Knights or their precision. In a headlong battle, they’d be cut down within a few bloody minutes.

      But that is not the plan.

      They need not be skilled.

      They need only be fast.

      And they are, of course, expendable.

      The knights beneath us are a mix of lowborn Demigods formally loyal to Kartas or the Flaming God before him, and a pitiful smattering of Starless rebels. And while they may not be united in the favor of the heavens, none of these commoners desire a joint rule for the kingdom of Alastria. They burn with anger at the betrayal of their king, or of their Starless hero.

      And for that, they will do what I ask of them.

      They fight now in pairs with wooden weapons and dulled swords. The clash of it reaches us even here, high above amidst the burgeoning twilight, and I am reminded once more that such violence is most unbecoming for a lady of my station. The Godslayer may swing her beastly sword and mat her hair with blood, but I shall never stoop so low.

      Queens do not brandish blades.

      The Godslayer will never know what it means to be royalty.

      Let her wed Syran in two days’ time. Let her think that she has bested me. Such momentary relief will only render my final blow more painful, more lasting.

      For I shall not suffer a Starless queen, even if she is my sister.

      Disgust rakes jagged claws down my spine, and I snap my teeth into the growing darkness.

      The notion is unseemly. Impossible.

      Yet, I lie awake at night thinking about the shape of her face, the curve of her nose. Is there anything there that links us? Some secret of birth and blood? We are dissimilar, down to our very natures, but sometimes, I wonder…

      Does the Moon Prophecy truly bind us?

      Two sisters, twin daughters of the moon.

      One born to save the Demigods, the other destined to destroy them.

      I am certain, as surely as Syran will be mine once more, that I am a true child of the Moon Goddess, who was exiled from the heavens after she protested the Celestial Gods’ decision to gift the Demigods with great and blessed power. My ancestor paid for her pitiful love for the Starless with her own strength.

      And her revenge?

      A curse upon her kin.

      The Celestial Gods must choose which sister will champion the Demigods. Failure means the fall of Alastria, of their chosen vessels.

      And if the Godslayer is some wretched extension of my bloodline?

      There is no room for debate.

      Her hands are stained with the blood of the divine. For it was her, by force or by design, who brought down the Ushum that slumbered deep beneath the Southern Caldera. She bewitched Syran, the heir to the Demigod’s ancient seat of power, and twisted him for her own diabolical purpose. The Godslayer leaves red ruin in her wake. She is a threat to the kingdom, to my people, and to the very gods.

      So if we are the sisters from the Moon Prophecy, then it stands to reason that it is she who will bring about the end of the Demigods.

      And thus, it is I who shall save them.

      For I am Lady Ressa, Demigod and daughter of the Moon, true Queen of Alastria and rightful wife of Syran.

      And with this army, I will perform a miracle.

      “Two days,” I mutter.

      In two days, we shall strike the very heart of the kingdom. In two days, I will rewrite the course of the stars. In two days, the Godslayer will fall.

      The throne will be mine.

      Syran will be mine.

      “Ah, yes,” the shadow hums. “Two days until the royal wedding. Do you think they suspect?”

      That familiar jealousy clambers across my skin, and I bare my teeth to the night.

      How could Syran do this to me? What wicked spell did the Godslayer cast upon him to convince him to so easily throw me aside after he promised me so much?

      Did he ever even love me?

      He did, I tell myself firmly, for I cannot allow the doubt to gnaw upon my soul for a moment longer. He does.

      Syran loves me.

      He must love me.

      Whatever the Godslayer did to him, I will undo it. I will save him, as I will save my people. And when he realizes the gift I’ve given him, his love for me will only grow.

      But for now, she blinds him.

      “It matters not,” I grind out. “They cannot stop what we have put into motion. The prophecy will come to pass.”

      The shadow blinks. “You’ve done well, Lady Ressa.”

      I turn to face him and narrow my eyes. “Did you expect less of me?”

      My companion lets out a thin sound that could be either a laugh or the rattle of the wind through the eaves of this dilapidated fort we currently inhabit. “Of you, dear lady? Never. But are you certain that you can carry out your end of the bargain? That you will fulfill the will of the stars?”

      “Yes,” I state. “I swore it then, and I swear it now.” My tone is calm in spite of the thrill of anger that courses through me.

      Who is this shadow to question my loyalties? My oaths? It was not I who betrayed the pact we made when I was rotting away in the dungeons of Nexus. He promised, in exchange for my freedom, that I would be the Godslayer’s undoing. And yet, she lives.

      She lives.

      Her mere existence is a blasphemy. A woman masquerading as a man, as a common knight. A lowborn harlot who thinks herself equal to a king. A pitiful wretch, abandoned by the stars, who would sully her hands with the blood of a god.

      There will be no place for such unnatural heresy within my rule.

      There will be no place for her.

      In my time in the dungeons, and then later as I laid in wait beneath the Southern Caldera, I had plenty of lonesome hours to consider the bond between Syran and the Godslayer. And I have come to the sound conclusion that whatever was conjured between them, it was not carried out by the will of the Celestial Gods.

      The Godslayer must have cast some foul spell upon my betrothed. She must have evoked some filthy Starless magic to trap him, to ensnare him in her devious web of treachery.

      For he would not have chosen her willingly.

      While the bond of the crossed stars is unbreakable, the Godslayer’s witchcraft cannot be lasting. There must be some way to sever her hold on him.

      And what better method to lift an enchantment than kill the caster?

      So it is not out of revenge or hatred that I shall finally destroy the Godslayer.

      It is my duty as a Demigod, as a daughter of the Moon, as the true and only Queen of Alastria.

      I must liberate my people from the cruel spell the Godslayer has cast upon them. I will rescue Syran from her murderous clutches. And I shall restore Alastria to its former glory, the way the gods intended.

      The time draws near. The plot is in motion, and there is no force in the lands or in the heavens that can stop me now.

      In two days, I will prove myself worthy of the throne.

      The Godslayer will fall.

      Syran will be mine.

      I will end the Moonlit Age before it begins.

      I will finally be queen.
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      Lyanndra

      

      Nexus has a rat problem.

      An exceptionally large rat problem.

      One of the monstrous beasts charges at me now with a shrill squeal. It’s easily the size of a pony. The great slabs of its yellowed teeth glint dully in the torchlight, and spittle flies from its maw as it rushes forward in a mass of rancid fur and sinew.

      “Fuck!” Orobos growls from behind me. The shout is followed quickly by the wet cleave of his longsword through flesh.

      I ignore it.

      This stars-forsaken tunnel might as well be empty, save for this hellish rat that’s rushing toward me.

      Its bloodshot eyes lock onto me. What does it see?

      An intruder?

      A meal?

      The mighty Godslayer, vanquisher of rodents?

      These creatures certainly must be hungry, given how they’ve been creeping up from the vast network of aqueducts that run beneath the Celestial Court’s shining capital. Their rampage started with small animals first. Cats and chickens, mostly, though it was only when the rat catcher’s terriers started to vanish that anybody truly took notice. Then it was goats and then sheep.

      It’s only a matter of time before a child goes missing.

      As much as I’d rather leave these rats be, I can’t allow their appetite to put my people at risk.

      So I dart to the side just as the creature pounces. It skids to a halt and swings its barrel-sized head around to snap at my shoulder, but I’m smaller and faster, a difficult target to hit. Before it can pivot its haunches to face me again, I push down my horror at the thing’s proximity and allow the momentum of my sudden turn to carry into a strike.

      It’s clean.

      Decisive.

      The blade of my greatsword cleaves diagonally through the massive beast’s neck. Blood arcs as it spasms once before it stills, and I grimace at the spray that splashes against the front of my armor. Not that it makes much of a difference.

      I was already well and truly saturated.

      How many dead rats does this make? Three dozen? I’ve lost count.

      “Thirty-seven,” Orobos calls out at my back, having finished off his own rodent.

      “Thirty-eight,” Carolissa corrects from where she lingers further back in the tunnel, well out of range of the gnashing teeth and showering viscera. “If I’ve summed my figures correctly, that should be enough to control their population for a few months at least.”

      I turn to face the two Demigods.

      Orobos looks about as disgusting as I feel. Every inch of his golden armor, including the embroidered mantle that signifies his rank as general, is dripping with unspeakable fluids. Clots of oily fur cling to his blade. When he flips up the visor of his helm, the dim glow his skin emits is just enough to illuminate the nauseated expression he wears.

      “We’re done?” he asks, not even bothering to hide the naked hope from his tone. “No more rats?”

      “No more rats,” Carolissa confirms.

      It’s hard to see the young Demigod in the shadows of the tunnel with my limited vision, but I can picture the excitement on her face as she hikes up her skirts and wades over to examine Orobos’ latest kill. She truly is a strange girl. The only other being I’ve met with comparable enthusiasm for beasts, dead or alive, is Barra. At least the kelpie is driven by hunger.

      What is it about these creatures that captures Carolissa’s interest?

      “Can we carry this one back to the palace?” she requests from where she kneels beside the prostrate rat.

      I sigh beneath my golden helm.

      As much as I’d rather not have to drag the stinking corpse back to the surface, it’s hard to say no to the young courtier. The hunger in her eyes is something I know well. Something that led me to reach beyond what life was supposed to afford me, to become more than just a Starless maiden rotting away in the shadow of a mountain.

      I think of my mother and her entourage waiting for me in the city above, and of Carolissa’s noble parents who would likely faint from sheer horror if they knew that I had allowed their refined and highborn daughter to accompany us on our trek.

      No, I will not be one more person to force her into a shape that is anything but her own.

      So I nod.

      Grudgingly.

      I suppose I’m already covered in a thin layer of rat. A few more smears won’t matter much.

      But before I can slosh over to her grisly prize, Orobos sheathes his sword and steps forward.

      “Allow me, my lady,” he says as he stoops to gather the body in his arms. Though it’s only about the size of a large dog, a fair bit smaller than the one I just cut down, he staggers beneath the weight of it.

      What was that about no more rats?

      Maybe his lack of conviction has something to do with how he smiles widely at Carolissa, or how the gleam in his gaze is entirely unrelated to the cool glow of his skin.

      But the lady only has eyes for the corpse he holds.

      If Orobos notices, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he leads the way back up to the surface with Carolissa trailing behind him. I drag myself slowly after.

      My muscles ache from swinging my greatsword in such a confined place. Sour nausea turns my stomach, a constant reminder of the vile substance that slickens my armor and drips from the edges of my unsheathed blade. The adrenaline of our encounters is starting to fade, leaving hollow pity for the felled creatures in its wake. All I want to do is take a long, hot bath.

      But as much a relief it is to be done with our massacre, I’m dreading the return to the surface.

      It’s not the wedding.

      The thought of marrying Syran tomorrow fills my chest with starlight. I can picture him standing before me with his midnight flame burning in his emerald eyes, hair blazing, his love sparking across the bond we share like something real, something alive. I feel it now, hot and beating.

      And then after, when the King of Alastria takes me to his bed, when he shows me what it means for him to be my husband, when he worships me as his queen…

      His queen.

      My husband.

      Blood rushes downward at the very notion, and I sigh again.

      No, it’s not the wedding that I dread.

      It’s everything leading up to it.

      Mainly, the group of women, led by my mother, who seems determined to keep me true to the various Starless and Demigod customs preceding the marriage rites. And while I appreciate their efforts, how many times can I possibly be fitted for the same dress? Taste the same food? Recite the same vows?

      I managed to escape most of today’s activity by volunteering to take care of the rat problem, dragging Orobos and an enthusiastic Carolissa with me. Of course, I could have ordered a handful of Celestial Knights down into the aqueducts. But the pull to dodge my mother was far too strong.

      Hopefully, Syran is faring better than I. The only rodents he should be dealing with today are my brothers.

      “Godslayer?” Carolissa asks, pulling me from my thoughts. She falls into step at my left shoulder. It’s not something we’ve ever discussed, but I appreciate it all the same that she takes care to always stand where I can see her.

      I incline my head, a silent invitation for her to speak.

      “The rats,” she says. “What if we didn’t get enough of them?”

      It’s a risk I’ve already considered. “I’ll have Celestial Knights on regular patrols of the aqueducts,” I tell her. “They’ll keep a tally and cull if necessary.”

      She nods, but her brow remains furrowed. It’s obvious she’s not done, so I wait until she adds, “I just can’t figure it out.”

      I cock my head.

      “There’s no record of rats this size in the archives,” she says. “So what happened? Did they come from elsewhere, or did something occur within the native population to make them grow?”

      Those are interesting questions, and I take the time to consider them as we follow Orobos up the crooked moonstone steps that will spit us out near Nexus’ main portcullis.

      Never in my time traveling through Alastria have I come across such creatures. Rats, certainly. I’ve even eaten a few roasted ones when rations were tight back during the war, though I’d much rather leave them to Barra. But rodents this size?

      Whatever these are, I’m inclined to believe that they’re new. Perhaps the dead one Orobos carries will yield some clues.

      But now, as we step, squinting, into the golden evening sunlight, I have far bigger concerns. Mainly, how I’m going to continue to evade my mother and her entourage.

      While Orobos escorts Carolissa and her rat down the city’s main thoroughfare, I break off and duck through the narrow side streets instead. It’s a longer route to the palace, but I’m less likely to be bothered here, especially smelling like something Barra coughed up. With any luck, I’ll make it back without anybody hailing me.

      Moving quickly, I slide across the moonstone cobbles. The shops and homes of Nexus rise up around me like the teeth of some great beast, waiting to swallow me whole. I venture straight into the city’s gullet without fear. This place, once forbidden to my kind and holding only the promise of a bloody, vengeful death, belongs to me now.

      I have conquered this monster.

      Still, Demigods and Starless alike stare and whisper as I pass. What are they saying? Though my golden helm, the same one I took from the Flaming God after defeating the former king in battle, hides my face, I can’t help but wonder if they murmur about my scars.

      Behind the enchanted prosthetic I wear in place of my right eye, the empty socket itches.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      And though I try to tamp it down, familiar anger creeps through my veins.

      Was it not enough that I felled the Ushum? That I protected my kingdom, my people, and paid the stars’ toll with blood and flesh?

      But when a passing man–a blacksmith, by the look of him–presses a hand to his nose and shakes his head, the rage curdles to sheer embarrassment.

      I’m the Godslayer, soon to be Alastria’s first Starless Queen, slathered in a noxious mix of blood, fur, and viscera.

      Of course these people are gossiping about their future monarch running through the streets dripping with rat guts and smelling like a sewer. By all traditions, I should be sequestered away in the palace preparing for tomorrow’s rites.

      But I have never been one to do what is expected of me. Why would anybody demand more of me now?

      With fresh determination, I push ever onward.

      When I reach the palace, I know that there’s no use in venturing through the main entrance. My mother is nothing if not cunning. She’ll almost certainly have posted one of her entourage there to commandeer me the moment I cross the threshold.

      No, it’ll have to be one of the smaller doors toward the back of the palace.

      Instead of going through the front gate, I clamber over the tall, golden fence that separates the grounds from the city below. Just as I’d hoped, the far edge of the training grounds is deserted. From there, I slip through the nearest door and then weave through some of the lesser-used corridors up to our chambers, where nobody save me can enter without Syran’s fire.

      Almost nobody, I amend as the image of the shadow flickers through my mind.

      But now is not the time to think of such things, not with the royal wedding only a day away, and certainly not while I’m still simmering in essence of rat.

      The first thing I do is strip off my soiled armor and leave it in a haphazard pile on the balcony. Hopefully, the doors will be enough to block the stench until I can clean the mess. Next, I pad into the washroom to start the bath, and then peel off my dragonhide leathers and the smallclothes beneath while the tub slowly fills with water.

      After a thorough rinse and another quick run of the taps, I finally sink down into the bath. It’s not as scalding as I’ve come to prefer, I lament, but Syran isn’t here to heat it with his midnight flame.

      I close my eyes and try to picture him drinking with my father and brothers in celebration of tomorrow’s rites.

      He must be fucking miserable.

      All these traditions, all these rules–they’re not for us. It doesn’t matter that Demigod practices dictate that he cannot see me the night before we’re wed. Neither of us care for the Starless custom that the men and women are supposed to spend their time with their respective sexes in celebration.

      I want Syran here with me now.

      Phantom hands, sure and strong, grip me as I sink slower into the tub. The water laps at my chin. It’s not nearly hot enough. It should burn like he does, a brand of midnight flame through my heart, seeping into the cracks of myself to fill the spaces that grow with every fear and every loss.

      By the fucking stars, I want him.

      Can he feel it? Does my desire reach him through our bond?

      That tether within me pulls taut, and I think it does.

      “Syran,” I whisper into the empty room. My voice echoes across tile and marble in a lonely prayer.

      I imagine him here now, his fingers trailing across my thighs, his breath on my neck. The way his lips would find their home in the crook of my collarbone while he rolls his hips into mine. At the same time, my hand creeps ever lower, ever…

      A sharp clatter of metal on stone jerks me from my fantasy.

      I freeze.

      What was that? Where was that?

      It’s a strain to hear anything, but then there’s another dull scrape, followed by a low, grunting voice.

      The balcony. There’s somebody on the fucking balcony.

      I jump to my feet.

      It’s not a particularly graceful action. Water sloshes over the side of the tub as I scramble out, and I’m forced to windmill my arms in order to maintain my balance while I snatch at the first garment within reach–Syran’s velvet robe–and swirl it around my shoulders.

      There’s no time to go for any of the bigger weapons I have stashed around the chambers. The only thing within reach is the flimsy, but sharp, letter opener lying on Syran’s desk, half-covered by old maps and scribbled missives.

      I snatch it as I stalk toward the closed balcony door.

      On the other side of the glass, I can just make out a broad shadow looming against the gathering darkness.

      Fuck.

      Who would be foolish enough to attempt to break into the chambers of two of the most storied warriors in the kingdom?

      Somebody stupid.

      Somebody who seeks an early death.

      Well, if that’s what this intruder desires, then I will certainly grant their wish.

      And before they can strike first, I kick the balcony door open and launch myself forward, blade raised and gleaming in the moonlight.

      Ready to strike.

      Ready to kill.
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      Syran

      

      There is something rather unbecoming about scaling the balcony of my own palace, but I am out of options.

      After finally escaping Lyanndra’s father and brothers, who insisted that I spend the day drinking with them at the many taverns scattered throughout Nexus, I desire nothing more than to return to my chambers.

      To Lyanndra.

      My crossed star, the woman bound to me by the heavens, my equal in power.

      And who would think to look for me here, when it’s forbidden for a groom to lay with his bride the night before their wedding? It’s worth the potential consequence, though I can only hope that nobody saw me clambering up the trellis like some common thief.

      Thank the stars for the burgeoning darkness and the clouds that blot out the rising moon.

      What gossip might they spread if a courtier or guard observed the way that, upon finally reaching the balcony, I caught my foot on a discarded piece of armor and almost fell through the closed doors of my chambers?

      I glance down at the golden helm that very nearly spelled my unending dishonor.

      Why is this even out here? What has the Godslayer’s armor done to earn such banishment?

      And by the fucking stars, what is that smell?

      But I barely have time to ponder further before the balcony doors burst open in a fury of black and gold.

      There’s no chance to react, no opportunity to feel anything but surprise.

      Something is upon me.

      Someone is upon me.

      The impact strikes me down instantaneously, knocking me flat on my back. Air flees my lungs in a hot rush. Smooth stone kisses the base of my skull, and I wince at the pain. At least I didn’t fall on any of the various pieces of armor strewn about out here or Lyanndra’s greatsword.

      Small mercies.

      Then there’s a weight atop me, hot and familiar, and when I feel the cool press of a blade against my jugular, the shock gives way to something quite different.

      My lips curl in a lazy grin.

      Lyanndra glares down at me.

      Her eyes, one hazel and the other iridescent, glimmer like starlight given form. Her wet hair clings to her neck in golden tendrils, and when my gaze trails down, I can’t help but notice that she wears absolutely nothing but my robe. She looks fierce. Feral.

      I wouldn’t have her any other way.

      Knife at my throat. Her hand twisted into my tunic right above where my heart thunders for her.

      Only for her.

      Lyanndra.

      The Godslayer.

      And after tomorrow, my wife and queen.

      Emotions flare through our bond–recognition first, then relief, followed shortly by something else entirely.

      My grin widens.

      “You fool,” she admonishes, though the excitement that burns through her far outweighs the bite of her tone. “I could have killed you!”

      “Never,” I reply. I lean up to kiss her, but pause when I feel the sharp edge of the blade still resting against my neck. She could slit my throat if she wanted to. She could do to me whatever she fucking desired.

      I’d let her.

      “What were you thinking?” she continues as she finally withdraws the knife and drops it onto the ground beside us. The weapon clatters, metal on stone.

      The second she’s unarmed, I use my size to my advantage and toss her onto her back. Then I’m on top of her. She struggles halfheartedly, even though we both know she could stop me if she truly wished, only to still when I settle my hips against hers.

      Hot anticipation curls through me. I dip my head down so that my mouth is just barely brushing the shell of her ear and murmur in a voice low with need, “I was thinking that I wanted to see my wife.”

      Her eyes widen.

      Even though she can’t see through the right one, it moves seamlessly in time with the left, just as Lady Carolissa enchanted it to do several months ago. But while my crossed star’s been sparring with relative ease and seems to have a handle on her limited field of vision, I know it still bothers her. The socket pains her now and then, especially when it rains. And there are times I catch her staring at her reflection in the washroom while grief and frustration roll across the bond.

      Does she not understand how beautiful she is?

      Does she not believe it when I tell her?

      This time, I vow to show her instead.

      “My wife,” I repeat, my words barely above a whisper. She shivers and shifts beneath me, and I’m once again reminded that she’s wearing absolutely nothing underneath her robe.

      My robe.

      Which will, if I have my way, be very shortly off her.

      “I may have slipped away from your family,” I admit. “And I know that it’s utterly scandalous for me to come to you tonight, is it not?”

      “Entirely sordid,” she agrees. “Think of the rumors. People might think we intend to lie together.”

      Desire flares through me in a scalding rush. I smirk and ask, “Shall we give them something to gossip about?”

      “Please,” she murmurs with a matching quirk of her lips.

      And when she tilts her head, I don’t hesitate to press my mouth gently against the vulnerable skin of her neck.

      “My wife.” I say it again before dragging my lips further down toward the tempting curve of her collarbone. “My queen. Mine.”

      “Yours,” she breathes.

      The sound of her voice is like a spark to the kindling of my very soul.

      Yes, the deep, ancient well of power within me whispers. Burn for her.

      And I do.

      I can’t hold back any longer. It seems Lyanndra has come to the same conclusion, for her mouth meets mine the moment I lean into her. Pleasure surges within me and through our bond, more than lust, more than carnal want.

      Love.

      Hers. Mine. There’s no distinction between the two.

      We are one.

      Two stars crossed. Two souls bound.

      She must feel it, too, because her hands weave into my hair while she squirms beneath me. Each desperate press of her hips into mine has me gasping against her mouth.

      It’s clear what she wants.

      Who am I to deny her?

      As much as I’d like to take her right here in the darkness, I’m well aware of Lyanndra’s preferences. Coupled with the horrendous smell that wafts across the balcony, I know this isn’t the place.

      So I do what any good husband would.

      I rise in one fluid motion and, before she can protest, I scoop her up and toss her over my shoulder.

      She gasps at the sudden motion and hisses “Syran!”

      I don’t break my stride as I carry her into the waiting promise of our chambers. Instead, I turn my head and press my lips to the only part of her I can reach, which just so happens to be the curve of her ass. “Yes, my love?”

      “Put me down,” she orders as she squirms against my grasp.

      Once again, I remain powerless to refuse her. My only option is to clear the nearest surface–my desk–with a broad sweep of my free hand and set her down atop it.

      She rolls her eyes, but remains there all the same.

      At the same time, I step between her open legs to once again close the distance between us. Even through the plush material of the robe she wears, her body is scalding against mine. And when she grinds her hips ever so slightly against the place where my cock strains at the seam of my trousers, I can’t help but beg, “Tell me what you want.”

      She smirks.

      “You.”

      It’s simple.

      Direct.

      A demand I won’t hesitate to grant.

      Everything within me rises up to meet her. I am hers, hopelessly and without hesitation. There is no twist of the stars that could keep me from her, no machination that could sever what binds us.

      I am the Midnight Serpent, and I burn only for her.

      “Syran,” she says again, but this time, my name slides out in a moan as I let my hands wander across the barely clothed swell of her breasts.

      I swallow it with another kiss.

      By the fucking stars, she’s exquisite. And when she trails one palm down between us to grasp at me through my trousers, I nearly unravel here and now.

      I want her.

      I need her.

      I love her.

      After teasing me for what feels like an eternity, Lyanndra finally tugs at the laces of my trousers and pulls me free. The way her hand, calloused and so much smaller than mine, encircles my cock is without comparison. But it’s not enough.

      “More,” I growl.

      She smirks up at me. “So greedy.”

      But she doesn’t deny me. Instead, she slides her fingers lazily down the length of my cock, taking her time as I gasp and brace myself against the edge of the desk.

      Midnight flame lashes at my ribs. Pleasure sparks behind my eyes. In all the realm, in all the heavens, there is nothing else like this.

      Nobody else like this.

      “Lyanndra,” I moan before I buck my hips shamelessly into her grasp. My head lolls against her shoulder, and my breath fans cross her neck even as I grip the piece of furniture for dear life. I can’t decide if it’s an eternity of this sweet torture that I desire, or the rapturous relief we both know is inevitable.

      And from the way my body pulls taut, the end is close.

      So close.

      So…

      “Not yet,” she murmurs.

      “Then you need to stop,” I warn her. For if she continues, I won’t be able to keep myself from spilling into her coaxing palm.

      She does as I advise.

      The loss of her touch is almost painful, but it’s worth the discomfort to take her as I intended–under me, against me–so long as she shatters on my cock with my name on her lips and my brand on her heart.

      I take only a moment to catch my breath before ghosting one hand down the front of her robe. The fabric splays easily in my wake, revealing first the curves of her breasts, then her scarred ribs and muscular stomach, and finally…

      It’s her turn to gasp when I brush that spot between her legs.

      There’s no denying that she’s as ready as I am.

      Still, did she not torment me so tenderly just moments ago? What kind of a husband would I be to not repay her in kind?

      So I touch her again, reveling in the slick heat of her core as she rocks her hips against my palm and grasps at my shoulders with desperate hands. To think that Lyanndra–the Godslayer–allows this of me, that she seeks this vulnerable pleasure from me and me alone, is almost too much to bear.

      What an honor it is to be her lover and her sword, her husband and her king.

      And regardless of tradition, I will make it known to her that tomorrow, when we join ourselves together in the last remaining way, she is no mere queen in my eyes.

      She is the star that guides me home, the moonlight that filters through the very ash of me.

      I pledge myself to her, blade, fire, and soul.

      Now.

      Forever.

      Until the stars fall.

      But that will have to wait. For now, she’s melting against me and riding my fingers the way I want her gripped around my cock, and while I’m known for many qualities, temperance isn’t one of them.

      “Please,” I beg. “Let me have you. Let me prove to you that I would render the very stars to ash in your name.”

      And when Lyanndra fixes me with that fierce stare and nods, I’m undone. I grasp her by the hips and pull her forward so that her waiting heat is pressed firmly against my cock.

      “Can you feel it?” I grind out. “How much I want you?”

      She nods again, this time punctuating her response with a slow tilt of her pelvis against mine.

      Fuck.

      The last ragged vestiges of my control are torn asunder.

      I need her.

      Now.

      Without any more hesitation, I end both our suffering.

      There’s nothing slow or patient in how I thrust into her then, only the raw hunger that sears through my veins and the way her slick skin presses against my partially clothed body.

      The desk rattles with every snap of my hips. Rogue quills and bits of parchment rain down to the marble floor. An inkwell falls and shatters. But the mess doesn’t matter, not when Lyanndra’s thighs are squeezing my waist almost to the point of pain and the most salacious sounds tumble from her parted lips.

      I feel it as she reaches her peak. Her whole body tenses around mine, her muscles quivering from the pleasure and the strain, her name pouring from my mouth like wine.

      And moments later, I follow in a series of growls and helpless thrusts.

      I am unmade for her.

      She can have every jagged piece of me.

      And I will stay here with her, like this, for an eternity.
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      Lyanndra

      

      Dawn breaks in a pale rush across the horizon.

      It beckons me back to awareness with streaming fingers, though I’m loath to leave the strong arms that surround me now.

      On my right, Syran stirs, grumbles something incomprehensible, and pulls me tighter into his chest. Even in sleep, he holds me like I’m precious.

      Like I’m his.

      I glance toward the balcony doors, which still stand ajar from last night’s encounter, and at the lightening sky beyond.

      Soon, my mother and her entourage will descend upon the chamber to lace and button me into my dress. They mustn’t find Syran here. The courtiers of Nexus already have enough kindling for their bonfire of gossip, and I don’t feel much like burning atop their pyre.

      But surely a few more minutes in this blissful warmth won’t make a difference.

      I melt back into Syran’s heated embrace.

      In a few short hours, he will be my husband.

      Shifting slowly so as not to disturb him, I turn in his arms and study his highborn features. In the hazy morning light, his face seems ethereal, unreal. His sharp jaw is hewn from marble. The neat triangle of his nose is almost comically perfect. Though his eyes are closed, I can picture their familiar shade of emerald, hot, green, and alive. And then there’s the crimson shock of his hair that spreads around him in a fiery halo, that stubbles his jaw, that trails down his broad chest, down his navel, and even farther still.

      Even wrapped in the fine black silk of his sheets and with his face slack in sleep, he looks regal.

      Like a king.

      Like a god.

      Something warm and quiet stirs within me as I watch his chest rise and fall.

      These will be our mornings, I realize. Every dawn, every daybreak, the sun will call us. I’ll wake beside a man who loves me for all my strengths and for all my flaws, who would command armies in my name and sign treaties on my honor. We shall fight together, always. We shall live together until the stars burn out.

      The King of Alastria. The Midnight Serpent. Syran.

      He is mine.

      I am well and truly loved.

      And at the great swell of emotion that crests within me, my soon-to-be husband cracks one green eye open, smirks, and mumbles, “You should commission a portrait of me. It will last longer.”

      I roll my eye–still a strange feeling after all these months, and especially now having taken the prosthetic one out to sleep–and bite back a grin. “You’ve seen my drawings,” I counter as I nestle back against his chest. “Would you truly want me to commemorate you so?”

      His answering laugh rumbles through both of us. “It would be an honor, though I suggested a commission for a reason.”

      “How rude.”

      “Ruder than staring at a man while he sleeps?” he teases. At the same time, he splays one hand over my ribs, covering the livid scar he left there after our first true encounter. Just above, his thumb brushes the curve of my breast.

      Desire curls low in my belly.

      “Quite,” I murmur.

      He hums in response. The deep sound does absolutely nothing to quell the heat that slides through my veins like liquid fire. And when he pulls me flush to his chest so that I can feel the hard length of him against my lower back, all thoughts of dawn, my mother’s entourage, and the impending wedding flee my mind.

      There’s only Syran and the way his thumb continues to trace maddening circles along the underside of my breast. The surety of his need for me. His lips raking over the line of my jaw.

      “We’re getting married tonight,” he whispers when he comes up for air. “And after, when we’re alone, I’m going to get on my fucking knees for you.”

      The image of him kneeling before me, my hands threaded through his hair as he takes me on his tongue, is too much.

      “Why wait?” I ask.

      He grins so widely that I can feel the curve of his lips against my neck. “You make a fair point.”

      And then he demonstrates just how fair he thinks it is, for he wastes no time in flipping me on my back before crawling down my body, leaving a searing trail of kisses in his wake.

      Soon, he’s exactly where I want him to be.

      Settled between my thighs.

      Mouth against me.

      Mine.

      I don’t even attempt to swallow back the moan that escapes me when he snakes one hand down to stroke himself in time with the rhythm of his tongue. He looks utterly debauched like this–eyes locked on mine, his fingers wrapped around his cock, his head bobbing as he drinks from me like I’m something holy, something divine.

      It doesn’t take long for the pleasure that pools within my veins to overflow. And then I’m undone against him, growling out his name and clawing at the black silks sheets.

      But he doesn’t relent.

      Stubborn as always, Syran pushes onward. My hips jerk against his mouth, almost of their own accord, and I reach down to grip his hair in one trembling hand. I’m not sure if I’m trying to push him away, or pull him closer, deeper, further.

      “Fuck,” he moans against me as I tug at his scalp–not hard, but not gently either. The action spurs him to quicken the pace of both his tongue and his hand. Desperation sets across his features and reaches across the bond we share, coaxing me closer still to a second release.

      By the stars, I want it.

      I want him.

      It’s intoxicating, watching the way he loses control from the mere taste of me. This Demigod who burns with the ancient flame of the gods, who wears the weight of the kingdom at his temples, is lost in this wicked embrace. And even as his hips stutter and he spills himself onto the midnight sheets, he doesn’t leave me wanting.

      He burns for you, a voice seems to murmur from the pleasure-clouded recesses of my mind.

      Yes, I agree to this formless thought. Yes.

      For he is the Midnight Serpent, and his fire is mine.

      He is mine.

      I will have every ember of him.

      The silent promise is enough to send me tumbling off the edge of my pleasure. My thighs clamp around him as I shatter once more upon his face, and it’s all I can do not to howl out his name and wake the whole palace in the process.

      Only then does Syran finally surface. His jaw, shadowed by stubble, glistens with the evidence of my desire, and I don’t need to feel his emotions through our bond to recognize the satisfied, slightly dazed grin that settles across his face.

      He pulls himself up just enough to rest his head upon my stomach. His hair fans over my skin, blotting out the thin scar a few inches above my hipbone. Content and heady with pleasure, I close my eyes and run my fingers through the soft strands, working out the tangles as I go.

      “Lyanndra?” he murmurs after a long moment.

      “Mm,” I reply.

      Something vulnerable creeps across the bond, and he asks, “Will you truly marry me?”

      I open my eye, and though I have but one, I see him clearly.

      Beneath the fire and the ash, the blood and the divine, Syran is a man. He’s been left behind, by choice or by force, first by his mother and then his father, followed by Kartas and Torran in quick succession. His own people turned on him in the attempted coup. Even Ressa, who believes herself devoted to him like no other, has abandoned him in all the ways that matter.

      Does he think that I will leave him, too? That the will of the stars is not enough to keep me by his side?

      Does he not realize that it’s not fate that binds us?

      It’s our love that holds us fast, that burns brighter than any star in the heavens. There is no force that can separate us, no weapon that can cleave our souls apart, no seam to cut or threads to unravel.

      We are one, wholly and completely.

      Not even the gods can part us now.

      And though I know he can feel my conviction, I speak the words regardless, for I know that he craves them, that he needs them.

      “I will marry you,” I say with hot surety pulsing through my veins. “And I’ll do more than that. I’ll laugh with you and hold you when you cry. I’ll grow old with you, if the stars are willing, and if they’re not, I’ll cut them down from the heavens until they relent. You’re mine, Syran, as I am yours.”

      Relief floods across his features and the bond, followed quickly by love so intense that I want to bask in it forever.

      “Yours,” he vows. “In every way. Every part of me.”

      He rises then, and I meet him in the middle to seal our pact with a kiss.

      But our lips have only just touched when a knock sounds upon the door.

      Fuck.

      Fuck!

      My mother!

      It’s well and truly morning now, I realize as I glance toward the balcony doors and squint at the blazing blue sky that’s framed between them.

      Syran, who would likely rather be gnawed upon by Nexus’ plague of giant rats than be found by my mother naked in my bed today, jumps to his feet. He makes it halfway across the room when another knock comes, this time accompanied by a familiar and decidedly male voice.

      “Godslayer!” the interloper calls through the door.

      Oh, thank the stars.

      Orobos, I mouth to Syran, who is frozen in the center of the chambers.

      “Godslayer, I care not for your… affairs,” the general continues, uninterrupted by our silent exchange. “But if you happen upon His Highness, it may serve you both to know that your mother is leaving her rooms imminently.”

      Relief crashes over me, though it’s short lived. How much time do we have? Minutes? Seconds?

      Whatever it is, it’s not enough.

      While Syran desperately tears through the room in search of his discarded clothes from the night before, I dive for his robe, which is still spread atop the desk where we left it. I pull it on.

      Then, careful not to step in the spilled ink or the shards of the well around it, I spare a moment to gather the parchments, quills, and books from the floor and haphazardly stack them back where they belong. It looks a mess, but it’ll have to do. My finishing touch is to take an old map and drape it carefully over the stain where the ink has dried upon the marble. With any luck, everybody will be far too preoccupied to notice anything amiss.

      By the time I finish, Syran is more or less dressed. I follow him as he pads in bare feet toward the threshold, having been unsuccessful in locating his boots.

      “I shall see you soon,” he promises even as he pulls the door open. He leans down to steal one last fleeting kiss before he ducks out into the corridor, nearly colliding with Orobos in the process.

      To his credit, the general keeps his eyes dutifully averted when he bows his head and says, “Your Highness. Godslayer.”

      Syran offers the Demigod an awkward nod that is rather unbecoming of a king. “I… wasn’t here,” he mutters.

      “No, Your Highness,” Orobos confirms. “You weren’t.”

      My crossed star tilts his head again, this time more formally. And then, with one last, burning glance in my direction, he starts off down the corridor.

      Orobos offers me a polite bow. “Good morning, Godslayer.”

      I nod.

      Then he, too, ambles away.

      I wait until the marble jaws of the palace swallow them both before I once again spring into action.

      First, I’ll need another bath.

      On my way to the washroom, I muss the sheets on the bed to cover the telltale stain Syran left behind. Then I clean myself as quickly as possible, knowing that, at any moment, my mother may burst in with her entourage.

      But when the next knock comes as I’m pulling on the most innocent-looking nightdress I can find, I’m shocked at what I discover when I finally answer.

      No ladies.

      No sisters.

      No servants.

      Just my mother.

      Her face creases into a smile when she catches sight of me. Even with my silk-wrapped dress draped over one arm, she still manages to sweep me into a familiar hug, one that smells faintly of spices and dry dust.

      “My Lyanndra,” she murmurs into my hair. “I thought we might take some time for ourselves before you dress. I know how much you like your quiet.”

      Something tender wells up inside of me as I consider her words.

      Has it ever just been her and me? Alone? No siblings or father or neighbors?

      As frustrating as her enthusiasm has been over the last few days, I find myself sinking into her embrace and nodding against her shoulder.

      She’s right.

      I do like my quiet.

      And, to my utter surprise, she honors that. We take breakfast in silence, her picking from a tray brought up by a shy young servant while I devour my own. She simply watches me.

      What does she see?

      “I’m proud of you,” she says eventually as I sip my tea. “Have I ever told you that?”

      She hasn’t.

      I shake my head.

      “I should have,” she continues. Her gaze traces over my scars and the empty socket that punctuates them. I wait for her to look away, to recoil, but she doesn’t.

      So I nod.

      There’s nothing more to say.

      But my mother seems to disagree because she composes herself with remarkable quickness and asks, “Did you know your father lost your Demigod last night?”

      A smirk forces its way upon my lips, and I hide it expertly with the edge of my teacup while I shake my head.

      “He insisted that the boy didn’t have that much to drink, but he must’ve. I imagine they left him sleeping it off under a table in some tavern somewhere.”

      I shrug. It’s the best I can do without revealing that Syran was, indeed, sleeping it off, but it wasn’t in a tavern and it certainly wasn’t alcohol that he was drunk upon.

      “Your father is going to attend to him once he surfaces,” she continues, too lost in her gossip to pay much attention to my reactions. “Somebody needs to braid his hair.”

      A small smile plays across my lips as I think of my father stepping into the role he’s now assumed for all my brothers on their wedding days. While I know that he’d rather me marry a Starless man than a Demigod, he respects Syran, I think.

      And I wouldn’t have my soon-to-be husband alone today, not with the ghosts that haunt him.

      This is important to my mother, too, I realize. Just as I wouldn’t see Syran without company, she wouldn’t see me on my own this day.

      She’s here for me now. All of them are.

      So when the other women arrive a few minutes later in a squealing mass, I do not complain. When they paint my face and fix my hair with golden pins, I sit still. And when it’s finally time to step into my dress, I nod politely at their compliments.

      I let her have this moment.

      And then, finally, just as my patience is starting to wear thin, the knock comes.

      It’s time.

      Syran is waiting for me.

      The wedding is about to begin.
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      Syran

      
      There is duty, and then there is love.

      In the past, when I’ve stood upon the dais at the front of the cathedral, it has been out of obligation. The most important of Demigod rites–ceremonies and funerals, services and benedictions–take place in this vast gilded hall, and I’ve participated in my fair share of them.

      After all, this is where I chanted those sacred words so long ago and recited my plea to the heavens to join me in perpetuity with my crossed star.

      Bind us in honor and in death, in mind and in madness. Behold us as one beneath your moon and sky.

      Power for power.

      A god for a god.

      At the remembered words, the Midnight Serpent stirs within the heart of my flame. It curls across my ribs and slides through my veins like the poison that resides there, an ancient, hot fury that burns only for one.

      Lyanndra.

      Has every moment of my life led to this? To her?

      I would like to think so. I would believe that we are more than crossed, more than bound by mere magic. What else could fuel the bonfire of our desire? What else could deem me worthy of somebody so fierce and true?

      No, this is far more than spells or witchery.

      This is divine.

      And while it was perhaps duty that drove me to seek my Godslayer in the beginning, it is love that fills me now as I wait for her at this ancient altar.

      “Are you ready?” Morlas asks from where he stands ready to officiate the ceremony. It’s not lost on me that he leaves out my title. I’m just a man to him. Not a king, not a Demigod. I’m not sure if I prefer it. Still, I respect his conviction.

      In reply to his question, I say, “Yes.”

      He dips his head in return.

      Though Lyanndra’s father may not be related to her by blood, the short stature and silent mannerisms the two share still strike me as rather uncanny. And as it was with Lyanndra before our bond grew, it’s difficult to discern what he thinks of me now.

      I suppose he must not consider me entirely unworthy of his daughter’s love if he agreed to marry us in true Starless custom.

      But it was an utter surprise to find him waiting for me when I left Lyanndra earlier this morning. He didn’t ask me where I had gone the night before or what I had been doing. He simply led me to his rooms and had my crossed star’s many brothers regale me with their night’s drunken exploits as he braided my hair in complete and utter silence.

      Is that what fathers are supposed to do for their sons?

      I try to imagine my own doing something–anything–of the sort. Was there ever a time that the former king helped me with such a mundane task?

      If so, I cannot recall it.

      My memories of him are a snarled mess of red-faced rage and smoldering burns. Any gentle words or silence he may have imparted in my presence are now drowned out in a barrage of resurfaced vitriol. When I was a child, he was a flaming shadow that was best left undisturbed, and as I grew into a man and began to push back against his temper, any peace we might have known between us was well and truly burned to ash.

      So it strikes me now that I do not know if Morlas’ treatment of me is neutral or fond.

      But there is duty, and there is love.

      What would it feel like to be anything but a father’s obligation?

      I don’t have long to ponder the question.

      Behind me, the doors to the cathedral open. Courtiers, Starless guests, and guards filter in, their chatter rising into the shadowed eaves and echoing through the space as they enter. I glance over my shoulder to watch them take their seats along the pews. It seems as though the whole of Nexus has come to watch us exchange our vows. And how many others gather outside?

      As I scan the sea of faces, a flash of melancholy skitters through my chest.

      It’s not doubt–never doubt.

      But I cannot deny the way my gut sinks when I search the crowd for the visages of those I always thought would celebrate my marriage, only to find my efforts predictably lacking. None of them are here. None of them are alive. There are only strangers at my back, anonymous faces of the people I would die for, yet hardly recognize.

      I have nobody left to bear witness.

      Torran should be here, I think. He should be officiating these rites beside Morlas. But there’s no sweep of purple robes behind the altar or any hint of ice blue eyes. The old Demigod, once a perpetual and steadfast force in my life, is gone.

      Dead.

      Never coming back.

      Guilt filters into the cracks of my grief as I turn my thoughts to the others who are missing.

      Kartas.

      I recall how he stood at my side upon this very dais before the Ceremony of the Crossed Stars with that cocky grin plastered across his features and his eyes shining with mischief. But that wasn’t his true face, was it?

      The venom he hid beneath his mask was only revealed to me during the Battle of Nexus, when he tried to usurp the throne.

      He deserved to meet the Godslayer’s blade.

      So why do I still miss that false face, the illusion of a brother he conjured so seamlessly?

      And how is it that some dreadful part of me always thought that my father would live to see this moment?

      Yes, I despised him.

      To describe him as cruel would be to dishonor the souls he sacrificed in the name of his bloody war against the Starless. He was a monster in a way that the Ushum was not. The great beast that Lyanndra slayed beneath the Southern Caldera was but a child that could not comprehend the destruction it wrought on the world around it.

      But the Flaming God was no innocent.

      He chose to send his brethren into battle, and burned those who refused upon the pyre of his rage. He slaughtered countless Starless–not just soldiers, but women, children, and those too old or infirm to fight. Villages were razed. Bloodlines were wiped out. There was no mercy behind his eyes, no pity in his soul.

      My father, too, deserved to die.

      He deserved to feel the hot steel of Lyanndra’s blade through his heart.

      And yet…

      Would he have been proud of me, in any way, if he were to watch me marry for love and strength, rather than blind faith? Or would he have deemed me blasphemous?

      Knowing that the amassed court is staring at my back, I resist the urge to shake my head to clear my thoughts.

      No. Even if Lyanndra were a Demigod, he would never have approved of this union.

      It’s better that he’s gone.

      It’s better that he’s dead.

      And if it had happened sooner, if I had shown the same courage my crossed star did, perhaps I would not be so alone today. Perhaps my mother would be here, smiling softly to hide the poison she always fought so hard to suppress.

      She would have liked Lyanndra, I think.

      Tears, entirely unbidden, sting my eyes at the thought, and I blink rapidly to clear them.

      I will not weep today. I will not crumble.

      These losses are a hole carved somewhere deep within me. The ragged edges cannot be sutured. The maw of it can never be filled.

      But it doesn’t have to fester in darkness.

      For Lyanndra is the star that guides me, forever illuminating my path, and I would bask in her moonlit glow for eternity.

      She can’t raise the dead. She can’t stitch this formless wound that ails me. But she holds me up when my soul bleeds black and stands beside me when my ghosts linger. It’s her hand that closes around mine and her arm that hauls me from those depths when that pit of grief threatens to swallow me whole. She lends me her strength when mine is lacking.

      Lyanndra doesn’t make me whole.

      She makes me more.

      And that is the woman I choose to marry today.

      A soldier who fights for justice, not for blood. A knight who tempers her blade with mercy even when others would not.

      She is fierce and braver than I could ever be.

      The Godslayer, Alastria’s Knight-Queen, the only star that has ever heeded my prayers.

      And she is almost here.

      “Arise, good people of Alastria,” a deep voice booms from somewhere near the back of the cathedral
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