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Author’s Note

	‘Fallen Stars’ is an adult fantasy novel, which contains subject matter that might be difficult for some readers. It features graphic violence, swearing, sex scenes (including blood play) and animal abuse.
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The Stars 

	 

	Ariete (Ah-ree-ett) — Patron Star of Perses

	God of wrath, war and chaos and volcanoes. Other names: ‘the tyrant’

	Torra (Tor-a) — Patron Star of Aphrodea

	Goddess of lust, charm, earthly pleasures, and adultery. Other names: ‘the seductress’

	Gem (deceased) and Eli (Jem & Ee-lie) — Patron Stars of Castor 

	God of riddles, cunning, and knowledge; Goddess of spite and trickery. Other names: ‘the silver tongued’

	Cancia (Can-see-a) — Patron Star of Altalune

	Goddess of pain, emotions, and lakes. Other names: ‘the weeping goddess’

	Leone (Ley-on) — Patron Star of Helios

	God of pride, arts, prophecy, and the Light. Other names: ‘the revered Lord Light’

	Verra (Veh-ra) — Patron Star of Verde

	Goddess of fertility, marriage, and decay. Other names: ‘the virgin’

	Lias (Lie-as) — Patron Star of Concordia

	God of love, justice, and lies. Other names: ‘the beautiful liar’

	Scorpius (Scorp-ee-us) — Patron Star of Neptuna

	God of envy, oceans, and poisons. Other names: ‘the merciless One’

	Sagitton (Saj-i-ton) — Patron Star of Kaos

	God of wine, madness, and ecstasy. Other names: ‘the reveller’

	Capri (Cap-ree) — Patron Star of The Sinner’s Sands

	God of greed, money, and merchants. Other names: ‘the devil’

	Aquaria (Ah-quer-ee-a) — Patron Star of Sveta

	Goddess of misfortune and ice. Other names: ‘our unblessed Lady’

	Piscea (Pie-see-a) — Patron Star of Asteria Goddess of fear, nightmares, and the Dark. Other names: ‘the slumbering Goddess’

	 


‘But whose heart would not take flight?

	Betray the moon as acolyte

	On first and fierce affirming sight

	Of sunlight, sunlight, sunlight’

	 

	
	- Andrew Hozier-Byrne
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Prologue

	 

	The Stars were hunting the Moon.

	They had started when she had burned down Leone’s temple and sent out a promise and a warning that she would watch them all fall.

	A meeting had been called, ten Stars communing in the heavens, their constellations bright in the sky.

	There once were thirteen, but the Moon had killed Gem, Ariete had disappeared since the heavenly body had awoken, and Piscea… Piscea slept, the way she had for centuries.

	The pantheon they gathered in was suspended in the clouds, their white cast and the orb that took its namesake from the Moon the only light in the black sky. It illuminated ten occupied thrones, each decorated elaborately with the symbols and sigils of each Star.

	The head of the table remained empty.

	“We need to do something about the girl,” Verra said sternly, her copper hair brushing the floor, half adorned with blooming flowers, the other half with dead ones, drooping and brown, a stench of sickly mildew emanating from them. The throne beneath her twisted into branches full of leaves, half green, half decayed. “She killed one of us. And she is nowhere to be found.”

	Leone tutted, sipping on his chalice of ambrosia, the golden throne around him illuminating his blonde ripples of hair. “I say let her be for a while. She makes things…interesting. A feat in our endless, immortal existence. How much harm can she really do, trapped in that mortal body?”

	Aquaria threw him a stern look. “Do you forget that it was your temple she burned down?” the goddess of misfortune snapped. “Your brother she nearly killed?”

	“Eh.” Leone shrugged. “Burning down my temple only made Helions worship me more, and as for Ariete, well… I can’t say his teetering-on-the-edge-of-insanity self is missed tonight.”

	“Take your head out of your self-absorbed ass for a moment, Leone,” Scorpius growled. “She’ll be the downfall of us all. You should know that better than anyone.” He exchanged a glance with Verra and Aquaria before his hand tightened around his trident, his green eyes flashing dangerously. “What do you think she’d do if she discovered what we took from the titans?”

	Leone blanched a little, his usual nonchalance gone.

	Aquaria nodded tightly. “We hunt her, and we kill her.”

	“And how do you propose we do that when there has been not a whisper of her since she turned the sky black? We have spies in every kingdom, and there hasn’t been a single report of her whereabouts,” Verra said.

	“It’s that damned magick of hers,” Scorpius growled again. “Illusions and shadows. The bitch is almost as slippery as Eli.”

	Eli’s grip around the stem of his goblet tightened.

	“I, for one, miss Ariete,” Sagitton slurred.

	“Of course you do. You’re a match made in the heavens,” Torra muttered. “Just as depraved as each other.”

	“Finally, she speaks.” Sagitton smirked, his head deep in a glass of wine. The god of revelry and madness was always drunk, but today he seemed on edge, nastier than usual.

	Torra flicked her eyes to him, a look of barely veiled contempt on her face.

	“I’d like to echo the sentiments of Scorpius,” Capri drawled. His blonde hair was slicked back, an immaculate suit pressed to him. “If we don’t kill the Moon and make sure the Sun is dead along with her, do you think they’d allow us to continue ruling the heavens? War is the only certain outcome if we do not find her.”

	There were murmurs around the table as the Stars agreed. Eli rolled his eyes, kicking one leg over another onto the table. He played with the small knife pendant sitting against his chest.

	“Something you’d like to share with the group, Eli?” Lias crooned, his feathered wings stretching out behind him, white as first snow.

	“Anything you’d like to?” the silver-tongued retorted. “You know having to clear up your messes is getting rather tiresome. I’ve spent my week in Concordia fixing the minds of the women and men ready to take their lives after you charmed them to fall in love with you, fucked them, and disappeared without a word. I know we don’t care for humans, but we get too much of a bad rap, and the mortals will turn on us, just as we turned on the titans. We are only as powerful as those who believe in us.”

	Lias, god of love, chuckled, plucking a vine of grapes from the platter in front of him. He took one lazily with his teeth, chewing as he grinned.

	“Do I detect jealousy? Do you wish I could use my charm on you?”

	“You have a little too much cock to be my type, Lias,” Eli drawled.

	“Boring.” Lias smirked. “And I can’t help being irresistible. It’s not like I can just turn my charm off. Mother, surely you can attest?”

	Torra pressed two fingers to her temples, massaging them. “Enough. Eli, part of your charm is knowledge, wisdom… Please tell me your thoughts on the situation. You have nothing to say? No way of locating her? The girl killed your twin.”

	A look passed between the two, not that the other Stars noticed.

	Eli sighed loudly, sitting up. Elara had done well by cleansing the world of the evil that had been his sister. And he certainly didn’t hold it against her. He pushed his sleeves back, the black snake tattooed on his arm writhing, its silver scales glimmering in the moonlight. “The Moon did us a favour there. Gem was a sadistic bitch, and not my sister by choice, just blood unfortunately. She had grown wild, unmanageable, and just as unpredictable as Ariete.”

	There were uneasy murmurs around the table.

	“Whether Ariete is here or not, he is still our king,” Cancia said quietly, finally breaking her silence. The whole table turned, a ripple of godly heads looking at the goddess of pain and penance. She glanced warily to her consort, Scorpius, her silver hair glowing softly. 

	“Forgot you were here for a minute,” Capri scoffed, rubbing two midan coins between his thumb and forefinger. “Look, I make a wager that the girl will be dead in a week. Moon or not, she does not remember her old life, nor her powers or how to control them.” He laughed softly, tossing a coin onto the table. “A midan says she’ll accidentally kill herself with her own magick before any of us can get our hands on her.”

	The Stars laughed.

	“And what of the Sun?” Cancia asked, her voice soft. The entire table stilled, gods and goddesses alike all frozen as a small gleam of fear shone in their eyes.

	“Cancia,” Scorpius growled in warning.

	“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Sagitton interrupted.

	“No, you idiot. He’s suspended between life and death. In dreams, thanks to her,” Verra replied.

	“And Ariete has stolen his tether to this realm. Or so he told me right before he vanished,” Eli added.

	Capri guffawed at that. “Another midan says the Sun dies before the month is out, in unending pain and misery. If he’s lost in the dreamlands, he doesn’t stand a chance.” The god of greed and merchants tossed his coin on the table.

	A hand reached out, catching it in the air before it touched the surface. Eli’s eyes were nearly black, his head shaking slowly as he rose over the other Stars.

	“You are all fools,” he said quietly. “You may think the Sun more fearsome, more dangerous. You may be content with the notion he is trapped, for it makes you sleep easier not having to think of the hellfire and blinding light he would reign upon you if he were living. You may be content to let Elara run around with her threats, content to see her as a titan who has lived a silly mortal life, ignorant of just how powerful she is, just who she is. I have met her. Spoken with her. She may not remember her past lives, but she is a reckoning. And I heard the scream that tore from her when Lorenzo was taken from her, a scream that reached all the way to Castor. She obliterated every light in Celestia for gods’ sake.”

	He took a deep breath, calming the anger rising in his chest. “You have forgotten one key detail in your arrogance.”

	He turned the midan over in his hand, looking at it.

	“One of us took the Sun from the Moon. We took the queen of darkness’s hope, her one redeeming quality—the guiding remembrance that she is not all shadow.” 

	He placed the coin carefully in the centre of the table.

	“Elara’s light is gone. She has nothing to save her. Nothing to hold her back. It is not him we should fear. It is her.”
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PART ONE
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Chapter One

	 

	“I found her,” Isra muttered, casting a long look to the building in front of them. Merissa paced up the slick-stoned street to her, bristling with agitation.

	“Again?” Merissa hissed. This was the fourth night in a row now.

	Isra shrugged, rolling her neck as she looked at the sign in front of them.

	‘Morpheus’s Opiates’, the worn curling letters spelled out, the sign swinging gently in the Castorian evening air. A light rain was drizzling, pattering on the cobbles in the dim alley.

	“Are you surprised?” Isra drawled, going towards the door. She put the hood of her thin cloak up over her now unbraided hair—a cloud of black curls threaded with gold. The hood fell forward enough that she wouldn’t be recognised as the right hand of the new queen regent of Helios. A temporary title, as Elara had kept reminding them. She hadn’t even been officially coronated. All she had was the crown Enzo had given her.

	Merissa followed, pulling up her own dove grey hood to hide a wash of honey curls as they entered.

	The den was a shit hole. Half haze-den, half brothel, the sounds of pleasure and bedposts banging permeating the groans of addicts lining the narrow corridor in their stupor. Merissa couldn’t stand the place. It was everything she had come to loathe crammed into one hovel.

	“What a symphony,” Isra said. “Always a pleasure.” She flipped a gold coin through the air to the den’s madam, whose eyes widened as she clutched it. The coins that Isra had tossed her each night were probably more than the poor woman had seen in her life.

	Merissa sidestepped a body gingerly as they squeezed through the hallway, looking into the rooms they passed and the low dirty cots sunken with bodies. Sweet, perfumed smoke cloyed around them, lanterns with sputtering flames dimly lighting the way. Merissa muttered a filthy curse under her breath.

	“Merissa.” Isra turned. “I didn’t think you knew such words.”

	“Well, this place will bring it out of you,” Merissa sighed, shuddering as she brushed past a dirty body. There was a room at the back, darker than the others. Dark and pulsing, as though it was purposefully keeping people away.

	“Hazard a guess as to who’s in there?”

	“Our beloved Moon perchance?” Merissa muttered as they approached, peering into the dark to the black figure, who was sprawled on a shabby cot. It had the hood drawn up, and her hair was spilling out of it like ink.

	Elara was dead to the world, a hookah pipe filled with hypnom at the side of the low bed.

	Isra gave a sigh before reaching for the glass of water on the low table next to the bed. Then with a bright smile, she dashed the contents over Elara’s face.

	The goddess gasped awake, jolting up on the bed as she spluttered water.

	“Stars’ fucking sake,” she shouted, coughing. “Isra, what did I tell you about doing that?”

	“You look like shit,” Isra said by way of reply, pulling her up. It was true. Black shadows gathered under Elara’s eyes, her face wan and sunken.

	“Even I could do little to glamour it,” Merissa added, trying to make light of the situation. Elara gritted her teeth, going to stand but swaying.

	“If I wanted your opinion, I’d ask for it,” she slurred, sinking back into the bed.

	“Too bad, Your Highness. You appointed me to give my opinion, remember?” Isra batted her eyes sweetly.

	“We need to get you back before someone in this hole realises that the heir of the Asterian throne, or better yet, a titan, is passed out in an opiate den,” Merissa added.

	The two women each took an arm as Elara hissed. “Get off me. I’m fine.”

	“Clearly. The establishment you chose to recline in screams fine.”

	Elara rolled her eyes at Isra, slumping as Merissa hauled her up.

	“And don’t think we won’t be finishing this conversation when we get back to the inn,” the seer added.

	Merissa threw a bundled cloak at Elara, a drab brown, and with a sigh, she shrugged it on as they hustled her out of the place. A twinge of sadness plucked at Merissa’s heart. Where was the princess she had first met, the one with fight and grit in her? This Elara… She was a shadow.

	With a blink, Elara pulled those very shadows to them, keeping them inconspicuous as they squeezed through the packed den into the Castorian air. It was now only drizzling lightly.

	‘Have I mentioned before how much I fucking hate this kingdom?’ Isra moaned, pulling her cloak tighter. ‘I miss the Light. Sorry, Sun.’ She grinned.

	“Isra,” Merissa admonished, her heart drumming at the same time as Elara halted.

	“That’s not funny,” Elara said quietly.

	Isra shrugged. “If we don’t laugh, we’ll cry,” she said, slinging one of Elara’s arms around her shoulder. “And if you want to talk about what isn’t funny, perhaps sneaking off to seedy hypnom dens to smoke yourself into oblivion would be a start.”

	“I can do as I damn well please.”

	It was Merissa who halted, the temper she so rarely demonstrated rising. “You may be an almighty goddess now or titan or whatever you want to call yourself, but that doesn’t give you leave to ‘do as you please.’ You’re meant to be leading two kingdoms as well as helping us, whom you dragged along with you to look for Ariete or the tether he stole from Enzo.”

	Elara pinched her nose. “I don’t want to talk about this right now. I want to sleep.”

	“Of course you do,” Isra muttered, opening the creaking door to the inn that they were staying in.

	Elara only remained silent as the other women flanked her, letting her lean on them as they made their way quietly up to their rooms. When they reached Elara’s, Merissa turned to her, taking her gloved hand in her own. Elara flinched as though she had been struck.

	“What do you think Enzo would say if he knew what your new favourite pastime is?” she asked softly. She hoped that the question would get through to Elara.

	“I’m sure he wouldn’t complain since it’s the only thing keeping me close to him,” Elara crooned back.

	Merissa gave her a long look as they both heard the lie. “El, we’re going to get him back,” she said gently as Isra nodded beside her. “But right now, you need to rest.”

	Elara’s eyes were hollow as she looked at them both and replied. “Half of my soul is gone. There is no rest for me.”
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Chapter Two

	 

	Elara padded into her room, the floorboards creaking. She closed the door softly behind her, looking at her shadow stretched across the wall.

	“Hello,” she murmured to it.

	Elara didn’t feel comfort, but her shadow had been the closest thing to it when her soul had been ripped in two. After the night in her dreamlands, she had felt its presence there, an extension of her, one that had sat with her as she had sobbed until her tears had run out. That had stayed with her on the nights when she had been physically sick with the ache in her heart.

	She hadn’t allowed anyone else to see her pain. Not Isra or Merissa or Leo.

	When Elara first mentioned that her shadow felt like its own living entity, Merissa had said it must have been Sofia’s gift from above, a guardian to watch over her.

	But Elara knew better. Fortune didn’t work in her favour like that, and no benevolent spirit watched over her. She’d walked most of her life alone. Her shadow was merely a part of her, the only thing that would never leave her.

	She sank onto the sagging mattress, pulling her black lace gloves off. Moonlight filtered through her window, and she took a second as always to observe it. She was still getting used to the fact that she was now a goddess. To seeing her reflection in the sky, the moon a constant reminder of the presence that should be beside her up there. But that useless silver magick that had only awakened twice was nowhere to be found now. She couldn’t feel even a tremor of it. And so, with a grimace, she pulled the curtains shut.

	She lay back, ignoring the smell of mildew and too-sweet flowers as she closed her eyes.

	There it was, that endless nothingness.

	Grief was no longer a word Elara could use to describe what she felt. This was sheer emptiness. It wasn’t the hot aching pain of losing Sofia or even the desperate panic of losing her parents. This was simply…darkness.

	No light. No life.

	She hadn’t cried since the night Enzo’s tether had been ripped from him. Instead, she had asked her shadow to take her pain, knowing it would be too much for her to bear. And it had. It had drunk and drunk from her, helping her to push it all down until all that was left was vengeance.

	But for now, she was here without a distraction, awake and breathing, and that feeling of being alive, of air passing through her mouth and nose triggered the desperate keening wailing deep, deep within her that she had tried so very hard to bury.

	She felt the object that pressed into her thigh from her pocket but tried to ignore it. She tried not to use it, knowing it was sheer torture. She lasted a minute before delving into her pocket with shaking hands and pulling a book of matches from it, swiped from the hypnom den.

	Her fingers were cold as she slid the box open, extracting a match. The tears were already threatening to fall, her throat tight with them. The memories were beginning to crowd around her, pecking and screaming. She would not allow those tears to fall; she forbade them. She squeezed her eyes shut as she fumbled with the match, striking it against the box.

	Once.

	The sound of her scream as Ariete plunged a sword into Enzo’s chest.

	Her hand trembled.

	Twice.

	The blood of her soulmate, staining her hands.

	The match wouldn’t strike.

	Three times.

	Sofia’s throat, cut like a ribbon.

	A desperate dry sob escaped her.

	Four—a flame flared from the match, lighting the room dimly.

	She exhaled in relief, opening her eyes as the flame burned a little brighter. She brought a tentative finger to the match, feeling the warmth radiating from it. Her digit hovered close to the edge of the flame. Then with a sigh, she closed her eyes.
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	She was in Enzo’s studio, the Light streaming through the large windows.

	“Here,” a voice murmured behind her, and she immediately melted into it, the pain dissipating from her body. “I brought you your favourite.”

	Elara turned, smiling, as Enzo handed her a cup of mint tea. “Thank you,” she sighed, sinking into his arms. He stroked her hair, singing their lullaby as she sipped.

	“I love you,” he said onto her neck.

	She turned, beaming as she pulled his face to hers. “I love you more,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his. Fire burned from his touch, warming her, her lips singeing as heat and light poured off him. But the flame—it was becoming too hot, too hot and…

	Elara’s eyes flew open, the match centimetres from her lips, extinguished.

	She was ice cold. The only heat was a slight hurt on her lip from the flame’s proximity.

	She pushed the heel of her hand to her cheek, wiping phantom tears away, then focusing, she lit another match.
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	“You are my home,” Enzo whispered against Elara’s lips as he pushed himself into her, their two bodies melding like magick. “Home, home, home,” his voice echoed.

	“You are half of my soul,” she replied, kissing him deeply. His magick shone around them as he moved inside her, and the light was so beautiful, so bright that it consumed her, brighter and brighter and too bright…too bright, too bright.

	She gasped, eyes flying open again as another match extinguished, pinching the edges of her fingers with the burn.

	Again and again, she reached for the matches, a woman incensed as she scraped each one, felt the match flare and closed her eyes.

	Because she had to pretend his warmth was near her, his light. She couldn’t be left alone in this darkness. And this was where he had left her. In the cold night.

	She hated Ariete, hated him with every bone in her being, because he had taken the darkness she had loved so much and turned it into hell.

	No longer did she find comfort in it. All it reminded her of was the absence of light in her life—the absence of Enzo.

	She flew through the matches, hands shaking as her breath came quicker and quicker.

	“Don’t leave me yet,” she whispered to the flame. “Stay a little longer.”

	Her mouth began to feel dry as the hours passed, her body ridding itself of hypnom and desperate for more. Her blood begged for it, eyes aching.

	She had tried to sleep by her own will, the first night after Enzo had been taken from her. She had hoped and wished that she would be able to meet him in her dreams if she did.

	But sleep had evaded her. Because closing her eyes, in that darkness… All it had done was bring back the flashes of his death, of Sofia’s, of her parents’.

	And it had remained hidden from her the next night, when she had been forced to leave Enzo sleeping, with Leo keeping his body guarded, as she had travelled through Helios to an in-between that would take her to Castor.

	And the night after that, until she was a ghost, the weight peeling off her, the colour leaching from her skin, hollows growing as night after night she had stayed awake. Phantoms would flash out of the corner of her eye, spectres and hallucinations appearing before her from lack of sleep.

	Until a blessed night in Castor last week, when she had stumbled into a hypnom den, and finally, finally been able to rest. To finally, finally, see her soulmate.

	So during the day, the young queen had her hypnom, and in the evening she had her matchsticks. The world may have looked upon her as weak; her friends may have looked upon her with pity, but for now…for Elara, that would have to do. It would simply have to do.
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Chapter Three

	 

	Elara knew when it was morning instinctually. Of course, the sky was pitch black, had been since she had tarnished it with shadows for taking Enzo from her. But she knew it was supposed to be time to rise. She had sat with her matches all night until the lamper had lit the streetlamps below her window, and the day had begun.

	She rose soundlessly, shrugging on a discarded black gown that hung too loosely on her frame. She left her room, sparing a glance to Merissa and Isra’s, their door firmly shut, and a pang of guilt flashed through her. She had been a terrible friend to them; she knew it. Lost in her own grief, neglecting them. But it was too difficult to let them touch her, to let them love her. Not without Enzo. She couldn’t.

	She padded down the steps, exhausted, casting a look into one of the small mirrors that hung in the ramshackle inn.

	A spectre. That’s what she looked like. Skin wan, face hollow. Purple shadows like bruises stretched around her eyes—a side effect of the hypnom, and she sighed. Never mind. Enzo wouldn’t see her like that.

	A thrumming began in her blood as she traversed the streets of Castor. Cobbled lanes greeted her, and a smog heavy in the air, even in the pitch darkness. The kingdom was a maelstrom of activity and noise, carriages thundering, street hawkers shouting.

	Two weeks Elara, Isra, and Merissa had been in Castor now. It had been their best bet to find a way to save Enzo. A kingdom of ingenuity, the greatest minds on the continent, all living and breathing and inventing here. But just like the twins who were the patron Stars of the place—one of whom Elara had killed—it was a double-edged sword. Just as much a breeding ground for thieves and tricksters, cutthroat thugs on every corner, as it was a paradise, aristocracy reclining in their twisting metallic spires of blown glass that reached into the clouds.

	Two weeks trying to hunt down Eli, the only Star, save for Torra, who wouldn’t kill her and her friends on sight. And if anyone knew how to wake Enzo, or find Ariete, it would be a god of knowledge. Yet no luck, not a whisper of him residing in the kingdom that worshipped him.

	She dodged a carriage, the driver cursing at her as hooves thundered past, before she crossed into The Remains.

	The Remains was an area of Castor that someone like Elara should have stayed well away from. It was the poorest, most dangerous part of the city. She had come to realise a few days ago that she needed her wits about her and her nightmares to hand in a place like this.

	And yet she needed hypnom. Could feel her blood begging for it, for the first stitch of hope she’d had in two weeks. Her head was truly pounding now as she squinted, turning down an alley to Remus Lane.

	And there. Sweet relief. She breathed out a sigh as ‘Morpheus’s Opiates’ came into view, the building quieter now than it had been last night.

	With less than a thought, she weaved an illusion around herself, passing through the doorway like a phantom, invisible to the madam of the place.

	She glided into the back, the cot furthest away from the addicts sprawled along the walls.

	And with a shaky breath, she sank into it, lying on her back.

	Yes. Two long weeks it had been, the last spent stumbling into hypnom dens during the day whenever she could, the hazy smoke forcing her to sleep and gifting her sweet escape, while her nights were filled with matches and shadows.

	She kept the guilt locked in a box deep within. Elara knew what she should be doing, what was expected of her, and how urgently they needed to find a cure to wake Enzo. That every moment should be spent tearing Castor apart to find Eli and seek the answers they needed.

	But every waking moment was a flash of nightmares. She would blink and see Ariete’s sword gouge open Enzo’s stomach, hear his cry as he fell, feel his desperation as he gave her his power. She would glimpse grey eyes as she walked down the street, and see Sofia, her stare defiant as her throat was slit from ear to ear.

	Other times she saw her parents utter the words ‘run’ on their last breath as they were massacred, and when none of these memories plagued her, it was the image of a blade thrust into her own heart and the look of determination in Merissa’s green eyes as she had done it.

	Elara had no choice but to run from it all.

	Her hand wrapped around the pipe next to her, the sweet lavender scent of Hypnom already sinking into her skin. She brought the pipe to her lips, taking a deep drag as her eyes rolled back.

	Gods.

	It felt so good. The way her body began to feel heavy, how her heart started to numb. Warmth—she could feel warmth in her ice-cold body, travelling from the tips of her toes all the way to her crown.

	There is no other option, she reminded herself. No other way to cope. Her only solace was her dreams, now harbouring Enzo in them. She may be in a living nightmare during her days, but her dreams were where she could be at peace with him.

	Elara’s eyelids began to feel heavy as the weight on her shoulders dragged her down, and she breathed a soft sigh of relief, allowing it to pull her into her dreams.
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	Her dreams were like a world of their own. There, ahead of her as her soul drifted in darkness, was an ornate door, dusky blue and shimmering with something more beautiful than starlight. Engraved in the centre was a crescent moon, a beaming sun entwined with it, silver and gold.

	She reached, as she had in every dream that week, to the symbol, tracing her finger over the beautiful etching.

	And at her touch, the door swung open, revealing a paradise beyond.

	Elara had created the door the moment she had been able to sleep again, using that curious dream magick of hers to change the architecture of her space. A safe place that no one could walk into and steal her love’s soul away.

	As she stepped into the quiet, she looked down at the small path she had created, winding out before her.

	She had mirrored it after one of her favourite places, a secluded forest that backed onto her palace in Asteria. This forest had been Elara’s solace, a place she often snuck out of her window and escaped to when she needed freedom.

	The path was lit with glitterbugs—imaginary ones anyway— and the sky was a deep periwinkle hue.

	She sighed as she turned the corner, delving into a thick spruce of trees. Their violet trunks twisted up, lanterns hung amongst the branches, and finally there, within a clearing, was a small cottage. Her eyes were bleak as she looked out across her dreamscape. She’d tried to make it as accommodating as possible since she now had a guest in it. Originally, she’d mirrored it after Enzo’s studio, the place where they had finally declared their love and then made love amongst his art.

	But it seemed a cruel reminder, especially after they had tried to re-enact those moments of passion on the first night that Elara dreamt again. A dream was just a dream, the touch intangible, and frustratingly, Elara had only ever woken up gasping and wanting. She had no idea how Enzo was coping, and so she had changed it to a place they had never visited together.

	When she saw who was sprawled on the grass in front of it, already smiling at her, her heart ached.

	“Hello, beautiful.”

	Enzo looked the same as when Elara had left him in Helios, every one of his features carved to perfection like a Star, which she supposed he was.

	“Hello, my love,” she replied. She rushed towards him, the worry in her chest fading with every step she took nearer to him. As she brushed her lips against his, she felt the familiar, intangible air she had come to know over the last week. She swallowed, trying to brush off her frustration.

	“I could have sworn you were here only a few hours ago,” he murmured into her hair, his touch like gossamer.

	“I’ve told you before, remember?” she responded brightly, turning so that he couldn’t see the tears that had lined her eyes. “Time works differently in dreams.”

	Enzo stiffened, and she peered up at him, at his golden eyes, now burning.

	“Do you think me a fool, Elara?”

	Nausea swept over her, from head to toe.

	“Wh-what?” she stuttered.

	“You are half of my soul. Do you think I can’t feel when you’re lying to me?”

	Elara took a step back. “I’m not—"

	“Don’t insult our soul-tie like that, El. I know you better than I know myself. And I’ve tried to give you the chance, these last few nights, to be honest.”

	Elara’s dreams felt like they were closing in on her, the dreamscape shrinking around her.

	“Enzo, I—"

	“I can see through your illusion. The purple beneath your eyes. You’ve been using hypnom, haven’t you?”

	Elara took another step back, but Enzo closed the space easily. He crooked his finger under her chin, the touch as light as a feather as he tilted her head to meet his.

	“Elara,” he said more gently. “Just tell me the truth.”

	“Yes,” she whispered, shutting her eyes, unable to take another moment of his truth-searching stare. “Yes, I have, all right? It’s the only way I’ve been able to sleep.”

	“And finding a way to wake me? When have you had time to do that?”

	She screwed her eyes further shut, shaking her head.

	“I-I haven’t. I tried, the first week here. I listened in pubs, in the markets, trying to hear any tell of where Eli may be. But I kept seeing your death. I kept feeling utter pain, and I just… I couldn’t—" She was wheezing now, trying to suck air into her lungs.

	“El—”

	“No,” she whispered. “Don’t pity me. I don’t deserve it.” She blinked, looking to the copse of trees blankly. She heard Enzo curse and still didn’t meet his gaze.

	“Fine,” he said, his voice hardening. “I won’t pity you. Instead, I will ask you this. Where is your anger, Elara? Where is your fire?”

	She frowned as the words landed like small thorns in her chest. “The Stars took it. They took you.”

	Enzo gripped her face as best he could, her head snapping towards him.

	“Then rage about it,” he hissed onto her lips. “Pluck them from the sky like you promised you would. You turned the world to darkness for me and then got lost within it yourself. Your tears will do me no good. Neither will your grief. What I need back is my Elara. The one who burned down Leone’s temple and choked Gem with her shadows. The one who swore and fought and defied me at every turn. Because without your rage, El, without your vengeance, I will be lost. That is the truth of it though you won’t dare admit it. I will waste away in here. So hunt Eli. Give him a warning. And make him seek you out, no matter how much blood you need to spill.”

	She tried to look away, but his eyes pinned her there, burning—always burning.

	“I gifted you the last drop of my fire for a reason. And you think this hurts? That you hurt?”

	“Enz—”

	“I’m like a shade, Elara. I can’t eat, but I’m hungry. I can’t drink, but I thirst. I can’t sleep, even though my soul is so very tired. This place is a never-ending torture. I’m suspended between life and death, unable to do a thing about it.”

	Darkness took over his eyes, and Elara felt ill. She pondered what she had been avoiding and how little she had considered Enzo’s feelings while being trapped in here.

	“Enzo, I’m sorry.”

	“What good will sorry do when I disappear into the dreamlands, leaving you alone? How do you think I feel, trapped in here while the woman I love is left alone without me to protect her?”

	Elara swallowed. “I can fend for myself.”

	Enzo cut her with a hard stare. “My soulmate is trapped in a different world to me, with at least ten Stars hunting her. You knew I was possessive when you met me. Don’t try to deny how I feel now.”

	She felt indignation at his words, utter guilt and shame too. He was right. She had become so lost in her grief that she had been utterly selfish, paralysed by it instead of using it to fuel her pursuit of answers.

	Finally, she let something real through, let Enzo see it.

	“I don’t know how to do this,” she cried. “How to be in this world without you.”

	Every one of his features softened as he knelt in the grass before her, his arms hugging her middle.

	“I know, angel. I know,” he murmured, burying his head into her stomach. “But there is no other way. You can’t live like this. I’m angry because I’m not with you. Because I can’t do anything, so you have to.”

	She twisted his hands through his curls, imagining that she could feel them. “You’re right,” she said as resolve began to wash over her. She allowed Enzo’s fire to fill her, the flames in his gaze stoking the one small ember that burned in the pit of her stomach. She could feel her shadow within her opening an eye. “I will tear the world apart to bring you back.”

	“That’s my girl,” he said as he pulled her to the grass with him. “Your rage will fuel you, help you. Don’t underestimate its power. Don’t tamp it down.”

	She leaned into him, letting his words sink into her skin. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered, brushing his cheek against hers.

	The faintest trace of amber reached her through the dreams as she nuzzled into his neck. She inhaled deeply. “I missed you too. I always do, every waking moment. And I promise, Enzo, that I will do better.”

	He nodded. “Then let me help you plan how. I’ve been thinking…”

	“That sounds dangerous already.” Elara smirked as Enzo softly nudged her. She could feel the tension between them dissipating and breathed out a sigh of relief.

	“What if Eli has switched sides? He’s a two-faced god, one whose sister you killed. What if he’s working with Ariete, and that’s why he can’t be found?”

	Elara frowned, mulling the thought over. “Well, Ariete hasn’t been sighted since he disappeared when…”

	Her throat clogged, and Enzo tried to take her hand, but a dream…was just a dream. She sighed in frustration, waving her hand through the air. “Anyway, no one has heard a peep from him. Merissa has been in touch with her mother, and she said the King of Stars wasn’t even in the heavens when they were discussing ‘what to do with me.’ She drawled the last part mockingly. “So if Ariete has disappeared, do you think Eli could be with him?”

	Enzo shook his head. “I’m not sure. I don’t think so. But something feels wrong, even from your dreamscape. You know, on the last night before I was trapped in here, I had a dream. In it, a star fell from the sky, burning purple.”

	“The stars don’t fall,” Elara replied quietly.

	“Then it was an omen. Because when I woke, I had that same feeling I had in the Angel’s Graveyard, a foreboding—as though something is gathering, something dangerous.”

	“Perhaps the ten Stars at my back,” Elara drawled.

	Enzo chuckled softly. “Gods, I miss you, El.”

	“I’m right here,” she said gently even as grief tightened her heart.

	“But none of this is real,” he whispered into her hair.

	“I will find a way to wake you, my love,” she whispered, trying to kiss him. “Or I will die trying. I promise you, I won’t take another drop of hypnom.”

	The brackets of tension around Enzo’s mouth slackened a little as he visibly relaxed. “Thank you,” he breathed.

	“So how do I find a Star that doesn’t want to be found?” she asked, stroking the curls back off his forehead.

	Enzo thought for a moment. “You’ve been illusioning yourself, hiding amongst the shadows as you were trying to find Eli. Perhaps it’s time to show him who the Moon is. Perhaps it’s time to make Eli find you.”
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Chapter Four

	 

	Elara woke violently, jerking upright in the sagging cot as her heart pounded. She looked around blearily, panic coating her before she realised she was perfectly alone. She frowned, squinting at the clock. Three hours had gone by, the hypnom worn off.

	Not wanting to stay for longer than necessary in the den, she sighed, pushing down the empty feeling that consumed her the moment she was away from Enzo.

	The cold began to crawl over her skin, those brief moments of warmth dissipating in seconds, ice crawling up her chest. She waved a hand languidly, illusions stitching around her until she was near invisible, passing back through the opium den like a ghost. The only tell that she had ever been there was the small form dented into the mattress. She walked out and didn’t look back.

	But this time, along with the usual screaming anguish that battered at her heart, there was a kernel of fire. One that she had desperately sought with matches, but that Enzo had gifted her freely within her dreams. And as she began to regard her surroundings, and the serrated edges of the market before her, the kernel took flame.

	“Eels! Get your fresh eels!” a fishmonger shouted as Elara grimaced, dodging his stall. Why in Celestia someone would want eels was beyond her. She suppressed a shudder, dodging through the crowded marketplace.

	“Viper venom! Finest viper venom on this side of Celestia!” another roared, clinking bottles filled with jet black liquid together.

	An idea had begun to form in Elara’s head the moment Enzo had uttered those last words—her first real idea since he had been taken from her. Bringing Eli to her…Now how in the world did one catch the attention of a Star?

	She had been illusioning herself and her friends the moment they’d entered Castor. Elara was no idiot. She could feel the Stars watching from above, searching Celestia for her. And with her now boundless power, weaving illusions constantly didn’t drain her at all. Yet Enzo had suggested revealing herself in plain sight. Sending another message to the Stars—or to Eli at least. A risk it may be, but one that, if it paid off, would mean aid to wake Enzo, so they could face the Stars together.

	She couldn’t set another temple on fire. Enzo had only been able to give her a drop of fire the first time. And without the location of where Eli was, she couldn’t simply show up at his door. No… This would require something big. Something that the whole of Castor would talk about.

	The fury in the pit of her stomach was cold, bitingly so, as she thought of what the Stars had taken from her, how her Enzo was in unimaginable pain within her dreams because of them.

	Yes, she would give the Stars something to hunt her for. Would lure Eli out of his den like the snake that he was.

	It felt good to allow her anger to take over, to take all her grief and give it to the darkness.

	She slowed as she reached the end of the small market. A stall there was manned by a silent woman, and Elara pulled her hood further over her face. The stall was full of weapons. Knives in all sizes and sharpness, some curving wickedly like the kind she’d heard about in the Sinner’s Sands, some flat and small—the kind of dagger for a betraying death.

	She ran a hand along them as that seed that Enzo planted began to grow, her rage with it. She flicked her eyes to the hanging racks behind the woman.

	Suits of all kinds graced them—some leather, some made from a form-fitting material. She inclined her head.

	“Have any of those with a skirt?” she asked, gesturing nonchalantly to the suits.

	The woman made an amused sound, eyes glinting. “These not pretty enough for you?” she mocked.

	Elara’s responding smile was terrifying. “Not by a mile. Women can wear dresses and maim at the same time, you know?”

	The woman blanched. “We have one,” she stuttered, rising as she pushed the hangers aside. And there it was. Elara’s inspiration.

	The suit was spectacular, a beautiful nightmare. The bodice was stiff, neckline square. The sleeves were long and tight to the wrists, and the skirt…well… Thick tights made of supple leather formed from leg to ankle, and the skirt split right down the middle, drifting off as sheer gauze. It fluttered in the Castorian air like an extension of one of her shadows.

	“I’ll take it,” Elara breathed, fingers already itching to claw off the simple gown she currently wore. She scanned the rest of the stand, the various weapons and equipment.

	“I’ll take two of those,” she said, pointing to twin cutlasses, their blades gleaming a wicked silver. “The holsters too.”

	Elara had only tried wielding a sword once, when she would train with Sofia, failing miserably with how heavy and clunky the thing was. Daggers were her usual choice, but a cutlass—broader and longer, yet not as heavy or large as a sword—would be more apt for what she had in mind.

	“And those boots.” She nodded behind the woman. Her gaze snagged on a knife holster, the kind one could strap to their thigh. It was silver and formed to look like a serpent, twisting around the leg, an onyx jewel where its eye should be. Elara grinned. “Oh yes. That holster too.”

	The woman hurriedly collected the items, placing them in a large black leather bag.

	“The total comes to fifty midans.”

	Elara narrowed her eyes. She knew that there was no way her wares cost that much, but she was in no mood to haggle. And so, she dumped a pouch filled with the golden coins onto the vendor’s table. 

	“Be careful playing with those knives, girly,” the woman said.

	Elara had to stop herself from lunging shadows at the woman. Instead, she turned slowly, beckoning a nightmare to gleam through her eyes. The woman staggered back.

	“I think it’s the person on the end of them who’ll need to be careful,” she replied, hoisting the bag over her shoulder. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Lord Star Eli resides, would you?”

	The woman’s face was ashen as she shook her head.

	Elara pulled one of her new blades from the bag.

	“Pity,” she said, admiring it in the dim glow of the streetlamp. “He can’t say I didn’t try this the civil way then.”
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Chapter Five

	 

	The rain poured in sheets, trying to hug Elara’s figure like a lover. This pissing rain—gods, she could not wait to get back to Helios. She stalked the dark streets of Castor, her new suit clinging to her skin. One look in the mirror had revealed everything she had hoped for. She looked like a walking nightmare.

	Her hair was scraped back from her scalp, sitting high on it as one long, black braid snaked down her back, falling to her tailbone. The leather moulded perfectly to her, allowing complete movement, and the gauzy skirts billowed in the storm.

	Elara had wavered a moment as she had changed in the inn. She’d teetered on the edge of her decision, nearly heading straight back to the hypnom den to avoid the grief and pain and anger she felt. But that look in Enzo’s eyes… She couldn’t erase it. Nor could she his words, ones that had haunted her all day. Your tears will do me no good. Your grief neither.

	And so, she had nodded to Isra and Merissa, the two raising their eyebrows as Elara had walked out in her suit. She’d disappeared before they could ask her where she was going, and she feared that their judgement of her plan would have stopped her from seeing it through.

	The moon was bright in the sky, signalling the lateness of the evening, and she took one deep breath, not giving her fear an inch, before walking into The Remains.

	The main square was crowded, and she kept her hood up as she weaved through it. Luck was on her side—not many had ever looked upon the face of Princess Elara of Asteria. They would soon enough though. But for now, for once, she thanked her father for keeping her behind palace walls—only the Stars knew what she looked like. And that would serve her just fine in a moment.

	Three souls.

	That was all she needed to carry her plan through. Three utterly irredeemable souls. And what better place than The Remains to find them?

	Her finger ran along the handle of one of her knives, its silver cool beneath her touch, anchoring her.

	She let her shadows drift conspicuously, trying to pick up snatches of conversation, noticing how the crowd seemed to be moving in a certain direction.

	“Roddy lost two full midans last night,” one man guffawed to another.

	“Fucking hell, the man needs banned from the fighting dens,” his friend chuckled back.

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. Fighting dens. So that’s what made Castor spin ‘round. She couldn’t stand the places, hadn’t set foot anywhere near one in Asteria. She could think of no better place to find three pieces of shit who wouldn’t be missed by the world.

	She followed the movement of the crowd as they made their way into what appeared to be a tunnel, the arch ominous like the maw of a great serpent. She fought back a shiver, squaring her shoulders before entering.

	The tunnel sloped down, a gradual decline that made the air around her start to feel close and musty. She began to hear the trod of footsteps above her and realised she was underground.

	She avoided a few drunkards swaying together. Some kind of muffled roar was growing louder and louder as she descended. She twitched her hood further over her as she strolled before candlelight suddenly erupted into the space.

	She smelled the room first. Sweat, piss, and blood.

	Then she saw it—a cram of bodies, intoxicated and greedy. The room was hewn into the rock of the underground. Large ceilings arched above her head, questionable sludge trailing down them. It was dimly lit with firelamps, which did nothing to disguise the dirt that seemed ingrained in the place.

	She heard roars and groans and turned, seeing thick ropes cordoning off a sunken pit that she had no inclination to look into.

	She didn’t even spare it a glance. Fucking animals. With a sigh, she turned and made straight for the bar that she could see, lit up in grey against the side of the wall. She could really use a glass of honeywine right now, but something told her it would taste like piss in a place like this. So she motioned to the tender for a beer instead, taking the warm, bitter liquid down her throat as she assessed the people surrounding her.

	Perhaps the ogre of a man in front of her currently bearing upon a young courtesan was an option. She tilted her head, watching the smile the woman had plastered onto her face drop an inch as his hand hitched further up her skirt.

	Yes, he would do.

	A movement caught her eye, and she zoned in on a slimy pickpocket, his hands in a man’s pocket as the fellow was none the wiser. Who would miss him, she wondered.

	Elara really had her pick of people to kill in this shithole.

	She had hoped that she’d bump into Eli himself here, if the slippery god even frequented these places—she had every faith he did. Yet there was no whiff of his charm. As she’d said earlier to the woman in the marketplace, it was a pity. Blood and death could have been avoided if Eli had simply shown his face. Yet she couldn’t ignore the thrill that leapt in her veins at the notion at what she was about to do. Her anger was whispering in her ear, encouraging her.

	Him, it seemed to whisper. Him, him, him. Look at how he takes what he thinks is his. Gut him and delight in his blood as it drains from his body.

	Elara blinked, shaking her head as the fury abated for a moment. She set her drink down, hands on the hilts of her twin blades as she took a step towards the first man.

	She heard another roar from the pit and frowned, stopping. That sound…it didn’t sound human.

	Usually, she really didn’t give a shit about the humans fighting in the pits. In a place like The Remains, the idiots had every choice whether they wanted to fight or not. Any pain they endured, they brought on themselves. And perhaps once upon a time, Elara would have felt sympathy for them.

	But her sympathy was gone with her soulmate.

	That growl however…that inhuman growl. She shouldn’t have gone to investigate. Should have killed the first two men she’d chosen and searched for another before anyone noticed what was going on. Instead, stubborn ass that she was, Elara turned to the man next to her, pointing over the crowd with one of her knives.

	“What’s going on over there?” she asked.

	The man looked distractedly to her before looking back to the pit. He was far taller than her and could see over the bodies.

	“Three poor buggers are fighting a wolf.”

	Elara’s breath stilled. “What did you just say?” she asked quietly.

	“I should probably say poor wolf,” the man chuckled. “The men were allowed weapons.”

	Elara’s jaw clenched, her teeth near bared as she set off into the throng, pushing through the crowd. There was a yelp this time, an animal yelp, and a vicious lurch rocked through her. This poor creature.

	“Move,” she snarled to the man in front of her, calling that dread into her eyes that had made men piss themselves before her and would again. His face paled as he allowed her to pass until her body was pressed against the thick, dirty ropes of the fighting ring.

	She assessed the situation below her as quickly as possible. Three men stood shirtless, wicked serrated knives in their hands of varying sizes, prowling the hewn out pit a few yards below the crowd. Two were stout and stocky—brothers by the looks of it. And the third was tall and sinewy, with a nasty scar down his face. But it was his gaze that beheld something even nastier. He was actually grinning as he advanced onto the poor creature that had been howling in pain. She looked at the brothers, matching smiles painted on their lips too.

	The wolf was backed into a corner, snarling, teeth bared at the three men. Elara could see blood pouring from multiple wounds in the wolf’s thick black matted fur. It was shaking, barely able to stand on one paw. In fact, as the scarred man crept forward, smirking, the wolf’s leg gave out, and it collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily.

	There were roars of laughter and jeers from the crowd, coins tossed into the ring. Elara looked sharply to the source of them, categorizing every greedy face, every leering expression and dark laugh. She took it all in, allowing the anger that had been simmering since Enzo had been taken to take over, that anger that had given way to grief and Enzo had urged her to feel. She closed her eyes as she stoked the fire, as each laugh around her, each cry of pain fed her. On and on the flames began to leap, Enzo’s fire lent to her as her anger became a visceral thing. And finally, she opened her eyes again.

	Elara touched the rope, feeling the roughness of it beneath her palms. Shadows began to furl out of her, and she knew exactly which three souls would be hers to take tonight. She braced herself to kill them all from where she stood and put the poor wolf out of its misery, ready to weave an illusion so the crowd wouldn’t see her magick as she did so.

	But then the wolf raised its head. Heavily, as though it took every ounce of effort. Its doleful black eyes locked with hers, and Elara’s heart damn well bottomed out as the wolf’s ears pricked up in recognition, as it whined for her. 

	Bile rose in her throat as she staggered forward, hauling on the ropes.

	“Astra?” she breathed.

	The wolf whined again, and Elara knew in that moment that this was another sign. That the wolf she believed Sofia had sent to her in Helios was here right now, dying because of the fuckers in front of her.

	She snarled, hauling herself up the ropes without a second thought. She’d planned to take the souls swiftly to send her message to Eli, to steal them away inconspicuously. But now? Now they could all watch as she turned these men’s realities to nightmares.

	She swung herself over the ropes, landing like a cat as she dropped the few yards below.

	She was already palming one of her new cutlasses as she took a deep breath, watching the three men stagger to a halt.

	There were boos from the crowd. “Get her out of there!” someone shouted.

	“Two bitches unable to fight rather than one,” another roared, and laughs filled the crowd. Elara raised her head, again taking inventory, assessing faces, cataloguing them.

	She took another deep breath then turned back slowly to the three men looking at her with curiosity rather than fear. She smiled to herself. She would soon change that.

	And with bared teeth, she launched her attack.

	She had worried she’d been out of practice, her training with Enzo and Leo forgotten. But muscle memory took over, the months of training with two of the most feared warriors in Celestia worth it. She smiled as she leapt across the ring, light on her feet. One of the brothers had started to run, not that he could go far in the pit. She laughed, her knife already propelling through the air as it was thrown, sinking into his back.

	All the times she had cursed Enzo for target practice had paid off as the man went down screaming, clawing at his back to get the knife out.

	She grimaced, stalking towards him. Her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her blade, and she twisted it with vicious delight. The man begged, screamed.

	“What’s your name?” she asked softly.

	“James,” the man replied. “Please, please. Look I’ll give the money back, I swear. Please just let me go.”

	Elara yanked the blade out, another howl escaping his lips. “James,” she whispered back to him. “See, I can’t. Because a man like you will always hurt, will always prey on others. It’s in your blood. You showed it the minute you smiled at that poor, wounded wolf cowering in the corner.” She spat at his feet. “You preyed on the weak, on this wolf, the same you would any human, I’m sure. Anyone who you could profit off, again and again. See, I’m here to wipe Castor clean of people like you.”

	Her shadows subtly began to weave off the stage, twisting through the crowd, too faint to notice in the packed space.

	“Please?”

	Elara laughed. “Shut the fuck up,” she replied before cutting his throat with the blade.

	Blood sprayed onto her face and neck, warm. Perhaps in another life she would have screamed at that, would have at least tremored. But Elara was numb with fury, not even bothering to wipe it as she turned on his brother. He was cowering in the corner, desperately trying to escape the ring, pulling himself up a swinging rope. But the crowd kept pushing him back in when he reached them, cheering and booing.

	“Someone stop her,” the man screamed as he dropped back into the pit. Those screams were drowned out by the bloodthirsty spectators.

	She cocked her head, observing him the way her Lion would his prey.

	“Run,” she whispered.

	The brother set off, sprinting across the ring to the other side and trying his luck with the crowd there.

	She strolled along, one eye still on the scarred man who was creeping towards Astra, sticking to the shadows as though she wouldn’t notice him.

	Focusing her attention back to the brother, she twirled her knife through the air, walking slowly, arrogantly, towards him.

	“Please,” he was screaming. “Please, please, please.”

	“Oh, darling. Manners rarely work with me,” she called out to him. He turned incredulously, fear in his eyes as her knife continued to swing.

	“Please,” he screamed again to the crowd, and they laughed.

	Realising he was cornered, he turned slowly, his fear transforming into anger. He grimaced as he raised his sword, and with a strangled cry, he ran at her.

	Elara rolled her eyes, taking a grand step to the right as he barrelled on past her. She adjusted the curved knife in her hand as the brother veered around, running back at her. At the last moment, she ducked low, her knife sweeping in an arc as it sliced through both kneecaps. He screamed as sweetly as his brother as he crashed to the ground.

	“This is too easy,” she said as he tried to pull himself up. It really was, embarrassingly so. Even Merissa, gods love her, could wield a sword better than those two imbeciles had.

	She felt nothing as he begged for mercy, trying to claw his way across the sand away from her. She followed, taking her time until she caught up with him. And barely sparing him a glance, she drove her blade through his back, muscle and bone fighting against the sharp metal as she impaled it all the way through.

	A small pool of blood spilt from his mouth. A cough, and the man was dead.

	She pulled her blade out as the crowd taunted, though she ignored them all, strolling back across the dusty, blood-soaked sand of the pit. The screams and weeps of the men she had killed behind her fuelled her, the cheers and jeers above mere kindling to her rage.

	Her eyes were locked on the larger man, the only one still standing now. He had left the brothers, backing away towards the corner of the pit where Astra was lying, too much blood soaking the floor beneath her.

	But the wolf still had the strength within her to bare her teeth and growl as the scarred man approached, and he looked around nervously, back to Elara, weighing up his odds.

	A wolf behind him, a monster in front.

	Elara stopped dead in the centre of the pit as she assessed her opposition.

	He was a big brute of a man, one who would exceed her in physical strength. What would her commander, Leo, do? He would assess the situation, take stock of the threat, his weapons, physicality, magick…

	She squinted. Clearly magick was on a ban in this place, as none of the three men had been using it.

	Her own leapt in her veins. Enzo would tell her to use it, to kill the man in one fell swoop. But Leo… Leo would be calculated, would remind her that there was a bigger picture at play.

	No magick, no magick, no magick, she reminded herself. People may not know her face, but they’d sure as hell question Asterian magick in their midst. Let alone if her silver light finally decided to make an appearance. And though she wanted Eli to know who had killed the three men she was about to, she wasn’t keen on having the whole of Castor discover exactly who she was.

	Perhaps it was a gift from someone greater than the gods that she’d be able to exact vengeance on the three men who had harmed Astra before her as well as send her message to Eli.

	Two snakes.

	One stone.

	She glanced once more to Astra, the wolf slumped, breathing shallow, then focused on the scarred prick creeping nearer. He’d taken her pause as a weakness, fear no longer gleaming in his eyes. A beginner’s mistake.

	She approached, her two curved knives trailing across the ground.

	As predicted, the scarred man struck out the moment she was in range. But Elara hadn’t compensated for how strong the brute was. She raised both knives, crossing them as steel met steel. She gritted her teeth as his weight bore down on her, her arms shaking as he forced them down.

	She staggered back, raising one knife once again.

	Never let your guard down, Enzo had told her, time and time again during training. Never drop that knife.

	The man was beginning to grow in confidence, leaving Astra as Elara drew him out back into the centre of the pit.

	With a dark laugh, his sword swooped down upon her again, coming for her left—her weaker side. She raised her weapon at the last moment, deflecting it as her shoulder wrenched. She cried out, and the crowd went wild.

	“Gut the bitch,” someone in the crowd screamed.

	“Get her!” another yelled.

	On and on, the man’s blows came until Elara had to move into the defence, her attacker’s onslaught merciless. Again and again, she parried, dancing him around the pit even as her arms began to shake, threatening to buckle with each jarring wrench of his sword upon her knife. She panted heavily, making a show of stumbling as the crowd laughed.

	He took another swing, and this time, one of her knives flew from her hand, skittering across the floor. She cried out.

	The man laughed. “This is what happens when little girls try to play with knives,” he said. His mouth displayed blackened teeth as he grinned. “Stupid little cunt.”

	He slammed his fist into Elara’s face before she could bring her other knife up, and she took it, falling as her head snapped back.

	He loomed over her as she lay in the dirt and dust, head lolling. The man straddled her, forcing the hand still gripping her curved knife above her head.

	“Drop it,” he growled, sweat coating him. She squeezed her eyes shut as droplets of his perspiration fell onto her face. The man was tired, panting heavily.

	“Drop it,” he roared again, pressing his thumb into the bone of her wrist. She cried out, jerking as she dropped her knife.

	“After I’m done with you, I’m going to carve that wolf up and wear its fur as a coat,” he snarled into her ear, his scar ugly and mottled up close.

	Elara’s other hand, the one that wasn’t in his grip, was jammed between them.

	She took measured breaths as the man scrambled for his sword, raising it to deliver the killing blow.

	And with that arm raised, he formed a gap between them.

	As she drank in the near feral screams and cheers of the crowd, all wishing upon her downfall, Elara hid her smile behind her hair. Because another thing Enzo had told her?

	Use your own weakness to your advantage. Lean into it so that the opponent thinks they’ve won, and at the last moment, show them who has been leading the dance all along.

	Her hand worked around the hilt of her dagger—her last weapon left, in its snake holster around her thigh—and with a cry, thanking the brief space between them, she drove it up with her free hand, right through the man’s eye.

	The man screamed, the dagger protruding from his head as he reeled back. Elara rolled out from under him, picking up her fallen blades and sheathing them as he wailed and wailed, clawing at his eye as his body spasmed.

	She ignored the shocked gasps from the crowd as she straddled the man, his strength nothing now. With a grimace, she yanked her dagger from his socket, the eye detaching with it.

	The man screamed again, falling backwards as he slumped with the pain. He had maybe minutes before his life would slip from him, and Elara wanted to make every second count.

	Swinging her arm back, and gripping the hilt of her dagger tightly, she flicked it powerfully and swiftly so that the eyeball detached from her blade. It soared through the air into the crowd that shrilled a symphony of screams.

	Turning back to the writhing man, she raised her dagger once again, ready to begin carving, the way she had planned—to keep him alive for the first few moments of it.

	But as she looked at his one brown eye, her vision blurred, red flashing, and suddenly, it wasn’t just a man before her; it was Ariete, and they were on the roof of the palace, not in a fighting den.

	She screamed, something bloodcurdling and born of rage as it tore out of her, and she impaled her knife through his other eye. The man below her gave one final groan as he died, the life leaving that eye. But all Elara could see was Ariete now. She screamed again as she raised the blade, stabbing it back into his skin, this time through his neck. Again and again, she cleaved him, her rage knowing no bounds as she saw Ariete beneath her, and what she wished she had been able to do to him. She wailed and cried as she continued to tear his body apart, blood drowning her as it sprayed off his lifeless body onto hers.

	There were screams from the crowd as she continued to mutilate him, hacking and hacking at his skin, cutting slashes across his face, leaving wounds over his throat and chest, his face now unrecognisable. The rage burned and burned, as though Ariete really was there—his charm fuelling her.

	And through the red mist, it was only the sound of Astra’s whine that reached her.

	She stopped, her dagger hovering above the man once more, blood running down the handle and drenching her hands and sleeves.

	She took a deep, shaky inhale as she blinked, seeing where she knelt again, over the body of an unimportant criminal, his face now a bloody pulp. The dagger fell from her hands, utter silence from the crowd around her as they watched her performance, stricken.

	She breathed heavily, standing on shaky feet, desperate to call to her shadows for support. But they were already working their magick through the crowd as Elara staggered over to Astra. The blood of her victims was sticky against her suit, already crusted on her face.

	She staggered, taking another few steps towards Astra who cowered, trembling, the blood still gushing over her fur.

	“It’s okay,” Elara whispered, reaching out a shaking hand so the wolf could sniff it. “It’s going to be okay, Astra.”

	All Elara wanted to do was get the wolf out of that place and then collapse, her limbs aching, legs about to give out. But she remembered the laughter at Astra’s expense. The violent enjoyment in the eyes of so many in the crowd.

	As though on cue, a voice shouted out amongst the silence. “Kill the fucking beast then,” it roared.

	Her body begged her to use her magick as she stood again, the untamed beast within her roaring. No magick, she tried to remind herself.

	But suddenly, she really didn’t care. She would use her powers, allow the darkness itching in her veins to be unleashed. The Stars had ripped her dreams from her, forced her to live in a nightmare. And so, a nightmare she became.

	The momentarily stunned throng began to laugh before taking up the chant.

	“Kill the beast! Kill the beast!”

	The agonising, twisting grief within her had finally been given an outlet. And she realised then, as her shadows swallowed her last shred of morality, leaping upon the walls as they were left utterly untethered, that what was about to take place in that underground cesspit…

	It wasn’t just going to be a murder. It was going to be a massacre.
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	Elara dragged the last body out of the tunnel, her shadows helping as she groaned every step of the way. Finally, she let it slump with the other two, falling to her knees.

	She wondered if her love would be proud of her or if he’d admonish her for what she’d done, and what she was about to. She hoped the former.

	Astra was beside her, the wolf in dire need of medical attention. Elara stroked her fur, murmuring comforting words to the beast before turning back to the bodies before her.

	She cocked her head as she looked at the stiffening body of the first corpse—the first brother—raising her blood-soaked dagger once more. And in true Enzo fashion, she began to carve a letter onto his skin.

	“I loved her more than the day loves the Light, and she loved me more than the Dark loves the night.” Elara hummed Enzo’s lullaby softly as she worked, the melody soothing as she carved the last letter on the already cooling third body. She felt nothing as she looked upon the bloody mess of his face, merely tissue and bone and sinew now.

	She wondered absent-mindedly if there was something wrong with her. She’d lost count of the number of people she’d killed after the three men she’d fought tonight. Even Gem, her first kill—she’d felt triumph as she’d choked her to death. Had felt delight as she’d murdered the three men before her. And the rest of the crowd, now a pile of bodies blocking the entrance to the fighting pits…well, she’d felt nothing at all as she’d wiped the den clean of them.

	She finished the last line on the corpse, painstakingly pulling the blade down his gut and all the way to his groin. It was curious, how blood began to congeal when the heart was no longer pumping—dark and thick when it had run so free and red less than an hour ago.

	She sighed, wiping her hands off as she fell back onto her haunches, and with a last bout of effort, spun her shadows to her, ordering them to string the bodies up one by one.

	Utter calm. That’s what she felt in that moment as her darkness helped heave the corpses high so they dangled in the breeze from ropes in the arch’s rafters.

	She admired her handiwork, the three shirtless dead swaying.

	E was gouged into the torso of the first.

	L into the second.

	I on the last, a straight line from sternum to groin.

	She allowed herself a small smile, pulling her shadows back towards her as they gathered and morphed into her dragun.

	Then carefully, ever so carefully, she took Astra’s waning form, coating it in shadows as she pulled them both onto the back of her dragun, and set course back to the inn.

	She looked over her shoulder once to the message she had left. Thought of the bodies that littered the insides of the tunnels. She’d allowed a few to escape, but the majority… Death had claimed them all.

	If Eli needed a reason to come and find her, she’d given him one.
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Chapter Six

 

	Eli strolled into The Ruby, tipping his fingers to the doorman.

	“Alright, boss?” Stefan asked.

	“Never better,” the Star replied. He pushed the curtains of the entranceway back, revealing the sumptuous rooms behind. The smell of liquored cherries greeted him—a taint of the aphrosmoke that they pumped through the rooms here.

	He straightened his tie, making his way into the club. His eyes didn’t even follow the bodies twisting from poles, studded with rubies and sparkling red. Flesh bored him, had for centuries. The curse of a Star, some would say, to fuck and eat and drink so much that he sickened himself with it over an immortal existence. And then of course there was the promise he had to keep.

	He rolled his shoulders, wondering why such a morose feeling fell over him tonight. There was a prickle of something unwanted on his skin, a sense he got as a Star that something wasn’t quite right. He was lying low at the moment, staying around The Remains rather than the pretentious Pollux Quarter. The mortals there were dramatic gossipers, and right now he was trying to keep a low profile—had been ever since the Moon had risen.

	What better place than a stripping club? Surrounded by people and yet invisible, everyone too high or lustful to remember him there.

	He pushed past a woman, her soft hand trying to grasp his tie. He gave an irritated flick with his mind, diverting the woman’s thoughts elsewhere as he reached the back room. His room.

	With a sigh, he entered, closing the door behind him.

	Eli knew that Elara was in his kingdom. He’d felt her power the moment she’d crossed the in-between. He wasn’t scared. Eli didn’t feel terror as a Star. But…uneasiness? He felt that for certain. She’d left a message a few weeks ago in Helios—that Stars would fall. And whether he had helped her or not…the woman didn’t strike Eli as merciful. Would she see that he had been the one urging her to wake? Or remember him at all from her life as the Moon?

	But he shook his head. He didn’t want to think of that right now. Of her.

	So instead, his mind turned to the news Stefan had relayed to him earlier that day. Ariete was in his kingdom too. It was only a matter of time before the king would seek Eli out. Exactly as Eli had wanted—Ariete in his city and under his watch. Castor was certainly a good place to lick your wounds, and it had the loosest morals in Celestia, bar the Sinner’s Sands. And since the king hadn’t even dared show his face in the heavens after his cowardly run from battle, it made sense he’d come here.

	But with Elara and her friends perhaps a few streets away from the Star who’d tried to kill them all, Eli had to be careful. It was the reason he hadn’t yet sought Elara out.

	He paced to the ornate cabinet in the corner of the room, his favourite firewhisky in there, laced with vanilla. He could hear music thumping beyond the walls, blaring from the latest contraptions that the Castorians had created. They were inventive; he’d give them that.

	He settled into an armchair with his glass, mulling his predicament over in his mind. It wasn’t safe for him to seek out Elara just yet, not until he’d set Ariete up here and gotten enough drugs and drinks down his throat that the king would never want to leave.

	Eli would just have to pray that Elara wouldn’t leave over the next few days. He needed to see her, needed to help.

	Because she needed her Sun. And Eli was perhaps the only one who had an inkling of how to wake Lorenzo.

	He took another long sip, savouring the burn that slipped down his throat. He’d finish his drink and find Ariete tomorrow, get the inevitable meeting over with and plant an idea in his head to stay in Castor, to take a room at The Ruby for his own pleasure. Eli could keep him there, subdued, as he went to find Elara.

	He closed his eyes, rubbing them, before stilling.

	Oh fuck.

	Not tonight. He wasn’t prepared tonight.

	A charm had entered the club, its red energy weaving through the dancers. He knew that charm, could feel it even if it didn’t permeate him.

	He muttered another curse under his breath, brushing his shirt down and unhooking a button. It suddenly felt constraining.

	He didn’t bother looking up as the door swung open, and Ariete appeared.

	“Long time,” Eli drawled, finally flicking his gaze to the King of Stars.

	Ariete stumbled in, already intoxicated, his eyes deep red, pupils blown. A pretty woman was at his waist, Ariete’s arm slung around her. “And it seems like you’ve been having fun.”

	Ariete only smiled viciously, raking a hand through his red-striped hair as the woman nuzzled into his neck.

	“I missed you too.”

	Eli took a sip of his drink, assessing the woman in their midst.

	She was beautiful, as were all of Ariete’s women. Eli looked a little closer, seeing the ram tattooed on her upper arm. Ah, so she was a priestess. Devoted too, by the looks of it.

	Eli pulled out a cigarette from his pocket, lighting it with a furrowed brow.

	“They’re not good for you, you know?” Ariete said, sitting on the chaise lounge opposite Eli. The priestess followed, a look of desire on her face as she draped herself around Ariete.

	“Neither is fucking and drugging your way through my kingdom,” Eli drawled back, grinning.

	“Touché,” Ariete chuckled. The music continued, deep and thrumming through the room. Aphrosmoke was pumping through the air too, leaving Eli’s head dizzy. He could see the Aphrosmoke was having a different effect on Ariete and the priestess, the woman now straddling the Star as she kissed his neck. She went to his lips, but Ariete tutted, pulling his head back.

	“Not the mouth,” he murmured before grazing his nose down the priestess’s neck.

	Eli had seen the scene a thousand times before, had seen the way Ariete’s priestesses especially worshipped him.

	It was the first thing Eli had done—eradicate them from Castor. He didn’t want to be worshipped, didn’t need to be.

	“So why weren’t you in the heavens the other week?” Eli asked, crossing his arms.

	Ariete’s eyes flashed with anger briefly. “I’m a king. I can do as I wish.”

	“Sure you aren’t hiding after your latest loss?”

	Ariete moved fast, but Eli had already anticipated his reaction, standing swiftly before Ariete could wrap his hands around his throat. He held his own two hands up in placation.

	“No insult meant, my king. Just that, the King of Stars doesn’t usually run from battle.”

	Ariete paced back to the sofa and the narrow-eyed priestess on it, pulling her back onto his lap. “I didn’t fucking run,” he hissed. “But things are…far more complicated than you realise.”

	“How’s that?” Eli asked, feigning boredom as he looked around the room.

	Ariete flicked his eyes to the priestess beginning to dance on him before looking back to Eli. “A discussion for another time. Just know that I was left little choice.” He turned back to the woman.

	The priestess pulled out a small dagger, and Eli looked heavenwards, settling further into his seat. Predictable.

	With a moan, the priestess made a small cut between her breasts.

	Ariete groaned, the noise escaping him as though he had no control, and his mouth buried in her ample chest, his tongue flicking out and lapping the blood from the small wound. “Fuck,” he said, freeing a nipple from the priestess’s gown. He swirled his bloody tongue over it, leaving a mark.

	Eli examined his fingernails, frowning at the dirt underneath one of them.

	“Mind if I—? No, I suppose not,” he muttered to himself as he swiped the dagger from where it was lying on the chaise and brought it to his fingernail, carving the dirt out of it.

	The priestess was now writhing above Ariete, grinding against him, their clothes still on as Ariete continued to suck and lick at her.

	He was blood-drunk now, Eli could tell by this point, satiated and happy and extremely uninhibited. Ariete growled, his hands clenching into the curves of the priestess’s hips as he drove her pelvis down onto him, the two still grinding.

	The woman flicked her gaze to Eli, a question in them. 

	Eli paused, setting his glass down as he ran his eyes down the woman.

	Curves for days, long brown hair and dark eyes… She was a beauty—Persean through and through. But the fact that Ariete was her type was unattractive enough.

	Ariete paused, following her gaze to Eli. He smirked, waiting for Eli’s answer to the couple’s unspoken question.

	And so, with a smirk of his own, Eli began to quietly pour his charm out into the room, letting its quicksilver quietly snake around the two, invading their realities before he stood.

	The priestess removed Ariete’s shirt, his tattoos stark against his muscled torso—hard, carved as though from marble. Eli’s gaze caught on the silver hoop through each of his nipples. He’d always thought it complete overkill…and stupid too. God of war with piercings like that? Just another weakness in battle.

	Eli walked behind the woman as she began to lick over Ariete’s chest. He ran a hand through her hair, feeling the silk of it as he wrapped it in his hand once, twice, pulling her up against his stomach. She moaned as Ariete leaned forward, running his tongue up her neck. Eli took the dagger and ripped her bodice in two.

	It fell apart, leaving the woman naked, her tanned skin silky and on full display.

	She was panting hard now, likely the charm coating the room between two Stars and the prospect of how the night was about to unfold leaving her nervous with excitement. Eli could see it, her thoughts escaping her before he had even fully pushed into her mind.

	He took a thumb and brushed it down the nape of her neck as the priestess’s eyes fluttered shut.

	Eli heard the sound of Ariete’s belt unbuckling, his trousers freed as he pushed the priestess off him and rose, padding behind the divan.

	“Sit back down,” Ariete ordered the woman. She did, this time facing Eli, her eyes never leaving his as Ariete towered behind her.

	“Now open your legs,” Eli murmured. The priestess raised her chin, a look of pure anticipation and pleasure in her gaze as she spread herself wide.

	Ariete grinned, leaning over the chaise, his knuckle tracing down her chest and pinching a peaked nipple.

	Eli knelt before her, pushing her legs wider as he brought his mouth close to her sex.

	“Do you like the thought of being fucked by two gods?” Ariete whispered into her ear, swirling his tongue around it. His hand crept lower, past the valley between her breasts to her navel, tracing patterns around it. She moaned, writhing.

	“It’s all I want,” she panted.

	Eli chuckled. “You been wishing on Stars?” he asked roughly, his breath fanning over her centre as Ariete’s thumb finally reached her sensitive bud and brushed against it.

	She cursed, arching her back and opening herself even wider for Eli. Ariete’s hand retreated, trailing back up to her breasts, and with a flashing smile, Eli pressed his tongue to the priestess’s entrance.

	“You been wishing to be fucked by my tongue?” he asked before swiping it around her already glistening flesh.

	“I’ve heard about you, my lord,” the priestess panted. “Silvertongue. I’ve been praying that I’d get to see if the rumours are true.”

	“Have you now?” He grazed his teeth over her most sensitive spot, and she arched her back, earning a deep groan from Ariete, who had begun to kiss her neck.

	“I could make you moan without a touch,” Eli murmured, pulling away to run his nose up the inside of her thigh. “But tonight, I think I’ll use my mouth to do that.” He grinned, flicking his tongue back over her in a figure of eight that made her gasp. “Let’s see if I live up to my name.”

	Ariete’s hand skimmed back down her, teasing her, the king practically draped over the woman as Eli pushed his tongue into her, and out, and in again.

	The priestess only moaned, as Eli knew she would, too taken, in too much ecstasy to reply.

	She writhed under his touch, working her hips as Ariete continued to caress her. Eli flicked his eyes up, enough to see Ariete’s sharpened canines glinting as his mouth coasted the pale and smooth side of her neck.

	“Do it,” the priestess whimpered. “Please.”

	Ariete smiled savagely before biting into her neck. The priestess was soaked, her arousal coating Eli’s chin as he ripped his mouth off her and pushed his own trousers down. Ariete began to drink from the priestess, and Eli could see his arm moving behind the divan, fisting his cock in rhythm to the drags he was taking at her neck.

	After two more passes of his tongue, the priestess putty in Eli’s hands, he pushed himself onto the chaise, settling her back lengthways as her eyes fluttered shut, taken with the pleasure and pain that Ariete had been giving her. Ariete unlatched his mouth from her neck, walked around, and eased himself in behind the priestess. He brought one hand around her chest, snaking it up her throat until he grasped her by it,  sitting her further up so her back was flush to him.

	And as Ariete set his mouth on her neck again and continued to drink and lap up the priestess’s blood, Eli pushed himself into her.

	The priestess moaned again, head thrown back in ecstasy as Eli seated himself fully inside her before slowly pulling himself out completely again.

	“Look at how wet she is,” Eli murmured. Ariete’s eyes, which had been closed in ecstasy, flicked open, looking down to the priestess’s spread legs.

	Eli held his cock in one hand, spitting onto her cunt before he pushed himself back in.

	“Gods,” the priestess breathed as Eli continued to pump in and out, slowly, deeply, Ariete’s mouth never leaving her neck. “I’m going to come.”

	Ariete tutted, finally ripping away. Blood coated his lips as he fisted himself once more and raised the woman’s chin back, almost gently.

	“Not yet,” the King of Stars murmured, looking at Eli, who nodded, understanding. Grabbing the woman by the hips, Eli flipped her, and the priestess let out a surprised sound of pleasure as she found herself on her stomach.

	“Ass up,” Eli said roughly, sinking his hands into the soft flesh of her hips as he lifted her pelvis. She let out a low moan as she lowered herself onto her forearms, and Ariete swapped positions with Eli.

	Ariete readied himself, pushing his fingers in and out of the woman, as he coated her with her own wetness.

	Eli brought his length to the woman’s mouth, holding it there, and with a grin, the priestess sank her mouth onto him as Ariete buried himself into her.

	They worked in tandem, Ariete holding her hips as he moved himself in and out, and Eli grasping her hair as he moved her mouth upon him. The woman was filled by both of them, writhing and moaning in pleasure at the combination.

	“Oh my gods,” she moaned around Eli.

	“That’s right,” Ariete murmured, pushing himself in right to the hilt. “Pray.”

	The woman flattened her tongue underneath the base of Eli’s cock, hollowing her cheeks out as she sucked deeply.

	His head fell back as every jolt from Ariete forced her mouth to move deeper up and down him.

	He touched the back of her throat and groaned. “Make her come,” he said to Ariete, pulling himself out of her mouth. A feral grin appeared on Ariete’s face as he turned the priestess around so she was on her back. He hauled her ass up, pushing her legs over the arm of the divan and the rest of her body lower. Eli hovered over her, kneeling on the couch by her head, Ariete between her legs.

	“Open,” Ariete ordered, commander through and through. The priestess obliged instantly, spreading herself wide again.

	“Dagger,” he said impatiently. Eli could tell he was close. 

	The priestess reached for it. “Yes,” she prayed. “Please, please.”

	Ariete’s lips twitched upwards as he brought the knife below her navel, flashing quickly across the skin. Another shallow cut, but one that bled freely.

	He growled, the sound unhinged as he knelt before her and swung her legs around each shoulder. He waited a moment for the blood to run before latching himself onto her sex, lapping up her wetness and blood.

	Eli took his cue, pushing himself in and out of her mouth once more as the priestess’s moans became ones of sheer transcendence.

	Eli’s charm was well within the room now, within their minds. The priestess sucked hard on Eli’s cock before releasing as Eli pulled himself back out again.

	“Take it all,” Eli said as the priestess relaxed her throat, taking him all the way in, a glint of triumph in her eyes. She did the same again as she writhed. Only the top of Ariete’s red and black striped head could be seen as he occasionally came up for air, then he drank, and drank, and drank from her.

	And there, Eli felt it. That undoing, so different in the mind of a woman than a man’s. Like a building and building, a wave ebbing and flowing, and ebbing until finally, with his cock down her throat and Ariete’s tongue inside her, the priestess clenched and shuddered and screamed around them both. Ariete groaned, standing quickly as he came on her stomach, and Eli finally did the same, spilling onto her throat.

	The three sat there, panting, Ariete laughing maniacally as he fell back onto the chaise.

	“Fuck,” he said, wiping the blood and arousal from his mouth. “It’s been a while since we’ve done that.”

	The priestess giggled, a little abashed but too sated from having two Stars worship her to care all that much. She slumped back, spent, and with a flutter of her eyes, fell promptly asleep.

	Eli—the real Eli—who had been sitting in his armchair the whole time, hadn’t removed a single piece of clothing. Hadn’t been within metres of touching either of them. He ran his tongue along his teeth, praising his own charm for snaking into their minds from the moment they had walked in. He smirked, taking his last sip of whisky.

	How malleable the mind was, he thought to himself. That was the beauty of his power. Not an illusion like Elara’s magick, convincing but easy enough to prove fake. Eli’s charm… Now, that was powerful enough to enter a mind, to convince a person that they were touching you, fucking you, from merely a thought.

	And he’d done that to a mortal and a Star, the two completely unsuspecting. He’d watched in amusement as Ariete and the priestess had manoeuvred and writhed around thin air, his part in the threesome merely a thought placed in the right area of their heads.

	How heartbreakingly easy to convince both a Star and a priestess that what they’d just experienced was real.

	How very easy to manipulate.

	He rose, throwing some sort of suggestion into their minds that he was cleaning up, pulling his trousers back on.

	“Where are you going?” Ariete mumbled, his eyes flickering shut.

	“Got somewhere to be,” he replied, unable to stand another moment in the room.

	He left them passed out, parting the crowd that had tripled in size outside the room since he’d been in there. He got to the entrance, about to leave when Stefan stopped him.

	“Boss…”

	Eli frowned, the look on his doorman’s face unnerving. “What is it?”

	“The fighting dens…” Stefan began. “Word says a wraith, some fucking witch, wrought a massacre on it a few hours ago.”

	Eli’s mind began to whir. “What do you mean?”

	“Nearly a hundred dead. A few managed to flee. One came straight here. Said the woman was like a spectre, dressed in black as she murdered three men in the pits with three knives then obliterated most of the crowd.”

	Eli closed his eyes. “Show me.”

	He and Stefan stalked the streets of The Remains, winding down a few paths until they reached the tunnels to the underground dens.

	“Holy fuck.” Stefan tremored, raising his eyes.

	Eli followed the motion and stilled.

	There, swinging eerily in the breeze were three bodies, mutilated.

	“Boss,” Stefan breathed, pointing.

	Eli squinted, making out what the mutilations were. An E on one. An L on the second. An I on the last. He almost laughed at the ingenuity, would have found it funny except…except it was an outright disrespect. A sign that everyone in the kingdom would soon hear about, including Ariete. And more than that, why couldn’t she have just fucking waited? Just a day or two, and he’d have been able to reach her. If Ariete got wind of this, he would know instantly that Elara was in the city.

	Eli breathed in deeply, trying to not let anger get the better of him. Unlike Ariete, Eli saw wrath as a sloppy, useless emotion. One couldn’t think clearly in troubled waters.

	“Get this cleaned up. If you have to set a fire, do it. We’ll call it an unfortunate accident,” Eli said. “Then hunt the people who managed to escape. Pay them off, kill them. I don’t care. The events of tonight never happened.”

	Stefan nodded gravely, cracking his neck.

	“Then I want you to send a message to Greystone’s Inn.”

	Of course he knew where Elara was residing—it was his job to know.

	“Address it to ‘The Princess.’”

	Stefan nodded again, not needing to ask further.

	Eli spun on his heel, marching back towards The Ruby. He looked back around, taking in once more the viciousness in which Elara had blared her presence to him.

	“And tell her I received her message,” he growled.
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Chapter Seven

	 

	Elara sat upright, woken by the pounding on her door.

	“Shit,” she cursed, looking at the wolf lying next to her. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, didn’t think she would without hypnom, but clearly the violence had taken it out of her. She wasn’t even sure if she had seen Enzo, couldn’t remember a thing about her dreams except for a deep darkness. She quickly pressed a hand to Astra’s heart, relieved to feel that it was beating a little stronger than the day before. The water and food she’d given her the moment they’d returned to the inn had replenished the animal a little. She checked the clean cloths she’d wrapped around the wolf for the night to staunch the flow of blood. They were dark and crusted, and the wounds beneath would need cleaning.

	The knock sounded again.

	“Gods, all right. I’m coming, I’m coming.”

	She swung the door open, expecting Merissa or Isra, but instead was surprised to be greeted by a towering giant of a man, his skin pale like the average Castorian, eyes blue.

	“You ‘The Princess?’” he asked gruffly.

	She narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”

	“I’ll take that as a yes,” he sighed, thrusting a letter into her hand. “From his lordship, Star Eli.”

	Elara’s eyes widened as a thrill settled in her. “This is from him?” she asked, tearing it open. The man nodded, stepping away.

	“Look,” he sighed, throwing her a scrutinizing look. “I don’t know who you are or what you’ve got mixed up in to receive a summons from Eli himself.”

	Elara inclined her head.

	“But just… If you had anything to do with the massacre last night, if that’s why he’s sent for you… Then you had better understand that we don’t take kindly to outsiders fucking with our people. And you’re likely in for a whole world of pain.”

	“Is that the best you could do?” Elara drawled, not even taking her gaze off the letter as she spoke. “That’s your big, ominous warning? Big, scary brute man?”

	She chuckled softly. “Tell Eli that I would love to meet him at his private club and that I can’t wait to catch up.”

	She flashed the stranger a saccharine smile before promptly slamming the door in his face.

	She leant against the doorframe for a moment, a small smile on her lips. This was a victory. A small one. But she had done something, actually gotten Eli’s attention. She nodded to herself. For now, it was enough.

	A small whine came from the bed, and she remembered then that she had a wounded wolf in her room.

	“Shit.” This was going to be painful, having to explain to Merissa and Isra what had happened.

	They are your friends, she chided herself. They will understand.

	Still, Elara groaned as she went to seek them out.

	She knocked softly on the adjoining room’s door, realising that the hour was still early, and Isra and Merissa didn’t usually see her until far later in the day.

	Isra opened the door, her curls in disarray and a frown on her lips. “El?” She squinted, realising it really was her. “Fucking hell. Merissa, notify the papers. Hell has officially frozen over.”

	“Why?” Merissa called from inside the room.

	“Because Elara is awake and knocking on our door before midday.”

	Elara scoffed, barging into the room and closing it swiftly. “Girls…”

	Merissa was still in her bed, a silk sleeping mask propped above her brow. “El,” she breathed. “What in the hell has happened to your face?”

	Isra turned back round then, frowning as she registered the bruising that the scarred prick had gifted Elara before he’d died. “Oh my gods,” she shouted as Elara stepped out of the shadows. “And is that blood?”

	“Keep your voices down,” Elara hissed. “Look, I really, really need your help.”

	“What have you done?” Merissa wailed.

	“Okay, promise you won’t judge me.”

	“I’ve already started,” Isra retorted.

	Elara sighed. “Last night I went to The Remains.”

	“The Remains?!” Isra and Merissa exclaimed in unison.

	“Great start, good non-judging,” Elara muttered. “Bigger picture, please. Look, I went there to try and find Eli. It’s the only area of the city we hadn’t searched yet.”

	“I wonder why,” Merissa muttered. “Perhaps because it’s full of murderers and thieves?”

	Elara waved a hand through the air. “Anyway, I began to realise that Eli doesn’t want to be found. And that we would have to force him out of whatever hole he’s hiding in. So I followed the crowd to an underground fighting den.”

	“Fighting den!?” Merissa wailed.

	“Merissa, I swear to gods…”

	“Okay sorry, sorry,” the demi-Star said, raising her hands.

	“There were three grown men in the ring…fighting a wolf.”

	“Oh no,” Isra breathed as though she already knew what Elara would say next.

	“I couldn’t just leave her, Iz. She raised her head, and it was Astra. Remember the wolf Enzo and I saw in the woods after the execution?”

	Merissa was looking at her, eyes wide as Isra nodded.

	“And I needed three bodies or—”

	Merissa leaned forward. “For what?”

	“They were pieces of shit, Mer,” Elara began hastily, cursing herself for revealing too much. “And I wanted to send a message to Eli. One he wouldn’t be able to ignore.”

	Isra gave a long sigh. “So you killed the three men torturing Astra and carved the letters of Eli’s name into their bodies.”

	“How do you kn—”

	“Know? I’m a seer,” Isra replied.

	Elara cringed. She thought it best not to mention the near-hundred people inside that she’d ended up killing too.

	“Look, I was just so angry. What they were doing was barbaric, and…”

	“And you finally had an outlet,” Merissa finished.

	Elara’s eyes widened, unaware it was so obvious that this was a channelling of her grief.

	“We know you well, El,” Isra smiled, kissing her on the head. “So what? You need our help running from Eli now?”

	“No, not that at all.” She waved a hand. “My trick actually got Eli to invite me to his club tomorrow night.”

	Merissa’s eyes widened. “El, that’s fantastic. We finally have an opening to help Enzo.”

	Elara nodded as Isra regarded her shrewdly.

	“What I need your help with…is saving a life.”
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	“Fucking hell, El,” Isra breathed, standing next to Merissa in Elara’s doorway. “You brought the wolf home?”

	“Okay, less time processing, more time helping her into the bathroom please.”

	The two stood frozen for a moment as Elara clicked her fingers. “Hurry.”

	They finally moved, Isra walking tentatively around the wolf.

	“Is she…tame?”

	Elara shrugged. “To an extent.”

	“Gods, Elara,” Merissa admonished.

	“Look, just please, please help me. I couldn’t just leave her there, and if she dies… I can’t take any more death.”

	She must have betrayed a glimmer of desperation because Isra set her mouth firm and held Astra’s back legs. Merissa came to Elara’s side, gently supporting the wolf’s neck from underneath.

	“Gently,” Elara murmured, her heart pounding. “Don’t give up, Astra. Please don’t give up. We’re nearly safe—nearly.”

	The women finally breached the room, Merissa leaving Astra’s head in Elara’s hands as she opened the door to the bathroom.

	Astra made a small whimper of pain as she was laid gently in the bathtub, her eyes looking for Elara. Elara stroked her head. “You’re going to be okay. I won’t let you go,” she whispered.

	Merissa looked at her, eyes softening as Isra rifled through the inn’s cabinets.

	“We need new bandages,” Elara said.

	“And a cleaning potion,” Merissa added. “Being a glamour comes with its perks. I may not be a healer, but I know a lot about hiding people’s wounds.”

	Isra found both. She shook the cleaning potion—a light, milky blue, before wetting a clean cloth with it.

	“The blades looked nasty,” Elara said. “Rusted too. We need to make sure there’s no infection.”

	She gently peeled back the bandages that she’d wrapped around Astra the night before, leaving the wounds exposed.

	Isra handed the potion to Merissa. “Can you hold her down?” Merissa asked Elara.

	Elara looked at the beast that weighed likely five times her size. “Sure.”

	She held Astra by her head, aware that her teeth were very, very close to Elara’s face and hands. “Astra, this is only going to hurt for a moment. And then you’re going to feel so much better.”

	It was as though the wolf understood her, letting out another pleading whimper. “Okay, Merissa, now.”

	Merissa uncorked the stopper, pouring the lotion onto a clean cloth folded over the bathtub. With a grimace, she pressed it tentatively to the nastiest looking one on Astra’s underbelly, just one of Astra’s many wounds

	The wolf growled, trying to move, but Isra launched, freezing the wolf’s paws to the tub.

	“Huh, why didn’t I think of that?” Elara asked, preparing to use her shadows to pin the wolf down. But Astra was looking at her with eyes that begged for some kind of comfort. Elara’s own eyes filled with tears. “Okay,” she whispered. “No shadows.”

	She began to stroke Astra’s fur as the wolf let out a howl of pain. Merissa’s hands were trembling. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I know it hurts. I know. It will be over soon, I promise.”

	Elara squeezed her eyes shut, Isra’s expression calm and focused as always. The wolf let out one more howl, and then finally, Merissa was done cleaning the wounds.

	“The one on her underbelly needs stitching,” Merissa said. “I have a needle and some thread in our room.”

	Elara nodded. “I’ll start bandaging her other wounds up.”

	She and Isra worked quietly, the two gently wrapping Astra’s shallower wounds with clean strips of cloth.

	“So,” Isra said quietly. “You seem a little more…you.”

	Elara stopped what she was doing. “Is maiming and murdering people ‘me’?”

	Isra chuckled. “More than wasting your days drugged up, definitely.”

	Elara looked at her for a moment before a laugh escaped her lips. An actual laugh. Isra looked startled to see it for a second. And then, suddenly, Elara couldn’t stop. Another laugh bubbled up, and then another, until Isra began to laugh too, the two cackling as Astra looked between them warily.

	Elara’s laughs continued, her stomach hurting from it, throat rasping. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d made the sound. On and on she did, until she was taking great gasping breaths, the laughter becoming painful until it turned into sobs. Elara clutched her stomach, tears rolling down her face as she wept.

	“Hey,” Isra said in alarm, pulling her into an embrace. “Hey, Elara, it’s okay.”

	“No, it’s not,” Elara sobbed. “No part of this is okay. Enzo isn’t with me. And I… I killed people. Something is wrong with me. Gem was the first life I ever took, and I didn’t even… I didn’t even feel anything about it. Didn’t even flinch. And last night, I didn’t either.”

	“That’s because Gem was a cunt,” Isra said into her hair, stroking it. “So you didn’t need to feel any guilt over it.” She pulled herself from Elara, holding her at arms lengths. “Tell me, did these people last night deserve their deaths?”

	Elara remembered the chants and jeers as Astra had bled out—an innocent creature. The greed in the fighting men’s eyes as they’d advanced on her. “Yes.”

	Isra shrugged. “Then there’s no need to carry guilt for them either. You carry too much, you know. There are many burdens on your shoulders that aren’t yours to hold.”

	Elara sniffed, wiping her eyes as she took Isra’s hand and squeezed it. “What are we going to do?” she whispered, looking at the wolf.

	“Well. We’re going to make sure Astra is okay. Then we’re going to get you something to eat because those beautiful tits have diminished to pancakes in your grief.”

	Elara snorted, despite herself.

	“And then,” Isra said more softly as Merissa padded quietly back into the room, “we are going to meet Eli and figure out a plan. This is a big step. Only a few more, and Enzo will be right back with you.” Her eyes shone. “With us.”
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Chapter Eight

	 

	The world was dark, and yet Enzo did not sleep.

	He did not eat.

	He did not drink.

	He was trapped. And it was the first time that the Lion had felt caged. He had tried, on the first night that he had been banished to Elara’s dreams, to escape the feeling. The dreamscape then had been mirrored after his studio, and he had wandered over to the kitchenette and tried to eat a piece of bread with some cheese.

	But as he had chewed and swallowed, it had simply…vanished.

	Panicking, he had tried to brew some mint tea from the small garden outside to feel closer to Elara and soothe the rapid beating of his heart.

	And again, as he had swallowed, it had simply evaporated.

	After three days, Enzo had wondered if he would die. After all, that was how long he knew a mortal could last without water.

	And yet, the fourth day had passed, Elara nowhere to be seen.

	And the fifth.

	And the sixth.

	And he had remained, living, but barely at all.

	He had tried to sleep on the soft grass of the terrace, on the divan in the studio.

	Nothing. Not even when his eyes hurt and his bones ached. Sleep couldn’t find him. Of course it couldn’t. He was in a dream. Everything was an illusion. The space, the food, the statues that surrounded him.

	On the seventh day, now worried that he was lost, that Elara would never show, and that by some terrible mistake he wasn’t really in her dreams, but had actually died, and this was just a ring in hell where the Stars had decided to place him, Enzo had lost it.

	He’d thrown his work against the wall, smashed the heads of his sculptures underfoot. He had roared and roared, that lion within him. Until one day, when Elara had finally come to him. He had nearly sobbed when he had seen her appear after weeks, clutching her to him though she was nothing more than smoke.

	And he had asked, as calmly as he could, if she could change her dreamscape and just make it a land that was hers so that he could feel closer to her while she was gone.

	She had obliged instantly, transforming the space into a wonderland, one more peaceful, one that possessed no reminder of what he no longer had.

	He looked now in wonder beyond the realms of her making, seeing the world that lay ahead. It was wild, untamed, and dark. Beautiful, but only half as beautiful as his Elara.

	Curiosity awoke in him for the first time since he had been locked within the cursed place, and with a drop of sweet relief, he began to explore the dreamlands.

	Barefoot, he glided down the soft rolling hills, following only his intuition. He took in the gentle twilight washing the place, the glitter bugs that danced in the air. He’d walked this road before, the last few days, always stopping at the parameter of the dreams, the gentle shield in place.

	But today he could hear a rushing, his bones begging for him to push further, to wander deeper into Elara’s dreams.

	He tentatively placed a hand out, shocked to see that it simply pushed through the invisible wall.

	He looked back only once to the cottage before stepping through.

	Before him was a river, explaining the sound of rushing waves. The ripples shimmered, fleeting colours running through it. Images, he realised. Was that him in the water? He lunged forwards, getting a closer look. A flashing image flowed past, one of him and Elara on a dragun.

	His breath fell shorter as he leaned further, his hand grasping the water as though he could hold the memory himself. And the minute he submerged that hand, a deep calm came over him. As though the river was washing away his pain, his memories, until only the good remained.

	He sighed deeply, allowing the water to flow over his skin, to pull him further into its current. Both hands were now in it, Enzo on his knees in the grassy bank. His eyes fluttered shut as the water flowed like silk over him, and everything went dark.
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	Enzo’s eyes flicked open, surveying his surroundings. He was already walking, the air familiar and dry, a clamour meeting his ears. His eyes widened. He was in Helios.

	“What the fuck?” he whispered to himself. He couldn’t control his body as it walked, as though it had its own free will. He tried to turn left, but his body turned right. Tried to speak, but his tongue wouldn’t move. And so, he gave in, wondering what in Stars’ name was happening.

	And then, thoughts began to pour into him. He began to blend into the fabric of this reality, and suddenly it dawned on him that this was a memory.

	Enzo stormed down the dusty Sol paths, spitting out every black curse he knew as he chased Elara through the city. Not only had she insulted him, but she had insulted Isra too before spinning and storming out of the house in that prim way of hers.

	He was pissed off, more by the way the princess had looked at him as she had accused him of all sorts of treacherous things, including the Borderland Fires, than anything else she had done.

	He ground his teeth as he turned a corner. He was pissed off with Isra too. But not because she had nearly hurt Elara. He couldn’t care less if the wayward princess had gotten hurt.

	‘Liar,’ the irritating voice of truth said in his mind. He clicked his tongue.

	“Shut the fuck up,” he hissed back to it. Having the sight was a pain in the ass, particularly when he accidentally used it on himself. Turning a corner, he heard shrieks and laughter, and he knew he’d found her.

	Elara was on the ground, the stupidly pretty gown she had on covered in dirt and dust as Rico pummelled her on the ground with his ball.

	“Mercy!” she shrieked in that smoky voice of hers. Gods, the Asterian accent was annoying.

	“I can see the gold I paid you was worth it,” he drawled. The light in Elara’s eyes snuffed out as she looked at him, that familiar sneer taking over her features. He hated how she looked at him, hated even more how charming she was with everyone but him.

	She was still angry with him. He could see it in the way that she charged on ahead with her horse moments later, veering off in the wrong direction every five seconds. She was so damn stubborn. 

	His irritation had gotten even worse when he’d had to pull her onto his horse and practically force her to do as he wished. She sat in front of him, hair that looked like silk cascading down her back as she swore at him, his arm a vice around her middle.

	“You have a filthy mouth for a princess,” he hissed.

	“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she drawled back.

	His arm tightened against his will as an image flashed through his mind, of her mouth wrapped around him, showing him exactly how filthy it was.

	He tried to focus ahead, shaking the image, but his only view was of her raven hair… His mind wandered, thinking about how it would feel wrapped in his fist and his cock twitched in his pants.

	For fuck’s sake, Enzo. Get it together, he thought to himself. He hated Elara. Hated the way she made him feel. Hated the physical reactions she elicited in him without even saying a word. But he was a man. It was normal to feel a physical attraction to a woman with looks like hers, even if emotionally, he’d rather be burned alive than fall for Elara.

	She was spoiled, entitled, and vain. And an Asterian no less.

	‘Those words sound an awful lot like your father’s, not yours,’ that small voice whispered again. He clenched his jaw, shaking his head.

	Almost to try and punish her for the way she was making him feel, Enzo decided to taunt her right back. He knew she shared the same sentiments that he did. She hated him. And yet…he’d seen her leaning over her balcony and admiring his body. He may have flexed a little, shown off with Leo when it had happened.

	But that was all this was between them.

	A physical attraction.

	“Is that an invitation?” he finally murmured against her neck.

	A deep satisfaction settled over him as he felt her shift in the saddle, for once no smart retort to give.

	“Stop squirming,” he commanded because he just couldn’t help himself. She did, and he didn’t want to think about why her obeying him like that seemed to make his trousers tighten around his crotch further. “Good girl.” He smirked.

	He heard her gulp and grinned. He had won this round.

	Enzo’s plan should have been foolproof. As the horse arrived on the top of the cliff, and he drank in the surroundings with a flutter in his stomach, he knew it had been a good choice to bring Elara here.

	They trained for hours underneath the burning Light, his hope fading as Elara remained unpetrified and no closer to accessing her gifts. Enzo could almost hear his father behind him, hissing in his ear that time was running out and that ‘the Asterian’ should be further along with her training by now.

	Elara dropped her arms, spent as she paced. “This isn’t working,” she sighed.

	Enzo dropped to the ground, pulling out his knife to polish it as Elara continued to pace. His eyes caught on a ringlet of hair that had come free of her plait. He scowled, moving his attention back to the blade. She was babbling on about something, and he heard the tail end of it.

	“…need a release.”

	“I can give you a release, Princess,” he drawled before he had time to think. Images flashed quickly through his mind, imagining how she would look as she ‘released.’ Would those full lips part slightly, those feline silver eyes rolling back as she murmured his name in that low, throaty voice?

	She scoffed, and he was brought out of his thoughts. He blinked hard, willing the images of her away. He hadn’t fucked anyone for over a month now. Maybe that was why he was having so many unwanted thoughts and dreams about the enemy in front of him. That was it. When they returned to the palace, he’d find Raina, or Cara, or—

	He swallowed. The thought of them made his stomach turn—the thought of running his hands through chestnut coloured hair rather than raven or hearing the Helion tongue scream his name instead of the smooth purr of Asterian. He groaned internally.

	What was wrong with him?

	“I know what I need to do,” Elara was saying, getting worryingly near  the cliff’s edge. “I’m not scared of heights, but I’m scared of dying.”

	Enzo stilled, raising his eyes to her as he registered exactly what it was she was saying.

	“No,” he growled.

	There was no way she could do it; the princess wasn’t that unhinged. Yet he was proven wrong as a very unhinged smile painted her features, curling her mouth as her white teeth flashed.

	“This will work.”

	Enzo scrambled up. “Elara if you go through with this madness, I won’t save you.” His heart was pounding against his chest now as she stepped backwards. One more step, and she would fall to her death.

	“Who said anything about saving me, prince?” she smiled, and with her arms elegantly raised, she jumped off the cliff.

	Enzo felt a tug at his chest. No… More of a rip, as though a tether inside him had been pulled angrily. He staggered to the edge of the cliff, his breath coming in shallow gasps. Gods, he hated heights. He wrestled with himself for a moment.

	“You can’t do this,” he said to himself. “You’ll die too. Leave her to her fate.”

	He clenched and unclenched his fists, popping his jaw. And as her beautiful face flashed before his eyes, a scream on her lips as she fell, Enzo felt that insistent tug again, and he paced back a few steps.

	“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered before sprinting to the edge and leaping into thin air.

	His stomach was in his mouth as he dropped like a lead balloon through the golden skies, his breath leaving his body as he fell. He squinted, seeing Elara ahead of him, screaming at the top of her lungs.

	That was it. They were both going to die. Whatever she thought she’d unlock wasn’t working, and he was most definitely going to—

	He grunted as he slammed into her, his arms automatically wrapping around her. Elara gaped at him, her silver eyes wide as they continued to spin and spin. Her mouth worked, but she couldn’t speak.

	Enzo risked one glance over his shoulder and balked. The vicious waves of the sea thrashed below. He saw the end, saw their bodies ravaged on impact. Turning around, he forced himself to suck in a breath, forced the lethal calm that named him the Lion of Helios into his veins, and gritted out, “You told me you were a dragun, Elara.”

	He remembered when she said it that it had surprised and impressed him. The girl was made of more than he had thought.

	She opened and closed her mouth, unable to form words. He was going to have to force this into her. He used his most lethal, commanding voice as he growled, “Spread. Your. Fucking. Wings.”

	His eyes searched hers, and a passing thought murmured to him that this might not be such a bad way to die, with Elara in his arms. That if her eyes were the last thing he saw, it would be a better death than most.

	Before he could explore the thought, he felt a jolt, Elara’s screams mingling with his yells. He looked around him, convinced they were dead, but instead, he saw that they were being catapulted through the air. His mind took a moment to catch up, to realise that there was a fucking dragun underneath him, made of shadow. Elara had her hands raised and those screams weren’t of terror, but of delight as the dragun stretched its wings and soared through the sky.

	“I think I left my balls back there,” he panted. He heard her laugh. “You’re fucking crazy, you know that?”

	She turned in her seat then, and his body went slack. She was glowing, her hair wild in the wind, and the most beautiful look of freedom adorned her face. He felt that tug in his chest again—his heart he realised—and an absolute overwhelming urge to sob took over him as he felt himself drowning. It was terrifying, this ache that encompassed him as he looked at her.

	“I know,” she replied before turning back around. Her hair rippled past him, and he caught her scent—vanilla and something as smoky as her voice and eyes. He inhaled it deeply, tightening his arms around her waist as they soared. He had no idea what was happening, what transcendental experience he was having, other than the fact that it felt right. That for the first time in twenty-six years he felt like he belonged, and that he was exactly where he should be, soaring through the air on the back of a dragun, his hands around a shadow princess’s waist.

	That feeling didn’t leave him until they flew back over the palace, the sky red with lightdown as Elara guided them gently to her balcony.

	“Your cut needs seeing to,” she said, peering at it with concern. The pang in his heart deepened, and he had to grit his teeth against it.

	“It’s fine.”

	She gave him only a look and a few words before he followed her reluctantly into her room.

	He wasn’t sure what to expect, perhaps a deep cave where the Dark-worshipper would dwell. Instead, the room smelled like her; books were strewn across the place, and a lacy silk nightgown was thrown on the bed. His pulse roared when his gaze fell on it, imagining how she would look in it. If it would graze soft thighs or fall across her elegant decolletage.

	He rolled his eyes as he settled gingerly onto the bed. No. Elara was covered in boils or warts or scales underneath her gowns. That was the only thing stopping him from losing his sanity. Because if he allowed himself to think of her soft skin or creamy thighs, then he was fucked.

	Elara had disappeared into the bathroom, and he heard the clink of bottles as he surveyed the space warily. She was everywhere she coated the room, adding touches of her darkness all over the space.

	She returned, a smile on her lips that hadn’t wavered since she had unlocked her powers. It made her look so beautiful in such a soft way. When she wanted to be, Elara looked striking. Terrifying and intimidating. But right now, her features softened, eyes trusting and opened. Gods…

	She squeezed herself between his thighs and Enzo’s breathing hitched as his hands brushed the back of her legs through her skirt. They had never been so close before; that was the only thought that circled through his brain as she dabbed the cloth in some ointment and brought it to his face. He wasn’t sure how Elara wasn’t hearing the desperate drum of his heart against his chest, as though his very soul was trying to escape his ribcage.

	She raised a delicate hand to press around the cut on his cheek. As her soft, cool fingers touched it, his heart stopped.

	Actually stopped.

	For a millisecond he was gasping, wordless as he registered that perhaps he was dying. Then it started again, a jolt like lightning streaking through him. He jerked, his body catching up with him as Elara stilled.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said.

	It struck such a deep chord within him that even the voice of truth inside him, which was always quiet when she was around and never told him a damn thing about her, spoke.

	‘She is who you’ve been looking for,’ it said. It was only a sentence. Seven words. And it was enough to scare him shitless.

	He gritted his teeth, willing a semblance of normality into his voice as he replied, not as himself, but as though someone was speaking through him, “That’s not what I’m afraid of.”

	“What are you afraid of?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.

	This feeling, as though I’ve been searching for something through lifetimes and found it right here. Like we’ve met before. Like you have consumed my every moment, both waking and asleep, and I barely even know you, but it feels like I do. I’m afraid of what it means, that someone who I’ve been taught is the enemy my whole life is good and kind and makes me laugh against my will. That I think I’m falling in l—

	Shut the fuck up, he hissed to the voice. He took a deep breath, summoning a smirk.

	“Saving careless princesses for one,” he drawled.

	It seemed to satisfy Elara, who laughed softly before cleaning his cut. Every single time her hands brushed his skin, he ached, his body tense and rigid as he begged internally for her to finish quickly.

	What the fuck was going on? Had she not felt it? He was used to the heat that stoked in his chest, his gifts lent of the Light keeping an ember burning in there always, but now he felt unwell, as though his powers were consuming him from the inside out. He thought he felt a droplet of sweat trickle down his back as Elara finished dabbing, though he may have imagined it. He swallowed, his mouth dry as he risked a glance at her.

	He shouldn’t have.

	The look of concentration and…concern on her face was enough to throw another hot flash over him, light sparking behind his eyes.

	Finally, she stepped back, happy with her work. He inhaled deeply, still unsure how she couldn’t read the emotions plain across his face. But she only continued to talk, chuckling at something he had said. He couldn’t even remember the words he had uttered, so preoccupied with the burning flame threatening to tear out of his chest. He had to get out of this room. Had to get away from her.

	He rose, his hands betraying a slight tremor as he said some other quip that seemed to make her laugh. He felt as though he was outside his body, watching it in some sort of automatic hold, going through the motions as he himself screamed.

	He followed her to the open doors, his eyes flicking over her from head to toe against his will. Her hair fell to her tailbone, and his hand twitched as it moved to run it through her locks. He curled it into a fist, squeezing his eyes shut as Elara continued to the balcony.

	“One last ride?” she grinned, turning.

	‘Gods. She is going to be the death of you.’

	He stilled. That voice of truth had spoken again, and such a deep knowing and acceptance took over him that he nearly vomited.

	He forced a lazy smile to his lips as he nodded, vaulting with ease onto the back of her shadows as they formed into a dragun before them. He garbled some nonsense about Elara holding her own and believing Isra then let himself be lowered by his companion.

	Her shadows dispersed, the beautiful black smoke dancing back up to Elara.

	He followed their movements with his eyes, and when they landed on Elara, his knees buckled.

	She was leaning over the balcony, her hair trailing down the railing, her eyes alive with triumph. His gaze flicked behind her, to the resplendent lightdown painted behind her, crimson and umber and apricot, all blending like a watercolour, a mere backdrop to the art in front of him.

	Breathe, his inner voice reminded him, and he inhaled deeply, unaware that seconds had gone by without air in his lungs.

	Their eyes locked, and the moment could have lasted days as Enzo allowed himself a weakness; allowed himself to drink his fill of the beauty in front of him. He sipped until he felt drunk off her, and when she gave a small wave and turned her back, the sight of her walking away made his heart crack.

	And so he stayed, drinking in her air—his eyes refusing to leave the space she had just occupied, long after she had turned and left.

	Enzo felt his body thrashing, his pulse slowing, and his eyes flew open, gulping in a lungful of air. The current seemed to be trying to pull him further into the water, his body waking him in alarm. He struggled, pulling his arms out and staggering back from the river.

	A dream. Was that what it was? Or a memory? He scanned the trees around him, the cottage in the distance. He was back in Elara’s dreams. But where had he gone before?

	An uneasiness began to creep over him as he hauled himself out of the river, his clothes strangely dry, and made his way back to the familiarity of the cottage. He only glanced back to the river once, revelling in the soothing calm it had ran over him before deciding he should stay well away from it.

	 


  [image: A picture containing sky, flying, flock, outdoor  Description automatically generated]




Chapter Nine

	 

	Merissa stomped her feet as she rubbed her arms, trying to get warm. “You know, I don’t think I’ve been dry since we’ve got here.” Right on cue, her foot slipped into a puddle, and Elara snorted.

	“What I wouldn’t do for Enzo’s powers now,” Isra muttered in agreement, gingerly sidestepping the puddle as they followed Elara.

	The Moon was dressed in black, a colour that she hadn’t taken off since she had awoken. She had left her suit at home, instead letting Merissa tailor a dress to her before magicking it black at Elara’s request. She’d also forced Merissa to glamour her face and body, erasing the dark circles under her eyes and the gauntness to her face. Merissa had filled out Elara’s hips and breasts, painted a slash of red on her full lips, and dressed her in a cleavage spilling gown, a tight bone bodice flowing into a rippling silk skirt. Merissa and Isra had both dressed accordingly in shades of dove grey and charcoal.

	Elara’s hair hung limply in wet tails down her back as she strolled down the street, the rain now a downpour. The three had sat together on Elara’s bed as Astra had dozed, her wounds stitched and bandaged, to Elara’s relief. Together, they had cultivated a plan, a way to be on higher ground when they visited Eli. And again, that night, she had been able to sleep naturally, Astra nuzzled in next to her, as though this chance with Eli was giving her worries some much needed rest.

	When she had visited Enzo, as sleep had taken hold of her, something had seemed strange. As though Enzo’s thoughts were elsewhere. When she had asked him, he had simply shaken it off and helped her fill in the gaps of her plan. But only after nearly setting fire to her dreamscape when he’d seen her black eye. His temper had diminished a little once Elara had explained in minute detail exactly what it was she’d done to the man in return.

	Elara was brought out of her thoughts, halting as the three came to the end of a dim alley. Her eyes narrowed as she peered up at a sign, her mind flicking to the instructions in Eli’s invitation. And then, a wicked smile grew on her face. She motioned for Isra and Merissa to hurry up as she rapped sharply on an old, non-descript door.

	They waited, a minute, then two. Finally, a slit appeared in the doorway, a small grate opening, and two cold, blue eyes looked out.

	“Can I help you?”

	“So polite,” Elara remarked, her voice like velvet. “I have an appointment.” She flourished Eli’s invitation.

	The man behind the door scoffed. “I doubt Eli would send a personal invitation if he wanted a whore.” To make his point, he looked at her cleavage. “This is clearly forged.”

	Elara exhaled through her nose, closing her eyes.

	“Oh shit,” she heard Isra mutter, watching from a few paces away. “She’s going to go full lady of darkness on his ass.”

	She heard Merissa gasp as with a flick of her hand, Elara extinguished every single light down the street. The raucous singing and shouting that had filled the space faltered as the alley was plunged into darkness. And then Elara took a slow step forward, her face close to the grate. She made sure that the doorman saw every inch of threat in her silver eyes, like polished steel as she hissed, “You will let me and my friends in. Or I will give life to the terrors that plague you. And you will wish and beg and scream, that you had just let the whore pass.”

	There was a second of silence, the doorman’s eyes widening in fear as he beheld the dead promise that writhed behind her stare. Then without a sound, the door swung open.

	Elara turned, giving a bright smile to her friends. “Follow me.”
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	The women entered a small, quiet pub room, too clean and quiet compared with the alley. Elara scanned it, a soft smile on her face as she strode through it. Everyone’s eyes turned to the group.

	“So much for being subtle,” Isra muttered. “You could have done without the shadow theatrics.”

	Elara grinned. “Now, where’s the fun in that?”

	She sauntered through the room, not stopping at the bar. Once she reached the other side, she simply searched the blank black wall in front of her, Eli’s instructions still hovering in her mind before her eyes rested on a tiny golden snake laid into the panelled wood of the pub. With a small smile, she motioned to Isra.

	“I need your hand.”

	“For what?”

	“The element of surprise.”

	Isra’s eyes twinkled then, Merissa observing with trepidation.

	The seer extended her hand, and Elara took it impatiently, pushing her forefinger into the pattern of the gold snake. The sign underneath her moved, writhing as the gold ink on the wood wrapped itself around her finger.

	Isra swore loudly as a small pin stamped her, a drop of blood welling on her fingertip. The snake turned red as its thin body slithered back into the wood.

	There was a shudder, and then the wall just…parted. A doorway, carved from nothing but magic awaited.

	“You could have warned me I’d be taking a fucking blood oath,” Isra gritted out.

	Elara planted a kiss on her cheek. “Thank you for doing that,” she said, pushing through the doorway. “Eli gave me specific instructions to give my blood at the door so he would know my presence. Said something about how there was some binding in there so I couldn’t use my powers against him. You’ll find out why I still need them later.”

	Isra nodded. “Yes, my magick remains locked in my veins.”

	Elara waved a hand. “Only for as long as you’re in here,” she said.

	Isra closed her eyes, snorting slightly. “I can feel the details being written into my blood. There’s a clause agreeing that I can’t cheat in here too.”

	Elara chuckled then. “I suppose some gambling lies ahead of us then. How convenient.” She checked her appearance in a mirror hanging from the wall of the small room, motioning to Merissa then her hair. Merissa waved a hand impatiently, drying and smoothing it instantly. Elara turned back to Isra. “See why it was you who had to take it? I need Merissa’s magick to look half-decent.”

	Isra huffed.

	Elara took another step and lost all breath. For a second the in-between felt like a vacuum, as though all air and life and light were sucked out of the small space. And then they were through, a raucous din filling their ears. Merissa’s jaw dropped.

	“How the hell is this possible?”

	“Castorians did invent in-betweens, didn’t they?”

	Merissa frowned. “Is that what this is? A bar in a literal in-between?”

	Elara shrugged. “Sure feels like it. Very clever, and very apt for Castor, may I add.”

	She looked around the packed club surrounding them, catching on the small stage where a scantily clad woman was crooning a love song, dancing seductively. The live band was filled with saxophones and trumpets, creating the sweet melody. Elara’s cunning eyes scanned first the booths on one side of the room, the men and women getting drunk and laughing raucously. Next, her gaze flicked to the tables jammed with gamblers, each with greed in their eyes as they held chips and cards in their hands.

	“Want to make a wager he’s over there?”

	“Seers are technically all cheats since we know the outcome to any game, so thanks to the blood oath, I can’t,” Isra retorted. Merissa chuckled.

	“I need you both to stay here for now.”

	“No,” Merissa said firmly.

	“Mer, I don’t know how he’s going to react or what he’s going to say. If he threatens either of you, I won’t have a clear mind for the bargain I’m going to strike with him.”

	“Elara,” Isra wailed. “What is it with you and your soulmate’s obsession with striking bargains?”

	Elara squeezed her arm. “I’ve never wished upon a Star before, okay? It’s a last resort, but if our plan goes the way it should, I won’t need to give any payment at all.”

	Isra didn’t seem convinced, but Merissa nodded. “Okay. We’ll let you go.”

	Elara kissed her on the cheek. “So adorable how you pretend your word would have stopped me at all.” She winked as Isra let out an unwilling laugh before fluffing her hair and turning towards her target.

	Elara knew when to switch it on. When one mastered illusions, they could also master how one perceived them. She could shrink and hide in shadows when it was convenient, but when it was time to lift the veil? Yes, Elara knew how to do that very well too.

	She raised her chin, straightened her back, and began to slink towards a round table, five men filling each of the six seats, bar one. As she squinted through the cigar smoke, she saw they were playing Bard—a variation of a widely played card game throughout Celestia. Elara remembered playing something of the sort with Sofia in the palace as a teenager.

	The instructions of the game were straightforward enough. You were dealt a hand of cards with beautifully rendered depictions upon them.

	There were five suits. The first was the Star suit. Twelve Star cards were contained within that suit. Well… eleven and a half now that she had killed Gem, Elara considered. Each carried a depiction of each Star. She had supposed the origins of the game were some fanatical bid to lick the Stars’ boots, weaving the most fantastical tales of whichever Star the player was dealt with the other cards that came along.

	The other suits dealt in the pack were divided into the Kingdom suit—twelve cards within it—the Weapons suit—six cards within it—the Magick suit—twelve cards within—and finally, the Miscellaneous suit—a mixture of random cards to add to one’s storytelling skills.

	Once dealt, the players placed their bets, usually based on how well they felt they could tell a story from what they received. The one who could weave the most riveting story with their cards won the game, as judged by the dealer.

	A figure was speaking, the game having already started without a sixth member, and the moment Elara heard the quicksilver, dancing voice recount, she smiled. The smoke cleared to reveal the speaker dragging on a tobacco roll as he held his cards in his left hand, the other four men listening in rapture. Elara’s eyes perused him—his slicked back hair, dark eyes, shirt sleeves rolled up, and finally, a curling black snake tattooed around the speaker’s forearm.

	“It looks like you’re missing a player,” she crooned, interrupting the man mid-sentence. The men around the table jolted as though broken out of a reverie before looking at her, their mouths agape.

	The only tell that the speaker was shocked to see her was a glint of surprise in his dark eyes as he took another drag of his roll.

	“Dealer, count me in.” She settled into the vacant seat, touching the pad of a finger to her lips delicately. The dealer looked at her, wide-eyed, before hastily shuffling the remaining cards in the deck and dealing her twelve cards. The other men were still staring at her.

	“We haven’t need of another player,” the speaker finally drawled, leaning back in his chair.

	“Pity, I came with big stakes,” Elara replied.

	The speaker raised a brow. “You haven’t even checked your cards.”

	Elara glanced to where hers were lying, face down. “I don’t need to.”

	“You’re that confident in your storytelling?”

	Elara leaned forward conspiratorially, her voice a mock whisper. “You of all people, Eli, know that I have a very exciting story to tell.”

	The Star gave a small smile, stubbing out his tobacco roll onto an obsidian dish. Well, at least she didn’t have a knife to her throat yet. “Very well, how much?”

	Elara only smiled, reaching to her cleavage. One man choked on his cigar as she produced a large cloth pouch. She dropped it on the table, a heavy thunk resounding as the coins spilled out. A bag full of midans, their gold glinting in the dimly lit space.

	“Holy shit,” a man with greying hair in a smart suit said, eyeing the bag.

	“You know what I trade in, and it’s not money,” Eli said. “Your lover can attest to that.”

	Elara pounced, a shadow slamming the Star out of his chair and into the wall behind him, curling around his throat. The onlookers remained oblivious—she’d spent the last three minutes weaving an illusion of complete normalcy as she spoke.

	“Clever thing,” he purred. “Who did you convince to take the blood oath so you could use your magick in here?”

	“What does it matter?” She squeezed her shadows tighter, and Eli chuckled.

	“This the kind of thing Lorenzo likes? I guessed you’d be into some dark shit.” He grinned, completely unfazed by the shadows tightening around his throat.

	Elara squeezed harder, a snarl on her face. “Keep his name out of your fucking mouth.”

	“I thought we were going to speak civilly, Elara. I’m disappointed.”

	Elara tutted. “You know better than to assume that. Were three mutilated bodies hanging from the entrance to your precious fighting den civil?”

	Ah. There it was, a brief flicker in Eli’s gaze. She had struck a nerve.

	“Did you not like me showing you up in your own city?”

	“And here I was thinking you were noble and just.”

	“I’m playing the villain,” she replied, pouting. “Wasn’t that what you all wanted?”

	Eli’s mask was back, his smirk too. “What do you want, Elara?”

	“A favour.”

	Eli snorted. “She says as she has me by the throat. I’m not really in a charitable mood.”

	“It’s not just any kind of favour,” she replied. “I want to place a bet.”

	Eli raised a brow as she loosened her shadows. Eli adjusted his collar before returning to his seat.

	“If I win, I receive your favour, free of charge.”

	“And if I win?” Eli asked.

	“If you win, I tell you a secret, as per your…” she waved a hand artfully through the air, “currency. And,” she added, “you can keep the midans.” She looked around the club. It was tasteful and beautifully decorated, but she knew how to hit a Star’s vanity. “Put it towards redecorating.”

	Eli scoffed, his eyes narrowing as he settled back in his chair, Elara unpicking her illusion. “It’s a deal,” he said.

	Elara forced herself not to smile, picking up her cards and scanning them as the game commenced.

	She had been dealt a bad hand.

	The Star cards she’d received were Aquaria and Verra, depicted by their symbols of a woman blowing ice and a flower blooming. Two goddesses she knew next to nothing about save for the basics. The weapon, poison. Yes, that she would keep. As for the kingdom, she’d ironically been dealt Asteria as the setting for her story, which she supposed she had the fates to thank for. And the miscellaneous cards she possessed were ‘love’ and ‘power.’ She could work with those. Not that her hand really mattered at all, thanks to the plan she’d formulated the moment she’d made Isra take the blood oath.

	“Ladies first,” Eli said sweetly.

	Elara scoffed, tapping her cards. She drifted a little of her illusioning magick over the two Star cards in front of her before flipping them to the table.

	“Have you ever heard of the tale The Ram and the Serpent?”

	The two Star cards stood out, one a deep red depicting a ram’s head, swords crossed behind it, dripping with blood. The other was a slate grey, an iron key depicted with a thick black snake curled around it, the same as the one coiled around Eli’s arm. Sleeting rain fell in the picture, shimmering in foiled silver.

	“Hang on a minute,” a gruff Castorian man spluttered, waving his cards in the air as it dawned on him that Elara had stolen his cards. Elara flicked him a gaze filled with such terror that made him gulp. He put his hand back down, shaking as she took her gaze off him and continued. Eli was looking at her, his black gaze filled with trepidation.

	“As I was saying, The Ram and the Serpent.”

	“You’ll have to enlighten me.” Eli smirked, striking a match and lighting another tobacco roll. The sweetly perfumed smoke reached her as she continued.

	“The ram,” she said, sucking a tooth, “was known and feared throughout the realm as the strongest animal in the kingdom. Its horns could knock a house down, its perseverance and sheer will enough to shake a building to rubble. The passion and vengeance in his veins could make even a lion quiver. All others bowed to him—the bull, the crab, the scorpion...so many. And in this hierarchy, slithering near the bottom was the serpent. One who no one paid much attention to.”

	She placed an elegantly painted red nail onto Eli’s card, the serpent, and looked at him below her lashes. He had stilled, the tobacco roll neglected between his fingers. She noticed out of the corner of her eye that the rest of the table had gone blank-eyed, not moving a muscle. So she had gotten under Eli’s skin then, his charm smelling like rain and cedar as it began winding around the table, seizing the minds of the other players.

	“The serpent was low to the ground, easy to step on and kill. How could it compare to the giants of the kingdom?” she told Eli, the only audience now. “And so its peers took it for granted. The ram allowed the serpent to befriend him in the sort of way that an older sibling begrudgingly lets a little one follow along, not seeing much usefulness or gain from the friendship. And the serpent was happy to play the role of powerless, adoring friend, but observing, always observing with his clever black eyes.”

	Eli shifted forward in his seat, his eyes pinned on Elara. She shuffled her two cards left. “The thing that people always forget,” she mused, “is that power is not dependent on how strong or brutish or loud you are.” She placed the miscellaneous power card down. “Knowledge is power,” she mused. “Isn’t that what they say? Why put a sword to someone’s throat when you can manipulate them with a mere thought?”

	Eli’s jaw ticked, and Elara’s lips twitched.

	“The serpent was patient, yet another under-appreciated characteristic of his kind. He waited…and waited…and waited, a whisper in the ram’s ear here, a nudge there.

	“Centuries they stood side by side as the world burned and the ram razed it to ruins. The serpent slithered beside him, and just when the ram had become comfortable enough to let his guard down, to forget that he, like any other animal, had a soft underbelly, the serpent struck. Tore that underbelly right out with his fangs and fed his venom into him.”

	Elara drew the poison card, placing it down amongst the others.

	“His venom was enough to paralyse the ram, who looked at the serpent in wide-eyed surprise as he died through the action of his small, unthreatening friend. And the serpent smiled.”

	Elara held her last cards to her chest, smiling triumphantly.

	“Ariete is only in power because you let it be so.”

	There was a full glass of firewhisky that had remained untouched beside Eli the entire story. He raised it to his lips, drinking deeply.

	“You still have two cards,” he said hoarsely.

	“Ah yes, the end to the story.” She placed the Asteria card down. “I’d say it’s in your interest to help the one person who sees your power for what it really is and how much you can do with it. The Queen of Asteria will help the serpent kill Ariete.”

	“Last I checked, you haven’t even set foot back in Asteria, let alone been coronated. So, Queen with no kingdom, how about when you become Queen of the Heavens? Another title you haven’t yet claimed. What place does the serpent have there?”

	“You don’t strike me as the type to relish being in the centre of power. You would find the responsibility tiresome, I’d wager. Not in the spotlight, but in the wings is where you thrive. Would you rather advise a tyrant or a fair and just ruler?”

	“It depends if I’d be trading one tyrant for another, much less predictable and not as in control of her magick.”

	Elara batted her eyelashes. “That’s where I want you to help me.” She gave a wry smile as she tapped her last card.

	“Still not finished?”

	She looked once more to the card left before slipping it into her bodice. “I’ll keep this card. Your story is far from over, Eli.”

	Eli laughed, though it sounded empty, as he extinguished his cigarette, pushing the butt with vigour into his ashtray.

	“Brava,” he drawled, pulling his own cards from the table. “For the illusioning as well as the story.”

	Elara raised a brow. “How did you guess?”

	Eli made an amused sound. “Your magick smells like night-jasmine. And the air reeks of it right now.”

	Elara raised a brow.

	“Now, you want to play a game, I’ll play yours. Since we’re using tricks and such.” He rapped the top card of his pile twice with a knuckle before flipping the first two Star cards around.

	Elara sucked in a harsh breath. “They’re not from a Bard deck,” she whispered hoarsely.

	In front of her were two illustrations that made her heart ache. One was a crescent, silver and glittering in the low light. Swirling clouds ebbed out of the picture, indigo and black, and a dusting of deep blue shimmered across the sky.

	The second… Elara had to take a moment to rub her chest, the pain in it heightening. Pure gold was depicted in the picture, the Sun shining fiercely, fiery rays reaching out to the edges of the card’s border.

	When she looked back to Eli, his smile was hungry.

	“I think you’ll want to hear this story. For it’s a story of your creation.” He glanced around to make sure the other players were well and truly in a stupor before continuing.

	“Once upon a time there was nothing but the Dark. She was from which everything came and where everything would return. The darkness had many names over the years, but she could not be boxed into a single word. She was not a goddess, nor a titan even. Something completely wild and shifting and powerful.

	She was something more primordial, something that had always just…been.

	She was used to being alone, quiet and slumbering, the Dark. And then out of the nothingness, silver light shone and changed the world. The Moon, the power was called. And for a time, the Dark was the Moon’s companion. The Moon was quiet like her, but brilliant and clever and shining, always shining. Sometimes she could be as dark as the night, and in other phases, she was so full and silver that the Dark shied away.

	And then, on a day the Dark would rue for as long as she lived, the Sun was born. He blinded her, and he was loud and fiery and brash. Yet when she looked at the Moon, the Moon was looking at him. And to the Dark’s utter horror, he was looking right back.

	The Sun’s rays drifted through the darkness and created the first world—Celestia.

	In a matter of days, other worlds formed below them, along with the first, worlds that spun and tilted. Then the Sun gifted this world a drop of life. It was called Earth, and from it sprang greenery, fruit, and flowers. Animals and people walked the barren space, and the Earth adored the Sun too and would grow under his rays.

	And then something called Water flooded the land in bright blue, and the Moon befriended him to pull the tides. The Earth, she helped build beautiful lands and mountains. Air became a thing to make the animals and humans breathe, though she was flighty and a thing of whimsy, beautiful and always just out of reach.”

	Elara narrowed her eyes, Eli’s voice had taken on a different quality as he spoke of this Air. “She was not attached to anyone for long, but still, she worked with the others. The people grew in numbers, forming communities together. And how they adored the Moon. And how they hated the Dark.

	So the Sun gifted them the ability to wield fire and light, the first to bestow his gifts on a part of the continent that loved him the most. Then the Water gifted his lands the power to wield water with their bare hands, to control oceans and breathe underwater too. The Earth loved her people so much that she gifted them with the ability to shift between forms, to manipulate the flowers around them and ground beneath them. Air, with her sly ways, granted her people the ability to move the wind, to fly, to control breath.

	And finally, the ones who worshipped the Moon looked up to her with hopeful eyes. She readied her moonlight to shine below, but first turned back to the Dark, her first friend. 

	“They won’t want my gifts,” the Dark muttered, skulking away from the Moon’s light.

	“Then send one with me,” the Moon said gently. Moonlight streamed from her to the world, bestowing her people with the ability to walk through dreams, and sleep, cast illusions and create magickal worlds the way she did in all her phases.

	“Go on,” she encouraged. The Dark sighed, reaching out a tentative hand and streaming her shadows through the Moon onto the world. And so, shadows and nightmares and the creatures that came from the dark places of the world were born. And with a final reluctant sigh and a glance to the Sun, the Moon also gifted them death. For that was the cycle of life, and the Sun’s magick needed the Moon’s balance. No man could live forever.

	The titans thrived, and the Dark watched as the Sun fell in love with the Moon, while she…she retreated into the void from which she had come.

	Yet as these titans worked in their flow, in their paradise, the Dark began to observe the mortals that these Titans had worked to keep so safe. She noticed how they had their own traits, their own virtues and vices. And as they grew, and more worlds sprang up, with even more of these curious beings, she realised they had their own will, ones set apart from the titans.

	They began to fight, to compete, and it was to the Dark’s delight that she realised they couldn’t help it. It was in their very nature. Some would go to war, and others would fuck and cheat, and more would play mind games with each other or dole out pain or let pride ruin them.

	The Darkness took a perverse delight in seeing this side of the perfect humans the titans had created, enjoyed seeing the distress in which the titans viewed it too. These mortals, whom the titans couldn’t control—the mad, the vengeful, the sinners—she would manage them. So the Dark began to collect lost souls.

	She started in the first world, with a demon. A little boy with red eyes whom she watched carefully. One who was spat on and pushed to the streets by his own kind. The Dark became his friend, whispering to him while he slept. And the little demon found solace in her whispering voice, twisted by bitterness and loneliness, that encouraged revenge, revenge, revenge. Until the day he finally called upon her, and she answered.

	On and on she went to other worlds until she had thirteen souls. The Dark decided to call them Stars and gifted them with riches and powers beyond their wildest dreams, as well as eternal life, for one price only.”

	“Their hearts,” Elara breathed, glancing at the patch of white skin on Eli’s chest.

	He nodded. “Their rotten, withered hearts for immortality. What downtrodden spirit wouldn’t take that bargain?”

	Elara had been so enthralled with Eli’s tale that she hadn’t realised he had stopped speaking for a moment. She blinked out of her daze, goosebumps prickling her arms.

	“Very poetic,” she remarked, feigning boredom. “The darkness between the Moon and the Sun, a lovely story. And where exactly is this entity now?”

	He shrugged. “As for the primordial herself, she no longer exists. The only remnant of her is within the darkness left behind, the space in between light and stars. Perhaps her legacy lives on in the evil that resides in a person or the nightmares that cling to a haunted soul.”

	Eli must have noticed Elara’s paleness, his eyes softening slightly as he leaned in to her.

	“Sweet Moon,” he murmured, searching her eyes. “There is so much you have left to learn about your story, about all of ours. This is merely the prologue.”
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Chapter Ten

	 

	Elara’s heart drummed against her chest as she tried to discern whether Eli was telling the truth with his tale or just trying to throw her off. She still didn’t trust him. But whether it was simply a fairytale or not, Eli had gotten under her skin.

	“Well,” she said lightly, clearing her throat, “since you rendered our dealer deaf the moment you started speaking, how exactly do we determine who won?”

	Eli flashed teeth as he extended an arm—the one with the snake coiled around it. “Sweetheart, you won the moment you strung up those bodies with my name carved into them and then sauntered in here.”

	Elara started. “What?!”

	Grey starlight shone from his palm. “My favour, at no cost to you.”

	She raised her hand then hesitated, looking around for Isra and Merissa. She found them by the bar, their eyes shining with hope.

	“Why?” She didn’t know why she’d asked. She should have just shut her mouth and taken it. But Elara knew the Stars better than that, that there was always a catch.

	“Because like I said, there is much you don’t know about your story and much you don’t know about mine.”

	His hand remained extended, and Elara took a deep breath, keeping Enzo’s soft, warm eyes in her mind as she clasped it with her own.

	“You going to put them out of their misery?” she asked.

	Eli chuckled, blinking once, and the men started back into action, looking around in confusion.

	“The game’s finished,” Eli drawled, waving a hand. “The lady won.”

	He stood, pulling at his starched collar. “You and I need to talk in private.”

	She rose, smoothing her dress as he looked around the room. Elara spotted Merissa and Isra still watching her, their eyes burning into the corner of the room. She gave them a sharp nod before following Eli to a small wooden door. It led to a plush office, and he closed the door gently, muffling out the sounds of the band and the drunken crowd as he paced around her to a desk. She admired the deep green furnishings, the black carved desk, its legs twined with snakes. He took a seat in the bottle green chair behind the desk, motioning for Elara to sit opposite him. She did, folding her hands in her lap.

	“So, Elara, what is it you came to ask me?”

	“You know the answer I need.”

	“Then ask the question.”

	Elara took a deep breath. “How do I wake Enzo?”

	He paused, all arrogance replaced by severity. “You seek out Ariete. Only he can help break Enzo’s slumber. I’d have thought you’d already guessed that.”

	“I did, you silver-tongued—” Elara stopped herself as Eli raised a brow. “But I didn’t ask for the answer to be so vague.”

	“You didn’t ask for it not to be. Be specific with your words, Elara, you know us Stars like to trap you with them.” He grinned then as she thought back to her old prophecy.

	She pinched two fingers to the bridge of her nose, breathing deeply. It would not do to lose her temper here.

	“Can you give me any further information as to how Ariete will help?”

	Eli sighed. “Fine. Do you know how a death blow from a Star works?”

	“No.”

	“The last blow that Ariete gave to Enzo should have killed him. That was the law of nature, the way fate was to play out. And yet you, with your power, tipped the scales, pulling him into an endless sleep. As of right now, Enzo’s only two options are the state he is in now or death.”

	Elara’s heart drummed as nausea swept over her.

	“I’m not finished,” Eli warned, seeing her pale. “Ariete was enraged by this, by the fact that you had cheated death.”

	Elara’s eyes grew cold. “Well, I was enraged when he plunged a sword through my soulmate’s stomach.”

	Eli averted his gaze. “So in punishment,” he continued, “Ariete stole Enzo’s tether. That magick string that keeps a soul tied to this world?”

	Elara nodded, she was familiar with what tethers were due to her dreamwalking, had known that was what the god had stolen.

	“Since you have put Enzo between worlds, his soul is floating in your dreams, his comatose body still here.”

	Elara winced although Eli showed not a drop of remorse as he leaned forward.

	“Elara, you are on borrowed time.”

	Every part of her stilled. “What do you mean?”

	Eli huffed impatiently. “What do you think happens to a person whose soul isn’t connected to their body after a time? Whose mind is wandering the dreamlands? You think Lorenzo could just stay like that forever?”

	Elara swore she felt the blood drain from her. “How long?”

	Eli shrugged. “Time is warped in the dreamlands, but I’d guess about a month from when he was put to sleep, at most.”

	A month. She did the maths. That gave them fifteen days to find his tether. Fifteen days because she had been a selfish fucking idiot. Sleeping. Sleeping and wasting time in her own pain instead of doing everything in her power to help Enzo. She hated herself, had never hated anyone more in that moment, not even Ariete.

	“A month,” she repeated. “A month before what?” she asked, trying to still the shaking of her hands in her lap, letting her thoughts spiral into the darkness.

	“Before his mind and soul separate so far from his body that no tether could ever bring him back.”

	Silence enveloped the room, only a steady tick of a grandfather clock breaking it.

	Elara swallowed once. Twice. Cleared her throat. “How exactly do I find this tether?” she finally whispered, all bravado gone.

	“A lot of questions, considering I only allowed you one.”

	Elara leaned forward. “You want to help me. I know you do. Because you want an end to Ariete’s reign as much as I do. I just haven’t discovered why yet.”

	Eli clenched his jaw and leaned away from her. “Well, he wouldn’t just tell you, obviously,” he said, answering her earlier question.

	“Sooooo…”

	“So you’re going to have to find the location of it subtly. And I can hazard a guess to exactly where he’s hiding it.” Eli was smiling again now.

	“You’ve already thought this all through?”

	“As you said, I have my reasons.”

	Elara truly observed him then, the cold clever energy that radiated from him, the way his eyes were pinned on her.

	“What exactly can your powers do?”

	He thought for a moment. “I suppose mortals would name it telepathy, being able to read someone’s mind, although I don’t know if they have a name for manipulating it. I can do both.”

	“Okay, so why not just rummage around in Ariete’s mind, find where Enzo’s tether is being kept, and save us the trouble of a long-winded quest?”

	Eli rolled his eyes. “You don’t think I’ve tried entering his mind before? Ariete has wall within wall within wall inside his mind. I can use my charm with him for…banal things.” Eli’s lip twitched at that as though he were sharing a joke with himself. “But I certainly can’t read his thoughts. The subconscious is a fascinating, tricky thing. If there was the merest suggestion that I was trying to enter it while he’s awake, I would be shut down completely, and likely my own mind ravaged. The few gates I’ve managed to pry through undetected reveal nothing. The answer of where the tether is must be hidden deep, deep, deep within his mind. He is the God of war after all. If anyone knows how to lay defences and traps, it’s Ariete.”

	Elara let the information sink in. “So pray tell, how do we extract the information we need?”

	Eli flipped his book of matches from a breast pocket in his shirt, lighting yet another tobacco roll. Gods, did he ever breathe a lungful of clean air?

	“That’s where you come in, dearest Elara.” She raised an eyebrow. “The most vulnerable both man and God are is when they are asleep. Defences left unchecked. Have you never noticed that the slightest suggestions during the day can play out in entire fantasies at night? The mind greedily soaks it all in as the subconscious lays wide open.”

	“Get to the point,” Elara drawled, crossing her arms.

	Eli leaned forward again, blowing tobacco smoke around them in a sharp exhale.

	“I don’t think Lorenzo’s tether is in this realm. I think Ariete has hidden it well. And to find it, you’re going to walk through Ariete’s dreams.”
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Chapter Eleven

	 

	Enzo plucked the blue grass between his fingertips, desperately trying to do anything to distract his mind. He hadn’t seen Elara for what felt like days although she had warned him she wouldn’t be able to visit for a night or two with her plan for Eli. But still, the thought of her out there, without him?

	It made him want to burn shit.

	A pity then that he couldn’t use his powers in this godsforsaken place. And although he didn’t want to admit it, Enzo was spooked.

	That river the other day… He didn’t know what the fuck was in it or why it had drawn him in the way it had, why it had conjured the exact memories that he had experienced, the same feelings he had felt. But what scared him the most was that he couldn’t think of anything else except going back to it.

	He’d tried to distract himself. Had tried to ‘create’ in the small studio Elara had built in her dreams. But emptiness had filled him, as always, since he knew none of it was real. But those memories… They were real.

	Those memories were connecting him to the physical world, to himself. The only thing right now confirming that he was a human, that he had lived a life and fallen in love with an angel.

	He sighed, standing, his feet already walking even while his mind warred. He shouldn’t go back there, shouldn’t mess with whatever kind of magick flowed in those waters.

	But the pain was past manageable now, every waking moment leaving him starving and tired and thirsty.

	He thought he let out an actual sigh when he walked down a rolling bank and saw the river again. It was exactly the same as those days ago, the water silver and swirling. Just a toe, he’d dip in. That was all. He craned his neck over the water, trying to see what memories rolled beneath the surface. He saw flashes of gold and brown, saw a gnash of teeth, a hand, and without another thought, stepped in up to his waist.

	The water swirled over him, whispering and murmuring as it took him to another place and time.

	Enzo was gunning for a fight. That wayward, insufferable princess had wound him up so much that he needed a sparring session with Leo, and he needed it now.

	He’d spent all day with Elara in the Angel’s Graveyard, trying to train her, and had she shown an ounce of gratitude for the precious hours he had wasted? Apparently that was a ridiculous thing to ask.

	He stalked down the palace corridors, wondering if this was just how he would walk now, hunched over in a constant state of irritation over that spoilt brat they called ‘royalty.’

	He swung his door open with vigour, wanting to change immediately out of his sand-ridden clothes. Clothes that she had touched.

	He hissed through his teeth as he stripped. He didn’t even want to think about how she’d duped him, how that Dark-worshipper had poured her illusion over him and crawled between his legs, that damn plait grazing his navel.

	He squeezed his eyes shut as he sank onto his bed, only his trousers on, the shutters half drawn to keep out the afternoon Light.

	Why did his trousers feel so fucking tight? And chafing. With an impatient tut, he shimmied on his bed, trying to get rid of the sensation.

	Elara was entitled. Sarcastic. Too comfortable with him. Enzo was used to women adoring him, and Elara… The first words out of her mouth to him had been an insult.

	She was also withdrawn, calculating. Enzo wore his heart on his sleeve, emotions splayed for the world to see. Elara… She concealed hers behind veils and shadows, only the quirk of those pillowy lips or the glint in her eye tells of her true feelings.

	Pillowy? He groaned as he felt his already semi-hard cock twitch. An image flashed through his mind of them, petal pink and pouting. What was it Leo had said once? That the colour of a woman’s lips matched the colour of her nipples?

	His cock swelled further, straining in his trousers, and he groaned. He was thinking about her nipples now? What the fuck?

	He passed a hand over his face, desperately trying to ignore his growing erection. This enchantress, she must have cast some kind of dark magick on him. Because why in all that was holy, was he thinking about his enemy’s fucking nipples?

	He took a deep breath, trying to will his hardness away.

	Think about…sand, his mind supplied.

	Okay, sand. Sand was good. Sand was gritty, uncomfortable, annoying. He nodded, eyes still closed as he felt his blood cool a little. Sand was grimy and hot. And it had covered Elara today, had trailed down her midriff, had caught in her hair…that plait…that had trailed down his stomach…

	Fucking hell. He was harder than he had been before. Because of some grains of dirt?

	His blood was thrumming now, and he knew irrevocably that he was going to have to do something about this…situation.

	He sighed, shifting further up his bed, as his hand trailed down his abdominal muscles.

	He tried to picture another woman, starting with Raina. But every time her face came into view, he screwed his eyes. Chestnut hair was making him grimace, her delicate, girlish laugh grating.

	And then of course, another laugh permeated his thoughts. A dirty one that promised within it all the things she knew and could hold against him.

	A harsh breath left him as he opened his eyes, able to see the outline of what Elara’s laugh was doing to him. He forced himself to shut the memories down one last time, to banish her from his mind.

	But he was coated in her now, image after image searing onto his mind, to the point that his hand moved of its own free will.

	One thought slipped through his defences, one that wondered how she’d taste. Like light-warmed cherries, he bet—sweet and dark. Another continued the fantasy; he’d taste her on his knees, her legs spread wide as he licked her from front to back. He’d make her sit over him, bury himself in paradise, and stay there until he needed to come up for air.

	He shook his head, even as his hand wrapped around the base of his cock. Enzo had never knelt for a single person in his life, not even his father.

	And yet…the idea taking form in his mind, of him on his haunches as he sank his teeth into Elara’s soft thighs and wrung out drops of pleasure from her with his tongue and fingers, had the blood pounding to his hardness.

	He pumped it once. Imagined how Elara would sound as she moaned. As he made her moan. It would be throaty and rough.

	He groaned again, the feeling of his hand barely satiating what was building in him. He slid his thumb over his head, the wetness already coating it sliding over the pad.

	He imagined her hips grinding with his, how warm and wet she would feel as he slid into her, as he clenched his hand back and forth over himself. His breath began to come in short pants, his eyes still closed as images played over and over, of her back arched and that raven hair wrapped in a fist as he took her, of her sighs and how her body would look without a stitch of clothing over it.

	“Lorenzo,” he imagined her purring with that throaty voice. How his name would sound on her lips as he was inside her was his undoing. He hissed, clenching his teeth as his hand moved faster, harder.

	“Lorenzo,” her voice purred again, and he groaned, trying to savour the climax, trying to make it last. But it was no use; it tumbled out of him, spilling onto his stomach as he moaned through clenched teeth.

	He opened his eyes slowly, his muscles still clenching and unclenching, cock still hard.

	He had come in less than five minutes, like a teenager only just discovering his hand.

	He covered his face with a pillow, despair and frustration escaping his mouth.

	Because fuck, if it wasn’t the best orgasm of his life.

	Enzo jerked awake, looking around with wide eyes as his heart continued to drum, the feelings from the dream still cobwebbed over him. His legs were still in the water, and as he looked down at his crotch, he felt an overwhelming sense of lightness, as though he really had just climaxed and unwound all his tension from being trapped in a place where he couldn’t even experience pleasure.

	Gods, that memory. He hated it, the way he had tried to convince himself that he loathed his Elara. But at the same time, it had made him smile. That for all his convincing, he had known deep down, from those first moments of meeting her that she was his.

	He pushed himself out of the river, the water wrapping around his ankles as though begging him to stay. He looked around, seeing a peek of the cottage’s chimney far in the distance. He had never explored Elara’s dreamscape past the river, but the clear head from his rest and dreams had him observing his surroundings, really observing them. Behind him, he spotted a shadowed clump, one he had never noticed before. He squinted, trying to make out what was rising to the skyline.

	He began to jog towards it, the shapes becoming sharper and more pronounced.

	A forest.

	He continued, a strange pull to the dark treeline propelling his feet.

	It was quiet in this space as it usually was, but the moment he reached the woods, the silence seemed to settle heavier.

	He peered into the gloom, seeing only twisting paths and dense black trees within. A small sign jutted out of the ground, crude letters carved into the wood.

	‘The Veritas Woods.’

	Strange. Elara had never mentioned these before. And she had never warned him not to explore them.

	He looked back to the cottage, merely a speck now.

	‘Well,’ he thought, turning back and stepping one foot across the boundary, ‘I suppose I’m going in then.’
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Chapter Twelve

	 

	“Oh, thank gods,” Merissa breathed, squeezing Elara’s hand as she walked towards them, Eli sloping off with a nod to the three.

	“We thought he might be kidnapping you,” Isra said.

	“Well, you’re both excellent bodyguards then,” Elara said sardonically.

	The women laughed, but it died soon.

	“So?” Merissa pressed. “Do we have an answer?”

	Elara smiled, her eyes shining as she nodded. “But not here. Come, let’s find somewhere to eat.”

	The cool Castorian air was a welcome balm to Elara’s face as they stepped out of the club. She linked the two women, pulling them to a quiet little restaurant a few alleys down, its cosy glow inviting them in.

	“Eat, and then I’ll tell you everything I know,” she said, beckoning them into the room.

	For the first time, Elara was hungry. She assumed it had something to do with the faint flicker of hope Eli had cast without realising. No matter how hard it may be, there was a way to wake Enzo. She hadn’t realised how much tension she had been carrying in her bones or how hopeless she’d truly felt until she was thrown a raft.

	Isra and Merissa ordered quickly while Elara looked over the menu, her stomach growling. She settled on roast beef, spiced potatoes, and greens, the plates arriving piled high and steaming in the dimly lit booth they’d snatched.

	“So,” Elara said with her mouth full, shovelling forkfuls in as though she’d been starving. “There is a way to wake Enzo.”

	Isra’s fork clanged on her plate as Merissa stopped chewing, the two women looking wide-eyed at her. “What?” Isra whispered. “How?”

	Elara took a deliberate chew of her beef, swallowing it with red wine before she took a deep breath.

	“Eli is going to help us.”

	“What?”

	“And I’m going to have to see Ariete again.”

	“WHAT?”

	“Elara,” Merissa warned. “What did Eli tell you? He’s a snake, one who can weave very convincing lies.”

	“Snake he may be, but it was Eli who helped bind and heal my back when I was rotting in a cell, remember?” Elara said softly.

	“She makes a good point’ Isra muttered.

	Merissa winced and grasped Elara’s hand. “I just don’t trust him.”

	“Neither do I,” Elara said. “But he’s willing to help, and he has his own reasons; I know it. Which means he will see this through to the end, at least until Enzo’s awake.”

	Isra and Merissa didn’t seem convinced. Elara sighed. “I know that he’s a Star. And I know he’s a trickster. I’m not stupid. But he’s the only one who has thrown us anything to help Enzo. And the plan he’s already begun to formulate is a good one.”

	“What is it?” Isra interrupted, clear-eyed.

	Elara looked around before leaning in, her voice hushed. “Ariete stole Enzo’s tether and hid it…somewhere it would be impossible for a mortal to find. Eli is almost certain he’s hiding it in a place only I can reach. It’s the only way to wake my love, to retrieve his tether, and attach it to him again, bringing him into the mortal realm.”

	“And how exactly are we going to find where Ariete has hidden it?” Merissa asked.

	Elara took another large gulp of wine, bracing herself.

	“I have to walk through his dreams.”

	She’d expected the responses she got. Merissa immediately jolted forward, grasping Elara’s hand and saying, ‘No’ emphatically. Isra observed her shrewdly and silently.

	“I’ve already decided that I will do it. I’m to go to Eli’s club for lessons each day until I’m ready.”

	“You already know how to dreamwalk,” Isra finally said. “And now that you’re a god, surely you can do it with no effort.”

	Elara shook her head. “I don’t remember my life before this, Isra. Any powers I had, I’m going to have to learn again. Eli works with the mind. Anything he has to teach me will be far, far more advanced than what I learnt with you. No offence.”

	Isra snorted. “None taken. So you’re going to practice with Eli; I assume until you’ve learnt to get past every barrier, block, and shield in a Star’s mind, and then what? Seek Ariete out?”

	“I haven’t thought that far ahead. But I need to speak with Enzo tonight.”

	“And will you be able to sleep…naturally?” Merissa asked quietly.

	Shame rippled through Elara, and she clenched her jaw against it. “However I get to Enzo doesn’t matter, so long as I do.”

	Standing, she left the rest of her food on her plate. “I need a walk. There’s a lot to plan and consider. I’ll see you back at the inn,” she murmured, kissing first Merissa on the cheek, then Isra.

	Cold air greeted Elara as the tavern door swung behind her, the sound of rain pattering on the cobbles calming her. She took a deep breath, the sooty air coating her lungs as she marched off down the alleyway. She had a lot to consider. To work with Eli was a risk, and yet she had it on good authority he had similar goals to her—an end to Ariete’s reign. And if she could find Enzo’s tether, it was really no debate at all. To wake Enzo, she would go to the ends of the earth and beyond.

	She dodged a puddle as a black carriage drawn by the same coloured horses rumbled past, narrowly avoiding her skirts. This city. It truly was an enigma, full of life and sin. Her eyes tracked the spiralled towers that reached high into the clouds, the buildings only nobility could afford, she was sure. It was a surprise that Eli would associate himself with the slums of the city. Then again, being a Star of trickery, he likely felt right at home.

	Another carriage flew down the crossroads, narrowly avoiding her. “Watch it!” a man with a curled moustache, wearing a top hat and tails, shouted from inside the carriage. She smiled to herself then. It felt nice to be inconspicuous. If only they knew who she was, they’d be careful how they spoke to her. But she enjoyed the anonymity. Truth be told, Elara was sick of being a queen already, official title or not, particularly of the responsibility now weighing on her shoulders.

	Leo, gods love him, had taken on a brunt of it, staying in Helios by Enzo’s sleeping body, remaining guard while also ensuring the succession of the crown from the late King Idris to Enzo wasn’t compromised. It was the only way Elara had been able to leave, with the assurance someone would be at hand constantly with Enzo’s body in such a vulnerable state.

	Her feet tripped on the uneven cobbles, helping her fall swiftly out of her reverie. As she slowed, she realised she’d reached Morpheus’s Opiates. Her mouth suddenly went dry, the familiar heady scent of the hypnom den wafting out to her. She took a step towards the building, hearing the moans and bedframe banging above of the pleasure house latched onto it. She reached the door. Her hand wavered over the doorknob. Just a smoke wouldn’t hurt. Enough to take the edge off the revelations of the eve. But she had her first lesson with Eli in the morning. And a harsh voice rang through her head. “What would Enzo say if he knew what you were doing?” Merissa’s words stopped her short.

	And with a grit of teeth and a filthy curse, she backed away from the door, veering left as she began her slow ascent back to the inn.
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Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Eli did not sleep that night. It was not that he didn’t want to. Gods, he would sell his soul again to get a restful night. But alas, the curse of his charm. Thoughts never ceased, his mind constantly whirring, others’ thoughts chattering around him. It was incessant.

	Immortality wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Not only did sleep evade him, but so did the other pleasures that life had to offer. To not be able to sate one’s self was a personal kind of hell. The thirst, the hunger, the emptiness. He’d gotten so used to sheer lack of it all that when Elara had swanned in, looking like death herself, it had felt like a lightning shock to feel…. Intrigue? If that’s what he could call it—the way she had commanded the room and bargained with a god over another’s fate as though she was taking afternoon tea. Even the priestess with Ariete the other night hadn’t piqued his interest like that, no matter how naked and willing she’d been.

	He rolled over in bed, stilling as he heard the sheets rustle. Ah, yes. He’d forgotten for a second about her. Her because he couldn’t recall her name after the devotee had draped herself over him in The Ruby once he’d left Elara.

	He got out of the bed he hadn’t slept in, moving as silently as a wraith to his bathing rooms to freshen up. Gods, life was monotonous. Even fucking felt the same, moving through the motions, pleasure always a hair’s breadth away from him. He supposed it was his gifts that made him feel so jaded. Being able to enter someone’s mind with such ease certainly made one feel pessimistic of humanity. It also left little to be surprised by.

	Eli was never surprised, never interested. Mortals were so predictable. He thought back to the night before and the woman now in his bed. He’d had to enter her mind of course, charm her into thinking they’d really slept together—he had a reputation to keep up after all. The woman he’d ‘bedded’ was arguably stunning, good at what she did too. He’d entered her mind with no resistance, no shields in place from her as he’d conjured up her fantasy for her, all the while sitting in another room. Yes, she liked his tongue like that. No, she wanted him to move slower. Yes, she worshipped the ground he walked on, would do anything for him. Sometimes, Eli wondered if immortality was really a curse that the Dark had bestowed on him, rather than the gift she’d painted it to be.

	He let out a sigh, splashing his face with cold water as a clock tower chimed nine. Elara would be here soon, and the two had work to do.

	“Morning, your holiness,” the woman in his bed said, a bright smile on her face. Eli resisted the urge to roll his eyes, opening his room’s doors.

	“I have an appointment to keep,” he said roughly. The devotee’s face fell as she stood, sinful naked curves displayed in the grey trickling Castor light that would set any man’s cock straining in his britches just to look at. But Eli was no man; he was a Star.

	She quickly shrugged on her gown from the evening before. He couldn’t stand to see her flurry of thoughts floating around her. Last night was fun. I wonder if he enjoyed it. I hope he’ll ask me back.

	“Will I hear from you, my lord?” she asked, hurrying after him as he walked through his spacious living room to the front door of his city apartment. The hope in her eyes almost made him feel bad. Almost.

	“Not likely,” he said, closing the door behind her.
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	Smoothing his hair back in place with a hand, Eli whistled a carriage to a stop. Of course, it stopped instantly before him—being patron Star of the kingdom had its perks. He nodded, settling into the backseat of the carriage as it took him from the heights of his Pollux Quarter apartment to the depths of the Castorian underworld. Ah, The Remains, the place that teemed with thieves, drug lords, whores, and the most illicit of society. It had been the first place he’d gone to all those centuries ago when he had landed in Castor, the first place he’d opened his club. So to see the dethroned Queen of the Cosmos walk through it had put the closest thing to a smile on Eli’s face that he would ever experience.

	He wondered as he adjusted the three silver pendants hanging from his neck if Elara would ever regain a memory for who she’d been before she’d been trapped in a mortal body. She was so different to the Moon he knew. Softer, more human, but equally as terrifying. And he had yet to see if he could trust her the way he had the titan.

	He knew he’d been a prick to her with nearly every encounter between them, but it was better that than show his hand if Elara’s mortal traits would end up with him dead and the world still in Ariete’s clutches.

	He rolled a cigarette as he wondered if she or Enzo would ever remember their lives before—would remember him.

	The carriage slowed to a stop, the footman running hastily out of his driver’s seat to open the door. Eli waved off the blessings and prayers the man bestowed on him as he stepped from the carriage, flicking a midan to him. He strolled down the cobbled side street until he reached The Tempest. The seven-foot Castorian doorman stationed outside nodded. “Alright, boss.”

	Stefan was perfect for the job. A wind wielder, the man could choke air out of another’s lungs with barely a blink. It certainly helped keep the clientele that frequented The Tempest in check. Eli didn’t possess any elemental affinity. He was a Star. Telepathy was enough for him.

	He gave a half smile, tipping a finger to him. “Hello Stefan. Any trouble after I left?”

	“None.” The doorman shrugged, adjusting his suit lapel. “Apart from that dark haired woman who beat you at cards last night. Mika was on the door last night; said she nearly made him piss himself the way she looked at him when he wouldn’t let her in.”

	Eli chuckled, the sound surprising even himself. “Yes, that sounds like her all right. I’m expecting her again soon. Let her straight in.”

	Stefan nodded, resuming his post outside as Eli made his way down to the office. He was dying for another smoke. The Star had only just settled in his bottle green backed chair with his unlit cigarette before he heard a prim knock the door.

	Sighing, he took the smoke from his lips. “Come in,” he called.

	The door opened slowly as Elara walked in. She was dressed again in black from head to toe, a lace gown buttoned high and skimming the ground as she walked, her hair pin straight and loose. The woman had a haunted look in her silver eyes, something sharp and honed that he hadn’t seen when he’d helped her in Ariete’s cell all those months ago. He supposed she was missing her lover, and one look at the fading purple under her eyes told him she’d been frequenting herself with more than just his club during her stay in Castor.

	He gestured to the seat in front of him before reaching his mind out to Stefan. “Have Cynthia fetch us afternoon tea.”

	The doorman responded through his mind moments later. “On it, boss.”

	“Good morning,” Elara said finally, her voice low and throaty as she sank into the armchair across his desk.

	Eli decided resolutely in that moment to proceed with caution. No matter how well he used to know the Moon, this wasn’t her. This was Elara, a person who had lived a life of her own—who didn’t even remember him. He knew he was being cold, knew he was being a prick…but that was second nature to him at this point.

	“I’m surprised you came.”

	Elara arched a groomed eyebrow, holding him with her stare. “You think I’d pass up on the opportunity to save my beloved?”

	Something akin to envy roiled in Eli’s stomach. Love. What a concept. What a deep tragedy. “Ever the romantic, Elara.”

	She snorted, turning as a soft knock sounded. “I know you don’t have a heart, but you really are a bastard.”

	Cynthia entered, a small slip of a maid, with a silver tray loaded with a teapot, milk, and an array of cakes. She set it down nervously, her hand tremoring as she placed a porcelain teacup in front of Elara.

	“I don’t bite,” Elara said, offering a smile. “Thank you.”

	Poor Cynthia looked about ready to burst into tears and curtsied hurriedly before closing the door.

	“So,” Eli said, pouring hot tea from the pot into Elara’s cup. “We’re to begin this foolhardy plan to enter Ariete’s dreams. Before I even begin to break down the basic workings of the mind, I need to ask you something, Elara. Are you truly ready for this, for what may come, particularly when Ariete discovers what you’ve done? Which he will.”

	Elara raised her chin with a look of defiance. “Do I look like a coward to you?”

	He observed her. “No, you don’t.”

	“Well then, I think that answers your question. Let’s begin, shall we?”

	Eli smirked, stirring milk and honey into his tea before taking a sip.

	“Now that your immortal self is awoken, the scope of your power is immeasurable and unchecked for now. You will find it far more effortless to conjure and wield it than you used to. But you need to understand it. What do you know of dreamwalking?”

	“Isra taught me the basics,” Elara replied.

	“One of your guards last night?”

	Elara laughed softly. “Something like that. I know how to transcend, how to enter a dreamscape.”

	“Have you ever found resistance when entering one?”

	She thought for a moment. “No. Every one I entered was without a thought, and I was always drawn to it. There was never anything in my way.”

	“Unfortunately, that’s not what you’ll be greeted by with Ariete. The god of war is going to have every safety measure around his mind in place, traps to fall into, possibly even tranceholes if his defences are advanced enough.”

	Elara frowned. “Tranceholes?”

	“We’ve already established what a tether is, Ariete having stolen Enzo’s.”

	“Yes, it’s what keeps someone bound to this world. Us dreamwalkers have to use ours to remain rooted as we walk between realities.”

	“Exactly. Now if someone like, I don’t know, a master of combat has the utilities to keep you trapped in his dreams or sever your tether altogether, he could keep you locked in a trancehole. Pockets of space in the dreamlands where your tether is snapped, no way back to your body, as your soul wanders through the darkness in agony while you go mad.”

	“Like what’s happening to Enzo,” she whispered. “I’ve visited him in my dreams, and the last time I saw him, he told me…” Elara closed her eyes, and Eli’s brow furrowed. “He told me that he couldn’t eat or drink or sleep.”

	Eli didn’t quite care enough to sugar-coat it as he nodded. “He will likely be in agony, Elara. He has already been left in the dreamlands for too long. Another week, and he will begin to lose his sanity. A week after that, and his soul will be utterly irretrievable.”

	Elara’s lip trembled, and it was the first sign of vulnerability he had seen in her.

	“You’re going to enter my dreams today,” Eli said. “We’re going to assess how powerful you really are, how you react when reaching defences. Each lesson will gradually bring you closer and closer to your meeting with Ariete.”

	Though Elara was visibly upset, he had to give the woman credit for her determination. Most would have balked at what Eli had revealed, and the challenges that lay ahead. Yet all she did was raise her chin, her silver eyes flaring with defiance.

	Elara’s hand trembled, her jaw clenched as she held back tears from him. “Then we’d best work as quickly as possible. We have two weeks.”
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Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Elara drained her tea to its dregs, willing the tremors in her hands to stop. It was worse than she’d thought. So much worse. She had thought she was giving Enzo a respite, so entirely sure when she had dragged his soul into her dreamscape that his body would be at peace. But after what Enzo had revealed to her and then what Eli had just said, guilt writhed through her, coiling like the serpent on his arm around her heart. They had fourteen days to get her dreamwalking into fighting shape for Ariete, and she had so far to go. As the panicked thoughts crowded around her, she leashed them all, gritting her teeth as she tied and buried them deep within herself, ordering her shadow to take them. Now was not the time to unravel.

	She took her last gulp of tea, setting the china down and smoothing her hair back. She reached into the pocket of her gown for a velvet ribbon, which she used to tie it. No distractions. No doubt. She inhaled deeply, locking eyes with the Star.

	“Ready?”

	“Ready,” she nodded.

	“I take it from your eyes you’ve become familiar with hypnom. Will you need it to aid your sleep or can you go without it?”

	A flush crept to Elara’s cheeks. “No,” she bit out. “I can do fine without.” Her mouth dried at the thought, of the sweet bliss and escape that heady purple smoke provided. Her fingernails dug into the wooden arms of her chair.

	Eli’s bored, dark eyes flicked to the gesture. “Convincing,” he drawled. “Now close your eyes.”

	Elara did as he requested, her senses hyper aware and constricting in the presence of the Star. She could smell the rain of him, could feel that quicksilver charm, stronger, as it began to coat the room with his magick.

	“Walk as you usually do and meet me by the gates,” was the last thing she heard as she felt herself drift away.
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	The feeling was as familiar as breathing now, thanks to the shackles that had broken around her powers. She rose—not far—as she saw Eli’s dreamscape hovering above him, a storm-filled cloud that writhed and flickered, as though lightning rippled through it. With her senses heightened in this state, she could smell the metallic tang of it as she drifted to it. She braced herself for the overwhelming power that was bound to hit her, and with a deep breath, she plunged into it.

	Rain hammered down on her, soaking her in seconds.

	“A little predictable, Eli!” she shouted, looking around wildly as she got her bearings.

	The heavens poured down on her, the dreamscape dark. Slick concrete beneath her feet wound like a path, the pavements on either side lined with black streetlamps, their candles flickering and spluttering out in the rain. With a curse, she squinted into the gloom, seeing nothing around her but the path and an enormous blurred structure up ahead.

	She followed the path, rubbing her arms vigorously as she climbed the winding trail, Eli nowhere in sight. The structure in front began to take shape the nearer she got, and she realised she was looking at a slate grey and black mansion. It twisted into the clouds, its architecture adorned with gargoyles and other reliefs, a large stone archway before it. She could see gigantic bay windows, dark and flickering. She could have sworn she saw a shadow within one.

	“Dear gods,” she breathed, her neck craning up as hair plastered to her forehead. “Eli?!” she called out. She saw curling iron gates up ahead and jogged to them, calling out again.

	Eli strolled from the shadows, and she cursed, clutching her chest. He snickered and leant on a gate, one foot crossed behind the other. Bone dry. Of course he was. The iron gates formed curling patterns, flowing into a huge lock that she realised was shaped like a serpent.

	“You’re a walking cliché, you know that?”

	Eli’s lips twitched, his usually near black eyes shining a little lighter in the dream. “I’m impressed you’ve made it this far already,” he said, peering through the gates.

	“I’m not an amateur,” she snapped. “What do I do now?”

	“Perform a test of sorts.” Eli’s smile was small. “I’ve hidden something, something of great importance, inside that mansion there. If you can get inside it, that will be a feat in itself. If you can locate the prize, well… It won’t be nearly as hard for you to enter Ariete’s dreams as we thought.”

	“Are you going to make this as hard as possible for me?”

	“Of course,” he replied, pushing off the gate. “Oh, and the serpent bites.”

	“The serpent what?” she asked, turning wildly to him. But there was only thin air, Eli’s figure having vanished from sight.

	She stomped, the chill getting in her bones now. “This is not real,” she muttered, squinting up at the gates. The first task, how to get through the bloody things.

	She pushed against them, rattling the iron, but they remained firmly locked. She slammed her palm onto the lock, searching around the drab shrubbery surrounding the gates for a key.

	It was no use. Logic told her that Eli wouldn’t make it so simple, to unlock a person’s entire subconscious. She straightened, putting her hands on her hips as she thought.

	Enzo had shown her how to break a lock with her shadows before. She’d formed a key from them and broken into his cell that time.

	She went to use them, forming them in her hands until they resembled a key. They felt solid as she went to force them into the lock, but just as she was about to, she heard a tut.

	“Wonderful way to get caught before you’ve even set foot inside someone’s head.”

	Eli’s voice echoed around her—it was in the skies, in the ground. She scanned the atmosphere for him, finding him nowhere.

	“What do you mean?” she shouted.

	“Forcing your way into someone’s dream, especially using your powers like that to do so… Ariete will have you trapped in his dreams for eternity the minute he feels it. You need to catch him unawares.”

	She sighed in frustration, pacing. “Then what exactly am I to do?”

	“Elara, you can control shadows. You can summon them. Have you ever tried becoming one?”

	She stilled. “What do you mean?”

	His voice echoed around her. “The Three is simply a term that mortals coined to restrict their powers. But Stars and titans—we are not mortal. What would happen if you thought outside the box?”

	Gods, she was not enjoying these silver-tongued riddles.

	“Are you suggesting I simply morph into something else. I know my powers. I know I can’t do that.”

	Eli’s chuckle was soft on the breeze. “You’re a dreamwalker. You should understand that the rules don’t apply in dreams.”

	And with that, she heard him leave, as though a vacuum had sucked all the noise out of the space.

	Forget the rules, she thought. That was the trouble with dreamwalking. She was still in a waking form; she couldn’t just submit to the dreams around her the way a normal person could. But what Eli had said made sense.

	She tried a moment to drop her expectations of what was ‘normal.’ She moved her hand before her with purpose, focusing on her fingers.

	Nothing happened.

	She attempted again a few more times, trying to force herself to change, force her fingers darker, become something other.

	After what felt like hours, but in dreams was likely minutes, she spat a curse, sighing hard.

	Become a shadow, she thought to herself, trying to shake herself back into focus. Rather than try to force her magick as she had been, she let herself relax, allowed her magick to flow where it willed. And to her amazement, her fingers began to seep into shadows, turning black and insubstantial.

	“Holy hell,” she whispered, in awe at how easy it had been to do the moment she’d let go. Next, she brought her attention to her arm and did the same thing. To her utter amazement, her whole arm became but a wisp of darkness. She tested it, gingerly pushing it through the bars of the gates as though it really was nothing more than smoke.

	She repeated the same exercise over and over until her entire body had transformed into something ethereal, and then with a held breath, she slipped through the gates.

	“Very good,” a voice boomed, and she jumped again, jolting back into her own corporeal form.

	“Can you stop doing that?” she hissed, making sure all fingers and toes were attached to her before setting her sights ahead. The mansion was closer now, so close that she could see the emerald ivy trailing the walls and rain-marked statues beneath.

	As she approached it, she studied the architecture before her with narrowed eyes, trying to look out for any trap, any danger.

	Her gaze caught on two statues towering on either side of the arch. They reminded her of the ones in the Angel’s Graveyard, and she bit back a pang of nostalgia, remembering Celine. How she wished she could hear the angel’s advice now.

	But these statues were weeping women, not angels. Their hands were pressed together in prayer, furrowed brows tilted to the sky as tears ran down their faces.

	Elara repressed a shudder, ignoring them and the way it felt as though their eyes were tracking her as she brushed past.

	Through the archway was a quiet courtyard, only the steady patter of rain her company, and she traversed it quickly, finally coming to a large, black door.

	The same emblem that was on the gates was imprinted on the door—the snake in a stark relief.

	However, this door, to her surprise, was creaking gently, already ajar.

	She widened her eyes, pushing it gingerly. It swung open as she scanned the surroundings for danger.

	Her mistake was stepping through the front door.

	Before she could blink, a viper the size of a winged lion whipped out of the darkness, its maw open wide, hissing tongue ready to swallow her whole.

	She cursed, ducking, its fangs only just grazing her. Rolling on the floor, she crouched low, patting her person. Fuck, she had no weapons.

	Wait… What was she talking about? She was dreaming. She could have anything. Wasn’t that what Eli had hinted at?

	Chuckling, she imagined her two wicked knives curving from her hands, and right before her eyes, appeared the weapons.

	“Holy shit,” she marvelled. She had been able to conjure anything she wished in her own dreamscape, but to be able to in another’s was fascinating. She began to run across the mildewed floorboards as the snake chased her.

	Its thick body began to grow, filling the room, making it impossible to not touch its black, gleaming scales. Unfortunately, Elara knew nothing about snakes. Not how to tame one or subdue it.

	But she knew how to kill.

	With gritted teeth, she drove her swords down, aiming to pierce the snake’s skin. But to her chagrin, they bounced harmlessly off the mammoth snake.

	It froze before turning its head. And then it began to wrap around Elara.

	She struggled, trying to push away from its body, but it kept constricting and constricting, its hide too huge to escape. On and on it coiled, squeezing her as she struggled, her fists pounding against its skin. And then, with the tip of its tail, it pushed Elara up so she was dangling in the snake’s grip.

	“Violent little thing, aren’t you?” it hissed in a voice that sounded exactly like Eli’s.

	She blinked in surprise, her body slumping. Of course, this was his dream; he wouldn’t let such harm befall her.

	“Only when I’m being asphyxiated—and not in the fun way,” she quipped back.

	The snake’s laugh slithered over her. “This is your second challenge,” it hissed. “You got past the gates; I’ll grant you that. But what about the threat within. How will you win? Ariete’s dreams will try to attack your every thought, prey upon your deepest fears. Think on it,” Eli finished before the snake’s eyes blinked, the grey disappearing as she was left with the acidic yellow of the real serpent’s.

	“Eli?” she shouted, but there was no reply, only the steady hiss of the snake as it began to wind around her again, even more tightly.

	She thought fast, her mind running through options. Violence wasn’t an option here. She looked around wildly, but before she could form a plan, the snake spoke once more, yet this time in a bone-chilling whisper.

	“You can’t run now, Elara.”

	She froze, shock rendering her mute as a dull pounding began in her head.

	“You’re good at running away. You ran from your family, from Sofia…even Lorenzo.”

	Elara was paralysed. Not because of the tail constricting her, but the serpent’s words.

	“What?” she whispered.

	“Instead of being brave or useful, you sneak off to the nearest hypnom dens and smoke yourself into oblivion as your love is left in pain and suffering. Tell me, is that what a noble queen does?”

	And there it was. Elara’s greatest fear spoken aloud. That she was not worthy.

	She wasn’t.

	She knew that already. That she hadn’t been worthy of her magick, nor of the love Enzo had given her, and certainly not a queendom. Certainly not a crown.

	A tear escaped her.

	“And now you cry,” the snake hissed, a mirthless laugh filling the cold space. “What good has crying ever done?”

	It sounded so much like what Enzo had told her during their argument that Elara began to shake, fear and helplessness drowning her. The wave she had been avoiding, that one that had loomed on the horizon, it was near—almost engulfing her.

	The words nearly took over her. Nearly.

	But then she remembered something that Enzo had said long before he had been trapped in her dreams, shortly after Sofia had died.

	“Don’t you ever let anyone tell you that feeling too much is a weakness,” he had said as she’d wept in his arms.

	“You’re right,” she whispered to the snake.

	The snake’s tongue flicked out.

	“I went through more in a year than most experience in a lifetime. And my emotions, my tears, were one of the only things that got me through this. I may not have been worthy before, but what I do know is I will do everything to prove that I am.”

	The anger she felt in her heart was Enzo’s. Her beautiful Lion’s rage still alive within her.

	“Starting now.”

	Shadows billowed out of her hands, weaving and forming her dragun. It pounced on the snake, wrapping itself in contorting shapes around the serpent’s length.

	The snake hissed, and still her shadows did not relinquish, drowning the hideous creature in darkness until darkness filled the room, until the snake’s cries turned to whimpers, and finally, it loosened its grip.

	Elara whipped her shadows to herself with impeccable control, launching from the snake onto the spiralling staircase before her.

	She took two at a time, unsure where she was going, only that she had to get away from the room.

	She panted, reaching the top step as the snake tried to lunge once more.

	This time she did not waver, wrenching another knife from thin air—this was a dream after all. And with a satisfying scream and a well-placed blow, she drove the blade through the serpent’s yellow eye.

	Unwilling to stop, she did not turn back as she cleared the last steps, running forward onto what she suspected was a landing.

	She screamed, clinging to the banister behind her as she nearly fell into black…nothingness. She staggered, panting as she scrambled back from the ledge, and looked down the corridor in front of her.

	This is just a dream, she reminded herself as she looked on in awe. Doors hovered in the black air on either side of her, rippling into endless dark ahead, not an escape in sight.

	She had never seen a dreamscape like it, as though every dream, every thought, was categorised, organised and held under lock and key. Suddenly, a stepping stone, slate grey, appeared a foot in front of her. She stepped lightly onto it, holding her hands out for balance. Another appeared, and she jumped to that one, looking at the doors in reaching distance on either side.

	So behind one of these must be the prize, she realised. But how on earth was she supposed to know which door?

	She took a deep breath, still hovering on the stepping stone as the first door came within reach. She placed a hand gingerly on the knob, turning it. She knew if she were to go fully through the wrong door, she may become lost in the dreamlands, and resolved to only peek.

	Behind it was a scene playing out, one she recognised instantly. With a deep foreboding, she saw herself, starved and beaten, bent over as Eli rubbed healing salve onto her back, the cell around them dark and dingy. She closed the door quickly, batting down nausea at the memory. There was nothing in that dream for her. She stepped lightly onto the next stone, carefully opening the next door, on her left this time.

	She saw Eli again, but he looked so much younger, so full of life. His hair was the same, slicked back, but his eyes were lighter, a grey almost like hers, and he was reading in a leather armchair. She squinted outside the window, frowning. The sky didn’t look like Castor’s. In fact, it looked like nowhere in Celestia. Just as she went to close the door, this version of Eli slowly raised his head and looked directly at her. He gave her a small smile and a wink as she hurriedly pulled it closed.

	There was another, a few doors ahead, that seemed to call out to her, its doorknob glowing faintly. She jumped the few stepping stones towards it, her hand hovering over the knob. A deep thrumming began within her heart, as though it was tied to whatever was behind this door. And with a held breath she opened it.

	She hadn’t felt a pull to walk into the other rooms, had only wanted to observe from afar. But this one… Her legs worked of their own accord as they leapt across the threshold and onto a silver marbled floor.

	Elara’s heart pounded against her chest as she took in her surroundings. She was encircled by stars. They twinkled, the sky a deep blue, and she realised the room she was in had glass ceilings that stretched in magnificent domes so the night cloaked her.

	Frescoes painted in foiled silver glowed along the walls of Mythas—some she recognised, some of which Elara had never seen before. As she turned, a mammoth statue of a woman towered up to the ceiling. No, a goddess. The goddess was hewn out of silverstone, though it shone with a blue glow that Elara had never seen in the crystal before. In one hand, palm upturned, she held a crescent—one that looked an awful lot like the moon. And in the other, she held a skull. Elara craned her neck, squinting up to the face of the woman, and took three staggering steps back as she realised it was her own.

	“He made that for you, you know,” Eli said behind her, and she jumped, cursing as she turned around. He looked like himself, in the same suit he’d had on before they’d began dreamwalking.

	“Who did?” she breathed.

	Eli scoffed. “Who?” he mocked. “You know who. Your Sun. Carved it with his light as a gift to you.”

	She turned back to the sculpture, holding back tears as she gazed upon its beauty.

	“Where is this place?”

	“High in the heavens. Surely you can guess where we are right now?”

	Elara looked above her again, marvelling at the starred sky above, then gasped as a shadow flew across the glass panes of the ceiling, a roar shaking the palace as webbed wings stretched out, a snaking tail flicking out amongst the stars. She swore, ducking.

	“Yes, that would be your dragun,” he chuckled, admiring it as it flew across the expanse of the ceiling before disappearing into the night. “She was called Dreamdancer, and she’d pull you across the skies while you sprinkled dreamdust onto the world below, helping them sleep.”

	“Dreamdust,” Elara repeated, the word foreign yet lovely on her tongue. “I can’t believe that this was all mine,” she whispered. “What happened to it all? To Dreamdancer?”

	Eli’s gaze darkened. “A story for another time.”

	Before Elara could push further, she heard voices and turned in bewilderment. Ahead, on the other side of the room, were two figures.

	“Who’s here?” she whispered.

	“Let’s see, shall we?” A ghost of a smile traced his lips as he began walking down the expanse of the room. “But don’t stay too long here, Elara. Some dreams are more tempting to revel in than others, but all will get your soul lost in them.”

	Elara followed, the sound of voices growing louder as she approached them, one figure kneeling, the other sat on a throne.

	Eli stopped a few paces away from the scene, and as Elara finally made them out in the moonlight that flooded the room, she stilled.

	Reflected back was herself, sitting regally upon a silver throne. Her eyes were the same—silver—yet glowing with an aether that Elara didn’t possess. Her skin was alabaster white, lips as full, jaw as sharp. But her hair was white, not black, though it flowed all the same to her waist.

	And a stunning crown lay upon it, one cast in the same silver as the throne she sat on, a crescent moon.

	Elara knew, gazing upon this goddess, that it was her in her most pure and godly form. That this was the Moon before she had been locked into a mortal body.

	“How did you not recognise me in a mortal form?” Elara whispered to Eli as she took in the scene before her. “We look exactly alike.”

	“Your illusions, of course,” he replied. “Merissa told you, didn’t she? That as a last gift before Ariete and the other Stars had bound you fully, you cloaked your friends and yourself in an illusion so you could never be recognised and hunted as a human. Now hush and watch.”

	Elara switched her attention from Eli to the figure that was now being motioned by the Moon to rise. The figure inclined their head slightly, and Elara saw Eli, an almost identical one to the man who was standing next to her. The Eli in the memory slipped a letter into the Moon’s hands, and as she opened the letter, Elara felt the sigh that the Moon exhaled in her bones.

	“My darling Moon,” she began, reading out the letter, “another day goes by as I watch you across the skies. Must this torture never end, to be so close to you yet so far—to see you upon your throne, unable to ever touch you myself? Until I can, know that every streak of light that I paint across the sky is for you. Every ray, every drop of me, is yours.”

	The Moon trailed off, setting her mouth firmly as she glanced up at Eli. “He knows how much this pains me too,” she said quietly. “Only a sky away, yet so much between us.”

	“I’ve reminded him of as much,” Eli replied. “Perhaps a day will come where the Dark rests, and you will finally be able to meet in the heavens.”

	The Moon scoffed, eyes cold as she looked into the distance. “The Dark never rests, nor will she ever let me go. I’m a prisoner here as much as I am a queen—chained to obligation.”

	“Don’t say that,” Eli said softly. “Better you ruling over us than her.”

	The Moon shot him a sharp gaze, raising a finger to her lips. “Careful, Silvertongue. Even the shadows have ears.”

	Eli bowed his head. “Call on me when you have a reply for him. I’ll deliver it with haste.”

	Elara turned to say something to the Eli beside her, but to her surprise, he had vanished, leaving her alone to observe the exchange between the Moon and a past version of Eli. She wanted to know more, to stay and see how the rest of her and Enzo’s story played out, to see more of who she had been as the Moon. Despair and longing permeated the dream so much that she could feel it within her, what the Moon must have felt—fated to fall in love with her Sun across a sky, with no hope of them ever being able to meet. She could have stayed…but Eli’s warning rang in her ears, of how easily a dream could lure one in, sink their claws in, and never let go.

	She stumbled a few steps back as the exchange continued between Eli and Elara, though her heart begged her to stay. She squeezed her eyes shut as she tore herself away from the scene, leaving the moonlit comfort of her throne room for the door.

	She took one final look at the scene, at her godly presence—so regal and powerful—and at the Star who knelt before her. Eli had been someone important to her, though she could hardly make sense of it. And yet she knew it to be true in her bones as she lingered only a moment longer before stepping out of the dream.

	Darkness greeted her once more, stepping stones hovering through thin air, which she took two at a time.

	She had wasted precious time within that particular dream, and yet she was glad for it, for another piece of her story to have been uncovered. Eli was still nowhere to be seen, but Elara followed the same intuition that had guided her to that particular door, ignoring the others until another called out to her.

	On and on Elara stepped down the corridor until finally, she reached one around twenty doors down on the right. Something within her was drawn to it, not as strongly as she had been to the previous one, but enough to pause. She heard the sound of laughter behind it. Her hand hovered on the doorknob, and without another thought, she opened it wide.

	There, lay a plush four-poster bed on a pavilion. One suspended in the clouds, stars twinkling around. The air was balmy, a slight breeze as this dream remained floating in the night sky. Her attention was drawn by the sound of laughter, a woman’s she realised, trying to make out the blue of figures on the bed. As the figures focused, Elara could not believe her eyes.

	A beautiful woman with white-blonde hair continued to laugh as Eli stamped kisses over her neck, pinning her arms above her.

	“You’re mine,” he laughed into her. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

	The blonde woman writhed under him. “Mercy please,” she begged as he continued to kiss up and down the length of her neck. Elara’s eyes widened as she saw blue iridescent wings, like those of a butterfly, fluttering from the shoulder-blades of the female’s back. She got a hand free, and with surprise, Elara saw her conjure wind effortlessly, the gusts of it pushing Eli back.

	“Cheat!” he said, making to tickle her. The Star looked so happy, his cheeks flushed. Elara’s heart stopped as she realised the way he looked at this woman was the way she looked at Enzo. The laughter died down as the blonde woman gently stroked Eli’s cheek.

	“I love you,” he whispered onto her lips before drawing her into a deep kiss. Elara ached to look at them, thinking of Enzo. How she wished she could kiss him, touch him. The wave of missing him threatened to drown her whole as she watched the couple in front of her. She went to close the door, but just as her hand touched the knob, she heard a gasp. Eli looked straight at her, and her heart stopped, his soft look transforming into something poisonous.

	 You shouldn’t be here,” he snarled at her, jumping off the bed onto the pavilion as he paced to her.

	She grabbed the door handle, slamming the door shut as she heard Eli pounding on the other side, roaring with anger.

	Breathless, she ran ahead, pushing her sadness and shock down as the stones materialized faster and faster.

	Stars did not love. Stars did not have hearts to love.

	Her heart drummed at what she had witnessed, at the tenderness she had seen between Eli and this woman, a woman who so effortlessly wielded wind. She slowed as a stitch formed in her side from running. A steady, insistent tug in her gut led her to a door right at the end of the corridor. This was it, the one with the prize behind it—it had to be. The doorknob glowed—this one golden—and with a triumphant cry, Elara yanked it open.

	A library stood before her. Beautiful floor to ceiling shelves filled the space, ladders stretching to the highest ones. There was a cosy looking armchair in the centre of the room with a small side table, a steaming mug of tea by it, and a book.

	Hurry, hurry, that insistent tug seemed to whisper, and with a deep breath, she jumped over the door’s threshold. Her feet hit the floor with a thunk, worn oak floorboards creaking as she made her way through the library’s hush to the table. She was fearful to disturb the silence, tiptoeing as she looked around in panic, still reeling from what she had just witnessed.

	The ceilings were formed from sculpted reliefs of deities, but as she looked closer, she didn’t recognise any stars. She saw a woman blowing wind, another with a flower in her palm. She craned her neck up, seeing a man holding out water and finally, above them all, a crescent shape—the Moon, she now knew. And right beside it, flames licking off the circle, what must be the Sun. Enzo. 

	This was not like any library she had seen before. She turned her full attention to the bookshelves, walking purposefully towards them. These books… She hadn’t heard of them either. On just one shelf was contained a multitude of knowledge she had never heard of in her twenty-three years. Not a breath spoken of it in Celestia.

	‘A Brief History of Worldwalking,’ read one. She ran her hands along other titles; ‘The Stars and their Hearts,’ ‘Darkness: Mother of All,’ ‘Soulmates—the unbreakable bond,’ ‘The Theory of Fallen Stars,’ ‘The Titonomy: elemental rulers.’

	She frowned at the titles, each spine holding a promise of answers to the lives she’d led. That’s when Elara remembered the reason she was here.

	“Shit,” she muttered to herself, turning around and scanning the room for any other clue. A table caught her eye, beckoning her in the same way the doorknobs had. And there, embossed in silver and gold, the metals blending in curling patterns, lay everything she had been searching for.

	The book was closed, the title reading simply, ‘Your Story.’

	Elara’s hands shook, and she realised she wasn’t breathing.

	Was this it? Her lives contained between these pages, the answers to all the questions she sought? 

	Her fingers stroked the silver words. Hadn’t the vision she had just seen earlier been enough? Did she want to know who she had been before? What she had done as the Moon?

	She nodded. Yes, she did.

	Without another moment’s hesitation, she opened it.

	In neat handwriting was written a note.

	‘All that stands between life and death is dusk.’

	She frowned. What kind of nonsense was this?

	Elara assumed the book was her and Enzo’s history. Why else would Eli leave a book entitled ‘Your Story’ here?

	She frowned, flicking through the pages. Perhaps there was an explanation. Maybe the titles were metaphors of some kind.

	She tripped over certain words—eclipse, union, creators. And again, her eyes found the words before she knew why.

	‘Dark.’

	She read the sentence quickly.

	‘And the Dark. The Dark promised that she would find them, no matter how far they ran. And she made a vow that she would swallow their light whole.’

	Before Elara could scream, hands clamped over her mouth, dragging her out of the room. She clawed at the figure holding her, punching and screaming through the hands as loud as she could. And still the hold did not relinquish, until the scent of rain and tobacco smoke coated her, and she was pushed screaming into the never-ending dark.

	There was a moment of nothing but sheer terror, of falling through air, stomach in mouth.

	Then Elara gasped, sucking in deep breaths as she slammed back into her body, pitching forward to the desk. Eli’s eyes flew open moments later, his stare venomous.

	“What the fuck was that?” he hissed.

	“I could ask you the same,” she spat, still trying to regain control of her breathing, the sensation of falling still spinning through her. She passed her hands over her face. “You dragged me out of that room? What were you thinking?”

	“I was hunting you down after you found that fucking door,” he snarled. “You had no business opening it. You shouldn’t have been able to open it.”

	“I don’t know,” she rasped, taking a deep drink of water from the tea table. “I had no idea why it opened. Or any idea what was going on behind it. You had no right to drag me into oblivion like that.”

	“There was information in that library you didn’t need to see. That I can’t trust you with.”

	“Trust?” Elara laughed incredulously. “You want to speak of trust? You seem to know my whole story, and yet you have only gifted me with a few chapters. And I’m supposed to trust you? Just what were you to me? I saw us in that dream. You meant something to me. You handed me a lette—"

	“I was your messenger,” he replied, pushing himself out of his chair, not even deigning to look at Elara. “The one being helping the two of you to keep your trysts.”

	Elara’s eyes widened.

	“I delivered your letters to one another. Watched you fall in love. The Moon was my closest friend. My queen.” He finally locked eyes with her though his were filled with fury. “But you… You are nothing like her,” he spat. “She wouldn’t have pried her way into a memory she had no business being in.”

	Elara reeled, as though she’d been slapped. She didn’t know why she craved the god’s approval, but what he had just said stung.

	“And thank gods I’m not like her,” she hissed back, hackles rising. “Thank gods I have a human heart that allowed me to see why you’re truly helping me.”

	Eli scoffed. “This was a mistake. I should never have offered to help you. I’m too far gone, and you… You’re useless. You don’t even know who you are. Get out.”

	Elara remained seated, tilting her head as she watched him, putting together what she had seen in his dream with how desperately he had tried to keep her from it. Even his insults washed over her.

	“That woman with the butterfly wings… She’s tied to this, isn’t it? To us?”

	“I said out,” he snarled, every vicious part of him that earned him the nickname Serpent radiating from him. Elara had almost forgot just how intimidating the Star could be.

	She smoothed her hair, raising her chin. Then she did the unthinkable.

	Sometimes it’s harder to speak the truth aloud.

	She sent the thought, crafting it like a paper airplane, and guided it to Eli blindly.

	His hand fell from the doorknob as his eyes flew to her in shock.

	Don’t—

	Someone dear to me once said that to share helps to shed a burden. So share. You clearly need my help for a reason.

	She sent that thought with a little smirk. Eli curled his lip but sat back down, bristling.

	I can’t trust you enough yet to tell you.

	Ah yes, because I’m ‘nothing like’ the Moon you knew? You know what I am? Better. More flawed. More emotional. Deadlier, because I possess that humanity. Which means I will stop at absolutely nothing to help the ones I love. Even if that means helping you. So tell me—who is she?

	There was a long pause. Then a sigh, audible, breaking the silence of the room.

	Fine, Eli said in her head. That woman is one of you. A titan. Of air.

	Elara let the puzzle pieces fall into place.

	I see. You lost her.

	Eli’s face was a mask of composure as he replied tightly. Yes.

	And so you wish to join me to wake Enzo so the two of us can help you find her and wake her?

	Another pause, Eli’s face betraying the faintest flicker.

	Yes.

	Elara left it at that. She had a feeling that she was already balancing on a precipice with Eli. Something in her softened slightly towards the Star before her. She was taken aback, that much was certain. A Star who had… feelings. It was near impossible.

	Stars did not have hearts, she had known it from an early age—the stories about how a Star became a Star and the price they paid for their immortality. They did not feel the same kind of emotions a human did, the same love and pain. And yet here Eli was, dreaming about a woman whom he looked at the way that she looked at Enzo. She forced herself to take a sip of her cold tea, just for something to do as she searched desperately for something, anything to say.

	I’ll help you, Eli. I swear it. If you can truly help me wake Enzo, I will help you find her. Just answer me this, and we will be done with it.

	Eli fixed his cold, dark gaze on Elara. Go on.

	Do you look for her in every room?

	Eli flinched, and it was enough. It was all Elara needed to know. She nodded, flicking her hair behind her shoulders.

	Then let’s bring Ariete to his knees.
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Chapter Fifteen

	 

	“Today we’re going on a field trip.”

	Eli and Elara had been practicing with her dreamwalking skills for four days, exploring nearly every part of Eli’s dreamscape as he put riddles and traps in front of her. Elara was doing well, adapting quickly with her awakened powers. So she frowned as Eli buttoned his coat and led her out of the room on their fifth day of training.

	“A field trip?”

	Eli nodded, holding the door open for her as she stepped out onto the cobbled streets of The Remains. “You’ve explored nearly everything you can within my mind. So now, we’re going to practice on someone else.”

	Elara followed him down the quiet street to a main road, one where carriages bustled past, and the sounds of the city grew louder.

	Eli raised a hand in the air, a carriage screeching to a halt immediately before them. Eli murmured something to the driver, who nodded, wide-eyed, before he ushered Elara in.

	Her curiosity piqued, she sank into the velvet of the carriage seat within as it set off. She knew better than to ask all her questions straight away. After five consecutive days with the god of knowledge and trickery, she’d learned it was best to let Eli show her his plans in his own time. She looked out of the carriage window as the dark buildings of Castor flew past her, the gloom of the ever-present darkness a comfort to her.

	She thought of Enzo, as she always did. She’d only been able to visit him once after her first session with Eli, when she had filled him in on everything she had seen, including herself as the Moon. Enzo had sat, wide-eyed, as she’d recounted the events of the day before she’d had to break to him what Eli had told her right as she’d left her first session—that she wouldn’t be able to visit Enzo again until she’d successfully retrieved his tether. Oh, she had nearly choked Eli with shadows when he’d dared suggest it, but as the god had reminded her, all of her energy needed to be conserved for her training so she could be as strong and ready as possible when it came time to walk through Ariete’s dreams.

	Enzo hadn’t been happy, to say the least, but he had understood, just as Elara reluctantly had.

	“Eleven days,” she’d reminded him. “Eleven days until I can touch you again, until you’re back with me. I won’t allow any other outcome.”

	Enzo had held her as closely as he could, Elara willing herself not to cry, not to make this harder than it already was. And soaking up every faint part of him that she could, she’d left.

	The carriage began to slow, bringing her out of her thoughts as she squinted through the darkness. They passed through an arch, a grid beneath their feet jolting the carriage as it rumbled over it.

	She looked around in alarm as it became clear where Eli was taking her—the high and formidable slate grey walls that rose into the sky, the empty courtyard, and more than that, the insidious energy that seemed to settle over Elara’s shoulders.

	The carriage ground to a halt as Eli rose, stepping out and offering a hand to Elara. She ignored it, making her own way out of the carriage as she drank in the building before her. She could already hear faint screams inside, and the sound brought a small smile onto her face.

	Eli turned, stamping his feet against the cold as he grinned.

	“Welcome to Ravensway Prison.”
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	Elara had tried not to think much on the strange feeling that had awoken within her after she had massacred the near-hundred in the fighting dens. She had blamed that night on her rage, a rage that still burned within her though it was now controlled—focused on the task at hand. But something else…something that she couldn’t quite put her finger on had opened an eye when she had murdered each soul. A hunger. For more.

	As she followed Eli into the prison, the sounds of screams mingled with pleading whimpers.

	They stepped through the arch, Eli tipping a finger to a warden who staggered back, utterly stricken at seeing a god in his presence. Elara bit back a laugh as they passed before immediately grimacing at the smell that assaulted her.

	“As much as I enjoy being dragged to a place that stinks of piss and lost opportunities, can I ask why exactly you’ve chosen a prison as our place of practice today?”

	Eli strolled along, unfazed by the smells and cries as they walked along the dingy corridors.

	“Because the worst souls in Celestia reside here, and since Ariete is just about the worst of the worst, you need at least an inkling of the kind of mind you’ll be walking through—the kind of depraved thoughts and dreams that someone like that has.

	Elara jumped as a body slammed into the door by her left, a face pressed up to the grate.

	“Come a little closer, beauty,” a wild-eyed man hissed, his tongue darting from one corner of his mouth to another. She wrinkled her nose, taking a step towards him.

	“How about you come a little closer to me and see what happens?” she replied.

	She heard Eli chuckle in front of her, still paces ahead. She felt satisfaction as the man’s eyes widened, his hands dropping from the bar, before she quickened her pace to keep up with the long-legged god.

	“Why do you have to be so tall? My legs can only go so fast, you know?”

	“Better watch out lest one of these criminals kidnaps you while my back is turned,” he replied.

	She sighed as they continued to walk down the corridors, which seemed flat though she had a distinct sense that they were descending, the air beginning to feel heavy and close.

	Elara didn’t fear much nowadays. When half of one’s soul was snatched away from you, there was little else left to be afraid of. Yet as the walls seemed to close around them, the cries of prisoners becoming quieter and quieter the further she descended, she felt a sliver of trepidation.

	Eli finally stopped, a large, locked door in front of them.

	“Beyond here,” Eli murmured, “are some of Celestia’s worst beings. Monsters and men who aren’t even allowed to live with the other prisoners of this place.”

	He pressed a hand to the door, starlight sparkling from his hands as he traced symbols and patterns over the door.

	“Only the Stars are allowed beyond here, for any mortal wouldn’t last a minute within their vicinity.”

	“What about me?” she asked hoarsely as she heard the breath of a laugh skitter to her from beyond the door.

	He tutted. “You aren’t a mortal anymore, Elara.”

	And with a firm push, Eli led her in.
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	The corridor Elara found herself in had four cells on either side, heavy doors with no grate lining the aisle, and a dead end further along. No escape, save the door that had just closed behind them.

	“There’s one particular person here whose dreams you’re going to walk through today. One whose mind is as close as a creature’s will ever get to Ariete’s.”

	As they passed the first door, Elara heard a rasping sound beyond.

	“Who’s in there?” she whispered.

	“A wraith,” Eli replied nonchalantly.

	“A wraith? You mean to tell me there are Mythas in here?”

	He nodded. “Though many have retreated and hidden during our rule, this one we managed to catch.”

	Elara’s blood turned hot with fury. “Then why are you keeping it here? It deserves to be free to roam the lands of Asteria.”

	Eli laughed coldly. “Oh no, it doesn’t. Keep to your storybooks, Elara. You have no idea of the havoc this wraith had caused before we imprisoned it.”

	“You want to imprison something wild because it won’t bend to your will? How very arrogant.”

	Eli shrugged as they continued. “Better that than allowing it to drink the souls of mortals as it was doing. The creatures down here are not ones you should ever feel sorry for.”

	Elara clenched her jaw as they got to the fifth door on the left. Her stomach was somersaulting, and she still reeled from the news that real life Mythas were locked in some of these cells. She felt a calling to help them. Perhaps Eli was telling the truth, and they really were criminals, depravity of the highest variety. But Elara knew what it was to be a wild thing locked away, and she warred with herself as Eli put a hand once more to the door in front of her, unlocking it with his magick.

	“I’m about the only Star who can unlock any door—comes with the trickery,” he said. “When I was human, I could pick a lock with near enough anything,” he said. Elara made an amused sound as a click finally sounded, grating metal shrieking as it was pulled.

	With building anticipation, she followed Eli into the cell, completely bathed in shadow. It was a strange feeling that swirled around her. On the one hand she felt dread and apprehension, on the other…that dark thing that had awoken when she’d killed the three men in the pit was awake once more, leering and hungry, excited rather than scared as it observed the room. Her eyes caught on a figure hunched in the corner.

	Eli was lighting a cigarette, the flame from his match the only light in the space as it leapt upon the walls. She called a wisp of her own shadows forward, a comforting gesture as she saw what was slumped, grinning at them, from a pallet.

	A monster. It was the only word to describe the man. His eyes were wholly black, no distinction between pupil and iris as he blinked at Elara, grin widening. She nearly took a step back, for it showed rows of teeth sharpened to points and a tongue as black as his eyes, which darted out to catch a drop of something on the corner of his mouth.

	“What is he?” she whispered to Eli, who took a long drag, looking at the thing with disdain before replying.

	“He’s one of Ariete’s demons. Botis.”

	Elara knew of the demons of Perses. There were extensive stories about them in her Mythas of Celestia book. Yet no depictions did the sheer horror before her justice.

	“What do you mean, one of Ariete’s?”

	Eli sighed, as though she was stupid for asking. “When Ariete fell to this world—to Perses—he befriended the Mythas there, gained control over them, the likes of which no other Star has ever been able to. It’s why the mortals there, centuries ago, began to love him and pledge undying loyalty to the new god.

	“The Mythas ran from us Stars, but the demons of Perses… Well, they liked Ariete very much. Until that is, they became too bloodthirsty and began to upset the balance between themselves and humans once more.”

	He cast a reproachful look at the demon, who still hadn’t uttered a word, instead watching Elara hungrily. She stepped a little closer to Eli.

	“We had to do some damage control, exterminate those we could like the vermin they were. But this one here, he managed to escape for a long while. And well, it’s been proven very difficult to kill him. So instead, he was thrown in this prison, wards heavy enough to never allow his escape.

	Botis licked his lips.

	“And you expect me to walk through his dreams?” Elara hissed. “Are you utterly mad?”

	“It’s this or be completely unprepared for when you walk Ariete’s,” Eli murmured back. “Like I said, if you can walk through his dreams and make it out with your sanity intact, Ariete’s will be a walk in the park.”

	Elara sighed, the dark part of her that welcomed the challenge warring with the mortal and sensible part that screamed at her to leave the cell.

	“He’s controlled in here,” Eli said. “You’ll be safe, physically. And I’ll be here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

	Elara would be reassured by the words if they weren’t coming out of the mouth of a god literally known for his trickery. She let out a long breath as she surveyed the demon again, willing her pounding heart to still. She wouldn’t betray an inch of fear—knew that the demon would likely smell it.

	Botis cocked his head, his tongue flicking out as he tasted the air before chuckling.

	“So the Moon has finally risen again,” he rasped, the sound like something dying as the statement left his lips.

	“Don’t speak to her,” Eli snapped.

	The demon chuckled again. “I wonder if she remembers.”

	“Remembers what?” Eli asked exasperatedly, taking a step in front of Elara.

	“Exactly what she’s done.”

	Elara stilled, looking up at Eli. But the god was frowning.

	“What are you blabbering about?” Eli drawled. “I suppose anyone would lose their sanity between these four walls, but I have no time for your mindless rambling.”

	“What do you mean?” Elara breathed.

	Botis fixed her fully with his stare, pointed teeth on display. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

	“Elara,” Eli said, clicking his fingers so her attention zoned in to him once more. “Come here.”

	She did, taking a step closer to him as he pressed two fingers gently to each side of her temple. “I’m strengthening your mental shields,” he murmured. “I’ll do a lot more work on them before you’re faced with Ariete, but this ensures you’ll keep your sanity no matter what you may see in these dreams.”

	Her breath was coming faster, but a wave of cool rainwater seemed to wash over her as Eli’s charm enveloped her. She experienced the same feeling she had when she had been trapped in a cell herself and he had done the same.

	“Thank you,” she said gently. “I never got to say that when you helped me in that cell.”

	Eli narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going soft on me are you, queen of darkness? It was a favour I owed Lorenzo.”

	Elara scoffed. “I know you don’t have a heart. But don’t pretend that you don’t feel at all. You were our messenger. Clearly, we meant something to you.”

	Eli’s gaze shuttered, and he took a step back as Elara felt cool steel sliding up behind her eyes, an impenetrable fortress fortified and back in place.

	“What have I told you before? Thinking us Stars are benevolent will get you killed.”

	“And yet here I am, still standing,” she said. She didn’t know why a morose feeling settled over her. Perhaps she’d expected more from Eli. But the god was turning away quickly, leaning in the corner as he dragged once more on his tobacco roll.

	“Sweet,” Botis remarked, and she bristled. The creature had been so quiet during their exchange that she’d forgotten he was there for a moment. “So what? The Moon’s going to put me to sleep and walk through my dreams?”

	Eli rolled his eyes, ignoring him as his charm flooded the room.

	“I can send him to sleep myself,” Eli said as the demon’s gaze began to flicker. “I’ve begun to form the dreamscape myself since I can enter his thoughts. Your only objective will be to outrun him. We need to practice for when Ariete realises you’re in his dreams—for it will be impossible to go undetected the whole time.”

	Elara nodded, bracing herself.

	“Sit here,” Eli said, pointing to the floor by the door. “I’ll be right beside you. And half in the dream myself should you need help. But the idea, Elara, is that you act like there is no help, no one to save you. Because the minute you get into Ariete’s head, I won’t be able to. Call on me only if you are in dire danger. Use the safe word ‘silvertongue’ and I’ll pull you out of the demon’s head myself.”

	“Okay,” Elara said, grimacing as she pulled her skirts up and sat on the cold, dirty floor. The demon’s eyelids were flickering as Eli’s charm pervaded his senses, putting him to sleep. Although she wasn’t yet under herself, she could see, spinning around his head, rising as though it was being projected, a dreamscape. A grey one, the blurred shape of hedges within it.

	She called her dream power forth, Enzo’s face in her mind—the only thing motivating her to complete this task.

	“Remember from our previous training—don’t linger for too long; don’t ask questions, and for the love of gods, don’t listen to anything the demon says.”

	Eli’s voice floated over her, her soul already halfway between worlds.

	She nodded, and Eli nodded back to her, brow furrowed as he concentrated on changing and shifting the dreamscape, and with a sigh, Elara pulled on her tether and began to dreamwalk.
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Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Elara drifted to the demon’s dreamscape flickering before her, the sense of it so wicked and uninviting that she had to propel her soul forward with gritted teeth. She entered with barely a thought, fighting back the urge to gag, and instantly ducked.

	The dreamscape was somewhat familiar thanks to Eli’s tampering with it. She found herself in a garden and spun, noting the sprawling ivy-covered mansion from his last dreamscape looming behind her. That familiarity alone set her mind at ease a little. That was before a lightning fork had launched from the sky, narrowly missing her.

	Then, as she took another moment, panting already as she crouched to the ground, she realised there was something utterly wrong about it. Although Eli had done his work to manipulate the terrain she’d be dreamwalking on, she could see how it was Botis’s dreamscape everywhere.

	The sky was a deep, angry red, for one, the grass at her feet shrivelled and barren. The walls of the house looked like they were leaking something, a liquid running down them, and as Elara peered closer, she saw it was blood.

	She recoiled, remembering the demon and pushed herself to her feet instantly.

	Like clockwork, she heard a voice.

	“Oh, dear Mooooon,” it crooned, the rasping that of Botis’s demon tongue. “Where areeee youuu?”

	“Remember,” she heard Eli’s voice whisper, unable to decipher whether he was mindspeaking or talking out loud throughout the dreamscape, “have your guard up the moment you enter. You have no idea what Ariete may throw at you. And make sure he doesn’t catch you. The demon or Ariete.”

	Elara launched a hand out, her shadows ripping another bolt of lightning headed for her from the sky. Her every sense was on edge, her breathing shallow.

	She could hear the demon taunting her as she squinted at the barren land in front of her and the copse of trees where the voice was coming from.

	With purpose, she set off—well versed now in how to fight in a dream. But as one foot landed in front of the other, the earth writhed beneath her, causing her to jump back. She whirled, seeing the shrubs and bushes around her contort as they formed neat blocks, drifting closer. 

	“Adapt,” Eli called though his voice was fainter.

	The grass under her feet rippled like a pack of cards, growing rapidly as it towered above her, becoming denser, the hedges fanning out in concentric circles until Elara was completely surrounded. She could barely see the Light in the dreamscape for the hedges rose so high. Looking around warily, she realised she was in some sort of maze or labyrinth. The thin, grassy path before her split into two directions at the end.

	“Elaraaaa,” Botis mocked again. He sounded nearer, and she cursed, weighing her odds. Which would take her closer to the demon, and which would take her further away? She had to find her escape, that was the aim of this. To exit these dreams unscathed, just like she’d have to do with Ariete.

	Shrugging out her shoulders, she marched down the path, a hand out, ready to summon magick as she turned the corner.

	Left or right? She peered down each direction. Left was shrouded in mist, the fog hanging so low and dense that she could not see through. To her right were tangles of thorns, an obstacle in itself to get through.

	“Only an immortal out of touch with reality would conjure this,” she said, more to herself than anyone else. She wished Enzo was here. She always felt stronger when he was around, like she could face anything with his light behind her. Her chest felt tight as she weighed her options. Neither was looking good. She decided that the thorns were more hassle than they were worth, so she plunged with gritted teeth into the mist.

	She hadn’t realised that there was sound in the dreamscape until it wasn’t there anymore. Any surroundings were engulfed by the fog; the only sounds permeating her space were the sound of her footsteps trudging on grass and her ragged breath. Even Botis’s chanting had ceased.

	She squinted ahead but could see nothing.

	Letting out a long stream of air, she continued, reaching a hand out tentatively to the hedge to feel her way. 

	The sound of flapping wings and a crow cawing made her jump, and she stumbled over a root on the ground.

	She grunted as her hands shot forward to catch her fall, her palms skinned on the rough garden floor.

	She realised the mist hovered around a foot off the ground, leaving the way beneath clear. She turned, still on her stomach, peering into the hedge’s undergrowth.

	Two grey eyes peered back in a face waxen with death.

	Elara screamed, scrambling to her feet as she spun around the maze.

	Botis’s laugh sounded mere feet away from her, and she began to run, full tilt, chasing the path to its end, heaving shallow breaths.

	She knew those eyes. As recognisable as her own. But how would Botis know?

	She reached the corner, turning sharply right and away from the cloying mist, only slowing once she was clear of it. She sank against a hedge wall, gasping sobs that she tried to hush escaping her. The last thing she needed was a demon on her heels.

	She must have lost him though for she didn’t hear even a footstep. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes.

	It’s just a dream, she reminded herself. None of this is real.

	She sucked in another breath, willing herself to focus. Ariete would likely have much worse than this to tackle, and here she was losing her mind over a demon’s parlour trick. It was clearly Botis’s sick and twisted way to get under her skin, and Eli was allowing it—to test her. She was going to throttle him when she saw him.

	A shadow flitted past her, and she staggered back, swearing. But it wasn’t Botis. The figure instead drifted past, leaving her unharmed. The shadow stopped at the end of the maze, its hooded figure turning to look at her.

	“No,” she breathed.

	Elara took a step forward, then another, before launching into a sprint down the maze and towards the figure. It turned at the last moment, drifting through the hedge and disappearing.

	She was losing her mind. That or she had begun to see dead people. All thoughts of Eli’s task or Botis lurking left her as she pounded after the hooded figure, skidding around a corner. She squinted through the mist. Up ahead, she saw a shadow veer right.

	She slowed, taking a tentative step, then another.

	“Elaraaaaaa,” a voice sang.

	She stilled. No. Botis couldn’t be doing this, couldn’t know the sound of that voice. A voice she hadn’t heard since it had said farewell as she was marched out of a cell.

	“Sofia?” she whispered, staggering forward.

	A soft, distorted chuckle carried on the chilled breeze. She whipped her head around, heart pounding as she heard Botis’s demonic laugh grow closer.

	She shook her head, trying to empty it of what she’d just seen. Picking up her pace, she twisted directions again, trying to lose the demon while also searching for Sofia once more.

	She took up a sprint, the maze winding and twisting, the fog thicker and thicker as she tore through. She shrieked as she felt something tear at her dress, whipping her head around. Hands were stretching out of the hedges, nails curled and yellow, skin waxen and clammy as they rippled.

	“Eli,” she screamed, whipping a shadow at the nearest pair of hands. She carried on, a stitch forming in her side as ragged sobs tore her throat.

	“Eli,” she screamed again, scared to slow, scared to stop.

	She tripped on a root, falling with a grunt to the pebbled floor. Sharp stones cut into her palms, burning. She turned her head, looking at the undergrowth beside her.

	A bloodcurdling sound tore through her as Enzo’s dead, blank eyes stared back, his mouth agape as flies poured out of it. His face was half rotted, bloated with death and peeling off around one eye socket.

	“You could have saved me,” he said, voice distorted as the flies buzzed and swarmed, his mouth hanging slack as he spoke.

	“Enzo—”

	“You could have saved me,” he repeated as a maggot crawled across his decaying nose.

	She gagged, scrambling back as she forced herself up off the ground.

	“Boo,” something whispered in her ear.

	She screamed again, turning as Botis lunged upon her, his yellowed claws digging into her shoulder. The pain was unbearable, and she screamed anew, begging and pleading as his black tongue flicked out.

	“Your fear tastes so delicious,” he hissed. “Just a lick, I’ll take. Just a tiny piece of flesh.”

	He bore down upon her though she struggled against him, thrashing arms and legs at the demon. He tilted his head back and laughed, his sharpened teeth gnashing as he pushed her to the floor, the floor where she had just seen her soulmate’s corpse.

	She squeezed her eyes shut, crying, begging and pleading.

	“The rule was not to get caught, little Moon. And now that you are, you’re all mine.”

	This couldn’t be happening. Not ten minutes into a dream and she had already been bested. She struggled, panicking against the weight that groaned on top of her, the demon whispering and rasping in a foreign language as he brought his mouth towards her throat.

	Eli’s safeword was on the tip of her tongue. She couldn’t do this. How had she ever thought she had a chance in Ariete’s dreams?

	She sobbed, all bravado gone. Perhaps she had been fearsome and deadly when it came to murdering a mortal, but something other? She was far out of her depth. She opened her mouth to scream the word ‘silvertongue’, to have Eli yank her out of these dreams.

	The demon’s stench wafted to her, smelling of carrion as his tongue licked over her neck.

	And that’s when she stilled.

	“You could have saved me,” Enzo’s corpse had hissed.

	Elara had been weak before. Helpless too, with no magick. And now she had it in abundance. She was a goddess.

	And she was sick of her fate being left in another’s hands. Sick of those more powerful taking whatever they could from her. She had been Ariete’s prisoner once, she would not be this demon’s.

	She closed her eyes, forcing herself to calm, forcing herself to breathe even as the demon’s claws scraped against her clothes, attempting to tear at them.

	This was a dream.

	With gritted teeth, she envisioned a weapon being conjured in her hand. A sword. She didn’t know why a sword. She had never used one in the waking world, had no clue how to. Yet here, in this dream realm, its weight became heavy in her hand as it formed, its hilt hardening beneath her grasp, its blade tipping her wrist down.

	Finally, she forced her eyes to open, the sight nearly making her give up entirely. Botis’s claw was drawing a cut upon her now bare stomach, his jagged claw forcing blood to well. The act, what she was seeing, suddenly didn’t scare her. It enraged her. Her flesh was not his to touch. To desecrate. He was so busy with what he was doing, his wholly black eyes glistening with appetite, that he did not see as she raised the sword, a scream on her tongue, and sliced it through his throat.

	Black blood sprayed as the demon barely let out a sound. It pooled, small bubbles forming at the corners of his mouth as he wheezed and clawed at his throat and the blade impaled through it. He took one last breath before his black eyes dimmed, and he collapsed on top of herElara lay, the dead demon on top of her, gasping for breath, in shock at what she had just done.

	She didn’t know how long she stayed there for, trying to will a semblance of calm into her veins as shock and fury made her shake.

	Finally, after what seemed like an age, she pushed the demon’s body off her, his blood hissing as it hit the ground.

	She stood, picking the sword back up. In her dreams, in some strange way, she was able to wield it, her body adjusting and adapting to it as though it was a limb.

	She was surprised by the sword’s beauty. It gleamed silver foreign words written in italics down the blade. And the hilt was formed in the shape of a roaring dragun, the base of it where its tail snaked bejewelled with sapphires and a silvery-blue stone that Elara hadn’t seen before.

	She took a shaky step forward, looking around the maze again and at the smoking demon below her.

	She had done it.

	She hadn’t allowed her fate to be sealed by another. She had fought. And she would do the same when faced with Ariete.

	She’d expected the dreamscape to lighten or to dissipate completely now that the demon was dead. But to her surprise, the shadows seemed to lunge further towards her. The buzz of flies began anew, and she turned in a circle, trying to see the source of it.

	“Eli?” she called out, adjusting the sword in her hands.

	There was no reply.

	She took a few tentative steps down one path of the maze, the buzz of flies growing louder. 

	Dread building, and confusion too, at how the dream hadn’t yet collapsed, she turned the corner.

	The hooded figure from earlier was knelt over something, the sound of slurping reaching her. She raised her sword, terror building within her, as the hooded figure turned. This time, she could see nothing beneath its hood, only darkness where once it had been a mirage of Sofia. And below the creature, mouths open in screams, were the bodies of her parents.

	She let out a sob as she saw them, the skin on their faces tight and suctioned to their bones, as though they were mummified. The figure let out a long, satisfied sigh, as though it was sated from whatever it had been doing to her parents.

	Whether it was a dream or not, Elara would not let the memory of her parents be defiled by whatever this thing was. She let out a roar as both fear and fury intertwined, raising her sword high.

	She swung at the figure, but the form before her simply shimmered, shadows dispersing and converging once more in a different spot further away. She ran towards it, rage now fuelling her. Was this Eli? If so, how dare he? She would kill him for this—for conjuring up such sick and twisted fantasies.

	She swung again as she approached the shadow once more, and a cold laugh that certainly wasn’t Botis’s echoed through the dreamscape.

	“Eli?!” she shouted. “Is this you? I’ll kill you—you hear me? I’ll kill you!

	She grunted as she lunged for the shadows once more, but they simply drifted away, as though they were toying with her.

	“Silvertongue!” she roared. “Let me out now! Silvertongue!”

	There was no response, though the shadows had begun to advance, the figure melting into wisps as they reached out to Elara, pulling strands of her hair towards them.

	“Elara?” Eli’s voice finally sounded through the dream, far more distant than before, echoing on the grey sky.

	“Eli,” she cried. “Get me out of here. This isn’t funny.”

	“Elara,” the voice came again, distorted, “what are you doing to my dream?”

	To Elara’s horror, the shadows began to twine around her, latching onto her wrists and ankles. She struggled, but the more she did, the more she tried to cut them away, the tighter they laced. One coiled around her throat, and she let out one more bloodcurdling cry before they bound her limbs to her body, her sword long forgotten into the dead grass.

	“Eli, I’m not doing anything,” she wheezed, her breath a mere stream as panic took hold of her, as well as the choking shadows. “It’s not my magick.”

	“Well, it’s not mine either!” There was panic in Eli’s voice that only furthered her own. She struggled once more as the shadows pinned her to the ground, a rock slicing her cheek.

	She heard Eli’s breath halt. “Elara, you need to leave. Now.”

	“Help,” she gasped, squeezing her eyes shut as a sob escaped her, the shadows pushing their way into her mouth.

	“Someone’s here. Someone that shouldn’t be.”

	“Who?” she coughed around the shadows. “Eli, help!”

	“Elara, someone is watching. Wake up.” Alarm was high in his voice.

	“I can’t,” she rasped, sobbing as her legs were strapped to the ground beneath, the maze closing further in. 

	“Elara,” Eli snarled. “If you don’t wake up, Enzo is lost. Think of him. Picture him and allow it to anchor you. Then wake the fuck up.”

	The maze rippled around her, the hedges collapsing, whispers following her as she lay, unable to do anything. The shadows crept upon her like phantom hands, and she felt them pull her down, into the earth. The hedges closed in, blocking out any sky, any light.

	She changed tact as her breath came in one small stream, the shadows near-drowning her now. Instead of fighting, she allowed them to tug her down, down into the undergrowth, the prick of brambles covering her as she sank into the cold, dark earth. It packed around her as she was pulled deeper.

	Buried alive. She was being buried alive.

	“Wake up, Elara,” she whispered to herself. “Wake up.”

	She forced air into her lungs and out again, concentrating on the rise and fall of her stomach, focusing on anything but the shadows. She needed to ground herself, fast.

	Squeezing her eyes shut, she pictured Enzo’s face and one of her favourite memories of them together.

	They were out on her balcony, his arms wrapped around her, a book in front of them as the deep, lilting timbre of his voice read her stories.

	She forced herself to breathe past the shadows. Expand, contract. Expand, contract.

	The scent of amber flooded her senses as she held the memory in her mind’s eye, blindly searching for her tether in the process, scanning down her body to her tailbone where she felt the strong black tug of it. She envisioned herself climbing down it, away from the horrors, the maze, the dreamscape. She breathed out again, Enzo’s warm golden eyes branded into her mind, murmuring encouragement to her as she willed herself to climb to the end of her tether, and finally land on firm ground.
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	Elara gasped sharply as her eyes flew open, keeling forward to the floor onto her hands and knees.

	“Elara!” Eli shouted, on his knees next to her as she convulsed, the dingy prison cell now back around her.

	“Wha—” Elara wheezed, throat burning as she took another breath.

	Eli cursed, leaning to draw symbols upon the door behind them as she collapsed, coughing. A wisp of shadow, like smoke, escaped her mouth, and she screamed, pushing herself away from it.

	“Breathe,” Eli was saying gently, rubbing her back as he continued to unlock the wards. “Breathe.”

	She coughed again, wanting to get whatever vile substance had made its way into her lungs out of her.

	It was only then that she raised her head and saw the state of the room.

	Before her, lay Botis’s still body, black blood staining the floor around him. She gasped as she looked at his throat and saw a ragged wound through it. Finally, she looked up at Eli, her mouth agape, entire body trembling as he stared down at her, a hand wrapped around her middle as he dragged her out of the room. There was a spot of black demon blood upon his cheek, but that wasn’t what had alarmed her. It was his eyes. Focused on her, and wholly, wholly afraid.
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Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Eli hadn’t said a word to Elara the entire carriage ride back to his club. After he had dragged her out of the cell and the prison, he’d hauled her into it before sharply commanding the driver back to his club.

	Elara hadn’t stopped shaking, the nightmare of being buried alive after seeing all of her passed loved ones as corpses lingered over her. She couldn’t erase the images from her mind or the feeling of the shadows—shadows that she loved and took comfort in, turning on her and feeling so terribly sinister.

	And as though that wasn’t enough, there was the matter of the dead demon they’d left in the cell.

	The carriage came to a sudden halt, making Elara jump. Still observing her strangely, Eli kicked the carriage door open, pulling Elara out and straight into his club, not even looking to the driver as he tossed a midan his way.

	The moment they were safely inside his office, Elara’s eyesight blurring, he turned to her.

	“Sit.”

	“I am not a dog,” she snapped.

	“Elara, now is not the time.”

	“Oh, really? I wasn’t aware that there was something more pressing to discuss. What with you ignoring me the entire ride home after what happened back there.” She whispered the last part, still scared to even mention it aloud.

	Eli had unbuttoned his shirt, pulling at his collar as though he couldn’t breathe. Finally, after seeming to war with himself, he paced to his drink cart, pouring a bourbon with fingers that shook.

	Oh, this was bad.

	Elara had never seen a god tremor. Never seen him shake. And here, one of the most fearsome Stars was rattled, unable to keep his hand steady.

	To her surprise, he handed her the glass.

	“Drink.”

	For once, she listened, knocking the amber liquid back with a wince. He filled the glass again before downing the contents himself.

	“You killed Botis,” Eli finally said, slumping into his chair. She followed suit, sinking into the sumptuous leather of the chair opposite. “An unkillable demon, one who we could only confine to a warded prison. And not only that, you did it through his dreams.”

	Elara’s mouth worked, surprised. She had been so focused on the shadows in the dream after, how they had felt and what they had done, that she hadn’t expected Eli to address that first.

	“I am sorry I doubted you,” he continued. “I thought you’d be a shade of who you were when I knew you, but you were right. You are more than the Moon.” He laughed drily, more to himself than her. “And you certainly possess her full scope of power.”

	“How did I… I mean…” She gulped, unsure how to explain what had happened, if she wanted to. She tried again. “In his dreams, a sword appeared in my hand. I used it to slice through his throat. But I thought it would just wake him and collapse the dreamscape. Yet the nightmare continued.”

	Eli had leaned forward, the grip on his glass tightening. But he said nothing.

	Her voice took in a haunted quality as she lowered her gaze. “What I saw in there, what I felt… What happened?” she asked, barely more than a whisper. She finally forced herself to meet his gaze. Eli was usually a master at masking emotions, always calm, always collected. Yet his eyes were wild as they pinned Elara to the chair.

	“Someone was in there with us,” he said finally. Elara swallowed. “I felt them, their presence,” he continued. “They were stopping me from communicating with you, stopping my charm, Elara.”

	“How is that possible?”

	He shook his head, steepling his fingers together. “It isn’t. Shouldn’t be.”

	“Was it Ariete?”

	“No. I know his presence, his charm. In the centuries I have known him, he has never been able to dreamwalk. This was something different. Insidious. Ariete is many things, but he is upfront with his evilness. This felt like…” He shook his head, unable to go on.

	“Like what, Eli, like what?”

	He didn’t look up as he replied. “It felt like the Dark.”
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	Elara’s neck snapped up. “The Dark? You mean from the story you told me during our game of Bard?”

	Eli could barely sit still, the vile energy that had emanated from Botis’s dreams, so much worse than the demon himself, still coated him.

	“Yes,” he said.

	“But you told me that the Dark didn’t exist anymore as a living thing. Merely a shadow on the wall, a space between light and stars, you said.”

	“I know what I said,” he gritted out. “And it’s what I believed. What we all believe.”

	“And you’re certain it wasn’t Botis?”

	“Elara, I saw him die before me as I was monitoring your dreams, but still in the waking world. I watched as a wound ripped open at his throat, black blood gurgling as he choked. You were right—the dreamscape should have collapsed with you free.”

	“And the other Stars? None of them could have tampered with it. Aquaria? She’s a goddess of misfortune. Or even Cancia, with her pain?”

	Eli shook his head. He knew his fellow Stars well, knew the limits to their charm.

	“I’m telling you, Elara, I’ve only felt that magick once before, and like I told you, it shouldn’t exist anymore.”

	Elara let out a breath of frustration.

	“When I walk through Ariete’s dreams, is there a chance this ‘Dark’ will appear again? What if it does the same to me while I’m trying to retrieve Enzo’s tether?”

	Eli was so shaken that he wasn’t able to form a succinct answer to her question. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I honestly don’t. I have never in my years experienced that.”

	“Fantastic. So now I have to worry about not only a vengeful god of war, but some ambiguous entity that may or may not be following me through dreams?”

	She wasn’t that ambiguous, though Eli didn’t dare reveal that just yet.

	“You need to go to your friend,” he said instead. “What’s her name? Isra. Ask her about protection spells, charms, things to block you from other dreamwalkers. A seer is your best bet at ensuring that never happens again.”

	“You think some charms and crystals are going to stop whatever that was?”

	“As terrifying as it was, it was just a dream, Elara. Though it was a terrible distraction, your body was utterly unharmed—I was watching it. Even if it were to happen again in Ariete’s dreams, you need to be mentally strong enough to overcome it even without me to guide you.”

	Elara let out a long stream of breath, and Eli wished for a moment that he could give her more comfort than he had. But there was no comfort where the Dark was concerned.

	“I need to rest,” she murmured. “As long as this Dark is nowhere near Enzo, I can handle it.”

	She stood, Eli standing with her.

	“I’ll set extra wards around The Ruby in preparation for your night with Ariete. We’ll keep them in here too and dreamwalk as much as we can this week to prepare for any eventuality that this may happen again.”

	Elara nodded, a gleam of fear still in her eyes that Eli didn’t miss.

	“Here,” he said, a touch softer. “Let me at least set your mind at ease a little so you can rest.”

	Elara’s expression was guarded, but she turned fully to face him. He pressed the pad of his middle finger to the centre of her forehead, envisioning cool rainwater caressing her. His charm danced out to meet Elara as he willed her mind to calm, her worries to ease—even just for a night. She would need all the rest she could get, and he didn’t want her dreamwalking without him, which she likely would without any control if she was still in distress.

	Elara sighed as his charm worked, finally calming her.

	“Thank you,” she said quietly once he’d finished.

	He nodded, unable to meet her gaze. “Don’t mention it. Come back here tomorrow at nine, sharp. We’ll try again. But Elara, despite all this, you did well, far better than I expected. You killed someone through their dreams and escaped whatever else was left within them.”

	She nodded. “Let’s hope I can do the same when Ariete is involved.”

	Eli didn’t sit back down once Elara had left, the full weight of what he’d felt slamming down on him without her as a distraction. Eyes. He had felt them in the dream, in the room, in his mind. Watching.

	A stranger had interrupted them, its energy so insidious that Eli had nearly vomited afterwards. A Star. Vomiting. This was bad, so terribly bad.

	He paced his room, now already on his second cigarette, inhaling the damn thing in desperate drags as he ran through his foes, unable to accept that it was the Dark he feared so greatly.

	It wasn’t Ariete. He would bet his immortal existence on it. As he had told Elara, the energy hadn’t felt like him. It had been sly and lurking, had coated his mind in oily blackness so he couldn’t reach Elara, couldn’t see her.

	There was only one entity that had ever given him that feeling before, only one being powerful enough to enter his dreams undetected.

	But it was impossible. She was bound. Unspoken of. Ariete had forced a pact with the other Stars to never speak of what he’d done to her.

	He shrugged his jacket on, the feeling of being watched not leaving him as he stormed out of his office. He never thought he’d say the next words willingly.

	“I need to find Ariete.”
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	The Ruby in broad daylight was not a tempting place. Gone was the allure, the desire and lust of liaisons under nightfall. In the light, everything was…lacklustre. Even the dancers on the afternoon shift weren’t as forthcoming, twining listlessly around the poles.

	Nonetheless, it was Eli’s best guess to find Ariete. The King of Stars quite literally had not moved from the place, and Eli’s spies had confirmed the Star was still running from something, drugging and fucking his way into unconsciousness every single night without fail.

	“Ariete,” he called, slamming the door open to one of the many special chambers that lined the back—saved for important clientele.

	A body slammed into him, and he looked down, shocked, as Ariete pinned him to the wall, a forearm crushing his windpipe.

	Ariete’s eyes were wild, hair mussed as it fell into his eyes. The Star looked insane—more so than usual.

	“Let me down,” Eli growled.

	Ariete blinked, back in the room. “Oh, it’s you,” he said hoarsely, releasing his grip. Eli adjusted his collar, bewildered as Ariete took a few steps away from him.

	“Ariete—”

	“You felt her too, didn’t you?”

	Eli stilled. Every fear that he had denied to be true had just been confirmed with the one question that had left Ariete’s lips.

	“Felt who?” he asked carefully.

	“Don’t fucking play with me, Eli. You know who,” Ariete growled, eyes narrowing. “The Dark.”

	“How did you know?”

	“I can see it in your eyes. Eyes only look like that when they’ve encountered her.” He spat the last word, slumping onto the fur rug at his feet. The King of Stars was half dressed, a red suit slung upon him as though he’d been in a rush to dress.

	“You’re sure it’s her? I felt the magick while I was…dreaming,” he lied. He obviously couldn’t explain that it was when he’d been watching Elara dreamwalk. “But I thought perhaps it had been something else. Because she is gone. You saw to it yourself, didn’t you?”

	“Yes,” Ariete hissed. “You saw me bind her once the other titans had escaped from us after I tied them to mortal bodies.”

	The god flexed and unflexed his hand, and Eli’s eyes narrowed as he caught the gesture. Something was off with Ariete’s reply. Eli wasn’t able to read Ariete’s mind, but his charm made him able to notice every tiny tell and tic that someone gave away when being untruthful. And Ariete was hiding something.

	He kept the theory tucked away for now. He’d use it at a later date.

	“Then,” he replied evenly, “if P—"

	“Don’t say her fucking name,” Ariete growled, springing up from where he sat.

	“Fine,” Eli hissed. “If the Dark is bound and buried, we have nothing to worry about.”

	Ariete began to pace. “Unless she woke when the Moon did,” he replied hoarsely. “Unless all the titans have.”

	Eli’s mind worked. It didn’t make sense. He would know if one particular titan had awoken; that he was sure of.

	“The other titans haven’t,” he said firmly. “And how could the Dark have? I know how your blood magick works. There are only three ways to break that kind of spell. It would require either duskglass, the way Elara awoke, or the Sun and Moon’s magick together—near enough the same thing. But that’s impossible since the Sun is asleep.”

	Ariete scoffed then, and Eli had to do everything in his power not to launch himself at his king.

	“Or finally,” he continued, willing calm into his veins, “it would take your blade killing her mortal form, thereby breaking your own spell and leaving her soul loose, like you did with Lorenzo. And you haven’t done that, have you?”

	“No,” Ariete replied, and the god was telling the truth this time. “I haven’t set foot in The Graveyard since I buried her there.” Ariete was shaking his head. “I thought I was going mad, this last month. But my shadow, it seems darker. When I dream, voices whisper to me. I feel like I’m being watched.”

	Now Eli was panicking, as the same feeling Ariete had just described still coated him from the morning.

	“We would have known, Ariete.” He didn’t know who he was trying to convince more. “What is she waiting for? If she were awake, she would have killed us all in our sleep by now. She would never wait to strike. And why now? Why here? It doesn’t make sense that it could be her.”

	“I swear Eli, I know it’s her. I don’t know how or why, but I know what I feel. I was the first, remember? The first Star.” His eyes grew distant, haunted, as they always did when Ariete spoke of the Dark. “I know her magick,” he murmured. “And if she is awake, then we need to run and hide,” he said, finally looking back at Eli. “Because she already has our hearts, and if she has awoken, she’ll come to collect our heads as well.”
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Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Enzo stepped onto the forest path before him and felt an instant shift in the air. The mild warmth of Elara’s dreamscape plummeted, his breath fogging before him.

	He looked back to the rolling hills and river behind him, the cottage beyond. It was still all there but it looked…hazy, distorted, as though he was looking at it through glass.

	He wavered a moment, but an incessant calling had begun in his chest the moment he had crossed into the forest, a similar song to that the river had sung to him.

	Perhaps he should have felt fear, but that emotion had left him long ago. And he was in Elara’s dreams—the woman he loved. How frightening could this forest really be?

	The path wound on ahead, and he began to walk, frowning as the lush green undergrowth gave way to barren land, the earth dark and cracked, frost coating dead leaves that drifted through the air. One brushed against his shoulder, and he bit back a shiver.

	The trees seemed to twist, branches reaching out towards him, bare and grey. And still his legs continued to move of their own accord, chasing the murmurs beckoning him further in.

	The pain was still there in his body, desperation too. But now that he had a purpose and wasn’t just wandering aimlessly through Elara’s dreams, it wasn’t as pressing as it had been a mere few days before.

	A caw cut his thoughts short, the flapping of wings accompanying it. He swore, jolting in shock, but he saw no bird, and after a moment, continued on.

	The further down the path he walked, the deeper the forest pressed against him.

	And then he began to hear the whispers.

	“You’re a coward, Lorenzo. That’s all you’ll ever be.”

	Enzo’s eyes narrowed. Where the hell had that come from? He looked around, searching for the origin of the voice. Perhaps he was going mad, and this was his own mind rambling.

	He continued, trepidation building, as another whisper snaked around him.

	“My sweet boy. My sweet lion. Don’t let the world turn you cruel.”

	He staggered. That voice… It had sounded like his mother. He barely remembered her face, but he remembered the sound of her voice as she would sing him to sleep. He looked around again, sure that a spectre would drift out before him. But there was nothing, save for the twisting trees and dead leaves around him.

	He shook his head, walking further into the woods until the light was completely enveloped.

	Now, all that was before him was the outline of shadows, the darkness yawning as the trees parted into a clearing.

	“Turn back, my sweet boy. You don’t belong here yet.”

	Enzo flew around. There was that voice again, the one that sounded like his mother.

	“Hello?” he called.

	Silence.

	Enzo was rattled now, frozen at the edge of the clearing as the warning that voice had whispered stopped him from moving.

	A deep blue glow sparked ahead of him, and he squinted at it. Hesitated, tempted to turn back from this place, back to the safety of Elara’s cottage.

	But the light was calling out to him, his heart pulled towards it.

	He took a step forward, then another, until he was fully within the clearing.

	It was made of downy indigo grass, a small trickling waterfall cascading down a glittering obsidian rock face further on.

	In the centre of the clearing, the gloom slowly dissipating from the space, lay a tree, its trunk mammoth and violet, branches twisting like spires into a never-ending starless sky. The whole space glowed with a supernatural quality, and it was the tree that hypnotized him, fruits hanging ripe and low from it.

	There was something important here. He didn’t know why he knew it with such certainty; he just did.

	But a movement caught his eye as he reached the trunk, and he jumped as a black figure draped along a branch.

	“You shouldn’t be here,” the figure said. “Yet I’m glad you are.”

	Enzo’s eyes widened. It was a shadow, this figure. Jet black, no features save for waist-length hair. And as the figure moved, Enzo could see starlight beneath her skin. No… He looked closer. Moonlight. Her curves mirrored Elara’s, and as he drew closer, her scent hit him. Smoked and sweet, an unmasked version of how Elara naturally smelled in the realm of reality.

	“What are you?” he whispered, craning his neck to look at her.

	A curl of shadow drifted down, although the shadow didn’t move.

	“I’m Elara,” she replied. “Her shadow. A part of her as much as her light is. She met me once you know, after she thought you’d betrayed her.”

	Enzo’s stomach tightened at the thought of the pain Elara must have been in, believing Gem’s tricks.

	“But you can’t stay here long, Enzo.”

	“Why?” he breathed, dumbfounded to be hearing Elara’s voice come from the shadow’s mouth.

	“Because you’ve wandered too far. You are no longer in the dreamlands.”

	“Then where am I?”

	“In the land of the dead.”

	Enzo whirled around. “What?” he asked hoarsely, taking a few steps back.

	“Elara doesn’t yet realise it, but this is what lies beyond dreams. Death. And the two realms sit side by side, merely a breath between them.”

	“Then why was I led here? Did you call me here?” Indignation was threatening to rise within him now.

	“I didn’t mean to. But our souls have always been intertwined, Enzo. You already know that.”

	He wasn’t sure what to do. His instinct wasn’t screaming at him to run from the place, but rather to stay with Elara’s shadow a little longer.

	“And why are you no longer in Elara’s dreams? She told me that you used to lie within her dreamscape when she met you.”

	The shadow tensed, Enzo could almost see hackles rise, spiking off the form.

	“Because something awoke. And I’ve been forced to hide, to protect Elara.”

	“What awoke?” Enzo asked in alarm. If his Elara was in danger, he’d…

	“The Dark,” her shadow replied.

	“The Dark?” Enzo frowned. He only knew two things about it from the Mythas of Celestia and the chapter on Asteria. That everything was born from it, and everything would return to it. “I thought the Dark was a substance, like the Light is?”

	The shadow shook her head. “The Dark is an entity. One greater than Stars or titans. She’s been slumbering, and now, for reasons I don’t know, she’s awake.”

	The news struck Enzo mute. What was the shadow saying right now? That there was a threat greater than the Stars at their heels?!

	“I felt her,” the shadow continued. “The Dark. She touched Elara, tried to get to me. So I had to escape to the deadlands, where she can’t find me.”

	“What!?” Enzo exclaimed. “Is Elara safe?” Panic enveloped him. “What has she been doing? Where is she?”

	“She’s safe,” the shadow replied. “For now. She was practicing dreamwalking with Eli when it happened.”

	“I’ll fucking kill him,” Enzo growled, fire roaring off him in a sudden wave, flames licking off his skin. “He’s supposed to be keeping her safe while I can’t.”

	“It’s not Eli’s fault. No Star can save a soul from the Dark if they tried.”

	Dread began to form, a cold pool in Enzo’s stomach. “What do you mean?”

	“I am a shadow, Enzo. I am what gives Elara her own shadows. That part of her magick is fuelled by me. And the Dark is pulling me to her; I feel it. She’s trying to reclaim what is hers. That one touch in those dreams whispered to me terrible things— to corrupt Elara, to turn her into something utterly dark and devoid of light. And Elara already has little light as it is because you aren’t there. I won’t last long in here, and the Dark will find me eventually. Then there is the matter of Ariete.”

	“What do you mean, Ariete?” Enzo hissed, his already short temper threatening to unleash at the thought of the god.

	“Each time Elara uses her shadows, the Dark grows closer. And Elara plans to use them in Ariete’s dreams, to help her find your tether. But it’s too great a risk. If she uses them in Ariete’s dreams, the Dark may finally catch her—catch us.”

	“Are you telling me that Elara will need to walk through Ariete’s dreams unarmed to stand any chance of not being corrupted by this Dark?”

	The shadow shook her head. “Not unarmed. She has another power, one that is wholly hers. Her moonlight.”

	Enzo frowned. “Her what?”

	“Oh, I forgot.” The shadow gave a sad chuckle. “You aren’t aware of what’s going on up there. The Moon… She has a power. A silver one, the same one—”

	“That saved me in the lake,” Enzo whispered.

	The shadow nodded. “And the one that sank its teeth into you and pulled you from the brink of death in the throne room. It’s the reason you’re not completely lost to the deadlands yet.”

	“So why can’t she use that? Her moonlight?”

	The shadow sighed. “Because it has no room to shine with me here, with her shadows surrounding her. Shadows that were never really hers to begin with.”

	Enzo’s head was spinning. “So what needs to happen to keep her safe as she dreamwalks?” he asked softly though he already knew the answer, his heart cracking in two.

	“Enzo, if her light can’t shine with the shadows, and her shadows will get her killed…”

	“No,” he whispered.

	“Then,” the shadow finished, “you’re going to have to kill me.” 
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Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Elara trudged up the rickety staircase of the Hermes Inn, hauling herself up the last few steps. Her eyes flicked warily to every shadow upon the wall, every blur out of the corner of her eye. She wasn’t sure if Isra or Merissa were in. They’d mentioned that morning that they were going to the raven’s post to send a letter to Leo with updates from the last few days.

	She pushed the door open to her room, Astra lying asleep on her bed.

	But the moment Elara entered, the wolf leapt up, hackles risen as she growled.

	Elara stilled. “Astra,” she said. “It’s okay. It’s me.”

	She took a step closer, and the wolf’s mouth peeled back off her teeth as she snarled, her full, mammoth body vibrating as she looked at Elara. Elara’s heart began to pound. This was no coincidence—the wolf earlier had been as docile as the first time they’d met. And now, after what had happened in those dreams…

	She raised a hand out, though it trembled, and Astra’s growling began to grow softer as she jumped off the bed and padded to Elara. She sniffed Elara’s hand, her hackles lowering.

	Elara breathed a sigh of relief, ever so carefully stroking Astra’s nose. The wolf bowed her head, allowing Elara to stroke her fully. But then she began to whimper, those growls being replaced by cries as the wolf set off a low, keening wail. She fussed at Elara’s hand, nudging it and pushing it.

	“What, Astra? What!?” Elara said as the wolf continued to whimper. The wolf was shaking, as though something was absolutely terrifying her. She took a few steps away from Elara, shivering from head to toe as she cowered. “Astra, what is it!?” Elara asked, chest pounding. She glanced around the room, but nothing was there.

	She gave Astra her space, cooing soft words to her as she walked to the other side of the bed and sat down upon it. She patted the space beside her, and Astra leapt up, still whining. Elara hushed her, stroking her fur again as she pulled out a lamb chop that she’d bought from a butcher shop on the way back from Eli’s. Astra sniffed it before tentatively biting into it, and Elara relaxed a little. She wasn’t sure what had spooked Astra, but she had every belief that it had something to do with the shadows in that dream.

	She lay back as Astra munched, looking at the moon out of her window as she tried to sleep. Eli’s charm had worked, keeping her panicked thoughts at bay, her fear. She knew she needed to rest. She had only a few days before she’d be faced with Ariete.

	Astra finally finished her meal, snuggling up next to Elara as she burrowed under the blanket beside her. Elara breathed in her comforting scent, hands buried in her soft fur, the animal providing more comfort than Elara had felt in weeks.

	She cast her mind away from the events of the day. Whatever came, she would handle it—overcome it. And the Dark, if it really was awake, couldn’t hurt her. Not if it was trapped in dreams. As her eyes began to close, a shadow on the wall flickered, but she blamed it on the candle still lit by her bed. She forced herself to believe that, that it was only a trick of the mind. She forced sense into herself before she finally closed her eyes and fell asleep.
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	The following week was one of the most gruelling that Elara had ever experienced. Even more so than her training with Enzo or when she had prepared with Leo for Ariete’s arrival. Working within the confines of the mind, dreamwalking two to three times a day, had worn Elara to the bone. The Dark hadn’t made another appearance, no shadows reaching out to her in Eli’s dreams, no eyes watching her.

	Perhaps she had Isra’s charms to thank. Svetan magick was a powerful thing, and Isra knew better than anyone how to ward off spirits and malevolent energy.

	The moment after Elara had told her friends what had happened, Isra had set out to the beldam’s shop in Castor, returning with all manner of crystals and herbs, which she’d tied in charms as she muttered incantations. Elara wore one in her hair, a silver cuff studded with tiny chips of tourmaline, a small crescent moon dangling from it. It secured a small plait that Isra had knotted herself, muttering the same incantations as she had to lock out evil energy.

	The other charms that Isra had made, Merissa had stitched into Elara’s clothing so she would never be without them, and the faint scent of rosemary and lavender permeated her space now as the charms worked their magick.

	The following days, when Elara wasn’t dreamwalking with Eli, she was staggering back to the inn, going over every minute detail of the plan she’d laid with the Star and Merissa and Isra, Astra always curled around her as though trying to protect her from whatever had spooked her.

	And when Elara slept, she faded into oblivion, unable to dreamwalk due to sheer tiredness.

	She felt so much guilt for not being able to be there for Enzo, to give him the company she knew he so desperately needed. But she tried to avoid any pity, ruling her feelings with an iron fist. This was for him. And if she wasn’t resting, if she was active in her dreams with him, she would be absolutely no use when it came time to retrieve his tether.

	Eli was punishing. He lacked the literal heart that Enzo or Leo had, no pity was shown when she was exhausted or when she broke down in tears. And there was a harder edge to him, something honed in his eyes. Elara knew it was because of what had happened in Botis’s dreams—what they’d felt.

	So the two had worked steadfastly together. Eli had walked her through all realms of the mind. He had shown her how to materialise and disappear, had shown her that the corporeal form was nothing more than that, a form that could dissipate at will in a dream.

	He had shown her how restrictions and rules could be bent if one willed them that way in a dream. How if Ariete threw a sword at her, she could transform it into a fluffy kitten. Now that had been a fun lesson. He baited her with distractions, with terrible images, surprises and tranceholes, until Elara could dodge and weave through them with her eyes shut.

	It was safe to say, Elara was ready. As ready as she could be in the time she’d been given.

	And thanks to Eli, her mind felt sharp. “There will be no time for breakdowns,” he had said unfeelingly when she had first cried after a particularly gruelling session. “We need to do something about that.”

	The god had spent an hour each day fortifying the shields within her head, building wall within wall the way he had when she was imprisoned, instilling his cold, grey magick into her. He’d turned her to stone, able to pelt through dreamscapes at full speed, not flinching when obstacles were rained upon her or the faces of loved ones appeared dead and waxen before her.

	Isra’s charms and his magick cast so much protection around her that there was no chance of that terrible, lurking darkness from the maze to show herself again.

	And finally, on the day before she was due at The Ruby, he had nodded, clinking his tea with hers.

	“You’re ready.”

	Elara’s teacup and saucer clattered as she raised her eyes to Eli.

	“Really?”

	He nodded. “I’ve taught you everything that I can. Do you have all of your protection charms?”

	Elara fiddled with the small braid in her hair, the charm tying it now an anchor to her. “Yes.”

	“And Merissa knows what she needs to do?”

	Elara’s stomach lurched then. When she had approached Merissa with Eli’s plan, Elara had wholeheartedly begged Merissa to just say no so that she could go back to Eli and find a different way into Ariete’s vicinity. But Merissa had only looked at her, smiling as she had agreed instantly, and told Elara there was no convincing her otherwise.

	“Yes,” she sighed.

	Elara was as ready as she could be, her mind honed into a weapon, her body too.

	“Eli,” she began. Eli looked at her, raising a brow. “Thank you. I owe you everything for helping me. And I—"

	“Let’s not get sentimental,” Eli drawled, a flicker of something passing across his face. “But… Elara, it has been a pleasure to spend time with you these last weeks. To get to know the Moon I once served again.”

	“Now who’s sentimental?”

	Eli chuckled, standing as Elara did. He opened the door for her and waited for her to pass before gripping her arm.

	“El, I want—sorry, Elara.”

	“It’s okay.” Her eyes twinkled. “You’ve earned the right to call me El.” 

	Eli smiled, and it might have been the first time Elara had ever seen it. “El, I want you to know you’re not alone. We’ll all do everything we can to ensure both you and Lorenzo return safely to us. Tomorrow,” he said.

	“Tomorrow,” she whispered, nerves rushing through her. “I’ll be ready.”

	Elara had no choice but to be.
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Chapter Twenty

	 

	Merissa was cursed in love. Her brother had said as much during one of their uglier fights.

	“You’ll never find love, Merissa,” Lias had shouted. “As god of it, I can promise you that much. You know I see people’s love lines, their soul-ties. Guess what I see when I look at yours? Nothing.”

	And then Merissa had launched herself at him, threatening to claw his eyes out before her mother had broken the two up.

	A far cry from the woman staring back at her in the mirror now.

	“Mer,” Elara asked, still waiting for her to reply. “I promise you don’t have to do this. It was Eli’s idiotic idea. Please pay no mind to him. You have Leo at home, and I don’t want you to do anything that will form a problem between you two. Plus…what you would have to do is…”

	Elara pretended to gag as Eli scoffed.

	Merissa’s eyes flicked between Elara and the Star leaning against the wall, a smirk on his face. Eli had always intimidated her, and dressed in full black, his shirt undone low enough to show the hard, carved chest and chains beneath, was not helping.

	He was beautiful, of course. But that mind… Merissa’s mother had been right to warn her away from him when she had once commented on his beauty years ago.

	She turned back to the mirror and carefully applied her lipstick, tinting her full lips a petal pink. She did not have Leo at home. And she was dreading the truth that was going to spill out of her mouth next.

	“You don’t need to worry about Leo,” she said quietly.

	“Oh?” Eli asked. Elara threw him a warning glance.

	“If you must know, we decided to put a pin in things, what with everything going on and me having to leave for gods knows how long.”

	Elara gasped, just as Merissa suspected. “What? But you liked him so much. Why didn’t you say anything sooner?!”

	Eli seemed bored of the conversation, checking his pocket watch.

	Merissa had liked Leo. Still did, she supposed. She sighed, her mind taking her back to the last conversation they had together. She had been sitting in the same position, in front of a mirror when Leo had suggested they end things.

	“So much is going on in the world now,” he’d said softly, “and you now have to go to Castor. I just think, so it’s not another thing for us both to worry about, that we should cool things for now. Mer, I love you, you know I do. We’ve been friends for how long now?”

	Merissa had forced her hand to stop shaking as she’d rubbed her lips together in the mirror. “Six years.”

	“Exactly, six years. And I don’t know, I just…”

	“It’s okay,” Merissa had said, finding his eyes in the mirror. “You can say it.” She was used to it by now.

	“I just don’t want to ruin our friendship. Or make you feel pressured to stay steady with me when we have a kingdom between us for gods knows how long. I think it’s best—for now at least.”

	A sadness had swept over Merissa. Yes, she was cursed in love.

	She hadn’t even allowed herself to hope with Leo. He was so kind, so gentle, so good. And Merissa… Well, Merissa had been expecting the words to leave his lips all year, almost welcomed them now.

	“I feel the same,” she had replied, smoothing her hair and turning to him. “You’re right. What we had was just something fun, one night of passion. If that. Let’s just focus on waking Enzo for now.”

	She’d nodded, faking her bravado as she turned back to the mirror. “We’re absolutely fine, you and I. Friends is the safest decision for us. Definitely.”

	And then Leo had risen from his seat, coming behind the mirror. Had kissed the top of her head. “You know I love you, Mer.”

	“Love you too.” She’d smiled. “Now go. Go! I have to finish getting ready.”

	He’d nodded, squeezing her shoulder in a gesture that made her feel far more like his sister rather than anyone he had ever been tempted by. “We’re okay?”

	And she had given a bright smile as he walked to the door. “We’re good,” she’d said, waiting for him to shut the door.

	The glamour had left her instantly. Merissa was very good at upholding one. Not the literal glamours that she used to paint faces or change them. But the ones that had her pretending everything was okay, that she was happy and sweet and fine, even as her world crumbled.

	“Mer?”

	She was broken out of her thoughts again by Elara, who was peering at her with consternation. Merissa spared a glance in the mirror, seeing herself slumped, green eyes empty, the sparkle drained from them.

	“I should have expected it,” she said quietly. “My own brother warned me.” She dipped a brush in spun sugar, tapping it harshly against the lid.

	“Of what?” Elara frowned.

	“That I was cursed in love. The god of it himself said that he saw no love in my future.”

	Eli tutted to Merissa’s surprise. “Take it from me, little Star. Your brother speaks out of his arse half the time.”

	Elara nodded ferociously. “This is obviously a load of horseshit. Look at how much I love you. And even Leo. Gods know what he’s thinking, but even if you just remain friends after all this, he loves you too.”

	“This is getting a little too sentimental for me,” Eli said. “I’ll be out in the hall.”

	“Be sure the door doesn’t hit you with some normal feelings on the way out,” Elara retorted sweetly, shooing him.

	Merissa shrugged as he left, pretending to adjust her brassiere in the mirror.

	It wasn’t that she was necessarily heartbroken over Leo. Of course she adored him. Had begun to desire him the last year. And yet it was more the emptiness of being alone that scared her, not that it was Leo particularly who had broken things off. Things…she admonished herself. As though anything had even started at all but a kiss amongst shadowed alcoves.

	She thought back to her flings over the years, few and far between. As Merissa had grown into herself, her teen years promising the beauty she was bound to become, she had been the object of many men’s desires. And yet the moment a kiss or more had ensued, the moment she had even allowed herself to think that it could turn into something more, that she could be loved, it had always crumbled away in her palm.

	“I have to set sail tomorrow,” they’d say or, “I’m betrothed to another,” or her favourite one, and at least the most honest, “I said all that just to get you into bed.” She snorted. Yes, he had been a real charmer.

	Merissa understood. Most thought her vapid. She was the daughter of the Star of lust for gods’ sake, sister of the one of love! And what powers did she possess? The ability to make someone look pretty, some pink starlight?

	She shook her head, licking the remaining spun sugar off her finger as Elara continued to watch her with worry.

	This was exactly why Merissa had wanted to get away from that life, one filled with Stars. It was why she had shunned her mother and brother and resolved to make it on her own.

	And still…even sweet, darling Leo didn’t want her in the romantic sense.

	Elara began talking again, and Merissa snapped back into the room. “I’m just going to put Astra to bed, then I’ll make sure Isra is ready. I need to exercise this magick, so I’ll meet you in The Remains in an hour. Stay with Eli. You’re safer without me accompanying you all.”

	Merissa nodded vacantly.

	“Mer, you are going to find your love. If not in Leo, then in another, okay? I know it.”

	Merissa forced a smile, walking Elara to the door. She held it until Elara left then slumped against it.

	She sighed, the familiar ache in her heart spreading throughout her chest as she rose. She wished she was more like Elara or Isra. Fiercer, more outspoken. Or even like Eli. Colder, with less feelings. But Merissa had always understood mortal nature too well. Had always forgiven too quickly and accepted why she was being rejected.

	For whatever reason, she just wasn’t enough.

	“Stelle sapium,” she muttered, returning to the mirror.

	It was an old Aphrodean saying, one she kept with her at all times. “Only the Stars know,” it roughly translated to. Aphrodeans said it to one another when they were losing faith or had no way to see how things could possibly get better. For Merissa, it had kept her company on the nights she sobbed on the floor from heartbreak or felt another part of her heart freezing over.

	It had been a comfort, a hope that there was something greater out there that had a plan, even when she could not see it.

	She put a few finishing touches to herself, a flick of kohl, a dazzle of crushed jewels to her lips.

	She had made her decision. She would go along with Eli’s plan. Her nerves fluttered at the thought. What they were going into was dangerous; what Merissa would have to do even more so. But for once, Merissa didn’t want to be a pretty face against the back wall.

	She nodded. Tonight, she was going to take charge of her life.
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Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	The night surrounded Elara as she fell. She reached an elegant hand out, shadows drifting from them as she continued to float, the rumble of the city below a music to her ears. She drifted through the sky, time slowing around her as she continued to fall, closing her eyes. Perhaps if she just stayed—

	A hard thud jolted her as her dragun formed beneath her, scaled wings stretching out into the dark, the wisps of shadow curling and blending with the midnight sky. She dug hands into the hard hind of its neck, willing it to speed up with merely a thought.

	They soared over the city, the night coming alive as raucous drunkards sang outside taverns and sweet murmurs from courtesans drifted up to her. For once, she was on time, the strike of midnight chiming through the city as she scanned it below for Eli. She squinted as her dragun arrived over The Remains, willing it to fly lower. She spotted two figures with him, and her stomach lurched, the same way it had when Eli had suggested his plan to her. They all had to see it through. There was no other option.

	She banked, the dragun soaring until it hovered metres above the trio, as Elara fed shadows down to the slick cobbles.

	Eli took a drag of his cigarette, stamping the roll out on the cobbles, flecks of ember drifting into the air, which sent a painful memory of Enzo’s eyes through her.

	“A little dramatic, Elara,” he remarked, looking indifferently to the enormous dragun hovering above him.

	“What can I say, I like to make an entrance,” she winked. “Iz, Mer.” She nodded, giving a small wave. Merissa crossed her arms, shivering.

	“Did you bring the clothes?” she asked.

	“If that’s what you could call them,” Isra muttered, handing a small cloth bag to Elara. “Your charms have been stitched within them, don’t worry.”

	“I don’t know why we couldn’t have just done this at the inn,” Merissa muttered.

	“Because I didn’t fancy freezing my tits off while I stretched out some magickal muscles, and you two trailing through Castor in nothing but what the gods gave you didn’t really appeal to me either.”

	“Aww, you’re like our protective mother lioness.” Merissa grinned.

	Elara chuckled. “Anything for my pride.”

	“Gods,” Eli said, looking heavenward. “You’re best all changing here,” he added. “There won’t be a chance to when we arrive at The Ruby.”

	Merissa scanned him up and down, a groomed eyebrow arched. “I’m sure there won’t be,” she muttered.

	The god rolled his eyes. “Elara cast your shadows around them if they’re that concerned with modesty. But hurry. Ariete is already there.”

	Butterflies enveloped Elara’s stomach at the mere mention of his name. He was in her vicinity, only a street away. The man who had tried to kill her love, had stolen from him…from her. She clenched her jaw as she ripped the clothes from the bag, raising her brows. Isra was right; clothes were definitely a stretch.

	“In what world are these clothes appropriate for fucking Castor?” Isra seethed. “I mean don’t get me wrong, I’d flaunt this in Helios. But how don’t the dancers here die of cold? And that’s coming from a Svetan.”

	Merissa and Elara chuckled. Elara held up her ‘outfit’ gingerly between two fingers. The ensemble was…revealing to say the least. Wisps of raspberry red gauze trailed down her fingers, coins sewn together to jingle as one walked. It consisted of a brassiere and a skirt that wrapped around her hips, supposed to be tied to the side, knickers underneath.

	“Remind me why Elara can’t just illusion us in,” Merissa sighed.

	“Because she needs to save her energy for dreamwalking. If she’s trying to illusion you all as invisible, how exactly is she meant to concentrate on finding Enzo’s tether?” Eli retorted.

	Merissa nodded tightly.

	“Wouldn’t think you were so uptight anyways, Merissa. Being Torra’s daughter and all.” He smirked.

	A slap swung out of nowhere, the sound of skin slapping on skin as Merissa’s hand flew.

	Isra let out a low whistle.

	“You’re a prick,” Merissa hissed. “And I am nothing like her.”

	Elara stalked, stopping when Eli and she were nose to nose. “Say another word like that to my friend, and I will forget all friendship from our past and kill you the same way I did your sister.”

	Eli only scoffed, his eyes alight as he rubbed his jaw, slightly red, Elara noted with satisfaction.

	“We don’t have time for this,” she added, shimmying her dress off, her skin prickling in the damp cold. With a sigh she tugged on the outfit, trying not to look at how prominent her hipbones looked.  “Might need your magick, Mer,” she added as she tied the sides of the skirt into a knot. With ease she drifted shadows from her hands to give Merissa and Isra some privacy as they changed into their own ensembles.

	“So what exactly is the plan?” Isra murmured as she made her way out of the smoke, flicking a curl from her eyes. Elara let out a low whistle. Isra looked… Gods. She’d be catching the eye of every man and woman in Castor. Her lush curves blended to the fabric like a second skin, glowing in the moonlight. Elara caught Eli’s eyes resting on her too before he cleared his throat.

	The seer raised an eyebrow at Elara. “What are you gawping at?”

	“You just look so…good,” Elara said.

	Isra smirked, sidling up to her. “Regretting choosing Enzo to fall for yet?”

	Elara snorted, nudging her. The three waited for Merissa to finish before she stepped out of Elara’s shadows too. How were her two best friends so beautiful? Merissa’s golden skin looked like it was actually glowing, so much of it on show, as though the starlight trapped in her veins was breaking forth. An olive green two-piece similar to Elara’s skimmed her, catching on her full hips and drawing the eye there and to her ample cleavage. Elara spared a look down her own, a frown appearing. Isra was right. They had definitely gotten smaller these last months.

	“Right,” Merissa said, ignoring Eli’s slightly ajar mouth as she made her way to the other women. “Eli, remind me what you need me to do.”

	Eli straightened a cufflink. “You are going to have to glamour Elara and remain near her, Merissa. You know the plan. Isra, you’re to distract outside of the room.”

	Isra grinned. “Always my forte.”

	Merissa frowned as she raised her hands elegantly in front of Elara. “How am I to make her look?” she asked Eli, her manner still cold with the Star.

	“She needs to look like the other girls that go in there. Nothing that will stand out, not a face too beautiful. 

	“And what about Isra and I?” Merissa asked. “Should I use my magick on us? Ariete saw us both that day.”

	“Ariete has a private room. Any other gods that may be there don’t know what you look like, so Isra will be okay outside. But Merissa you’ll need to glamour yourself now, ready to be front and centre during the little performance you’ll have to give.”

	Merissa nodded, her jaw set. She closed her eyes, hands raised elegantly as pink starlight began to glow around her. When the light dimmed, Merissa had glamoured her hair a deep red that matched the stripes in Ariete’s hair, the curls piled high on her head. She’d also adjusted her face, just a tweak here and there to subtly change her appearance.

	Isra’s hazel eyes twinkled with excitement.

	“You really shouldn’t look so gleeful, Iz,” Elara muttered.

	“Just thinking of all the beautiful, scantily clad women I’ll be surrounded by all night,” she replied.

	“You can tell you grew up with Leo and Enzo,” Elara replied drily.

	“Elara?” Eli interrupted. “Ready?”

	Merissa swiped over Elara’s face a few times, a look of concentration on her own as she tweaked Elara’s appearance. Elara felt her hair shorten, saw it lighten in the strands that blew around her. She felt a small prickle behind her eyes as they changed colour, the stretching of skin as her curves filled out.

	“What do you think?” Merissa murmured to Eli. He came closer, inspecting her with narrowed eyes, tilting her head this way and that with a finger under her chin.

	“Make her lips a little smaller, and then I think it’s perfect.”

	Merissa nodded, waving her hand. “Better?”

	“Much. Ready to go, Elara?”

	Elara nodded, worrying at her lip. She was unusually quiet, nauseous as it dawned on her quite clearly that she would be facing the god who had nearly killed her love. That if she didn’t succeed, Enzo would die. So much rested on her shoulders, and Merissa seemed to sense it, clutching her hand and squeezing it tightly.

	“You are brave and strong and capable,” she said quietly, her green eyes wide in earnest—the only part of her still familiar. Isra came to clutch her other hand. “And you are a fucking dragun,” Isra added, a small smile on her face.

	Elara laughed, the fond memory of Enzo as they had fallen off the cliff together helping to calm her as she linked Isra, and they set off down the street.

	“To your left,” Eli murmured, slinging an arm around her shoulder as they grew closer to The Ruby. She shrugged off his breath on her ear, feeling nauseous again. It should be Enzo’s hands wrapped around her, his breath caressing her neck as it had when they had chased the Helion lightset in front of them.

	“Elara, if you show so much disgust every time I touch you, they’re never going to think you’re a Ruby dancer.”

	“Eli, has it ever occurred to you that maybe you’re not all that attractive, and that perhaps some mere mortals don’t want to fall to their knees and worship you?”

	Merissa made an amused sound as Isra roared with laughter.

	Eli smirked. “No, never.”

	“Isra, swap with me,” Elara said, ducking under Eli so she was at the end of the line, linking Merissa.

	As they turned a corner, a deep red light flickered from lampposts outside a nondescript building in a quiet cobbled street. Higher class restaurants seemed to surround it, the folk milling around, dressed to the nines, gentlemen in the Castorian high fashion of top hats and tails sauntering into the place.

	“Here,” Eli whispered. “Showtime.”

	He released Merissa and Isra, allowing them to walk forward a few steps before turning to Elara.

	“El,” he said quietly, taking her arm with surprising gentleness as he pulled her further away from the other women. “I want to hear you say that you’re prepared. That you feel strong enough to do this. Because when we go in there… It is not just Enzo’s life that hangs in the balance. The moment we cross that threshold, it is yours, mine, and your friends’. If anything were to go wrong, I would be executed for treason.”

	“Has anyone ever told you that you’re great at motivational speeches?” Elara replied, a smirk on her face. It didn’t fool Eli.

	“Be careful. And be aware. You’re intelligent, but be sure to keep your wits about you. Remember our training. Who knows what tricks Ariete’s dreams may play on you.”

	Elara forced her shoulders down and made herself hold Eli’s black stare. “I’m prepared,” she said, making sure her tone carried a velvet threat with it. He searched her eyes for a moment, before setting his jaw and nodding.

	“Then I suppose we had better introduce The Ruby to its newest dancer.”
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	True to its name, ruby light poured out of the dancing club in front of them as Eli strolled forward. It was fascinating to Elara to watch how he transformed from the clever, contemplating god she had gotten to know over the last two weeks into the swaggering, immoral Star before her now. His lips were raised in a curl as he rapped twice with his knuckles on the deep red door in front of him. Elara could hear a thumping beat of music behind. Isra and Merissa were on either side of her, their arms threaded through hers. She could feel Merissa tremoring from the chill.

	“Last chance—Iz, Mer? You really don’t have to do this.”

	“Don’t be so stupid,” Merissa said, tutting. “We started this together. It will end together.”

	Elara’s knees nearly buckled with relief. She had spent so long alone, without anyone to lean on that it had been second nature to assume her friends might want an out. They didn’t know how much their unwavering support meant to her.

	The door swung open, and Elara took her chance to whisper to the two as Eli spoke to the doorman.

	“Remember, the moment we get in, you both disperse. Charm, flirt, follow the cues of the other dancers. Whatever you have to do. I’ll make my way to the shadows and wait until Eli has located Ariete. Mer, I need you within hearing distance. Iz, you nearer the entrance in case we need a quick getaway. If we all play our parts, this should be over before we know it.”

	They both nodded, lips tight. “Find the tether, and get out, Elara,” Isra said earnestly. “No matter what distractions Ariete’s dreams might ply you with. Ignore them all.”

	Elara nodded just as Eli beckoned to the three. “Let the show begin.”

	“These three came to me from Aphrodea, would you believe?” Eli called over to the doorman as he ushered the women into the narrow entrance hall. “And you know what they say about Aphrodeans…”

	Elara tried to stop a sneer at the doorman’s chuckle as he ran his eyes appraisingly over the trio. She forced herself to keep her hands by her sides and not cover the exposed flesh, and had a feeling Isra and Merissa were doing the same.

	“Follow me, girls,” he said.

	“Ariete here?” Eli asked casually, scanning ahead as they followed them down the corridor into the red lit room where the music was pounding now.

	“Of course he is. In the private suite as always,” the doorman grinned.

	“That dirty dog.” Eli winked, tossing a midan to the man. “Girls?” he said, casting a differential eye to the room. “You, on the poles.” He gestured to Isra. “And you,” his eyes gleamed as he tugged Elara’s wrist and nodded to Merissa, “you two come with me.” He smirked to the doorman. “Ariete likes more than a handful,” he said.

	Elara bit back her scoff and forced her eyes wide, her lips to pout, as though she was another adoring devotee, honoured to have been chosen by a Star. Merissa and Isra swished their hips as they followed.

	The cavernous room they were led into was teeming with people, but it was the podiums that caught her attention. Thick poles stretched from the ground to the ceiling, made of—gods—actual ruby, the shining red gems glinting in the dim light. And twining around them were the dancers. A beautiful man, Kaosian by the look of his tanned skin and red hair, was performing, elaborate twists on the ruby pole as he moved sensuously, a crowd of men and women beneath him throwing coins to his feet as they watched. Further up she noticed an Altalunian, her hair giving off an iridescent blue sheen like the scales of a rainbow fish. Elara’s gaze lingered on her for a moment, admiring how the woman moved, another crowd before her captivated as the woman climbed elegantly up the pole and twirled back down.

	She heard the voice in her head. “Fuck.”

	It was Eli.

	“Aquaria is here.”

	Elara stilled. She threw her thoughts down the line as she had in Eli’s club. “What the fuck, Eli? I thought Ariete was going to be the only Star here.”

	“I didn’t know,” he growled back. She saw his brow furrow, then Isra jerked beside her, her eyes flying to Eli’s. The two shared a look before Eli nodded.

	“I think you’ll be just Aquaria’s type,” the Star said loudly, pulling a bewildered Isra along as Elara and Merissa waited by the room’s entrance.

	Elara dared not turn, not even to catch Merissa’s eye and convey the worry she felt. Isra to her credit didn’t balk once, instead fluffing her curls out and swaggering over to a dim table where, yes, Aquaria was reclining, women dancing around her as she smoked from a pipe filled with what looked like aphrosmoke. Eli bent over, saying a few words to Isra before parting, as Isra played her part.

	“Girls?” he said to Merissa and Elara. “Ready?”

	“If it’s all the same, Eli, I think I’ll take this one for myself,” the doorman grinned, hands lunging for Merissa. The beautiful demi-Star’s eyes widened as his hands sank into the curved flesh of her bare hips.

	Elara’s hand twitched as a cold rage possessed her. 

	Eli noticed it, his eyes darkening in alarm.

	“Unfortunately, it’s not your call,” he crooned as his eyes darted back to Elara’s frozen fingers. “She’s wanted by Lord Ariete.”

	“Ah well.” The doorman shrugged, releasing his hands from Merissa’s hips. Elara untensed ever so slightly. “That’s a shame. Look at that ass.” He groped Merissa’s backside as the demi-Star clenched her jaw, stumbling forward.

	Elara didn’t give a fuck that they were in a room full of Stars, undercover. With a snarl of her lips, she summoned her powers, ready to make the man beg and scream for what she’d just seen. The lights flickered, and she readied herself to turn the doorman’s mind to a screaming pile of mush as shadows closed in on them all, to relish in his fear as he pissed himself.

	Then her mind froze.

	She blinked.

	Blinked again, her face slackening.

	Not fucking here. Not fucking now. Eli’s voice was a snarl, low and commanding.

	She couldn’t believe it. Eli was stopping her powers. Get off me, before I do the same to you as I do to him.

	Revenge is a dish best served cold, Elara. You know that. Play your part. Calm yourself. And then once you have completed your task, you can dole out the justice he deserves.

	Elara was shaking from head to toe with anger as Merissa looked at her, wide-eyed, shaking her head minutely.

	Merissa has just told me to tell you she’s fine, he added, glancing at Merissa and nodding.

	Elara forced herself to breathe, the black anger coating her vision clearing as Eli slowly loosened his grip on her mind.

	“The fuck is wrong with her?” the doorman frowned, nodding to Elara.

	“Stage fright,” Eli smirked, gripping her arm hard. “Enjoy your night, Markus.”

	Elara’s stare bore into him as she took in every one of his features, committing them to memory. Markus. Yes, she’d remember him.

	She tripped after Eli as he yanked her to the wall. “What in hell were you thinking?” he snarled.

	“Fuck you,” she spat back.

	She thought Eli might argue back, but he began to laugh. “I deserved that. But you need to control your temper, El.”

	The nickname softened her a little, reminding her of how much Eli had helped them get to this point. She peered over his shoulder to Merissa. “You okay, Mer?” 

	Her friend nodded, green eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. Just focus on what you need to do.”

	Eli nodded to the door before them. “He’s in there.”

	“Are the pipes ready like I asked?”

	He nodded. “Hypnom being pumped through the room as we speak.”

	“Good. Any women in there?”

	Eli’s face took on a look of concentration. “One. A devotee.”

	“Any exit points?”

	“No. The way out is the same way you came in. I’ll be by this door. The closer I am, the stronger my charm.”

	“And the pill?”

	Merissa reached beneath her brassier, producing a small, glittering lilac tablet. She lifted her tongue, placing it underneath with a long, manicured nail.

	“Last chance, Mer. I really don’t expect you to do this.”

	Merissa’s green eyes flashed with determination. “I’m sure I’ve kissed worse men than the King of Stars.”

	Elara snorted. “Physically impossible.” She paused. “If he tries to hurt you, if he draws one drop of blood, it’s over. I will kill him, okay? You just say the word.”

	Merissa’s eyes softened. “Let’s get Enzo back.”

	And with that, Elara weaved her illusions to her and tailed Merissa’s swishing figure into the room.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	Elara looked through the seam of reality she had woven into smoke. The room was filled with it, a dancing shadow on top of another, breathy moans filling the air. One of them was male, murmuring something in that low lilting voice that haunted her nightmares.

	Elara gulped, her mouth dry. There was no turning back now. She was trapped in a room with Ariete. Her eyes watered against the drug coating the air, a deep part of her longing to suck it down greedily and succumb to the hypnom she had grown so fond of as she moved out of Merissa’s way.

	“Ariete,” Eli called through the smoke. “I have a present for you.”

	There was a lazy chuckle and a flicker of red starlight with it as she heard another soft moan. “Eli,” the voice replied. “You always arrive at the perfect time.”

	The sensuous beat of music wrapped around Elara as she skirted the walls, trying to make her way through the cloying smoke.

	“An Aphrodean to sate your appetite.”

	The smoke finally parted, the scene before her making Elara’s eyes widen.

	Ariete was reclined on a deep red velvet chair, exhaling crimson smoke, his almond eyes near closed. Draped over him was a near-naked pale brunette, blood running from her neck as she moaned and rode against the shirtless Star.

	Gods, were they—?

	No. Ariete’s trousers, surprisingly, were very much still on as he drew his tongue up the woman’s neck, licking every drop of blood there. He sighed, falling back against the chair, head lolling with ecstasy.

	“You’ve got to come and taste this blood, Eli,” he murmured, taking another drag from the pipe by him. “She’s so fucking sweet. Unlike this hedosy.” He pulled a face as he exhaled the red smoke. “They need to change out their batch here. It tastes like shit.”

	“Well, it still looks like it’s working,” Eli chuckled, hands in his pockets as he leant against the doorframe. “You’re high as shit.”

	Ariete sighed, laughing as he closed his eyes, pushing the adoring, bleeding devotee off him. “That I am.”

	Elara smirked against the wall. Blending hypnom with the hedosy could likely kill a mortal, the drug of ecstasy and the one of sleep too powerful to combine. But to a Star, an immortal, Ariete would likely be riding the high for a whole day.

	The devotee stumbled away, lost in her own ecstasy, Ariete’s charm probably coursing through her veins.

	“You sure you don’t want a taste?” Ariete asked, licking his lips as his eyes followed her.

	“I’ve told you countless times that we don’t really share the same hobbies.”

	“More for me,” he sighed.

	Elara crept around so she was behind the Star, still against the wall, her eyes on Eli.

	“Well, if you want to smoke your sorrows away, I fully condone it. Just make sure you have a beautiful redhead in your lap while you do.”

	And with that, he pushed Merissa forward, who swayed her hips until she was before Ariete. The Star didn’t move from where he was reclining but flicked his red eyes lazily over her. She knelt before him.

	“My king,” Merissa purred, her glamour maintained, a completely different woman before him.

	Elara held her breath. This had been the risk. Ariete had seen partially through Merissa’s glamour before, but that had been when she was glamoured as Elara. As a complete stranger, they had wagered Ariete wouldn’t notice.

	Indeed, he ran his eyes approvingly over her. “You found a treasure,” he drawled, taking Merissa’s hand.

	Eli winked, turning on his heel. “I think I’ll take this one now if you don’t mind.” His head jerked to the brunette. Ariete waved a hand to him, unbothered. “Enjoy,” Eli added, taking the girl by the arm. And with that, they were gone.

	The bass of the music deepened, to the point that Elara could feel it through her body. Merissa played her part, swaying between Ariete’s spread legs. 

	“I requested a private audience with you, my lord. I’m so honoured that you allowed it.”

	Ariete sucked on his pipe, the back of his tattooed knuckle grazing Merissa’s arm. It took every ounce of strength in Elara not to lunge shadows at that hand and stop it in its tracks. The last time a friend of hers had been so close to Ariete, she had died. Bile rose in Elara’s throat as she observed the scene before her.

	Merissa is not Sofia. And Merissa will succeed in what she needs to do, she affirmed to herself, the mantra keeping her calm as she waited for the right moment.

	“The pleasure’s all mine.”

	Merissa swung herself onto the Stars’ lap, straddling him. Elara grimaced as Ariete’s hands ran down her friend’s curves.

	“It’s been my dream since I was a little girl to kiss a Star and make a wish.”

	Elara had never seen Merissa like this, but the woman was a natural, as though a part of her that had been hiding this whole time had finally been allowed to shine.

	Merissa leaned in, angling her head to kiss Ariete, but his hands whipped out, grasping her wrists as he stilled them. Elara stepped forward, but Merissa’s smile turned seductive.

	“I don’t kiss,” Ariete murmured, his lips a hair’s breadth from Merissa’s. Merissa’s smile turned positively feline.

	“Ah, you’re one of those men. Anything but the lips.” Her nose grazed his neck as his head fell back, the hypnom truly taking hold.

	Ariete’s mouth twitched. “You could say that.”

	“Can I not even have a peck?” Merissa sighed, pushing herself into him. Elara saw Ariete’s inked hands tighten on Merissa’s hips. “I want to know what wishes taste like.” Elara saw her friend flick her tongue out, lapping it over the ink at his neck.

	“It’s dangerous to wish upon a Star. I’m sure your parents warned you of that growing up.” Ariete’s voice was like gravel, rumbling down Elara’s spine. It sounded like a warning. Come on, Merissa. Time is running out.

	“I’ve never cared much for playing it safe.”

	Ariete’s head lifted, and he studied Merissa for a moment. His eyes narrowed. “You’re different,” he slurred, his hands running up to her collarbone. A knuckle brushed the hollow of her throat. “Braver than the others.”

	Merissa sat up straighter then seemed to relax once more, playing that part of adoring devotee so well.

	“In the world I fell from, we had a name for women like you. Bravina. Fearless.”

	“Perhaps I should be rewarded for my courage,” Merissa purred.

	Elara saw Ariete’s red eyes search Merissa’s face as her friend nodded, biting her lip.

	“Fine, Bravina. I’ll grant you one kiss, one wish.”

	“At what cost?” Merissa breathed.

	Ariete shrugged. “No cost. It’s been a while since a mortal has piqued my interest.”

	Elara nearly scoffed. His brother, Leone, had said something similar to her.

	Merissa sighed, pliable in his arms. Elara took a step closer. Ariete raised Merissa’s chin, angling her head as he slanted his mouth and brushed it against hers.

	The kiss was tentative, searching—too intimate for Elara’s liking. She grimaced.

	Merissa moaned, deepening the kiss as her tongue slipped into Ariete’s mouth. Gods she was a good actress. Elara wanted to vomit. But this was the only way to slip the pill onto Ariete’s tongue, just a concentrated form of the Hypnom to knock him out cold.

	Ariete’s hands ran up to her hair, threading through the red silken strands as he sucked on her lower lip.

	“There,” he said raggedly, finally pulling away. “You may make your wish.”

	“I wish—” Merissa started before leaning into Ariete’s ear. Elara didn’t hear the rest and frowned, wondering what Merissa could possibly be saying that needed to be whispered.

	Elara’s eyes narrowed as Merissa finished, sitting up straighter. Ariete’s chuckle was cut short. Just like that, his body had gone limp, his head lolling back in his seat. Merissa peered at him.

	“Out cold,” she whispered, not daring to move. Elara whipped the illusion off herself, striding behind Ariete.

	“You okay?” she asked, stroking Merissa’s hair. The demi-Star nodded, the hand she brought to her lip trembling slightly.

	“Fine,” she replied. “It really wasn’t that bad, not at all.”

	“Keep watch over us both and stay where you are. Eli is on the other side of the door. Throw a thought out to him if you notice Ariete beginning to stir before I wake.”

	Merissa nodded, still straddling the unconscious Ariete. Elara raised two hands elegantly, holding them out to either side of Ariete’s head. She breathed in and out deeply, allowing the hypnom to enter her and guide her softly into a sleeping state.

	“Just like walking through any other dream, Elara,” she muttered to herself, controlling her breathing. And with a last breath out, she secured her tether, finding its black chords anchored to the earth, and with a second inhale, she found the drop.

	She rose from her body, seeing the top of Merissa’s glamoured red head, Ariete’s burgundy and black striped one, and the pulsing, angry starlight bursting from the dreamscape floating above his head.

	She took a step towards it, then another, every instinct in her screaming and begging her to turn back.

	But Enzo’s salvation lay beyond the cloud, and with a last thought to him, an ‘I love you’ sent with such force that she was sure it would reach him in the dreamlands, Elara entered Ariete’s dreams.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	As Elara thudded onto dead, yellowed grass, accordion music floated to her. She was up in an instant, Eli’s training at the front of her mind. Ariete would try launching an attack the moment she entered. But as she looked around warily, she saw instead a stretching field of worn grass, and squinting, a large looming…tent in the distance?

	She raised an arm, summoning shadows and stopped, frowning at her hands. Netted fingerless gloves coated them, and as her eyes peered further down, she saw that a deep red gown graced her, ruffles bulking out the skirt. She was suddenly aware of a weight on her head, and feeling gingerly above, made out the form of a small top hat, seemingly tilted sideways on coiled hair.

	“Oh Stars,” she muttered to herself, picking her skirt up gingerly between a thumb and forefinger. Even in a dream state, Ariete had found a way to paint her into some kind of morbid twin of his. A red satin ballgown ruffled to the ground, interspersed with layers of black taffeta, the bodice whalebone tight to her waist.

	“Fitting,” she added, rolling her eyes. And impractical. She hitched up the skirts as she began to stride purposefully towards the ominous shapes ahead, making out as she approached a large archway.

	As she arrived to it, she squinted, realising there were words painted on it in a curling script.

	‘The Stars won’t save you here’

	She turned her head, heart pounding as she expected Ariete to be waiting behind her. But she was alone, only the lilting music her company. As she looked through the haze, she realised that beyond the arches was a fairground. The blurred shapes of the tents were clearer here, huge and circular, striped with red and black too. The air held a slight chill in it, wind whistling. Elara looked once more to the warning written above her, and with a determined set of her jaw, stepped through the arch.

	“Ticket, madam?”

	Elara jumped, an arm raised in defence as she beheld a young, handsome man, his head shaved revealing a swirl of tattoos over his scalp. His upswept almond eyes were completely black, and Elara took a step back.

	“Ticket, madam?” the man repeated, a vacant smile on his face. Elara subtly weaved an illusion between her fingers, holding a metallic red ticket up to the steward. A first test.

	The steward peered at it as Elara held her breath.

	“Wonderful. Welcome to Lord Ariete’s Circus of Dreams. We hope you enjoy the show!”

	Elara gave a small smile, nodding, but the steward looked vacantly past her, those black eyes dimmed as though he had simply stopped animating. Elara hurried on, the music louder now that she was past the archway.

	She smelled buttered popped corn and cinnamon on the breeze, and she had to pause for a moment and get her bearings. This was strange. Far too strange. She had entered his dreams with almost no resistance, allowed to walk through with barely a defence save for the admissions booth. And now that she was in, where the hell did she begin to search for Ariete? She knew the tether was with him, that it was he she would need to seek.

	She looked around to the circus tents, unsure which one to venture into. But before she could decide, a hand gripped her wrist.

	She jumped, instantly pulling away as the man from the ticket booth smiled placidly, hand still gripping her wrist.

	“This way, madam. Your reading is about to begin.”

	“My what?”

	She tried to pull her arm away again, but it remained firmly in the man’s grip.

	“Your tarot reading, of course.”

	Elara looked around warily, trying to find any other sign of life—of Ariete. But there was nothing, only the creak of a sign in the breeze before the tent.

	‘Madame Fate’s Fortune’s’, it read.

	Eli had told her to flow with dreams, to follow the trail if she had any hope of finding Ariete. So she allowed the man to lead her into the circus tent.

	The lilting accordion music seemed to quiet a little around her, as though even the dream had leaned in closer to inspect the curious place. Elara took a wary step and then another through the dark entrance, the ticket man raising a flap.

	“May you find the answers you desire,” he said, eyes blank. Elara only grimaced, ducking under the fabric and into a small room.

	The space was filled with incense smoke, too dense to see through. Elara squinted, coughing as she took a few steps forward, the smoke clearing.

	A woman sat at a table, a crystal ball in front of her, a splay of cards next to it.

	She wore a purple headscarf, eyes lined with kohl.

	“Isra?” Elara breathed.

	Isra’s usual hazel eyes, alight with warmth, were black—empty—as she gestured to the seat opposite her. “Hello, Elara.”

	Elara peered at the figure. It was unsettling, the resemblance to Isra. But this person was just another strange figment of Ariete’s dreams, and Elara shrugged off the feeling, perching on the edge of the seat. Eli had taught her to be unfazed by any face she may see in a dream. She knew she may have to follow a trail to Ariete, follow the rules, but she was aware of how little time she had.

	“Would you happen to know where Lord Ariete is?” she asked, her voice hushed.

	Isra blinked, her eyes flashing hazel with fear before blinking once more black. Elara jolted forward, catching the motion. “Isra?”

	“You will find Lord Ariete in due time. But you must know your past, your present, and your future before you do.”

	Isra rippled a deck of cards between her palms, making a faint clicking sound.

	Elara bit back a sound of frustration as Isra doled out three cards, each face down. The backs of the cards were finished in a beautiful red and black foiling, patterns of constellations gracing them.

	“Your fate, written by the Stars,” Isra said smoothly. Elara scoffed. “Which would you like to see first?”

	“Past,” Elara sighed. She wanted to get this over with as fast as possible. Isra’s smile snaked up her face in the most disconcerting way as she turned the first card around. It was from a tarot deck—not a Stella deck. Elara had played with the cards many times herself as a teenager, with Sofia and Lukas. But this card was not one from that deck, and her breath hitched as she read its inscription.

	‘The Moon.’ It was like the card Eli had illusioned in his club, but further detailed.

	A moon was depicted, a bright white orb shining in the darkness. Below it was a river, and kneeling in it, arms raised to the sky…was Elara. Her head was tipped back in worship or prayer, she didn’t know. To her right was depicted a wolf—one that looked an awful lot like Astra. The shadows were darker on that side of the card, and to her left lay a lion, golden light filtering through the darkness.

	“What is this?” she whispered.

	Isra smiled, leaning forward as she clasped Elara’s hand and pressed it over the card. “Let’s find out, shall we?”
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	The world spun, the room around Elara shifting and blurring as dark purples made way for blues, constellations spinning above her. She squeezed her eyes shut, vertigo rendering her immobile, until finally the colours settled, the room coming back to her.

	Except this time, she wasn’t in the fortune teller’s room. She looked around, seeing the looming statue before her, one hand holding a skull, the other the moon. The stars twinkled in skies above her, and she felt something hard beneath her. She looked down and saw to her alarm that she was sat on the Moon’s throne. She was back in the heavens. Back home.

	She could see coils of long white hair reaching to her waist, could feel the power bursting from her bones. And cold—she felt cold. Not warm and mortal, not like Elara.

	Then her head turned, against her will, as though a puppet was controlling her movements, as though she was simply an observer in her own body. She saw a shadow in the corner and wanted to scream, but the Moon was already speaking, Elara unable to control the words. “I need your help,” the Moon whispered to the shadows.

	“Well, well, well,” came a sardonic and familiar reply. “The righteous Moon finally needs a favour from a lowly Star.”

	Ariete emerged from the darkness, his charm wrong in the peaceful night. Every bone in Elara’s body screamed to run as she saw the face that haunted her waking thoughts and nightmares. But the Moon, the body she was in right now, was not fearful. Instead, she replied with the authority of a queen.

	“I wouldn’t ask unless I was desperate,” she said coldly.

	Ariete grinned, swaggering towards the throne and bowing before her. “So how can I be of service?”

	Elara felt a wave of sadness sweep over her that wasn’t her own, but the Moon’s. And fear too, a thrill of it coursing through her chest.

	“I need you to kill me.”

	“What?” Ariete laughed.

	The Moon’s brow furrowed. “Ariete, you’re the only person that I know would do it willingly, that wouldn’t mind being the villain.”

	Ariete’s tongue was in his cheek as he mulled the Moon’s proposition over.

	“I know you won’t be able to kill my essence, who I am. But…I need you to bind me—to a mortal body.”

	Ariete raised a brow. “You’re asking me to perform magick from my world on you? An abomination in this one.”

	“Blood magick, yes.” The Moon paused. “I can’t live like this, so far from my Sun.”

	Ariete rolled his eyes.

	“I’m unable to touch him, tortured to spend my life watching him from across the skies. I want a lifetime where I can spend it in his arms, where our burdens aren’t so heavy.”

	“And what of me?”

	The Moon let out a long breath, and Elara could feel the warring within her. “If you do this for me, I will allow you to rule in my stead. I know you have always wanted my crown.”

	“The other titans would never allow it. She would never allow it.” He hissed the last part, looking warily to the shadows on the wall.

	The Moon winced. “That’s why you’re going to have to bind us all.”

	Ariete’s eyes narrowed as the Moon watched him, chewing her lip.

	“What did you just say?”

	“Make us mortal,” the Moon whispered. “Including the Dark. But let the rest of us leave, let us live human lives. And the Dark… Bury her in The Graveyard.”

	The Elara trapped within this body tried to scream. This could not be true—what she was witnessing had to be a cruel joke. There was no way that the Moon had seen this through, that Elara had. 

	“What you’re asking of me is impossible.”

	“It’s not,” the Moon replied. “No one will expect it. And I can’t go on like this. It is the only way.”

	Elara watched through the Moon’s eyes, stricken, as Ariete stood, pacing the room as he thought. Then finally, he turned and held a hand out to her.

	“It’s a deal,” he said. She clasped his offered hand but gasped as Ariete jerked her forwards. “But Moon,” he murmured into her ear, “once you have relinquished this power, I can promise you I won’t give it back.”

	She shook her head, pulling away. “I don’t want it. All I want is to live a life with my Sun and not be tortured by immortality—to never feel his touch.”

	Ariete nodded. “Tomorrow, be here. I will rally the Stars, make them think we’re revolting. Most resent your rule as much as I do. We will bind you first, then the others. The Dark last.”

	“You can’t breathe a word to anyone. They must think this is all your doing. And you let us escape, you hear me? You give us a head start once we’re bound.”

	Ariete nodded once. “It won’t be painless.”

	Elara felt herself nod. “I know. But it will be worth it.”

	Ariete shrugged, turning to the door. “I hope for your sake it is.”

	The Moon bowed her head, and Elara’s view was met with her hands clasped tightly in her lap, jewels adorning every finger.

	“Oh and before I forget,” Ariete said, and the Moon raised her eyes to him. Ariete extended a card between two fingers. She took it, the familiar red and black foil shimmering in the light. Ariete’s eyes flashed from red to hazel as a different voice echoed through him. “Your future,” Isra’s voice purred, so disconcerting in Ariete’s body.

	Elara turned the card over, still sitting on the throne, still the Moon, as Ariete began to stroll down the throne room. She recoiled, though her body wouldn’t move.

	‘Death’ was written in a curling script, and the image showed a skeletal horse with a rider atop it. The rider was a woman—hair ink black and flowing, the face grotesquely blank, no features at all as it stared eerily back at her. A hand was raised, and shadows poured from them. She scanned the rest of the card and saw in the background a body and a figure hunched over it, dead bodies surrounding them both. The hunched figure seemed to be crying. She peered closer, morbid fascination taking over as the card began to whisper to her, calling her in. The figure weeping was her.

	Elara shivered, trying to pull away from the card. But colour began to seep out of the card, tendrils of it wrapping around her as it pulled her into it, the surroundings shifting around her once again from blues to greens and browns and reds. She looked up once to the now familiar throne room, Ariete with his back to her, hands in his pockets as he reached the door. But just as the room spun, the Ariete from this memory seemed to turn his head and look right at Elara.

	The world shifted, and Elara tumbled into the next card. She cowered instantly, the sound of battle assaulting her. The sky glared red, lighting a battlefield—barren and coated in mud and blood. She looked around her. She was kneeling in the dirt as the cries of the dying reached her. Her face was wet, body shaking, and Elara realised she was crying. Her shoulder throbbed, and looking at it, she saw the blood pouring out of a wound. But then her body became aware that her arms were in the air, holding something up. She raised her head, seeing what was held between her hands. A sword. The same sword that had appeared to her in Botis’s dreams. Its hilt still curled like a dragun, a sapphire the size of an egg at its center, its blade pointed down. She trembled, tears still falling down her cheeks as she followed the blade down, finally seeing who was beneath her.

	Ariete coughed, a shadow wisping from his mouth as he lay, glittering blood and dirt marring his face.

	“It’s okay,” he said, his tone soft, and the Elara within, who was observing the whole thing, jolted, the tone so foreign in the god of wrath’s voice. “You have to do this.” Blood and shadow leaked from the corner of his mouth, seeping outwards.

	“I can’t,” Elara wept, her arms shaking as she held the sword there.

	“It’s the only way. I’d rather die by your hand than hers.”

	“But what about—”

	Ariete gripped Elara’s armor, hauling himself up as he cut off her sentence. “To die by sword in battle is honorable, Elara. I welcome it. Already I feel her shadows wrapping around me.”

	He coughed again, and Elara could feel it then—the vile energy that poured from his mouth in heavy black smoke. It smelled like decay, felt like death.

	“It was always supposed to be you,” he croaked, his head slumping once more to the ground. Elara squeezed her eyes shut, heard her name being roared by someone on the battlefield, and with shaking arms, she drove the sword into Ariete’s chest.

	“Thank you,” the god rasped as Elara wept anew, her body covering Ariete’s. He pressed something into her hands, and she blinked through her tears, seeing a card in it. “Your present,” Isra’s voice murmured between his lips, and Elara snatched it, the overwhelming sense of grief suffocating as she turned it, the life in Ariete’s red eyes slowly leaving him.

	‘The Devil,’ the card read. The painting showed Ariete, curling ram horns growing from his temples, his eyes closed, a faint smile on his face as his arms stretched from either side of him, raised in supplication. Yet attached to those hands were two golden ropes and a prisoner on either side of him, kneeling, the rope around their throats. One was Elara, eyes empty as she stared up through the card. And the other… Though she was still within the future, her heart called out, wailing as she saw Enzo, face devoid of hope as he looked right at Elara.

	The world spun once more, colours making way for purple and red once more as they blurred and swam, before Elara opened her eyes, gasping as she was thrown back into the fortune teller’s tent.

	Ariete was sitting across from her, not Isra. The god was turning the Devil card in his hands, a sharpened canine glinting as he grinned, watching her. But more than that, he wore a cord around his neck—golden and glowing. Enzo’s tether.

	“You,” Elara snarled and launched across the table at him, a dagger already conjuring in her hand.

	Ariete leapt back, sprinting around the table as he laughed, the Devil card still in his hand. The table upended, and Elara was sent sprawling as a flurry of cards landed around her. They spun, a swirl of them picking up as she lost Ariete, trying to make her way through the maelstrom as he disappeared out of the tent.

	Cards flickered past her.

	The lovers—Enzo and she reaching out towards one another as shadowed hands pulled them back.

	The Star—a woman whom Elara didn’t recognise with deep red hair holding a spellbook as she gave a knowing smile, pouring a cup of blood into a river.

	The Wheel of Fortune—a ship’s wheel that looked to be inscribed with symbols of the Stars upon it as it sank through a dark ocean.

	She batted them all away, clawing herself out of the whirlwind that surrounded her as fury laced her chest, but once the cards settled, she was no longer in a fortune teller’s tent. She looked in alarm to the horse beneath her—as skeletal as the one in the death card—and then searched around her, seeing that she was now outside the tent and on a spinning carousel. She squinted ahead and found Ariete on another, the poles of the mechanism rising and falling as Ariete turned back to look at her and winked.

	With a bloodcurdling shriek, she threw her shadows out to lance around his throat from where she was sitting before hauling herself up by the pole and shifting to the next horse.

	The moment the shadows left her, she felt the dreamscape shake, a tremor running through it. Ariete, who had been grinning, suddenly dropped his smile, his eyes widening. He was no longer looking at Elara, but to the skies as thunder rumbled. Elara gritted her teeth as her shadows seemed to lose control, spinning in a frenzy rather than wrapping around Ariete’s throat.

	Elara continued to crawl from horse to horse as Ariete tensed before he leapt off the carousel and thudded onto grass. He didn’t spare a look back as he began to run and Elara growled in frustration, jumping after him. Her ankles jarred as she landed on the ground, but she ignored the pain as she set off at a sprint, giving chase.

	Tents appeared in lines, a clear path between them as she saw the back of his red and black striped head disappear into one of the tents. She launched into the same tent herself when she reached it, gasping at the stitch forming in her side. Heat assaulted her, sweat and perfume too. She barely had time to notice the details of the tent, but she recognised she was in a kind of dressing room with rails and rails of costumes. Ahead were seats with mirrors and floating lamps lighting each one. A crowd of people within barred the way to Ariete, and she pushed through them.

	“Excuse me,” she said, pushing a strongman with a curling moustache out of the way. “Move,” she snarled to a woman with scales contorting herself next to him. Hands grabbed her, and she pushed them away as a cold sponge pounced upon her face, the smell of paint greeting her. Chaos ensued as she was pushed between people, a mass of colourful bodies her only view as they chattered and squealed in excitement. She was passed around, people touching her face, her clothes. Finally, she launched her shadows out once more, clearing the space, and heard a clap of thunder again, the room shaking. The performers stilled, growing silent as the room tremored.

	What was that? She had no time to think on it as she ran through the now parted and still crowd of circus performers to the stage door beyond. The red tails of Ariete’s coat fluttered as the door closed, and she lunged at the handle, flinging it open.

	The fairground’s music drifted away from her as she walked into a hall of mirrors. The corridor was dark, peaceful. She caught her reflection in the first mirror and jumped.

	The performers had painted her into a sad clown. Her mouth drooped dramatically, her eyebrows furrowed, a black diamond over each eye, and a red teardrop on her cheek. She caught a glimmer of movement up ahead and hurried past the reflection as she saw Ariete strolling up ahead. Her reflection followed her, and she couldn’t help but look in each mirror that she passed.

	In the second mirror, she recognised a younger version of herself, around four, toddling along. In the next she was older, around ten, a book under her arm, her expression bleaker. The next showed her in adolescence as she began to grow into a beauty; another reflected back a gown made of starlight—the one she’d worn to the Stars’ Masquerade gracing her now woman’s body.

	She hurried on, seeing herself as she looked now, wan and thin, shadows sinking beneath her eyes and all in black. In the next, she saw herself drag a sword—the same that had been following her through dreams—rage painting her features. Another showed her covered in blood, the sword red with it as the figure matched Elara’s pace. And finally, as she got to the last mirror and realised Ariete had simply vanished, no door or escape to speak of around her, she saw a woman with white gleaming hair and skin look back at her.

	She reached a hand up to the mirror, and the Moon did the same. A crown still rested atop her head, her silver eyes cold as Elara moved her head this way and that, and the Moon copied. Finally, Elara touched the mirror, though rather than feeling cool glass, she felt water as her entire hand pushed through.

	She marvelled at how her arm had fully disappeared, readying herself to push the rest of her body through, when she felt a hand clamp over her own.

	She screamed, trying to pull her arm back, but the hand wouldn’t let go. A second one reach out of the mirror, a ram tattooed on it, and gripped her by the throat, yanking her through the glass.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	“You have to kill me,” the shadow repeated to Enzo. “Elara isn’t safe.”

	Enzo slammed a hand against a tree trunk, a harsh curse leaving him. “Where is she right now?”

	“She’s already within Ariete’s dreams.”

	“What!?” he hissed. “I’ve lost days in here!?”

	“Time works differently in dreams. Even more so in death. What feels like a couple of minutes can be weeks in these realms.”

	Enzo raked a hand through his hair as he paced. “There must be another way to help her.”

	The shadow shook her head. “There isn’t. We have to be quick, Enzo. Already I feel the Dark closer.”

	“And when she’s faced with Ariete, and her shadows simply cease to exist, then what?” Enzo’s head was pounding. His tie to Elara was working overtime, so incensed that his soulmate was in a dreamland with Ariete that he could not reach.

	“Enzo!” the shadow snarled, and she sounded so much like Elara that he stilled. “Ariete is nothing compared to this power I feel awakening. I thought I was imagining it when I first felt it or that perhaps it was just Elara’s powers taking on a new shape. But this darkness, it’s hateful. Angry. And it has nearly caught up to her.”

	Elara’s shadow suddenly pulsed, darkness throbbing around her as she cried, falling to the floor. A clap of thunder resounded through the woods, the trees trembling.

	“Elara!?” Enzo cried, leaping towards her.

	“She used her shadows. She’s blaring a beacon to the Dark.”

	There was another rumble, and Enzo cursed as the shadow cried out, shadows curling off her and drifting through the woods. “Now, Enzo. You have to kill me now. If Elara uses her shadows one more time, she’s as good as dead. We all are.”

	“I can’t,” he whispered, sinking to his knees.

	“What do you mean you can’t. Enzo, Elara will die.”

	“You are the thing I love most about her,” Enzo whispered. “Elara’s shadows, you, are what made me fall in love with her so deeply. It’s Elara’s darkness that I love. It was her shadows that drowned out my flames, that brought me peace for the first time in my life.”

	How could he take away the thing Elara loved most about herself? Elara adored her shadows.

	“Then you will be met with a corpse the next time you see us,” the shadow gritted out. “What is better? A living Elara or one with shadows but dead?”

	“But…” He tried to swallow the lump that had suddenly appeared in his throat. “I can’t be the one to take yet another thing from her,” he whispered.

	A tear rolled down his cheek as he looked at the shadows curling above him.

	“She’s lost so much and—” His voice was strangled now, a claw around his heart, squeezing too tightly. “And at one time, you were the only thing that walked beside her. The only thing she had.” He clutched his stomach, an agonizing pain ripping into him as a tear rolled down his cheek. “I can’t,” he whispered again, clutching the shadow’s hand.

	“It’s okay,” she whispered as a silver tear rolled down her own face. “It’s okay.”

	He buried his head in her lap, the sobs pervading him. Who would his Elara be without her darkness?

	“Now, my darling Lion. Enough tears. We have to save her. She will forgive you.”

	Enzo shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut. “If she wanted to hate me for the rest of my life, I would take it. It’s her happiness that I can’t take away.”

	“You will create new happiness together,” the shadow replied. “And she will have a new power—more of it. She won’t weaken. This isn’t the end of her. It’s merely the beginning of another story.”

	“But I’m not ready to close the book,” he sobbed. “I’m not ready to let her go in this way.”

	The shadow shook her head. “There is no other way. I would rather you do it than anyone else. If you don’t, we will both die. Or Elara will become something that there is no returning from.”

	Enzo tried to will strength into his bones, tried to will the warrior to do what had to be done. He brushed his face, sniffed loudly, and raised hardened gold eyes to the shadow. “Fine. For her, I’ll do this. Show me how.”

	Enzo tried to quell the rising panic in his chest. He had to compartmentalise, had to distance himself from the act.

	He had done it before.

	When his father had asked him to kill innocent Asterians, when he’d had to murder the animals he loved, he had found a way to drift away from it, to be a casual observer. And so, he raised a hand, light already shining and burning from his palm. He allowed himself to drift, for his mind to peel away from his body as he pushed further and further way from the being that was about to kill the one comfort Elara currently had.

	The shadow knelt before him, and Enzo felt a break in his heart, as though it had physically cracked. He swallowed, trying to block out the pain. But tears still escaped his eyes, even as he attempted to remain stoic.

	“It’s okay,” the shadow whispered, taking his other hand in hers. “It’s okay”

	Enzo inhaled the scent of Elara and committed it to memory. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “And I need you to know that you saved me.”

	His voice broke as light began to flare from his palms, flowing into the shadow.

	“You taught me how to love the darkness, how to welcome it. In the moments where I needed to run from my light you were there, ever patient. And I love you. I love you for making Elara who she is. I love you for taking her fear and pain when she couldn’t carry it alone. And most of all, I love you for allowing me to love you.”

	“It is an honour to be loved by you,” the shadow whispered back, tears of moonlight dripping down her face as the light began to creep up her form. “And I wouldn’t have changed a moment of this for the world. You gave me the greatest gift of all—acceptance. You saw me as I truly was, every flaw and shadow, and you loved me anyway. More, because of them.”

	She pressed her forehead to Enzo’s as the two wept, Enzo’s soul in agony as his light continued to flare. The shadow’s face twisted in pain as it began to burn her away.

	“Make sure she has someone to make her feel loved and accepted, just as she is. Take my place when I’m gone.”

	Enzo let out another sob as his light rose to the shadow’s neck.

	“Here,” the shadow rasped. “Take this part of me. Just a wisp of shadow. Keep it in case—in case she ever needs it. One last parting gift.”

	A strand of smoke spun from the shadow’s hand and landed in Enzo’s palm. He could feel the cool, light weight of it, so like his Elara. He tucked it into his spirit, relishing the feel of having a part of her close to him.

	The shadow continued to dissipate, her face twisting as Enzo’s light consumed more of her hungrily.

	“One last thing, Enzo,” the shadow panted as light broke under her surface, her voice sounding distant. “Elara is carrying a secret. One so deep that even I cannot tell you. One she does not yet know. But I am scared, Enzo, of how much you will hate us when you find out. I can’t tell you, but she will.”

	Enzo frowned. “I could never hate you. Nothing you could do would make me turn my back. Nothing. Do you hear me?”

	“We’ll see,” the shadow said. “Just…try to get her to tell you—of her own volition. She doesn’t remember. But she will. And when she does, she’s going to need you.”

	Enzo nodded. Elara didn’t keep secrets from him; he knew she would tell him anything she remembered. But still, it seemed to satisfy the shadow, who sighed as the rest of her body began to disappear within the light.

	Enzo studied her face one last time, seeing a glimpse of silver eyes, and with his own cry and a final ‘I love you’ whispered from the shadow’s lips, the last parts of her vanished.

	Enzo remained kneeling as the remnants of Elara’s shadows drifted away. His body racked with sobs as the gloam of the woods enveloped him, a Sun with tatters of a shadow in his palms.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	Elara felt Ariete’s charm surround her—battle cries and the scent of sweet blood coating her as his arms wrapped around her, pressing her close. She couldn’t see for a moment, utter darkness enveloping her. She fought against him, biting and kicking before he finally relinquished his hold. She went to take a step away from him and screamed.

	She was suspended on a swing high in the air, a trapeze she realised, a yawning pit below her. Surrounding her were rows upon rows of red velvet seats, blank-eyed souls in every one. As she gripped the ropes on either side of her, she heard a cold chuckle—one that had chased her for months.

	“When, oh when will you learn, dear Elara, that you simply can not dupe me? I have mastered the art of war, of strategy. How arrogant do you have to be to think I wouldn’t feel you running around in my dreams?”

	Elara turned her head carefully, finally laying eyes once more upon the King of Stars. His face was mere inches from hers, as beautiful and repulsive as ever. His body pressed against her as they stood on the swing together, a black top hat gracing his head, red velvet suit with tails cladding his body, and a whip in one hand, the other arm hooked around the swing’s rope nonchalantly.

	Rage boiled within Elara, and she tried to abate it. Calm, Elara reminded herself. Remain calm.

	“You know what I’m here for. Give me Enzo’s tether before I lock you in your own dreams and watch you die a slow, maddening death.”

	Ariete towered above her and leaned over. Elara had nowhere to move as he enclosed the space between them. “It’s sweet how you still believe you’re in control of this situation. But I’m the ringmaster. And these are my dreams after all.”

	He peered down to the pit below them, and Elara heard an ominous growl drift up to them.

	“I’ve decided that you can have Enzo’s tether.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

	Ariete shrugged. “It’s yours.”

	It was a trick. It had to be. “On what terms?” she snarled.

	Ariete’s smile was feral. “Clever girl. Just one term. You strike a bargain with me.”

	Elara laughed. “Over my dead body. I will kill you and pry the tether from your cold, dead hands.”

	Ariete’s voice was soft. “We’ll see.”

	Another roar sounded from within the pit and Elara flinched, then she grew angry at herself for showing any sign of fear.

	“You have two options, darling. Before you lies your escape.”

	At the other side of the ring a small platform appeared with a red door.

	“Get to the other side and through that door, and I’ll give you the tether. I’d be careful though. That pit below is a trancehole—one that will rip your tether from your soul before you can scream if you fall.”

	Panic seized Elara, her body going rigid as she peered into the darkness. An abyss yawned below her, a deep cavernous maw of darkness that beckoned if she so much as slipped.

	And she heard sounds within it, could see shadows shifting.

	“What are those?” she hissed as Ariete grinned.

	“My demons. Oh, they’re hungry,” Ariete murmured, his eyes fixed on the pit below. “And oh, so very real.”

	“This is a dream,” Elara snarled. “No matter how you may try to convince me otherwise.”

	Ariete chuckled. “Is it? You see, we may be in a dream realm, but did you ever stop to think about the people here, the monsters?” He paused. “My souls, these are. Every death that I’ve collected, every soul on my conscience—and a god of war has many.”

	Elara was used to his long soliloquies by now and half tuned him out as she began to form a plan of escape.

	“And in that pit are creatures not of this world, no, but of my imagination, my creation. Now what could be more terrifying than that?”

	Elara didn’t allow herself to feel anything, channelling Eli as she forced a calm composure over her tumultuous emotions. She understood nightmares, knew that to not become lost in one, one could never bow down to fear.

	“I’ll ask you one last time,” Ariete’s voice drifted back to her. “Are you sure you don’t want to take my bargain?”

	“If you think I will ever be tied to you in any way, you are further out of your fucking mind than Sagitton.”

	“Always so rash, Elara. Never enough foresight.”

	“Says the god of wrath. Why would you give me Enzo’s tether willingly? Why would you want the Sun awake? Aren’t he and I your mortal enemies?” Elara made sure her words dripped with derision. She would not take his bait. She would find another way to get Enzo’s tether back.

	Ariete laughed again, this one colder.

	“You think yourself so innocent. You haven’t a clue what you’ve done.”

	Elara’s stomach lurched as she thought back to the vision that had been shown to her through his tarot cards. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

	Ariete smirked. “I think you already know.”

	“Torture me and be done with it,” she snapped. “Whatever little plan you’ve concocted, execute it. Because mark my words, after this, I will rip Enzo’s tether from you even if it kills me.”

	“I was hoping you’d say that.” His grin was wolfish. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he roared, “roll up, roll up! The grandest spectacle at my Circus of Dreams is about to begin!”

	Elara cursed, forcing herself still as the crowd around her roared and cheered from the circus stalls.

	She surveyed her options and where she was. Ariete was at her back. If she tried to attack him, he’d likely push her off the swing and straight into the pit. She could try to create her shadow dragun and fly out of the place, but then she still wouldn’t have Enzo’s tether. She was trapped. Just as Ariete had wanted.

	Her hand clenched and unclenched on the rope. She felt a hand wrap around hers and instantly jolted as Ariete’s mouth found her ear.

	“We don’t want to keep them waiting,” he murmured into it, his breath fanning her cheek. “Run along Elara, give them the performance of a lifetime.”

	He released her, and she felt the weight of him against her back disappear, the swing lurching forward.

	She screamed as it swung in a deep arc, reaching all the way to the starred sky. As she swooped back down, hands gripping onto the ropes for dear life, she turned her head, seeing Ariete now at the forefront of the crowd that circled the pit.

	“Be careful of the distractions,” Ariete called, grinning.

	Elara steeled herself, ignoring his taunt. “Enzo, Enzo, Enzo,” she whispered under her breath, his name a prayer keeping her sane as the swing was pushed even higher, the breath leaving her lungs as she was then pulled back down.

	Circus music began sounding out of thin air, a harsh blare that made her almost lose her grip in shock. The swing’s plank below her feet began to zig-zag out of control and she cursed, still gripping the rope as she attempted to right it.

	“Ladies and gentlemen!” Ariete cried out. “Our first act is one that needs no introduction. We all love a father-daughter reunion, do we not?!”

	The crowd roared in response. “So, Elara, let me present you with our first performer. The King of Asteria!”

	Elara’s neck snapped up as a looming shadow swung from another trapeze. “It’s just a dream,” she wheezed to herself as the swing hurtled towards her, her father upon it. He was dressed as a clown, a terrifying painted mask on his face, mouth drooping down and a tear beneath one eye. She screamed out as he passed her, and she saw truly what he was. A corpse, his throat gaping open from the wound Ariete had given him, his face white, eyes wholly black. Elara ducked as he whizzed past before coming back towards her, their trapezes crossing one another.

	On his way back, his arms reached out, and Elara screamed again as he plucked her from her swing onto his. She landed jarringly, her father’s cold, dead hands grasping onto hers as he swung them through the air once more.

	“Bravo!” she heard Ariete roar, a round of applause following as the circus music prattled on.

	“The second act will be tough to follow, but we have every faith she will! For if you thought the family reunion was over, you’d be mistaken! The Queen of Asteria, ladies and gents!”

	Elara squeezed her eyes shut as her mother came into view, her legs hooked around the trapeze as she dangled through the air, breezing past Elara. Her face paint matched Elara’s father’s, eyes just as blank, and a string of blood drooled from the corner of her mouth.

	“Please, no,” Elara whimpered as her mother wrapped her cold hands around Elara’s ankles and dragged her off the swing.

	She couldn’t even scream, the breath knocked from her as she dangled, her mother’s trapeze swinging low enough that Elara nearly touched the trancehole. She winced as they came back up.

	“Did someone hear a roar? A love for the ages—the story between Elara and our next performer. Soulmates they call themselves. Ugh.” Ariete rolled his eyes. “Elara get ready to see your lover in three…two…one!”

	A spotlight struck out, showing a man suspended on a swing. Her heart raced as she saw Enzo, though it wasn’t her Enzo. His beautiful golden eyes were black, his stare utterly blank as the swing creaked in the air.

	Without warning, her mother tossed her across to him, and she somersaulted, screaming through the air, hands and legs outstretched as Enzo caught her. His clown mask was the only one grinning, the sight setting Elara tremoring. She looked with wide eyes to his clown costume and the blood pooling from his stomach where Ariete had stabbed him.

	Enzo lurched forward onto Elara, and she gagged as one of his intestines began to fall out of his abdomen, a dull wet thunk as it hit the trapeze plank.

	“You could have saved me,” he wheezed—exactly as he had in Botis’s dreams. He didn’t smell like Enzo; he smelled like death, rotten and fetid and too sweet.

	Elara tried to push away from him, but she couldn’t get far without falling.

	“Stop doing that,” she screamed down to Ariete.

	The god’s eyes widened in feral wonder. “Oh, I’m not doing anything. This is all you.”

	She felt a hard push at her back and gasped as Enzo pushed her from the swing, and she fell screaming through the air. Her father’s arms caught her once more.

	“You could have saved us,” her father rasped as mould spores began to float off his tongue. She spun, barely able to see as her mother swiped her.

	“You could have saved us,” her mother repeated, beetles crawling out of her eyes as she blinked, making Elara recoil.

	“The final act!” Ariete roared below.

	She was propelled once more through the stars before two hands that felt warmer than the others gripped onto her. Elara slowly raised her head and sobbed. Sofia’s face tilted, observing her as Elara was suspended, dangling from the trapeze.

	“Not you too,” Elara whispered, Eli’s training utterly forgotten.

	Sofia smiled, the grin widening and widening until it began to split her face, blood leaking from the sides of her mouth.

	“You could have saved us,” she whispered.

	“Help me,” Elara said.

	Sofia chuckled coldly. “No, I don’t think I will.”

	It was the last thing she heard as with a scream, Sofia’s hold released her. She tumbled, her cry mingling with Ariete’s cackle below as she fell, the abyss below waiting.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	The air rushed around Elara, howling as the circus music sped up around her, the crowd gasping as they saw the star of the show tumble through the air.

	Elara grunted, a hand flung out as she called her shadows to her.

	Nothing.

	Her heart thundered as she continued to drop through the air, trying again, teeth gritted. She willed her magick into them, willed her shadows.

	Nothing, not even a wisp.

	She cried out, with no idea why her shadows weren’t being brought forth. “Please,” she begged as her body flailed on the air’s undercurrents, the darkness yawning below her and the growl of creatures that lurked in the dark waiting for her.

	She closed her eyes one final time, a strangled scream on her lips as the pit grew even closer. “Please!” she screamed, her hands punching out.

	But the shadows did not come, and Elara gave a bloodcurdling scream as the pit swallowed her.

	At the last moment, when the darkness was already enclosing her, Elara illusioned a dagger and slammed it into the side of the pit.

	She hung from it, sobbing, both hands wrapped tightly around the imaginary knife as she dangled from the lip of the pit.

	She looked down wildly and wished she hadn’t.

	She could see nothing but a terrifying and endless night. But below that, shadows shifted. Ones with red eyes that Elara knew with absolute certainty did not belong in this world.

	Ariete’s name was on the tip of her tongue. She could not stay here, could not fall into this pit and remain trapped for an eternity until she lost her mind and her soul ripped apart, her body wasting away. She could not do that to Enzo or Merissa, Isra or Leo. She sobbed thinking of her family—her pride as she had come to call them.

	But before her lips could scream Ariete’s name, she heard the slow clip of footsteps on dusted sand, the crowd still around her, and finally saw across the mouth of the cave, Ariete’s hungry, red smile.

	He crouched by the edge of the pit, observed her, then tutted.

	“Darling, darling Moon. Look at the mess you have caused.”

	Elara forced herself not to sob. She would not give any more tears to this god. She focused on biting the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. This didn’t feel like a dream anymore. The stakes were too high. She knew that if she fell, she would not wake again, would not escape this nightmare.

	“Was this all real?” she whispered, her arms beginning to shake from holding herself against the precipice. “Do their souls live here?”

	Ariete inclined his head. “Yes and no. Yes, in a sense that a part of them always will remain here. No, in the sense that I do not govern Death. I do not own them.”

	“And the tarot reading? The past? Was that real too?”

	Ariete nodded. “I told you there was much to your story you didn’t know.” His smile twisted, becoming cruel. “And many secrets that only you and I share.”

	“Lies,” Elara hissed, gasping as one of her hands slipped on the dagger’s handle. “Enzo, or the Sun, would have known. I would have told him.”

	Ariete chuckled. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, then of course darling. He knew everything.”

	He dusted his hands off, making to stand.

	“Wait!” Elara strangled out.

	Ariete paused, turning. She heard one of the creatures below shuffling and gulped.

	“You’re in quite the predicament, Elara. Within a few minutes, that arm will tire, and you will fall into a trancehole from which you’ll never return. Your precious Sun will waste away in the dreamlands, descending into agony and madness as you yourself wander my nightmares, unable to live or die. Now,” he said, leaning further forward over the pit, “do you want to revisit my bargain?”

	Elara let out a frustrated sob, the only one she allowed herself in front of the Star.

	She didn’t answer—couldn’t. How could she form a bargain with this Star, the one who had killed her parents, her best friend—tried to kill her soulmate?

	She could not be bound to him; she knew better.

	“Suit yourself.” Ariete shrugged, standing as he smirked. “My beasts will be very happy with your decision.”

	He turned and began to walk away. Elara felt sweat slide onto her palm, her grip on her dagger loosening. Her little finger slipped as she cursed, looking back down to the darkness. More than one set of red eyes stared back, beckoning and hungry.

	“Oh gods,” she whimpered as another finger slipped.

	She couldn’t do it; she wouldn’t.

	Think, Elara, think. She tried desperately to call on her shadows again. There was a cold emptiness inside, one that had been filled with reassurance and warmth before.

	Her middle finger slipped as Ariete’s figure became smaller, a ringleader in a top hat getting further and further away.

	“Forgive me, Enzo, for what I’m about to do,” she whispered, closing her eyes, and as her grip finally slid, Elara shrieked, “Ariete, I call your favour!”

	She screamed as the darkness lunged beneath her before a hand clasped around hers, the cool, buzzing force of it gripping her too tightly.

	Ariete’s smile was all teeth as he held her, still dangling from the precipice.

	“Give me Enzo’s tether, and I will pay you,” she sobbed, heart still thundering at the abyss that had nearly claimed her. Her arm felt wrenched out of its socket as Ariete maintained his grip.

	“Your blood for his tether,” Ariete murmured, pulling her an inch higher.

	“No,” Elara spat. “Not that, anything but that.”

	Ariete tutted. “I don’t barter. Enjoy your everlasting torment.”

	He let his grip slip a moment, and Elara screamed. “Fine, fine! My blood for your favour.”

	Ariete chuckled softly as he pulled her up again. She winced at the motion, limp and useless as she remained suspended.

	“Are you sure you want to make this deal with me, little Moon?” he crooned. “To feel us bound and tethered, to know that I can ask you for one favour—anything, at any moment, and you would have to do as I willed?”

	Elara felt bile rise in her throat. She couldn’t agree to that.

	“Show me the tether,” she snarled.

	Ariete reached beneath the collar of his suit, pulling the golden thread wrapped like a necklace around his throat that she’d spotted earlier.

	This close, Elara could feel Enzo’s energy emanating from it, and she let out a cry. It was real; it was here. And she knew that if she struck a bargain with Ariete, a favour, then by the Star’s code, he would have to give it to her.

	She waited another second…but she knew. It was worth it. To be tied to Ariete, to be able to grant him one favour, any favour, in exchange for the favour he was offering her—it was all worth it to have her love living and breathing again.

	Ariete’s hands flicked, and a card was produced—one from the tarot deck she had been shown earlier. It was The Fool card. Yet instead of the usual jester that was painted on, it depicted Elara, one foot in thin air as she tried not to tumble from a cliff, her black hair streaming behind her. It looked disturbingly similar to the scene before she had first created her shadow dragun with Enzo.

	“A bargain for a bargain,” Ariete murmured, twisting the card. “Blood for blood.” He hitched her up another inch. “This is going to hurt.”

	And with a small smile, Ariete’s eyes fluttered closed as Elara felt the skin of her palm wrapped in his split open. She gritted her teeth, a deep burning pain writhing under her skin as blood dripped between their clasped hands and the card between them.

	Ariete muttered words in a guttural language that Elara did not recognise, and a sound of pain tore from her as she felt her blood move, felt it flowing to him. She felt an invisible rope wrap around them, squeezing and squeezing as his charm invaded her, angry and writhing, and then as fast as it had entered, it left.

	With one more wrench, he lifted her from the pit until she staggered onto the sandy floor of the circus tent, scrambling away from the pit.

	She wrenched her grip from Ariete, looking in panic at her palm and the red slash across it.

	Ariete sighed, sated. “Moonlight tastes so sweet,” he said, more to himself than her.

	“The tether,” she hissed.

	Ariete laughed as he pulled it from his neck and tossed it to her. She caught it, knees nearly giving out. She had it; she had Enzo.

	But the favour was beginning to sink into her bones, Ariete’s magick squeezing around her heart.

	She could feel him in her head, in her bones, and wretched, empty heaves made her sink to her knees.

	“Don’t be so dramatic,” the Star drawled. “It will pass in a moment.”

	Ariete produced a pocket watch, one that had ram horns protruding from it. “I’d hurry if I were you. By my watch, I’d say Enzo has less than a day before his soul is lost completely to the dreamlands.”

	Elara picked herself up, looping the tether around her own neck.

	“You don’t tell a soul about this. And you don’t tell anyone about the bargain we struck as…the Moon. If what I saw was true.”

	Ariete snorted. “I’ve kept the secret safe for centuries. I doubt this lifetime will change that.”

	He began strolling out of the circus tent. Elara followed, her body still vibrating and screaming at the wrongness of the bargain now living in her veins.

	They passed the turning carousel, the horses skeletal and terrifying as they spun of their own accord.

	Ariete chuckled as though he could read the fear on her face. “I’m not the only villain in this story, you know, Elara.” He paused. “Well…not in dreams at least. I can’t say the same for the monster who will wake in my stead. That part of me, that charm… I will try to kill you. It will go against every instinct in me not to. So despite our bargain, I’m going to need you to run, little Moon. And hide.” He winked. “I’ll count to three.”

	Elara didn’t take a second to consider it, to even reply as she set off at a sprint through the circus grounds.

	She heard Ariete’s lilting voice count, “One,” as she ran, brushing the souls in her wake. She shivered as the cold deadness of them passed through her, running through the carnival. The music continued to shriek, and she shook her head, the tether the only comforting presence around her neck.

	“Two,” she heard him rumble, swords being drawn from the air as he stalked out after her, red coat tails flying in the wind.

	She ran, praying to the wind to carry her, for her dreams to catch her, her own tether to guide her. She traversed the gates, leaping through the arch. A chasm opened up, the end of the dream, a vast nothingness below her. She yanked her own tether to her with bared teeth.

	“Three,” she heard Ariete yell behind her and tumbled, screaming, into the darkness.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	Red light burst through Elara as she gasped awake, still standing.

	“Run,” she screamed, already staggering forward before she had even taken a second to register her surroundings.

	“Elara?” Merissa asked shrilly, leaping off Ariete’s lap.

	“I said run,” Elara snarled. “Eli!” she bellowed in her mind, throwing the thought out with vitriol as she pounded on the door.

	It swung open immediately, and Elara pushed Merissa back out. “Set off. I’ll follow in a moment.”

	“El, you have to come with me now,” Merissa replied hysterically as Ariete began to stir.

	“Go!” Elara shouted as a rage so blinding took over her. Ariete had bested her, again. She had played right into his hands, again. Enzo’s tether was around her neck, its presence carrying through into the waking world. Perhaps it was that what fuelled her, perhaps it was Ariete’s charm in her veins or her own unending wrath. But she shoved Merissa out of the door, slamming it closed.

	Ariete stirred again, and Elara bared her teeth, snatching the nearest hypnom pipe and forcing the mouthpiece down Ariete’s throat.

	She couldn’t kill him, not without Enzo’s magick. But she could make him suffer.

	She heard pounding on the door, heard Eli roaring in her mind.

	“What the fuck are you doing? Get out of there now.”

	“Go ahead without me. I’ll catch up,” she replied in her mind.

	She heard Eli curse but ignored it all, pulling her dagger from her thigh. With gritted teeth she straddled him, his throat exposed as the god remained in the land of dreams a moment longer, features strangely soft in sleep.

	She raised the tip of her blade to the base of his throat, pushing it into his skin.

	“This is for my father,” she growled as she began to drag it across his throat. With surprise, she felt a burning pain in her own throat. She shook it off as she continued the line.

	“This is for my mother.”

	She cried out in pain as she felt liquid seep down her front. She brought a shaking hand up to her throat and felt blood, realising in shock that what she was doing to Ariete, she was also doing to herself. It must have been the bargain, their blood tied.

	But regardless of the pain she felt, her fury was greater, and the god before her deserved to be marked.

	She clenched her jaw, biting her cheek to stop herself from screaming as the mark she continued to carve into Ariete’s flesh was gouged into her own.

	The god jerked beneath her, whole body twitching in agony, but the hypnom flooded his system, the smoke sweet as Elara continued.

	“This is for Sofia,” she rasped as she curved the blade in an arc. “And this is for Enzo.” She joined the points together, finished, panting heavily. She could feel her own blood slick down her neck.

	A crescent moon stood in bloody relief across the base of Ariete’s throat, right between his collarbones—a moon that she knew would scar. She didn’t care that she had a brand to match. She’d felt worse pain before—the Star beneath her had caused it.

	But for a prideful god like Ariete, one always so sure that he could not be beaten—he would never look in the mirror without seeing Elara now.

	She kept her dagger in her hand as she leapt off him, the hypnom pipe already low.

	“Eli!” she called out again, and the door swung open once more as she rushed out into the packed club.

	“Head down. With me. Now,” the god murmured, jaw clenched and eyes set as he paced through the space, the crowd parting before him. His eyes flicked down, and they widened imperceptibly.

	“What the fuck happened to your throat?” he hissed.

	Elara covered the bleeding wound with her hand, feeling Enzo’s tether laced around it. It seemed to warm and buzz as though it could sense it was no longer trapped with Ariete.

	“It’s nothing,” she said hurriedly. “It doesn’t even hurt.”

	Eli clenched his jaw but said nothing more as he made people veer out of their way left and right with his charm.

	Ten seconds. They were halfway across the room.

	Eight seconds. Eli’s eyes turned black, his head pointed in the direction of Isra.

	Six seconds. Isra by the door, thank gods, Merissa waiting there for them.

	Four seconds. She could feel the breeze from the open door beckoning. Freedom. She’d done it.

	Two seconds. The roar of a Star of vengeance and the splintering of a wooden door.

	Fuck, Eli said into her mind. You’re going to have to go on without me.

	Elara nodded, launching into a sprint, dragging Merissa by her wrist.

	“Elara!” Ariete roared, and members of the club began to turn, frowning at where the voice was carrying to.

	But Elara was frozen by the door as she saw the doorman who had touched Merissa.

	"Both of you run," she said. "I'll be right behind you."

	"Elara," Isra pleaded, but Elara's fury, still writhing in her bones, was set on the lecherous man who had touched what was not his to touch. His focus wasn’t even on her, too busy looking over the packed crowd to the incensed Star trying to make his way through it.

	She shoved Merissa and Isra out of the door, blocking it as the doorman turned around. Her dagger was already in her palm, and she wished she could give him a slower death. But time was not on her side. Her anger was still writhing within her, itching to kill.

	“Markus, was it?” she said brightly. He turned, frowning.

	Before he could reply, Eli’s hand snaked around her waist, yanking her to him.

	“You need to go,” he hissed in her ear, his other hand forcing the dagger from her palm.

	“He touched Merissa!” she snarled.

	“He thought she was a dancer! Save your vengeance for a more deserving soul.”

	Elara bared her teeth, swearing as she pushed away from Eli, snatching her dagger back and shoving past the doorman.

	“Forget this,” Eli growled to Markus, whose eyes went blank.

	Elara turned back once, hearing Eli’s voice carry as she escaped. “Every time you touch a woman without her permission, I want you to piss yourself,” the god commanded, his charm thick in the air. She saw the doorman nod vacantly, and the anger within her abated a little, a small smile on her face as she leapt over the threshold and ran full pelt down the street, feet slamming on the wet cobbles.

	As she turned a corner, she saw Isra and Merissa finally, still running, and let out a shrill whistle. The two whipped their heads around and gasped in relief, slowing as Elara caught up.

	“Come on,” she panted. “We can’t stop here.”

	She wouldn’t let up for even a moment as they put as much distance between The Ruby and themselves as possible.

	They veered, twisting through the slick streets of The Remains.

	The streets began to clean up, the fashion of the passers-by growing more refined as they slowly left The Remains and transitioned into the Pollux Quarter.

	Isra pointed in front of them to a side alley, breathing heavily, and Elara and Merissa followed her.

	The three doubled over, panting, as the sheer adrenaline and force of what had just taken place washed over them. Elara staggered against the wall as Merissa and Isra clutched her tightly.

	“Thank gods,” Merissa wept. “Thank gods you’re okay.”

	“Do you have the tether?” Isra whispered, her voice shaking.

	Elara nodded wordlessly, lifting it enough from her neck for the women to see.

	“Your neck,” Merissa gasped.

	“It’s nothing,” Elara said.

	Isra was looking stricken at her as she reached a trembling hand out and touched the tether. Her lip trembled, and then she burst into tears.

	If Elara wasn’t still reeling, she would have been in shock at the mere sight of her friend in tears.

	“You did it,” Isra sobbed. “I can’t believe you did it.”

	She pressed kisses all over Elara’s face ‘Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for bringing my brother back.”

	The three women stood, clutching each other tightly before Elara pulled away. “Time is running out,” Elara said. “I can explain everything that happened later, but right now, I need to get to Enzo. The storm hasn’t passed yet.”

	Isra nodded, wiping her tears. “How can we help?”

	“I need to dreamwalk again. And I’m going to need somewhere safe to do it.”

	Elara’s hands flexed automatically, ready to summon her shadow dragun and fly to the one place she knew she’d be untouchable.

	But true horror finally dawned on her, one that in the chaos, she had suppressed.

	“I don’t—" She stopped, trying to feel for her shadows before she continued. But she was met with that same cavernous void within. The panic seized her again—she had prayed that this power shortage was just something due to Ariete’s dreams, but she was quickly realising that the shadows she held onto, that comforted her and were the very extension of her being weren’t there anymore.

	“Oh gods,” she whispered, sinking to the cobbles.

	“Elara?” Merissa and Isra exclaimed.

	“My shadows,” Elara whispered, voice broken. “They’re gone.”

	“They can’t just be…gone,” Merissa replied.

	Elara pulled herself up with Isra’s help. “I don’t know what’s happening to me, why I can’t call on them. I can still cast illusions, still dreamwalk, but my shadows…”

	“We’ll find out what’s happening and fix this,” Isra said calmly. “One thing at a time.”

	Elara nodded. “Enzo first.”

	“So where do we go?” Merissa asked, worrying at her lip.

	Elara set her jaw, grim determination on her face. “Eli’s.”
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	Elara paced the quiet street outside Eli’s apartment in the prestigious Pollux Quarter. Isra had come in handy, her seer’s gift able to follow the trail to where the god resided. It was the only place Elara could think of that would protect her from Ariete’s wrath now that the god was awake.

	She shivered to think of the god of war, of the story she had seen within the tarot card, the feeling of his bargain snaking around her.

	She shrugged them off, feeling yet again for her shadows. They felt like phantom limbs cut from her, and she could not for the life of her understand how her powers had just…vanished. She prayed it was burnout, prayed that it was just some run of bad luck with this change within her—this awakening of a titan.

	The group heard footsteps, slow and measured, and Isra and Merissa carefully called their powers to them. Elara nearly began crying all over again, raising a hand with no shadows.

	From the gloam appeared Eli, and as he saw the three, he sighed. “Of course you’re all here.”

	He went to Elara, and to her utter surprise, he wrapped her in a bone-crushing hug.

	“You did it,” he whispered to her, his cool charm washing over her like rain. “Thank gods you made it out alive.”

	“Eli,” Elara trembled. “We need to talk. Something happened in there. My…”

	“Powers?” Eli spoke into her mind. She pulled away from him. “Show me what happened,” he said, still in her mind as Merissa and Isra waited.

	“Inside first,” Isra said coldly.

	Eli looked at her reproachfully before producing a key with an inlaid snake. He waved his hand, likely undoing various protection charms upon the place before the slate grey door swung open, and they were all ushered inside.

	“Ladies,” Eli said, “make yourselves at home. I need to speak with Elara before she dreamwalks again. Make sure Ariete hasn’t done anything to her mind.”

	“We’re not leaving her,” Merissa said quietly.

	Eli rolled his eyes. “If I wanted Elara dead, I would not have trained her. I’d have allowed her to walk through Ariete’s dreams blindly and remain trapped there. I…” he glanced at Elara before sighing, “I would never harm her.”

	Merissa raised a brow. Isra’s eyes narrowed. “Fine,” she said, “but be quick. We’re running out of time.”

	Eli pushed Elara into a room adjacent to the living room, a small library. The scent of books filled the air, and she instantly calmed as she stepped further into the cosy, candlelit space.

	“Show me what happened, Elara, and what Ariete said to you. How did you get out with the tether and where are your shadows?”

	Elara shook her head. She couldn’t talk about it right now, couldn’t utter words, so fearful that it might make it a reality.

	“We don’t have time, Eli. Enzo first, then we can take care of me.”

	Eli looked at her for a long time. “Fine. And you know how to wake Enzo?”

	Elara nodded. “It’s simple. I need to dreamwalk to his soul and give him his tether back. He’ll be able to find the way back to his body then.”

	Eli stood in front of her, raising his fingers to her temple as his eyes fluttered shut.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Like I told the others, I’m making sure you’re of sound mind before you give Enzo his tether.”

	Eli’s cool magick enveloped her, but the mist from it seemed to curl around something in her mind—something blood-soaked and promise-filled. It snagged, and Elara opened her eyes.

	“What did you do, Elara?” he growled. “What did you give him?”

	Elara tensed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

	“You think me a fool?”

	“You think me a failure?” Elara snapped back. “I overcame his obstacles the same way I did yours and snatched it from his hands.”

	The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, but she couldn’t yet admit what she’d sacrificed.

	“I’m in your damn head,” Eli hissed. “You don’t think I can recognise a blood oath? You don’t think you reek of his magick?”

	“Eli—”

	“You stupid girl,” he said, pushing away from her. “Of all the Stars in all of Celestia, you gave your blood to him?”

	“I had no choice,” Elara finally snarled. “You think I would do it willingly? That if there had been any other way, I would have chosen this?”

	Eli made a disgusted sound, and Elara’s temper flared. “Don’t you dare judge me,” she spat. “Your quarrel with me can wait until later. Because I have a tether and a soulmate trapped in the dream realm on the brink of death. I need to dreamwalk to him now.”

	Eli raked a hand through his hair, hissing through his teeth as he visibly began to calm. “Fine. What do you need?”

	Elara winced. “Hypnom.”

	Though she was angry with him, she could have gone to her knees when Eli didn’t betray even a flicker of judgement. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll fetch a pipe from the den nearest me now. But this conversation is far from over.”

	“I know,” she sighed, suddenly bone-tired.

	“We will wake him, Elara,” Eli said as he opened the study door. “Within a few hours, your Sun will be awake.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	Enzo didn’t know how long he remained on his knees, how long the earth gave beneath him, softening as though it understood his pain. Time didn’t pass; the light didn’t shift.

	Enzo told himself that if he was still enough, quiet enough, then none of the events that had just taken place would be real. It was all just a nightmare, he told himself. If he stayed in these woods, in these deadlands, trapped in this moment of time with no other witnesses, then it couldn’t be true that he had killed Elara’s shadow.

	He’d lost track of days or hours and only rose when he saw a glimmer of gold, floating before him.

	“I suppose I’ve really lost my mind now,” he said to himself, finally raising his head.

	He was tired, down to his very bones, every step a struggle as he heaved himself up and looked back once more to the clearing where he had changed both his and Elara’s fates irrevocably.

	He turned back to the wisps of gold, gently floating in the twilight, and began to follow them.

	Those days in the woods—or was it hours?—had taken something from him. Elara’s shadow had warned him to not stay too long, that these lands were for the dead. Yet he could feel his soul and sense slowly pulling away from each other, his mind detaching. If he looked down, Enzo was half convinced he would see parts of himself just…disintegrating.

	So he didn’t allow himself to as he followed the gold out of the forest.

	Enzo was no fool. He knew what was happening. Elara had been trying as best she could to save him, to find his tether, but without it…

	He had studied Asterian gifts intimately, had to with his father, to understand the enemy. And so, he understood a little of dreamwalking, knew the stories of dreamwalkers who had become trapped in the dreamlands when they couldn’t find their way back to their tether after too long. Even the soul couldn’t survive in here by itself.

	The golden light was becoming stronger now as he followed it out, the way becoming lighter, the undergrowth sparser. The whispers he’d heard on his way in no longer taunted him, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one.

	As he reached the entrance to the forest, he squinted into the distance, seeing the gold drift like fragmented Light all the way down to the river just beyond the lilac hills.

	He stepped over the forest’s threshold, and an immense pain struck through his chest. He cried out, staggering as he clutched his heart. The pain was acute, building in power the further he followed the Light, but he couldn’t stop now.

	A few steps further he stumbled again, falling to his hands and knees. He didn’t feel the sting of rocks cutting into his palms, the dreams coddling and caressing, and yet within him, there was that incessant ache. If he couldn’t walk, he’d crawl, a song in his soul beckoning him towards that light and that river.

	The panic seizing him, causing this pain—he realised—wasn’t for himself. He had already made peace with his fate, had already known that the chances of Elara being able to retrieve his tether were slim to none. In a twisted way, he had expected this end, for his soul to simply dissipate into Elara’s dreams. But this panic was for Elara.

	She obviously hadn’t been able to retrieve his tether, but she must have escaped. She must have. Enzo forced himself to believe it, because he would know. If she was trapped, if gods-forbid something had happened, the tie that connected their souls would know. He wouldn’t allow any other alternative.

	The sound of the river drifted to him, a lullaby of its own. The grip over his heart eased for a moment as he saw the silver memories flow before him.

	If he was going to die, truly die, it would be here. In a place surrounded by memories of his great love.

	He tried to remember the last words he had said to Elara, and that dread clutched him again as he realised he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember the last words he had whispered to his soulmate.

	He finally dared raise a hand and saw what he feared. His form was less corporeal, golden light breaking beneath skin, as though his body’s casing was made of gauze.

	But the river was beckoning, murmuring to him how nice it would feel, how safe, if he only dipped a toe.

	His mind emptied out, already half gone as he waded into the water, allowing its caress to pull him gently under. There was a memory, one buried deeply, of the first time Elara had touched him. It had been in the Angel’s Graveyard when they had been training. Elara had had him on his back, working her illusions, and her hair had grazed his bare stomach. He remembered the fire that had coursed through him, and a slumbering beast had opened one eye, lurching to attention at her touch.

	He took another step, sighing.

	Elara was laughing at something he had said. And in that moment, he knew that no symphony in the world could compare, none of the great musicians of Helios, nor Leone, patron of the Arts, himself would ever produce such a beautiful sound.

	The water was up to his chest now, his body nothing, nothing but sunlight. He accepted the word then—the Sun. He allowed himself to comprehend that this was not the Light, but the Sun’s rays breaking free from his skin.

	He was at peace, leaving his legacy like that. That even if no one else knew that there had ever been a Sun, that he had slumbered within a mortal—when his Elara looked at the Light, she would know he was with her.

	Another memory shimmered in the water, and he squinted, catching a flash of white and silver. The water was up to his neck as it drifted to him, and he finally closed his eyes.

	This memory was new, one not from Enzo’s lifetime. He was in a beautiful temple in the clouds, the space wide and open, showing the golden-dipped sky around him. And he was waiting, that he knew. Gazing across the skies to where the day split into night, and the pearlescent temple across the way beckoned him. He saw a beautiful young woman walk out onto her pavilion, a crow on her shoulder, hair white and gleaming to her waist. The yearning in his heart tripled, carved him in two, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt as he looked at the face he’d dreamed of for years, that it was his Elara—his Moon.

	He couldn’t reach her. He had tried before, the two orbiting, always orbiting. But for now, he would take what he could, felt blessed enough just to watch her. And as she whispered something to the crow, which then took flight across the skies to him, Enzo knew he was home. He felt the last parts of his soul glimmer, the river beckoning, and with a final sigh, he sank beneath the water. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	Elara's hand trembled as she placed it on the door to her dreamscape. Eli had returned swiftly with hypnom, and she’d taken a deep drag before tumbling to the entrance of her own dreamscape.

Both panic and exhaustion threatened to make her crumble. Enzo’s tether was around her neck, its light waning, which didn’t help her fear.  But there was still a quiet thrum, and Elara could feel the magick of it against her pulse, its warm, welcoming energy the pure essence of Enzo.

It was the first real sense of him she’d had in weeks, and it was difficult for her not to simply collapse at the feeling of him, so close. The door swung open, and she rushed in, tripping down the lilac hill to the small valley where she had built Enzo’s cottage.

Her eyes scanned the clearing wildly as she searched for Enzo where she had left him.

 “Enzo?!” she shouted, slowing as she saw the door to the cottage firmly closed, no Enzo in sight.

She squeezed her eyes shut, lungs constricting. Focus, she had to focus.

She opened them again and had to blink. In front of her, drifting like dandelion clocks in late summer’s air, were golden wisps. She would have pinned it down to an overwrought mind, but as she reached out a hand to one, it curled around her finger.

She squinted into the distance, seeing more floating in a trail, and as though it wasn’t confirmation enough, the tether laced around her neck began to heat and thrum, as though it was urging her on too.

She set off at a ragged pace, reaching the edge of the clearing—the only part of her dreamscape she was familiar with.

To her utter surprise, beyond the hazy line of trees, she saw a forest, a winding path thick with undergrowth ahead. The golden light became brighter in the twilight, and she followed it, a prayer whispered between her lips over and over that Enzo would be there beyond the trees, waiting for her.

There was resistance as she stepped beyond the boundaries of her dreamscape, and she checked on her own tether nervously as she traversed into unknown dreamlands—ones that weren’t her own anymore.

She barely took note of the world around her. She did not notice the creaking sign leading into the dark woods, did not feel her shadow, or notice the absence of it just yet.

Her sole focus was Enzo.

She heard the sound of running water and frowned, looking to her feet and the silver water running alongside her. She opened her mouth to call out Enzo’s name again and promptly stopped. There, in the water, the light was brightest, gold shining from the centre of the river. And as she stumbled towards it, the light made clearer, she saw him.

Enzo’s figure was flickering, as though the very last tie of him to this world was slipping as he sank to his chest, and Elara began to sprint, yanking his tether from around her neck.

 “Enzo!” she screamed. But her love didn’t hear her, too preoccupied with something within the water. And without turning around, she saw him finally submerge.
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It was darker and cooler than Enzo expected, these last moments of his life.

He had expected blinding light or searing heat as his soul began to disperse, but here bathed in memories, there was only the quiet night that he adored so much.

He was standing on a balcony—one that looked like his in Helios. But this time, instead of the space between Stars that he used to pray to, shone the Moon.

Her silver light bathed him, and he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, soaking in Elara. He’d been talking to her all along, praying to her. All those nights out here as a broken little boy.

He heard soft footsteps scuffle onto the terrace, and a familiar scent enveloping him—though it wasn’t Elara’s.

When he turned, he stilled.

A beautiful woman stood next to him, arms resting on the balcony. Her skin was golden brown, eyes too, golden pendants bedecking her curly black hair. And it was a faint scent of amber oil that drifted off her.

 “Mother?” he croaked.

The woman’s eyes softened as she raised a hand to his cheek. “My son,” she whispered. “My brave lion.”

Enzo closed his eyes, a tear spilling down his cheek as he felt his mother’s touch. It was this voice that he’d heard in the deadlands forest, this scent that had haunted him through life.

 “I missed you,” he said. “My whole life I have missed you.”

 “It’s all right,” she hushed, wrapping her arms around him. “We’re together now. Though it isn’t your time my little love.”

Enzo screwed his eyes shut, holding her tighter. “I’ve fought so hard. I can’t anymore.”

 “But she is waiting for you.”

 “Who?”

His mother looked up to the sky and nodded to the silver moon, a soft smile on her face. “You know who.”

 “Enzo!” A voice echoed, distorted as it reached the two.

 “That’s her,” Enzo whispered hoarsely. “She came.”

 “Enzo!” The cry came again.

 “I told you,” his mother said, letting him go as she held his hand.

 “She came,” Enzo whispered. He looked down at his hands, no skin left on them, only light. “But Mother—”

 “Go to her,” his mother said. “Say goodbye.”
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Dreams and reality mingled as Enzo was brought out of the memory, dream, whatever place it was that he had gone to. The river’s current still washed him gently. And he was done. Content with his decision. His angel had arrived, just as he’d wished it, kneeling by him. She was too late, but none of that mattered. He was ready for the water to take him, to be with his mother—was so tired of fighting against death.

It was peaceful, and his love was with him. His eyes flickered open to see her silver ones, wild, and she was talking—lips moving, but the words didn’t reach him.

 “Come back to me,” she seemed to mouth. “Please come back to me.” He tried to bring a hand up to stroke her face, but he was only light and fire now.

She was crying, and he didn’t want it to end this way, so he tried to speak. He wanted to explain that it was too late, that his mind was already lost, his soul nearly gone too. But he couldn’t find the words, could only say, “I love you. My angel, I love you.”

He didn’t know if she’d heard him, and his eyes were so heavy that he had to close them again. Death was rushing him, and he wanted this final moment with his Moon.

He could have sworn she was singing their lullaby as his eyes shut, the tone mingling with his mother’s, which still called to him from the deadlands. Perhaps this was another dream, a lovely death. Elara’s sweet voice wrapped around him as he drifted. He could let the river take him in peace with her near.

He no longer had a corporeal form. He could feel sunlight beneath his skin and around him, orange beneath his eyelids as a gentle wave washed over him. It didn’t feel like water; it didn’t drown him. It felt like Elara, soft and powerful, and he breathed it in as velvet touches caressed him. He let out a contented sigh as he felt his heart warm, Elara’s hands over it. He let out what he knew with certainty was his last breath and said with it everything he had wanted to. And finally, finally, after what felt like eons trapped here, he felt her. Felt her hands brush something around his neck.

And then there was only light.
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Chapter Thirty

	 

	“No!” Elara whispered and looked wildly around herself as her eyes finally opened against the blinding light that had forced them shut.

	“Enzo?” she asked, her voice high as she whirled around. His presence had been faint, nothing but light, but she had time, she was convinced of it. She’d had an hour at least to find him and tie the tether to him. She looked down at her shaking hands. The tether was gone.

	Oh gods. Oh gods. No, she couldn’t have lost him. Elara refused to believe it, stumbling away from the river.

	“Enzo?” she cried, running back through the forest and to the small clearing by her dream’s entrance, praying his soul had simply wandered there, waiting at the door for her. But it was empty, quiet.

	“Wake up, Elara. Wake up,” she screamed, sobbing as she pressed her palms to the indigo door, pushing it open. She yanked on her own tether, feeling blindly back into her real body, her eyes too clouded with tears, and woke up viciously.

	Elara fell forward, clutching her stomach, the tether gone before her. The sound that tore from her throat was not human.

	“No,” she wailed as she bent forward, Eli’s dark room suffocating her. “Please, gods, no,” she begged, her mouth contorted in agony as she pressed her forehead to the floor.

	“Elara,” she heard Eli say, voice filled with alarm as he grabbed her shoulders. She pulled away from him. Saw a haze of blonde hair in front of her, faintly registering Merissa was here too. She didn’t see or acknowledge any of it.

	“I will trade anything, anything. Bring him back, bring him back, bring him back,” she screamed to the room. “Bring him back,” she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut.

	“El,” she heard Merissa sob.

	 “Bringhimback, bringhimback, bringhimback, please, please, please.” She shook, repeating the words over and over as she curled up on the ground, hair plastered to her face as pain racked her body. 

	“Elara,” Eli’s voice was firm. ‘What happened?’

	She ignored him. “Please,” she whispered to the floor. “I have nothing left.”

	The door slammed open, and Elara didn’t even deign to look up, wails racking her body. She still couldn’t cry; tears wouldn’t flow. Only an animalistic keening that forced its way out of her throat.

	She heard the figure stop, breathing heavily, but saw Eli and Merissa still.

	“Elara,” Isra finally said, breathless. “Come outside.”

	“What?” Elara whispered, her voice cracked. “No. It didn’t work.” A sob choked her as she squeezed her eyes shut. “He’s gone. We ran out of time.”

	Elara felt arms lift her up and pull her out of the room. She tried to kick and push them away; she did not want to be touched.

	She heard Eli curse, tightening his grip so she had no option but to stop resisting. She gave up, slumping against him and Merissa as Isra paced ahead, flinging each door wide out of Eli’s apartment until they were in his hallway. Merissa gently took an arm, so she was being held up by both her and Eli. Sheer pain burned through her, rendering her immobile as she was hauled out.

	They tugged her out of the dark atrium, Eli kicking the door in front of them open and hauling Elara into the street. The queen stumbled, Merissa and Eli righting her. And then she clamped her eyes shut, the Light blindingly bright.

	“Open your eyes, Elara,” Isra whispered, and it sounded like joy in her voice, not despair. Elara did, squinting against the brightness awash in the Castorian street, her gaze catching on townsfolk completely frozen, all gazing at something behind her, transfixed, eyes shielded by hands. She registered screams and cries, as though sound was coming back to her. She craned her neck, shielding her own eyes as she saw it, the reason there was uproar in the city.

	The sky was on fire.

	A great, burning orange ball rising higher and higher, so much brighter and fiercer than the Light itself, the sky behind it bursting into fragments of every colour of the rainbow

	She heard Eli laugh behind her, clapping. Felt Merissa wrap her arms around her, muttering prayers and blessings as she wept. And finally, Isra turned to her, her hazel eyes filled with tears as she whispered, “He’s awake.”
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Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	Elara hauled herself up, letting out a sharp breath.

	“You did it,” Eli said behind her, clapping her on the back. “You genius woman, you fucking did it.” He yanked her to him, hugging her tightly.

	Merissa threaded her hands through Elara’s, holding on tightly as Elara stared dumfounded to the light that now shone off every building before her.

	“I need to get to Helios now,” Elara breathed. Then her eyes widened in alarm. “Astra. I need to get Astra.”

	“Astra?” Eli frowned.

	“She’s Elara’s wolf?” Merissa explained, her tone insinuating that Eli was dim-witted.

	“Pardon, did you just say wolf?”

	Elara was still in a daze, marvelling at the sun as the conversation washed over her. “She’s part of the reason I killed those three men I left for you.”

	“And the rest,” Eli muttered. Isra raised a brow, though said nothing.

	“She’s at the inn. We can go now,” Merissa said.

	Eli shook his head. “The inn is on the way to the in-between. I’ll accompany you in a carriage.”

	Eli hailed a carriage which arrived immediately, chucking a midan to the bewildered driver to drive faster through the traffic that had come to a halt, transfixed by the heavenly body rising into the sky after a month of darkness.

	They soon arrived at the inn, Elara leaping out and sprinting up the stairs to her room. The moment she opened the door, Astra jumped up at her, licking her face excitedly as she wagged her tail.

	Elara fell to her knees, laughing and crying as the wolf whined. “We did it, Astra,” she whispered. “We did it.”

	She concealed the wolf with illusions as they walked out of the premises before unveiling her in the carriage. Eli cursed, near pushing himself into Merissa’s lap as he jumped.

	“Aren’t gods meant to be made of stronger stuff?” Isra asked.

	“I don’t like animals,” Eli gritted out.

	“Shocking,” Elara drawled.

	The carriage set off, and Elara dug her hands into Astra’s soft fur as they began the journey to the in-between. The wolf settled at her feet, letting out a contented sigh.

	“What are you going to do with her when we get back to Helios?” Merissa asked quietly.

	Though elation was coursing through her veins because her soulmate had awoken, a bittersweet feeling mingled with it as she looked down at Astra, one of her only comforts during the darkness that existed before Enzo had awoken.

	“Whatever she wants to do. But Astra is no pet.” Elara sighed as the wolf looked up at her with doleful eyes. “I doubt she would choose the confines of the palace when she could have the great outdoors.”

	The wolf whined, and Elara stroked her fur as the carriage rumbled along, soon depositing them before the in-between.

	Isra and Merissa were already by the entrance—a small, non-descript alleyway that possessed that Castorian magick of traversing space in moments.

	“Go,” she said to the women. “I’ll be right there.”

	She stepped out, careful to weave an illusion over Astra once more as her friends disappeared into the in-between.

	Eli was beside her, waiting, and she spared him a glance as the sunshine warmed her back.

	She took a deep breath as she placed one foot into the in-between, Astra right there with her.

	“I can’t come with you,” Eli said, his voice the softest she had ever heard it. “I wish I could, but Ariete is still here…”

	Elara nodded, making to turn.

	“Wait.”

	She paused.

	“If you need me, use this.” He produced a beautiful silver ring, fashioned as a twining snake, its eye made of onyx. “My charm can work through it. When you wear this, if you need me, we’ll be able to communicate up here.” He tapped to his head.

	Elara slipped it onto her little finger.

	“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything, Eli. Without you, I could never have done this. It’s thanks to you he’s awake.”          

	Eli shook his head. “No, that was all you. I’m sorry, Elara. Whatever you did, whatever you had to pay… Well…it was worth it. You did it.”

	Elara swallowed.

	“And as to your earlier proposition in my club all those weeks ago… Elara I would be honoured to serve you as my queen.”

	Elara’s heart soared as she held out her little finger, the one with his ring on.

	“To a new world,” she whispered.

	Eli smiled, linking his own little finger with hers. “To a new world,” he replied. “Now go. Call me when you need. I’m going to need to fabricate an illusion of utter horror now that the Sun is awake.”

	He winked, putting his hands in his pockets as he waited for her to leave. She looked at him one final time before taking a deep breath and stepping fully into the alley.

	She felt the shift in magick and heat around halfway down the in-between, seeing Merissa and Isra waving up ahead. Astra whined again, as though she could sense that she was home too.

	Elara began to smell lemon and jasmine, could hear the hustle and bustle of Helios beckoning her. She’d missed it so much, missed how it was coated in Enzo.

	She began running, further down the dim path, Astra barking, until she was assaulted by light and sound.

	Isra and Merissa were already grinning as they pulled her out into the streets of Sol, hurrying her along.

	“Wait,” Elara said breathlessly as they passed the artists’ square, dodging and weaving between the crowds, all still bewildered at the Sun’s ascent. “I can’t—” She took a moment to catch her breath. “I haven’t seen Enzo in months. I can’t go to him looking like this.”

	Elara looked down to her drab skirt, her hair lank, eyes she knew to be dusted with shadow.

	Isra tutted. “Elara, the last thing on Enzo’s mind will be how you look right now.”

	Merissa on the other hand was tilting her head, scanning Elara. “No, El’s right. She cannot see her love after a month looking like this.”

	“Thank you,” Elara said, allowing herself the first small smile that she had in months. Both Isra and Merissa noticed, taking a hand each and squeezing them.

	“Come,” Merissa said as she pulled them all through another street until they were a street away from the palace rise. “Just a few tricks.”

	She raised her hands until the glamour’s familiar rosy glow was coating Merissa’s hands. “A swipe here,” she murmured to herself, passing a hand over Elara’s eyes. “A swipe there,” she said, passing it over her hair. She took a step back, studying her. “I can’t do much about the dress except tailor it a little.”

	She felt her waist being cinched in, the bodice cutting low.

	Isra smirked. “Okay, I’ll concede. Much better.”

	Elara trusted Merissa’s judgement as the glamour continued to weave magick around until she was content. Elara was itching and impatient by the time Merissa deemed her, “Ready!”

	She needed a distraction from the overwhelming wave that had begun to rise the moment she had seen the Sun’s ascent in Castor. She knew if she opened up to her hope, if she truly acknowledged that Enzo was awake and waiting for her within those palace walls only to find that she was mistaken, she may just crumble apart.

	“How are you feeling about seeing Leo?” she directed to Merissa, forcing her mind away from the prospect.

	Merissa raised a brow as they continued to hurry through the crowded street, Elara balancing her illusion around Astra, making sure to guide the wolf so she didn’t knock into any passers-by.

	“Your soulmate has awoken, and you’re minutes away from seeing him again, but you want to ask about my fleeting relationship with Leo?”

	“Yes,” Elara said. “I do want to know. Everything has been overshadowed by my fight to wake Enzo, and your feelings are just as important.”

	Merissa sighed as she hitched her pink skirts to avoid a spilled spices cart in the bedlam of the city. “I’m fine,” she said brightly. “Like I told you, we barely even kissed. It’s hardly something to write home about.”

	Isra rolled her eyes. “You liked him, Mer. We all know it. It’s okay to feel disappointment, to feel nervous about seeing him.”

	Astra harrumphed, seemingly in agreement, and Elara’s lip quirked, though the other two women didn’t hear the wolf.

	Merissa’s face was smooth and impassive as she focused on the path ahead. “Like I said, we’re better as friends. Good things don’t happen to me with love, and if we took things further, it could ruin our friendship—one that is very precious to me.”

	“Mer—"

	“El, I promise. Nothing will change in the group. I’m excited to see him—him and Enzo. There’s nothing more to it.”

	Elara knew there was more that Merissa was hiding. She knew that it was easy to push things down and avoid them while pretending that everything was fine. But Elara could tell that her friend didn’t want the subject pushed further, and so with a look at Isra, she let it go.

	The road began to quieten, twisting up towards the palace and surrounding forests. These were the trails she had walked hundreds of times with Enzo during their training, and just being close to them set her heart fluttering.

	Astra began to whine again, nuzzling Elara’s hand, and this time, Elara’s heart fluttered for a different reason.

	They slowed on the steep incline, small mud trails winding off into the forest.

	“Are you home, Astra?” Elara whispered, kneeling before the wolf. The wolf whined again, looking to the path behind, and Elara’s eyes filled with tears. “I know sweet girl, I know.”

	She stared at her friends, both nodding.

	“Then I think it’s time we said goodbye here.”

	She threw her arms around the wolf, who nuzzled her nose into Elara’s neck.

	“Thank you,” she whispered into her fur. “Thank you for helping me through my darkest times. For letting me grieve. Thank you for giving me a purpose and my anger back. I know what it’s like to be a caged thing. So be free, Astra. Be free.”

	She kissed the top of the wolf’s head, who whined again, licking the tears that fell from her cheeks.

	“Come find me. You know where I am. And Sofia,” she said to the sky, “if you sent her, thank you.”

	The wolf gave one last forlorn look, nuzzling Isra and Merissa’s palms before turning to the path to their left and loping down it.

	Elara watched her leave, her heart cracking as she did so. But she had let Astra make her choice, and the wolf wanted to roam free.

	She stood, weary, Merissa and Isra both hugging her.

	“Thank you, both of you too,” she whispered, as they linked her arms and began walking again. “Without the two of you, I… I don’t deserve you.”

	Isra tutted, pushing her gently. “What a load of shit. Elara, you would die for us. Kill for us.” She raised a brow at Elara as though she knew what Elara had nearly done to the doorman. “And we would for you too.”

	The palace beckoned, the winding steep incline to the golden spires and gushing waterfall behind it a final hurdle.

	That emotion that Elara had been trying to tamp down was rising, and she tried once more surreptitiously to call on her shadows. Perhaps in Enzo’s vicinity they would wake.

	But alas, nothing.

	She quelled her frustration, chiding herself for focusing on her slumbering power instead of her soulmate waiting beyond the gates.

	“Are you ready?” Isra asked, her smile stretching from ear to ear.

	“Go on,” Merissa smiled, nudging her. “We can meet you up there.”

	Elara took a trembling step onto the palace path, feeling an incredible sense of déjà vu. Was it only half a year ago that she had first walked this path, daunted by the Helion palace?

	She took another, Merissa and Isra behind her.

	And then, that feeling began to engulf her—one of pure desperation—as she began to run, picking up pace as she traversed the path to the ornate palace gates.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	It had been a month since Elara had set foot in the palace, yet she barely took in her surroundings or the servants and workers that stood aghast, all watching the ascent of the Sun to its rightful place in the skies, a foreign, mystical body to them.

	She veered through the main doors, the cool atrium air washing over her, before taking a hard left. Her eyes were scanning and searching for Enzo, only Enzo.

	The stairs, she took two at a time, hauling herself up the grand staircase. She remembered the way to Enzo’s room, the map ingrained in her mind as she twisted down endless corridors to the lion’s knocker outside his door.

	Her breath was ragged, both from exertion and hope. She flung it open, running into the room, the scent of amber engulfing her instantly. Enzo coated her as she searched wildly. The bed was rumpled, covers thrown off. And Elara nearly sank to her knees there as she saw it was empty.

	She turned, her breaths nothing more than shallow gasps.

	He was awake. He was awake and out of bed, wandering the palace somewhere. A disbelieving mixture of a laugh and a sob escaped her.

	Oh gods, he was awake. She had done it, and he was awake.

	She flung herself down the stairs again, catching a servant by the neck.

	“Princess Elara,” the servant stammered.

	“Enzo,” she wheezed. “Where is he?”

	“The throne room, Your Highness,” the servant replied. “But wait, wha—”

	Elara was already off, running, feet slamming against the marbled floor.

	The corridor seemed to stretch endlessly, and she gritted her teeth as she pounded down it to a set of ornately carved doors. The same ones that had swung open before and revealed her soulmate. She pushed one open, paying no mind to the guard stationed outside.

	She staggered in and stilled.

	At the end of the throne room, she saw her Sun.

	His hair was longer, falling in curls to his jaw, his face sharper, only his profile visible to her. Next to him was Leo, gripping his friend’s hand, as they spoke to one another with urgency on their faces. Merissa and Isra were already there too, to her surprise, having beaten her to the throne room. Isra hugged Enzo tightly as she wept, Merissa clutching his arm.

	Though through it all, she could see that Enzo was agitated, looking for something as his head kept turning.

	This wasn’t possible. Her mind wouldn’t let her believe it. That he was there before her.

	She took another step. Her legs nearly buckled. She let out a soft exhale.

	Enzo’s head whipped around, his golden eyes locking with her silver ones.

	And then Elara was running down the expanse of the throne room, sobbing as her gown streamed behind her. Enzo’s eyes were lined with tears as he extricated himself from Isra’s hold, running to meet her.

	The two were like streaks of light, two fallen stars streaming through the night-sky towards each other.

	The distance closed, Elara breathing raggedly, three yards, two, one.

	They collided, Enzo wrapping her in his arms, one hand in her hair as he squeezed her to him, a harsh breath escaping him.

	She could smell him. And Elara began to cry. Truly sob.

	She forced her eyes closed, just breathing the scent of warm amber in and out, buried in his strong arms as her entire body shook. Her nails dug into his back as she gripped him with a force that promised she would never let go.

	Finally, she felt his head move, a hand under her chin forcing her to look up.

	She saw his golden eyes soften, his beautiful face pained with longing.

	“Hello, princess,” Enzo whispered, his smile trembling.

	“Hello, Lion,” she whispered back, cradling his face.

	Then Enzo grabbed hers between his hands and pressed his lips to hers. A sigh escaped them both as he melded her to him, his kiss desperate and harsh, filled with the pain and longing and need of the month. She could feel him, his lips warm and smooth. Could taste him, his tongue like firewhisky and bonfires. He angled her head so he could access her more deeply, his moan turning into a ravaged growl as he kissed her again. His power coated her; she was warm and shining, completely enveloped in him.

	“Holy gods,” Leo breathed, and she opened her eyes briefly. Light was shining from her, silver and sparkling as it cast across the room, and Enzo…

	Enzo was completely gold, the Sun personified as he continued to kiss her.

	She drank in his warmth, the world theirs, the room fading. He was her sun, the point that she orbited around, her light. And as he held her, the force of his emotions plain through his touch, she felt the withered, cold parts of her that had decayed the moment he’d left spring to life. Like a dying rose given light, she bloomed. And in that, she felt a stirring in the pit of her stomach, a silver magick rumbling awake. She felt the power trapped within her veins roar, felt it alchemise her bloodstream and turn it to pure magick—this power that she had pulled and begged and pleaded with, and finally, with a gasp, it was awake.

	She pulled away from Enzo, her eyes wide.

	“What, my love?” he whispered, cupping her face between his hands.

	“How did you do that?”

	“Kiss so well? I know, I am gifted,” he smirked. She nearly wept again to hear his flirting tone, so deprived of it these weeks.

	“No.” She leaned in so she could whisper in his ear. “I can feel my magick alive in my veins. The power…” She looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “The power that has been slumbering ever since Merissa plunged the duskglass through me. The silver light.”

	Enzo seemed to pale for a moment. “El, there’s a lot we need to talk about—”

	Elara batted his comment away with a hand. “We can talk later. For now, I just want to revel in my soulmate’s arms a little longer.”

	Enzo’s brow softened.

	“Come,” she said, threading her fingers through his. He inhaled sharply. “What?”

	“Your touch. It’s just…” He took a shaky breath. “I haven’t been touched in a month. I haven’t slept or eaten or drunk. It feels…surreal.”

	Elara squeezed the hand gently as she began to lead him through the throne room. She beamed at Leo, who winked, before bounding over and wrapping her in a hug. He kissed the top of her head. “Gods, I’ve missed you all,” he said as Merissa and Isra came to join the embrace. Elara squeezed Leo back. “We all missed you too.”

	She pulled away, the joy on her friend’s faces something she wished she could bottle and drink.

	“Now,” she said, “I don’t want anybody to disturb us for at least three hours.” She pulled Enzo to her, his arms wrapping around her waist as he kissed the top of her head.

	“Three?” Leo laughed. “You do realise Enzo hasn’t touched you for a month? Two minutes will be generous.”

	Elara snorted, but Enzo remained quiet, only a small smile on his face as they each embraced tightly once more before they traversed the grand hall.

	The minute they closed the throne doors behind them, Elara whirled to Enzo.

	“Enzo,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes yet again as she beheld him, truly beheld him, allowing herself to let her guard down away from others. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

	Enzo yanked her to him, as though he couldn’t bear to have an inch of space between them. “I’ve missed your voice,” he said against her hair. “I mean I know you were speaking to me in your dreams, but it was different. I never got to appreciate the vibration in your throat as you roll my name on your tongue or the smokiness and depth to your accent.”

	She nuzzled into his chest, feeling the drumbeat of his heart. It was the most beautiful music she had ever heard.

	“Are you well?” she asked quietly. “Do you need me to call a healer to check over you first, or—?”

	“Later, love. Later. I have been deprived of you for too long, and now I need my hopeless addict’s fix.”

	Elara let out a gasp as Enzo grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up. Her legs wrapped around him as he cradled her backside. He squeezed it, and a low moan escaped him.

	“I don’t think we’re going to make it up the stairs, princess.” His voice was rough, eyes near black.

	“I think we’re going to have to unless we want an audience.”

	Enzo began to walk as her arms wrapped around his neck, the rhythm making Elara’s hips slide against his. He ran his nose up the column of her throat and halted.

	Elara pulled away, seeing his gaze burning into her throat.

	“What’s this?” he asked, referring to the moon carved into her clavicle. They were standing in the middle of the stairway, and Elara swallowed.

	“It’s nothing.”

	“Elara,” he growled in warning.

	“I got it when dealing with Ariete,” she said. “But it’s nothing. A shallow cut. It doesn’t even hurt. I promise you, Enzo.”

	“What did he do to you?” Enzo asked, his eyes still burning into her wound.

	“Nothing,” Elara lied. “Look, can you please let it go? I’m not harmed. I’m right here. And you are too. That’s what we should be celebrating right now.”

	She leaned down to kiss him, praying it would distract him.

	“Fine,” he hissed as they broke away. “As long as you promise you aren’t hurt. I’ve burned men at the stake for doing less to you.”

	“I’m not hurt,” she said, peppering small kisses down his neck. He hummed, a conceding sound low in the back of his throat as he pushed her hips down onto him. She could feel his erection, and gods, she had forgotten the feel of it as it pushed into her. She ground against it, moaning as he ascended the great stairs with her.

	“Enzo—”

	“Please stop,” he hissed.

	“Why?”

	“Because if you say my name like that again, I’m going to finish in my britches, and my plans were to be buried inside you for at least two days.”

	Elara laughed, biting her lip. “Who am I do deny my soulmate his wish?”

	Enzo let out an impatient breath.

	“What?” Elara’s eyes gleamed with ire. “What about that aroused you?”

	“Soulmate,” he replied roughly, burying his face into her neck. After what seemed like a torturous age, they finally reached the first floor.

	“First bed we can find,” he growled, striding forward, his hands sinking into her flesh and gripping even tighter. He kicked a door with a boot-clad foot, the door cracking open.

	“Gods,” she whispered even as a thrill coursed through her, “have you ever heard of a doorknob?”

	Her smiling eyes flicked to Enzo but widened as she saw the expression on his as he stalked into the room with her.

	“Not the banter, Elara. Not right now,” he said, voice low. “I need you.”

	She had a second to glance around the space, seeing he’d taken her into a room on the west wing of the palace rather than the east she was familiar with. It was decadent, as every part of the Helion palace was, murals gilded in gold painted over the ceilings. In the centre of the bedroom was a sunken pool, a small square that could easily fit two people. Dawnflowers skimmed the surface as did a few tealights, and the scent of hibiscus floated to them.

	“It’s as though this room was expecting us,” Elara whispered. Enzo stretched his neck impatiently, setting her down gently.

	“Pool it is,” he murmured, raking his eyes over her. They were like coal embers, and she could feel the heat of his power trailing over her.

	“Undress for me,” he said roughly as Elara paced towards a mirror and small screen.

	She pulled her hair around to one side as she reached behind her, unfastening the clasp of her black gown. It slithered to the floor, the sound whispering against the warm tiles.

	What lay beneath made an animalistic sound escape Enzo’s mouth.

	“Fuck,” he gritted out. Elara’s undergown and corset were both black, her chest spilling out of the latter. The silk only fell to her thighs. “Black is most definitely your colour, princess.”

	“It is fitting, isn’t it?” Elara smirked.

	Enzo strode forward. “I need you naked, legs spread. Right. Now.”

	“See, the thing is,” Elara teased, sashaying back to him, “I can’t undo this corset all by myself.” She pouted. “Need a little help.” She placed Enzo’s hands on her waist and squeezed them.

	Enzo spun her, and she gasped, her back flush to him. His hand snaked up her throat, thumb brushing the dip between her collarbones.

	“What did I say about these things?” he purred back, fingering a ribbon. She felt him loosen one. “So damn pointless. I never knew an undergarment would bring me such torment.” 

	His hands worked roughly, and she felt another thread loosen.

	“You once told me patience was a virtue,” Elara replied. “Exercise it.”

	“That smart mouth.” He took his aggression out on the ribbons as she heard a seam rip. “I’ve been patient for four fucking weeks. And now I’m about to lose all sense of composure.”

	His hands were just below her shoulders now, the final ribbons loosening as she suddenly felt her flesh spill out from the restraints. Her breasts fell, heavy, nipples peaked in the balmy air.

	He drew a hand over one breast and squeezed then raised his hand to the strap of her now loose undergown, pushing it down so her chest was bare. Enzo let out a low moan as he observed her in the mirror, his mouth at her neck. His hands skimmed her stomach, and a jolt of desire swept through her as she locked eyes with him in the mirror, soaking in every brush and trail of his hands. Every one of her senses was alight, hypersensitive, her soul revelling in his touch.

	He squeezed again, hissing through his teeth.

	“Fucking missed these,” he said. Her eyes tracked the other hand, making its way up her bare thigh, her short gown only just covering her core, already hot and pulsing with anticipation.

	“How wet are you right now, Elara?”

	“Very,” she moaned as his hand dipped under the hem of her undergown.

	“Am I going to be pleased with what I find?”

	“Same answer.”

	He groaned as a finger skimmed up her inner thigh and felt the arousal already soaking her before he had even reached her sex.

	“I think I can die and go to the heavens now.”

	“Careful how you speak,” she snapped.

	His fingers stroked up and down her thigh, the nerve endings growing more and more sensitive the further up he skirted.

	“I can’t wait to taste this cunt again,” he hissed, sucking her neck. She was mesmerised by their reflection, how beautiful he looked, his head bent over her, his hand still teasing and trailing. “I’m trying to take my time, to learn every inch of you again. To taste every part of your flesh. Our time was stolen from us. I won’t take that lightly.”

	His hand gripped her thigh as he sank to his knees. At first, Elara readied herself to be worshipped by him, as he liked to call it. But he surprised her when he threaded her hands through his and pulled her down.

	The two looked at each other in the mirror as Elara sank to her knees, sitting on Enzo’s thighs.

	“Look at you,” he murmured, a hand snaking up again past her breasts to cup her chin. His thumb parted her lips. He stroked her bottom one, a growl reverberating low in his throat.

	“More beautiful than any dream.”

	Elara’s head fell back onto Enzo’s chest, her eyes fluttering. She could stay in this moment for eternity, breathing in the amber scent of him, warm and safe, as his breath fanned her cheek from above.

	“I love you, Lorenzo,” she whispered. “And I have missed you so, so much.”

	She raised her eyes to look at him, emotional to see his brow furrowed and eyes painted with pain. He swallowed once. Twice.

	“I love you more, angel.” He brushed her lip again as he looked at her. “Half of my damn soul,” he murmured, more to himself than her.

	His other hand came around, brushing past her hip and plunging under the dress. Her legs were wide, the position she was kneeling in leaving her splayed. “Let me show you how much I missed you,” he whispered, swirling his tongue around the shell of her ear. His fingers skimmed over her sex, but so lightly it may well have been a breeze.

	“Enzo,” she breathed, “now is not the time for teasing.”

	“No.” His lip quirked. “I suppose it’s not.”

	Her gaze flicked back to the mirror, the sight making her drip anew. His lithe arms were huge around her, the look in his eyes sinful as he watched her.

	This was reverence, she realised. This was worship. This was every desire she had ever prayed for brought to life. This miracle of a man, who looked at her the way women dreamed of being looked at.

	“Now don’t take your eyes off the mirror,” he whispered and plunged two curled fingers into her.

	Her head rolled back of its own volition as she sucked in a breath. She felt one of Enzo’s hands at the nape of her neck, fisting her hair gently. He pushed it forward.

	“I said…don’t take your eyes off your reflection. You’re going to watch how beautiful you look as you ride my fingers. You’re going to see what replayed in my mind every damn night that we were apart. And you’re going to realise why I am so sickeningly in love with you.”

	It truly was sinful, what he was making her do.

	“Now move your hips,” Enzo added, his voice a low command that sent shots of hot fire running straight to her core. “Show me what you like. Show me how good I feel.”

	Elara did, her waist and hips rippling as she moved the way Merissa had taught her to. Enzo’s powerful thighs were underneath hers, grounding her as his hand slid for her, matching her movements with languorous strokes.

	“Now,” he said, not taking his own eyes off their reflection either, “you’re going to have to refresh my memory. Did you like it fast?” Enzo curled his fingers inside her and began to press with fast, insistent strokes. Elara swore. “Or did you like it slow?”

	His fingers slowed, swirling and taking their time to feel her wetness. He dipped the fingers out to coat her sex with her arousal. “Feel that?” he murmured.

	“Slow,” she panted. “Oh Gods, slow.”

	“Noted,” Enzo smirked, his eyes only leaving hers to trail to where his hand worked and her hips moved. He pulled the fabric roughly so that it hitched around her navel, leaving her completely exposed.

	Elara was a confident woman. She also wasn’t a prude, nor scared to show off her body. And yet she found herself blushing at the sheer indecency of what was reflected back.

	“You blush so prettily,” Enzo murmured. “That flush across your cheeks and down your neck. Like a Helion lightrise.” He frowned. “I suppose we should call it a sunrise now that I’m awake.” He continued to move his fingers as he spoke, and Elara’s eyes widened. The man was acting as though he were talking about the weather, not pushing her to the brink of utter euphoria.

	“Your dirty talk has gotten worse,” she laughed softly.

	Enzo’s eyes flashed as he ran a tongue along his teeth. He stopped, his fingers still inside of her as he brought the heel of his hand to her sex and cupped her.

	“It’s a shame you think so, princess. Because I was just about to tell you that your cunt is the most beautiful thing I have seen in this world, spread for me in the mirror. And that I’ve tortured myself for months by imagining the day my lips are finally reunited with it, and I can strain and lap up every single drop of cherry-flavoured pleasure from it.”

	“Gods,” Elara muttered, pooling again.

	“Yeah,” he snickered as he parted her flesh again to make her feel her own wetness. “I guess it’s not gotten that bad.”

	“Enough of this. I need you inside me,” Elara breathed, tired of anything but that.

	Enzo swore then under his breath, and she felt him swell even further underneath her.

	“Anything…anything for you.”

	Elara whirled around, not caring that they were on cold tiles or that there was a bed two feet to their left or a pool two feet to their right. This anticipation… She had wanted it to be special their first time reunited, for roses to have been scattered on the bed or candles lit. But now…right now…A deep and incessant hunger was roaring, and she knew she had to have him before she wept.

	Enzo took one hand away as she rose to her knees and turned, pulling at the buttons of his breeches hurriedly. She straddled him as he unlatched the last one and began pulling them off. Elara crashed her lips against his, moaning and pleading into his mouth, unaware of what she was even saying, if it was even Celestian or some other foreign language.

	“Fuck, Elara,” Enzo moaned into her. “Hearing those pretty lips begging me for my cock… You drive me insane.”

	“I need you,” she whispered back, praying to him, the words repeating over and over as her mouth skimmed his mouth, his jaw, his cheek, his brow. Enzo reached under him, and she could feel him gripping his length, leading it to her entrance.

	She felt the head of it rub against her, parting her folds as he teased her.

	“Yes!” she pleaded and sucked in a breath, preparing for the delicious pleasure of him entering her.

	Enzo’s eyes were on her, pure fire and hunger, a man possessed.

	And the door slammed open, a draft rushing through the room.

	Enzo swore, shielding Elara as she still hovered, her sex rubbing against him. He yanked her undergown back up so that no part of her was exposed as they both whirled to the door.

	Leo strode in, Isra at his heels, both faces black as thunder.

	“What the fuck,” Enzo growled, “are you doing?”

	Isra surveyed the scene before her, hazel eyes glinting with cool amusement. But Leo grimaced. “We wouldn’t interrupt if it wasn’t important.”

	“If what wasn’t?” Elara snarled, her voice terrifyingly low. She felt like an animal in heat, her one promise to unite with her soulmate snatched.

	Isra tossed a scroll to them, Enzo catching it deftly and opening it.

	“What is this?” Elara asked as Enzo scanned the contents, cursing under his breath.

	Elara snatched it from him. The portraits staring back made her drop the paper. It was her and Enzo, wrought in terrifyingly accurate detail, with stark black letters painted above them.

	‘WANTED’, the bill said. ‘Princess Elara of Asteria—STAR KILLER. Known accomplice: King Lorenzo of Helios.

	In a bid of total violence and the use of black magick, Princess Elara of Asteria murdered Star Gem, patron Star of Castor, in a brutal and unprovoked attack. They are hereby traitors to the Stars. Harbouring these criminals will result in immediate death.

	Elara scanned down the rest of the poster, seeing the reward printed at the bottom.

	“A million midans for their capture—alive,” Enzo breathed. 

	Elara looked up, face stricken. “They’re calling me the Star Killer.”

	Isra cocked her head. “Has a ring to it.”

	“Why now?” Leo asked. “Elara killed Gem over a month ago.”

	Isra paced. “They likely were trying to keep that information as private as possible. A ‘mortal’ who killed a Star? The gods are meant to be invincible.”

	“It was your awakening,” Elara said quietly to Enzo. “They probably would have let it lie or were hoping I’d die trying to save you. Now we are both alive and awake—two titans with powers that combined can wipe out the Stars… No wonder they’re blaring the news to the world.”

	Leo nodded gravely.

	“What’s that sound?” Elara whispered, finally noticing the din that seemed to be coming from within the palace. Leo cursed, ear pressed to the door.

	“We need to leave now,” he said.

	“The papers are stuck to every building. All over Helios. I imagine across the whole of Celestia.” Isra replied. “There is a bounty on your heads. And every civilian here is being made known of it. The Stars have declared you a traitor—a public enemy. And now they are beginning their hunt.”
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Part Two
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Chapter Thirty-Three

	 

	“If the ocean’s my mistress, and rum’s my vice, I’ll fall in love with a siren, now wouldn’t that be nice?”

	The lone voice wavered across the deck, off key and slurring, the rush of black waves and shouts from Midas’s Bay keeping the voice company.

	Adrian’s boots slapped against the wet boards as he made his way to the helm of The Starred Siren. He gazed up to the heavenly body now piercing the night, its silver glow bouncing off dark ripples in the ocean. With a shiver, he raised three fingers, a sign to ward off evil.

	When the moon had first risen—as he had since learned it was called—a month ago, the whole kingdom of Neptuna had descended into chaos. As the one country surrounded and submerged in water, the moment that silver orb had tugged the tides to it, utter bedlam had ensued. Tidal waves wrecked entire towns, every tider in the kingdom working day and night to control and quell the unruly ocean, Adrian included, until finally, after three days, it had settled. He could feel it in his bones, a pull to it, one he did not appreciate.

	He suspected it was the water magick within him since this mysterious orb that no astronomer could conjure an explanation for, now apparently controlled the tides—tides that had been doing just fine without it previously.

	The ocean was within Adrian’s veins. That was what he told people when they asked him to explain his magick. He could feel every buffet and current beneath the wave, understood its changeable ways as deeply as he understood himself. It was what made him the most powerful lord in Neptuna. Well… Pirate lord.

	It wasn’t Adrian’s fault that he’d turned to piracy. No… Once upon a time he had been an esteemed lord, one clawing his way up through the ranks of the Neptunan Royal Fleet to commander.

	That was…until Scorpius had heard about him.

	But exile suited Adrian just fine. No pompous twat ordering him about, no rules and regulations that he’d have to follow or get whipped for disobeying.

	And yet the ocean… It called to him, haunted him. He felt like the greedy king from the Book of Stelle every child had been forced to read growing up—the one who had disrespected Aquaria and been forced to spend his life in hell, eternally starving as the fruit that hung above his head retreated whenever he reached out for a bite.

	The ocean was always with him, always around him. And yet he could never touch it.

	Some nights, when the rum wasn’t strong enough, he’d dream of her. Of greens and blues, of the salt and brine that flavoured the air Below. It had been ten years since Adrian had set foot below the waves into the sunken kingdom of Neptuna. He’d been not shy of sixteen when he was forced Above. Ten years since he had dared touch the water his ship sailed on or seen his family or his Queen.

	He took a swig from the dusty bottle of rum in his hand, savouring its sweet burn as it slid down his throat. He was in the midst of wondering why he felt so morose tonight when he heard another set of footsteps on the deck and turned, nodding to his first mate, Santi.

	“A message has been delivered, addressed to you, Captain.” Santi’s gruff voice held a twang of Altalunian in it although the pirate had lived in Neptuna for most of his life. His iridescent hair, one day silver, the next blue, was the only other tell that the man wasn’t pure Neptunan.

	Adrian frowned. He rarely received post.

	“How exactly—"

	“A crow, would you believe?!” Santi chuckled. “Don’t know how the fuck it found us here in Midas’s Bay.”

	The crew had anchored there, hoping to stock up on supplies in the Sinner’s Sands, filthy and cutthroat place though it was, it was the hub of merchants, a place where you could get your dirty hands on anything from Persean steel to Kaosian liquor. Items from across the realm that would sell for a pretty penny back in Neptuna, so cut off from the rest of the world.

	Though Adrian would have to watch from his ship as his crew descended below. Always just out of reach.

	The Sinner’s Sands though was the closest place on land he’d call home. A place where if you could fight, like Adrian could, you could likely get anything you wished for free. Well…stolen may be a more appropriate term.

	Adrian snatched the letter from Santi. His thumb paused over the waxed seal, a dragon with its maw open.

	“Asteria?”

	Santi shrugged.

	Adrian opened the letter, scanning the short note within.

	In elegantly looped writing, was written:

	“Dear Lord Adrian,

	I hope you remember me from the Stars Masquerade those months ago. I require your assistance urgently. I need safe passage to Concordia, and it is imperative that I travel with the utmost discretion, for reasons I will divulge once I meet you. Please remain in The Sinner’s Sands for I will arrive tomorrow once the Sun is at its highest peak.”

	Adrian snorted at that. ‘The Sun.’ Yes, he and his crew were still wrapping their head around that phenomenon, the whole bloody sky setting on fire that very day. The two celestial events in the space of a month were turning the world into utter chaos.

	‘I will pay you handsomely for your silence and passage. 

	Lyra.’

	Adrian sucked a tooth, closing the letter.

	“Captain?” Santi asked.

	“Change of plans,” he murmured, thinking back to the beautiful raven-haired lady whom he had danced with at the masquerade. “We stay here another day. We have a damsel in distress who needs our aid. And then we set sail for Concordia.”

	Santi frowned but knew better than to ask questions. He tipped two fingers in salute to Adrian before leaving the pirate lord alone.

	Adrian skimmed a hand over the Starred Siren’s wheel, breathing in the ocean brine.

	“Now this,” he murmured to himself, “will be interesting.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

	 

	“Quickly,” Enzo urged, ushering the group through the in-between. Leo ran through first, followed by Isra and Merissa.

	“El?” Enzo said. Elara was eyeing it, squinting at the red sand at the other end of the small path.

	“I’m second guessing my plan,” she said.

	Enzo sighed, pulling her to him and savouring every touch that he could. “We don’t have another option. Helios is in uproar, and we’ll be gutted in our sleep if we stay a minute longer. You saw the crowds clamouring at the gates.”

	“But how will we fair better on another continent?”

	“Because Eli is there. You said yourself that you trust him, and I trust you. He’s the only one who can harbour us until we plan our next steps. And being on the ocean for a while will help us plan our next steps without looking over our shoulder at every turn.”

	Elara bit her lip, threading her fingers through his. “Fine. But I swear, if we don’t get a moment to ourselves so we can finish what we started a few hours ago, I will jump overboard.”

	Enzo chuckled, trying to ignore the painful craving pumping through his body. He must have been a saint in a past life to be holding out on making love with his soulmate after a month without her touch. He counted to ten, willing his erection—that hadn’t gone down in hours—away. It didn’t work.

	“Come,” he said. “A new adventure awaits.”
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	When they reached the other side of the in-between, Enzo realised that adventure was a euphemism for nearly have your bags stolen, get into a fist-fight, and have Elara exercise her nightmares on a woman who had tried to take him by the hand and lead him to her rooms—all within half an hour.

	“Dear gods,” Leo said, adjusting his sword in its holster as he and Enzo flanked the three women between them. “I guess hell does exist.”

	Elara dusted her hands. “Well, it does for that woman.”

	Enzo couldn’t keep himself from grinning. “Jealousy suits you,” he murmured into her hair. “Seeing you a little bit violent over me is making my cock painfully hard.”

	Elara blushed, planting a kiss on his cheek. “I promise we’ll get our time alone,” she said.

	Enzo flexed his knuckles, a little sore from having to scrap with the idiotic thief who had tried to rob them in broad daylight.

	“If only they knew who we were,” he replied. The group wound through the sunken city, red sand coating every surface, with miserable looks on all their faces.

	Well, almost all of the group. Isra seemed to be having the time of her life. She swaggered through the streets, grinning and winking at any pretty woman that walked past.

	“I don’t know what you’re all moaning about. This place seems to have very loose morals. And luckily, so do I.” She cackled, pulling along an ashen-faced Merissa. Enzo almost laughed. If there was one person out of place in the sands, it was the demi-Star.

	“So you think Adrian received your letter?” Enzo asked.

	“I hope so,” Elara replied. “When I spoke to Eli through the ring he gave me, he said we could use one of his crows to find Adrian. I just told him what to write in the letter.”

	“And he’s docked in Midas’s Bay?” Enzo asked.

	Elara nodded. “That’s what Eli said. Just outside of port.” She pulled the hood of her cloak further over her face. “We need to get out of here as soon as possible. If there’s anyone willing to take the bounty on our heads, it’s these people.”

	Enzo nodded, dodging a man trying to push lapis jewellery into his hands. Enzo knew the Sinner’s Sands, had visited once or twice in his less…civil days. And had nearly gotten killed both times. So he knew that accepting the gifts from the stranger would likely result in a knife held to his throat down a dingy back-alley later.

	The Sinner’s Sands would have been beautiful if they weren’t filled with, well…the civilians of the Sinner’s Sands. The realm was its own red-hewn haven, nestled in the desert, the buildings carved into the red rocks and sands that made it infamous. The sand was said to be coloured with blood spilt by lions and angels.

	Perhaps the myth explained the violence that layered the air here or the patron Star who chose this domain as his—Capri.

	Enzo’s eyes snagged on a statue of the god hewn into the red sand. Thankfully, the Lion hadn’t ever had the displeasure of meeting the god, but he had heard stories. Capri was a god of greed, one who fed off others desperation—whether it be for money or miracles. There was a rumour that the god could turn anything he touched to gold, and it was this rumour that had the citizens of the place clamouring for favour from the god.

	Even without ever having met him, Enzo couldn’t stand Capri. Not the slimy demeanour he’d heard about, nor his slick hair, or the green of his eyes. He was the reason gambling dens existed, the reason everyone in Celestia was so infatuated with gold, or the lack of it. It was he who had created midans, the currency traded in Celestia. Enzo was sure that before the Stars fell, people had likely been more content trading what they had for payment—livestock, cloth, spices—not gold.

	He was brushed out of his thoughts by Elara, who was stroking his hand with her thumb absent-mindedly. He wanted to completely relish in her touch, drown in the fact that right before him, was Elara. The woman of his dreams—the one who had saved him, loved him. But a cloud was over him, the impending knowledge that at some point he was going to have to pull the woman he loved aside and explain to her why she no longer had use of her shadows.

	She hadn’t mentioned it to him—not that they’d had time between Enzo waking from the land of dreams and becoming official fugitives of the realm—and he wanted to tell her as soon as possible. He could no longer keep it on his conscience.

	“El,” he began, but Leo beat him to it.

	“El, any chance you can whip up some of those shadows and just fly us out of here?”

	Elara’s face fell, and Enzo nearly dropped to his knees to see it, the pure anguish on it.

	“You’re a fucking idiot,” Isra muttered as Merissa shot Elara a look of sympathy.

	“What?” Leo asked, looking around at the sombre faces.

	“I-I haven’t been able to conjure them since being in Ariete’s dreams,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if they’ve left me or if they’re just dormant, but…I can’t feel them.” Her lip trembled. “I can’t even feel my shadow self.”

	“El,” Enzo whispered, his voice shaking. “We need to talk.”

	Elara turned slowly. “Why?”

	The rest of the group was looking at him, and he shooed them off, Isra rolling her eyes before pushing the other two towards the harbour not far off.

	“I think you should sit down.”

	“Lorenzo,” she snapped, eyes narrowing. “Tell me, right now, what’s going on?”

	Enzo pulled her to a bench, careful to pick one as far out of the way of the packed streets as possible.

	“I’m the reason you can’t feel your shadows,” he said, making sure to hold her gaze as much as it pained him.

	“You?” She shook her head. “I’m not following.”

	“When you were in Ariete’s dreams, I was in yours. I began wandering, and I met your shadow.”

	Elara paled, but Enzo barrelled on. He knew that there was a high likelihood that she would despise him after this, but he tried not to dwell on it, knowing that she deserved the truth.

	“I felt so close to you, El. I saw every part of you, every part. Every flaw that you’d wanted to hide away and bury down. And El, I hadn’t thought it possible to love you more. But after seeing your shadow, I did. I love you so, so deeply. I love every shadow, every part of yourself that you’re too scared to show me. I don’t fear one jot of it. And I adore every cell of your being. Please, please remember that after what I’m about to tell you.”

	“Enzo, you’re scaring me.”

	Enzo closed his eyes for the next part. It was selfish, he knew, but he couldn’t bear to see the look that would strike across Elara’s face.

	“She told me that something has been hunting you. A darkness so much worse than Ariete, one more ancient and cunning.”

	He felt Elara still completely.

	“And your shadow told me that the way the Dark has been tracking you, the way she has gotten so close, was through your shadow. Because your shadow was a darkness—a part of her, whoever she is.”

	He dared open his eyes, and Elara was looking at him with something akin to horror on her face.

	“She told me I had to kill her so you would be safe.”

	“No,” Elara whimpered, her face crumpling.

	“You were in Ariete’s dreams, and this darkness was so close, close enough to get to you if I hadn’t acted. I begged your shadow to find another way, but she couldn’t. She told me I had to, that I was protecting you.”

	He didn’t realise that he had slid from the bench onto the floor, kneeling before her. He knew he must have looked wild, tortured even, as Elara tried to pull away.

	“El,” he said, voice cracking. “Please forgive me. I had no other choice. I had to do it. I had to. It was the only way to keep you safe.”

	Elara closed her eyes, tears streaming silently down her cheeks.

	“So they’re gone?” she asked hoarsely as Enzo gripped her hands, praying and begging that she would forgive him. “My shadows are gone?”

	Enzo nodded. “I know, El, I know. It killed me, nearly tore me in two to do it. I know how much you’d lost, how your shadow self was the only thing that had walked beside you.”

	Elara passed a shaking hand over her face, trying to wipe her tears.

	“And your shadow told me that the power was never yours to begin with, that it was stopping your true essence—your moonlight—from breaking forth.”

	“The silver light?”

	Enzo nodded.

	“Well, I don’t want it,” Elara sobbed. “I want my shadows. I won’t touch it. I’ve survived twenty-three years without it. It’s not mine.”

	Enzo rose back onto the bench and pulled her to him, both arms wrapped around her tightly as she sat limp. “It’s okay,” he murmured, making gentle hushing sounds as she sobbed. “We’ll work this out the way we always do. Please forgive me, angel. I had no other choice, and I am so, so sorry. Please,” he whispered, “please, please.” 

	He rocked her back and forth, stroking her hair, muttering soothing words to her until her sobs quietened a little.

	“There is nothing to forgive,” she finally replied, pulling away to look at him. “I love you, Enzo. Nothing you could do would change that. And I understand why you had to do it. But right now, the wound is too raw, too painful to try and substitute my shadows with light. All I’ve known is darkness. How can I accept moonlight, accept that it’s my birthright, my governing power? I don’t care what it does right now. I don’t care that it awoke the minute you held me. Right now, I just need to grieve.”

	Enzo kissed the tears trailing down her face. “I love you,” he said after each one that he kissed away. He wished he could kiss her pain away too, wanted to hurt himself for hurting her. But Elara was forgiving him, and that was enough.

	She wiped the last of her tears, worrying at her lip. “This darkness you speak of… It’s not the first time I’ve heard of it.”

	Enzo frowned, still rubbing her back as she nuzzled into his chest. “What do you mean?”

	“You’re right that it’s been following me. I already knew, I…” She took a deep breath. “When I was dreamwalking, I met it. Only once. Eli witnessed the whole thing, and he was so unnerved, so scared, that we worked to protect me from it. But I didn’t know that it had found me through my shadow.”

	“And what exactly did Eli say about it?” Enzo growled, his temper on a tight leash. He was not pleased that Eli had put her in danger.

	“He told me a story,” Elara whispered. “About how the Dark was an entity long before the Stars, before us. How she was the night between us both and did everything to try to keep us apart.”

	Enzo couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “And why was Eli scared of her.”

	“Because she created the Stars,” Elara replied, looking up to him with a solemn expression.

	Enzo’s stomach fell. “What?”

	Elara nodded. “She collected their hearts. He told me that they’d worked to bind and bury her…but that now… Now he thinks she’s awake again.”

	Enzo swore. “And he has no inkling on how to stop her?”

	Elara shrugged. “I haven’t felt her since. Maybe after you killed my shadow, she left? Or maybe, the only way she can reach me is through dreams? Which, if that’s the case, I can handle.”

	Enzo loosened a deep breath. He did not like the sound of it at all.

	“Stars on our heels and a primordial darkness that can’t be killed. Sounds about right,” he muttered.

	Elara raised her head. “Like you said, we can plan what to do once we’re on a ship and safely off land. The darkness, the Stars… They can all wait. We have powers we’ve only just began to explore, immortal bodies… Whatever we decide to do can wait. But right now, we need to find the others and get off this continent.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five

	 

	The Capricious Goat had to be one of the most uninviting looking taverns Elara had ever seen. And between the ones she had frequented in Asteria and Castor, that said something.

	“Says a lot about the man that he’d haunt this place frequently,” Isra said, grimacing as she sidestepped a vomiting sailor on the steps. “Like perhaps he’s crawling with venereal diseases?”

	“Good job we’re not making love to him then,” Elara replied.

	Leo snorted behind her. “You all stay away from pirates now. They know how to charm your hearts and get into your knickers before disappearing the next morning.”

	“That’s not just an anomaly for pirates,” Merissa said tightly. Elara raised an eyebrow, hitching her skirts as she pushed open the door.

	If she had thought the Castorian pubs rowdy, the Capricious Goat was a sheer madhouse. Sea shanties were being roared from the piano. Drunken sailors, pirates, and everyone in various stages of inebriation. And to Isra’s utter delight and Elara’s disdain, half-naked women sat on nearly every surface and lap. Elara slowly raised her hand to cover Enzo’s eyes, earning a cackle from Isra.

	“Don’t worry, El. Think it’s physically impossible for Enzo to get his cock hard for anyone else now.”

	“One-hundred percent true for the record,” Enzo murmured into Elara’s ear, squeezing her hand.

	She tried not to wince. She had meant what she said—with Enzo, there was nothing to forgive. He had done what he had to and saved her life in the process. But she was still trying to come to terms with the fact that he had killed her shadows. That the Dark was something real—not just a story told to scare children. ‘Never accept a gift from the Dark,’ was the moral to any story told in Asteria. She remembered her maid whispering it to her at the end of her gruesome tale on every Hallow’s Eve. Elara would always scream, Sofia rolling her eyes beside her as she told her not to listen to such poppycock.

	As the clamour of the tavern roared back to her, she broke out of her thoughts. There was a task at hand, and until they were aboard Adrian’s ship, with miles of ocean between them and the Eastern continent, she would not stop to mourn the loss of the shadows she loved so much.

	So she plastered a smile onto her face as they manoeuvred through the crowd.

	“Let’s find this famous pirate and get the hell out of here,” Merissa murmured. “Why you insist on dragging me to these beer-reeking, depraved places all over the continent is beyond me.”

	“Come on, Mer,” Leo said, grinning as he slung an arm around her neck. Elara watched closely, noticing that her friend’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You don’t enjoy being surrounded by sweating, drunken pirates? Get in the spirit!” He raised a tankard of beer.

	Elara did a double take. “Where did you get that from?”

	Leo shrugged, downing the contents.

	“Fucking hell,” Enzo muttered.

	Elara was already sauntering ahead, desperate for a task to take her mind off her shadows. She stopped by the nearest table of drunkards.

	“Excuse me,” she began, elegantly weaving an illusion around herself. Cloak or not, she wanted to take precautions against being recognised. “Do you happen to know a Lord Adrian?”

	The entire table quietened, and she felt Enzo brush her waist behind her, his warm presence an anchor.

	“Pirate Lord Adrian?” a sailor stammered—one with black hair and a long scar across his cheek. “You mean Blueheart?”

	“Dear gods,” Elara muttered to Enzo, who was trying not to smile.

	“Blueheart because of his blue hair?” she guessed.

	“No,” the sailor replied, voice rough as his crew’s eyes shone with fear. “On account of his frozen heart, if the demon even has one.”

	Demon? Elara was finding it hard to connect the charming lord who had danced with her at the masquerade with this ‘demon’ the sailor spoke of.

	“Tell me more—?”

	“James,” the sailor replied.

	“James,” Elara reiterated. “I’ve always liked a ghost story.”

	Enzo pulled a chair across the floor, sitting on it and patting his lap for Elara to sit.

	A thrill raced through her, as well as a slow torment. How she’d be able to last with her ass against his crotch for the next few minutes was beyond her.

	She sat gingerly on his knees, admonishing the ache that hadn’t left since they were interrupted in the mirror room.

	“So,” she said a little breathily, ignoring Enzo’s wicked, knowing smile as he brushed a knuckle along her elbow, “you were saying, James… The man is a demon?”

	“He’s banished from Neptuna, doesn’t that say it all?” James made the sign of evil. “I’ve heard stories…that he eats maidens’ hearts, will steal your wife right from the bed you’re both sleeping in, never to be seen again.”

	Another old sailor leaned forward, more gaps in his mouth than teeth. “I heard that even Scorpius fears him, and it’s why he’s no longer allowed Below.”

	Elara raised an eyebrow.

	“Look, where was this Blueheart last seen?” Enzo said impatiently.

	The sailor’s eyes nearly popped from his skull. “You don’t want to go searching for Blueheart. Him and his crew…” he turned to look back at Elara, “Well, they’d be your worst nightmare, girly.”

	Elara smirked. “I think I can take care of myself,” she drawled, shooting a glance at Enzo who, sure enough, was burning a hole between the man’s eyes—metaphorically of course.

	“His crew is said to be staying a few doors down at the Hermes Inn. But Blueheart himself, well he hasn’t been seen. Could be here right now for all we know, waiting to steal and freeze the heart of the next fair maid—"

	“Jim, I’m going to stop you there. Can I call you Jim?”

	“Most people call me James, but—"

	“Jim, you’re a gem.”

	Enzo snorted at that.

	“Godsspeed, Jim, and if I run into Blueheart, I’ll be sure to tell him that you and your crew spoke nothing but his highest of praises. Here’s a midan for your trouble.”

	She pressed the golden coin into the sailor’s cracked hand, his jaw slack. Then she turned to her own crew. “Time to catch a pirate.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

	 

	Adrian moaned as the woman straddling him rocked her hips. Sera was his favourite girl at port, and godsdamn if those hips didn’t move like the water he adored so much.

	“I’ve missed you,” he murmured, taking a nipple into his mouth and sucking hard. Sera moaned over him, and he closed his eyes, savouring the sound.

	Adrian loved women. Really and truly loved them. Worshipped them, and when the world was as full as his was with the most beautiful maidens you could lay eyes on, how could he pick just one?

	“You know, the stories really don’t do you justice, Blueheart,” Sera breathed. Adrian chuckled as he gripped her hips, pushing himself out of her as he slowly began to slide down the bed.

	“Well, I have to keep up appearances, don’t I?” he murmured.

	Sera was already cursing and moaning her agreement as he grinned, positioning his face just underneath her beautiful, wet cunt.

	He sighed, happy to be home, as he sank her hips over him and began to lap at her with his tongue.

	“Gods,” Sera exclaimed, and the following gyrating showed Adrian what he already knew, that he was a master at worshipping women.

	Like he’d said, he loved them. Loved making a woman writhe and scream. There was nothing that got his cock harder than tasting a woman as she came. Some of his crew had tried to ridicule him about loving to perform oral sex on a woman. But he’d just laughed and told them they weren’t man enough if they didn’t put a woman’s pleasure before their own tiny dicks.

	“This feel good?” he murmured, knowing that the vibration of his voice would send rivets of pleasure through her.

	He located her sweet bud deftly, wrapping his lips around it and sucking hard. He heard Sera slam her hands onto the headboard and chuckled.

	“Hold on tight,” he murmured before devouring her.

	And just as she began to pick up her own rhythm as he thought for the third time that day that he could drown here and die happy, the door swung open.

	Adrian froze, Sera shrieking as she covered herself and leapt off him. He wiped his mouth, turning slowly, and heard a voice before he saw who it belonged to.

	“Well,” Lyra said, an army of people behind her. “That’s one way to make an introduction.”
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	Sera had already fled the room, gods love her, by the time Adrian had got his britches on and sorted his…situation down there. Which didn’t take too long. Nothing quite made him soft like a group of strangers staring in amusement around him.

	Lyra stepped forward, a small smile playing at the corner of her full lips. He’d forgotten how beautiful she was. Her mask had covered part of her face the last time he’d seen her, and he took a second to truly drink her in.

	Someone cleared their throat, taking a step next to her and snaking a hand around her waist. Lyra rolled her eyes, smiling, and Adrian frowned at the man currently burning his gaze into him.

	Dear lords, he was beautiful too. Golden skin and eyes, muscles looking carved from marble… If Adrian was at all insecure in his masculinity, he may have puffed out his chest a little. May have…

	“Wait a minute,” he said, recognition dawning on him. “I recognise that look. You were Lyra’s date at the ball, the one who wouldn’t stop staring at her and snatched her away from me.”

	He squinted, something still niggling at him as he saw the gold sword slung around the man’s waist. Why did he recognise that sword?

	“Wait!” he said again, and Lyra raised a brow, almost waiting for him to make the connection.

	“You’re Prince Lorenzo.” Adrian’s mouth curled derisively. Fuck, he hated this man, had met him a few times as a teenager in Neptuna when he was just as insufferably arrogant as now, prancing about with that same gold sword.

	“It’s King now,” Lorenzo replied, smirking.

	Adrian clenched his jaw before replying. “They’re hunting you across the whole fucking continent!”

	Adrian went to get past, but another great hulk of a man stepped in with even more weapons strapped to him—three short knives strapped along his chest, a sword at his belt. The stranger tutted, a shit-eating grin on his face.

	Adrian looked around indignantly. “Lyra, what is this? Why are you keeping company with a wanted criminal?”

	There was a snort, and Adrian looked aghast as yet another person came into view behind the grinning-hulking-warrior men.

	“Says you,” the beauty said. “You’re a pirate.”

	Adrian looked her up and down, her black cloud of curls and dancing hazel eyes. He opened his mouth—

	“You can stop salivating. I like women.”

	Adrian grinned then. “Me too.”

	“This is why we shouldn’t have sought out a pirate for help,” a soft, melodic voice muttered. And damnit, if Adrian didn’t nearly bow before her. The last of the group looked at him with disdain. She could have been Torra’s daughter for her beauty. What he wouldn’t do to sink his teeth into that skin…

	“You’re two lucky bastards,” he said to the Lion and his friend—who still had a shit-eating grin on his face as the golden-haired girl rolled her eyes, hiding behind him.

	“Lyra, are you going to tell me what’s going on? You know you’re harbouring a fugitive?”

	“About that… I may have told a teeny white lie at the ball. You see, my name isn’t Lyra, it’s Elara. Queen Elara of Asteria.
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	“Is this a set-up?” Adrian exclaimed, backing up towards the bed. “Look, I didn’t mean to steal the Queen of Altalune’s pearls, they just slipped into my hand. And before you ask about her daughter, I told her I would be gone by morning, she seduced me.”

	He was near the window now as Elara advanced. Adrian was just as she had remembered him, his midnight-blue hair a little longer, with stubble on his strong jaw. She hadn’t gotten to see his full face at the masked ball, and he was just as handsome as she’d suspected he would be.

	“It’s no set-up, Adrian. And I’m taking a leap here by trusting you.”

	“Trust?! Me?! I’m a pirate!” His voice was high now, and she gently slapped Enzo’s chest, the king sniggering as he took pure enjoyment out of the pirate’s distress.

	“Adrian, will you just calm down for a moment?”

	“You calm down,” he retorted. “Here I was, tongue deep in my favourite woman in the Sinner’s Sands and you barge in here, unannounced, reveal that you are royals, and not just any royals, nooo, but the fucking king and princess, whose heads are plastered round every establishment from here to Perses, with a Star’s bounty on you.”

	“Queen,” Enzo corrected, his voice a growl. “She is a queen, not a princess.”

	Adrian threw him a hateful stare as Elara observed him, waiting for him to calm, a thrill racing through her at her Lion leaping to her defence.

	“Adrian,” she said softly, walking to him. His eyes were hard, assessing her every move.

	“The way I see it,” she said, looking to the window then back to him, “you have two options. You see, if you refuse to help us, I could scare you to death—quite literally petrify you. Enzo could blink, and you’d be ashes on the wind, or any one of my other friends could harm you in whichever creative way they wish.”

	Adrian gulped.

	“Or you could run out of here, somehow managing to get past all of us, and go to tell the nearest authorities that you caught two wrongfully accused fugitives. Although,” she paused, tapping her chin with a long nail, “someone may be stationed there right now, ready to tell them that Pirate Lord Adrian was harbouring said fugitives in his room. And then there’s the third option.” She smiled wolfishly. “You grant us safe passage across the Olympian Ocean to Concordia and avoid all this mess, as well as being paid.” Her voice strained as she pulled a sack from behind Enzo. “Very handsomely.”

	Adrian’s eyes popped out of his skull. “Are they midans?” he whispered.

	“A sackful for you once we’re on your ship and another sackful when we arrive in Concordia. That’s nearly the price of the bounty.”

	Adrian’s gaze roved over all five of her pride, Elara feeling an immense sense of fullness to be standing with her family, Enzo at her back as always. Enzo squeezed her by the waist as they waited for the pirate to make his decision.

	“So there’s no way out?”

	Elara shook her head.

	“And if I do manage to escape, the Stars will just find me and kill me in a much more gruesome way?”

	Elara nodded.

	Adrian sighed, passing a hand over his face as he tucked blue hair behind his ears.

	“Then I suppose I’d better welcome you aboard The Starred Siren.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

	 

	Enzo hated ships.

	The Starred Siren stared back at him, its black flags unfurled, the mast of the ship hewn to look like Cancia herself.

	Elara pulled him along as they followed a very pissed off pirate onto the walk-board to his ship. 

	He adjusted his hood, the bright heat of the Sinner’s Sands port making it near unbearable to wear a cloak.

	His friends filed onto the boat, Leo happy-go-lucky as ever, joking and jostling with Adrian, who wasn’t giving any hint of goodwill back. Isra followed, practically dancing—he knew she was itching for an adventure—then Merissa who was smiling and nodding pleasantly to the sailors, their jaws slack as she walked past.

	Elara stayed with him. “Soon we’re going to get all the time in the world to ourselves,” she murmured.

	Enzo nodded, desire a familiar foe now. Gods, just the thought of him locked in a room with Elara caused him to heat. He knew they still had a lot to talk about, but perhaps it could wait until he’d made her come enough times for her to forget that they’d ever been apart.

	Yes, he’d start by eating that sweet, perfect cunt of hers until she was writhing and screaming his name, and then he’d make her straddle him and lower her inch by inch onto his co—.

	“Your Grace,” Adrian said, pulling him rudely out of his fantasies. He flared his nostrils at the pirate who was looking at him with disdain.

	“You can call him Enzo,” Elara said.

	“No, the fuck he can’t,” Enzo hissed. “Your Grace will do just fine.”

	“Enzo, be reasonable.”

	“I am. I haven’t set him alight yet.”

	“Just what is your problem?” the captain drawled as the group found themselves on the upper deck of the ship. Members of the crew were eyeing them warily, strangers in their home, as they busied themselves cutting the ropes and drawing up the anchor to set sail. A surly Altalunian was watching him like a hawk, and Enzo made sure to give him his widest smile before turning back to the captain.

	“My problem, Adrian, is that I’ve never liked you. I didn’t like you when I met you as a teenager and you swaggered around green as grass, thinking you could do anything more with that sword than impale yourself on it.”

	“As I recall, I impaled my sword into your cousin. Tell me, how is Stefania these days? I swear she had the sweetest cu—”

	Light lanced around Adrian’s throat as Enzo pinned him to the mast of his ship. There was a shout as the Altalunian ran over, footsteps thundering as his crew joined.

	With a snarl, the man twisted his hands at Enzo. Enzo paused for a second, his light dimming as he began to splutter. He coughed, and water came out of his mouth as Elara took a step forward in alarm.

	“Are you really…” he said between coughs, “trying to fucking drown me?” He grimaced, and a hiss filled the air as the spluttering subsided. “I can evaporate your water with my heat, you fucking imbecile.”

	The man paled as Enzo stalked forward, one hand pressed to his chest, the other still raised and pinning Adrian up.

	“Do you want to know what being burned alive from the inside out feels like? Now that would hurt.”

	“Enzo, put Adrian down,” Elara sighed. Enzo narrowed his eyes for another second. He didn’t really give a fuck about Stefania—a distant cousin from his father’s side. But it was the principle; that this entitled little prick thought he could talk—

	“Enzo,” his love said again, and he loosened his grip.

	“So you two know each other?” Merissa asked.

	Enzo scoffed. “I met him on my princely duties when we were visiting Neptuna years ago. He was just as arrogant then as he is now.”

	“I’m sure there’s a saying about this,” Isra mused. “Something to do with a pot and a kettle.”

	Elara and Leo snorted, earning a warning look from Enzo.

	“And all of that would hardly matter, except he’s been trying to undress my soulmate with his eyes since he met her.”

	“Hang on a second,” Adrian said. “Did you just say soulmate?”

	“They exist,” Enzo drawled. “I’m sure you’d know. Isn’t yours a whelk? You share the same personality.” 

	Adrian stepped forward, but Elara came between them.

	“Enough,” she hissed. “Enzo, you should know better.”

	Enzo rolled his eyes, crossing his arms. 

	“And Adrian? Insulting a king? Do you have a death wish? Look,” she continued. “We’re all going to be on this ship for the next few weeks. It’s in our best interest to try to get along.”

	Enzo huffed. Trust his Elara to speak sense. To his relief, he felt the ship lurch, setting sail from the harbour. 

	“I have half a mind to turn the ship around and leave you for some other poor criminal to pick up,” Adrian said.

	“Don’t be like that. I promise we’ll all be on our best behaviour.,” Elara replied. “Now, no more pissing contests.”

	“Fine,” Adrian sighed. “But one hint of mutiny, one whiff of your fucking powers,” he said, pointing at Enzo, “and I will throw you all overboard.”

	Enzo grinned, holding his hands up. “I’ll be the best guest you ever had.”

	 

	[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]

	 

	Enzo, in fact, was not being the best guest that Adrian had ever had.

	 He groaned as another wave of nausea passed over him, and he vomited into the bucket by his bed. Elara sighed in sympathy beside him, rubbing his back.

	“Finally time alone, and my poor Enzo is sick.”

	“You know, you’d think becoming a god or titan or whatever the fuck we are would ease symptoms like seasickness.” Another roll of the ship had his head hanging in the bucket again.

	“My mighty Lion, water is not your friend. Surely you always knew that. Water and fire don’t mix.”

	“Is that why I want to throttle that pirate lord every time he saunters by?”

	Elara scoffed. “No. I’d say that’s more a combination of the male ego with a dash of jealousy.”

	“Jealousy?”

	“Do you not recall snatching me from his grasp at the masquerade?” There was a spark in her eyes as she continued to rub his back.

	“Yes, and I remember the smile on his face as he held your waist too,” Enzo growled. The thought was already making his blood boil. The love he had felt for Elara before they had awoken was nothing compared to the bond they shared now. 

	Elara shot him a bored look. “You know I am soul-tied to you? I’m not in danger of running off with another man.”

	“I know that,” he huffed. “Still doesn’t stop me from wanting to choke him.”

	“Don’t forget the throttling,” she drawled, rising from the bed to the adjoining washroom. The cabin was…impressive for that of a ship.

	“Castorian magick,” Adrian had explained as they’d walked into the room—twice as large as it had looked from the outside. “They may be cutthroat bastards, but they do know how to invent.”

	Enzo focused on the room, trying to quell the sickness roiling within him. Everything, of course, was of a Neptunan theme. Mermaid reliefs were carved into doorknobs, but it was the bed’s headboard that contained the real art. Fish, octopus, and other sea creatures were rendered in minute detail, creatures that until recently, Enzo would have told anyone were myths. Included were kelpies, naiads, and sea serpents. The frescoes carved into the wood seemed like they were alive.

	He begrudgingly appreciated the art, missing how marble felt between his hands waiting to be sculpted.

	Elara returned with a damp cloth that she pressed against Enzo’s forehead.

	“This was not how I’d planned anything when I was stuck in that hellhole,” Enzo groaned.

	“These plans,” Elara chided. “We should have known our lives could never be this simple. I’m just happy to be here with you, soulmate.”

	“Say it again,” he said hoarsely.

	“What?”

	“Soulmate.”

	“We’re soulmates,” Elara said, smiling as she came to sit behind him so Enzo was between her legs.

	She began to stroke his hair, and he nearly purred as she soothed him with cool hands—hands he had convinced himself he would never feel again.

	A terrifying feeling surfaced, and he had to wrangle to push it down. It felt an awful lot like drowning. He wanted to enjoy the moment, not wallow in what he’d nearly lost. He turned his attention back to Elara.

	“I think I’m beginning to feel a little better,” he said roughly as her hands began to make his scalp tingle.

	“I can’t believe how long your hair has gotten,” she said.

	“You like it?”

	She played with the ends. “Love it. You’re so beautiful, Enzo.”

	“That’s my line.”

	“I mean it. I can’t believe you’re here. None of this feels real,” she said, and he turned to her, laying his head in her lap. Her eyes were filled with sorrow. “I just… We haven’t slept yet, and I’m so scared that this is all just a dream. That it will be taken from me the moment I rest my eyes.”

	“What happened while I was in there, El?” His heart was drumming a panicky beat.

	“We don’t have to talk about it now,” Elara replied. Her face changed, composing into a wicked grin. Enzo knew there was something she wasn’t telling him because he knew her better than she knew herself, could list every miniscule expression she made by heart. “Now, I want to spend time with my soulmate.”

	Enzo groaned, his cock hardening painfully in his trousers. All thoughts of seasickness and dreams were gone, just a very prominent need that needed taken care of.

	He stood, brushing her face once as he made his way to the bathroom to clean his teeth and splash cool water over himself. Yes, right now all they needed was each other, to revel in each other’s touch and bodies.

	He exited the washroom and stilled.

	Elara was on her knees, a wicked smile on her face. Her dress was lying in a pile beside her, and he ingrained the picture into his memory—of how she now looked, with only a thin slip on that showed her nipples and the shadow between her legs.

	He walked to her, stopping in front of her, and gripped her chin, tilting it. “Are you trying to kill me again?”

	She shot him a reproachful look that just sent more blood thrumming to his cock.

	“I have a feeling this will make you feel better,” she said, a long nail trailing down his leg.

	“Fuck yes,” Enzo murmured, his nausea already gone.

	She let out an excited breath as he took off the shirt, her hands cool and searching as they flicked down his rippled and tense abdomen to his trousers. This button she undid herself before pulling his cock free. He could see a pearly bead already formed on the tip of it.

	“I love to see how much you love me,” she whispered, rubbing a thumb lightly over his head. He let out a breath, not daring to take his eyes off her as she brought the thumb to her mouth and sucked on it.

	Fucking hell. He twitched, and Elara seemed pleased by the reaction. She brought her thumb out of her mouth and stroked it over him again, leaving her spit coating it. She wrapped her hand around him, squeezing gently as she pulled it up the length of him and back down again.

	“Gods,” he whispered, finally looking up to the ceiling. He had dreamed of being touched by her again, that first and only time that she’d taken him into her mouth branded on his brain and replayed over and over and over. She did the same motion again, and he blinked out of his haze, taking in how beautiful her full lips were as they breathed over him.

	“I’ve missed you,” she murmured over him, and the tickle of her breath made him jerk.

	He was not going to last another second. Not if she kept talking to him like that.

	“Enough teasing,” she added, and with her eyes completely focused on him, she sank her mouth all the way to his base.

	“Holy fuck,” he groaned as she held him there. He could feel the tip of his cock nudging down her throat, could feel the desire in her eyes as she forbade him with a look to take his eyes off her. Slowly, she drew him out of her mouth, her tongue running along the base of his shaft. Her lips banded around his him as she hollowed out her cheeks, and he finally reached for her, a hand gathering her hair.

	“Again,” he commanded roughly, trying to grasp any semblance of power. It was a fool’s errand; he always had been and always would be completely at Elara’s mercy.

	He had no other words, nothing other than the primal instinct raging through him that she was his, every part of her, and that he wanted to claim and mark her as such. She gave a small smile, and a long tantalising kiss of his head again before sinking all the way back to his base, her throat constricting around him.

	“You look so pretty with your mouth full,” Enzo murmured. Elara’s eyes fluttered closed at that, and the moan she made was low in her throat. He could feel it vibrating around him. Gods…was she as aroused doing this as he was receiving it?

	“You like it when I tell you how beautiful you are, hm?” He revelled in the feel of her silky hair in his hand as he bunched it around one palm. Using it, he gently guided her up a little and down again. “You like being on your knees for me?”

	“The only person in the world who can get me on them,” she breathed in between pumps. Enzo groaned, his other hand clinging to the side of the bed’s headboard. Her confirmation was enough to make him come. That this powerful queen before him had given every part of herself to him, had worshipped him as he worshipped her.

	He could feel his magick alchemising in his veins, his fire and light sparkling and thrumming into pleasure. Then wisps of it seemed to drive off him, and he could feel them rising from his heart and swirling, as though wrapping around some invisible tie between them. Panic began to set in his bones at seeing his power dispersed like that, all too familiar with the wisps of gold driving off him and what it meant. He clenched his jaw, willing himself to calm and focus on Elara.

	Elara kept working him with her mouth, and he sighed, relaxing into the pleasure again. It became so acute, it was almost painful, and he could only breathe through it, breathe through his magick running through him into her.

	“Where do you want to finish?” she breathed, moving her hand in tandem with her mouth.

	Where d—? Enzo’s brain short-circuited as his desire heightened. He was on the brink now, that magick a frenzy as he throbbed and throbbed. He was aware of a feeling trying to clamour to the surface, but he shook his head against it, pushing it down.

	“Here,” he managed to growl out roughly, brushing a thumb over her collarbones and the crescent scar now resting there.

	Elara smiled wickedly, giving one last suck, the pull of it deep and intoxicating as her lips closed around him tightly and then released him.

	Enzo came, spilling onto the pale, smooth skin of her throat, beading around her decolletage, her breasts heaving underneath.

	She looked so fucking beautiful, her lips red and swollen, eyes quicksilver and alive with triumph, and that throat… He knew the image would be ingrained in his memory for the rest of his days.

	Elara delicately dabbed at a rolling bead falling between her breasts and lapped it up, turning to the mirror propped against the western wall.

	“Hm,” she said, admiring herself. “My very own pearl necklace.” She laughed at her own joke, turning to Enzo.

	But Enzo was merely staring at her, an ashen look on his face.

	“What’s wrong?” she asked, instantly coming towards him. He pointed to the part of the bedframe he’d been holding onto, and the small wooden octopus that was now slithering animatedly down the bed towards Enzo.

	Elara’s eyes widened in shock before she looked at his hands, which were still glowing gold.

	“Well,” she said. “That’s new.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

	 

	Adrian scowled as he stormed into the warm night, pushing his tricorn hat onto his head against the rain beginning to drizzle. For some reason, hearing Enzo and Elara make love next door wasn’t his ideal way to spend an evening.

	He’d almost been asleep when he’d heard Enzo’s groans and decided tonight really wasn’t his night.

	He took a deep breath of briny air, allowing his mood to evaporate. “Think of the money,” he muttered to himself, pacing to the eastern side of the deck. There, was one of his favourite places on the ship.

	A large net was splayed out, one that hung out past the deck into the air.

	The few times that the crew needed to catch fish or crabs, they’d lower and gather the netting, but that was a rare occurrence.

	The rest of the time, the net was pulled taut, strong enough to hold at least four grown men. And on nights when his cabin felt too small, and he needed the ocean below him and the air on his face, he’d sleep out on it, watching the stars.

	He sighed, shimmying onto the net with a pillow in hand and settled himself down.

	He gazed up to the stars and the moon they surrounded. An uneasy feeling washed over him, the same one that always did when he looked at the constellations above. Adrian was not a religious man. Scorpius had put a stop to any of that, and he saw, just like many, the hypocrisy and evil of the Stars’ rule over Celestia.

	Adrian shut his eyes, trying to block out the memory of Scorpius’s pet, how it had chased him through his beloved underwater kingdom and wrangled him back to the poisonous god. How Scorpius had smiled as he had branded him with a few tentacles in honour of said beastie. All because he possessed—

	No, he wouldn’t ruin his night by thinking about it and forced the powers that had panickily risen within him down.

	Now the moon… There was an interesting entity. If the stars were mirrored on Celestia, he wondered idly if perhaps there was a corporeal form of that moon somewhere.

	“Too much fucking rum,” he chided himself.

	He allowed the swaying net to lull such unpleasant thoughts from his head, the rum and waves below helping. He missed the ocean, wished he was allowed beneath once more. The waves seemed to call him, beckoning with their hushed pleas.

	They became frantic, almost sounding like sobs, and he frowned.

	No… That was definitely someone crying. A woman by the sounds of it.

	“Hello?” he called out, scrambling onto his stomach to look around the deck. Strange, he couldn’t see anyone, not a soul in sight. He held his breath, but the sobs had quietened. Perhaps he had imagined them.

	A little more uneasy, he settled back onto the nets, blaming the bottle in his hand again. He would have let it go, but then he heard a sniffle. That he was sure of.

	“Who’s there?” he called again.

	“Go back to sleep, sailor,” a female voice replied.

	Adrian was on his feet in an instant, years on the nets gifting him impeccable balance as he worked the net taught, hands outstretched.

	His eyes scanned the ocean wildly. The voice had definitely come from below him.

	Heart pounding, he scanned the waves. Still, no one. Oh gods, was this one of those ocean wraiths that Santi used to scare him with tales of? He’d warned him, and Adrian had laughed. Oh shit, the wraith was going to suck his soul from him and—

	“Calm down,” he hissed to himself. It was clearly a woman in distress, but where in Scorpius’s name was she?

	“Where are you?” 

	Well, that was simple.

	There was silence again. He was about to turn and make his way onto the solid safety of the deck when he heard her again.

	“You won’t be able to see me—a purposeful choice,” she replied.

	Sweet lords, her voice was nice. It was soft and melodic, as though it had been created precisely to entice. And then Adrian realised exactly who, or rather what he was speaking to.

	A siren.

	“Fuck,” he hissed, scrambling away from the net. “Not today, you rotten-tailed hag. You won’t lure me to my watery demise with that voice, siren.” He hauled himself onto solid decking. Where was the bloody wax to block his ears?

	He heard a delicate snort. “I’m not a siren,” she replied. “Although I’m not far from one.”

	Adrian could hear a smile in her voice. “But I’m not half-dead, nor do I have any interest in drowning you. Believe me, you’d be at the bottom of the ocean if I wanted you to be.”

	“Reassuring,” he muttered and heard another scoff. He crept slowly back onto the net, intrigued now.

	“So you’re a mermaid?” he ventured, awe in his tone. He knew of the merfolk or rather had heard tales of them. Adrian believed in the Mythas, as many a superstitious mariner did. But even Below, he had never spotted one.

	Her silence was confirmation enough to send a thrill through his chest.

	“And how exactly are you doing this? I can’t see you anywhere.”

	He heard her sigh. “I’m resting on one of your lower ledges. But try to look for me, and I swear I’ll disappear back into the ocean.”

	Adrian stilled, feeling guilty because that was exactly what he’d been about to do.

	“So what’s a mermaid doing resting on a human ship? Don’t you hate our kind?”

	“Yes,” her voice drifted back. “But there are worse beings in the world—ones more poisonous and loathsome. So much so, that I would choose a sailor’s company over theirs.”

	“No offence taken,” Adrian drawled. “Are you…okay?”

	He passed a palm over his face. What the fuck was that? Are you okay? Adrian was known for his charm and quick tongue, and that was the sentence he had chosen to conjure up?

	Thankfully, the mermaid hadn’t seemed to notice.

	“Yes, I just needed a moment Above to breathe.”

	Adrian closed his eyes again, content to just listen to her voice.

	“I know the feeling.”

	“So, sailor… What are you doing out on a deck at such a late hour, interrupting my wallowing?”

	Adrian grinned. So the mermaid had a dry wit too. “I have some new guests on the ship. Let’s just say we aren’t settling in well together.”

	“Ah yes. I spend my days entertaining people, fixing other’s messes, constantly surrounded and suffocated. I know the burden well.”

	“So that’s why you’d rather keep the barnacles on the bottom of the Starred Siren company?” Adrian grinned.

	He heard nothing for a while and settled into the silence, realising that he had never found such company in it before. Adrian was usually used to filling it with a flirting sentence or a joke. He was in the midst of drifting off, halfway between the dreamlands and the waking world when the beautiful, soft voice spoke again.

	“Does the sailor have a name?”

	Adrian really smiled now. “He does. It’s Adrian.”

	There was more silence, and Adrian dreaded if perhaps by some bad luck the mermaid had heard of him—how he’d been exiled.

	Anxiety gripped him, and he wasn’t sure why; he’d only just met the mermaid—and met was a strong word.

	But finally, he heard the voice carry on the wind. “Nice to meet you, Adrian.”

	“And do you have a name, mermaid?”

	The mermaid was quiet for a long time before she replied. “Oceanne.”

	Adrian tilted his head back, a smile playing on his lips. “Oceanne,” he whispered back.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine

	 

	Elara knocked gently on the door before her. She heard a shuffling behind it and glanced back at Enzo, whose eyes were burning a little brighter.

	Finally, the door swung open.

	“Aren’t you two meant to be in the throes of passionate lovemaking right now?” Isra muttered, rubbing her eyes.

	“Sorry, Iz, I know how much you need your beauty sleep, but this couldn’t wait,” Enzo replied.

	Isra frowned, looking between the two and seeing the grave expressions before standing straighter. “What’s happened?”

	Elara pushed into the room, followed by Enzo as Isra shut the door.

	“This happened.” Enzo unfurled his hand to the small octopus now trailing around his arm.

	Isra staggered back. “What the fuck is that?”

	Elara bit her lip. “Enzo created it.”

	“What?”

	“Iz, I’m not crazy, I swear. At first, I thought I was hallucinating, but Elara saw it too. It was just a piece of art, carved into the headboard. But my power experienced a surge as I was holding the headboard…”

	“Nice,” Isra snorted, winking at Elara, who couldn’t help herself smirking back despite the revelations.

	“And then before I knew it, it had come to life.”

	Elara’s mind was racing as she recalled the story that Eli had told her of their creation. She could see plainly that magick in front of her now.

	“Eli helped me find a cryptic message in his dream,” she said to the two, Enzo frowning as Isra watched the octopus warily. “At first, it didn’t make any sense to me, but there was a storybook and within it a message. ‘Between life and death is only dusk.’ But after seeing this, I remember his story.”

	“What story?” Enzo asked.

	“He told me the story of our creation. And he mentioned that you brought life to the world as the Sun.”

	Isra’s eyes widened. “Do you think you could do it again?”

	“I don’t know. It happened when…well, when I came.”

	“Gods, Enzo.” Isra grimaced, taking a step away. “Yes, please don’t do that in here.”

	Elara chuckled. “I’m sure you could do it again. You likely did it then because you lost control.”

	Isra paced her room, looking for something as Elara settled onto her bed. She breathed in the comforting incense scent of the seer. Isra was her harbour, always cool and collected. She would help them figure out this latest conundrum.

	There was a soft knock at the door, and Merissa walked in, her honey curls perfect considering she had been sleeping.

	“Oh please, come in. This is the room of no sleep,” Isra muttered, rattling through drawers.

	“I heard voices,” Merissa whispered, climbing into bed on Elara’s side.

	They heard the doorknob twist again. “Only me!” Leo said brightly, strolling in.

	“Gods above,” Isra sighed. “Of course, make yourself at home in my bed Leo, the other three have. Who cares about poor old Isra getting any sleep?”

	“You need it too, look at those bags,” Leo crooned.

	Isra pointed a finger at him. “I will curse you. And I know you’re scared of Svetan magick.”

	“Am not.”

	Isra lunged closer and Leo flinched as the rest of the bed began laughing.

	“What’s going on?” Leo asked. “I heard you all talking.”

	“Well,” Enzo began, “it seems I may have developed a new power since awakening, and we’re trying to figure out what exactly it does.”

	Leo raised a brow. “Interesting.”

	“How did it happen?” Merissa pressed.

	Elara rolled her eyes at Isra’s sniggering from the corner and said, “Let’s just say Enzo was feeling really, really good, and it burst out of him.”

	Merissa and Leo groaned.

	“Here,” Isra finally said, shutting a drawer. “I knew there’d be something amongst this godsforsaken overkill of maritime decoration.” She produced a small carving of a crab, a little trinket made of driftwood. “Try it again with this.”

	Enzo took it, looking warily at Elara who nodded her encouragement. She threaded her hands through his as Merissa settled her head on Elara’s shoulder.

	“Now just…let go,” Elara said. “Like breathing. You don’t think to breathe; you just do.” 

	Enzo nodded, kissing her swiftly before holding it. And sure enough, with almost no exertion that she could see from Enzo, the carving was flooded with sunlight, before being animated to life.

	Leo sprung out of bed. “Get that thing away from me!”

	Merissa peered at it as it ran along Enzo’s hand and onto the covers. “I’ve never heard of a power like it.”

	“So it’s true,” Isra whispered, picking up the crab.

	“What is?” Leo asked.

	“His life-giving powers,” Elara said.

	“Life giving?” Merissa exclaimed.

	“I thought it was just a story Eli was telling me, but it’s true. It’s all true,” Elara said shakily as she remembered the other part of his tale. The part about her.

	The crab scuttled off Isra and back onto the bed, running along to Elara. She smiled, feeling Enzo’s power within it as she held it in her palm.

	Enzo turned to look at Elara, whose heart was soaring for him. It made all sense that her Lion would bring life to all he touched. He had done the same to her, had honed his light and helped her grow and bloom, shedding the darkest chains around her heart. Enzo’s eyes were shining with excitement.

	“How does it feel?” she whispered. She tried not to think that while her love had gained a power, she had lost her shadows. And her useless silver light was doing nothing but writhing around in her stomach, though she now had an inkling of what it may do.

	“It feels…like taking a deep, clean breath after eons surrounded by smoke and fire. It feels like the light warming my face. It feels…like a part of me. Like hope.”

	Elara’s eyes softened as she took Enzo’s face in her hands. “That’s what you do my love. Everything you touch blooms. Everyone turns towards you for a glimpse of your light. You are the centre of the universe. Of my universe.”

	Enzo brushed his lips against hers, and Elara felt that same spark again that she had in the throne room, her magick rising up to meet his, despite all her attempts to quell it. His lips were warm and sweet as honey, and she realised she could get addicted to this—this feeling of utter warmth and replenishment that bloomed from his skin under hers.

	Merissa cleared her throat gently, and the two broke away, Enzo fully shining again, a golden haze around his form.

	“El,” she whispered, her voice tremoring.

	Elara looked around, noticing everyone’s eyes on her.

	“Enzo must be bringing her powers to life,” Leo murmured as they all continued to stare.

	Elara looked down at her open palm and the glowing silver emanating from it.

	But it was what was within it that had everyone’s attention, and Elara’s heart nearly stopped. All that remained of the little crab was a pile of silvered dust, as though the piece of driftwood had simply…crumbled away. Isra was regarding her, and she forced herself to meet the seer’s gaze.

	“Soulmates,” Isra said roughly. “Two perfect counterparts, pure opposing forces that are drawn together through more than magick.”

	“Oh gods,” Merissa whispered.

	“What?” Enzo asked, stroking her hair. Elara nodded, her theory confirmed.

	“Remember when I read your fortune?” Isra breathed. “I saw cold silver light, so cold that it burned. Your moonlight. And I felt in it what you were, though then I did not know. I told you that the only cold I had felt like that had been from the dead.”

	“Between life and death is only dusk,” Elara recited. “Eli gave me a clue in his dreams. Dusk. He was referring to the twilight hour, where day and night meet. Where both the Sun and the Moon shine in the sky. And he was telling me what we once ruled over.”

	“What does it mean? Or have to do with Enzo? And the dust now coating your hands?” Merissa asked.

	“It means,” Elara replied, “that if Enzo rules life, then I rule death.”
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Chapter Forty

	 

	Eli sat in a small café in the quiet streets of Concordia, sipping a melted chocolat. It was a fairly new delicacy for the kingdom, and Eli had to admit, it tasted delicious. He wasn’t sure how menacing a God drinking sweet treats was, but for the moment he didn’t care. He was exhausted and wrathful.

	All hell had broken loose once the Sun had awoken. Eli had been forced to return and face the wrath of a freshly awoken Ariete, who was murderous after realising that Elara had stolen Enzo’s tether from him and branded him with a moon. Eli had bitten back a smile as he’d seen Elara’s handiwork, the crescent cut stark against Ariete’s throat.

	But Eli felt there was something the king wasn’t telling him, that if he was truly so angry about Elara duping him, he would have left The Ruby and chased her ‘til kingdom come. Instead, once the god had calmed down, he’d been almost…subdued. Content, even. Which unnerved Eli even more. 

	On top of that, the other Stars, fucking idiots that they were, had set a bounty on Elara and Enzo’s heads. Verra, Scorpius, and Aquaria had led the charge after the Sun had awoken, and since Eli had been a little preoccupied, he hadn’t gotten back to the heavens in time to stop the farce. But again…surprisingly, it hadn’t been Ariete who had begun the hunt.

	As if that all wasn’t enough to keep his mind occupied, he’d been called back, yet again, to Concordia.

	And in the kingdom of love and romance, he had spent the last hour observing the beautiful subjects of the realm while imagining beating Lias’s perfect face repeatedly into a pulp. Eli was no one’s lackey, and yet it was Lias who constantly expected Eli to clean up after the god of love’s messes.

	The last mess had been after what Eli could only describe, for lack of a better word, an orgy. Lias, never fucking sated and far too concerned with lust for a god of love, had not one…not five…but seven mortals, all completely under his charm and acting like the kind of harem that should only belong in The Sinner’s Sands. Eli had walked in on the scene, men and women alike all worshipping Lias, a mass of writhing bodies, before Eli had been forced to compel them out of the palace.

	The dim-witted, winged fool hadn’t understood why Eli had done such a thing, and Eli had already explained five-fucking-thousand times that a mortal in love could not distinguish or set that apart from sex the way that a god with no heart could. Love drove mortals to madness. It was a simple fact.

	Oh, it was tempting. It was so, so tempting…to root around in Lias’s mind, to turn his brain into a pile of mush, or at the very least compel him to turn celibate, to stop playing with the feelings of mortals. If he could, he would take that beloved golden arrow of Lias’s and impale the god with it. But alas…all thoughts had to stop short. The treaty between the twelve Stars was shaky as it was, each only agreeing to never use their powers on another Star because of the outright war that would ensue and the massacre with it.

	And so, Eli took another sip of his chocolat as he watched the world pass by.

	He missed Elara—her company and quick wit. It did not bother him anymore that she could not remember him from their time in the heavens. He believed enough in their bond, in their soul-tie as she had once called it, all those centuries ago, that they would form a new kind of connection. Elara in her true form had been more of a sister to him than Gem ever had. She was the only person who saw him, understood him completely. And he could not wait until she arrived in Concordia.

	He thought back to their memories together to pass the time as his roving eyes flicked from person to person, always wary, always assessing. They caught on a figure a few tables away.

	The woman who sat there quickly averted her eyes, her nose back in a sheaf of parchments that she was writing on. She was beautiful, the beauty spot above her lip accentuating its fullness, her skin tanned and hair a rich burgundy red shot with gold. Eli’s eyes narrowed as he sent tendrils of his power snaking out to her. His charm coaxed and caressed her, seeping through her eyes as he attempted to gain knowledge on who she may be. His victims were never aware. And yet the woman’s gaze flicked to him, brown, and with a smirk he felt a sharp blade slash through his tendrils as she held his gaze.

	He scraped his chair back. This was not simple magick. Even Elara had not been able to perform such a thing.

	“What—”

	The woman had already gathered her sheaf of papers, and with a two fingered salute to him and a wink, she set off, running down the side alley.

	Eli swore under his breath. As a rule, he did not run. And yet he felt his feet move of their own accord, clearly incensed by this stranger who he could not read.

	He skidded around the corner, seeing the tails of her red hair whip round another as he gave chase. He was nearly on her, pounding down the cobbles as he used his charm to move men and women out of his way and forget that they had seen a God running. Just when he had caught up with her, a hungry grin of triumph on his face, the girl…disappeared.

	Eli came to a halt, his eyes bulging as he surveyed the sheaf of papers swirling in her stead.

	“What in the fuckery?” he breathed, snatching one from the air.

	He squinted at the unnervingly neat script, the symbols etched around the border. He yanked his charm to himself impatiently—god of knowledge had its perks—and translated the symbols and language in front of him.

	“Oh gods,” he whispered, slowly backing away from the pile now littering the ground. Those symbols were for a spell. Spells did not exist in Celestia. The mortals were born with their magick, and that was that. There was no need for incantations or casting. And witches… The term witch was just a term, a derogatory one at that, a word coined on rumours of some who walked the land eons before, devoid of power. Demons not of this world who grasped magick with their teeth and forced it into their veins with their symbols and their ink.

	But as he rubbed his eyes and picked up another piece of paper, this one littered with even stranger symbols, Eli knew…

	The symbols were not from this world.

	And neither was the woman.
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Chapter Forty-One

	 

	Merissa left not long after the news that Enzo wielded life as Elara wielded death.

	She had guessed at it, the puzzle piecing together. Why moonlight had erupted the night in Lake Astra, why the sirens had recognised it immediately—half-dead creatures that she now realised had been worshipping their queen. Why Isra had said she felt death within Elara.

	Her mother of course had said nothing, although Merissa could hazard a guess that the Star had known—knowing the Moon those centuries ago.

	She sighed as she turned the corner. She didn’t know what this meant for the group. What was the end goal here? They had all been so preoccupied with running since the Stars announced a bounty on the two titans’ heads that no one had stopped to ask—what did Enzo and Elara want?

	Did they want to return to their thrones in the skies? Did they want to leave Celestia? Vanquish the Stars? Merissa knew that Elara’s main goal had been to wake Enzo, but now…

	Merissa couldn’t help but feel a terrible sense of foreboding at the prospects before them all. Especially now that the titans’ powers were growing. She had heard of war, knew the signs of its impending arrival.

	It was a calm before a storm, black clouds rolling overhead. And she could feel the metallic taste of it on her tongue, hear the sounds of battle cries and sharpened steel.

	She knew it would come to that. Knew that despite how much Enzo and Elara loved their mortal lives together, there would be a point where they would not be able to run any further and would be forced to turn and face the Stars.

	Merissa only hoped and prayed that they would all be ready when that time came.

	She stood on the deck of the ship, breathing the bracing air in deeply. She needed a moment, away from the group, away from Leo.

	She didn’t know how to navigate this new and strange friendship with him yet. The moment she’d arrived at the palace and seen him, she’d felt…nothing. After such a build-up of nerves and emotions, when he had crushed her to him, she hadn’t felt that rightness that she knew Elara and Enzo had felt when they’d held one another. It seemed Leo had understood it too, the softening of his eyes enough to tell her that. They’d spoken again, obviously, before the bounty had arrived to ruin all of their plans once more. And the distance seemed to only have pushed them further away, Leo agreeing almost immediately with Merissa when she explained how she’d felt.

	She sighed, shaking it from her head. There were more important things to worry about right now.

	“Hello.”

	Merissa jumped as Adrian called over to her. She raised a hand as the pirate approached, the scent of sea salt and sage enveloping her. He was beautiful. So handsome that she understood why stories were being spun of him stealing maiden’s hearts. Her mind cast back to the scene that had been displayed to her when she’d first laid eyes on him, of the woman who had been sitting…

	She blushed, body heating as she tried to push the image away. Merissa didn’t like thinking of such things. They just reminded her of her charm—her curse, as she preferred to call it. To be able to seduce anyone she wished. That level of manipulation, which her mother and brother didn’t seem to mind, had never sat well with her. Better to abstain from such things.

	“You settling in okay?” he asked as he approached and she forced a smile onto her face as she nodded.

	“Wonderfully. Thank you so much for being so accommodating.”

	Adrian’s ocean-coloured eyes twinkled as he tilted his head. “Did I have a choice?”

	Merissa made an amused sound then. “Not with Elara or Enzo, no.”

	Adrian ran a hand through his hair. “So,” he murmured, “what are you doing out here at this time?”

	“Just couldn’t sleep,” she lied. Though the pirate seemed nice enough, she would never reveal her friends’ secrets.

	“Need a little something to help?” he asked, waving a small bottle of rum.

	“Oh no,” Merissa said. “Can’t stand the stuff.”

	“More for me,” Adrian grinned, taking a swig.

	Despite her best efforts at tamping her charm down, around Adrian, she could feel it beginning to awaken, answering to his flirting tone. And the last thing she needed was a besotted pirate to deal with.

	“Well,” she said, nodding to him. “I’d best get back to bed.”

	“You best had,” Adrian replied, small smile playing on his lips. “Should you need anything, you know where to find me.”

	Merissa blushed anew, cursing her magick as she gave another small nod before scurrying back to her rooms.
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	Elara did not sleep. She watched the others nod off after the revelations of the evening. Isra in the centre of the bed fell asleep first after casually and brightly confirming that Elara apparently contained a death power within her.

	Merissa was next, leaving with a worried look on her face after kissing Elara’s cheek and telling her to get some rest so they could talk about it in the morning. Leo stayed up with the two, talking in earnest about what Enzo and Elara’s new powers could mean.

	“I’ve been on many a battlefield,” he said. “And I have never once heard of powers like them. Does it even feel like you have a limit?”

	He directed that question to Enzo.

	Enzo shook his head. “No. I didn’t feel drained like I did before I awoke. Like El said, it felt as simple as breathing.”

	“And you, El?”

	Elara was trying not to think about the death that slumbered within her veins. She still missed her shadows with her very being, would have traded them for her moonlight at first chance. This foreign light, she did not feel like it belonged to her.

	“The only times it has ever reared its head was when Enzo brought it forth,” Elara said.

	Leo thought, that brilliant strategizing mind of his working. “So perhaps Enzo’s powers amplify yours? Encourage them to be brought forth.”

	Elara nodded. “Perhaps. Enzo, I’m tired. We haven’t slept in nearly two days. I think we should rest.”

	Enzo kissed her on her forehead, and she winced. His eyes narrowed slightly as he pulled her up, bidding Leo goodnight before the two walked out of the room.

	“What was that?” he asked the moment they were alone.

	“What?”

	“You winced when I touched you.” Enzo’s eyes were dark.

	“I’m tired. Please can we just sleep?”

	She made to walk down the corridor but felt an arm snake around her waist and pull her back. “Oh no, you don’t. We’re going to talk about what’s upset you so you can rest tonight. I know you, and this is not something we are just going to bury and avoid.”

	Elara softened in his arms. “I’m scared,” she whispered. “I’ve never felt like a stranger in my own body before.”

	She closed her eyes, ashamed, and felt Enzo turn her around. He squeezed her hand, pulling her down the corridor and onto the open deck. The moment Elara felt the sea breeze on her face, her heart eased a little.

	“Why do you feel like a stranger?”

	“My whole life I’ve had my shadows. And the last year, thanks to you, they have become like limbs to me. I grew to love my darkness because you did. Now it’s gone. And in its place is a silver light that I’ve just discovered contains a death power. But I can’t accept it. I can’t allow it to replace my shadows that did everything in the world to protect me. And more than that, I’m scared because what if I lose control of it? You say yours feels as easy as breathing, but if I embrace mine, what if I touch you, and you just crumble away like that crab? I’ve lost you once, and it nearly killed me. I can’t do that again.”

	Enzo sat silently, listening to her speak her thoughts aloud. What a blessing, she realised, to have a person beside her who really heard her.

	“Come with me,” he replied, heading further down the deck. “You need to be out of your head for a while.”

	Elara frowned. “Enzo, I told you—"

	“Sit,” he interrupted.

	Elara looked around the deck of the ship. “Er… Enzo, where?”

	He nodded in front of him to the base of the gangplank.

	“You must be joking.”

	Enzo faked a yawn. “I thought my queen was a dragun.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. “I am.”

	“Then how about you take a risk and sit on the gangplank for me?”

	Elara didn’t know where Enzo was going with this, but she knew he was trying to get her out of her head. And she trusted him, more than anyone in the world. So with a roll of her eyes, she sat at the base of the plank.

	“What are you doing?” she asked.

	Enzo raked his curls back, securing them in place with a leather strap.

	“I’m going to show you that I don’t fear you. Others may, and I revel in it. I love to see the gleam of it in their eyes as they gaze upon you.” He knelt in front of her. “But me? I will never fear you, never turn my back. There is nothing you can do to me, Elara, that would make me love you less. Nothing you could say that would make me leave. I would die for you. And even if you wielded the final blow yourself, I would thank you. So we’re going to take this nonsense out of your head, and you are going to learn to love your powers. You are my soulmate. Fate was torn apart to bring us together. And I contain life within my sunlight. There is no danger in you accidentally hurting me. I promise, princess, that I can take it.” Elara smiled at their old nickname. “Maybe I’ll even enjoy it,” he winked.

	Elara’s heart swelled. How it was possible to love someone so deeply, she didn’t know, but she decided in that moment she would do anything to make this man happy.

	“Move back, and don’t take your eyes off me,” he murmured, a glint in his eyes.

	She raised an eyebrow, shuffling until her backside was fully on the base of the plank. She paused.

	“Now undress for me.”

	Elara’s eyes widened. “What, oh, what are you planning, Lion?”

	Her soulmate tutted. “The Lion isn’t taking questions at this time.” He smirked.

	Elara felt a small thrill run through her as she gathered the simple black gown she’d been wearing and tugged it off, only her silk underwear beneath.

	Enzo made a rumbling noise of approval. “Every thread,” he growled.

	“Enzo, anyone could walk out here.”

	“And do you think I’d let them leave with eyes if they saw you naked? You are safe with me—always. Haven’t you learnt that yet?”

	She took a deep breath, trying to let her worries leave her as she peeled off the last of her undergarments and threw them to the deck. Enzo snatched her silken underwear from the air. He brought them to his face and inhaled deeply, and the act set Elara ablaze from where she straddled the plank, utterly bare for him. He groaned into the fabric, his other hand grabbing his crotch. “Gods, I’ve missed your scent,” he moaned before discarding the underwear.

	He took a moment to observe her, his eyes raking over her body. She could feel it again, a visceral heat that sparked wherever his eyes rested until he reached her sex, and she instantly tried to press her thighs together.

	“I wish you could see how you look right now,” he murmured. “You’re breathtaking, El.”

	The softness in his voice made her heart pang and coaxed a truth from her. “I used to feel beautiful, confident even. But at the moment, I just…” She shrugged, hunching a little.

	“Well then, we need to fix that. Move back.”

	Elara looked around at the safety of the part of the plank she was on and the thin air that surrounded the plank behind her if she moved another inch back.

	She manoeuvred her legs until she was straddling the wood and felt the cool smoothness of the polished wood pressing against her sex.

	She inhaled a breath and saw Enzo’s eyes darken as he saw her push herself back, the friction of the wood against her a tormenting kind of pleasure.

	“Keep going,” Enzo said, his smile curving even more as he pulled his shirt off. Elara’s mouth went dry, seeing his beautiful, chiselled torso, each muscle rippling as he moved.

	She felt the plank swaying, the solid safety of the deck nearly out of grasp.

	“Now lie back,” he ordered.

	She almost laughed.

	“Enzo, I’m not going to lie on the gangplank. It’s a forty-foot drop into the ocean.”

	“Coward.” He smirked.

	Elara’s eyes glinted at the challenge. “I’m tired of that word, Lorenzo.”

	“And I’m tired of not having my tongue inside of you, Elara.”

	Oh gods. His tone sent butterflies fluttering through her, low and commanding. She certainly wasn’t thinking about her powers anymore.

	“Now, I don’t believe this is an argument. I haven’t been able to touch you for a month. I have not been able to taste you. Or be inside you.”

	He came closer to where her lower half rested.

	“You say you trust me. So lie back.”

	Elara gave a soft laugh. With a nervous glance around she shuffled herself a little further onto the plank.

	It creaked under her weight, the plank bouncing. Her heart began to pound, a thrill racing through her, as well as fear.

	“All the way,” he murmured.

	Her hands were white knuckled as they gripped either side of the board. She slid herself down carefully until her back was flush to the board, panting as her head draped over the end.

	She was upside down, and the sight nearly took her breath away. From here, she could see the luminescent water, a sea of stars beneath her, twinkling gently. The ocean merged with the sky, so she felt like she was floating in starlight, like she was hanging off the edge of the world. The soft lap of waves against the anchored ship was the only sound save for the creaking wood as she breathed in the scent of brine and oceanflower. And there, its reflection shimmering, was the moon. The silver orb shone over her, bathing her in moonlight, and she felt the same light within her veins open a curious eye, waking for the second time that night.

	Panic gripped her, and she tried to sit up but cursed as the plank lurched again. She stilled, having to force calm back into her being.

	“See, El. I’m not just a pretty face,” Enzo said softly, his voice floating over to her in the blue-soaked midnight. “Here in the middle of the ocean, suspended, you have no choice but to look at yourself, to look at the entity tied to you.”

	Her chest heaved as she tried to remain still, knowing that one move could tip her over the edge.

	“My beautiful, beautiful Moon.” For some reason the word sounded lovely on Enzo’s tongue. Elara felt the power inside her shiver. “I wish you could see yourself the way that I do. How can you deny your beauty? Look at the skies, look at how much more magickal the night looks with you in its presence. I wish you could fall in love with your power and learn that there’s nothing to fear.”

	She heard him sigh.

	“Now I want you to gaze at the moon as I make you understand just how perfect every inch of you is.”

	She heard a scuffle against wood as Enzo knelt, and jumped as she felt his hands on her knees.

	The gangplank shifted, and she cursed.

	“Enzo,” she said, voice high with worry now. “If I move, I’m going to fall.”

	Enzo’s laugh was as soft and deadly as the waves below them.

	“Then I suggest you stay very, very still as I worship you.”

	Her heart hammered as those strong hands pushed her legs apart. Her knuckles remained wrapped around either side of the plank. The lilac waves beckoned, the moon’s glow above steady and constant.

	The brush of a knuckle traced along her inner thigh, and she jolted again. The wood buoyed dramatically, and she let out a small yelp.

	“Still, my love.” Enzo’s voice drifted to her on the breeze, filled with amusement.

	“I’m going to fucking kill you,” she gritted out.

	“I doubt that’s what you’ll want to do to me when I’m finished with you,” he crooned. She heard him settle, his breath closer to her skin than it was before.

	“Trust me, Enzo, this game is the least fun game we’ve ever played.”

	“I think you’re a liar. Because your pretty cunt is telling me you’re very aroused right now. In fact, I can see it glistening for me.”

	She hissed through her teeth at his filthy words.

	“Don’t believe me?”

	She felt two fingers part her softly, dipping into her and swirling her wetness around her. She hadn’t realised how soaked she was, her knees trembling.

	“You were never good at telling the truth, were you, princess?”

	“You never seemed to mind,” she retorted, even as her core throbbed for him. She hated that he was right. As terrified as she was to be hanging off the edge of the world, a deep and wrong thrill coursed through her. All thoughts of the gangplank and her powers were taken away as his fingers trailed over her again.

	Then she felt two hands grip her thighs from underneath as he pushed her legs further open.

	A stream of breath blew onto her, and she moaned, forcing herself not to writhe.

	Weeks it had been without his touch, and she was ready to scream.

	Then she felt his head rest on a thigh, turned to the side. She heard him inhale deeply, his nose nuzzling against her.

	“What are you doing?” she whispered.

	“Taking every fucking second I can to savour this,” he replied, his breath fanning over her again. “I want to bottle up the smell of you and bathe in it.”

	A thumb stroked over her, and she shivered. “Sounds a little psychotic.”

	“I haven’t been able to smell my soulmate in over a month. Like I said, I’m a hopeless addict in need of his fix.”

	He breathed in again. She felt his hands wrapped around her tremble, one knuckle trailing up to her navel.

	“Look,” he murmured. “The light’s making love to you again.”

	Sure enough, she was bathed in a silver glow, as though the moon above was reaching out to her, desperate to touch her.

	“Let me see what moonlight tastes of,” he whispered and gave a slow, tantalising lick right down her middle. She lifted her hips without thinking and the gangplank jolted.

	“Still,” Enzo growled. Her breathing was rapid as the gangplank continued to tremble. He brought his mouth over her sensitive bud and sucked, deep and longingly, his tongue swirling as he did.

	“Fucking Stars, Enzo,” she moaned, unable to move without falling, her pants coming heavier and faster.

	“I’m going to make you climax the hardest you ever have as you dangle off the edge of the world,” he growled. “As you realise that you are a goddess cased in mortal skin, and that I adore every inch of you.”

	A vibrating heat ran through her as flames from his fingers coated her, swirling and pulsing around her sex. She edged further off the gangplank, a strangled cry leaving her as her orgasm began to take hold.

	“Don’t move, princess,” he said. “Take the pleasure. All of it.”

	“I can’t,” she breathed, whimpering. “It’s too much, it feels too… It’s too good.”

	It was excruciating, the pleasure, the build of all those weeks almost painful, as though she had to get away from it, had to breathe. But she couldn’t, suspended on the gangplank, she had to be still, to allow it.

	Enzo forced her legs wider as he buried his face into her, his nose pushing against her, the friction of it making her writhe. He groaned against her, a desperate ravaged sound as he flicked his tongue.

	“Do you accept your powers yet, love?” His voice was rough, the deep tenor of it rumbling through her, and she forced her whole body stiff so she wouldn’t fall to her death.

	“No,” she strangled out.

	“Look at the moon,” he commanded as he clamped his lips around her and sucked again.

	“Hell’s fucking teeth,” Elara hissed, the gangplank shifting, her heart beating, and the silvered magick within her roaring, writhing, trying to find an outlet. She gritted her teeth, trying to focus on stopping it from escaping. But the pleasure was too distracting, Enzo almost punishing with the strokes of his tongue, not giving her an inch to do anything but put all her focus into what he was doing.

	Her eyes watered as she did as Enzo said, looking at the orb above. She noticed small craters on it, patterns that the eye could see even from far away. Her eyes flicked down to the star-bathed waves and noticed how they seemed to reach out to the moon in their own form of worship.

	And it was beautiful, she realised as Enzo coated her in waves of his own worship. Her heavenly body, it had risen through the darkness, and the world had simply made room for it. The earth had bathed in her; the waves had pulled themselves to her, and the Sun—her Sun—had shone his light on her. And how could that be anything to fear? How could that be anything short of pure magick?

	Her moonlight thrilled through her as she kept her eyes fixed on it, Enzo murmuring soft encouragements as he feasted on her as though his life depended on it, dragging every drop and moan of pleasure that he could from her.

	Sensing that she was close, he slid two fingers into her, and she scraped her back along the plank, making it shudder violently again. But that magick within her was caressing her, was running through her veins and purring against Enzo’s touch.

	And then sunlight pulsed from Enzo’s fingertips, flooding Elara from the inside out. She felt her moonlight sing, dancing as it rushed through her towards the sunlight, to that golden power that made up her love of lifetimes.

	She couldn’t have stopped it even if she’d tried, and she was writhing and sobbing, wave after wave of pleasure pounding into her. Enzo’s grip on her thighs was firm even as the gangplank rocked and groaned beneath her as the silver light begged to break forth.

	“Please,” it seemed to beg. “I’ve been trapped in here for so long. Please, set me free.” And then Elara didn’t know if she was saying the words or her magick was, but Enzo’s beautiful voice broke her out of it, a command on his tongue.

	“Surrender,” he said, and it reminded her so much of her shadow that she nearly wept. “You have nothing to fear. I’m here. I always will be. Surrender.”

	The last shield against herself began to crack, and it was leaking out of her now, this ancient magick.

	“Come for me, love. Come on my tongue. I want to taste your fucking magick, need to. I need you, Elara, every damn part of you.”

	She let out a cry as the last slam of pleasure flooded her. Enzo’s light was warm inside her, encouraging and waking her own, allowing hers to fully form. She was rocking, the wood roiling from side to side, up and down as she moaned, her climax taking hold. It felt like a hard knot in her, loosening and loosening until her moonlight was pure liquid, as Enzo’s fire and light continued, unrelentless, to vibrate over her, the combination of that and his soft tongue swirling on her making her eyes roll back. For a moment she didn’t see the ocean or the moon and the stars, but just sheer silver light as she lay suspended, danger and pleasure so close to her.

	It hit her like lighting, her pleasure rippling over her as she jerked back. Enzo swore as she lost her balance on the gangplank, shrieking even as she continued to come for him, righting herself with her hands. She was shaking all over, the orgasm the strongest that she had ever felt, her body restless as the wave came, and came, and still Enzo didn’t stop, drinking from her, his eyes bright gold, shining, actually shining, as though sunlight was begging to break free. He seemed almost in a stupor, and she swore as he didn’t let go, kissing and licking and sucking as her body slackened and her words turned to gibberish.

	Her power released in a shock of blinding light, and she screamed, a primal thing, as it was finally allowed out of her body. She tried to stop it, begged it, terrified even as she continued to come, that it would hurt Enzo. But he was grinning as his tongue began to slow, his kisses long and languorous, and she stared in awe as their lights swirled and caressed each other.

	Moonlight coated every inch of her naked skin, glimmering like fish scales as her chest heaved. She didn’t dare move as she stared at Enzo, finally sated. He prised his lips off her and looked up.

	“Beautiful,” he whispered, eyes roaming down the light coating her body. “My Moon is absolutely fucking beautiful.”

	Elara smiled as tears rolled down her face, and as she brushed one away, she realised it was glittering. Shaking, she slid her body down the plank until she felt reassuring hands grasp her, Enzo’s eyes completely alight as he cradled her face.

	“How do you feel?” he asked, stroking a tear and looking at it in wonder. She settled into his chest as his arms wrapped around her, his body her haven, their skin-to-skin contact and hearts thrumming in tune making her magick dance even further.

	“I feel free,” she whispered back.

	Enzo squeezed her tighter.

	“Enzo, I don’t know how I can ever repay you for this. What you did tonight…”

	Elara heard the sound of footsteps and turned in alarm, Enzo already wrapping his discarded shirt around her as his eyes turned near black.

	The shadowed figure paced across the deck.

	“So,” Adrian said, face like thunder as he stopped before the two, “when were you planning on telling me that you’re the fucking Moon?”
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Chapter Forty-Two

 

	Eli stormed through the alleyways of Eros, clutching the sheaf of papers as he marched. Although he tried his best to blend in and not draw attention to himself, today was different. He forced no kind of cloak over his charm as he let it writhe through the streets. Passers-by stepped out of his way, wary to even brush him as his wild eyes scanned each alley.

	This was bad. Very, very bad. Never once in his immortal existence, had he met a worldwalker. Save for the Stars that had fallen to this world centuries ago, there had never been another stranger able to simply appear in this world. And the woman was powerful. He’d felt it the minute she’d cut his charm away from her.

	Between this woman and the feeling of something following him that he hadn’t been able to shake, Eli was worried. And pissed off. The latter he was happy to dole out to the useless god whose temple he was now outside of.

	He flung the doors open.

	“Lias!” he roared, the temper he always kept in check was unleashed as priestesses and priests shrank against the wall in various states of undress.

	“Lias,” he growled again, letting his storm-cloud power roll through the room.

	“Miss me already?” he heard a familiar voice croon and tracked it to a magicked archway. He passed through easily, the place clearly only enchanted to allow certain people through, and fell onto an unsurprising scene.

	Lias’s rose hair was tousled as a man sucked on his neck, kneeling behind him, the two on a bed of silk. A woman was kneeling before him, raising wine to his lips as she knelt between his spread legs. His wings fluttered in pleasure as the priestess sank her mouth onto him, one hand still raised with the goblet as she worked him.

	“Out,” Eli commanded the two and saw the familiar grey clouding of their eyes as they obeyed wordlessly.

	“No, stay.” Lias’s voice was light, but Eli knew the gleam in his eyes. The god was being cruel for the sake of it, trying to start a dick measuring contest. But Eli had a bigger cock, always had. He clenched his jaw as Lias’s charm began swirling through the air, a pink and lilac that seeped over the man and woman. Their eyes hazed over even further as they widened and softened, turning back to the Star.

	“I don’t have time for this.” And perhaps in another life, or a few centuries ago, he would have felt bad as he pushed his charm further onto the mortals.

	“Leave,” he growled, and they began wailing as they walked, looking back and grasping the air around Lias as their feet walked away from him, the emotional anguish clear in their tears. The minute he heard the temple doors shut, assessing that there were no other beings on the premises, he whirled.

	“Did you know that there is a fucking witch in your kingdom?” he snarled.

	Lias frowned, toying with the rim of his glass, a morganite ring glinting in the light.

	“Witch? What do you mean, a witch?”

	“I mean,” Eli hissed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “there is a woman here, roaming your streets, who is wielding some kind of unholy magick, one that should not exist on this plane.”

	He flourished the papers, shoving them into Lias’ chest. The god tied a robe around himself before sitting on his canopied bed and spreading the sheaf of papers in front of him.

	Eli waited impatiently as Lias scanned the symbols and text, all in a language Eli had never seen before.

	Lias stilled, lazy façade gone as he raised his eyes to Eli.

	“What?” Eli snapped.

	“What world did you fall from?” Lias whispered.

	A flash of memories flicked through Eli’s mind, of a dreary sky that mirrored Castor, of queens and kings and no gods, a world where he and Gem were just two pickpockets begging for a world to rule.

	“As though I would ever give you that kind of information.” Eli scoffed.

	Lias sipped his wine, his lilac eyes calculating. “Well, the world my mother and I fell from was filled with witches. This language, I recognise it. The symbols too.” He twirled his rings, a fearful look suddenly in his eyes.

	“Out with it then,” Eli growled, scanning the ink himself.

	“This symbol is one of protection,” he said, pointing to an eye. “It’s a ward of sorts. And this one here is a warning.” Lias made his way around the circle of symbols, rattling each one off and only making Eli more confused.

	“This is deep spell work,” Lias muttered, more to himself, and Eli’s eyes narrowed.

	“How do you know so much about witchcraft?”

	Lias smirked then. “I’m the god of love. You don’t think love is its own witchcraft? That mortals in my world didn’t attempt to cast spells each day to make another fall in love?” He continued to scan the text, muttering words in a different language, until Eli wanted to throttle him all over again. Finally, the Star went quiet.

	“What?” Eli snapped.

	“It’s a poem.”

	“I don’t have time for this nonsense,” Eli said, even as his mind worked. “Read it.”

	Lias cleared his throat, squinting again at the symbols before beginning.

	‘Beware the Dark, beware your shadow,

	find me on the eve of All Hallow’s,

	even now she watches and waits,

	come find me ‘fore it is too late.

	In the land of chaos, on this date,

	seek me there to stop Lady Fate.’

	Unease washed over Eli, sickly and suffocating.

	“But what does it mean?” Lias pondered.

	Eli snatched the sheet back from him, already having memorised the verse.

	It was a warning, Eli knew that well enough. But an invitation too. The witch did not want to hide from Eli, if the poem was anything to go by. She needed him to find her.

	He thought to the shadows that he had felt watching him in his dreams, of the way they had torn from Elara so she could conjure them no longer. The cogs in his head began their turning as he went over and over the obscure message.

	All Hallow’s Eve in the land of chaos, well that was easy enough. Kaos, Sagitton’s domain, was infamous for holding the greatest bacchanal in the realm on the day of the dead—when the veil between worlds was at its thinnest. So the witch was heading there and wanted him to follow.

	The last two words of the poem niggled at him as he strode out of Lias’s chambers with a muttered thanks, ignoring the bemused Star’s demand to know what the words meant.

	He checked his pocket watch, looking at the date on it. It would be another week before Elara arrived in Concordia, and now he was agitated. They’d have but a few days to get to Kaos from there in time for All Hallow’s, and there was much to discuss with her before that happened.

	He felt a breath at his neck and jumped, turning to curse Lias. But the beautiful Star’s olive complexion was paled.

	“Do you not feel her?” Lias whispered, eyes haunted.

	“Feel who?” Eli asked.

	“Beware the Dark. Beware your own shadow. Lady Fate. Now who was it who went by that misnomer?”

	Eli shook his head, raking a hand through his hair. “You’re delusional. We chained and buried her, centuries ago.” The lie tasted as sour as it had when he’d said the same to Ariete. But as he’d also told the King of Stars, it was impossible.

	“This witch is warning you. For a reason. And if Lady Fate is no longer slumbering, then we are in deep, deep shit,” Lias said.

	“Don’t even speak of it,” Eli hissed.

	“You’re not an ignorant fool, Eli. You’re more intelligent than that.” Lias looked around the street to their shadows stretched by the sun, and Eli shivered. “And if the Dark is awake, then your precious Sun and Moon are in danger,” he whispered.

	Eli laughed. “Precious? What are you blabbering about?”

	Lias cast him a deadpan look, and it always struck Eli how clever Lias was beneath his shallow façade. “My mother is Torra. You don’t think I haven’t known all along what the two of you have been plotting? Two titans awake, an era of peace. You and I have been allied, dear Eli, all along. Torra told both me and Merissa everything.” A look flashed through his eyes at the mention of his sister.

	“I met her in Castor, you know,” Eli said. “Your sister. She’s the better looking of you two, that’s for certain.”

	Lias grinned again, the look swept from his face and replaced by his usual lightness. “Liar through and through,” he said. “How is she?”

	“Fine, with Elara by her side.” Eli smiled as he recalled just how Elara had nearly maimed the man who had touched Merissa. “You have no need to worry about her safety.”

	Lias’s wings twitched as he nodded coolly. “So this warning? What are you planning to do with it?”

	Eli sighed, asking himself yet again why responsibility always fell on his shoulders.

	“I suppose I’m heading to Kaos.”
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Chapter Forty-Three

	 

	“Adrian, I—” Elara started.

	“Take one more fucking step,” Enzo growled at Adrian, interrupting, “and I will incinerate you from the inside out.”

	Adrian was still looking in shock at Elara as Enzo stepped in front of her, shielding her from view.

	“You’re getting off at the next port,” Adrian finally hissed. “You’ve been lying since the moment I met you, and now I find out that you’re the fucking Moon?! The entity that has brought utter chaos to our world the minute she rose?”

	“Keep your godsdamned voice down,” Enzo snarled. “You’re taking us to Concordia.”

	“No, the fuck I’m not. The next port is Shadow’s Bay, Asteria. You can go back to where you came from and let the Stars deal with you,” he said, casting a disgusted look at Elara.

	Enzo slammed into him, flinging his body into the mast of the ship.

	“Oh, Adrian. You don’t know much about me. I really have quite a thing about people speaking to my soulmate in a certain tone.”

	His hand gripped Adrian’s neck.

	“Now, unless you want me to fashion a noose and hang you from your beloved ship, you’re taking us to Concordia. And you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”

	Adrian spluttered.

	“Enzo, leave him,” Elara murmured, regarding the pirate coolly.

	Enzo released him instantly, Adrian falling to the ground and coughing.

	“So I take it if she’s the Moon, then you’re the Sun?” Adrian wheezed, staring with hateful eyes at Enzo.

	Enzo grinned. “And they say pirates aren’t clever.”
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	The following week aboard the Starred Siren was challenging to say the least. After their argument, Adrian had stormed off without another word and had been avoiding Enzo and Elara since.

	Dinners had been…awkward, Isra and Adrian’s first mate, Santi, trying to break the tension with jokes that were met with a sullen silence all ‘round.

	Elara didn’t enjoy this rift with Adrian. It was strange, she knew, since she hardly knew the man at all. But there was a strange yearning in her heart towards him, an unease that wouldn’t lie until she smoothed things over with the pirate.

	Perhaps it was how kind he’d been to her at the Stars’ Masquerade or how guilty she felt that they were basically commanding his ship.

	She worried at her lip as she looked at the gently rolling waves that stretched into the Gulf of Tears. The water shimmered, completely clear save for a tinge of aquamarine, shoals of silvered fish flicking through the waves. She propped a hand on her cheek as she watched them dance, wondering what it would be like to live below the depths, to be free.

	She was not trapped in towers by parents or dungeons by lunatics, but the shackles of responsibility held her in place. She was a queen, a titaness, bound by her duty to lead and protect, bound in a way by her powers. Her forefinger traced the rail in front of her, crusted salt rough beneath the pad of it. A shimmer of silver trailed in its wake, and she smiled.

	She’d been secretly practicing using her powers with Enzo and her pride. When the hour was late, they’d all been gathering in Enzo and Elara’s room, each offering any knowledge or guidance they could as Enzo practiced bringing things to life and she practiced snatching that life away.

	Enzo was right, it was as easy as breathing. It wasn’t like it had been with her shadows; she’d had to grapple with them and drag their magick out. The moonlight within her felt infinite. There was no bottoming out of it, no end in sight that she’d met.

	And yet the responsibilities that rested on her shoulders and the impending war she could feel brewing were stopping her from enjoying not only her newfound powers, but Enzo too.

	It was an awful thought, but she wished for a moment that she was just Elara, who had fallen in love with just a man named Enzo, and that the two could have a simple life, free from war and Stars and expectations and bargains.

	‘But that’s what you’re fighting for,’ she reminded herself. ‘For a world in which you can exist in peace, one without Stars.’

	She set her sights back on the water, the open expanse terrifying as it was beautiful. They hadn’t seen land in over seven days, had only tracked where they were in the world by the changes in the sky. As they had sailed down the coast past the Sinner’s Sands, she had seen Helios’s rich gold pale into a sickly yellow, then down past Castor, it had been the familiar grey, the air chilled. Enzo had not enjoyed that, the Sun reminding her of a wet dog as he had stood outside and frowned at the downpour and fog that had descended. They were nearing Shadow’s Bay now, and as Elara saw the familiar lilac and periwinkle sky ahead that heralded home for her, her heart clenched. From there, it would be one long stretch across the Olympian Ocean, and they would finally be in Concordia. And perhaps then, she would shake this sense of dread she had been feeling.

	It had started with Enzo. After the night that he had spread her out on the gangplank and forced her to accept her powers with lips and tongue and the ensuing argument with Adrian, they had gone back to their chambers.

	That first official night alone, after days of no sleep, Enzo had collapsed instantly, both body and mind needing rest. And Elara, despite her exhaustion, had spent the entire night wide awake for fear that if she closed her eyes, he would disappear back into her dreams again. So she had seen every hour on the gilded clock mounted above their bedframe until he had awoken. 

	The two hadn’t had many moments alone together since, and yet Elara almost welcomed the distractions that interrupted them.

	Enzo had tried, each night that they’d been on the ship, to initiate something with her. And Elara had always found an excuse or pressing emergency to stop before they made love.

	Why? Because she knew that the moment distractions no longer stood between her and Enzo, he would see right through the false mask she was wearing for the world and would know that there was something she was hiding from him.

	The bargain. It worried Elara more that she hadn’t heard a peep from Ariete than if he’d declared war against her from the skies. Eli had confirmed via their ring that it wasn’t Ariete who had set the bounty on her head, and she couldn’t stop worrying about what the King of Stars’ endgame was.

	That bargain was the reason she still hadn’t made love to Enzo. Elara had made a promise to herself that she wouldn’t until she’d told Enzo what she’d done. Although they’d done other…things, to share their bodies like that—to unite…it would be a betrayal to Enzo if she allowed the most intimate kind of act without telling him the truth.

	But the truth was becoming harder and harder to speak aloud.

	She shuddered, trying to peel the worries off her.

	She felt a presence beside her, knowing it wasn’t Enzo’s, and turned.

	“Penny for your thoughts?” Adrian asked, leaning on the rail beside her.

	Elara nodded to the fish in the crystal waters below. “Just admiring the ocean.”

	Adrian smiled, which surprised her. “You know those fish aren’t as friendly as you’d think. I had to fight one once.”

	Elara took the benevolent mood that the pirate seemed to be in with both hands. It was the first time that he had spoken to her since he’d discovered her and Enzo on the gangplank. “Have you ever lived under the water?”

	A shadow passed across Adrian’s face. “For a while, yes. Neptuna is a sunken kingdom, the early years of my life were spent in its confines.”

	Elara raised a brow. “Confines? Now that sounds familiar.”

	“You can be a master of water, and it can still find ways to drown you.”

	“What’s Neptuna like?” she asked wistfully. She had always been told stories of the kingdom growing up. She remembered Lukas trying to scare her by speaking of merfolk that would pull you into the depths to drown you, of selkies, naiads, sirens, and kraken.

	“It’s beautiful,” Adrian murmured, looking to the waves below. His hand drifted idly, and the water beneath them collected, forming into a dolphin that skipped amongst the waves. Elara grinned in delight. “A paradise, secluded from the rest of the world. Well at least it was. Under his rule, Scorpius has slowly ruined it.”

	Elara stood alert. “You don’t like your patron Star?”

	Adrian gave a bitter laugh. He looked around briefly before lowering his voice. “I know we owe what we have to him, our powers, our kingdom, but…” He paused, pressing his lips together as Elara scanned his face. “Let’s just say, you’re not the only one with secrets.”

	Elara’s mind whirred. “Tell me one, Adrian.”

	He shot her a brief look, sighing as he took off his tricorn to push his hair back. “I’m not exactly in Scorpius’s favour.”

	“What could you have done to piss him off?”

	Adrian winced. “Well, according to him, I committed hubris.”

	“Do you have a death wish?”

	Adrian smirked. “No…but Scorpius is a jealous, poisonous god. He saw…something in me. And was envious that it was not his.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. “Your power?”

	His face was smooth, betraying not a flicker as he replied, “Yes, my power. The Stars granted me the Three. I’m the only person in my kingdom blessed with them, and they wanted to take them from me. It makes no sense and is the reason I loathe them so.”

	Something flickered awake inside Elara, and she observed him closely—his lifted brow, aquiline nose, the way he carried himself. Her heart began to pound as puzzle pieces fell into place, an impossible, wonderful conclusion forming in her mind.

	She tamped it down; she’d have to speak to Isra or Enzo about this.

	“So what are your Three?” she strangled out.

	“Water wielding, for one.” He smirked. “Any kind of water. Including the water that resides in your body.”

	“Ah, like Santi used on Enzo?”

	“Yes, Santi is a little overprotective.”

	Elara snorted. “So is Enzo.”

	“No, really? He seems like such a mild-mannered man,” Adrian drawled. Elara chuckled, whatever tension and animosity between them, broken.

	“And your other powers?”

	“I can conjure water from thin air and can part the tides too, move the ocean if I need to. Scorpius doesn’t like that last part one bit. It’s a rare power in Neptuna, to control the ocean. Most in Neptuna are only gifted with the first two powers I possess. And the third, gives me control over his domain. I doubt he’d like you either, since your whole Moon business kind of infringes on those tides too.”

	“Let’s just assume the majority of the Stars don’t like me,” Elara said.

	“So, the Moon, hm? You look so…mortal.”

	“Thanks,” Elara replied drily.

	“What exactly are you?” Adrian asked.

	“I suppose I’m a titan, or that’s what an angel once told me. Part of a race of gods more ancient and powerful than the Stars. But I don’t remember my old life. Neither does Enzo.”

	“And what’s your power?” he asked, nudging her with his elbow.

	She smiled before turning. “I’m still trying to figure it out. When I was mortal, I possessed the Three too—shadowmancing, dreamwalking, and illusioning. My shadows have since gone, but this…” She paused, splaying her hands carefully so moonlight fell from them, not touching Adrian. “This replaced it.”

	Adrian looked at it in wonder. “So it’s really true.”

	Elara shrugged, dimming her light. “I wouldn’t be so envious.”

	“Ah, I take it there’s more to the story.”

	“The Stars, Adrian… They didn’t even gift you your powers,” she said quietly. Adrian’s eyes widened. “They aren’t beings that anyone should worship. And it seems Enzo and I are to be in an eternal battle with them. So no, don’t envy me. The responsibility falling on my shoulders isn’t something I’d wish on my worst enemy.”

	He was silent for a moment, as though his whole belief system was crashing down around him. Finally, he spoke.

	“I may not know you very well,” Adrian said quietly, “and I may really dislike your…soulmate.”

	“Careful,” Elara warned.

	“But there is no denying you are good, Elara. I’m a very good judge of character. As is my ship. She’d never have allowed you aboard if you had bad intentions.”

	Elara smiled. “Good or not, sometimes I just feel…trapped. Even in the open air. I’m drowning. Everyday. And it feels like all I’m doing is treading water, trying to keep my head above it,’ Elara whispered.

	Adrian studied her before replying. “Well, being the Moon, I would tell you—you control the tides. Don’t you ever let them drag you under.”

	Elara felt another sharp tug towards him, overwhelming in its familiarity. She staggered back a step, stricken.

	“I have to go,” she mumbled, taking off.

	“Elara, wait!” Adrian called after her.

	But she was already running towards Isra’s room.
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	“I’m going to begin warding my door against you all,” Isra sighed, putting her book down as Elara barged in, Enzo soon after.

	“El, what’s happened?” he said. “I saw you running.”

	She put her hand on Enzo’s arm, turning to the seer. “Isra, do you think there could be a correlation between us titans and the Three?”

	Isra considered her words, eyes narrowing. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, it can be no coincidence that both Enzo and I were the only two in our realms who possessed the Three and that we both turned out to be titans locked in mortal bodies.”

	Isra thought. “In theory you could be right. The Three was just a name given to your boundless power, powers that no other mortal possesses in such quantity. Why?”

	Elara couldn’t contain her excitement as she grinned. “Because I think we may have found one of our titans.”
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Chapter Forty-Four

	 

	Adrian balanced the bowl of steaming fish stew in his hands as he lurched onto the net before him, a pearl in his other hand.

	He had found it that evening as he had been making his rounds across the deck, checking that the crew had left his ship to standard before retiring to bed.

	He had one guess who could have left it, yet no clue how the mermaid would have made it onto his ship to leave her calling card.

	Regardless, a thrill ran through his bones as he settled down, pulling a rope towards him. He had tinkered with a contraption of sorts—the lever system that helped them when catching crabs. It was comprised of various ropes and a small cage that usually hung by the nets, unused. But tonight, it would be.

	Adrian cleared his throat, announcing his presence to the night, waiting for a response, his heart in his mouth.

	There was nothing for a while but the wash of waves against his ship before a voice broke it.

	“Hello, pirate,” the sweet, melodious voice crooned.

	“Hello, siren,” he grinned.

	He heard a tut. “I told you the last time that I’m not a siren.”

	“Well, you sound like one, so unfortunately the name is sticking.”

	He heard a small harrumph and chuckled.

	“So,” he ventured, “one night with a pirate wasn’t enough for you? I received your little calling card.”

	He set the plate carefully down on the taut net, pulling out the pearl. It was stunning—of Altalunian quality he’d bet, catching the moonlight in a display of iridescent blues and purples.

	“Are all pirates so arrogant?”

	“Only the best,” he replied, smirking.

	“I find…peace up here. Something I can’t say I’ve felt in a long time,” Oceanne admitted.

	Adrian nodded, though he knew she couldn’t see him.

	“I’ve felt trapped Below before,” he admitted. “But now, I have the whole world to roam should I wish it.”

	“Where would you go?” Oceanne whispered, almost longingly, Adrian thought.

	“Well, the rainforests of Verde first. A few members of our crew are Verdan, and they say it’s a paradise. The moment you enter, the world falls away, no sound outside entering through the thicket of trees, no scent save for the fragrant flowers that bloom in there. And apparently, the trees can talk.”

	“I wonder what stories they’d tell,” Oceanne replied.

	Adrian settled back with the stew, still piping hot. “I wonder,” he mused. “So yes, that’s where I’d go. You?”

	There was a long pause. “I like the sound of Verde too. More animals and less people would suit me just fine.”

	Adrian chuckled. “Verde then. If you stay by this ship, perhaps I’ll take you.”

	Before Oceanne could reply, he heard the unmistakeable sound of a stomach rumbling. He narrowed his eyes, rising.

	“Have you eaten?”

	“No,” came the reply.

	Adrian tutted, looking at his bowl. “Well, we can’t have that. Not in the presence of such a good cook, anyway.”

	“You cook? I thought you were a captain.”

	“Are the two mutually exclusive?”

	“It’s just…people in power tend to make others do the work.”

	“Not me,” Adrian replied. “I love cooking. It soothes me. Here,” he said, manoeuvring the crab cage closer. He opened it and slotted the bowl in carefully. “You can have my supper.”

	“Oh no—”

	“Oceanne, you will eat. It’s that or I clamber over the side and force-feed you myself.”

	He heard a small huff. Sweet.

	“What is it?” Oceanne’s voice sounded filled with awe.

	“My famous fish stew.”

	Oh shit, was that cannibalism? Would the mermaid be completely affronted and never speak to him again? He warred with himself as he waited for her to reply.

	“Sounds delicious.”

	“Oh, thank gods,” he breathed, pulling the ropes so the crate began to creak down to her. “I didn’t know if it was frowned upon for your kind to eat fish.”

	He heard a loud laugh and startled. Her laugh… It felt like sunlight dancing upon waves.

	“We have a varied diet,” she drawled, and he settled back onto the net, watching the stars as the rope levered down with her plate. He heard the scrape as she pulled it out, the sound of surprise as she smelled it, and finally a moan as she took a bite.

	“This is delicious.” She moaned again, and to Adrian’s surprise he felt heat begin to thrum through him. The sweet clarity of her voice as she moaned made him begin to think of sinful things.

	“That good?” he asked roughly, pulling at his britches.

	He could hear the smile in her voice. “One of the best meals I’ve had in a long time.”

	“Well, come with a pearl every night, and you can have a banquet.”

	There was a chuckle. “Does that include cake?”

	“Cake?”

	“It’s my favourite food,” Oceanne sighed.

	“Hm. I suppose you’ll have to come back to the ship tomorrow to find out.”

	“It’s a date then.”

	Adrian smiled. “I suppose it is.”
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Chapter Forty-Five

	 

	The tang of brine on the air and the clash of steel revitalised Enzo as he paced the deck of the ship with Leo. The sun above him burned bright, and he could feel its very essence falling over him, giving him strength. The revelations of the past week and the fact that he had finally been able to taste Elara after over a month without her had left him feeling powerful for the first time since he’d been cast into Elara’s dreams. He raised his sword, turning it in the rays before striking.

	Leo parried it easily. “You’ve lost your touch, brother.”

	Enzo rolled his eyes. “Well, being trapped in someone’s dreams will do that to a man.”

	He lunged and Leo knocked the sword away as though he was swatting a fly. Sweat poured down Enzo’s back as he went through drills with Leo, committed to keeping up with his form during the long days at sea.

	His power flooded through him anew as he focused on breathing sunlight in and out. Life-giving powers. Now that was something. He thought on it as his body moved through muscle memory, beginning to remember how to defend and attack. What could he do? Could he bring anything to life? Statues? His sculptures? People?

	He grunted as Leo tried to trip him, but the Lion was regaining his grace and sidestepped him with ease.

	“Better,” Leo said.

	And Elara, his deathly goddess. Gods, that moonlight of hers. He hadn’t thought himself able to be more in awe of her, but the other night had proved him wrong. Life and death, perfect counterparts Isra had said. And seeing her finally accept her powers, well…he thought he’d made it very clear on the gangplank how beautiful he found that.

	He bent down to take a swig from his flask of water when he felt an irritating prickle at the back of his neck and knew who had just stepped foot in his vicinity.

	“If your lovemaking skills are as bad as your sword-wielding skills, then I feel for Elara,” Adrian crooned, swaggering onto the deck.

	Leo chuckled, earning a wrathful look from Enzo as his general raised his hands. “Sorry.”

	“I don’t think Elara has anything to complain about,” Enzo replied. “And hell will freeze before I take sword-wielding advice from a pirate.”

	“Why, as your cousin can attest,” Adrian drawled, “my sword-wielding skills are very adequate.”

	Enzo clicked his neck. “While you may like to delude yourself with such notions, one thing that I can guarantee is that my sword is bigger than yours,” he replied, passing it between his two hands.

	He heard a delicate snort and saw Elara walk out onto the deck. She looked beautiful, her hair salt-curled and wild, wearing a black dress with billowing sleeves, cinched with a wide leather belt that made her cleavage look magnificent. He bit back a groan as her eyes danced, holding his gaze. Enzo turned back to the whelk in front of him.

	Adrian was already drawing a cutlass. “Let me show you how a real man wields one. Elara, you should take notes.”

	“I’m not getting involved,” Elara said. “Although Enzo needs no help in that department.”

	Enzo grinned, pulling his sweat drenched shirt off. “Come on then, pirate. Let’s see if you can really fight or if you’re all talk.”

	Leo took his own shirt off, mopping it over his brow. “I’m going to bow out of this one.”

	“No, stay,” Adrian drawled as he lifted his own shirt. “You can be the referee.”

	Enzo scanned Adrian’s body, surprised to see how toned and muscular it was. He’d expected the pirate to be weedy beneath his billowing shirts, but Adrian had a fighter’s frame.

	“Elara, shall we—Oh my,” Merissa murmured, stumbling out and looking between the three shirtless, sweating men in front of her.

	“They’re about to fight,” Elara said with glee. “I’ll fetch us a snack.” She disappeared back into the galley, returning a few moments later with what appeared to be chocolates. She handed one to Merissa, not taking her eyes off Enzo’s chest as she settled onto the floor. He winked, and she smirked, her eyes trailing down his rippled abdomen as she bit her lip.

	Oh, dear gods, she knew what she was doing. Enzo may have flexed his muscles a little and felt a deep satisfaction to see her shift in her seat.

	He then glanced at Merissa who was shoving a chocolate in her mouth, eyes wide as she took in Adrian’s form. Enzo stopped himself from rolling his eyes as he turned, pacing to a position a few yards from Adrian.

	“Is that a lion tattoo?” Adrian scoffed as Enzo turned. “Why am I not surprised?”

	“Is that an octopus?” Enzo retorted, looking in derision to the tentacles that spread across Adrian’s chest and wrapped down his arm.

	“I’ll have you know that the octopus is one of the most intelligent creatures in the sea.”

	“Then why is it tattooed on you?” Enzo cooed.

	Leo choked on his water as Adrian threw Enzo a venomous look. “Enough chit chat,” Adrian said, raising his sword. “Let me show you how a pirate fights.”
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	The next half hour was filled with grunting and cursing as Adrian and Enzo took out their hatred towards one another on the deck of the ship. Elara watched, enraptured, Merissa beside her, as the two men fought like animals.

	And she had to admit—she was having a whale of a time.

	Merissa took another chocolate from her lap. “This is far more entertaining than helping Isra with her scrying,” she murmured, and Elara noticed how her eyes raked down Adrian’s bronzed, muscular body. Elara bit back a smile.

	“Like what you see?” Adrian called over, grinning as Enzo lunged, just missing Adrian’s shoulder.

	Merissa’s cheeks reddened. “Just admiring your swordplay.”

	Elara begun to cackle, and Merissa elbowed her.

	“Swordplay? Really Merissa?”

	“I’m a woman,” she retorted. “I can…admit that he’s…not unpleasant on the eyes.”  She looked at Enzo. “Though I wouldn’t dare say the same about Enzo for fear of being turned to dust by you.”

	Elara threw an arm around her. “That’s my girl. But gods, does he look edible right now.”

	“Point,” Leo said, gesturing to Enzo. Her lion punched his fist in the air, a fireball shooting from it. Elara and Merissa cheered, clapping as Adrian looked to the skies.

	“Seems there’s a little bias here.”

	“Aw, are you a sore loser?” Enzo said.

	Adrian rolled his shoulders. “Not at all.” And with a smirk and the flick of a hand, he doused the Lion with water from thin air.

	Enzo cursed, his curls plastered to his head as Adrian chuckled.

	Flames licked him as they dried him up. “Do you think you’re fun—"

	Another invisible water balloon drowned Enzo as the Lion sputtered. “Poor kitty cat doesn’t like water, does he?” Adrian crooned.

	“Adrian, I swear to gods—"

	Adrian yawned, flicking his hand again as Enzo’s sentence was cut off, another onslaught of water dousing him.

	“Fine,” Enzo hissed. “Let’s play dirty.”

	With simply a blink, a wall of fire licked around Adrian, forming a ring as the pirate yelped.

	“Are you fucking psychotic? Mine was in jest.”

	“Did they not warn you of my temper? Looks like the dirty pirate is trapped. Go on, use your water now.”

	Elara’s eyes widened as she heard a hiss from within, and the slop of water.

	Enzo chuckled darkly as it did nothing to the flames, if anything, forcing them to leap higher.

	“Another chocolate?” Elara asked, eyes trained on her lion and the sheer power he exerted with no effort at all.

	“I’ll take them all.” Merissa grabbed a handful. “My monthly has arrived. I need all the chocolate I can stomach.”

	Elara’s eyes widened. “Mine has arrived too!”

	Merissa groaned. “At least you have a beautiful soulmate with fire magick to heat your twisting insides. She rubbed her swollen stomach, shoving another chocolate into her mouth. “Some of us have to make do.”

	Elara patted her back. “I wonder why we’re in the same rhythm now.” She peered up into the blue sky, the moon nowhere to be found, although she could feel the pull of it stronger today than the others.

	Merissa shrugged, chuckling as Enzo yawned, Adrian shouting every expletive that existed in the Celestian tongue.

	“Give the poor captain a break,” Leo laughed, waving his hand.

	Enzo flicked his hand, the flames disappearing.

	“Pissing contest is over, gents,” Leo added. “Enzo won.”

	Enzo chuckled. “Always will.”

	Adrian shot him a contemptuous look as he brushed off his trousers, which Elara noticed were a little singed.

	She stood, pulling Merissa up with her. “I’m still hungry,” she grumbled. “Let’s go to the galley and find some more food.”

	 


  [image: A picture containing sky, flying, flock, outdoor  Description automatically generated]




Chapter Forty-Six

	 

	Adrian was in a fantastic mood, considering a prick of a prince had bested him on his own deck. That very evening he’d stumbled upon another pearl resting on the side of his deck, and anticipation thrummed through his veins.

	He sauntered into the kitchens, still smiling as he planned to ready a meal that would really impress Oceanne, when to his surprise, he came upon Elara.

	The Moon had flour dusted in her hair as she kneaded dough before her, humming to herself as pans simmered behind her.

	He halted. “Where’s Jimmy?”

	Jimmy was his trusty cook, one who had joined his crew before Adrian was barely a man.

	“Oh, I shooed him away,” Elara said breezily. “I wanted to cook for you tonight. As a thank you for having us.”

	“Not like I had much choice,” he muttered as Elara smirked. “You cook?”

	She nodded, continuing to knead. “Oh yes. My best friend taught me how to in Asteria. I was left alone a lot of the time, so she often snook me away to her mother’s house to learn.”

	Adrian was impressed. Most royalty that he knew of had servants and chefs for that kind of thing.

	Elara blew a strand of hair out of her face, regarding him. “You’re looking awfully happy considering you lost to Enzo only hours ago.” She smirked.

	Adrian scoffed. “He’s not the reason for my smile.”

	“Then who is?”

	He turned the pearl over in his pocket.

	“Well…I may have begun courting someone.”

	Elara paused her kneading, her eyes narrowed. “Who? We’ve been at sea for two weeks. Adrian, I swear if it’s Merissa and you break her heart, I will kill—”

	“It’s not Merissa,” Adrian said hurriedly. “In fact…it’s not a mortal woman at all.”

	Elara’s eyes widened. “Not a siren?” she breathed.

	Adrian shook his head, waiting as he saw the cogs begin to turn in Elara’s brain.

	“A mermaid?” she whispered.

	Adrian nodded.

	“Wow,” Elara breathed. “I mean, I thought them just stories until I saw the sirens of Lake Astra with my own eyes. Then I truly believed that the merfolk still existed. The Mermaid and the Pirate. It sounds just like something out of the Mythas of Celestia.”

	Adrian frowned.

	“A book, Adrian. You know it wouldn’t hurt you to pick one up once in a while.”

	He bit back a smile, perching on the side of the counter as he plucked an apple from the bowl between them.

	“What need have I for books when I look like this?”

	Elara sighed as she sprinkled rock salt over the dough, plucking dried rosemary from a small pot. “So tell me more about this mermaid.”

	“Well…I haven’t actually seen her. But she’s been visiting me every night.”

	Merissa bustled in, gasping as she clutched a bottle of olive oil to her chest. “You haven’t met her yet? That’s so romantic.”

	“Or stupid,” Isra said, following behind her. “Perhaps she’s hideous, or a monster, and you’re here none the wiser.”

	Adrian’s eyes rounded as he looked between Elara, who was trying not to laugh, and the two intruding women.

	“Oh, please,” he exclaimed, “do come in. It’s not as though I was having a private conversation with Elara.”

	Merissa waved a hand through the air, passing the olive oil to Elara. “Whatever you tell Elara, she’d end up telling us anyway. That’s what sisters do.” She winked, settling down on a chair at the table as Isra upended a bag of potatoes. The two women began peeling them.

	“Don’t stop on our account,” Isra said. “Tell us more about this monster.”

	“Isra,” Merissa tutted.

	Adrian tried to stop himself from smiling and failed. “Well…she’s from Altalune.”

	“Oh, she’ll be beautiful then,” Merissa breathed. “Altalunians are so ethereal. When I was younger, I tried to glamour my hair to be like theirs, but it never stayed put.”

	“What else?” Elara asked Adrian, spinning around to taste a sauce bubbling away.

	“She likes cake.”

	“My kind of woman,” Isra grinned.

	“And?” Merissa asked, a dreamy look on her face.

	“Well, she’s been leaving me one of these every night.” Adrian produced a pearl from his pocket.

	Gasps filled the room.

	“That’s beautiful,” Elara said.

	“Oh, this is just perfect. It’s like a fairytale.”

	“Merissa, he hasn’t even seen her yet,” Isra sighed.

	“So?” Merissa retorted. “Love is love.”

	Adrian spluttered. “We’re hardly in love. I’ve only been talking to her for a few days.”

	Elara rolled her eyes. “A typical man. Enzo knew the moment he laid eyes on me. He just didn’t know he knew.”

	“That…doesn’t even make sense,” Adrian muttered. “Besides, Enzo isn’t normal.”

	Elara pointed a wooden spoon at him. “Watch how you talk about my soulmate.”

	Isra waved everyone quiet. “Look, regardless—you like her, don’t you?”

	“Yes…”

	“You want to see her?”

	“Of course.”

	“Make love to her?” Isra grinned.

	“Iz,” Merissa said, rolling her eyes,

	“What?! He’s a man. It’s natural.”

	Adrian smirked. “That it is.”

	Elara was grimacing at him. “If you want to see her, then you need to woo her Adrian. Court her properly. Just talking to her isn’t enough.”

	Adrian frowned. “It isn’t? I’ve never had to do anything else before.”

	“Whatever do you mean?” Merissa asked.

	“Well…usually they just take one look at me and…” he trailed off, an arrogant smile plastered on his face.

	The three women groaned, rolling eyes as they continued with their tasks.

	“It sounds like this mermaid has higher standards than that. And since you can’t simply look at her and expect her to drop to her knees, you’ll have to use that pretty little head of yours,” Isra said.

	Adrian gasped. “You think I’m pretty?”

	Isra snorted.

	“You should make her a cake,” Elara said.

	“Well, that was my original plan…”

	“Better yet!” Merissa exclaimed. “Collect every pearl she gave you and make a necklace from it for her.” She sighed. “So romantic.”

	Elara’s lip quirked as she traced the scar at her throat. Adrian frowned before turning back to the other two women.

	Isra scoffed. “Here’s an idea. How about you grow some balls and simply invite her up?”

	“I’ll consider all three suggestions. Thank you, ladies.” He heard Santi shouting orders above them. “Damn it. I came in here to bake her a cake.”

	Merissa shooed him off the counter. “We can do that for you. Besides, you’re needed up there.”

	“Thank you, ladies. I owe you.”

	Elara tutted. “Don’t forget to thank us when she’s putty in your hands,” she mocked, slapping the dough onto a tray.

	Isra and Merissa were still giggling as Adrian left the room.
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	Elara felt whole, for the first time in a long time as her and her two honorary sisters gossiped and prepared food together in the small kitchen. The hearth was perfect, coloured terracotta, warm, and inviting—the oven providing comforting warmth against the chills of the south-east coast.

	Smells that reminded her of home and Sofia wafted to her—rosemary and basil from the stew she was simmering, lavender and honey from the cakes that Merissa was currently frosting.

	Elara rested against the back of the furnace, feeling its warmth through her as she looked at Isra and Merissa, bickering over the colour of the frosting of the cakes.

	“They would obviously prefer blue. They’re Neptunan. Blue is their colour.”

	“But lilac will match the lavender within,” Merissa replied.

	Elara smiled to herself, hearing the deep timbre of Enzo’s voice above as he laughed at something Leo was murmuring to him.

	Her family. Her pride.

	She hadn’t allowed herself to dare that the day would come, all of them united and safe, performing mundane tasks that anyone else may have taken for granted.

	Still smiling to herself, she brought her spoon to the sauce before her, thick with red wine, and scooped some up, calling Isra and Merissa to taste it.

	The women both moaned.

	“Definitely ready,” Merissa said, and without thinking, Elara yanked them both to her, hugging them tightly.

	Merissa and Isra held her back, Elara breathing in their intertwining scents—Isra’s smoky incense and Merissa’s sweet rose.

	Finally, she pulled away, her two friends looking a little bewildered.

	“What was that for?” Isra asked.

	“Nothing. It’s just, you both make me believe that soul-ties aren’t limited to just lovers.”
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Chapter Forty-Seven

	 

	Adrian walked along the deck, the moon full above him, and his stomach full—a contented feeling blooming in his heart. He didn’t know what kind of magick Elara possessed, but it was doing something to bring him and her friends closer together. The group was able to sit together for the first time without an awkward silence as she’d filled everyone’s plates and forced at minimum two glasses of wine down each of their throats.

	The meal she had prepared with Isra and Merissa had been delicious, but it was the thought behind it that had touched Adrian.

	What was the saying? The quickest way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Well, Elara had definitely chipped off a piece of his closed, sea-battered heart with that stew. He carried a bowl of it now, along with a cake that Merissa had made.

	“For your mermaid,” she’d winked before going back to jesting with Leo about his inability to handle a drink. Adrian felt a bit tipsy himself. He could tell by the way the net swayed a little under his feet as he stepped upon it.

	“Well,” he said to the sea as he settled onto the makeshift hammock, carefully placing the bowl and plate in the crab cage, “you’ve been back on my ship.”

	“Very observant, Captain,” a familiar and beautiful voice floated up.

	He grinned, turning the pearl over in his hand. The bribe of food had seemed to win her over.

	“And how was your day?” she ventured.

	Adrian sighed. “Better than the others. My guests and I are getting along much better. How was yours?”

	He heard a sigh. “Yours sounds better. I would love a day free from my responsibilities, free to do as I please.”

	“And why can’t you?” Adrian frowned, content to just listen to the sound of her voice.

	“The shackles of duty,” she drawled.

	“You must be an important mermaid.”

	There was a laugh, but it was despairing. “I suppose I am.”

	“So tell me, Oceanne. If you could do anything in the world, be anyone in the world, free from responsibility and shackles, how would your life look like?”

	“Hmm.” She seemed to think for a moment. “I think I’d want to travel to all the realms we spoke of the other night. Experience life the way anyone else would. I don’t see much dry land, even though I do have legs.”

	Adrian nodded though she couldn’t see him. He knew from the fables that merfolk could change forms at will—tail or legs, gills or no gills.

	“A quiet life,” she added. “That’s what I want. A home to call my own and mountains of cake.”

	“Well, siren, I can grant one of your wishes tonight.”

	He pulled on the rope, the cage creaking as it descended.

	He heard a delighted gasp. “Oh, this is beautiful. Lavender cakes?”

	“Indeed.”

	“And you made these?”

	He winced. “I can’t take credit for these ones. It was one of my guests, Merissa, who made them.”

	“Merissa,” Oceanne repeated. “Is she…a lover?”

	Adrian may have been wine-addled, but he knew the tone of a woman’s jealousy anywhere. He grinned as he sat a little further up on the net, a swirl of desire beginning to curl low in his stomach.

	“Do you think I’d be spending my night on the net of a ship, talking to a siren if that was the case?”

	“Mermaid,” Oceanne corrected. “And who said anything about our little conversations being romantic?” He heard the clink of cutlery as she began to eat.

	Adrian nearly snorted. “Are you trying to convince me, or you, that there’s no desire growing between us?”

	There was a pause. “How can you claim to feel anything for me when you haven’t even seen me? I could be hideous.”

	Adrian knew by her arrogant tone that she didn’t believe so.

	He felt another pull of desire, even stronger this time and had to refrain from proving to her exactly what he felt for her.

	He could feel the tension between them, the silence thick in the air before he replied. “I can tell by a woman’s voice how attractive she is. And Oceanne, you must be a damned goddess with a voice like that.”

	He heard a hitched breath. “You’re clearly a man of many talents then,” she said. Her voice had taken on a husky tone, and goosebumps prickled down his spine. “Tell me more of them.”

	Now, here was where Adrian could have argued that she was a siren. The way with just a few words she was teasing such longing feelings of want out of him. He cleared his throat, sitting up on his forearms.

	“Well, it depends. I’m very good with my hands.”

	He heard another hitched breath and groaned internally. She knew what she was doing. Adrian had never been so curious about a woman before. He was used to being physically and visually stimulated. To make conversation, to feel aroused by just a voice…was different.

	“And how exactly do you use those hands?” came the response.

	He bit his lip, smiling to himself. So the mermaid was a naughty little thing.

	“Well,” he replied, voice rough, “if I were to use my hands on you, for argument’s sake, I would start with your hair. What colour is it?”

	“Silver,” she whispered back.

	Like many Altalunians’ then.

	“Silver,” he repeated. “I’d take your silver hair and run it through my hands, brushing the velvet skin just below your ear.”

	She sighed.

	“You’d release a breath, just like that, as you felt the roughness of my thumb scrape your sensitive skin. Then I’d trail my thumb down your neck and watch as your pulse thrummed under my touch.”

	He was getting carried away, the wine making him even braver than usual.

	“And then?” she breathed. His blood was heating at the irregular cadence of her words, as though they were tumbling out of her.

	“And then I’d reach the little dip at the base of your throat and bring my lips an inch from yours as I asked if you liked my touch soft or rough.”

	“Soft,” came the whispered reply.

	He smiled. “Soft,” he repeated. “Well, then I’d graze my fingers down your stomach as you writhed below me. I’d sink my hands into your hips. And just as you began to beg me to do something more—”

	“I don’t beg,” came the reply.

	Adrian smirked. “Oh, you will.”

	He heard yet another hitched breath and bit his lip to stop his grin.

	“So where were we? After you begged me to do more, to touch you right where you’re already beginning to throb, I’d slowly, ever so slowly, skim down to your precious, wet cunt.”

	He heard Oceanne curse. “You have a filthy mouth, pirate,” she strangled out.

	“Oh, just you wait and see, siren.”

	He adjusted his britches, an erection growing and straining painfully against them.

	“Carry on,” Oceanne murmured, and he bit back a groan.

	“I’d part you with two fingers and watch how you moaned as cool air hit you. Then right as you softened completely into my arms, I’d sink my fingers inside of you. And you’d be wet. So, so wet for me.”

	He heard Oceanne moan, the most delicious sound his ears had ever had the pleasure of hearing, and he sat up straight.

	“Oceanne,” he growled, “are you touching yourself?”

	There was another moan, and the sound went immediately to his cock.

	“Yes,” she strangled out.

	Well, holy fuck. He passed a hand over his face.

	“I want—” she seemed to take a breath. “I want you to, as well.”

	Adrian did not need asking twice. “Fuck,” he murmured, unbuttoning his trousers and desperately squeezing at his hard, painful erection.

	“Gods, Oceanne. I’ve never done this before,” he breathed, squeezing himself through his underpants again.

	He heard a replying pant.

	“Keep going,” she breathed from below.

	He let out a grunt of frustration, wishing her body was beneath his. “I’d sink my fingers into that warmth and taste your moan as I worked you until you were slick with your own desire. And then, just as you were on the brink of coming, Oceanne, it wouldn’t be my hands you felt anymore, but my tongue.”

	“Oh.”

	“And let me tell you, I love worshipping a woman.”

	The next moan was louder, and he chuckled as he finally gripped the base of his cock.

	“I’d make you straddle my face and ride me, helping you rock your hips back and forth. You’d be begging to more than the gods as I just fucking drowned in you, and I would die a happy death that way. I bet you taste so sweet, Oceanne.”

	He pumped himself up and down—hard—the way he liked it.

	He heard an arrogant chuckle that surprised him. “I suppose that’s for you to find out.”

	He moved faster on himself, bottling that hint of a laugh up and using it as his hardness swelled even further in his hand.

	“I’m close,” he heard her whisper and moved faster himself. He wouldn’t last another minute.

	“That’s what you’d scream as you continued to ride my face. I’d push my tongue deep inside of you, curling and licking. And then, just as you began to beg again, because trust me Oceanne, you will, I would finally clamp my lips over that gorgeous, swollen rosebud and suck.”

	He heard a strangled cry, the roar of ocean waves dulling it, but he drank it with everything he had, working himself harder, faster until with a final groan, he came, spilling onto his stomach.

	There was nothing but the rush of the ocean as he was lying there, panting. What the fuck had just happened?

	He waited a minute, then two, as he tried to gain his composure, wiping himself up with his discarded shirt.

	“Oceanne?” he murmured.

	“I’m here.”

	“How do you feel?”

	“Like I should have met a pirate years ago. I knew you’d have a filthy mouth.”

	Adrian chuckled, relaxing as he reclined back on the net, spent and sated.

	“I want to see you,” he said, finally voicing the unspoken.

	There was another pause. “You can’t.”

	“Why?”

	“I just…enjoy what we have. I don’t want to ruin it.”

	“And how could you possibly ruin it? I know you’re beautiful. Your arrogance tells me so.”

	There was a delicate snort. “It’s not that I’m worried about.”

	“Then what?”

	“It’s…complicated.”

	“Fine, then how about if I kept my eyes closed, blindfolded myself even? Would you come then?”

	“Maybe…”

	“Then tomorrow, at the witching hour, meet me on the deck,” Adrian pleaded.

	“I can’t,” Oceanne replied.

	“You can,” Adrian replied, frustration building in him. He had never craved a woman more. “Please, Oceanne.”

	There was a long pause. “Fine,” she finally replied. “But only with a blindfold.”

	“Fine,” he said, grinning in anticipation. “Tomorrow night.” 
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Chapter Forty-Eight

	 

	Elara was trapped in a nightmare.

	It had recurred since her first sleep once Enzo had awoken. Her dreamscape was dark, and she was alone—so very alone—as the shadows she used to love lunged at her, monstrous creations chasing her as she ran, morphing into snarling shadow wolves that snapped at her heels.

	Her heart pounded, limbs shaking as she tried to outrun the darkness, but it was always there—had always been there—and she couldn’t escape it, not in this life or the next.

	A bell blared, the clanging a grating shriek as she clamped her hands over her ears and continued to run, tripping as the shadows almost…

	Elara awoke, gasping, slowly understanding that the clanging was continuing as she worked to calm her sweat-drenched body. Enzo’s arms were wrapped around her, soothing her as her heart pounded, her love looking at her with consternation.

	“What’s that sound?” she croaked as he passed her some water before jumping out of their bed and shrugging clothes on.

	“It’s a warning,” he growled, peering out of their window. There was nothing, only a thin stream of moonlight, the hour late.

	The horn resounded, blaring through the room so loudly that the decorations hanging from the wall began to rattle.

	Enzo cursed. In the next second, Isra was in the room, her eyes wild and a gown haphazardly wrapped around her.

	“I know that sound,” Isra breathed as Elara sprang from the bed.

	“It’s a fucking war call,” Enzo growled as Elara looked past the door in alarm.

	She could hear the ship roaring to life, the crew moving around and muffled orders above being yelled by whom, she could only assume was Adrian.

	“Not just any war call,” Isra said, face grim. “Svetans.”
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	Mist curled, clinging to the deck as Elara and Enzo raced above. It was pitch black, the only light from the moon above and a few lamps lit on the deck of the ship.

	The crew before her was a well-oiled machine, silent in the hushed night as they carried out orders being whispered viciously by Santi. Each moved to their stations and ahead at the wheel, tricorn hat on his head, was Adrian.

	Elara ran over to him, the mist becoming so thick, she could barely see in front of herself.

	“Adrian?” she breathed.

	“Elara?!” Adrian took his eyes off the wheel for a moment. “It’s a fucking Svetan ship heading straight for us. Get below deck.”

	“Not a chance,” she hissed as Enzo squeezed her hand. Isra looked out, as though she could see something they couldn’t. Adrian looked between them all, sighing.

	“I don’t have time for this. If you want to risk your lives, be my guest.”

	The horn resounded again, and Adrian set his jaw, turning back to the thickening fog.

	“It’s Aquaria,” Isra said. “She’s set them after you both.”

	“How do you know?” Adrian asked.

	Isra shot him a withering look.

	“Oh, right, I forgot you were a seer, got it. Any grand ideas for how to avoid this shitstorm?”

	“We need to use the fog to our advantage,” Leo said, striding up to them. He kissed Elara and Isra on the cheek, slapping Enzo’s back.

	Enzo nodded, the two seeming to sink into warriors easily, commander and king. “Use the element of surprise. Isra will be able to see through the fog.”

	Isra nodded. “I’ll head to the crow’s nest.”

	“Be careful,” Elara said, embracing Isra before she began to scale the ladder next to Adrian.

	Enzo muttered a command to Leo who nodded before striding back down below, likely to get Merissa.

	“You two,” Adrian pointed to Elara and Enzo, “you’d better have some magick up your sleeves for this. Svetans are savages.” Adrian locked the wheel of the ship, speaking softly as he walked to his first mate. “Santi, check how many kegs of blast powder we’ve got. You lot,” he said, pointing to three of his crew, “weapons drawn, on the side. Tiders, starboard. Five of you, below to the cannons.”

	Enzo chuckled darkly behind him.

	“Is something funny?” Adrian asked.

	Enzo raised his hand, light gleaming in his golden eyes. He smirked. “You’re not going to need cannons.” Fireballs erupted in both his hands. He winked at Elara, who was looking at him with her own knowing smile. “You have me.”

	The horn sounded again, nearer now. Then the mist parted, the dim glow from the lamps showing a ship, its stern an ice dragun. A war cry pierced the air, the guttural voices a promise of death.

	“Fuck,” Adrian snarled, slamming a hand against the ship’s wheel. “Isra was right. They’re Aquaria’s devotees.”

	An arrow flew through the air, sticking straight through the mast.

	“Guess the jig is up. Fuck being quiet. Crew, you know what to do! You sorry sons of bitches,” Adrian roared, transforming before Elara’s very eyes as he paced to the side of the ship.

	“We fight ice with fire. And we don’t leave here until all these godsdamned frozen bastards are dead.” The crew nodded tightly, tiders with hands out preparing to move water, others with weaker gifts bracing their weapons. Enzo strode to where Adrian stood.

	“Ready?” Enzo asked, as though asking if the pirate was ready for dinner.

	Adrian only looked at him, raising his own arms. “Attack!”
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	Elara slipped Enzo a quick and desperate kiss before running to find Merissa.

	“Be careful,” Elara heard Enzo shout, and she nodded before pounding across the deck.

	She finally found Merissa, her friend wide-eyed as she looked to the chaos ensuing around them.

	“How can I help?” Merissa whispered.

	“I’m glad you asked,” Elara smiled as she felt the silver power within her dance, begging incessantly to be let free. “I want you to charm every Svetan sailor that climbs aboard this ship so that I can kill them easily.”

	“Charm?” Merissa spluttered. “But El, I don’t use my charm. And it’s weak. I’m only part Star.”

	Elara had been expecting the answer. She knew that Merissa didn’t accept her own gifts. They reminded her too much of her mother and brother.

	“I know, Mer. But even a hint would help. You used it on Ariete, and it worked. Just think, if you could seduce the King of Stars, you can blind these nobodies with only a hint of that love charm, and I’ll do the rest.”

	Merissa bit her lip, warring with herself for a moment. Finally,  she lifted her chin, and Elara was overcome by relief to see the gleam in her friend’s green eyes. “Let’s do it.”

	Elara felt, rather than saw, the first enemy to land on their ship. The rope hissed past her as two feet thunked to the deck. She felt others follow and turned slowly as a giant of a man approached. His hair and beard were ice blonde, woven into intricate plaits.

	“What are two little ladies doing out all alone on a pirate ship?” he mocked, pulling a wicked sword from his waist.

	Elara glanced once to Merissa, who closed her eyes, pink starlight glowing softly around her.

	Elara felt the waft of charm around her, smelling like roses in full bloom. It was the first time that she had properly felt Merissa’s charm, and she wanted to bathe in it, the combination of love and seduction heartachingly sweet and sultry.

	The Svetan before them faltered a step as Merissa opened her eyes, the irises flashing pink before returning to green.

	“Come closer,” she sighed, and the pirate staggered a step, Elara watching on in amazement.

	“Closer,” Merissa breathed, and Elara watched the Svetan’s pupils dilate, jaw slack as he let out a keening sound before stumbling further.

	Elara’s power felt greedy, the silver magick begging and screaming now to be let forth as the sounds of battle clanged around them.

	“Wait,” she hissed to it, excitement running through her at the thought of finally unleashing it—this power that Enzo had forced her to love. A deep pull in her gut made her look to the sky briefly, the moon above her full for the first time since she had awoken.

	She closed her eyes, summoning a wisp of her magick, and as the sailor leaned into Merissa’s waiting arms, Elara struck.

	Only a ray of moonlight touched him, and yet the man before them crumbled to dust, his lips still parted in a scream that didn’t have time to reach them as he died.

	“Holy shit,” Merissa whispered, frozen as Elara stared, wide-eyed, at the confirmation that her powers hadn’t just been a fluke in Isra’s chambers.

	“Merissa,” Elara tutted, preparing for the next Svetan making his way to them, “you don’t swear.”
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Chapter Forty-Nine

	 

	Enzo’s blood itched and leapt for the fight. With his power trapped for so long in his veins, he roared as fireballs punched out of his hands, making their mark in the Svetan ship’s side. The crew cheered as the Svetans’ ship lurched.

	Enzo squinted, scanning the Svetan crew, looking for their captain to take him out. Enzo had learned in life that if one severed the head of the monster, the rest usually followed. A slow grin came to his face as he finally laid eyes on the captain.

	The man was a brute, tall and blonde, his hair shaved on the sides and braided into one long plait that snaked down his back. He had symbols, runes it looked like, tattooed in columns down his face, three lines of script. And his eyes were a piercing blue. But they were calm and smiling, as though he revelled in the Lion’s attack. Yes, Enzo thought, a challenge. This was going to be fun.

	The captain raised a hand, as though in salute. Enzo’s eyes narrowed then widened as he realised what the captain was doing. The Starred Siren’s main weapon was the crew’s ability to wield water, the only way that they could chase out the Svetans. And the captain only grinned as he slowly curled his hand into a fist and began to freeze the ocean.

	“Damn it,” Enzo yelled, pounding towards Adrian who was focusing on churning up a tornado made of water. “They’re freezing the fucking sea.”

	“You think?” Adrian yelled. “Good thing we have a titan of fire and light amongst us.”

	Enzo chuckled. “Growing fond of you, Adrian.”

	Adrian rolled his eyes, gritting his teeth, raising the whirling waters with his hand. “Now would be a great time to use it,” Adrian yelled before hurling it towards the enemy ship. Enzo counted down, seeing the Svetan raise his hands to freeze and move the oncoming threat of Adrian’s tornado of water. Just as the enemy captain curled his fingers, Enzo shot a throw of fire through the water, punching any ice from it and allowing the tornado to make its mark.

	The ship hurled sideways as the Svetans yelled, some gripping the sides for dear life as water flooded the deck. It was already pouring through the holes made by Enzo, but the crew underneath was tamping it down by transforming the water to ice.

	“Enzo, I’m going to need you to keep melting the ice,” Adrian ordered, “otherwise we’re fucked.”

	A giant sphere of ice soared towards Enzo, and he swore, ducking as Leo’s light surrounded him, blasting the rock to smithereens.

	“You’re welcome,” Leo winked before running off to the other side of the ship.

	“Where’s Isra?” Enzo called after him.

	“Isra’s still in the crow’s nest, using her own ice to wreck their ship,” Leo laughed.

	“And Merissa?”

	“Merissa’s with Elara, and they are quite the duo. Merissa’s charming the poor bastards for Elara to take out.”

	Enzo raised a brow, impressed, as he turned to look for Elara. Where was she?

	He marched higher to the stern to get a clearer vantage point. The Svetans were smart; he had to give them that. Already the crew members were focusing on creating a path of ice, its cold claws slowly crawling across the sea towards them. He scanned the deck for Elara, knowing full well she could handle herself. Pride flared in his chest as he finally tracked her, and he stood still.

	Elara stood in her own circle, Merissa with her, a litter of crumbling bodies in their wake. The few Svetan pirates who had managed to cross the ice or swing from the ropes had been killed, and she barely had to lift a finger.

	Fuck, he was going to make love to her later, hard.

	For now, he blinked and let the killing calm take over him, the slow roar around him becoming quiet. Fire billowed out of him like a wall, instantly melting the ice path that the Svetans were scurrying across and dropping them into the ocean. On and on he went, relentless, his power stronger and brighter than ever.

	But the captain of the Svetan ship was still making his mark, The Starred Siren rocking as balls of ice pelted the sides of the ship.

	“We need to get onto that ship,” Enzo shouted over to Adrian.

	The pirate took his eyes off the Svetans for a moment. “I’m not leaving The Starred Siren.”

	“Adrian, I know you will despise me even more for pulling rank, but I’ve fought far more battles than you. If we kill their captain, this is all over.”

	Adrian clenched his jaw as he summoned a whirlpool before throwing it towards the Svetan ship. “Fine,” he said. “Get to the ropes.”

	“Isra!” Enzo roared, grinning as he pounded down the deck.

	“Yes?!” he heard her reply.

	“You ready for a Svetan reunion? Come with me.”
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	Adrian landed with a thunk onto the enemy ship, his ankles jarring on impact. He heard Enzo land behind him, Isra too, light on her feet.

	Immediately, he was swept up in the battle, his sword clashing against another’s as the Svetans launched at him.

	He could feel fire rippling behind him as Enzo fought off the onslaught with ease. Adrian cursed, dodging a running bonfire. Oh Stars, no, a person—set alight and screaming in agony as they threw themselves off the side of the ship.

	Burned flesh singed his nostrils, and he spared a glance, sword plunging through the chest of another sailor as he looked at Enzo.

	The titan inhaled deeply, a grin on his face as he opened his eyes, shining gold.

	Adrian paled a little. He had forgotten about the Lion’s powers. Seeing how softly Enzo treated Elara or how he joked with his friends, Adrian had forgotten that the man before him had set fire to entire villages, had turned countless bodies to ash.

	Enzo winked, as though reading Adrian’s thoughts, and with a laugh, set another person ablaze.

	Isra walked between them, carving a path of bodies with her blade, blood streaking her face as she slashed and jabbed. The woman could fight, and Adrian wasn’t in the least bit surprised since she had a commander and a warrior prince as her honorary brothers.

	Adrian cursed as a beast of a man approached with a guttural cry, swinging an axe through the air.

	Enzo tutted, fire rippling off him again and encasing the screaming man.

	“Thanks,” Adrian breathed before slicing down another sailor.

	“Don’t mention it. Eyes on the captain?” Enzo shouted over the roar.

	“Up there,” Isra nodded to the wheel of the ship where the Svetan captain was still freezing the water, ice continuing to creep closer to The Starred Siren.

	Enzo cursed as a sword sliced his bicep, whirling to address the threat.

	Adrian saw Isra continue up, a snarl on her face as she fought and fought, dodging and weaving to reach the pirate.

	Adrian chased after her, content to let Enzo do the killing as he went to Isra’s aid, the seer leaping onto the upper deck, right before the captain.

	Adrian forced off the rest of the crew, his hand a whir of steel as it defended the woman before him.

	“Little Helion girl,” the Svetan captain cooed, “playing with big boy swords.”

	Isra gave a cold chuckle. She held her cutlass before her and ran her tongue slowly up the length of the blade. Ice began to coat it, crackling as it followed her tongue to the tip of the blade, a wickedly sharp iced point forming that pulsed with magick.

	“I’m Svetan too,” she drawled before slashing it through his sword.

	To Adrian’s shock, the Svetan’s sword shattered, the captain staggering back.

	Isra tilted her head. “Pirates are meant to have eye patches, aren’t they?” And with a vicious curl to her lips, she impaled her ice sword through his eye.

	Adrian may have just fallen in love. He stood, slack-jawed, as Enzo chuckled, finally by their side. “She’s good, isn’t she?”

	Adrian turned to reply, seeing the litter of burning bodies. Holy fucking gods.

	Piles of ash and charred bodies lay in Enzo’s wake, the ship deadly quiet in the deep night—the few crew members still alive cowering in the corner.

	Adrian looked over to his own ship, seeing a few members of the Svetan crew there still fighting. Leo was dancing between bodies as he dispatched one after the other.

	Adrian looked starboard, where Merissa and Elara were standing, still in their own gruesome circle, untouchable.

	He went to reply to Enzo, a disbelieving laugh leaving his lips at how easy it had been.

	Until a roar split the air in half.

	“What was that?” Enzo growled, moving in front of Isra.

	Adrian’s stomach bottomed out as memories of tentacles and drowning bombarded him. Isra was peering at him with worry.

	“No,” he whispered, more to himself than anyone else. “He’s found me.”

	“Who?!” Isra asked.

	Another roar sounded, and Adrian staggered back as he saw a mass shift below the water, the shadow wider than five ships and insurmountably longer.

	“Adrian,” Enzo said, voice low, sword raised. “What the fuck is that?”

	Adrian’s lip quivered. “That’s Scorpius’s pet.”
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Chapter Fifty

	 

	Elara turned slowly at the sound of the roar, every hair standing up on the back of her neck.

	Merissa’s charm stuttered then stopped, a thin sheen of sweat on her face from the exertion. “What was that?” she whispered.

	Elara heard screams, the sound of splashing as bodies were thrown overboard. Her eyes widened as she made her way to the edge of the ship, squinting in the darkness. She could make out the enemy ship in flames, her beautiful Sun setting it ablaze.

	She peered down to the inky black waters, writhing and chopping against the ship.

	“I don’t—”

	Something slammed into her, knocking her to the ground as she screamed. Merissa ducked, crawling towards her.

	“What was—”

	Another slam, this time the sound of wood splintering beneath it.

	The world spun, Elara’s ears ringing and a trickle of blood making its way down her cheek. She looked around, trying to get her bearings in the darkness. She squinted up to the sound of the splintering wood.

	“Merissa,” she cried hoarsely, clutching her as a writhing black tentacle, thicker than the mast of the ship, wrapped around the mast and wrenched it off.

	Her moonlight was livid within her, wanting to kill and annihilate the threat, but the human part of her—Elara—whimpered to see the slick, writhing limb as it flew back through the air.

	The sound of footsteps slamming across the deck awoke her from her stupor, and she turned slowly to the source of the wet, slapping sounds.

	The man towered over her, seaweed wrapped around his throat like a necklace, his rippling chest bare save for shellfish and other manner of sea creatures that clung to him.

	His long brown hair was tangled with salt, starfish strewn throughout, and his eyes were the most vivid of greens—like pure poison laced within.

	“Oh, little Moon,” Scorpius snarled, raising his trident, “I have waited eons to kill you and your Sun.”
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	“Did you really think you’d outrun us?” the Star continued as Elara tried to heave herself up. “That you’d pass through my domain unharmed?”

	“It’s a domain you stole,” Elara spat, swaying as she stood, the gash to her head still seeping. “From one of us.”

	Scorpius’s laugh was quiet as he continued to approach, crabs skittering off him in his wake. He would have been handsome if such a bitter energy didn’t radiate off him, his mouth formed in a permanent sneer.

	“You know, some of the Stars, the more weak-willed, were happy to let you live until you inevitably killed yourself. Eli, Torra, Leone… But the rest of us…” He shook his head slowly. “We remembered when they so easily forgot. Exactly what it felt like to be under your rule—our base needs and desires locked and suppressed, forced to be good.”

	His charm began to envelop Elara, and she gagged, an acrid, metallic stench wafting over her. A movement flickered out of the corner of her eye, and she saw Leo, a finger pressed to his lips as he crept towards Scorpius. Elara shook her head ever so slightly, looking to Merissa then back to Leo and the ropes above him.

	Leo’s eyes narrowed as Elara willed him to understand what she was trying to say. To get Merissa safely off the ship. She looked once more to Merissa, still behind her, and understanding dawned on Leo’s face.

	“Only one of you understood us—the Darkness herself. And Ariete, fool that he was, bound her too.” Scorpius droned on, and Elara let him talk, pivoting slightly as she backed up to the edge of the ship.

	Scorpius closed his eyes, the demented gleam gone in a second as a toxic green starlight began to shine from his hands. “But not for long,” he whispered. “We feel her, even now, trying to get in. And she will. Oh, she will.”

	Elara’s eyes widened. This darkness the Stars spoke of, the lingering shadows that she had felt—watching her, invading her dreams and Eli’s. She tracked Leo, climbing stealthily across the rigging towards Merissa.

	“But no matter,” he murmured as the green starlight began to flood the deck. “You’ll be dead by then.”

	Leo flew from one of the ropes, his sword outstretched as it hissed against Scorpius’s skin. The Star roared, staggering back as rivulets of glittering blood ran down his chest.

	As Leo swung to Elara, he made to grab them both.

	“Just Merissa,” Elara screamed. “You can’t take us both. Get to Enzo.”

	Leo growled as Elara dodged him, the sound of a far more animalistic roar below them.

	“Elara, no!” Merissa screamed, now safely in Leo’s arms as the commander grunted, swinging back to push against the broken mast.

	“Go!” Elara snarled, and Leo gave her one more look before pushing off the side with Merissa.

	Elara heard Enzo shout, realising that she was left behind, as she turned back to Scorpius, now incensed with the wound on his shoulder.

	“You’re going to pay for your friend’s folly,” he growled. “Let’s see how you like to play with my little pet.”

	The roar sounded again as a mammoth tentacle sprouted behind Scorpius, and another as the Star cackled, the two limbs wrapping around the edges of the ship and pulling it apart.

	“You will drown in my oceans, and you will realise you never had control over them. You and your titan of water thought you could rule them together. Now, you never will.”

	Elara shrieked, anger in her veins, her power whispering in her ears to unleash upon him.

	It rushed out of her, moonlight rippling from her in an explosion as it reached Scorpius, promising death. She wrapped it around the Star, squeezing and choking the life within him. But unlike the sailors earlier, who had crumbled beneath her devouring magick, Scorpius didn’t. She was met with a case of cool armour as her power wailed and shrieked to be let in.

	Her moonlight dimmed, Scorpius’s green light shining brighter. He was laughing, untouched.

	“It’s going to take more than just your power to kill me. Our charm makes us untouchable, remember?!”

	He pointed his trident at her, and jagged starlight flashed through it, narrowly avoiding her. She glanced over to the Svetan ship, seeing Enzo’s blurry figure jumping up and down, still shouting over to her.

	Another tentacle slammed out, lashing her across the stomach. The breath left her body, winded, as she rolled towards the edge of the deck.

	Scorpius’s light slammed again, too fast for her. She might have been a more powerful goddess, but Scorpius had eons over her to master his powers, and she was only just relearning hers.

	The green light touched her skin, and she wretched as a sickly feeling washed over her, as though her very blood was poisoning her.

	He laughed again as the oceans parted and a shadow rose above Scorpius. Elara paled as his monster finally came into view, head erupting from the surface.

	This was not an octopus. Or a kraken. Oh gods… The creature before her was the stuff of nightmares. It looked like part eel, its maw open to reveal row after row of jagged, pointed teeth. Its eyes were blank like those of a fish, and its body was thick and scaled like some kind of sea snake. Tentacles grew from the ridges down its spine, and the behemoth was riddled with them. The monster shrieked, and Elara winced as a tentacle recoiled, readying to strike. Elara tried to muster her moonlight, but her stomach roiled as Scorpius’s charm swept in, coating her insides with toxins. She had never felt so weak as she struggled, Scorpius nearing.

	And with a final cackle and a whistle, he hit her with one last ray of starlight as the monster’s tentacle slammed into her, wiping her off the deck and into the black waves beneath.
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	Adrian knew what he had to do the moment he saw the goddess tumble through air into the waves, an ocean between them.

	With a grit of his teeth, he closed his eyes, feeling for the current. It felt tied to his blood after all. When he sought it out, he could feel it—a sharp, insistent tug as he located the current and wrapped it around a wrist.

	As always when he exercised his magick, he felt every piece of flotsam and jetsam weighing on him, even though he wasn’t in the water. He could feel the bodies that floated in the darkness, the fish that swam beneath too, the vile and wrong power of both Scorpius and his monster as they churned their poison through the waves.

	He shrugged off the dread, focusing on locating Elara. His cool blue power reached out to her, the current wrapping around her to pull her to them. He finally touched the naked silver magick that was glowing around her, and he felt…a need.

	It wasn’t the kind of need that he felt with other women, something carnal and sensual. It was a need as though she was a raft and he needed saving—a bone deep knowing that she was his salvation.

	His eyes flew open, and they latched on Enzo, who he knew had been watching him the whole time.

	“What?” the Lion asked tightly. “Where is she?”

	“Something’s happening,” he whispered. “My powers…I…”

	He didn’t know how to begin to explain it as the oceanic power within him drew her back, lacing and bonding with her magick.

	Enzo shot him an agitated look as he hovered over the side.

	“Get her to safety,” were Enzo’s only words, “or I’ll kill you.”
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	Elara forced her head above the waves, arms out as she tried to stay afloat. If she could only shake this charm off, she could kill Scorpius’ beast with a touch.

	As she struggled, attempting to swim, she heard a noise.

	It wasn’t the monster’s screech, but it was most definitely not human, and Elara’s heart pounded as she attempted to force her limbs to work again.

	There was a ripple beneath her, and she looked up to see Scorpius swirling his trident in the air, the weapon coated in light as he laughed darkly.

	There was another ripple, the brush of something against her, and she forced herself not to scream, the waters utterly black beneath her.

	Finally, she heard a sailor scream from the Starred Siren, as a figure flew through the darkness and plucked him off.

	Another zoomed past, and Elara spun in the water as she saw something drag a man to his death.

	There was the flick of a shimmering tail, and she cursed. Mermaids. Fucking mermaids.

	The mermaids launched, able to propel themselves from the water to the ship, landing in human form. Elara cursed, her limbs finally in action as she swam furiously towards the Svetan ship—to Enzo and Adrian. She could see Enzo already fighting one off that had landed on the ship as Scorpius summoned his army from beneath the waves.

	They were crawling up the sides of the ship, swarming, and Elara felt something brush against her again. She forced herself not to scream as a claw snagged in her hair.

	“Pretty little Moon, but not for long,” the voice cooed in her ear. Elara breathed in and out as she felt something grab an ankle. She turned, screaming in anger as she pushed the mermaid off her, before pulling back.

	The mermaid was beautiful. Glowing with an ethereal magick. But her talons curled, teeth snapped as they elongated and pointed before her. The mermaid snarled, sinking her talons into Elara’s shoulder as she began to pull Elara under the waves.

	Elara struggled, digging her own nails into the mermaid’s eyes. “I preferred your cousins,” Elara hissed. “At least sirens show some respect.”

	“I do not bow to you, queen of death,” the mermaid hissed, and Elara slammed her fist into her nose, the mermaid shrieking as Elara heard bone crunch.

	Elara laughed, relief coursing through her as she continued to swim. But the relief was short-lived as she felt hands wrap once more around her ankles, and with a sharp tug, they dragged her below the surface.

	Darkness. Nothing but ice cold, never-ending darkness stabbed through Elara as the sea wrapped around her.

	She opened her mouth to scream—a mistake as cold salty water rushed in. She gagged, still unable to see as she tried to force her limbs to work. They couldn’t, Scorpius’ poison well and truly invading every part of her, forcing her very bones to weaken.

	Her body was being dragged deeper and deeper, her ears popping from the pressure. It was too dark to see her attacker, but she caught a glimmer of mermaid scales now and then.

	She checked in with her magick again, still whispering and wrathful as it attempted to get out, but she was too weak to even open herself up to it, to allow it to take over.

	But as her heart began to slow, the poison nothing more than a dull ache, a stray blue wisp of water appeared, lit up while the rest was dark. It wrapped around her wrist, pulling her with it, further and further away from Scorpius’ shouts, hauling the mermaid with her, the din growing louder and louder as she felt herself rising, until finally she broke the surface, gasping.

	Her captor broke the surface with her, hair red and eyes narrowed to slits as she hissed, trying to pull her back under.

	“Elara,” came another roar, and it was Enzo, screaming until he was hoarse. She could see the Sun, lit in gold as he scaled the side of the enemy ship he was still on, Isra and Merissa trying to pull him back, the mermaids surrounding them on the ship and below.

	She tried desperately to call his name, but every ounce of her energy was focused on keeping her head above water. Though she was still battling the mermaid’s hold, the water soothed Elara as she was carried on it. Finally, Scorpius’ charm lost its grip, as though the very water he claimed to rule was rebelling against him. She glanced up, seeing a blue-haired figure furiously twisting his hands to the water. A wan smile lit her face as the current urged her, Adrian controlling it as he tried to get her to safety so that she could use her powers once more.

	She could feel Scorpius’ poison drain from her inch by inch as he roared from The Starred Siren, clambering back aboard his pet, ordering his army of mermaids after her.

	Elara’s eyes fluttered open, catching on the full moon above her as she kicked the mermaid attached to her in the stomach.

	Again, she felt that deep pull within as her magick tried to reach out to it.

	A thought dawned on her, and she nearly went under, coughing as she focused to stay afloat.

	Enzo had said the sun revitalised him, heightened his magick.

	She looked to the full moon, thinking of how deeply she was connected to it, how it had called to her all day as though the heavenly body was urging her to use it.

	She breathed in deeply, allowing her powers to be pulled to it, in the same way the tides were, as two mermaids launched on top of her.

	Replenishing silver power washed through her as she allowed the moon’s rays in, allowed herself to feel as full as her reflection above.

	“You rule death,” Isra’s voice echoed as she heard a growl from Scorpius, and the water began to churn.

	She heard Adrian curse from the other ship, trying to wrangle back control of the waves.

	But Scorpius was wrathful, the waters now determined to suck her under with his minions.

	Where was Enzo now? She looked blindly, finally seeing him clamber over the side of the enemy ship, preparing to dive as he cried her name.

	“No,” she screamed. “Enzo, don’t!”

	Elara was pulled back under as the current changed, now dragging her down rather than lifting her up, Scorpius’s sickly charm lacing within the water once more, four mermaids now attached to her.

	As she forced herself to stay tied to the moon above her, bathing in it, she was reminded of the sirens—how the half-dead Mythas had bowed to her as she’d flooded Lake Astra with her powers. And a plan began to form. Rather than fight against the tide, she allowed the mermaids to pull her under.

	As darkness filled her eyes, mouth, and ears, she envisioned a key, turning the lock of a cage of a pacing silver dragun within.

	Her power felt more alive the closer to death she got, crackling in her veins and desperate for escape. Whatever Enzo had done to tempt it out had worked, and he was right. It felt as easy as breathing.

	She sank deeper, the dark waters difficult to see in even as her moonlight began to spin out of her.

	Between life and death is only dusk, Eli had written.

	And Elara understood completely as her light cast on rotted timber spearing up through the ocean floor exactly what her powers could do.
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Chapter Fifty-One

	 

	“Elara!” Enzo roared again, his voice high with panic as he saw his love being pulled under.

	Adrian was drenched in sweat, the weight of trying to force the ocean to do his bidding against Scorpius draining him. He was close to burnout, gritting his teeth as he tried to hold on with all he had.

	He could hear Scorpius’s laugh across the waves; it was the same that had haunted his dreams since the Star had exiled him and set his pet upon him.

	Enzo was utterly incensed, a madman as he paced. “I need to get to her,” he growled.

	Then a tentacle slammed into the ship, knocking Enzo to the deck as the others shouted in alarm. Leo was already up, palming his sword as he launched it at the tentacle. It flared with crackling lightning as it hit its target, a terrifying wail piercing the night as it retreated.

	“Elara,” Enzo roared again. Another tentacle snaked across the deck and began to wrap around him. Fire rippled off him, the scent of burning rubber reaching Adrian as the Lion burned through it, thunking back to the ground.

	“We can’t keep doing this,” Adrian panted. “Scorpius will outlast us easily. We need Elara.”

	His power was slipping, eyes threatening to roll back. Enzo’s nostrils flared as he slapped the pirate gently on the cheek. “Stay with me, Adrian, okay? We need you. Stay with me.”

	Then suddenly, the monster was the least of their problems. Adrian felt something thud onto the deck and turned, astounded to see a woman land, crouched and covered in armour made of fish bones.

	“No,” he whispered. “No, no, no.”

	Isra was already launching at her, sword swinging as Adrian saw a shadow fly through the air and leap onto the deck.

	He cursed, peering over the side of the ship, his heart bottoming out.

	The sides of the ship were teeming with mermaids. Their tails swished, transforming into legs the higher they clawed their way up the ship.

	More shadows flew, landing and launching their attack as off-key screeches filled Adrian’s ears.

	The tentacle that Enzo had burned was writhing back to life, wrapping back around the Sun and squeezing as Enzo was lifted high into the air, mermaids now swarming the deck.

	Isra screamed below him, Leo readying his sword again to impale the tentacle as Merissa cowered.

	“Elara,” Enzo wheezed. “Save Elara.”

	Adrian took a deep breath, ready to drain his power to save her, to drag her from the ocean’s depths.

	And then he felt it. A moment before the others did, perhaps that oceanic power within him alerting him.

	He had always been tied to the moods of the ocean, had felt it stormy and churning, as well as clear and peaceful. But this was something utterly foreign that had awoken within its depths.

	A tremorous creaking sound pierced the sky. Scorpius looked around in confusion.

	Enzo struggled, fire and light raining upon Scorpius’ pet, Isra and Leo pelting the mermaids with their magick.

	The sound continued, like the very earth parting. The water began to roil and swirl, a gigantic whirlpool forming.

	Enzo had stilled, Scorpius’s pet’s tentacle loosening as it dropped him to the ground with a grunt. Even the mermaids stopped, weapons limp in their hands as they looked around.

	The waves parted, a deafening crash, and before their eyes a shipwreck was dredged up from the water. First its mast, a tattered sail with a pirate’s mark flapping in the wind. Its rigging was skeletal, covered in barnacles, rotting wood creaking and swinging as the ship righted itself.

	“Holy gods,” Adrian muttered, his voice trembling. The surrounding group’s mouths were agape.

	And then a mermaid began to scream.

	At first, Adrian didn’t know why. What could make a Mythas scream?

	Then his eyes caught on what the mermaid had seen, and all colour drained from his face.

	A slow grin had spread across Enzo’s face as he observed what Adrian was looking at, but the Lion’s eyes were filled with pride, not horror.

	There, on the shipwreck, were corpses. Adrian spotted one figure, its jaw only bone, one eye still in its socket, scraps of flesh and cloth hanging off its frame. Another was blue and bloated, its skin not yet decayed from its bones. And there was one that wore a tricorn hat, a black beard still clinging to the grey and mottled skin of its chin. A captain. But it was not the gruesome sight of the dead that caused any remaining pirates to yell and scream, some abandoning the ship for the water, others offering up a prayer to Scorpius before them.

	No. It was not the horrors that everyone was latching on to. But the fact that they were moving. Walking, weapons drawn as each skeletal corpse scuttled about the deck, hoisting the sail and readying cannons as the captain turned its head inhumanly, his one eye looking directly at Adrian.

	And there, at the ship’s wheel, adorned in sodden black, her hair inky, silver eyes alight with triumph, stood the Moon.

	Enzo began whooping and clapping, slamming his hand to the ship’s edge.

	“That’s my fucking girl!” he roared.

	Adrian took his hat off, bowing before her, the rest of the pride following suit as the mermaids trembled.

	Because Elara…

	Elara had raised the dead.
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Chapter Fifty-Two

	 

	Cold silver light flooded Elara’s body. For a moment she drowned in it, clutching and gasping, and then…there was only light.

	Her magick worked of its own free will, spiralling out from her like a living beast, writhing and obliterating anything in its path.

	The human part of Elara, that small kernel that existed now that this titaness’s powers had awoken, watched in awe at how easily the moonlight cut down her enemies. The mermaids who’d had her in their clutches only moments ago turned to floating ash.

	She turned around slowly, surveying her surroundings.

	The corpses she had animated dragged themselves across the husk of the ship, its timber rotten and smelling of damp and sea salt.

	None spoke, and yet, she heard the clutter of their voices in her head, the dead whispering to her.

	“Our queen, our queen, our queen,” they chanted. The mortal Elara wanted to stagger back, wanted to vomit at what she had just awoken. And yet her moonlight wrestled for control, that primal force keeping her back iron straight, her eyes unflinching.

	“You’re awake,” they whispered. “We’re so happy you’re awake.”

	Elara forced herself to breathe, understood that resisting her magick now was the surest way to death. She allowed it, received the churning silver within her, the death powers with it.

	The voices began to wash over her, lulling her.

	“What would you have us do, queen? Should we kill them? Should we kill them all? Kill them, kill them, kill them,” they echoed.

	Elara opened her eyes then.

	“The mermaids,” she whispered. “Those who touched my soulmate first. Then Scorpius. And his beast.”

	Hisses of laughter skated over her skin as the captain—one-eyed and flesh stripped to the bone—bowed to her before wordlessly issuing orders, the crew seeming to know instinctually what to do.

	She scanned the sea, seeing Enzo jumping and waving from the enemy ship as gold light burst from him.

	She smiled with relief. Her Sun, who wasn’t horrified like the green-faced Adrian next to him. And was blissfully alive.

	She felt her ship lurch and turned.

	Scorpius’s amusement had been replaced by wrath as he urged his monster on, riding atop it across the waves as its tentacles punched holes into the shipwreck. More tentacles slithered back to the Svetan ship where her family lay vulnerable.

	“Crew.”

	The dead around her stopped what they were doing, all turning to her expectantly. She fought back a shiver at how easily she’d been able to command them. “I need half of you to get onto that ship,” she commanded, pointing to the Svetan ship. “Protect them at all costs.”

	And with merely a bow, half of the crew peeled off, swinging from the ropes and tumbling to the enemy ship.

	A blast resounded as Scorpius’s starlight took aim at her.

	She turned and ducked, seeing an arm thrown across the deck as Scorpius’s starlight cut it clean off, looking in horror at the walking corpse it had belonged to.

	And yet the dead sailor continued on, unfazed, as he went to load his bow and arrows with one hand.

	“What is this?” she whispered, looking at her own hands as she stayed crouched.

	Without any more time to deliberate, her magick swamped her again, scaling out onto the deck and into the ocean.

	“More,” it begged her. “More, more, more.”

	She looked around, knowing that the shipwreck she found herself on was only just remaining afloat.

	She regarded the beast writhing as it tried to flick off the dead now swarming it with their weapons. She saw the mermaids beyond being killed ruthlessly, the dead merely a blur of bones as they hacked down the living. They all carried her death power within them, each chipping away at the enemy before them.

	Elara knew she couldn’t kill Scorpius alone. But his pet, his mermaids—that she could do.

	“I need to get onto that ship,” she murmured to herself, and as she watched the rest of her crew leave, she took a deep breath, winding one of the ropes in one hand, and swung to the Svetan ship herself.

	She landed surefooted, to utter pandemonium.

	Bodies were strewn across the deck from Enzo, Isra, and Adrian’s culling early, small fires still burning.

	She noticed a few enemy survivors cowering in the corner of the ship, voices hoarse as they begged the dead to forsake them. The dead did not listen, instead wielding ancient curved swords or barnacle-encrusted knives as they gutted them swiftly.

	The mermaids fared no better, twitching tails cleaved from bodies as, in death, they returned to their natural state. They fought viciously, using tooth and claw, but they were no match against something already dead.

	The beast within Elara inhaled deeply, the scent of fresh blood sweet perfume to her.

	Scorpius was still in the ocean, his beast wrecking the Svetan ship, trying to latch onto anything to upend it and send them all to their watery deaths.

	Elara whistled, and her crew stood to attention.

	“The beast,” she said, and they nodded as one. They began to swarm the tentacles, clambering up them as though they were ropes. She heard the beast roar as it tried to shake them off, any dead flung to the ocean simply climbing back up the sides of the ship to try once more.

	Elara walked forward, seeing Enzo ahead, still lancing fire at the beast and Scorpius atop it. He turned and did a double take as he saw her next to him, wrapping her into a bone-crushing embrace as his other hand continued to punch fire out.

	“Don’t you ever leave me again,” he said roughly.

	“I’m sorry, my love. I can’t promise that.”

	She kissed him hard before turning, only one goal in mind as she observed the mammoth before her. It had been their mistake to attack the tentacles, each one only reforming and growing. It was the head of the beast that she needed.

	She looked around to the dead bodies littering the deck. Her dead were still hacking at the corpses, though there was not a living being in sight, save for themselves.

	She nodded, flaring her moonlight and focusing on spooling it back to her. The dead had served their purpose, had bowed before their queen. And now, she would let them rest once more.

	“Sleep,” she commanded as the silver reached out to the skeletal figures. They all turned to their queen as one, heads bowed. “Sleep,” she said again, and they skittered to the sides, walking off the ship’s edges with eery grace. And with a sigh, Elara sent them back to their watery graves.

	She turned back to their last threat, an emptiness striking in her chest as she watched her subjects disappear. She strolled forward, using her emptiness as fuel, as a tentacle slithered towards her, Scorpius still controlling it.

	She didn’t flinch as the tentacle wrapped around her, allowing it to pick her up off the ground.

	Leo was shouting in alarm, the others trying to attack the tentacle, and Enzo… Enzo hadn’t moved, or spoken, his eyes fixed on hers as she looked back once before focusing on the monster in front of her.

	Her arms were wrapped tightly by her sides as she rose past even Scorpius, a sneer on his face as he let her be led to her death, the god still focusing on killing Enzo below.

	Elara was utterly calm as the beast raised her to a slitted eye, yellow and reptilian.

	And as its cavernous, fanged maw opened, ready to devour her whole, she pressed her lips gently to the space between its eyes.

	Moonlight sighed out of her, finally, finally given another release, as it coated the beast. One last wail pierced the air, as well as a cry from Scorpius, and the beast crumbled, leaving the Star falling through the air and right into the waiting arms of her pride.
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Chapter Fifty-Three

	 

	Elara fell through the air herself, landing moments after Scorpius, the Star already hauling himself up. Her body slammed onto the deck, and Adrian heard her moan as Enzo rushed to her.

	The Star arced his trident through the air in one fell swoop, pointing to Adrian.

	“You?” he snarled, peering closer at the pirate on the verge of passing out. Isra supported him as Adrian’s face blanched. “After all this time. It makes sense that you’d have found each other.”

	“What?” Enzo hissed, stroking Elara’s hair as Leo handed him another sword.

	Adrian gave a strangled cry before launching at the Star. An unrivalled fury rippled through him—anything he had ever felt before paled in comparison—as every muscle in his body begged to kill the god before him. Adrian was no longer a man as he wielded steel and water, cleaving a path to the god and striking against Scorpius’s trident.

	Adrenaline and hatred coursed through him as Scorpius fought back. This Star was the reason he was exiled. The reason he couldn’t see his family or touch the damn ocean. All because the god had been threatened by his powers. It was his beast that had branded Adrian with the tentacle across his chest and arm, a scar that would haunt the pirate forever.

	No, this… This was personal.

	He bared his teeth like an animal as power flooded through him, cool and blue, urging and replenishing him. He suddenly felt invincible as he struck once more, forcing Scorpius onto the defence as he slammed his sword into the trident again and again.

	As he pushed Scorpius towards the edge of the deck, the god wide-eyed at just how much he had underestimated the pirate, he took note of any gap in Scorpius’s shield that he could.

	He couldn’t kill a Star; he knew that. But he had many other ways that he’d make Scorpius pay.

	Scorpius grunted as Adrian slammed his hilt into Scorpius’s right side—the side he left open repeatedly. He nodded in satisfaction as Scorpius hissed in pain, staggering.

	Adrian’s confidence built, as well as his anger, whereas the god was weakening, his blows clumsy and off target.

	Finally, Adrian had him cornered, dodging one of Scorpius’s strikes.

	But he had just fallen right into the trap that Scorpius had laid.

	With a vicious grin, as Adrian crouched low to avoid the blow, Scorpius drove his trident up, up, and straight through Adrian’s eye.

	Adrian howled, clutching it as he crumpled to the floor. He heard Elara cry his name from where she was lying, saw Enzo and Leo curse as they ran forward to help.

	“No,” Adrian croaked. “Stay back.”

	Scorpius hauled himself up by his trident, laughing darkly as it began to glow green, and Adrian roared in pain as his eye throbbed. Blood ran down his cheek, he could feel its sticky warmth. And more than that, his vision had completely vanished, only one eye still open.

	“What is this?” Merissa asked hoarsely as she looked to the churning waters next to Adrian, turning a vivid, sickly green.

	“God of poisons,” Elara hissed as Enzo continued to shield her body.

	A fetid, acidic stench began to waft to them as he saw the silver glimmer of fish bounce in the moonlight, escaping in shoals.

	There was a sharp lurch as the ship keeled, sinking a step into the depths.

	“What’s happening?!” Enzo roared, his light a shield.

	“His poison is eating away at the ship,” Adrian rasped as Scorpius continued to grip his trident.

	“Get the lifeboats,” he heard Leo roar from somewhere, any of his crew still alive and with him shouting and panicking as the ship sank another level. They were but inches above the water, and Adrian knew the moment they touched it that they would all die. He looked around desperately for Santi, seeing his friend crawling towards him, a wound in his side.

	“No,” he croaked. “Santi, leave.”

	Santi shook his head, the stubborn Altalunian continuing on.

	“Santi,” he growled. “That’s a fucking order.”

	Santi shot him a pained look, but Adrian wouldn’t have him anywhere near him. His head rolled back as another shot of pain stabbed through his eye. It felt like Scorpius’s poison was latching onto his very brain. He gave Santi one last threatening look as Santi’s face crumpled. Adrian’s first mate crawled back towards the ship’s edge and the rowboats waiting below.

	“Take me,” Adrian panted after he’d seen Santi safely leave. A deep roiling nausea sweeping over him at Scorpius’s charm. “Leave them all and just take me. It’s me who you really want.”

	“Oh, I will,” Scorpius snarled. “I will tie you to the bottom of your ship and force you to drown and come back to life repeatedly until you know nothing but the water you love so dearly.” Scorpius glanced at Enzo and Elara. “And I’ll take you two as well.”

	Another wave of starlight burst out of Scorpius, and everyone in the vicinity fell to their knees as the poison spread.

	Enzo spat, as though he could force the venom out of his system, lancing light out whip fast. Whatever Enzo’s magick was, it seemed to be the only one immune to Scorpius’s charm. Scorpius cried out as the light seared into his skin.

	“You’ll pay for that,” Scorpius hissed as Enzo pulled his magick back to himself, fury in his eyes.

	Adrian looked around desperately, his vision blackening as his eye latched onto Elara’s. She was looking at him, a strange expression on her pale face, one that looked an awful lot like determination.

	The ship dropped again, and he saw members of his crew fall into the waters, screaming. Adrian screwed his one good eye shut as panic began to drown him.

	“Distract him,” he heard Elara grit out to Enzo, the two sharing a charged look.

	“You know, Scorpius, out of all the gods, I’m guessing you’ve got the smallest dick,” Enzo drawled, pacing closer.

	“What?” Scorpius hissed, halting his trident.

	“You know, a jealous and possessive man… They never have big cocks. If they did, what would they have to be jealous about?”

	Scorpius’s face darkened.

	“I bet you never satisfy Cancia,” he continued, grinning as fire began to bounce from a palm. “I bet that’s why she spends so much time in Altalune. No wonder you’re such a bitter god.”

	Scorpius roared, both pained and angered as he aimed his trident at Enzo, green-blue starlight shining in sickly radiating waves.

	Enzo snorted, flicking a wrist as fire set it alight.

	The ship lurched, and Adrian cried out as it tipped, his body flung to the edge.

	Isra tried to grasp him but fell to the other side.

	He gripped with all of his might onto the netting as it keeled, scrambling to keep his body away from the poisonous water, focusing on not passing out from the pain in his eye.

	“Fire is cleansing. And your weak poison won’t touch me. You see, fire isn’t sly or grudging. It doesn’t seep into the system. It doesn’t have a sting in its fucking tail,” Enzo said, diverting another strike of Scorpius’s light with pure ease.

	Adrian saw movement out of his right eye and realised that Elara was beginning to haul herself along the deck to him as Enzo distracted Scorpius, Leo pulling Merissa and Isra to the rowboats.

	His eye widened as he shook his head, and she only spared him a terrifying look of warning before continuing.

	“Fire does not care who lives or dies. It does not remember what did it wrong. It simply burns,” Enzo finished. And with a smile, the ocean ignited.

	Acrid smoke reached Adrian’s nostrils as Elara continued to inch towards him, Scorpius roaring as his control over the ocean slipped, the poison turning out to be a perfect accelerant for Enzo to set alight.

	The titan was glorious; Adrian couldn’t look away. A burning god, Enzo was, coated in flame and light, moving with the grace of a seasoned warrior as he punched flame after flame into Scorpius’s skin.

	Elara finally reached Adrian, pulling him close. “Adrian, we don’t have much time, and I wish I could explain this better to you, but I need—”

	Her sentence was cut short as Adrian gasped in horror. The ship groaned, Adrian still clinging to its edge, and with a last keening wail, submerged completely into the ocean.
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Chapter Fifty-Four

	 

	“Abandon ship!” Leo yelled, hauling Merissa and Isra over each shoulder as he pounded down the deck. “To the rowboats. Don’t touch the damn water!” He spun. “Elara? Enzo? Run.”

	“Not a fucking chance,” Enzo hissed. “Take Mer and Iz.”

	Leo grimaced before adjusting a screaming Isra, who was pounding against his back and demanding to be put down, and a stricken, silent Merissa, disappearing out of sight.

	“Adrian!” Elara screamed, still clutching onto a solid part of the ship for dear life. The ship was deep in the water now, deck nearly submerged as she hauled herself along. She looked wildly to the burning water and the churning where Adrian had been sucked under.

	She heard Scorpius laugh and turned with a vengeance to the Star.

	“If my poison doesn’t get him, Lorenzo’s fire will,” he rasped.

	Enzo’s onslaught was vicious, fire and light erupting in a symphony against the Star, pushing him and his creature away from the ship.

	“Elara!” Enzo roared. “Follow Leo.”

	“We can’t just leave Adrian,” she cried as the ship shuddered, nearly entirely sunken. There were shrieks all around.

	Enzo’s clothes began to steam, the salt from the poisonous waves already drying on his clothes.

	Her Sun was godly, his eyes shining completely gold as he harnessed his power, fire and light hissing through the air.

	Elara knew that she and Enzo were safe from the water, that Scorpius couldn’t kill two awoken titans that easily. But one who was asleep… She looked back to Adrian’s body disappearing beneath the waves.

	“Shit,” she snarled, scrambling to the edge, taking a few readying breaths.

	“El, what are you doing?” Enzo managed to shout above the din, sparing her a glance.

	It cost him a lash, a ray of starlight slicing his cheek as it whirred past. He cursed.

	“Being the only person here with common sense,” Elara shouted back.

	She gritted her teeth, hauling her body and ducking as a wave rocked over her.

	Adrian’s blue hair finally bobbed out of the sickly waves, and she muttered up a prayer as she saw how ravaged his face was, the beauty marred by blood and a thick cut that slashed from brow to cheek. She scaled the ship, seeing the last rowboat tied beneath, Leo rowing furiously ahead, and launched herself into her own.

	Her ankles jarred as she sank into the rowboat, the swirling waters nearly capsizing it.

	She saw Adrian’s body again, the current pushing it out, as though the ocean itself was rebelling against Scorpius, hurrying Adrian away from the Star.

	She took a deep breath before setting her jaw and picking up two oars, setting a brutal pace as she chased after Adrian.

	The ocean was a graveyard. Everywhere she turned dead, bloated bodies floated, the poison having taken hold instantly.

	She swallowed bile as her oar touched the corpse of a member of Adrian’s crew, recognising the man as she tried to manoeuvre her way through.

	Adrian was paces ahead, his body limp as the current continued to hurry him along. It was fascinating, his command over the ocean. And Elara knew, with the same intuition that had known Enzo was her soulmate, that she had to save him.

	She winced as she hit another dead body, trying to balance her rowboat against the whirlpool Scorpius had managed to conjure.

	And then to her utter shock, a mermaid’s tail whipped past her, pale blue and glimmering as it flicked out and back into the water, seeming to chase Adrian’s drowning form.

	“I thought I’d killed you all,” she snarled as she gave chase.
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	Adrian had never felt pain like this. His eye lanced with it, spreading down his face in fiery rivulets. The minute his skin had come into contact with Scorpius’s charm, it had flooded him with poison, a burning racking his body.

	What an irony, he thought to himself as he tried to scream out in pain. That the ocean he loved so much was what would kill him.

	A wave engulfed him, and he tried to fight, but the poison was swirling in his veins, Scorpius’s charm taking and taking, furious in its power.

	The last thing he had heard was Elara scream his name before the pain had taken over.

	He tried to kick out, one last desperate attempt at living, but the poison was too ferocious, too evil, and with a soundless scream, Adrian sank beneath.

	It was cold and dark in the depths of the ocean, and he heard a haunting voice singing as he tried to stir. Was he dead? Was this the locker that as a pirate he’d been promised in death? He tried to kick out but felt arms around him. He struggled, but the singing continued as the clean scent of oceanflower wafted to him.

	The form behind him was definitely female. He could feel her curves beneath him, the song she was singing so achingly beautiful.

	The lancing pain within him was abating, as though her very words were carrying the pain along and out of him.

	He tried to move again, to turn around, but her grip was a vice as he felt himself continue to be dragged up, up, and upwards.

	Moonlight.

	It broke over him, fresh air wrapping around him like a balm as the woman behind him continued to sing. He felt the pain abating as she sang and wished he could speak, wished he could open his eyes.

	He was suddenly aware of the lower part of his body, what the backs of his legs were brushing against. Something cool and smooth.

	A…tail?

	Holy gods, it was a mermaid.

	He really struggled then, kicking out.

	“Stop fighting,” the voice finally murmured, and he knew the cadence of it instantly.

	“Oceanne?”

	“You’re going to be okay,” she replied, and her voice seemed to break. Gods, he was in her arms, and all he wanted to do was turn around, but the pain was too much. The pain relief vanished for a moment, replaced with such intense agony that his eye rolled back.

	He heard Oceanne curse, the speed at which they swam increasing as she pushed off something.

	“Stay with me, Adrian,” she whispered in that beautiful voice, and his eyes flickered. He saw a glimpse of silver hair and luminous skin, the edge of her profile flashing.

	She was beautiful.

	He could barely see her face, but that one glimpse of the pout of her lips and furrowed brow was enough and told him everything he had already guessed.

	“Oceanne,” he tried to croak.

	“Hush,” she whispered as his eyes fluttered closed again. “Rest.”

	As though her voice was a command, his body instantly relaxed against her, the pain in his eye easing as they floated, he prayed, to salvation.
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	Elara gritted her teeth against the stitch in her side. She heard Enzo roar to her in the background, still fighting against Scorpius.

	She shook all thoughts from her mind, focusing instead on where Adrian’s body had disappeared below the waves. She rowed towards the spot with a vengeance, the patch of water darker there.

	Flames licked her, running along the surface of the water, but they didn’t hurt her, Enzo’s powers in complete control as they washed over her, attempting to comfort her.

	She raised her oars when she reached the right spot and peered over the boat. She couldn’t see a damn thing, not even a stream of bubbles. She readied herself. Gods, she really didn’t want to swim in this water again, especially not with Scorpius’s poison running rife.

	Just as she began to summon the strength, squeezing her eyes shut as she bent in a crouching position, she felt a hand at her throat.

	Elara stilled as the scent of oceanflower overpowered her, and she was dragged back into the boat.

	“Save him, Moon” a feminine voice snarled in her ear, one familiar, but Elara could not place it.

	She struggled, trying to turn to see her captor, but the woman’s grip was vice-like, sharpened nails pressing against her throat.

	“Who are you?” she hissed, thrashing.

	She was finally released, pushed forward, stumbling as she felt the weight of the boat dip.

	When she turned, Adrian’s body was slumped on the rowboat, the pirate groaning. She spun around and saw the flick of a silver tail as it disappeared under the waves, the only sign that anyone had been there at all.

	“Benevolent mermaids?” she wheezed to herself. “What else is fucking new?”

	She gritted her teeth, looking around one last time wildly as she began to haul them both back towards Enzo, praying that the plan she was forming in her mind would work.
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Chapter Fifty-Five

	 

	Enzo would not let up as he lashed his magick at Scorpius again and again. The god’s charm was doing nothing to him, and it was something he’d explore at a later date. For now though, he didn’t feel even a wave of sickness as he distracted Scorpius, trying to push the god off the sinking ship.

	“You were always too arrogant,” Scorpius hissed as he struck out with his trident. “Even as the Sun.”

	Enzo yawned as he sidestepped it before slamming the flat blade of his sword into the star’s shoulder. Scorpius cried out in pain.

	“Sounds like I had every right to be if this is how all the Stars fight,” Enzo replied.

	Scorpius’s face contorted as he shook his head. “You will never be our king. We will never accept you.”

	“Good. That means I can pluck each of you from the sky and kill you as I wanted to.”

	“Perhaps you think yourself a match against us. But against her, oh, you are nothing.”

	“Who? The big bad Dark you’re all obsessed with? Shall I keep a candle on to stave off the shadows?” Enzo mocked.

	“You should have just let us rule,” Scorpius said. “You have no idea what you’ve unearthed. I want you to remember this was your fault. That whatever comes now—you only have yourself to blame.”

	The fear struck deep within Enzo. He knew the Dark was no joke, that it had been a very real threat. But he’d be damned if he let Scorpius see even a glimpse of that fear.

	As Scorpius prattled on, Enzo used the moment to look around, seeing Elara who was waving to him from a rowboat, a slumped Adrian at her feet.

	She was screaming his name, and he looked back at the god, cursing.

	He wanted to end Scorpius himself after what he had seen him to do Adrian. Enzo wished he’d jumped in earlier, but he understood the vendetta Adrian had with Scorpius, that the resentment ran deeper than battle and that it had not been Enzo’s fight.

	Now though, he’d use the best tool at his disposal.

	Enzo drew his arms in a circle, a ring of flames springing up around the god. It was difficult to hold as it was, the Star’s magick battling against his own. He used the last bout of his strength to force the wall high and contain Scorpius, angry starlight flashing through the flames as the Star roared.

	The wall of flames would hold Scorpius, for the time being.

	Then Enzo ran to the ship’s edge, locating his soulmate, before diving into the water.
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	Adrian knew he was dying. The burnout had been too much, magick spent and unable to combat Scorpius’s poison, which wrapped and squeezed around Adrian’s heart. The vision in his good eye blurred while Elara, he guessed, hauled him back to the wreckage of his beloved Starred Siren, also being eaten away by poison.

	A captain always goes down with his ship, a passing thought reminded him, and he could have laughed at the cruel irony.

	For so long he had tried to flee the water, only for it to be the last thing he felt before he died.

	He wished he had the strength to kill Scorpius, to at least hurt the Star before he crossed over. And Oceanne… He wished he’d gotten to kiss her, just once—this female who had piqued an interest in him that he’d thought long withered.

	He heard Elara scream a jumble of words, but it drifted, distorted, to him as the water began to lull him.

	Elara heaved with her oars, and his eye fluttered shut.

	Let the ocean take me, he thought. If any element was going to do it, he was glad that it was his beloved sea.

	He heard the clank of damp wood against wood.

	A panicked voice shouting another’s name.

	A lurch, another body in the boat.

	“Shit.” The murmur of a voice he really fucking disliked. “Are you sure?”

	“Positive,” a smoky voice he did like responded.

	He frowned in his delirium. Positive about what?

	“El, the risk, what if he’s not….”

	Silence, as Adrian lost grasp of the world.

	And then fire, bright and hot, so much that his eye flicked back open again, if only to curse the prick who was causing it.

	Enzo was knelt over him with Elara. “He’s dying,” Enzo whispered.

	Adrian let out a gasping sob then. He was scared, he realised. Scared of what lay beyond. His breathing was laboured as he clutched his chest, Scorpius’s poison oozing out of it, his eye still throbbing

	Elara swore, pressing a hand over his heart. “Adrian, you trust us, don’t you?”

	“What?” he spluttered, coughing blood as he replied. “No, no, I don’t.”

	“Pity,” Elara replied. “You’re going to have to.”

	“What are you doing?”

	Elara glanced at Enzo before pulling out a silver dagger, its hilt gleaming sapphire. 

	“I realised, Enzo, when we discovered what our true powers rule over, that we are the weapon. United. We do not need a shard of duskglass. Our powers alone are enough to stop a Star’s magick.”

	She wrapped her hand around the hilt, Enzo’s hands entwining with hers.

	“I had my suspicions after the ball,” she said to Adrian. “That we’d met before. And I can’t shake that feeling. I felt the same with Enzo. Now, there is only one way to prove you are who I think you are.”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Adrian hissed.

	“You’re certain you possess the Three?” she asked.

	“Positive,” he spluttered. Why was she asking him that?

	He heard Elara breathe a sigh of relief. “Welcome to the club,” she whispered. Enzo set his jaw, wrapping his hand around Elara’s.

	“What does that mean?” Adrian heaved.

	“It means…that I hope I’m right.” 

	The blade plunged into Adrian’s heart as he gasped in shock, his sea blue eye full of betrayal as both sun and moonlight blinded him, and the woman he had thought his friend pushed the blade home to the hilt, her teeth gritted.

	Adrian convulsed, the blade tearing through his heart. The shock rendered him numb so the pain abated for a moment. But then, sure enough, hot agony scorched through him, and he began to scream.

	Elara was looking at him, her brow furrowed, eyes filled with fear. This treacherous bitch. He gritted his teeth, feeling the life slowly leave him with every weakening beat of his heart.

	This wasn’t how he was supposed to go. He was meant to be back home, the sea engulfing him when he left this world.

	His palm was slick with blood as he bunched the fabric of Elara’s dress and yanked her to him with one last bout of strength.

	“Why?” he snarled, the word broken as it passed through his lips.

	Elara’s eyes widened. “Because it’s the only way,” she whispered. “Trust me, Adrian.”

	He heaved, the light slowly dimming, Elara’s face blurring. And just before they closed, Adrian saw one green eye and one blue. And with a sigh, he died.
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Chapter Fifty-Six

	 

	Death wasn’t peaceful, Adrian thought to himself. He had expected darkness, a void, quiet.

	But as he died, Adrian instead saw a blinding blue light. He was within and without, lifted and propelled by this blue force. He squinted, looking around him, both eyes mercifully open. Below him, he saw Elara’s bent head. The bitch had the audacity to weep. Elara. Who had killed him. The nerve. He saw Enzo press his hand to Adrian’s heart. Another treacherous cunt. And then, Adrian was sucked back, spinning and screaming as the blue light became blinding, forcing its way into Adrian’s bones, through his mouth, choking him with its magick.

	What is this, Adrian thought to himself, looking at his arms being coated in blue light.

	And one sentence rang around and around and around his head—one from a fated ball months ago. 

	“Have we met before?”

	It echoed and spiralled around him, Elara’s low voice permeating his very being as he spun and spun and screamed and spun.

	“You’re a titan, Adrian.”

	The voice sounded like Elara’s, but older. Ancient.

	He winced against it, even as he felt water flow through his veins, cooling and cleansing. “No, I’m not,” he whispered.

	The voice grew vicious. “You are. Accept it. Accept your destiny. You were made to balance the world, to gift it seas and rivers. You were made to save people, to cleanse people. You are water itself; you rule the very element. And together, we worked to move the ocean.”

	A pain started in Adrian’s heart, but this time, it was not from the blade. He heard a sob—couldn’t be sure if it was within his mind or something outside of him.

	“Remember, Adrian,” the voice whispered. “Remember.”

	A wave began to grow—he could feel it starting at his toes, rising through his legs, past his stomach. It was too much, too powerful, and he tried to run from it, but his legs were below the water, weighed down. It rose and rose, engulfing him. He tried to breathe, but he was drowning, and drowning and—

	“Fucking hell!”

	Adrian sat bolt upright before falling to his side, retching as the poisonous seawater drowning his lungs heaved out of him.

	It was then that he realised he could still only see out of one eye, and he squeezed it shut again.

	His entire body was shaking as though he’d just been yanked out of a bad dream.

	Breathe, a voice was saying—Elara, he realised. “It worked,” she whispered. “Oh, my gods, it worked.”

	“What’s happening?” Adrian croaked, his heart pounding. His heart. It shouldn’t be beating, and yet…

	He opened his eye and looked down. Impossible. The space where Elara had plunged the blade was smooth, no wound, no scar.

	But wasn’t he—

	“Dying?” A cool voice asked. “Why yes, you were.”

	He forced his gaze up, seeing that he was lying, not in the rowboat, but on the deck of a ship that most definitely wasn’t The Starred Siren.

	“Wh—” He blinked, then blinked again at the amused face looking back.

	“Eli?!”

	Adrian scrambled back as his body continued to vibrate. He felt off-kilter, like at any moment he was about to faint.

	He heard an admonishing murmur before another face appeared. This was a face that he knew.

	He lunged, the room spinning as he wrapped his hands around Elara’s throat.

	“You stabbed me,” he hissed, squeezing.

	Elara’s face remained impassive as she flicked a look to whoever was behind Adrian.

	“I’ll really kill you if you don’t remove those hands right now,” another voice growled in his ear.

	Great. A person he hated even more than the Moon.

	Adrian eased up, turning slowly as Elara smoothed her hair.

	Enzo crossed his arms, a scowl on his face, Eli beside him leaning against the mast of the ship. Adrian had met the god a few times in passing and seen him at the ball, and he still had that arrogant smirk that made Adrian want to punch him.

	“Try,” the Star drawled.

	“Are you in my head?”

	Eli shrugged, pushing himself off the mast. “Someone had to check you were still sound of mind after what you went through.”

	“And what is that?”

	“A rebirth,” a voice said behind him. Isra was there, and he recognised her as the voice who had cursed as he had awoken.

	He sunk back to the floor, registering Leo too, aware that he was surrounded by enemies.

	“We’re not your enemies.”

	“Get out of my fucking head.”

	“It’s annoying when he does that, isn’t it?” Elara said. “Eli, why don’t you help Merissa find the liquor? I think our captain needs a drink.”

	Eli rolled his eyes, strolling along the deck to the cabin and leaving quietly.

	Elara knelt before him and tried to take a hand. He snatched it back instantly.

	“Adrian,” she whispered. “I know you’re scared. I was too. But you’re free now. You’re one of us. You’re the Water. And I’m so happy that you’re alive.”
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Part Three
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Chapter Fifty-Seven

	 

	The water. The sound made so much sense on Elara’s tongue as she spoke it, waiting for Adrian’s reaction. She knew he would be feeling confused, wouldn’t be able to remember his whole story. And yet, she saw the realisation as it took hold, as Adrian truly understood who he was.

	“We’re titans,” she carried on. “A league of gods greater than the Stars, who ruled long before them. You governed water in all its forms—the rivers, the seas, the rain. And you worked with Enzo and I, but me particularly. See, we’re bound, Adrian. The Moon and the Sea.”

	She gingerly took his hand, and this time, she was relieved that he didn’t pull away. Enzo stood at her back, his warmth giving her the strength she needed to finish the story. “There are two more of us waiting out there, locked in mortal bodies. I know it’s a lot to take in. But I promise we will be here every step of the way.”

	Adrian finally lifted his face, scar still deep and swollen from brow to cheek, peeking underneath the patch Merissa had helped fashion for him. The one eye that she could see searched hers with that turquoise that seemed to carry every shade of the ocean.

	“I feel it,” he whispered. “In my bones. Like I’m no longer drowning.”

	Elara nodded. “Your powers will increase. Will expand. You’ll be able to command oceans with merely a thought and make it rain when you’re sad. That’s what Eli said.” She turned to the god for assurance, and Eli nodded.

	A lot lies ahead, but I’m so, so happy that we found you.”

	Adrian sat further up. “And I’m sorry for stabbing you,” she added.

	He laughed then, the sound hoarse, and she nearly sobbed in relief.

	“Does everyone else know?”

	Elara nodded. “I called on Eli after we killed you.” She rubbed the ring on her little finger, ever grateful to have had a constant connection with the god. She didn’t know what they would have done without it.

	“He arrived from Concordia not long after with this ship. The only people on it are the four of us, Merissa, Isra, and Leo.” She waved her hand. “Apparently, it’s magicked.”

	Adrian rubbed at his eye—the one covered by the patch—and Elara saw him still.

	“What’s this?” he said, feeling around it. “A bandage?”

	Elara looked quickly to Merissa, who looked about ready to burst into tears.

	“It’s a patch, Adrian,” Merissa said softly. “I cleaned the wound while you slept as best I could but…” Her lip wobbled. “But we couldn’t save your eye,” Elara finished. “I’m so sorry, Adrian. It was Scorpius’s charm. The poison within that trident ravaged it. You’ll never be able to see out of it again.”

	 

	[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]

	 

	Adrian allowed the news to register, to thud into his chest. “I’ll never be able to see out of it again?” he repeated.

	Elara bit her lip, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry.”

	He let out a long stream of breath, feeling the smooth cloth over his eye once more. Beneath, the wound was no longer aching, as though his titan magick had taken the pain away.

	“Cheer up. You’re a real pirate now,” Isra said, tone light.

	Adrian didn’t laugh. “And where the fuck is Scorpius?” he said instead.

	Elara looked at Enzo who answered.

	“Fucking coward escaped my flames the moment he saw what you really were. The moment he saw you’d awoken. He slipped into the ocean, and we were so busy trying to save you that we couldn’t give chase.”

	“So he’s still alive?” Adrian’s voice was but a growl.

	Elara nodded.

	“Good. Because I want to kill him myself.”

	No one responded though Eli still had that infuriating smirk on his face as he cocked his head.

	Adrian thought about the events he’d missed when he’d been out cold. “Santi? The others? Did they make it?”

	“Santi and a few others got out alive as far as I know,” Elara replied. “Their rowboat got well away from Scorpius.”

	Adrian nodded, swallowing as tears threatened to prick his one good eye.

	“Hey,” she said softly, nudging him. “We’ll find them. All of us will help. You’re part of the pride now.”

	Adrian rolled his eye, shooting a look at Enzo. “Gods,” he groaned. “I’d rather have died.”

	“That’s the spirit!” Elara grinned, pulling him up. “You need to rest, but luckily, you’ll have a few days to do that since we’re changing course. Now that we have Eli, we’ve no need to go to Concordia.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“To Kaos, for reasons Eli says he’ll explain later. Now, I think you need a strong dram of firewhisky and some food.”

	She hauled him up, Adrian swaying slightly on his feet. “Merissa’s started preparing dinner. I’m going to help. Will you be okay by yourself with them all?”

	Adrian nodded. “I lost an eye, fought off a behemoth, a Star, and death. I think I’ll be okay with a few of your friends.”

	Elara patted his cheek. “Rest. I’ll be up soon.”
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	The room was quiet, only the sound of cutlery against plates as Elara ate her fish and potatoes. She’d cooked them well, dashed in rock salt and fried, then seasoned with sun-warmed tomatoes, garlic, and lemon from the stores in Eli’s ship. The meal was so good that she reached for her third piece of bread to mop up the sauce, ignoring the suffocating silence. Her eyes flicked worriedly to Adrian. The pirate had already knocked back a few drinks and seemed to be drinking himself into a depression. It was absolutely understandable. He’d lost an eye and his crew, had newly awoken to an entire life he never knew he’d led. As she went to say something, she heard a bang of cutlery and looked up, Isra standing.

	“Enough of this,” the seer said, yanking the rum out of Adrian’s hands.

	His eye widened. “I was drinking that.”

	“Rum makes you sombre. And you need a distraction.”

	“I’m perfectly fine.”

	Isra threw Elara a desperate look.

	“Erm, yes!” Elara added, standing. “Adrian, now is a time for celebration. You’re alive. You’re a titan. Scorpius ran from you.”

	She glared at Enzo to say something. Her love rolled his eyes, standing too. “A shot of flamespirit will do you good,” he said, walking out of the door to the galley.

	“Really, I’m fine,” Adrian gritted out.

	“Nonsense,” Merissa said, taking up a seat next to him. “Celebrate your wins, Adrian. Even if your losses seem bigger.”

	Perhaps it was a touch of Merissa’s charm lacing through the room, or maybe the pirate just had a soft spot for the glamour because he begrudgingly inclined his head. “Fine. But only one.”

	“That’s the spirit,” Leo grinned as Enzo came back with two bottles of the Kaosian liquor.

	Elara studied Eli, who hadn’t yet said a word. He was fiddling with the knife pendant at his neck, observing the group. When he caught her looking, he raised a brow.

	What? he said into her head.

	Say something nice to Adrian.

	She heard a cold laugh in her head. And why would I do that? He lost an eye? I lost a heart. We all lose things, Elara. He’s not special.

	Elara sighed, threading her hand through Enzo’s as she watched Adrian take a shot of the flamespirit, wincing.

	“That’ll do,” Isra chuckled, knocking one back herself. A comfortable chatter struck up, Merissa making Adrian feel more at ease. Elara adored that about her friend. It was a special kind of magick for Merissa to make anyone feel at ease around her.

	“We need some music,” Elara remarked, standing. “To really commemorate the occasion.”

	“Yes!” Enzo agreed. “Leo and I can play.”

	Leo sprang up. “Any instruments lying around?”

	Adrian looked dubiously between Leo and Enzo. “You’re telling me that two of the most feared warriors in Celestia like to play music?”

	Leo staggered back, a hand on his heart. “Enzo, I’m offended. He thinks us nothing but brainless thugs.”

	“I’m a sculptor you know. Very good with my hands,” Enzo added.

	“I can vouch for that.” Elara smirked. Enzo looked at her and winked, and she felt butterflies flutter in her stomach. Adrian rolled his eyes.

	“And I,” Leo proclaimed, “am a dab hand with a pianoforte.”

	“Yes,” Adrian drawled, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “because the very first thing us pirates think to carry onto a boat is a fucking pianoforte for a Helion warrior to waltz in and play. I must have forgotten mine, what between my ship sinking and coming back from the brink of death as a titan.”

	Eli coughed into his wine.

	“Something funny?” Adrian asked. “Wait, don’t I technically outrank you now that I’m a titan?”

	“Why don’t you find out?” Eli crooned, taking another sip of his wine.

	Elara smiled to herself. “I think I can help with the music.”

	Merissa caught her eye, a gleam in hers. “I’ll get more wine!”

	“Get some more flamespirit while you’re at it. This bottle will be gone between Adrian and I alone. And Elara will start dancing with a swig of that in her,” Isra winked.

	Elara gave her a warning point, allowing herself to be hauled up by Enzo as Leo and Isra cleared the plates.

	Adrian and Eli sat, wary as the group shooed them out of their chairs, pushing the cleared table to one end. Elara hated anyone feeling out of place, and the new titan and the Star perhaps weren’t used to the rest of the group’s ways. She would soon change that.

	With a smile, she hitched her skirts, gracefully stepping from a chair onto the table. “This,” she said, “will be our piano.”

	She felt a thrill of excitement as she waved her hand, casting an illusion over the table. A ledge sprouted, keys tinkling as they fell in black and ivory onto the frame.

	“Holy shit,” Adrian muttered. Eli didn’t look surprised.

	“Now,” she said, perching on the edge of it. “I know this may not be real, but for tonight, I’m going to make you believe it is.” She gave a smile, noticing that Enzo’s gaze was fixed on her as she motioned Leo to sit.

	“Maestro, play us a tune!” she shouted, clapping as Enzo and Isra cheered.

	Merissa barged back in, arms laden with bottles. She uncorked one with her teeth and handed it to Adrian. “Trust me,” she whispered. “I’ve heard Elara’s singing, and this will help.”

	Both Adrian and Eli took a swig, laughing reluctantly as Isra sat cross-legged on the floor. Elara measured her power, allowing it to fuel the illusion, to make the keys real, so that Leo could touch them, make melody sing from thin air.

	“What shall we play, ma belle dame?”

	She pressed a hand to her heart, her mouth open in mock shock. “You learnt Old Asterian for me? I’m so touched.”

	Leo only winked, settling onto the chair pulled before the ‘piano.’

	She thought of a tune, an upbeat ditty she had heard in an Asterian pub once, one she had been far too young to frequent when she had escaped the confines of palace walls. She remembered Sofia being there, chiding Elara for being a timid coward as Elara had stood cloaked by the doorway, refusing an ale from her. Elara brushed off the familiar pang of missing her as she brought the tune to life, holding it in her mind as she began to sing, and Leo, recognising the song, began to play.
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	The hours passed, the group getting drunker and drunker in the small cabin, as they all roared along to each tune Leo played. Elara had jumped off the piano shortly after her terrible rendition of ‘The Lass from Castor,” Eli to her utter shock singing every word along with her.

	This allowed Merissa to fill the space with her sweet voice until the others had gained confidence with their liquor. Elara was sat opposite Enzo, the two trying to force two fingers of Persean vodka into Adrian’s mouth.

	“I can’t do it,” he spluttered. “It’s too strong.”

	“You’re a bloody titan,” Elara roared, mimicking him as she laughed.

	Eli chuckled, and Elara savoured the sound from her new friend. “Don’t be a lily-livered prick, Adrian. Do the shot,” he drawled.

	Adrian groaned as he took the glass from Enzo, knocking it back with a wince. Isra thumped the table behind him. “There we go! Now this is a revel.”

	Elara felt flushed, the wine and the music and the fact her love was alive all casting a light on her darkness from the past weeks, her mood lifting the more she drank. She hadn’t realised quite how down she had been, quite how much she had missed her family being together, until they had all sat here, singing and laughing and just having fun.

	Not a queen or a king or a symbol for war…just seven souls from all walks of life, singing terrible sailor songs together.

	“Now, I’ll teach you one,” Adrian slurred, standing. He stumbled a step as Leo snickered from his seat. “A sea shanty, if you will. Leo, do you know the tune, “The bosom of Hilda?”

	Leo laughed, shaking his head as Adrian shooed him off the piano. Elara looked at Enzo who only shrugged, taking another sip of wine. Adrian cleared his throat.

	“Hilda, my lady, sweet and fair, Hilda, my lady, grace and air. On our marriage night, oh such a fright, did she give me, my wife to be. I laid her down, and gave a frown, seeing her honeypot bare. It shocked me so, that to poor Hilda I crowed, “Good gods your cunt—it’s got no hair!”

	He roared the last part, laughing as Elara chuckled, Merissa in shock and Isra bellowing for more as she rolled on the floor, laughing.

	“I’m a bush man you see!” Adrian shouted to the crowd, arms open as Leo slapped him on the back. Enzo stood then, his steps steady despite what he had drunk, and pushed Adrian off the stool.

	“Perhaps something with a little more elegance now.” He winked as Adrian and Leo booed. “Elara, my love, would you join me?”

	Elara frowned, looking to the others as she pushed herself up. Enzo gestured to the ‘piano’ and hoisted her by her waist. Instantly, she felt fire shoot through her at his touch, that spark so ignited now that she had shrugged off the dread and worry from the past week.

	He sounded the tinkle of an opening tune, and Elara gawped.

	“You can play the piano too?!”

	“Of course I can,” he winked. “I’m from Helios. The arts are in our blood.”

	Isra and Leo nodded as though it was obvious.

	“Now,” he continued, “let me see if I’ve got this right.” His long fingers splayed on the piano, and Elara thought to the way they had felt inside her before the mirror, how she had watched them dip in and out of her. Enzo caught her staring, and his smile was so predatory that she felt she would burst into flames then and there.

	The first chords played out, and Elara’s eyes widened.

	“You didn’t,” she gasped.

	“I did,” he said, kissing her knee through her dress.

	The song was her favourite, one sang by a bard who had visited Asteria—one she had never forgotten. It was now famed throughout Celestia, sung in taverns far and wide, but she always remembered the pure and crooning voice of the first bard who had played it.

	He began. “True that I saw her hair, like the branch of a tree…” Elara nearly fell off the piano. His voice was beautiful, deep and rasping. He nodded at her to continue as she grinned.

	“Willow dancin’ on air before covering me…”

	“Everybody!”

	“Under garden and calicoooos!” Isra shouted.

	Leo and Merissa joined in as Elara sat, mouth agape. “How in Stars’ name do you all know the words?”

	“Elara,” Leo laughed. “You only sing it to yourself every cursed day.”

	The verse continued, voices shouting over each other as they attempted to sing the words, Adrian and Eli chipping in now and then after a swift slap to the back from Isra.

	When the chorus came, Elara stood on the piano, an empty wine bottle in hand, the other clutching her skirts as she sang at the top of her lungs.

	“But that’s not toniiiight!”

	“Woah-oh-oh-oh!” Merissa shouted.

	“And I blink inside,” Enzo sang.

	“Woah-oh-oh-oh!” Leo bellowed as Elara laughed.

	“Your blinding light,” Elara sang to Enzo, serenading him with her wine bottle. He laughed, light bursting from him in response to the cheers of the room.

	“Oh, that’s not tonight,” Adrian sang.

	“Yes, Adrian!” Leo applauded.

	“All the fire bright,” Enzo chimed in, fire rippling from his hands as he fixed his gaze on Elara, his eyes not leaving her even as he continued to play, and the others sang the next line. Then for the crescendo.

	“Elara, what am I?” Enzo yelled above the din, his fingers rising above the keys.

	“Ohhhhh, you’re good to me, oh you’re good to me, hope that you’re good to me, baby!” she sang, a palm cupping his face as he kissed her knee again.

	Isra came by, swinging an arm around Elara and kissing her on the cheek. “The best voice I’ve heard both sides of the Olympian Ocean.”

	Elara pushed her off, snorting as she jumped off the piano. The mood in the room was palpable, for once cheerful, carefree, the world locked out of their small, peaceful cabin.

	“You know what a night like this is missing?” Adrian slurred. “A game of cards…”

	Eli pushed a hand into his pocket, producing a pack. “I always have a deck,” he said, grinning. “How about some gambling too?” He reached into his other pocket but frowned, pulling it out empty. “Damn it. I could have sworn I had a bag of midans in here.”

	“Bare cards it is,” Adrian smirked.

	“Bare cards?” Elara asked.

	Enzo chuckled as Leo groaned. “It’s a variation of your usual betting games. If you lose, you substitute coins with…garments.”

	Isra wolf-whistled, Adrian cackling as he poured himself another rum.

	Elara grinned. “Now this I have to see.”

	“The last time I played this, I was stark bollock naked for four hours,” Leo groaned, rubbing his face as Adrian forced a bottle into his mouth, calling for more rum as they all gathered.

	Elara waved a hand at the piano, turning it back into a table reluctantly as she sat opposite Enzo. She glanced at him, seeing the tell-tale sign that he was tipsy, his eyes a little darker than usual. The last time she had seen him like that had been at the revel by the Helion palace’s waterfall, and her heart ached for those simpler times when they were just two enemies in denial of their feelings for one another.

	“Ready to play Bare Cards, my love?” He gave her a rakish smile as Adrian shuffled the cards expertly and divided them between the group.

	“Are you ready to play?” she retorted. “Because remember, if I lose, you’re going to have to stay sat across the table as I slowly undress.”

	A spark of fire lit Enzo’s eyes. “I hardly think a table is going to stop me if you begin to undress,” he murmured.

	Elara smirked. “I guess we’ll have to see how good your self-discipline is, Lorenzo.”

	He pressed his lips together, smirking as he shook his head.

	“Good lords,” Adrian muttered, horrified.

	“Now I have to point out,” Leo stated, “this is hardly fair. We now have a god amongst us who can read minds. Not to mention that Isra is literally a seer, and Enzo can tell if we’re lying or not. I always lose.”

	“Hence the stark-bollock-nakedness,” Isra explained, nodding sadly. “I saw far too much cock that day. My eyes…Why-oh-why were there not more beautiful women present in that tavern?”

	“I’m pretty sure Isra rinsed her eyes out with white spirits afterwards.” Enzo was trying not to laugh.

	“That man’s…” she grimaced, pulling out her little finger, “that looked green? Scarred me for life.”

	Everyone groaned.

	“Anyway,” Isra added. “We didn’t even cheat that time.”

	“So did.”

	Enzo rolled his eyes. “It’s as though we’re thirteen again.”

	“Except Leo’s not crying,” Isra snickered.

	“I didn’t cry,” Leo hissed. “You cheated and took my sword from me that day.”

	“You definitely shed a tear at having to part with that.” Isra smirked, picking up her cards. “Enzo and I won’t use our magick, we promise.”

	“Eli?” Merissa asked. The god put his cards down, raising a brow at her.

	“You wound me, Merissa. I’m not a cheat.”

	The demi-Star snorted. “Spoken like the god of trickery.”

	Eli gave a wolfish grin. “Elara has played cards with me, and she won.”

	“True!” Elara replied. “Now less sniping, let’s play Bare Cards.”
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	In the first round, Isra lost a shoe, Adrian his hat, and Eli a belt. The turn fell to Enzo.

	“What do you have?” Adrian asked.

	Enzo sighed, throwing his card on the table. “Two chalices.”

	“One item of clothing please!” Adrian crooned, extending a hand.

	Enzo stood, grinning as he lifted his shirt and pulled it over his head. There were howls around the table as he revealed his bare torso, throwing the shirt at Adrian. He flexed his muscles, winking at Elara. “Still grateful for the table?” he purred.

	Elara may as well have been salivating, every nerve ending standing to attention as she saw his beautiful, carved chest in the candlelight—although why she expected anything less from Enzo, she didn’t know.

	“You are insufferable,” Isra moaned, pushing him away from her.

	“I forgot you have the inability to keep a shirt on,” Elara smirked, trying to stop the heat gathering between her legs.

	“Like I told you the last time you mentioned it, you don’t seem to be complaining.” There was an amused challenge in his eye, and Elara understood the game well. He was extending an invitation to her. Who would cave first?

	Adrian looked between the two before brandishing his cutlass, swiping it through the air.

	“What are you doing?” Merissa yelped.

	“Oh, this? This is me cutting the sexual tension in the air with my sword.”

	Leo snorted as Adrian sheathed it. “Anyway, Merissa, I believe it was your turn?”

	And so, it went on until it came to Elara. She looked down at her cards and smirked. She was actually winning. But rather than skip a go, she wanted to make Enzo sweat. With a surreptitious wave of her magick, she illusioned one of her cards. She saw Eli raise a brow and cut him a death stare.

	“Two wands,” she shrugged, throwing the cards on the table.

	Leo jostled Enzo. “Seemed like such a good plan, didn’t it, Enz?”

	Enzo smiled, raising a brow as he took a sip of rum. But Elara could never be outdone, not even as she looked at his gleaming chest. With triumph on her face, she reached beneath the table.

	“Only a shoe, Enzo, don’t worry,” Merissa said. But Elara smirked as she withdrew the silk underwear from beneath her dress and flicked them across the table to Enzo.

	The table jolted beneath her as Enzo lunged forward, sweeping them up before anyone could properly see them.

	“Oh shit,” Adrian laughed, clapping.

	“Something wrong?” Elara asked, pouting. She eased her leg out, stretching it until she felt Enzo’s trousered calf. She ran a foot up it.

	“Nothing at all,” he gritted out as the rest of the table continued to play, Adrian dealing out more cards. Eli rolled his eyes.

	Her smile turned feline as her foot ran up his inseam. “Sure?” she whispered. She saw Enzo’s hand curl around his glass, fire sparking in his eyes as he smiled.

	“Absolutely.”

	Her foot finally found its mark, her body heating with satisfaction as she felt him hard beneath her sole. She traced her foot along the line of him, eliciting a hiss of breath as the world fell away.

	“Positive?”

	“I need some air,” he strangled out, announcing it to the table. “You all play the next round without me.” He gave Elara a pointed look as he stood before walking to the door.

	“I think I’ll join him,” she smiled, smoothing her dress as she followed him outside, a thrill of nerves deep in her stomach.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight

	 

	The ship was anchored by a cove on the coast of Altalune. It had been Eli’s idea, for him to meet them off the coast of Concordia and pass through Altalune to an in-between to Kaos. He still hadn’t told her why they were heading there, and she hadn’t had a moment alone with him to ask.

	But something was wrong, she could tell—the already serious Star even graver than usual behind his drunken demeanour.

	She tried to shake off her worry—an ever-constant thing—and focus on what a lovely night it had been for the group. Spirits from winning their battle were high, and right now Elara wanted nothing more than to just be with her soulmate.

	She took a moment to admire her first view of Altalune as she followed Enzo out onto the deck. The night was dark, the stars clear and the moon above them full and silver. And what lay before her was breathtaking.

	The small cove was discreet, a way for the ocean to meet the rivers that flowed and made up the waterfall kingdom. From where the ship was moored, Elara could see a small expanse of sea that led to a glimmering silver beach, curling around a corner out of sight.

	The waters looked lit from within, iridescent algae in pastel greens and purples glowing. It reminded Elara of Altalunian hair, and she sighed, turning back to the ship where Enzo waited.

	His forearms rested on the ship’s railing as he also looked out, his profile lit by Elara’s heavenly body above.

	Sometimes he looked so beautiful that she had to physically catch her breath, and she took a sweet moment to herself to watch the way his breath rose and fell, a thing she had taken for granted before he had died.

	He looked over to her as she approached, a wide smile on his face. He was rubbing the silk of her underwear between his hands and a thrill raced through her.

	“So I take it I won?” she said. “Shocker.”

	He opened his arms, and she went instantly to him, savouring his warmth and smell.

	He turned her so she was in front of him, enclosed within his arms as the two looked out to the landscape.

	“You are a cruel, cruel mistress,” he murmured onto her neck, the hand in front of her rubbing the silk again.

	“Well, you know how much I hate losing.”

	He pushed her underwear down, pointing to the landscape in front of them.

	“I’ve never been to Altalune,” Enzo murmured.

	“That makes two of us,” she replied as his breath prickled at her skin.

	Enzo’s hands wrapped around her waist, pressing her even further into his bare chest. She could hear his heart thudding against her back, her love so very alive.

	“What do you say we go and explore a little?” The suggestion laced his question.

	Elara hesitated. Now was the time. If they left the ship, she would have no excuse, nothing to distract her or hide herself from Enzo. The moment they set foot on a rowboat, she would have to tell him the truth. The truth of the bargain she made with Ariete.

	“Perhaps we shouldn’t leave them all,” she said, nodding back to the cabin where she could hear foul curses from Adrian and laughs from the others.

	“Elara,” Enzo said, “we’re getting off this ship right now.”

	She gulped, looking back to the safety of the deck.

	“We finally have a moment to ourselves, and I do not intend to waste it,” Enzo murmured. He ran his nose down the column of her neck, and she gripped on to the railing as every nerve ending rippled with fire.

	Elara let out a soft moan against her will.

	“I think we need to leave now, if you have any hope of not being spread upon this deck for me,” he said.

	Elara’s eyes fluttered shut, her body taking over, giving in to her desire. “We can’t venture far.”

	“The beach will be far enough.” There was a desperation to his tone that turned it harsh, and Elara nearly swooned at the sound of being so wanted.

	Enzo dragged her below deck to a rowboat, catching the din of the others still in the cabin. She could hear Isra cursing at Eli and Adrian laughing, the others murmuring, and she thanked the heavens for bringing the people she loved together, if only for this one perfect night.

	Enzo quietly picked up the oars, loosening the rope tying it to the ship, and after he helped Elara in and she settled, he began rowing towards the cove.
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	It was even more breathtaking the closer they rowed to it. Elara looked below, her jaw slackening as she saw the shimmering water. It looked like it held sunsets within it, every colour of the rainbow shimmering and darting around her. She dipped a finger in, the water surprisingly warm. When she pulled it away, she became even more shocked.

	“Look Enzo,” she whispered. Her hand was coated in the shimmer, shining iridescently in the moonlight as though she had been dipped in sugardust.

	“Beautiful,” Enzo murmured, but he was looking at her.

	She smiled, eyes softening.

	“Come here,” he murmured. “I need you close.”

	Elara was careful not to upset the boat as she stood, gingerly taking a few steps towards him. Her heart drummed faster the closer they got to the shore, the impending truth on the tip of her tongue. But with it, confusing her anxiety, was desire, flooding through her at the concept that tonight might finally be the night that she got to make love to her soulmate once more.

	Enzo nodded impatiently to his lap, and she gave a hum of contentment as she straddled him, wrapping her legs around him and nestling in.

	And at that point, she realised she still had no underwear on.

	The boat rocked, and she gasped as she slid over his crotch, the rough fabric between them rubbing right against her centre.

	Enzo gave a small groan as he continued rowing.

	She rocked again and sucked in a breath as Enzo nestled his face into her neck.

	“I’m so fucking happy you’re not wearing anything beneath that dress,” he whispered.

	“Why?” she breathed.

	“Because I want you nice and wet for when we reach land,” he said, tilting his pelvis up as the boat rocked again and Elara moaned.

	“This boat is far too cramped for me to splay you out and do everything I’ve been dreaming of doing to you,” he said. He picked the oars up faster, and she began to grind against him. At first it was due to the motion of the boat, but then, Elara took full control, pushing her hips down over Enzo when the boat rose over a wave.

	“That’s my girl,” Enzo murmured, his powerful arms pumping the oars as he drove his still-clothed hips to meet hers. “Take your pleasure. Wring every ounce of it out of me.”

	His voice was wickedly low, and she felt herself become wet. He licked her neck, and she dropped her head against his, moaning again.

	“I can’t wait to be so deep inside you that I forget my own name,” he said harshly onto her neck. “I can’t wait to taste that beautiful cherry-flavoured cunt and tell it again how much I’ve missed it.”

	Elara swore as she ground against him, her hips finding their own rhythm against his as the water jolted them back and forth.

	“You love it when I tell you how much I need you, don’t you, princess? I bet if I took my hand off this oar and checked, you’d be soaked for me, wouldn’t you? All because of my mouth, and it’s not even on you yet.”

	Elara nodded, biting into his shoulder. “You could make me come with a glance,” she breathed.

	Enzo chuckled darkly, the sound arrogant and so, so arousing. “Yes, I fucking could.”

	The friction was exquisite, Enzo a master with words as he kept murmuring to her the promises of what he would do to her body and soul the moment they hit land, but she needed to slow down, needed to focus on the truth she’d have to tell him.

	She blinked, furiously trying to focus, and caught on her surroundings. The small cove’s beach glimmered silver, the sand sparkling as it curved around the water. But rather than making for the shoals, Enzo had followed a small path of water that carved between the high walls of the cove until they were around and out of sight of the ship. The narrow pathway was stunning, and her jaw slackened as she saw the glittering water, a lilac-blue, that formed into a small pool, with a waterfall rushing into it, the cove walls still high as it provided shelter from the world.

	She felt the oars still, and took her eyes off the sight, finding Enzo once more.

	He was looking at her, his eyes soft and open. And she knew that now was the time she’d have to admit to him what she’d done.

	“Enzo,” she croaked.

	He tilted his head. “Yes?”

	“There’s something that I need to tell you.”

	He sighed. “I know.”

	Her heart stuttered. “What do you mean you know?”

	Enzo laughed, but it lacked its warmth. Instead, it sounded tired. “El, are you going to try and convince me you’ve been at all yourself these last weeks?”

	“Was it that obvious?”

	“You insult me, princess. Do you not understand that I see you? Know you. When something is even slightly off-kilter within you, I feel it in my soul.”

	Elara closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I know,” she whispered back. “Which is why I can no longer keep this from you. It’s about Ariete. And your tether.”

	She felt Enzo shift in the rowboat, and when she opened her eyes, everything she dreaded was held in his stare. It was burning into her. “Go on,” he said, his voice too calm.

	Elara cleared her throat. “When I was in his dreams, trying to get to your tether…things didn’t go according to plan. And I found myself in a situation with no positive outcome.”

	Enzo’s jaw clenched, and she gulped, barrelling on. “Ariete forced me to fall into a trancehole. And as I was holding on for dear life, trying not to fall into a pit that would rip away my own tether and give me no hope of saving you, he offered me an out.”

	“No,” Enzo growled. “Elara, fuck no. Don’t you dare utter what you’re about to.”

	“I made a bargain with him,” she said. She forced herself to raise her chin as Enzo slammed the heel of his hand into the rowboat’s side.

	“What did you give him, hm? What did he take?” Enzo shouted.

	“My blood—as a promise to grant one favour for him, any favour that he wished.”

	Enzo cursed. “Elara, you’re smarter than that!” he cried. “For me? For my tether? You should have let me die rather than be tied to him!”

	“Let you die?!” Elara’s voice raised. “Enzo, now you insult me. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through to get you back here? The things I’ve had to see? And now you talk as though your life means nothing at all?”

	“Yes, I do have an idea of what you’ve been through,” Enzo snarled. “After all, while you were in the world of the living, I was being tortured daily just for existing, alone, on the brink of death.”

	“So now we’re arguing about who suffered more?!” Elara cried.

	“No, we’re arguing about the fact that you fucking hid this from me, Elara! And created a blood bargain with a god who can now call upon you for any kind of favour he wishes. What if his wish is for you to give him your power?”

	“I would do it,” Elara replied.

	“What if his wish is for you to leave with him tomorrow to Perses?”

	Elara closed her eyes. “I would do it.”

	Enzo’s laugh was cold. “What if his wish is for you to live in unending pain and torture?”

	“I would do it,” she screamed. “I would do it for you! Don’t you see? I would have died for you. Given my life so that you could live.”

	“And that is exactly the problem,” Enzo roared. “Because I would rather die than see you in any kind of pain or sadness. And now I have to hear that the most evil of gods, the god of war and wrath himself, has control over a part of you. He could ask for any sick and twisted favour he wished, and you would have to oblige.”

	Enzo’s chest was heaving, his eyes alight. Elara’s jaw was clenched as she tried to hold back tears, her throat thick with the want to sob. She raised her chin even further as her lip trembled, holding Enzo’s gaze, magick crackling off them both.

	“It is worth it,” she finally replied. “It was all worth it, to have you with me now.”

	Enzo closed his eyes, a shaky breath leaving him. “Gods, Elara,” he gritted out. “You just—”

	“What?” she snapped.

	He sank to his knees, the boat rocking gently.

	“You make me so…” The muscles in his neck strained as he clenched his teeth.

	“What?” she asked again, more softly.

	He shuffled towards her, so tall that while kneeling he still looked down on her.

	“You drive me fucking insane,” he snarled before crushing his mouth to hers.

	Elara met his ferocity instantly with her own, so angry, yet so relieved, that her passion was alight in her veins as she kissed him back. Enzo let out a hiss of frustration, pushing his tongue further into her mouth, as though he wasn’t deeply enough entwined with her. His hand wrapped in her hair and pulled tightly as he devoured her with his lips.

	Elara was shaking from head to toe with adrenaline, anger, desire, she didn’t know.

	She shoved him away for a moment, blinking her desire away. “I’m still angry with you,” she hissed.

	“So am I,” Enzo replied. “What are you going to do about it, angel?”

	She hated herself for how easily the nickname softened her. Enzo’s lips quirked slightly before pulling back into a scowl.

	Elara pushed herself forwards so Enzo had no choice but to back up. And then, with a small smile of her own, she shoved his chest again, hard, and watched him go overboard.

	Enzo went careening, falling into the warm rock pool. He came up spluttering moments later, curls plastered to his forehead, and Elara smiled against her will. Enzo’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, Ariete’s favour is going to be nothing compared to what I’ll do to you now.”

	And Enzo reached for Elara’s dress and yanked her into the water too.

	Elara shrieked as she went under, clawing herself up Enzo as she broke the surface, hanging on to him. He kept them both afloat as she shouted out every curse that she knew.

	“You done?” he asked.

	“No. You?”

	“No. I’m still angry with you. But I love you.”

	“I love you too,” she snapped, and with a moan, Enzo’s lips found hers again.

	He moved her, swimming them both through the natural pool until she felt something hard at her back. It was a flat lower ledge of the waterfall, the water running off it into the deep pool they were currently in. Enzo hoisted her up so she sat on the shelf of the slick rock, peering up at her beneath his curls.

	“Elara, I’m furious with you for putting yourself at risk for me. But I don’t want the first time we make love since I awoke to be tarnished with this.”

	“Then maybe we shouldn’t,” Elara said, folding her arms.

	Enzo scoffed. “Oh, trust me, princess. We’re making love.”

	Elara smiled against her will. “I don’t want this to be tarnished either.” She looked to the skies. “I’m sorry. For not telling you sooner. But not for bargaining with Ariete. I’d do it again if it meant having you here. Alive.”

	“Heavenly Stars and all that is holy,” Enzo muttered. “Fine. Then you can’t expect me to be okay with it, though I’m grateful that you risked everything to save me.”

	“Fine,” she replied.

	Tension rose and fizzled as they stared at one another, Enzo’s arms coming to rest on the ledge, his thumb scraping her outer thigh.

	Elara gulped, zoning in on his touch as it trailed along the wet fabric to her inner thigh.

	She gathered the hem, but Enzo’s hand reached out to stop her.

	“Wait,” he murmured. “I just want to…” he let out a shaky breath, “savour this.”

	Elara’s brow softened as she nodded.

	Enzo reached beneath the water, and she saw him shift as he pulled his sodden trousers off, throwing them onto the ledge beside her. She looked down into the water but could see nothing and sighed in desperation.

	“Still haven’t learned any patience after all this time,” he teased.

	“Can you blame me,” she breathed. “Look at you.”

	Enzo smirked, his arm working as he gripped himself beneath the surface and Elara let out a growl of frustration. Enzo chuckled, reaching to cup her face with a hand, the other threading through her hair.

	“I miss you,” he said, pushing his torso between her legs as he kissed her neck. “I miss you even when you’re right beside me. How is that possible?”

	Elara pressed her hand gently to his heart as he kissed her brow next. Her entire being shuddered at the soft brush of his lips. “Because our hearts have been bound since the moment we both took our first breath. Because this is the kind of love few ever get to experience. Because you’re the other half to my soul.”

	Enzo dipped his head and caught her lips, tasting the word she’d given him. It was a soft languorous kiss, as though he had all the time in the world to relearn every inch of her mouth.

	Elara kissed him back, the taste of him a heady drug, the warm water lapping at them both.

	Finally, Elara pulled away, if only to admire him yet again.

	His eyes were heavy-lidded, the gold of them smoky.

	“You’re shining, El,” he whispered.

	She looked down at herself and saw that indeed she was, silver rippling off her skin. It danced towards the water in her lap, where it swirled and mixed with the iridescent waters.

	When she looked back, Enzo was still staring at her, his gaze so intense that she could viscerally feel it.

	“How did I get so lucky, hm?”

	“I’m the lucky one,” she whispered back. “I thought love like yours existed only in the books I read. Yet here you are.”

	He brought her face to his lips again and kissed each eyelid, so reverently that she could have wept. “Here I am,” he whispered. “Finally, back where I belong. Finally home.”

	He brushed the sleeve of her dress softly, tugging it down so a shoulder was exposed. Elara shivered, the tantalising pace that he had set making her positively vibrate with want.

	“Every inch, Elara. I’m going to worship every inch of you,” he reminded her before pressing his lips to her collarbone.

	She let out a soft moan.

	“Don’t,” he said onto her skin. “Or I will lose the barely reined control I have. And I want to make good on my promise.”

	She bit her lip as Enzo did the same thing with her other sleeve, peppering kisses over her shoulder and collarbone.

	Then with a twitch of his lips, he pushed her dress further down.

	Her breasts were now exposed, the air playing over them and Enzo’s stare pebbling her nipples.

	A rumble caught low in his throat then as his mouth skimmed down her chest before taking a nipple between his teeth.

	Elara arched her back at the sensation, water splashing around them as she gasped. Enzo took her other breast in his hand, kneading it, his thumb brushing back and forth over her nipple as his tongue circled the other, Elara’s pants beginning to fill the night.

	“Your skin tastes like the night,” he murmured, groaning as he sucked hard on her peaked breast, earning a curse from Elara. “Look at how beautiful you are,” he murmured, more to himself than her. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath in as she allowed herself to savour the precious moment, the feel of his mouth on her, the honey that dripped from his words. Reverent. Adoring. Everything that she had admitted she desired, he had listened to. Listened to and given her.

	She swore that she could hear his smile. “My light in the darkness,” he whispered, his mouth finding its way to her lips again. “My beacon calling me home.”

	One of his sure hands splayed against her sternum as the other pushed her dress down to her hips, her navel now bare.

	Enzo took his other hand, both now cinched around her waist as his tongue traced a line from between her breasts to her navel.

	Fire coated every inch of her in his wake, and it was then that Elara realised just how cold her world had been without him, how much she had needed his flames.

	Enzo must have read the desperation in her eyes because with the next push of his hands, Elara’s dress was off her, floating upon the waves. Enzo grasped it with one hand, the other pushing himself up onto the small ledge with Elara.

	With one strong arm he turned them so he was underneath her, and she gasped as she straddled him, feeling his length pushing against her, not a stich of clothing between them.

	“You know,” he drawled, kneading her hips. “I’ve been thinking about how far away you are from your throne with all this travelling. How a queen should never be without one.”

	He gave a wicked smile as he pulled her towards him.

	“I’ve made you a new one for the time being,” he said before lying back in the shallow running water. He gestured to his face. “Sit.”

	“You have got to be joking,” she breathed.

	“Do I look like I am? I want to taste your climax at least twice before I take you. Like I said, princess, I’m dragging out every second of this.”

	Elara’s breathing quickened as she pulled herself further up Enzo. His large hands gripped either side of her waist.

	“Mmm,” he rumbled. “Gods I love your hips.” He sunk his fingers into them, pulling her down over him.

	He looked up at her, pinning her with his stare as she hovered centimetres from his mouth. His grin was rakish. “Let me show you how loyal I am to the crown, my queen.”

	He pulled her down onto him, and she gasped at the new sensation, as his tongue lapped against her. She moved, and then moaned again as the friction against his face reverberated through her.

	“Hold on to me,” he murmured, the vibration of his voice sending shockwaves through her as he continued to feast.

	She obeyed, wrapping her hands in the curls at the back of his head as she let him move her how he wished. She rocked against his tongue, moaning at how good it felt.

	“I will never tire of tasting you,” he murmured before sucking her bud.

	She cried out as he took it between his lips, releasing and sucking again.

	“Oh, gods,” Elara moaned. “Don’t stop”

	Enzo growled underneath her, pushing her hips down further onto him as he continued.

	“You like it when I do this with my mouth?”

	“Oh, my gods, yes,” she breathed, gripping him tighter.

	“Then show me,” he commanded. “Show me how good it feels to ride my face, princess.”

	Elara dropped her head back as she let go completely of any ounce of control or self-consciousness. She ground her hips over him, circling them in figures of eight as Enzo murmured and moaned beneath her, making her all the wetter with his encouragement.

	“Do you not need to breathe?” she panted.

	“I’ll happily drown here,” he laughed back, and she did too. She didn’t think she had ever laughed with a lover before, particularly not in the throes of passion. It had always been taken so seriously, and yet with Enzo—

	All thoughts were driven back out of her head as he flicked his tongue, wielding it expertly as it darted and swirled around every inch of her sex, from slit to bud and back again.

	She swore she started to speak another language, but couldn’t be sure, her pleasure soaring to unreachable heights.

	She was begging, pleading—she didn’t know what for—but Enzo seemed to know, guiding her and murmuring ‘I love you’ over and over as he held her through her climax, her body rocking and shuddering, glowing as her moonlight broke forth over the two, coating their small spot in the water in its shine.

	She thought she’d feel slightly sated, but she needed more. All Enzo had done was awaken a need within her that only he could fill, a desperate agony that she knew could be fixed the moment his body fused with hers.

	Like a woman possessed, she slid down his body, and Enzo’s eyes darkened.

	She hovered over his hips, where his length stood hard and thick, and pressing two hands to his chest, began to slowly rub against the tip of his length.

	“Oh, fuck yes,” he growled. “Are you going to ride my cock, Elara?”

	Elara bit her lip, smiling as she nodded and reached behind her to guide it in.

	She sank onto it an inch, her eyes fluttering shut as she felt the perfection of him slide through her entrance.

	“Fuck,” Enzo moaned, and she opened her eyes to see his head raised, eyes aflame as they watched her hips.

	She rose again, brushing herself back and forth upon him as she watched the way the muscles around his jaw began to tense.

	“Tease,” he bit out.

	“What happened to savouring the moment?” She smirked, pushing herself back on to him and sinking another inch.

	Gods, the way he stretched her, filled her, and she wasn’t even fully seated—the feeling was indescribable.

	“Cruel woman,” he retorted as she pulled herself off again, his hands sinking further into her hips.

	“I suppose I could be a benevolent goddess,” she whispered, and with a twitch of her lips, she pushed herself down onto him until he was sheathed to the hilt.

	“Holy fucking gods,” Enzo gritted out as they both took a moment to adjust, panting heavily. The water ran around them, so warm and pleasant that it only heightened Elara’s pleasure.

	The craving, wailing need within her silenced, that final, final stretch of intimacy met. She was home.

	“Ride me, angel,” Enzo moaned below her. He pinched one of her nipples, and she jerked, causing them both to moan. Slowly, she began to roll her hips, Enzo still so deep inside her.

	“You’re so fucking perfect.” He pushed her hips back and forth with his hands. “Those hips, godsdamn. You’re going to make me come before I’ve even had my way with you. I can see every inch of your body shining for me.”

	He sat up, both hands embracing her, one at the nape of her neck, the other splayed across her lower back.

	“Can see those perfect tits,” he said before dipping his head to take one in his mouth again as Elara continued. “Those perfect lips parted for me. Show me, princess. Show me how much you missed me,” he said as he slipped his tongue into her mouth.

	The kiss was messy, sinful, Enzo fucking her mouth with his tongue as he began to meet her rolls with thrusts of his own. The two formed a perfect rhythm, the friction of their skin sublime as his cock began to stroke her inner walls.

	“Lorenzo,” she purred through their kisses, and his response was between a moan and a growl as he bit her lip, pulling it, then sucking it as though he wanted to devour her whole.

	“That name on those lips.”

	He picked up his pace, driving his hips upwards as every single part of their bodies intertwined, his touch everywhere.

	It was all-consuming, and so right, so fated, as energy began to vibrate from both of them.

	“I’m going to come,” Elara panted, and Enzo let out an animalistic sound as he pounded his hips into her, flipping her so her back was pressed against the ledge. Smooth stone met her, the water cushioning her. She wrapped her legs around Enzo’s waist, holding him close to her as he took her hands and pinned them over her head, the other coming to rub circles around her sensitive bud as he set an unrelenting pace.

	This time, when she climaxed, it was as though a deep part of her, one that she had buried in darkness, was cracking and fissuring out until, with a final scream, it shattered, every part of her open and raw and shining brightly. She surrendered, shaking and shuddering as Enzo continued to move, gentler now, his lips parted as they whispered sweet words against her temple.

	He came, the last thrust of his hips causing a rivulet of flames to rush off him onto her—warm and harmless. She could feel him filling her as he climaxed.

	“More,” he begged raggedly, burying further into her. She grinned, already ready herself as she shifted her hips and opened her legs wider for him. She realised through her half-lidded gaze that he was shining gold, that aether she had seen in her dreamscape driving off him in desperate frissons as it tried to reach her.

	But then she saw his eyes and stilled. His eyes were completely glazed, completely gold, with no sign of an iris or pupil. He looked like…a god.

	“Enzo? Are you okay? Enzo?!”

	But her love couldn’t reply, his face in anguish as his hands reached out to her, his length still embedded deep within her.

	She whipped moonlight out without thinking, holding him as he began to shake.

	She slipped out beneath him, her heart pounding as she pushed him back towards the deeper water.

	“Enzo?!” she asked again, her voice high with panic now.

	She dragged him into it, pushing them off the ledge. Still his eyes burned wholly gold, and she forced her moonlight over him again, willing it to cool him, to wash over him as she dunked him under the surface.

	He emerged spluttering, shaking.

	“What the fuck was that?” she hissed. “Enzo. Enzo?”

	He still couldn’t respond, and she swore, shoving her moonlight into his mouth as she willed it to be gentle, forcing him to submerge in the coolness of her magick, the same way she’d done with her shadows for him in his dreams so long ago.

	His breathing began to even out, his body stilling, and finally his eyes returned to their usual gold and brown.

	Elara stayed treading water, neither of them speaking for a long time.

	Finally, Enzo broke the silence. “I lost control,” he whispered.

	Elara looked at him. “What do you mean?”

	“My powers, I… Elara, I am fucking obsessed with you. Enamored. Something took over me, and I could not break away from you. As though I was sick, and you were my salvation. And then my fire broke forth, and the sunlight filled me, and I just lost all hold and grip on anything that wasn’t you.”

	The words softened and melted Elara, would have continued to for she understood this need he spoke of, so great and overwhelming that it was an effort just to keep her head above it, to not sink into oblivion with him. It would have…if he had not uttered the last words.

	“Enzo, what do you mean that you lost all hold and grip on anything that wasn’t me?”

	He put a hand over his eyes, sighing. “It was like… I was floating, and you were my tie to reality. Like the only way back to myself was through you.”

	“Oh gods,” she whispered.

	“What, El?”

	“I think… Oh fuck. We need to get back to the ship.”

	She snatched her dress up from the ledge, throwing the sopping wet fabric over her as she swam back to the rowboat. The conclusion her mind was forming was something she was already attempting to deny.

	Enzo was hurriedly swimming after her with his trousers in one hand.

	“Elara,” he called.

	“Just wait, my love. We need to speak to Eli or Isra.”

	She hauled herself into the boat, Enzo behind her as he got in and hurriedly pulled his trousers back on. She leaned forward, kissing him soundly on the lips. “Whatever that was, we’re going to get answers now.”

	Enzo flared his flames to life, fanning her with their heat until she was dry before picking up the oars.

	And with another deep kiss, Enzo began to row them back to the ship.
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Chapter Fifty-Nine

	 

	Adrian took another swig of flamespirit as he walked out onto the deck of the ship.

	He was absolutely plastered.

	And no one could blame him either. He had died today, lost an eye. He staggered, blaming it on his depth perception, and not the litres of alcohol now swimming through his bloodstream.

	On top of all of that, he had discovered that he was a bloody titan? A whole case of flamespirit wouldn’t have been enough to run the edge off that. But for the moment, he was content. He felt powerful, free. And more than all that, fortunate.

	There were so many questions he wanted answered—things he needed to ask Elara, Enzo, and Eli. It was Elara he’d come out to look for, though she and Enzo were nowhere to be seen.

	He sighed, observing the ship around him. It was a beauty. Larger than the Starred Siren. Newer. Sleeker. But gods, did he miss his old girl. Grief lodged in his heart as he thought of his crew—the ones who hadn’t made it out of battle alive. He raised his tankard to the ship’s wheel—locked for the night, but otherwise magicked according to Eli—and sent out a prayer to his lost friends.

	It was then that he saw something gleaming off the moonlight that shone across the deck. He squinted, crossing the deck and seeing, to his utter surprise, a pearl.

	He’d forgotten for a moment about Oceanne with everything that had taken place. But that mermaid… She had saved him. He had felt her, even caught a glimpse of her. But how in the world had she found him on this ship?

	He picked the pearl up, turning it in his hand.

	“Hello?” he called out.

	He waited a minute, the glittering waters of Altalune quiet in response.

	“Hello, pirate,” a clear voice finally called up.

	“Oceanne,” Adrian breathed.

	He’d forgotten, in the chaos of the last day, that he’d set a date with her. And he’d never dreamed she’d find him on Eli’s ship.

	He could still recall her scent from earlier, the glimpse of her profile. He had not forgotten that she had saved him.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked into the darkness.

	“I had to make sure you were all right,” came the response. Adrian smiled, resting his elbows on the ship’s side.

	“I’m as well as I can be. Thanks to you.”

	“It was nothing.”

	“You saved my life, Oceanne. That isn’t nothing.” He thought about the churning poisonous waters that had nearly killed him. “Are you all right?”

	“Fine,” she replied. “Though many of my kin were killed in that battle. I mourn them.”

	Adrian stiffened slightly. “You mourn the loss of kin who bow to Scorpius and do his every bid, even if it includes killing innocents?”

	There was a scoff. “I’d hardly call Princess Elara of Asteria and her friends innocent.”

	Adrian narrowed his eyes, looking to the clashing waves. “It’s Queen Elara to you.”

	Another scoff. “Perhaps this was a mistake,” he heard Oceanne mutter. “I should go.”

	“Perhaps you should,” Adrian bit out. His jaw clenched, a bitter feeling churning through him. The sweet mermaid he’d come to know over the past few weeks seemed to have vanished, replaced by a cynic, content to insult his friends.

	There was a silence, and he turned the pearl once more in his hand. He was angry with her for forcing him to quarrel when he’d already seen enough battle to last a lifetime. He sighed, near certain that she must have gone, and pocketed the pearl. As he went to turn, he felt cool hands over his good eye and his patch and stilled.

	“Siren.”

	A tut. “How many times must I tell you I’m not a siren?”

	Adrian made sure not to move a single muscle.

	“What are you doing up here, Oceanne?”

	“I wanted to say sorry. I shouldn’t have taken my anger out on you just then.”

	Adrian sighed as the scent of oceanflower wrapped around him.

	“Perhaps you can show me how sorry you are by letting me see you,” he said, her hand still over his eye.

	“Nice try. I’ll allow you to turn around if you wear this.”

	His every sense heightened as the feeling of silk rubbed against his cheek. He felt it placed over his one good eye and the patch too as she hesitated pulling it taut.

	“Fine,” he replied.

	She knotted it quickly, and he slowly turned around, seeing nothing but darkness.

	A finger traced over his patch through the silk as she murmured, “I think this makes you look even more handsome. Rugged.”

	Her voice… Adrian had never been so aroused by a voice. He wanted to bottle it up and sip it at his leisure, savour every roll of her tongue and purse of her lips.

	“You like a bit of rough?” he purred.

	She chuckled, and he smiled.

	“What?”

	Adrian shook his head. “Your laugh. It’s beautiful.”

	He could hear her smile. “I’m glad you’re blindfolded, or you’d see me blushing.”

	He sighed. He wished he could see her flush, see the dusk pink of her blood heating, all because of him.

	He felt her fingers trace the point of his cheekbone, right below the patch. “Does it hurt?” she whispered.

	He shook his head. “Not anymore.”

	“I’m sorry,” she said.

	“For what? You didn’t do this to me.”

	Oceanne was quiet as she threaded a hand through his and led him across the deck and up the small steps towards the ship wheel. Adrian knew this only because he knew the anatomy of a ship as well as his own body. When she stopped, and he felt something at his back, he knew he’d reached the mizzen mast, the thick pole nudging him.

	“Do you think it’s safe for me to be here?” she asked.

	She sounded closer, and he restrained himself from ripping the blindfold off.

	“Queen Elara and King Lorenzo have disappeared to one of the coves. The rest of my friends are passed out from too much kaosian spirit. We’re fine.”

	“Ah yes, you forgot to mention how esteemed the company you keep is.”

	Adrian made an amused sound. “I suppose there’s no hiding it now after what happened today. Elara mentioned something about a benevolent mermaid. I suppose you met her then.”

	Oceanne was close to him; he felt her sigh as it tickled his throat.

	“I dragged you onto her boat,” she said. “You nearly died, Adrian. How are you feeling—really?

	Adrian wasn’t sure how to answer. He was…a Titan. How did one begin to explain that? He knew he didn’t want to yet, just wanted to be a pirate, spending his night very unconventionally with a mermaid.

	“Tired, but fine. I was worried for you. The poison in the waters…”

	“You didn’t need to be. I got away before it managed to touch me. I’m sorry about your ship. The Starred Siren was beautiful.”

	“It was, and I’ll miss her. But I don’t think you’ve climbed aboard this ship to partake in small talk, Oceanne.”

	He heard her hitch of breath.

	“Awfully presumptuous of you. What did you think I came for?”

	He felt her take a step closer.

	Adrian brought a hand up to adjust his blindfold, grinning.

	“I think you came to see if I could put my money where my mouth was after our last ship conversation.”

	There was a wave of fragrance as he felt Oceanne press into him. His cock instantly stood to attention in his trousers, his blood heating.

	“And where would that be?”

	He chuckled. “Clever.”

	“Hm,” was all she replied. And then, gods damn it all, he felt the soft pad of a finger trace down his naked chest—he had Bare Cards to thank for the lack of garments.

	“And how exactly would you do that without your sight?” she crooned. Her mouth must have been inches from his; he could feel her breath fan a cheek.

	“You think I don’t know a woman’s body?” he drawled back. “I could make you come with my eyes closed. In fact,” he smirked, “I’ll prove it.”

	“I’ve found that men who boast of their talents in the bedroom can rarely live up to their own tall tales.”

	“Then tonight is a night for firsts. The first time I seduce a woman with a blindfold on, and the first time you experience what it really means to feel pleasure.”

	He reached a hand out, gripping the nape of her neck with it. His thumb brushed behind her ear, and he felt her shiver.

	With that hand, he pulled her face closer so their lips were a breath apart.

	Her scent was stronger, enveloping his senses, and he bit back a groan.

	He stroked his thumb across her cheek once more, tracing her jaw before it finally came into contact with her bottom lip. He dragged it down, exhaling softly as he felt how full it was.

	“I just know the sight of you would bring me to my knees,” he murmured. He felt her lips stretch in a smile.

	“I’d like to see you on them right now,” she replied.

	Adrian was finding it difficult to keep any composure whatsoever.

	“Are you ready for your views on all men to be proven wrong?”

	“I’m waiting,” she teased.

	Adrian didn’t need his sight to know where she ached, or to know exactly where the centre of her pleasure lay, begging to be touched.

	His hand left her lips, fingers trailing down to her shoulder. To his surprise, he felt no strap, just smooth skin beneath his touch. His hand shifted around the swell of her breast—again, utterly bare.

	“Oceanne,” he groaned. “Are you naked right now?”

	“What did you expect? I came straight from the sea.” Her tone was teasing, and he bit his lip as his hand halted by her hips. To his relief, he felt soft skin taper down, no tail to be found.

	It was as though Oceanne had read his mind as she remarked, “Did you really think I’d come to you in my full mermaid form?” She began to laugh.

	“Stranger things have happened,” he muttered.

	Adrian inclined his head, hands whispering over her skin until he reached her core. She was velvet soft, utterly bare for him, and he let out a moan as his thumb stroked expertly over her.

	She hissed out a breath.

	“I hate to say I told you so…” he said, biting back a smirk.

	In another move his hands were around her, one kneading each buttock as she moaned softly, before he pushed them apart, knowing that it would let the cool sea air play over her sex.

	“Gods,” she whispered. He was off to a good start.

	One hand still wrapped around her back, the other he trailed down her ass until he reached her slick heat.

	She was soaked, and Adrian had to reel in the utter desperation that consumed him to be buried inside her instantaneously. Patience, he chided himself. He had to make good on his promise.

	He felt her rise onto her tiptoes, her stance widening. She was a lot shorter than him, that much he could tell, as he stroked over her sex once more.

	She shuddered against him as he leaned over her, his nose tracing the arch of her neck in the same circles that his fingers began to play on her wet heat.

	“More,” she whispered, and Adrian rumbled his approval as he laced a hand with hers and pulled her to the floor with him.

	He used the mast to his advantage, pushing Oceanne against it as he knelt, hooking her thighs around his shoulders. She was sat above him now, her back to the mast.

	“Shit,” she whispered.

	“I love a woman with a filthy mouth,” he said, grinning as he settled onto his haunches, her weight over him like an anchor. Her smell was even sweeter, his face inches from her cunt now. He felt her squirm.

	“Hold on to the ropes above you,” he murmured.

	“Why?”

	He snickered. “Trust me, you’re going to want to.”

	He parted her thighs wider as they hung over him, and with a barely held back groan, delved into her.

	Fucking. Hell.

	He had never tasted such sweetness in his life.

	He drew his mouth away as he splayed her with two fingers, leaving her bud exposed before blowing on it.

	She jumped, and he heard the sound of rope groaning. So she followed orders then.

	Those two fingers flipped, curling inside her as he pressed his tongue to her once more in tandem, stroking her bud softly with his tongue. He heard her whimper, and he did the same again, this time applying a little more pressure.

	Then Adrian did what he knew caused any woman to roll her eyes back and completely and utterly surrender to him.

	He latched his lips onto her and sucked.

	“Holy fucking gods,” she cursed above him, opening herself wider, the weight of her shifting on his shoulders.

	“That’s it,” he murmured. “Open all the way for me, siren.”

	She was panting as Adrian continued to work her with one hand and his tongue, the other hand coming up to grip her waist. She began to rock against him, her hips rolling as they met every thrust of his fingers and lap of his tongue, and he let out his own moan.

	And just as he could feel her squeeze around him, so close to climax, he snatched his fingers and tongue away, hearing a gasp rip from her.

	Before she could utter another word, he pulled her to the ground with him, manoeuvring her body over his, his back now against the mast once more.

	“Yes,” she breathed.

	“You’re going to have to help me,” he chuckled, wrestling with his trousers.

	He felt Oceanne’s delicate fingers run over his chest before undoing his trousers and pushing them down until his cock sprang free.

	He let out a groan as it was finally released.

	“Shit,” she breathed.

	He grinned. “Surely you guessed it would be big?”

	“You’re arrogant.”

	“With a dick like this, I’m allowed to be,” he crooned, wrapping a fist around it. “Oceanne,” he continued, “remember what I promised you? I’m going to make you come with this blindfold on. Now sit on my cock.”

	He felt two hands plant on his chest as she slowly lowered herself onto him, Adrian guiding himself to her entrance as best he could without his sight.

	“Fucking hell,” he gritted out. She was so warm and wet, tight as she slid down the length of him. He went to grip her hips with his hands, to push her as deep as was humanly possible, but felt hers wrap around his wrists.

	He stilled.

	With a dark laugh, he felt the rope from the mast above them being tied around his wrists so they hung above his head, Oceanne firmly knotting them. Oh gods, Adrian had died and gone to the heavens. He had done some shit in his lifetime, some really depraved shit, but he’d never been tied up. The blood rushing to his length told him that Oceanne was definitely awakening a new desire within him.

	“Now,” he heard her whisper onto his lips, “I’m going to make you come.”

	Her hips rolled on him, and he jerked his arms, every instinct telling him to grab on to every inch of skin he could, but suspended from the ropes like that, he couldn’t.

	“How does it feel, to lose complete control?” he heard Oceanne whisper in that gods-damned siren voice as she continued to ride his cock, each meeting of their hips bringing Adrian closer and closer to the edge.

	“It feels fucking sublime,” Adrian replied roughly. He began to meet her thrusts with his own, his hips pushing up to impale every roll, hitting her deep inner walls. He may not have had use of his hands, but he had his mouth, and when her breasts began to push into his face as she rode him, he grabbed a nipple between his teeth, nipping it.

	Oceanne moaned, the action spurring her on as she began to ride him ferociously, her rhythm stuttering as she became too lost in the pleasure.

	“Now, who’s making who come?” Adrian purred as he used the tension of the ropes above him to pull his hips further up, meeting her demanding pace with his own.

	Nails scratched down his chest at that, one arm slung around his neck as Oceanne bounced up and down on him, taking every inch of pleasure as her own, demanding it from him.

	Adrian ran his tongue up her throat, pulling her lip between his teeth and swirling his tongue lazily around her mouth as they brought each other over the edge.

	He let out a low rumble as he felt Oceanne’s walls squeezing around him, the siren’s moan as she came so intoxicating that he wished he could bathe in it. The sound clawed within him, engulfing him for a moment as her hips stuttered, her nails dug into his chest, and he floated for a moment. Aquamarine light surrounded them, and it must have been his, for he felt so blissfully at peace as she came again and again.

	Then he was brought back down to earth as a terrible pain in his chest seemed to yank him towards her. He gritted his teeth, the strange pain passing as quickly as it came.

	With it, his own release chased him, as though whatever feeling had struck him was the last push towards his climax.

	“Oceanne I’m going to—”

	He felt her push off him, and to his utter disbelief, her mouth wrapped around him as he came, spilling down her throat. She sucked hard, her tongue lapping over his head as his hips rocked into her, the climax so intense that he saw stars. He came and came until there was nothing left, Oceanne continuing to coax him with her tongue.

	Finally, he was done, sagging against his restraints.

	“Holy fucking Stars,” he murmured, his breath ragged.

	He heard a dark chuckle, the sound of Oceanne standing.

	“That was—”

	“Incredible,” he heard Oceanne whisper back, her voice shaking slightly.

	“Oceanne, please let me—” 

	“No,” came the firm reply. “Adrian, you can’t see me. Please. Please let us just have this one thing between us.”

	Adrian sighed. “Then at least stay.”

	He heard the sound of wood clinking—a rowboat returned.

	“Shit,” Oceanne whispered, and he felt a fleeting kiss against his lips, felt the rope suspending his arms being undone. “Tomorrow,” she whispered as she helped pull Adrian’s arms from their tethers. “I’ll return tomorrow.”

	Adrian heard her footsteps, a creak on the gangplank, and Oceanne’s oceanflower scent snatched on the breeze as she disappeared over the side. He wasn’t sure if he imagined the splash of her retreating back to the sea.

	He snatched his blindfold off, looking around wildly for his siren, but saw nothing but the deck as it was before Oceanne had fucked the life out of him. He rubbed his wrists, grinning, as he took a moment to catch his breath, to come back to earth.

	Footsteps sounded, and he swore, pulling his trousers up hurriedly and taking another swig from the discarded bottle of flamespirit beside him to calm his heart.

	Enzo and Elara came into view, and he tried to force composure over himself. How did one who hadn’t been tied up and fucked by a mermaid look? Adrian wasn’t sure.

	As they came closer, the two looked visibly shaken, pale in the moonlight, but it was Elara’s gaze that made him lower his bottle. There was a cool glint of ire in her eyes as she observed him before looking back to the swaying gangplank. Enzo shot her a warning look. She shot him one back.

	Before Adrian could open his mouth to greet them both, Elara cocked her head, her eyes narrowing.

	“Adrian,” she asked, her voice eerily calm, “what the fuck was Cancia doing on this ship?”
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Chapter Sixty

	 

	Adrian let out a laugh. “What?!”

	Elara took two strides towards him. “I asked, what the fuck a Star—the consort of Scorpius—was doing on this ship?”

	“El,” Enzo murmured behind her. She raised a hand out to him.

	“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Elara.”

	Had the Moon been hit on the head in her outing. Cancia?

	But then Adrian stilled. “I’m not a siren or a mermaid,” Oceanne had said on that first night they had spoken. He quickly denied the thought. There was no way in—

	“Adrian, we saw her leave just now. And everyone in the cabin is passed out, so she most definitely wasn’t visiting one of them.”

	“No. No, no, no,” he whispered.

	“You can’t see me,” Oceanne had whispered. And then…silver hair. The glimpse of it he had seen when she was saving him. But many mermaids had silver hair…

	“Adrian, I’m going to need you to say something. Because if it turns out you’re a fucking traitor, who has given our whereabouts to a Star that most definitely isn’t on our side, then I’m going to have to kill you all over again.”

	Adrian gulped as he looked wildly between Enzo and Elara.

	It was Enzo, to Adrian’s absolute shock, who crouched before him, a far gentler look in his eyes than in Elara’s. “I know her charm, Adrian. I called on her favour once long ago. Her magick coats this deck. I can smell it. Feel it.”

	“I-I wasn’t with Cancia. I was with a siren called Oceanne. She… She came up to the ship a few weeks ago. Elara, I told you.”

	He was panicking now as moments flitted through his mind. Her speaking of being trapped, and…aquamarine light. Light he had thought was his. But…what if it had been her starlight?

	Then he stilled. How was it that Scorpius had found them so easily, in the middle of the ocean?

	The night before, Adrian had spoken to Oceanne, had mentioned Elara and Enzo in passing.

	And the very next day…

	“Oh, I am going to kill her,” he growled. A Star? He had made love to a Star? One who had lied to him, who was the consort of his worst enemy? She had tricked and lured and deceived him with her siren charm to…what? To find Elara and Enzo? To feed information back to her poisonous lover?

	He felt sick, passing a trembling hand over his face.

	“What do you think?” Elara murmured to Enzo. He nodded.

	“I trust him. He didn’t know, look at him.”

	Elara did, and fucking hell, Adrian realised he really, really didn’t want to get on her bad side if this was what a mere look could illicit in him. Her eyes were terrifying, alight with unsaid threats.

	“I could kill you with a touch,” she murmured. “Remember that.”

	“I didn’t fucking know!” he shouted.

	“Now, my patience is running out,” Enzo growled. “Raise your voice to her one more time, and I will kill you with a touch.”

	Adrian let out an exasperated sigh as he scrambled up. “I swear to you both I didn’t know who she was. She made me wear a blindfold when we…”

	Elara and Enzo looked at him in disbelief. And then Elara began to laugh, the sound hollow. “Oh my gods,” she said. “You fucked her? Blindfolded?”

	Enzo began to laugh then, deep and warm as he wrapped an arm around Elara. “You couldn’t make this shit up.”

	Adrian was laughing then too, and the three were in hysterics. It was ridiculous, he realised.

	But his laughter died as an emptiness began to claw at his chest. He hadn’t felt the way he had about Oceanne, well…ever. This mermaid he’d never seen had begun to awaken something within him that he dared not consider further. He was used to having loyal people around him, and save for Elara stabbing him through the chest, he’d never felt a betrayal like it.

	Elara softened, clearly seeing his expression, and squeezed his arm. “We’ll discuss this properly later and what Cancia knows from your meetings. But right now…there’s something more important we need answers to.”

	Her face was grave as she exchanged a glance with Enzo.
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	“One crisis at a fucking time,” Elara muttered, yanking Enzo with her towards the cabin as Adrian followed.

	She slammed the door open, revealing Isra, Eli, Merissa, and Leo, all in various stages of undress from Bare Cards, strewn on chairs, tables, or the floor.

	They stirred, Eli sitting up instantly, his eyes narrowed.

	Elara didn’t waste a breath.

	“Is it possible for a person to be a tether?” she demanded, looking between Eli and Isra, who was rubbing her temples, squinting.

	“Wha—?” the seer slurred.

	Eli cursed softly, and Elara’s head snapped to him. The Star was bare-chested, more tattoos that she didn’t know he had on display—words in neat script inked all over his torso.

	“Eli, tell me now,” she bit.

	The Star’s eyes were wide in alarm as he looked at them both, shock rendering him mute.

	“Iz?” Enzo asked, strangely calm. Elara looked up to his face, a serious cast to it in the candlelight. Merissa’s eyes were wide as she rose, Leo frowning.

	“Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” Adrian asked. He’d taken a seat next to Isra at the table and was pouring himself a large rum with shaking hands.

	Elara would deal with the pirate later, so she steadfastly ignored him.

	“The only way that it could be possible is if Enzo’s tether had been tampered with. But he awoke normally and hasn’t shown any signs of that?” Isra replied.

	Eli’s gaze was stuck furiously on the chair leg before him, but they suddenly widened as they flew to Elara’s.

	Her stomach lurched as she saw the dawning on his face matching her own realisation. “Enzo, tell them what you told me.”

	Enzo raked a hand through his long curls, sighing. “I don’t know what’s spooked El so much, but we were…” He glanced at Elara. “In the middle of something.”

	“No shit. We could hear Elara’s moans from the ship,” Adrian drawled.

	“Talk about my Elara moaning again, and you will find yourself a pile of ashes by morning,” Enzo replied.

	Elara waved a hand through the air impatiently. “I don’t have time for euphemisms. We were making love, and Enzo was climaxing when something took over him.”

	Adrian choked on his rum. Merissa gave him a pitying look.

	“It was a hunger or a desperation,” she continued, “which I felt too, as though we were both floating. But I found my tether to come back down, as I always do, and Enzo… Enzo completely lost control.”

	“Sounds like a good time,” Leo remarked.

	Elara didn’t laugh. “He told me that he felt like he was lost, and that I was his only tie to reality. Now what does that sound like to you?”

	“A tether,” Merissa whispered.

	“Exactly!” Elara said, slamming her hands on the table.

	“And why would that be a bad thing?” Adrian frowned, taking another gulp. “Surely with how insufferably in love the two of you are, it would be a good thing if you were tethered to each other.”

	“No, it wouldn’t,” Eli replied quietly, alarm he so rarely possessed bright in his eyes.

	“Enzo,” Elara said, “I’m getting the strangest sense of déjà vu. Remember that time where everyone spoke in riddles, and I had to die before anyone explained a thing to me?”

	Enzo’s lip quirked, but the rest of the group remained sombre.

	“Use your powers, Iz,” Elara demanded. She pushed Eli out of his chair, and Adrian gawked, likely at the fact that she had just shoved a Star out of his seat. But Eli barely batted an eyelid, standing behind Elara as Enzo walked round to her too. “Do your seer thing on Enzo and I and tell me if we’re tethered.”

	Isra huffed a breath, swiping the bottle from Adrian’s hands to take a swig before handing it back. “Enzo, hand please.” Enzo stood next to Eli and passed his hand over. Isra clutched it in one hand, taking Elara’s with the other. Then with a deep breath, her eyes turned white.

	“What the fuck?” Adrian slurred, scraping his chair back.

	“She does that sometimes,” Elara drawled, not taking her eyes off Isra. The seer began mumbling in that archaic Svetan Elara had heard before. The table waited, enraptured. Merissa’s worried eyes flicked between the three, Adrian bewildered, Eli’s dark gaze unreadable as it focused on Elara.

	Leo patted Enzo on the back. “Whatever this is, it’s going to be okay,” he murmured. Enzo only nodded in response.

	This time Isra seemed to have more control than she’d had in her house; no frost coated Elara, and the seer didn’t begin to shake.

	Elara waited, her heart drumming against her chest. She felt nauseous. She could hazard a guess as to what being tethered entailed, but she prayed and begged that Isra wouldn’t confirm her suspicions.

	Finally, Isra’s muttering stopped, her eyes clearing as she looked between the two titans. She nodded once. Elara cursed.

	“What?” Eli hissed.

	“Elara is Enzo’s tether,” Isra replied.

	“Fuck!” Elara shouted, scraping her chair back.

	“What does that mean?” Enzo asked quietly. Elara stilled. Selfish fool she had been, she’d forgotten about how he may feel with this news. She blinked back her fear and her tears.

	Eli was beginning to pace the room, the rest of the group in various stages of confusion.

	“It means my love, that I am the only thing keeping you in this world.” Enzo’s brow furrowed. “It means,” she sighed, “that I am the only thing keeping you alive.”
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Chapter Sixty-One

	 

	“Well,” Adrian sighed, standing. “This seems personal and not much of my concern, so I’m heading to bed.”

	An icicle whirled through the air, clipping Adrian’s ear as it impaled the wood of the door.

	“Sit,” Isra snarled. 

	“What the fuck, Isra?”

	“You may be a titan now, but you have just witnessed sensitive information about two very important people, information that in the wrong hands could be the end of them both. You do not leave this room until El or Enzo says you can.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry. I do apologise!” Adrian bent forward, a hand on his heart. “I forgot that I’m now a part of this heavenly group, one that seems fine with stabbing friends through the heart, conjuring ideas that we are born again titans, and communing with Stars of trickery and deceit. Sorry that I might not want to be dragged into your latest clusterfuck of revelations!”

	He yelled the last part in Isra’s face. Any amusement had left her as she leaned until her face was centimetres away from his.

	“I’ll shove the next icicle so far up your back end that you’ll be a human kebab for the crows,” she snarled. “Titan or not.”

	Adrian paled.

	“Rich, Adrian, to have qualms about Eli being with us when you’ve been fucking a Star yourself,” Elara snapped.

	“For the last time, I didn’t bloody know she was a Star,” Adrian hissed back.

	“What?!” everyone exclaimed.

	“Oh yes. We just discovered that Adrian made sweet love to Cancia less than an hour ago.”

	“What?”

	Eli chuckled as chaos ensued, everyone talking over one another as he shook his head. “Oh, Adrian. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

	“One thing at a time, please,” Adrian hissed.

	“Everyone, calm down,” Merissa’s clear voice broke through the din. “Adrian already knows that if a word of this is breathed to anyone, he and everyone he loves will be carrion by sunrise.” Adrian rolled his eyes, slumping against the wall. “And it’s not him that we should be worried about blabbing. There is literally a person in this room nicknamed Silvertongue.”

	“That’s not why they call me that, sweetheart,” Eli smirked. “But if you want to find out where my nickname comes from, pay a visit to my room tonight.” He winked. Merissa’s cheeks flushed.

	“You are being awfully fucking quiet, Eli,” Leo murmured. “And you’re a Star. You’ve just gained vital information about a supposed enemy. How do we know you won’t soar to the heavens to tell your friends that they can kill two gods with one stone?”

	“Since you want to be prejudiced about this, Merissa’s also part Star,” Eli replied. “You aren’t going to question her at all?”

	“Merissa is a what?!” Adrian exclaimed.

	Elara waved a hand through the air dismissively. “Do keep up, Adrian.”

	He began to splutter, but Enzo cut him off with just a look.

	“Merissa has proven her loyalty time and time again,” Elara bit out to Eli.

	“Ah yes, by stabbing you in the back. Literally,” he mocked to Merissa, whose face was shot with contempt.

	“Enough,” Enzo snapped. “We’re in the middle of the damn ocean. No one is going to run and tell anyone right now, so we may as well just try to trust each other. A word of this spreads, and I’ll know it was one of you five.”

	He pinned each of them with a warning glare.

	Elara could feel familiar panic seizing her throat, trying to claw up and consume her whole. She wanted to scream. She had bargained with a devil and expected the terms to be fair.

	“El, are you okay?” Leo asked quietly.

	Elara shook her head, raising her eyes to the table.

	“No, I’m not all right,” she whispered. “There’s always something. I meet my soulmate, but there’s a prophecy that we can never be. We lift the prophecy, but he nearly dies. I save him, and now his life is tied to me. It’s not fucking fair.”

	She scraped her chair back, rising.

	“It’s not fair to Enzo, who has been through enough. It’s not fair to me. I have had everything stolen from me. The Stars won’t let us rest.”

	Eli cleared his throat. “Present company excluded,” she added more softly.

	“We’ll find a way to fix this,” Merissa said softly. “We always do. We just need to find out which magick he used and reverse it.”

	Elara sighed. “Blood magick. That’s what he used. He must have tampered with the tether before he gave it to me.”

	She didn’t add that it wasn’t the first time he’d have used that power—the memory of what she’d asked him to do when she was the Moon haunting her. Another thing she’d kept from Enzo. Another thing she had to tell him when they had another moment alone.

	She brushed a hand over her face, Enzo watching her closely. “It was too easy. And I was too fucking naïve.” She slammed her fist on the table. “I should have known there would be one last hurdle, that Ariete would never just allow us to both escape alive without some ulterior motive, despite what I did for that tether.”

	“You couldn’t know, El,” Merissa said.

	“But I should have. I’m supposedly a disgraced queen of the damned cosmos, and I can’t see when I’m being duped before my very eyes? How am I meant to lead you all? How is Enzo, if we are tied together? Ariete has just made us that much easier to kill.”

	“Right now, Ariete is the least of our problems. If only he knows what he has done, and no one at this table is breathing a word of it to anyone else, then we can put this on the backburner for now. Ariete is lying low; this we already knew. It’s Kaos we need to get to,” Eli said

	“And why is that?” Elara asked, exasperated. “You’ve told us all where we need to go and failed to tell us why. Why do we need to go to Kaos?”

	Eli already had a cigarette pushed between his lips, responding out of the corner of his mouth. “I suppose it’s about time I told you all, though I didn’t want to add to the already absolute fuck-up of a day that today has been.”

	“Speak,” Enzo said tightly.

	Eli sighed, standing. “I think I need to show you, rather than tell you.” He nodded to the door. “Everyone, follow me.”
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Chapter Sixty-Two

 

	Elara followed Eli along the cherry-wood corridors of his ship, Enzo’s hand wrapped firmly around hers.

	She looked behind her, checking that all of her friends were accounted for.

	“Adrian?” she called.

	Isra rolled her eyes as her arm disappeared around the door, dragging Adrian out—the pirate looking sheepish with a half-drank tankard of rum in his hand.

	“What?” he said. “The last twenty-four hours have been taxing to say the least. And it’s likely only about to get worse.”

	Elara couldn’t argue with that logic, merely nodding as she turned back around.

	Eli veered around a corner, the troupe now following as he halted before a large driftwood door. Elara hadn’t seen this part of the ship yet, though in all honesty, she hadn’t seen much of it.

	Eli muttered a set of words under his breath as he held his hands out to the door, ones that did not sound Celestian, and with a push, the door swung open.

	Beyond was a library, one so magnificent that Elara gasped.

	She realised she recognised it, had been there before, and turned to Eli.

	“Yes,” he answered, reading her question before she asked it. “It’s the one from my dreams. In, all of you.”

	He jerked his thumb, allowing the group to file in, Adrian finally traipsing around the corner. He winked at Merissa as he passed her, definitely not as sober as the others, and the demi Star’s cheeks went pink as she glanced away.

	Under any other circumstance, Elara would have found it funny, but she was still trying to digest what Isra had confirmed.

	Comfy, velvet bound chairs were dotted about the room in front of shelves filled with books, lamps hanging and providing the room with a warm glow.

	Elara took one of the chairs, letting go of Enzo’s hand.

	“I’m going to fetch us some tea,” he murmured. “We all need to sober up properly. Mint, with two teaspoons of honey?”

	Elara’s heart ached as she nodded, kissing his cheek.

	“I’ll have one if you’re offering,” Isra yawned.

	“Me too,” Merissa chimed.

	“I’ll go and help,” Leo said.

	“Eli? Adrian?”

	“Black Tea. The bags are next to the fresh mint,” Eli said.

	“I’m set,” Adrian said, raising his tankard.

	Isra snorted. “Get him a mint tea too. He’ll like it.”

	Enzo and Leo left the room as Elara picked at her fingernails, her stomach churning. Enzo’s life was now quite literally in her hands. She was bound to Ariete until she had completed one favour for him. And the way Eli was looking at her suggested that she was about to find out something much, much worse now too.

	She heard someone clearing their throat and blinked, a cup of tea placed on the side table next to her. Enzo pulled her up as he settled in underneath her, bringing her back onto his lap as they sank into the soft velvet chair. She curled up into him, her eyes flickering shut as she smelled the fresh mint wafting to her, mingling with Enzo’s amber scent of home.

	“So, Eli,” Leo ventured. “Want to explain why we’re in here?”

	Eli was muttering to himself as he struck match after match, lighting candles that were placed on every surface of the library.

	“Lorenzo, can you add some more light to the room please?” he asked, agitated as he paced. Enzo frowned down to Elara before waving his hand, the firelamps burning brighter, any shadows cast on the walls dissipating.

	Eli turned around, inspecting the room, before finally sinking back into his chair and nodding.

	“We’re in here because it’s the only place on the ship warded enough against the Dark. And bright enough that even her shadows couldn’t linger.”

	“The Dark…?” Leo looked confused, as did Adrian.

	Elara sighed, taking over from Eli as she recounted the events of Botis’s dream, what she and Eli had felt, and what the Dark actually was.

	“A primordial entity,” Isra repeated. “She’s written about even in storybooks—in the Mythas of Celestia. ‘Never accept a gift from the Dark.’ That’s the tale they tell us, isn’t it?”

	Eli nodded, face grave as he sipped his tea.

	Adrian leaned forwards, addressing Elara. “So the Dark is your long lost best friend turned enemy, who’s out for vengeance against you and Enzo?”

	“The Dark was infatuated with her,” Eli replied. “Obsessed. It wasn’t even love. It was…possession. She wanted to possess Elara. Wanted her power. Her beauty. She wanted to be Elara.”

	Enzo was grinding his jaw behind her. Elara thought she might be sick. These memories—memories that Eli was recounting, her memories and yet not… She felt like she was hearing about a stranger.

	“But what does this Dark have to do with going to Kaos?” Merissa asked, worrying at her lip.

	“I’m getting to that,” Eli said, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket. It had begun to tear, as though it had been unfolded and folded again numerous times.

	He thrust it onto the low table between them, and the group leaned forwards.

	Elara frowned, the symbols and squiggly lines making no sense to her.

	“What—”

	“It’s a warning,” Eli said. “A warning from another world.”

	Adrian laughed uneasily. “What do you mean another world?”

	But Elara was staring at Eli, remembering the part of the story he’d told her during Bard, about how the Dark had visited other mortals in other worlds and made them Stars.

	Isra sat bolt upright, her nostrils flaring as she looked at Eli. “It’s not possible.”

	“You, seer, of all people should know that it is,” Eli replied. “Can’t you feel the foreign power that coats it?”

	Elara chewed at her lip, glancing between Enzo and Eli as Isra swiped the piece of paper from the table. The others were murmuring in disbelief.

	“Care to translate?” Isra asked.

	Eli nodded. “The rough translation goes:

	‘Beware the Dark, beware your shadow

	On the eve of All Hallow’s

	Even now she watches and waits

	Come find me ‘fore it is too late

	In the land of chaos on this date

	Seek me there to stop Lady Fate.’”

	“Fucking hell,” Leo muttered. “Whoever wrote this, I hope they don’t make their living off poetry. Their rhyming scheme is atrocious. It’s all over the place.”

	“I thought it was quite good,” Adrian said.

	Isra and Enzo scoffed.

	“Helions through and through,” Merissa sighed.

	“It’s offensive to our artistic ears,” Isra said. “But more seriously, who wrote this?”

	Eli traced the snake on his arm. “A witch.”

	Elara narrowed her eyes, raising them from the letter. “A witch?”

	“Not the slur it’s used as for Asterians now. An actual witch.”

	“And what exactly is that?” Enzo sighed.

	“I really don’t know how to say this, so, I’m just going to…” Eli replied. “She’s not from this world.”

	Elara pitched forward. “In the way that you’re not?”

	There were sounds of surprise from the others.

	“Exactly,” Eli said quietly. “Which brings me to my next point. A secret us Stars have been hiding from you all since the Dark was bound and buried.”

	Part of the poem was nagging at Elara as she recited Eli’s words over and over. Lady Fate, Lady Fate, Lady—

	Her neck snapped up as the pieces fell into place, Eli already looking at her with a sad acceptance on his face.

	“You see, she goes by another name. It’s Piscea,” he said. “The Dark is Piscea. Known to you as the last Star.”
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Chapter Sixty-Three

	 

	A stunned silence filled the room. Elara allowed the information to sink in, swallowed it down, and let rage fill her.

	“Are you telling me,” she finally said quietly, “that this entire time, you knew this Dark, this entity that was faceless, nameless, is actually Piscea? A goddess still worshipped in my kingdom to this day?”

	She was off her feet now, halfway over to Eli, who was sucking desperately on his cigarette, not making eye contact with her. “I couldn’t tell you. Not until I was utterly sure and we were absolutely safe from her watching eyes. Even to say her name in the same sentence as the Dark is bad luck.”

	He shuddered.

	“Oh good. Well, at least you have your superstitions,” Isra chimed in.

	“The Slumbering Goddess,” Adrian said. “That’s what they call her, isn’t it?”

	“One who hasn’t been sighted in centuries,” Elara finished.

	“So is that why she slumbers?” Leo demanded. “Because you bound and buried her?”

	“I didn’t bind her,” Eli retorted. “That was all Ariete.”

	“The same why he bound El, Enzo, and I?” Adrian asked. “And the other titans?” His face was ashen.

	The room spun, and Elara had to find her seat again, Enzo anchoring her. A thin sheen of sweat began to coat her as the card reading came back once more.

	I need you to bind me. And the others too. She squeezed her eyes shut.

	“Right,” Enzo said, his knee bouncing under Elara. “So where the fuck is Piscea’s body then? If she is actually a being, and not simply a shadow on the wall or a space between Stars or whatever the fuck else you previously wanted to call the Dark?”

	“We buried her in The Graveyard. A realm that borders on the dreamlands—one where only lost souls that reach neither the heavens nor hell go.”

	Merissa gasped. “That explains her symbol—the coffin.”

	Eli nodded. “Her coffin lies there, in a temple dedicated to her. Ariete tied her to a mortal body, but whereas you all managed to escape him thanks to the Moon’s illusions—though you were cursed to forget each other the moment you became mortal—she didn’t. I helped Ariete drag her mortal body to The Graveyard, and he sealed her coffin himself.”

	“Then how could it be possible that she’s awake?” Adrian asked.

	“I believe she is only beginning to awaken. She may be trapped in that coffin, yes. But her magick is finding a way to escape, her essence clearly growing stronger if it is chasing us through dreams.”

	Isra had picked the piece of paper back up. “So if we look at this message, the witch specifies we have to find her on All Hallow’s Eve—”

	“The night the veil is at its thinnest, the veil between life and death,” Elara finished. “It’s the most celebrated night of the year in Asteria.”

	“She is a wicked, wicked power,” Eli said. “She corrupts anything she touches.”

	“El’s shadow said the same,” Enzo whispered.

	“What?” Eli asked.

	“When I was in Elara’s dreamscape, I met her shadow. And she told me that I’d have to kill her. That the darkness was being corrupted, and that if I didn’t stop the shadow, it would corrupt Elara too.”

	There were gasps from the rest of the group.

	“You’re the reason she doesn’t have shadows!?” Merissa exclaimed.

	“Gods, Enzo,” Leo murmured.

	Enzo’s entire body was tense behind Elara. “He had no other choice,” Elara snapped. “He saved me.”

	She felt Enzo squeeze her waist.

	“One second. Elara had shadows?” Adrian asked.

	Isra sighed, quietly filling Adrian in on the events that had taken place in Castor, including Elara walking through Ariete’s dreams and the retrieval of Enzo’s tether. Elara winced as she listened, shrinking further into her chair as her family looked at her in varying shades of pity. She tried not to think about the absence of her shadows or how much she missed them despite her new comfort with moonlight.

	Eli took a last drag of his cigarette before stubbing it out. “If our suspicions are correct, then I think she’s going to try and break through into our world on Hallow’s Eve, and that this witch knows how to stop it or at least how to help us.”

	“It will take three more days to get there,” Adrian said.

	“How do you know that?” Merissa asked.

	Adrian shrugged. “I can feel it in my blood now, how far away we are from shore.”

	“So this witch…this woman from another world. Who is she?” Isra mused.

	Eli pushed the parchment across to her. “I was hoping you could tell us.”

	Isra glanced around the room to the expectant faces. “Fine,” she sighed. “But you owe me something big for this. If she’s from another world, then to read her energy is going to drain me.”

	Eli sighed. “I’ll give you anything you want. Just find out what you can about who we’re dealing with here.”

	Isra let out a long breath, shrugging out her shoulders as Elara and the others watched, enraptured. Isra’s eyes rolled back, turning pure white.

	“That’s still scary as shit,” Adrian muttered.

	“Tell me about it,” Leo replied.

	Isra’s hands hovered over the paper, an ice blue frost gently creeping over it. Archaic Svetan coated her lips as she began to mutter, dipping into Celestian now and again.

	“Other hands have passed over these,” she murmured. “An angel and a serpent.”

	“That would be Lias and I,” Eli interjected. “I first took it to him since I was in Concordia. All of us Stars felt her wake.”

	Isra didn’t reply, still muttering to herself as Elara felt the temperature in the room drop. Merissa shivered, taking a sip of her tea, and Enzo tightened his arms further around Elara.

	“I see chaos,” Isra whispered. “Fire and brimstone and spells taken by teeth.” Her eyelids flickered. “I see pain, so much pain. No place to call home, no place to rest. Running, running, she’s always running.”

	A chill began to take over Elara.

	“Spires and instruments, charts of stars. They know you. They know you all. They’ve prayed to old gods, and now you wake. Stardust and blood and ties too loose. She bears serpents and gods. Holy monsters. And the whole of her is a half.”

	“Can we trust her, Iz? Enzo pleaded.

	There was a pause as Isra began to shake. “Her name contains another. And in the end, it won’t matter. She can’t stay—she won’t. But she will help.”

	There was a rattling, wheezing sound as Isra began to shake further, Adrian cursing as he ducked behind his chair. Frost clambered over the paper, reaching out to Eli. The Star scraped his chair back and still the frost ran, coating his boots as Isra continued to choke.

	“Isra!?” Elara shouted.

	“What’s she doing to me?” Eli exclaimed as the frost clambered further up him, sticking to his trousers and the skin of his stomach.

	Leo held her, trying to soothe her, but the seer’s head was shaking from side to side. The frost circled around Eli’s torso, a perfect ring leaving the space where his heart should be bare.

	“You can trust her, and her rainbows will cast out darkness. For she is a witch, and when she burns on a pyre, she’ll drown the world in light.”

	She keeled forward, Merissa letting out a shout as she caught her, the seer’s body convulsing.

	“Isra?!” Enzo roared, and Isra’s eyes began to flicker between hazel and white before finally they flew open. She took a lungful of air, gasping as the group crowded around in panic.

	“I was burning,” she wheezed. “I was burning alive.”
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Chapter Sixty-Four

	 

	Enzo forced a tea down Isra’s throat to calm her as the seer shrank into her armchair, her eyes never leaving Eli.

	Eli looked back, eyes narrowed, before looking to the frost still coating his boot, the rest having slowly dissipated once Isra had awoken. Isra had shaken him, and he was never shaken. Finally, he surveyed the others.

	“So she has come to our aid,” he said smoothly as Elara rubbed Isra’s back.

	Isra nodded. “You can trust her,” she rasped. Eli only inclined his head.

	Whatever moment was passing between the two broke as the others settled back into their chairs. Enzo wrapped both his arms around Elara and Eli felt a sharp stab in his chest as he looked at the two, so meant for each other, such a perfect fit.

	He reached into his jacket pocket for yet another a cigarette, lighting it with a match and taking a deep drag.

	Sweet smoke, his one continuation that he brought from his old life. The honey laced in the roll sweetened his tongue, and he savoured the taste as he rallied himself for the group’s reactions.

	“So we have three days to learn everything we can about our enemy, Piscea?” Merissa asked.

	Leo leaned forward. “Luckily, you have two brilliant strategists well versed in the art of war.”

	“Three,” Eli drawled. “I’m better than the two of you combined. So let’s start with the basics. What do you all know of Piscea?”

	“Well…” Elara began. “I know that she’s the patron Star of Asteria. I know that she’s known as the Slumbering Goddess, that no one has ever seen her. I know that no one is sure of exactly what her charm is, other than she is sometimes known as Lady Fate, other times The Slumbering Goddess. Oh! And she has a saying: ‘So worship her, so fear her.”

	Eli frowned. “I’ve never heard that in relation to Piscea. Where did you hear that?”

	“Sofia. Whenever she would tell me ghost stories about Piscea, she would always end the tale with that phrase.”

	“Anything else?” Eli asked.

	“I mean, we know she’s terrifying,” Enzo added. “We were also told ghost stories as children about her, about what would happen if we woke her.”

	“And what stories did you hear?” Eli asked.

	“That if we were bad, she would petrify us in fear, feeding on it until we were left empty husks.”

	“Maybe that’s where the ‘so fear her’ comes from,” Isra muttered.

	Eli scoffed. “Much myth shrouds Piscea. Stories begin to blend—those of the Dark and the Star merging until no one is sure what exactly she does or who she is.”

	He swallowed then as memories began to clamour, begging to be remembered. “But I know,” he whispered hoarsely.

	Elara leaned forward. “Go on.”

	“The Dark, or Piscea, took the nomer of Star so she could come to this plane, to be amongst us. But she was always separate. To us Stars, to you titans.”

	Eli took another long drag of his cigarette before he spoke again. “If Elara was the Moon, then Piscea was the darkness that surrounded her. If Elara was the light in the dark, then Piscea was the night itself, the dark side to El’s coin.”

	Elara gulped. “And we knew each other.”

	Eli nodded. “Well, as I told you in the story during our game of Bard, you were her only friend. Until the Sun arrived.”

	Enzo tensed beside Elara.

	“To me, Piscea was someone that came to me when I was desperate. Came to Gem and I.”

	His fingers shook a little as he pulled his cigarette from his lips.

	“You and Piscea, friends before one star ever twinkled in the sky, fell out. You chose the Sun over the Night—this part of the story I’ve already told you, sweet Moon. The Dark retreated. Became a monster, the one that lurks under your bed, the shadow in the doorway. Where you represented the beauty and peace of the night, Piscea represented the terrors.”

	He exhaled audibly.

	“And so, she began to collect hearts.”

	Adrian leaned forward. “I’m sorry. You gave your hearts to Piscea?”

	Eli spared a glance to Elara who was nodding. She already knew his story.

	“It started with Ariete,” Eli said quietly. “He was the first. I don’t know his story. He won’t ever utter a word of the life he led before he became a Star.” 

	Elara’s jaw clenched.

	“He was the first,” Eli repeated. “The first to give his heart to Piscea.”

	“Romantically?” Leo asked.

	“No, Leo. Literally. That was Piscea’s business, you see. If you sold your soul to her, your heart, she granted immortality. Powers beyond imagination. A world to rule. And so that’s the bargain each of us made.”

	Merissa had paled; Isra’s brow furrowed.

	“Gem and I…” He shook his head. This was the part he couldn’t bear to tell. The part that made him feel sick to live over. “We aren’t from this world. None of us Stars are.”

	Elara again didn’t look shocked. He knew she knew this part. But the others didn’t.

	“In the same way that the witch isn’t?” Leo asked.

	Adrian was still shaking his head in disbelief. “This can’t be true. Other worlds? What do you mean that other worlds exist?”

	Eli glanced to Enzo, who was staring at him. Eli remembered that one of Enzo’s gifts was that he could see the truth in something. Eli knew it wouldn’t work on him —he was a Star —and yet the way the Lion was looking at him was as though he knew.

	“The stars you see in the sky, the ones that don’t represent Ariete or me or any of the other stars…” he sighed, “they are the other worlds. So far away they just look like a speck of light. But on them live different people, different races, whole different worlds. The cosmos. That is what lies above us. What Elara and Enzo are king and queen of.”

	“Other people? Like us?” Leo pressed.

	Eli pinched the bridge of his nose. “It was both a blessing and a curse for Piscea to grant me the power of knowledge. There is much I wish I did not know. But yes. Other worlds, other people. In the world I’m from, we had no magick.”

	“A land with no magick?” Elara breathed.

	“Yes. There are worlds out there that possess none. And Gem and I… We were street urchins. For lack of a better term. Parentless, homeless. One night, as we shared a threadbare blanket against the bite of a London winter, I could feel my pulse slowing, and I knew, as anyone knows when Death is near, that at ten years of age, I was going to die. I looked up to the skies, certain my next breath would be my last, and saw no moon. Funny, how even in our godsless world, we were told superstitions, how bad fortune always followed on a night where the Moon didn’t grace the sky with her presence.

	“And so, I begged the Dark. It was all that was left in that sky—this darkness. This reliable, always around me, darkness. Piscea listened. Piscea answered.”

	“And then what happened?” Elara whispered.

	“She appeared. At first as a swirl of shadows, but then she formed into a woman. A beautiful woman, with skin like honey and eyes black as ink. Gem and I couldn’t believe our eyes. My sister had always had an edge to her, even as a mortal. I was the trickster, the pickpocket who would ruff a gentleman up and slip his pocket watch from him as he laughed with me. But Gem. Well, you know, Elara. Gem enjoyed pain. She would shiv a man down a back-alley to take his money, stamp on the fingers of other beggar children until they gave her their coppers. She always resorted to violence.

	“So Gem went up to her, thinking she was a spirit, and threw a rock at her. It flew right through the woman. And I remember her laugh. Hundreds of years later, and I will never forget it. The sound was of something dying, something begging to be ended from between her lips. She was beautiful, but there was something terrifying in her. Something you couldn’t look at. This writhing beneath her skin.”

	Eli raked a hand through his hair, desperate for the story to be finished as the group waited, enraptured.

	“That night, she told us she could help us. That we only needed to give her our hearts. These heavy, cumbersome things. And that we would be so much lighter without them. That then, she would grant us insurmountable power and throw us to a world that would worship us as gods. Gem obliged instantly, let Piscea carve her chest right there as she worked her black magick. But I was smarter. I asked for a day…”

	He paused.

	“Then, I finally gave her what she wanted. A heart. And asked in return to be allowed to enter people’s minds. To trick and deceive. To possess knowledge that as a street urchin from the dregs of Whitechapel, I never could before. And she granted it.”

	He looked furtively between Elara and Enzo, whose mouths were both agape.

	“And then, from what I know now, she went to Cancia. And then Leone. Then Verra. And so on, and so forth. And each of us fell to this earth, streaks of light in the night sky, immortals, able to grow to adulthood and then stop. And we became gods.”

	“And what of us?” Elara asked. “When did you become part of this cosmos?”

	“You were all wary. Piscea had brought with her these mortals you adored so much and immortalised them. Given powers to the most desperate, the most depraved souls alive. Some of the Stars, you were at peace with.” He gestured to himself. “Others were always trying to escape your reign to form their own. But it would take a whole tome to describe the story of the Sun and the Moon, their friends, and the messenger between them.”

	Eli smiled, more to himself than them, before it slipped.

	“What I need you to know is that Piscea collected all our hearts. And with them, she kept a part of us. Imagine one being with the power and control to rule over twelve gods. This is what Piscea is. She collected the last heart—Aquaria’s—on the day that you were bound. When I discovered what she had done, what she was using hearts for, I ran to Ariete. I’d tried to find you, or the Sun, but the sky was dark, neither of you anywhere to be found. Ariete was the first Star, the oldest, the one I was close to at the time. And he looked me in the eyes and asked me to help bind Piscea to a human body. I didn’t discover until later, that he had done the very same with you and Enzo’s only hours earlier, that same night.”

	Elara flinched, and Eli frowned. But he dared not reach out his charm to find out why she had; he would not breach her trust.

	“It was the last time I called Ariete a friend when I found out he had betrayed you all. But the one thing I could thank him for was binding Piscea. He despised the Dark, more than anyone. Whatever she had done, whatever she had taken from him… If even the god of wrath, of hate, feared the darkness, that meant something monumental. And so, Ariete used his blood magick to bind Piscea to a mortal body, then I helped him drag her to The Graveyard.”

	“And the point to this all?” Enzo asked, his voice higher with panic now.

	“The point is that, Elara, long ago, you warned me. When Piscea had collected her sixth heart and was already showing signs of greater power, greater evil, you warned me that there may come a day where we would have to put her to sleep. But you told me that if she awoke, her vengeance and fury, her power with twelve Star hearts… It would be the end of the world as we know it.”

	Elara’s lips parted as fear flooded her eyes. Some of the others gasped or cursed.

	“It’s why we need to make sure she can never make it into this world on All Hallow’s Eve,” Eli finished. “It’s why we must go to Kaos and find the witch. It’s why we cannot fail.”
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Chapter Sixty-Five

	 

	Adrian lay on the divan after Merissa had vacated it. She’d gone to sit at the table nearby, a stack of books with her as she and Leo began to research everything they could on Piscea to help.

	Elara and Enzo sat, talking quietly with Eli, likely wringing every detail out from him about Piscea, forming a plan to make their night in Kaos run without a hitch. Isra was beside Adrian, a book about the Dark and generally Mythas in her lap that she was poring over, a pen in hand as she circled words, muttering to herself as she did.

	Adrian should have gone to bed, but he was no longer tired after hearing Eli’s news. How did one move on through life after learning everything he just had? He realised that he hadn’t even slept yet since he’d become a titan, lost an eye, discovered that his lover was his immortal enemy, and that an entity greater than all of them combined might be awake and trying to find a way into their world to end it.

	He needed something stronger than fucking rum.

	And yet of all these issues that could stave off sleep, there was only one that crowded to the front of his mind.

	Oceanne.

	He looked at the pearl in his hand, the last one that she had given him before he’d discovered who she truly was. Had that all happened only a few hours ago?

	He rubbed his eye, sighing as he tried to get comfortable. Isra shot him a look before continuing her reading.

	And as though this all wasn’t enough, Oceanne, or Cancia he should say, didn’t even know that he knew who she really was. She’d likely leave another pearl out tomorrow, expecting them to resume their trysts as normal. He had half a mind to meet her, but he didn’t trust himself not to kill her where she stood if he did.

	She pervaded his every thought, and he hated it. The goddess had betrayed him, had made him start to feel things that he had never felt in his years alive. And she had done it all for what—to try and trap Elara and Enzo? To locate their whereabouts so she could go running to her darling consort?

	Adrian had been played like a fool, used by the goddess who had convinced him she was someone else.

	He looked at the tome in front of him. The book he’d swiped from Eli’s collection was one on ocean lore. Adrian had never heard of the book before, and Eli had smugly reminded him that it was because the books in his library were restricted—knowledge that only the Stars possessed—books that had been wiped out and stolen by the Stars when they fell to Celestia.

	The reason why he was finally picking up a book? Because as the others had been visiting Piscea’s story, fixated on how to kill the darkness itself, Adrian wanted to know how to kill Scorpius.

	The god had taken his freedom and his joy, his eye too, and was lying in his temple, likely with Cancia straddling him, thinking that he had emerged the victor.

	Adrian ground his teeth, rubbing his eyes as he opened the book.

	Elara turned from where she sat, quirking a brow at him.

	“Yes, Elara. I’m reading a book,” he drawled. She laughed softly, turning back to her conversation with Enzo and Eli.

	“Water is an ever living, ever unequalled force,” the text began. “It is utter softness and utter strength. One moment it can quench you, and the next it can drown you.”

	Adrian felt an excited leap in his heart as he read about himself, what others long ago had said of the titan he once was. It helped, to read about how powerful he had been—more powerful than a conniving Star who currently had his heart in a chokehold.

	“From Water, we receive the oceans and the rivers, lakes and rain. And he gifted us with drops of his own power, showing us how to create water with bare hands, how to move oceans and make rain fall. That is, until Scorpius.”

	Adrian leaned forward then.

	“The god quickly began to assume a role beneath the titan, learning and watching from him. Envy was a thing familiar to Scorpius, and thus he used his charm, that envy, to become a copy of the Water, to adopt as many skills as he could from the titan.”

	Adrian scoffed, as smug as he was angry. Cancia had picked a poor imitation of Adrian for her consort, and here Scorpius was ruling over Adrian’s domain.

	He slammed the book shut.

	“How likely do you think that war will come, Eli? Whether it be Piscea or Ariete who brings it? How likely?” he asked, violence burning beneath his skin.

	“War began to brew the moment Elara had her prophecy told,” Isra replied.

	Adrian looked at her and jumped. The Seer’s eyes were white again, utterly blank as they stared at the wall in front of her.

	Elara turned in surprise. “What did you just say?”

	“You can’t escape it though you’ve tried so hard. When will you learn that fate will always win?”

	Eli’s nostrils flared slightly as Isra continued to gaze at something that no one else could see before blinking and coming back into the room.

	“What?” she said, looking around.

	Adrian squeezed her arm gently. “You were channelling again.”

	“Is this true?” Elara asked Eli.

	Eli seemed to observe Isra a moment longer. “Yes,” he finally said. “I don’t see a peaceful resolution here. Either we put Piscea back to sleep, and Ariete continues to hunt you, or Piscea makes her way into this world and…” He paled. “Well, let’s just hope we stop her before it gets to that.”

	“Speaking of Ariete, I’ve been thinking…” Isra said, closing her book. “Why do you need the witch to stop Piscea? Can’t you just do what you did the first time to bind Piscea once more?”

	“Ariete would never help Elara and Lorenzo,” Eli said, shaking his head as he stood up and picked up one of the worn books from his shelf. “He now has a throne, one that Elara and Enzo contest. Perhaps he was more hellbent on killing you when he thought you were simply a mortal that symbolised the end to him, but as a titan, you are still as much his enemy.”

	“Then where is he?” Merissa asked. She was chewing the inside of her cheek. “The bounty was placed on Elara and Enzo’s heads, but the last time I spoke to my mother, she said Ariete hadn’t returned to the heavens since his battle with Elara. So who exactly set the bounty? Who exactly is hunting us right now? Aquaria and Scorpius we know of, but…”

	Eli pulled a book out, splaying it upon the table. “The Usurpers. They are who are hunting you.”

	Adrian frowned, pacing over to the table. “Usurpers?”

	Eli pointed to an illustrated diagram, one painstakingly drawn in intricate detail with deep blue and glittering ink.

	“This shows the way of the world after the Stars fell, thanks to Piscea. There were five titans. Water…” Eli pointed to a depiction of a wave that was drawn on the outside of a circle. “That was Adrian. Is Adrian,” he said, and something like pride alighted in Adrian’s heart.

	“Earth.” Eli pointed to growing seedlings directly opposite Adrian’s wave. “She governed animals, flowers, plants, the very earth beneath our feet.”

	Leo had jolted forward, looking intensely at the symbol. “And where is she?”

	“We don’t know,” Eli replied. “Once we get this shitshow of a Hallow’s Eve out of the way and put out another fire, we can focus on finding the other titans. Speaking of, here is Air.” He cleared his throat, and Adrian noticed Elara’s eyes fly to Eli’s. “She ruled the very element, could fly, could control breath and wind.

	And finally, ruling above the three, the Moon, who ruled the night, dreams, and death. And the Sun, who ruled the day, fire, light, and life.”

	Eli shifted the text slightly, angling it in the candlelight.

	“Now, when the Stars fell, to begin with, you titans made a truce with Piscea. You allowed us in, thinking that our powers could benefit Celestia. After all, we possessed powers you did not, ones that were emotional where yours were physical. Piscea retreated to the Dark once more, seemingly subdued as the Stars fell into factions. Ariete, Leone, and Sagitton were ruled by you, Enzo. Adrian, you took command over Cancia and Scorpius. Technically, Piscea at a certain point too, for she claimed to align with your element. But the only waters Piscea could ever align with are the dark subconscious waters of the mind—the fear, depravity, and repression that lies beyond. You knew that, saw that, and chose to have nothing to do with her.”

	“Wait, what?!” Adrian exclaimed. “You mean to tell me that once upon a time I had dominion over Cancia and Scorpius?”

	“Of course,” Eli said as though it was obvious.

	“Does she know who I am then?” Adrian demanded. “Cancia?”

	“If she didn’t before, she will now. Anyone below the surface will have felt a titan of water awaken.”

	Adrian cursed, his face contorting into a scowl as he pulled out his pearl and began to rub at it furiously.

	“Then Earth—Verra, Torra, and Capri bowed to her.”

	“And finally…” Eli halted next to the last three constellations. “Air ruled over Gem and I, Aquaria, and Lias.”

	“What about me?” Elara croaked. “Did I not rule over any Star?”

	Enzo hugged her closer.

	“You didn’t need to, El,” Eli said softly. “For the gifts you had could not be imparted on us, nor stolen as they were later with the others. And out of all the titans, the Stars feared you most.”

	Elara looked down to her hands.

	“So where do the usurpers come into this?”

	“When you were all bound, a vacuum was left in the world. These gifts—these elements—could not go unchecked. And with power-hungry gods, there were many willing to take your place, to usurp you. Scorpius took water without hesitation.”

	“I’m shocked,” Adrian said sardonically. “Prick.”

	“Verra took Earth.”

	“Aquaria took air,” Isra chimed in, and Adrian nodded, remembering that Isra was Svetan—the Star her patron.

	“And finally, Leone took the Light. A god like him could not handle the rest of your powers, Enzo, but the light, he wanted for himself. He’s the only one I’m unsure of, for he has a soft spot for you, Elara.”

	Enzo muttered something under his breath as Elara’s lip quirked.

	“But the other three usurpers want you dead,” Eli continued. “Maybe Leone too. His intentions are too hard to read, and he’s Ariete’s brother, which makes him that much more unpredictable. But the others… They are the ones who hunt you. Because with you in the world, they lose their thrones and their dominion over the elements.”

	“So it’s the usurpers,” Leo asked, “who will side with Piscea if she wakes?”

	“Amongst many,” Eli replied. “You have enemies at every corner. But the four with the most to lose, save Ariete, are Verra, Scorpius, Aquaria, and Leone. They will side with Piscea if she comes to wake. That I am sure of.”

	“And the rest?”

	Eli shrugged. “We have been left unruly and power-drunk for a long time—far too long. Even those who perhaps once had a shaky truce with you, I would not trust. Save for Torra and I, I wouldn’t promise any other would have your best interests at heart.”
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	Elara let it all digest, her mind and body growing wearier and wearier. How many new stories would she have to learn about herself? She felt as though she was being assaulted by truth, and still floundering—always floundering, a stranger within her own body whenever Eli recounted tales of the Moon.

	“If it is any consolation, Enzo and Elara, Piscea could never compete with your powers, particularly united. The Dark had tried to keep you apart for eons before you were ever bound to mortal bodies. Coming just when the Moon appeared in the sky so the Sun must disappear. She knows the power you possess together. Look at the duskglass you created. That is just a ridiculous ruse.”

	“Ridiculous enough to have killed your twin,” Elara muttered, though she knew what he said was true, she’d figured it out herself moments before they had awakened Adrian.

	“What I mean is, the material to kill a god, to leech their power from their veins, it’s not duskglass. That was just an object to fuse your powers into and give you something tangible. The weapon is you.”

	“That’s why you were so desperate for us to awaken?”

	“Celestia is falling apart, was before Piscea awoke. To begin with, all I wanted was my king and queen back, to rule the skies as you did before. But now…if the witch speaks true, then we desperately need you to protect us from the Dark.”
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Chapter Sixty-Six

	 

	Adrian sat by the porthole in his room, the space bathed in candlelight. He couldn’t sleep. Not because of Eli’s grand reveal and the news that Piscea, the goddess one told ghost stories about before bed, was awakening. But rather because of a deceitful mermaid and the pearls now gathered in his hands.

	He had begun to fashion a necklace for her a few days earlier. Back on his beloved Starred Siren before he’d lost an eye. Before he’d lost his ship. Before he’d lost Oceanne.

	The necklace had somehow stayed with him, safe in a pocket through the battle. Idiot that he was, he’d thought that was a sign. What a fool he’d been.

	He clenched his jaw as he looked at the necklace. It was a stupid fucking thing. He’d simply taken an old piece of ship’s twine and pushed holes through each pearl that Oceanne had left him so they could be strung along the twine. He looked at it now, how the gleam of them only served to remind him that he had let the consort of his enemy fuck him. How he had let himself feel something for her.

	He clenched his hand around the necklace, pushing himself out of the room, and stormed up onto the deck.

	Fuck this.

	After he helped Elara in Kaos, before their next task, whatever the fuck it was, he’d return to The Sinner’s Sands and find Sera or another girl at port. One who wasn’t a mermaid, who wouldn’t toy with his heart for sport. He’d go back to the way he was, a frozen-hearted bastard with more than one woman to keep his bed warm. He’d go back to being Blueheart.

	His chest heaved as he looked to the Altalunian waves below. They were a couple of days from Kaos, having to navigate through the godsforsaken water network of rivers and passes inland. And Altalune was no longer a beautiful place to Adrian as it had been a few days prior. Not with Cancia as its patron Star.

	He held his clenched fist over the ship’s railing as the waves danced. He squeezed his eyes shut. The ocean was his. And yet she roamed in it as though it was hers.

	The necklace was cool in his palm, and he spat a curse before forcing himself to release his hand.

	The necklace fell into the sea below, the ethereal sheen of the pearls flashing before they were lost to the waves.

	He stayed, watching the water a moment longer, half hoping, half dreading, that perhaps Oceanne would appear.

	Cancia, he hissed to himself.

	But nothing. No flick of a blue tail or glimpse of silver hair.

	Just as well. He didn’t trust himself not to murder her on sight.

	He sighed, the absence of the necklace not gifting the relief he thought it would bring. And without another look, Adrian returned to bed.
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	The next morning, the deck was quiet, the day early, the sun shining brightly already. Enzo walked out onto the deck and took a moment to soak it in—that heavenly body that gifted him a surge of power. He breathed it in, head tilted to the sun, a smile on his face.

	Face the Sun and cast the darkness behind you, he thought to himself. The night before had been heavy to say the least. Eli’s onslaught of news and having to see his Elara crawl further and further into herself had set the Lion into a deep, simmering fury.

	How dare this entity, this primordial being, try to force them apart? How dare she try to threaten the first moments of peace he and El had ever had in their lives? He wouldn’t allow it. Elara was his light, and there was nothing in this world that he would allow to dim it.

	He took a deep breath of salty air as he began to lather the soap before him, wetting it with water from the small bucket beside him. He would treasure the peace, the last two days on the ship before they arrived in Kaos, and all chaos would break loose.

	That peace was quickly disturbed by the pirate swaggering towards him, feet slapping across the deck.

	“You done preening?” Adrian asked, smirking as he walked to the edge of the ship, a hand drifting through the air as though he was smoothing the waves. He was more insufferable than usual, as though the nonsense with Cancia had turned the pirate into even more of a prick. Or perhaps becoming a titan had made him more entitled.

	“You could use a little more of it,” Enzo drawled back, peering into the small mirror before him.

	“Women like a man who’s rugged.”

	Enzo snorted. “Sounds like an excuse to get about like a vagrant to me. Has anyone introduced you to soap before?” He began to paint the lather carefully onto the beginnings of a beard. “And let me tell you, women also like to not have stubble rash when you’re kissing them, particularly in sensitive areas.”

	Adrian scoffed, turning his attention back to the waves.

	“I was beginning to like the scruff,” a voice remarked. Enzo looked up, his heart flaring as he made out Elara gliding towards him. He may have been the Sun, but it was Elara that was his source of light. When she was near, he felt safer, more grounded, despite the fear of the future or the enemies at their back. He laughed, adjusting the mirror, as with the other hand he flicked out a small razorblade.

	“There are places I want to latch my mouth to that are far too sensitive for beard burn,” he replied, grinning. 

	Elara tutted, now before him. “You’re going to nick an artery if you keep trying to shave with that flimsy mirror. Let me.”

	Enzo lowered his blade, obliging. He spread his legs a little wider, gesturing to them.

	With a small smile, Elara straddled him, her skirts fluffing around them both as she took the razorblade from his hand. He loved her so close to him. When her body was pressed to his, it felt like home. She pressed cool fingertips to his jaw, and he sank into her touch, sparking against it as he always did.

	“How did you sleep?” he murmured. After the long and heavy conversation with Eli, they had finally retreated to bed, where after making love to her, Enzo had felt closer to her than he had in weeks.

	“Not well,” she sighed. “I’m tired of hearing every day that there’s a new threat to our lives.”

	“Me too,” Enzo murmured. “But we’re in this together, El. And at least for the next two days, we have a small pocket of peace. I say we don’t waste it worrying of what’s to come and try to just enjoy ourselves in this bubble.”

	“You’re right,” she said, pressing a kiss to his forehead. Then she angled his jaw slightly, placing the razorblade flush to his cheek.

	“With the grain,” he said.

	She tutted. “You think I haven’t shaven a man’s face before?”

	A small lurch of jealousy lit within him. “Don’t tell me I have more ex-lovers to hunt and brand,” he drawled.

	She laughed, the sound still his favourite thing in the world. “My father, you’ll be pleased to know. He didn’t like having many servants around, so sometimes he’d make me shave him.”

	She began to, the blade pressing gently against his cheek. He breathed her in, taking a sly peek at her. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, lips pursed as she shaved. His gaze became heavy lidded as he zoned into those lips, her smoky vanilla scent all around him. His blood began to stir, the primal attraction that seemed to connect them through time and space fizzing.

	“Is that another razorblade in your pocket, or are you just happy to have me on your lap?” Elara drawled, not taking her eyes off her work.

	Enzo laughed then. “I’d hope my cock felt a bit thicker than a razorblade, love.”

	“Dear gods,” she whispered as Adrian glanced in their direction. “I should take that soap and wash your mouth out with it.”

	“I can think of something else I’d like in my mouth instead,” he quipped back. Elara rolled her eyes, gripping his jaw tighter.

	“What?” he said softly as a hand began to trail down her waist. “Are you going to tell me you’re not reliving dangling off the edge of the world as I made you come over and over with my tongue? Or the way you rode my face last night as you screamed?”

	To Enzo’s satisfaction, Elara shifted on top of him, a slight blush creeping across her chest. He chuckled. “I take that as a yes.”

	“You’re very brave to be teasing me as I have a blade to your throat.” She made her point by pressing it in slightly. Yet for Enzo, gods help him, it simply aroused him more. His hands skimmed her hips as he took a surreptitious look around the deck. With a deft flick of his hands, he was under her skirts.

	Elara’s hand jerked, soap flying through the air. “Enzo,” she hissed.

	His right hand stroked the inside of her knee. “Elara,” he retorted.

	“What are you doing? We have an audience.”

	“Does Adrian really count as an audience?”

	Like magick, Merissa and Isra appeared, both cradling mugs of hot tea to themselves against the chilly air.

	“Morning,” Merissa called over.

	“Morning,” Elara replied, voice high. Enzo smirked.

	“How are you both feeling?” Isra asked.

	“Tired,” Enzo replied. “And ready to enjoy the last few days on the ship while we can.” He smirked again as he stroked Elara’s thigh, and Elara let out a strangled sound.

	Merissa nodded. “That’s the spirit. Kaos will be a piece of cake, just you watch.”

	Elara’s cheeks were growing pinker by the moment as she smiled, nodding, and turned around.

	“Don’t act like you aren’t excited by this,” Enzo murmured, smile lazy. “Your audience can’t see anything. And I already know that you’re an exhibitionist.”

	His fingers trailed up her upper thigh to her underwear. He hissed as he felt the dampness soaking the material. His length strained in his trousers.

	“See?” he murmured onto her lips as her breath hitched. “Soaked already.”

	Elara seemed to melt into him a little. He loved how pliable she became, giving in to her base instincts. But as quickly as she did, she pulled away and continued to shave his neck.

	He grinned. He fucking loved this game.

	With another look around, he dipped his fingers beneath the seam of her underwear, coming straight into contact with her warm, wet sex.

	“Gods,” he hissed as she sucked in a breath, stilling the blade at his throat. Elara’s chest was heaving. He pushed two fingers into her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers as he read every bit of pleasure etched across her face, pleasure she was trying hard to hide. “Do you know how hard I am right now?” he asked roughly. “Knowing that my fingers are deep in your beautiful cunt, and no one knows but us?” His thumb flicked over her bud, and the blade slipped.

	Elara clicked her tongue. “Now I’ve made you bleed,” she hissed. “Carry on, and I will nick your jugular.”

	Enzo snickered. “Come on, princess. I thought your concentration was better than that. Are a few touches all it takes to make all your focus slip?” He began to pump his fingers slowly, curling them as he pushed in and out of her.

	“A few touches from you,” she purred back.

	His fingers stilled as pleasure flooded through him, and he bit back a groan.

	“Now who can’t concentrate?” she smirked, turning his jaw so she could shave the other side.

	He pulled his fingers from inside her, now rubbing them around her slowly as her jaw clenched, eyes widening while she continued to attempt to focus. It was sweet really, how she pretended.

	Enzo laughed darkly. He’d always loved a challenge. “Seeing as you’re so awfully confident, let’s really see how good your poker face is.”

	He withdrew his fingers completely from her, and her eyes flashed to him. “Wha—”

	Still under her skirts, he pushed the waistband of his trousers down, freeing his cock. In one swift movement, he pushed it into her entrance with his hand, just the head. Elara gasped, dropping the razorblade. It clattered to the ground, their three friends turning around at the sound.

	“She’s clumsy,” Enzo shouted over to them, making a show of rolling his eyes. Elara pushed against his chest.

	“Have you gone mad?”

	Enzo shrugged. “Hadn’t you better get that?” he asked, nodding to the fallen razorblade. “Go on.” His lip twitched. “Lean back.”

	“Want me to get that?” Leo asked brightly, emerging from the cabin and making his way towards them.

	“No, thank you,” Elara replied shrilly. Leo gave her an odd look before walking over to Merissa, Isra, and Adrian.

	Elara leaned back slowly, one hand gripping Enzo’s neck for support as she reached to retrieve the razorblade. With every inch she moved, Enzo slid into her a little further, filling her. He could see her chest heaving, his queen near panting as she took in every glorious inch of him. Enzo had to clench his jaw against his own moans as he moved torturously slowly, wanting to wring out every drop of pleasure from this that he could.

	He saw her hand clasp around the blade, and with her own wicked smile, she pulled herself upright, flush to him, as she jammed her hips down.

	“Fuck,” Enzo hissed under his breath as he found himself fully seated inside her, the deepest that he had ever gone.

	“Now what?” she breathed. “I can’t exactly ride you.”

	Enzo had to close his eyes for a moment. “Please don’t talk to me like that.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I want to last, and filthy words from your lips are my undoing.”

	She smirked. “So…”

	“So sometimes the smallest shifts can create the biggest pleasure,” he murmured. “Just stay still.”

	He took the moment to savour himself inside her. He’d never done this before, been sheathed to the hilt inside her, not moving a muscle. Her eyes moved from narrowed suspicion to lust-filled, slowly softening, lips parting as she understood what he meant.

	“Now clench,” he said softly onto her lips. “And keep shaving as you do.”

	Her eyes widened, scanning his. Enzo only looked back coolly.

	And with a small intake of breath, Elara began to do just that. He let out a sigh as he felt her around him, pulsing, hips still as she continued to scrape the stubble off his jaw.

	Enzo zoned into it, and his senses were so heightened, so aware as neither of them moved or satiated the need within them, that every scrape of blade against his skin made his cock twitch.

	“Gods,” Elara whispered, feeling it. “We’re never going to get this finished.”

	It was more intense than any other time they had made love—as his eyes burned into hers, as people stood only a few yards away.

	Enzo heard footsteps approach, seeing Adrian walk past, rolling his eye. “You know, if they found a way to meld skin, I wouldn’t be surprised if the two of you decided to sew yourselves to each other. It’s nine in the morning, and you’re already in his lap.”

	“Sorry, Adrian, some of us don’t have only barnacles or betrothed Stars for company,” Enzo replied, shifting his hips slightly so that his cock pressed into Elara’s soft walls. She let out a sharp exhale.

	“You’re such a prick,” Adrian muttered.

	Enzo chuckled as with a deft movement, his thumb circled Elara’s most sensitive area, and she jerked, cursing. Adrian frowned at her, still lingering.

	“Are you quite well, Elara?”

	“Fine, thank you,” she strangled out. “Just this shaving is making my hands tense up.”

	Adrian gave her a strange look, and Enzo smirked.

	“She usually has steadier fingers than me,” Enzo explained as Elara whipped her head around to him, eyes threatening. He chuckled.

	“Okaaay,” Adrian replied. “Well, hurry up and finish. Leo’s on breakfast duty, and he says if you’re late, he’ll lightning shock you himself.”

	The pirate strolled off.

	“You heard the captain,” Enzo teased. “Hurry up and finish.”

	“I’m going to kill you,” Elara hissed.

	“I love it when you talk filthy to me,” Enzo replied.

	Elara’s cheeks were flushed as Enzo continued to shift his hips in miniscule motions to create some friction between the two of them, his thumb still working her in tandem. She looked around to the remaining figures on the deck, the blush spreading to her chest as her breath quickened.

	“Look at me,” he murmured. “Don’t look at them. Look at me.”

	He could feel her beginning to tighten around him, the high points of her cheeks flushing pink, her eyes sparkling.

	“That’s it,” he murmured as he felt his balls tighten, felt his cock swell inside her, so close to the edge as well. She seemed to feel it too, the smallest moan escaping her mouth, barely a breath.

	“One more, angel,” he whispered as his thumb stroked over her again.

	She hissed through her teeth, eyes squeezing shut as her climax found her. Enzo could feel her squeezing him, the insistent throb so acute that he had to stop every bone in his body from taking over and pounding into her. Instead, he breathed through it as his own orgasm took hold, his head tipping back, eyes closing as it finally found him, Elara tight around him as he pumped into her.

	They were both breathing heavily, Elara’s cheeks flushed and eyes blown. She looked so beautiful, completely undone by him, and he pressed a chaste kiss to the moon scar at the base of her throat.

	Elara looked around, Enzo following. “When did they all go?” she chuckled.

	Enzo began laughing too. “Gods know. I was far too preoccupied with other things.” He thrust into her again gently, earning a soft gasp from her. She nuzzled into his neck, and Enzo savoured the moment, just the two of them on the last days of this ship, his soulmate in his arms.

	Eli’s head appeared around the corner as he leaned out of the cabin, clearing his throat.

	“If you’re done fucking,” the god said, “we’re all waiting for you both in the library.”
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Chapter Sixty-Seven

	 

	Three days aboard the ship had passed, and the capital of Bacchus sprawled before Elara, the sky a deep purple, the colour of crushed grapes. Late afternoon was giving way to twilight, and she looked to the empty streets below, eerily quiet—only the sound of the gold and burgundy leaves rasping across them.

	They’d made their way through Altalune smoothly, Adrian spitting curses at every given opportunity to the waters that Cancia hailed from. But for the most part, they’d made it through alive. A small in-between lay within a cove, half-way through the water kingdom, and their ship wasn’t the only one that had been lined up to pass through. It seemed many were expectant for All Hallow’s Eve in Kaos.

	And with a god of the mind on their side, hustling their way into Sagitton’s realm had been easy, Eli throwing a simple suggestion here and there that none of the group were fugitives being hunted by the whole continent. He had left them all the moment the ship had docked–being a Star he had to keep up appearances after all—and he’d gone in advance to Kaos to meet Sagitton and once more put on the act of depraved, moral-less god. But the group was well-versed on the plan after the last three days doing nothing but go over every eventuality that may fall on them when they entered the wild kingdom. All the group had to do was find Eli once more and then locate the witch.

	Elara took the city in, the amethyst stone columns that framed the streets below them, fountains trickling, streets wide and paved. It was…beautiful. Rich in deep colour, plum and burgundy trees stretching towards each other across the cobbles. It was absolutely the last thing she was expecting from the kingdom of revelry.

	“Anyone else seeing a beautiful, deserted city?” Leo muttered

	“Yes,” everyone chimed.

	“Okay, good, so not just me.”

	Merissa was glamouring Adrian, painting his face and tweaking his Hallow’s mask. Glitter dusted his cheekbones, and he was bare-chested, iridescent trousers gracing his lower half.

	“Do I look like a naiad yet?” he grinned as Merissa finished her touches. Elara was impressed, the costume was beautiful.

	All Hallow’s Eve was an opportunity to dress up, making it the perfect disguise to enter Kaos and not draw the attention of Sagitton or any other Star that may be in attendance as they searched for the witch.

	“What is this?” Adrian asked as Merissa glamoured his tattoo, erasing it on his chest as the others waited.  “Kaos is known for its parties, its…chaos, for lack of a better word. Think of all the ships queued up to enter. Where have the guests all disappeared to?”

	Isra squinted, her costume even more fantastical than Adrian’s. Merissa had glamoured her hair white and dressed Isra to look like an ice spirit. She looked ethereal.

	Isra had helped, growing frost and icicles over her dress until Elara had to take a double glance.

	Isra held up a finger before crooking it to Enzo. Merissa motioned him to wait a moment as she produced a small hat from the huge bag she’d carried with her off the ship and pushed it onto his head. Her tongue stuck out in concentration as she waved her hands, and the hat transformed into the pelt of a lion, its maw stretching out over Enzo’s head and its paws falling over his shoulders.

	His entire body was painted golden, his torso also bare, causing much eye-rolling from Elara.

	“You still haven’t quite mastered the art of subtlety,” Elara drawled as he winked, kissing her on the cheek before pacing over to Isra, two golden wings at his back rustling.

	“Notice how there isn’t even a birdcall?” Isra called behind her as Merissa went back to finishing up Adrian. Enzo followed Isra as Elara sat patiently for her turn.

	She noticed Merissa’s hands tremble a little as Leo approached, nudging Adrian out of the way as he removed his shirt and stepped into her space. Merissa placed her hands over his eyes as silver paint began to drip from them, creating a stripe over Leo’s eyes and seeping down to form tears. She turned him around, Leo complying with a grin, and pressed a hand to his shoulder blades, where silver wings began to grow.

	“An angel,” Leo proclaimed. “Since I’m the only one in the group.”

	Elara scoffed. “If you’re an angel then gods help us all.”

	Leo winked as Merissa finished up his costume before gesturing to Elara.

	“So, decided what you’re going as?”

	Elara gave a small smile. “A night wraith, of course.”

	Merissa grinned, nodding. “I love it.”

	Elara felt Merissa’s magick, warm and cool at the same time, washing over her face and tickling her eyelids. She felt the black dress she was wearing tighten and cinch at the middle, draping and flowing down her arms and feet, and a hood beginning to appear over her face. Merissa produced a small mirror, showing her the work.

	Black curled around Elara’s eyes, forming a mask, her lips blood red as though she had just finished drinking a soul, the way wraiths did. Her skin gleamed.

	“Holy shit,” Adrian remarked. “You look terrifying.”

	Elara pressed a hand to her heart. “Thank you.”

	“I think you look beautiful,” Enzo murmured. “Is it strange that I want to fuck you in this robe right now?”

	Elara looked around before revealing the naked length of her thigh underneath the robe’s slit. “Not at all,” she murmured back.

	Enzo made a pained sound. “We will find a moment,” he promised, looking ruggedly handsome as the mythical lion.

	Merissa was waving a hand artfully around her face, her hair sleeking into straight sheets of blonde, leaves rippling up her body and twisting, twigs growing from the crown of her head and wrapping to form a mask around the upper half of her face. She added a few more touches, the illusion of bark coasting down one side of her body.

	“Wow,” Elara whispered.

	Merissa twirled. “A forest nymph of Verde,” she beamed.

	Enzo and Isra were far ahead, and the rest trailed down the hill, now ready.

	“Are you two going to keep using those weird seer gifts, or are you going to deign to tell us what’s going on?” Adrian said as Elara caught up to them all.

	Enzo smirked. “You’ll know in a moment.”

	“You see it?” Isra asked, ignoring Adrian.

	Leo sighed beside them. “Try growing up with them,” he muttered to Adrian, earning his chuckle.

	Merissa linked arms with Elara.

	“How are you feeling about all this?” Merissa whispered.

	Elara shrugged. “Oh, you know, impending doom should we fail, the threat of yet another murderous entity… I feel great.”

	Merissa nudged her, and Elara dropped her bravado.

	“Honestly? I just pray this witch knows what she’s doing. That way we can get this over with and return to as peaceful a life as we can on the run.”

	Before Merissa could reply, Elara heard a muffled laugh and turned, scanning the skies. They were approaching the citadel now. “Did anyone else hear that?”

	Isra and Enzo exchanged knowing grins as they tumbled down the last steps, pacing towards an arch.  “Just as we thought,” Isra said.

	“This is getting really old now,” Leo drawled.

	“We’re just building up the suspense,” Isra replied.

	“Eli went ahead of us but… I don’t see him anywhere,” Elara said, frowning as she looked to the quiet street ahead. Not even a breeze stirred.

	Enzo kissed her on the forehead before bending to pick up a pebble. There was another muffled sound, but this time it sounded like music that was coming from behind three closed doors. Her eyes narrowed as Enzo grinned, pulling his arm back and launching the rock through the arch. The group watched it volley, flying through the air and into…

	Nothing.

	Merissa took a startled step forward. The rock had simply vanished, into thin air—quite literally.

	“Magick,” Isra said, pushing a hand through the strange gate, half of her hand disappeared as a blast of music sounded through, louder and upbeat. “See you on the other side,” she winked and stepped through the arch, vanishing.

	Adrian let out a low whistle, a gleam in his eyes. “Now this,” he said, slapping Leo on the back, “is going to be an adventure.”

	Leo laughed, joining behind him, and Elara watched everyone form a neat single file as they each transcended the magickal barrier. Snippets of music made their way to her as Enzo held on to her and pulled her through the portal.
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	Absolutely nothing could prepare Elara for the world that greeted her on the other side of the gate. Her jaw slackened as she landed with the others, still as they observed the sights before them.

	“Holy shit,” Adrian sang, grinning from ear to ear.

	The music was deafening, drowning the sky with its wild beat. Elara heard fiddles, trumpets, a beautiful divine orchestra, and the sound of frenzied singing, though she couldn’t pinpoint from where.

	“Is that—”

	“A fountain made of wine?” Adrian laughed, skipping down the hill. “Why yes, Elara, yes, it bloody is.” He set off towards it, but Elara grabbed his ponytail, pulling him back.

	“Ow,” he hissed.

	“You’re not going anywhere just yet. Beyond this hill lies our fate, hanging in the balance if we don’t stop Piscea walking through the veil. This isn’t some revel. This is a kingdom of insanity. We need to keep our wits about us, find Eli, and then the witch. Understood?”

	Adrian rolled his eyes but nodded as Elara released him.

	“You were more fun when you were just a stranger at a masquerade,” he grumbled, and Elara smirked.

	“Tonight is a night that honours the dead,” she said to them all. “I only hope that means power is on my side.” 
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	Merissa had never seen anything like the sight that greeted her as they followed the path to the city proper.

	Carved pumpkins lit with candles lined the path, casting the evening in an orange glow as the group marched on. Buildings loomed on either side of her, seeming to stretch out to one another, and she looked up, feeling daunted by the sheer grandeur of Kaos.

	As they neared the main square, the path giving way to twisting alleys, the music grew louder, and they began to see other citizens dressed for the night.

	A group of women dressed as mermaids of Altalune giggled as they staggered, a bottle in hand.

	To Merissa’s right, two men dressed as demons of Perses, red horns and all, laughed as one walked right into a lamppost.

	Masks and costumes surrounded her in the darkness, pure chaos beginning to filter towards them.

	And more importantly, everyone was blind drunk.

	She turned a corner to see an angel of Sveta swimming in the fountain, drinking wine straight from the spout and laughing.

	Others were dancing and singing raucously, numerous bodies passed out on the street, others nursing bottles of wine or rum. Merissa squinted up to the grapes twisting up pillars and forming a kind of canopy around the city, glitterbugs flitting between them as people clawed up the pillars to eat the grapes. This was madness, absolute madness.

	She could feel the charm coating her, trying to tease her into submission. She gritted her teeth against it as she looked past the sea of Hallow’s masks. All of different Mythas, dancing and drinking and screaming and—

	She blinked hard, dizziness taking hold of her. She looked at Elara and Enzo beside her, who appeared to be fine.

	Merissa stumbled a little, scanning the crowd. She saw Adrian up ahead and went to catch up to him when two hands clamped over her eyes as a voice whispered in her ear, “Trick or treat.”

	Merissa screamed, struggling as she turned around and…found herself in a deserted alley, no one to be seen.

	She whimpered as she whirled around, checking to see where the person who had accosted her was. But she was utterly alone.

	“Elara?” she whispered, her voice trembling as she peered into the gloom. “Enzo?”

	Nothing, only the howl of wind and the sounds of the party continuing on behind her.

	She hurried towards the light, unsure where she was as panic took hold, unsure of how she had landed here, when she stopped.

	To the side of the small alley was a table made of stone. It housed what looked like a selection of cakes, as well as a small carafe of ruby wine.

	Merissa made to ignore it and carry on but felt a deep and insistent tug when she tried to skirt around it.

	“Trick or treat.”

	She whirled again, heart hammering, but again, no one was there.

	She shook her head before the whisper came again.

	“Taste me,” the whispers chanted. “Tastemetastemetastemetasteme.”

	Merissa’s eyes narrowed as they focused on the table, and she reached a tentative hand out.

	“Yes. Yesyesyesyesyesyes,” the voices keened.

	She picked up one of the cakes, sticky in her hand as the scent of plum and cinnamon wafted off it. Her mouth watered.

	“Don’t you want a taste?” the voice murmured in her mind again, velvet soft.

	Her eyes fluttered shut as she brought the cake to her lips.

	“Don’t you deserve it?”

	Merissa’s hand trembled. “Yes,” she whispered.

	She saw purple swirling beneath her lids, heard a giggle as she opened her mouth.

	Let go of your burdens, love, the charm whispered.

	She shook her head, a last attempt at resisting, but the charm tried again.

	You’ve always been a saint. A soft chuckle swam in her veins. How would it feel, for once, on a day that no one would notice…to sin?

	Merissa’s breathing hitched as her teeth sank into the sponge.

	That’s it, love. Give in. Give in to me.

	The spiced sponge fizzed on her tongue, a thrill racing through her as the sweetness of it coated her tongue. She could taste light—purple—as it slid down her throat, decadent and mellow. It seemed to alchemise with her starlight, calling it forth, begging it to break free.

	She wanted more.

	Moremoremoremoremore the voice begged.

	“The spirits are strong here tonight,” a deep voice broke between them. “You should be more careful.”

	Her eyes flew open.

	A demon towered before her, a red mask covering everything but the soft smirk of his mouth.

	A different version of Merissa, the one that existed before she had eaten the cake, would have stumbled back, screamed, ran.

	But instead, with the exciting frisson of the charm within her, she took a step forward, the world swaying.

	“Hello,” she breathed.

	The demon’s lips twitched. “Hello,” he crooned back.

	The sound of crazed laughter drifted to her, and she looked beyond to the lights ahead—nearer than earlier for some reason.

	The demon followed her gaze before turning back to her.

	“Would you like to dance?” he asked, extending his hand.

	Merissa felt a thrill as she took his hand.

	“Yes,” she breathed.

	The demon looked around before pulling her out of the alley and into pandemonium.

	The music was deafening, the crowd pressing into her from all sides. Mythas masks of all kinds surrounded her—wraiths, skulls, naiads and dryads, lions and angels. Merissa squinted, trying to make sense of her surroundings as her head swam, the stranger pulling her along.

	To her left, she saw a man swallowing fire; to her right a woman was talking to herself as she swam in a pool of wine. She heard a wailing and turned in alarm as a man in front of her bled. She gasped as she staggered back, seeing his own hand wield a blade as he carved letters into his forearm.

	‘HELP,’ it read.

	Merissa went to scream, but when she blinked, the man had disappeared. Her heart pounded as she turned around, relieved to see the demon still holding her hand as he pulled her through the crowd.

	Memories of the man soon fell from her mind as teasing and delicious ecstasy filled her veins once more. The demon halted in the throng of the crowd, a wall of bodies surrounding them as he twirled her until her back was to his chest.

	The music was within her. She could feel its bass pounding in her bloodstream, the energy frenzied and palpable. Before Merissa could help it, a laugh erupted from her, one burbling from deep within. She couldn’t help grinning. Why had she been so serious? Why had it taken her this long to just give in?

	She raised her hands to the sky in ecstasy, letting the music and charm invade her, moving not of her own accord. The demon-masked stranger ran a finger up her arm slowly.

	The gesture was so simple. So much more demure than sex. And yet it was as though a match was being struck against her skin. She felt the charm leap in her again and her own magick rise again to meet it.

	Merissa had lost control. And it felt so, so good.

	She continued to dance against the stranger.

	“What’s your name, little nymph?” he finally murmured, and she felt his hips press into her, moving as one with the rhythm. His voice was so nice, lilting and deep.

	She paused. In this moment, she was not Merissa. That woman had left the moment Sagitton’s charm had swirled around her.

	If Merissa was sweetness, then she would choose a name that meant bitter.

	“Amara,” she replied.

	“Ah-ma-raaaa,” the stranger echoed, and the way he seemed to taste each syllable on his tongue had Merissa wishing it was her real name. “You’re a beautiful dancer, Amara,” he added.

	“Us Aphrodeans do it best,” she sighed, closing her eyes as she swayed with him.

	She felt his hands tighten on her hips, sinking into the flesh. He made a strained sound. Merissa didn’t care. She was having fun. For the first time, she wasn’t worried or burdened, just…free.

	She twirled so she was facing the stranger.

	“Are you not going to show me you face? Or are you a monster?”

	The stranger chuckled darkly. “Monster’s about right. I’m hideous underneath the mask.” His words caressed her, rumbling over her skin. “Covered in boils and scars.”

	His smile widened, hungry and lupine, the kind of arrogant smile that insinuated he knew exactly how good-looking he was underneath the mask.

	“Well,” Merissa said, raising a finger. “If your lips are anything to go by, I’d hardly say you are hideous at all.”

	She gently laid the pad of her middle finger on his bottom lip. The stranger’s breath hitched, and she saw every part of him still. Curious and ridiculously high from the cake and charm, she took her time, tracing his whole bottom lip from one end to the other. She then did the same to the top, resting on his cupid’s bow.

	“Beautiful,” she breathed.

	Someone jostled past in the crowd with a tray of wine goblets. “A drink, madam?” The Kaosian grinned, his eyes a deep purple. She paused, some strange nag at the back of her mind trying to break through.

	She blinked, and the man’s face contorted into a scream, wine dribbling out of his mouth as he choked.

	Merissa exclaimed, pressing back into the demon for reassurance, but yet again, when she blinked once more, the Kaosian in front simply looked at her, a pleasant smile on his face as he waited with the tray.

	The nag came again—a voice that sounded an awful lot like her mother trying to get through the chaos. And Merissa didn’t want to think about her mother right now.

	She shook her head, blaming the cake and took a cup greedily, raising it to her lips.

	“I think you’ve had enough,” the demon behind interjected, swiping it from her grasp.

	“I haven’t had a drop,” Merissa replied indignantly.

	The stranger cocked his head. “You had your cake. You certainly don’t need some of Sagitton’s wine.” He raised the cup in the air in a mock cheer before throwing the contents back himself.

	She laughed. The sight was so funny to her, though she wasn’t sure why.

	The stranger laughed with her, and the sound was beautiful. So rich. She felt like she was sipping his joy with the ecstasy in the air. He pressed his hand to the small of her back.

	“Come,” he said. “Let’s get you some air away from this crowd.”

	Merissa gave an unsure smile, looking back to the crowd. But all seemed normal. Outside of Bacchus, she never would have followed a stranger. She was always so cautious and careful. 

	Fuck it, she thought to herself. She rarely even cursed. Yes, she liked that. Fuck it, she said to herself again, smiling triumphantly as though she had done something monumental, rather than just utter a word that her friends used in every other sentence.

	The demon was looking at her strangely.

	“You do realise you just said that out loud?”

	Normally, she’d feel embarrassed. Instead, she threw her head back and laughed.

	“Gods, it just feels so good,” she said, as he pulled her along to the edge of the square and into a small alley. They slowed, a canopy of grapes above them, decorated with cobwebs and small, floating jack-o’-lanterns.

	There was a stone bench, and Merissa suddenly wanted to lie on it. She did, draping her body over it as she looked back to the stranger.

	“What feels so good?”

	“Not caring.” She stopped herself, raising a finger in the air. “Sorry, not giving a fuck.”

	The stranger snorted. “You’ve definitely had too much charm.”

	Merissa laid her head back, her eyes fluttering closed again as she felt the charm pound in her bloodstream. It was so mischievous, so delicious.

	“So you don’t usually have such a filthy mouth?” he asked, standing over her. She smiled, eyes still shut.

	“Depends on your definition.”

	She flicked her eyes open to gauge his reaction. Her own charm was completely out of control now, the one she desperately tried to tamp down every day, swirling around the stranger and coating them both in that strange mix of seduction and sweetness that seemed to reside in her.

	“I think you’re trouble,” he murmured.

	Merissa grinned, lacing her fingers with his as she pulled him down onto the bench, moving her legs so he could sit.

	“Trouble is the last thing anyone has ever called me.”

	The stranger’s lip quirked. “No, I bet you turn men to putty in your hands.”

	She didn’t know what bravery possessed her. All she knew was the charm was giggling hysterically in her ear and that her own charm was penetrating her deeply, encouraging her. “Do you want to find out? Do you want to make love to me?” she asked.

	The stranger inhaled deeply, his head falling back and eyes closing.

	Merissa rose and crawled forward. Her mind wasn’t thinking, and it felt so blissful to just follow the movements of her body, to not ask herself what she was doing, to admonish herself, or compare herself to her mother.

	She swung a leg around him, straddling him.

	“Make love?” the stranger finally asked softly, a large hand snaking around her waist. “What happened to that filthy mouth?”

	Merissa narrowed her eyes. “Okay,” she replied, leaning closer. “Do you want to fuck me?”

	The stranger inhaled again, his breath fanning down the column of her neck. It was strange the first time and stranger the second time as his smile spread.

	“Say it again,” he murmured, his hands tightening around her.

	“Do you want to fuck me?”

	His eyes flicked to her lips, as he wet his own. She pushed herself against him, tired of the talking. She wanted to feel. In this moment where she had no guilt, no shame. Before the charm wore off, before she became Merissa again.

	She brought her face closer, mesmerised by those lips and the set of his jaw—the way he clenched it when she got closer suggested restraint. The man had a lot of it. And the cut of his lips was harsh, defined. Almost cruel.

	She closed her eyes as she breathed in the moment. She had never felt so alive, drunk on charm and in the lap of a stranger.

	“How does it feel to ask for what you want?” the demon murmured against her neck.

	His nose trailed up to her ear, and she gasped, arching into his touch.

	“How does it feel to demand what you desire for once?”

	“It feels…incredible,” she breathed, pressing herself further into his lap.

	She tipped her head, giving the stranger better access to her neck, but he simply trailed his nose back down it again, shuddering slightly.

	His lip brushed against her pulse, and she felt the scrape of his teeth over the sensitive skin, setting her pulse pounding.

	“Tell me a secret, little nymph.”

	She paused, thinking of one that only her trusted few knew. “I’m cursed in love,” she replied.

	The stranger chuckled, pulling his mouth away from her neck. Merissa opened her eyes, catching on the grin of his plush lips. She wanted to kiss them, had had enough of the foreplay.

	They looked at each other’s mouths a moment before she leaned in to kiss him.

	A hand whipped out and caught her chin, stopping her.

	Frustration rippled through her as she looked at him, but his eyes were fixed on her mouth. The mask was too dark to make out the true colour, but they seemed purple to her.

	There was less than an inch of space between them as he gripped her chin. He breathed in and out, and Merissa registered that his breath smelled like cinnamon.

	They stayed like that. Minutes went by, just the two of them breathing each other in heavily.

	The stranger kept his eyes on her lips, the thumb that had been gripping her cheek dragging her bottom lip down.

	She had never in her life felt such want before, and they hadn’t even kissed. She didn’t even know his name. And yet a fire was sparking through her entire body, an ache settling between her legs that she desperately needed to fix. She rocked against his thigh, and the sensation was so delicious she couldn’t stop grinding herself against his trousered leg like an animal as her pleasure chased her. As she dragged herself down him once more, she moaned out loud, and it seemed to break the stranger out of his stupor. He brought his lips closer, and finally, Merissa thought, he was going to kiss her.

	But instead, he whispered onto her lips, “I am many, many things. But I’m not in the business of fucking women charmed out of their heads.”

	He released her, pushing her off him as he stood, brushing down his clothes. Shock doused Merissa like iced water, forcing the charm to shy away for a moment. She thanked the Stars for it being there though, for not letting her feel the embarrassment that would consume her if she had been herself.

	“What?” she spluttered.

	The stranger looked back to her once, reaching a hand out to her. He stopped it at the last moment, curling it into a fist in the air.

	“I have to go. Just…don’t get yourself killed, please. And don’t go trying to fuck strange men you don’t know,” he growled.

	She frowned. “What is happeni—?”

	“I’ve spent too long here,” he said, looking around the alley warily.

	“Too long?!” she exclaimed. “We’ve been together a matter of minutes.”

	The stranger shoved his hands into his pockets and began walking off. “The green grape, Amara, is the cure to the madness. The purple grape will make it worse.”

	Merissa looked at the canopy above them before jumping up.

	“But wait, I don’t even know your name,” she called after him.

	His laugh was dark as he threw his head back to look at her one last time.

	“You’ll know it soon enough.”
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	Elara turned to check on Merissa as she and Enzo walked down the alley with the others and halted.

	“Merissa!?” she shouted shrilly.

	The rest of the group stopped as Elara called out again, pacing back down the path. She had been here only moments before.

	“She’s gone,” Elara cried. “Merissa—”

	She whirled as Enzo held on to her hand. “Meri—”

	Elara blinked as a darkness covered her vision before it cleared, and she found herself in an entirely different place.

	She stumbled, hands stretched out in front of her as the darkness permeated her.

	“Elaraaaaaa,” a voice sang. She stilled. She knew that voice; it had been haunting her since Eli’s dreams.

	“Who are you?” she called out.

	A hollow chuckle sounded, as though it was surrounding her, and she bit back the urge to use her moonlight to light the place. Suddenly, she blinked again, and light surged to her—colour and sound assaulting her as the world blared back to life.

	She looked around desperately, but Enzo was gone, as were the others.

	And then it dawned on her. She was no longer on a street, but instead within a room, a banquet hall, and she was seated with a feast laid before her.

	She looked around the deserted hall, sumptuous fabrics draped over every wall, low tables and chairs scattered around the sides of the space with gauzy curtains. And grapes. Grapes everywhere, hanging from the ceilings, trailing down the walls.

	Elara tried to sit up but was hit with an overwhelming urge to remain where she was.

	A goblet sat in front of her, filled with wine.

	“Drink me,” it pleaded. “Drinkmedrinkmedrinkmedrinkme.”

	Elara shook her head, gritting her teeth against Sagitton’s charm. It was an exciting kind of energy, one that danced over her skin, looking for a way in.

	She curled her fist on the table, palming a knife as she looked back around the room.

	Still not a soul in sight.

	“You have the world on your shoulders. Why not let it fall. Why not give in to your mortal cravings. Giveingiveingiveingiveingivein.”

	Elara’s hands shook.

	“Didn’t you want this? Didn’t you want to be human, to spend a life with your soulmate? Don’t you want to love and please and devote yourself to him? Don’t you want to leave the rest behind?”

	She crushed a grape between her fingers, its purple juice like blood in the low light.

	“Come on, beautiful,” the voice murmured, as though onto her neck, and it sounded exactly like Enzo. Be with me. Stay here. Take a sip.

	Elara raised the cup to her lips, her eyes fluttering shut. Enzo was right; this was what she wanted. To be with him, to ignore the rest. That was all that mattered.

	She took a sip of the wine, its plummy richness sliding down her throat, and her lips parted in ecstasy.

	She felt a hand twist her hair back and smiled. Here Enzo was, finally with her. Her eyes fluttered open as she looked up and was met instead with deep purple eyes that glinted and shoulder length hair to match.

	“Sweet Moon,” Sagitton grinned. “How nice of you to join me.”
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Chapter Sixty-Eight

	 

	Eli dodged the drunken crowd where he could, though that was in a sense impossible in a country quite literally dedicated to getting absolutely fucked.

	If there was a place he hated perhaps even more than Concordia, it was Kaos. Eli was a pillar of order. Sagitton was the very opposite. Eli grimaced at the sloppiness around him, the complete lack of shame the courtesans of Bacchus showed. Passed out in the middle of streets, or red faced and roaring, or if none of those, just fucking…openly. Against walls, on the dirty floor…

	“Nice,” he muttered to himself, flicking his eyes away from a couple moaning and writhing next to a man asleep on a bench, using a wine bottle as a pillow.

	He scanned the crowd, searching for a wraith or a lion. He’d had to arrive earlier than the rest of the group and didn’t like the thought of leaving Enzo and Elara to the madness by themselves. Neither had been to Kaos before, and if Eli knew anything, it was that one needed a guide in the kingdom of utter insanity.

	But he couldn’t see them in the crowd, and he was very aware that Sagitton was somewhere close, the idiot drinking in the festival he loved so much and likely trying to find Eli and drag him into whatever debauchery he was already involved in.

	With a flick of his power, Eli parted the crowd with a slight dash of mind control as he traversed to the other side of the square. He could breathe and think a little easier now, and he paced down one of the side streets, hoping to find Enzo and Elara down one of them.

	Before he could turn, a body slammed into him, making him stumble.

	He went to say something scathing before realising who was gripping his arms, his eyes wild.

	“Eli,” Enzo said. “They’ve disappeared. They’ve all disappeared.”

	Eli took a moment to register the lion in front of him—his costume, the desperation which he gripped Eli with.

	“What do you mean, disappeared?”

	“One minute they were with me. El was holding my hand. And the next she’d vanished into smoke. Merissa too. Then the others. I’ve been running around trying to find you.”

	Eli cursed, pushing his hair back. “Walk with me,” he growled. “We’ll find them.”

	Enzo fell into step beside him, the two towering over the other citizens of Kaos. Eli caught his reflection in a glass window as they passed. A skull had been painted onto his face, his hair combed back and a sharp black suit beneath. He’d wanted to dress as the dead to subtly respect Elara, as a fuck you to the rest of the Stars. He and Enzo couldn’t have looked more different as they stalked the streets of Bacchus.

	He could feel the Sun burning up next to him, and he sent a thought out. “You need to relax. She’s here. I can just about hear her thoughts now. Just a little closer…”

	Enzo stiffened beside him. “You need to stop doing that,” he gritted out.

	Eli smirked as he continued to part the crowd with a thought here, a thought there.

	Finally, he halted, Elara’s thoughts pouring out strong, like a beacon to him, silver and pulsing. They swirled and laughed, beckoning him closer.

	“Oh shit,” Eli muttered.

	“What?”

	“She’s with Sagitton.”

	Enzo cursed, setting off at a run.

	“For fuck’s sake,” Eli growled. “I don’t run.”

	Enzo sent him such a terrifying look over his shoulder that Eli staggered a little.

	“Fine,” he hissed before jogging after the Lion towards Sagitton’s temple.
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	One minute Adrian was with the rest of the group, and the next moment he wasn’t.

	He staggered back, frowning. Had Sagitton’s charm gotten to him already? He wiped his eyes, frowning at the glass that had just appeared in his hand.

	A hand wrapped around his mouth, and he struggled against it, his powers flaring before he could register the scent of oceanflower.

	He heard a splutter as he whipped round, curling his hand around the throat of the Star standing before him.

	He noted the silver hair.

	“Cancia?” he growled as the woman before him took out a small dagger, and in a whirl, she had him against the wall, the blade to his throat.

	“No,” she drawled. “Oceanne.”

	Adrian let out an empty laugh as the cool metal rested on his pulse, taking a second to look at the woman before him.

	Star, he corrected himself.

	Silver hair cascaded to her hips like moonlit water, starfish and seashells weaved through them. She was dressed as a mermaid, ironically. Adrian gave a disgusted laugh, soaking in the Hallow’s mask still disguising the face that Adrian hadn’t yet laid eyes upon. It was pearl and shell encrusted, covering the upper half of her face, but it was when Adrian dared flick his eyes down, as she still held him by the throat, that he truly understood just how evil the Stars were.

	Curves, for days, skimmed her body, flimsy netting creating a dress of sorts, with the same shells and sea ornaments scattered to cover her intimate areas. He saw flashes of her olive skin through the netting, saw the curves he had only felt.

	Finally, he dragged his eyes back up to meet her green and blue.

	“What the fuck do you want, siren?”

	Something close to hurt flashed across Cancia’s face, and Adrian worked to quell the urge to hold her. She had betrayed him, lied to him. And more than that, she was his enemy’s consort.

	He raised his chin. “Go on, are you here to try and kill me? Good luck with that. I’m sure you’ve heard by now what I am, little spy.”

	“The Water,” she whispered, and he stiffened as her grasp on the blade softened. “I heard. Adrian, I didn’t come to hurt you. I don’t have much time. Even now, Stars are scattered around. But I came to apologise, to tell you that I didn’t sell you out or tell Scorpius anything. You just…you had to know that.”

	Adrian’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t believe her for a second. Stars were liars, every one of them. Manipulative, charming—and this one before him, this mermaid so closely related to the sirens of Neptuna, yes… Adrian would die before he believed another word uttered through those pretty lips.

	“And why should I believe you?”

	She sighed, pulling something from beneath her dress. It was a pearl necklace, the one Adrian had made, strung with the pearls Cancia had gifted him each night to herald her arrival.

	“Because I found this in the ocean and kept it. Because I knew what it meant. Because the last weeks… They’ve been real to me.”

	Adrian’s eyes widened. “I threw that overboard,” he hissed. “It wasn’t for you to keep.”

	“Well then, I kept it anyway,” Cancia snapped. “And for a reason. I meant what I said. But fine.”

	She took the necklace and pulled it off her neck. “Here. Since it wasn’t for me to keep.” She shoved it into Adrian’s hand.

	Footsteps sounded down the alley, and Cancia spun as a group of revellers passed, singing a Kaoisan ditty.

	“I have to go,” she whispered, more softly. “I’m sorry, Adrian, for all of it. I hope one day you’ll realise that.”

	She turned, slipping from his grasp.

	“Cancia, wait.”

	Adrian caught her, pulling her back to him. Cancia’s body slammed into his, warm and supple, the two breathing hard, their lips nearly touching.

	“Don’t call me that,” she whispered.

	“Fine, Oceanne.”

	“What?” she hissed.

	“Just one last…” he was panting, unsure how to describe what he needed, what he was begging for.

	“Just once more,” he pleaded roughly, even as his mind told him to let her leave.

	Cancia’s eyes widened beneath her mask as they searched his, mouth parting as his nose grazed it, skimming up her face and down as he soaked in the feel of her skin.

	“We can’t,” she whispered.

	“I know,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers with each syllable.

	And then she sighed, longing and want held within the melodic note, and Adrian slipped his tongue onto hers, Cancia melting into him. Their masks clashed, and he grunted in frustration, pushing her back gently.

	He raised a hand, running the back of it over the shells glued to the disguise.

	Cancia gulped, and Adrian took it as his cue, pulling her mask up, a hand stroking the edge of her cheekbone as her face was finally revealed.

	The hand stilled. She was more beautiful than any painting he had seen of her. Art didn’t do her justice; words wouldn’t have either.

	It was painful to look at her, his heart stuttering as he did.

	Her olive skin was smooth as glass and glowing faintly, a smatter of iridescent freckles across her nose that shone like fish scales as she moved her head to face him full on. Her almond eyes regarded him warily, one the blue of a clear river, the other green as the ocean.

	“You’re breathtaking,” he breathed.

	A slight pink tinged her cheeks as she looked away. “I’m a Star. We’re supposed to be.”

	Adrian raised his thumb to brush a freckle, convinced it would transfer to his hand like a sprinkle of sugardust. Gods, he wanted to lick every freckle, kiss every scale on her, see her in her true form.

	Cancia’s hand wrapped around his wrist, stilling his. “Someone will see.”

	Adrian leant in to kiss a freckle, and she shuddered. “I know.”

	“It’s too dangerous.”

	His mouth skimmed up to her ear, tongue swirling the sensitive lobe. “I know.”

	He felt her melt further and further into him.

	“You could be killed.”

	Adrian grinned as his tongue found its way down her neck where he could taste her sweetness, already headier at her pulse point. “I know.”

	“I could be killed.”

	Adrian stilled at that, pulling away. He looked around the deserted alleyway and to the fountain behind them.

	“I will keep you safe,” he whispered, picking her up. Cancia’s legs wrapped around him as he walked them to the fountain. A mere thought made the water jump around them as Cancia gasped, another had it forming a tall wall of water that parted as Adrian guided them through it. It was so easy, wielding this water that ran in his veins now. Still holding Cancia, he made the sheets of water form a dome so the two were enclosed.

	“Now,” he murmured, setting her gently into the ankle-deep water, “no one can see us, and no one can pass through unless I let them.”

	Cancia’s mouth was slack as she craned her neck to look at what Adrian had created. He looked too, noticing that starlight was shining off her gently, a beautiful periwinkle blue that played off the domed water ceiling, creating patterns that looked like an ocean night sky.

	She turned to him.

	“Now, where were we?” Adrian whispered, taking a step towards her.

	“One last time,” she replied.

	“Just once,” Adrian said. “Before you have to go back. Before we have to accept that this was just a beautiful, fleeting dream.”

	Cancia stepped closer, pushing her silver hair around one shoulder as she sank to her knees in the water. Adrian followed suit so the two were kneeling.

	Cancia came closer, a hand pressed to his naked chest as her lips searched his tentatively. Adrian groaned, given permission, and began to kiss her passionately, his tongue swirling with hers, sucking her full bottom lip.

	Cancia moaned, and Adrian pushed down the flimsy dress, careful not to rip it so her breasts were bared. He had felt them before, tasted them, but to see them, full and heavy as her chest rose and fell, his cock strained against his scale-clad britches.

	He leaned forward slowly, sinking further onto his haunches as he fluttered small kisses along one breast and then the other, soaking in the softness of her gleaming skin.

	Her head fell back as she gave him better access to her neck too until Adrian lost his barely held restraint, his tongue and teeth swirling over her throat.

	Cancia’s delicate breaths filled their small refuge as she scraped at his chest, her hands running down his carved stomach to his trousers.

	“Yes,” Adrian murmured onto her neck as she undid the buttons, pulling them down and leaving his length free.

	He helped her push her own dress the rest of the way down, the garments floating on the water as the two were lying naked before each other.

	Adrian’s eye drove a path between her breasts to her navel and further.

	“Dear fucking Stars,” he groaned as Cancia gave a tinkling laugh.

	“You praying to me already?” she whispered as she pulled him to her.

	She lay in the shallow waters, the rushing of them covering her as it soaked her hair and beaded on the parts of her skin still exposed to the air.

	He licked a droplet that had formed on her navel then another and another.

	“Adrian,” she breathed. “I need—”

	“I know,” he murmured. Now was not the time to savour every inch of her skin as he wanted to or to learn the pattern of every breath of her pleasure. Now was a stolen moment.

	So he took his cock as he knelt, wrapping it in a fist as he guided it to her entrance.

	“Yes,” she pleaded, opening her legs wide for him as water washed over her.

	Gods, to see her cunt wet and gleaming like that, the water lapping at it, sent frissons of heat through him, so much so that he had to grit his teeth.

	One hand wrapped around the back of her neck, lifting her out of the water slightly as she obliged before he drove himself into her.

	She cried his name, her eyes wide as he coated himself in her before pulling out and pushing back in again.

	The water began to swirl around them as Adrian got lost in the feel of her, her perfect tits bouncing with each thrust, the water soaking her hair, a siren right before him, glowing and writhing.

	He felt like he was in paradise, each thrust transcending him higher and higher. He could feel it in the air too, this ecstasy that he would later blame Sagitton’s charm on, and not the way her perfect body fit his, or the way she looked as he made love to every inch of her again.

	He was holding back, he knew, that same part of him that still didn’t trust her, not allowing him to give his all, and she seemed to sense it, groaning in frustration as she clawed at his back.

	“More,” she begged.

	He laughed darkly as he brought his face to hers. “I told you you’d beg,” he whispered, his thrusts more punishing as he realised what she wanted. The Star of pain and penance liked it rough.

	Adrian pulled out, and before Cancia could make a sound, he flipped her so she was on all fours.

	“Yes!” she cried, sinking her torso into the water, her beautiful round ass raised and speckled with water and starlight.

	He ran a hand over it before slapping it, sending a moan through her.

	Then, grinning, Adrian took the pearl necklace she’d handed back to him and laced it around her throat before yanking her back to him.

	Her breath hitched as he held her suspended with the necklace, pushing himself back into her.

	“Was this what you wanted, siren? You wanted me to be consumed by you, to fuck you senseless instead of making sweet love to you?”

	He pulled at the necklace again, and she responded by squeezing herself around him.

	“That’s it, Oceanne. Show me how much you love it when I choke you with your own pearls.”

	She drove herself back onto him as she let out another strangled moan, matching his pace perfectly. Her hands clutched at nothing in the water as she dripped all over him, so ridiculously wet as the fountain’s waves washed over them.

	He could feel she was close by the way she began to stiffen and clench, so he tutted, flipping her back round.

	“You’re going to look at me as you come,” he whispered as he spread her legs again and pushed back into her. He couldn’t tell what was water and what was her arousal anymore, only that it was messy and wet and so fucking delicious 

	“Go on,” he said as she began to pant, “beg me to let you finish. For the last time, siren.”

	Her eyes pleaded as he remained still. “Please,” she moaned.

	Adrian raised a hand over her sex, water beginning to form in a small stream as he pushed his magick out of a finger. He added pressure, more and more, until the stream was a hard jet of water, and then with a smile and a thrust of his hips, he guided the water to the most sensitive part of her core.

	“Holy fucking oceans,” Cancia screamed as the roaring of water swallowed it, Adrian’s magick pulsing from a fingertip as he began to make the water play over her. He knew it would be vibrating over her, drumming and drumming every nerve ending with pleasure as he slammed into her again and again, the sounds of their wet bodies slapping a sinful symphony.

	He continued to guide the water in circles, starting larger so it flowed over her before becoming more and more concentrated until it was one steady stream right over the nerve of her bud.

	She began to scream, beg, sing in a language that wasn’t Celestian as she came around him, squeezing him as he groaned himself. Her fingernails clawed at his back, drawing blood—he could feel it—and he met her pain with more pleasure, giving and giving until he finished, whipping himself out of her and coming onto her water-dropped breasts. She squeezed them together as he finished, shuddering as the very last drop of pleasure was wrung out of him, and he fell back into the water.

	She lay next to him, the two panting heavily as the water continued to swirl, both of them already drenched.

	“That was—”

	Cancia couldn’t finish, gasping for air as she brought a hand to her neck, the pearl necklace still there.

	“I’ve never felt anything like that before,” she whispered, and Adrian didn’t dare agree. He hadn’t either, but an emptiness was filling him fast, one that reminded him he would now have to watch her leave.

	“Well,” he smirked, pulling her dress from the pool, “that’s because you’ve never fucked a pirate.”

	Cancia wouldn’t look at him as she peeled her dress back on, sodden and sticking to the body that made Adrian want to pull her back into the water. Perhaps she understood too, that this was an ending, not a beginning.

	“I’d better go,” she said softly as Adrian found his trousers and began to pull them on too.

	He shouldn’t have said it, should have tried to fight against it with every fibre of his being, but the words poured out.

	“Are you really going to go back to him, Oceanne?”

	She stilled as she pulled a sleeve up. “I don’t have a choice,” she replied.

	Adrian pulled her to him, a hand in her wet hair as he forced her to look at him. “There is always a choice.”

	Cancia sighed, extricating herself from his grip. “Then I made mine long ago.”

	“Fine,” he said, letting her go. “But just remember, if you choose his side…you know what is gathering in the skies even now. When war arrives, the day may come where I have to kill you.”

	She gave a sad smile as the sheet of water parted for her. “Likewise.”
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Chapter Sixty-Nine

	 

	Adrian heard his name being shouted through the curtain of water and snapped out of his reverie. A hollow feeling had settled over him watching Cancia leave, and he hadn’t yet moved from the fountain.

	“Adrian?!” the voice shouted again.

	Adrian cursed, pushing himself through the wall of water and back onto the streets of Kaos.

	It was even worse than earlier, the hour late. Shit, how late? In his complete immersion of Cancia, he had forgotten about the task at hand—to find the witch. He squinted around in the dark cast streets before seeing a figure pounding towards him, a woman in his arms.

	“Leo?!” Adrian called out.

	Leo’s eyes were wild with panic as he adjusted the body in his arms.

	“It’s Isra,” Leo said, and Adrian noticed with a start that it was the seer slumped on him. “The others disappeared, and then Isra began to see. She’s done it before countless times but never for this long. She isn’t in this realm anymore.”

	Adrian stepped forward, seeing that Isra’s eyes were bone white. She let out a string of words, and Leo cursed as Adrian staggered back.

	“The Dark’s a familiar foe. She’ll swallow you whole, and I, I will be gone with her,” Isra rasped.

	“It’s Piscea, isn’t it?” Adrian asked. “Isra can feel her?”

	Leo shook his head. “I don’t know. But we need to find the others and find this bloody witch.”

	Adrian let out a frustrated sigh, pushing his wet hair back. Leo squinted at him. “Why are you wet?”

	Adrian sighed again. “Long story. I’ll tell you later.”

	Charm pressed upon Adrian from all sides as the kingdom tried to convince him to lose control. Perhaps he already had when he’d decided to fuck a Star in public with only a wall of water around them.

	But still it whispered and laughed in his ear as he tried to shake it off.

	“Do you feel it?” he asked Leo, who was shouldering people out of the way with his massive frame.

	“Yep,” he hissed, his jaw clenched. “I don’t know whether it’s Sagitton or Piscea, but someone is trying to fuck with us.”

	Adrian looked around warily, paranoia sinking in as he checked every shadow. Adrian had discredited it when Eli had first spoken of his belief that the ancient goddess of darkness was pounding on the walls of this world to be let in. He still wasn’t sure that he believed it, but then again, he wouldn’t have believed he was a titan if Elara hadn’t shoved a dagger through his heart, so there was that.

	“Don’t let her in. Don’t let her in,” Isra murmured, and Adrian shivered.

	“It’s okay,” Leo murmured, kissing Isra’s forehead. “We’ll find the others soon.”

	“She’ll let her in. A head is all it will take. A head for all of ours.”

	Adrian gulped at Isra’s nonsensical riddles as they made their way through the main square. “Where exactly are we even going?”

	“I don’t know,” Leo hissed. “I’m just trying to get a higher vantage point.”

	Adrian turned and slammed right into the back of an angel. 

	“Sorry,” he muttered, making to move on before the figure turned.

	Oh shit, this wasn’t a costume.

	“Hello, pirate,” Lias grinned, fluttering his feathered wings. “It seems you’re all in desperate need of my help.”

	Leo and Adrian stepped back, Isra still convulsing.

	“The Morning Star will drown in night. You’ll fly too close to the sun,” she rasped. “A great fall for one so high.”

	Lias’s eyes widened as he looked at Isra. “What’s wrong with her?”

	Leo looked at Adrian as though to say, ‘Shut it.’

	“Just too much Kaosian wine,” Adrian replied. “You know how it is.” He winked, jostling Lias. “Lord Lias, I’m sorry but we must be getting through. We’ve lost some friends.”

	The Star looked Leo over, tilting his head. “You, commander, have a very interesting love line.”

	“I think you’re mistaken—”

	“Eli sent me,” Lias drawled, grasping Adrian’s arm and pulling them all along. “I know who you all are. And where your precious Moon is. Sagitton has her.”

	“What?” Adrian and Leo said in unison.

	Lias continued to part the crowd as onlookers dropped to their knees, fawning and keening to touch him. Here and there he’d grasp hands, and Adrian watched in a mixture of envy and fascination at the glaze that came over the onlookers’ eyes the moment they gazed upon the Star.

	“Quick,” Leo hissed, stroking Isra’s hair with the tenderness of family as they followed Lias out of the square and into another empty one.

	“Where is that lunatic’s temple?” Lias muttered to himself, squinting. “Aha!”

	He began running around a corner into an adjoining square, stragglers from the revel in various stages of inebriation all around as Leo and Adrian looked at one another.

	“Do you know much about Sagitton?” Adrian ventured as they ran after Lias.

	“Other than that he’s stark raving mad and a drunkard too? No.”

	“Great,” Adrian drawled. “Me neither.”

	They came up behind a still Lias, his wings ruffling as he beheld the temple in front of them. A deep purple stone held overturned chalices from the scaffolding, which poured wine down the building. Reliefs depicting various stages of ecstasy, one a woman with her eyes closed and head rolled back as the wine was poured to her mouth, another a man on his knees, hands supplicated in prayer as he grinned.

	The building pulsed with its own wicked energy, and a sickness engulfed Adrian. Even Lias winced against it, his wings fluttering as though an invisible storm surrounded him.

	“Sagitton is in there,” Lias said. “His charm is strong. Too strong.”

	Adrian heard hysterical laughter inside and Lias jumped, cursing. Adrian fingered the sword at his hip, checking in with the blue, slumbering ocean magick within him, even as another wave of sickness washed over him. He knew he’d flood the city if it meant retrieving Elara safely.

	Leo noticed, nodding in approval. He winked at Adrian. “Now you’re really part of the pride.”

	Adrian went to reply, but Leo’s eyes suddenly flashed, from brown to purple as a laugh escaped his lips.

	“Leo?”

	“Let go,” Leo whispered as Lias turned in horror. “Just let go of it all. Come on, live a little. Have fun.”

	Isra slumped out of his arms as Adrian shouted her name, running to her. But a wall of charm was hitting him, and suddenly it felt so, so tempting to give in as Leo was encouraging him to do. So with a final sigh, charm tasting like grapes on his tongue, Adrian let go.
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	Eli and Enzo screamed to a halt by a tiny back alley that seemed to lead nowhere.

	“What?” Enzo panted.

	“One minute,” Eli wheezed, eyes narrowing. “She’s around the corner, but it looks like we have someone else to pick up.”

	Enzo tutted with impatience. “I’m going in there.”

	“Go in alone, Lorenzo, and I will not be able to save you from Sagitton’s charm. He is wild. Unmanageable. Depraved.”

	Enzo let out a sound of anguish as he paced. “Quick,” he snarled.

	Eli paced down the alley to the figure slumped on a bench, her eyes half closed.

	“Merissa?” he asked incredulously. The demi-Star’s eyes fluttered open, the luminous green of them hazy.

	“Eliiii,” she drew out, a dopey smile coming to her face. “I’ve missed you.”

	In a moment, her arms were flung around Eli.

	“Charmed, I take it?” Eli drawled as he extricated himself from Merissa’s grip. The woman was sweet, far too good for someone like him. But he pitied her—for both the brother and mother she had and tried to be pleasant with her.

	Merissa giggled. “I couldn’t help it. It just feels so good.” She moaned then, her hands trailing down the bodice of her dress. Eli could feel her charm drowning him, all over the place as it leaked out of her, frenzied with Sagitton’s charm.

	“Eli, what’s wrong with me?” the glamour said.

	“What do you mean?” he asked as he hauled her up and back towards Enzo.

	“Even a stranger didn’t want to make love to me.”

	He observed her, her beauty and sweetness. “Merissa, I’m sure many men would cut their left arm off to spend the night with you.”

	She sighed, her eyes flashing purple. “Would you?” she murmured, rising to meet him. She trailed a finger down his cheek. “Would you show me why they call you Silvertongue, just like you promised?”

	Eli gently wrapped a hand around her wrist. “Oh, sweetheart. What I promise is that you couldn’t begin to handle me. I doubt you’d survive the night.”

	Merissa giggled, unabashed, as she extricated herself from his hold. “Well that I can believe.”

	“Merissa, how did you get here?”

	“Well, I was playing trick or treat, and then a demon whispered such pretty words to me, then I just…sort of…” She trailed off, her eyes swirling purple again as they stared up at the skies.

	Eli groaned. “Right. Eat some of these now.” He reached above their heads to pick a bunch of green grapes hanging from the canopy.

	“My mother told me not to eat or drink anything from here,” Merissa sighed.

	“Did she also tell you to allow Sagitton’s charm to turn you into an imbecile?” Eli snapped, pushing the fruit into her hand as they kept walking. “The purple Kaosian grape instils the madness and charm you feel around you. Sagitton charms them himself. Consuming it enhances that insanity. But the green grape… The green grape is an antidote to it. Now, eat.”

	“The demon told me that too.”

	Eli really didn’t care about the nonsense Merissa was spouting. He pushed a grape into her surprised mouth, and the demi-Star cursed as she chewed it.

	He watched, concerned, until finally the mist in her green eyes seemed to dissipate, the emerald of them now sharp as they reached the end of the alley. He breathed a sigh of relief. “Now, Elara’s in danger.”

	Merissa’s eyes widened as she saw Enzo before them, his eyes flashing with agitation as they looked at Merissa.

	“Mer, Sagitton has her,” Enzo said.

	Merissa cursed, and the sound surprised Eli. “Where?” she asked.

	Eli pointed. “His temple up ahead. Do you have any idea where the others are?”

	“I think I was tricked first,” Merissa said. “I have no idea.”

	Eli sighed. “Go and fetch some more green grapes, as many as you can carry.” He closed his eyes as he began to hear delirious hoots and shrieks up ahead. “Sounds like we need them.”

	Merissa did as he asked, arms laden with them as she returned.

	The three set off again, turning the corner, and the sight that greeted Eli was one that he had predicted.

	The pirate-turned-titan Adrian was skipping around the life-sized statue of Sagitton that rose through the square, a bottle of wine in each hand, singing at the top of his voice. Music, disjointed and slow, played around them. He was linking arms with an angel, who…

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Eli growled.

	“What?” Enzo asked.

	“Lias.”

	The Star and titan continued to dance and sing.

	“My brother?” Merissa gasped.

	Eli nodded grimly. Sagitton’s charm must have been strong tonight to be affecting a Star like that.

	Merissa’s face went white with fury, but then froze as her eyes caught on something. “Oh. My. Gods,” she whispered, a hand to her mouth as her other hand pointed ahead.

	Eli turned, following as he saw what she was horrified by. Even Enzo let out a laugh despite his clear worry.

	Because before them, near naked and gyrating on a woman, was Leo.

	Adrian and Lias continued to sing and clap as the commander wound around the seated woman, sinking low before moving his hips over her, pushing his crotch into hers.

	“That’s not a woman,” Eli chuckled. “It’s a statue.”

	The three watched, transfixed by the scene, before Merissa gasped again.

	“Isra!?” she called out.

	“Shit,” Enzo growled, taking his attention off the commander lap dancing a statue to see Isra slumped by the temple doors.

	“Fucking idiots,” Eli muttered, running over to her with the others. Adrian was still in a stupor, Leo in his own world.

	“Lias,” Eli barked.

	“Eliiii,” the angel crooned back. “Wait…sister?”

	Merissa gave a sardonic smile. “So nice to see you being as useless as ever, brother.”

	Seeing his sister seemed to sober something in Lias, the purple that had been flashing through his eyes clearing. They roved over Merissa, something in them that Eli couldn’t read. “Merissa, I felt something. In your love line. I was coming to find you—”

	“Save it,” Merissa snapped. “Another taunt that I’m still cursed?” She turned back around to where Isra lay, shaking her.

	“Isra?” she shouted, her voice high.

	Lias went to say something else when Eli felt it.

	He stood slowly as Enzo and Merissa continued to crouch over Isra’s body, trying to wake her, Lias leaning against the temple wall, still scrutinising his sister.

	“The dark never forgets. A grey eye for a grey eye, blood and sisters and sisters and blood,” Isra croaked behind Enzo, and he cursed, taking off his lionskin to wrap around her.

	Eli turned slowly away from the temple as one by one, each lamp extinguished, a curling, black fog seeping through.

	“Lorenzo,” Eli said calmly, taking a step back. “Get Adrian and Leo. Now.”

	The Sun didn’t need telling twice, his eyes widening as he saw the approaching fog before he sprinted up the stone steps to Leo.

	“Enzooooo,” his friend said dreamily, slinging an arm around him. Enzo gritted his teeth, hauling him down as Eli took steady steps backwards toward the door.

	He crouched, eyes still on the darkness as he took Isra and slung her over his shoulder then grabbed Merissa’s hand.

	“To the doors,” he murmured to Lias.

	“But Sagitton—” Merissa whispered.

	“Is a safer fate than this,” Eli bit.

	He watched Enzo half-run, half-stagger with Adrian now also in his arms as he hauled them all to the doors.

	Eli didn’t dare blink as he let go of Merissa’s hand, scrambling behind him for the door’s lock. He willed his charm into it, whispering sweet nothings with his silver tongue before hearing, finally, the lock unlatch.

	There was a hiss amongst the darkness, the music screeching to a halt as Eli slammed the door open.

	“In!” he roared. “Now.” The group ran in, Lias and Enzo pushing the others forwards as Eli held the door for only a moment, Isra still over his shoulder.

	And with a final gasp, as Adrian jumped in, Eli slammed the door onto the Dark.
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Chapter Seventy

	 

	The doors to the temple flung open, Elara jumping in her seat as she saw the mess of bodies shoved in before the door slammed shut again.

	But just before they did, she could have sworn that she saw a shadow, clawing at the wood.

	Sagitton clapped with glee as the arrivals ran in. First Enzo, looking around the room wildly until he saw Elara.

	“I’ll fucking kill you,” he snarled to Sagitton, who cackled again.

	“Oh, nonsense. Come, have a seat and something to drink, King Sun.”

	Elara’s breath came rapidly as she widened her eyes at Enzo, shaking her head slightly.

	“Like hell I will,” Enzo growled.

	Merissa followed. “Elara!” she cried, running towards her, but Sagitton tutted, and with a sick lurch, Elara felt his power pump even further into the air, his eyes a deep and menacing shade of purple.

	“Sit,” Elara whispered as she glanced at the lunatic in front of her again. Sagitton grinned, taking a vine of grapes and lazily plucking one with his teeth. She noted the others filing in, Leo and Adrian both near unconscious, Isra too…and was that Lias? Merissa’s Star brother was holding the seer, and it took everything in Elara not to kill him where he stood for touching her friend. They all took seats around the table, save for Enzo who remained standing.

	What the fuck was happening?

	She went to snarl it to Sagitton when Eli stumbled in, a bottle of wine in his hand.

	“A Kaosian girl is better than most, oh how I love… Sagiiiiii!” Eli slurred, grinning as he staggered forwards. “I lost you for a second, but this is some damn good wine.” He hiccupped, taking another swig. Then frowned. “Wait, who do we have here?”

	What in the Stars was going on? Elara tried to catch Eli’s eye, but the Star was frowning as he looked to the others.

	“You caught the Sun and the Moon?!” Eli began to laugh.

	‘Play along’ she heard a voice say in her head.

	“I’m going to gut you like I did your twin,” Elara snarled.

	There was a slight gleam in Eli’s eye as he turned. “Stupid bitch thinks she’s above us,” Eli drawled.

	Enzo lunged, punching the Star right across the jaw. Eli began to chuckle as sparkling blood ran down his cheek. “Ever the protective Lion.”

	“I’ll fucking have your silver tongue for that,” Enzo snarled as he landed another punch. Sagitton watched, a small smile on his face as he took another sip of wine. Eli finally pushed him off, shoving Enzo away as he brushed down his suit, skull paint still in place.

	Elara’s eyes narrowed.

	“So what’s the plan, Sag? You told Ariete we’ve got them?”

	Sagitton chuckled again, more nervously this time. “Ariete has abandoned us. He’s running. Running, running, running.”

	“What do you mean, running?” Elara snapped.

	Sagitton trailed a finger down her cheek, and Enzo attempted to get to her, but buckled as another sickly wave of Sagitton’s charm hit him.

	“Sit,” the god of wine and madness said, his tone terrifyingly light.

	Enzo collapsed into a seat opposite Elara as Sagitton’s charm licked and whispered in her ear, begging her to lose all sense. She trembled.

	“Sweet, sweet Moon,” Sagitton said. “Our saviour from darkness. But still it tap, tap, taps on my door.”

	“Tap, tap, tap,” came a whisper, and Elara looked incredulously to where Isra was rising out of Lias’s arms, her eyes still white. “The hour is late, outside she waits, oh Lady Fate.”

	“Don’t ever take up profession as a bard,” Eli drawled, swigging more of his wine as he also slung himself into a seat, kicking his legs onto the table. “Now what is this nonsense?”

	“Enough of the pretence, Eli,” Sagitton said sharply, and the entire room stilled.

	Eli chuckled. “Whatever do you mean?”

	“I know what you’ve been up to, snake. I orchestrated the entire evening.”

	Elara looked at Enzo whose eyes were wide. He shrugged his shoulders.

	“Speak plainly,” Eli said, his tone unnervingly even as he observed Sagitton over his wineglass. Elara knew by now the look in his eyes, the one that had earned him the name of two-faced god. His eyes darkened, a wicked gleam in them.

	“I have a guest who’s been waiting to meet you all,” Sagitton said. “It’s why you’re all here.”

	Elara’s heart pounded. Oh gods, it was Ariete, and he was here to demand her payment. Footsteps clicked down the dark stone corridor as Elara stilled. She looked again at Enzo, whose gaze held hers. She could feel his warmth radiating towards her, trying to calm her. Then she stared at Eli, whose eyes grew wide as he sent a barely crafted thought to her

	‘She’s here.’

	Who?’ Elara thought back, but Eli’s attention was on the figure backlit with candlelight. She trailed into the room, a hooded cloak on as she met the table. She passed Leo first.

	“So pretty,” the figure murmured as she rang a long, painted red fingernail across Leo’s neck. Next, she passed Enzo. “And you, well, you might just blind me with your beauty.”

	Elara scraped her chair back, standing. Nightmares crawled out from behind her, her illusioning under no control as it spun out of her.

	Sagitton flinched, still muttering under his breath. “The wolf will come and eat you whole.”

	Elara rolled her eyes at him as the figure halted, finally turning on a heel.

	But as the woman pulled her hood back, there was no fear in her gaze. In fact, there was nothing but an air of faint amusement as she shrugged the cloak off, revealing a deep red corseted dress, and one of the most beautiful faces Elara had ever laid eyes on. The stranger began to drift towards her.

	Elara took note of every feature, planning exactly how to carve up each one. Deep purple-red hair with streaks of gold fell in soft waves, intricate plaits woven throughout. A freckle was dotted above red-painted smirking lips, and her skin was tanned.

	She recognised her, but from where? Then it dawned on her, her eyes widening. She had seen her face in the tarot cards within Ariete’s dreams.

	“You,” Eli growled, sitting up straight.

	The woman flashed a grin—all white teeth as she looked back to the god. “Like what you see?” she crooned.

	“This is the witch,” Eli hissed. “The one I chased in Concordia.”

	“Witch isn’t quite the word I’d use,” the woman replied, eyes dancing.

	“Then who the fuck are you?” Elara demanded, trying desperately to recall which card the woman’s face had been painted on

	The witch stopped in front of Elara, lifting her chin with a finger as her smile deepened.

	“I’m Ophelia. The thirteenth Star.”
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Chapter Seventy-One

	 

	Elara wrapped a hand around the witch’s throat, her own sharpened fingernails digging into the skin as chaos ensued. Shouts started up, namely various stages of disbelief and cursing from the others.

	“How the fuck is that possible?” Lias growled out.

	Enzo was up in an instant Sagitton’s charm finally easing up as the god was backed into a corner, muttering riddles to himself. In two strides, Enzo was at Ophelia’s back.

	The witch sighed happily. “The Moon at my front, the Sun at my back. I’ve had dreams of being sandwiched between you two,” Ophelia remarked.

	“I don’t share,” Enzo crooned as light began to wrap around Ophelia’s throat.

	“I could kill you in the same amount of time it would take me to blink,” Elara murmured onto her cheek. “So tell me your business now. Why are you here?”

	“Take your hand off my throat and call your darling Sun off me. Then we’ll talk,” Ophelia said lightly.

	Elara looked at Enzo, who dimmed his light, taking a step back warily. She released her grip on the witch carefully.

	Ophelia brushed herself down, looking around to the stricken others.

	She took a seat at the head of the table as Sagitton relaxed, coming to sit next to her. Elara followed warily, Enzo behind her. She took a seat again, Enzo remaining standing at her back.

	“Surely you didn’t miss the shooting Star a month ago?” Ophelia said.

	Enzo swore. “My dream,” he said. “I saw a shooting star fall from the skies.”

	Ophelia winked. ‘Wild card.’

	“So that was you?” Elara demanded. “How is that possible? We only have twelve Stars here now, and the last fell centuries ago.”

	“Well, and all offence meant, I suppose they weren’t as powerful as me.”

	“You’re a world-walker, aren’t you?” Eli asked quietly.

	Ophelia finally pinned him with her gaze, her brown eyes twinkling. “Big words for an antiquated Star.”

	Eli scoffed.

	“How did you find this world?” Elara ground out.

	Ophelia sighed. “When you and the Sun awoke, it caused havoc—not just through Celestia, but through worlds. I am no astronomer, but you are not just a king and queen of this world. You are a king and queen of the cosmos. And I, like the other Stars, am not from this world. But I brought myself here willingly, from one world to another, because something else awakened with you.”

	“Piscea,” Leo whispered, chewing on a grape that Merissa had given him.

	Ophelia nodded gravely, eyes flicking to the door. “Yes, pretty boy. Even now she waits. And the witching hour is almost upon us. Time is running out.”

	Enzo paled. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You fell to this world willingly, without her help? I thought you had to give your heart to Piscea for that kind of power.”

	Ophelia tutted, eyes flicking to Eli. “That’s certainly not the only way to become a Star.” Eli’s eyes narrowed. She looked back at Enzo. “You wouldn’t understand. This world is ancient. But in mine, magick thrives, and we use it to our advantage. We aren’t just born with certain powers. We take them by the teeth.”

	She raised her hands. Starlight poured from them but rather than just one colour, it was a rainbow, shifting with every colour conceivable.

	Eli stood abruptly, lunging forward to get a closer look. Elara watched him in alarm.

	“This is impossible,” he snarled.

	Elara threw a thought into his mind. ‘Explain.’ It was a tight demand.

	But Eli didn’t need to. Ophelia drifted a finger idly, red light spilling from it. It twisted, wrapping around Elara until all she could feel was white-hot anger. She wanted to make the witch bleed, to cut each Star open and fill their cavernous heart spaces with moonlight.

	“Who the fuck do you think you—”

	Enzo nudged her, his eyes wide.

	Ophelia smirked. “A smidge of Ariete’s charm.” She waved her hand, and the anger seemed to leave Elara’s body, replaced by lust. It drifted off Ophelia, pink and swirling as it wrapped around her.

	Elara rose, turning to Enzo and wrapping herself around him as she tried to kiss him. Enzo watched in alarm, halting her gently as she tried to leap on him.

	“You know, Elara and I don’t need that charm,” he said icily, gripping Elara’s waist tightly as she scrabbled at him.

	Ophelia only smiled before pinning her gaze on Eli. Those brown eyes flicked with ire as the pink starlight morphed, fog drifting off her in curls as the light became grey, tendrils stroking Eli.

	He bared his teeth, his own charm snaking around the room, the familiar scent of raindrops and honeyed tobacco reaching Elara. But Ophelia only chuckled as she held his gaze.

	“As impenetrable as I imagined. But one day, Eli, I will turn those walls to rubble.”

	Eli laughed, the sound hollow. “What you have is but a drop of my power. You’re up against oceans, sweetheart. And as for threats, mine aren’t empty.”

	Sagitton still hadn’t said anything, watching from his seat.

	“Is this what you do now, Sag?” Eli asked. “Host impostors under your roof?”

	“You don’t have the slightest idea who I am,” Ophelia snapped, standing.

	“No, sweetheart. It’s you who hasn’t the slightest idea who I am. You cannot fathom the power that I possess. I could make you scream without lifting a finger,” Eli said softly.

	Ophelia’s arrogant smile fell.

	“Make you beg, make you cry.”

	He smirked, thrusting his hands into his pockets. Elara watched as Ophelia rose, her body shaking as she lost control of it. Another bout of Eli’s charm washed over the room, and Ophelia moved away from her chair, gritting her teeth against his magick. Eli cocked his head, as though he had nothing better to do. As though forcing her to do as he pleased was easy.

	One knee slammed to the ground, followed by the other as Ophelia fell to the floor.

	“But for now,” Eli murmured, “I think I’ll just make you kneel.”

	A chilling scrape at the door made them all still, Merissa gasping as the others cursed.

	“Time’s running out,” Sagitton whispered hoarsely. “Enough games. Ophelia tell them what you told me.”

	“Eli,” Elara hissed. “Enough.”

	Ophelia’s lip curled into a snarl as Eli held her for a moment longer, a gleam in his eye, before finally she sagged, the Star walking away.

	“Ophelia,” Enzo growled, a hand snaking around Elara’s waist. “Sagitton. One of you had better start speaking before I get far more creative than Eli with my punishments.”

	“She’s here to help,” Sagitton said, finally breaking the silence between the two, his eyes wide. “To help banish the Dark. It will huff and puff and blow us all down.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed at Sagitton. “You’re on our side. What about Ariete?”

	Sagitton snorted, slight lucidity coming to his face for a moment. “On your side is a little much. I haven’t spoken to Ariete since he abandoned us all months ago. He’s running, always running, and even the Ram can’t escape the Dark.”

	“So what? You don’t want the depraved Dark to reinstate her rule? You gave her your heart. Don’t you want her awake?” Elara said.

	“The Dark has taken much from me,” Sagitton replied, his eyes hollow. “I would rather kneel before the Moon than the night that surrounds her.”

	Elara let out a deep breath, her head reeling. This was too much. Sagitton was one of the worst Stars; she had thought he’d feed off the darkness. She turned to Ophelia next.

	“And you… How do I know your plan isn’t to wake her fully? To bring her through the veil tonight?”

	Ophelia cocked her head. “You really think I would side with that sadistic bitch?” The Star tutted, studying her long, red nails. “You wound me, Elara.”

	“It’s Majesty to you,” Enzo growled.

	Ophelia looked at him, bored. “My, my. You really are soul-tied.”

	Lias snorted, and Elara pinned him with a terrifying stare, though not more terrifying than Merissa’s as she glared at her brother with hate.

	“How do you know so much about us?” Elara demanded, her attention back to Ophelia.

	“Eli’s charm is to thank,” she grinned. “Charm of knowledge, you see? Plus, because of it, we have studied you in my world. A lot.”

	Elara wasn’t sure whether to be in awe of the woman before her or to strangle her for her audacity. She was leaning towards the latter.

	“And what exactly have you found?” Enzo interrupted.

	Ophelia’s eyes flicked to him. “What I found is that you are in desperate need of my help. That’s why you listened to my warning and why you came. Because you know what I have seen is true. You feel her too.”

	There was another scrape at the door.

	“Even now she waits, shrouded in shadows to make the step across realms. You Stars that put her down,” she looked at Eli, “didn’t do a very good job.”

	“Then hurry up and show us how to banish her indefinitely,” Adrian growled.

	“Look who’s finally sobered up,” Enzo remarked.

	Adrian raised another green grape to his mouth before eating it.

	Ophelia motioned to the door. “Sagitton, keep working your charm.”

	The Star nodded gravely as he walked towards the doors. “It was a plan we formed together when Ophelia sought me out,” he explained, still lucid, whatever strange madness that had overcome him breaking. “I pour my magick out all night, confusing and chaotic, to throw Piscea off the scent of you all until you’d arrived within the confines of the temple.”

	“You split us up?” Leo hissed.

	“Do you know how conspicuous you all were together? Piscea would have sniffed you out and ended you before even crossing veils. For now, you are all safe. She can’t get into the temple tonight. My magick is too chaotic.”

	“She was hunting me,” Ophelia muttered. “The moment I set foot on this land, she felt it. It’s why I had to set you on a merry chase, Eli. Why we had to wait until tonight to meet.”

	“How long do we have?” Elara asked.

	Eli looked at his pocket watch. “An hour ‘til three—the witching hour.”

	“The veil’s thinnest,” Ophelia murmured, producing bags and jars of powders and potions from beneath her cloak. “Moon? Sun? The only way to prevent Piscea getting into this realm tonight and bind her back where she belongs is to visit The Graveyard.”

	Elara exchanged a look with Eli. Ophelia clearly wasn’t a charlatan if she knew about the place.

	“It’s where souls not put fully to rest reside,” Ophelia continued. “A limbo, neither the heavens nor hell.”

	“We know what it is,” Eli scowled.

	Elara’s heart began to beat faster.

	Ophelia laughed at him, which seemed to incense him more. “Well, I’ve been studying Piscea deeply in my world. The blood magick that bound her, the coffin that Ariete sealed. He is one of the most powerful gods, and yet there must have been a flaw in his spell or a weakness for her power to have awoken once more. And the only way to seal that coffin back up and stop her from ever escaping into this realm is to use your powers together. To reinforce Ariete’s spell and make sure her coffin is fully sealed once more.”

	She looked between Enzo and Elara as she finished her sentence. “That’s one thing I do know. That your powers combined are the one sure-fire way to stop her escaping from The Graveyard. Every text I’ve pored over, every book, has confirmed it. The Dark’s weakness was always the two of you united.” Ophelia brought her contents to the stone flags before Sagitton’s altar. “She may still be trapped, but her shadows are prowling, and she waits for her chance to slip between worlds.”

	“Like you did?” Eli crooned.

	Ophelia only smirked as she began to organise the jars in front of her, pulling a spell book from a bag behind her.

	Elara was still reeling. She trusted the supposed Star in front of her as much as she trusted the other Stars. Isra was still half in a stupor, none of the others much better.

	Enzo kissed the nape of her neck, and she shuddered, feeling some of her tension release.

	“So what do we do? How do we get to The Graveyard?” Elara asked.

	“Well,” Ophelia said, “the dead can lead you there. And the dead dream too.”
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Chapter Seventy-Two

	 

	Elara sat in the centre of a circle, Enzo opposite her as Ophelia poured black salt around them.

	“Fucking bad idea you’ve conjured up,” Isra directed to Ophelia. “A living person travelling to The Graveyard?”

	The seer paced, watching Ophelia shrewdly. She’d awoken, lucid, moments before, with no recollection of the prophecies she had been mumbling.

	“Ariete and I did it when we first entombed Piscea,” Eli said. “It nearly killed Ariete, and I could not move from bed for a week after we’d travelled there.”

	“This is a really motivational speech,” Elara said. “Thank you, Eli.”

	“You aren’t the Sun or the Moon,” Lias said to Eli. “Elara rules death, does she not?”

	“Then I suppose it will be like a homecoming,” Adrian muttered. Elara cast him a dry look.

	“All I mean,” Eli said, “is that you need to keep your wits about you. The dead there are restless. Unhappy. Like the witch said before, they are in a state of limbo, and the magick that coats The Graveyard is a draining one indeed. You cannot linger.”

	“I have a name,” Ophelia said. Eli ignored her, and she sighed, turning her focus to Elara. Ophelia’s utter calm and confidence, though irking, soothed Elara’s anxious heart. “It’s All Hallow’s Eve. And Piscea isn’t yet fully awake, is she? It will be a walk in the park for the Sun and Moon to reinforce the wards around her coffin, to seal it with their own magick. Now, remember the plan. All you both need to do is meld powers, the way you did when you created duskglass.”

	It still unnerved Elara that this Star was from another world and knew such things about them.

	“Then you use those melded powers to coat her coffin, sealing her and her shadows back in completely, and that old bitch won’t haunt us any longer.”

	“Yes, and if you harm a hair on Enzo’s or Elara’s head, or you are leading them into a trap, I swear I will encase you in ice and watch you die slowly,” Isra replied, her eyes cold.

	“We’ll have to form an orderly queue,” Leo said brightly as Eli, Merissa, and Adrian all nodded. Lias merely sniggered, and Merissa shot him a look of contempt.

	“You’ve got quite the supporters,” Ophelia said as she began to cast dried rue into the circle, as well as dreampoppy seeds and duskdaisies.

	“It’s what comes when you don’t trick your way into worlds and declare yourself a Star,” Elara replied.

	“You sure about this, El?” Merissa asked. “About going to this place?”

	Elara nodded. “It won’t be any different than dreamwalking. I just need to make sure I’m tethered. I fought Ariete in his dreams, magick existed there. It will in the realm of the dead too. Just…walk me through it again.”

	Ophelia consulted the spellbook before her, a tome with symbols and letters that Elara couldn’t make heads nor tails of. “Usually, an object that the dead once touched can be used to commune with the dead. You need permission from a soul to enter The Graveyard. That’s where we are going to start.”

	Elara stroked her dagger, the one Sofia had gifted her, as her stomach began to swirl.

	“El,” Isra began, “don’t put all of your hopes in this, okay? You’re not there to see Sofia—she may not be on the other side, or if she is, you may not be able to speak to her. This is incredibly complicated magick, one that only someone from another realm even partly understands. The object will get you into the realm of the dead—”

	“The Graveyard,” Ophelia interrupted. Isra shot her a cool look.

	“The Graveyard. You find Piscea’s tomb and seal it with your magick. Then you get out.”

	Elara nodded, her hands tremoring slightly. “I know. I know it’s foolish. But who else would come? Especially with this dagger?”

	Isra nodded, squeezing her hand. “Just remember what Eli said. Do not linger. Do not listen. We’ll all be here, watching over your bodies. Should anything happen, we’ll pull you out.”

	Enzo leaned over, kissing Elara firmly on the lips. “You sure you want to do this?” he whispered onto them. Elara nodded. “Okay,” he replied. “I’ll be with you the whole time.”

	Elara kissed him again, melding their mouths together as nerves began to consume her. Enzo flicked his wrists, lighting the candles around her so her shadow splayed on the walls of the temple, large and grotesque.

	But right before she closed her eyes, as Ophelia took a breath to begin chanting a spell that would help guide Elara and Enzo to The Graveyard’s entrance, Eli jumped forward.

	“El, Enzo… I—” His mouth worked. “Be safe. And get back to us quickly.”

	“And they say you don’t have a heart,” Enzo teased.

	Isra nodded. “Both of you take care. I’ll be here. Leo has his light too should the darkness try to take over. And Ophelia will lead you back.”

	Ophelia nodded, one of her long fingernails between her teeth.

	“Okay,” Elara breathed. She held out her hands to Enzo and he took them—warm and calloused, the hands she had come to know so well. He looked at her, winking, and it eased her a little. Enzo was always so good at that—making her feel safe. She squeezed his hands once, her eyes fluttering shut, and with a sharp yank on her tether, as Ophelia began to chant a guiding incantation for Elara’s dreamwalking to follow, the dagger held tightly in one hand, Elara hurtled herself and her beloved into the dreams of the dead.
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	Elara’s eyes flew open, feeling Enzo standing opposite her. The place between dreams and death was pitch-black, with what felt like sand beneath her feet. Enzo quickly flared a dim light between his palms, holding it to allow them to take in their surroundings.

	The air was cold, still. And most oppressive of all was the quiet. Like a vacuum. Elara realised she could not even hear her own breath.

	She yanked on Enzo’s arm in a panic, shouting his name. It came out as a whisper, but she was relieved to know she could speak in this place.

	“El, look,” Enzo said, pointing ahead of them.

	There, a few paces ahead, Elara could make out what looked like glass, the surface glossy black. They approached slowly, and Elara realised what they were looking at was a pool. It was as black as their surroundings, and as Elara and Enzo peered over, she gasped.

	“No reflections,” Enzo murmured. He cast his light back around the space, making sure there was nothing else, nowhere else to go. Elara could make out that the place looked like a kind of cave, and there was no entrance or exit, save for this pool.

	She looked at Enzo uncertainly. “Do we…?”

	She heard Ophelia’s voice echo as it bounced off the cave walls and jumped.

	“Swim, swim, swim,” the witch guided.

	Enzo nodded grimly, threading his fingers through hers.

	They both dipped one foot tentatively into the water, Elara half convinced the liquid would begin to burn her skin clean off. But instead, as she waded her other foot in, and then a little further…and a little further…she could only feel cool, silky water slipping over her. Something began to flare in the pit of her stomach, a longing. She took another step, and another, following the call that was beginning to drum louder and louder the further into the water she stepped. Her shoulders were completely submerged now, her hand still in Enzo’s.

	“Do you feel it?” she whispered to him as an almost visceral pull called her deeper into the pool.

	“Feel what?” Enzo asked. He looked to her, his eyes widening. “El—”

	“What?” she asked, breathing heavily.

	“Your moonlight,” he said, and with a surprised look to the silver shining off her skin, she turned to reply, and the pool swallowed her whole.

	Darkness. Unending, never-ending darkness met her. It forced its way into her open, screaming mouth, coating her insides, trying to yank out the life inside her. She fought against it, the darkness thrusting and thrusting and…

	Please, she begged to her moonlight. Please help me.

	There was no reply, no spark. She could see Enzo from the corner of her eye, golden light pouring from him. At least he was battling it. She…she had shunned her light once. Was still getting to grips with it.

	I swear to Gods, she snarled to it, if you leave me to die here, you will never be free again.

	She felt a small flicker, as though something had awoken, pricking up its ears.

	Help me, she commanded. Not a request, but a ravaged order, one that only a queen would make.

	The moonlight inside of her began to curl lazily; she could feel its familiar cold power, the same as she had when she had forced it to save Enzo or when she had raised the shipwreck from the depths of the ocean.

	Faster, she hissed. It seemed to harrumph, filling and flooding her, so the cold overtook her entirely before it recoiled and then launched at the surrounding darkness.

	The darkness left her, abating, its death grip on her loosening as they continued to be catapulted through realms.

	They plunged, sucked through the dark, weightless. The water was so silken it felt like air, and Elara for half a moment was convinced it was, and that she was flying. She closed her eyes as she and Enzo were dragged… 

	Down.

	Down.

	Down.

	And then…

	The world turned, and suddenly they were rising…

	Up.

	Up.

	Up.

	Until…

	She inhaled, gasping and coughing as her head broke the surface, Enzo’s along with her. She splashed in the waters, the blackness threatening to keep her, to consume her. Enzo gritted his teeth and hauled her forward, the nothingness giving way to silt beneath her toes, soft and shifting.

	They staggered, further and further towards what looked like a shore. And there, beyond, was a graveyard, headstones looming ominously.

	A figure waiting at the docks waved, as though they had been waiting specifically for the two.

	Elara exchanged a glance with Enzo.

	She began running towards the shore.

	It was Sofia; it had to be. Who else would be so willing to speak to them, to be here, in this dark, dead place to allow them into The Graveyard and bury Piscea for good?

	She yanked Enzo with her, relief building in her chest along with a sob, when suddenly Enzo’s own hope turned into something livid, his face transforming. And Elara turned slowly, the face of the figure finally coming into view.

	Lukas’s smile widened as he jumped off the pier into the shallows and walked towards them.
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Chapter Seventy-Three

	 

	“Can you kill the dead?” Enzo growled, a hand already pulling Elara to him, his body anchoring her as pure dread flooded through her. The spirit coming their way was not Lukas. Well…not as she remembered him. His skin was bloated, tinged slightly blue, his features all dulled.

	Only his dark grey eyes still showed life as he raised his hands to them in surrender.

	It was then that Elara noticed his rotted chest. Carved into his flesh was a single word—Lightwhore.

	She looked at Enzo, but the Lion’s eyes were venomous, still latched onto Lukas.

	“I come in peace,” Lukas rasped. Elara recoiled as water fell from his mouth as he spoke.

	“Oh Gods,” she whispered. “This was a mistake.”

	Lukas’s dead eyes tracked her.

	“No. There’s a reason you’re here, Lara.”

	“What did I tell you about uttering her name again?” Enzo snapped, taking a step forward.

	Lukas backed up, his hands still in the air as water continued to dribble from his lips. “I can’t hurt either of you. I bring no harm with me. You killed me, remember?”

	Finally, an emotion showed in Lukas’s dead eyes. Hurt, she realised.

	“And I’d do it again,” Enzo drawled, clearly tiring of the conversation. Elara held out a hand to him, squeezing his arm.

	“Lukas, why are you here?”

	Lukas smiled. “This is The Graveyard. All souls in limbo end up here.”

	“I thought you were Sofia.”

	Lukas’s placid expression changed, grotesque as pure anger took over his features.

	“You should have stayed far away from her,” he hissed. “She did no good for either of us when she came to the palace.”

	Elara sighed. “So you’ve said before. Sofia was our best friend before your shadows began to take over you.”

	“My shadows?” Lukas exclaimed. “All my shadows did was try to protect me.”

	Elara glanced warily at Enzo. “From what?” she asked.

	Lukas’s eyes dimmed, a gleam of fear coming into them. There was a rumble of thunder, so similar to Ariete’s dreams that Elara flinched.

	“Even now she won’t leave me in peace. Even in death,” he whispered.

	Elara took a step forward. “Lukas, what are you talking about?”

	But Lukas’s hands were over his ears as he wailed, screwing his eyes shut.

	“Lukas, who?”

	There was another rumble, the darkness around them seeming to roil.

	“Lukas, we need access to The Graveyard. Will you let us in?”

	Lukas’s eyes screwed shut tighter.

	“Lukas, can you hear me? We need to find where Piscea is buried. Do you know?”

	Lukas’s wails grew even louder.

	“You need to turn back, Lara. You need to go.”

	“Like hell,” Enzo snarled. “Show us where her fucking tomb is so we can stop her bringing a reckoning to the world as we know it.”

	Lukas’s eyes shifted, blackening then clearing again. He was shaking as Elara’s grip turned into a vice around Enzo’s.

	“I can let you in, but I can’t promise you’ll be allowed to leave,” he whispered.

	Dread pooled deep in Elara’s gut. Enzo flared his light, so brightly that Lukas winced, scrabbling away from it.

	“I think we’ll be fine with some ghosts,” her Lion drawled.

	“Then follow me,” Lukas whispered before staggering up the grey sand.
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	The gateway to The Graveyard looked ominously like the one in Eli’s dream mansion. Weeping angels hung their heads in shame as the dead grass curled.

	“Is this really all there is to death?” Elara whispered.

	Lukas shook his head. “The heavens and hell don’t look like this. This is a space in-between, remember? For the spirits who can’t rest. It’s we who wake tonight, who try to contact the living on All Hallow’s Eve.”

	“And…Sofia? Is she here?” Elara bit her lip. “She won’t be, I’m sure. She’ll be in paradise.”

	Lukas gritted his teeth, as though fighting against something trying to come out of his mouth. He passed his hand over the lock between the gates, and it creaked open of its own accord. Elara shuddered.

	“Sofia was a conniving bitch,” he finally spat. “You were just too lonely to see it.”

	Enzo gave a warning hum as they stepped over the threshold, the light at the end of his hand flaring as Lukas shied away.

	“Filthy liar,” Elara hissed. “Even now, in death, you can’t see your own bitterness. What difference do your words make now that you’re a corpse?”

	Lukas looked at her only once, his grey eyes clear for the first time in years. The eyes that she remembered as her friend’s all that time ago.

	“It doesn’t make a difference,” he whispered. “Not a bit of difference at all.”

	They followed Lukas through The Graveyard. The place was washed in shades of grey, no colour or life. She couldn’t fathom that once upon a time she’d held dominion over this realm. Such sadness. Such despair echoed through the place.

	It was quiet, mist curling above gravestones that stood like rows of crooked teeth. The place reminded Elara of a monster’s maw—one that threatened to swallow her whole.

	She clutched onto Enzo tighter as a phantom drifted past, too quickly for her to make out if it was mist or a soul.

	“She rests here,” Lukas said quietly as they slowed to a halt before a large black building.

	He pointed, Elara craning her neck to take in a large temple made of obsidian, its sheen reflecting the sconces that lit the walls. She had spotted the mass from the shore, but assumed it was a sort of church, not a dedicated resting ground to Piscea.

	Curled around the door was a script etched into the obsidian, silver and pulsing. Her motto: ‘The Slumbering Goddess.’

	“I can’t go any further,” Lukas said hoarsely, pulling a sconce from the wall and handing it to Elara. Their hands brushed, and she shuddered as she felt his death move through her.

	“Thank you for helping us, Lukas,” she said reluctantly. He may have been the same bitter and twisted man she had known in life, but he had allowed them through.

	Sadness filled his gaze. “Be safe, Lara. Lorenzo.”

	Enzo clenched his jaw, not deigning to look at the ghost. Elara nodded, turning as Lukas began to pace back and forth.

	Elara took a deep breath in and out, holding onto Enzo’s hand for dear life before they stepped inside.
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Chapter Seventy-Four

	 

	It was cool inside the temple, frankincense hanging in the air, camphor smouldering.

	“What do we do now?” Elara asked as she glanced over the obsidian surfaces that reflected their stricken expressions.

	“Her coffin,” Enzo murmured, pulling her along. “We just feed our light into her coffin. Seal it, coat it with our magick. That’s what Ophelia said.”

	Elara nodded, wetting her lips. She avoided the carved, snarling wolf heads that protruded from the walls and the black candles that flickered off every surface, sticking to the centre of the tomb.

	Up ahead rose the altar, offerings splayed upon it—wine, crow’s feathers, dark violets too.

	And lying in the center of the temple, right before it, was the coffin. So infamous that it had become the symbol for Piscea.

	Elara could almost feel the energy emanating from it, wicked and otherworldly as she approached, Enzo’s hand clutched tightly in her own.

	Her eyes scanned the inlaid details carved onto the coffin, black roses carved into the midnight wood, a sparkling red powder coating the surface.

	“Ariete’s stardust,” Elara breathed. It was hard to comprehend that the last person to have entered this space was Ariete with the instructions she had so willingly given him. Her finger touched a speck of it tentatively.

	The moment her skin came into contact with the surface of the coffin, she buckled, the power radiating from it abhorrent. Her magick repelled against it, moonlight lurching away to try to hide from it.

	Enzo lunged forward, splaying a hand filled with light upon it. Yet he seemed to be having an even worse reaction, breaking into a sweat as he took short, desperate gasps once his own skin came into contact with it.

	She winced, trying to wrangle control of her powers as she expected the coffin to swing open or a shadow to attach to her, but…nothing.

	She pulled her hands away, and the nausea abated. She let out a loud whoosh of breath.

	“You okay?” she panted to Enzo.

	“Yes,” he replied hoarsely, his hand still attached to the coffin. “This magick… It’s an abomination. It’s evil.”

	As vile as it felt to Elara’s senses, it felt familiar too.

	Enzo was firmly planted behind her, his chest at her back, a furnace pushing warmth into her cold skin. She held onto it as she closed her eyes, Enzo’s breath at her neck.

	“Let’s try again. Exactly like the studio,” he murmured. “Only this time moonlight instead of shadows.”

	She took another cleansing breath before placing both palms flat against the coffin. This time, only a dull sickness bothered her, but she breathed through it. Elara dipped into herself, her moonlight like gossamer as it spun out of her. It began to ripple through her hands, coating them in silver. Enzo shifted his palms, pressing them to the backs of her hands as sunlight flared from him. And when she felt it, she was struck with that same deep, vulnerable want as she felt his power ripple through her own, flowing into the coffin.

	When her magick touched the coffin, it recoiled, and Elara had to grit her teeth as she forced it to begin coating the casket. She felt Enzo tense behind her, as though his magick was experiencing the same resistance.

	She fought past the sickly energy as an unplaced fear began to seep into her. She squeezed her eyes shut, shaking as that feeling of utter anxiety and utter helplessness invaded her senses, though there was no rhyme or reason to it, no trigger as to why. She simply felt a palpable fear.

	“Enzo,” she breathed.

	“I feel it too,” he said. “Don’t focus on her. Don’t focus on the coffin. Focus on our magick. Keep going, angel.”

	She took a deep breath, rallying her moonlight once more. The terrible power beneath the coffin was acting as a vortex, trying to suck her magick into it, but Elara focused on keeping her moonlight under her own control, smoothing it across every surface it could reach.

	“Focus on our magick,” she reminded herself, leaning further into Enzo and basking in his sunlight as it worked with her power. She took another cleansing breath, fully immersed in Enzo now, allowing her magick to simply flood out of her.

	She stopped thinking of her fear or the coffin below her and Piscea, and focused wholly on Enzo. A feeling began to rise within her, awakening the same way it had when they had first melded magick in Enzo’s studio.

	Enzo pushed himself further into her, a low growl escaping him as he too felt the effects of their fusing powers. It felt even more intense than the first time, as though Elara was being stripped of her skin, only darkness and moonlight left beneath as Enzo’s light and flames caressed her. His sunlight was a combination of both, the heat licking her in places that began to beg and throb.

	“Enzo,” she moaned. “We shouldn’t be… It’s happening again.” She cursed as she felt Enzo’s light inside her, creeping under her skin, invading her very being. She’d never felt so scared. She’d never felt so alive.

	The candles in the temple flickered as Enzo’s chest began to heave behind her. Their hands flowed with magick as it began to flood outwards, the light spread over the surface of the coffin, solidifying like cooling black metal.

	Elara’s power stroked over Enzo, meeting his again.

	“Fuck,” Enzo groaned, pressing into her. Oh gods, he was so hard. “Elara, lift up your dress.”

	“Enzo, this is wrong on so many levels,” she panted, even as she felt her arousal begin to coat the tops of her thighs as their magick began to steadily coat the coffin’s top. “We’re in a temple. Of the dead.” A bead of sweat rolled down her neck from the exertion of pushing and balancing her magick out.

	“And you’re a goddess to be worshipped, not this fucking usurper. Focus on me. And lift. Your. Dress.”

	Excitement thrilled through Elara as well as the deep wrongness of what they were about to desecrate.

	She took one hand off the coffin momentarily to hitch up her skirts until her lower half was bared. The cold air of the space played on her, and she shivered again as Enzo moaned behind her. He took her hand, slamming it back onto the coffin. Then with another movement, he pushed her further onto it so she was leaning on it as he undid his trousers.

	The sweeping nausea was gone now that the top of the coffin was coated in their magick, and she breathed a sigh of relief, quickly turning into one of pleasure as she felt the weight of his length slap against her ass cheek. She arched her back as their magick continued to caress her. Enzo’s light whispered to her as they continued to meld, the sides of the coffin now beginning to coat in a silver metal that shifted to gold and silver again in the dim flames of the place.

	His hand cupped her.

	“Shit. You’re so wet for me. My little darkling, ready to be fucked in a temple,” he whispered against her neck, chuckling as their powers drummed and drummed and drummed together, singing their own song.

	“This is so wrong,” Elara whispered again, whimpering as she felt how fragile and sensitive she was under his touch, his magick already stripping her raw.

	He slid his hand around her sex, coating his fingers with her juices before bringing them to his mouth.

	“Since I don’t have time to taste you myself right now,” he murmured before pushing her further down.

	Their hands interlaced, still working to finish coating the coffin, the underside now nearly complete.

	Enzo nudged Elara’s legs further apart as she bent, and then with a sharp inhale, he pushed himself into her.

	Elara’s eyes rolled back into her head as she felt every delicious inch of him push into her, filling her as she squeezed around him.

	“You look so fucking sinful, splayed across this coffin. The thrill in your eyes, the fear. Sweet Moon,” he said, licking up her neck before clamping down with his teeth. Elara moaned again at the primal way in which Enzo was claiming her.

	“I’m fucking you like this so even the dead know that you’re mine. So even Piscea beneath us knows that nothing will ever come between us, not even the darkness itself.”

	He punctuated each sentence with a deep thrust that reached Elara’s deep spot and she dug her hands into the now metal surface of the coffin lid.

	“We’re nearly there,” Elara panted, gritting her teeth as her moonlight began to wrestle with her as it reached the underside of the coffin.

	Enzo was panting too, his sunlight stuttering as it continued to pour out of him.

	“Come on,” he growled in frustration, thrusting into her at the same time as he forced his sunlight out in a flare.

	“One last push,” Elara moaned, utterly suspended as Enzo pounded into her, accepting his power, using it to fuel her own. There was one last gap underneath the coffin that needed sealing, she could feel it.

	She gritted her teeth, pushing herself lower onto the coffin, allowing Enzo to move deeper inside her as she used it to fuel her, for that moonlight to reach the last abhorrent point of Piscea’s magick, Enzo’s sunlight chasing it.

	Her climax was also chasing her at lightning speed, rising and rising with the desperation in which Enzo’s magick wrapped around her own. She could feel it, so eye-wateringly pleasurable that it was almost painful. Enzo was moaning encouragements into her ear; she knew he was close.

	Finally, a bright light flared through the temple, the sound like lightworks bursting, as the coffin finally sealed, their magick coating every inch of it. She came, so hard that she saw only light. Enzo joined her as he let out one final growl and spilled into her.

	“It’s done,” she breathed, her whole body shaking, ecstasy rolling through her as relief washed in waves. “It’s done.”

	Enzo seemed to release the tension from his body too, slowing inside her.

	“Thank fuck,” he growled. Elara slumped, sucking in deep breaths.

	“Oh gods, we actually did it.”

	They stayed like that for a moment, regaining their breath, before she felt Enzo lick the dragun tattoo on her spine. “Now I can take my sweet time with you,” he murmured.

	“Lorenzo,” she moaned again, now able to lose herself completely to the bliss of their union. “My Lorenzo.”

	“Always,” he murmured as a hand wrapped around her throat, pulling her torso up to him as he continued to pump her, regardless of the fact they had both already peaked. “Always, always yours.”

	Their magick continued to intertwine, but now without the distraction of their mission, Elara cried out as she felt Enzo’s light engulf her once more.

	He made a satisfied sound, flipping Elara so they were face to face. In two sharp tugs, her dress was off her, body laid bare to him. Her legs wrapped around him instantly as he walked the two steps to Piscea’s altar. It was made of obsidian too, and Elara gasped against it, its coldness on her naked backside sending further ripples of pleasure through her as Enzo seated her on top of it, still deep within her.

	“Spread your legs wider,” he murmured onto her lips before filling her mouth with his tongue, ferocious and desperate. She did so, opening herself further until he was pulling a scream from deep, deep within her as he thrust and thrust her. Elara’s head tipped back in ecstasy.

	“Only your name will be remembered after this,” Enzo growled as he tangled a hand into her hair, bringing her head to meet his. He pressed his forehead to hers, the two cocooned in their own darkness.

	“Look at us,” he said roughly, and she looked where their bodies joined. “Look at how fucking godly we are. How I worship you.” Elara could feel herself close to the edge again, the act of seeing their bodies glide together making her come undone.

	“We did it,” she whispered.

	“We did it,” he echoed.

	She gasped as Enzo reached behind her, and she heard the scrape of metal on stone.

	A goblet sat before them, filled with the sacramental wine—an offering to the dark goddess. 

	With a devilish grin, Enzo raised the cup and tipped it, purple wine spilling onto Elara’s breasts. She moaned as it ran onto her skin.

	He withdrew from her, a gasp ripping from her at the emptiness it left her with as he knelt before her. He was so tall that his head was still above the altar. Apprehension coursed through her as his eyes burned a trail, following the flow of wine that was making its way over her nipples.

	Just his gaze alone could have made her come–she had admitted as much to him before. To be looked at the way that Enzo looked at her, it was how she imagined all women prayed to be looked upon. For within that fiery gaze was utter reverence, utter awe, and utter possession.

	She was his. He claimed that with a simple look.

	He waited, smile slowly curling as the wine reached her sternum, before leaning forward—restraint be damned—and ran his tongue up her body, catching the spilling wine.

	Elara arched back.

	“Fuck yes,” Enzo growled. “Look at you.”

	His tongue ran all the way up to her nipple where a bead of wine had formed before he sucked it into his mouth.

	“The taste of moonlight and wine. Lesser men would die for this.”

	“You wouldn’t?”

	He chuckled. “Angel, if you wanted me to die to have a taste of you, I’d hand you the killing sword myself.”

	“Then you’re lucky I’m fond of you,” she breathed.

	He tutted between laps, paying attention to her other breast and the wine’s trickle, slowing now.

	He pushed the goblet into her hand as he continued to lap.

	“Hold it,” he commanded.

	Her breath came in short gasps as Elara wrapped her fingers around the stem, knowing what he was planning to do.

	“They’re going to wonder where we are,” she said, thinking of her worried friends back in the land of the living.

	“Let them.”

	“Enz—”

	“El, when was the last time we were selfish? When was the last time we were completely alone? We’ve been on the run, on ships, threatened by gods and shadows. Sometimes I’m just so tired of worrying about other people. I want this time with you to make love to my soulmate the way I’ve needed to for lifetimes. And now’s a time to celebrate. Piscea is no longer a threat. She’s trapped, right over there. They can all worry a little longer.”

	He jerked his head, grinning. “Now perhaps it’s time we gave her a show.”

	Elara chuckled. “You’re terrible.”

	“Wicked and rakish, aren’t I?” He drew his teeth along her neck.

	He’d convinced her, though Elara knew she hadn’t needed much, the combining of their magick enough to make her beg for him. She pushed aside guilt at leaving her friends wondering what was taking them so long

	“Now pour the wine over that pretty cunt so I can drink from it like a sinner begging for redemption.”

	Elara’s entire core clenched, and Enzo moaned as he watched her reaction, sinking lower to her core. Pushing her lip between her teeth, she poured the rest of the cold liquid down her chest, enough so it ran in rivulets to her navel where it began pooling.

	Enzo growled as he hooked an arm under each thigh and pulled her closer.

	He sucked at her navel, delving his tongue in to catch the drops of wine there before trailing its wet heat downwards.

	Elara twitched, trying to force every muscle still so she could accept every ounce of pleasure Enzo was about to give. The wine trickled lower, and she let out a low and needy moan as the feel of it rolled down her oversensitive area.

	“Cheers,” Enzo smirked, eyes locked with hers as he ever so slowly lapped the wine up her folds.

	Her head fell back, sheer ecstasy, but she felt Enzo’s grip tighten.

	“Eyes open,” he commanded. “Look at how I beg for a blessing from my goddess.”

	The wine continued to pour as Elara upended the cup, the last of the contents spilling.

	Enzo’s tongue trailed again, this time swirling the wine up to her bud before he swallowed.

	“I’d drink this every fucking day,” he murmured between sucking and licking.

	She could feel a drop running down her thigh, and Enzo’s tongue darted out to her sensitive inner flesh to catch it.

	His teeth grazed the skin there, and with a yelp from Elara, she felt him take it gently between his teeth, the tiny bite eliciting utter pleasure and pain as the now-warming wine began to slow.

	“Oh, fair goddess, won’t you grant me a favour?” He smirked as he released her inner thigh before feasting on her anew.

	“And what favour would you like?” she breathed as he rubbed his nose along her core, his tongue hot and wet and oh-so-delicious as it devoured her.

	He pulled away, his breath fanning over her. “Marry me.”

	Elara tensed. She must have misheard. “What?”

	“Marry me,” he breathed, eyes open and void of any teasing as they regarded her. “Be my wife. I want to call you my wife, Elara. I want to throw you the wedding you deserve. I know it’s trivial. I know that our soul-tie is more than that. That we’re bound far deeper than just in ceremony. But the mortal part of me, the part that fell in love first, needs you in every sense, and what I need is to call you my wife.”

	Elara looked at where they were, Enzo’s chin and lips slick with her, her legs spread wide, sticky with wine. She looked around to the obsidian temple, the coffin before them and the graveyard beyond.

	Enzo was still on his knees. “I promise I’ll give you the wedding you deserve. I have a ring already made in the waking realm, but El, I can’t wait. I’m sick of not being your husband.”

	Elara still couldn’t speak.

	“So, Queen of Asteria, light in my darkness, Ruler of Stars and Skies, will you marry me?”

	Tears crept into Elara’s eyes as she slid down the altar, completely unphased by her nakedness, and knelt in front of him.

	“Lorenzo, my Sun, it would be an honour to be your wife.”

	Enzo’s smile may as well have been sunlight; it beamed so bright as he enveloped her in his arms. She breathed in his delicious musky scent, the slight masculine layer of sweat, the deep heady amber beneath.

	Enzo pressed his lips to hers ferociously as she tasted herself on him, and she grew soaked again.

	“Can I fuck my fiancée again now?” he murmured, tongue licking over hers before sucking her lip between his. “One more time before we have to return to reality.”

	“Gods, that word sounds good on your lips,” Elara murmured, her heart so full as tears continued to stream down her face. And she realised in that moment that the threat of the Stars, of Ariete, the bounty over them and the threat of losing her throne… All that was truly dwarfed by the contentment of being in her soon-to-be husband’s arms.
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Chapter Seventy-Five

	 

	Enzo’s heart was still thudding erratically against his chest as he cleaned Elara gently with his shirt before helping her dress again. She was going to be his wife. The primal, masculine mortal part of himself was flooded with arousal, with pride. As he’d told Elara shortly after asking, he knew it was semantics. That a literal soul-tie was deeper than any spoken vow. But again, that mortal part that viewed marriage as an utter sanctity, that wanted to name Elara his wife and vow in front of all their loved ones that he would be hers for eternity. Yes, that part of himself was growing thick and hard yet again. He’d made love to her once more on the altar, murmuring the word fiancée over and over as they’d climaxed together again.

	He looked at his angel now, and she was crying, tears of happiness streaming down her face. Enzo wanted to carve his heart out then and there to offer it up to her. He would do absolutely anything for his Moon.

	He leaned forwards, desperate to taste one of her tears, and slowly licked a trail up her face as he tasted the salt of her emotions.

	She moaned softly, bending into his embrace as he kissed every patch of skin he still had access to.

	“Come,” she laughed. “You can make love to me again in a normal bed. I don’t want to have to stay here longer than we need to.”

	Enzo groaned, allowing Elara to drag him out. He glanced once to the metallic coffin, relieved that he and Elara had managed to seal it with such ease. It had felt vile, abhorrent, and he’d had to battle with his light simply to let it touch the thing. But it was done.

	He knew the Stars were still hunting them, but what was a Star compared to the Darkness that they had just vanquished and forced to slumber again? He allowed himself another brief moment of relief as he took one last look at the temple before stepping into the light.
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	To Enzo’s utter chagrin, when they left the temple, Lukas greeted them once more. He opened his mouth.

	“Say one word, and I’ll find a way to kill you in death too.”

	Lukas closed his mouth, frowning at the two and likely wondering what had taken so long.

	After a moment, he spoke anyway as he kept pace with Elara and Enzo, walking them through The Graveyard.

	“It’s best I guide you back. The spirits are restless tonight.”

	Elara flashed Enzo a smile as Lukas continued ahead. “So you managed to do it?” he asked. “Save the world from a reckoning?”

	“Something like that,” Elara said, smiling.

	They reached the grey beach, the obsidian waves lapping and calling them back. Enzo could see flares of rainbow light reflected–Ophelia’s light–showering like lightworks on the black water.

	“So that’s it?” Lukas asked, and Enzo turned, his patience thin. But to his surprise, Lukas was on his knees, a desperate and haunted look in his eyes. “You’re just going to leave?”

	Elara had come to a halt, her mouth opening and closing as she gazed in bewilderment at Enzo then back at Lukas.

	“What do you mean, Lukas? What do you want from me? I don’t owe you a thing,” Elara said.

	“I know,” Lukas said, yet his voice broke, and Enzo took a step closer to an alarmed Elara. “I know you don’t, but Lara please. You have to believe me. I wasn’t always like this. And I know I don’t deserve anything from you, especially mercy, but I beg you, on hands and knees.”

	He pressed his palms together, and Elara looked once again at Enzo, eyes wide.

	“I heard down here that you’re the goddess of death. That’s what the dead whisper. That you awoke into your true form. I heard tales from a drowned sailor that you raised them. So please, Elara… Please, goddess; please spare me this torment.”

	He gestured to his bloated face, his rotting skin, hands shaking. “Help me rest, Lara,” he whispered. “Help me die properly.”

	Enzo’s chest tightened, knowing that he was the one to have put him here and not regretting it a jot. Perhaps his heart had grown soft with love. And seeing how happy he and Elara were together, he didn’t want to hold on to the hatred in his heart that he felt for Lukas. But he wouldn’t blame Elara if she wanted to hold it for an eternity.

	She looked back again, squeezing Enzo’s hands and tilting her head, as though to ask him what she should do.

	Enzo nodded imperceptibly, squeezing her hand back, and resolve coated Elara’s face as she turned back to Lukas.

	She took Lukas’s hand in hers as he began to weep, and closing her eyes, she called her moonlight forth. Enzo saw it. It was blinding as it coated her from head to toe, pouring out of her towards Lukas’s hand.

	“I didn’t deserve you,” he whispered, tears streaming down his face as her magick touched him. “And Lara, I’m happy for you. I’m so happy you found Lorenzo.”

	Enzo’s eyes narrowed at him as Elara stood, her teeth gritted as she became a vessel for her magick, allowing it to do what needed to be done.

	“Be at peace, Lukas,” she whispered, and the shadows finally cleared from him, his skin tightening, chest healing, and finally his eyes, clear grey again, fluttered shut.

	“Thank you,” he sighed.

	And before both Elara’s and Enzo’s wide eyes, the silver moonlight coating him swirled and swirled until Lukas’s body began to disintegrate into grey ash, withering and withering until he floated away on the breeze.

	Elara’s moonlight dimmed, her cheeks wet. Enzo brushed a tear tenderly, kissing her cheek.

	“I’m so proud of you,” he murmured, pulling her up. “But now, we need to get home.”

	Elara nodded, wiping her tears as she looked back to the ash floating on the wind. Enzo pulled her to him and into the black ocean.

	And then they were swimming, Under, under, under.

	Through.

	Through.

	Through.

	Until finally, they wheezed back into their bodies and looked around in elation.

	They heard the gasps of relief first, their friends stepping into the circle immediately, arms hugging them, Isra kissing Enzo’s head before muttering how stupid they all were. Adrian was pale-faced, downing a bottle of wine, courtesy of Sagitton.

	“It’s done,” Ophelia breathed. “Piscea has stopped scraping at our door.”

	“We did it,” Elara breathed, nodding. “The coffin is sealed.”

	“Oh, thank gods,” Isra breathed.

	Sagitton and Lias were both watching from a wall. “Thank you,” Sagitton said. “For saving us from her.”

	Enzo shrugged. “It was nothing.”

	“Who let you into The Graveyard?” Leo asked. “Was it Sofia?”

	Enzo noticed Elara flinch slightly before recovering. “No,” she replied. “It was Lukas.”

	“What?!” Merissa and Isra asked in unison. “And Enzo didn’t kill him?”

	“We actually…made peace.”

	Isra let out a low whistle. “You’re a more forgiving woman than me.”

	“What the fuck took you so long?” Eli finally growled. Enzo looked over where the Star had been silent, nearly forgetting that he was there.

	His Elara only grinned as she slung her arms around his neck, hugging him.

	Enzo smiled. “After we’d sealed the coffin, we got a little preoccupied. And decided…well…that there’s going to be a royal wedding.”
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Chapter Seventy-Six

	 

	Sagitton led the way through the still-mad streets of Bacchus. As he weaved, anyone caught by his charm began to laugh or cry hysterically, as though the god was no longer in control of his magick.

	Elara had thrown a blanket of illusions upon them. With three Stars amongst them, the group would have been far too noticeable exiting the city.

	Adrian tailed the group, his mind elsewhere. He was relieved of course for Enzo and Elara to not only have succeeded in sealing Piscea’s coffin, but also in arriving safely back to them. And yet, he couldn’t stop thinking of Cancia, every mortal dressed as a mermaid catching his eye.

	He scanned the crowds and finally caught on a flash of silver hair. He staggered as he saw Cancia being pulled along by…Scorpius?

	Anger boiled in his veins at seeing the two together. The goddess had made love to him only hours before, and here she was now, hand in hand with her consort? She turned, and Lias’s arrow may as well have gone through his chest. She was so beautiful, her unusual eyes scanning the crowd and seeming to land right on him. Her face fell, and he stopped, wondering how it was she could see him through Elara’s illusions. Scorpius turned then, and Adrian cursed, ducking. He waited with bated breath, wondering if Scorpius had spotted him, but Scorpius merely looked through the crowd before frowning and turning to Cancia to ask what she’d been looking at. She shrugged, shaking her head, and didn’t look back again as she disappeared with Scorpius into the crowd.

	“Everything okay?” Leo asked, falling into step beside him. Adrian felt as though his chest was on fire. She hadn’t even looked back.

	“Fine,” he said hurriedly. “Just thought I saw someone I know.”

	And he knew with utter certainty as they retreated further and further out of Bacchus that he was going to kill Scorpius.
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	“This is where I leave you,” Ophelia said as they all reached the gates.

	Eli pushed a cigarette between his lips, frowning as he searched for his matches.

	“Here,” Enzo said, pointing his forefinger at the roll. A flame ignited, catching light before smouldering out.

	“Thanks,” Eli said.

	“You’re not staying?” Elara was asking Ophelia.

	“I will for a few weeks, with Sagitton. I want to learn what I can of this world before I return to my own. But I’m no longer needed. Piscea is gone, my purpose complete. Perhaps though,” she said, glancing at Eli, then the others, “I’ll worldwalk back some other time. I am a Star now after all.”

	Eli was glad she was going. As he’d said before, Eli liked order, and Ophelia was anything but. It was best she returned to her own world.

	He inhaled deeply, honeyed smoke drifting from his nostrils as he exhaled.

	“See you around, witch,” he said as he walked past her and through the arch.

	“Oh, you will.” She smirked, and his gaze flicked to the freckle above her full, wicked lips.

	He forced himself to give her his most disdainful look as he brushed past though his throat had grown tight.

	Must be the cigarettes, he thought to himself.

	Ophelia winked as the group began to file through after Eli, giving their thanks to the witch as they did.

	“You staying here too?” he called to Lias, still on the other side with Ophelia and Sagitton. The Star grinned, shrugging. “Why not? I may as well enjoy the celebrations for a few more days.”

	Eli sighed. “You know the heavens will be in a shambles? Ariete’s still not been spotted up there for months.”

	“Not my problem.” Lias yawned, linking arms with Sagitton. “I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

	Eli could already feel the headache forming from the mess he’d have to clear up with Lias rampant in Kaos. So he sighed, turning and leaving the three, and ignoring Ophelia’s twinkling brown gaze as it bore into him.

	Soon enough, they reached the docked ship, other stragglers making their way back from Kaos’s celebrations too. The harbour was packed, the in-between stretching ahead back into Altalune.

	His ship loomed before them, beautiful and gleaming. He lingered by it as Elara caught up to him.

	“Don’t tell me you’re not coming either?” she said softly, nudging him.

	He turned, chest hurting a little. “I wish I could, but I need to go back to the heavens and see what mess it has been left in, what state the other Stars are in. Half were likely oblivious that Piscea was even waking at all. And it will seem suspicious if I’ve been gone for too long.”

	Elara sighed, hugging him, and he held on tightly. “So you’re going to miss my wedding?”

	“I’ll try to make it,” he said into her hair.

	“If you see Ariete, try to convince him not to hunt me down until after the wedding? In fact, convince all the Stars, would you?”

	Eli chuckled, ruffling her hair as he let go, and Enzo came and embraced him, slapping him on the back. “Thanks for everything, Eli. We’ll see you soon?”

	Eli nodded. “As soon as I can get away again. The heavens are yours. I haven’t forgotten that. We’ll form a plan. If we can avoid war, we will strategise in every way we can to do that. Oh, and Lorenzo?”

	Enzo looked up, brow raised.

	“Congratulations. Nothing makes me happier than to see the two of you together.”

	Enzo’s smile was like dawn breaking as he shook Eli’s hand. “If you can make the wedding, please do. It would mean the world to El.”

	“I’ll try,” Eli said again.

	“Oh, fiancé?! Hurry up!” Elara sang down, already clambering across the boardwalk. Lorenzo chuckled. “Thank you again for everything,” he said, clambering aboard too. Eli waved him off as the rest filed past.

	Adrian gave him a nod, Leo winking, Isra and Merissa both embracing him as they all stepped aboard.

	“Adrian!” Eli called once the titan had set foot onto the deck. “You can keep the ship.”

	Adrian let out a disbelieving laugh, bounding up to the ship’s stern. “You’re not serious?”

	“When do I ever joke?” Eli replied.

	“Thank you,” he shouted. “My gods, thank you!” Adrian shouted as he began to wave his hands, his ocean magick taking control of the ship.

	Eli watched the chains rattle as the anchor was dredged up, a familiar sadness settling over him as the group began to retreat, the sails unfurling. Elara stayed by the rail, waving to him until she was nothing more than a speck.

	Then with a sigh and a glance to the skies, Eli went home.
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Chapter Seventy-Seven

	 

	The sea air stuck to Elara’s skin as though begging her not to leave. She looked out to the frothy waves, the eastern continent merely a speck on the horizon as they crossed the Olympian Ocean.

	She felt a presence beside her before she turned and saw Adrian.

	“Shouldn’t you be celebrating with the others?” he asked, nudging her shoulder.

	She looked behind her where her friends were still drinking and singing to celebrate both their engagement and the threat of Piscea being quashed. The festivities had run on for days, and Elara swore that if she even saw another drop of rum, she would be sick.

	Adrian’s comforting scent of sage and sea salt washed over her as she turned back to him.

	She shook her head. “I’m just pondering what we do now. Piscea is no longer a threat, but Ariete? The other Stars still wanting our heads…” She sighed. “It’s difficult to allow myself moments of peace and happiness. To even enjoy the feeling of being engaged. I don’t deserve it.”

	Adrian was quiet for a moment. “Why?”

	Elara thought back to the memory Ariete had showed her in his dreams. One that she was still keeping from everyone.

	“I suppose with the hand that I have been dealt in life, it just doesn’t feel like good things should happen to me,” she said, telling a part-truth.

	Adrian snorted. “Absolute nonsense. Elara, you are a good person. It shines through you. Sometimes, fate is just a shitty thing, but you and Enzo haven’t ever let it rule over you before. Your very existence together is proof of defying the Stars.”

	Elara hummed in agreement as she cast her gaze back to the cobalt waves. “War is looming. I can feel it.”

	Adrian nodded. “It seems inevitable despite how Eli is trying to help us escape it. Once the rest of the Stars know that I’m also awake, they’ll stop at nothing to try and defeat us.”

	“And what of the others? Two more titans to wake, Eli said.” She turned over the ring he had given her, the small snake that had never left her little finger since he had given it to her. They’d been at sea a week now, and she found herself missing the god’s presence every day, as though a sibling had been taken from her. “The Earth and the Air. I was lucky with you. How in Celestia are we going to find them?”

	Adrian drummed his fingers on the ship. “Well, our common thread was the Three. That’s what we need to hunt for now. A mortal in Verde likely, and one perhaps in Sveta. I can ask the sirens if they’ve heard anything.”

	Adrian had been practicing his abilities with his new scope of powers the last week aboard the ship and had seemed to find the time to summon and flirt with a siren or two along the way—not a mermaid though. Never a mermaid.

	Elara still found it so strange, this pirate lord before her governing the oceans.

	“Dare I ask if you’ve heard anything from…her?”

	Adrian’s eyes grew cold. “No. Not since All Hallow’s. She made her choice. And as she told me, the next time we meet, it will likely be on the battlefield.”

	Elara reached over and squeezed Adrian’s arm. “Want me to kill her for you?”

	Adrian snorted, patting her hand. “I think I can handle myself. Some people just aren’t meant for one another.”

	Elara nodded. “There is a soulmate out there for everyone. That I truly believe.”

	Adrian shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’ll ever find a love like you have with Enzo.”

	Elara smiled. “I believed the same until I met him.” She nudged him with an elbow. “Someone out there has to love your barnacle-encrusted ass.”

	Adrian snorted, the two laughing with an easiness Elara hadn’t felt in months.

	“How do you feel about returning home?”

	“Home is a stretch. The Goldfir Forest lies between Helios and Asteria.”

	Elara had decided with Enzo a week ago as they left Kaos that they’d have their wedding in the forest between their two kingdoms. He’d assured her it was a safe place, one that had its own small community and lodgings deep within the woods, a space where none of the Stars would find them for a few blissful days.

	“Home…” she looked up at the moon beginning to make its appearance across the sky from the sun. “Home seems so far away now.”

	She turned, looking starboard, where the western continent was beginning to appear, Asteria right on the horizon.

	“What do you really want, Elara? All of this has been thrust upon us but…what is it you want? It used to be Asteria, did it not?”

	Elara closed her eyes, turning away from her kingdom. “Yes. My only mission before I met Enzo was to reclaim Asteria, reclaim my throne. But now that it’s vacant, now that I know who I am, I don’t find myself wanting to return.”

	She looked back to the sky, sighing.

	“I’m not sure where home is anymore. Only that it’s wherever Enzo is.”
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	Merissa finished her fourth letter of the day, her neat script filling pages and pages as she sprayed her perfume onto the letter, as she always did, and folded it to send off at the next port they called at—Shadow’s Bay, if she wasn’t mistaken.

	Wedding planner was her now unofficial title. The moment that Enzo and Elara had revealed that they were getting married, she had taken over the duties. This was going to be the wedding of the century. But confined to the sea as she planned it was proving difficult.

	Nevertheless, she smiled to herself as she began her next letter to her favourite goldsmith in Sol, a commission for a ring that Elara had asked to be made for Enzo. Elara’s wedding ring, the one that Enzo had commissioned for her, had been made weeks before. She still remembered it, how the moment he had awoken, right before they had escaped to the Sinner’s Sands, he had asked Merissa to help design a ring for his soulmate. It would be ready now in Helios for the big day.

	She heard Leo’s laugh from beyond the door and sighed. While she was ecstatic for her friends, her own love life was non-existent. She wished she had felt a soul-tie with Leo. It would have been so easy to love a man like him. She thought to the slight flirtatious energy she’d picked up from Adrian, which had soon been nipped in the bud once he’d met Cancia. He was extremely pleasing on the eyes too—she’d certainly been caught staring a few times—but the pirate didn’t look at her the same way.

	And then, utterly unwanted, her thoughts landed on her kiss with Ariete—the way his lips had been far softer than she had expected, his touch gentler than she had imagined. But she shuddered. Ariete was terrifying, and most importantly, the most evil and depraved god in Celestia. What he had done to Elara and Enzo, she would never forget.

	As her thoughts continued to wander, they did to the demon-masked stranger in Kaos. Now that was a connection she couldn’t deny. She had tried to blame it on the charm and was still half convinced it had been Sagitton’s energy. Hell, she had actually toyed with the idea that it was Sagitton. Whoever he was, the utter desire she had felt, the awakening within her when he had brushed her skin, when they had breathed each other’s air…

	She clenched her thighs, pressing them tightly together as unwanted feelings began to surface.

	“Focus,” she hissed to herself, resuming her letter. She had a week to get the wedding together, their stretch across The Olympian Ocean to the Western continent nearly done. The Goldfir Forest would be a beautiful location, and she hadn’t been surprised at all when Enzo had suggested it, an intimate ceremony for only their small group. But she needed to order a dress that she could tailor and glamour for Elara, the rings, and food too. She made a note to contact Bruno, Elara and Enzo’s favourite baker, for the latter. He, she could trust.

	She sighed, brushing all thoughts of demons from her mind as she continued to plan a wedding that would be marked in history.
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Chapter Seventy-Eight

	 

	Elara took a deep breath as she looked in the mirror before her, admiring Merissa’s work. The glamour had outdone herself, both in the dress she had helped choose and the way she had made Elara up.

	Elara’s hair was long, cascading down her back, and through it, Merissa had painstakingly weaved threads of silver that finished with tiny crescent moons. The front of her hair was swept off her face in a series of intricate plaits, her veil fitted below the crown of her head.

	And that veil looked like the night sky. A deep indigo gossamer, almost black, sheer save for the glittering art that patterned it. Merissa had chosen silver for the art—again—to compliment Elara’s eyes and magick, and as Elara gaped at it in awe, she took in what she could see depicted as a mural, the love story of her and Enzo. Down one side of the veil were swirls of smoke and golden rays of light. Stars were intertwined in the art, and pooling at the centre of the border was a sun and a moon, interwoven—the Sun’s rays leaping out and splaying across one side of the veil, and the Moon a modest crescent.

	Elara’s eyes began to fill up. “Mer, this is so beautiful,” she whispered. Her friend beamed, squeezing her arm.

	“No tears now. You’ll ruin your makeup,” she chided although her own eyes were brimming with them.

	“What do you think of the dress?” Merissa added, pulling her veil out carefully so it didn’t crease as it trailed behind Elara.

	“The dress… It’s… It’s better than my wildest dreams.”

	The dress was a deep indigo to match the veil. It was tight to her bust and waist, and then spilled elegantly into a skirt of blue tulle. But it was the sleeves Elara was mesmerised by. The sleeves were made from a sheer gauze, so it appeared she was wearing nothing at all, but silver poured in intricate patterns, swirling down her arms as though she had dipped them in moonlight, the silver trailing here and there along the skirt of the dress.

	“Enzo is going to adore it,” Elara grinned. She could not wait to see him, could not wait to be married to him. Her husband. She allowed the warm feeling to spread in her chest—that feeling that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel for a long time, for fear it would evaporate.

	“You know, I never believed I would get married,” Elara whispered as Merissa applied the finishing touches to her hair and makeup.

	“Why?”

	“I just… I didn’t think I’d ever feel love that way. That someone would want me to be theirs forever.”

	“You deserve it more than anyone, El,” Merissa replied as she stepped back. “I can’t wait to see two of my favourite people in the world get married.”

	Elara grinned. “Me neither.”
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	Enzo paced the room of the small lodge, tugging at his cuff sleeves. “What’s the time?”

	“The same as when you asked me ten seconds ago,” Leo drawled, checking his hair in the mirror. He turned round to Enzo, grinning. “Enz, are you nervous?”

	Enzo scowled. “No, I’m not nervous. Is my hair okay?”

	Leo chuckled. “It looks fine. What do you have to be nervous about? Your soul is literally tied to El’s. This wedding is about the easiest thing the two of you have ever done.”

	“I know,” Enzo said as an excited but nervous energy washed over him. “It’s just, I can’t believe I get to be her husband. That in a few hours, I’ll be able to call her my wife.”

	Just the thought… He already felt aroused. There was something primal in the phrase, possessive, and his blood heated a little just thinking about it. His wife.

	“Remember when you came to me after you’d first met her?” Leo laughed at the memory as Enzo rolled his eyes. “You said, and I quote, ‘Leo, I am being forced to train the most insufferable woman I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting. And it’s a damn shame that she is so beautiful. Beauty is wasted on a woman like that.’”

	“Yes, yes, mortal enemies and all that. I remember.”

	“And remember what you said to me after you’d rescued her from Ariete?”

	Enzo’s stomach somersaulted just at the thought. “Yes,” he said, a soft smile on his face as he dabbed some amber oil to his neck. “I said, ‘Leo, I am in love. And I don’t care if she can’t love me back. It’s enough just to know I have the privilege of loving her.’”

	“I could always see you looking for her in every room, even when you claimed you hated her.” Leo stood, coming before Enzo. He helped straighten his collar. “And now, my brother is marrying one of my best friends.”

	Enzo slapped him on the back, the two embracing. “Well,” Enzo said, “I suppose it’s time El made an honest man out of me.”
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	Elara waited at the beginning of the path outside her cabin, drinking in the sight before her. The Goldfir Forest was a place that Elara could not believe existed—a forest that spanned the border that stretched across Helios and Asteria. She raised her head, looking to the sky. It was dusk, a time where both she and Enzo thrived.

	A wave of emotion engulfed her as she saw her moon low in the sky, and across, reaching into Helios, Enzo’s sun. The two were at a perfect distance from each other, gazing across at each other. And she felt so grateful at that moment, for this mortal form. For this ability to have a silly human celebration, to commemorate their love in ceremony. How long had she waited for this—this union between their two heavenly bodies? How many lifetimes had they chased each other to be granted this one simple act?

	She heard the rumble of a carriage, turning to the sound with a frown. It rocked against the uneven forest floor, pulled by two grey mares. Merissa came out of the cabin at the commotion, half-dressed. The carriage was grey and black, two entwined serpents snaking around the carriage door as Elara’s eyes narrowed to it.

	It swung open, an impeccably tailored trouser leg coming into view.

	“Eli?!” she gasped, racing towards the carriage as the god himself stepped out, in a perfectly fitting charcoal suit and bow tie. Elara threw herself into his arms. “I can’t believe you came. I thought you were in the heavens?!”

	Eli waved a hand. “They’re all as bitter and bloodthirsty as they were before. They can wait for a few days. Do you really think I’d miss my queen’s wedding?”

	Elara’s eyes widened as Merissa came forward, tears in her eyes. She looked between the two, her lip trembling.

	Eli smiled, patting Merissa’s arm. “Merissa may have threatened me too.”

	“What!?” Elara exclaimed.

	“I just told him that if he didn’t make it, knowing how much it meant to you, then he’d have me to deal with. It was a very strongly worded letter.”

	She crossed her arms, and Elara burst into laughter at her best friend, who wouldn’t harm a fly.

	“Adorable,” she said, kissing Merissa’s cheek as Merissa rolled her eyes. “Thank you.”

	She turned back to Eli. “So, as you can probably guess, the guest list is very small. No one knows we are here, not even the Asterian citizens that live in this forest. Adrian’s in the clearing down that path if you want to stay with him while we finish getting ready?”

	Eli tutted. “Why would I do that? I’m here to give you away.”

	Elara’s heart faltered. “What?”

	“You were going to walk down this path with Isra and Merissa behind you, and you need someone by your side. And El, that’s where I will always be. By your side. I was in a past lifetime, and I am now.”

	“Oh gods, Merissa, this makeup was an absolute waste of time,” Elara remarked before bursting into tears.

	Isra appeared from the cabin. “Making a bride cry? Just an average day for a Star like you, isn’t it, Eli?” she said.

	“He’s giving me away,” Elara said, her voice shaky.

	“I know,” Isra grinned. “I also threatened him in that letter, though my threat was a bit more crude than Merissa’s.”

	Eli chuckled, his own laugh shaky as he embraced Elara again.

	“Thank you,” Elara whispered. “For everything. And thank you two as well,” she said, hugging Isra and Merissa.

	Eli pulled her away, wiping her eyes with his thumbs.

	Merissa tsked, coming over. “You’re making it worse. Here.” She swept her hand over Elara’s face, rosy magick fixing her tear stains.

	“Ready?” Eli smiled, offering his little finger. Elara linked it with her own. “Ready,” she whispered back before taking his arm.

	Elara heard music start up, deep into the forest.

	Merissa and Isra fell behind her, holding her train. “I’m ready,” she said again to herself before setting off down the path.
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	The forest was awash with glitterbugs, the insects dancing gently as they lit up the dusk. Violet and blue hues tinted her right, and burnished orange and gold tinged her left. It was a perfect marriage of light and dark—a marriage of her and Enzo.

	The path was winding; the deeper into the forest they walked, the richer and more beautiful the wildlife became. A wild deer drank from a small, glittering pond to her right, unfazed by the proceedings.

	“Nearly there,” Isra murmured behind them. “I think even my frozen heart is about to melt.”

	Elara heard Merissa chuckle behind her.

	The music was at its loudest now, and Elara could make out the forest clearing before her. The music was coming out of a battered contraption that looked a lot like the one they’d used when practicing Aphrodean dances in Helios. She smiled. Merissa had thought of everything.

	And then, as she turned the corner, Elara saw him.

	Her beautiful Sun.

	Enzo was dressed in swirling gold and white, fidgeting with something in his hands.

	She knew he would feel her presence in a moment as he looked around agitatedly, and she took the moment to blissfully drink him in.

	And then his eyes found hers as they always did.

	His mouth hung open a little, before he clenched it shut. Elara observed him, wondering what was wrong. And then to her utter disbelief, his face crumpled, and he brought his fingers to his eyes as tears began to flow.

	Leo chuckled beside him, his own eyes shining as he patted Enzo on the back. Enzo shook his head, finally grinning even as his tears flowed, and a golden glow began to shine from him. Leo gave a small wave, winking.

	Adrian was beaming too, from ear to ear as he stood next to Enzo. He’d conveniently informed them all that since he was still technically a captain, by mortal proceedings, he was well within his right to marry them.

	Elara still had the veil on, careful to watch where she was going as Eli led her to her future. The beautiful crooning music began to drift away, trailing off as she finally found herself before Enzo. Eli squeezed her hand once before giving Elara away to Enzo and taking one of the few seats scattered around the clearing.

	“Can I?” Enzo whispered, his voice a little shaky, face still wet as he motioned to her veil. She nodded, biting her lip.

	Enzo’s deft fingers plucked the veil up, brushing it gently over her head. His hands cradled her cheeks as he took a moment to look at her, his eyes roving over every inch of her.

	“You are everything I have ever dreamt of,” he whispered.

	Elara couldn’t stop her own tears from falling then. “You are everything I never allowed myself to dream of having,” she whispered back.

	They stared into each other’s eyes, the bond so strong between them that she could feel it, as though their soul-tie was yanking them even closer.

	Adrian cleared his throat to catch the couple’s attention, and Elara offered him a soft smile.

	“Tonight, we’re gathered here to celebrate love,” he began. “And who better to oversee this than their favourite person in the world?”

	Enzo rolled his eyes as Elara laughed.

	“There are both Helion and Asterian traditions during a marriage ceremony, and tonight we wanted to respect both. So firstly, Helios.”

	Adrian motioned for the two to kneel, and Elara looked back at Enzo as she knelt opposite him.

	Leo stepped forward.

	“A king in our kingdom kneels for no one. Not his family, not his citizens, nor his country. But for his wife —for his queen—he will bow.”

	Enzo inclined his head. “She already knows I like to be her throne.”

	Elara slapped his arm, tutting as the others chuckled.

	“It is also Helion tradition to bind you together with a golden thread,” Isra added, stepping forth. She produced a long and beautifully sparkling ribbon. “This ribbon is sacred. It has been passed down by seers in Helios for generations. Like the threads of fate, this has its own magick, one to further bind and bless two souls —two souls who are equals in every sense of the word.”

	Enzo took Elara’s right hand in his left, squeezing it gently. Elara had never felt such an overwhelming love.

	Isra gently laid the ribbon over their two hands. “With this first knot, your souls will promise to find each other, no matter how far you tread.”

	Isra looped the ribbon together before wrapping the two sides over and under Elara’s and Enzo’s hands.

	“With the second knot, your love will transcend time and space. It will be a love spoken about eons after this ceremony, when this world is but a star in the sky.”

	Isra created a second knot before repeating the same motion.

	“And with the third knot, your magick will be tied, and you will be able to drink from each other’s powers.”

	Elara’s eyes widened as she gazed at Enzo. “What?” she whispered.

	“I didn’t know either,” he replied, grinning.

	“May your lives be filled with love, with peace, and an eternity in each other’s arms,” Isra finished, closing her eyes. Ice blue magick spilled from her, bringing with it the scent of pine and peppermint. Elara heard a cheer, finding Adrian and Leo clapping and cheering. Her heart was thrumming against her chest, her face aglow with happiness.

	“And now for the Asterian part of the ceremony,” Merissa declared, sashaying up to the small stand. “Being part Asterian, it’s only right I do the honour,” she winked.

	Isra and Leo kissed Elara on the cheek, hugging Enzo too before making their way to their seats.

	“In Asteria, gifts are given—ones that speak to their beloved’s soul. And with it, vows are made—promises to each other.”

	Elara had thought long and hard what to gift Enzo for their wedding. And had settled on a first edition of The Mythas of Celestia. She had made Eli track it down, communicating through their ring. If anyone could locate it, it would be the god of knowledge, and he had deposited it via crow when they were still sea-bound. She felt the smooth foiling of it beneath her thumbs as she presented it.

	“Enzo, I grew up believing that true love only existed in the books that I read. Within the pages, trapped in my palace, I would dream of being shown a love that I read about. And then I was told my prophecy. And I gave up on my dream. I resigned my fate to fall in love with a Star.

	“But then, you shone into my life.” Elara bit back a sob. “And you showed me…” She sobbed again, finding it difficult to breathe. Enzo squeezed her hands, tears brimming in his own eyes. “You showed me what I never thought I deserved. You gave me patience, knowing what we thought was my fate. You gave me comfort. You gave me reverence. You made me feel like more than just a princess with a prophecy. Enzo, everything you touch turns to gold. And you took a sad, lonely girl, who had no faith in the world or in love, and made her shine.”

	She produced the book, her tears flowing freely now. She heard a sob and turned in alarm.

	“I’m sorry,” Adrian said, pressing his hands to his eyes. “That was just so beautiful.”

	She heard Isra snort behind them and grinned through her tears.

	“This book was the first thing we had in common.”

	“Except for your simmering sexual tension,” Isra called out.

	“And monstrous egos,” Leo winked.

	Everyone laughed.

	“You sat with me when I was broken and read this book to me every night until I fell asleep,” Elara continued. “This story is a part of ours. It speaks of the mythical creatures that we now know were waiting for us, of the world we once ruled. And so, my darling nearly-husband, I gift this copy to you.”

	Enzo took the book from her, his hands shaking, and flicked it open. “You annotated it?” he breathed.

	“How does a reader bare their soul, if not through which parts of a book moved them? You always wished to know what went on in my mind. Now you do.”

	She beamed as he squeezed her hands. “And I took the liberty of writing something else at the very end.”

	Enzo frowned as he fluttered the pages to the last ones.

	The chapter heading was titled in a curling script—in Elara’s own hand.

	“The Sun and the Moon.”

	“I wrote our story,” she whispered. “Eli helped fill in any gaps. I felt it was only right that ours be included. It is one for the ages.”

	“I love you,” Enzo breathed, wiping his eyes.

	“I love you,” she whispered back.

	“And now for Enzo’s gifts and promises.” Adrian sniffled, still dabbing at his eyes.

	Enzo fidgeted with his hands, looking at them for a moment before clearing his throat.

	“Elara, I believed when I was born that love was never something my soul would feel. I was convinced over time that I didn’t deserve it, that the Stars hadn’t written it in my fate. And then I met you. And the feeling was so foreign to me that at first, I thought it was hate.”

	Elara laughed through her tears. “Likewise.”

	Enzo’s face turned earnest. “But I got to know you, got to see your heart. And I thought I was dying when I realised that I was in love with you. I thought my heart was going to burst. And I’ve felt that every day since, El. Because you consume me. You are my reason for fighting, my reason for living.”

	The tears flowed freely from Elara’s eyes as she trembled. Enzo regarded her, eyes shining as he reached into his pocket.

	“Thank you for being kind to me, when all I’d known was cruelty.” He pulled his hand out of his pocket, the fist closed.

	He swallowed, clenching his jaw. “Thank you for saving me when I was damned.”

	He opened his palm, and sitting in the centre was a carved dragun. The detail was so beautiful, its rendering exactly like that of her shadow dragun, its webbed wings looking ready to take flight, its tail snaking and mouth open in a roar.

	“Thank you for teaching me what love is,” he whispered.

	Elara couldn’t take her eyes off Enzo’s beautiful art, and the fact that he had carved it himself, had used wonderful light to create this, made it even more precious.

	“Enzo, it’s beaut—”

	“I’m not done yet,” he grinned.

	A wisp of shadow curled from his palm, and Elara gasped.

	“How?” she cried.

	“Your shadow gifted me one last part of herself before she disappeared and told me to hold it close. Now…”

	He raised his other hand above the dragun, and sunlight began to stream off him as it fell onto the little carving.

	“I know how much you must miss your shadows and your dragun, and although I can’t bring them back, I knew that I was saving this wisp for something special.”

	There was a movement amongst the shadows, the mass seeming to grow and grow. Enzo placed the mass of shadows between them on the ground as he continued to douse it in sunlight.

	“We learned on this journey that one of my powers is bringing things to life. So, Elara, though you may not be able to wield your shadows, I gift you your shadow dragun.”

	The crowd gasped around her.

	To Elara’s utter disbelief, Enzo’s magick ceased, his sunlight dimming, and only a few precious shadows drifted off the creature that lay before her.

	“There is no way—” Leo breathed.

	“Oh no, there is,” Eli smirked, eyes shining.

	Because before Elara, in a baby form, was a living, breathing dragun.

	“This isn’t happening,” Elara whispered.

	“Yes, it is,” Enzo grinned.

	Elara reached out a hand, and the baby dragun sniffed it before harrumphing, a shot of shadow wisping from its nostrils.

	“This dragun is a part of you, El. It’s tied to your soul with that one last shadow. The same way you had been able to wield your shadows, you will be able to control this dragun. Whether you need it to return to smoke or grow thirty feet tall, you will be able to command it as you wish.”

	“Oh my gods,” Elara sobbed. “My book is nothing compared to this!”

	She fell to her knees again, arms outstretched as the baby dragun bounded over to her, its little wings fluttering.

	She heard Merissa and Eli chuckle behind her as more murmurs of awe and excitement filled the clearing.

	“Right,” Adrian said, clearing his throat. “Now that Enzo has just raised the standard for a man higher than any of us could ever reach, I think it’s time for the rings.”

	Elara was dumbfounded, still staring in shock at the dragun before her. She ran a hand over its scales, and it let out a small purr. It felt so different to her shadow dragun, as though something living really was pulsing through it. And she supposed something was—Enzo’s sunlight.

	Merissa walked forward, two boxes in her hands. She pressed the peach one, lined in gold trim, into Elara’s hand, and the indigo one trimmed with silver into Enzo’s.

	“Now, you each told me how you would like the ring designed for the other. And I think,” Merissa smiled, “that you’re going to like them.”

	“Elara,” Adrian said, “if you would do the honour of producing your ring.”

	Elara opened the box, looking to the wedding band, one hand still on her dragun. She was terrified if she let go, her dragun would simply disappear.

	The ring was perfect for Enzo. A thick golden band, with a large glittering oval gem in the centre. Sunstone, Merissa has called it when she’d first shown the gem to Elara. She’d explained that when the Sun had first awoken, a crystal cave filled with goldstone in Helios had transformed, the sunlight drenching the stone until it glittered, trapped with her love’s magick. Only one small mine contained it, and Merissa had done everything she could to arrange its transportation between the harbours leading to the Goldfir Forest.

	Emanating from the centre of the ring were small and delicate rays made of the same gold as the band. She smiled as she caught on the inside of the band. She’d asked Merissa specifically to get the message engraved within—Lions may fly.

	She held it out, waiting.

	“And now, Enzo,” Adrian continued.

	Enzo’s smile was nothing short of arrogant as he opened the blue box before him.

	Inside was the most beautiful ring that Elara had ever seen. The band was as silver as moonlight, but it was the gemstones that made her heart ache. In the centre was nestled a tanzanite teardrop that glimmered as though it held the night sky. On either side were two crescents of a pearly white stone. It looked a little like silverstone but flashed blue and was more beautiful—far more beautiful.

	“I call it moonstone,” Enzo murmured. “A variation of silverstone, one that I’m convinced holds your moonlight within it. Now you have your own gem.”

	Elara pressed a hand to her heart, the other still outstretched.

	“Enzo,” Adrian said, breaking the silence. “Do you take Elara as your wife? Do you promise to love her, cherish her, and protect her? Do you vow to remain hers, as long as you both shall live?”

	“In this lifetime and the next,” Enzo murmured, pushing the stunning ring onto Elara’s finger.

	Her heart pounded.

	“And Elara, do you take Enzo as your husband? Do you promise to love him, cherish him, and protect him? Do you vow to remain his, as long as you both shall live?”

	“To the ends of the cosmos and beyond,” Elara smiled, pushing Enzo’s golden ring onto his finger.

	Adrian was grinning, bouncing on his heels. “Then with the powers vested in me by…well, me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

	Enzo grinned, cupping Elara’s face as he pressed his lips to hers. There was a gasp from their friends as their magick spilled out of them, their silver and golden light twining around each other. The sky flashed, and more gasps rose as the sun and moon in the sky flared, rays spinning to touch the earth. Elara marvelled at it for only a moment before turning back to Enzo and kissing him more deeply, flicking her tongue against his. Enzo audibly groaned.

	“All right, all right, keep the graphic sex for after the guests have left,” Adrian drawled, prising them apart.

	Elara grinned. “Hello, husband.”

	His eyes glinted with promise of how he felt about the word. “Hello, wife. Gods, that sounds good.”

	They rose as their family gathered around them, congratulating and kissing them.

	Elara hugged each friend tightly in turn before getting to Eli. He wrapped her and Enzo in an embrace. “And so, the Sun and the Moon are finally united.”

	Shivers ran down Elara’s spine as she pulled away, Eli’s dark eyes shining with happiness.

	Merissa clapped her hands. “Come, follow me. It’s time to celebrate the newlyweds and eat. A feast fit for gods awaits!”
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Chapter Seventy-Nine

	 

	The energy was palpable in the air, Elara’s friends dancing and running towards the large table erected further into the clearing. Elara had placed the shadow dragun on her shoulder, where it had perched happily, nestling into her neck. The sky was bleeding into darkness, the last of the light dipping behind the clouds. The scent of lemon and rosemary wafted to her as she beheld the feast laid out.

	“Who did this?” she whispered. Merissa and Leo were grinning as a figure appeared from behind a tree.

	“Bruno?!”

	The baker smiled, bowing before the two as his nieces also stepped into view.

	“Your majesties,” he said. “Welcome to your wedding feast.”

	She ran to the cook, hugging him.

	“We told you there would be a royal wedding!” Bianca said as Elara hugged her tightly too.

	“Your dress is so beautiful!” Rita added. “Wait, is that a baby dragun?”

	“A wedding gift,” Elara beamed, stroking its head as Rita and Bianca stared in awe before squealing and begging to touch it.

	“Thank you so, so much for being here.” She lowered her voice. “And for the risk you have taken.”

	Bruno waved a hand through the air. “I may only be a fire-wielder, but my Bianca here has a touch of the Helion sight. And she knows exactly who you are, Lady Moon.”

	Elara’s brows raised in surprise.

	“When you’re back on the throne you deserve, remember us.”

	Elara squeezed Bruno’s arm.

	“Where is my wife?” she heard a voice boom and turned, grinning, to Enzo, who was strolling through the forest, shining, his arms wide.

	She went to him, embracing him tightly as he guided them to the table.

	Two chairs lay at the head of the table, the others spaced around. The table was decorated with duskdaisies and nightjasmine, as well as dawnflowers and goldlilies. It was beautiful.

	And a few yards off, piled high and toppling, were presents.

	“Can we open them?” she asked.

	“After dinner,” Enzo laughed. “So impatient.”

	She huffed, following him to their seats as Eli, Adrian, and Merissa settled on her side, Leo and Isra on Enzo’s side.

	Bruno and his nieces set about serving the food.

	“Stay and eat with us?” she asked him. He smiled, soft brown eyes twinkling as he shook his head. “We have to be getting back to the bakery soon. I just wanted to see you both before we left.”

	She squeezed his arm fondly. “I promise I’ll be back soon for lavender crowns.”

	“I’ll hold you to that,” he said, winking as he served Enzo.

	She took in the bowls of all kinds of food being passed around—lemony fish, roast rosemary chicken, and…

	“Is that focaccia?” she squealed.

	Bruno grinned, already making his way back towards her.

	She chuckled, turning to her empty plate, and stilled.

	Her blood chilled, warmth evaporating.

	Nausea crept over her, her hand frozen where it was.

	There, in the centre of her plate was a card. It was blood red, an image of Elara about to step off a cliff as a ram chased her depicted on it. The Fool, was written in a curling script along the bottom.

	It was a calling card.

	Elara’s heart pounded. Not today. Of all days, she begged, pleaded to the heavens. Useless, she knew.

	And yet she felt that sensation in her blood, as though it was trying to move her. She fought against it, the bargain she had made what felt like years ago stirring and tightening.

	“Enzo,” she whispered, looking to her newly married husband, his whole body radiating joy. Panic was threatening to drag her under.

	“Yes, my love?”

	“Oh gods,” she whispered.

	Enzo’s nostrils flared in alarm. “What? El, what?”

	She pushed the card across to him, her breath coming in rapid gasps.

	Eli’s head jerked as he looked at her from a few chairs down, sensing her distress, nostrils flaring, but she ignored him.

	“It’s Ariete. He’s come to collect his favour.”

	“Fuck,” Enzo cursed, snatching it from her plate and standing abruptly.

	Elara followed suit.

	“Follow me,” he gritted out, taking her hand in his as he pulled her from the table.

	“Everything okay?” Eli called out. She shook her head minutely, opening her mind to him so he could read the fear, the hopelessness in her thoughts. He cursed under his breath, the others thankfully too deep in conversation to notice.

	“I’ll be one moment,” she said to him before following Enzo to the shadows of the clearing.

	“You’re sure?” he asked when they were alone.

	Elara nodded. “This was the card he used for our bargain. It was the one that my blood was smeared upon.”

	Enzo clenched his jaw, looking around. “Okay,” he breathed. “It’s going to be okay, El.” He ran his nose over her forehead, pressing kisses to her reverently. “You’re my wife. We will face this together. Whatever he asks for, whatever he takes…we will find a way out of this.”

	A weight lifted from Elara’s chest. If she thought it wasn’t possible to love him any deeper, she was wrong. She cupped his face between her hands, reaching up to kiss him fiercely.

	He threaded a hand through hers. “Call Eli. Get him to gather Iz, Mer, Leo, and Adrian so we can explain what’s happened. Then we’ll see what Ariete wants.”
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	Elara turned the card over in her hand, fingering the foiled red edge of the card as she followed the singing in her blood. She reached her other hand up to pet her baby dragun reassuringly—one that she had willed smaller with a thought until it could hide behind her hair.

	Like a disturbing hymn, the card carried a haunting melody—one that only she could hear—beckoning her deeper and deeper into the forest as they walked. Her mind conjured every scenario that could happen as a small temple loomed before them.

	“Of course,” Eli sighed beside her.

	“What are you going to do?” Elara murmured to him. “He could kill you if he knows you’ve been here with us.”

	“He can try,” Eli drawled, clicking his neck.

	She knew in her bones and blood, the way she knew that the sickly tie between them was tightening, that Ariete was within.

	“What is this place?” Merissa whispered to Leo.

	“It’s a small temple of worship,” Enzo replied instead. “It was erected after we brought the Asterian refugees into the forest and began to build their homes.”

	The group halted by the door.

	“So, Ariete…” Adrian ventured. “Not a very reasonable god?”

	Leo nudged him. “You could say that.”

	“And Elara’s just going to…waltz right into a temple at his beck and call?” Adrian asked.

	“Looks like it,” Merissa murmured, starlight playing nervously at her fingertips.

	“Have Bruno and the girls gone?” Elara asked Eli.

	Eli nodded. “They’re safe, already nearly out of the forest.”

	“Good.”

	A sickly charm had begun to coat Elara, one familiar to her. The shriek of swords, the buzzing of flies, it all called to her.

	“The rest of you stay outside,” Elara said hoarsely.

	Leo stepped forward. “Over my dead bo—”

	“Leo,” she said, “I don’t know what he wants, what he will do. And the last time we were faced with him, he nearly killed you all.”

	Isra was looking to the door with a strange expression.

	“Iz?” Enzo asked.

	“Something isn’t right,” she whispered, more to herself. Her eyes began to flicker.

	“What do you mean?”

	“They’ll huff and they’ll puff and they’ll blow your house down,” the seer rasped, her voice trance-like.

	“Okay, what the fuck was that?” Adrian hissed.

	Elara’s heart pounded. “She’s channelling again. Get her back to the clearing. Give her some water. All of you go.”

	“Are you all going to stand out there, or are you going to summon some bravery and enter?” a deep, lilting voice interrupted, calling from within.

	Everyone froze, Adrian cursing as Enzo flexed his fists.

	“Get back to the clearing,” Elara said sharply.

	“I’m staying,” Eli growled softly.

	“If you stay, you play your hand.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“I do,” Elara hissed. “You swore fealty to me, remember? Then as your queen, I command you back to the heavens. Ariete will not hurt me—he can’t while our blood is tied.”

	Eli clenched his jaw, staring at Elara a moment longer.

	“Fine,” he hissed, “but I swear, Elara, if you need me, you call upon me.” He squeezed the ring around her little finger for emphasis. Then with a pause, looking at Enzo, he embraced the Lion. “Both of you be careful,” he said. “I’ll come back to you all when it’s safe.”

	Grey starlight began to pulse between Eli’s hands, crackling as it coated him, and in a quiet whoosh, the Star was a soaring nebula, shooting in a glimmer of light up to the heavens.

	“Please go,” Elara said to the others.

	Adrian shook his head. “I’m one of you. It concerns me too.”

	“This doesn’t. This is personal.”

	“Come,” Merissa said, an arm around Isra, who was staring with a haunted look at the temple. “We’ll be close by.”

	Elara nodded, her hands shaking as she gripped each of her friends before they hurried back into the woods.

	And with a fierce, fleeting kiss, Elara grasped Enzo’s hand and pushed the door open.

	Ariete’s form was lounged on the altar, his legs spread, a pressed red suit as always gracing him. Elara felt an overwhelming nausea wash over her as she and Enzo remained by the doors.

	“Well, well,” the Star drawled, drinking from what looked like a cup of temple wine. “It seems a congratulations are in order.”

	Enzo bared his teeth, standing in front of Elara. “I’m going to kill you,” he growled.

	Ariete chuckled, the sound echoing off the stone walls.

	Elara brushed out of Enzo’s reach and took another step. Her feet couldn’t stop the singing in her blood calling out to Ariete.

	“Ariete,” she whispered, close enough to make out his features in the gloam.

	Ariete’s eyes finally met hers.

	They were the usual red, as arrogant as ever. But shadows fell under his eyes that hadn’t been there before, and his face was gaunt and pale, the tattoo that read ‘Divine Violence’ stark against his skin.

	Her eyes flicked to the crescent moon at his throat, the scar now white and raised.

	“Elara,” he replied evenly. “I’m wounded I didn’t receive an invite to the wedding.”

	“I received your message,” she said evenly, thrusting the card in front of her. Ariete grinned, an inked hand striking out to snatch it. But as he turned it, his hand shook.

	“What could you possibly want from me on my wedding day?’ she asked, her voice lethally calm.

	Ariete pushed himself off the altar, a step closer to Elara, and Enzo was at her back in an instant, light streaming from behind him.

	The Star looked up to the roof of the temple, letting out a long stream of breath before answering.

	“I have come to seek a truce.”
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	It was Enzo who laughed. “What?!” he asked, incredulously.

	Ariete’s eyes flashed. “You know what it costs me to ask, but Elara owes me a favour. And this is my demand.” He looked at them both. “I need your protection. And your magick.”

	“This has to be a joke,” Elara whispered.

	“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand, Ariete. It’s what I dreamed of every day you locked me in a godsforsaken dreamscape.”

	“Your wife did that,” Ariete drawled. “You’d be drifting peacefully through the afterlife if she’d allowed me to just kill you.”

	Elara lunged, her moonlight wrapping around Ariete’s throat as she brandished her dagger and pressed it to his neck.

	“Go on,” Ariete crooned as a speck of glittered blood dropped from his throat. Elara’s eyes widened as a dull pounding began to coat her, the feel of a noose tightening around her own neck.

	“Can you feel it? Your pulse dulling?”

	He brought a hand below the dagger, brushing his moon scar absent-mindedly. “The same thing will happen as when you branded me with this little parting gift.” His eyes latched onto Elara’s throat and the twin scar there. “We’ll both bleed.”

	Elara choked, gritting her teeth as she tried to constrict Ariete further. She heard Enzo mumble a sound behind her and saw him on his knees. “Oh, and your husband will too. Nice little trick, that tether was, wasn’t it? It seems we have a little menage-a-trois here.”

	Elara lessened the pressure, and Enzo righted himself.

	“Your lives are tethered, meaning that if you die, he does too. And conveniently, Elara, you bound your blood to me until your favour is fulfilled,” Ariete added. Elara coughed as Ariete bent closer. “I told you, you can kill me about as much as I can kill you. Which is to say—not at all.”

	Elara dimmed her moonlight, breathing heavily as Enzo’s eyes, filled with pure rage, pinned Ariete.

	“Tell me what you could possibly need protection from that we could provide?” Elara hissed.

	“Not what,” Ariete replied, eyes taking on a haunted look. “But who.”

	“Who?” Elara repeated, narrowing her eyes.

	Ariete’s hands were shaking as he took another gulp of wine, wincing as he replied.

	“Piscea.”
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	“Piscea is bound,” Enzo said. “You may have missed the near ruination of the world while you were—what? Fucking your way through Castor? But while you were in your drug-addled stupor, Elara and I managed to subdue the threat of her waking on All Hallow’s Eve.”

	“That’s the problem,” Ariete rasped, looking over his shoulder. “You sealed an empty coffin.”

	Elara staggered back. “What?”

	The terrible feeling in her chest was blooming, tendrils shooting out to her limbs so she could feel them no longer.

	“Bullshit,” Enzo snapped. “El, he’s trying to get into our heads.”

	“I went to The Graveyard shortly after you two. I knew what you were doing, and I’d prayed you’d be successful. But I had to check for myself. And when I got there… I couldn’t feel her.”

	“Maybe because we’d sealed her all the way back into her coffin,” Enzo drawled.

	Ariete shook his head. “I know what I felt. Piscea has found a way back into this world. She is no longer trapped in a coffin or a deep sleep, The Graveyard or the afterlife, or whatever the fuck else you convinced yourself she was. She walks among us now. Right now. It’s what I came here to warn you of. And it’s why I need your help.”

	“How could you possibly know that she’s here? Even if you think we didn’t manage to seal the coffin successfully, there hasn’t been a single dark shadow, a single hint of her presence since All Hallow’s Eve.”

	“She has been hunting me. Chasing me through dreams. But the night I returned from The Graveyard, I had two shadows. One was following me, one that was not my own.”

	“He’s lying,” Enzo said. “Ariete, tell her you’re lying.”

	“I wish I was. I wish we could resort to our little tiffs and that I was just a vengeful Star looking to kill my rivals. But this is far, far greater than all of us.”

	“Say I was to believe you. Say I was to bend to you as per our…pact.” Elara spat the last word out. “If Piscea truly is a reckoning, if even you—god of war and wrath—fear her, then how exactly can we help?”

	“There is a reason she hates you, a reason the Dark has always tried to separate you. And though it pains me to tell you, what I’m about to say is true. The two of you together are the only thing that have been able to subdue her. The two of you are the only threat against her.”

	Elara looked at Enzo who was burning a hole through Ariete—figuratively.

	Unspoken words passed between the two, Elara understanding her husband’s every mannerism, every expression. And intuition told her that Ariete wasn’t lying. It had all been too easy, she realised. Again.

	And as much as she hated the god in front of her, would have killed him in a blink if he wasn’t tied to her, she knew she didn’t have a choice but to accept.

	“Fine,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “Beg.”

	Ariete laughed. Enzo however narrowed his eyes, glancing at Elara only once before fixing his gaze back onto the god.

	“What?”

	Elara raised her chin, a cruel smile curling on her face. “Get on your knees and beg.”

	The smirk slipped off Ariete’s face. “You’re not in a position to give out orders, Elara,” he snarled. “As of right now, I control your blood. You have no choice but to accept my request.”

	Elara nodded. “I certainly don’t have a choice.” A smile toyed at the corners of her mouth. “But my husband does. And you need both of us to defeat Piscea, no?”

	The muscles in Ariete’s neck strained as he clicked it, jaw clenching as he realised that Elara was right.

	“I have to give you my truce and my help because we struck a bargain. But Enzo did no such thing. His life may be tethered to mine, but his will isn’t, so if you want our help,” she continued, “if you want our magick, if you want to vanquish Piscea, then beg.”

	Ariete glared at Enzo.

	“You heard my wife,” the Lion crooned. “On your knees.”

	Ariete seemed to war with himself, clenching and unclenching his fists. He spun on his heels, paced a step, then halted. Turned back around.

	And with a tremble, as though his very body was fighting it, he bent a knee, his eyes to the floor.

	Elara tutted. “Look at me.”

	Ariete did, his red stare filled with hatred.

	“Now, what are the magic words?”

	“Please, Elara.”

	Enzo made a warning sound in his throat. Red starlight crackled around the Star as he seethed, every muscle in his body trembling and tense as he fought against his very pride.

	“Please, Your Majesty, help me.”

	Elara’s smile crept further up her face, a gleam of triumph in her silver eyes. She flicked a hand to Ariete, motioning him to rise. He did.

	“It is done.” She took a step closer to Ariete, her fear for him dissipated with every second he had knelt on the ground at her feet. She crouched over him. “We will work together.” Her mouth was by his ear now as he jerked, her long nails digging into the back of his neck. “But don’t for a second think this means I’ve forgotten what you’ve done. You killed my parents, my best friend, and nearly my husband. The minute Piscea is no longer a threat, the moment the Dark is at rest, I will hunt you and kill you.”

	Ariete’s lips twitched as she pulled away. “I look forward to the fight.”

	Elara motioned Ariete to rise, and he did, nodding tightly.

	Elara turned on her heel, and Ariete made to follow her.

	Enzo laughed. “I don’t fucking think so.”

	“I think I should stay with you,” Ariete said.

	“We are in the middle of my wedding,” Elara said. “We may have agreed to this truce, but you are not welcome with us, and you will not ruin our day.”

	“Elara, Piscea could appear at any moment. Any shadow could be her, given life.”

	“Let him stay,” Enzo said, and Elara looked at him in disbelief. He shrugged. “Better the devil stay in our sight, wouldn’t you say?”

	Elara thought for a moment. “Fine. You can sit for the meal. Bound. You don’t talk. You don’t even raise a hand. You so much as look at somebody wrong, and mark my words, I will find a way to kill you even with the blood oath tying us.”

	“I’m not going to be bound by anyone,” Ariete hissed.

	“Fine, stay here and let the shadow wraiths have you—if Piscea doesn’t show up herself,” Elara said. The fear gleamed bright again in the Star’s eyes, so disconcerting. “And this is only so I can keep you in sight. Piscea is a goddess to worry about another day. She’s gone weeks without showing her face. Anything else you have to tell me, you can do so tomorrow. For tonight, we celebrate.”
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Chapter Eighty

	 

	Relief washed over Merissa as she saw Enzo and Elara walk back into the clearing. But that relief was slowly poisoned as she saw a smirking Ariete behind them.

	The minute Isra saw Ariete she tensed. “What the fuck is he still doing alive?” she snarled.

	“Leo, bind our guest,” Enzo drawled. “He’s staying here as our prisoner.”

	Leo shared only a glance with Enzo before lightning spun out of his hands, crackling in its anger as it wrapped around Ariete’s wrists. The god hissed, struggling against Leo’s magick as it formed a bond, restraining his hands in front of him.

	“Make a wrong move, and you’ll get a nasty shock,” Leo smirked.

	Elara jerked her head. “He can sit at the end of the table,” she said without sparing him another glance.

	Merissa watched this all, round-eyed, as the Star simply sauntered to the last chair at their small table, right next to her.

	She scraped her chair back and hurried over to Elara and Enzo at the head of the table.

	“What is going on?” she hissed. The others had crowded around as Ariete rolled his eyes, crossing his ankles.

	“It’s Piscea,” Elara said hurriedly. “Ariete says we sealed an empty coffin, that she’s already amongst us.”

	“And you believe him?” Adrian asked incredulously.

	Elara shared a glance with Enzo that Merissa didn’t miss.

	“He’s given us reason to. And…we’ve agreed to help him.”

	“What?”

	“He killed your parents!” Isra exclaimed.

	“He killed Sofia,” Merissa added gently.

	“You don’t think I know that?” Elara hissed. “Look, there are two evils amongst us right now, and Ariete is the lesser of them.”

	Merissa felt there was more Elara wasn’t telling her, but she pressed no further.

	“Now it’s our bloody wedding. And that idiot Star isn’t going to get in the way of our celebrations. You can pretend he’s not there. I want to eat and dance and open my presents!”

	“Our presents,” Enzo corrected.

	“Yes, darling husband.” Elara rolled her eyes. “Our presents.”

	Elara seemed unruffled, but Merissa knew her best friend like the back of her hand. She didn’t miss the tremor in Elara’s hands as she brought some wine to her lips, nor the worry that Enzo held in his gaze as he glanced around the forest, looking to the shadows.

	The group seemed to settle at Elara’s ease, clearly trusting her as they all dispersed to their seats.

	“Come!” Elara said, clapping her hands as she cleared her throat. “Let’s eat this delicious food, drink and be merry!”
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	Merissa ate her sage-buttered chicken slowly, the presence right beside her hard to ignore. A strange foreboding hadn’t left her–likely because of the demon god nearly brushing legs with hers and the thought that Piscea may not have been sealed back into her coffin.

	The others were merry, drinking and eating as conversation ensued. Eli’s absence was felt, but she was glad he’d gotten away. She’d grown fond of the Star.

	Merissa stabbed her fork into a paprika-smoked potato, bringing it to her mouth when she felt a shift next to her. She raised her eyes, turning, and saw Ariete looking straight at her, his crimson eyes dancing.

	She looked around to the others, making sure it wasn’t Elara or Adrian that he was staring at. But no one else had noticed as the god fidgeted against the lightning forming his bindings.

	Merissa reached for the open bottle of honeywine on the table, filling her glass to the brim and draining it to the dregs. She made sure again to not look at Ariete; there was something so unnerving about him. And perhaps it was because she had kissed him, and he was none the wiser, but a nervous energy was fizzing through her bloodstream in his presence.

	She set her glass down and reached for the bottle again, hoping he had focused his attention elsewhere when he leaned into her.

	“Aren’t you going to pour me a drink, bravina?” he murmured into her ear.

	Merissa stilled.

	“Or wait, was it Amara? I can hardly keep up with the different faces you wear. A dancer, a nymph…who will you be next?”

	The bottle slipped from her hand, spilling onto the table.

	Isra looked up at the sound, the others deep in conversation, and Merissa flashed her a quick smile, taking her napkin to mop up the spill.

	“What did you just call me?” she whispered, her hands trembling.

	She dared glance again at the god, his elbow on the table, head propped in hand as he smiled, showing a sharpened canine as he devoured her with his eyes.

	“Oh, little nymph,” he said softly. “Imagine if everyone at this table knew that you’d been grinding against the leg of their worst enemy only a few weeks ago.”

	“No,” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

	“Oh, yes, yes, yes.” Ariete grinned. “I told you you’d find out my name soon enough.”

	She made to stand, but Ariete moved, his tall body leaning fully into her space. “Aw, come on, don’t be shy.” He pressed himself so close to her that his lips were by her ear, the others none the wiser as they continued to speak. “You weren’t when you were begging me to fuck you.” His breath fanned over her neck. “Did you prefer me with the demon mask on?”

	Cinnamon wafted over her, and she closed her eyes, recalling the same scent in Castor and Kaos. Fool. She was a fool. Her heart thudded against her chest as he leaned back, releasing her wrist.

	“Merissa,” Elara called sharply to her right, finally noticing. “What’s he saying to you?”

	“N-nothing,” she stammered, standing as Ariete let out a deep chuckle.

	“You’re white as a ghost,” Leo said, shooting a venomous look to Ariete.

	“It’s nothing,” she said again firmly. “I just spilled some wine.” She hurried over to Adrian, who had a fresh bottle and an empty seat next to him.

	“Leave her be,” Enzo snapped to Ariete.

	“Oh, out of the two of us, I don’t think it’s me you need to worry about,” Ariete grinned in reply as the others frowned.

	Merissa kept her eyes to the floor until she’d gotten to Adrian. Oh gods, he had known who she was when she had entered The Ruby. When she had kissed him, he’d known all along. And he’d let her…

	She had to breathe in and out deeply as she tried to force the pretty mask back over herself, Elara peering at her with concern.

	He had also let her grind and beg and plead to do all manner of sinful things before denying her. She took the wine bottle in front of Adrian and uncorked it with her teeth before taking a swig.

	‘You were charmed out of your head,’ she reminded herself. ‘You would have done that to any stranger.’

	She took another large gulp to steady her nerves.

	The meal finished, Merissa sat back, not having moved from beside Adrian. She looked over at Enzo and Elara, the two in quiet talks amongst themselves, Enzo murmuring something into Elara’s ear as she smiled.

	Merissa’s heart ached for them. She didn’t feel envy; she never would for her best friends, two people so suited to each other. But she did feel a complete and utter loneliness.

	Her brother’s words rang in her head. “You’re cursed in love.” Again and again and again.

	She would never have someone look at her the way Enzo looked at Elara. Would never love someone the way that Elara did Enzo, with such a selflessness that she was willing to trade her life for him. Would never have someone who worshipped her, who was her equal, who understood every facet that made up her being.

	Merissa pulled a fresh bottle towards her, chugging half the contents as Adrian looked at her.

	“If it helps,” he murmured, “I’m unlucky in love too.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Merissa slurred, the wine already flushing her cheeks and loosening her tongue.

	Adrian tutted, taking a sip of his own wine. “You want a love like theirs. I thought myself that I was on the brink of it, but it turns out she was just a lying, treacherous goddess.” His face grew bitter as he slung back his own wine. “To losers,” he said, raising his glass.

	Merissa snorted in a very unladylike fashion and clinked his glass with hers. “To losers.”

	Their conversation was interrupted by Elara, who was standing and clinking her glass. 

	“I just wanted to take a moment to thank you all for being here, for being the best family I could ever ask for.” Her gaze dropped on Ariete with disdain. “Save you, of course.”

	Ariete made an amused noise, raising his own glass with his two bound hands—Merissa wasn’t sure where he’d got it from. Then his eyes locked with hers as he grinned, the hint of a sharpened tooth showing, and took a sip.

	Merissa quickly looked away, heart thundering again as she raised her chin.

	“This year has been more difficult than any of us could fathom,” Elara continued, “but we made it through, together. United. And whatever may come, whatever darkness we may face, it brings me utter strength and peace to know we will face it together.”

	Enzo stood, kissing her cheek.

	“And now,” Elara grinned, “presents!”
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Chapter Eighty-One

	 

	Elara looked around the table one last time, allowing the foreign feeling of gratitude into her heart. It was a gift, she realised. For all of her family, all her loved ones, to be before her. She sent a thought out to her parents, to Sofia, even to Eli whom she wished could have stayed to celebrate with them.

	Enzo pulled her around to the space between the tables, the stack of presents feet high. She squealed, a little tipsy from the honeywine and high off the sheer love radiating off her. Of course she was worried about the news of Piscea, but her favour had been given to Ariete, and that weight at least was off her shoulders.

	With lunging hands, she picked a present off the top. “Let’s see,” she pondered, looking at the terribly wrapped gift. “I wonder who this could be from.” She raised an eyebrow at Leo who chuckled from where he sat.

	Ripping the paper off, she found inside a sketch.

	Elara’s jaw dropped. “You didn’t,” she whispered.

	Leo shrugged. “Us Helions are artists in every sense.”

	Elara showed the painting to Enzo, tears threatening to spill for the hundredth time that day. It depicted a scene from Eli’s ship.

	Elara was sat on the piano, her mouth open wide in song as Enzo sat playing, beaming up at her. The others were around them, Isra forcing a drink down Adrian’s throat, Merissa cross-legged on the floor, Eli smoking in his chair with a small smile on his face, and Leo. Darling Leo clapping in the corner.

	But it was Enzo’s face that stopped her heart, the expression on it that Leo had captured so perfectly. It was an expression of half awe, half utter adoration as he watched her.

	Elara threw her arms around the commander, Enzo embracing him too.

	“Enough, enough,” Leo said, clearing his own throat. “Next present!”

	“Hmm.” Elara looked, her eye catching on one in the centre of the pile. It was a large black box, tied with a black silk bow.

	“This one,” she grinned, pulling it to her as she settled into Enzo’s lap.

	As she began to undo the ribbon, there was a clap of thunder. She jumped, looking up.

	The others were laughing nervously, but Ariete… Ariete had stood, utterly rigid, his nostrils flaring as he looked to the black clouds rolling in at an unnatural speed, then to the present in Elara’s hands.

	The ribbon came loose in Elara’s hands as time seemed to slow, Ariete raising his head to Elara.

	“Elara, no!” he roared. “Don’t open the box!”

	But it was too late. Elara had already lifted the lid, gazing in fear at the black folded tissue and the note laid over the top.

	“From an old friend,” the writing said.

	“Ariete, what is it?” Enzo demanded from behind her, making to take the box.

	“Oh gods. It’s too late. It’s too late. She’s here. Oh gods, she’s here,” Ariete cried.

	“Who?” Elara asked, voice trembling as she observed the familiar loops and curls of the handwriting on the card. Ice washed over her body as she slowly peeled back the black tissue, one fold at a time.

	Ariete fell to his knees, struggling with the lightning wrapped around his wrists as Enzo flared his light around Elara.

	And as she unfurled the last sheet, Enzo went utterly still behind her.

	But Elara was already screaming, a bloodcurdling sound as the box dropped from her hands. “No!”

	She wailed, the sound torn from her as she fell forward onto her arms, and Astra’s severed head rolled out onto the grass.

	Enzo was already over her body, cradling her as she screamed.

	Leo leapt over the table, Ariete forgotten, as he went to carefully pick up the box and hide Astra’s head from view. The majestic wolf’s eyes were dull, teeth bared as though she had fought even in her last moments. But in those eyes, there was fear—petrification—as though she had died from fright.

	“Never accept a gift from the Dark,” Isra whispered.

	“I tried,” Ariete said, his voice cracked. “I tried to warn you. I told you she would come.”

	“We don’t know it’s from her,” Enzo snarled, his voice lethal as he held Elara’s crumpled body, racking with sobs.

	Ariete looked up. He focused his gaze on Elara, and through her grief, she saw with a stomach-turning shock that there was utter terror in his gaze. She noticed too late the tendrils of shadows drifting in from the corners of the woods. Noticed too late the quiet that enveloped the sounds of night, the rasp of dead leaves on ground.

	Another clap of thunder boomed through the clearing, the trees shaking. The shadows seemed to gather and convulse, as though being forced towards something. Elara’s baby dragun let out a soft mewl and hid further in her hair. The shadows formed, ghastly and twisted, and from thin air spun and weaved until the form of a woman apparated.
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	Elara was already conjuring her moonlight, Astra’s beautiful and innocent face burned into her mind as cold death power flared from her hands. Enzo had an arm around her, shielding her.

	She spared only a look to Ariete, still on his knees and shaking his head as he saw the shadow take a step forward, and then another.

	And she knew. The minute she had seen the handwriting, she had known who it was that now stepped forward and into the light. 

	Her skin was paler than the last time Elara had seen it, with delicate black veins running under the surface. Her eyes were black, rather than the grey Elara had known. And more than that, a wicked, dark power that buzzed and morphed around her, not a comforting dark but one of terror. Elara’s knees buckled.

	“Now,” Sofia crooned, stepping into the light, “is that any way to greet an old friend?”
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Chapter Eighty-Two

	 

	“This can’t be true,” Elara whispered, her moonlight sputtering out. She heard Enzo gasp behind her.

	“Oh, but it is,” Sofia said, her voice so much softer than it had been the last time Elara had heard it.

	“Ariete?” Elara asked, her voice strangled and high as Sofia stood, coolly observing them all in the centre of the clearing.

	But Ariete was as stricken, looking upon the woman that he thought he had killed.

	“You?” he seethed.

	Sofia’s laugh was a tinkling thing. “Yes, me. I wonder if you knew what a favour you had done me by slitting my throat in that theatre.” She chuckled. “You helped me shed my mortal prison, breaking your own spell that bound me to a mortal body with your blade.”

	Elara’s vision swam. The pieces weren’t adding up.

	“What the fuck is going on?” Adrian asked, a hand on his sword.

	Sofia flicked her gaze in disdain to it. “Sweet, sweet Water. I’ll look forward to killing you one day.” 

	Adrian paled.

	“Ariete?” Elara asked again, ignoring her friend’s apparition. Because it was just an apparition—it had to be.

	Sofia waited, a small tight-lipped smile on her face.

	“Piscea is tricking me right now. Isn’t she? This is an illusion?”

	“No, Elara,” Isra replied hoarsely, studying the figure in front of them as her eyes flicked between white and hazel. “Piscea is Sofia.”

	Elara fell back against Enzo’s broad chest. Her eyes widened as she heard Isra utter the two names.

	“The stories you used to tell me of Piscea,” Elara whispered. “They always ended with that one phrase. ‘So worship her. So fear her. Sofearher. Sofia.”

	The group all looked aghast at Sofia.

	“What?” Sofia said, grinning as she drifted closer to Elara. “You don’t find that even a little bit amusing? It’s a play on words! And you had no idea the whole time.” She laughed. “Oh, there were times when I thought I’d blown my cover. When I thought surely, surely, you would guess that your best friend had a dark little secret she was hiding. Lukas did. Even my own mother did.”

	Elara closed her eyes as truth after truth began to assault her. “Your mother…”

	“Died by my hand the moment she realised that the daughter she had born was never really hers. How she begged and pleaded as I drank her fear until all that was left was an empty husk.”

	Enzo swore behind her. Elara knew why—she’d told him the story of Sofia’s mother’s death— how it seemed as though the woman had died of fright.

	“Lukas was right,” she whispered. “This whole time he was right.”

	Sofia smirked. “He wasn’t very fond of me, was he? Didn’t you find it odd how quickly he began to change around adolescence? How your sweet childhood love turned into someone so wicked?”

	“It was you. You did that to him?”

	“All it took was a few of my shadows to seep into his own. It was all quite simple from there.”

	“He swore he hadn’t given us away to Ariete,” Enzo said hoarsely. “That night in the theatre. Oh gods. He warned us. And he said, even when he knew he was dying, that it wasn’t him.”

	“And the puzzle falls into place,” Sofia said softly. “Who do you think stayed purposefully at that palace to become Ariete’s captive? Who do you think fed to him that you’d be at a masquerade ball to save your best friend? Sweet, stupid Elara. Too lonely and too desperate for a friend to see what was right before your very eyes.”

	A tear rolled down Elara’s cheek as Enzo pulled her further into him.

	“But don’t worry. Ariete was as much of a puppet as the rest of you.”

	Ariete was seething, chest heaving as he remained kneeling, his hands still bound.

	“How did you escape that coffin?” he growled.

	Sofia threw back her head and laughed. “I escaped that coffin within my first lifetime. You tied me to a mortal body then shoved me in that tomb. You buried me a-fucking-live!” She screamed the last part, and Elara winced at the sheer terror that Sofia stirred in her. “I had to lie there and wait for my death. I never slept or slumbered. I was wide awake! Awake, with nothing to do but wait to die and gain my freedom in the next mortal body I was incarnated into.”

	“I thought you would live one mortal life and die,” Ariete snarled. “That’s what was supposed to happen.”

	“Unfortunately for you, a titan or primordial’s immortal essence can never die, you fucking idiot.” Sofia turned back to Elara. “And because of this truth, I hunted you through lifetimes,” she said. “Unlike the rest of you, I retained my memory. I knew exactly who I was. But each time you’d die, you’d escape me. Until that is, this lifetime.”

	“You had years to try and kill me when I was a mortal,” Elara said. “Why here? Why now?”

	Sofia clicked her tongue. “In mortal bonds you were nothing,” she replied. “I could kill you, and you’d simply be reborn again. What I needed was for you to awaken, to become the Moon once more. And I had a plan. Oh did I have a plan.” Her smile crept up her face. “Why do you think I made you go into that oracle shop on your birthday?”

	The world spun.

	“For those of you who are a little slow,” Sofia said, flicking her gaze to Elara’s family, “that prophecy is what Ariete listened to. It’s what he killed everything Elara loved for. It’s what pushed her right into Enzo’s arms.”

	“I thought you despised Enzo and Elara together,” Isra called out, her voice like ice.

	Sofia tilted her head, raking her gaze over the seer. “You must be the beautiful Isra I’ve heard so much about.” She grinned. “I do despise them. But the only way to wake Elara was with duskglass. And who could help create it but her perfect soulmate?” She spat the last word out. “Then of course, I planned his death, weaved the threads of fate to ensure Ariete would kill him.” She turned back to Elara. “I accepted a long time ago that you will always find each other, no matter how I try to keep you apart. I knew you would do anything, without thinking, to save your Sun.” She scoffed. “Even if it meant sending him to a dreamscape where he would waste away. But the thing is,” she said, turning to Ariete, “Enzo was never supposed to make it out of that dreamscape. You see, what I hadn’t anticipated was a spineless fucking coward to hand Elara Enzo’s tether, all for protection from me.”

	Ariete’s eyes were blazing with hatred as he looked upon Sofia.

	Elara let Sofia’s words pelt her, make her bleed. And she realised, true to her name—Lady Fate—that Piscea, or Sofia, had been weaving their fate all along.

	It was Sofia who had urged Elara to give Enzo a chance when they were locked in the dungeons. Sofia who had died and brought the two closer. Sofia who had forced her into the oracle’s shop.

	A conversation swam forward, one with Enzo many months before, when Elara had demanded to go and save Sofia.

	“You think the wolf is a sign? It means many things. It’s a symbol of Piscea for gods’s sake, and do you see her around anywhere?”

	The wolves, the shadows… They had been right before Elara’s eyes the whole time. It had always been Sofia.

	“Why Astra?” she finally croaked. “What did she ever do to you?”

	“That wolf was sent as a sign to you,” Piscea snarled. “The first time you met her, it had all been planned to appeal to your sentimental side. And it worked. But then the wolf formed an attachment to you. Ran from me. The fact she meant so much to you made her death even sweeter.”

	Elara was shaking with anger and shock, and she hated herself for trembling. Enzo’s hand stroked soothing circles around her waist.

	“You pretended to love me,” Elara whispered.

	Sofia clicked her tongue. “Did I ever say the words?”

	Elara stood stock still. She hadn’t. Elara had told Sofia time and time over how much she loved her. She realised only now that Sofia had never said the words back.

	“You trained me. You taught me how to fight.” Elara was grasping at straws now.

	“With a dagger. Hardly formidable. And with me, so you could depend on me when your entire family tried to lock you in a tower. A small price to pay for the trust that would lead to this.”

	“How did you find me? We were children in the palace together.”

	“Fate,” Sofia said simply. “Two threads woven together in one lifetime. See, we were always meant to be together, you and I. My soul found yours.” Her tone was terrifyingly gentle. “We are a tale as old as time Elara. Perhaps older. And you were at home in the darkness once, with me, until your precious Sun came and stole you away,” she spat, her face contorting in anger as she looked at Enzo.

	“And if Ariete broke your mortal prison when he killed you in that theatre, then you’ve been in this realm ever since. So why wait? Why only make your presence known a few months ago? Why appear here today?”

	Sofia shrugged. “Because I wanted to. Because I can. Because the moment the Sun awoke, I knew it was time for me to make my grand reveal. And because it’s your wedding day. Because I wanted to make what is meant to be the happiest day of your life your worst living nightmare.”

	Elara had no power to call forth, shock rendering her body useless. Enzo braced her, holding her as he watched the goddess’s every movement.

	She had played them all like puppets, Elara realised. Lady Fate herself, tying their paths to each other, exploiting their flaws, their weaknesses. Elara had thought she was defying the Stars by joining with Enzo, defying fate. But the whole time all she had been doing was following the trap that Piscea had laid long ago.

	“So what do you want?” Enzo asked, his voice filled with venom. She could feel him shaking with restrained anger behind her.

	“What I want,” Sofia said, sneering as she looked at Enzo, “is utter surrender. For me to rule the heavens and everything beneath, and for you to kneel before me, precious Sun.”

	Enzo laughed, and it was a cold thing. “You’ll have to kill me first, you unhinged bitch.”

	Sofia shrugged. “Then kill you I will.”

	“Try,” Elara snarled

	Sofia gave a cold laugh, shaking her head. “You always were too stubborn, Elara. You could have had everything with me. We could have ruled the darkness together—alone and content. And still you chose him.”

	“I will always choose him,” Elara hissed.

	Sofia’s grin grew terrifying. “Then here’s a wedding gift for you, dear Enzo,” she crooned. “You stole someone from me.”

	A shadow lunged for Isra, wrapping around her neck as she choked.

	“No!” Enzo shouted, lashing sunlight out at Sofia. She hissed as it burned her, but she didn’t relinquish her hold.

	“Now I’ll steal someone from you.”

	The shadows yanked Isra to Sofia as she struggled, eyes wide with fear. More shadows began to wrap and coil as Elara screamed, slamming her moonlight to the ground.

	Sofia’s laugh was cold. “Too slow,” she hissed. “The next time I see you both, I’ll bathe in your screams as I kill you.”

	And as Elara’s moonlight flooded the forest, rushing towards Sofia, the Dark gave one last feral grin. With Isra still in her clutches, she disappeared into smoke and shadow.
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Chapter Eighty-Three

	 

	Elara remained kneeling as the shadows began to dissipate from the clearing. She didn’t realise she was shaking until Enzo covered her with his shirt. She could hear Merissa sobbing faintly beyond the ringing in her ears. Leo was trying to comfort her, and Adrian was cursing as he paced and rain began to pour from the clouds.

	Enzo was overheating; she could feel it in waves as he worked to bat down the flames.

	Sofia had just taken the closest thing he had to a sister—that Elara had too.

	Elara shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut. Sofia… It wasn’t—it couldn’t be possible. Her betrayal, it was a worse pain than the knife that Merissa had pushed through her heart, worse than the pain of her parents’ death, worse than the pain of Sofia’s own death.

	But it wasn’t grief she was feeling in that moment. That pain in her chest, the lump forming and growing and stretching at her heart… It was fury.

	That fury finally lent her the strength she needed to rise, liquid iron seeping through her and forcing her spine straight. She grasped Enzo’s arm, pulling him up as she continued to shake with fury.

	Astra’s head was branded behind her eyes, Isra’s scream branded in her ears, and she tried to push them away as she blinked, taking in the faces of the stricken family around her.

	“El, are you okay?” Merissa whispered.

	Elara nodded, clenching her jaw.

	“Enzo?”

	Enzo let out an animalistic sound.

	“Sofia—” Adrian began.

	“No,” Elara snarled at Adrian. “That is not her name. Sofia died in that theatre. The person I thought was my friend is dead. Any mercy, any benevolence I feel is gone with her. Piscea is who remains.”

	Elara inhaled deeply, observing the shadows around her, unsure what to trust, but knowing one absolute truth as she threaded her fingers through Enzo’s, lending her moonlight to him, willing it to cool the fire in his veins, the grief.

	This was the final straw. She almost heard the tie to her humanity snap.

	Elara knew in that moment, as she surveyed the group before her, that the Elara they knew was gone.

	No mercy. No weakness. Not even grief.

	She turned first to Merissa. “Get a message to Eli,” she commanded, her voice low enough that Ariete wouldn’t hear. “I won’t dare risk it through our ring. Send it through your mother, brother, I don’t care. Tell him to become the two-faced god he is renowned for. Tell him to be safe. And to find out where Piscea has taken Isra. Tell him to tell our sister help is coming for her. Tell your family to be safe too.”

	Merissa bit her trembling bottom lip, nodding.

	“What about Ophelia?” Leo asked. “She’s technically a Star on our side too. And the whole reason she came to this world was to stop Piscea. Surely she can help?”

	“Ophelia is still on the Eastern continent, getting ready to worldwalk home. Leo, I need you to find her. Adrian, you go with him. Take your ship, do something. You have to catch her before she leaves.”

	Adrian and Leo looked at each other, nodding grimly.

	“And what about you three? Where will you go?” Adrian asked.

	Elara exhaled deeply, glancing at her husband and Merissa. She honestly had no idea. Asteria most definitely wasn’t safe with Piscea awake, and no other kingdom either with the bounty still on their heads.

	“To Perses,” Ariete muttered grimly, responding before she could as he stood.

	Elara looked around in surprise.

	“My patron kingdom,” Ariete continued. “It’s the only realm we’ll be safe in, as far North as one can go, with defence after defence laid to barricade out the likes of Piscea. I have legions there, the most skilled warriors in Celestia. We go there; we form a plan; we ready an army.”

	Elara nodded, looking at her Sun, still broken. She couldn’t believe she was accepting the help of the god who had made her life a living hell the last year. But right now, as she had said earlier, he was the lesser of two evils.

	She flared moonlight in her hands, gathering it before shooting it to the skies. It was a warning signal, one she hoped Eli, Sagitton, Torra, and any other Star who had taken up their cause would see in the heavens. Ariete gathered everyone, red starlight brimming from his own hands to shoot them across the stars to his home kingdom.

	She watched as the moonlight burst in the sky, silver droplets cascading across the Stars.

	She smelled smoke as Enzo wrapped his arms around her, the brushwood underfoot crackling and smouldering.

	“I’m going to burn the skin from her bones,” Enzo whispered, eyes aflame.

	“The Dark will learn,” Elara replied. “She hasn’t yet—that while I provide light, I also rule over her. The night will bow to me, and if she doesn’t, I will tear her apart with my bare hands.”

	She inhaled deeply as Adrian and Leo both kissed her cheek. They said their farewells to Merissa and Enzo as Ariete’s starlight began to wash over them.

	“Piscea thought she could break me?” Elara said as starlight began to swirl and the Goldfir Forest began to blur, crimson and midnight shapes taking its place. She shuddered as her moonlight roared and writhed within her, begging to be let out. “All she has done is forge a holy monster.”
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Epilogue

	 

	The sounds of battle clanged through red skies, steel screeching on steel as the cries of the dying rose in symphony to meet them.

	Isra crawled, into the dead centre of the battlefield, bleeding. To her left, she saw only darkness, Piscea at the helm as her Stars and soldiers coated the world in night. To her right, she saw her friends, lined together, an army behind them.

	There was Leo, his lightning crackling, Adrian, already drowning an oncoming soldier, Merissa, clutching a soldier’s face as she sighed starlight onto his lips. Even Ophelia stood with them, a wicked smile on her face as rainbows morphed between her hands. And two women that Isra didn’t recognise—one with emerald hair and light brown skin, the other with white-blonde hair and skin, and dancing blue eyes.

	Enzo rose before Isra, leading the charge atop a winged lion, golden armour gleaming in the sunlight as he raised a golden sword, a roar on his lips as he screamed “Attack!”

	And where was Elara?

	She turned, hearing the sound of sobbing. Her eyes widened as she beheld the sight. Ariete lay bleeding, armour red. And it was Elara sobbing over his body as she raised a sword and plunged it through his heart.

	Then she saw Elara still, looking up at her, anger twisting her features as she screamed Isra’s name.

	Isra tried to crawl backwards, but Enzo’s army was at her back. Tried to move forward, but Piscea’s nightmares advanced.

	She heard screaming, sure it was her own, and then she awoke.
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	Isra rose, gasping, the sound of a grate shrieking open making her flinch. She looked around, heart still hammering from the dream she had just awoken from. She heard the drip of steady water, smelled the damp earth of the place, saw the pallet of hay she had been lying on, and the bucket in the corner.

	Shadows curled into the room, crawling up the walls and reaching out to Isra as she winced.

	Then finally a figure stepped into the cell, looking around as a wolfish grin crept upon her wan features.

	“Pretty seer,” Piscea crooned. “What fun you and I are going to have.”
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