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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 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’

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


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

	




Chapter One

	 

	 

	Elara had been able to walk through dreams for as long as she could remember. Some were stygian black and jagged nightmares, others sherbet painted and cloud filled, the daydreams of the innocent. Then came the brown, flat dreams of the day to day and the incense perfumed prophetic dreams, those that the gifted predicted.

	She had fallen into the dreamscape of a Helion. She knew that much. The colours in his dream were vivid and bright, the air in it dry and hot, so unlike the cool and dark dreams she was familiar with. She saw a strong lithe body wielding a sword, battling against something. But as she crept closer, she saw that they were shadows surrounding him, attacking him, and he was gasping for help as they slowly began to suffocate him.

	She woke with a start, the familiar exhaustion in her bones a tell-tale sign that she had been walking again. A cold curl of dread snaked in her stomach as sleep wore off and reality settled in. The cart she was travelling in bumped, shaking off the cloak she’d tried to wrap over herself. And there it was. Memory sinking its claws into Elara’s gut, grief and fear flashing through her. A month she had been travelling through the kingdom of Asteria. A journey that should have taken just a few days.  A month still not enough time to process what had happened, why she was on this road less travelled. Her shoulders ached with tension, her eyes swollen with tears, her face dirt streaked. She had not wanted to stay for too long in the taverns along the journey for fear of being recognised. Elara had done well to get this far, the deeper into the mountains she pushed, the less risk of being spotted. Only a few more days, she had told herself, until she could cross the border and breathe. She leaned back against the rickety wood of the cart, zoning into the sound of rain on the cloth roof, as she ate an apple discovered deep in the barrel beside her. The glamorous life of a stowaway, she thought drily. 

	She’d had the forethought to scribble a letter to the King of Helios moments before fleeing, practically begging for refuge. Their kingdoms had been uneasy rivals for centuries, both playing a tactical tug of war on the border that resided between them. This wasn’t helped by the steady rivalry of their magick, opposing in their very nature. She had never set foot outside of Asteria. The familiar flutter of butterflies whirled through her stomach at the prospect of her new life and what it may entail. 

	She felt the cart grind to a stop and the sound of voices outside. 

	“Shit,” she whispered to herself, crouching behind the barrel of apples.

	“Mind if we search your wagon, sir?” She heard the broad accent of the Asterian borderlands.

	“Of course not,” the driver replied. “Nothing in there but fruit,” he chuckled.

	Elara tensed, crouching low. She fingered the dagger at her waist, the only weapon she’d had time to grab during her desperate escape. She heard the flap open from her hiding space.

	Weak light filtered through onto an empty cart save for bundles of fruit. The guards gave a slow glance around, then with a loud knock on the side of the wagon it was off again. The air rippled and Elara fell to the floor, breathing heavily. She rarely used her magick unless it was necessary. Illusions always drained her, meaning she wouldn’t be able to cast another for a few days. It was her strongest gift. A rarity, for an Asterian to possess all three gifts, and her mother tried everything to quash them. Had tried, a quiet voice in her head reminded her, and she felt a wave of grief crash down again. 

	The most common of Asterian magick was shadowmancing, the ability to manipulate and control shadows and the Dark. Then illusioning. Dreamwalking... now that was rare. It came so naturally to her that, when she was younger, she found it strange that others could not do the same, and she tried not to notice the envious glares that would follow her wherever she went. But the older she grew, the more difficult it became to control, until she had no sway over the realities she entered.

	Another jolt and Elara was again brought out of her reverie. She settled against the hard planks of the wagon’s side and busied herself with tracking her journey. Cutting a ragged hole into the fabric of the cover with her dagger, she lay and watched her world go by. As the day drew on from the lavender grey of morning to indigo-touched dusk, she watched as the Star Piscea’s temple rose before her. They were close to the border of the kingdom. 

	A familiar resentment clung to her chest as she glanced at the temple. It always seemed so out of place in Asteria, the chalk white columns rising high into the sky, lines too smooth and clean. It was gaudy and loud, and a constant reminder of the Stars’ hold on their world. The temple’s walls were inlaid with silverstone, a crystal holy to the patron Star of Asteria. 

	There were scarcely any stories about the Star, any knowledge about her lost over time while the other Stars walked amongst Elara’s world. Even her powers were debated. Some said she ruled the darkness, others claimed she was the embodiment of fear. Elara only recalled one story, which had kept her up for weeks as a little girl, of how if one crossed Piscea, they would have their worst nightmares brought to life, forced to relive them over and over until they died an empty, terrified shell of a person.

	 ‘The Slumbering Goddess,’ they called her, one who had not been sighted in centuries. One who had not been there when Asteria desperately needed her. 

	A flash of images came to her mind: her parents screaming, silver blood across marbled floors, and a crazed laugh to match red eyes. Elara closed her eyes against the memories, focusing on pushing the emotions down, down, down. Down, like her mother had taught her. 

	“You feel too much, my darling,” she had whispered to her as a child. “You need to learn to bury it.” A breath and the visions were gone. 

	She willed her focus onto her dagger until they’d passed the temple, rubbing tentatively at the crystals embedded in the hilt. Lapis for wisdom, with small pebbles of aquamarine so she would always aim true. A pearly oval of silverstone lay at its centre, so she would always be guided by her intuition. Scattered around the border lay flashing labradorite for protection. She stroked the labradorite now, praying to something out there for the protection she so very needed right now.

	She knew instinctively when they had reached the border by the change in light. Elara scrambled to the hole she’d created and gasped. On her side, a queue of wagons and carts carrying imported goods lined a long trail up towards the border. Asteria was bathed in lilac hues, the stars up above twinkling down at her, a reflection of the Gods that walked between their world and the heavens. The sky looked bruised, she thought, shades of greying sapphire edging onto lavender and blush. Then, almost like a rip in the atmosphere, lay the skies of Helios. 

	Gold. Burnished gold, apricot, and crimson rippling with heat and glitter. She lay on the rough slats of the wagon floor, her eyes wide. She had never seen Helios before and had only heard stories of how different the skies were to her own. The stories didn’t do it justice. It looked like someone had squeezed the Light’s rays and painted the heavens with them. The Light, she thought to herself. The very opposite element to that which her people wielded. She stayed by the makeshift hole, her eyes tracking the changing colours and with it, the new beginning awaiting her. 

	They were still a few hours journey from the capital, Sol, and as they crossed the border into Helios, Elara breathed deeply for what felt like the first time in weeks. The air felt so different. Close and hot. It was much louder than Asteria, too. The hustles and bustle of drivers going to market, the sound of children’s laughter and gossiping washer women all filtered their way through to her as the wagon made its way to the city. It even smelled different, the scent of exotic flowers, fragrant spices, and freshly washed laundry drifted towards her.

	She had already planned how to get to the palace. The more pressing issue was how to escape the wagon unnoticed and make her way undiscovered through Helios’s sprawling capital. She had learnt enough in her twenty-three years about the lay of the land of Celestia, but those twenty-three years had also been spent cooped up, never once venturing outside of her realm. Her geography studies could only take her so far. Navigating a foreign country? That was different. 

	Staggering with the off-kilter cart she made her way to the opening. Her eyes squinted against the golden brightness of this new place. 

	“How am I ever going to get used to this?” she muttered to herself, shielding the brightness with her hand. By her calculations, they were nearing the marketplace, meaning she would have to plan her escape—and fast. 

	She crouched, bracing herself as she reached hopefully for her illusioning. With a deep breath she attempted to draw her power from her core to her fingertips but felt the familiar cold emptiness instead. Still depleted. She gritted her teeth, cursing. What point was there for her to possess the Three if she couldn’t use them in times of need? Her eyes narrowed, waiting for the perfect moment for the cart to slow, and jumped. 

	She landed footsure like a cat, sprinting into the shadows of an alley veering to her left. There she stopped, adjusting her hood and cloak. It felt heavy in the heat of the place. She looked around in alarm. The outfit was supposed to make her look inconspicuous, yet passers-by were dressed in linens, sleeveless and short. She couldn’t have looked more conspicuous if she’d tried. But she couldn’t risk being recognised. She had to find a way to the palace. She clung to the walls of the cobbled streets, smells assaulting her senses. She could make out spices and the sharp tang of lime, so different to anything she’d smelled back home. She savoured it a moment, allowing herself to drink in the city. She heard a group of drunkards behind her, rowdy and singing, and sped up. 

	“What mysterious lady do we have here?” one shouted to his friend. She rolled her eyes and continued, keeping to the shadows. 

	“Don’t you know it’s rude not to reply?” another shouted after her. She heard their footsteps quicken and panic began to seize her. This was not what she needed. She found a cut and dipped into it, breathing a sigh of relief. Gathering her senses, she turned around. The stench of alcohol and sour sweat greeted her as she peered into the face of one of the drunkards. He was missing teeth, his shirt bulging at the seams. A scrawling pirate’s mark spanned the side of one cheek. Her gut lurched, telling her she needed to go, now. 

	“It’s rude to ignore a compliment, darling.” He took a step closer as she reached for the dagger beneath her cloak. 

	“It’s rude to smell like that and abuse my senses,” she drawled, summoning all the bravado she could muster. 

	A sneer marred his face as he took another step, shouting over his shoulder. “Looks like we’ve got a mouthy one here lads. This will be fun.”

	 She sighed, backed against the wall now. “I’m going to give you one more chance to be a gentleman and leave,” she said, steel glinting in her eyes.

	 “Who the fuck do you think you are?” he snarled, and she heard the rustling of his trousers. She swallowed, spiralling into her calm. One cannot see clearly through stormy waters, she reminded herself.

	“Entitled little bitch,” he spat. His grease-stained hands tugged at the fabric of her cloak, opening it. His lips came close to her neck. Close enough that she could smell the rancidness of his breath. He drew his rotten tongue across her throat. 

	 “I’m going to enjoy this.”

	“Fine,” she sighed. “But just remember I really didn’t want to do this.” He doubled over wheezing as she kneed him in his groin. She followed with a swift kick while he was down and whipping out her dagger, pressed it close to his throat as she leaned over him. He whimpered.

	“Please.”

	“Is that the sound you wanted me to make?” she whispered. “Do you enjoy preying on young, innocent women?” The dagger pressed further against his bloated skin, drawing beads of blood. He struggled underneath her.

	“I’m going to enjoy this,” she murmured, inhaling deeply as she closed her eyes. She felt for her illusioning again, gritting her teeth as she forced to rise with sheer will, the black tendrils of nightmares that she believed were lent to her from Piscea. She drew them to her, filling the man before her with the palpable terror of his deepest fears. She opened her eyes, willing that magick of nightmares into them, willing her shadows to stretch and distort before him. She did not know what he saw when he looked at her. She never did with her victims. Only that it was a terror so pure that it rendered him immobile. She smelled the faint scent of ammonia as he pissed his pants.

	A bloodcurdling scream filled the air, and she clamped her hand over his mouth. Tears streamed down his face as he shook against her, praying hysterically. 

	“This is for every woman you’ve preyed upon, every girl you have accosted and taken from them without asking permission. I know your kind. They crawled all over my kingdom. And I granted the same to them.”  She leaned in, the scent of blood, rot and sweat filling her senses. “I brought their worst fears to life. And if you or your men ever try to intimidate any woman again, you will pray for these nightmares. Because they will be nothing compared to what I will do to you.”

	 His eyes widened in terror as she leapt off him and turned. He was slack jawed, drooling as he rocked back and forth. She snapped her magick off with a blink of her eyes, standing. The stranger’s men were standing aghast further down the alley and she gave a cold smile as she walked past them, wiping her dagger on the inside of her cloak as she walked. 

	“Who the fuck are you?” one breathed, terror sharp in his eyes. 

	“Just an entitled little bitch,” she smiled, and sauntered past them down the alley.
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Chapter Two

	 

	Elara veered off from one alley into another and sank against a wall, doubling over as the swaggering façade she had summoned left her weak limbed. She willed the tremor in her hands to stop, willed the sensation of the man’s rotten tongue to fade away. She leaned against the wall until she could take a deep breath, and then another. The illusion of fear she conjured had cost her dearly, her magick levels drained to the dregs. She was close to a burnout, she could feel it. 

	Willing focus she stood, bracing her arm against cool white stone for balance. She blinked away the black dots behind her eyes and looked to the sky. The Light was darkening to a deeper, burnished bronze. She cursed under her breath.  It was growing too late, and she had an appointment to keep. She sped on, making her way back to the main roads of the city. They were quieter now as the day wore on. With no money for a horse, she knew she would have to walk the long path to the palace, but had been told that there was no way she could miss it. 

	She followed the main road, her filthy satin slippers slapping dully beneath her as she worked to quash down the events of the afternoon. She could feel sweat trickling down her back and fantasised about cool, refreshing water. It had been weeks since she’d had a bath and a proper meal, and she held onto that thought as she arrived at the bottom of the hill and the approach to the palace. 

	Her mouth dropped in awe at the structure that lay before her. Spires reached into clouds, dipped in gold and casting shimmering reflections below. Pillars painted with intricate scenes of the great Celestial Wars stood strong at the opening. A waterfall that seemed to span the entire width of the palace, the colour of copper and bronze, rushed down behind it, framing the citadel, as the roaring filled her ears. She had never seen anything like it. With a leap in her heart, she shucked off her exhaustion and ran up the winding road towards its entrance, pausing hesitantly at the gates. There, two carved lions, each five times bigger than Elara, guarded the gates. The sentinels stood mid roar and she found herself reaching out to touch the rippling golden skin of each, so lifelike they looked. 

	“Can I help you?” 

Her gaze flew up and caught on a guard peering down at her in disdain. She bristled at his tone.

	“Yes, you can.” She stepped away from the lion. “I have an appointment with King Idris.”

	The guard looked her over and then began howling with laughter. 

	“You?” He took in her dirt smeared face and bloodstained cloak dubiously. Elara clenched her jaw. With a sigh she drew herself up to her full height, her shoulders back as she dropped her hood. She cut him a stare so imperious that he faltered, the smile slipping from his face. Even dirt smeared and starved, there was an energy about her that demanded respect. Her lips thinned as she handed a crumpled letter to him, a twin to the one she’d written the night she left Asteria. He read it quickly, and with a hasty apology, opened the gates.

	 

	He walked at such a hurried pace that she had to run to keep up with him as they descended a cool marble corridor. She’d barely had time to take in the beauty of the palace and grunted in frustration as he continued to speed down the halls. 

	“His Majesty is in the throne room,” he called over his shoulder. “He’s been expecting you.”

	She panted in response as she tried to keep up with him. 

	“Here.” The guard came to a standstill before a towering set of doors inlaid with gilded twirling flowers and vines. Then with one last nervous glance, he hauled the doors open.

	Elara took two tentative steps in and stopped. The throne room was cavernous. Painted frescoes adorned the ceiling and walls, images of the history of Helios beautifully depicted. She saw the infamous battle between the ancient, winged lions of Helios and the angels of Sveta, as well as the descending of Leone—their patron Star of Light. Her eyes narrowed as she saw a mural dedicated to the War on Darkness, King Idris of Helios painted as a grand saviour as he pushed the Asterian army back with his own light. 

	Clenching her jaw, she tore her eyes from the art, looking to the rest of the room. In its centre was a small pool lined with peach-coloured flowers. She noticed the scent too. Frangipani, exotic and sweet. Then she observed at the far end of the room, the very same king depicted in the mural, seated on his throne. A figure sat to his right, slightly obscured by him. With a deep breath, Elara began to walk forward, the sound of her shoes echoing on the marble floor. It seemed to take an age until she reached them. She kneeled, her eyes on the ground.

	“King Idris,” she said, bowing low. “I thank you for accepting this meeting at such short notice.”

	She dared to look up then and saw the imposing figure in front of her. His skin was olive, his nostrils flared in what seemed like a constant sneer. His frame was the one of an aging man; she could see where muscle had once been, stocky with the infamous battles she had heard of him fight in, but it had been replaced with a paunch of gluttony. His black hair was slicked back revealing slanting eyebrows, but it was his eyes that left cold trails over her. They were golden, but like shards of glass. Empty, cold. 

	“Princess Elara.” He nodded his head to her, motioning her to rise. It was then that her attention snagged on a movement. The figure beside him had leaned forward at the mention of her title, his chin resting indolently on his hand. She felt a dull thump as she locked eyes with him. He was so handsome that for a moment, her mind froze. His skin was darker than the king’s—a golden shade of brown. His jaw cut into his face and the hard planes of it were accentuated with black brows and black curls that fell across his forehead. Her gaze snagged on a small gold hoop in his ear, glowing in the Helion rays casting through the stained-glass windows. But it was his eyes that made her pause. They were gold also, but the warm gold of the waterfalls outside, and they looked at her like she was prey. 

	They matched the crown he wore tipped on his head, and she realised with a start who she was staring at. He gave a slow, hungry grin as he saw the realisation dawn in her eyes. Prince Lorenzo. The Lion of Helios.

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

	“We were sorry to hear about the late king and queen, Princess.” Elara swallowed the lump in her throat at the mention of her parents and steeled herself at his empty condolences. The kingdom of Helios was not known for being kind, and had certainly not favoured the Asterians throughout history, the War on Darkness that they had waged on her kingdom only ending a few decades ago. 

	She avoided the coldness in his observation and instead responded through gritted teeth. “I thank you, King Idris.”

	He fingered the letter that she had sent all those weeks ago, skimming over it. “You asked for refuge here in my kingdom. I will grant it.” Her heart fluttered. 

	“Thank you, Your Majesty, tha—”

	“On a set of conditions,” he interrupted. She stilled. “It’s no secret that a Star usurped your throne. The news has spread far and wide now. And we are concerned. Not only for the rumours we have heard. The personal…” He paused, looking for the right word. “Vendetta he has against you.” He gave a small smile and Elara’s stomach turned to ice. 

	“How do you kn—?”

	“The prophecy was made known when Ariete descended,” the king interrupted again with a wave of his hand. “He will tear the world apart to find you Princess Elara. It is a great risk for us to conceal you.” 

	Elara forced herself to hold his gaze, her own silver eyes like ice. “I take it then that my safety, it comes at a price?” she asked coolly. She caught another movement in her eyeline. The crown prince had shifted, his grin widening further as he played with a ring on his finger. 

	The king leaned back on his throne. “What I am about to say would be considered sacrilege to many. I trust it will remain in this room.” Elara nodded tightly. “I am not a religious man. And I follow the Stars’ bidding out of duty, not love or worship.”

	 Elara raised her brow at his words spoken so openly, those which echoed her own thoughts. The land of Celestia was divided to say the least. There were those who worshipped the Stars blindly, and those who resented their rule. Either way, his admittance… people had been hanged for less. 

	“Ariete is greedy, and unpredictable. He is a god of war and wrath after all. I fear that one kingdom will not be enough, even if the reason he destroyed it is due to you.” Elara’s fists clenched involuntarily. 

	“There are rumours… musings,” he waved his hands artfully in the air, “that he has plans to set his sights on Helios next.” The king gripped the arm of his throne. “This will not happen.” Elara stared silently. 

	“I know,” he said, running his gaze down her, “of the gifts you possess. You possess the Three.” 

	Elara mastered her shock, a flinch in her eyes the only betrayal of it. “It seems you’ve been doing your research.”

	“It’s my job to know. We know that you are powerful, and we know that you have gifts that those in our kingdom do not possess.” Elara nodded, thinking back to her history lessons. Like Asterians, it was rare for a Helion to possess all three gifts. 

	“And back to your little prophecy.” He gave a grin of too white, too sharp teeth. “A girl who cannot be killed by a Star without they themselves, perishing.”

	Only half of the prophecy, Elara thought grudgingly to herself. 

	“So,” King Idris snapped her out of her thoughts, “we will grant you refuge, right here in this palace if you agree to become a weapon that you were so clearly meant to be. We will help you train, to strengthen your magick and combat skills. And then when, or if, it comes to it, you will help us to fight the Star and any that join him—defending Helios and taking back your rightful throne in Asteria.”

	Elara was stunned by the proposition. What Idris was suggesting was outright war. Against the Stars. Immortal gods. She had not expected the conversation to go this way, or the terms to have been so carefully crafted by him. She did not know how much he had overestimated her powers. Elara knew the prophecy of course, the same words that had been spoken mere months ago reminding her daily of her fate. But perhaps to him she did seem invincible. Untouchable to the Stars.  The offer was the only way back she had to her land, her people, her birthright. The one guarantee of safety. And the darkness that so often spoke to her smiled at the thought of seeking revenge on the very thing that had taken everything from her. 

	She looked at him with resolve in her eyes as she said, “I agree to these terms, Your Majesty, and thank you.”

	The wolfish grin that appeared on the king’s face unnerved her. 

	“Wonderful,” he said. “We have a room prepared just for you, please feel free to rest and refresh yourself. There will be a dinner in the halls tonight. Merissa will lead you and see to it that you are taken care of.” He gestured to a stunning golden-skinned maid with honey-coloured curls who had stepped out of the shadows of the throne room. Elara bowed to Idris. 

	“And Elara? You will know more than anyone that this must be kept as discreet as possible. Very few can be trusted with knowing who you really are and where you are from. You will not be able to train with the usual guards or on palace grounds lest they see your gifts and realise who you are. I have entrusted only a few with the knowledge. My son will be overseeing your training.” 

	Her silver eyes flew to the prince’s and chilled as his dark glare bore into her, any semblance of a smile vanished. She raised an eyebrow to him.

	“Very well,” she replied quietly and was escorted out of the room, his gaze scorching down her back.
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Chapter Three

	 

	Elara held her breath until she reached the throne room doors and then gasped, drinking in the cool shade around her.

	Merissa turned around startled. “Are you well, my lady?”

	“Elara, please,” she answered. “And yes, I’m just overwhelmed with the journey.”

	Merissa nodded and continued to usher her up the stairs. Elara glanced back once at the throne room doors, with an ominous feeling that this was the end of her world as she knew it. 

	She gasped as she entered her rooms, following Merissa. Her rooms in Asteria had been beautiful, but in Helios she had never dreamed that such a place existed. The room was open, two marble pillars flanking a huge four-poster bed and large doors, which stood ajar, allowing a warm breeze to waft gently from a balcony. The balcony itself was large enough for a divan, with an assortment of throws and cushions scattered around and ornate oil lamps hanging from the walls. She craned up to inspect the ceiling, noticing the same frescoes that adorned the others that she had seen earlier. Hues of blush, peach, and yellow blended together, colours she rarely saw in Asteria. There, the fashion and decorations were mostly tinted blues, lavender, and black to mimic their twilight sky. She rubbed her eyes absentmindedly. It was really going to take some getting used to, this brightness.

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Merissa looked to her. 

	Elara smiled, nodding tiredly. “It’s the furthest thing from Asteria I could have thought of.”

	Merissa held onto her hand and Elara tensed, startled. “I was so sorry to hear of your parents’ passing,” she said. “My father was Asterian, and I’ve always felt a fondness for the place.” 

	“Thank you, Merissa. I’m just exhausted to be honest.” 

	Merissa nodded, her green eyes softening. “Let’s get you into a nice cool bath then and wash the journey off you.”

	If Elara had been awed by the rooms, she was not prepared for the bathing suite. The bath, which resembled more of a pool, was sunken into the floor. Painted tiles lined the floor and were warm to the touch. The room smelt of jasmine oil, a smell that caused a sharp pang of longing in her. Jasmine trees had grown outside her window in Asteria. 

	“I think we need to burn these clothes,” Merissa said behind her, and Elara laughed.

	“Honestly, incinerate them and do us both a favour.” She paused as Merissa looked expectantly. It was always strange undressing in front of a new maid, but particularly one in a foreign kingdom, a stranger. Merissa, sensing her embarrassment closed her eyes exaggeratedly. 

	“My Lady, I’ve seen it all before. But if it makes you more comfortable simply leave them by the side.”

	Elara smiled at her, already warming to her personality, and stepped out of her clothes into the water. She moaned as she submerged her grimy skin in the clear pool. The water was cool, and frothy with honey-scented bubbles.

	Merissa crouched down by her. “Soaps are laid here for you, my lady.”

	“Elara,” she corrected her. 

	Merissa smiled coyly. “Elara. These potions are to wash your hair, this a tonic for under your arms, and there is also a selection of oils to moisturise afterwards."

	She stilled as Elara turned her back to her to reach for some soap.

	“That’s beautiful,” she breathed.

	Elara turned, craning her neck to look down her back. An elegant rendering of a dragun was tattooed down her spine, snaking down in black, its scales and wings laced with shards of silver.

	“Thank you,” she smiled. “My best friend did it for me.” A sadness settled over her as she thought of Sofia.

	“It’s lovely.” Merissa rose. “I’ll let you relax. Knock when you need me. I’ll be in the room.”

	“Thank you,” Elara said, grateful for the time alone. As soon as the door closed, she floated onto her back, breathing a sigh of relief. How she had dreamed of being clean again. She stood, undoing her grimy plait of ebony hair until it floated in the water around her waist. She grabbed some soap and began washing it, with every rub imagining it cleaning the horrors of the last month off her. Swipe, the memory of the alley, erased. Swipe, blood staining marble floors, disappeared. Swipe, her screams filling the room as a cold laugh replied to her, gone.

	She’d done this since she was a child. Using the water to cleanse her as much mentally as physically. Being near water had always calmed her. And so, she continued, working all the way down to her ends until she felt the squeakiness of it. Next, she tackled her body. Filth and dirt were caked on her skin, a result of her recent challenging travels, blood embedded under her fingernails from the alleyway. She fought the unease of seeing it and selected some chamomile soap, scrubbing with ferocity under her nails, her feet, over her body. She began to see her skin gleaming through the muck and breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, she washed her face, submerging her body underwater. She lay under there for one minute, two, at peace with the steady thump of her heartbeat filling her ears. 

	What if you stayed here? A small voice at the back of her mind whispered. She broke the surface gasping with alarm, gulping in the air. She took the feeling, pushing it resolutely down into her shadows. She needed to escape the dirty water, and grasped for her robe, wading out of the deep pool-bath hurriedly.

	 “Merissa?” she choked. 

	“Yes! I’m here. Come through!”

	She walked into her bed chamber, allowing Merissa to firmly guide her in front of a mirror. “Dinner is in half an hour. We’d better get you dressed.”

	“I didn’t bring anything with me from home,” Elara said quietly. 

	Merissa’s eyes softened. “That’s not to worry. The king made sure we selected a whole wardrobe for you. Helion fashion too so as not to arouse any suspicion,” she winked. 

	Elara looked at her dubiously, at the skimpy, thin attire that Merissa had on.

	“And what exactly is fashionable in Helios?” 

	Merissa chuckled. “Barely any clothing.” She looked pointedly at the woollen cloak heaped by the door. “Now sit, we have to do something with this hair.” She lifted it between two fingers, the strands damp from the bath. A rosy glow began to stretch from her fingertips, heating Elara’s scalp. “There’s going to be a lot of change here Elara. I’ll help you hold on to as much of your old life as possible. So, how do you usually wear your hair?”

	“Loose,” Elara gulped. “In waves.” 

	“Your wish is my command,” Merissa replied, and the rosy glow stretched through Elara’s hair. 

	Elara looked at the mirror in awe. “You’re a glamour?” Merissa nodded, pleased with herself. “But I thought you said your father was Asterian?”

	 “He was.” Merissa replied. “But my mother was from Aphrodea, and the Asterian powers skipped over me.” Merissa’s green eyes seemed to darken. Elara thought back to the map of Celestia. Aphrodea, a kingdom of beauty and lust. 

	“Rare,” Elara raised her brows. “For an Asterian to be with an Aphrodean.” It was frowned upon to consort between kingdoms, and Aphrodea in particular, were allies of Helios.

	“I know. But their love story was apparently… unusual,” she sighed, continuing to work on the princess’s hair. That word love, all it conjured up for Elara were images of the Stars. She chewed the inside of her cheek, her thoughts spiralling.

	By the time Merissa had finished with her hair it looked just as it had when she was princess of her own kingdom. Black curls skimmed to her waist, loose around her face. Merissa had painted her silver eyes with a touch of gold, making them glint even more in the candlelight. She had always loved her eyes, feline and full of mystery. Those eyes had been able to seduce favours from many a man without ever having touched them. Her full lips had been coloured slightly, giving the illusion that they were naturally a rosebud red. Elara examined her face, her high cheekbones looking a little too sharp. 

	Next, her clothes. Elara smiled at the whisps of fabric before her. In Asteria, the fashion had always been somewhat modest. Yet here, due to the heat, the clothes were barely more than a suggestion. A loose silk skirt that pooled to the ground, made of gossamer, was selected and Elara’s eyes widened as Merissa brought a top into view. Off the shoulders, the blouse bunched, with short cuffs to leave her arms bare. The blouse was white to match the skirt, embroidered with small gold flowers all over it. But what alarmed Elara as Merissa forced it over her, was how short it was. It cropped to just below her breasts, leaving her midriff bare. 

	“I’m not one to be modest, but this is nothing but a brassiere!” Elara exclaimed. 

	Merissa scoffed behind her. “Elara, you have to fit in. Although, I’m not sure how well those fit in.” She looked pointedly at Elara’s breasts and bit back a laugh. “It looks a little snug.”

	 Elara tugged at the blouse as Merissa hurried her behind the dressing screen, tossing the matching skirt over. 

	“Clothes here are designed for comfort as well as style. We don’t restrict ourselves here, and you’ll find corsets are only used for formal occasions, balls and such. You’ll get used to the attire before you know it.” 

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

	“Now this is a far cry from how you looked when you entered. Who knew that such a beauty lay underneath all that dirt?” 

	Elara laughed at that, relishing the feeling of the cool gossamer against her legs. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”

	“Now just a few finishing touches,” Merissa trilled as she came behind her, twining small white starflowers through her hair. The fragrance of them smelt calming and Elara breathed it in deeply. “There. Now you’re ready for a royal dinner.”

	Elara turned to herself in the mirror and stilled. Merissa had done a wonderful job. The outfit, although still a little bare for Elara’s liking, fit her like a second skin. The silk seemed to drip off her frame. She frowned at her figure as she got to her midriff. The usual curves that she loved had tapered, the month of travels taking its toll. 

	She could see the graze of her ribs, the jut of her collarbones. She settled on her eyes and felt a twinge of sadness. Merissa had made her up beautifully, but no makeup could hide the haunted look in her silver eyes. She tugged a strand of silky hair through her fingers and forced a smile. 

	“Thank you, Merissa. I look, well, I’m not sure what I look like. But certainly not like an Asterian.” 

	“You look like royalty,” she replied. “I mean I know you are. But it’s in the way you carry yourself—your aura.”

	Elara raised her eyebrows in surprise at the term. “Aura? You can tell you’re part Asterian,” she said with a smile. “I suppose I’d better hurry; it’s getting late.”

	Merissa helped her into some flat sandals, thin strands lacing up her ankle, and with a last few waves of her hands, led her out of her new room to the banquet hall.
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Chapter Four

	 

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

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

	King Idris was seated at the head of the raised table, his crown gleaming dully in the flickering lantern light. A thin, older man sat to his left, his eyes and face too pale for the realm. He reminded her of the frost that would gather on colder nights on Elara’s bedroom sill. She noticed a few others dressed in the finer clothes of Helion courtiers, scattered around the head table. Further down at the end of the table, she noticed a handsome man, his hair shorn, skin dark. He wore the attire of a soldier, leathers in the colour of warm tan, and his face lit up as he spoke to the woman next to him. She was stunning, with tan skin and chestnut curls. There was something odd about how high she seemed to be sitting, and as Elara neared the raucous tables she saw why. There, sat underneath her, his hand casually at her waist, was Prince Lorenzo.

	All three were laughing, the beautiful woman tipping her head back and flushing girlishly at something the prince was whispering in her ear as she leaned into his lap. Elara felt like she was intruding on a private moment and looked away quickly. 

	With a jolt she felt Merissa yank her arm and saw that she had reached the high table by the king. The raucous laughter and upbeat music had silenced, and she felt the eyes of the court on her. Heat rose to her cheeks, and she quelled it down. You are a princess, she reminded herself, and raised her head. 

	The king looked over her appraisingly. “You look wonderful,” he said with a serpent’s grin. Elara tried not to curl her lip, his stare greasy. Instead, she inclined her head to him. She heard a yelp and turned. The chestnut-haired girl had been pushed off Lorenzo’s lap by him as his gaze pierced hers. Amusement flickered faintly over her face as she watched the display. It passed quickly as she felt his eyes drag over her body, pausing on her exposed midriff. She clenched her hands by her sides to stop herself from covering it with her arms. Raising her chin, she stared back defiantly, unwilling to be intimidated by this stranger. King Idris followed her gaze as the girl sidled away, her cheeks flushed. 

	“Ah yes, you will sit by my son.” Her stomach dropped as she saw the seat next to him vacant. With a forced smile she bowed and made her way to the table, slotting in. She could not shake the greasy stain of the king’s gaze upon her, his presence as unnerving as their first meeting. She stared straight ahead as they waited for their food to be served, unwilling to acknowledge the prince who sat next to her. The music started up again, the tension dissolved by drunken laughter. 

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

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

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

	“Your reputation precedes you,” she drawled, feigning disinterest as she flicked her gaze away from him.

	“Does it now? All good things I hope.”

	Elara scoffed. “Quite the opposite.” She turned back to him, and her smile was razor sharp. “Unless you count the stories of you burning, whoring, and killing your way through my kingdom as good things.”

	He turned in his seat, so he was fully facing her, elbow on the table, leaning his fist onto his temple as though he had all the time in the world to look at her. She bristled at his arrogance. Already she could see the entitlement etched onto his character. But still, she did not break his gaze, as though they were in a battle of who would look away first. 

	“I’m flattered that you already know so much about me when I hardly know a thing about you,” he said. A grin slowly formed, along with a dangerous glint in his golden eyes. Elara’s attention caught on them, noticing that they were flecked with bronze, and a dark brown ring circled the gold which she hadn’t noticed previously.

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

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

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

	She summoned every dreg of disgust that she could onto her face as she looked down her nose at him. Her eyes locked onto his, filled with hatred. Then with a small smirk that she knew drove men mad with anger, she flicked her hair over her shoulder and studiously blanked him.

	She felt—rather than saw—him shift in his seat.

	“You scrub up well you know,” he continued when she refused to bite. She slammed her cutlery onto her plate, exhaling loudly. He leaned back, taking a sip of golden wine. “Covered in dirt and blood, you couldn’t have looked further from a princess.” He chuckled low as her temper flared. “But now, I can see that you are.” His gaze remained on the starflowers of her hair. 

	“Do you always charm strangers with such poetry?” Sarcasm laced her every word. His easy smile faltered. “Probably the same way you charm poor maidens by shoving them off your lap. Lucky ladies. I’d rather let a winged lion maul me to death than ever set foot in your bedroom.”

	She heard a splutter and peered to see the soldier she’d noticed earlier next to Enzo, coughing up wine, his shoulders shaking. 

	“I’m sorry,” he exclaimed. “It’s just, I’ve never heard anyone talk to Enzo like that.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and extended a hand around the back of the prince. “Leo, Commander of the Helion Army, and Captain of the Guard when I’m not on a battlefield,” he said, grasping hers. She gave a small smile in return. “Don’t worry, I know who you are. One of the trusted few,” he winked. Enzo cleared his throat and she looked to him with disdain, forgetting all about him for a moment. 

	“So,” she said, “apparently I’m to be training with you.” She took a sip of wine, her nerves feeling strangely on edge. Its honeyed sweetness dissolved on her tongue. Enzo continued to watch her below the rim of his glass. “And what could you possibly teach me?”

	He laughed then out of the side of his mouth, that same arrogance in place. 

	“Enzo possesses the Three,” Leo explained, leaning over again. Elara’s gaze flew to Enzo in shock. He was still leaning back, crown askew on his head of black curls. 

	He nodded nonchalantly. “I do.” 

	Elara’s stomach turned. “So,” she said quietly, directing her question to Enzo as she began to pile her plate with food, “What exactly are the Three in Helios?”

	He watched her pile the plate high with amusement. 

	“I can wield the Light,” he said and the fingers wrapped around his goblet began to glow golden. Elara stared, mesmerised. “I can throw fire.” The hand on the table lifted as his fingers danced, a small flame fluttering in a pattern between them. She couldn’t take her eyes off it. “And finally,” he said, leaning close enough that she could smell a heady amber scent that emanated from him, “I can see people. To their very core.” Dread crept into her at the words he spoke too softly. “So, tell me,” he said still leaning close, his gold eyes not leaving hers, “why I can’t see a damn thing about you?”

	Her gaze shuttered and she pushed her chair back, creating distance. His smile was calculated. 

	“I can see someone’s soul. When someone is telling a lie. What someone’s desires are. Their guilts and secrets they only share with the Dark. But when I look at you…” His gaze trailed down her body and up again. “Nothing.” The smile slid off his face and he leaned over her so that his body blocked out the room. 

	“I don’t trust you, Princess Elara. I don’t trust someone I cannot see, particularly an Asterian. Your kingdom hides in the shadows.”

	He held her gaze and she fought the dull roar of anger surfacing. The words dripped with derision. Yet, that beautiful face remained as composed as though he was talking about the weather. He took a sip of his wine.

	“If you pose a threat to my kingdom, I will kill you.” He said the words so calmly that she almost wondered if she had imagined them. But the cold stare behind the gold told her she hadn’t. She pushed down the fear in her stomach as her lips curled into a sneer, fingers itching to hold her dagger now laid against her thigh. 

	“Then I should warn you,” she murmured, making sure her hair tickled his cheek as she leaned into him, “that I don’t take kindly to threats. And that if you make another, perhaps that will be your last.” 

	She sat back, conjuring up the image of regality. With poise, she began to eat, ignoring the hungry grin that had formed on the prince’s face.

	Although her heart pounded at his threat and disrespect, she’d be damned if she gave Lorenzo the satisfaction of seeing it. She turned her attention to the food. It was delicious, everything richly spiced. Jewelled pomegranates, mint stewed lamb, and hunks of golden crusted rosemary bread were all piled onto her plate. She hadn’t eaten properly in over a month and found herself lost in her appetite, piling plate after plate, until she was full. She ate in silence, her mind turning the prince’s words over and over, as she ignored his oppressive presence beside her. 

	She leaned back when she was done with a sigh. She glanced to her right and was relieved to see that the prince had turned his attention away, instead in deep conversation with Leo next to him. 

	“Would you like a tea, My Lady?”

	Elara turned to see a server clearing plates, his face expectant.

	“Yes please,” she replied. “A mint tea with two spoons of honey would be wonderful.”

	The server nodded, smiling, as he moved on. Her attention fell to the room as a drowsy pleasure took over her at being full and sated, observing the Helion court. The server returned moments later, and as Elara sipped her tea, her eyes fell on various guests of the banquet. She spotted a few of the Kingdom of Aphrodea lounging, identifiable by their golden skin and beautifully delicate features. None that would recognise her, the lost princess. Elara had rarely been allowed to leave the palace walls in Asteria. As royalty, the Asterian court did not often welcome guests.

	“We like to remain private,” her father had told her once, smiling. “Too many friends can create a den of vipers.” When she did leave the palace—and make no mistake, she did, often—it was in a cloak under the cover of night, leaving her titles at the walls.

	A loud laugh broke her from her reverie. She saw the chestnut-haired girl from before back by Enzo’s side, draped over him like a curtain. Elara rolled her eyes. She saw Enzo pull the girl’s head down to whisper something in her ear and her gaze snagged on his other hand which was making its way down her back. She thought of the flames that had danced between his fingers and drew her gaze back to his face. Her breath caught as she saw his eyes on hers as he smiled lazily, still whispering sweet nothings to the girl whose back was turned. Elara pushed her chair back, standing.

	“Leo,” she exclaimed brightly, “it was a pleasure.” She extended her hand to him. Then she turned with disdain to Enzo and the girl still leaning over him. 

	“Enzo,” she said mockingly, and his eyes narrowed at the insolence of the nickname. “It’s been, well, ‘pleasure’ is a strong word.”

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

	“We start training tomorrow,” Enzo said, his voice low. Elara’s eyes flew to his hand, gripping her tightly. “We will meet by the grand staircase. Leave your attitude at the door.”

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

	She fluttered her lashes, curling her lip as she sauntered around the side of the hall, not bothering to look back at the incredulous look on his face.
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Chapter Five

	 

	Elara sunk into her feathered pillows and dreamed deeply that night. She knew when she was walking because the quality of the dream changed. Rounded fuzzy images became sharper and clearer, a reality that moulded onto her like a second skin. In this dreamscape she felt fire. So much of it, hot and close. She was standing in a bedroom. The darkened room was carved from black marble, inlaid with streaks of gold. A bed was sunken into the stones, covered in gold silk sheets, and lying on their front upon it was a woman’s figure. Naked curves glimmered in the waning candlelight and long black hair spilled to her waist. The silken sheets rode down to the soft curve of her hips and Elara felt desire pulsing through the dreamscape as a near visceral thing. She looked around for the dreamer but could only see the outline of a distant figure in the shadows, far away.

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

	She woke in cold sweat, gasping. Reaching blindly for the glass of water left by Merissa, she gulped it down, trying to quell her beating heart. She jumped out of bed, flinging open the wide doors and paced to the balcony, the feel of cool tiles beneath her feet steadily calming her. She had never dreamed of herself, in all her years, never seen herself in another’s dreamscape. 

	She continued to pace, worrying her tangled hair. She went back into the room and picked up a soft blanket folded neatly on the armchair beside her bed. Trailing it back onto the balcony, she curled up on the low divan, her eye drawn to a neat pile of books waiting on the low strung table. Her fingers trembled as she picked the first, beautifully illustrated with swirls of gold and the title ‘The Mythas of Celestia.’ She smiled to herself. Her racing heart slowed. 

	Reading had calmed her since she was a little girl. First, her parents would read her stories before she slept, and then she herself would devour them on the long and lonely days inside her palace. Books were an escape, a way to run away when she was kept behind palace walls. To Elara, a reader was an alchemist. They turned the mundane into something extraordinary, transforming words on a page into entire worlds. To steal away from reality, to feel real emotions for something that didn’t exist? Elara knew she possessed the Three, but reading, to her, was a special kind of magick. 

	She settled down with the book, the strange red hue of the Helion night illuminating the pages. ‘The Winged Lions of Helios’ the first chapter was entitled, and she smiled as she read of the fantastical mythas that she’d heard tales of when growing up. Enormous flying creatures with breath that could blow fire and scorch cities. She didn’t believe them to be true; and even if they had been, they were certainly long gone now. Yet she allowed herself to sink into that world of the past, far from the cries of her worries, and didn’t notice herself falling back into a deep dreamless sleep.

	A knock on the door woke her and Elara squinted against the unnerving brightness of a fresh day. She gathered the blanket around her, hurrying to the doors to open them. Merissa bustled in with a tray, setting it on the bed. “Get this down you while I get you dressed. Stars knows the prince is in a foul mood.” 

	“What?” Elara asked, scoffing down fresh berries, savouring the sweetness.

	“Even worse than last night.”

	“Impossible,” she replied through her full mouth. 

	Merissa looked to her, trying not to smile. “I was watching you from across the hall. I’m not sure what you said to him, but I think you made quite the impression.” 

	Elara laughed. “Between you and I, I’ve never met such an arrogant prick. Or one so insulting.” She popped a deep blue berry into her mouth. “He told me that my kind ‘hid in the shadows,’ as though we were something evil.” Elara gulped, beating down his words. She saw Merissa’s face go black as thunder. 

	“He shouldn’t have said that. The prince… he’s mistrusting of others entering the kingdom. He most likely sees you as a threat. But just wait until he gets to know you. I’m sure you have more in common than you think.”  She squeezed Elara’s shoulders reassuringly. 

	“He acted as though no one had ever spoken to him like I had, as though he’s used to everyone swooning under his gaze,” Elara said, frowning. 

	“That’s because,” Merissa replied, coming behind her to smooth her hair, “no one has ever spoken to him like that. He has maids and courtiers all over the palace, falling at his feet.” She tugged Elara’s unruly hair into a low plait that slipped down her back. “Apart from Isra and I, I doubt a woman has ever done anything but lick his boots.”

	“So, you know the prince well?” 

	“Well enough,” Merissa shrugged. “Trust me, he’s not as insufferable as you think.” 

	Elara rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s yet to be proven. I met the commander though. Now, he had manners.” She grinned as Merissa took her to the screen, passing her a loose-fitting cropped blouse and soft trousers in a beautiful sage green colour. “Never thought I’d find a commander of the Helion army charming, but stranger things have happened.”

	“He’s a good man,” Merissa said from the other side. 

	Elara undressed quickly, pulling them on and emerging. Merissa’s cheeks seemed pinker as she smoothed out the blouse.

	“Aren’t I supposed to be training?” Elara asked, looking to the mirror.

	“Yeees,” Merissa strung out.

	“You don’t wear leathers? Armour?”

	Merissa chuckled. “In this heat? I don’t think so. You’re training with magick, not being sent off to war.” She shook her head, looking at the dagger and belt which Elara had swiped. Elara strapped it to the bare part of her waist, shrugging. 

	“I’m giving myself a fighting chance anyway.”

	“You need to be able to move, to breathe. These linens will be a godssend by this afternoon.”

	Elara squeezed her hand in thanks, grabbing a sweet pastry as she rushed out of the door with Merissa in tow. She skidded down the hallway, rushing down the steps as she shoved the last of the crumbs into her mouth. She slowed as she saw Enzo at the bottom of the staircase, pacing in a deep green tunic and charcoal trousers, a beautiful gold short sword slung at his waist. The green tunic brought out the bronze of his skin, but she nudged the thought away impatiently and smiled. From his thunderous face he was in a black mood. 

	“Your Highness.” She nodded her head.

	“You’re late,” he spat. 

	“Look at you, able to tell the time! And they say you’re all brawn. I overslept, sorry.” She flashed him a smile, whipping her plait past her shoulder as she walked out of the atrium. Enzo followed behind, bristling. 

	“You don’t even know where we’re going,” he said through gritted teeth. “Follow me.”

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	The heat was bearing down on her, and Elara found herself cursing Enzo under her breath for the fiftieth time that day. Great company he had been, he’d marched in front of her, not uttering a word as she’d followed him out of the palace and through the outskirts of the city to a forest trail. After an hour of silence and climbing, she halted him in exasperation.

	“You know if you were planning to take me somewhere secluded to kill me, you could’ve stopped at that boulder a few metres back and saved me the trek.” She wiped a bead of sweat from her brow and collapsed to the ground.

	He stopped, tensing, and turned. “Believe me, Princess,” he crooned. “If I had plans to kill you, you’d already be dead, ashes in the wind.” He made his point by sparking fire at his fingertips.

	She looked at them disdainfully. “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” 

	“My mother is dead. But it’s good to know that Asterian royals teach their women tact when they raise them.”

	Heat flooded Elara with mortification. “I’m sorry, I forg—”

	“Don’t be. She died in childbirth. I never knew her.”

	“Still—”

	“Pity doesn’t work here. And I especially don’t need it from an Asterian princess,” he spat. “Now get up.”

	Fury settled on Elara’s chest. She had made an honest mistake, and she had tried to apologise for it. Narrowing her eyes, she pulled a handful of berries off the bush next to her as he cast her a venomous look.

	“Mmm.” She savoured the sweet tang of gildberries, chewing torturously slowly.

	“I hope they’re poisonous.”

	“Me too. It will be a shorter suffering than having another conversation with you.”

	“Fucking child,” Enzo hissed under his breath, continuing up into a thicket of trees without her.

	Oh, sweet shade, finally. She leapt to her feet then and beat on up the steep hill, sighing as the cool of the forest wrapped around her. 

	She had always been at home in shadow and darkness. It called to her, sang to her blood. Absent-mindedly she trailed a hand and the shadows followed her. The forest was beautiful. White trunks, pale as starlight twisted up into shades of red, orange and gold, the leaves gilded and metallic on the streams of light punctuating the forest. It was quiet, the only sign of life from the dawn birds singing. The only thing ruining the precious moment was the great hulking figure of the prince currently storming through as if it were the last place he wanted to be. She rolled her eyes, following him.

	 At long last they reached a flat clearing in the forest. Fragrant flowers that reminded her of the perfumed palace grew in patches, blush coloured and beautiful. The trees formed a circle, sheltering them from sight of any wanderers. She heard the trickle of babbling water and spied a small brook, clear and ice cold, running alongside them. With a desperate look she bent over, cupping her hands in it, and splashing her face, then drinking deeply. She gasped when she’d taken her fill and looked up. Enzo was looking at her with a bemused expression.

	“Did you say you were a princess?” he asked dubiously. She had taken his cruelty all day, and her temper was tired of it. It flared faster than she was able to push it down and shadows leapt from her, drawn from pure emotion as they launched at him. He easily deflected them with his sword, light brandishing down the steel of it, dispersing it with ease. Flames erupted in his eyes, and he cracked his neck. 

	“Don’t do that again,” he growled, his tone deadly.

	“Or what?” she replied sweetly, curling a wisp of shadow around her little finger. 

	“Or—” Another shadow flew at him, this one aimed directly at his heart. He deflected it again, snarling. 

	“Oh, so you want to play, Princess? Okay. Let’s play.” He dropped his sword and it landed with a dull thud in the thicket of grass. 

	Faster than lightning, golden rays spilled from his fingertips, whipping out in streams towards her. She threw her shadows in defence, but too late. His light power gripped her like a tangible thing, slamming her against the trunk of a tree. Her teeth rattled in her skull as her head flew back. The air left her as Enzo’s magick wrapped around her throat, suspending her a foot above the ground. She tried in vain to move her hands to her neck, but found them trapped behind her, imprisoned by his powers, her whole body elevated and glowing. He strolled slowly forward, his arm outstretched. Yet his face was calm, as though he were exerting no effort at all. She wrestled against him, frantically bucking her head

	“Fuck. You,” she gritted out, trying to summon some power to release his hold on her. 

	“Now,” he said softly, making his way closer to her. “Where are your royal manners?”

	“FUCK,’ she said shouting, “YOUUU.” The end of her word tailed into a grunt, teeth clenching as his light squeezed dangerously around her throat. 

	He stepped closer and she could see the corner of his mouth curl, a dangerous smile on his face. 

	“I’ll let you go if you ask nicely,” he crooned. She was panting now, his light too bright and too hot as her airways constricted. She felt powerless under his commanding gaze. But she raised her chin, eyes steel grey as they stared him down. She would die before she ever begged him for anything.

	“Where’s that power now?” he murmured. “So confident, weren’t you?” He laughed then, and it was a cold, tinkling thing. “Weapon indeed. You’re weak. Useless. Gods only knows what my father sees in you.”

	His words were the last straw and Elara held them close, letting them fuel the pit of raw emotion in her stomach. She allowed the shadows around her to build and form, drawing them from the trees, the birds, and the moss-covered banks. With a final tug she ripped his and with a ragged yell threw a blanket of darkness over them both. Curls of shadows billowed out of her hands as she was dropped, his light dispersed. She felt the Dark pulse through her being, delighted to observe his shock as it enveloped him, blackness seeping through his mouth, his nostrils. She was ready then, to suffocate him, to force him to feel the helplessness he had just put her through. But something reeled her in, a small light at the back of her mind that whispered, easy now.

	She came back to herself, pulling her shadows back to her and saw Enzo gasping on the floor. She rushed dizzily over to him.

	“Are you okay?” she asked, her hands shaking as she felt his pulse and pulled his face up to hers. He nodded, choking slightly. She looked around wildly towards the stream, intent on helping him. Then she heard the laughter. Crazed laughter. She turned, disbelieving as she realised it was Enzo, his stomach racking with amusement 

	“Fuck,” he said standing up. “You have more in you than I thought.”

	She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you insane? I could have killed you,” she bit out. 

	Enzo scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself, Princess. It would take a lot more than that to hurt me.”

	“And what of me? You just choked me against a tree!”

	His laughter died as he looked at her with those cunning eyes. “Good,” he said, his voice like velvet. “Perhaps next time you’ll think before you play games with your power. We’re done here.” And with that he strode off back down the hill, not bothering to glance back and see if she was following.
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Chapter Six

	 

	The next three weeks followed the same pattern. She’d trail a sullen, sarcastic Enzo all over Helios until they reached a place he deemed fit to train. After the first training session, where her temper had drawn her shadows loose, she hadn’t again been able to summon them. She would desperately try to draw them until with exhaustion and frustration one of them snapped, storming off back to the palace.

	The only thing stopping her from walking right out of the palace gates and never looking back was the sanctuary the palace provided her with, and the hope that she could master her powers enough to take back her throne. Elara hated having to depend on anyone, particularly an enemy. It was that image, of exacting revenge for her loved ones—and only that—that kept her persevering, no matter how unpleasant she found Enzo. 

	It was on one of these days that she found herself yet again trailing after him as he made no attempt to converse or in any way interact with her. She flipped her two plaits behind her as he led her through a maze of mountain paths, dust and sand clagging her eyes and throat. The altitude seemed to rise, and she found herself drinking deep lungfuls of the clean air the higher they climbed. 

	“Can you seriously not find anywhere flat to train?” she yelled out to him, his tall figure cutting a path paces ahead.

	“How about you save that breath for climbing? You’re going to need it,” he retorted sweetly. 

	She raised her hands in exasperation as she continued in the blistering heat. He was right though. The climb was difficult. On the upside, these treks all over the city’s outskirts for the past month were helping her fitness greatly. Her core was stronger already, and the plates of food she was devouring each night meant she was putting on the weight she’d lost nicely, finally clawing back into fighting shape.

	As they reached their resting place her mouth fell open in astonishment. There lay, stretched before them, a plane of sands, deep red and shifting as though there was a tide pulling it. But what had really caught her attention were the two monoliths stretching over fifty feet high. Two winged figures, their hands covering their eyes, gilded in the same gold as the palace. A cooling breeze tickled her hair as it rolled in from the sea of sand.

	“It’s called the Angel’s Graveyard,” he said to her over his shoulder.

	“Cheerful then,” she muttered under her breath as he cast her a dark look. 

	“Legend says,” he said as he walked up the steps hewn into warmed brown stone, “that the mythical creatures, the angels of Sveta, died here in a mighty battle against the winged lions of Helios.’ She thought back to ‘The Mythas of Celestia’ that she had been reading. 

	“They were burned to ash, their blood mingling with it, creating the Sea of Sands.” He gestured to the deep red churning sands and Elara could almost picture for a moment that it was true. 

	“Well, I’m glad you took me somewhere romantic,” she drawled, and Enzo huffed with narrowed eyes. It gave her pleasure to see his hackles rise. Without responding he beckoned her, and she saw that between the two angels there was a large stone platform, beautiful symbols carved into a large round disc. 

	“Today, we train here,” he said, positioning himself opposite her. “And if you wish to be romanced, I know a bed or two nearby,” he crooned. She laughed against her will at his comment, piggish as it was. The joking, rakish side that she’d witnessed in the banquet hall seemed to have slipped through his impenetrable walls. 

	“Thanks, but making a bed in this burning sand seems like the lesser of two evils.”

	With a smile she blew him a kiss, shadows billowing out of the extended hand. 

	He swatted it away easily. “Now, now, what did we learn about playing with fire?”

	His hand ignited and he struck it out, narrowly avoiding her. She hissed. Smirking, he turned, lifting his shirt up over his head. Her shadows dissipated.

	His back was a masterpiece of carved rippling muscle, looking burnished in the heat. It was his tattoo that had stopped her. Between his shoulders, a snarling lion in mid roar was etched in gold onto his skin, its teeth seeming to glint. Wings stretched out behind it over each shoulder blade, drawn in such breath-taking detail Elara couldn’t look away. As he rolled his neck, the taut muscles straining, the wings rippled as though the lion was about to take flight. It was beautiful. Vicious.

	“What are you doing?” she managed to breath. He turned and grinned then, the surliness vanishing again. She found herself feeling as though a rug had been swept from under her feet at his mutable moods. 

	“Does a little skin make you feel uncomfortable, Princess Elara?” His torso gleamed with sweat in the unforgiving brightness, shining on hard muscles carved into his stomach, and deep lines that she could see disappearing into his loose fitted trousers. He stretched his arms out and she looked away from them. 

	“I just didn’t think a prince would need to flex his glamour muscles for an ego boost. I like the tattoo by the way, Lion of Helios. Subtle.”

	He smirked as he continued to pace, which infuriated her more. “Where do you think people got the nickname?”

	For once, she didn’t have a smart reply, and cursed herself, her traitorous eyes drawn back to those muscles.

	“So,” he continued, smirking even wider as though he knew exactly how much he had just thrown her off, “we know that you possess the Three, and that you can’t be killed by a Star.” She rolled her eyes, already sick to death of hearing the same prophecy that played on a loop in her head.

	“We are going to have to hone your powers evenly to fulfil my father’s wishes of you rallying Asteria and fighting alongside us once you’ve reclaimed your throne. If war comes against a Star, we will need your people as well as you.”

	“Do you even know anything about my powers?” she asked, exasperated.

	“Apart from the fact that you can barely cast a wisp of smoke?”

	She looked heavenward. “You’re a Helion, how on earth can you actually help me develop my gifts? You haven’t exactly been a stellar teacher so far.”

	 He was quiet a moment. “I am the best magi Helios has seen in generations” he replied calmly. 

	“Are you the most modest magi too?” she drawled. 

	He found her gaze. “The method of how I honed my skills evenly is the same way I’ll teach you. We are going to have to try and work together. As this,” he gestured between them, “isn’t working. We need open communication.”

	“Says the mute,” she retorted, and he looked to the skies as though this was something that would take a miracle.

	“Especially since I can’t see you,” he continued, ignoring her. “That means, you have to be honest—about where your weaknesses lie. You need to explain to me how your gifts feel, how they take shape, when you feel drained.”

	 She looked at him warily.

	“Yes, I’m a Helion, and no I have never experienced your gifts, but I will help you how I can. For the sake of those I love.”

	Elara was taken aback with the sincerity; it was the last thing she’d expected from him.

	“Not the sake of your kingdom and the civilians you so bravely protect?” She raised a hand to her forehead and tilted her head as though swooning.

	A soft laugh left him. “Do I strike you as a hero, Princess?”

	“To my people, you’re the villain. To yours? Perhaps they worship you in the same way the girls on your lap seem to.”

	“I suppose then that it depends on who is telling the story.” He winked as he settled on the ground. “Believe me,” he added, stretching out his shoulder muscles. “I’m as happy about this arrangement as you are.” 

	“Well, that makes me smile.”

	Elara sank to the platform too. She toyed absent-mindedly with a braid and saw Enzo’s attention caught on the gesture. 

	“My gifts aren’t very evolved,” she said clearing her throat. Gods she hated admitting it, especially to him. “As you’ve seen. Some are stronger than others, but none that I can control well.”

	He nodded thoughtfully, flame dancing between his fingers. “Why?”

	Her hands stilled in her hair. Why. The question, so simple. Her mouth worked silently before she spoke.

	“My parents, and…others, feared the Three. There is no one else in Asteria who can wield every power that I do. Most are shadowmancers, the rest illusionists, a very few are dreamwalkers. My mother in particular didn’t want attention drawn to it, wanted to hide how much power I possessed. She asked instead that I tamp it down and look towards marriage and children to build power and alliances. My father saw my magick as a sitting duck for any other kingdom to poach.” Elara laughed drily. “He was scared I’d be used as a weapon, exactly as I am being used now. So, I was never trained, and over time the raw power I possessed dwindled to the little I can access today.”

	Enzo’s golden stare pierced her, such a weight in it that she felt she couldn’t move. His eyes roved her face.

	“I’m the only one in Helios with the Three too, as you will have heard last night. To shun your gifts will be of no use to you. Your parents should not have taught you to fear what is a part of you.”

	Elara swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “My parents did the best they could as a kingdom near isolated from the rest of the world thanks to you and your father,” she replied coldly. “And I thank you not to share your opinion on them.”

	Enzo did not back away or apologise as she had expected. “Poor little caged bird, confined to your ivory tower,” he mocked.

	Elara summoned a cool smile as cold hatred pumped through her veins. “I’m not a bird, I’m a dragun.”

	“Then where’s your fire now?” Enzo’s smirk hadn’t left his face as he changed tact before she could spit more venom. He raked a hand through his curls. “Your anger is how you’ve been bringing substance to your shadows. You need to learn control, so that you can call on it at any time.” She bit down on her tongue, swallowing her prideful retort. “Shadowmancing, that’s what you’ve been doing, isn’t it?”

	Elara nodded, willing the anger within her to simmer. 

	“Try it again.” 

	She looked at him blankly. 

	“And not those pathetic wisps you’ve been conjuring all week. Give me substance,” he demanded. “Or are you afraid, Witch?” She bared her teeth, a snarl forming on her lips at the term. A lazy slur used for Asterians due to their gifts lent of the Dark. 

	“Don’t call me that,” she hissed. The insult sat like ice in her centre, and she fed off it to conjure shadows from her fingertips. The feeling was always something she was unprepared for. Like the shiver of someone walking over one’s grave. Tendrils of black danced from her fingers and she gathered them as she looked at Enzo. She saw a glint in his golden eyes, ready for a fight. She launched the shadows. 

	They raced into forms, a black cat, a wolf, a flying dragun, light-footed and made of nothing but soundless darkness. Barely looking at them, he flicked his wrist. Golden light spilled from his hand in a showering arc and evaporated every one of her shadows. 

	“Is that really all you have, all powerful sorceress?”

	She raised her eyes above her. “Please skies give me the strength not to murder this man on the spot,” she muttered in exasperation. They seemed to glare back angrily in varying shades of umber, at the stranger in their territory. 

	“Again,” he barked. She tried to choke down the feelings of shame and uselessness as she conjured up an arachnid, as tall as a man, its shadow fat and spindly as it scuttled towards Enzo. It took only a dance of his fingers and fire ripped apart the shadow until only hot stone remained. She grunted in frustration as he looked at her, a hungry smile on his face. 

	“Again.”

	Anger spat out of her hot and heavy as she flung both arms out, wanting to envelop him in darkness. It flooded out of her like ink, cloaking him from head to foot. Seconds went by and still he did not burn through it like before. Another few seconds, and she felt her anger begin to cool as fear took hold that she may have hurt him. A burst of light and the shadows crumbled again. He was smiling. 

	“Better,” he said. She sank onto the ground, spent already after only three attacks. He sat on the ground again opposite her, his legs wide, elbows resting on his knees. 

	“You’re going to have to work on your stamina and where you’re drawing your power from,” he said, taking a swig from a flask of water. “That last attack, that was a result of pure, unchecked anger. The same as in the forest.” 

	“Don’t patronise me,” she snapped, wiping her brow with her hand. 

	“I’m not,” he said, his voice low. “We all have a source of energy inside us that the magick can feed off. You need to centre it.”

	He took another swig and she looked away as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

	“We’ve tried shadowmancing for weeks. Let’s try something else. Next gift.”

	“Illusions,” she replied. 

	“And what exactly are they?” He looked dubious. 

	“Casting something that isn’t there,” she replied. “Making the opponent believe in something you created that isn’t real. Illusionists in Asteria can conjure up places, people, anything they desire. With my dreamwalking gifts too, I can conjure up someone’s sweetest dream or greatest nightmare, as well as the rest.”

	He looked at her warily. 

	“I’ll show you.” Elara stood, letting her gaze glaze over until she felt a tug. That’s what she had always called it, like a loose thread in reality that she could pull to her and weave whatever she liked from it. Once she found it, she could create. She crafted a golden butterfly and sent it so that it landed on Enzo’s shoulder. He scoffed, looking at her incredulously. 

	“Nice trick. But is that really it? How is a butterfly going to help you win a battle exactly?” 

	Elara’s teeth ground at his words, the insults ringing to her core. As molten revenge poured into her, she tapped the seam again. She focused the energy she’d poured into the butterfly, into herself, filling herself with charm, beauty, magnetism. It was a trick she’d stolen from the Aphrodeans. Charmers there could seduce and intoxicate anyone within view. Although Elara would never be able to perform to the same degree, her gifts meant that she could create the illusion of something similar. She willed herself to mould to Enzo’s every base desire. She allowed the emotions to flood her aura, for charm to coat her in gleaming gold, magnetism like deep purple clinging to her curves. She opened herself, feeling the power course through her being, until it filled her silver eyes. She took a step forward.

	“It won’t help us win,” she said, her voice low as she stepped towards where he had propped himself on the ground, locking eyes with him. His smirk faltered. 

	“You’re right,” she said, pouting as she came to his feet. “It is just a party trick.” She sighed as she crouched before him, her hands resting lightly on his bent knees. A black gaze had filled his eyes as it flicked to her hands and then her face.

	“In fact,” she said, and began to lean over him so that one of her plaits grazed his bare stomach, “I don’t think I’m very powerful at all. I think,” she leaned into his ear as his body tensed underneath her, so close that she could smell an amber scent wafting from him, “that you underestimated me.”

	Her dagger whipped out from its home around her waist in the blink of an eye, grazing his throat with elegant coldness. He struggled in alarm as she straddled him, forcing his head down, black smoke pinning his wrists above his head. 

	“Don’t ever,” she hissed, “insult my powers again.”

	She took one last look at his face, pressing the blade deeper to make her point, and leapt off him, chuckling quietly. She heard a pop and turned to see flames sparking from his hands, a look of thunder on his face.

	“And that,” she bowed, “was illusioning.” 

	“Cheater.”

	 She expertly twirled the dagger in her hand. 

	“Ah,” she exclaimed theatrically, “but the question is, who would have killed whom?”

	He raised an eyebrow. “Are you always this insolent?” 

	“Are you always this insufferable?” she retorted. 

	He laughed then. The sound surprised her. “So that’s your strongest gift, evidently.” He cleared his throat, tugging at his trousers. She bit back a smile as she pretended to study the angels. “What’s the last one?”

	Elara studied the jewels carved into her knife, the Asterian words carved into the blade. “Dreamwalking,” she responded. “I’ve been able to visit others’ dreams since I was little, but I have never been able to control it. I can find the nightmares that plague someone and either help or harm them with it. Observing someone’s dream, I’m able to speak to them during it.”

	He looked at her in thought. “Interesting,” he murmured. “So, how exactly does it work?”

	“I’m not quite sure,” she admitted. “I was never actually taught. It’s the rarest of gifts. Walking through dreams only happens when I sleep. Everyone has their own dreamscape. Sometimes it’s a place that brings them comfort, like a home. Other times if it’s a nightmare, it’s a place with bad memories,” she explained. “There are times though when I land in my own dreams, my own dreamscape. But rarely.”

	“And what does your dreamscape look like?” 

	“It used to be Blacksand Beach, by the Starless Sea.” Sadness filled her eyes. “But that’s not so much a home for me anymore. Now it doesn’t look like anywhere. Just muted tones of black and blue.”

	He studied her with that heavy golden gaze for a long time and she cursed herself for revealing too much. Finally, he released a long breath. 

	“I’m going to take you to Isra to help you practice dreamwalking.”

	She didn’t know why she had bothered saying anything at all.

	“Who is Isra?”

	“A friend. And one you sorely need if we’re to stand any chance of honing your gifts into any kind of fighting shape.”

	“No shit,” Elara replied drily. 

	He gave her a pointed look. “You need to start practicing all three powers by yourself. Start tonight.”

	“You make it sound so easy.”

	“Do you think it was easy for me to become who I am today?” he remarked.

	She studied him a moment, a familiar anger setting in her bones as she contemplated what he had done for his name to be spoken of in whispers around the world.

	“I think it was easy to step on others to rise, yes,” she replied. “I think that I’ve heard many stories about how you rose to your fame. The kind of acts you’ve committed. And looking at you, I think I believe every single one.”

	Enzo rose, a dry, hollow laugh escaping him as he stepped towards her.

	“And what exactly is it that you’ve heard, Princess?” he murmured. He made his way closer. “That I’m an incredible lover?” He smirked, stretching one arm with the other. She ignored the ripple of his biceps. “That I’m a feared warrior?” He stretched the other.

	“That you’re dangerous and merciless. We were warned about you in my country. The Lion of Helios, who razes anything which stands in his way, to the ground.”

	“Aren’t you afraid?” He was inches from her now, his towering figure blocking the Light above. He brought a hand to a strand of her hair blowing across her face in the hot, arid wind. Her eyes flashed and she raised her chin. 

	“Never,” she scorned.

	He leaned in as he tucked the hair behind her ear. 

	“You should be,” he whispered back. “The Light can conceal a multitude of shadows.”

	She smiled then. 

	“You forget that I was born in them. That’s the reason you distrust my kind, remember? Your words don’t scare me, and neither does that arrogant façade.”

	“Oh really?” he asked softly, and the hand that had tucked the hair behind her ear grazed her neck. “Because your pulse tells me I’ve gotten under your skin.”

	He had, and she hated how a few words from him could make her react so easily. He pulled away, a smirk on his face as he strolled across the flat sands. She took a deep gulp of air before picking up her water flask. Swearing under her breath she made her way down the winding sand path, flying past Enzo with nothing in her mind but venom.
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	When she arrived back at the palace, light-soaked and dust-drenched, she made her way sharply to the baths, as far away from Enzo as possible. She had felt his heavy presence behind her the whole walk back but hadn’t once bothered to look back or make conversation. Instead, with a stubborn set of her jaw, she’d pointedly ignored him. 

	She knew the baths from Merissa’s mention of them a few days before, and when she arrived, she was as usual awed by the grandeur of the palace. 

	The bath house was a feat, just like everything in Helios. Palm trees grew on either side of an aqua-tinged heated lagoon. She stepped onto mosaiced tiles into a sheltered, rock-hewn room. Flamed sconces lined the dim space. There was only the quiet crackle of the torches and the gentle lap of water to keep her company.

	As she stepped further into the baths, she saw wooden doors lining one side of the room. She peered in, seeing hot coals in a corner and a fine steam hanging in the air. A sauna. Functioning with a sort of heat or fire magick that she supposed the Helions were known for. It smelled of eucalyptus wood, helping to clear her tangled thoughts. She moved on, noticing cabinets filled with potions, dried flowers and oils of every kind, mingling and permeating the air with fragrance. Pillars descended into the depths of the water, and she gasped as she finally reached the vast pool. Petals and flowers in a range of colours from bright yellow to lightdown orange floated on the cerulean water like an offering. Candles lined the pools, casting flickering shadows against the marble columns. The ceiling of the bathing house was painted in powdered blue and violet, she realised with a start, looking exactly like an Asterian sky. She decided in that moment that this was her favourite place in the whole palace. 

	With an indulgent sigh, she shrugged off her sand-ridden clothes, gritty against her grimy skin, and descended the steps into the water. She tugged at her plait, undoing the knotted strands until her hair fell loose. She groaned as her screaming muscles felt the lap of warm water and waded out until her feet could no longer touch the bottom. Then, she began to swim, stretching out all the aches and pains of training the last few days with Enzo. She flipped onto her back, allowing herself to float as she looked to the periwinkle painted sky above her.

	She didn’t know how long she stayed in that pool, completely alone. She idly created a shadow, a sister to the butterfly that she’d made land on Enzo’s shoulder. But passing a hand through it, it disintegrated like smoke. She fell onto her back again, sighing in exasperation. Why could she not make something solid, something real? What good were shadows and smoke when she had to defend herself?

	She thought back to Enzo’s words during their first training session, when he had called her weak. Useless. It sank on her like a stone, reminding her of the many times Lukas had said the same thing, shouting at her as she’d tried to conjure up illusions with him behind her parents’ back. Black anger began seeping through her.

	She knew the relationship between Helios and Asteria was tenuous at best. Age old border wars over the centuries pitting them as enemies. The War on Darkness that Enzo’s ancestors had waged on the land long before Elara was born had left Asteria adrift and alone, cut off from the rest of the world. It had finally ended when she was a few years older, with a shaky truce between her own father and King Idris. And yet still, the Helion army carried out their petty raids. Over the years, the poor towns on the border had been caught in the firing line as warriors burned villages, stole, and pillaged to wrestle land back inch by inch. The Lion of Helios right there with them. 

	She would never judge someone purely based on where they were from. She would not have even judged the prince if he hadn’t acted every bit the lion she had been warned about. Yet he had taken one look at her, and knowingly condemned her. As though she alone was his enemy, a young princess, rather than the all-powerful Star threatening to ravage both their kingdoms. There was a bigger picture. A common enemy. And yet the headstrong prince couldn’t put his bias aside for a moment to see it.

	“Insufferable, idiotic, ass,” she muttered to herself, flicking a shadow stone out to skim across the pool. She dunked her head underwater clearing her mind of the rampant thoughts in her head before wading out of the fragrant depths and settling her tired bones in the steaming sauna. Here, she managed to finally release all her pent-up anger and worry until nothing was left. Then anointing herself in the nearest oils she could find, she robed herself and left, scurrying to her room in the dark night.
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Chapter Seven

	 

	As she sat on her balcony in the warm night air, Elara attempted to shadowmance. The hour was late, candles flickering from the windows that she could view across the garden from her, the Light transitioning from a deep orange to a burgundy red.

	She willed her focus razor sharp, breathing in and out deeply as she plunged into her power, trying to drag it to her. Black wraiths began to pulse from her fingers, and she grinned in delight. It was becoming easier to call after the last week’s practice, especially after this afternoon. Now it was just substance that she needed. She manoeuvred her hands, twisting them and marvelling at how the shadows followed her lead. But she jumped as she heard voices in the gardens below her.

	Leo was laughing as he swaggered onto the lawn, only Enzo himself following. Gods, they were so tall, at least six foot four, Enzo perhaps an inch taller than Leo. Both built of hard, toned muscle. They were half-naked, swords in hand, and Elara had to roll her eyes as her cheeks heated. Did anyone in this realm ever wear a shirt? 

	Her thoughts were cut short as Enzo murmured something to Leo, who laughed again, before lunging at him with his sword. 

	There was a clang of steel on steel as the men engaged in combat. Elara had never seen fighting like it. Both men were a blur of muscle and metal, dancing round each other, attacking then defending. Feinting, jabbing, stealth gracing every move. But the more she watched, the clearer she saw who had the upper ground. Enzo. There was a muffled command she didn’t hear, and then she gasped as light, and flame erupted. Enzo wielded his flames as Leo wielded his light, lent of the very substance that rose and fell in the sky each day. Enzo used his power as a shield, forming it to push Leo further back across the lawn.

	Sweat glistened off both as they fought, grunts and yells resounding as they danced in combat around the garden. Light flew as Leo channelled it into his sword, but Enzo was too quick. He had deflected it with his fire before Elara had even blinked. The power, the lethal precision with which Enzo fought, with and without his powers, was mesmerising. Leo faded into the background as her entire attention zoned into him. She leaned over the balcony to see closer, the pull of his power something that she could no longer fight. As Enzo ruthlessly advanced, barely out of breath, she saw him smile, that lion’s grin that she imagined was part reason for his namesake. And with brutal efficiency, he struck out a line of fire. 

	Elara may have gasped out loud, but she wouldn’t have known, the roar of fire and clash of swords muffling it easily. Her heart beat furiously as she looked at Leo, struck to the ground. That savage prick, no good piece of—if he had hurt Leo —

	Her spew of insults caught midway.

	Leo was laughing on the floor, Enzo grinning as he raised a hand to pull him up. So, his fire hadn’t harmed Leo, hadn’t even singed his clothes. 

	Complete, lethal control. 

	The two men clapped backs, sweat streaming down them. She saw a nod from Leo, another grin and bow of defeat. Then he left, leaving Enzo on the lawn. 

	The bleeding sky seemed to silhouette his frame, and Elara could have sworn the very Light was contained within his skin, the way it shone golden. Without any eyes to watch her, especially his, she let herself take her fill of the man below her.

	He truly was beautiful. She hated to admit it. His muscles carved like a sculpture, dangerously toned to deliver death so quickly and swiftly. His back, rippling as his figure turned away from her, the lion tattooed on his skin etched in such beautiful gold that it glowed. His curls black and tousled as he raked them back with his hand, chugging from the water canteen beside him. One curl fell forward into his eyes, and she wished that she was an artist in that moment, despite how much she hated him, despite how much he drove her mad. Just to capture the way he looked against the lightdown, the golden hoop in his ear gleaming.

	He stilled, bringing the canteen from his lips. Then with a predatory slowness, he turned.

	Elara shot below her balcony, crouching. Fuck fuck fuck. He couldn’t have seen her. There was no way. She stayed crouched, she didn’t know how long for. Only that the sky was darkening further, and cramp had found its way into her leg.

	She winced, debating whether to crawl on hands and knees to the doors of her room. But cursing herself and the distraction she’d just allowed, she instead slowly straightened. There was no one to be seen on the lawn. She breathed out a relieved sigh as she padded inside, leaving her balcony doors open as she sank into her sheets.
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	Elara was awoken by nightmares, clawing at her as she gasped for air. Most times she managed to avoid them by dreamwalking, but her exhaustion must have left her in her own dreamscapes to fend for herself. She blinked away blood and glassy stares as she wrestled to control her breathing. Feeling blindly for the side of her bed, she rolled off it, the fresh air beckoning from the open doors. She made her way to the balcony, seeking the balmy air to soothe her beating heart. It was strange how she was already forming habits in this new home, pockets of peace that she never thought she could claim Helios would give her.

	Kneeling on the raised divan, she turned to watch the sky. She leaned an elbow on the balcony, resting her face on her hand as she looked across the lawn to the rooms on the other side. She had an idea as she thought back to Enzo’s orders of practicing her gifts by herself.

	She found that familiar focus again as she sat, her hands out and relaxed before her. She drew from her centre. And holding the image in her head, weaved a bird as black as midnight before her, feeding shadow into it. It gave a caw and she chuckled, running a finger over its glossy head. She bit the inside of her cheek, concentrating as she attempted to make it fly. The first time didn’t work. She hissed in frustration, trying again. The bird seemed to cock its head to her. The third time, it flew. Elated laughter escaped her as she held her hands up, seeing it arc up, hovering, before coming back to perch on her balcony.

	“Good little crow.” She stroked the bird’s head, delighted to feel that it felt far more solid than her shadows had earlier that day. She looked to the balcony across from hers. A challenge. If she could get it to fly to that balcony and back again, created purely from her own thought, then she would settle back to sleep. 

	The sky was at its darkest point as she took a deep breath and raised the bird with her hands. It stretched out its wings and soared across the garden, as straight as an arrow, perching on the balcony across the way. Excitement thrilled through her. She was about to guide it back to her when the doors to the balcony opened, and a figure stalked out, breathing heavily. She stayed still, arms out in front of her. The figure leaned on the curve of the balcony, one side of their face hidden from her as they looked up to the sky. She squinted, the distance and darkness making them hard to recognise. But a hand pushed hair back, and she would know that gesture anywhere. 

	“Stars’ sake, why me?” She cast a poisonous look to the sky. If she remained extremely still, maybe he wouldn’t notice. He looked preoccupied anyway, his head still tilted up to the stars. She could have sworn his expression was bleak, but he was so far away she might have imagined it. She took one tentative step back, then another. She could do this. 

	Then the crow squawked.

	She forced every muscle in her body still as she cringed, looking across the space and cursing the shadow of her imagination. Enzo looked to the bird on his balcony, frowning. Then glanced around. His eyes caught her figure, and he stilled. May as well lean into it, she thought to herself, wincing as she raised a hand in a half-hearted wave. She heard a soft chuckle echoing on the night breeze as he raised a hand back.

	He looked to the bird again, pointing to it as if to ask, ‘Was this you?’ 

	Since she couldn’t shout across the garden, she simply raised her hands to move the bird, showing that she was controlling it. She saw a mocking clap from him and narrowed her eyes.

	He gestured with a hand in the air to wait, as he disappeared back into his room. She held the bird there, curiosity now peaked. He returned a moment later, a small square of paper and a pen in hand. Even across the way, she could see the smirk on his face as he scrawled something before lifting it between two fingers to her, before placing it in the bird’s beak. He bowed sardonically and she sighed, willing the bird to take flight. It did with another caw, soaring across the stretch of garden before landing silently on her balcony. She looked to Enzo, and her eyes now adjusted, she could see that he was grinning.

	She took the folded paper from the bird’s beak, trepidation building. She unfolded it, looking to him again, then back to the paper.

	In a scrawl was written:

	‘Did you enjoy drooling over my ‘glamour muscles’ from your balcony, Princess?’

	She snapped the piece of paper shut between her hands as her eyes flew wildly to him. His tongue was in his cheek as he looked at her.

	“Well?” he shouted across the way, flexing his arms as he kissed a bicep.

	A startled laugh escaped her despite herself. She snatched the piece of paper, grabbing a pen of her own from the table by her divan.

	‘How did you know I was watching? Also, your handwriting is terrible. As is your technique. I’d thrash you in mortal combat.’ 

	She smirked, folding the paper back up in the crow’s beak and waving it off back over the garden. She heard his snort and saw him bend over the piece of paper. What on earth was she doing? She shook her head as the paper was once again placed in the bird’s beak, drifting over to Elara.

	The note this time said, ‘Why are you awake so late?’

	She wondered whether to tell him of the nightmares that plagued her or the horrors that still followed her into sleep. Instead, she wrote back, ‘Couldn’t stop thinking about Leo’s gleaming chest and rippling pectorals.’

	When Enzo received the note he swore loudly, enough so she could hear it, then laughed. The responding note was short.

	‘Keep telling yourself that.’ A space, as though an afterthought. ‘And I get nightmares too, Princess.’

	She folded the paper, looking out to him. She didn’t know how he knew and didn’t want to. Already this felt like crossing a line. He tipped her with his two fingers, looking for a long time to her. She gave a wave back before walking silently back to bed.
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Chapter Eight

	 

	Her mind refreshed. Elara promised herself to try and be kinder to the instructor she had begrudgingly been fated to work with. Whatever strange midnight boundary had blurred, she hoped it would ease the feeling of wanting to kill him every time he spoke.

	She found him waiting outside the palace walls, leaning with his arms crossed against the warm stone. The blue sleeveless tunic and trousers he’d chosen to wear accentuated his golden eyes. And yet her hope was short lived the moment he opened his mouth. 

	“We’re heading into the city today. You should have dressed more appropriately.” He looked at her skirt and the blouse cropped to her midriff that Merissa had picked out. There was no sign of the somewhat friendliness that had existed late into the night, and no mention of it either.

	 “I must have missed the rule that stated I couldn’t wear a skirt. There’s no harm in enjoying pretty things.”

	“That’s true. You can vouch for that yesterday evening, can’t you?” He smirked as he strolled away, and she gritted her teeth. “You’re to stay by me with your hood up. Keep close and do as I say.”

	 Elara rolled her eyes. “As much as I love the idea of following your every whim, can you at least deign to tell me why?”  

	He began to secure the saddle on one of his horses. “Look, it’s been a month now that we’ve tried to work on your powers. You’re further behind than you should be… by years, Elara.” 

	She bristled at that, and the use of her proper name. 

	“It’s not my fault that I was locked away and forced to suppress them my whole life,” she retorted.

	His gaze softened and that almost made her angrier. 

	“I know it’s not your fault,” he said in a low voice. “But something has to be done. Each day is another day that Ariete sits on your throne. Each day is another day that he could like his life amongst us and want more.” A fire sparked in his eyes. “You are our only weapon Elara. One that he cannot kill. And you need to be ready, soon.”

	“Can you just stop saying that!?” she shouted in exasperation. “I am sick of hearing it. I know the prophecy. I’ve lived with it for years. You don’t even know the full—”

	She stopped herself, clenching her jaw.

	“The full what?”

	“Nothing,” she spat. She swung onto her horse and followed Enzo down the steep winding path away from the palace. “You’re telling me all of this, but I still don’t know where we’re going.”

	Enzo huffed out a breath. “I’m taking you to see Isra.”

	“Oh finally, the infamous Isra! And how exactly is she going to help?”

	He pulled up short beside her as they reached the bottom of the hill.

	“She’s a seer,” he said, so quietly that she had to strain her ears. Fear took over her in icy waves as she recalled the words that plagued her, not the ones that Enzo kept reminding her of, but the part that only the Stars knew, the part that she did not share with anyone.

	 You will fall in love with a Star, and it will kill you both. 

	She pushed the fear back into her depths and instead conjured an easy smile to her face. 

	“A seer?” She scoffed. “You mean a con artist, which the majority are.”

	 He whirled on her, his impatience making him tick. “Listen. We’ve tried for weeks now to access your powers. Nothing has worked. You don’t even know who you damn well are. And my similar gifts don’t work on you. I see nothing, remember? She’s the most powerful seer I know. Svetan and Helion. She has power the likes of which I can only dream of. So, we’re going. She’s going to tell you how to unlock your magick so that we can carry on training and be prepared to kill Ariete if war comes. Then I can finally stop babysitting you.”

	“Sounds like you have it all figured out, don’t you? The seer will miraculously tell us exactly how to defeat a Star and become the best of friends as we do it, and we all live happily ever after.” She hoped her sarcasm would aggravate Enzo.

	“You know nothing of our magick here,” he murmured back. “Stick to lurking in your shadows.” With that he turned back around, shoulders heaving. She followed, silently seething.

	They both wore cloaks thin as gossamer so that their hoods could remain up in the sweltering heat. Elara marvelled at the views as they passed. The sky was buttered gold as the Light began its climb to its midday peak. The deeper they entered the city on the dusty streets the more she admired the architecture that surrounded her. Gold and white decorated every building in sight. They seemed to glow, the same way that Enzo did, the smooth cool stone rendered with beautiful patterns and mosaics. The grander buildings that they passed—museums, fountains and other monuments—were all carved with detailed figures. Some were the Patron Star of the land, Leone, his tall, burnished figure wearing the coat of a lion on his head. Others were beautiful women, saints and martyrs, mythical creatures. Even in Asteria, a land known for its dark beauty, they didn’t possess this kind of art. 

	She forgot about her anger towards Enzo or where he was leading her as she breathed in the dry air. It even smelled different in this part of the city, she realised. Like hot stone and the blooming of summer flowers. The street began to narrow further and further until it became more difficult to guide their horses. Enzo halted them before a thin alleyway and nodded to a small boy with warm brown eyes and tight curls leaning against the wall with a ball. 

	“Hello, Rico,” he said to the boy. The boy gave a gappy smile. 

	“Hello, Prince,” he replied. Elara raised her eyebrows at the familiarity.

	“Same as usual, Rico. Take the horses, feed and water them. Look after them ‘til we get back. And don’t tell anyone you saw us.” He dismounted.

	 The young boy frowned at Elara. 

	“Who’s she?” He nodded up to her. 

	“What did I teach you about manners around a lady?” Enzo chided. Elara snorted, swinging her legs expertly as she jumped to the ground.

	“Sorry,” the boy muttered back. 

	Enzo grinned, tossing him a gold coin. “We’ll be back soon.” 

	Elara gave a tentative smile to Rico as Enzo guided her to the alley, his hand on the small of her back. She tensed imperceptibly at his touch, but if he noticed he didn’t comment. Keeping his hand there, he guided them down the shade filled alley, delicious coolness drifting over her as a cacophony of sound began to grow and swell in the near distance. As they stepped out of the alley, colours in every shade assaulted her. Bright carnelian orange and saffron yellow filled her vision as tents of market stalls clamoured for her attention. Street hawkers noisily selling their wares shoved hands in her face, tempting her to come to their store front. 

	“Remember what I said,” he said into her ear. “Stay close to me and do everything I say.” She nodded, a little intimidated by the rowdiness of the market quarter. Enzo adjusted his hood and strode forward with her. An old man with walnut skin and a grey moustache stepped in their way, ribbons of tangerine silk in his hands. 

	“Some silk for the beautiful lady?” he asked. Enzo ignored him, pushing Elara on. 

	“Keep your eyes forward. If you make eye contact with any of them, they’ll do all they can to lure you in.”

	 She squinted into the distance, row upon row of tents continuing down the dusty road. Exotic, unknown aromas began to dance towards her as she walked past barrels spilling with spices. Frying onions and paprika, then the scent of fresh mint, rosemary, and the enticing smell of baking bread. Her stomach growled.

	With a sigh Enzo pulled her to a stall, speaking quietly to the woman behind it. She handed them two squares of rosemary salted bread and some cured meat. 

	“Thank you,” Elara smiled to him. 

	“If I knew that to get you to be pleasant all I had to do was buy you food, I would force feed you all day.” 

	She chuckled against her will as she bit into the still warm dough. It melted on her tongue, and she sighed as they walked, the salt dancing on her tongue. 

	“Or, you know, you could just make civil conversation like you were happy to do last night.” There was no use skirting around it.

	Enzo stiffened, slowing. “You should forget that happened,” he said quietly.

	“Why? Because I’m your enemy and you, ‘don’t trust my kind,’ et cetera, et cetera?”

	She took another bite of bread. Hell would freeze before she let him faze her.

	“You’re intolerable,” he sighed.

	“Likewise. This place is like nowhere I’ve seen in Asteria,” she went on, changing the subject. 

	“Do you not have bazaars like this?”

	 “We have markets, but nothing like this, no. It’s filled with life.”

	Enzo directed her down a side alley, looking around before knocking on the frame of a non-descript oak door. One, followed by two fast knocks, then another slow one.

	They waited, butterflies gathering in Elara’s stomach. Finally, there was a sound of a lock unlatching, and the door creaked open. Elara expected to see someone, but only a cool, dark corridor greeted her, leading deeper into the building. Enzo pulled her through as she tried not to dig her heels in. 

	The moment her eyes adjusted to the dim space, she was hit with the cloying smell of incense. It wafted in a heavy smoke around her, something sultry and reeking of magick. They followed the thin corridor through into a faintly lit room, the candlelight somehow filtering purple into the shadowy space. A figure sat, face turned down as she studied a splay of cards in front of her. Elara stood on tiptoes and peered over Enzo’s shoulder at them. She recognised the deck, one that she had used herself many times when she was a child with Sofia and Lukas, on indigo nights underneath the stars as they’d tried to tell each other’s fortunes. Her stomach lurched sharply at the bittersweet memory of Lukas, and she willed her attention back to the room. A pot of tea bubbled on the side, and it was only when it began to whistle that the mysterious woman looked up. 

	“Hello, darling,” she purred to Enzo. 

	“Hello, Isra,” he leaned forward and kissed her cheek. An easy smile came to his face and Elara’s lip curled. The woman’s accent was more clipped and guttural than Enzo’s lyrical voice. Her hair was knotted in war braids, a Svetan style of intricate patterns swirling around her scalp, the black braids falling well past her waist. The seer still hadn’t bothered to look at Elara yet and she felt her ego rising. Just as she was about to step in front of Enzo and introduce herself, Isra’s gaze flicked to her, holding her still. Her eyes were a beautiful hazel, lighter than most Helions’, against her rich brown skin. 

	“I’ve been expecting you,” she said to Elara. Elara moved forward, her gaze wary. 

	“Isra, this is the girl I was telling you about, the one I want you to help.” A charged look passed between them. Elara caught it and raised an eyebrow. 

	“It’s okay, she knows who you are,” he added to Elara.

	“It’s a pleasure, Princess,” Isra responded.

	Any coldness in her eyes vanished, replaced by warmth that made her hazel eyes look like a summer field, a swirl of greens and browns.

	“You failed to mention what a beauty she was.” The seer grinned, leaning back in her chair as she idly added herbs to a stone bowl. Her fingers danced around, knowing each plant without looking. Enzo only rolled his eyes as he propped a leg against the wall and leaned back. “Now I see why you kept her from me all this time.” She winked at Elara. 

	“Sit, Princess,” she gestured to the wooden chair as she stood, making her way to the kitchen. “Can I offer you a tea?”

	“Yes please,” Elara replied, parched from the city walk.

	“How do you take it, Elara?”

	“Mint,” Enzo’s voice sounded roughly behind her. “With two spoons of honey.”

	Elara stilled. She turned in her seat, but Enzo was scowling as always, looking studiously at a painting of snow-capped mountains hanging above Elara’s head. 

	“How do you kn—”

	“We can discuss Elara’s training with me later.” Isra interrupted from the kitchen, cutting Elara’s question short. The sound of teacups and spoons clinking drifted through. “What is it you came here for?”

	“You already know my father’s plans, but now things are set in motion,” Enzo responded, ignoring Elara completely as Isra swanned back through, a mug of steaming tea for Elara in hand. “We’ve tried for weeks alone, but now we need your help in finding out how Elara can unlock her gifts fully. And we need you to tell us how she can kill a Star.”

	Isra let out a low whistle as she sat across from Elara. “Careful how freely you speak, Enzo.”

	“It’s nothing you already don’t know or see,” Enzo retorted.

	Elara looked between them warily as she blew on her drink. Enzo tracked the motion.

	“Look,” she finally said, “not to be rude but I’ve already been told one too many prophecies. I don’t know that I need another.”

	“Ah yes,” Isra grinned as she began to grind the contents in the bowl set before her. “Your cursed love.” 

	 Enzo’s gaze flew to hers, his nostrils flared. “Her what?” he ground out. Isra only tutted him dismissively. 

	Elara jerked, ignoring him completely, her stomach somersaulting in shock. “How do you know that?” she breathed. “Only the Stars know that.”

	“I’m a seer, my love. And not just the moral high-horse kind like my dear friend over there.” She smirked at Enzo. 

	Elara snorted. “If his morals are what the standard is held to, then Stars help us all.”

	Isra grinned. “Oh, I like you.”

	 Elara smiled wryly. 

	“I’m half Helion, half Svetan.” Isra added. “From my father’s side I received the ability to see glimpses of a soul, the future, that sort of thing. From my mother…” She trailed off, waving a hand through the air. Icicles formed before her, crystal clear and viciously sharp, the temperature in the room dropping. Elara registered her crystal-clear eyes. With a tap, Isra finished crushing her herbs. 

	“If you so please,” she gestured to Enzo who pushed himself off the wall. He gave a flick of his wrist and the herbs ignited into flames, their earthy smell pungent as they burned. The smoke curled around Isra as she breathed it in. Elara tried not to roll her eyes as she looked to Enzo. He continued to ignore her steadfastly. 

	Isra held her arms out, palms up, and Elara held them tentatively, Isra’s touch ice cold. The moment she touched Elara, Isra sucked in a breath. Her eyes clouded over, turning milky white. Elara shivered but continued to grip onto her as Isra began to mutter in a language she didn’t recognise. It had the same guttural tone of Svetan, but the language sounded archaic, powerful. The candles around her flickered. Elara’s breath began to come in shallow gasps as a panic took over her. The prophecy rang again and again in her head. Isra ceased talking and fell completely silent, the temperature continuing to drop in the room. An icy breeze began to stir around them, even with the window shut, and Elara looked around wildly. She couldn’t turn around to see Enzo, and her breath was becoming harder and harder to control. She could see it forming in clouds before her as goosebumps tore down her skin. The arctic breeze became stronger, the candles stuttering and the thin curtains billowing. 

	“Enzo!” Elara gave a strangled cry. The candles spluttered out, submerging them in complete darkness. 

	“Shit.” She heard Enzo move behind her and relaxed slightly. A ray of light flared behind her as he lit the room with his own. She heard him move towards her and felt a strong hand rest on her shoulder, warming through her chilled skin. 

	“You’re doing great,” he whispered, squeezing it. At that, Isra groaned, a low keening sound that became a wail as though she was in pain. Elara’s eyes flew back to her, her hands squeezed painfully. Isra was hurting her, her grip like a vice. She was rocking backwards and forwards, speaking in tongues faster than before, her head shaking from side to side, eyes still milky and translucent.

	“Isra!” Enzo shouted. Elara tried to pull away, but Isra gripped her more tightly, reeling her in. Frost was beginning to gather on the table, burning as it bloomed upon Elara’s wrists. The wind howled around them, Elara’s hair swirling wildly in the tempest. With a loud shriek the window glass shattered, transforming into shards of ice. Elara screamed in terror as blades of it scattered around the trio. 

	“Elara!” Enzo roared. She felt Enzo’s body hurl towards her, a wall of flame thrown up, protecting her from the onslaught as she bent her head to the table. Glass tinkled around them as he pulled back from her. 

	“Are you okay?” he demanded, his voice high with worry. He grabbed her face between his hands, his eyes scanning for injury. She could barely speak, Isra’s hands still locked on hers, dragging her down, her teeth chattering painfully—from cold or fright, she couldn’t tell.  

	“Y-your face, it’s bleeding,” she stammered.

	Enzo brushed a fingertip to a cut below his eye, batting the worry away. His anger turned to Isra. 

	“Isra!” Enzo shouted again, slamming the table with barely held back strength. Flames rushed off him in waves, combating the ice storm raging through the room. The wind died instantly. Isra’s eyes shifted back to hazel, and she blinked, sucking in deep breaths. Elara was shaking as Isra gently let go of her hands. Isra warily surveyed the damaged room, the chaos she had created, the ice coating them all, the shattered pane and blood on Enzo’s face. Finally, she looked to Elara. But the easy glint in her eyes was replaced with something else now. 

	It was fear.
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Chapter Nine

	 

	Elara brushed trembling hands over her face, pushing her hair back. Enzo stood behind her, gripping the back of her chair so hard that it groaned. 

	“What the fuck was that Iz?” he asked through gritted teeth. She could feel the heat radiating off him, warming the room back up as Isra wrangled back control of her powers. Isra stared at the table a long time before answering.

	“Duskglass. Duskglass is the weapon Elara will need to kill a Star. Without it, she won’t even get close.”

	“Duskglass?” Elara frowned, trying to remember where she’d heard the phrase. It dawned on her finally as she remembered Sofia whispering about it in hushed tones as they told each other ghost stories as children. Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “You mean the miraculous material that just so happens to be the only thing to stop a Star’s magick, yet just so happens to not exist?” She snorted. “If it ever even did, the Stars would have wiped out such a threat before we were even born.”

	“It does and you will find it. That much I know. Your heart will lead you to it.”

	Elara pinched the bridge of her nose, exhaling.

	“Now to bring weight to your power, you need to do something that you fear.” There was a haunted look in Isra’s gaze as she stared at Elara. 

	“Is that it?” Enzo demanded behind her.

	Isra studied the table.

	 “You saw something else, didn’t you?” Elara asked quietly.

	 Isra closed her eyes, regaining composure. There was a long silence before she spoke again.

	“I saw darkness. So much of it that it began to drown me. A colour darker than black, one I can’t explain. It wasn’t colour. It was lack of it. Then light. Silver. But not warm. Colder than ice, so cold that it burned. I’ve only felt that type of power in one thing before. And it is impossible.”

	“Damn it Isra, what?” Enzo growled.

	Isra looked at the ground as she took a shaky breath. 

	“The only cold I’ve felt like that before, has come from the dead.”

	The room began to spin as Elara sagged back in her chair. Enzo pulled up a chair silently next to her.

	“So, what are you saying exactly?” Enzo asked quietly. 

	“Besides the cryptic nonsense that is,” Elara spat.

	“Show some damn respect,” Enzo growled, the worry he’d shown her already disappeared.

	“She just scared the shit out of us both, nearly froze me to death and told me some nonsense about feeling like death and a magickal weapon that doesn’t exist,” Elara hissed. “Explain yourself.”

	Enzo’s jaw clenched. “Iz?” he coaxed, and the gentle tone that he used with her, and never with Elara, set the princess’s nerves aflame.

	“My visions are always correct, but sometimes they give no further explanation. There was only one other thing… About halfway through the reading, a golden light joined the silver. It was as hot as yours was cold. Together, the flames turned black. And I saw the world burning.”

	 A chair screeched against the stone flags as Elara stood up. 

	“Sit down,” Enzo snarled. 

	“No, I’m done. I told you before we came that I didn’t want another fortune read, another prophecy to worry about. You dragged me here anyway. You think I need this on my shoulders?” She gestured vaguely around the room. 

	Calming herself slightly she turned to Isra. 

	“I’m not the saviour of Celestia, okay? I want to return to my kingdom, my people, and that’s it. The rest of the world can rot.”

	“How altruistic of you,” Enzo drawled

	“I’m in good company then,” she spat back. “What has your country, or indeed any other, ever done for mine? You shunned us, plagued us with war for decades, all over a border. How many Asterians have you killed yourself, Lion of Helios?” She scoffed. “Likely too many to count.”

	Enzo’s nostrils flared. “Elara—”

	“What, you think I wouldn’t know about what you’ve done in my own kingdom? The Borderland Fires?”

	Enzo’s body went predatorily still at that, a look of pure wrath darkening his features. His mouth curled as he made to speak.

	 “And yet I still tried to give you the benefit of the doubt,” she continued, cutting him off. She didn’t care that Isra was there, observing the whole argument. “Not a single other country in this world has once bothered to reach out a hand to mine. Why should I be the figurehead for a war I didn’t ask for, just to appease your father’s agenda?”

	“Because in case you forgot,” Enzo finally replied, “it is due to us that you are still alive and well, and not Ariete’s captive by now.”

	Elara’s chest was heaving, black creeping beyond the edges of her vision. 

	“You struck a bargain with my father, Princess. Do not take your anger out on us at the price it cost you.”

	Elara summoned every ounce of intimidation she could into her gaze, enough that even Enzo had the good sense to stand up straight.

	“Fine,” she hissed, turning. “Isra, I’m sorry. I know this is not your fault, and my anger is not directed towards you. It’s to him.” She shot another venomous look to Enzo.

	“We begin dreamwalking lessons tomorrow, Princess,” was Isra’s only reply.

	Elara nodded tightly. Then without another look to Enzo she stormed out into the alleyway. She heard him bellow her name behind her but ignored it, striding in the direction of the bazaar and the horses beyond.
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	In the dead. Isra’s voice followed her, echoing around and around. Elara gritted her teeth, hardening her emotions into crystallised anger. She was sick of following Enzo’s orders, sick of him assuming he knew best. Sick of trying to look for any redeeming quality in him other than the fact that he was a merciless killer. Some stones were better left unturned. Her hands ached to use the magick building in her, but the block in her heart stopped it as usual.

	“One thing at a time,” she sighed to herself, veering left out of the bazaar to where they’d left Rico. He was there, still with the same ball, and he shot her a toothless grin as she approached. 

	“Hello, Miss,” he said. “I looked after the horses for you.” 

	She summoned a warm smile to her face. “Thank you, Rico. You’re a very good boy.” 

	“Will you play with me?”

	She looked to his dirty ball, then to her clean skirts. “I would love to.” 

	It was there that Enzo found her, dusty and on the floor laughing as Rico pummelled her with his ball. 

	“Mercy, mercy,” she shrieked. Enzo’s lip quirked as he made his way to them. 

	“I see the gold I paid you was worth it.”

	Elara immediately straightened up, a scowl returning to her face. 

	“It’s been a pleasure, Rico. I promise I’ll return and play with you again.” 

	“Please do, Miss,” he said, wrapping his little arms around her middle. She smiled, ruffling his hair. Then without even a look to Enzo, she mounted her horse and began to ride out of the city.

	Their journey was silent, apart from the odd exasperated sigh from Enzo as Elara veered in the wrong directions. 

	“You don’t even know where you’re going.”

	“I’m going back to the palace. You can go wherever you please. Perhaps to one of those delightful pleasure houses we just passed. Or maybe that bridge up ahead so you can jump off it.” She smiled sweetly behind her and kicked her horse’s sides into a canter. 

	With an impatient sigh, Enzo matched her pace. “Look, what you said back there—”

	“Was the truth,” Elara cut in. “I’ve heard you talk about your loved ones, seen the easy charm you have with them. It led me to believe that maybe there was something else under the rumours that lace your name in my kingdom. But guess what? I’ve been trying to find it and can’t. With an Asterian, with me, you’re just the same.”

	Enzo halted. “You have known me a matter of weeks, Elara, so this is not a conversation I will entertain.”

	Elara slowed her horse.

	“Regardless of how much you protest, you aren’t going to the palace. We finally know how to unblock your powers. Didn’t you hear what Isra said?”

	“It was hard to hear her over, you know, the proclamations of death, howling of magick and glass shattering all over us. How did that work out for you by the way? Karma, I’ll say.”

	“What’s karma?” he asked, trying to distract her from her anger.

	 “Oh, big thing in Asteria. You reap what you sow. You dragged me somewhere I told you I felt uncomfortable going. Your face got sliced open. Justice to me.”

	He barked out a laugh and she jumped a little, the reaction unexpected. “I got that saving your ass.”

	She whirled in her saddle. “I don’t need saving,” she hissed. 

	 Her horse yanked to a stop. Enzo had dismounted and was pulling her from the horse.

	“What the hell are you doing?” she squealed, thrashing against him. 

	“You’re a brat. The most ungrateful creature I have ever met.”

	She struggled against him, cursing foully. He only scoffed, which infuriated her more.

	“Sorry, this isn’t usually how I handle a lady, but if you won’t come willingly then I’ll force you. Isra gave us the answer. And we’re running out of time.”

	 He pushed her onto his horse, slipping on behind her. With one arm he gripped her, an iron vice that as much as she squirmed against, she couldn’t shake. She cursed again.

	“You have a filthy mouth for a princess.” He gave a slap on the rear of Elara’s horse, and it galloped away, up the familiar path to the palace.

	“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she purred, her anger looking for anywhere to get under his skin.

	His arms tightened around her. Elara had never been so close to him, amber enveloping her senses as he leaned in. She felt his warm breath on her neck.

	“Is that an invitation?” he murmured onto it.

	Well, damn it all. If he didn’t meet her every taunt with one better. Her mind froze as every jolt of the horse brought their bodies sliding together. She opened her mouth to say something, but couldn’t find the words. She shifted restlessly in the saddle.

	“Stop squirming,” he commanded. She stopped resisting him, allowing her body to relax. “Good girl.”

	She gulped, trying to create space between them as she gripped the front of the saddle tightly. She suddenly found herself forgetting what it was she was so angry about. She cursed herself silently.

	“So, what’s your plan?” she bit out. She could almost hear Enzo’s smile.

	“We’re going to train somewhere that might instil some fear in you. See how it works with your magick.” She could feel every vibration in his chest as he spoke, his deep voice humming against her skin. She exhaled audibly. As though knowing exactly what he’d done he snorted, leaning forward to adjust the reins. He led them onto a path that skirted the edge of the palace grounds. A steep incline took them deep into the mountains, dry yellowed vegetation making way for lush green wildlife.

	“So, you’ve guessed what I’m scared of?” she asked warily. 

	“No, but I know one fear that every human possesses.”

	“And what’s that?” She had twisted in her seat to face him. He gave a widening smile as they made their way out of the canopy of trees, into an open space that smelled of salt and brine.

	“Heights.”
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Chapter Ten

	 

	Elara whirled around in the saddle as they surveyed the small flat area of cliff that they were standing on. The sea surrounded them on all sides, a death drop waiting at the bottom of the sheer rock face. A smile spread on her face as she dismounted and gazed at the stretch of it before her, azure blue in the bright light of midday. Elara adored the ocean. Back in Asteria she would spend days on their black sand beaches, revelling in the Starless Sea. She thought back to the ultraviolet ocean there, the fish that glowed in the dark under the starlight. How she would swim naked, giggling whenever she escaped the palace, Sofia in reluctant tow. She turned to Enzo, her wide smile radiating from her. 

	“Well, this is not the reaction I expected. You’re in a better mood,” he remarked. 

	“That may be because you haven’t opened your mouth to ruin it yet.” She noticed that the corner of his mouth twitched. Isra’s prophecy and their fight left her as she inhaled the salt of the sea deeply. 

	“I love it here,” she sighed, breathing in deeply as though she could drink in the sea air. 

	“The ocean?”

	“It reminds me of home.” Her eyes lined with silver before she could blink it away and she noticed Enzo shift subtly. 

	“I thought you’d be more scared of heights.” 

	“Wait... so it’s you who’s scared of heights, and just assumed everyone else was?” She laughed.

	“No,” he patronised, “I just think it’s a very realistic, very healthy fear that any normal human should possess.” He looked nervously to the crashing waves against the cliff face. “It was my error to assume you were normal.”

	Elara stretched off the ride as she retorted. “I’ll ignore that insult. It was a good idea. I can’t say I’d love to be near that edge… It could work.”

	“Let’s try your shadowmancing again.”

	 She groaned. “But it drains me so.”

	 “Precisely why we need to focus on it.” Light splayed from his hands. “Let’s put Isra’s words to the test.”

	They went through a few drills, the same tiresome practicing as the other futile hours on all the other tedious days. After an hour she sank to her knees, coated in sweat and panting heavily. 

	“It’s not working,” she gasped, clutching a stitch at her side. “Told you she was a charlatan.”

	“She’s not a charlatan,” Enzo replied. “You’re not trying. Why can’t you create something solid? Wisps of smoke won’t help you.”

	“Don’t you think I know that!?” she exclaimed. He dimmed the light shining from his hands. “I can feel the block. I feel where it’s rising.” She motioned with a finger from her navel up to her chest, watching Enzo follow her with his eyes. “Then it gets to my chest and just stops. I need…” She searched around the cliff, pacing agitatedly. “I need a release.” She threw her hands up in exasperation. 

	“You know,” he drawled, running a finger up a wicked knife he’d unsheathed, “I could give you a release, Princess.”

	 She tutted, throwing a half-hearted shadow his way. He flicked it without taking his eyes off his blade. 

	“I can feel the coiled magick in me,” she explained. “I know it’s there. I just—” 

	“You need to be forced to use it,” he affirmed. She nodded, pacing the cliff, looking over the edge to the clear green sea below. Her footsteps slowed.

	“Isra said I need to face a fear to unblock it. But I don’t feel scared up here.” She turned to him slyly. “I know,” she said. “I know what to do to free it. I don’t have a fear of heights, but I have a fear of dying.”

	 He glanced up then from his blade, a frown registering as he understood what she was saying. 

	“No.”

	She raised her eyebrows. 

	“Elara.” He scrambled up to follow her as she began to back towards the edge of the cliff, a crazed grin on her striking features. 

	“Don’t be a bloody idiot. There is no way in hell you can do this,” he hissed, stalking towards her

	“This will work,” she said, taking a deep breath. 

	“Elara,” he gritted out, “if you go through with this madness, I’m not saving you.”

	“Who said anything about saving me, Prince?” And with a grin, Elara jumped off the cliff.
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	There was no sound save for howling wind as Elara dropped. Almost as though time had slowed, she saw Enzo run to the precipice, clenching, and unclenching his fists. Her heart pounded against her chest as she watched him look to the skies once. Then to her utter disbelief, with a running leap, he dove after her. 

	The wind whipped around her as she finally began screaming, time speeding up again. Her hair billowed around her, her skirt tearing in the unforgiving riffs of wind. His body collided with her, and she sucked in a breath as he clutched her tightly. The two stared at each other, stricken, as they continued to fall, fall, fall, spinning in each other’s arms. 

	“This is how I die,” he said matter of factly. 

	Elara’s tried to move her lips but she felt paralysed, frozen as they plummeted to their deaths.

	“You told me you were a dragun, Elara,” Enzo said through clenched teeth, his grip unyielding around her.

	Her eyes, flooded with terror, found his. The gold in them was steady, as was his warrior’s tone. The ocean drew closer.

	“Spread. Your. Fucking. Wings.”

	With a deep gasp, streams of blackness poured in torrents from Elara’s flailing fingers, and she felt them both, suddenly, skyrocketed backwards, soaring into the ochre sky.

	“WOOOOOOOOOOOOOP,” Elara roared, and Enzo looked around in shock to discover they were both somehow still very much alive, a creature made of shadow beneath them. A dragun. The shadow dragun swerved and they spun and soared through the air as Elara continued to whoop and holler. 

	“I did it!” she shouted above the roar of the wind as Enzo clutched her desperately from behind. 

	“I think I left my balls back there,” he shouted over the clamour to her. Elara simply laughed, arms raised in the air as the wind whipped her hair.

	“See! Isra was right! I just needed to be scared!” With another whoop she guided the dragun in an arc and Enzo let out a disbelieving laugh. 

	“You’re fucking crazy.”

	“I know!” Elara turned around to him then and he stilled, his smile slackening. Her hair billowed around her, and she could almost feel herself glowing. 

	“You came for me,” she said. Enzo shrugged, forcing a lazy smile to his face. With a burst of power, he fed his fire into the shadow dragun’s maw so that it billowed out of its mouth, a pure picture of the mythas that used to soar around Asteria. Elara cheered again. 

	“Show off,” she winked to him. Her hair drifted past his face and she felt his hands dig deeper into her waist as they soared.

	With a press of her palms, her shadows dove in a huge drop towards the ocean as she screamed in delight, Enzo shouting in alarm. At the last moment she pulled the shadow dragun up and leaned forward to skim the lapping cobalt waves. 

	“Wow,” she breathed, looking back again to Enzo. 

	“Wow indeed,” he said raggedly, his breath still lost on the wind. She slowed the shadows down so that the dragun flew smoothly across the ocean, the sea spray cooling their faces. Elara swung herself round so that she was straddling the base of the dragun’s neck but now facing Enzo. 

	“Now who’s the show-off?” He smiled. “A little bit of power and you’re a master.”

	She sighed as she draped her back across the dragun’s neck. 

	“You have no idea how good it feels,” she moaned, her arms still trailing the water as they flew. “It feels like, all this pressure and anger and sadness that has built up in me has been released.”

	“It looks good on you, Princess,” he said, his voice deep as he clutched the shadow spines of the dragun for balance. Elara closed her eyes against the Light, enjoying the feeling pumping through her. Freedom. Far from her responsibilities, far from the palace.

	“Elara, look,” Enzo said softly, nudging her. She rose and turned. The Light was setting, dusk sending arcs of colour across the skies and ocean. Her mouth opened. Gold mingled with crimson and burnt oranges; pure bronze seemed to glitter through the tapestry. She gave him an excited smile and without another word launched the dragun steeply into the sky. Enzo’s arms tightened around her waist again as they ascended, up up and up until they broke through a mist of clouds. She stopped the dragun, its beating wings the only sound. 

	A floor of fluffy clouds surrounded them, the light enveloping them, completely unfiltered. It bled out in a rainbow, a kaleidoscope containing every colour conceivable. She saw violet rays reach out to the South, to Asteria, the golden washing over them, rose stretching further north to Aphrodea. She reached a hand out, marvelling at how the Light splashed her skin. Peace, she realised. That’s what she was feeling. The first moment’s peace she had felt in a long time.

	She turned to look at Enzo, and found him already looking at her, his normally furrowed brow smooth. She hadn’t realised until that moment how much more handsome he looked when his face was clear of it. They didn’t say a word to each other, only smiled, the arguments and bitter words from earlier forgotten. The euphoria washing over her was the kind one felt as a child, an ache from being so happy. They stayed like that until the sky began to darken, Elara reluctantly guiding her shadows back through the clouds, setting course for the palace.
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	They arrived over the palace as the blood red sky turned to night, Elara’s shadow dragun slowing above the golden spires. 

	“Time to return to reality,” she sighed and drove the dragun around the turrets to her side of the palace. She flew them to her terrace where the dragun alighted, beating its hazy wings.

	“Your cut needs seeing to,” she added, peering at it now that the euphoria of the day was wearing off.

	“It’s fine,” Enzo replied, brushing her concern off. Her lips pursed. 

	“Come, it’s the least I can do after you ‘saved’ me.” She winked. “And you can’t have it getting infected. I have some cleaning ointment and a salve to put over it.”

	He sighed, but inclined his head. Elara slid from the dragun’s neck, turning to face him as she slipped onto the terrace. Enzo followed her, landing softly on her balcony. 

	“Well, you’re not just going to stand in the doorway, are you?” she huffed, beckoning him in. His gaze swept the room, over her splay of books, the neatly folded covers, a silk slip rumpled on top. She disappeared into her bathing chamber, emerging moments later. 

	“Sit,” she commanded. He settled on the end of her bed, his legs spread wide, his hands resting on his powerful thighs. He commanded every room he stepped in, Elara realised, filling it with his presence. The very space seemed to shrink around him as she approached.

	“You know normally I take a woman out for dinner before she asks me to bed.”

	Elara scoffed as she pulled a cork stopper out with her teeth. His eyes tracked the movement. “We both know that’s not true. I doubt you even learn their name before you’re in their sheets.” 

	It was his turn to scoff now. She dropped some of the tonic onto a clean cloth and pushed herself between his legs, the backs of her knees brushing his fingers. Her breath quickened at the fleeting brush of callouses through the thin cotton of her skirt. She saw him tense, but he made no move to shift his hands. Her eyes ran up his broad chest, his jaw, finally finding his eyes. They were already on her as he sat stock still. She cleared her throat, so aware of his presence, as she gently brushed her fingertips over his skin. It was softer than she thought it would be. At her touch he jolted as though he’d been shocked, his hands dropping away from her. Her fingers stilled, hovering over the cut.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said softly, leaning over him as she tentatively dabbed the cut. His jaw was clenched, and she saw a muscle tick. 

	“That’s not what I’m afraid of,” he whispered, his eyes searching hers. They were like pools of warm honey, she noticed. A freckle just under his left eye caught her attention. She stilled the cloth. 

	“What are you afraid of?” she asked, her breath caught up. There was a beat of silence, only the quiet trill of dawn birds piercing it.

	 “Many things,” he finally said, his usual lazy smile appearing again. “Jumping off cliffs to save careless princesses for one.” 

	She chuckled as she continued to clean the cut, leaning over him to reach for a healing salve. Her hair brushed his face, Enzo’s lips parting slightly.

	“Let me just rub this in and you’re free to leave. Some of us don’t bind our guests and force them to do what we wish.”

	“If you ever fancy experimenting, I’m free any time.” He winked, which turned into a wince as the salve began to tingle on his skin. 

	“All done!” she proclaimed, brushing her hands, and walking out of his space. She felt as if her face and neck were on fire. Why was it so hot? 

	Enzo stretched, standing up. “Thank you.”

	“No thank you,” she said quietly. “For what you did at Isra’s. Sorry for being such a brat about it.”

	“Anytime,” he half smiled, making to go to the door. 

	“Enzo?” He turned. “One last ride?” 

	They walked out onto the balcony together as she conjured up her shadows again, the dragun forming from them with ease. Enzo climbed on.

	“The duskglass Isra mentioned. I believe her,” he said. Elara raised an eyebrow. “I’ve asked her to spend all her time looking into it. We’ll make sure to set aside time to comb the libraries for anything. Any word or hint of it. But if anyone can find it, it’s Isra.”

	Elara nodded. “Ok. I’ll help.”

	 “Today was impressive,” he added. “You held your own.”

	 “Sorry for nearly killing us both,” she said sheepishly. He laughed then. 

	“Let’s just say I didn’t expect that for an afternoon.”

	“I had fun” she said, grinning. 

	“Me too,” he replied quietly. With a smile from her balcony, she let the dragun down softly, until Enzo was deposited into the garden below her. She leaned over it, hair trailing down her side, dissipating the dragun into shadows again. The blood red lightdown shone behind her, framing her wild salt-curled hair and silver eyes as she looked to Enzo. He raised his head, looking up to her. She gave a small wave. He waved back, staying there long after she’d turned her back and gone inside.
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	Elara danced around her room as soon as she’d left Enzo, vibrating with energy. Finally, she had unleashed her power, had felt it thrumming through her veins. She spun in circles, twisting her fingers to create little birds of shadow that came to sit on her arms. Dizzy with excitement she ran to fetch Merissa, who went along with her, extremely bemused.

	 “Merissa, I did it!” she exclaimed with glee. 

	“What!?”

	 Elara sat Merissa down, standing before her. “Okay,” she said. “Watch.”

	 Biting her lip with concentration she danced her hands together, until the form of a cat wisped out of her hands. She added weight to it, and it prowled to the ground, slinking between Merissa’s legs. 

	“Gods, Elara,” she whispered, voice full of shock as she nervously petted the animal. “You’ve done it.”

	And then both women were screaming and dancing around the room, full of giddiness.

	“I knew you would,” Merissa said, a grin on her delicate face. “But how on earth did you unlock it?”

	 “Well,” Elara said, falling onto the bed, “Enzo took me to this huge cliff, right above the ocean.” She sighed dreamily. “I wasn’t getting anywhere with my shadowmancing and then it just struck me. I needed to be forced to use it. So next thing I knew, I was diving off the cliff.”

	Merissa looked at her as though she was speaking another language. 

	“So, you just… calmly threw yourself off a hundred-foot cliff?”

	“More like five hundred,” Elara said breezily, twisting a strand of hair between her fingers.

	 Merissa shook her head with a disbelieving laugh. “And what did His Highness do!?” she asked. 

	“He dove straight after me.” Elara tried to hide a small smile. “Thought hell would freeze over before I ever saw him do that. Then my powers kicked in and we were flying.” Merissa was quiet. 

	“What?”

	 “Nothing at all,” Merissa smiled innocently. “Just... I’ve known Enzo a few years and can’t say I’ve ever heard of our prince risking his life to save an ‘enemy.’” Her fingers framed the last words in air quotes. 

	Elara rolled her eyes. “Trust me, Merissa, the man hates me. Anything Enzo does to help me will always be for his own gain. But he was definitely less hostile today. I did save him after all.”

	Merissa gave her a look, enough to make Elara throw a pillow at her.

	 “More importantly, when’s dinner? Using all this newfound magick is burning a hole in my stomach.”
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Chapter Eleven

	 

	The next morning, Elara snuck out of the palace before anyone could chaperone her through the city of Sol. Walking down the already warm cobbled streets, she held onto the sense of freedom she had felt the day before, a feeling that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

	She smiled to herself as the scent of baked treats wafted on the breeze. Not thinking, she followed the scent until she reached the source of it. There was a queue outside the building already, a very flustered, plump man behind the counter working through orders. She gathered by the name being screamed by the kitchens every five minutes that his name was Bruno. With a small smile, Elara slipped into the queue.

	A few minutes later, she had a bag filled with treats; honey cakes, lavender cream crowns and vanilla gildberry tarts. She caught her bearings, rerouting where she’d need to go to reach Isra’s. The bustle of a city already beginning surrounded her. Market stalls were being efficiently set out, the shouts of the street hawkers alongside. Her stomach growled and she fished into the bag for a pastry as she began to walk through an ornate piazza. Her attention was so on the bag that she didn’t notice as she crashed right into someone.

	“I’m so sorry, I wasn’t—” Elara dropped her bag.

	The Star before her grinned, a smile full of white teeth as he reached down to pick up her bag. Her heart froze. Blonde hair rippled in golden sheets past his shoulder, lean muscles tanned and shining. A circlet rested on his head, spikes of gold reaching out like lightrays. Leone, Patron Star of Helios, God of the Light, Arts, and Prophecy.

	“I have that effect on people,” he winked as he handed her back her bag of pastries.

	“Thank you, my revered Lord Light.” Elara kept her eyes averted, bowing before going to leave. She prayed with all her might that he’d let her, but felt a strong hand grab hers, pulling her closer.

	“You look familiar,” he murmured, searching her face.

	“I’m not sure about that, Your Grace,” she laughed, feigning modesty.

	His hazel eyes narrowed, and she could feel the power emanating from him, that godly force that coated the very air, eye watering to look at for too long. Leone was elegant, beautiful, as though cut from the same marble that rendered his figure throughout Helios. She looked around nervously, to see whether anyone else had noticed a god casually walking amongst them. Indeed, passers-by were bowing their head, touching their third and fourth finger to their temple as a sign of respect.

	 “You’re not from my kingdom.” Leone spoke softly.

	Elara stilled. The Star’s grip on her was vice like. She ran through options in her head, wondering if she could cast the element of surprise on him, or run.

	“Raven hair. Silver eyes. An Asterian. And by the way you’d carry yourself, I’d wager royalty.” He chuckled, the sound warm as his eyes shone with interest.

	“If I were a betting man, I’d say I may have just bumped into the lost princess that Ariete is so fixated on finding.”

	She gave a hard laugh, trying to tug free of his grasp. “You’re certainly mistaken.” 

	His fingers dug in further.

	“Don’t worry. The last thing I’m going to do is tell him that the object of his manic obsession is here. I’d hate to see him get what he wants.” He gave a small smile. 

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you help me?”

	“Oh, don’t think for a second it’s to help you. My brother and I don’t see… eye to eye.”

	Elara blinked. She had forgotten for a second that Leone was Ariete’s sibling.

	“He’s upset the natural balance of the world,” Leone continued.

	“Balance?” Elara asked.

	“Did you ever build a house of cards when you were a child?”

	Elara nodded, frowning.

	“There is a hierarchy, as you well know, Princess. There is us, ruling from above. Then the monarchies of the world, who we are happy to let deal with the trivial for which we gods have no patience for. Then their subjects. Now, what happens if a card is removed?”

	Elara waited.

	“It all comes falling down. Ariete, fool that he is, wanted to play at being a mortal when he heard your prophecy, he’s always had such a fixation with your kind. And it’s upsetting the natural order of things. You would be doing us a service, whatever you may have planned, girl-who-cannot-be-killed-by-a-Star.”

	He took a step back to observe her, really observe her. His gaze trailed from her feet up to her hips, silhouetted in a pale blue skirt she had chosen earlier. His eyes lingered on her breasts before roaming her face as he sucked a tooth.

	“Now, I wouldn’t mind one bit if the prophecy was for me.”

	“You’d be the first,” she muttered, taking an involuntary step closer to him. His charm was warm, full of light and music. She could almost hear it sounding from him, achingly beautiful compositions, could see colours so rich and vibrant that she could not imagine existed.

	“I think you’re too modest,” he murmured. “I think many men would be happy to die for you.”

	“There you are!” a loud familiar voice interrupted. The owner of it had a smirk on his face as people in the square stopped, gawping at him and then at Leone in the same vicinity.

	Enzo was the picture of royalty, swaggering over, his crown on his head. 

	“Prince Lorenzo,” Leone nodded his head. “What interesting company you keep.” His eyes ran over Elara again. 

	A tiny muscle in Enzo’s jaw ticked, barely noticeable before he clapped the Star on the arm. “I see you’ve met my esteemed guest.”

	“No need to skirt around it, Prince. I know who she is.”

	Flames leapt in Enzo’s eyes, the usual gold burnished to warm orange.

	 Leone smirked. “As I was saying to our lovely princess, the trials of mortals don’t usually interest me much. The secret is safe with me. It’s been a pleasure to meet her.”

	Enzo raised an eyebrow, grabbing Elara’s arm. “We’d best be going” he said smoothly, bowing his head to Leone.

	“Farewell. And Elara? If you ever tire of playing with mortals, you know where my temple is.” He winked before sauntering off, his golden hair shining as he strolled through the piazza, a ripple of citizens bowing in his wake.
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	Enzo’s grip was like iron in Elara’s hand as he yanked her along side streets, pulling her along at a pace that left her panting. 

	“Will you just stop a moment?” she got out.

	“You know, you’ve done a lot of stupid things in the short time I’ve known you Elara, but this one trumps them all.” He was seething, she could practically see the flames pulsating around him.

	“I’m fine. It’s hardly my fault I bumped into a Star.”

	She pulled him to a stop, the alley that they had arrived in dim and cool.

	“Exactly Elara, a fucking Star. The brother of the murderous one wanting your head. Not to mention Leone is a smarmy, lecherous piece of shit as it is.” He was restless, pacing back and forth before her.

	“How very devout of you. Why exactly are you so angry?”

	He stopped completely, turning slowly to her. His mouth opened, then closed. She widened her eyes at him to continue. 

	“I’m angry because,” he exhaled through his nose, “because you’re reckless. And you never listen.”

	“What order did I not obey this time, oh fair and mighty Majesty?”

	He looked heavenward. “I told you not to leave the palace without me. You ventured out, not a care in the world. And look what happened. Your first time out and you catch the attention of a god. One that should not know you are here.” 

	Elara began walking again, Enzo trailing her as they grew closer to Isra’s.

	“If I didn’t know any better, I would say you’re beginning to care for my safety.”

	She heard him scoff behind her. “You do know better than to think that, Princess.” 

	They stopped short outside Isra’s door. 

	“So, are you going to take him up on his offer?” Enzo checked his nails, looking around the cool, shade filled street as he said it. 

	Elara laughed. “Gods no. He’s far too full of himself. And blonds aren’t my type.” She smirked, rapping three times on the door before her.

	Enzo nodded, his lip quirking minutely before he pulled it back into a scowl.

	“Don’t leave the palace without me again.”

	“Ah, it’s almost like being home again.” 

	“You aren’t a prisoner here, you just… need to be careful. So that you don’t run into Stars that are thinking of twenty different ways to undress you as you stand there.”

	Elara conceded. “Fine,” she sighed.

	“A carriage will pick you up at noon and bring you back to the palace to train.”

	“Thanks for being my knight in shining armour.” She batted her eyelids mockingly and he rolled his eyes, shoving her through the door.
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	“I come bearing gifts,” Elara proclaimed, walking into the incense filled room. “An apology for being so awful yesterday.” 

	Isra sprung up, gathering her into a bone crushing hug before looking to the bag.

	“You’re officially my favourite person.” 

	Elara smiled as she set the bag of pastries down. 

	“Sit, sit.” Isra gestured to a selection of large cushions strewn across a colourful rug. Isra’s place really was magickal. Warm and inviting, with the Light streaming through a window, casting patterns over plants and flowers that hung throughout the space. Isra disappeared a moment as Elara settled and returned with two cups of a deep blue tea, steaming. She set them on a small low table between them, before sinking down onto a cushion opposite her. Now that Elara had the time to study her, she noted how truly stunning the seer was, radiating cool and calm. She doubted Isra had ever been ruffled in her life.

	Elara brought a pastry out, sighing as she bit into lavender icing. 

	“You’ve had a hectic morning,” Isra smirked, flicking her long braids over a shoulder.

	“How did you know?” 

	Isra only smiled, reaching for a pastry. “Caught the attention of yet another Star. You’ll have the heavens before you soon.”

	Elara slowed her chewing, looking shrewdly at Isra. “I don’t ask for it, if that’s what you mean.”

	“I didn’t say that at all. It’s just amusing as an outsider to watch both mortals and immortals trip over their own feet after you.”

	Elara narrowed her eyes. “Mortals?”

	Isra simply took another sip of tea, smirking.

	“Let’s begin dreamwalking shall we?”
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	Elara mirrored Isra’s posture, crossed legged, her arms relaxed and hands turned up to the sky. The sleeping tea Isra had offered was beginning to take hold, a pleasant drowsiness taking over her body.

	“The trick,” Isra said, between deep breaths, “is to stay in the moment between sleep and waking. That is how you’ll be able to control your dreamwalking.”

	“How do you know how to do this again?” Elara took a deep breath in through her nose.

	“I had an Asterian girlfriend once. Forbidden love and all, certainly kept things exciting.” Isra’s eyes twinkled. “She was a dreamwalker. And taught me a thing or two.”

	“A dreamwalker? They’re rare. What was her name?”

	Isra opened a piercing hazel eye to stare down Elara, whose eyes were open.

	“Her name was Daphne.”

	“Wait, you must be joking. Daphne Fontelle?”

	Isra raised a brow. “You know her?”

	Elara scoffed. “I thought you had taste Isra.” She grinned.

	“Do elaborate.”

	“She was the most simpering, stuck-up courtier I had ever met in my life.”

	Isra bit her lip, smiling. “Yes, that sounds like Daphne.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “An ex for a reason.”

	Elara chuckled, closing her now-heavy eyes. “What a small world.”

	“Back to the task at hand,” Isra chided, “the way dear Daphne used to explain lucid dream walking, was feeling yourself drift away from the body tethered to reality. She would drift above it all, seeing blurs of colours and dreamscapes, then drift towards the one she wanted to enter. You’re going to try and enter mine.”

	Elara took another deep breath, the heady smell of incense helping her wind down even more. She concentrated on thinking of nothing at all, letting her mind wander where it wanted to.

	“The important thing to remember Elara, is your tether. We each have one, thread that grounds us to the real world, so that no matter how lost we get, we can find our way back. It’s important that you feel yours now, growing from the base of your spine into the ground.”

	Elara nodded, envisioning silver threads fissuring like the roots of a tree into the soil deep beneath Isra’s home. Tugging, to make sure it was secure, she drifted back up, relaxing her mind once more.

	 Finally, she felt it—the drop. That in-between place between waking and sleeping, where one felt like they were falling. She recalled what Isra had said, imagining the connection to her mortal body falling away as she rose. 

	She beamed. She was doing it. Her heart began to pound as she continued to rise, watching her own body relaxed and asleep on the ground, Isra’s the same opposite her. She saw the blur of colour, a pale ice blue, moving pictures swirling around Isra. And with a deep breath, she plunged into it.

	Isra’s dreamscape was cool and clear. Snow-capped mountains surrounded a deep valley, the scent of fresh snow and cedar in the frosty breeze. Elara shivered, moving forward. 

	Isra appeared before her, smiling. “You did it,” she grinned.

	Elara spun with her arms open. The freedom of being in control felt incredible.

	“I can’t believe I’m doing this. Your dreamscape is beautiful.”

	Isra smiled, playing with ice between her hands.

	“How can you use magick in your dreams?”

	“It’s not real,” Isra chuckled. “You can create anything you like when you’re in control of your dreams. Look.” She waved a hand.

	Elara’s eyes widened as a wolf appeared from nowhere, ink black and deadly. Elara’s heard pounded as the wolf triggered a memory of Sofia, ink tapping into soft skin as she had tattooed her best friend. She sucked in a breath, determined not to break down in front of Isra at the reminder in front of her.

	“You can stroke her. She won’t bite in a dream,” Isra said, mistaking her shock for fear.

	Elara took a tentative step forward, raising a hand slowly. The wolf prowled towards it, sniffing. Then it licked her hand. The touch was feather soft, insubstantial in the dreamscape.

	“I’d like to stay here longer,” Elara said quietly, blinking hard. Shadows drifted effortlessly from her in the dreamscape, reaching out towards the wolf and Isra.

	“We’ll have to go back soon, before your magick drains to burn out.” 

	Elara sighed, looking up to the mountains, the beautiful crisp air making her feel like she could finally breathe deeply. 

	Isra’s eyes held a gleam in them. “But first,” she said, clicking her fingers. “Have you ever been sledding?”
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	Elara woke with a smile on her face, her eyes flying straight to Isra.

	“Was that fun, or was that fun?” Isra asked, stretching her neck. 

	Elara could have sworn her skin was still cold from Isra’s dreamscape. She rubbed her arms as Isra rose to bring her a glass of water. “I could get used to sledding. And I will so beat you in our next race.”

	Isra chuckled, handing her the glass. “You did amazingly Elara. But you’re going to have to rest now, nothing too strenuous. You must control your well of power. Too much too soon will have you burning out and unable to use your magick at all.”

	“Try telling that to my tormenter, who,” she squinted at a grandfather clock, “yes, is expecting me back at the palace now for a full afternoon of training.”

	Isra hauled her up, forcing another glass of water down her throat. “Eat the rest of these on the way.” Isra shoved the leftover pastries at her and ushered her out to a waiting non-descript carriage.

	“Same again next week?” Elara asked.

	“I look forward to whipping your ass.” Isra blew a kiss as the carriage took off.
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Chapter Twelve

	 

	Elara was skipping by the time she made it back to the palace. She couldn’t contain the grin on her face as she thought about her practice with Isra. She had learnt how to control another gift. She ascended the stairs with a child-like energy, tearing into her room to change out of her clothes.

	Elara stared curiously into the wardrobe mirror. Had she only glanced, she may have mistaken the person staring back for a stranger. As she shrugged on a rose-coloured blouse with a plunging back, she realised what it was. She felt good. Strong. Confident, for the first time in a long time. As an afterthought, she reached for the dagger she’d tossed on the bed whilst changing, strapping it tightly around her thigh rather than its usual home at her waist.

	After freshening up, she waited in the foyer for Enzo. As she stood, she pondered the way things were falling into place. Her shadow work was improving, her illusions were coming along just as well, and she had even, dare she say, persuaded Enzo to move from visceral hatred to an irritated dislike towards her. For all their arguing this morning, she felt that their adventure through the skies the day before had broken some tension. Hell, she thought, I may even get this chameleon of a man to like me. 

	But when she saw him stalking towards her by the entrance to the great hall, dread curled in her stomach. He looked tightly wound, his face black as thunder as he moved. When he looked to her, his jaw clenched. 

	“We’re staying in the palace today,” he said shortly. “Follow me.” 

	And like that, her sparkling mood evaporated, any hopes of a more amicable relationship blown away like dust. She followed him down winding corridors until they came to a large entryway, out onto a pavilion far from the palace’s entrance. 

	“We’ll be working on combat today.” He unsheathed his short sword as he made his way onto the dusty training ground. 

	“Are you not going to ask me how today went?”

	“How did today go, Elara?”

	She ignored his sarcastic tone. “It went incredibly. I did it, Enzo. I dreamwalked of my own free will. I landed in Isra’s dreamscape and it was beautiful. We went sledding, would you believe—”

	“Congratulations. You learnt to do something most with your gifts could do from the age of three.”

	Her heart sunk, the smile falling from her face. “I know you’re still pissed off about this morning, but it’s no excuse to be such a prick.”

	Enzo scoffed, pacing. “You know Elara, I’m only trying to help you.”

	“Ah yes, far be it for me to think there may be chance of a friendship here.”

	He moved towards her. Gods, he was so fast, a predator’s grace with every move.

	“I don’t want friendship from you.”

	“No, but I bet I know what you do want from me.” She made sure that an arrogant smile was plastered to her face.

	He gritted his teeth, inching closer. “I’ve never met someone so vain or entitled.”

	“I don’t hear you denying anything.”

	She turned from him, flicking her hair as she went to create distance between them. She heard him breathe in sharply.

	“I didn’t know you had a tattoo.” His voice sounded rough.

	“Why would you? You’ve never seen me naked.” She turned back to him, smirking, catching his eyes.

	“Can’t you ever wear anything practical?” he hissed, looking at the thin pink cotton with disapproval. Elara studied her manicured nails, painted a petal pink—courtesy of Merissa.

	 “I’m a princess,” she replied. “Why can’t I look pretty as I stab you?”

	Enzo scoffed.

	“Chances are I’m going to be in dresses a lot of the time. So, I choose to practice fighting in one. A woman can be anything she wishes. Soft and fierce. Deadly and kind. She does not have to choose.” 

	He said nothing, though she could have sworn his gaze darted to her low neckline. But she wanted to punish him more for behaving like a complete ass. 

	With a curling smile that didn’t leave her face, she hitched her long skirt up to undo her dagger from its strap. Then she raised her gaze to him, watching as his jaw worked tightly.

	“Water slips through your fingers and can engulf you in the same wave.” Her hand trailed her thigh, smile widening as she spun her dagger. “So be careful Prince, that you don’t drown.” 

	“I never cared much for breathing anyway,” he murmured, more to himself than to her, his golden gaze burning into her bare skin. 

	“I’d prepare myself if I were you,” she replied sweetly, and then like a firebolt she launched herself at him. Steel clanged upon steel as he parried her thrust and they engaged in a deadly dance. She attacked viciously, her muscles begging for the fight. He stopped her, swooping their arms together in a huge arc before jabbing. Enzo was stronger, but Elara was faster. And she had the upper hand; she knew his moves. Enzo had never seen her fight like this. That night on the balcony, for all her ‘drooling’ over his muscles, she had also been scrutinising every move, any gap in his shield, any weakness. And she knew exactly where it was. He left his left side open, and she slammed the hilt of her dagger into his rib. He stumbled back, cursing.

	“Feeling a little inadequate without your fire, Prince?” she taunted as she spun her knife, just missing his chest. “Maybe you need a bigger sword to compensate.” She looked pointedly at his crotch. 

	A swift sweep swung from nowhere and she grunted as he swiped her feet from under her, winding her on the ground. He leaned over her, short sword to her throat. 

	“Trust me, Princess, I really don’t need to compensate.”

	Then with a push he was off her, chuckling. 

	“And now we’re even.” He whipped his sword into the ground, so hard that it embedded in the sand. He pulled his tunic off, using it to wipe the sweat beading on his brow. She got up hurriedly, her temper flaring.

	 “What is your problem?” she shouted over to him. He turned, that smirk still plastered on his face. “You haven’t spoken to me for weeks, treating me with what I can only describe as hostility. Then yesterday, I thought we might actually have a chance at some kind of friendship in these godsforsaken days of training. Yet today, you act like a complete prick again.”

	 He moved towards her, but too late, her anger was spilling out of her, pushed down for too long. 

	“I don’t know why I bother,” she spat. “I should listen for once to how they speak of you. Or just look at the facts before me, the things you’ve done.” She gave a dry laugh. “I just thought maybe, just maybe there may be a heart under it all. That maybe I saw a glimmer of it yesterday when you jumped after me, when we had fun.”

	His look dulled and he took another step towards her, backing her into a dawn tree, its apricot-hued trunk smooth against her back. 

	“Keep telling me what kind of monster you think I am,” he said softly, bracing both hands over her. She felt trapped, his tall frame blocking out the pale streams of the afternoon Light. “Keep telling me what I’ve done.”

	 She could feel the heat that radiated from his bare skin, see the bronze that glowed from it.

	 “The Borderland Fires.” She raised her chin, and if she was calmer, perhaps she’d have felt nerves that she was finally broaching a topic she didn’t want an answer to. 

	“Go on,” he hissed, his voice pure ice and his eyes dimmed to the deepest coal. 

	“Women, children,” she near whispered. “Innocents burned to ash with your fire. You obliterated a whole village with it in minutes, they said. A fire that raged for a week, cutting off our trade, our food supplies.” Her eyes began to fill with tears, and she gritted her teeth against them, her face still inches from his. 

	“Tell me what else you’ve heard.” His black gaze bore into her, his expression closed and drawn.

	“So, you don’t deny it.” She shook her head, looking to the sky. “You already know what I’ve heard about you. And your land. And your father.” She spat the last word out. Enzo tensed. “Leading the final battles against the War on Darkness.” She scoffed. “Executing anyone who dares to disagree with him in his own kingdom. He’s a tyrant, and you the mutt who does his bidding.”

	“Careful, Princess.” Enzo’s voice was low and deadly as he dipped his head. “You’re very close to committing treason. People have burned for less.”

	 She gave a brittle laugh. “You need me as your weapon. That’s the only reason I’m still alive.” Her face was a mask of disdain as she dragged her eyes from his boots up his cotton trousers, to his rippling torso and finally into his eyes, now cold chips of blackened gold. She set her jaw. 

	“Looks like the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.” 

	Luminous flames erupted over Enzo’s body, and she started, still trapped between his arms. The flames did not sear Elara’s skin though. They felt ice cold, and he drew a smile to match. He dipped his head lower, his lips centimetres from hers. 

	“Have you seen my scars?” he whispered coarsely, his cool breath fanning her lips. 

	She wavered then, trying to push away as she glanced down his body. There were no scars to be seen, his bare torso perfectly smooth. 

	“You don’t have any,” she faltered. 

	“Hmm,” he mused, leaning further into her space. “Do you not find it strange that a warrior as infamous as me should have not a single mark on him, no? Use that pretty little head and mull it over.” He leaned into her ear. “You know nothing about me.”

	Then with a push he was off her, stalking across the lawn with his rumpled shirt, not a glance back towards her.
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Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Elara didn’t see Enzo the next morning. As she descended the great staircase, her eyes fell on Commander Leo. She’d overslept again, her training with Isra the night before exhausting her.

	“Princess Elara,” Leo smiled. “We will be training together today.” 

	He raised his arm to her, the picture of a perfect gentleman. She took it, smiling, already feeling more at ease in his presence. 

	“So, may I ask why His Highness won’t be gracing me with his presence today?”

	She was led towards the same familiar training ground as the day before. Leo gave a small smile as he paced the dusty floor. “He believed it would be better for me to train with you for a few days.”

	She bit her lip. “I insulted him,” she affirmed. 

	His warm brown eyes found hers and nodded. “You did,” he said gravely. “You may not have warmed to Enzo since meeting him, but he’s a good man,” he said gently. “I wouldn’t be his best friend if he wasn’t.”

	 Elara scoffed. “A good man? I can’t say I’ve seen the side to him that you boast about.”

	 Leo moved to her and looked around carefully before leaning in. “I heard from him what you said. There are two sides to every story Elara.” Elara raised a brow. 

	“And as for what you said of our King…” She jutted her chin out in defiance. She would not be threatened further or told to keep quiet. “I know others think it too,” he carried on, so quietly Elara had to strain to hear. “But Enzo… he truly is nothing like him. And for you to compare him, it wounded him.” 

	Elara blinked in surprise. “When I said that, he asked me something cryptic. About scars? And the fact that he didn’t have any.”

	Leo’s gaze became so devoid of warmth that it was like staring at a different person. “That’s a story for him to tell, Elara. Just know that he is trying with you.” Leo moved side to side as he began to warm up.

	She narrowed her eyes. “He decided what I was to him the day he saw me,” she said coldly as she followed Leo’s lead, stretching her aching muscles. He approached her from behind, forcing her to bend forwards, then came ‘round her other side, pulling at her arms as she hung there. 

	“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Just… give each other a chance. If you both put your monstrous egos and assumptions aside, you may actually get along.”

	Elara huffed out a breath as she stood straight.

	“Come with me tomorrow night. There’s going to be a small gathering by the waterfall. Maybe being out of a training setting will help you both.”

	Elara looked at him warily. “I’m not sure—”

	“Please?” Leo interjected. “It will only be a few of us. Isra will be there.”

	“So at least one ally.”

	“Merissa too… Please, Elara. It’s best for all of us if you can learn to at least tolerate each other.”

	Elara heaved out a sigh. “Alright… but only because you asked nicely.”

	“We can discuss it more tomorrow. I’ll pick you up in the palace foyer at lightdown.” Leo grinned.

	He stepped a few paces away from her, manoeuvring his body into a fighting stance. Elara did the same.

	“So, you wield the Light?” she asked.

	Leo raised his hands to face each other. Elara heard a crackling. “You could say that,” he replied.

	Her eyes widened as pure lightning writhed between his palms, bright white and lethal. She hadn’t seen it when she’d observed him spar with Enzo—had only seen the Light in its true form, wielded in rays the same way that Enzo used them. This… this was like no power she had ever seen.

	Leo gave an arrogant smirk. “I didn’t rise through the Helion army ranks because of my good looks, you know.”

	“What is that?” she whispered, as Leo expanded his hands, lazily rippling the lightning through his fingers.

	“Some variant of the Light. I don’t know why I have it, why it transmutes the way it does with me. And it's far more draining for me to use than as rays.” He shrugged. “But it’s useful, and can render an enemy unconscious, or worse, in minutes.

	Elara gulped, willing her shadows to surface. Even they seemed to shy away from Leo’s lightning as they curled around her protectively. He noticed, laughing softly.

	“Yeah…you’re going to need those. Otherwise, this is going to sting.”
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	Elara groaned as she ascended the stairs, her muscles protesting after a gruelling training session with Leo. For all his kindness and manners, he certainly kept them far away from the training ground. They had been practicing her shadowmancing, as he taught her to wield it in tandem with a weapon. He was as unrelenting, if not more so, than Enzo—forcing her to do a hundred push ups when she had complained about the heat and five laps of the training ground when she had begged to sit down to drink her water. 

	Her leg still twinged from where the commander had shocked her with his lightning, the spot feeling as though it was pulsing. She realised Enzo had been going easy with her. Feeling utterly spent, she half-heartedly pushed her door open. Merissa was sitting on her bed and her eyes lit up as she saw Elara. 

	“Well, don’t you look like you’ve been run through the hay?” 

	Elara only groaned. “Leo is a sadist. He was supposed to be the nice one,” she whined, barely able to structure a sentence. 

	Merissa laughed, “He isn’t a commander for nothing. Your warm bath is already drawn.”

	“Did I ever tell you that I’m in love with you?” Elara replied and Merissa laughed loudly.

	“Come. Out of those filthy clothes. You’ll stink up your room.”
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	Once Merissa had left and she’d soaked until her skin was wrinkled as a prune, Elara changed into a soft cotton night gown and padded out onto the balcony. The warm evening air gently dried her damp skin. The stone of the balcony felt warm beneath her toes, and she sighed. She’d certainly miss the heat when she returned to Asteria. 

	She settled on a high cushion by her low table—similar, she realised, to Isra’s—and picked at the selection of foods that Merissa had left out for her. She rarely ventured to the mess hall or the banquet hall, which was only laid out once a week anyway.

	She chewed on a hunk of fresh bread, mopping up the fragrant lemon sauce on her plate as she gazed out past the balcony.

	The sky was darkening, the hour late once again. Her eyes landed on the balcony opposite her. Enzo’s. She wondered what he had been doing today and if he had yet calmed down. Then chided herself for even wondering at all. Elara finished her meal, gulping down a glass of peach wine before lying back, full and sated. She reached for a book, one of the many piled high by the table. There seemed more than there had been before, the precariously stacked pile increasing daily. She assumed that Merissa had left them by the new titles, an array of romance novels. She flicked through ‘The Duchess’s Stablehand’ and ‘The Lovers of Lady Marigold.’ Elara grinned, picking up a title half hidden under the others. ‘My Time with a Star, a memoir.’

	“Now this will be interesting,” she murmured, opening the first page. 
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	Elara must have read the same page thirteen times before she gave up. Her mind was restless, unable to focus. She sighed, closing the book and looking up at the sky. One thing that she liked about Helios, was that the stars weren’t often visible in the deep scarlet of night. A saving grace, so that she didn’t have a constant reminder of their embodiments. She sat up, stretching her aching neck, and looked again to Enzo’s balcony. It was late now, no sign of life coming from his room.

	She shook any thoughts of him from her head, fidgeting. Moving herself into a crossed legged position, she closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing as Isra had taught her. Better to put the energy to good use than lie around doing nothing. She may not have the tea Isra had given her, but the hour was late enough that she felt a little drowsy.

	The sounds around her drowned out, the faint clang of pots, the distant murmur of voices and birdsong all fading as she breathed deeper and deeper. She felt the drop, the space between worlds and, with a sigh, rose.

	This time was far different from at Isra’s, as she felt herself float. Not just contained to a room, Elara observed below her with wonder. Clouds of colour splashed before her as dreamscapes rose. Colourful, bright, and vivid. She moved between them, searching until one caught her eye. It was black and pulsing, glimpses of flames flickering through it. She drifted closer as it called to her. And with a deep breath, she plunged into it.

	The heat of the dreamscape was unbearable, flames within licking uncontrollably. She swore under her breath as she gathered her bearings, looking around. She’d walked through nightmares before, but none like this. The room was made of cold marble, yet still the flames pressed in. She heard a roar of pain and began to run, the cavernous room seeming to double then triple in size. There was a figure kneeling on the middle of the floor, naked from the waist up, hunched over, as light whipped his back, tearing it open, his hands tied behind him. The victim screamed, begged, deep red blood running in rivulets as the skin ripped open. Flames were beating down upon Elara, sweat coating her body. Above the kneeling figure Elara could make out a trio of numbers, huge in size, painted in what appeared to be blood too, red ribbons marking the bare walls of the dreamscape—three, three, three.

	“This is not real,” she said calmly to herself, breathing deeply. Streaks of light continued to thrash against his torso as the man’s screams tore through the dreamscape. She looked around wildly but could see no source to it. Elara forced nerves of steel through her, forced her shadows to calm her, and battled through the wave of heat. The figure’s forehead was pressed to the floor, his breath coming in short, panting gasps. She reached the figure, stretching her arms to him, and he shrank away. Her hands stilled. 

	“Enzo?” she breathed. He looked up then, and such a haunted, despairing look was in his eyes that he was unrecognisable.

	“Elara?” he rasped, his voice ragged from screaming. She took a step forward, gently bringing a palm to the side of his face. He flinched.

	“It’s okay,” she murmured. “Breathe.”

	He took a shuddering breath.

	“Good,” she said softly. “Now another.”

	He obeyed her command. She went to put her palm to his face again, and this time he leaned into it, the gentle motion like water slipping through fingers. He closed his eyes against it as he exhaled deeply.

	“You’re just dreaming,” she said, kneeling opposite him, unwilling to move her hand. Light began to pulse again, readying to strike, and with a snarl, Elara struck her free hand out, shadows spewing from her. They choked the savage rays, quelled the source of that awful whip, and deadened the flames. Black smoke wreathed out around her until finally, her shadows won the battle, launching the dreamscape into darkness. Cool air swept over them as the flames abated and Elara pulled her shadows back to her, letting out a slow breath as her dark kissed them both.

	“See?” she said, raising his head. “Just a dream.”

	Enzo opened his eyes warily, looking around them. Her shadows danced out towards him, and she smiled, bringing her hand back to her lap. 

	“How did you do that?” he asked hoarsely.

	She shrugged, smiling. “Sometimes the Light needs the Dark.”

	She rose, stretching out a hand to him. He took it, his gold gaze locked on hers as he stood up.

	“The place could use some décor,” she drawled, looking pointedly to the dripping, bloody numbers. His gaze followed hers, his expression bleak. “What do those numbers mean?”

	Enzo closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “Three hundred and thirty-three. The number of Asterians I’ve killed.”

	 Elara took a step back, dropping his hand. 

	“You told me at Isra’s you doubt I’d remember. I remember every single one. Their name, their face. And I do care.” His eyes searched hers wildly. “I do.”

	Elara didn’t know what to say. She had known he’d killed many, and knowing the number sickened her. Yet it floored her completely that the Lion of Helios had remembered. That he felt remorse for it, that his actions haunted his dreams. It changed things, and she wasn’t sure how to feel.

	Her mouth worked. “Thank you for telling me,” she finally replied. “Next time this happens,” she added, “just remember my shadows.” Her lip quirked. “They seem to like you more than I do.” 

	His head jerked up. “What did you just say?”

	She frowned. “I said my shadows seem to like you more than I do.”

	He gave her a strange look, but she was so relieved to see it instead of that haunting darkness in his eyes that she nearly wept.

	“You can make your dreamscape whatever you want, once you know how to control it.” She waved a hand, and the bloody numbers disappeared, a clean marble wall in its place. Enzo sagged. “Make it a place that feels like home. Fill it with good memories.”

	She took a step towards him. “Here,” she pressed a soft kiss to his cheek, like the flutter of a butterfly’s wing. “There’s one to begin with.”

	Enzo’s breathing hitched as his eyes bore into hers. He moved to grab her hand, but the feeling was like a whisper. She looked to it, then back at him.

	“Rest, Enzo. And remember, this was all just a dream.”
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Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Elara jolted back into her body, gasping, pressing a trembling hand to her heart. Her eyes flew straight to Enzo’s room, to the glow now shining from it. She jumped up, rushing back to her own chamber before he could see her. She snuck under her covers, making sure every torch was dampened as her heart continued to pound out of her chest. She waited a minute, two, before peering through her open doors and the balcony beyond. Enzo’s shadowy figure was leaning on his balcony, looking straight towards her room. She squeezed her eyes shut, feigning sleep until it finally claimed her.

	The next day, she willed the previous night’s events far away from her mind. But the image of the dripping numbers displayed on the wall were imprinted in her memory, and the wild sorrow on Enzo’s face as he had told her what they meant. As the early hours wore on, a guilt began to settle upon her at what she’d said beneath the dawn tree. It was clear she had been wrong—at least about him not caring about what he’d done. But she didn’t want to know why Enzo was having such horrifying nightmares, or who was causing them. She did not want to know that he felt remorseful for his actions, because she didn’t want to believe that the Lion was anything other than a ruthless killer.

	She only had to get through training with Leo today and there was no way she could do that distracted.

	“Holy fucking Stars!” she cursed, as a blade of light rapped on her knuckles, the bite of it stinging. 

	Leo scoffed. “You think your enemy will allow you to daydream?”

	She swore again, summoning her shadows in the form of a dozen crows. They nose-dived for Leo, who threw up a shield of protective rays.

	“If I punished you for every filthy curse that came out of your mouth, you’d have no time to actually train,” he said sweetly.

	“Here’s a thought,” she gritted out, whirling her knife in one hand as she pulled her shadows in with the other. “How about stop wounding me, and maybe I’d speak like a princess.”

	He chuckled, relenting. “Drop a hundred.” 

	She cast him a venomous look as she got to the ground, counting out her press ups at a measured pace. Her core barked but she was pleased to feel that it was getting stronger.

	“Are you looking forward to tonight?” Leo asked out of breath, taking a sip of water.

	“Haven’t thought that far ahead,” Elara panted back. “Have you spoken to Enzo at all?”

	Leo smirked. “Why? Are you missing him?”

	“The only thing I miss about that man…” she huffed, “is the fact that… in terms of training me… he was a cuddly animal compared to you.” She gritted her teeth, halfway through her set.

	“A cuddly animal. I’m going to tell him you said that.”

	“Please do. Add on that I think he should be renamed ‘The Kitty of Helios.’”

	Leo snorted, bending down by her. “I did speak to him. He’ll be there tonight.”

	Elara felt like her heart was pounding loud enough for Leo to hear as she finished up. “Then I guess we’ll have to kiss and make up, won’t we?”

	Leo helped her to her feet, giving her his water canteen to drink. “For the sake of us all, let’s hope you do.”
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	By the time Elara had finished another tough training session, which could only be described as corporal punishment, she could have fallen to her knees at the sight of another warm drawn bath. Merissa was nowhere in sight, but she reminded herself to worship at her feet the next time she saw her. 

	Elara sank into the small pool with a sigh. She let her thoughts drift idly, floating on her back. Finally, with time alone, she gingerly unpacked what had happened during her dreamwalking.

	She had walked through nightmares before, but this was like nothing she had ever witnessed. The kind of darkness that must hide inside someone, the kind of pain to conjure up such visceral horror. And not only that, the Lion had a heart. She groaned at the thought. It was going to be so much harder to hate him now that she knew he had a conscience.

	She dunked her head under the water, allowing the relaxing drone of her heartbeat to lull her, the warmth of the bath to clear her mind. A handsome face came into her blackened vision, tawny skin and black curls falling into golden eyes. 

	She flew out of the water gasping, looking around wildly. But she was perfectly alone. She laughed shakily and left the bath, dripping water onto the warm clay tiles.

	When she emerged from the bathing chamber, Merissa was lounging on the bed, having laid out a dress in a beautiful shade of terracotta that reminded her of light-warmed buildings. The top half had a swooping neckline that accentuated her cleavage, the straps forming a halter, with no back, skimming low into a floor sweeping skirt. Light had caught Elara the last few weeks of training and as she gazed in the mirror, she noticed that her skin had deepened to an olive glow. 

	“So, you’re definitely coming?” Elara asked, fussing with a strand of hair.

	“Yes Elara. For the third time, I’ll be with you.” Merissa chuckled as she painstakingly began to thread dawn flowers through small plaits in her loose, raven hair. The flowers were the same apricot shade as the trunk of the dawn trees they grew on. She thought back to her and Enzo’s argument against one such tree, and worried at her lip. 

	“You know, I don’t ever think I’ve seen you nervous. You can jump off a cliff, but the idea of socialising does this to you?” Merissa interrupted her worries. The maid had tied the flowered braids back off the princess’s face, leaving it open and just a little too bare for her comfort. 

	“Thank you for your… candour as always, Merissa,” Elara replied drily. “Leo said it would be intimate. And I don’t want to feel like I’m intruding on a group of people who are like a family, a group of people I barely know except for the delightful, super evenly keeled ringleader.”

	Merissa chuckled. “Leo was right when he said it would be good for you.”

	 “Oh, was Leo,” Elara mocked. Merissa’s cheeks flushed. 

	“You should wear your hair like this more often. Show off that pretty face.” She changed the subject, adding the finishing touches to Elara.

	They descended to the atrium, where she spotted Leo, making her way towards him with a small wave. 

	He gave an arm to each woman, and with a warm smile led them out into the cooling Helion breeze.

	“You both look beautiful,” he winked, looking between them.

	“Thank you. But don’t try to make it up to me now after torturing me for five hours.” 

	Leo chuckled.

	“So, this place… you all go there often?”

	“Yes, it’s beautiful,” Merissa chimed in, adjusting her mint green dress. The colour looked unfairly good on her. “At the base of the waterfall behind the palace. Private, secluded. It makes you forget you’re in the palace.”

	Elara looked around, drinking in the emerald of her surroundings as Leo guided them down a hidden path. 

	“The gardens,” she breathed. “How have I never noticed them before? They’re lovely.”

	She peered into the waning dusk and saw what appeared to be a maze of neat hedges forming concentric spirals. 

	“We’ll have to visit them sometime,” Leo said, squeezing her arm.

	Elara smiled as they continued past, the scent of night jasmine and duskdaisies permeating the evening air with fragrance.

	They finally reached the back of the palace. She heard the rush of water before she saw it. The waterfall cascaded in glittering gold down the length of a cliff face into a churning pool. Steam rose from its surface as it swirled.  She could hear lively music and drunken cheers. She turned wide-eyed to Merissa and Leo.

	Leo gave a half smile. “Welcome to the revel.”

	They descended roughly hewn steps until they reached the grassy shore by the waterfall. She could make out figures dotted about, stretching into the twilight. Her stomach did a flip, her eyes searching warily for Enzo.

	“Do you think he’s here yet?” she murmured to Leo.

	“Are you nervous, Elara?” He smirked.

	She scowled. “No.”

	“She so is,” Merissa grinned.

	Elara gave her a withering stare as she followed them both, padding on the light-warmed grass. She stopped, mouth agape as a flame thrower shot fire from his hands in a billowing cascade, whooping and dancing to the music of drums and strings. She saw another figure reclining, plucking at a guitar, the source of the sound.

	She looked around warily once more, before settling in between Leo and Merissa on the shore’s edge. She dipped her toe into the water tentatively and raised her eyes in surprise. It was warm, deliciously so.

	“The waterfall is heated?”

	“Hot springs,” Merissa explained.

	“Well, well, if it isn’t our esteemed guest.” Isra swaggered up to them, clad in a beautiful blue dress, a bottle in her hand. “Mind if I join?” She grinned and shimmied up to Leo.

	“Hello, Isra,” Elara said, offering a small wave.

	“Hello, darling. How’s the dreamwalking?”

	She passed the bottle to Elara, who took it hungrily. “It’s coming along a little too well.”

	“Intriguing…You’ll have to fill me in later.”

	Elara huffed, taking a sip from the bottle. She swore loudly at the taste. Leo and Isra scoffed.

	“Isra, what the hell is that?”

	“Flamespirit, from Kaos.”

	“Two more sips of that and I’ll be drunk.”

	Isra snorted. “Keep drinking then, Princess. Stars knows you could use it.”

	A buzzing began to thrum in her veins as the liquor seeped into her. It felt warm and fuzzy, her head blissfully fuddled. She allowed the sounds of the night to wash over her: the relaxing buzz of cicadas, the light-hearted conversation and gossip between Merissa, Isra and Leo, interspersed with laughter. She heard others, the plucking of a tune and a raucous ballad being sung by someone who had definitely had too much wine. 

	The musician’s music picked up and she heard it soar. Two arms pulled her up and out of her reverie.

	“Let’s dance,” Leo decided. Isra cheered and Merissa smiled as they all ran to where a circle was forming in the woodland. The tune was a rude Helion tavern ballad.

	“Theeeeere, once was a lass, who had a hell of an—”

	“ASS!” everyone around Elara shouted, laughing and dancing

	“Who liked being wedged between two mennnn!” 

	Elara giggled as Isra grabbed her hands, spinning her round and round as the ballad continued, growing more obscene with each verse. There was a burst of firelight as another flamethrower lit up the whole scene. She saw lightcasters direct their hands to the sky in their drunken reverie, their beautiful golden patterns spilling out and creating flaming images across the deep red sky. 

	Elara giggled again as another tune struck up, the flamespirit well and truly in her system. She was passed into the spinning arms of Merissa, singing the tune at the top of her lungs. Magick hung in the air as the Helions used theirs to celebrate, casting light and fire over the scene. 

	She was spun again, shocked to be enveloped in a pure white glow. Leo, the source of it, winked as he held her in his arms, lifting her high. She stretched her arms out in euphoria. Leo brought her down and they continued to dance as he sang loudly.

	She looked around her as she spun, lazily scanning the revellers sprawled on the grass or dancing. Some were kissing and touching in their drunken hazes. She swallowed, avoiding them until her attention was caught. Enzo was lying down in the grass, a pretty, curvy blonde lying next to him as she tried to play with his hair. It was mussed, his crown lopsided on it. He batted her hand away as she spoke. He looked… bored. Her cheeks heated and she made to turn her head before he saw her, but it was too late. His drunk-filled gaze flicked lazily to her, then away, and then back, steeling in recognition. She stumbled. Leo was before her in a second, gripping her arms before she fell. 

	“A little too much Kaosian spirit for the lady,” he said, chuckling. She gave a forced laugh, looking back to where Enzo was. His gaze was burning into her, too dark to read. She levelled his stare defiantly as Leo continued to dance her round the circle. With what looked like a scoff, the prince turned his attention away. She felt too hot and was grateful when Isra danced over with another bottle. She took another sip, knocking it back with a wince.

	“Rough day?” Leo asked. She cast him a scornful look as they gradually escaped the dance, both sinking onto the grass where they had been before, Isra and Merissa returning to dance in the circle.

	 “You tell me. You’re the one who was assaulting my poor muscles.” She dipped her feet into the warm water as he snorted, sipping his own glass of wine that he’d acquired.

	“This court,” she said hesitantly, glancing around her at the soft moans and open displays of affection around her. “It’s very... uninhibited, isn’t it?” 

	Leo choked on his wine, laughing. “What makes you say that?”

	“Well... in Asteria, you would not be caught dead kissing and touching so openly. Unless it was the middle of the night. And particularly not if you were royalty.”

	“Ah,” Leo said knowingly. “Might you be referring to our esteemed prince?” he asked innocently.

	 She heard splashes in the distance as people jumped into the warm waters for a midnight swim. Bringing her attention back to Leo she nodded, cheeks flushing again. 

	“I thought he was courting that beautiful chestnut-haired girl from the first banquet?” 

	Leo threw back his head and laughed then. “Who? Raina? You’re mistaken Elara, Enzo doesn’t court.” He laughed again as though she had suggested the funniest thing. “He likes to… enjoy himself. You could say the pressures of his life need a release. And well,” he smirked over his wine, “he definitely finds release.”

	Elara at this point felt she may as well be the Light itself, the way her face was flaming. She took another swig, very aware of how her head had already begun to spin thanks to her empty stomach. 

	“Are you shocked, Princess?” 

	“I’m not a naïve maiden,” she replied sharply, feeling the cool steel of the dagger at her thigh grounding her. “In Asteria we take lovers too,” she said pointedly. “Just not so openly.”

	 She traced a finger around her goblet pensively. Her thoughts flitted to Lukas again.

	“I had one... a long time ago. But it wasn’t something I would have dreamed of telling my parents or court about, let alone display for all to see.”

	 Leo’s brows were raised at her honesty, gazing at her in earnest.  

	She smiled. “And I don’t see the fuss anyway. The experience certainly wasn’t something to write home about.”

	“Then maybe,” a deep voice said behind her, tickling her ear, “you just haven’t found a man who knows how to seduce you properly.” 

	She felt water drip onto her shoulder and turned in disbelief as Enzo sat down beside her. He was slick with water, gold running off his naked chest in rivulets. He was far too close to her, his wet trousers brushing her legs still dangling in the water.

	“Enzo,” she said, a little out of breath. “Do you ever wear a shirt?” He pushed wet curls back from his face. “You’re half naked far too often.”

	He leaned back onto his elbows, an indolent smile on his face as he picked up a goblet of wine beside Leo. “I don’t hear any other women complaining.”

	She muttered a prayer.

	“How drunk are you?” she asked, looking at him dubiously. 

	“Sober enough to remember your conversation with Leo in the morning.” His grin widened, and she found herself thinking yet again of how much he looked like a lion with his curling smile and golden eyes, waiting to pounce. She observed him a moment, searching for a glimpse of the man from the night before, vulnerable, and afraid. She came up short.

	“Look Enzo, we need to talk.” She leaned into him, her hand resting on his as she looked at him in earnest. She noticed how warm it felt, droplets of gold wetting her palm. His gaze flew to her hand, his nostrils slightly flared as he looked at her questioningly. 

	“I wanted to speak with you, about the other day.” His eyes didn’t leave hers, his goblet mid-air in his other hand. “I’m sorry.” Her brows furrowed. “I feel terrible for insulting you the way I did. It was uncalled for. Leo here made me realise that I shouldn’t have made assumptions of someone I barely know. I am sorry,” she said again and breathed deeply. The weight hanging over her the last few days lifted.

	 “It seems our little peacekeeper has been working overtime,” Enzo replied, flicking a glance to Leo who was studiously ignoring them both, his face in his wine cup. “But I was about to apologise to you too. I’ve been a prick. I deserved the insult.” 

	She was shocked by the admittance.

	He leaned in closer, blocking out the rest of the world with his tall figure.

	“I had an interesting dream last night,” he murmured, so low that only Elara could hear.

	“Did you?” She turned her head, gulping her wine to the dregs, her heart pounding.

	“Yes. You didn’t happen to be dreamwalking, did you?” His breath was a lethal caress on her jaw. If a stranger walked past at that moment, they would think the two a couple.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she breathed, staring straight ahead so that her eyes wouldn’t betray her. She could see him out of the corner of her eye, fixated on her.

	She felt a hand touch her chin, moving it to face him. His eyes searched hers and she willed cool indifference into them.

	“You’re a terrible liar.” He gave a lazy smile, not loosening his grip as he leaned close enough for their lips to touch. “Thank you.”

	Her mouth worked and his eyes flicked to her lips then drew back to her eyes.

	She pressed her lips closed, giving a small nod. She went to turn away, but his hand didn’t release her. “There’s something else I need to tell you,” he slurred. She frowned as Enzo looked around before leaning in. “The Borderland Fires… I didn’t—” He sighed a heavy breath. “I warned the village before it happened. My father made the order, and I knew I had no choice. But I made sure everyone got out first. Then I incinerated it, so that my father and his men wouldn’t hunt anyone else.” He breathed in deeply. “The women, the children, they’re all alive and safe, living in the Goldfir Forest on the Helion side of the border. Leo goes to visit them time to time with food and supplies.” The same wild earnest was in his eyes as the night before. “You have to know that.”

	Elara looked at him, her mouth agape. She had never in her life expected the truth of it. Between his nightmares, and what he said now, she felt she was seeing an entirely different person to the one she’d spent time with the last few months.

	“I believe you,” she said finally as relief crashed through her. “Thank you. Thank you for saving them.” 

	He gave a curt nod, finally releasing his grip on her before drinking down his whole goblet of wine. Thankfully, since Elara had no idea what else to say to him, Merissa and Isra came back, throwing themselves to the ground out of breath.

	“Wonderful for you to grace us with your presence,” Isra said, passing her own bottle to Enzo.

	“Careful,” Elara warned. “That stuff is lethal.”

	Enzo raised an eyebrow, his eyes fixed on her as he took a sip. He swallowed it, grinning. “Lightweight,” he whispered.

	 She swirled the golden water below her with her toes as she absentmindedly listened to Leo and Enzo exchanging stories of their childhood. Isra butted in now and then to correct them or grumble about how the two would torture her as children. 

	“He was always luring Isra and I into trouble,” Leo was saying.

	“Do you know how many times I had to save Enzo’s ass with my ice before he got control of his fire?  The palace would have burnt to the ground ten times over if it wasn’t for me.”

	“You’re exaggerating. I had impeccable control.”

	Isra raised a brow. “Leo, was it you who singed the cook’s eyebrows off that time, or Enzo?”

	Leo furrowed his brow in mock thought. “Enzo.”

	“Point proven.”

	“What! She didn’t look that bad. And I’ve heard this all before, you the saints and I the sinner,” Enzo mumbled, growing drunker by the second.

	Elara smiled. “Why does that not surprise me?” she interjected.

	“Assumptions,” Enzo winked, and she cast him a dry look as he laughed. The revel was still in full swing, but she’d noticed the crowd lessen and lessen until only a few stragglers remained, dancing or playing music.

	Merissa had disappeared a while back but returned triumphant, a small basket in her hand.

	“I raided the kitchens,” she whispered as she came closer to the glow of the firelight that one of the revellers had ignited with his powers.

	Isra applauded loudly, and a chant started up of her name. Merissa rolled her eyes, planting herself by Elara. She offered her the basket.

	“Chocolate-dipped gildberries,” she said, taking one for herself.  Elara picked one up and sucked on it, swirling the velvety chocolate around her tongue. She dropped her head back in pleasure. 

	“Now these,” she said, savouring it, “these are something to write home about.”

	 Leo roared at that, Isra and Merissa confused, and she turned to glance at Enzo. His eyes were black, gaze dragged to her lips as she sucked on her berry. Her surroundings faded to a distant drone as she looked at him, some dark part of her wanting to continue. She raised a thumb to her lips and nonchalantly licked the melted chocolate off. He leaned perceptibly closer, and she saw his fist clench in the grass, ripping it from the root. His eyes found hers and she smiled, a smile that was not her smile, but something lent of her darkness. 

	Then the image shattered, the world coming back to her as rowdy music filtered back through. 

	“I love this song!” she heard Merissa yell, hauling Elara back up. She broke eye contact with Enzo, dragging her feet as Merissa pulled her back to the fire. Others were still dancing and clapping, and Elara joined in, a second wave of energy bursting from within. She spun and whirled until Merissa’s hands left her for another. A handsome soldier smiled down at her, his eyes the colour of topaz gems as he went to take her hand.

	“I don’t think so,” Enzo’s voice scoffed from behind her. The soldier dropped Elara’s hand, raising both his in placation as he turned around. Enzo gripped her hand tightly, spinning her arm. Her eyes narrowed. 

	“That was rude,” she said.

	“Was it?” His eyes were wide with innocence.  “I was just being friendly and offering you a drink.” With a charming smile he raised his glass, filled with a swirling golden liquid.

	“Ambrosia, a token of my peace,” he added.

	“Drink of the Stars? How expensive is that?”

	Enzo shrugged, taking a sip. “So, you don’t want to try it?”

	“I didn’t say that,” she scowled. 

	His gaze burned as he brought the cup to her lips. She hesitated, then maintaining his stare, took a sip from it as he tilted it.

	Warm, spiced sweetness slipped down her throat. It sparked in her veins, an ecstasy mingling with the spirits she’d already consumed. She closed her eyes, sighing in satisfaction. She felt a shift inside herself as she raised her hands to the sky. Elara whirled in euphoria, and with barely a thought, shadows spewed out of her fingers. Black smoke wreathed her as she danced, and she heard chanting, a drum beat intensifying. She started laughing. Enzo was before her, dancing with her, golden light and fire pouring from him. Her shadows bent to him, curling around his light. She felt weightless. Then a flurry of images ran into one another beneath her eyelids, assaulting her senses. A throne made of pure, shimmering silver, a twin of gold. Hungry red flames devouring them both. Laughter followed by screams of pain, a roaring lion, and finally a blade plunged into a stone heart. Darker than any shadow, than any night.

	She opened her eyes, gasping in a breath. Enzo was before her, concern plastering his face. 

	“Elara? Elara are you ok?”

	She looked to him, frowning.

	 “You’ve been stood there for ten minutes.”

	“I was—weren’t we dancing?”

	He gave her a strange look. “No,” he said slowly. “After I gave you some ambrosia, you had this strange look on your face and closed your eyes. You haven’t moved since.”

	She blinked, the images disappearing. “I think I’ve had too much wine, I’m going to sit down.”

	She walked precariously to her group, bending to Leo. “I think I’m going to go back to the palace.” She sighed, a strange feeling weighing on her shoulders like a heavy shawl. 

	“Let me walk you back.”

	“No, no please. I’d rather go alone. I need some fresh air.”

	Leo gave her a look of concern but nodded. “Goodnight.” He kissed her hand. “Thank you for coming tonight. It seems you and our prince are on… better terms.”

	Elara smirked. “I suppose we have you to thank.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want company?” Merissa asked, coming to kiss her on the cheek.

	“I’m fine, enjoy yourselves.”

	Isra came and bundled her into a hug. “See you in a few days,” she whispered. “You still need to fill me in on your adventures.”

	Elara smiled warmly, kissing Isra’s cheek before leaving. Leo kissed her hand, squeezing it once before she turned to say goodbye to Enzo. He wasn’t where she left him, and so with a shrug she exited the small clearing quietly.

	Her footsteps clattered on the stone steps and the sound calmed her and lifted whatever dark oppression had fallen over her. She was not ready for bed and found herself trailing the outskirts of the palace into the gardens. A breeze cooled her, the late evening hues dimmed to a scene that reminded her of home. She felt a pang and thought to her parents, Sofia, her home—the life she had left behind. She took a deep breath, descending into the sunken gardens.

	 The Light hung low, casting romantic shadows on all it touched. Statues of lovers embraced and lightlilys stood proudly with open petals, their fragrance filling the summer-kissed wind. She heard the trickle of water, its sound soothing her instantly. In a trance, she followed the sound into the dense hedged maze she’d passed earlier. Glitterbugs and indigo crickets seemed to sigh with her, their thrumming agitation keeping her company. Her fingers trailed the soft waxen leaves of the hedge as she lost herself in the peace of the Helion night. She found herself in a small clearing at the centre of the maze, a fountain stretching ten feet high above her. It was carved in a marble similar to the palace itself, a siren in the embrace of Scorpius, Star of Oceans and Poisons. His hands cradled her head as they looked to each other, lips parted, pleasure carved into the siren’s face.

	 Elara walked around the fountain, taking it in, the sheets of blue and lavender water that cascaded from the shells adorning her hair, the triton in the Star’s powerful arms. It was art. She dipped her hands in the fountain, splashing water on her heated face, and found a seat on the bench overlooking it. She sighed and looked to the sky. The stars twinkled back. 

	Always watching, she thought to herself, throwing them a venomous glance. She ignored the memory of her parents in the throne room, flicking it to one side as she focused on the fountain in front of her. She had felt seasick, that moving, wavering feeling, far too often in this palace, especially tonight. The strange vision had shaken her, as well as Enzo’s revelation. It felt like she could not quite get her balance, new truths being revealed to her at every turn. Her thoughts were interrupted by a rustle. She looked around wildly. Then she laughed as Enzo stumbled through the clearing, stilling when he saw her. 

	“I was hoping you’d be here,” he said, his eyes still hazy with drink. 

	“Did you follow me?” she demanded, her heart beginning its familiar beating roar. He sat beside her on the bench, looking up to the cascading fountain. 

	“Yes,” he said simply. 

	“I can see you found a shirt,” she said, glancing to the one slung over him, damp, and clinging. “Are you feeling quite well?”

	He snorted, pushing a wet fallen lock from his face. “This is my favourite part of the palace,” he said, gesturing to the secluded space.

	“The fountain is so beautiful,” Elara whispered. “The love that the artist carved into it…” She sighed dreamily. “You can tell they must have known love deeply to produce such art.”

	He looked to it briefly then to her. “Or maybe, they didn’t know it at all, but craved it the way one craves air to breathe.”

	 She turned to him. “I didn’t pin you for a poet. The ambrosia must bring it out of you.”

	He laughed softly. “I enjoy our barbs,” he said. “Is it strange that I missed your constant irritation?”

	She smiled to herself. “You must have had too much to drink if you’re claiming you missed me.”

	“I did miss you.”

	She forced herself to look into his eyes, the warmth of the ambrosia settling over her. “Please don’t remember this in the morning, but I missed you too.” There was a beat of silence, too pressured in the night air.

	“So,” she continued airily “any other poetry you have to proclaim to me?”

	Enzo turned then to study her, head propped on his hand. His eyes skimmed up her waist, her neck, the stray flowers in her hair. She saw a small smile form on his lips. Then he looked to her sincerely. 

	“You’ve caught the Light,” he said, referring to her deepening tan from the last few days. “But it is not just lightkissed...”

	His eyes trailed her arm, and he took it in his hands. The bare contact of skin made her breathing shallow as he held it gently. His eyes found their way back to her.

	 “You look like the Light has made love to you.” He scraped a rough thumb over the inside of her elbow, heat from his gift sparking, and she shivered, her lips parting. He gazed to them. “Was that poetry enough?” He gave a lazy smile, and the moment was broken. 

	She gave an unsteady laugh. “Remind me to ply you with ambrosia more often. No wonder rumours of your seduction chase you.” She smiled, noticing that his didn’t quite reach his eyes. 

	“Ah with looks like this and the words to match, how could you not fall at my feet?” He stood, taking her hand. “I think it’s time I escorted you to bed.” 

	She looked to his hand disapprovingly. 

	“Your bed,” he amended. 

	“I’m sure you didn’t mean to insinuate what you just did.”

	 His lips quirked. “Why of course not, Princess Elara. However could you think me anything but a perfect gentleman?”

	 She bit her lip smiling, allowing him to pull her up and lead her into the palace. 

	When they reached her room, she turned to him, smoothing her skirt. 

	“Thank you,” she said, “For walking me back. And for telling me what you did. You didn’t have to do either.”

	He inclined his head. “Yes, I did.”

	“Why?” she asked, her voice low.

	He groaned, closing his eyes. “Gods, I’m going to regret this in the morning, but I’m drunk, so fuck it.” He raked a hand through his curls as Elara’s heart pounded.

	“Because Elara, I may be a monster, but you make me want to be a saint.”

	 She swallowed, her mouth dry.

	He raised her hand as he looked to her, and she had to tilt her head back to follow the movement. Stars, he was so tall.

	“And I had to walk you back, so that I could kiss you goodnight,” he said quietly, pressing her hand to his lips. A soft kiss like a feather sent shivers up her arm. 

	“Goodnight, Elara.” He turned.

	 “Goodnight, Enzo,” she replied, closing her door softly.
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Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Black seemed to wreath the room as Elara lay glowering between her sheets. Merissa tutted in sympathy as she fussed around her, bringing her breakfast. 

	“You get them as badly as me,” she sighed. “I’ll fetch you some peppermint tea, my grandmother swore by it.” 

	The shadows seemed to pulse with the pain in her stomach. 

	“I’ll be damned if I get out of this bed today,” Elara muttered. “Not even His Highness will drag me out of it.”

	 Merissa chuckled, setting to work with the tea. There was a sharp rap on the door, and it swung open, Enzo standing at the threshold. 

	“Dear Gods Enzo, I’m barely decent!” Elara yelled, grabbing a robe, and wrapping it around her thin slip. His smile curled as he looked to her. 

	“As always, walking in without permission serves me well.”

	“I’m not in the mood for your taunts today. Leave me be.” 

	His brow furrowed. “You’re late for training.”

	“Oh really? Merissa, fetch him a medal for stating the obvious, will you?” She lay back on the pillows with a look of disdain as Merissa hid her smile. Enzo took a tentative step into the room. 

	“Are you unwell?”

	“I have my monthly,” she replied, and his eyes softened. He closed the door walking towards her, and she sat up in alarm. “What are you doing?”

	He sat on the edge of the bed. “What can I do?”

	She blinked at him, for once at a loss for words. 

	“Chocolates?” she ventured, and his lip quirked as he went to the door where Merissa was just escaping from. A few moments later he was back with a tray of them. She took one greedily, savouring the taste. 

	“Why are you being so nice to me?” Her eyes narrowed as he rubbed his palms together. He avoided looking at her, his usual sarcastic smile on his face. 

	“Because you’re terrible enough without stomach cramps and mood swings and the sooner I can get you feeling well again and back to training, the better.”  His eyes flicked to hers. 

	“So, you came, a knight in shining armour to distract me from my pain with your waffle.”

	“I can think of many other ways I could distract you from the pain, Princess,” he drawled. She raised an eyebrow.  

	“What? You think a little blood scares me?” He smirked. “Did you forget that I’ve led legions onto battlefields? I’ve seen my share of it.”

	Elara rolled her eyes, slumping back down onto her pillows as she tried to ignore the heat his words brought to her. She distracted herself in her favourite way, by insulting him.

	“Trust you to find a way to praise yourself. It’s a real talent you have, you know.”

	 “Here,” he said, ignoring her. “Lift up your dress.”

	“You know for a charmer I thought you’d be more well versed in how to get a woman to drop her knickers. Merissa has spoken to me more romantically.”

	Enzo threw back his head and laughed at that, the sound like bursting light. She gave a small smile and opened her robe, her thin slip underneath visible. Enzo shifted closer, the bed lurching with his weight until he was bent over her. Then with his eyes closed there was the sound of crackling as he held his palms facing each other. With a furtive smile to her he put his hands to her bloated stomach. She groaned against the sensation, the warmth immediately giving her some respite to her twisting insides. 

	“That feels incredible.” 

	He smirked then. “Not the first time a woman has uttered those words in my presence.”

	“And just like that you ruined it.”  She made to pull away, but he held her there, his strong hands pressing gently into her. She almost tried to fight it, but she was too exhausted and in too much pain.

	 “Fine,” she sighed. “You do realise you’re just a glorified heating pad? Can you be on hand for me every month?”

	 He huffed a laugh as he continued to press his warm hands to her, and she peered up at him. Kohl black lashes brushed his cheek, the furrow in his brow deep. She noticed a line always formed there when he was concentrating, then scowled at herself for even noticing it. 

	“Does your magick increase at this time?” he asked, shaking a curl from his eyes as he looked up to her again. 

	“Yes… how did you know?”

	“You act as though I don’t know women.” There was a tense pause as Elara felt a lurch of something in her stomach. 

	“Isra,” he said hurriedly, clarifying. ‘Growing up with her I learnt a lot. Her gifts become unruly around her cycle. It’s actually a marvel to watch.”

	 Elara laughed. “I can imagine.”

	“Once, she froze an entire group of ambassadors from Altalune. Almost ruined an entire trade agreement between our kingdoms.” He chuckled at the memory.

	“I can see how much you adore each other.” Elara said.

	Enzo nodded. “Isra is the closest thing I have to a sister. As you heard last night, Isra, Leo and I were raised together in the palace. There is nothing we wouldn’t do for each other.”

	Elara felt a pang of longing. A longing to have had siblings or someone that cared about her. She thought to Sofia. Her parents. All long gone. She swallowed her jealousy down by shoving another chocolate in her mouth.

	“How come Isra isn’t still at court then?” 

	Enzo scoffed. “Can you really imagine her here? She’s far too impatient for the boredom and etiquette of palace life. The moment she was old enough, she left for the place she’s at now.”

	“I love her,” Elara said. “She’s taught me so much already, and I was so rude to her when we first met.” She cringed at the memory.

	“Ah yes. Your mental breakdown.” He chuckled and she shot him a scathing look.

	 “There was nothing mental about my reaction to being told I felt like death.”

	Enzo bit his lip to stop himself laughing and she felt warmth rush through her as she watched.

	 “Well, Princess of Death, you look human enough to me.” His gaze lingered on her as she shifted under his warmth.

	“Hearing you talk about your childhood makes me miss Sofia.” 

	Enzo continued to warm her stomach, not looking at her. She gave a small smile. “She was like a sister to me too. We grew up together, too, in the palace. I remember once, when we were teenagers and our hormones all over the place, we caused a blackout through the entire kingdom.”

	“How in Gods’ name did you do that?” Enzo asked incredulously. She laughed at the look on his face. 

	“We were fighting because I’d stolen her favourite dress to wear to the winter solstice ball. I told her she was just mad because I looked better in it than her.” 

	Enzo snorted. “Sounds like you.”

	Elara’s lip quirked. “So anyway, tempers grew, and I didn’t realise how out of control my shadows were. She told me that I was a spoilt little brat and I lost it, let the darkness rip.”

	She shook her head. “We had to host the entire ball by candlelight in the middle of the day. It actually made it more magickal I think.”

	Enzo grinned, shaking his head. “Sofia deserves a commendation for her bravery, dealing with you all these years.”

	“I still don’t know what’s happened to her,” Elara replied quietly. “It’s worse not knowing—whether she’s alive or dead, whether she got out that day. I’d rather just know.”

	Enzo squeezed her waist. “We’ll find out.”

	She looked to him. His eyes were warm gold.

	“We?”

	He huffed out a laugh. “Like it or not, we seem to be in this together now.”

	A comfortable silence hung in the air as Elara smiled, revelling in the heat radiating from Enzo’s hands as she closed her eyes. She was so drained she didn’t notice the feel of the drop between waking and sleeping. Without thinking, she fell into her dreamscape. She could still feel the pressure of Enzo’s hands on her in the real world. She opened her eyes in her dreams, discovering Enzo still there. They were on the bed as before, his warm hands still on her stomach. With a thought she willed him to move them. His heated stare burned into her as he obliged, tracing teasing patterns over the thin material that stretched over her stomach. 

	“Like that?” he murmured, and she hummed a contented sigh. The circles his hand made grew bigger, sweeping lower. She met his gaze. 

	“Tell me what you want, Princess,” he said softly.

	She felt a shift and her eyes flew open; the dreamscape shattered. Enzo had his eyes closed, but they flew open a moment after hers. 

	His gaze was fire as a slow smile curled on his lips. “Having a nice dream?”

	Her cheeks flooded with heat. “Did we just—”

	“Dreamwalk?” His smile widened even more, his eyes the picture of innocence. 

	“I pulled you into my dreamscape. I’ve never done that before, never helped someone else walk through mine,” she whispered. 

	“You willed me asleep when you did it. Maybe because we were touching?”

	Her eyes widened.

	“But I have a more pressing question.”

	She tensed, already apprehending what he was about to say.

	“As the architect of your dream, I wonder why the very first thing you conjured was my hands roaming all over you.”

	He was taking far too much enjoyment from this.

	 “Now why would a clever man like you want to taunt a woman at the height of her power? Perhaps a death wish is on you.”

	 “There are many things I wish from you.”

	“If you’re quite finished trying to get under my skin, you can go now. Thank you for… this,” she gestured to his hands, still on her. She had never wanted to slap the smirk off someone’s face more.

	“I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

	“More and more the further away you get.” She smiled sweetly. With a grin he pushed himself off the bed. 

	“If you feel better tomorrow, I’ll meet you for training as usual.” 

	She nodded, avoiding his eyes as she settled back under her sheets. 

	He turned from the door. “Rest.” That stupid taunting smile hadn’t left his face. “Oh, and Elara?”

	She looked at him from behind her pillow. 

	“That little dream you had? Only a shade of what I could do with you.”

	 He pushed himself off the door. With a black curse she shoved him out of the room with one of her shadows, ignoring her heated blood as he closed the door behind him.
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Chapter Sixteen

	 

	The following weeks, Elara was relieved to see Enzo assuming his usual position of begrudging teacher. They’d fallen into an easy routine of training followed by lunch, then dreamwalking lessons with Isra in the afternoons or free time to explore the palace with Merissa.

	“If you’re going to be living here, you need to start becoming familiar with more than your bedroom and the training ground,” Merissa had scolded. 

	Elara’s magick forms were coming along well, her illusioning becoming stronger by the day and her shadows becoming things of nightmares. Her dreamwalking was becoming easier to perform too, but she hadn’t dared tell Isra of how she had pulled Enzo into her dreams. It was a matter she really didn’t want to dwell on.

	“OW,” she gritted out, shaking her arm.

	 Enzo tutted at the red welt forming on it. “You’ll get a lot worse than that from one of Ariete’s men if you don’t put your shield up.”

	She adjusted her shadows, packing in the darkness until it was a wicked, absorbing force, that sucked in the light that Enzo attempted to throw at her. She fingered the dagger at her hip, itching to use it. 

	“That’s becoming a crutch, you rely on it too heavily. You need to wield your shadows properly as their own weapon.”

	“I do not,” she retorted. “My technique works perfectly well. Or do you forget how I had you on your back and between my legs not so long ago?”

	“Trust me El, I’ve not forgotten. Although the next time you have me on my back and between your legs, I’m hoping there will be less clothes.”

	“Rake.” She threw a shadow at him, her cheeks flushing as he dispersed it idly with a quick flick of his fingers. She ignored the curl of heat in her stomach at his words, instead playing with the shadows at her fingertips. 

	“I feel like we have also glanced over the fact that I don’t remember asking you to call me El,” she bit out. 

	His smile deepened. “Precisely why I began calling you it. I so love to see you flustered.”

	 She shrugged her shoulders in exasperation. “Must this torture never end? I think I prefer Leo’s drills to this.”

	 With a chuckle he sat on the hard stone of the pavilion, taut muscles of his bared stomach rippling. 

	“I feel,” he said, fire dancing between his hands, “that we’ve glanced over the fact that you have a dagger you know how to use. And that you fight nearly as well as me with it.”

	She scoffed at that.

	“Now where would an Asterian princess learn to fight like a soldier? Not that I’m complaining,” he added. “One of the few things that makes you more likeable.”

	 She refrained from throwing another shadow his way in the form of a very vulgar shape. She sat opposite him with a sigh, feeling the soft rays of mid-morning beating down on her back. She wrestled with herself, wondering whether she should begin revealing secrets. But remembering what he had said that day in bed about them being in this together, she nodded with resolve. 

	“A secret for a secret?” 

	He looked at her uncertainly then finally nodded. “Go on.”

	“Sofia,” she began. “Her mother was the commander of the Asterian army. It’s why we were in the palace together.” A sadness passed over Elara’s face. “She was found dead a few years ago.”

	“What happened?” Enzo frowned.

	Elara shrugged. “We never found out. But her body it…” Elara shook her head against the image. “She looked like she had died of fright. Petrified. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes. It was as though she had seen pure evil.” 

	Elara shook her head, clearing it. “But before she passed, she taught Sofia everything. Taught her how to wield a weapon and defend herself. I was forbidden to because of my status.” She rolled her eyes. “It was my parents’ idea of protecting me. I didn’t possess all the same graces as the rest of my court, as my parents. I loved them dearly, but my mother… well, you already know. She wanted me to grow up a lady, far from violence, the picture of etiquette and grace. I don’t blame them, the way Celestia is, how our country is treated...” She waved a hand. “They barely let me outside the palace walls.”

	“‘I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming,” Enzo remarked.

	“However—”

	“However is another word for ‘but’,” he muttered. She shot him a look before continuing.

	“However, Sofia was not the sort to be told what to do. And neither was I.”

	“You can say that again.”

	Elara chuckled. “So, she would teach me in secret. Every move her mother taught her, after every lesson. She’d come and find me, and we’d go through drills, practicing. She’s the one who gifted me my dagger.

	“Every morning before lightrise, while the sky was still indigo-coated, we would sneak into the darkened streets of Asteria and train. She taught me with what little power I could access, how to use my illusions to my advantage as a distraction as I wielded a knife.” Enzo’s lip quirked in recognition. “She didn’t want that life for me. Closed behind palace doors. Gods I’ll never forget the first time she took me to the Night Quarter of Asteria.”

	Elara shook her head laughing. “There we were, not shy of sixteen. Me, this pale-faced innocent maiden, surrounded by the very dregs of the kingdom—harlots and monsters and thieves alike, murderers and brigands waltzing down the cobbles. If they’d have known the Princess of Asteria was in their midst, well…”

	She trailed off. Enzo was looking at her intently, propped up on the ground. 

	“So that’s why the princess has a dagger, and knows how to use it,” she flourished. “To defend myself when my gifts couldn’t.”

	 She took a gulp of water, hands shaky from revealing so much of herself. 

	“What?” she asked, taking in his stare. 

	“Have you ever used your gifts?” he asked quietly. “I mean… to harm?”

	 “Yes,” she said simply. “A few times.” She smiled sadly. “Me and Sofia liked to think ourselves vigilantes of our city, aiding those we could. I used them on those where there was no other choice. Or those who wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

	Lukas flickered into her mind again and she willed his memories away.

	“The last man on the wrong end of my gifts pissed himself.”

	 Enzo sat up in shock, a disbelieving laugh on his lips. 

	“Princess Elara,” he scolded, “we should wash your mouth out with soap. Royalty indeed.” He shook his head incredulously, “And here I was thinking I was in the company of innocent, world-deprived royalty. It seems Sofia gave you a taste of reality.”

	 Elara worried her lip, her thoughts elsewhere. She didn’t hear Enzo until he was beside her. 

	“Elara?” he said a third time. “Are you okay?”

	She brushed strands of loose hair out of her eyes, smiling brightly. 

	“Fine,” she replied. He looked at her. 

	“I may not be able to use my gifts on you, but an idiot can see you’re not.” His eyes roamed her face in concern. “When was the last time you used your gifts like that?” His piercing, bronze flecked gaze seemed to burn right into her very soul, where she was unable to hide.

	 She swallowed another mouthful of water. “It was when I first arrived in Helios.” She saw Enzo’s jaw clench. “I’d just travelled over the border, in the back of a fruit wagon, no less.” She laughed. “I only had this dagger and some depleted power.” She stroked the edge of it fondly. “I jumped off, knowing I had to find the palace. I was followed. A group of men, drunk from the tavern. The ringleader was bald and fat, had a pirate’s mark on his neck. They were a bad crowd. I dodged into an alley ignoring their taunts. They followed.”

	 Enzo shifted imperceptibly, his burning eyes still on her. “Which tavern?” he asked coolly. Light, hard and cold, caught her eye as it danced between his fingers, itching to shine. 

	“Does it matter?” She huffed out a nervous laugh.

	“Yes,” he snapped. 

	“Leone’s Head—or Mouth—or something?” she guessed. 

	He thought a moment. “Leone’s Maw,” he nodded. There was a pause and she zoned in to the birds chirping in the branches of the dawn trees, pulling blades of grass through her fingers.

	“Did they touch you?” 

	Elara stilled at the ice in his voice, devoid of any warmth that she’d known. It wasn’t the drunken, charming rake, or the teasing friend. This was the voice of the most lethal warrior to grace Celestia. She didn’t reply. 

	“Did they fucking touch you?” he asked again. A shiver ran down her spine. Enzo’s voice was usually lilting and warm, filled with fire. This was devoid of all emotion. Calm. Far too calm.

	She raised her chin. “One,” she whispered. “He pinned me to the wall and hitched my skirts. Kissed my neck. That’s as far as he got before I brought his nightmares to life.”

	She felt a rough hand raise her chin and searched Enzo’s eyes. Some warmth had returned but metal still glinted underneath, cold as an Asterian lightrise. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his jaw tensing before he finally spoke.

	“That will never happen to you again.”

	 “I can handle myself.” She raised an eyebrow. 

	“I don’t care. In my kingdom, you are under my protection.”

	He stroked her cheek once, a word on his lips. The gentle gesture turned her breathing shallow. At the last moment he stood and turned, his tall shadow cutting through the training ground to the palace. It was only once he’d left that she saw it. Scorched, blackened earth where he had lay, smoking madly in the afternoon rays. 
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Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Elara woke to the smell of smoke. She coughed, arms reaching out blindly, until she realised that she was in her room, safe. It was only a dream. 

	She thought back to the dreamscape she had been in. Inside it, all she had seen were flames, gold and vermillion, burning her and the room surrounding her. As she had lay, trapped, a shard of deep black glass that she just knew to be duskglass, was being plunged again and again through her heart. Yet, she could not see her attacker. It had been a terrible nightmare. One of her own creations.

	She padded to her bathroom, splashing cold water on her neck and drinking in the fresh, cool air of the lightdown sky from her open balcony doors. The sky was a deep burgundy signalling the middle of the night. It struck her then how much she missed the purple and blue hues of Asteria. 

	She drifted a curl of shadow idly through her fingers, the habit comforting as she wandered back to bed. She lit a candle, trying to keep at bay the nightmares intent on plaguing her.

	With duskglass on her mind, she rifled through the pile of books on her bedside, ignoring the romance novels for the few that Isra had lent her. There was a thick tome named ‘A History of Stars.’ Of course, it would be written with complete bias by the author. Blasphemy against the Stars was punishable by death, so any ‘history’ of Celestia, wasn’t technically accurate. But if Elara scathed through each line, perhaps she could piece together at least an inkling of what and where duskglass would be.  It was a pity the book was so boring, her eyes growing heavier with each page until she succumbed to sleep.

	She woke again to the brightness of daylight piercing her vision, and the smell of smoke. Again? She shook herself from her dreams, brushing them off her like spidersilk. But no. Her eyes widening, she saw plumes of smoke rising from the gates of the palace. She staggered to her feet in alarm, her view obstructed by the pirouettes and towers of the palace grounds.

	Shrugging a robe on quickly, she ran out of the doors barefoot, shouting for Merissa who was nowhere to be seen. 

	“Anybody? Help! There’s smoke by the palace gates!”

	The palace was as silent as a grave and Elara fought to quell the rising panic inside. She flung herself around an ever-changing corridor, hoping that she was making her way in somewhat of a direction towards the palace gates. As she neared, she heard the hum of a crowd, odd shouts piercing the din. She spotted Merissa, who waved desperately, beckoning her over. With a lurch she ran to her, holding her robe around her. 

	“What in Stars is going on?” she cursed, straining over the heads of both palace guests and workers. People were lined outside the gates of the palace, a roiling restless energy slithering through the crowd. 

	“A public execution,” Merissa explained, peering over their heads herself. “The bells were called just before noon. The biggest one we’ve had in years.”

	 Elara shook her head. “Public executions? You still have those in Helios?!”

	 Merissa looked at her as though she were crazy. “You don’t?”

	 “My father banned them decades ago.”

	Merissa looked at her uneasily. “You’d be best not watching then.” She turned to the spectacle. 

	Elara made to turn, too, sickness waving over her. However, something ground her to the spot, a heavy pulling sensation in her stomach. She moved, peering through the parting in the crowd. Her breath stopped. There, each tied to a post on the palace’s portico, were five men. 

	One, small and weaselly, had blood pouring from his nose. The next, short and muscled, had burns down one side of his face.

	“Good Gods,” Elara breathed.

	The next, only just into adulthood, wept through purple and swelling eyes. Blackened blood was encrusted on his lips and lids. The man beside him was swearing and cursing, deep lacerations all over his bare chest.

	Finally, in the middle, moaning wordlessly, his tongue cut down to a blackened stump, visible as he wailed, she saw him. A bald head, a toothless mouth, a pirate’s mark glaring at her.

	Elara’s breath quickened, her heart drumming such a song that it enveloped her, the sounds of the crowd, the jeering, the gossip muting. The feeling was a fear so pervasive that it took her away from the moment. 

	“No, no, no,” she uttered, clutching the pillar next to her. 

	“Elara? Elara!” Merissa held her, concern plain on her features. 

	“He... He…” Gods, she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t speak, as the weight of what she saw before her crushed her. “Where is he?” she snarled. “Where is he!?”

	“Who?” Merissa frowned. “Who, Elara?”

	 Elara sucked in mouthfuls of breath, anger setting her chest aflame as the incomprehensible became clear. Then she saw him. Not a friend, not her mentor, not Enzo. 

	She saw Prince Lorenzo, The Lion of Helios, All Powerful Son of Light, the deadliest warrior to grace the land in centuries. As he strolled slowly past the prisoners he halted, his eyes stormy, jaw set, clad head to toe in black. His voice carried like the blade of a sword dealing a deadly blow as he turned to the crowd. 

	“These men are charged with assault of the highest degree. They believed they could take what they wanted, prey on the innocent.” The prince spat at the feet of the ringleader as he moaned in pain. 

	“They thought that they could touch a woman against her will. Hurt her.”

	Elara lunged, trying to force the crowd apart to stop him, to make her way to the dais.

	 The morning light was dwarfed in that moment by the glint in Lorenzo’s eyes as he spoke, the crowd murmuring in disgust, jeering as the charges were read. 

	Elara tried to shout his name, but her voice was swallowed by the crowd.

	“Let this be a lesson,” he shouted over them all, “of the same fate that befalls any of you found guilty of the same. Let this be a lesson,” he said, turning to the whimpering figures tied to the posts, one hand raised elegantly against the bright skies, “that you will burn.”

	A flick of his wrist on his last word and flames engulfed each prisoner, their screams coating the thick, heaving air. Some of the crowd screamed. Others cheered. Elara didn’t hear them. She didn’t hear anything but a dull roar in her mind. Head spinning, she tore from Merissa’s grip, running at full speed through the palace gates, enveloped immediately into the baying crowd.

	Elara’s breath was burning in her chest as she tore up the steep incline towards the forest, branches catching at her heels. Ragged breaths escaped her as she continued, pushing herself into the shadows. It was the only place that comforted her, far away from the sounds of death.

	She slumped under the canopy of trees in the place where she had first trained with Enzo. Even the thought of that made her flinch now. 

	She lay down panting, The images whipped her one by one, the screams, the stench of burning flesh and fire. Anger and shock mingled in a sickly dance. 

	It was not his choice to make and yet he had made it anyway, the strong, hot-headed fool he was. The betrayal felt like a knife in her gut and instead of pushing the emotion down like Elara usually did, she instead let it fuel her, seething and roiling. 

	The dry moss underneath her felt soft, and she found comfort in it. Her fingers pressed circles into it as her anger bled out, her breathing finally slowing from hysterical. She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the tears gathering to disappear.

	She didn’t know how long she lay there grasping at peace. The only sign of the time was the lightdown approaching, reflected in the deepening hues through the canopy of leaves above her. The foliage was so packed that it barely filtered through the rays, protecting her in the shadows she felt so at home in.

	Suddenly, a crack of a twig had her on her feet, crouching. She stilled, sliding her dagger out of its sheath. Poised, she crouched low, a panther ready to strike. There was a shadow, a movement, and she pinned it down, dagger between her teeth as she straddled her victim, her arms forcing theirs down, ready to kill.

	A familiar voice drawled, “You love to force me into compromising positions, don’t you?”

	Elara pushed off Enzo, stomach lurching. “Get the fuck away from me,” she hissed.

	“El, we need to talk,” he sighed, as he propped himself into sitting position. 

	“Don’t you dare call me El,” she seethed. “You’re not my friend.”

	Enzo flinched at her words as though they’d struck him. 

	“Elara,” he said, and his voice now was hard, all traces of patience gone. “I’m not leaving until we speak of what happened.”

	“Then speak,” she snarled, whipping to face him, arms folded across her chest. Her eyes suddenly began throbbing. She sank onto a flat rock and pushed the heels of her hands into them furiously. She heard a shuffle and saw Enzo in her line of vision. 

	“El,” he said again softly, and she turned to see him crouching by her, so tall he had to sit on his heels to meet her gaze. 

	“I forgot for a moment who you were,” she said quietly. She laughed dully. “It’s too easy when you use your charm—when you smile. It’s easy to forget you’re a wolf in sheep’s clothing.” She saw his jaw work. Good. 

	“And then I saw them, those men. Men who I’d told you about in confidence, told you I’d handled. Strung up. And a part of my mind still wanted to try and convince itself it was a coincidence. That there is no way that my friend would have gone searching for these men after I’d told him specifically not to. No way that it would be at his hand that they would burn.” She raised her eyes to the canopy above them.

	 “Then I saw you. Like Death herself, not an emotion on your face as you burned them all. After torturing them.” She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? This is on my head, my burden to bear now. What about the men with him? Innocent lives. It’s my fault that they’re dead. Because I told you, trusted you, and you went and did something about it anyway instead of telling me.” 

	There was only silence as she took a shuddering breath. “Do you have anything to say?”

	 He stood then, his face a mask in the gloom. 

	“Yes, I have something to say. I have to say that not one of them was innocent. That they fucking touched you Elara. That they thought they were within their right to hitch your skirts up, ready to fucking rape and kill you, as they probably have countless other women. That what you did to punish that man wasn’t enough.”

	He paced the ground like a wild cat. “It is the worst crime to commit, touching any woman against her will.” Elara looked to him, and it dawned on her with indignation that he was angry. 

	“And it happened to you in my kingdom,” his voice broke then, ragged. “Do you have any idea how that made me feel? Out of anyone in the world, that you would have been hurt under my protection, my responsibility?”

	He clamped his jaw shut as though he’d revealed something he shouldn’t have. Elara opened her mouth to retort but he silenced her.

	“You sit here, angry at me, that I was too merciless, too cruel in my punishments.”

	He circled back to her now, crouching before her again. “You ask me what I have to say,” he growled, his voice so low that she felt a fire ignite in the pit of her stomach. “I say it was my choice, my burden to bear, and don’t you dare for a second take it as your own. I have to say that I would fucking do it again and enjoy watching every last one of them suffer for what they nearly did to you.”

	 She looked to him, searching his eyes. She tracked the golden glimmers shining within them, but deeper than that some of the brown warmth she had come to know.

	Against her will, almost without thinking, she raised a hand, softly brushing a curl out of his eyes. Her hand rested then on the side of his head, a mirror of what she’d done in his dream. Enzo closed his eyes to it, as though he remembered too, exhaling slowly. 

	Emotions warred within her, anger, betrayal, pride, understanding. She exhaled deeply, deciding on which to pick. 

	“You owe me a secret.” She finally decided on forgiveness, a wan smile on her face. He opened his eyes, a startled laugh escaping him as the olive branch extended. 

	“I do,” he said, pulling her down onto the soft moss. She propped herself up by her elbows. He stared to the dense canopy above them, arms behind his head. She roamed her eyes over his broad chest and arms. 

	Without looking at her he said, “I created the fountain.”

	 Her eyes flew to his face. “What!?”

	 He smiled at her disbelief, still staring up. “I’m not just beauty and brawn, Princess.” He laughed. “It’s the gift,” he explained, as shimmering white ribbons cascaded from his fingers, glowing softly. He cast them to the ceiling and Elara gasped, shimmying down, laying on her back beside him as she watched it. He dispersed it so it looked like a thousand stars across the covering of leaves, dancing in slow patterns. 

	Nicer than stars, she thought to herself, smiling. 

	“I can use it to carve, to mould. Creating art calms me.”

	Elara let his words sink in, still mesmerised by the gentle flashes playing above them. 

	“You take this big ugly lump of stone, and you chip and chip at it with the Light until this beautiful thing is revealed underneath.” He shrugged. 

	Elara’s thoughts flew back to their conversation and what he had said about the art as they’d sat in the maze. 

	“So,” she asked, eyes still glued to the dancing glimmers above, “you’ve never been in love?”

	 “Ah, a secret for a secret.”

	They sat in silence as he created rainbows and patterns with his powers, the colours vibrant, reflecting on their faces in the growing darkness. 

	“I’ve never been in love,” she said, scrutinising the canopy with a gulp. She felt a very small shift and dared not look. 

	“Oh really?” Enzo’s voice was teasing. “Not even your darling lover that left you wanting in the bedroom?”

	 She could hear the smirk in his voice and struck out to hit his arm from where she lay. She felt him grab her hand, stopping her. He dropped it with his and she became acutely aware of the fact that he hadn’t moved the hand that now covered hers.

	She peeked at him from the corner of her eye and saw him still looking up at the shelter of leaves, his head still propped behind one arm. She looked back up. 

	“No, not even him,” she said, hiding the smile in her own voice. “I’ve never felt passion. Or desire—true desire. That all-consuming burn I read about in books. I’ve never felt…” she paused, trying to find the word.

	“Fire,” Enzo murmured, a soft laugh on his breath. Her stomach thrilled.

	“Yes,” she breathed. “Fire.”

	Elara could feel the heat pouring from him. She dared not look, for fear of what she may feel if she saw that same fire in his eyes.

	She felt warmth skitter up her arm, licking the inside of her wrist as invisible flames flowed from Enzo’s hand into hers. The sensation ran rivulets through her body, caressing her neck, warming her to her core. She felt such a visceral longing from the touch that her mouth went dry, the thrill in her stomach sinking lower as she attempted to change the subject.

	“The lover’s name was Lukas, and he was one of the many envious of my powers. He didn’t treat me well,” she added, her throat suddenly scratchy. “And in a way I have to thank him, because it made me realise that I did not love him, and that that isn’t what love should be, even if it was all I knew.”

	 She chewed the inside of her cheek. She had never spoken the words allowed. 

	“Did he ever lay a hand on you?” Enzo asked, his grip on her hand hot. She glared at him. 

	“Before you get any further ideas after today, no. He preferred mental warfare.”

	 She turned her head back to the vaulting branches. There was something about speaking one’s vulnerabilities to the darkness that made it easier. 

	“We grew up together, and so I thought he was someone I could trust. But as time went on, I realised how black his heart was. The shadows he wielded seemed to drown him. He’d ply me with gifts then call me every name under the Light. Trying to erode my sense of self chunk by chunk. Told me I was weak and useless, until I didn’t want to use my gifts anymore. That no one would love someone as powerless as me but him. I believe looking back, that he was threatened by my gifts, so did everything to stamp them out.”

	 She shook her head to herself. “I tried to leave many times. He wouldn’t let me. So, one day I finally snapped and used my powers on him, what little I could access. He didn’t bother me again.”

	She risked a glance to Enzo, whose gaze was burning into the canopy, his shoulders locked. She nudged him. “It was Sofia who helped me free from his web, helping me realise who he truly was.”

	Enzo was quiet for a long moment. All Elara could hear was her heart pounding, worried she had exposed too much to him. 

	“You deserve to feel true love,” he said finally as his thumb began to trace the inside of her palm. Her breathing shallowed, trying to focus on the light show. “You deserve to feel adored.” His thumb stroked the inside of her wrist. “To feel pleasure.” It came to rest back on her palm. He paused. “To feel a love where they’re the first you look for in every room.”

	Elara turned to him then, the game broken. Enzo turned on his side to face her too and they stayed, looking at each other as his light refracted above them, kissing them with patterns and shadow.

	 “I don’t just want love. I want reverence.” She looked away. “Is that too much to ask?”

	She felt a hand under her chin and tremored slightly as he forced her to look at him. He held her gaze for a long time as sparkles traced their eyes. Finally, a breath parted his lips. 

	“No.”

	His eyes flickered to her lips, gazing intently. His parted and she felt it, a palpable tension in the air, something that if she breathed in, would consume her.

	“I think you would be very easy to worship,” he murmured, his voice so soft she almost melted into it. The thought alone stopped her in her tracks, reminding her of what had haunted her since her fateful twenty-third birthday. 

	“It’s a pity I’ll never feel anything like it,” she whispered, pulling her face away gently. He frowned. “The Star’s prophecy…” Enzo propped himself on an elbow. “There’s a part I left off. A part that… very few people know.”

	“What is it?”

	 “It was my last birthday. Only a few months ago. Sofia had convinced me to go to an oracle for a reading, a love reading.” Elara rolled her eyes. “The oracle was one of Torra’s priestesses, in some stupid little temple down an Asterian back alley.” Elara shook her head, afraid to look at Enzo. 

	“And what did she tell you?” he asked solemnly.

	 “She said—she told me... that I would fall in love with a Star. And that it would kill us both.” Elara ran a strand of hair through her fingers.

	 “The priestess must have told Torra, who confirmed it. And then of course, Ariete got wind of it. Being the King of Stars, he believes the prophecy is about him.” She let out a long breath. “It’s why he’s doing what he’s doing, I’m sure of it. He wants me as his captive so that he can keep an eye on me and wants me to hate him enough so that I could never fall for him, so that the prophecy could never come true.”

	She shook her head. “I just can’t be destined to fall for someone so cruel.  But knowing my future… I can’t bring anyone else into that. Someone is bound to get hurt. So, I’ve vowed not to fall in love, Star or mortal.” She laughed drily.

	 Enzo squeezed her hand. “Listen to me. The Stars are tricksters. Their prophecies are filled with riddles and loopholes. Don’t live your life barely living at all because of some prophecy.”

	“That’s easier said than done. Look at what it’s already caused. My family dead because of it. My home stolen from me because of it.” 

	Elara’s eyes welled with tears, and she sighed in frustration. “But thank you. I’ve never shared the burden with anyone before.” 

	Enzo opened his mouth to say something else, his hand reaching for her hair, but she withdrew her hand, coldness replacing the warmth she had felt. 

	She went to say something, anything, to fill the silence and erase whatever look was on Enzo’s face. But as she parted her lips to speak, a low growl pierced the air.

	Enzo was up in seconds, as silent as a wraith, his hand on his short sword. He moved in front of Elara as she stood slowly, her hand ready to summon shadows. 

	There was another growl, softer but closer this time, and Elara looked around wildly. Enzo cursed, bringing light to his hands to illuminate the penetrating darkness.

	Elara gasped. Not two metres away from her was a wolf. As black as her shadows, its eyes flint grey. It was huge, standing up to Elara’s waist. The wolf edged closer, and Enzo moved subtly, still shielding her. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she gently squeezed his arm, brushing past him and closer to the wolf.

	“Elara, I know you’re crazy, but this may be the worst time to prove that theory,” Enzo whispered softly.

	“It’s okay, Enzo,” she breathed, taking another small step, her hand outstretched. The wolf prowled closer, its wicked fangs gleaming. And then, with a whimper, it licked Elara’s hand. She shuddered out a laugh as she tentatively stroked the wolf’s head. It let out a low rumble, sinking onto its hind legs as it pushed its head into Elara’s hand.

	“What in the fuckery?” Enzo breathed behind her, taking a step closer.

	The wolf whipped around, snarling. Elara bit back a laugh. “Seems wolfie has a favourite.”

	Enzo snorted, taking a cautious step back. 

	“I can’t believe it,” she whispered, scratching behind the wolf’s ears as she sank onto her knees beside it. The wolf licked her hand again, inching closer.

	“Believe what? That a wild wolf wants to be your pet?”

	Elara ignored him, crooning to the beast wagging its tail. It rolled onto its back, and she chuckled, scratching its belly.

	“I think I’ll call you Astra, after the dark lake in Asteria.”

	Astra wagged her tail as though she agreed.

	“Yes, name the wild beast that was seconds away from tearing us apart,” Enzo muttered.

	Elara shot him a warning look as she continued to stroke Astra’s sleek fur.

	“Can we bring her back to the palace with us?”

	“Of course, why not!? Why don’t we round up a few lions, maybe a dragun or two and turn the throne room into a zoo?”

	She shot him a dry look. “You’re no fun.”

	Enzo sighed, rubbing a palm over his face.

	“And you only don’t want to because she likes me more than you.” Elara turned back to fuss over Astra.

	“We’d best get back,” he said, coming closer to her. “It’s late and I have to meet with my father.”

	Elara sighed as she stood, longing etched onto her face.

	“So long Astra,” she said, nuzzling the great wolf one more time. “Promise me you’ll come and find me again?”

	Astra bowed her head as though she understood every word, giving one last lick over Elara’s face. The wolf then turned, circling Elara and Enzo. Astra prowled behind the prince, looking once to Elara before nipping his behind. 

	Enzo cursed, jumping a foot in the air as Elara howled with startled laughter. “I’m going to wear your pelt as a coat!” Enzo shouted, spinning, but Astra had already disappeared into the trees. “Fuck me that hurts.”

	He rubbed at where she’d bitten him, straining over his shoulder to inspect the site.

	“Can you blame her? You’ve got a glorious ass.” Elara smirked as she set off down the winding path back to the palace. Enzo straightened his shoulders as he followed her, seeming to have forgotten that he was in pain at all.

	The short walk was filled with tension, small talk disguising it. They walked past a vast corridor lined with mirrors, and Elara hid a smile as she watched Enzo glance slyly at his rear in the reflection, preening himself like a peacock. By the time they reached Elara’s bedroom, her palms were slick, and her head filled with thoughts of Enzo. As much as she tried to keep it at bay, she couldn’t help but think of the burning touch of his hand on hers and the look in his eyes as he had told her what she deserved. But battling against it was the sign she had just received, as clear as day. A black wolf.

	She stubbed her toe on the door, cursing a string of profanities that would make a sailor blush. 

	Enzo laughed, his hand steadying her. “That filthy mouth.”

	She gave a sheepish grin, turning the knob to her door. “Thank you for coming to find me. For everything tonight.” 

	He cocked his head. 

	“But can you promise to not go burning exes on the pyre for me just yet?” 

	He chuckled, turning to go. “I promise, Princess.”

	“Enzo?” He turned back. “Friends again?” The question danced in her eyes. 

	He hesitated imperceptibly. Then an easy smile came onto his face. “Friends,” he replied.
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Chapter Eighteen

	 

	“Have you heard the news!?” Merissa bustled into the room. To the untrained eye, it looked as though a running pile of gowns was crashing through the doorway. Elara yawned against the early hour, squinting at her blindly. 

	“Wha—?” she mumbled, half asleep. Merissa dumped the piles of gowns on the bed, cracking the windows and shutters wide. 

	“King Idris!” she exclaimed. “He’s requested a meeting with you and Enzo.”

	She was giddy with glee, but Elara’s stomach dropped. She didn’t trust the king, as much as she was becoming—grudgingly—fond of his son. There was something so cold in his eyes, something greedy in the way he devoured her with his gaze. 

	“Do you know what about?” Elara sat, groping the sheets off her. 

	“Well... I heard tell from Leo that it’s regarding a mission.”

	 Elara raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been awfully close lately, haven’t you?”

	“If you want to talk about close, perhaps I shouldn’t mention the fact that the prince was seen escorting you back to your room well past lightdown,” Merissa retorted. 

	Elara cut her a dry glance. “Definitely not what you think.”

	 Merissa only smiled. “I was worried about you after yesterday. You looked like you’d seen a ghost at the execution.”

	Elara reached for a glass of pear juice that Merissa had laid down. She didn’t want to think about what had happened. “It was just a shock.”

	“Well, if you and Enzo made up from whatever quarrel had you launching for the forest, that’s all that matters.”

	That was one thing that Elara adored about Merissa. She never pried or pushed. 

	“Anyway, back to these rumours. What on earth could Idris want with me? Do I look like a spy to you?” She ran a hand through her tangled locks, gesturing to them helplessly. 

	Merissa nodded, sitting her down as she began to work her magick. 

	“All I know, is that I was requested to bring to hand a dozen ball gowns, each in the style of the Asterian court.”

	 If Elara had felt nausea before, this was a new level of butterflies at the mention of her home. 

	“What could he want those for?!” she asked in alarm. Merissa simply shrugged.

	“I’m sure you’ll find out in a few moments. You’ve been requested in the throne room in ten minutes.” She patted her shoulders. “Done!”

	Elara admired her reflection in the mirror, as always astounded by Merissa’s talent. Plaits were woven through her loose waves, subtle enhancements working to brighten her eyes and complexion. Elara changed quickly into loose training clothes, assuming she’d be leaving with Enzo after the meeting, and with a quick kiss on Merissa’s cheek, was out of the door.

	As the doors of the throne room swung open, Elara was once again stolen of breath at the immense power that radiated from the room. It always seemed to dwarf her with its grandeur. The long, lotus filled pool commanded the centre, the stuccoed ceilings reflected in it filled with art. She allowed herself a small smile, thinking of Enzo’s secret yesterday, wondering if he had designed this room too. 

	No longer quite as daunted after settling into the ways of the Helion court, she took a breath, straightened her back, and sauntered down the grand hall to where the throne and other seating lay. Enzo was there, idle as always, his legs kicked in front of him, crown haphazard on his head. He winked at her, a smile on his face, and she smiled back. Then her gaze cut to King Idris, and she cleared her throat. 

	“Your Majesty,” she curtsied. 

	“Princess,” he nodded, gesturing to sit in front of them both on a velvet clad chair. She took it, stopping the small tremble of her hands. 

	“To what do I owe the pleasure, King Idris?” she asked, her gaze fixed on him. He fixed her with his own. 

	“I’ll cut straight to the point. Asteria has been impenetrable since your departure,” he said, his frown deepening as his ruddy face flushed with anger. “And we’ve heard rumours of the impending invasion should Ariete decide to spread his scope to our kingdom.” His meaty hand clenched on the throne chair. “We find ourselves, finally... an opportunity.”

	Elara tilted her head questioningly, flicking a glance to Enzo. He shrugged. 

	“After months of silence, Ariete has decided to host a ball in his own honour. It seems he’s gotten to grips with mortal rule and, ever the arrogant Star, wants to show off his newfound spoils of war.” Elara felt a wave of anger slowly building inside her, along with a flame of hope sputtering weakly alongside it. 

	“It’s to be a masquerade ball, so I’ve heard. Invitations extended to all far and wide across Celestia.” He paused, rubbing his lips. “Usually I would send my own men in, well versed on the art of seduction and spying.” He looked to Elara again. 

	“But we need to gain information, fast and inconspicuously. What Ariete’s plans are. If he does in fact desire to invade our territory. And who better, and more well versed in the Asterian court than the princess herself?” The hope inside Elara flared and it took every ounce of control not to weep with joy. A cold smile curled on the king’s features. 

	About to speak, she was interrupted. “Father,” Enzo hissed, “this is far too dangerous. You cannot send her in there. Ariete is hunting her like a dog.”

	“Deception is best done right under the victim’s nose. Do you think Ariete will be expecting Elara right there in his palace? Hidden in plain sight?”

	Elara’s jaw clenched. His palace? She fought to keep her shadows from choking the king where he sat.

	“And that’s why my son,” Idris said coldly, “she will have you. You are to go together, a couple of the Asterian court. With masks on you won’t be recognised and in the attire of the court they will glance over you with far less care than if you were from any other. You will do it.”

	“Father, I must—”

	“I’ll do it,” Elara jumped in, her mind whirring. “It would be a pleasure to show my gratitude to Helios for all you have done for me.”

	Idris nodded, satisfied. Elara looked to Enzo, his anger masked by his ever-casual demeanour. She couldn’t read his face, only see the fire steadily burning in his eyes. She raised her chin in answering defiance.

	 “As you please,” Enzo bit out, and stood. “Elara?” he beckoned. “Time to train.”

	 “Make sure you do, Elara. Train... that is. My son was right when he said you’d be stepping right into the arms of the enemy.” Elara bowed once wordlessly, and was ushered quickly out of the room. 

	 

	She could barely keep up with Enzo’s gait as he sped out of the palace into their secluded training yard. He stood up three straw filled dummies in front of him and began to strike arcs of light and flames at them, whipping the rays from his hand with vengeance until all that was left of each was a pile of ash. 

	“Enzo.” Elara tried for the fifth time to get through to him. 

	“What?” He whirled on her, the smoke still rising from his hands. “Are you completely fucking insane? Or is it that you have a death wish? Your recklessness is going to get you killed.”

	“Enzo let me explain—”

	“What my father is asking is too dangerous.”

	“Have you thought to ask me what I would like to do instead of deciding for me?” she hissed, stalking close to him. She whipped out an arm, catching his mid strike. “Enzo, I received a sign.”

	“What?” he asked again, this time in exasperation.

	Elara spun so that her back was to Enzo. She lifted the edge of her top, the snaking silver dragun visible.

	“This tattoo? I got it with Sofia. I chose the dragun, the symbol of rebirth, power and wisdom. You know what Sofia chose? She chose a black wolf. Loyalty, ferocity, protection. Twice now I have seen a black wolf in this land. The first in Isra’s dreamscape. The second, before me, submitting to me. You think that a coincidence?”

	“What are you getting at?” Enzo gritted out, his stare burning into her back.

	“What I’m getting at is that she must be alive. And in that palace. I see a black wolf and the next day an opportunity to go into Asteria undercover lands in my lap?  I will not waste the chance. I’m getting her out.”

	“Oh, come on Elara.” He rolled his eyes. “The black wolf is a symbol of many things, none of which mean a damn thing. Bloody Piscea is one of them, and have you seen her around recently? If you think that I’m going to let you go with some half-cracked plan on a whim—”

	“I didn’t ask you for permission,” she shouted, her temper shot. “You are not my damn keeper.” 

	Enzo stalked closer. “Oh, I can be, Princess. You are under my rule and protection here. So, you’ll find, my word is law should I wish it.”

	“Try to keep me here and see what happens to you.” Her shadows of their own volition curled around Enzo’s neck, her control loose with rage. 

	“Are you threatening me with a good time?” His breath mingled with hers as she stood seething, shadows pouring out of her. She ignored the deflection, and the look of total trust he gave her as her shadows continued to wrap tighter around his neck.

	“What would you do if it was Isra? Or Leo?” she whispered.

	Enzo’s mouth opened and closed.

	“She is all I have left, Enzo.” Elara’s voice broke.

	“I would do everything I could to bring them back,” he agreed solemnly.

	She nodded once, loosening her shadows on him.

	“And she is not all you have left, El.”

	Elara huffed out a laugh. “Yes. I have you, a man who has only started to tolerate me.” She shook her head. “I don’t have anyone in my corner, not really.” She smiled wryly, aware that her grip was still on Enzo’s arm, the bulge of muscle taut as her nails dug into it.

	 Enzo let out a harsh breath of impatience. “I do not just tolerate you, Elara. You are my favourite part of the day.”

	Elara took a step back, startled. She opened and closed her mouth, shock rendering her mute. Enzo gently extricated himself from her grip.

	“And here I was thinking you didn’t enjoy my company at all,” she finally got out.

	His eyes twinkled. “You’re okay, I suppose.” 

	“You know, in a strange turn of events, you’ve become the closest friend I have,” she replied. He gave a half smile.

	“I’m strong now, Enzo. My powers are the highest they’ve ever been. And I’ll have you by my side, oh, Great Lion, to protect me lest I turn into a damsel in distress.”

	Enzo batted her away. “You are relentless, you know that?”

	“I know.” She fluttered her eyelashes.

	His eyes softened, conceding. 

	“Just admit that you need me to carry out this mission anyway,” she said, laughing.

	 Enzo looked down at her, those curls falling as always into golden eyes, the light inside making them positively glow. “I need you,” he said. 

	She ignored the gravity of his words, instead choosing to divert his train of thought. “Then I guess we’d better practice.”
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Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Elara glared at her reflection in the mirror, frustrated. Merissa had promised she would be right back, and it seemed as though an age had passed since then. She glanced over her reflection, the makeup Merissa had painted on her face, her lips iridescent, shimmer dust sparkling on her eyes. Her hair rippled in inky waves down one shoulder. Yet here she was, late. All that stood between her and her departure was the corset in disarray in her hands. 

	She had it pressed to her front with one hand and tried once again to reach behind and pull the loose lacing together with the other. It was impossible. With a grunt of exasperation, she let the strings go, the corset falling to the floor. There was a knock on the door and Elara, attempting to quell her temper, flew to it. 

	“Merissa, you promised you’d be quick,” she said, flinging the door open. 

	She stopped short. 

	Enzo was leaning against the frame, one foot crossed behind the other. He looked like sin, a fallen angel in the formal colours of the Asterian court. A black blouse was undone at his collar, a bowtie slung round his neck. His hair hung in damp curls from a bath and the smell of amber oils filled her senses. His eyes dragged from her feet up to her dress, and Elara suddenly felt vulnerable in the thin material. Then, with a lion’s curved smile, they landed on her face. 

	   “Do you need some help getting dressed?” he purred. She scowled at him as she opened the door wider, crossing the room to the discarded corset.       

	“What do you want?” She sighed as she picked it up, shimmying back into it again. 

	“I was coming to see what was taking so long.”

	“Merissa has disappeared to Stars know where and I can’t get this bloody thing tied.” She blew an errant curl out of her face as she looked back to him, still leaning in the doorway.

	“So, unless you know how to tie a corset and get me into this damned dress, you can go.” She shot him a sweet smile. 

	He looked at her, eyes burning before he lazily pushed himself off the doorframe and entered the room. “Well Princess, undoing corsets is more my strong suit, but I’m sure I can help.” 

	He came up behind her and Elara felt heat crawling up her neck to her cheeks. She looked at her reflection, the silk gown clinging to her delicately, outlining the shape of her curves. She pressed the corset to herself, gesturing to Enzo. “You need to find the two loops in the middle, and pull.” 

	Enzo studied her back. “You know I never saw the point in these things,” he murmured as his thumbs brushed her hips, holding the strings in each hand. He drew them towards him deftly. 

	“Why not?” she asked, her breath quickening. She saw his smile in the reflection as he began to pull on each string, the corset tightening with every movement.

	 “Just seems like an awful lot more for me to have to take off.” Enzo’s voice caressed her ear, a low murmur. She felt goosebumps ripple through her body. Trying to fight down the delicious heat that his words brought to her, she focused on their reflection.

	“Is this tight enough?” he asked, hitching her in roughly so that she was pulled against him. She exhaled a little breath of shock. A hand around her waist steadied her. She nodded silently as he smirked. Oh, he knew exactly what he was doing. Two can play at this game, she thought to herself. 

	“Is my hair getting in the way?” she asked innocently, and swept it 'round to one side, the nape of her neck exposed. She felt the hands tying a bow behind her still, and she looked to their reflection. Displayed in the looking glass was a furrowed brow and clenched jaw as Enzo’s gaze bore into her exposed, silver-dusted neck. She knew he could smell the faint smoky vanilla perfume dabbed right behind her ear. Her chest, spilling out of the bodice, was heaving, shallow breaths that she swore was just the tightness of the corset and not the way Enzo was looking at her.

	 He lifted his eyes to the mirror, finding hers as he stood, hands still wrapped in ribbons. His breath was warm, a dragun breathing fire in rivulets down her spine. She didn’t understand how in that moment she wasn’t laid bare to him, the nervousness dancing in her veins. The air seemed to grow heavy, almost suffocating, before Enzo spoke. 

	“Don’t we look quite the royal couple?”

	Elara forced out a laugh, batting him away. He grinned and finished tying the bow, the movements rough and taut. Then finished, he stepped back from her. 

	“There,” he bowed. “In another life perhaps, I was a handmaid.” She chuckled as he swaggered towards the door. 

	“Thank you, I won’t be long.”

	“Meet me by the great stairs. We’d best be quick.” Then, with a final look to her, he was out of the room. Cursing Merissa and her disappearance, Elara proceeded to shrug her ballgown over her slip and corset, thankfully far less complicated to put on. Her mind flicked to Enzo’s thumbs stroking her waist, the way he’d looked at her neck, the feeling of his hard body as he’d pulled her against it. 

	She clicked her tongue, admonishing herself in the mirror. “Get it together, Elara, my Gods. You’d think you were a tremoring virgin the way a few touches are making you act.”

	She gave her reflection a contemptuous look before reaching for the pot of spun sugar beside her. In a few more moments she was ready, dusting some more of it on her collarbones and twirling in the mirror. Then with a deep, nervous breath, she left the room.
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Chapter Twenty

	 

	They entered the palace’s walls by gondola, and the moment they traversed into Asteria’s lands Elara felt a wave of emotion. She was home. The journey had been far faster into the kingdom than out, travelling by water in a wondrous boat invented by the engineers of Castor. It provided fifty times the speed of a regular boat, allowing them to arrive in less than two hours. Arriving at the palace’s outskirts, they had then had to transfer into the ornate, magicked gondola that was drifting guests to the palace’s underground chambers.

	She looked down at the familiar moat, its inky black water filled with constellations. In its reflection she saw Enzo, not the companion she would have expected to bring with her. His black mask around his eyes deepened the gold and brown of them, and his earring glinted in the starlight. His jaw was freshly shaven, and her eyes caught on the set of it, clenching with tension. It was the only tell of what he was thinking. 

	He always seemed so annoyingly composed, at home in any room, any kingdom. Here he was, gliding into the court of his enemy, and he looked like he was ready to command it. She noticed up close that the navy tuxedo he wore was sewn with intricate, tiny silver stars to compliment her gown. A black shirt underneath and tailored trousers, he looked every bit like royalty. She hid a smile at the sight of him in the attire of the Asterian court. He looked to her, his eyes unreadable as they settled on her glossed lips. 

	Elara looked just as good herself. She had known what she would wear the moment she’d seen the ridiculous selection of gowns that Merissa had laid out. Her first steps back into her kingdom would be in a dress of starlight. It was the indigo blue of an Asterian evening. Sculpted silver dragunflies adorned her cleavage and décolletage, the rest of her neck and chest left bare.

	 From there, the gown smoothed into a cinched waist and then into a flowing skirt of stars. It glittered and shimmered as she walked and had reminded her instantly of home. Her hair hung to her waist, threads of silver that matched her eyes strung through it. 

	 She'd seen a look on Enzo's face that she couldn't place, one she hadn't seen before as she’d descended the marble staircases in Helios after their corset encounter.

	“You’ve cleaned up well,” she had noted, smiling. A mirror of some of the first words he’d said to her. But instead of a smart retort he’d merely, without a word, offered his arm to her. Then they had been escorted out of the kingdom, donning their masks. 

	They’d barely spoken since, and she found herself missing their sniping. As they neared the entrance to the underwater cove where one accessed the palace, she heard the familiar music of a waltz from the kind of orchestras that would fill her palace every weekend. She sighed to herself, and Enzo turned to her.

	 “Are you okay?” he asked quietly. She fidgeted with her silver mask, a twin to Enzo’s black.

	 “Yes, I’m just trying to prepare myself. For whatever I may see. For whatever news may come of Sofia.” She took a readying breath, gazing ahead. “It’s so strange. Everything looks the same, but so much has changed.”

	Enzo nodded, looking ahead in wonder. “I've never been this far into Asteria before,” he whispered, turning back to her. “It's beautiful.” His eyes roamed over her face as he said it and she swallowed. 

	“Now can you see why I miss it so much?” she murmured back. He paused a moment and, thinking the conversation over, Elara turned in her seat to watch the guests in boats behind her. 

	She started as he spoke again, this time looking right into her silvered eyes as he said, “I do understand. I would never want to part with it.”

	 Before she had chance to respond there was a jolt as the gondola came to harbour inside the palace walls. A servant wearing a hook-nosed mask and lavender wig extended his hand as Elara rose from the boat. Once off, they produced their invitations, forged as two Asterian courtiers, and were led down a corridor where the music rose from the grand ballroom. With a steadying breath, clutching Enzo’s arm, she entered her home and gasped.

	It was just as she remembered, but enhanced to look like a dusk-kissed paradise. Ariete had decorated the room to look like a twilit garden. Twisted trees rose through the room, midnight blue branches adorned with lavender scented and coloured leaves. Candles floated through the air and in the centre of the room lay a pond adorned with darkroses and starlilies. Indigo swans floated in the pool, serene and graceful, and climbing vines of fragrant night jasmine roamed up the walls, creating a canopy of lilac upon the whole ballroom. The floor was like grass, a magickal woodland. And stars. There were stars everywhere. Constellations lit up the roof so that the ceiling looked like the night sky itself. Elara had to admit, Ariete had left no stone unturned for this ball.

	She did a quick scan of the room, her eyes looking for any hint of red or black. Her heart calmed slightly. Wherever Ariete was, he wasn’t here. The air felt heavy with charm though, the familiar magick of the Stars coating it. Her gaze caught on a figure, the magnetic and pulsing air around him catching her attention instantly. Sat at a table, surrounded by adoring devotees, was Scorpius. His charm felt like drowning, intense and roiling, and she could have sworn the waft of a salted sea breeze drifted past. Despite his intimidating presence, Scorpius looked bored, nursing a cup of ambrosia, his deep-sea green eyes dull, his light brown, waist length locks glowing in the magickal starlight.

	Elara whipped round to Enzo. “The Stars are here,” she breathed as panic seized her. “This was a mistake, we shouldn’t have come, I didn’t know—”

	“Lyra, Lyra,” Enzo hushed, clamping down on her hand. They had decided on names beforehand, Lyra for Elara and Alec for Enzo, to avoid anyone overhearing them.

	“Yes, Alec,” she hissed.

	“You’re going to calm down and take a deep breath. We are two excited courtiers of Asteria. We have masks on, and you have lived inside castle walls most of your life. No one apart from Ariete, and I suppose Leone now, knows what you look like. You are going to pull yourself together and play your part.”

	He dragged her to the dancing floor.

	“Now, you’re going to smile and look at me adoringly as you dance with me.” In the dim shimmering ballroom Enzo took Elara’s hands in his, an arrogant smile on his lips. 

	“You have to be joking.” She cast a frown. “Your father forgot to mention this part in his little mission.”

	 Enzo smirked behind his mask. “We have to blend in.”

	A familiar tune started to pick up. The Celestian Waltz, a dance known throughout their whole world. Elara remembered her mother issuing her with lessons when she was just a child. But she looked dubiously to Enzo.

	“Gods above,” she muttered, her heart still hammering.

	“Scared?” he taunted, hand still in hers. She placed it hard on her waist as she determinedly pressed her other hand to his shoulder. 

	“Not likely.” She flashed a winning smile and began to spin with him. His grip on her waist tightened a fraction and a wave of heat at his touch overpowered her. His gaze faltered, that cool composure slipping and returning so quickly she wondered if she’d imagined it. Before she could ponder it too long, they were floating across the grassy ballroom floor. 

	Elara had always loved dancing, and she had always been good at it. But this felt… different. The biggest surprise was how gracefully Enzo danced along with her, anticipating her steps. 

	“How do you know how to dance so well?” she whispered as he spun her in perfect time, waltzing between the other couples on the floor. 

	“I’m wounded, Princess. Although you may forget it, I am a prince.”

	On cue he lifted her effortlessly by her waist, then dropped her back down, not missing a beat as they continued to spin. They rose and fell, lost in their world underneath the twilight and the stars. 

	“Now this is the part where you laugh delicately and tell me you’ve never danced with such a handsome, charismatic man. Then you add that you can just tell by how I dance that I’m a ravishing lover.”

	Elara snorted, slapping his arm as he spun her. “Are my lines not to tell you that you’re arrogant and full of yourself, and not that good a dancer, so by proxy, not that good in bed?”

	A gleam came into Enzo’s eyes as they both clapped twice, before joining hands again.

	“But it’s a sin to lie, Princess. And you’d be lying on all counts.”

	Whatever Enzo was doing it was working, distracting her from the thought of which Stars may be attending the ball.

	 As the flute joined in, so came the next part of the waltz. Twirled and passed between partners, palms outstretched, Elara weaved through the masked men, her neck craning to find Enzo’s, smiling as she saw his eyes still locked on her even as he spun with other women. Her hand brushed a stranger’s and she stopped herself, only just, from sucking in a breath. 

	A Star’s charm was coating her, the bare contact of a god’s skin on hers, electric. The charm felt like storm clouds and solving puzzles, the Star smelled like rain and cedar. Her stomach flipped as she pretended to peer up shyly behind her mask, an abashed courtier overwhelmed by a Star’s presence. The pale, dark haired god glanced down at her, his cunning coal eyes fixed on Elara as he tilted his head, intrigued. A small smile curled on his lips. Elara took in any detail she could. A black pinstriped suit, the shirt beneath unbuttoned low to show a row of necklaces in dark silver. One with a key hung by his collarbones, another with a blade on it hung low by his sternum. She folded away the details, nodding her head demurely. Then before she knew it, Elara was whisked back into the dance. 

	She made her way back to Enzo as the music picked up pace, the orchestra a frenzy of violins, flutes and cymbals. 

	Enzo grabbed her with a ferocity as she reached him, hunger in his movements dominating her as he pulled her flush to him, leading them to the demanding beat. 

	“Eli certainly seemed to like the look of you,” Enzo murmured, picking up his pace as the music became deafening.

	“Holy shit, that was Eli? One of the twins?”

	 “The very same,” Enzo replied, his head whipping to where the Star was now dancing with a pretty redhead. He pulled Elara instinctively closer.

	It was as though the melody was following them, enchanted by their energy, rising when Enzo lifted her, speeding when he spun her. She could feel a frisson in the air, like the raw power she’d seen wielded between his hands, crackling with energy. She stared into his gold eyes and he into hers of silver. Her heart raced as the signal for the final steps of the Celestian Waltz sang to her. A lift above Enzo’s head. His fire fed into her and she shot him a smile. Matching it with one of his own he lifted her arm, spinning her with vigour as his other hand remained behind his back. One, two, three, four… 

	Then mustering all her focus and balance she took three strides back on the fifth count and ran, leaping into his outstretched arms. He pushed her up, his muscles corded behind his jacket as he stretched her above him, holding her. She felt dizzy with euphoria, the world that surrounded them left behind. She hung among the stars, envisioning herself plucking them with vengeance one by one, her body weightless. She barely noticed the other guests suspended around her. Then she felt Enzo lower her gently to the ground as the refrain stopped and they both snapped out of it, looking around the room. 

	The crowd was laughing and clapping as they all dispersed, the music reaching them again at full volume. Elara blinked, realising they were the only ones who had felt time seem to slow.

	They made their way off the dancefloor as Enzo led her to the shadowed wall nearby. Her chest was heaving, breath lost. 

	“Perhaps it’s best we find other dancing partners now, mingle, see if anyone mentions anything of Ariete or Sofia.” His eyes were pensive, searching her reaction. 

	She found herself swallowing, trying to gain her breath as she replied. “Yes, perhaps. Someone is bound to slip up. If there’s anything I remember about the courtiers here, it’s how much they like to gossip.”

	Enzo nodded. “Just don’t stray too far from me. Stay in this room,” he warned. 

	“I will,” she said softly, turning, her skirts swirling behind her.

	Elara didn’t look back to see the expression on Enzo’s face as he watched her leave.

	“I need a drink,” she murmured to herself, feeling completely dizzy and off kilter. Already she felt unprepared. They hadn’t planned for Stars to be there, nor had she expected to feel so overwhelmed at being back in her home. 

	Whatever the cause may be, Elara felt off, the Stars’ various charms seeming to cloy around her, and nothing steadied Elara’s nerves more than a glass of sparkling honeywine. She made her way to the bar at the end of the ballroom, through bustling guests and loud laughing courtiers, trying to ignore the inexplicable sinking feeling in her stomach. 

	She joined the crowd at the bar, leaning her forearms on the cool marble as she tried to steady her breath.

	“Well, well, well. Don’t you look delicious?”

	Elara would have cursed the Stars if there wasn’t one right in front of her. She turned slowly, gritting her teeth.

	“Hello, Leone,” she smiled.

	The Star was resplendent. A golden suit, tailored meticulously, clung to him, his blonde hair like spun gold, the familiar circlet still resting on his head. A mask to match graced the top half of his face, leaving his full lips the centre of attention. Elara had a feeling it was a purposeful choice. Leone flicked off an imaginary piece of lint as he leaned beside her, his shoulder jostling with hers.

	“You know you still haven’t stumbled upon my temple after I invited you.” His voice was like silk, like a song, and his charm imbued the same emotion one felt when looking at a beautiful piece of art.

	“I’m afraid I’m useless with directions,” she drawled, trying to catch the eye of the tender behind the bar.

	Leone chuckled. “You know, I think you’re the first mortal who has declined my invite.” He leaned in close to her ear. “Which makes you all the more intriguing.”

	Elara tried not to roll her eyes. “Are you not going to ask me what I’m doing here?”

	Leone waved a hand through the air. “Oh, no doubt some tedious, moral thing like trying to save a loved one, or glean information to destroy my brother.” He faked a yawn. “I told you during our glorious first meeting, your human lives bore me. As far as I’m concerned, you were never here.” He winked. “Play away.”

	The Star kissed her hand, leaving an imprint that felt like poetry as he disappeared through the crowd. Elara turned around to watch him leave and caught the golden, burning gaze of Enzo staring right at the space where Leone had been. She started towards him, but the tender stopped her.

	“Drink, madam?”

	She paused. She could really use the drink.

	“One honeywine, please,” she signalled to him. As she waited for her drink, Elara tried to gather composure. She searched for Enzo again, but he had disappeared from where he was. She leaned back against the bar, rubbing her temples. Three Stars in the space of an hour. Thank the gods Leone was, if not on her side, at least indifferent to her cause. It would certainly make her and Enzo’s night easier to not have to worry about him alerting the other Stars to their presence. The tender returned with her drink and she sighed in relief. As he passed her a goblet, a tanned hand extended, passing the tender coins. 

	“Allow me,” a smooth voice said, making her turn in surprise. “A beautiful woman can’t be buying herself a drink,” he smiled. 

	The stranger had deep blue hair that fell to his shoulders, the colour of a night sky in Asteria, and eyes a brilliant blue green, like the sea in Helios when the Light was at its highest point in the sky. His mask was fashioned around his eyes in cresting waves, a cobalt blue. Her eyes rested on a tricorn hat that he wore, the open shirt below, and the glimpse of an octopus tentacle tattooed over his tanned chest. A pirate then. Yet, even with the mask on, Elara could see that he was handsome in an open way, and she saw kindness in his gaze. More thankfully, that he was human. She smiled. 

	“And who do I have to thank for this drink?” She raised hers to his and took a sip. It fizzed on her mouth, tasting deliciously sweet and instantly making her feel more at ease. 

	“Oh, just a man who saw a poor woman in Leone’s grasp,” he whispered confidingly. “I saw you and immediately made to come over and save you. But it appears you didn’t need saving after all.” He clinked her glass with his own, his eyes twinkling.

	“Lord Adrian—from Neptuna, if you couldn’t tell.” He winked and gestured to his hat. Elara found herself laughing at the ease of his energy, buoyant after so many weeks of intensity and responsibility in Helios. There was something strangely familiar about him, his voice, his appearance. She racked her brains about what she knew of the Kingdom of Neptuna and remembered her mother always speaking with fondness of the place. The two kingdoms were close, probably the only kingdom that allied openly with Asteria. And yet she didn’t think she had met him at the palace before.

	“My pleasure,” she beamed, extending a hand to him which he kissed. “I’m Lyra,” she said, the lie slipping with ease off her tongue. 

	“Lyra,” he said, savouring the name. “At the risk of coming off as strong as that Star, may I have this dance?”

	Elara nodded, drinking the last of her bubbles down. They went straight to her head, and she welcomed the fuzzy feeling for a moment. She didn’t realise how tired she was. Tired of the cat and mouse games with Enzo, the ever-present stare of the king, the responsibility that wore heavy on her head. 

	Adrian took her hand, and she stilled again. Yes, there was something very familiar about the stranger. Adrian looked to her quizzically.

	“I’m sorry,” she laughed, allowing his hand to hold her waist as they began to dance. “Have we met before?”

	Adrian frowned as a violin began to play, a dramatic tense ballad. Trumpet notes cascaded, his hand soft in hers. 

	“I don’t believe so. I’m sure I’d remember someone like you.”

	She nodded uneasily. “So, tell me Lord Adrian,” she asked, brushing the familiarity under the rug, “how is Neptuna finding this new alliance with King Ariete? It was quite a shock to us,” she whispered conspiratorially, playing the part of an adjusting Asterian courtier. 

	He laughed uneasily as he held her hand a little tighter, leaning into her ear as he said, “For us, too. We do not know much of him, although we thought of the passed king and queen with great fondness.”

	 Elara bit her tongue against the wealth of emotion threatening to spill. Down you go, she hissed at it. She smiled at him again, nodding. 

	“We’re all just trying to welcome the change,” she replied diplomatically. Out of the corner of her eyes she saw a flash of white-blonde hair and pink. Another couple on the floor, and Elara’s attention was caught by the woman’s beauty. She wore a mask carved into love hearts around each eye, a rose gold colour that complimented her green eyes perfectly. She looked like a swan, a picture of elegance. She reminded Elara a little of Merissa, but in a colder way, and she pieced together that the woman must have been from Aphrodea. Her dress was a little frothy for Elara’s liking, tiers of pink tuille drowning her, but even Elara couldn’t deny that how she moved was enough to stop and stare. Then ice took over her body as she realised who was whispering in her ear, dancing with a grin on his face. Enzo. 

	As though feeling her stare, he raised his eyes, gaze locked on her as he continued to whisper in the beautiful stranger’s ear, not leaving Elara’s face as the Aphrodean giggled against whatever he had said. Elara felt a sharp lurch of jealousy. Then anger, brimming cold in the pit of her. Anger at forgetting during his charm and ease with her that this was simply Enzo, the rake who acted the same with any pretty face, empty, charming words flowing off him like water. She bit her cheek, willing herself to calm down. Casting him a dry smile she turned back to Adrian, flicking her hair behind her. 

	“Do you know them?” he asked, following where her gaze had been. 

	She glanced over again then gave a nonchalant shrug as she placed both arms around his neck. “Haven’t the faintest.”

	 Adrian’s hands slid to her waist as the tune slowed to something far more dangerous, an intense staccato that insinuated intimacy with a partner.

	“There was a girl I knew a long time ago, one that always attended these balls. Sofia, her name was. You wouldn’t happen to have heard of her, would you?” Elara tried to keep the desperation out of her voice as Adrian moved her carefully.

	“I’m afraid I haven’t, no. I’m sure she’ll be here tonight though if that’s the case.”

	Elara nodded absentmindedly as Adrian’s hands skimmed up her back. She looked up at the star-filled ceiling and sighed, her head falling back into a deep bend as he supported her weight. She scanned for Enzo as she was suspended, upside down, but could not see him.

	“Isn’t it beautiful?” she breathed. “I’ve been to many a ball, but Ariete has certainly put on a show.” 

	Adrian cupped her back with both hands as he lifted her to him again. “It is,” he agreed. “Almost as beautiful as you.” 

	She laughed as they danced. “Smooth ta—”

	Two hands grabbed her waist roughly and she spun in indignation. Enzo stood there, taking one of her hands, the perfect picture of charm as he smiled to Lord Adrian. 

	“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said to him, “but I was wondering if I could have this dance?”

	Lord Adrian smiled warmly. “Of course,” he said, letting go of Elara’s hands. “I don’t blame you for wanting to dance with the most beautiful girl in the room.”

	Enzo gritted his teeth as Elara curtsied to the lord. 

	“It’s a pleasure to have met you,” she said. 

	“And I you,” Adrian beamed, bowing. 

	Enzo’s smile disappeared the moment the lord turned, and Elara whirled on him. 

	“What are you doing?” she hissed.

	He pulled her in tightly to him and her breath hitched at the roughness in which he held her as they danced, much different from before. 

	“Smile and listen,” he said through gritted teeth as they began to waltz again, their bodies seeming to know what to do without being prompted. “My father sent us into this place to help the kingdom and leave. You are meant to be finding out information on Sofia. Not making conversation with Stars or dancing and flirting with snakes.”

	 Elara sputtered with indignation. “A snake? Lord Adrian was a gentleman.”

	 “Pirate Lord Adrian,” Enzo corrected with a hiss. “And is that what you want? A gentleman? One with impeccable manners? A wet blanket to keep you cold at night?” She saw flames dance in his eyes. 

	“Well, it’s certainly a better choice than a man with no manners or grace, who spends his nights taking his shallow pick of pretty girls every time I see him,” she spat. “Or did my eyes mistake me seeing you whispering sweet nothings into a blonde Aphrodean’s ear?”

	Enzo’s scowl cleared as he observed her, something seeming to dawn on him. His hand gripped tighter on her waist as he leaned into her. “Are you jealous?”

	She tried to push away but he held her close.

	“I was trying to gain information from her kingdom—she’s a duchess.”

	“Jealous?” Elara threw back her head and laughed. “Over that starry-eyed maiden clinging onto your every word. I’m sure the conversation was riveting.” She gave him a sarcastic smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

	 He continued to smile back, and the sheer arrogance of it made her want to wipe it off his face.

	“Yes, as riveting as yours with Leone, I’m sure. Tell me, how many times did he try to fuck you with his eyes as you spoke? Did that charm you, Princess?”

	“What would you care if it did?” She smiled sweetly. 

	His face fell and he began to pull her, dancing, down the side of the ballroom.

	“I could care less,” he spat. “Drop your knickers for whichever Star or lord you wish.”

	 He continued to spin and spin her, the two orbiting the same corner of the woodland room as they argued.

	“Didn’t you say before that lying’s a sin?” Elara made sure to smirk in her most infuriating way. Let him rise. 

	Enzo stilled, finally. “Come here,” he growled, yanking her off the dancefloor. She stumbled after him, almost tripping on her gown.  

	“You know what?” she hissed into his ear as she was pulled along by him. “Far be it for me to complain when a gentleman wants to dance with me, or a Star tells me I look beautiful, since no one else bothered.” She cut him with her stare. “Far be it for me to feel normal for one moment instead of being treated as a pawn in a kingdom’s games, being constantly reminded that I’m just a weapon.”

	 “Will you just be quiet for one gods-damned second?” 

	He pulled her roughly down the corridor to the silver carriages lining each side of the grand hall. The carriages were adorned in glitterbugs and firelamps, stood stationary by the starlit ballroom. Each had the silhouette of couples inside, clearly meant for the time of night when things wound down and one wanted to take their guest into a more private, intimate setting. Enzo yanked her into an empty one, slamming the door as she tripped, tumbling onto him on the velvet lined interior. Her legs were wrapped around him as he clutched her to break her fall. They look at their position bewildered, both their masks slipped off their faces. Then in a moment Elara played a smile on her lips, ready to make an inappropriate joke—

	“Adrian’s right,” he interrupted, looking at her, his hands resting on her waist. 

	Her smile faltered. “What?”

	“You were the most beautiful woman in there.”

	They stared at each other, Elara painfully aware of his hands on the sheer panels of her dress. How she’d never noticed how large they were against her. Her perfume filled the carriage, her exposed neck inches from Enzo’s mouth. Neither moved, until Enzo again broke the silence.

	“You’re the most beautiful woman anywhere. But that wasn’t enough to say. To tell you that you look beautiful seemed a lazy, easy thing to do to describe the way you look. Because I can barely put it into words.”

	His eyes searched hers. He huffed a laugh. 

	“So, I didn’t want to tell you that you looked beautiful. I wanted to tell you—” One of his hands raised to lift the thin strap of her gown back in place. “That you look like a fallen Star.”

	 Elara blushed as heat crept up her. His eyes were burnished, heating her whole body. He pulled his hand away from her neck, glancing down at it in surprise to the glittering substance coating it. 

	“Sugardust,” he murmured, so low that she felt it vibrate through her. Enzo locked his gaze on her as he brought his thumb to his lips and sucked the dust from it, never once leaving her face. 

	Heat pooled from her stomach to her core as she saw his tongue swirl, thinking about what else it could do. That burning in his eyes—hunger, she realised—made her want to lean forward, to feel the sparks that radiated in his gaze. She found herself moving closer, as though every cell in her body was drawing her to him. She saw him lean towards her, too, his hands tight on her waist, the press of his body hard against her. Her senses constricted to the tickle of his breath on her lips and, in the next, his brushed against hers. It was the softest touch, barely a graze, as though he wanted to savour every part of the kiss. She pulled back, tracing a finger over his full lips as he looked up at her, his eyes heavy lidded with lust. 

	A jolt on the carriage and the yell of a drunkard made both jump out of the reverie. Elara’s eyes flew to the door in panic, and she adjusted her mask, leaping off him. She turned, seeing Enzo put his back in place. 

	“We’d better leave,” she said, and regret filled her with what she would never find out. Something seemed to dance on Enzo’s lips before he thought better of it and nodded, taking her hand. 

	“Let’s go,” he replied, his thumb stroking her palm.
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Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	Something had shifted. Unfortunately, Elara didn’t have the time, nor the energy, to unpack it. The ease of friendship seemed long gone, kissed goodbye the moment they had entered that carriage. But as they left and the blare of the party hit her again, she pushed it down, focusing on the task at hand. Sofia.

	Not a single courtier had offered anything of help, and Enzo had confirmed the same. Ariete was still nowhere to be seen though, thank the gods, and any other Stars, who she had no doubt were all in attendance, were lost amongst the throng.

	Elara’s priority may have been Sofia, but she also reminded herself that she had to return with at least some information for King Idris before they could escape under the cover of darkness, to Helios. 

	“Let’s get some air,” Enzo murmured, his hand on the small of her back as they traversed a dimly lit corridor. Her eyes caught on two figures pressed into a shadowy alcove, a man and a woman writhing passionately. Her eyes widened as she glimpsed white, feathered wings protruding from the male, whose back was turned to her. All she caught was a glimpse of smudged glitter on the man’s cheek and the scent of sandalwood before Enzo snorted.

	“So predictable.” He pulled her hurriedly past the otherwise preoccupied Star. 

	“I thought Lias’s wings were a myth,” she whispered as they rounded the corner. “Something they only drew in the books.”

	“No, and neither is his penchant of fucking anything with a pulse.” 

	Elara chuckled. “And I thought Torra was supposed to be the Star of Lust.”

	“Like mother like son.”

	Elara led Enzo on a sharp right, a shortcut to the large pavilion outside. The cold Asterian air woke her up instantly, her lust drunk haze now sobered. 

	Enzo walked her along the familiar terrace, halting by a large stone balustrade. 

	“I think we need another drink,” he remarked. “Is it just me or is seeing a Star at every turn exhausting?”

	“No, definitely not just you. Their charms are giving me a headache.”

	“Water for the princess it is then,” he murmured, low enough that only she could hear. She smiled. “Once I’m back, we’ll enquire more about Sofia. See if we can find out anything else. The duchess told me that although the Stars are attending his ball, many have qualms with Ariete for his recent actions.”

	 Elara raised her brows. Now that was interesting. Perhaps more shared Leone’s sentiments on disrupting order than she thought. If there was a weak link, perhaps the Stars weren't as impenetrable as she’d been led to believe.

	“I’ll be right back.” His hand pressed her back and he left, leaving her looking after him, the imprint of his hand scorching her. 

	She leaned against the cold stone with a sigh, grateful for Enzo’s distraction. Lost in her thoughts she didn’t notice the figure that had sidled up to her, leaning beside her against the balustrade. 

	“Lara, you look more ravishing than ever.”

	Lara.

	Elara’s heart turned to cold metal and pooled down into her stomach. She turned stiffly, taking in pale skin, cold grey eyes and black hair pushed back off a face that was as handsome as it was cruel. 

	“I think you have me mistaken for someone else,” she laughed, turning. A hand gripped her wrist tightly and yanked her back round. 

	“You’re more intelligent than that, Lara.”

	Elara’s lip curled at the nickname—she had always hated it. 

	“You have five seconds to get your hand off me before I alert the guards.”

	 “To what?” The man chuckled. “The fact that the lost princess of Asteria is having a spat with her ex-lover?” His laugh was like the sound of dry leaves, rasping. “No, I think you’ll stay and talk.”

	Her heart was hammering as she realised there was no way out of this unless Enzo returned quickly. 

	“What do you want, Lukas?”

	 “Oh, I’d like to know where you’ve been for starters. I was so worried when I heard about your parents and that little rat bitch Sofia.”

	  Anger flared before Elara, but she kept her shadows beneath her, scared to show them to Lukas. 

	“Cut the shit,” she gritted out. “What do you mean Sofia? Where is she?” Elara barely concealed the tremor in her voice. 

	“My my, your mouth has gotten even filthier since I last saw you.” He gripped her chin with his cold hand, and she stilled. “I remember how filthy those lips were all over me once upon a time.”

	She gritted her teeth, trying to break from his grasp. 

	“Seems our little friend that helped break us up got her karma. I heard she’s now Ariete’s captive. Just waiting for her old friend to waltz right in and save her.”

	The world spun and Elara nearly fell, gripping onto the cold stone behind her. Lukas ran a thumb along her bottom lip, grinning, as a voice, laced with venom said behind her—

	“If you value your hand, I would get it off my date now.”

	Lukas’s eyes flew to Enzo’s, his nostrils flaring. “And who are you?”

	“I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.” Enzo extended a hand as Lukas looked in disdain to it. 

	“Lukas”, he replied, gripping it. 

	“I know who you are.” Enzo flicked his eyes disdainfully before dismissing him. “So, this the one who always left you unsatisfied?” he said to Elara in a stage whisper. His hand slid around Elara’s middle, and he pulled her close to him. His tall, warm presence was an anchor as she regained her breathing. She hid a smile, nodding once. Enzo grinned easily down at her, dispelling the wave threatening to drown her. But there was something dangerous dancing behind his gaze.

	“I’ll ask you again. Who would you be?” Lukas sneered, his cold eyes on the hand Enzo had possessively wrapped around her. 

	Enzo manoeuvred himself smoothly in front of Elara, taking a step towards Lukas. He stood a whole head and shoulders above the shadowmancer. 

	“If you knew who I was, I doubt you’d sleep at night.” Enzo smirked, that same casual demeanour as always, in place. But she could hear sparks fizzing from his palms and looked in alarm to them. Unfortunately, Lukas did too and shot his gaze down, a sneer curling on his cruel lips. 

	“Oh, Lara. You really chose Helion scum to keep you company?” His voice dripped with disgust, and despite her new strength her stomach coiled. He took a step back, in eyesight of both Enzo and Elara. 

	“Thought you had more taste.” He spat at her feet. “Lightwhore.”

	Enzo lunged so fast that Elara blinked, and he and Lukas were both gone. She looked around in disbelief as she saw them both thump to the ground over the balustrade. Cursing, she hitched her ballgown, hurrying down the steps before anyone noticed.

	Lukas was pouring blood from his nose as Enzo threw himself onto him, his blows merciless as they found their mark again and again like a beast unleashed. Enzo gripped Lukas’s tongue with a hand as Lukas tried to scream. In desperation, Elara threw shadows on all three of them so as not to draw attention. His screams were muffled by the illusion as Enzo relented. 

	“If you ever so much as utter Elara’s name again, I swear to the thirteen fucking Stars that I will rip your tongue from your throat and feed it to you.”

	 Lukas wept, strangling noises coming from his mouth as Enzo tugged his tongue taut. He drew his other hand back, ready to deliver a final blow.

	“Stop.” Elara hissed. Enzo’s arm stilled instantly. She pressed a hand to his arm. “He’s not worth it.” 

	Enzo’s shoulders tensed, and then in a moment they slumped as he let Lukas go. 

	“No, you’re not. But you’re marked now, shadowmancer. Not even your darkness will save you.” He spat at his feet as Lukas lay there, clutching his bloody nose. “Speak a word of this to anyone,” he added, hauling his body to a small grove of trees beside them, “and I will personally burn you myself.”

	 Then with one more look of disgust he threw him into the trees, grabbing Elara’s hand as he pulled them up the steps away from the commotion.

	Heat writhed around Enzo. Elara could feel it, and she pulled him into the shadows of the balustrade. Thankfully no one had heard or seen the commotion outside, guests still milling and dancing on the cool pavilion.

	“You shouldn’t have done that,” she sighed as Enzo flexed his knuckles, his eyes restless as they scanned behind her. 

	“That spineless prick,” he hissed. “I swear to Stars if we weren’t in this predicament, I would have killed him.”

	“Now who’s jealous,” she teased, trying to brighten the mood and his gilded eyes fixed on her. 

	“I saw him and the way he gripped you. The fear in your eyes. I can’t stand the thought of his filthy hands touching your face like that. I’m sorry, El.” 

	“You have nothing to apologise for.” Her fingers softly ran over his split knuckles. He shuddered and something in him eased as she continued to stroke the taut skin. “He’s not completely useless either.”

	 Enzo’s brow furrowed with interest. 

	“He said... that Sofia was alive. That she’s here in the palace, being held.” Elara’s eyes filled with tears beneath her mask and Enzo crushed her to him, his strong arms wrapping her in a hug. She realised he’d never held her like that before and breathed in the amber scent of him that mingled with the clean smell of soap clinging to his hair. 

	“I don’t believe a word that bastard said, but we’ll look around now while the party is in full swing and everyone too drunk to remember a thing,” he said into her ear, tracing reassuring circles down her back. 

	“Upstairs are where all the royal quarters are. We should head to the east wing. I know a passageway where we won’t be seen.” She breathed deeply, concentrating on Enzo’s eyes beneath his mask. They looked so warm that her heart fluttered against her will.

	He took her hand. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

	They stuck to the shadows, Elara all too familiar with them as they walked quickly down an unlit passage. Her hand ran over the inlaid panelled wood until she felt a groove. With a triumphant cry, she pressed into it, a soft click giving way to a stone stairwell. She hurried Enzo in before shutting it quietly. The two rushed up the carved stone steps to the higher floor. From there, a constellation-painted ceiling ran down to the west wing, the corridor in shadow, save for candle flame flickering on the chilled breeze from open windows. Their footsteps didn’t echo as they walked, muffled by Elara’s illusions. 

	“Are you sure you want to do this?” Enzo asked again. Elara’s breathing was shallow. The thought of being back in the wing that had been her home, seeing her rooms, her parents’, Sofia’s—it was suffocating her. She nodded once, eyes strained. When they reached the wing of the castle, she turned sharply left as Enzo followed, peering furtively into rooms as they passed. Not a thing seemed out of place since she had left, as though each room was preserved for her return.

	She could see both her and her parents’ quarters veering up in front of them and had to focus excruciatingly hard to not faint at memories of the sharp iron scent of blood and blank-eyed stares of death. Elara felt a warm hand on hers and shot Enzo a grateful smile. He always seemed to know exactly what she was feeling, even if he couldn’t use his gifts on her.

	She pointed, gesturing to the rooms ahead. If Ariete is staying anywhere it will be here, she mouthed. 

	Enzo nodded, his posture setting into a defensive stance as he followed her to her old rooms. They entered, the door creaking imperceptibly as they held their breath.

	Nothing. The room was stripped bare, the windows blown open. Elara shivered, going to her desk to see if anything had been left there, letters, missives, any clue as to what may have happened to Sofia. 

	She signed again to Enzo. Look around this room, I’ll search the next. 

	He shook his head emphatically and she stilled him with a glare. Eyes blazing, he watched as she entered the room adjacent, making sure that she was safe before beginning to rifle through the desk and drawers.

	Elara stepped quietly into her parents’ old room, nausea sweeping her stomach. It was the only room where the décor had changed completely. Deep red lit the space, the bedding, the walls. She looked around alert, her gut screaming at her. She caught a shadow in the corner, heart pounding as she inched towards it. She unstrapped her dagger from her thigh, a hand ready to call magick. The figure was bound up and gagged, on her knees, her eyes full of terror.

	“Sofia,” Elara sobbed, lurching towards her. But the girl was trying to utter a word behind her dirty gag, fighting against it as she repeated it over and over again.

	“Run.”

	The door slammed closed behind her and she whirled, knife out. A figure strolled casually forward, taking his time as a slow grin painted his features. She hadn’t seen that face since the day of her parents’ murder. A sickness took hold of her, her palm slick against her dagger. Black hair striped with red combed off the Star’s face to match upswept burgundy eyes. Tattoos crawled over him, monstrous frescos of war and death, playing cards, a circus tent— all painted onto his pale skin. And one scrawled under his left eye, a line that was imprinted in her head from that fateful day that now seemed so long ago. Divine Violence.

	Elara flung her knife at Ariete, her aim immaculate, but he was faster. An immortal. A god of war and violence. He whipped the knife from the air, clenching it blade first with his palm. Then, his grin ever wider, he slowly uncurled his hand, rivulets of glittering blood running down it. He brought the knife to his tongue and ran the blade along it. 

	“Oh, how I love the violent ones,” he rumbled, taking another step forward. His voice was like a shriek of swords clanging. His charm coated the room. It was the buzz of flies around the dead, overwhelming bloodlust, the scent of power. Elara gazed wildly to the door, praying with all her being that Enzo had escaped. The door remained shut as her heart pounded.

	She reached blindly for her powers—a shadow, an illusion, anything to escape. She flung her hand.

	“Oh no you don’t,” Ariete snarled, upon her in two strides. Elara gave a cry of surprise as Ariete shoved his glittering, bleeding thumb into Elara’s mouth, the other hand forcing her head back until she had no choice but to swallow. It tasted rancid and she choked.

	“Try using your magick against me with my blood inside you, and you will come up short, witch. I am the God of Violence; I can control who wields it.” He gave a cold laugh. “As we speak, wards are being drawn around the castle, stopping anyone’s magick inside it, lest a knight in shining armour gets any ideas.”

	Elara made sure not to move a muscle, not to give away even the faintest tic in her face. Please, please, please run Enzo, she begged the heavens.

	“I didn’t know a princess would have so much fight in her. Did you really think you could roam through my palace unseen?” 

	She ripped her mask off, a snarl on her lips. “The last I remember, this palace was mine.”

	There was a feral gleam in his eye as he moved so that they were a hair's breadth apart. He tilted her chin up to look at him, his touch cold as ice. 

	“Do you know what trouble you’ve caused me by leaving? I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” he purred. 

	“Why? You have what you want.”

	“Are you forgetting the prophecy, my darling? You will fall in love with a Star, and it will kill you both.  What kind of liability would it be to let you run wild?” He closed his eyes, breathing in deeply the scent of her. “I’m the King of Stars,” he shouted suddenly, arms spread as he spun around the room. Maniacal. “And no one escapes me.”

	She heard Sofia sobbing behind her and willed herself to calm her pounding heart, to keep him talking. “So now what? We both know you can’t kill me.”

	He seemed lost in the chaos of his thoughts, and it took him a few moments to reply. The crazed grin still lingered on his face. 

	“I’m going to make you hate me. Hate me enough that your little prophecy will never come to pass. Did you believe that I would allow a mortal to best me?”

	“I already hate you,” she spat. “Let Sofia and I go, I will never bother you, never seek you.”

	“Liar.” The back of his hand struck Elara’s face and she gasped, the breath knocked from her. “I have stolen your kingdom. Of course, you would seek me out again.”

	He clapped his hands, making her jump. Elara watched in horror as another figure appeared from the shadows behind him. Her skin was ghostly pale, her hair as white, and her eyes so pale blue they almost looked blank. Dread curled through her as she recognised the Star from paintings in the temples around her kingdom. This was Gem, Eli’s twin. Goddess of Trickery and Spite. A snake’s smile crawled over her features as she surveyed the scene. 

	“Gem, look who I found.”

	“The little whore who’s meant to fall in love with you?” A vicious grin came to her face.

	“Now, now, don’t get jealous.”

	Ariete reached to kiss her, and Elara looked away in disgust. She didn’t look back until her chin was once again forced by Ariete. 

	“Let me make this clear to you Elara. I cannot kill you, but I can make you wish you were dead. I will find out where you’ve been, who has been helping you. And I will make you watch as I destroy them. You certainly won’t be able to love me then.”

	Elara spat at his feet, and he chuckled dully. She closed her eyes, willing away the words that crawled over her skin. 

	“And yet,” he said, “I can see why lesser men may fall for you.” He leaned in closer, as though inspecting a prize. She jerked but he held fast, Elara’s breath coming in short gasps, the taste of metal pooling on her tongue. She saw Gem’s venomous gaze behind him.

	“Yes, a face that men would go to war for, die for. You look as though you could be a Star yourself.”

	 His thumb stroked her temple, and she closed her eyes, sending out a prayer for help. His red eyes dragged down her body, leaving their stain over her. 

	“You know I’ve never fucked an Asterian before. I wonder how it would feel, making love to darkness itself.” His hand trailed. Elara unleashed herself on him like a wild animal, kicking and clawing out. She may not be able to use her magick to harm him, but she could certainly use her hands. He laughed as she struck him. 

	“You’ll pay for that.” He smirked, and punched her in the gut.

	Elara doubled over with a grunt as Sofia cried out behind her.

	“I was going to play nice, keep you in comfortable quarters as my captive. But until you learn some manners, you can frequent yourself with the dungeons.”

	 Ariete dragged Elara by her hair as she screamed, tearing down the corridor as Sofia’s pleas followed her. She turned wildly to see Sofia being forced along with her by Gem, her dress filthy, gag still wedged in her mouth. Ariete grunted in frustration and slung Elara over his shoulder as though she weighed no more than a feather. And with one last wild, desperate glance, she searched for Enzo, and found him nowhere.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	They descended into the belly of the palace, through corridors Elara would have recognised with her eyes closed. The air grew cold and damp, colder as they descended, drips of water falling from the chambers. Unlocking the door to a cell, Ariete shoved her in roughly, following.  

	“I didn’t want it to be this way you know, Elara. I didn’t want to kill your parents. Don’t you see I had to?”

	He gathered her to him, and her lip curled as he held her face in his hands. “I had to make you hate me enough that your little prophecy could never come true. Now, until you learn to co-operate with me this is where you’ll stay. In the dark like the little witch you are.” He pressed his lips to her cheek, where blood was now streaming from the cut his ring had given her. Ariete drew his tongue up it as she fought. 

	“You taste like the night,” he murmured. Then prising himself off her he ran his tattooed fingers over his lips, savouring her blood on them. 

	“I can’t wait until my friend finds you,” she spat. “I’ll enjoy seeing you die at his hands.”

	Ariete chuckled coldly. “You can’t kill a Star.”

	Elara summoned up every shred of nightmare and terror that she could. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” she smiled.

	Ariete’s face contorted with rage. “You will bend to my will. I’ll make sure you won’t have a choice. Now,” he pushed her to a chair, red starlight whipping from his hands to bind her as he forced her to straddle it, her chest pressed to the back of it. “You’re going to tell me who has been hiding you.” He ripped the back of the gown, buttons clattering onto the stone. She felt the cool hard press of a blade to her skin as her corset was cut in two, her bare back exposed to the damp chill of the dungeon. She cried out, begging someone to hear as she heard the sound of his belt unbuckle. But the party above carried on in full swing, the faint muffle of music and laughter a cruel symphony as Ariete cracked his knuckles. “You will tell me. Or you will find yourself begging me for death.”

	 

	[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]

	 

	The belt struck for the sixth time, carving Elara’s back open. She kept in her scream, swallowing it down as she felt her blood, warm, drip down her back. She would not give Ariete the satisfaction, knowing he fed off her pain. 

	Cold hands stroked her hair as she panted, gripping onto the seat as she tried not to lose consciousness.

	“Elara,” the voice murmured. “Tell me where you have been, and I can stop hurting you.” She wrestled away from the hand, heaving.

	“Fine. Don’t say I didn’t try.”

	The belt whipped again, and this time Elara did scream as the cold metal of the buckle gouged into an open wound, the sheer force with which Ariete wielded it tearing open already split skin. She tried to reach blindly for her powers in her desperation and came up short. The wards, and his blood, had worked.

	The belt cracked again, and she bucked, a sob leaving her lips. She clamped her jaw shut, focusing on the waning sound of the party upstairs, growing quieter and quieter.

	Finally, as her gaze blackened, the sounds from upstairs ceased, only the wet slap of Ariete’s belt piercing the quiet. Her body racked as the ceaseless pain continued, like hot fire spiking down her body, the pain like nothing she had ever felt before. She shook, pleading, crying, begging for it to stop. Still Ariete did not. It was only when her head drooped forward as her grip on reality slipped, that he relented. 

	Her eyelids fluttered as her mind tried to protect her from the pain. Ariete lifted her chin gently, stroking her cheek. 

	“I will destroy you before this is over, Elara.”

	His kissed her cheek as gently as a lover before he left her, slumped forward, drool spilling from a cut lip as she whimpered.
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	Time did not seem to pass through the cell that Elara was imprisoned in. The darkness was oppressive and gave no indication as to the hours of the day. The slow steady drip of water on stone brought Elara to after she had blacked out from the pain. She stiffened, a strangled cry on her lips as her back seared. She attempted to move, but the slightest motion caused barely dried cuts to split and so she cursed, hanging helplessly off the chair. 

	She focused on the drip, counting each splash in the cloying, cold dungeon. She wondered idly if she would die from an infection, hoping that the wounds on her back festered. She hoped she would die, before Enzo or anyone else risked their life to walk right into a trap that Ariete was so clearly setting. She prayed for it, knowing that she could take Ariete with her since he technically would have been the one to kill her. An upside to the prophecy at least.

	She laughed drily, delirium taking hold. It was obvious to Elara that although his main objective was to capture her—the greatest walking risk in Celestia to the Stars— Ariete also did not lose to anyone. The thought of someone aiding her hiding must have bruised his ego sorely, and the Star of Vengeance would claim his at all costs.

	And so, she waited, crouched in the endless night, weightless. She wondered where Enzo was, panic making her gut roil. She hoped he had escaped. She knew he would know what to do, if he evaded capture. And the feeling in her stomach eased slightly knowing that if he had been caught, she would know about it. Ariete would wield it against her. She sank her teeth into those tiny fluttering wings of hope and swallowed it, letting it luminate a kernel deep down inside her. Elara only looked once around the barren cell, forcing her head up. Not a weapon to speak of, not even a pin or stone. He’d made sure to remove anything that she could harm herself with, including the dagger she had flung at him. Her leg felt empty without it. 

	 And the cells, she knew them well enough. Warded by a spell maker from Castor to dampen any magick once inside. It had worked well on Asterian prisoners. She laughed drily. How ironic that they worked just as well on her. She tried to summon up shadow, but a sharp pain in her head from the binding spell made her hand go limp. She huddled in on herself, a deep dread settling in her that there were things far worse than death waiting for her.

	She woke up the next day to the sound of scraping on the left wall of her cell.

	“Hello?” she ventured, still barely able to move from the chair. The scratching stopped.

	“Elara?” a weak voice whispered. Elara let the first sob escape her as she struggled up out of the chair, stumbling to the wall even as the raw skin on her back protested. 

	“Sofia,” she sobbed. She pressed her palms to the wall, willing it to open. But of course, the wall stayed as it was.

	“Are you okay?” Sofia asked faintly.

	Elara scoffed, trying to force normality to her voice. “As well as a prisoner can be.”

	She heard Sofia click her tongue. “That’s not funny, Elara. I know that he hurt you.”

	Elara sighed. “Just a cut here and there.” She winced as she adjusted her sitting, her torso still bare as her ballgown hung around her waist. “I thought you were dead when I fled,” she said quietly.

	There was a pause from the other side. Then finally, “There are worse things than death.”

	Elara squeezed her eyes shut as tears spilled down her face. While she had been training in the luxury of a palace and flirting with princes, her best friend was being used by Ariete in any way he desired.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry, I never should have left you.”

	She felt a palm slap on the other side of the wall. 

	“Elara,” Sofia snapped. “Don’t you dare. What are you to be sorry for? You did exactly what you should have. You would have been captured if you stayed.”

	“Fat lot of good it did. I’m here now, aren’t I?” She could almost hear Sofia smiling and rolling her eyes. “I should have saved us both the time, we could have been cellmates.”

	Sofia’s chuckle brought the first smile to Elara’s face in two days.

	There was a pause.

	“How did you get captured?”

	Sofia sighed. “Lukas. He caught me fleeing after the massacre in the throne room. I was trying to leave, trying to get to you. I knew you’d already fled. He hauled me back to Ariete. I’ve been his prisoner ever since.”

	An anger so deadly and cold drowned Elara. All she could hear was a roaring in her ears.

	“Lukas?” she said softly. “He had better pray to the Stars for mercy, because when I find him, he will receive none. I will kill him. Him, Ariete, and anyone who stood aside and allowed this,” Elara promised.

	“It all had to turn out this way.”

	Elara stilled, pushing her head barely off the wall. “Sof… what do you mean?”

	She heard Sofia sigh.

	“You’ve seen what’s coming.”

	There was another long silence. “I have.”

	“And you can’t tell me?”

	“Not without being struck down dead, no.”

	Elara snorted. “Such a glamorous, useful gift from your father.”

	Sofia had a touch of Helion in her from her father’s side. Elara didn’t know Sofia’s parents’ story, who her father was, or why sworn enemies would have conceived a child together. All Elara knew was that Sofia was a shadowmancer through and through, but that drop from her father’s line had gifted her the sight.

	Sofia chuckled again. “I’ve known your path for a long time Elara. And it’s a mighty one.”

	Elara let out a loud sigh as she moved onto her side, lying down, the feeling of cool stone on her face and breeze on her back giving her wounds some respite. She reached a hand to rest on the wall as though she could hold Sofia’s hand through it.

	“I wish people would stop telling me that. Isra said the same.”

	“Who’s Isra?”

	“Oh, you’d like her,” Elara grinned. “And she’d like you, too. Maybe I’ll set you two up when we get out of this hellhole. She’s… a mutual friend.”

	“Ah, of that tall, dark and handsome stranger by any chance?”

	Elara bit her lip, looking around warily. “Yes…”

	She could almost hear Sofia’s smile. The next words were so faint Elara had to hold her ear to the wall. “Keep him close Elara.”

	“How do you—”

	“Know? Just trust me on this one.”

	Elara bit her cheek, wanting to push her but knowing she couldn’t. 

	“Fine,” she grumbled. “He’s not quite as irritating as he used to be, I guess.”

	They sat in a companionable silence as the sound of rain dripped in the dungeon’s gloom.

	“How the hell are we going to get out of this place?” Elara sighed.

	“I have every faith the way will come to you. And even more faith that there’s someone out there tearing the world apart to get you back.”

	Elara’s eyes were heavy and as she shut them, and despite her circumstances, she allowed herself a small smile

	“I love you, Sof. I promise I’m going to get us out of here.”

	“I hope you do, Elara,” came the quiet response.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	The next day, Elara awoke to the sound of footsteps. A figure loomed, and in the waxing gloom she made out Gem. Elara struggled to sit, clutching her gown to her exposed chest. Gem walked into her cell, the paleness of her aura like a vicious beacon in the darkness, a gleam in her eye as cruel as Ariete’s was feral. 

	“Ariete told me you’re not playing nicely with him.” She frowned in mock thought. “He told me I could have a crack at you.” Gem’s smile turned positively serpentine. “This could be so easy Elara. You could live in comfort here, have your own room. Ariete would hardly bother with you. If you just tell him where you’ve been.”

	A chair shrieked as it was scraped into the cell. With a rough hand, Gem hauled Elara on to it. Elara hissed in pain as her skin stretched taut.

	“Tell Ariete I’m offended he sent his lapdog. I enjoyed our last chat.”

	Gem gave a cold laugh, the sound like shards of ice. She came behind Elara, tying her hands back behind her. Elara whimpered before she could stop herself as she felt a wound open freshly at the restriction, blood seeping warm and sticky down her back. The front of her dress had fallen down without Elara holding it, her chest exposed. She was in too much pain to even be embarrassed.

	 “Let’s just say I’m better versed in making vermin mortals like you, talk.” Gem leaned over her, so close that she could smell her, a sickly stench of decaying roses assaulting her senses. “This may hurt a little,” she whispered, and then she closed her eyes. Pain stabbed through Elara’s skull, and she rocked, gritting her teeth, a cry threatening to escape. Worse, so much worse than lashings down her back.

	 Blades swiped across her mind, cutting and slicing it to ribbons as she bucked, determined to not cry out, to not give Gem the satisfaction. In her mind, she saw Gem standing in front of her, both outside and within, as her voice rattled. 

	“Where have you been?”

	Elara spat at her, and another roaring blow came at her as she fought against her restraints, nearly biting her tongue. 

	Gem’s voice was as calm as a still pond as she asked again. “Who has been hiding you?”

	“Fuck you,” Elara gasped, and she was hit again by stabbing needles, piercing hot, the pain making her nearly black out again. But the claws that sank into her brain wouldn’t relent, wouldn’t let her tap out into oblivion. An inhuman sound escaped her, and she clenched her jaw, shaking. 

	“I will sweep your mind, and find everything you love, and then destroy it,” Gem’s voice whispered. Elara was bent over, panting raggedly, tears streaming from her eyes. With her last ounce of strength, she pushed the memories of Enzo, Helios, and anything from the past months into a box. Then she locked it and shoved it into the deepest recess of her mind. Gem’s face contorted in rage as Elara bared her teeth.

	The next hours passed in the most acute pain that Elara had ever felt. Again, and again, Gem’s claws raked her mind, searching for information of the last months. Elara’s willpower was slipping slowly, her mouth contorted in a soundless scream as Gem silenced her cries. She sat there suspended in agony.

	Finally, she heard the chair drag back. Elara did not know what time it was, or how much time had passed—was it minutes or days?

	“Your mind will not be yours before the end of this,” Gem snarled. Elara felt the Star grip her mind so tightly that she began to scream and kick. Then finally, Gem left her in the dark.

	Elara sucked in huge lungfuls of air, her head and eyes smarting. Her whole body was shaking with pain, with shock. She slumped in the chair, mindless of the sores on her back, and fell into the welcoming black.

	 

	“Elara?” a voice whispered urgently. “Elara?” It hissed again, louder. It was Sofia. 

	“Sof,” she strangled out. 

	“Have they hurt you?” Sofia’s voice came back strained. “I heard cries.”

	 “My mind.” Elara gritted her teeth against the stabbing pain in her head. “That bitch is trying to sweep my mind.”

	Sofia shouted a curse so vulgar that in any other circumstance, Elara would have laughed. “You’re doing so well.”

	“I don’t know how much longer I can keep her at bay from the truth.”

	“You need to wait it out. Gem will get bored; I’ve seen how she works. It’s her anger and jealousy that fuels her.”

	“How long?” Elara growled.

	“I don’t know. But I promise it won’t last forever. Ariete will want you out of here soon. For some new game to play.”

	“What a lovely alternative.”

	Sofia huffed out a laugh.

	“And what about you, Sof? If he takes me?”

	“Don’t worry about me. I promise I have things taken care of if he does.”

	The words didn’t put Elara’s mind at ease, but pain was coursing through her so much that she finally succumbed to it and with blessed relief, passed out again.

	The next day, and countless others that Elara could not track, Gem visited to break both her body and mind

	She entered the latter with glee, distorting her memories and picking away every bit of information it could. She enjoyed focusing on Elara’s parents, twisting her happy childhood memories into things of nightmares, turning the echoes of her parents’ dying screams into ‘your fault.’ Still, Elara kept Enzo and her refuge locked tightly in a hidden box at the corner of her mind, buried so deeply that Gem could never discover it. The darkness beckoned and consoled her each night, weightless and welcoming, like being held in the arms of the night sky.

	There was one day, worse than the others, after Elara’s prayers for relent went unanswered. She was riding a fever, the wounds on her back worsening, her skin clammy and too hot. The delirium from the fever only helped to further fragment her mind, that Gem was steadily chipping away at, inch by inch.

	The familiar grating sound of a gate opened, and she found herself staring at her father. “No, no, no, no,” she whimpered, scrabbling further back into the corner. “This is not real, this is not real, this is not real.”

	She could hear Sofia shouting on the other side of the wall, but it sounded so far away as her focus zoned into the mirage in front of her.

	“Darling it’s me,” the figure said, and the king’s voice was so warm that she began to cry, looking into his face. “It’s me, and I just wanted you to know,” the warmth in his eyes was replaced with malice, “that it is your fault that we died.”

	 Elara let out a shuddering sob. “This isn’t real. You’re Gem. You’re not my father.”

	 In the blink of an eye the form changed, and her mother crouched before her. Sadness tinged her grey eyes. 

	“He’s right, darling,” she crooned, “you did this to us. If we hadn’t born you, the Star would not have fallen.”

	Elara shook her head against the cold touch of her mother’s hand as she put it to her face. She sobbed again at the stark shock of seeing her parents. A mantra in her mind repeated that this was not real, that it was the Star of Trickery doing what she did best. But as the screams of her parents told her that she was worthless and better off dead, her mind began to crumble.

	It was only the steadfast presence of Sofia next door and sheer will that stopped her caving in to madness completely. She gritted her teeth against the claws and knives scraping within her mind, and painstakingly erected wall after wall of deep, dense shadows inside herself until Gem howled in frustration.
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	Elara was in a feverish stupor since Gem’s last visit. Her back was wet with sweat, or blood—she couldn’t tell. Her head lolled forward as she prayed for respite.

	“Elara,” a voice said urgently, and she jolted up, looking around wildly. She nearly fainted, her head in pain, so much pain that she could barely open her eyes. “Elara,” the voice said again.

	Standing in front of her was Eli. Gem’s twin. She swore, kicking back against the chair to try and get away.

	“Stop, stop,” he hissed, taking a step closer. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

	Elara’s chest heaved, still naked in the cold air as she eyed Eli. Her mind braced then for the cruelty his sister had shown, even expected it.

	His piercing eyes were unreadable. She looked over him. His charcoal shirt sleeves were rolled up to show a black snake tattooed on his forearm, winding around it. His dark hair was slicked back, not a strand out of place. 

	“Have you come to finish what your sister started?” she spat, still trying to inch her chair away from him.

	“I came to give you this,” he said quietly. He reached into his pocket and produced a misty vial.

	“Poison? How very predictable of you. You couldn’t just torture me the normal way.”

	“Gods damn it. He warned me you had a smart mouth.”

	Elara frowned. “Who?”

	Eli stepped around behind her, pushing her gently forward to inspect her wounds. She took a deep breath at the Star’s contact again. That same scent of rain she’d experienced at the ball reached her, along with the same cunning, quicksilver power that never stilled, that couldn’t be read.

	“Ariete and my sister are fucking sadists,” he muttered as Elara felt the cold shock of salve on her skin. Eli was stroking it onto her wounds. She jerked.

	“What are you doing?” she hissed. 

	“Stopping you from dying of an infection. Shit.” He paused. “You’re running a fever.”

	“Why?”

	“Why?” He laughed incredulously.

	“Yes, why are you helping me? You’re a Star. Why do you care what happens to me?”

	“Because I now owe it. A certain prince bought my favour.”

	Elara stilled. No, no, no, no. Everyone knew, was warned as a child, that you did not make a deal with devils. That no good could come of it. Every Star had a favour. One that, if they allowed it, could be called in by a mortal. In return, that Star then had an advantage over you.

	“Is he okay?” 

	She heard Eli laugh softly as he finished rubbing the healing salve into her back, before producing clean cotton bandages from his pocket. He proceeded to bind her gently, making sure not to graze her chest or look at her breasts.

	“Okay? He’s feral. A caged lion. Pardon the pun.” Elara gritted her teeth. “He’s at the border, calling in every debt owed to him to get you back.”

	Her heart hammered in her chest.

	“And we both know he can’t very well storm in here, no matter how much he wants to, due to the wards Ariete’s kindly drawn up. No mortal magick inside. He wouldn’t stand a chance.”

	“You really live up to the nickname they give you, Silvertongue. Is there a point to this?” 

	Eli finished what he was doing and came to stand before her again. A glint of amusement pierced his near black gaze.

	“Your mind will not be able to take much more of my sister’s torture. Allow me to help you.”

	“What? So, you can rummage ‘round my mind like the snake you are?” She looked pointedly to his tattoo.

	“No, so that you can survive until help arrives. I owe it to Lorenzo, and I cannot leave until you do as I bid.”

	Elara sighed, eyeing him warily.

	“I will not sweep your mind. I will try to heal the damage my sister has inflicted, to fortify it, for the next visit she keeps with you. You have my word.”

	Once a Star gave their word, there was no going back. It was that and only that, which made Elara trust the slippery god in front of her. She nodded once, tentatively easing back into her chair.

	Eli knelt before her so that they were eye to eye, pressing his fingers firmly to her temples.

	“This won’t hurt,” he murmured.

	Elara felt cool water over her mind, like a balm against her ravaged thoughts after Gem had raked through them. She almost sighed as it flowed over her, massaging her until she relaxed enough. She heard Eli’s voice from far away.

	“I’m placing a shield around your mind,” he said. 

	She felt it. Cool walls of metal, the same colour as her eyes were brought up in her mind.

	“Surely your sister will realise what you’ve done?” She heard an arrogant chuckle.

	“Not when it’s crafted well enough. I’m not a Star of Deception for nothing.” She felt him tinker around in her mind, adding certain embellishments and adjustments. When he was done, she breathed out a long sigh. Her mind felt clear, sharp.

	“When Gem looks in, all she will see is your mind and a few false memories pulled to the forefront with ones from your past. Enough so that she gives up and doesn’t look past them to the wall.”

	He straightened, adjusting his pinstriped waistcoat.

	“I’d best be going. My favour has now been fulfilled. You aren’t in pain, and your mind is protected. The hope-fuelled idiot first wished for me to simply free you myself.” Eli gave a dry laugh. “As though I could ever do that under Ariete’s nose.”

	Elara’s eyes welled as she sat there, imagining what Enzo would have given up to buy this protection for her.

	“You’re going to have to remove your bandages before Gem comes, but the salve should have done its work by then.”

	Elara nodded, watching him go towards the door.

	“Eli?”

	The Star’s eyes rested on her.

	“What is your favour?”

	The Star cocked his head. “He had to tell me a truth. One that he cannot bear to utter aloud. One that could be wielded against him if I chose.”

	Fear bloomed in her chest. To give up something so intimate, to a Star no less. She couldn’t believe he’d done it.

	“Thank you,” she whispered. 

	The Star said nothing more, turning and making his way out of the dungeon.

	He halted, turning to her as though he had remembered something he wanted to say.

	“I have never in my centuries seen a mortal with such purpose and vengeance as when Lorenzo came to me. Help is coming, Elara. Hold on.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	The next time Gem entered Elara’s cell, she finally relented. As Eli had advised, Elara had gingerly peeled the bandages from her back, thankful that any symptom of fever she’d felt had passed. Whatever Eli had painted inside her mind, or protected, seemed to keep Gem at bay. After giving once last desperate sweep of her mind, Gem had left, only the mutter of “waste of my fucking time” on her lips.

	 The familiar clack of footsteps sounded again, and Elara froze. She wondered if perhaps it was wishful thinking and Gem was on her way back for some fresh torture.

	The footsteps halted by Sofia, and she heard a soft familiar laugh.

	“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” the distorted voice said.

	She heard a venomous reply from Sofia, followed by a grunt of pain. Elara willed her eyes open, the blur of stone and a flickering lantern shifting and focusing. She crawled to the grate of her cell to see better.

	Sofia’s face was jammed against her own cell grate, as a leather clad arm pulled her into it, whispering viciously.

	“Lukas,” Elara hissed. “Release her before you wish you’d never set foot down here.”

	Lukas gave an arrogant smile as he dropped Sofia, who cried as she hit the floor. Taking his time, he swaggered towards Elara’s grate. With a taunting wave of a key, he unlocked it and entered. 

	“That black eye looks great on you,” she said sweetly as she took in his bruised face. A small flare of pride for Enzo lit within her.

	His lip curled as he prowled towards her. She backed into the wall.

	“I’m not going to harm you, Lara.”

	Elara bit back disgust as his pale face drew closer. 

	“You know we could have been something. How different your circumstances could have been if you’d have stuck by me.”

	Elara gave a snort of derision. “Oh yes. A captive prize. What a bright future you paint.”

	The shadows seemed to crawl towards Lukas. “I loved you, Elara.”

	Elara rolled her eyes. “No. You did not want to love me. You wanted to own me. You don’t hurt the ones you love. You don’t treat them the way you did me.”

	Lukas scoffed. “Ever the hopeless romantic. Say, how is your charming date? Does he woo you? I doubt it. The only thing that Helion bastards are good for is fucking.”

	“Well, he certainly does that better than you ever did.” She lied, raising her little finger to him.

	Blind rage contorted his face as he grasped her cheeks between his hand. “Watch your mouth you little harlot.”

	She smirked, unafraid. “Ever the charmer. I’m intrigued as to why Ariete hasn’t told you, clearly his closest confidante.”

	“Told me what?” he snapped, releasing her.

	“I’m surprised… Seeing you’re now his right hand.”

	“Told me what?” he hissed again.

	Elara studied her nails, grinning. “You can let go of any notion you ever had about us. We were never meant to be Lukas, because I was destined to fall in love with a Star.”

	She let the words sink in and gave a vicious smile. “And it’s going to kill us both.” 

	Lukas stared at her incredulously. 

	“Oh, and before I forget. The other delightful part of it…Ariete cannot kill me without killing himself. So, all… this,” she waved a hand disdainfully around the room, “doesn’t scare me one jot.”

	“How long have you known this for?” he asked quietly

	“Since my birthday.”

	“You left me that day, and never told me the real reason.”

	“Wouldn’t have mattered either way. Even without the prophecy, I would have.”

	“Did you ever even love me?” he whispered.

	The gleam in Elara’s eyes was bright. She shook her head once.

	Lukas struck, but Elara was faster. Muscle memory had her feinting and striking out at his ankle as he tumbled to the floor. 

	His chest heaved as he scrambled up, seething as he backed away to the door. Then with a cruel smile, one so familiar to her, he said quietly, “That Helion dog you were with—”

	He leaned forward, and she could smell the overpowering cologne he wore. She tried not to gag as memories resurfaced.

	“Yes, your knight in shining armour,” he whispered. “I’m currently in the process of finding him.”

	“You’ll never succeed,” she laughed. “You don’t even know who he is.”

	Lukas gave a small smile. “Perhaps not. But when I find him, I look forward to seeing your face as I make him plead and scream for mercy.”

	He kissed her cheek gently, and she drew back.

	“Until next time, Lara.”
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	“That prick,” Sofia whispered through the wall as Lukas departed. Elara felt numb, leaning against the wall as panic began to surface. Up until now, she hadn’t thought much of her circumstance other than that she knew she would not die. But the threat looming of them finally discovering Enzo, of them hurting him to punish her before she had chance to escape…

	She squeezed her eyes shut.

	“He’s all talk, Elara,” Sofia continued. “You’ve known this for years. Eli said himself that help is on the way. Your… friend. He’ll outsmart Lukas, I’m sure of it.”

	Sofia had been drily amused to say the least at the conversation she’d overheard between the Star and Elara.

	“That wouldn’t be hard,” Elara remarked, earning a chuckle from Sofia.

	“Do you think he’s coming for you himself?”

	Elara worried at her nail. “If he has any sense he won’t. But unluckily, he has the kind of morals that wouldn’t allow him to leave me. So, I’m sure he’ll come on his heroic quest to try.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	Countless days passed by, with just Sofia for company on the other side of the wall.

	“Do you think they’re trying to kill us with boredom?” Elara remarked, losing track of the hours and days in her mind.

	“Better this than being tortured by Gem.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Elara muttered.

	They heard the screech of the iron door above, and footsteps.

	“You’d better not have brought this to us,” Sofia hissed.

	Elara heaved a sigh, the picture of nonchalance as a figure yet again looked down the corridor.

	“Hello, darling.” Ariete adjusted his red velvet suit as he stopped by her door. She hadn’t seen him since the night of the ball when he’d first led her down here and lashed her back until it was ribbons.

	His eyes were a deeper scarlet than usual and he looked satiated, calmer than the deranged character he had portrayed the last time she had seen him. 

	“Nice of you to show your face.”

	Ariete smirked. “I thought you’d have cracked before the ballet, but it seems you’re made of more than I anticipated.”

	Elara frowned. A sickly wave came over her as she felt Ariete’s charm again, like blood and battle cries. 

	“The ballet?”

	Ariete grinned hungrily as he unlocked the door to her cell, entering. “In your honour. Changing tact…” He leaned in as though they were sharing a secret. “The art of war you see.”

	He straightened, smirking, as he unlocked the door to her cell.  He waited, hands in pockets as Elara hesitated. This was a trick. It had to be. The Star would never give something with one hand without taking it with the other.

	Elara took a few steps out, freedom already feeling closer as her mind whirred. A ballet. A chance out of the palace, out of the wards that contained her magick.

	She glanced wildly over her shoulder as she walked out. No restraints. Ariete wasn’t bothering to even tie her wrists. She finally lay eyes on Sofia after weeks of not being able to see her face. Her friend was pressed to the grate, rags hanging off her too thin frame. Her olive skin was grey, as grey as her Asterian eyes, shadows sunk underneath them, her blue-black hair matted.

	“I’m not coming unless you release Sofia.”

	Ariete turned to her, his red eyes gleaming. Then he began laughing hysterically.

	“Elara darling, you’re hardly in a position to make bargains. Sofia will stay until I decide she doesn’t. At least you know she’s safe down here.”

	Elara struggled against him a moment, her head flying back. “And if I refuse to come with you?”

	“I doubt you’d like to hear the alternative.” 

	“Sofia.” She grasped Sofia’s hands through the bar, squeezing them with her own. It was the first time she’d been able to touch her friend after so many months worrying that she was dead. Elara kissed Sofia’s knuckles fiercely. “I love you. I’m going to get you out of here, okay?”

	Sofia looked her in the eyes, holding her gaze. With a small smile she replied, “I’ll see you soon, Elara.”

	“Enough with the declarations.” Ariete rolled his eyes as he hauled Elara along, practically running up the hewn steps with her. When they emerged from the dungeons, she winced at the Light filtering through the grand hall, her eyes unaccustomed even to the Asterian dusk. 

	“There,” he said, inspecting her in the blue gloam—the dried blood, the fading yellow bruise across her face. He turned her around as though she were a prize cow in her ruined ballgown, his eyes resting on her back. His eyes narrowed as they inspected the wounds he had inflicted. She held her breath, praying he wouldn’t notice that they didn’t look as bad as they should thanks to Eli. Instead, he said, “This will not do at all. The public can’t think I’m abusing you now, can they?” He gave a shrill cackle that made her jump. “We need to get you cleaned up for tonight.”

	“Tonight?” she asked, desperate to know more about the ballet so that she could lay out her plan. 

	“A banquet followed by the ballet. There are some in Asteria still wary of me.”

	“I wonder why,” she muttered under her breath.

	“For my rule to run smoothly, we are going to show the kingdom that you are safe, and well. The lost princess returned, on my arm.”

	 He forced his hand into hers and she shuddered as the feeling of flies crawled over her. She was led up the familiar grand staircase to the west wing. Dread curled inside her.

	“We have some very special friends attending the banquet, so we need you to look your best. I’d so love for you to get to know them.” He laughed with glee, clapping his hands. She began to see the duality of his character; both the invincible warrior and the mad tyrant. 

	Play along, a small voice in her head whispered.

	“How kind of you,” she replied, forcing herself to smile.

	“I laid out a dress for you myself,” he said excitedly. As they entered the room, she was met by two sombre maids. She was instantly pulled out of her rags, too tired to care about modesty as Ariete looked over her disinterestedly. The maids worked in a haze, glamours by the look of it—drugged or charmed, she wasn’t sure. They held her as they waved their hands, buffing her skin out and lifting as much grime as they could, sleeking her hair from matted clumps to smooth waves. One of the maid’s hands hovered over her back, a look of pain flashing across her face. 

	“Conceal them,” Ariete growled.

	The glamour nodded blankly and swiped her hand across Elara’s back. Elara could still feel the tender wounds not yet healed, could still feel the grime coating her skin. But a glamour was good at pushing the ugliness down, concealing those parts behind a weak disguise.

	Elara flicked her gaze to Ariete, wondering if now, out of the dungeon, she’d be able to reach for her powers. She gritted her teeth as she tested, trying to feel for them surreptitiously under the touch of the maids and his watchful gaze.

	Nothing. Just a cavernous nothing. Ariete wasn’t bluffing when he said he had warded the palace. Tears of frustration welled to her eyes.

	She breathed in deeply through her nose, trying to instil calm before Ariete guessed what she was thinking. By the time the maids had finished, Elara looked more or less like herself. Kohl had been smudged and buffed around her eyes until they were silver slits. And she had been put into a gown that made her look like Ariete’s bride. A deep red swept down her; the neckline low, her cleavage spilling out of it. Tulle frothed down the length of the skirt, and tiny rubies were sewn into it, scattering like drops of blood to the floor. Her jet hair was pulled from her face, showing the sharp planes of it from her days of starving, as it coiled around one shoulder in a ringlet. She looked like Ariete, which she suspected was what he wanted.

	He drew closer as the maids left, halting behind her. Elara felt the wrongness of it in their reflection as she thought back to her and Enzo in a similar position. A week ago? Two? She did not know. It was useless to reminisce when only Ariete, with his cold hands, stood before her now, clasping a choker of rubies around her neck. 

	“You look more beautiful the more I ruin you,” he murmured against it, and she fought her nausea, instead offering a small smile in the mirror.

	 “Allow me one finishing touch.” He looked at her appraisingly as he raised a lipstick that the glamour had left on the counter, a blood red. With two fingers he raised her chin, painting her lips with the stick. He then stroked them with his thumb. 

	“Better,” he murmured as he turned her around. “We’d best be heading downstairs. Dinner is about to start.” He looked to himself once more in the mirror, adjusting a new, deep-red velvet suit, his shirt open to reveal the writhing tattoos that covered him underneath. 

	Elara heard the music as she descended the staircase, everything feeling disjointed and wrong. The violins were tweaked to a jarring pitch, screeching a tune that wasn’t a tune. Ariete didn’t seem to notice, humming to himself. His eyes were closed in content as he pulled her down a red-lit corridor. The banquet hall was lit with the same deep crimson glow, and Elara had to stop as she walked through the doors. 

	The scene before her was the stuff of nightmares. She was sure it was Ariete’s own personal delight. Tables lined the hall in a large rectangle and in the middle two humans were fighting barehanded. Both were heavily bleeding, and it took everything in her not to run over and help. But the most disconcerting thing of all was the grim smile painted onto their faces as each drew blood. Sycophants then. Devotees that worshipped the Stars reverently; never questioning, seeking glory and a blessing instead. Far too many populated Celestia. Far too many didn’t pause to think about how merciless and cruel the gods they worshipped were.

	To them this must have been the greatest honour one could bestow on a sect of Ariete. She saw a vicious smile paint the Star’s lips as he guided her to the head of the table. A killing calm swept over her as she noticed Lukas seated at the end of the table, that smug indifferent expression resting on her.

	 “Looking irresistible Elara,” he purred across the room. “Cell life suits you.”

	She wanted to kill him with every shred of her being, to force shadows down his throat and watch as he choked. But instead, she did what she knew would infuriate him more. 

	She painted a dry smile onto her lips and looked down her nose to him. “I do look good in red.” 

	His face transformed into a sneer as she continued walking, her eyes catching on the other guests. Ariete chuckled softly behind her. Her stomach constricted as she saw Gem towards the end of the table. She felt slightly more at ease when she realised who was seated beside her. Eli, the other side of the coin—his ink-black hair swept off his face where Gem’s was white, charcoal eyes where hers were ghostly. Boredom laced his every movement as he sat back in his chair, his attention on anything but her.

	With a set of her jaw, Elara slammed up the walls that Eli had helped place in her mind as Gem’s pale gaze bore into her. A snarl screwed the goddess’s face, finding them impenetrable. With a slow turn, Eli set his bottomless eyes on her too, a small smile playing on his lips. She didn’t dare let herself smile back as she quickly averted her gaze and followed Ariete to their seats. Once seated, she was able to fully take in the rest of the nightmare, and guests, that surrounded her.

	She spotted a few Stars scattered around the table, no doubt Ariete’s closest. She caught on Sagitton first. Elara recognised him from the schoolbooks she’d studied as a child. His hair was a long sheet of wine red, almost purple, his face tanned and blushed. He had a wild smile and eyes that glinted. God of Wine, Excess and Madness. It was no surprise that he would be attending one of Ariete’s dinners. The two seemed as though they would be the best of friends. She noted that surrounding him were a few of his followers—the olive skinned and deep red hair of the kingdom of Kaos, the realm that worshipped him. A handsome young man was pouring wine into Sagitton’s mouth as the Star grinned.

	A little further down, she squinted, making out a stunning woman reclining by herself, her eyes watching the room. Not a woman, a Star. Silver hair flowed down her back, reminding Elara of a river at night. The Star’s upswept almond eyes were captivating, one grey, one blue. She knew, without even having to guess, who it was watching the room when no one was looking. Cancia, the Weeping Goddess. Elara frowned, nodding absent-mindedly to whatever Ariete was bragging on about as she continued to focus on Cancia. No followers around her, no devotees. From any stories and myths she’d heard about the Star, she was known to keep to herself in her land of Altalune. In fact, Elara mused, a finger on her lips, every depiction and artwork of her was with a siren’s tail, living in her underwater lake realm, far away from the other Stars. Not on land. Not here.

	A smattering of applause cut through her and she turned. A man had jostled next to Eli, an arm around his shoulder as he flung gold coins into the centre of the space where the brawl ensued. His cropped blonde hair was parted to the side, his eyes an emerald green that sparkled with greed as he watched the fight, another clutch of money in his hands. Of course, it was the Star, Capri. No glamour could hide that hunger in his eyes. A group of men hung around him, hanging onto his every word, a look of deep craving on their faces. The Sinner’s Sands, where they all hailed from, was a place Elara wouldn’t set foot in—even if a knife was pointed at her chest. Capri slapped Eli’s back again, and Elara noticed with a small hint of amusement, Eli clench his jaw, leaning forward onto the table and away from him.

	It was fascinating to her, to see how the Stars interacted. In Asteria, the Star Piscea slept, not sighted since the Stars had first fallen. There was no Star to run into there, to watch, until the fateful day that Ariete had descended.

	At the ball, she’d caught glimpses of them, but here up close she could pay attention to the dynamics between the gods. 

	The dull thump of flesh on flesh invaded her senses as the men continued to fight, and she battled nausea as she looked to her plate. Steak was placed on it, still oozing blood. She swallowed, smiling to Ariete. 

	“Do you like it?” he asked expectantly. 

	“I’ve never seen so many Stars in one place, save for your ball,” she got out. “I didn’t know we would be in their company.”

	“Just a few of my closest.” Ariete waved his hand, taking a sip of ruby wine from the ornate goblet before him. He kicked his legs onto the table and crossed them as he leaned against his chair. 

	“Gem and Eli are my most trusted.” He gave a tight smile. “While I revel in the more material forms of torture and violence available, they do wonders with the mind. But you’d know that wouldn’t you, Elara?” He broke off, cackling shrilly. “And there are still more to come.”

	She ignored the threat and glanced over to Eli, trying not to laugh. How little Ariete knew of those closest to him. That one of his trusted companions could be bought by a mortal.

	“Yes, I noticed you and Gem are cosy. The stories don’t mention that you’re lovers.”

	A hungry grin came onto his face as he leaned in, his goblet of red wine swaying in his hand. 

	“Oh, she sates my appetites now and then,” he said, taking a sip of the wine as he stared at her, red eyes gleaming. “But she doesn’t fill me the same way a mortal does.”

	 Elara raised an eyebrow, allowing him to continue. 

	“You sicken me and yet I crave you. I’m the closest Star to you humans. The God of War, of blood.  I understand your fleeting lives, your desperation to make it count. And so, you fuck, and kill, and love and bleed. And it tastes so delicious to me, all of it.” He punctuated his sentence by drawing his tongue along his lips, licking the wine there. She watched, fascinated, and horrified, as he pulled a knife from thin air, the weapon appearing in a flash of red. 

	“Look at how I bleed,” he said, cutting open the skin on his arm. Sparkling glitter parted his ink, a clear holographic substance. “Insubstantial.” A snarl curled his features. 

	“But a human’s…” He beckoned a dancing woman to him, a devotee, blood running from between her breasts as she danced in a haze to his music. She moaned at his touch, whispering prayers fervently as he chuckled. “A human’s blood is warm, and red and so very alive,” he murmured, as he brought the knife to her throat and slit it.

	 Elara bucked against the table but clenched her fists, unwilling to say anything as she saw the woman drop before them. He smeared her blood on his lips, his eyes fire. 

	“Yes, mortal blood tastes so much more. I have had centuries above, watching your little lives play out and feeding on the power your wars and vengeance gave me. After long enough, I wanted a taste of it myself.”

	The woman’s body slumped to the floor and Elara made to get out of her chair.

	Ariete flung the knife in between them, striking the table. He tutted, shaking his head.

	Her mouth worked, unable to believe he could kill someone with such speed and detachment.

	“So… there wasn’t a real reason for killing my parents?” she asked quietly, her voice deathly cold. “For taking over my kingdom, other than to play at being mortal.”

	“Of course there was Elara. It was Torra who confirmed your prophecy. And the moment she did, I knew it was for me.”

	“How?” she breathed, her heart pounding with dread.

	He grinned. “Because I’m the King of the Stars. Who else would a human be fated to fall in love with?”

	Her heartbeat eased. The unhinged delusion of the Star had convinced him that the prophecy was about him. No actual evidence, just the whim of madness. Elara felt hope rise, and willed the prophecy to be about someone else, some Star with even a smidge of benevolence, as Ariete continued. “What easier way to ensure you don’t love me than by killing everything you touch?”

	“And you don’t feel any kind of remorse? Killing innocents over an assumption?”

	His feral smile remained as he twisted the ruby on his little finger. 

	“You humans. You look for a reason in everything. A kernel of good, a motive for why someone is evil, a sad backstory to justify their sins. You don’t stop to think, that we just are.”

	 He swept a piece of hair around her shoulder, and she swallowed down disgust as he leaned in closer, his lips stained with wine and blood. 

	“Just think how good it would feel to sink into it, Elara. To take power by the teeth and feast on it. I could show you, you know,” he murmured. “How to become the villain.”

	Elara gave a dark smile, one with the promise of nightmares.

	“You know who the most dangerous kind of villain is?” she whispered. “A woman with nothing left to lose.”

	Ariete seemed to drink in her words, the very air that she breathed.

	“Do you want to feel how much it feeds me? Your darkness. Your face shows more than you think, Elara. You can’t hide hate from the god of it. And I like to play, too.” 

	His thumb stroked her neck and she stilled, readying herself. She placed her hand gently to the side of her plate. Then, as he leaned in, she plunged the butter knife beneath into his thigh.

	He howled in agony which slowly turned into a piercing laugh, his eyes crazed. He whooped and hollered as he yanked the knife out of his thigh. 

	“Now she comes alive,” he roared and yanked her up onto the table. He began to spin her as the violin picked up its speed, Elara’s head turning. She glimpsed Eli out of the corner of her eye, his black gaze unreadable, Gem’s blue with faint amusement. Ariete held her close to him as her mind whirled. All she heard were shrieks and laughter, all she saw was a dizzying blur of red. She felt Ariete pressing her close as he stomped her down the tables, the sounds of clapping and encouragement coming from either side. He leapt her off the tables onto the marbled floor and she saw couples surrounding them. Some writhed naked, making love. Some gorged themselves on wine, drowning in it. Others stabbed each other repeatedly, blood running down their bodies as they moaned. Blurs of violence, and chaos, and lust all warred with her senses. Her head was so heavy, so heavy as the charm of each Star in the room coated the air, pressing in on her senses.

	Ariete’s voice was a hiss behind her as he held her up from behind. “You see these people, Elara? All I do is take the power that already resides in someone and set it free. It is what all us Stars do.” His hands ran up her waist. “Those with more anger in them are easier to bend to my will—sometimes with the merest suggestion. And you are angry, Elara. You would be surprised, darling, at how many are born with that darkness inside them. We do not create something that is not already there.”

	His words struck something in her as the energy of the room suffocated her, prowling around her and waiting to pounce. With grim determination she rammed her mental shields up further, keeping his magick at bay.

	“Look at you, little witch. So much darkness, yet so much good in you.” He sneered in disgust. “I intend to corrupt darkness itself.” He spun her so that her head swam, until she faced him. With a feral grin he sank his teeth into her neck, drawing on the blood there. She shrieked, fighting against him, trying to force him off her. But he wouldn’t move, his lips forcing his magick into her bloodstream like venom. He cradled her head, his silver rings cold against the back of her neck. “Yes,” he said, ripping his lips off her, wiping her blood off him with the back of his hand, “let’s see what you will do with sin in your veins.”

	Ariete’s magick pumped through her as her head fell back, the high fizzing in her blood stream. His power became an acute, intense pain as bloodlust warred within her against her shields. She felt like she had straight-lined power. She could feel it like swords grating together, like warm blood drowning her. She gritted her teeth as anger, hot as fire, began to ripple through her. Her gaze turned to Ariete who was watching her, half savage. His chest was heaving. 

	“Oh, Elara, how beautiful you look, eyes filled with divine violence.” She raised shaking fingers to her face, closing her eyes. Her shadows swarmed and writhed under her skin, desperate to kill and maim. She could feel the Dark inside her screaming, begging to be brought forth.

	“Ariete.” She heard a murmur from far away. “You’ve gone too far now. The girl is supposed to be at the ballet in an hour, in public.”

	Elara fell to the floor, the roar of war in her ears as she heard the rest of the dinner continue as though nothing were happening. She wanted revenge. She wanted to make Ariete beg for mercy, to scream at fate for the hand it had dealt her. Her blood sang to the hymn of violence.

	“You know, usually I wouldn’t give a fuck, but you’re right. Get her sorted before Torra arrives.”

	She felt soft hands heave her up, one placed around her waist as she was dragged out of the room, the din of music growing quieter and quieter.

	A female sigh sounded to her right as she was led into the downstairs bathrooms for the public. Elara was set down on the countertop by the sink as water began to rush out of nowhere.

	“The damned idiot doesn’t know his limits,” the female voice said. Elara wanted to hurt the stranger. For watching this all happen, for allowing it. Her hand clenched.

	“Easy,” the stranger murmured, and the redness coating Elara’s vision cleared a little. She blinked heavily, squeezing her eyes. Cancia stood before her, her gaze fixed on Elara’s neck.

	“This will only hurt until his magick’s out of you,” she whispered.

	“Why are you helping me?” Elara slurred, venom careening through her bloodstream.

	Cancia’s eyes softened. “Because life has not been kind to me either.”

	She pressed finger’s tentatively on Elara’s neck around the bite wound that Ariete inflicted.

	“You’re Cancia,” she mumbled. “Goddess of pain and penance.”

	Cancia sighed. “Amongst other things,” she said softly. “I can help take your pain away. Temporarily.” Cancia guided water from the tap, arcing it in the air as she let it flow gently down Elara’s neck. Bright starlight shone out of it as Cancia worked, drawing out Ariete’s magick as she sang sweetly. A siren, Elara remembered. Cancia’s kin. 

	She bit down on her tongue as a visceral, sharp stinging took over her, like poison being sucked from a wound. Finally, the pain abated. She blinked, her focus clear. Clear enough that she observed Cancia shrewdly, looking to her long silver hair.

	“Why did you help me, really?”

	Cancia gave a half smile. “Not just a pretty face, are you? Your lover bought my favour. If I was to see you in pain, I had to help.”

	“He’s not my lover.”

	“Really?” Cancia slinked to the door, calling over her shoulder. “Your loss. My favour cost him.”

	“What did it cost?” she hissed, pushing herself unsteadily off the side.

	“He had to let me see his greatest source of pain.” She gave a mysterious smile as she sauntered out.

	“Fuck.” Elara slammed her hand against the bathroom wall. What was Enzo playing at, making deals with Stars left and right? The fool. Elara swung the door open, striding right back into the banquet hall and scanning it. Her eyes fell on Eli and she stormed towards him. She was escaping tonight. How, she did not know. But she was going to, whether she had to force this Star, or Cancia, and then—

	 She stopped, metres from Eli’s seat. 

	Sofia. How could she escape without Sofia? There was no way that she’d be able to get back in to save her and not be captured again. She pulled the chair out weakly, sinking beside Eli, her mind blank. Gem had disappeared, as had Lukas, but Ariete was lounging at the head of the table, staring steadfastly to the door.

	“Thanks, you know, for standing idly by as your deranged king drank my blood.” 

	Eli observed her with boredom, swirling a tumbler full of brown liquid around. “You didn’t buy my favour. I don’t owe you anything.” He shrugged, taking a sip of his drink.

	Elara clenched the edge of the table. She didn’t know why she should expect anything different from a Star, any kind of moral code.

	“You’re damned heartless.”

	“State the obvious.” His tone was bored. “You know us Stars don’t have hearts.” He leaned in. “But if I were in a generous mood, I would tell you to hold on. Because help is coming.”

	“You already mentioned that. When?”

	Eli’s black gaze was bright as he leaned in to whisper. “Sooner than you think.”

	At his last words she heard the banquet hall doors slam open. Elara leapt from her seat, already in a fighting stance. She saw Ariete’s grin widen as the grand doors swung. She felt the presence of the Star before she saw her, like a wave of heartache. Her jaw slackened as the entire energy in the room slowed. 

	Torra sashayed in, and the only way to describe her charm was as one of pure sex. The scent of sugar-dipped cherries filled the air. The Star was the most beautiful thing Elara had ever seen. Her skin was a rich brown which gleamed in the candlelight, giving off its own luminescence. Her hair fell in soft, deep red spirals about her face, full roses adorning the cloud of curls. Elara sighed as she looked at her. It was a beauty that hurt to look at too long. Red dripped off sinful curves, clinging to every one of them, leaving nothing to the imagination, and her brown eyes held constellations, like pools that Elara wanted to dive into. The whole room seemed to feel her presence, motionless. Elara noticed with a small smile that Ariete had stopped too. Perhaps this was the distraction she had been looking for, a way to escape before this cursed ballet. 

	As the rest of the room fell in love with Torra, Star of Lust, Charm and Earthly Pleasures, Elara looked behind her. Olive and brown complexions made up the beautiful kingdom of Aphrodea—devotees swanning in with gleaming hair and polished skin. Within the crowd, she recognised the duchess that Enzo had spoken to at the ball. 

	But it was the woman behind her that caught Elara’s attention. Her hair fell in long honeyed locks, styled familiarly. She was linking arms with a tall, handsome man; his hair swept off his face, skin copper, eyes green. There was something familiar about him too, and Elara felt a strange tug as she looked at him. Elara’s breath thinned and she sucked it in. The blonde woman on his arm turned, and it was a face that she would know anywhere. Clear green eyes looked to her, as she gave an imperceptible shake of her head. Merissa was here.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	Elara whipped her head around as her heart beat frantically. Merissa had come. Alone? Why? Had she betrayed her? The thoughts raced through Elara as she searched for Eli, but the Star had disappeared, conveniently unable to answer any questions. She tried to calm herself as Ariete’s chaos and rage attempted to take over her yet again. 

	Gritting her teeth, she staggered to a wall, into the shadows. Ariete was long gone, prowling towards Torra like a madman, flicking any poor courtier out of his way with a vengeance. As he reached her, he bowed low, and she heard a ripple of conversation. 

	“How kind of you to grace us with your exquisite presence.” 

	Elara rolled her eyes.

	“Well... you know I never usually attend these sorts of things.” Torra’s voice was low and throaty. A sensual song. “I thought it was about time I offered you my congratulations.”

	Elara drifted away. The tang of blood was in the air with something sweet and heavy, like perfume. She did not dare look for Merissa, did not dare draw attention to her. She had no idea why she was here, or what her plan would be. She certainly could not get her out of the palace. The guards were alert and vicious, lining every exit that Elara had possibly thought of.

	Options railed through her head, and a prayer to anything other than the Stars that Merissa had come with a plan rather than a half-thought rescue attempt. She had to get close to the entourage and, to do that, she had to make sure Ariete thought her under the Stars’ spells, caught up in lust, excess and chaos. Elara hooded her eyes, pretending to sway as she pushed herself off the wall and onto the now crowded floor, as devotees were taken by the charm of the evening. Lost in the crowd, she dodged leering hands, maintaining the pretence of being in a stupor as she tried to traverse the room unnoticed. If she could only get to the other side, to Merissa. A Kaosian leered at her as he tried to grab her hand, but she shook it off. The sea of heads made it difficult to track Merissa, but she tried to maintain the vision of her blonde head as she moved.

	 Elara pondered as she battled through the crowd, why had only these Stars attended? Was it because they were closest to Ariete? Did this mean the others weren’t? She counted on her hand how many had shown loyalty to Ariete. Gem and Eli first, then Sagitton, Cancia, Capri, and Torra. That still left six.  Six who had not bothered to leave their heavens or temples. A hope stirred in her. She knew the Stars for what they really were. Amoral gods, tricksters, selfish, and capricious. But if there was a crack between them, then she could widen it. Perhaps she could ally herself with those who may not want Ariete ruling over a mortal land. 

	She spun in her reverie until she slammed into something hard. Or rather, someone. She looked around wildly. She had reached the other side of the room. Elara gave a breathless laugh as she looked up into piercing green eyes. The man on Merissa’s arm. His gaze seared her as he steadied her. Torra’s charms had been working alongside the other chaotic gods’ and she felt the sensual primal beats of the music, the lighting lowered as the already sin-filled night began to take a hedonistic turn. Her gaze whipped ‘round to keep track of Ariete, calming as she saw him still distracted by Torra. They were talking in a shaded corner far from her. Unsure what to say to the man, whether he was a friend of Merissa’s, or if he even knew who she really was, she said instead, “I’m so sorry. I hardly know where I’m going. All this magick is making my head turn.”

	The stranger gave a half smile, amusement in his green eyes. “You look incredible in red.”

	Elara leaned against the wall, stiffening. “A little forward of you considering you haven’t even asked my name.”

	She dragged in a deep breath. Torra’s charm was so powerful, so heavy that it coated her lungs. She could feel the tendrils of desire grip her, encouraging her to lose all sense of inhibitions.

	The stranger took a step towards her, blocking out the room with his tall frame. Her breath quickened. Torra’s charm seemed to be taking hold of him too, his pupils dilated so that his green eyes looked near black.

	 “I already know who you are.” His chuckle was low as he braced either side of her with his arms. Her back pressed against the wall as he leaned in. There was something overly forward about the way he spoke to her. It irritated her, but the desire taking over her made her quickly cease to care.

	 “Familiar for a stranger, aren’t you?” She lifted her chin, her eyes catching on his lips. An urge wanted to kiss them, bite them and wrap her legs around this man to satisfy the dull empty ache that had ignited the moment Torra had entered the room. His grin deepened, the green of his eyes almost metallic. 

	The more she tried to study his face the more it evaded her. She could have sworn she saw a blur out of the corner of her eye. His breath brushed her neck as he dipped his head. He ran a thumb along her collarbone. A voice told her to leave. But the craving and lust was deep in her now, her fight leaving her after so many weeks of holding onto it. She drank it in as she felt him press into her imperceptibly. The voice shouted at her that this handsome stranger was not who she wanted. She gritted her teeth against the compelling. Felt his mouth brush her ear, and she could feel how lust drunk he was too from the sheer heat that poured off him. 

	With a breath, he murmured into her, “Who says we’re strangers, Princess?”

	Elara blinked. “What did you just call me?”

	 Anxiety flooded her system, and hope. So stupid, such a tiny flit of thought that barely made sense, barely had a grip. Her breath was ragged as she investigated his face. Brown hair slicked back, copper skin and those unnerving green eyes. 

	“Who are you?” she breathed.

	“Shall I remind you?” His voice was husky with want as he reached around her. She felt a twist at her back. With one smooth turn they fell through the door she’d been leaning on. He spun, slamming the door as he pushed her against it. The room was a small study, the music sounding further away now as he gazed at her. His breathing was as uneven as hers as they stared at each other, his green eyes flitting between hers and her mouth. He raised a hand, as though to touch her, then with a strained look lowered it again. That feeling returned, like an insistent tug on her chest. 

	“I don’t know who you think you are,” she got out raggedly. “But—”

	He groaned, a sound as though he was in pain as he knelt to the floor, his fists balled by his side. Through the heavy haze of Torra’s lust she registered that she should try to help the stranger. 

	“Are you okay?” she asked, but the words came out like a siren song, slow and enticing. She tried to blink away Torra’s lust, that had her wanting to rip the clothes off a man that she’d only just met. She gritted her teeth as her hands shook. Elara knelt beside the Aphrodean and touched his shoulder. 

	“Are you okay?” she tried to say again. 

	“Elara, don’t touch me,” the stranger snarled. It cut through her haze for a moment. 

	“How do you know who I am?”

	 He leaned over, his teeth bared, the veins in his arm popping. 

	“I’m trying to fight it,” he said in gasps. She moved closer, worry on her face. 

	“Elara,” the stranger pleaded. He inhaled her scent, shaking fingers running through the strands. His nose grazed the arch of her neck as he pulled her body tightly to his. He moaned again. Every one of her nerves was on fire, burning with want.

	“‘What do you need?” she strained out, two seconds away from undressing them both where they stood. She pushed her face back, eyes searching his, panic warring with lust. The man fought with himself, biting back words. 

	“What do you need?” she forced out again.

	“You,” he groaned, anguish tearing his voice as he moved to kiss her. His lips brushed hers, the closeness sending a wave of warm amber over her. It took sheer will to still his wrists with her hands and wrench away from him as understanding swept over her. 

	She knew. She’d known deep down the moment he’d looked at her—would know him anywhere. The smell of him, the very presence he carried. She saw him when her eyes closed every night.

	“Enzo?” she whispered.

	At that the glamour disappeared, his slicked brown hair transforming into black curls, those strange green eyes now the warm gold that she had envisioned so many times, his skin deepening, features shifting.  Torra’s charm seemed to shy away slightly, their minds clearing. 

	She let out a startled cry. “How?” 

	“Merissa glamoured me. Shh, shh,” he replied, holding her up. The lust in his eyes abated. He looked around the room, realising what the influence had nearly made them do, looking at his glamour—gone. 

	“Fuck,” he exclaimed, looking at his hands between Elara’s. “El, I’m so sorry. Torra… I—” He stopped speaking, clenching his jaw. But she was so relieved to see him in the flesh that she threw her arms around him, a sob escaping her. 

	“Hey, it’s okay.”

	“You came,” she cried. 

	He put her gently down, cupping her face. “Of course, I came. I will always come for you, El.”

	“I tried,” she said hurriedly, “to get out. There are wards everywhere.”

	“‘It’s okay,” he murmured, holding her close. “El, we’re getting you out of here tonight. We have a plan, all of us.”

	“All of you?”

	“Me, Merissa, Leo and Isra. I knew we wouldn’t be able to get you out of here with Ariete’s magick and wards.” He clenched and unclenched his fist. “But I couldn’t… I had to see you.”

	“This is so dangerous, Enzo,” she whispered. “If Ariete sees you, if you’re caught.”

	“I was near mad, Elara. These last weeks…” He moved away from her, pacing. “Knowing you were in here. That I could do fuck all but bide time until the ballet. I had to let you know that we were here. I dragged Merissa to meet me at the border, it was the only way for me to see you.”

	 Elara sat, her mouth slack as she tried to process everything he was saying.

	“El,” he said gently. “You leave for the ballet in half an hour. That’s how you escape. You must leave then, don’t think twice. It’s the only time you’ll be out of the palace wards. One of us will be in the theatre with you, the others waiting.”

	“And what of Sofia?”

	“I will get to her as you are all at the ballet. The palace rooms will be empty, barely any guards patrolling with you all gone. We have a plan... during the second act, you’re going to have to create a distraction. You’ll be able to use your magick. Run to the stage doors on the left. They will take you into a courtyard.” He was speaking furtively but Elara could feel Torra’s charm heavy again as the adrenaline in her body waned, trying to bend her to its will. She gritted her teeth as she tried to focus.

	“There will be a ladder to the rooftops of the Dreamer’s Quarter. I will be waiting at the Bridge of Tears with Sofia. The quickest way to the Helion border will be across Lake Astra. Isra and Merissa will be waiting there.”

	“To go anywhere near there at full dark is a death sentence.”

	Enzo shook his head. “We have a boat fast enough to outswim anything at our heels. We will have weapons and full supplies. And the odds are better than staying here.”

	Her stomach lurched at the thought of the monsters from her stories. Wraiths and nymphs were said to dwell in the lake’s murky bottoms. A myth or not, more bodies disappeared in that lake than crossed when it was full dark. Exhaustion waved over her at the precariousness of their plan and the torture endured on her body and mind the last weeks. 

	“As soon as we’re out and I have full use of my powers, Ariete will die at my hands for this,” he said, reading her thoughts. She saw a fury in him, so cold against his warm face.

	“Not if I get to him first.”

	His face softened as he brushed a thumb over her face. She sighed into it, so tired of fighting against her want. She may die tonight. Everything could go terribly wrong, and she may never see him again. She took a step closer, lips parted. It was no longer Torra’s lust taking over her, but her own. What was it Ariete had said? The Stars only brought out what was already there. Enzo was unnaturally still as he watched her. She didn’t think he was breathing. 

	“Elara,” he pleaded, his teeth gritted. She couldn’t tell if he was still under the Star’s charm. If this want was real or just pure lust. But it was real to her. She brought her fingers to his lips, shaking. 

	“I can’t fight Torra’s charm,” he warned. His jaw popped, the muscles on his neck straining as his breathing turned ragged at her touch. She searched his eyes. 

	“I don’t want you to,” she said breathily, want thrumming through her. She felt like she’d sipped pure desire, deep pink, and swirling. 

	“Elara,” he snarled, cracking his neck, “if you kiss me, I won’t stop.”

	 Torra’s wicked charm caressed her, giving her a jolt of confidence. And so, she breathed out, lifting her head to him as she gently brushed her lips to his. He groaned into her mouth, the last bit of fight in him melting into her. 

	His hands grabbed hers, slamming them to the door at either side of her head, the wood creaking with his unleashed force. She was pushed back startled as he caught her mouth and deepened the kiss. She moaned as his tongue parted her lips, the taste of him smoky and warm, like bonfires and sweet honey. She pulled his waist to her, and he moaned against her. Her breath was panting as he trailed kisses down her neck, setting her pulse fluttering. 

	“I’ve never been kissed like this,” she breathed. She had kissed enough men to know, and it had always felt like going through the motions, cold and perfunctory. With Enzo, it felt as though pure fire was coursing through her body at his touch.

	“Only a shade, remember El,” he murmured against her, his words spoken by her bedroom door echoing as his kisses blazed a trail along her face. The volume of what she was feeling had to be Torra’s influence, this all-consuming need that was suffocating her. Enzo ground his hips to her in response to the heat flooding off her and she moaned louder. He ripped his mouth off hers and studied her, his eyes so black only a ring of gold was left around their edge. He moved his gaze down to her heaving breasts and their grinding hips beneath.

	 “I’ve wanted to taste your lips for so fucking long,” he sighed, pushing into her harder. “Wanted to hear you moan for me. Dreamed of it, Princess.” The charm loosened his tongue.

	Her breath was ragged as she reached for him, drinking him in greedily. Enzo’s tongue trailed fire down her, delving into the dip of her collarbone. Elara twisted her hands through his black curls, arching her back in pleasure. His hand hitched her skirts and lifted her hips, so her legs were wrapped around him. He sucked and kissed down her neck, to the deep vee of her cleavage. With a barely held back groan he sank his mouth onto the thin material covering her breasts, sucking her nipple through it. Elara shook, tightening her legs further around him as want and craving drowned her. He took it between his teeth, and she cried out, feeling the small hurt replaced by a lap of his tongue. She had to get this damned dress off, had to have him right now against this door.

	 His hand trailed up her outer thigh, as his mouth drew back up her neck and to her lips, his tongue flicking hers. There was something desperate in his eyes as rough fingers brushed underwear. “Yes,” she breathed, pushing against him. “Yes.”

	“Elara,” he moaned, one hand gripping her waist as he drove her back into the wall. She sucked in a breath through her teeth as the wood grated on her tender back.

	“What’s wrong?” Enzo breathed, pulling his mouth off her instantly, his curls in his drunken eyes.

	“Nothing.” She pulled him in greedily, but he grasped her hands between his, stilling them.

	“El, did I hurt you?”

	“No, you—”

	The study door flung open, interrupting her.

	“Idiots,” a voice hissed filled with rage. Two sets of eyes looked to the door in shock, as Merissa stormed in, her golden hair flowing behind her. 

	“I get you in here, and the first thing you can do is think with your cock, Prince?” 

	Enzo’s eyes darkened and he let out a warning rumble, still half under the lust spell, Elara’s legs still wrapped around him.

	“Torra’s charm,” Elara breathed by way of explanation, as Enzo gently put her down. She extricated herself from his hold, blinking out of her haze. Enzo looked to her, some sort of emotion flitting through his eyes. Merissa’s softened and she ran to Elara, crushing her in an embrace. 

	“Elara, we’ve been so worried about you.” 

	Elara’s arms and legs were trembling, being so unexpectedly ripped from the warm bubble she’d descended into with Enzo. She glanced to him, her heart sinking as she noticed him studiously not looking at her, his eyes now clear. 

	“I’ve told her the plan,” he said. 

	Merissa nodded tightly, still holding Elara. “Stars as my witness, you’re leaving here tonight.” 

	“Where’s Ariete?” Elara asked as panic set in, the full weight of what she had been doing with Enzo setting on her.

	 “He’s speaking with Torra, don’t worry I made sure.” She squeezed Elara’s hand. 

	“How did you get in here with Torra’s escort?”

	“Let’s just say she owed me her favour.” 

	Elara raised her eyes in surprise. She’d never heard of a Star owing a favour, particularly one as selfish as Torra. 

	Merissa whipped her head to Enzo, his features suspiciously blank as his jaw twitched.

	“Enzo, I need to glamour you again. Elara, you’re leaving now. After I sort this lipstick out.” She gave a quick swipe of her hand. 

	Elara frowned. How was Merissa using her magick in here? Before she had time to ask, Merissa spoke again.

	“Go. Ariete will be coming down any moment. Torra has distracted him as long as she can.”

	Elara nodded tightly, looking to Enzo. His eyes flickered to her as Merissa held her arms out, casting her magick. Elara opened her mouth to say something, to explain that even sobered from Torra’s charm she didn’t regret their kiss. But his gaze shut off.

	“See you on the other side, Princess. Be safe and be quick.” He half smiled. She embraced Merissa tightly. Enzo reached out and squeezed her hand, the only affection he displayed. Then with a final look to them both, Elara stepped out of the study.

	 

	The corridor was dark and warm, an uncomfortable film of energy laying on her skin as she hurried into the powder room nearest to her. The revels of the night sounded far from over, moans and shouts muffled through oak panels. She held herself together until she entered the room, the oppressive burgundy walls pressing in on her. She locked the door and sank against it, her red gown puffing up behind her. Her mind fed her tangled webs of images. Enzo’s lips on hers, the need in his eyes, Merissa’s golden hair, the feel of Ariete’s teeth in her neck. Dry sobs racked her body, one butterfly still flicking through, reminding her that Enzo had come, that tonight could be her ticket to freedom again. She held it with the precariousness of a child, in cupped palms as she rose. 

	Heading to the mirror, she cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. She smoothed out her mussed-up hair, then dabbed her lips with her fingers delicately, staring to her reflection with a hard glint in her eye. 

	She was ready.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	Elara’s heart was hammering against her chest as she ran over the plan in her mind. She made her way discreetly back to the ballroom as she waited for the party to be escorted out. Fear and apprehension roiled through her. Ariete was planning something, that much she knew. To make such a grand occasion of the ballet and invite the whole city to an open event ‘in her honour’… Elara knew that there was more to tonight than Ariete had told her.

	She was pulled out of the room minutes after entering it by guards, and guided to the entrance of the palace where Ariete waited. He had changed, now wearing a tux of black velvet with the same rubies sewn at the sleeves as in Elara’s skirt, and a deep red shirt underneath. He flexed his hand, a ram painted in great detail on it writhing. She nodded tightly as she walked towards him. 

	“You know you haven’t been playing nicely, Elara,” he said, his grip tight on her as he escorted them out of the palace to a waiting carriage. Her chest tightened as she crossed the threshold and felt fresh Asterian air on her face. Freedom was only a taste away. 

	“But we will soon see to your punishment.”

	She bristled, her head held high as midnight black horses carried them out of the grounds and into familiar streets, cobbled and slick with rain. Elara distracted herself with her thoughts as they wound through the Dreamer’s Quarter. It was a beautiful district filled with talent and colour. The opera, ballet, and theatre houses were crammed side by side and the streets were flooded with the most down to earth people one could wish to meet. She smiled, remembering the weekends she would sneak out with Sofia into a café before a matinee performance, the two of them drunk on art and hot chocolate. 

	She glanced out of the rain spattered window of the carriage, marking her way, refreshing her route of escape as the carriage rattled over the Bridge of Tears. It drew to a stop directly outside the Asteria Opera House and, with a flourish, the groomsman opened the carriage door.

	 Ariete stepped out to crowds milling outside, and he raised a hand to take Elara’s. She looked at it in disgust and ignored it, making her own way down as Ariete snorted. His grip was a vice as he yanked her through the crowds into the dimly lit theatre. 

	The Asteria Opera House never failed to take her breath away. Deep blue and violet flowers spilled over the grand marble staircase and a chandelier made with sapphires glimmered in the glowing candlelight. Midnight blue carpet lay plush down the middle of the marbled floor and treading on it brought back such a memory of Elara’s old life that she nearly wept on the spot. Familiar courtiers and other aristocrats milled in the lobby, peering at her with wide eyes as they whispered and gossiped. She didn’t give her nerves an inch as she was led up the staircase and to an eastern wing of the theatre, into a private box. The doors opened and she was pushed in, Ariete behind her. 

	“A little privacy,” he said, and she noticed that it was only the two of them. She took a seat on the plush red velvet chairs, the box decorated with the same material and accents of silver. An opening theme began as food and drinks were brought into the room. Her stomach gnawed at her, reminding her that she hadn’t been fed for days. Yet, she didn’t dare take a bite or sip of the refreshments laid before her, worried it would be drugged. She ignored the table, her mind settling on the stage. Ariete was reclined, his shirt half open and a lazy smile on his face. 

	“What?” she snapped. 

	“Nothing. I just hope you enjoy the show.”

	A crooning violin struck up, a hopeful tune as a man and woman danced onto the stage. Their movements were like water. Fluid and graceful, they kissed as they danced, turning from the stage a moment before revealing a crying newborn in their arms. The crowd applauded and cooed as the woman rocked the baby, happiness lighting her face. They continued to both dance as the backdrop behind them moved to a palace. The baby was replaced by a young girl, dancing and twirling around her parents. They transitioned, and a sad refrain began as a woman stepped onto the stage. She was draped in silver as she danced to the music, something about her nagging at Elara. The stage’s back drop moved to reveal bookcases. The woman danced gracefully to smell flowers, dipping to a book. It was hard from their vantage point to make out a face. The scene moved on. The ballerina extended her hands, black ribbons flowing. The crowd gasped and sighed in wonder as she turned and turned until her dress transformed into black. Unease began to spread over Elara. An ominous tune began, a slow build-up of trumpets as the scene changed to a throne room, the man and woman from earlier sat atop thrones as a figure strutted in. Cold hands began to clench over Elara’s heart as the hood of the figure was pulled back. Red striped hair and white makeup painted the dancer’s face.  He raised his hands like a composer and streams of light fell from them onto the two figures as they screamed to the building crescendo, the violins and flutes in frenzy. Blood, bright red, painted their bodies in lines as the figures fell, the crowd gasped, and Elara lunged forward. She felt an icy grip on her chin as Ariete held her in place. 

	“What is this?”

	 His voice was soft. “This is your story Elara. And you will watch as it ends.”
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	She sat in shock during the interlude, the ornate candelabra brightening as excited chatter filled the audience. 

	“Are you enjoying the performance?”

	Elara looked to Ariete dully. “Are they dead? The dancers.”

	A cruel smile curved his lips. “What do you think?”

	She blinked. 

	“Oh, don’t look so glum darling, the best part is yet to come.”

	“What do you hope to achieve by this?” 

	“To show you what will befall you if you do not bow to me. If you do not accept your fate and tell me where you have been hiding. Innocents will continue to die every day. And it will be all your fault.”

	 She cast him a withering look and turned back to the stage, her eyes on the blood being cleaned up.

	Elara’s senses dulled. So much blood. So much violence. She wondered idly if she would ever escape. She had felt her magick slumbering in her veins since they’d traversed the palace walls. But the plan she had crafted in her mind was running further and further away. Perhaps it would be easier to resign herself to this fate, to just give in and let Ariete make her a monster. It would be easier to sink into the velvet seats and allow Ariete to ply her with his charm instead of fighting it. Seeing him sacrifice innocent lives, it would be better this way. Enzo and her friends could continue to live happily, their lives not in danger. She contemplated it, half convincing herself before someone interrupted her thoughts.

	“Awfully realistic, wasn’t it?” An eager voice drifted to her as a serving waiter returned with more refreshments. The figure blocked the view for a moment with his height. Her eyes flew to the waiter and registered him with shock. Only sheer willpower stopped her throwing her hands around his neck. Leo gave an imperceptible nod as he laid the drinks tray down. 

	“I heard a woman fainted, the blood looked so real!”

	Ariete only chuckled. 

	“A drink for the lady.” Leo’s gaze pierced hers as he handed her a glass. She looked away towards the stage. She heard Leo leave and restrained herself from looking around, studiously ignoring him as he departed. He was a guiding beacon, reminding her of her purpose. She let herself smile inwardly. They cared. They had come.

	The interlude music began to quicken, setting the pace for the second act. Elara straightened in her chair, willing herself alert. If she was ever going to carry out her plan, it had to be soon. She ignored Ariete staring at her and focused on the stage, her peripheral vision to the doors that were hanging ajar thanks to Leo. She took a sip of her drink as the lights dimmed once more, trusting it since Leo had poured it. Something rough fell onto her tongue. 

	Paper. She glanced to Ariete who was leaning forward, eyes fixed on the stage. Making sure her hair fell in front of her she took the paper from her mouth and unfurled it by the side faced away from him. 

	He knows, was written in a hasty scrawl. Her hands shook as she crumpled the slip by her side, turning her attention back to the second act. Knew what? The plan? Her attempt to escape? Thoughts raced, warring in Elara’s mind. The ballerina, clad in a glittering gown—Elara— was now wearing a mask, hand in hand with a tall dark-haired man. She watched the scene that had shown her capture—a masquerade ball, the masks grotesque as other dancers flooded the stage, all doing a shortened version of the Celestian Waltz. 

	Her heart was pounding. She should still carry on with her plan, regardless of what the note meant. Better than to be a sitting duck. The crowd clapped to the music, excitement in recognising it. It was irritating her now, why the main ballerina moved in a way so familiar to her, dancing around the stage with a tall, masked man that she presumed was supposed to be Enzo. The Star next to her was bobbing his head along, a grin on his face. Something continued to niggle at her as she watched them dance. 

	 The scene moved on, the tall dark man disappearing as Ariete appeared on stage, dancing her around tables of a banquet. Elara was tense, her eyes everywhere, running through distractions in her head. Whatever Leo’s note meant, just showed that she had to be even faster, even smarter. 

	She didn’t notice as the music quickened in a frenzy, Ariete leaning practically off the balcony. This was her chance, she realised. While he was so engrossed. 

	She readied herself, tensing her legs, ready to launch past Ariete as she raised a hand. She prepared to plunge the theatre into total darkness as she escaped, drifting shadows towards her, her magick itching and leaping to be freed after so long. The music was getting so loud. She counted down, guessing she had around ten seconds to cause a blackout and make a break for it. The bothering feeling continued to pull at her as she rose slowly. Gritting her teeth, she looked back to the stage for a moment. 

	The figure supposed to be her was twirling in a panic with the dancing Ariete, the music deafening.

	“I’d watch if I were you.” Ariete’s voice drifted to her, although he hadn’t moved an inch. She froze in shock, her shadows disappearing. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out about your little plan to escape?” He turned then, lazily. 

	“Naughty, naughty, Elara. Always disobeying my rules.” He tutted, knocking back his firewhisky. “Go on, look. See what happens when you try to sneak past me, little rat.”

	Elara did not move as her eyes searched the stage. Nausea swept over her as two grey eyes found her throughout the whole crowd. A look of love and will in them. The way the dancer had moved, how it had stirred something in Elara, finally made sense. For it was Sofia who continued to hold her gaze as the dancing Ariete came behind her, cradling her as he pulled a knife, and slit her throat.

	Elara did not hear the scream that ripped through her as she lurched towards the balcony, her hands outstretched. She did not hear the panic of the crowd, the chaos that ensued. She did not hear Ariete’s cackles of glee. Pain engulfed her so thoroughly that time slowed. She saw herself from outside of her body, saw Ariete turn, a demented gleam in his eyes at what he had charmed the dancer to do. She felt her power rip from her. She felt the hopelessness of it all. And the need to get to Sofia’s still body. With a sob, pain and grief tearing in her mind, she climbed the balcony, and with a look to Ariete’s horrified face, his arms outstretched to stop her, she cursed him. Not just any curse, but a promise sealed in Old Asterian. 

	Then, she threw herself from the balcony.

	 The last thing she heard was Ariete’s scream of shock as she fell. The crowd continued to shriek as Ariete ran raggedly down the side steps to the stage. He roared, red eyes on the twisted body of Elara. Her body pale, her ebony hair spilling around her, neck twisted at the wrong angle, and eyes glassy with death.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	“I think I might have mentioned it a few hours ago, but you really are ravishing in red,” a familiar voice crooned. Elara spun with a sob to see Enzo. He stopped, easy demeanour gone as he took in her shaken state.

	“Get it off me,” she whispered, sinking to the wet hard ground. She pulled at the crimson dress. 

	“GET IT OFF!” she screamed, yanking at the chain of rubies around her neck. The chain broke, gems scattering around her like spilt blood as her sobs heaved and heaved, her breath coming in short gasps. Enzo swore before crossing the space between them in two strides. With one hand he whipped out a knife from his belt, deftly cutting through the lace stays at her back. He ripped the dress away, leaving her in nothing but a long, thin slip.

	“It’s okay, Elara, it’s okay.” He knelt behind her, crushing her to him as he breathed her in. “You’re safe now.” 

	She winced and he instantly loosened his grip.

	“El, we couldn’t find Sofia before we left, is she with you?”

	 “Enzo, she’s dead.” Leo’s quiet steady voice was soft behind her. “Ariete… he knew Elara was trying to escape. So he punished her.”

	“How did you get out?”

	“She illusioned her death. I’ve never seen power like it,” Leo replied. 

	  She registered that he sounded far away. Registered Merissa running up from an alley and murmuring to her as Enzo’s arms tightened around her again, a string of venomous curses leaving his lips. Elara’s breathing was heavy, a stitch forming in her side from the weeks of not using her body, her neck and back throbbing from Ariete’s wounds. The climb across the Dreamer’s rooftops with Leo had been treacherous, rain slicking the tiles as she had attempted to balance both the power of her magick still working the theatre, and not sliding to her death. But she’d barely noticed it all, her thoughts filled with her best friend’s neck, slashed red. 

	Enzo let go of Elara, standing. “How did he find out that she planned to escape?” he hissed to Leo. 

	But it was Elara who answered, not bothering to turn around from where she knelt. “Lukas,” she said wanly. “It must have been Lukas. I wondered the whole way here how Ariete knew I was at the masquerade. Knew what we were planning. I was an idiot. Lukas’s shadows listen on the walls.”  

	He didn’t respond. She heard Leo speak again. “Enzo? Enzo?”

	Still no response.

	“Elara.”

	Pure, animal instinct cut through her pain at that tone, her back straightening. It was the tone of a king, one that demanded an answer.

	“Elara,” Enzo said again, his voice too, too gentle as she heard him kneel behind her again. “What happened to your back?”

	She heard a gasp as Merissa and Leo registered what Enzo had. The slip was cut low behind her, her whole upper back and tattoo exposed.

	She turned slowly, catching Enzo’s eyes burning into her. She had no emotion in her voice as she replied. “Ariete whipped me. The first night. I blacked out.”

	Enzo’s face didn’t move, and it unnerved Elara more than any outburst of anger ever could. She looked at him blankly. He reached out a hand to stroke her face, pushing her hair out of it. The hand stilled. Leo spat out a filthy curse behind them.

	“And what’s this?”

	His thumb lay right next to the bite Ariete had inflicted on her.

	“Enzo,” Merissa warned. Enzo shot a hand out behind him with a hum of warning, a ball of fire on the end of it. She stepped back.

	“El?” he asked, so softly again.

	“He bit me.” Elara’s voice had no inflection. She did not care about what had been done to her. Did not care about Enzo’s reaction. Her mind was filled with dancing ballerinas and blank grey eyes. “Forced his magick into me. For sport.” She looked into Enzo’s eyes, hers dead.

	He rose to his feet. His face still hadn’t moved. “Merissa, glamour me.”

	“Enzo,” Merissa started, “please—”

	“Glamour me,” he snarled. “That’s a fucking order.”

	Merissa pressed her lips into a thin line as she wove her magick, making Enzo up into a plain Asterian pedestrian. He knelt before Elara, whose eyes were becoming more and more vacant, barely registering what was happening. 

	“El,” he said softly. “I’ll be back as quickly as possible.” 

	She nodded, her mind elsewhere.

	“Enzo, whatever you’re thinking of doing—don’t. The plan was to get her and get out. He’s a god, Enzo. You are no match for him without duskglass. Whatever vengeance you’re intent on seeking won’t help.”

	Enzo rounded on Merissa, his face centimetres from hers as he uttered, every syllable clipped, “I could give a fuck if Ariete was Death embodied. Not only did he take Elara from me. He hurt her. Violated her. Whipped her.”

	Enzo’s voice broke noticeably as he paced, hissing through his teeth. “You think I care that he’s a Star? Fuck immortality. Even gods can burn.”

	Merissa pushed away from him, a look of disapproval on her face.

	“Get her to the boat, Isra’s waiting. Get ready to leave. If I’m not back by the twelfth chime of the clock tower, go.”

	Leo gave him a tight nod, gently guiding Elara forward. Enzo looked to her one more time, her arms wrapped around herself. He hesitated a moment then strode to her, placing a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I’ll be back soon.” She didn’t respond. “I have a promise to keep.”

	He spun on his heel, flexing his long fingers before striding sharply into the night.
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	“We’d better hurry,” Leo urged, supporting Elara as they walked, Merissa beside her.

	“I’ve bought us time.” Her voice was dull. “I don’t think anyone will be chasing us yet.”

	A thin coat of sweat coated Elara as she tried to siphon off the enormous bout of power she’d unleashed in the theatre. Her heart screamed, agony pounding behind her eyes, the images of Sofia enshrouding her. 

	Merissa looked to Leo with worry. They reached the end of the bridge, the lake before them glistening in the darklight. She saw a figure waiting there with long black braids, dark gleaming skin and hazel eyes filled with tears. Seeing Isra landed another blow. Elara’s stomach lurched, her fragile armour cracking. Isra reminded her of Sofia and the princess bent over, a cry on her lips.

	 Isra ran forward. “Elara?” 

	She pushed Isra away gently. “I’m sorry I—”

	She couldn’t breathe. She felt feverish, as though the further she drew away from the Stars, the weaker their power. Cancia’s, Eli’s, their magick to try and patch her up felt like it was crumbling down around her. The shock of seeing her best friend killed, and what she had endured, began to drown her.

	 “She’s in shock.” Leo pushed everyone aside, coming to her and lifting her into his arms. “Ready the boat,” he said as they sank into the finely pebbled shore, waves lapping at the mouth of the lake.

	“Where’s Enzo?” Isra asked as she stepped into the boat. 

	“Doing something incredibly reckless, no doubt,” Merissa replied tightly.

	Bells chimed out the half hour. 

	“Come on Enzo,” Leo said, his voice strained as he checked his pocket watch. He released Elara, who sank onto the shoals, the weight of her world threatening to crush her. She didn’t feel the time pass but registered a loud bang and Leo cursing low as he looked to something behind her.

	 “For fuck’s sake, Enzo,” Isra murmured. Merissa gasped, all their eyes drawn to something she couldn’t see. Elara turned and saw streams of molten orange light soaring into the air. No not light. Flames. And then a blood curdling screech of pain, the sound of a Star of Wrath and Vengeance. The opera house was on fire.

	The clock tower chimed the quarter of the hour, and still Enzo hadn’t appeared. Elara was wrapped in a blanket that had been packed onto the boat, the deep mist that settled over the lake seeping into her skin. She didn’t feel it though. She didn’t feel anything. She only looked out into the distance across the still water.

	She heard faint murmurs as Leo and Merissa caught Isra up on everything that had happened.

	 “Five minutes,” she heard Leo warn. The whole sky was alight, the blaze from Enzo’s flames licking the clouds.

	“Two minutes.” 

	Finally, they heard pounding footsteps. Leo raised his sword, his light channelled through it, glowing lethally. But it relaxed as he saw Enzo pounding down the street, the flame filled sky rising behind him. His glamour was gone. There was something strange about the way he ran, and Elara realised that he was dragging a body, moaning and grunting.

	“Hello Lukas,” she said quietly. 

	Enzo gritted his teeth as he hauled Lukas, whimpering, onto the damp sand. The shadowmancer’s clothes were singed, smoking hissing off him. 

	“Ariete’s indisposed at the moment,” Enzo said lightly, stretching his arms out. 

	“What did you do?” Merissa breathed. 

	“I may have… burned him a little.”

	“How the hell did you do that, Enzo?” Isra demanded. “He’s a Star. And now, I’m guessing he knows who you are.”

	Enzo shrugged. “All he knows is I possessed a tremendous gift of fire. Merissa glamoured me well. Besides, I dare him to try and find me. It will take a while for him to recover, Star or not.”

	 He didn’t elaborate further, didn’t brag. Only went to Elara, checking her over. Her gaze was fixed on Lukas. He was wailing quietly but still had the pride to muster up a weak sneer onto his face. Elara rose, walking slowly towards him, pure wrath overtaking her exhaustion and grief just for a moment.

	 “You,” she snarled, crouching over him. “You are the reason she’s dead.”

	“What are you talking about?” he rasped. “I had nothing to do with this.”

	“Liar,” Enzo spat.

	Lukas summoned the strength to smirk as he looked to Elara. “I’m happy to see the bitch dead, but I told Ariete nothing.”

	“Call her a bitch again and see what happens,” Enzo growled, as Elara looked to Lukas blankly, the world spinning as she tried to maintain her power and remain conscious. 

	“Call off your dog,” Lukas hissed, spitting blood onto the ground. 

	Enzo cracked his neck, a hollow laugh escaping him. “I just maimed a Star, boy, it would take me two seconds to do the same to you.”

	 “You’re the reason she’s dead,” Elara repeated. “You knew about our plan and told Ariete.”

	“Look, I’m telling you I didn’t fucking know anything. But that snake had it coming to her.”

	Elara blinked and shadows forced themselves down Lukas’s throat. His eyes widened in horror as Elara watched impassively. He struggled for breath, choking. 

	At the last moment she whipped them back, her teeth bared. “Does anyone know I’m alive?” 

	He was doubled over, clawing at his throat. 

	“Enzo, maybe you should ask him.” 

	Enzo’s lip curled, light and flames dancing between his fingers. Leo stood behind him, face grim as he wielded his blade of light, Isra to her right, icicles like lethal knives in her hands. Merissa, however, was the one who gave him a glare that would rival Death’s. 

	“No,” he snarled. “But they will know soon enough.”

	 “Ah, I think that’s where you’re wrong.” Elara lay down beside him, her face inches from his as she rested it on the cold pebbled sand. “You see, I’ve just been held captive, and forced to watch my best friend die before me.” She traced shadows over Lukas’s lips as he shuddered. “I’m not in the forgiving sort of mood. And my friend here marked you with a promise if I recall.”

	Her gaze flicked to Enzo where his grin widened even more, flames igniting in his eyes. 

	“El, cover his screams.” 

	She nodded once, a cold half smile on her lips as she rose, pulling the shadows to them, and muffling their sounds.

	“Elara, please, no. I didn’t do anything, I swear. Don’t do this. This isn’t you.”

	“No, it’s not. The girl I was, died in that theatre. You won’t find mercy here.”

	 

	[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]

	 

	Lukas’s screams racked their small shelter, mingling with the sound of sizzling flesh. 

	“You piece of shit,” Enzo snarled as his light and fire carved fissures into Lukas’s chest.

	“You led her right into the snake’s den for your own revenge. Stood by as she was beaten and chained. Tortured as much mentally as physically.”

	 He bared his teeth as another opening was carved into the shadowmancer’s flesh. Lukas bucked against him, whimpering and screaming. Elara looked on from afar, barely registering Enzo’s words. 

	“I promised you that night that you were marked. When you called her a light whore.” Elara noticed from a far-off place the anger beating at his back now, his cocky pretence crumbling.

	“Let’s see who gets fucked by my light now.”

	 And with a roar he trailed a final line into Lukas's body. Lukas screamed and writhed, but Elara barely heard it. She saw Enzo step back from the blood-soaked shingles and squinted at the blur of red dripping from his flesh. Branded into Lukas’s quivering skin were the two words he had called Elara. 

	‘LIGHT WHORE.’ 

	Enzo spat at Lukas as he groaned, slowly losing consciousness. With a grunt the prince grabbed him by his hair, dragging him to the water’s edge. Elara went to stop him, but he waded through the water, not looking back as he thrashed through it, kicking up waves as Lukas struggled behind him. 

	“She told me how you treated her. How you made her feel worthless, how you tormented her mind. That fucking queen there, by a snake like you.”

	 Lukas struggled weakly against him as he was submerged under the water. Enzo pulled him back out. 

	“I want you to know, that the last face you see before you die is Prince Lorenzo, The Lion of Helios.” Lukas’s eyes widened in fear. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumours about me. You hurt what is mine,” he whispered, “and you die.”

	 A struggle, and then his body was submerged under the water, Enzo holding it steadily until Lukas’s arms stopped flailing and hung limply by his sides. With a grit of his teeth, he hauled a large rock by the shore, tying it to Lukas with his belt before pushing him out further in the lake. With one final glance, he headed back to the water’s edge as his party watched on, stricken.

	 Elara had heard and watched the whole thing unfold. Unperturbed, her gaze was vacant and distant. Enzo trudged back to her, breathing heavily. He reached up to her, stroking her cheek and she flinched against him, too lost in her own prison. With a sigh he lifted her, and they made their way onto the boat, all silent. 

	“Fast and strong,” he said, taking up an oar as they paddled furiously across the murky mirror of the lake, Lukas’s body long gone.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	The moment they reached the boat, Elara had fallen into Enzo’s arms and passed out into sweet darkness. It was black and unending, her dreams thankfully leaving her in peace. She broke out of it now and then to hear the gentle lap of water, or the quiet murmurs of her friends. But reality was always too much, and so she sank back down into the comforting dark. Her body felt racked with pain, the bite at her neck throbbing—Cancia’s pain relief long gone. But she awoke out of her haze, sitting bolt upright as the night reached its darkest point.

	Something was wrong. She heard it first. Silence. Too much of it. The paddles made no sound in the water, the hum of cicadas in the blue-tinged night did not stir. She looked to Enzo wildly, who, understanding a moment later, motioned to Isra and Leo, shaking Merissa who had been dozing. They all looked around furtively as Leo continued to row. 

	“Something’s here,” Elara slurred. As though on command, a beautiful melody began to play, the voice clear and enchanting. The lilting voice made Elara ache, and she sat up, enraptured as she listened. Leo dropped his oars, slack jawed. The boat came to a standstill as the voice sang its lament. It sang of times long past, of magick that flowed through the earth, and a long-lost love. One filled with pain and separation, a love that could never be. Elara only realised her face was wet when Enzo brushed a tear off her face, his own eyes lined silver.

	 The spell nearly took over. Nearly. But a movement out of the corner of Elara’s eyes broke it. Leo was leaning over the side of the boat, a look of yearning on his face as he reached into the water.

	“Leo!” Elara screamed, adrenaline overpowering her grief as she scrambled across the boat to him in a blur. She nearly tipped, her mind burning still. The boat rocked precariously against the water. Merissa was gazing stricken into the distance, Isra straining against something taking hold of her. Enzo swore, charging forward to restrain the seer. Elara saw a head emerge from the water, a stunning creature.

	 Her skin was as pale as snow, hair like deep blue ink pooling in the water, covering her naked torso. She reached out to touch Leo’s face, still singing her beautiful song. He grasped at her hand, but she drew it away whenever he came close, continuing her haunting melody as she swayed in the lake. The face flickered for an instance, and she could have sworn she saw Enzo there in the water. 

	“Enzo?” Elara cried, her voice high. 

	“I’m here!” he shouted behind her. She risked turning for a split second and saw him hauling Isra back into the boat as he lunged for Merissa, who was also clawing desperately over the side. She whipped her head back, seeing the siren once again. A mirage then. She swore under her breath, closing her eyes and trying to muster up a semblance of her power. Why were they the only ones reacting? 

	“Power, Enzo,” she said shrilly. He grunted and cast a sweeping arc of light deep down into the water at his side. She heard hissing but stilled. Within the luminous arc lay scores of sirens, their heads bobbing in the water as they patiently waited. An endless sea of them, all primed and waiting to kill. Another joined in the first’s harmony. Enzo swore loudly as he tried to reach for rope to tie Isra and Merissa together. The only thing Elara could grasp at was a nightmare, only enough to bring a glint into her eyes. She closed them, mustering it, and then moved to the creature closest to her, who was seducing Leo. 

	“Get off him,” she snarled. The creature stopped her singing, glancing in shock to Elara. She quickly recovered, a slow smile formed on her face, revealing razor sharp teeth. 

	“You’re immune to my song. Do you know what that means, little human?”

	Elara’s head pounded, darkness threatening to envelop her again. Her energy was spent, and she swayed. Enzo ran to her side, having secured Isra and Merissa, his hands ready to wield. He staggered back as he saw the siren, looking to Elara, then back in shock. 

	“What a pretty pair. You know I can hardly decide who I’d like first,” the siren sang. 

	“You’re not touching her.” Enzo’s voice was laced with threat.

	The siren’s lovely face transformed before them, her smile turning into a sneer, what was once beautiful turning ugly with venom.

	“A human does not leave a siren alive. If you won’t come willingly, you will come by force.” On her last word the entire crowd hummed in harmony behind, rippling as the sirens lunged forwards. Elara heard Merissa scream behind her as the boat rocked.

	“I want him,” she heard a siren say below them. “He’s so pretty.” 

	There was a chuckle as the boat rocked again. It tipped and Enzo stumbled, nearly falling over the side of the boat. With a final shriek, the first siren lunged, her arms reaching over the side as she dug taloned nails into Enzo’s forearms. 

	“Kiss your lover goodbye. You’re mine now,” the siren hissed. And with a sharp grin to Elara, she pulled Enzo underwater.

	For a moment, there was nothing in Elara’s vision but a still space of water where Enzo had been. A killing calm took over her. Not the roar and disbelief at seeing Sofia only hours before, or the sheer desperation when seeing her parents killed.

	The moment Elara had seen Enzo’s head dragged below the waves, she knew that she would cleave the lake in two before she let it keep him.

	With a guttural cry, Elara dove.

	The lake’s water pierced her like a knife, ice cold and stabbing as every instinct told her to take a breath at the shock. She ignored those instincts as she forced her eyes open to the black waters around her. What she saw nearly stopped her heart. Below the surface, the bodies of the sirens were dead. Skeletal tails, rotten flesh hanging off in scraps. She bit back a gag, saving her precious air as she whirled around, trying to find Enzo. She saw a faint spark of light as he glowed, a beacon as one of the sirens dragged him to the depths.

	Gritting her teeth Elara kicked out, swimming furiously lower and lower, the pressure of the surrounding black waters making her ears pop. She reached the lakebed a moment after she saw the siren land with Enzo, clouds of sand kicking up around her. Elara pressed her eyes shut as grit entered them and continued to wade towards the siren. She didn’t know if her shadows would have the same effect underwater, if she even had the energy left to illusion or conjure shadows. She swam, closer and closer as she followed the siren’s rotten tail and decayed lower half.

	She stilled as the siren turned, a look of feral glee on her face. Enzo was unmoving, his hand limp in the siren’s.

	That was all it took—the ice-cold fear, colder than the lake water, that consumed Elara at seeing Enzo lifeless. His warmth, his light, gone. It only took that moment for magick to erupt from her, as all hell broke loose.
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Chapter Thirty

	 

	A thundering boom resounded from deep below the lake. The boat that Leo, Isra and Merissa were still in, rocked with the force of it as the entire lake turned silver.

	Streams of it pierced the murk, ricocheting through the water, forcing the sirens back with a wail. Elara squeezed her eyes shut against the brightness as she clutched Enzo. Then with a deep gasp, she broke through the surface, his weight buoyant with the strange silver magick shining from her.

	Isra shot to the side, disbelief on her face as she helped Leo and Elara haul Enzo’s body over the side. Elara coughed as she too was pulled up, collapsing on the bottom of the boat next to Enzo.

	“What the fuck was that?” Isra whispered in awe as the light surrounding Elara flickered, then died. Merissa looked on stricken.

	Elara didn’t know. She had no idea what had possessed her, what ancient magick had stirred in her veins in desperation to save Enzo. She only shook her head, pulling herself into a sitting position. She placed her hands on Enzo’s chest as her breath came in ragged gulps.

	“You can’t leave me,” she whispered, a sob making her breath shudder. “Not you too.”

	Elara pressed, pushing down on Enzo’s chest again and again as she sobbed, something like a prayer on her lips as she whispered, “Please,” repeatedly. Leo’s hands were on her shoulders, pulling her away gently as he took over, pushing on Enzo’s chest. Elara crawled to his head, her lips finding his as she breathed air into them when Leo commanded. Isra and Merissa looking on in worry. There were tears in Isra’s eyes as she pushed a wet strand away from Enzo’s eyes, his face blank and lifeless. Enzo’s lips were cold. Not the soft warmth that she’d experienced only a few hours before.

	“Please,” Elara half-screamed as she gave one last push of air into him. As though Enzo had heard her, as though it was a command that reached him all the way to the point between life and death, Enzo sucked in a breath, his eyes flying open as he coughed and retched water.

	“You know, Princess,” he said weakly, “if you wanted to kiss me again, you didn’t have to wait until I was near death to do it.”

	 Elara sobbed in relief, her hands around Enzo’s neck as he drew in deep lungfuls of air. “Thank the Gods,” Merissa murmured, squeezing Enzo’s hand. He wrapped his arms around Elara immediately, pulling her onto his lap as she sobbed and sobbed, his hands making calming strokes down her back. Leo let out a long breath, rubbing his head as he slapped Enzo’s back, Isra squeezing him tightly around Elara. Elara felt a body around her turn slowly.

	“Erm, guys… not to ruin Enzo’s near-death experience, but I think you’re going to want to see this.” Isra’s voice cut through Elara’s hysteria. 

	Enzo pushed himself up weakly, but she put a hand gently on his shoulder. Her hair plastered down her back, her undergown sticking to her, she paced to where Isra looked out onto the water.

	The rest of the group turned and stilled. In their desperation to save Enzo, they hadn’t even spared a glance to the sirens that had fallen back at the blast of Elara’s powers. But now, as each turned, they saw what Isra had been transfixed by. 

	The only view was a sea of heads, silently bowed to the boat.

	“What is this?” Merissa breathed.

	The first siren looked up, swimming slowly near to the boat again. She looked to Elara, and then to Enzo clutching her.

	“It can’t be, and yet it is.” The siren’s eyes filled with tears as she pressed three fingers to her forehead. An ancient form of respect. Elara’s vision blackened, clearing again a minute later. She didn’t know what was happening, or why the silver blast had caused such a reaction with the sirens. As her thoughts and exhaustion crashed into her, a new hum resounded. The clear voice was not laced with seduction but with something else. It took Elara a moment to grasp the emotion. She realised as she felt her heart soar with it. It was hope that the sirens sang of. She looked nervously to Enzo again, who was watching her in awe. The harmonies soared in unison, a song this time of healing and remembrance, of a light in the darkness

	The first siren finished the tune, her voice the last to carry the note. She bowed her head again to Elara.

	“We will guide your way back to safety,” she whispered. They were the last words Elara heard before she collapsed.

	It took two days to traverse the great lake, two days that Elara simply existed. From the back of her mind, she registered the bob of siren heads as they led the boat through the waters, the lilting melody of their voices whispering as they swam far ahead. Her magick was spent, Gem’s work spreading like rot through her mind as any shields, any magic against it, collapsed. With it, the wave of grief from Sofia’s death engulfed her, making it near impossible to wake. She came fully lucid only once, to Enzo’s warm eyes on her as he pulled her close to him. She registered faintly that his chest was bare, his body heat a roaring fire pressed against her back as the chill of the lake tried to invade her. She heard snatches of conversation as she squinted against the Light, weak in the morning air. She made sure to lie low enough that the others didn’t see her eyes were open.

	“I can’t believe that the sirens exist. I thought the mythas were a legend, disappearing when the Stars came,” she heard Merissa whisper.

	“No,” she heard Isra reply. “They’ve always been here. I just think they know how to hide.”

	Elara shifted and felt Enzo against her back, his arms around her. 

	“So, people really do disappear in the lake,” Leo remarked as he rowed. 

	“You nearly did,” Enzo snorted.

	“Says the one that nearly drowned to death.”

	“Hey, at least I had some willpower. I was dragged under; I didn’t lean over the side star-eyed and willing like you.”

	Leo chuckled.

	 Isra’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, how is it that you and Elara were the only ones not affected by their song?” 

	She felt Enzo shrug behind her but saw a charged look from Isra to him. “What do you think that silver light was?” he replied instead. “I’ve never seen that kind of power before. In Helios, or elsewhere.”

	“I don’t think Elara knows herself,” came Isra’s quiet reply. Elara’s heartbeat quickened. The way that the sirens had reacted to it, the sheer force that she’d felt rip from her soul when she had seen Enzo—she didn’t want to think about it.

	Merissa’s voice tremored, a haunted look in her eyes as she asked, “Did anyone else see someone that they knew in the water?” Her eyes flicked to Leo and away.

	Silence descended on the boat. Isra fashioned up a sly smile, though her own eyes looked haunted too. “The siren appears as that which you most desire. This will be interesting.” There was a tense silence. “I saw piles of money, a huge chocolate cake and a curvy redhead beckoning me,” she added, and Elara felt Enzo laugh beneath her, heard the others chuckle, the tension broken.

	Elara turned to Enzo, her mind so hazy she struggled to grasp the words. “What did you see?” she murmured, feeling herself being pulled under. He gave her a long look, but sleep had already claimed her before she heard his reply.

	The only thing that finally woke her was the bump of the boat against a shore. She leapt up, a dagger in hand before anyone could move. She barely noticed the looks that the sirens gave as they departed, bowing.

	Enzo’s hands were raised. “Easy, Princess,” he said softly. She saw his pulse by his throat, her heart pounding as nightmares of Ariete touching her, chased her. But that pulse affirmed that Enzo was alive. That he had not died, that not all her nightmares were real.

	“It’s you.” She slowly put her dagger down. 

	“It’s me,” he whispered.

	 She closed her eyes, trembling. Leo, Isra and Merissa remained silent, and Enzo said nothing as he picked her up and took her to the rescue party waiting on Helios’s land.

	Elara’s mind continued to break with the aftereffects of Gem’s torture. She saw visions. Fire. Ariete covered in blood cackling. The people she loved a pile of corpses surrounding her. She forgot where she was. Did not see the open expanse of gold drenched buildings, or her friends beside her, clutching her with worry as their carriage rolled into the city. The bite wound at her neck was festering, a dull ache that made her neck more difficult to move by the day. Her throat was raw from screaming and she promised herself to keep her eyes closed. A taunting voice in her head convincing her that if she kept them shut, she could pretend it was all a dream. She didn’t sleep for those days. Leo tried once to get her to open her eyes, to relax and see that she was okay. But her demons were too many, and she whipped shadows at him so strong that he did not try again.
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Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	The jolt of a carriage. Footsteps. Urgent voices. They all drifted to and from Elara as she floated, suspended in darkness.

	“It’s bad. Very bad. Gem was involved.”

	Gem. The name registered. She tried to grasp on to it, but it floated away again. 

	“Wounds all over her… from Ariete’s magick... think the bite is infected…”

	Another name. She frowned, her eyes still screwed tight. She knew she was supposed to feel an emotion. But again, the thought floated away. The darkness hushed her, soothing.

	“Medical attention immediately…I’m not leaving her...”

	Another voice whispered something, then came a roar.

	“I’m not leaving her.”

	She felt the arms carrying her tighten, felt the shift of stairs. Half a thought told her she was home. But the word ‘home’ felt strange and so she frowned and forgot it.

	“Take someone with you... food... water... rest… assess her when the wound has been cleaned.” The cool and stern voice drifted in and out. She liked the sound of that voice.

	“I can do it myself,” the other voice snapped. “No one touches her.”

	She lurched in the warm grip behind her. A passing thought found it funny, the movement. Then she felt like wanting to cry. The darkness hushed her like a child, easing her mind blank again. All she knew was that she had to keep her eyes shut so that the darkness would stay with her. The darkness was her friend. The darkness would protect her.

	A soft click, and a door was closed. A familiar scent wafted to her, vanilla and something clean. 

	Safe, the darkness said.

	 “Elara.” A voice made her wince, as did the feel of soft hands taking her own cracked ones.

	Elara. Her name. She was Elara. She flinched from the touch.

	 “Leave us now Merissa,” the voice carrying her said, stern, the tone deadly. 

	Merissa. A friend. Her friend. Her friend, Sofia. Blood. She began to hyperventilate as the darkness worked to coax her, her friend’s voice too close.

	“Enzo, I need to make sure—”

	“Leave.”

	 She heard a huff and the sound of a door closing firmly.

	 “Elara,” she heard the gentle voice whisper. In the darkness, she purred against it. She liked this voice. She trusted it. This voice made her feel warm.

	Safe, the darkness whispered again.

	“Elara I’m going to need you to wake up so I can get you clean.”

	 She clutched his neck and kept her eyes squeezed shut. She didn’t want to break the spell just yet. The darkness was so soft, and reality just seemed so…

	“Fuck,” he muttered, and she felt herself being carried through into a bright room, the colour beneath her eyelids shifting. “I’m going to put you here as we run a bath, okay?”

	She felt softness underneath her—a chair—and the sound of a tap began to run. 

	“I’m going to have to take your clothes off Elara. It’s me, okay? It’s Enzo.”

	Enzo. That name. She liked that name. She liked him. A lot. The darkness smiled. Safe. Home.

	“It’s just you and me, and the warm water.”

	Her eyes still closed she nodded once, her lips trembling as tears threatened to spill from behind her lids. 

	Calloused hands took her clothes, gently tugging the dirty remnants of her underdress off her body, the warm air in the room tickling her bare skin. She felt the same hands, sure and steady, loosen dirty, pitted clips from her hair.

	“I’m going to put you in the bath now,” he said, and she nodded again. Those sure hands lifted her, cradling her, and placed her in the warm water. Pain lanced through her as the water caressed the wounds on her back and neck, and she screamed out. She didn’t want to open her eyes. She pleaded to the darkness. It took her hand and walked her away from the agony so that she was observing it. How strange, she thought dully, how much one can bow to pain.

	The scent of eucalyptus wafted up amongst the screams. Eucalyptus. She liked that smell. She felt ripples, Enzo behind her holding her to his naked skin as she convulsed. Near and far. The darkness nudged her. The pain was beginning to subside. And Enzo was there. And Enzo was home. And she was safe.

	She felt warm light sweeping through her, cocooning her and keeping her warm as he hummed a string of soothing notes. She recognised the tune faintly, but couldn’t grasp it. His light felt beautiful and warm, like him.

	She was back in her body now, Enzo’s voice murmuring to her. She caught words. “So brave... my angel… you’re doing so well, Princess.”

	 She was panting heavily, her eyelids fluttering as the last shocks of pain left her, her wounds adjusted to the water and finally clean. She shuddered against Enzo as he stroked her arms. She heard the water swirl noisily down a drain, leaving her cold. She liked the water. She frowned, wanting to stay in it now. The tap ran again, and her mind eased as it filled the small pool back up again.  She felt Enzo’s body move behind her, and his hands began to wash her; the scent of that eucalyptus soap massaging her skin, and the sound of water sluicing over her. 

	“Now this hair,” he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. 

	Whatever it was about that smile became her undoing and the darkness gave her another nudge. Safe to see, it whispered. And so, as water ran down her hair, wiping away the horrors, the blood and the dirt, she took another breath and opened her eyes. Enzo stilled. 

	She searched his face, seeing his familiar black curls, the gold hoop that she loved so much, the strong planes of his face and the shadow of a beard that hadn’t been shaven in days. Finally, she looked into his eyes, the flecked, gold warmth that she’d locked eyes with first in the throne room, what seemed like a lifetime ago.  He was standing in front of her, waist deep in the water, shirtless. He brought his wet hand to her face, behind her ear. He stroked his thumb over her temple. 

	“I’ve missed those eyes,” he murmured, and his own welled with emotion. She closed them again, as tears ran freely down her bruised face. 

	“El,” he said gently. “Please don’t cry. You’re safe. I promise.”

	She opened them again and he was still there. His hands in her wet hair, stroking and soothing.

	“You’re real?” she whispered, the tears still streaming

	“I’m real,” he whispered back and took her face in his other hand.

	He leaned forward and kissed one of her tears. She cried more at that, and he bent to kiss the other tear gently off her cheek. And the next. There was just the sound of his soft kisses soaking her pain and the drip of water, the scent of soap between them. He moved her away once her sobs had quieted, running oils through her hair, humming that same gentle melody.  

	“I loved him more than the Dark loves the night, and he loved me more than the day loves the Light—”

	“Lions may fly, and lovers will die, but my love—that will live on,” she hummed along quietly, her voice cracked as she finished the tune.

	 His hands stilled in her hair. “How do you know that song?”

	She frowned. “It’s an Asterian lullaby.”

	A look passed over his face. “Strange,” he said quietly. “I thought I’d dreamed it a long time ago.”

	She wasn’t sure what to say, nor did she really care.

	“Let’s finish getting you cleaned up and take you to the healer.”

	She looked at him in panic. “Please don’t leave me.” 

	He stopped what he was doing to look at her. “Never,” he replied. He continued to wash her hair, as she noticed all the small details that she’d played over and over in her mind while imprisoned. His forearms, the way they looked when the muscles and veins were taut. The slant of his strong brows. The impatient flick he gave when his curls fell over his eyes. She studied him silently, pliable in his hands, tipping her head back, lifting her arms, as he scrubbed the awful memories off her. 

	Then he lifted himself out, trousers sodden as he grabbed a warm fluffy towel and bundled her in it, picking her up and carrying her back through to the bedroom. She felt herself land on pillows, soft sheets smelling like vanilla pulled over her. Enzo disappeared into the bathroom a moment, returning in dry loose trousers, his chest bare. He walked towards the door, a murmur to a guard outside, then came back in and settled into a chair beside her. 

	Elara reached out blindly for his hand, exhaustion and emotions crowding, chattering at the outskirts of her mind. She zoned in on his thumb stroking the back of her hand and it seemed to quiet them for a moment.

	A soft click, and the healer entered. She recognised the cool voice she’d liked and looked up. A woman stood before her, hair hanging in straight copper sheets down her sides. Her eyes were clear blue, her face open. She looks kind, Elara thought briefly. 

	“It’s good to see you awake, Your Grace.” The healer nodded, and gently sank down onto the bed. She pressed tentative hands to Elara’s neck. “This wound’s looking much better. Looks like His Highness did a good job.”

	 “Be careful he doesn’t take yours from you,” she said without thinking and jumped. Enzo had given a startled laugh, a light in his eyes. She tucked it away. She decided she would try to make him laugh more often. 

	The healer’s warm smile swam into her vision. “I need to assess your wounds, Elara. Would you mind turning over for me?”

	 Elara stilled and looked to Enzo. He gave a small encouraging nod. Gritting her teeth, she moved onto her stomach, leaving herself naked and bare. The healer’s cool hands ran down her back, running over tender spots—the deep lashings still healing as well as the small bruises and hurts inflicted by both Gem and Ariete. She looked again to Enzo and saw his face completely blank. She squinted and saw the tick of his jaw. His eyes were ablaze as they bore into her wounds, glancing up and down them.

	“I’ll make them beg for death.” The words were ice. Then reigning himself in, he plastered a smile on for Elara and squeezed her hand.

	“Whoever tended to these saved your life, Elara. The deepest wounds are more healed than they should be, wounds that if left would have become severely infected.”

	“You can thank Eli for that,” she responded hoarsely. She looked to Enzo. “And you’d best believe when I’m healed, we’re having words about the favours you bought.”

	Enzo rolled his eyes, smiling. “Barely lucid and already a pain in my ass.” He winked, even as she saw a little of that coldness still there as he glanced back to her wounds.

	There was a stinging as tonics were applied to her cuts. She winced, Enzo stroking reassuring circles over her hand. Then the bliss of salve, cool and tingly. Finally, fresh bandages were wrapped around her. 

	“Her body will heal,” the healer said quietly. “It’s her mind that we need to worry about.”

	“You need not talk as if I am not here,” Elara snapped. 

	Enzo hid a smile. “I think perhaps we need not worry as much as we thought.”

	The healer gave a small smile as she tinkered with two jars of liquid, one pale blue, one darker in the falling Light streaming through the balcony doors. “This will help you sleep.” She finished mixing the vials, handing one bottle to Enzo. “Make sure she takes two drops under her tongue.” She packed up her kit. “Plenty of rest, plenty of food and fluids. I entrust her in your care.” She looked sharply to Enzo.

	“I will be the finest nursemaid she’s ever had,” he grinned, stretching in his chair. Elara laughed quietly as the door clicked softly.

	“I’m scared to fall asleep.” Her voice was barely a whisper. Enzo frowned, leaning down next to her as he shook the bottle's contents. “I can feel the pain at bay. My thoughts crowding against the darkness. I’m worried I’ll dream.” 

	His face softened. “I can’t keep what you’ve endured at bay, but I promise you I will be here for you when you wake. I’m not leaving you.” He stroked a thumb over her cheek, bent over in his chair. “The healer said this will help you sleep.” She opened her mouth as he measured out two drops, then sank into the bed. He kept his hand on her cheek as she held onto it tightly, an anchor in tempestuous seas as she fell into oblivion.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	Elara awoke screaming. The deep ruby tones of the Helion night reflected her nightmares; being clutched in Ariete’s grasp, watching Sofia’s throat cut like a ribbon before her. Elara felt hands in her hair and heard muted murmurs as she looked around wildly. Sweat was trickling down her back amid the red-soaked midnight. She struggled against the hands, scratching and biting, but they held her firm. 

	“It’s okay,” the voice hushed. “It was just a dream.”

	 She felt herself lifted into a seated position on the edge of the bed, out of the tangle of sheets. Enzo’s shadow cast a white haze around them as he glowed softly. A figure stood at the doorway, breathless. 

	“Get the healer,” she heard Enzo say to the figure as she remained tangled in her own torment. Long, soothing strokes caressed their way down her back. She was trembling from head to toe, echoes of her nightmares clawing through her mind. 

	“Elara, look at me. Look at me.”

	 Her body was racked with spasms, shuddering against the torment as warm hands gripped her face, forcing her to look up.

	She heard the healer rush in, a clink of more bottles. “…Sure?” a warm voice murmured. Then drops of sweet liquid were forced onto her tongue and she sank back into the dark, barely noticing the arms that had held her up.
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	Days passed, and Elara floated in and out of consciousness, lost to pain. Mostly her mind was devoid of anything but, just before waking, a memory would resurface and slice her mental wounds open again, leaving her screaming. Each time she would feel warm hands encompass her, along with the sound of soft words, a healer’s sweet voice, then more treacly elixir.  

	When she was lucid, she barely felt. Instead, shadows embraced her as she was fed soup and had water brought to her parched lips. There was a gentle caress, then darkness again. It continued like this until one night, just a few weeks after she had been rescued.

	She woke as always in distress, drenched in sweat, eyes darting wildly around the room. Her gaze flew to Enzo who had awoken, hair mussed from leaning on his hand in the chair next to her bed. He reached for her as he had every night prior, as the healer entered. But there was something different in his eyes, she registered indifferently. He stalked towards the healer, a heated conversation ensuing. She heard the urgent words of the healer, drifting to her through the web of nightmares. 

	“Has to… keep her subdued.”

	 Enzo’s voice a snarl. “Enough... drugging her…”

	“I serve the king.”

	A terse silence.

	“Then at least give it to me. …Forcing her mouth open like she’s a fucking animal.”

	Elara felt gentle hands take her chin, a thumb stroked her cheek.

	“Open, Elara.”

	She did, feeling a drop on her tongue as the door clicked softly shut.

	Enzo led her gently up and across the room as he reached to open the large doors to the terrace. He settled on the divan with her, wrapping them both in a blanket as he sat, Elara curled on his knee.

	“You need fresh air,” he said tightly.

	 She looked to him silently, the fog still over her. 

	“Sorry,” he sighed, stroking her hair. “I just can’t stand to see you in so much pain. And they’re doing nothing but plying you with sleeping potions.”

	Everything sounded and felt so far and distant. The medicine was swimming through her system, pleasant and warm as she tried to focus on what he was saying. Giving up, she leaned against his chest, listening to the steady thrum of his heartbeat. She heard a knock come from the door and jumped. A head peeked round the door, sleepy-eyed and worried. 

	“Is she okay?” Merissa whispered, coming to the veranda. If she noticed the intimacy she had walked in on, she didn’t comment. 

	“Just a nightmare,” Enzo mumbled to her. “Could you fix us some chamomile tea, Merissa?”

	 She nodded. “Of course.”

	Elara ignored her, her mind desperately trying to push the door shut on the horrors that clawed and shrieked their way to her. There was a battle, a moment where she did not see the world around her, eyes vacant. Then the darkness won, slamming the door. 

	She blinked, shifting so that she was looking up at Enzo. He stroked her hair, lulling her. “You need to wake. To feel. Not be trapped in this,” he gestured around her, “fog.”

	“Nightmares,” she said quietly, the first words she’d spoken properly in two weeks. 

	“Just darkness, and then I always wake to the nightmares.”

	 “Do you want to talk about it?”

	She shook her head frowning, the thoughts soon dissipating, like storm clouds on a breeze. She couldn’t quite hold the memories. 

	“Naming it helps,” he said, clearing his throat. “When I had them, I would go outside and speak them aloud.” He laughed quietly. “I sound like a madman, I know. But I always felt as though there was someone out there listening to me. So, I would tell them all my fears, all my pain, until it left my body.”

	 “I forgot you had them too,” she said quietly. 

	He gave her a wry smile. “Oh, Princess, if only you knew the half of it.”

	“Tell me.”

	He looked at her warily. “I don’t want to upset you more.”

	Her mind flickered, a small flame of hope lighting in the vast depths of darkness. “You won’t. It will help.” 

	He sighed, tightening his grip on her. He looked to the sky. 

	“It was my payment to Cancia— for her to see my greatest source of pain. My father is... a cruel man.  He was never what you would call a normal father.” Enzo laughed drily. “In fact, as a child, when I would see Leo, or Isra, or any of my friends having fun, just being children, I would wonder to myself if I’d deserved it.”

	 A long silence stretched out as Enzo got lost in his thoughts. 

	“Deserved what?” Elara asked quietly. Listening to him gave her something to focus on in the sea of nothingness she felt. She waited patiently, allowing him to bring voice to his thoughts. With a deep exhale, Enzo finally replied.

	“My father tortured me in ways that would make a hangman weep. After my mother died, I think he blamed me for it. I was this burden to him, a screaming infant who didn’t have a mother to look after him. He hated me the moment I was born. Then as soon as he found out about the Three, it became a curse not a blessing. I was consigned to endless hours of training. When I was five and I could barely form a sputtering spark, he would whip me with his light. Beat me, until I could bring a kernel of it to my fingertips. Then the pain would relent. When I was six, I found a dawnbird with a broken wing. I took it in with me and tried to mend it. My father found me with it and told me to kill it. When I refused, he carved six letters into my back with his light— coward. And then made me watch as he broke the bird’s neck.”

	Elara heard a roaring in her ears, something rumbling beneath the numbness.

	 “I remember one day—I must have been only eight—he gave me the worst whipping I had ever had. I passed out. Could feel the flaps of my skin fluttering in the breeze, he’d lashed me that badly.”

	“Your nightmare,” she whispered. “The one I walked through.”

	He looked at her for a long time. “Yes. The one you saved me from.” He raked a hand through his hair.

	 “The night after that whipping, I lay on my bed and wept. Prayed to some power other than the Stars—who we know clearly don’t listen. That’s when it felt like someone else was listening back. I fell asleep that night and dreamed that an angel had visited me. I don’t remember much, but when I awoke, for the first time in my life I felt safe. Strong. So I withstood my father’s torture, until I could wield each power strong enough that I would prove a threat to my him if he ever tried to touch me again. Every night I’d go outside and talk to this invisible power that I had convinced myself was real.”

	Enzo’s voice was strong and calm, as though he had recited the story over and over in his mind. Elara twisted so that she could meet his gaze, his golden eyes bleak, fixed in the distance. 

	“That’s why I saw you on the balcony that night. You were out there talking.”

	 He nodded.

	 “The night is comforting. I used to love leaning out of my window and watch how things came alive when the Light set,” she admitted. “I would notice how… people were truly themselves in the dark. We had this huge orchard filled with duskpears.” Her vision swam a little but she held the focus of the memory. “And I would watch how, under the cover of night, lovers would meet in secret there, courtiers in arranged marriages who couldn’t be with their true love, noble ladies forbidden to court a stable hand, that sort of thing. I thought to myself, how romantic the night is, to keep a lover’s secrets. I kept them too.”

	 There was a long comfortable silence as Enzo stroked her hair. 

	“What happened to your scars?” she whispered finally, remembering the words he’d uttered when she had compared him to his father, dreading the answer that she already knew. Enzo was quiet for a long time before he spoke. 

	“He had a Verdan on hand, a healer. When the skin was split so badly that it was just a mess of blood and bone, the healer would patch and smooth over every part of my skin, just so that Idris could inflict the same pain again. So that no one would know. That’s why I don’t have any scars. The moment I became strong enough I sought the healer out. I was a child. What kind of person would do that? Would allow that?”

	 He took a controlled breath and she noticed that he was shaking. 

	“There was nothing left of the healer but ash once I’d finished with her.” He let out his breath in a long stream.

	Emotions wouldn’t flow to her, but she squeezed his hand. As she looked at him, she understood. He did not want her pity, nor for her to say anything to assuage or smooth over his trauma. He simply just wanted someone to listen. 

	She brushed a thumb over his hand. “Just know,” she said, her voice drowsy, “one day, your father will die for what he did to you. I do not care if it is treasonous, I do not care that he is a king or that I need this alliance. One day, he will feel every inch of pain he inflicted on you”

	“I know. I’ll be the one to do it.”

	 If Elara was her usual self, she would have raised an eyebrow at the threat, the open treason from the king’s own son. Instead, she settled back down against Enzo, his shoulders untensing as he moulded to her.

	 “So now you know what calms me after the nightmares. What calms you?”

	Elara ran her hair through her fingers, chewing her cheek. “Fresh air,” she said, and gave a small smile, gesturing to their surroundings. “Reading.” You, she wanted to say, the words on the tip of her tongue. She swallowed them whole.

	“Reading,” he said, smiling at her. “Did you enjoy the last selection that was left for you?”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed through her exhaustion, a memory surfacing. “How would you know about that?”

	“‘My Time with a Star, a memoir,’ I thought you’d find it interesting.” 

	He reached for the book on the low table in front of them. Opening it, he began to read. “Leone was the most wonderful lover I had ever had.”

	“Gods, stop,” Elara groaned, her words slurring.

	“I had it sent here after your encounter with him. Thought maybe you’d like to hear about what a satisfying and fulfilling lover he was in case you ever wanted to visit his temple.” His words dripped with sarcasm.

	Elara closed her eyes, shaking her head. “We all know the Stars would execute anyone who dared say anything to the contrary,” she mumbled, her eyelids fluttering. “One look at Leone tells me he’s the sort that would fuck in front of a mirror, just so that he could watch himself.”

	Enzo let out a deep laugh. “Filthy, filthy mouth,”

	She pulled the book gently from his hands as her head swam. “Try this one instead.” She put it back, taking ‘The Mythas of Celestia’ from the pile. 

	Enzo looked to her in surprise. “This is one of my favourite books.”

	“We’re more alike than you think,” she responded. She sighed softly, nuzzling her face into his neck. It smelt so comforting, bergamot soap cut with his heady amber scent. He stilled. Finally, his arm resumed stroking circles across her back carefully, as though he was scared that if he moved, he would break the spell. Merissa came back in quietly, placing a pot of tea on the small table. With another wavering look between them she gave a small smile and left again. 

	“Thank you,” he mouthed to her, Elara’s eyes closed against him. He thumbed the pages around her, clearing his throat. 

	“The Night Wraiths of Asteria,” he read. “Once long ago, in the lands now known as Asteria, there was born the Dark. It was from which everything came, and everything returned to. One such creature born of it was the Night Wraith. Merely a wisp of shadow darkening your own, or the pattern on a child’s bedroom wall…” He trailed off as he looked to Elara, smiling against his chest. “You’re a dark sort, aren’t you?” He chuckled.

	“Wraiths are friendly,” she said quietly. “We would leave food and treats out for them every Hallow’s Eve. My favourite time of year. They protect the home.”

	“Hmm,” he nodded. “Tell me more.”

	 She chewed her cheek. “When we were little, we were told stories of the monsters. Well... you may call them monsters. The wraiths that protected our lands. The winged lions that roared through Helion skies. The ice spirits of Sveta.” She peered up at him from beneath her lashes and noticed his stare. 

	“Serpents of the Starless Sea,” she carried on. “Huge creatures that you could ride if you caught one.” 

	“Did you ever?”

	 “Once.” A wan smile. “Me and…” Her vision began to swim. “Me and... my best friend.” She frowned in confusion. She couldn’t place the name; it was at the edge of her grasp. 

	“Sofia?” Enzo’s gentle voice asked. Red flashed across her vision; a blade, a cut throat, a gaping wound, a velvet-clad stage. She winced as though she had been struck. 

	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” a voice whispered distantly, and she grabbed onto it, taking in deep lungfuls of air. When she came back to herself, Enzo was gripping her tightly, worry in his eyes. 

	“No, I need to.” She gritted her teeth against the pain in her mind. “I need to feel. I can’t keep swimming in this.” 

	He held her tightly as he paged the book. “Then let’s read. And tomorrow I promise to help you out of it.”

	She nodded once, and Enzo pulled her gently back into him.

	“Thank you,” she murmured to him, the medicine lulling her under.

	“For what?” he asked quietly. 

	“For sharing a piece of you.”

	 She was already between worlds when he finally replied softly, “You have more than I care to admit.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Three

	 

	When Elara awoke again, she didn’t scream as the Light shone behind her eyes. She tested the boundaries of her mind. The darkness was in place, the memories at bay, but there was something else. 

	Gold. 

	She glanced up at Enzo, still asleep, his muscled arms wrapped around her. She saw the book laid on the table. Under the quiet morning she studied him, closer than she’d ever dared when he was awake. Her heart pounded as she slowly released one emotion to observe him. Guilt. 

	There were shadows under his eyes, and she felt that foreign pang again as she allowed herself to experience the feeling.   He must have stayed by her bed every night in that chair, waking when she did. She gazed at the charcoal of his lashes kissing his cheek, the softness of his forehead as he slept. With the lightest touch she traced the freckle under his eye to one other below it, running it to one by his other eye. Mapping out her own constellation. She let her finger run under his jaw then, the smooth cut of it. It stopped then, hovering over his full lips. She saw a golden eye open and jumped. 

	“Good morning,” he mumbled, his eyes on hers. 

	“Morning,” she replied. 

	“You didn’t dream?”

	“Not at all.” 

	His face relaxed as he gently lifted her. 

	“I can walk, you know.” She batted his arm and he lowered her gently to the floor. 

	“How are you feeling?”

	 “Lucid.”

	 He squeezed her hand as they walked back into her room. The small action had wiped the energy from her. She sank onto the bed, breathing hard. 

	“There’s something happening with my mind. Every time I grasp for something, it leaves me.” She pushed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I need more medicine.”

	“Elara no, drugging you isn’t going to help.”

	“Enzo, I need it. I can’t do this.” There was an empty craving in her eyes as she pleaded with him.

	“To hell with this.” 

	Elara raised her eyes to him. It was the first hint of warrior he’d shown in weeks. He grabbed her hands, pulling her up.

	 “Where are we going?”

	“Fresh air, outside—I don’t know. Just somewhere out of this cursed room. I’m not plying you with any more drugs.”

	She followed him, her breath coming in gasps after weeks of bedrest. Navigating through the palace and too drained to summon up an argument, she let him lead her by an atrium trickling with water. Birds chirped outside. Elara hadn’t heard the sound in months, between imprisonment and unconsciousness. Enzo continued to pull her gently, guiding her until they reached the palace grounds. He helped her down the stone steps into the sunken garden. The sky looked bruised, deep burgundy and orange clouds heavy, the afternoon sky oppressive, a tang of metal in the air. 

	“Storm’s coming,” Enzo muttered as he pulled her deeper into the garden, past the maze, the arching dawn trees. They halted on a manicured lawn studded with red roses. 

	“Why did you bring me here?” she asked dully. 

	“Because I can’t see you like this anymore. I’ve tried to be patient and slow, but I can’t stand it. This drugged shade of who you are, it’s not you.”

	She frowned, a confusion stirring in her. He paced agitatedly. 

	“I had to sit and watch each night for weeks; you wake screaming from the nightmares that plagued you. Watch as healers came in and held you down with me as medicine was forced down your throat until you went limp again. You were like a ghost when you woke to eat.”

	She gazed at him coolly. Words were forming on her lips that she barely thought about and had no attachment to. “I’m sorry that my pain bothered you.”

	 His jaw clenched as he stopped, his gaze flying to her. “That’s not what I meant,” he said, his voice low. 

	Another emotion flickered in her. It went out before she had time to register it. 

	“This isn’t you. The Elara I know is a fighter. A princess. She doesn’t just allow herself to run away into oblivion. She would face her pain. She is not a coward.”

	Thunder clapped above them, a booming sound that shook the skies, the clouds roiling.

	“What did you just call me?” she asked quietly. There was a weight building in her. She could feel the Dark that had been protecting her writhing and hungry.

	There was another clap of thunder and the heavens opened. Rain poured, fat drops of it pounding down, warm in the humid Helion air. There was a smirk on Enzo’s face as the rain began to soak him, his arms crossed in that arrogant stance, drenching his loose white shirt. It triggered an irritation in her, and a stronger emotion, hiding somewhere deeper. Her palms itched. 

	“Coward.”

	Black wreathed out of her, her magick itching and leaping to be released after weeks trapped within her nerves. It twisted and formed from her palms as she held them out, eyes flashing silver. Monstrous shapes streamed, not animals, but something other. Nightmares, the same that chased her. 

	The rain beat down on her, soaking her to her skin, but all she could feel was the angry, seething darkness within her. The twisting shapes lunged at Enzo, knocking him to the ground. With a vacant laugh, light exploded from him, turning her shadows to ash as he sprang up.

	“Now that’s more like it,” he whistled. Lightning forked the sky up above. She stiffened, flexing her fingers, wet hair sticking to her skin in sheets. 

	“Have I gotten under your skin, Princess?”

	She bared her teeth, the animal in her leaping, twisting her hands. The landscape changed, the rain still pouring, but her illusioning had brought her to a place devoid of stars, of light. Instead, this was a place so black and so overwhelming that it weighed on them; a reflection of what lay within her. 

	“Nice spot,” he said in a dry voice, casting his gaze around before he sent a wave of fire to her. She knocked it aside with a flick and saw the hungry grin on his face. He sent another and another and she wiped them out one by one, her magick craving it.

	The illusion finally shattered with a burst of his light, and she found herself panting on the lawn, mud and water running down her in rivulets. Her white nightgown was clinging to her, Enzo not much better, his shirt moulded to him like a second skin. 

	“Is that all you’ve got?” he called over and she roared, rage flying over her. Her shadows formed arrows and pummelled the shield he’d flung up, one by one, flitting into crows that pecked him, morphing into a gigantic lion. 

	“No, little lion,” she replied. A slow smile curved her face, and with a twist of her hands, the lion lunged.

	Enzo fell as the shadow lion attacked. She waited to hear screams. But instead, she heard a low laugh. She strode towards him, her hands ready. He had the shadow lion leashed with light, the solid shadows trying to wrestle free. 

	“What about that silver light you summoned at the bottom of the lake?” he gasped, breathing heavily. “You have any of that to throw at me?” 

	Elara stilled as scrambled memories surfaced of Enzo drowning while skeletal tails and dark waters surrounded him. 

	“I don’t know what that was,” she whispered. “That has never happened before.”

	His eyes searched hers. “I believe you. But I have never heard of someone possessing more than the Three. If you do, you are more powerful than anyone believed.”

	“I don’t want to talk about my magick,” she hissed, still dripping over him.

	He smirked. “Alright, we won’t talk about magick. Let’s talk about weapons instead.”

	 He dispersed his light. Her nostrils flared. He was baiting her. 

	“Fine,” she spat, sinking down to the ground opposite him. Enzo pushed himself onto his haunches.

	“Tell me, Elara, do you still carry that dagger on your pretty little thigh?” 

	She narrowed her eyes as he inched closer. His burning hot hand skimmed up her leg, her dress ridden up and sodden. He brushed her outer thigh. 

	“No, you don’t have it,” he murmured. 

	“Ariete took it,” she replied raggedly.

	She stopped breathing as her focus zoned into his rough thumb resting lightly on her naked thigh. She could see the raindrops forming on his lashes, dripping off his lips. Her rage flowed, her magick. She felt the heat radiating from him, a furnace in her cold world. Enzo tilted their balance of sitting so that she had to lean back on her elbows as he prowled further forward between her legs. Fire roared in her. 

	“What do you feel, Elara?” His voice was low and soft. Her chest heaved. 

	“Anger,” she hissed. “So much anger.”

	“Is that all?” A slow grin spread across his face as he tilted his head, studying her. His hand didn’t leave her thigh, his mouth now sharing her breath. 

	“Hatred.”

	“Mmm,” he rumbled. He leaned into her neck, his smell filling her senses. There was a tickle of breath, and then his nose ran up the sensitive column of her neck. She drew in a ragged breath. Desire, another foreign emotion, swirled through her. He breathed out a laugh, and in the same instant flicked his tongue on the sensitive spot behind her ear. She exhaled an unsteady breath, eyes closing.

	 “Are you sure that’s all you feel?” he drawled. 

	Her eyes flew open. “Yes,” she snarled. 

	His half smile remained as the rasp of drawn steel filled the air. Her dagger appeared before them, and he held it up to her as he whispered onto her lips, “Then why don’t you show me how much you loathe me?”

	Her eyes widened as she saw it held before them. “How do you have that?”

	“I looked for it that night that I was in your palace. I knew what it meant to you.”

	“And you waited until now to give it to me?” Elara was shaking, with rage, with exhaustion, with desire, relief. All emotions so foreign to her after so long numbly wading through nothingness. 

	She grabbed the dagger, whipping it from his grasp and pointing it to his chest, noticing his heart hammering against it. Her gaze dragged over him, his wet curls, the shirt clinging transparently to his muscles. Her emotions poured molten hot. She applied pressure to the dagger as he held her gaze steadily, not a hint of fear in his eyes. 

	Then, with a flash of her teeth, she pushed away from him, rising. Elara cast him a look still filled with rage. But behind it, it was filled with want—they both knew it. She spun from him, stalking back to her rooms without a word.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

	 

	The doors slammed open as Elara marched in, tearing off her sodden dress. She left it pooling at her bedroom’s entrance as she stalked into the bathing chamber. Anger steamed off her as she ran a bath, the cold of the downpour seeping into her bones. How dare he call her a coward after everything she had been through. Not to mention only showing her the dagger now, weeks after her rescue.

	She slammed it on the countertop, its hilt clattering on the marble. Elara gritted her teeth to stop them chattering as the water slowed. Sinking herself into the bath, the first she’d had by herself in gods knows how long, she let her anger roil over her. 

	Suddenly, a clear thought broke through, and she sat up. 

	Anger. She felt anger. And in doing so, she hadn’t thought about her pain, or Sofia. She winced at the name, but as something pounced to try and shut the memory down, she flung it with a snarl. Not nearly as powerful after she had spent some of the coiled-up magick.  

	Enzo had forced her to feel a spectrum of emotions. She had felt outrage and hatred for him in that moment, and desire and relief as well. She shivered, the memory of his tongue trailing up her neck heating her core. He had baited her on purpose and brought her out of the limbo in which she had barely existed for weeks. 

	She gave a small smile to herself as she washed. The first smile she had allowed since the masquerade. How long ago it all seemed.

	Her mind was clearer than it had been in a long time, her magick siphoned so that she could breathe and think clearly. Elara drew herself from the bath, fetching a towel. How good it felt to be aware of what she was doing. Her rage had cleared a path in the fog. Wrapping the towel tightly, she padded to the room. 

	“Enzo!” She jumped.

	 He was sprawled on the chair by her bed, the same arrogant smirk on his lips as he took her nearly naked self in from head to toe. 

	“Nursemaid, remember?” He grinned, stretching his arms behind his head. She cast him a withering look before making her way back into the bath chamber to dress. When she reappeared, she was somewhat more decent, an emerald lace nightgown grazing her thighs. His gaze flicked to her, away, then back to her again. A predatory stillness took over him as he drank in the sight. She hadn’t worn one like it since before the masquerade ball. Picking the nightgown had seemed like a semblance of claiming herself again. She ignored Enzo’s stare as she sat in front of the mirror and began to comb her wet locks. 

	“Do you need me to get Merissa?” His voice was guttural.

	Her hands shook imperceptibly as she combed. She wasn’t ready to see her friend yet—her or Isra. They just brought back memories that were too painful, memories of Sofia. “No.”

	“How will you dry your hair? You’ll catch a cold.”

	 She banged the hairbrush down and whipped round to him. “Are you going to cluck around me all night, Mother Hen?”

	 He snorted and pushed off the chair to reach her. He knelt on the ground beside her, so tall he had to stoop to look directly into her gaze.

	“A little bit of fire in you and that vicious tongue is back.”

	She tried to stop a smile. 

	“There,” he said softly. “Gods, I’ve missed that smile.”

	Elara’s lip quivered, a clagging tightness rising at the back of her throat. She tried to swallow it. Once. Twice. Her eyes began to ache as the lump wouldn’t go, even as she willed it.

	Her lip trembled again as Enzo looked over her with worry. Then the floodgates opened.

	Elara let out one sob, and another before she wept. She covered her face with her hands as Enzo leaned forward, wrapping his arms around her. Her shoulders shook as she tried to drag in a breath, tears flooding her. She buried her face in Enzo’s neck.

	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” he murmured, one hand in her hair.

	“I feel so much guilt,” she sobbed, “for even smiling. My best friend is dead, and I’m here. It’s my fault.”

	“Listen to me.” Enzo pulled her away gently so that he could look at her. “It is not your fault. Do you really think that Sofia thinks that?”

	Elara wiped a tear, looking to the ceiling. “Ariete did it to punish me. It is my fault.”

	“You know, in Helion culture, we believe that death is not an ending. It is the beginning of something. When you lose a loved one, you don’t ever lose them really. They stay living on with you, their memories, and their warmth. That energy passes through as each person keeps them alive by remembering them. Sofia is not gone. It’s just the beginning of a different relationship with her.”

	Elara’s face crumpled as she squeezed Enzo’s hands.

	“What would she tell you right now if she was here?”

	Elara laughed then, through her tears. “She would tell me… to get a hold of myself and stop the pity party. She’d tell me to live. Because Sofia savoured every moment of her life. She taught me to be brave, to defy the rules. She was fearless and colourful, and she wanted me to experience every wonder that life had to offer.”

	“Then live, Elara. For her.” His face was filled with earnest. “You told me once that Sofia had the sight. She knew her fate and still went ahead because she loved you. She believed in you. So, live for her.”

	“You have no idea how much I needed to hear that.” Elara smiled, her eyes filling again. 

	Enzo crushed her to him, kissing the top of her head. “Now about this wet hair.”

	She extracted herself from him with a scoff. With a spark of his magick, warmth erupted from his palms. He held them over her head, warmth blasting the air around her as she felt her hair drying. 

	She stared in disbelief. “Really?”

	He only shrugged. “Can’t go through weeks of torture only to drop dead from a cold.”

	 She laughed, then, at his dark humour. It felt good to laugh, especially about her misfortunes. 

	Enzo seemed to read her mind. “You’ve got to learn to dance in the rain.”

	“Is that what you call what we were doing outside?” she asked drily, patting her hair. 

	“If you liked, we could have done far more than dance.”

	 Her stomach tightened at the insinuation. She changed the subject quickly. “So, a heating pad and a hairdresser. Do your legions of warriors and the citizens who worship you know you possess such depth of skills?”

	 He snorted, pacing back to his chair. “There’s that wit. You know, I’ve never done that for anyone else. Or this.” Although his easy smile remained, sincerity cloaked his face, and she couldn’t look away. The silence became palpable as the depth of his words registered. 

	“Why?” she breathed. 

	He cocked his head. “Are you ready to have that conversation, Princess?”

	 Her heart pounded. “No,” she whispered. 

	His easy smile was back. “Then it looks like you’ll find out some other time.” He winked and the tension was broken as she padded over to the bed. 

	“You don’t have to stay in here you know,” she said quietly, picking at a piece of lint on the quilt. 

	“You think you can get rid of me that easily? Oh, the plans I have for you, El.” 

	She smiled at the nickname. “Plans?”

	“You didn’t think I was going to rile you up and sneak off, did you? I told you already… I’m not leaving you. What you’re going through, we will go through together.”

	“Why are you being so kind to me? You don’t have to—I mean—surely you have other duties, other things to occupy your time with... there’s so much we still have to do.” She left the sentence unfinished. 

	“Sometimes it staggers me how in denial you are. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” Enzo said simply, settling into the chair. Before she had chance to respond, he blew out the candles. 

	“Sleep,” he commanded. And sleep she did.
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	The nightmares followed her through her dreams, yet this time there was something different about them. They didn’t have the same vivid quality of the horrors that had pervaded her mind moments before waking. Although she awoke clutching her chest and breathing heavily, she didn’t thrash against the warm arms enveloping her. 

	“A dream, El, just a dream.”

	She was guided up again, her hair tangling her face and a gentle hand moving it to the side. Fresh morning air faced her again, the dawn’s coolness raising goosebumps on her. 

	“You okay?” Enzo asked, rubbing her back. She knelt forward nodding, her head between her legs, and breathed deeply. 

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	She shook her head, continuing to breathe.

	 “Remember what I told you. The more you talk about it, the easier it becomes. You feel weightless.” He squeezed her hand. “Trust me, with my powers, I know.”

	“You never talk about your third gift. Seeing people.” He gave a wry smile. “So, you’re always honest?”

	“Almost. There’s not much room to hide. In others, I can see a lie in someone. See the blackness it coats them with—the heaviness. It certainly encourages one to be more honest.”

	“What else do you see?” 

	“I see their energy, their intentions. It’s not extremely clear; I can’t read minds. It’s like a vibration. You can see it shining off someone, vague energy of what makes them up as a person. Like I said when I first met you, you’re the first that I can’t.”

	 She frowned. “Why?”

	“I have no idea. The only others I can’t see are the Stars. But you’re the first mortal.” He sighed, eyes roving over her face. “And gods, would I like to know what goes on in your head sometimes.”

	She chuckled. “Oh, trust me, you really don’t.”

	 Interest flared in his gaze. “Now that makes it sound an awful lot more intriguing.”

	 She blushed and his smile lit as though he really could see right to the truth of her. He pressed no further. 

	“Yesterday, after our conversation, I felt better. But I just miss her so much.” Fresh tears rose to her eyes. “I can’t… I don’t know how to get through this. How to accept it. This pressing weight whenever I wake, that she’s not here.”

	“You take each day as it comes. Healing isn’t linear, El. There’ll be days where the lightshine warms your face and others where you barely want to leave bed. But that is still moving forward. Don’t put expectations on yourself.”

	“You’re very wise, you know.”

	Enzo winked. “Not just a pretty face, am I? I’ve known much grief in my life, El. You are not alone in this, I promise.”

	 “My mother always told me it was a curse to feel as deeply as I do. I loved her very much, but I think she was only capable of loving me in her own way, rather than as I needed to be.”

	“People can only meet you as deeply as they’ve met themselves.”

	Elara nodded. “So, I locked all these emotions behind a wall. They still bubble around under the surface. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to skim over the surface of life; to never have known pain and sorrow, to not be so attached.”

	Enzo pulled her away roughly and tilted her chin. “Don’t you ever let anyone tell you that feeling too much is a weakness. Do you know how much strength it takes to feel every ebb and flow of life? To keep your heart open? You treasure it, Elara, there aren’t many who possess such a gift.”

	Her eyes brightened slightly. “Sometimes it just feels like such a burden.”

	He looked at her, his eyes so open and trusting that she ached. 

	“Then let me help carry it.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five

	 

	Elara felt an easing of pressure on her chest as she prepared herself in front of the mirror the next day. Enzo’s words had been a balm to her, soothing the gaping, raw wound left by so much loss.

	 She had not seen her reflection since leaving Ariete’s palace, and the sight was what she had dreaded. Dark shadows swept under her eyes, and a cut still healed from where Ariete’s ring had sliced the angle of her cheekbone. Her face was pallid, losing most of the colour it had gained after weeks indoors. She had wrestled with calling for Merissa, readying herself to see her and speak to her, but the fear in her was too great yet. She had almost cursed herself a coward, but Enzo’s words rang in her head. 

	Healing is gradual.

	And so, she had let the judgement go, as Enzo had taught her.

	He was waiting by the bed as she touched a trembling hand to the fading bruises and cuts. 

	“They’ll heal,” he said quietly. 

	Slapping on a brave smile she turned to him. “I’m ready.”

	 His smile back dazzled her as he opened his arm to link hers and escorted them out of the palace. Once she stepped out of its confines, her heart began to pound. Her body screamed at her, muscle memory reminding her of what had happened the last time she had left the palace. As if knowing exactly what was happening, Enzo pulled her in tightly, gesturing for a carriage to pull up by them.

	“I’ve wanted to show you something for a long time,” he said by ways of distracting her. “You’ve barely seen any of Helios since you got here. Today we’re going to get you acquainted.” A half smile curved his lips.

	“I never realised how little I’ve seen of the city,” she admitted as he led her to a waiting carriage by the palace gates. “Apart from the lovely welcome I got when I arrived, and the second even lovelier encounter with Leone.”

	 A dark look passed Enzo’s face as he helped her into the carriage, leaning an arm out to rap the side as it took off. 

	The wide twisting road leading away from the palace was more beautiful than Elara remembered on her last trek up to it. Exhausted and traumatised then, she hadn’t stopped to pay attention to the dawn trees that studded the wide-paved road, nor her view as she turned back to the palace, admiring the gushing golden waterfall that framed it. 

	“I never noticed how beautiful it was when I arrived here,” she breathed. He chuckled next to her. 

	“I still remember you that day. You came in dirtied and bloody, but that gleam in your eye told me that you always knew you were a queen.”

	She glanced to him beneath her lashes. “A queen?”

	 “What?” He laughed. “I dare anyone to argue that you are not the rightful heir to Asteria, Elara.”

	She flinched at the mention of her home, the memories tainted. 

	“You can’t let Ariete win,” he said more quietly. “That place is your home. You will not allow him to steal the memories you have of it.”

	 “You’re right.”

	 She gazed back out of the window as the carriage slowed into narrower streets. It was so different to Asteria. Here, dusty roads paved the way between light-washed buildings, coloured with whites and warm golds. She saw the hazy spires of Leone’s temple.

	“Do you ever go in there?” she murmured, nodding her head to the extravagant columns that disappeared into the distance. 

	Enzo snorted. “Do I strike you as the religious type?”

	She considered a moment. “No, but you’re the Prince. Surely you must do your duties and make a show of worshiping your great God.”

	 He rolled his eyes then, leaning against the seat. 

	“On the largest holidays, I drag myself there for ceremony, yes. The upcoming summer solstice will be the next time I set foot in a place of worship. I’ve seen what the Stars do first-hand, Elara, a lot of people have. There are as many people who resent their rule as there are those who worship at their feet.”

	 “How sacrilegious of you,” she scolded, ire in her eyes.

	“Leone is not the worst… not by far. He hasn’t bothered much with us, apart from to walk amongst us from time to time for the attention and worship.”

	 “In Asteria, Ariete said something about the Stars, something that made sense.”

	 “And what did he say?”

	“He said that the Stars only bring out what is already there. Their magick, their influence—it only enhances what we are.”

	 Enzo put a hand to his lips, in thought. “It would make sense. We are not all good or all bad. I can vouch for that.” He gave a dry laugh. “I had to know evil to truly see if I was good. Had to be faced with it to know I would not choose it. I still do not know what that makes me. The blood on my hands would argue.”

	“You are good,” Elara said softly. 

	He gave a half smile. “Don’t the stories they tell of me argue differently?  I have killed more people than I can count, you know that. I’ve done terrible things. Things I don’t know I could ever tell you. If Ariete were to charm me, I do not know what his magick would show you. Such is the depth of my darkness.”

	 She looked out of the window, a faint smile playing on her lips as she replied, “I’m not afraid of the Dark.”

	 The carriage pulled to a stop outside a beautifully carved marble building. Elara stared at it as they descended from the carriage. They had found themselves in a small piazza, the trickle of a fountain in its midst. Washing lines were strung up between the alleys that veered off the square, clean linen floating on the gentle breeze. The heat was dry and pleasant, and a delicious scent of cooking filled the space. 

	“I wanted to show you something special to me.” Enzo leaned into her. “I come here when things become too much for me. I hoped it would maybe help you too.”

	 He led her to the wooden door of the marble building, and they stepped inside. Cool shadows greeted her and seemed to run up her arms in welcome. A small atrium held a turquoise pool in the centre, roofless, with soft lightshine dappling the shade. She chuckled as she stretched her arms out, watching shadows wisp over her. 

	“Now be gentle,” he said as a warning. “I’ve never brought anyone in here before.”

	Something glowed within her, and she tucked it away. Another feeling to treasure after so long wading through nothing. He took her hand and pulled her through the shade of the entrance, their footsteps clacking on stone underneath, echoing. He veered to a door on the right and with a flash of his light, unlocked it. With a small smile he turned to her as he opened it.

	Light bathed the room. Drowned it. The space was so open that she felt weightless. White stuccoed walls graced it, a small, enclosed garden displayed beyond the great floor-to-ceiling windows. But it was what filled the room that had her enraptured. 

	Sculptures and statues of all sizes lined the walls, some a work-in-progress, some finished and polished. Miniatures of mythical beasts lay on a worktop in the centre of the room, life-size statues towering in various poses. She took a timid step towards the one closest to her. A woman cradled by her lover, their lips almost touching. She traced a finger over the form. 

	“Do you like it?” Enzo asked behind her. She whirled to him. 

	“Enzo, I love it. You created all of this?!” She spun around in a full circle, admiring the art.

	 He gave a sideways smile as he walked into the room, shutting the door. He came beside her, close enough for her to smell the amber on him. 

	“I did. This is what I do to heal.” He pulled a lump of rock across the table. 

	“Show me,” she breathed. He gave her a small smile. Readying his hands, he concentrated as brilliant white beams began to shine from them. He expanded it until a pure crystallised ray was in his hand. And then before her eyes he manoeuvred it so that it began to cut away at the lump of stone. Elara watched smooth curves form before her very eyes, the jagged lines polishing. And watching him pour his love into his art, she felt her own jagged edges begin to soften.
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Chapter Thirty-Six

	 

	When Elara looked back, she would see these days as the most blissful of her life. Each day, Enzo would bring her to his studio as he worked. They did not speak of the pressing demands that were following them, nor of the Stars, or the duskglass, or of becoming a weapon. Instead, Elara would bring piles of books with her and lounge on a chaise as he worked, the steady and rhythmic tapping of his light against the stone a soft music to her as she read. 

	She was drawn to romance novels more than she ever had been. She devoured the worn paperbacks from the royal library that Enzo had shown her, as the morning Light warmed her face through the wide windows. During breaks they would sit, basking in it as they sipped fresh mint tea. They talked about art, and about music, and about their lives as he worked. It became increasingly easier for Elara to talk of Sofia, to keep her spirit alive as Enzo had told her. She would recount stories of their adventures as children, their dramas as teenagers, and the trouble they had both landed in countless times.

	 Some days Enzo worked on a project that he would not let her see, a towering block of pure white stone that glimmered whenever the day’s rays hit it. He kept it hidden behind a screen and she was only met with a small smile whenever she asked about it. Some days he asked her to be his muse, to sit draped on a couch as he looked to her and carved a delicate hand, or wisps of hair covering a face. 

	Elara’s skin was beginning to glow again, the days walking through Sol tanning her face and the quiet peace she found in company with the prince helping her shine from the inside. Her frame began to fill out too thanks to the pastries Enzo force-fed her from the little bakery next to his studio, Bruno’s. The larger-than-life proprietor had taken one look at her when she’d walked in on the first day, and given her a dozen pastries to take back, near enough forcing them down her throat. She became familiar with the other artists in the building too, the other establishments in the square, learning their names and trades with a smile as she found the confidence to walk amongst them, borrowing tools and running errands for Enzo.

	Leo, she had seen now and again around the palace, always offering a kiss and a smile as he hurried to the army barracks or training grounds, working overtime so that Enzo could spend his time with her.

	 And Merissa…Elara had not dared seek her out. There was still a nonsensical guilt, as Merissa had become her closest friend in the palace. She knew it was wrong, but her guilt whispered that it was an insult to Sofia’s memory to seek her out, as though she was replacing her.

	But Elara had finally summoned the courage to visit Isra. She had woken up, finally feeling that she had made enough peace with the events that had happened to face her again.

	The moment Isra had seen Elara, she had smothered her in hugs and kisses, dragging her into her space before slamming the door promptly in Enzo’s face.

	Since then, a few afternoons a week, she would return to Isra’s to keep in touch with her dreamwalking practices, and the cool iced scapes of Isra’s dreams helped her both to escape, and to heal too. 

	It was on one of her afternoons with Enzo, as they lay sprawled on the lawn of the small, terraced garden, eating lunch, that Elara snapped her book shut with a sigh of frustration.

	“What’s wrong?” Enzo asked, breaking off a piece of bread.

	“I’m pissed off,” she replied, hurling the book across the lawn.

	“And what did that book ever do to you?!”

	“The heroine of the story just lost all of her magick. Why do they always do that? She was so strong and powerful, and then at the end, she just gave it all up!”

	Enzo chuckled, taking a grape from the platter between them. “So, you’d never give up your powers?”

	“Never,” she swore vehemently, curling a small shadow around her little finger. “In fact, all I want to do is learn more and more about them.” She bit her lip, a question she’d longed to ask for a while on the tip of her tongue. “Do you think you could teach me?”

	Enzo looked up to her from his food, his mouth full. “Teach you what?”

	“To sculpt. I know I don’t possess the Light, but I’ve been thinking about my powers, my shadows... I wonder if it would work?”

	He sprang to his feet, excitement radiating from him as he pulled her up with him. “Let’s try it.”

	They hurried back into the room, and he pulled forth a small chunk of pure white stone, clearing the table in front of them. He eyed it, checking something, then came around behind her. His scent wrapped around her, and her senses zoned into his closeness, how his breath was warm on the nape of her neck, smelling of mint and honey. How it tickled her and made her so aware of the taut tension between them that her breath hitched.

	 He cleared his throat as he lifted his arms around her, gently raising her own so they were held out in front of her. The callouses of his palms lay against the, now soft, backs of her hands. 

	“Relax,” he whispered by her ear, chuckling, and she did as he commanded. “Now,” he said, “I’m going to guide the Light and show you how to carve. Then you can try the same with the Dark.”

	 She nodded, chewing on her lip. 

	“And you’d best not be better at this than me,” he muttered.

	She smiled up at him and he seemed to falter. She felt his arms tighten and turned back as he began to create the power between his hands again. He barely breathed as he concentrated on infusing it through Elara’s own palms without hurting her, until bright white enveloped both of their hands. He took her hands with his as he widened them, and elongated the solid shape forming. Then, ever so gently, he moved their hands in a dance as a curve began to take shape on the stone. 

	Elara gasped in awe. “I can feel your light through me,” she said. A euphoria seemed to take over her, thrums of pleasure beginning to stir as his warmth infused her. “Is this how you feel all the time?” Her voice was filled with wonder. 

	He huffed out a laugh as he focused on their hands again. “No. I used to only feel this when I created art. What you’re feeling are my emotions through my light.” 

	“Happiness,” she whispered. 

	He smiled and squeezed her fingertips.

	 “Now,” he said. “Why don’t you try and infuse some of your shadows into this—feed them in?”

	 Elara nodded, determination setting her face. She stilled her mind, calling to her familiar shadows, her breath quickening as she felt her power rise. 

	“Relax,” Enzo murmured again as her body became strained. She melded into his front and exhaled as shadows began to stream from her palms. They danced along Enzo’s light, caressing them in spiralling tendrils. She thought she heard him hum behind her, but it was such a soft sound that she wondered if she had imagined it. 

	A dizzy ecstasy drummed through her as his powers danced with hers, the meeting of his radiance with her shadow like a delicious finger running down her spine. She felt out of body, like she was flying. She let her shadows dance, twining with his glow. Her eyes rolled back, and her head dropped onto his chest as he moaned again—she was sure this time. She could feel her entire being throbbing with power, his light a warmth that she never wanted to leave. The sounds drowned out around them, and all she could hear was the steady thrum of his heartbeat and his ragged breath. Sighs were escaping her too, as she chased the high, feeling Enzo’s grip tighten as his power flared. A moan left her. She pressed into him as with a last burst of exertion she directed her shadows in the same way Enzo had, allowing him to help guide the smooth curves again through their shaking, entwined hands.

	Her shadows bled into his light, drowning the stone in it. She shuddered again; the pleasure so intense it was painful. It felt like she was standing in the midst of him, her soul bare to him and his to her. Raw and stripped, so that the power pounded her. She could feel a release brewing between her thighs, and it struck her by such surprise that she staggered forward, gasping. Enzo reached to stop her, breaking whatever hold he had on her. She looked up at him wildly, flustered and out of breath. His own wide eyes returned the look, his cheeks flushed and his hair askew. 

	She went to speak, to ask what the hell had just happened between them. But something caught her eye, left behind on the worktop as their combined energies waned. Elara let out a gasp at what lay before them. Minutes ticked by in silence. Finally, Enzo picked it up with shaking hands, the carved slice sharp to the touch. He breathed a word, one that would change everything. 

	“Duskglass.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

	 

	The glass was so black that Elara and Enzo could see themselves in its reflection. The stone was cold in Enzo’s hand, a thrumming power emanating from it. 

	“It can’t be,” Elara breathed, peering over his shoulder. Enzo turned the shard that they had created, holding it up to the Light. 

	“Do you know what this means?” Enzo asked quietly. “Isra’s prophecy.”

	They looked at each other. “We have a weapon to kill a Star.”

	They hurried through the piazza, hope snapping at their heels as Enzo guided Elara through mazes of back alleys and cuts until they reached Isra’s place. He looked around furtively before opening her door, dragging Elara in with him. They burst into Isra’s reading room, panting. 

	“Aren’t you both meant to be royalty?” Isra asked sweetly, splayed on her couch as she held a purple crystal sphere to the firelamp above her. “Little Rico knows how to knock more than you two. Hi, my love,” she added, blowing Elara a kiss. Elara smiled back at her. 

	Enzo pushed forward. “Iz,” he breathed, putting out a shaking hand. Isra looked disinterestedly to the black shard lying in his palm, then registering it, straightened. 

	“What is this?” she breathed. 

	Elara came closer. “We made it today, Isra. From just a chunk of stone.”

	“We?” Her nostrils flared as she looked to Enzo sharply. Enzo clenched his jaw, avoiding her gaze. “You melded powers? Have you told her what that means?”

	 “That’s enough, Isra,” he snarled. 

	“No, he didn’t. What does it mean?” Elara demanded, looking at the strange interaction between the two of them. Isra’s gaze bore into Enzo’s, warring with herself. 

	“Nevermind,” the seer bit out. “I’m overreacting.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed as Isra plucked the stone from Enzo’s palm and sucked in a breath.

	“So, it is what we thought?” Elara whispered. 

	“Duskglass,” Isra stated, squinting as she brought the carving to her eye.

	“A weapon to kill Ariete,” Enzo finished. 

	Isra nodded grimly. “The duskglass blade must pierce him. Then his magick will be rendered useless. Afterwards, you have to finish the job yourself.”

	“The only way to kill a god,” Elara murmured.

	 “This is the only thing that will allow you to have a fighting chance. And now, perhaps it’s time to lure Ariete to your own fighting ground.”

	Enzo raised a brow at Isra’s words.

	“He believes you to be dead. I think it’s high time we let him know you’re alive so that we can plan a trap.” She grinned. “What better timing than the summer solstice in the gossiping court of Aphrodea?”

	 “Aphrodea?” Elara frowned. “Why would we go there for the solstice instead of Helios?” 

	“Because of all the kingdoms in Celestia, the greatest diversity flock to Aphrodea. If you want a rumour to spread, to reach Ariete where he licks his wounds from our dear prince’s passions, Aphrodea would be the place to start.”

	Enzo danced flames between his fingers as he reclined on a chair, shaking his head. “I’d need to notify my Father of any plans,” he said tightly. Elara’s eyes darkened at the thought of Idris, especially after what Enzo had told her. “Particularly if it involves letting a Star walk right into our home. Even if he agrees, do you really think I’m going to let Elara go into foreign territory again? We can send word of her survival without her.”

	Elara spun on her heels. “Do not speak of me as though I’m not in the room. I am not a child Enzo. Nor am I some broken thing. I can come and I can help. It’s a damn good plan.”

	Isra nodded.

	“Have things on our terms,” Elara carried on. “Play Ariete’s rash actions and violence to our advantage. We’ll put out a beacon, blaring that I’m alive. He will come running right into our waiting, duskglass-filled arms.”

	“Plus,” Isra called from her couch as she idly shuffled her cards, “it would be cruel to leave Elara here as you go alone into Aphrodea of all places on the summer solstice.”

	“Isra,” Enzo warned. 

	“Why?” Elara demanded. 

	“You’re clever, Princess, put it together. The most heightened magickal night of the year, in the kingdom of lust and earthly pleasure.”

	The pieces fit together in Elara’s mind. 

	“Why would you—what should that matter? Why would I care?” Elara blustered out. Enzo looked at her, his tongue in his cheek as he tried to hide a smile.

	Isra chuckled. “You two are about as subtle as Leone’s life-sized statue out there.” She pointed to the door. 

	“We’re just friends,” Elara hissed. “He can do as he pleases.”

	Enzo’s golden eyes locked on hers, a spark of amusement in them.

	 “Yes, and I’m not about to draw the Empress card from this deck,” Isra retorted.

	Isra shuffled the cards she’d been playing with and flipped the top card onto the table. The Empress stared back as Isra gave a pointed look, her head thrown back as she cackled.

	“Iz, stop torturing the poor girl.” Enzo chuckled, standing and stretching. “We’ll organise plans between us and give you some notice. I want you there if we go through with this. Leo and Merissa, too.” He kissed the top of her head then grabbed Elara’s hand to pull her out. 

	“‘Friends,’ my ass,” Elara heard Isra mutter as she was dragged out of the house.

	They traipsed through the dusty streets, a palpable silence between them. 

	“So…” Elara ventured, turning the slice of duskglass over in her pocket, “what does ‘melding’ powers mean?”

	Enzo halted abruptly, turning slowly to her. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

	Elara raised an eyebrow. “We don’t keep secrets, Enzo.”

	He sighed, passing a hand over his face before looking away from her. He focused studiously on the white stuccoed wall of a house before them.

	“To meld powers with someone is an… intimate act.”

	“Oh,” Elara replied, her face warming. She certainly hadn’t been expecting that. 

	“You can imagine, with how we both felt while doing it, why it’s usually an act reserved for betrothed couples or lovers.” He cleared his throat, unable to meet her eyes.

	“Well,” she said, clearing her throat as her cheeks flushed. “It produced the duskglass for us, so I would hardly complain.”

	Enzo’s lip quirked then. “Yes, I’d hardly say you were complaining at all.”

	She hit his arm, cursing him before setting off again down the street.

	“Aphrodea…” She changed tact, Enzo thankfully following suit.

	 “El, you really don’t have to go. You’ve been through enough,” he said behind her.

	 Elara rolled her eyes. “Who is going to believe a rumour if the living proof isn’t there? Any courtier with sense would see it as nothing more unless I’m there in the flesh.”

	Enzo smirked as he caught up to her, veering them the opposite way to the studio. 

	“What are you smirking at?”

	“Nothing.” He shrugged. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with what Isra said would it?”

	 Elara stopped short so that Enzo bumped into her. “And pray tell, what is it about what Isra said that would be my motivation?”

	 Enzo’s smile deepened as he pulled her to a food cart, motioning to the man behind it. 

	“Let’s not make a fool of either of us by spelling it out, Princess.”

	 He tossed a few coins to the seller, clutching the paper bound goods in his hand. 

	“Where are we going?” Elara demanded as he steered her by the small of her back down a line of brightly coloured houses, the hill declining sharply. 

	“To cool off, it’s sweltering today.”

	 Elara frowned, peering down the long hill. 

	“And anyway,” he added, “Don’t change the subject.”

	“I’m not,” she scowled. She became lost in her thoughts as they walked down the hill. It wasn’t that she was in denial, it’s that she was wary. As much as things had changed between her and Enzo, as much as she cared for him… the ugly prophecy rang through her head, jarring her. She could not let herself fall. Not when she knew she was destined for a Star. But she couldn’t deny the feelings that had been growing, nor the physical need that had started to consume her whenever he was in her presence.

	 They reached the bottom of the hill, jolting her out of her thoughts as the Light high in the sky surrounded them, colouring the sky gold, hot and close.

	“So…” he said, plucking a peach from the paper bag. “You’d be completely fine with me surrounded with Aphrodean women, all possessed by Torra’s charm at its absolute peak on the summer solstice?”

	 Elara’s eyes narrowed.

	 “Or are you forgetting what only a fraction of her charm did to you in Asteria?”

	“And what it did to you too,” she bit back, as images of that night flitted through, the ones that kept her awake at night, hot and wanting. “I don’t understand why I would be. Do as you please.”

	Enzo took a bite of his peach, amused to see that he’d gotten under her skin as they reached a small cove.

	The conversation was flung from her thoughts once she realised where he had taken her. She stumbled down the verge, ripping her sandals off, spongy sea grass making way for powdered white sand. She flexed her toes in it, sighing, her white cotton dress ruffling in the gentle breeze. Enzo had led her to a secluded cove, just a small stretch of sand and crystal-clear water, brighter than any she had ever seen. She turned to him. 

	“I know the ocean calms you,” he said smiling. 

	“You remembered.”

	“Of course.”

	Elara lay down in the sand. Enzo sank next to her, propping himself up by his elbows.

	“Back to what we were saying.”

	“Enzo,” Elara groaned. 

	“I want to hear you say it.”

	“Say what?” she snapped. 

	“That it truly wouldn’t bother you — the thought of me with another woman.”

	He shifted on his side to look at her and her gaze wouldn’t tear from his. The Light beating down on him illuminated every feature. His eyes were so molten that every shade of gold seemed to flicker and shift around his pupil. His skin glowed. He ran a hand through his black hair, pushing it back off his face. She swallowed the lump in her throat as her eyes followed the motion.

	“It wouldn’t faze you,” his hand caught hers as he dragged a thumb down her palm, “for me to hold her hand like this.”

	Her breathing shallowed as her entire focus went to that one gesture. 

	“To kiss her neck.”

	 His fingers trailed over her collarbones, scraping the sensitive point by her jaw. He shifted closer. 

	“Her lips.”

	 His thumb brushed her parted mouth as his fingers weaved through her hair. 

	“To pull her hair the way I like.” He tugged for emphasis and a ragged breath escaped Elara. Enzo rolled so he was over her but not touching, his arms bracing either side of her. His hair fell between them as he dipped his head to her lips.

	 “To not just make love to her, but to worship her.” His lips were a hair's breadth away. If she breathed deeply, her lips would touch his.

	 “Wasn’t that what you wanted, Princess? Reverence?”

	He smiled slowly at his prey as she stifled a moan. His body blocked out the Light so that they were cocooned in their own darkness. 

	“Would it really not bother you, Elara?” he murmured. 

	“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, I would care. The thought makes me sick.”

	“Finally.” He sprang off her grinning, leaving her blindsided and shutting her eyes against what she had admitted. Realising what she had done, Elara rose. Without a word, her cheeks flushing red, she stomped to the water’s edge. Without looking at him, she undressed to her undergarments, making sure the duskglass was safely still in her skirt pocket, and waded in.

	The cerulean waters lapped gently against her like a soul called back to their beloved. The Light’s rays hung low in the sky as she waded out, up to her waist, then her chest, until finally she was weightless, floating. She dove under the gentle waves, opening her eyes as she flipped on her back. The clear water cooled her racing thoughts, snapping her out of her lust. 

	Bronzed skin dipped and rose, and she saw Enzo’s powerful body cutting through the waves, droplets like diamonds spraying through the air. She scowled, ignoring him as he reached her with a smile, shaking salt from his damp curls. She lay on her back as he trod water. 

	“Ignoring me now?” He flicked water at her. She shot him her most scathing look before pushing herself further away. 

	“For the record, Princess, I feel the same.”

	 Her arms stopped gliding in the water, and she tipped herself forward.

	 “Is that so?” she asked primly, still not making eye contact. Enzo swam closer. 

	“Elara, if you were in Aphrodea without me during the solstice,” he raised his hands in exasperation, “I would burn the kingdom to the ground.”

	Her eyes flew to him. “What?”

	“You heard what I said.”

	Her heart raced, the words coming before she could stop them. “If you really felt that way then why haven’t you kissed me yet?!”

	Enzo looked at her incredulously. She searched his face for a moment, poison on her tongue, her deepest worries coming forth. “Or do you need Torra’s charm to do that?”

	His eyes widened and she shook her head, stretching her arms to swim away. His hand grabbed her wrist, yanking her back to him. Her body slammed against his in the water. 

	“You wonder why I haven’t kissed you again?” he murmured. “It’s all I’ve fucking thought about. You plague me, Elara. For once I wanted to be good. After that night, I felt so ashamed. You’d been through so much. That damn charm…I lost all sense in me. I could barely look you in the eye afterwards.”

	“Enzo, I wanted it. I told you I did.”

	“I should have been better. You make me want to be a better man, El. I didn’t think you were ready.”

	“And if you’d believed I was ready, what would you have done?” 

	He looked at her in exasperation, a dry laugh escaping him. He fixed her with his eyes as he laid himself bare. 

	“I would have taken you right against that door. I’d have fused our bodies so irreparably that I wouldn’t know where I ended, and you began. Drunk off your lips, I would have lost myself in you. I’m barely holding it together. Elara, one word from you and I’ll unravel.”

	She opened her mouth to speak but he silenced her with a look.

	 “I thought that you’d regretted it, that it was all a mistake, just Torra’s charm.”

	“Torra’s charm? I wanted you long before that, and long since,” she cried. 

	He stared at her, a realisation shining in his eyes so brightly that she almost tore away. In one movement he pulled her flush to him. Her legs curled around his waist instinctively as she gasped, and her arms wrapped around his bare neck. She inhaled his scent, salt and amber. His thumbs graze her waist, her gown thin against it. She suppressed a shiver. 

	“Do you want me to kiss you?” His mouth was soft against her jaw. She tilted it back. Longing him to touch, to kiss. The unbelievable tension of the last few weeks was forming to a searing point in time. 

	“Gods, I want to show you right now what I’ve been planning to do to you,” he said against her as one hand came up to trace the curve of her neck. She arched it back, desperate for more than a graze. He chuckled against it, his thumb reaching behind her ear as he cradled her head. 

	“But let me tell you something,” he continued softly, his breath tickling her ear. “I’m not going to kiss you right now. Our first kiss was stolen from me by Torra so the next one is going to count. I’ve planned for a long time how and when. And the next time I kiss you, you’re going to remember every part of it. There will be no charm to blame your moans on other than my lips and tongue. So be patient, Elara, and be ready.”

	Delicious shivers ran up her spine at his words. She realised that he was right, that she didn’t want to rush this. That the feelings rising inside her were something important, something special, no matter how much she tried to deny them. They were not just a distraction from pain on a lust drunk afternoon. She felt she was teetering on the edge of a precipice, entangled in this cat and mouse game. She knew that the moment she decided to kiss him and break the spell, everything would change. 

	And so, she nodded silently as he pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead. 

	“For that,” she said, “you’re going to pay.” And without a second thought, she dunked him under the water with a laugh.
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	They lay for hours in the warm water, and it was only when the very last ray of gold struck across the sky that Enzo announced softly, “We’d best head back before it gets dark.”

	They made the long, pleasant walk home, picking at the food they’d bought from the markets. Elara’s heart was aglow at Enzo’s admittance. For the first time in weeks, she felt happiness. True happiness. There was still an aching place in her where Sofia resided, but it was buoyed by Enzo. 

	“Thank you,” she said to him as they arrived outside her room. Enzo had stopped at his room as they had passed, and now faced her in a fresh shirt and loose linen pants. He often gathered new clothes and brought them to her rooms, since he hadn’t left Elara’s side since her capture. 

	He opened the door for her, following in behind. Elara’s want and desire roared against her logic, a step away from inviting him into her bed. 

	“I don’t know if I’ve even said that to you yet. For the last few weeks. You poured your light into me.”

	 He took her hand, and the tension between them rose and shimmered, her lungs constricting at his burning touch. “You are already a light, Elara. It’s why the shadows flock to you.”

	She smiled so brightly that it ached.

	“Allow me a favour,” he murmured as he sank into the same chair that served as his bed every night. She braced herself to fall off this precipice with him.

	“Be my date.”

	She looked at him surprised. “What?”

	 “To the summer solstice. I’ve thought about it and we will go to Aphrodea for it. Together.” 

	Elara had completely forgotten for a moment. “You’re sure? Can you organise it all at such short notice?”

	 He batted a hand through the air. “We have a week. Leave it with me.”

	 She strolled to the bathing chamber as his brow furrowed, waiting for a response. She changed into a nightgown and braced herself for what she was about to say.

	“Only if you allow me a favour.”

	He raised an eyebrow from where he was sitting as she walked back through, deep blue silk clothing her frame, baring her tanned, lithe legs. She watched his gaze rake over her and settle on her bare thighs. “I’ll allow you anything in that.”

	She shot him a look as she settled into bed, fiddling nervously with a loose thread on the bedsheet. “Stop sleeping on that chair? I feel awful, and it can’t be good for your back. The healers say that if you don’t get enough—”

	“It’s okay,” he grinned, interrupting her. “You don’t have to beg me to come to your bed.”

	“Heavenly Stars and all that is holy,” she muttered, looking to the ceiling 

	His grin widened further. “I’ll stay.” He eased himself off the chair, pulling his shirt over his head. Elara flushed, drinking her fill of his bare torso, and wondered just how much she’d be able to sleep with that next to her. He lifted the sheets, settling in behind her. 

	“I must say,” he muttered, “this doesn’t live up to any of my fantasies about us sharing a bed.” She slapped his arm behind her as he made an amused sound.

	“I meant what I said in the ocean. I want to court you properly. That means some clothes will remain on, despite how much you may try to seduce me with those sinfully short nightgowns you like to wear around me.”

	She smiled to herself, rolling her eyes as she blew out the candle by her bedside. “Deal.”

	“You know you still haven’t answered my question, Elara.”

	“Of course I will be your date, Lorenzo,” she mocked.

	His mouth was soft by her ear, “You’ve no idea how much that turns me on.” 

	She bit her lip, smiling. “What?” she asked in mock innocence. “Lorenzo?” 

	With visible effort he prised himself away from her neck with a groan, wrapping his arm around her middle as he settled in behind her. He pressed a kiss to the back of her head. 

	“Goodnight, beautiful,” he mumbled, sleep taking hold of him. And for the first time, Elara’s mind stilled as she sank into sleep herself.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

	 

	There was a soft knock at the door and Elara started. She felt warmth behind her, a body, and an arm holding her tightly.

	Spinning, she realised three things at once.

	For the first time in months, she had not had a single nightmare. 

	The Prince of Helios was in her bed.

	 And a curtain of honey hair was peering ‘round the door.

	 She cursed, pushing the covers off a comatose Enzo as she ran towards it, desperate for Merissa not to see. Her stomach lurched as she realised she was going to have to confront her after weeks of avoiding her.

	“Just a minute,” she strangled out, trying to mentally prepare herself. She took a deep breath, then another as Enzo had taught her, before she opened the door and slipped out, slamming it behind her.  

	“Hi,” Elara started awkwardly, as Merissa’s beautiful face came into view.

	There was a look of surprise on her face, a tray balanced in her arms. “Elara,” she breathed.

	There was a tense silence as they stared at each other, surprise painted on Merissa’s face.

	“Can… Can we talk?” Elara cursed herself at her stuttering. Acting like a timid fool was not something she was used to.

	“Of course,” Merissa said, frowning at the closed door. 

	“Maybe in your quarters?” Elara bit her lip. 

	Merissa painted on a bright smile, motioning for Elara to follow her next door to her own bedroom. She set her tray down, motioning Elara inside. As Elara walked into Merissa’s space, she realised she had never seen it before. The room was small and tidy, decorated tastefully, a true representation of Merissa. Gowns in varying shades were hung from her door, her palace uniform hung over a chair. Merissa sat on the bed as Elara hovered by the door.

	“Please,” Merissa gestured, pointing next to her.

	Elara came and sat beside her, her eyes scanning the maid’s face warily. “I wanted to apologise.”

	Merissa’s wariness turned into a frown. “What?”

	“I’ve been avoiding you and ignoring you… I’m sorry. I…”

	Gods, this was difficult. Why was everything so difficult to communicate now? She swallowed hard, willing down the lump forming in her throat.

	“After Sofia,” she forced out, “I couldn’t bear to be around you. It’s just that…” She swallowed again. “You reminded me too much of her. You are the closest friend I have here. From the moment I set foot in the palace you made me feel welcome. Whenever I saw your face, I saw hers. It felt like I was replacing her.”

	The tears were falling now, and she sighed, raising her hands exasperatingly to the air.

	Merissa gripped them, squeezing them tightly. “Elara,” she said sternly. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing, do you hear me?”

	Elara nodded, a smile forming through the tears. “I just feel so much guilt. Like I shouldn’t be able to have other friends, or enjoy myself when Sofia—” She had to take a gulp of air as her sobs began to pour out. “When Sofia went through what she did. Knowing the whole time what her fate would be.”

	She felt arms around her and the scent of roses as Merissa drew her into a tight hug.

	“It’s okay,” she whispered. “You’re allowed to feel what you’re feeling. But you’re also allowed to move forward. Do you think Sofia would have wanted you to remain a shell of a person, glazing through life?”

	Elara gave a small smile. “Someone very wise said something similar.” She embraced Merissa again, holding her tightly. “I’ve missed you,” she said into her hair.

	“And I you.”

	“So, what have I missed?” Elara asked, wiping away her tears. Merissa reached to the tray, bringing a plate of pastries and pot of tea between them. She gave a sly grin.

	“Shouldn’t I be asking you that? Or did my eyes deceive me when I saw a prince in your bed?”

	Elara shoved a pastry in her mouth, shrugging as she used the excuse to think of an answer. “Nothing happened,” she finally got out. 

	Merissa scoffed. “You know Isra is going to find this hilarious? She already told me about you two and the duskglass—and the denial pouring out of you.”

	“I have never known two busybodies like you.”

	Merissa chuckled, plucking a gildberry off one of the pastries. “So, we have duskglass. Now isn’t that something?”

	Elara let out a low whistle. “It is. And now Isra has a crackpot plan to send word through Celestia that I’m alive. We want to lure Ariete here so we can finish this.”

	Merissa nodded. “I heard... A summer solstice spent in Aphrodea? With a very esteemed date.”

	Elara’s gaze flew to her. “Gods, news travels fast. It seems there’s nothing I need to fill you in on. Who parted with that piece of information? Isra by any chance? Leo perhaps?”

	 Merissa tried to contain her smirk. “Enzo told Leo he was planning to ask you.”

	“Who told you…” Elara finished.

	Merissa nodded. “You know, Enzo doesn’t take dates to these kinds of events. Especially in neighbouring countries.”

	 It was Elara’s turn to raise a brow. “Don’t start. It’s hardly a date. It’s for the plan.”

	“Yes, the plan,” Merissa mocked.

	“And might our Commander Leo be joining us on our little mission?” Elara mock fluttered her lashes, earning her a playful slap from Merissa.

	“And Isra,” Merissa retorted. “You know, we’ve come up with an idea, her and I. She came to me after she suggested Aphrodea yesterday. We need something showstopping, something that will draw the attention of the entire court to you.” Merissa smiled slyly. 

	“I don’t like where this is going.”

	“Being Aphrodean, I know well the traditions. In the land of love and lust, let’s just say it’s… customary to greet guests with a warm welcome.” She hid a smile behind another pastry, this one filled with hazelnut cream.

	“Go on…”

	“When Enzo arrives, the Queens of Aphrodea will no doubt kick up a huge fuss, and demand he partake in the custom Aphrodean dance. It’s a little less inhibited than the ones you’re used to in Asteria.”

	Elara groaned. “I already know what you’re going to say.”

	‘You’re going to be the star of the show—pardon the pun. All eyes will be on you as we let the world know that Queen Elara of Asteria is alive.”

	Elara’s heart fluttered at the title. She loosened a deep breath.

	“Well, that doesn’t sound daunting at all. An easy task to captivate hundreds of a foreign court with a dance I don’t know the first step of.”

	Merissa’s smile only widened. “That’s what we’re here for.”
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	The following week leading to the solstice was chaos, every day spent poring over the plan to lure Ariete to Helios. Enzo had taken the shard of duskglass to the only blacksmith in Sol that he trusted, the man fusing the slice onto a hilt, fashioning the magickal glass into a knife. When Elara had received it, it has stayed strapped securely next to Sofia’s dagger, the two weapons never leaving her thigh. She barely saw Leo and Enzo, who were tied up in meetings all day, strategizing with the king and his council, sealing the plan airtight and making sure they had enough numbers to fight the Star, should it come to it. She would only catch them in passing as they stormed down the bright hallways of the palace, a quick smile to them both before hurrying off herself, out of the palace.

	Night was the only time she saw Enzo for longer than a glimpse, too tired to think of what was blossoming between them—even though he had taken up residence in her bed beside her, fully clothed and sticking to his chaste promise.

	 The moment Merissa had laid out the details of her plan, she had dragged Elara to see Isra, allowing Elara only enough time to change and wave a hurried farewell to a confused Enzo, freshly woken.

	The room was cavernous and the scent of lemons pervaded the air. Creamy white walls rose skywards as cool shadows danced upon them. 

	Isra turned around, surveying the space. “Not bad…not bad at all.”

	Elara looked to the empty hall in Enzo’s studio building, a space that apparently had been a rehearsal room, and had miraculously vacated for the women.

	She looked between Isra and Merissa, who was grinning like a fool, looking very unlike herself in loose linen trousers and a cropped blouse. In fact, Elara didn’t think she had ever seen Merissa dressed in anything less than a more formal skirt or dress.

	“The first thing you need to know about Aphrodeans is that we don’t just dance. Every part of the way we move is designed to seduce.” She slinked towards Elara, her hips swaying. “Now, unfortunately, we don’t have a live orchestra, but the owner of the building has something better.”

	Smiling, Isra walked over to an object on a small trolley that Elara hadn’t noticed before entering. “The owners are from Castor—the kingdom that worship Gem and Eli,” Isra added with a disdainful curl of her lip. “Master inventors and architects. Their magick has figured out a way to emulate the same music you would hear from a live band.” Isra reached under the trolley, producing a large thin disc. She frowned in concentration as she set it on top of the boxlike object, placing what looked like a needle into the centre of the disc. 

	Elara jumped as music began to pour out of the contraption. Her jaw dropped as she floated towards it. “It’s like being at the opera,” she whispered as the music soared, flooding the airy space. Elara closed her eyes, smiling as she stretched her arms wide and spun around the hall.

	“The only thing you need to follow with this dance is the beat, and the beat is very different to that of say…your Celestian Waltz.”

	Elara nodded, coming to a stop. Isra fiddled with the contraption again until a different tune began. 

	Elara’s eyes widened. “I’ve never heard music like this.”

	The music was vibrant, alive—it seemed to snake and move viscerally. She could barely stand still, the draw of it and its fast pace enticing.

	“This beat is twice as fast. You have the drum that will count you in. The beat is almost primal. Not like the stuffy nonsense in Asteria.” Isra winked.

	Merissa nodded, taking Elara’s hands in hers. “When you move with the rhythm, it’s as though you’re flirting with it. And one, two…”

	She began to dance, showing Elara the moves slowly, then picking up the pace.

	“You need to loosen up a little,” she said, grabbing Elara’s hips and pulling her closer as Isra lounged on a chair, shouting unhelpful advice like, “move like water” and “be one with the rhythm”—whatever that meant.

	Merissa moved Elara’s hips, who complied. 

	“Good. Much better. You’re a natural. Now, when the music starts to crescendo here,” Merissa shouted over the rising tune, “the most daring part of the dance begins. The man finds a seat as the woman straddles him.” She clicked to Isra, who dragged another chair forward.

	“Straddles him!?” Elara spluttered.

	“We both know you’re not a prude, Princess,” Isra threw out. Elara gestured obscenely at her as she concentrated on the last move that Merissa had shown her. 

	Merissa sat in the chair, pulling Elara over her. “The most successful way to perform this step is not to imagine that you are dancing, but rather,” she thought for a second, trying to find the words, “making love.”

	“She means fucking,” Isra shouted over, reclining back in her own chair. Elara chuckled.

	Merissa rolled her eyes, continuing. “When you’re on top of the man—”

	“Can’t relate to that,” Isra chipped in again.

	“Isra,” Merissa snapped. “Don’t you have a future to foretell or some cards to shuffle?”

	“Fortunately for all of you, teaching Elara how to dance smuttily is far more entertaining.” She grinned, playing with a long braid of her hair.

	“Ignore her,” Merissa muttered, placing her guiding hands on Elara’s waist. “What was I saying?”

	“You were telling her to remember what it’s like to ride a man.”

	“Thank you, Isra.” Merissa cast Isra another reproaching glance. “Think about how your hips flow, how you ripple. You’re not self-conscious in that moment. You’re sensual, you’re in control. You have the power. The power to bring princes to their knees. Use it.”

	Elara nodded, zoning in to the sound of the music, letting the primal, demanding beat sing to her. Fire slipped into her veins as she rolled her hips.

	“That’s it,” Merissa grinned, clapping. “She’s got it.”

	“Enzo is going to lose his mind,” Isra smirked.

	“Does he know about this?”

	Isra snorted. “Gods, no. A little fun for us. He can be just as surprised as the Aphrodean court. They’ll be speaking about it for years. How the lost princess of Asteria not only survived Ariete but seduced the most highly sought-after bachelor on the continent, in front of their very eyes.”

	Merissa smiled slyly. “I’d say she doesn’t exactly have to try with the seduction. Enzo is already infatuated if this morning was anything to go by.”

	“Shut it,” Elara bit out, before Isra’s delighted mouth could open to ask more. “And show me again, from the top.”

	 


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

	




Chapter Thirty-Nine

	 

	On the morning of the solstice, Elara awoke to the clamour of servants shouting orders, rumbling carts, and streams of boisterous music before her eyes had even opened. With a small smile, she leapt out of bed, opening the gauze curtains to her terrace. She peered out, the magick of the longest day of the year hot and fizzing in the air. It was celebrated throughout every kingdom, yet Helios, with their Light, had to be the most spectacular. She lamented the fact she wouldn’t be able to witness the lavish celebrations here and looked down in wonder as she saw all kinds of exotic goods being delivered through the dusty pavilion gates. Her eyes followed the music, spying a band practicing in the shade of the palace gardens as a whirl of servants carried cloths in all colours of gold, bronze and reds through the palace. She wondered how Aphrodea would celebrate.

	Shit, she thought to herself, what on earth am I going to wear?

	As though on cue, Merissa bustled in, practically glowing, her usually beautiful green eyes even more so, sparkling, and alight. “Happy solstice!” she squealed, kissing Elara square on the lips. 

	“Well, that’s the most action I’ve gotten in weeks.”

	“Tradition,” Merissa replied breezily. “It’s bad luck in Helios not to kiss the ones you love on the solstice.”

	Elara smiled as Merissa planted her in front of the vanity table.

	“Now, we have to attend worship before we leave for Aphrodea this afternoon. I know I know,” she added at Elara’s raised eyebrow in the mirror. “It’s all for show. Enzo and the king must at least in appearance, show that they are devoted to the Stars—Leone particularly. It’s his day more than anyone’s.”

	She brushed through Elara’s hair, her hands twirling elegantly as she began to work her glamour magick.

	“Surely we can’t step right into Leone’s temple for worship? I’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”

	“Many Helion women on the solstice wear a veil to the temple. Those devout enough believe that they shouldn’t cast eyes directly at a god.”

	Elara snorted.

	“You, me and Isra will all wear them. You’ll be in Helion attire of course.” She finished with Elara’s hair, casting a few sweeps of her hand over Elara’s face before heading to the wardrobe.

	“This dress has to make a statement, since we will be going to Aphrodea soon after. Appearance is as powerful a weapon as any sword. Asterian royalty in Helion dress will cause quite the commotion.”

	She hauled out reams of gold as Elara stood patiently, waiting as Merissa brought them over and began to fasten her into them. When Merissa was done, she whirled Elara to the mirror, before heading to it herself, another dress in arms, leaving Elara to admire her appearance.

	The dress was exquisite and, true to Merissa’s word, in Helion style. It looked like a celebration of the Light. Two wisps of golden lace fell from her shoulders, leaving her neck exposed, the neckline grazing low. A body of gold was stitched with tiny golden mirrors, so small they blended into a multifaceted bodice, the Light refracting off her as she walked. The dress glided down her curves, cinching in her waist and seeping down to a full skirt of gilded feathers that pooled at her feet. A subtle slit carved up her left side. From behind, her back was bare, save for chains of gold that dripped down her, artfully covering her fading scars, only her silver dragun tattoo visible at the bottom of it.

	Goldspun sugar grazed her décolletage and eyes, her tan regained from the last few weeks bringing out its richness. Her raven-black waves were loose down her back, and she stared at herself open-mouthed as Merissa fixed a thin, matching gold circlet onto the crown of her head.

	“You look like a goddess,” Merissa whispered, coming back up behind her. “But nothing like one of those awful Stars.”

	 Elara turned to her, radiant. “Says the one who could give Torra a run for her money.”

	 It was true. Merissa looked achingly beautiful. She had smoothed her curls, her long honeyed hair falling in a sheet across one shoulder. A golden gown made of silk roses all along the bust dripped over her sinful curves, tight to her legs as it fell to her feet. The metallic shine accentuated her bronzed skin and a darker gold was painted around her eyes, leaving the green of them smoky. Merissa only smiled as she reached back into the wardrobe, extracting two thin veils. She raised Elara’s over her head and settled it on her so that it covered her. The veil fell down her back, covering it and the conspicuous tattoo. Then, Merissa placed her own over her head, adjusting both before standing to look over her work.

	They both stood in front of the mirror and held one another tightly. 

	“I’ve never seen such beautiful sinners about to step into a church,” Merissa beamed.

	“I wouldn’t be surprised if I burst into flames the moment I cross the threshold.”

	Merissa chuckled, taking one last look at them both before leading Elara out of the room.

	They walked arm-in-arm down the grand staircase, anticipation thrumming in Elara’s veins. She saw King Idris by the doors in deep discussion with the white-haired advisor she had noticed on her first night in the banquet hall. The king was dressed in cream with golden brocade, a long golden cape grazing the floor, a crown studded with topaz and citrine resting on his thinning hair. A complete rage drowned Elara as she observed the man who had made Enzo’s life a misery. She felt her shadows writhe beneath her, desperate to wrap around Idris’s throat. Elara clenched her teeth together until they hurt, and concentrated on the pain until her shadows settled.

	She spotted Enzo before he saw her and her heart stopped. His crown glinted upon freshly washed curls. He wore a white, silk shirt and an embroidered jacket of cream, embellished with intricate gold-stitching. As she squinted, she realised what the patterns were.

	Draguns. 

	Tiny detailed draguns, an exact rendering of the one down her back.

	“His jacket,” she breathed to Merissa. 

	She felt Merissa squeeze her arm as she murmured, “He requested it specifically.”

	Her heart hammered as she gazed at him, laughing with Leo. As he turned to the staircase, he stilled. She knew he couldn’t see her face, yet he had recognised her instantly. The rest of the party turned at Enzo’s silence, following what had drawn his attention. The king’s gaze seemed to pierce her right through the veil. Enzo stepped forward, kissing her hand gently as they reached the bottom of the stairs. He held his arm out and Elara took it, for once shy in the presence of so many officials, including the king.

	“Helion dress does you justice, Elara.” The king’s voice reached her, his eyes running up her outfit. She felt Enzo’s arm stiffen as he led her out. 

	“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she dipped her head as the party was escorted out to waiting carriages. Merissa and Leo stepped into one before her as the king sidled up to her.

	“Plans have been drawn up and put in place,” he murmured to her as she made to follow Enzo and the others into the carriage. She felt him snatch her hand and bit back the restraint of illusioning herself into his worst nightmare for the insolence.

	“So, I’ve heard. I trust that everyone is prepared for what may come after tonight?”

	The king again seemed to peer right through her veil, his gaze shrewd. “The palace is on high alert. Soldiers already deployed to the borderlands, scouts further ahead into Asteria to send news of an oncoming Star. This had better work. When it is time to make the killing blow, you can not hesitate.”

	Elara’s lip curled behind her veil as she leaned down, snatching her hand from his. “Believe me,” she promised, “I won’t.”

	He took a step back as she settled into the carriage, Enzo’s eyes burning flames at his father as he rapped on the side to signal the driver. A vicious smile came to the king’s face as he watched them ride off.

	“I like your jacket,” Elara murmured beneath her veil. Enzo smiled, his gaze flicking to her.

	“I’m becoming increasingly fond of draguns.”

	“I love it,” Elara replied, her heart soaring.

	“What did my father want?” Enzo asked coolly, shifting so that he was touching Elara.

	“Nothing, he was just making sure I was prepared for what may happen after tonight.”  

	Enzo’s gaze bore into her veil as Leo and Merissa shifted uncomfortably opposite them.

	The further away they got from the king’s presence, the more the four seemed to relax, an ease at their reunion rising between the group. The only thing missing was Isra’s dry humour—the seer was meeting them in front of the temple.

	“Who’d like a little communion wine before the service begins?” Leo smiled lazily, pulling out a hipflask. 

	Merissa’s eyes widened. “Leo, could you be more sinful if you tried?”

	“Oh, you have no idea, Merissa.” He winked.

	Elara snorted as Merissa’s face grew pink. “It seems our commander has already had a swig or two.”

	He laughed, passing the hipflask to Elara who took two large gulps beneath her veil, before passing it to Enzo.

	“We need something to get us through this hell,” Enzo muttered, taking a large swig himself. He passed it to Merissa, who debated a second, before she knocked the flask back.

	“What?” she asked sheepishly as everyone looked at her in amusement. “Enzo’s right, we’re going to need it.”

	The mellow liquor left a warm, soft feeling inside Elara, easing out the tension and pressure of the day. Enzo took the hand that rested between them with his own, stroking a thumb over the back of her hand.

	Before they knew it, the carriage came to a halt down a backstreet. The small alley led to the grand piazza where Leone’s temple stood. They could hear the roar of a crowd already, music and shouts drifting towards them. Elara fiddled with her veil, checking over Merissa’s too before they descended into the packed street. 

	It was bedlam. People snaked the backstreets leading into the square, fanning out for miles, pressed in together in the sweltering heat. Enzo gripped Elara’s hand, pulling her through the crowd as they screamed and cried to the prince, paying homage to his light. They begged for his blessing, for a touch, and Enzo played his part well. He nodded and smiled, grasping the hands of all who reached out to him as he continued to drag a bewildered Elara into the main square.

	The square was even worse, bodies cramming to try and enter the temple, desperate for a glimpse of Leone, heads peering over each other and jostling. Enzo remained looking straight ahead, and it was like a sea parting as bodies moved to the sides, allowing his way to clear. The four walked to the entrance as shouts and blessings followed them.

	“May the Light bless you,” an old woman shouted out to Enzo.

	“And you,” he smiled, raising the three fingered symbol of worship out to her. The crowd went wild, clapping and swooning as they reached the steps of the temple.

	“Enzo!” a voice shouted, and they spun to see Isra waiting by the steps, a golden veil over her.

	“Fucking hell,” she seethed, coming towards them. “I nearly got trampled amongst those sycophants.” She cast a withering look to the crowd. “Whatever compels them to worship a Star that does nothing but look at his own reflection is beyond me.”

	“Isra,” Merissa admonished. “Keep your voice down. We’re literally outside his temple.”

	“What’s he going to do? Smite me where I stand in front of all his devotees?” 

	Enzo snorted as he led them all into the cool entryway, the clamour of the crowd dulling behind them. “Is my father already here?” he asked Isra.

	“Yes, he came about five minutes before you. He’s already in his usual seat.”

	Enzo nodded grimly, releasing Elara’s hand. “This won’t take long,” he said to her. “Stay with Isra and Merissa. After the service there’ll be a lunch and then we can head straight to Aphrodea.”

	He squeezed her hand once before making his way to the inner temple doors, Leo behind him. Elara saw Enzo’s hand reach out to a small dish filled with water, flicking it before bringing three fingers to his temple, and then he was gone.

	“Come,” Merissa said, ushering them in after. They crept in, the service already starting, organ music resounding through the cavernous temple. There were benches lined with nobles and aristocrats—the more important one was, the nearer to Leone’s altar they sat. The three women sidled into a pew right at the back, Elara taking the seat nearest the corner by a large window made of stained golden glass. The temple was stifling, the stone building doing nothing to keep out the heat. Her eyes scanned the crowd, falling on where Enzo had taken his seat beside the king. In front of them, the altar stood, and Leo led the royal guard close by.  

	There, sat on the raised dais, facing the adoring crowd, was Leone. He lounged in a throne of gold, the back splayed out into light rays that stretched out from all sides. He wore only a robe, spun from what looked like pure gold, shirtless underneath. Elara saw a peek of leanly muscled stomach as he adjusted himself, looking out smugly to the crowd.

	The service began properly, the music tailing off as a priest began to drone, reciting the many wonderful things that Leone had done for Helios, and how sacred ‘the Light’ was. Elara stifled a yawn, tuning out the blatant lies and hypocrisy that the priest proclaimed. 

	Gods, it was hot. Her veil was stifling, she felt like she could barely breathe beneath it with the heat beating down on her. She turned her gaze to the stained glass beside her, marvelling at its beauty, at the Light that danced through it onto her. She was a woman made of shadows, and yet after so long in the depthless dark of the dungeons, she had found a new love of the Light.

	The service continued, communion about to be taken as a show of respect to Leone. She watched idly as a procession began to line up for a sip from Leone’s chalice, filled with ambrosia, as the priest blessed them with his light. This veil, she could not stand it. Noticing how preoccupied everyone was, she looked around quickly, before folding it back. She subtly drew shadows to her to make herself even less conspicuous as she took a deep breath, sighing quietly.

	Merissa looked to her. “You had better put that back on this instance.”

	“Yes, Mother,” Elara drawled, making the most of the open air. She closed her eyes for a second, revelling in the rays that played across her face. A small smile came to her lips as she felt the warmth of them, then raised her arms to pull her veil back down. She looked back to the altar, where Enzo was staring at her, the cup of ambrosia to his lips.

	She hurriedly pulled the veil back over her face before anyone turned to see what he was looking at. 

	“Drink,” the priest was saying in a monotone, “and be blessed.” Enzo’s eyes, which looked so warm and honeyed, did not leave her as he took a deep drink.

	“Do you hold the Light close to you?”

	“Yes,” Enzo breathed, still not looking away from her. Elara felt her cheeks heat and was suddenly glad for the disguise.

	“Do you promise to honour beauty and art, the things that Leone holds dear, every day?”

	His gaze burned into her. “Yes.”

	“Do you renounce the Dark?”

	Enzo grinned, still looking across the crowd to her. She bit her lip, smiling. There was a silence as they held each other’s gaze.

	“Your highness, I asked, do you renounce the Dark?”

	There were murmurs through the crowd as Enzo took his time. His lip quirked.

	“Yes,” he finally responded, not taking his eyes off Elara.

	“Then be blessed, the Light washes away your sins.”

	 The priest blessed him, holding his fingers to Enzo’s temple before Enzo bowed his head, heading back to his seat.

	Isra leaned over to Elara. “He definitely does not renounce ‘the Dark.’” She punctuated her sarcasm with her fingers. Elara heard Merissa chuckle next to her.

	Finally, Leone stood, his palms raised in supplication as a line formed to kneel at his feet. Elara rolled her eyes, making her way out swiftly with Merissa and Isra into the entranceway as they waited for the crowd to file past. The organ began again as people swarmed out in droves, back into the blaring crowd which screamed, “Hail Leone!”

	They waited for the temple-goers to dissipate until finally, Enzo appeared with the king and guard in tow.

	“Enzo, oversee the lunch will you? You can all leave for Aphrodea from here.”

	Elara bristled at the order, regardless that it was what she would have done anyway.

	“Leone has gone, no doubt to walk the streets and drink in the adoration for him. Pay your respects at the banquet, make the priest feel appreciated, you know how it goes. I’m heading back to the palace. Can’t stand a moment longer in this place.” 

	Enzo nodded tightly to his father as Idris, his advisor and the royal guard paved a path through the square back to the royal carriages. 

	Leo remained behind. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?” he muttered.
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	The banquet hall was smaller than at the palace but still as beautiful. Large, carved, glassless windows opened onto an enclosed garden, where dawnbirds played in a trickling fountain. The peaceful sound of the water gurgling and birds chirping floated through the cool room. The moment Elara entered, she removed her veil, grateful to breathe in the private space. Enzo walked to the head of the large, marbled table, turning to say something. Instead, he stopped still, looking to her as she drank in the room.

	 “You look so beautiful, El,” he breathed. “When you took your veil off during the ceremony, I could barely look away.”

	She turned to him in surprise, glancing to where his hand was gripping the top of a seat.

	She winked, smoothing down the gilded feathers of her skirt, even as her heart thrilled at his words. “Merissa did a good job, didn’t she?”

	His smile was radiant as he walked back over to her, taking her hands in his. “No. No, this is all you.” His eyes ran over her face, snagging on her lips. It was still a wonder to her that those eyes could hold so much, make her feel so much, just by the way he looked at her.

	She heard the rest of the party’s footsteps and Enzo smoothly turned.

	“Sit next to me.” He gestured to the other chair at the head of the table.

	“Enzo, I think it will draw attention if I’m sat at the head of the table with you.”

	“And?” He gave an arrogant smile.

	She took a seat beside him reluctantly, Merissa and Isra filing in, their veils also gone. They settled in on Enzo’s right. Leo came in last, sitting by Elara’s left. A few acolytes walked shyly in minutes later, two priestesses and a priest in training, the golden hoods of their novice robes drawn up, even in the heat.

	They took seats that laid spare quietly, turning expectantly to the door.

	Finally, the priest from the sermon joined, his face drawn and severe, his brown hair pulled sharply into a low ponytail. He wore his own robes, dripping in jewels. A chain with a yellow diamond the size of an egg nestled against his chest. He settled at the other side of the table, facing Enzo and Elara. The priest’s eyes looked from one to the other. A look flinched across his face as he registered Elara’s eyes. Elara looked to Enzo questioningly, but Enzo hadn’t noticed, instead engrossed in conversation with Merissa and Isra.

	Food was brought out immediately, a rich array of meats and fish that were all served on golden plates with solid gold cutlery.

	“This must cost a fortune,” Elara whispered to Enzo as she took a plate, smiling to the server. The server looked startled, averting his gaze.

	“Enzo, why is everyone looking at me as though I have the plague?”

	Enzo sighed, taking a goblet filled with honeywine and bringing it to his lips. “I’d like to say it’s your beauty they’re astounded by, but those that serve the temple are a little wary of having an Asterian in their midst. Pay them no mind.”

	Elara pushed her feeling of unease down, determined to remain unaffected. She followed Enzo’s lead and piled her plate high with the food that lay before her. Herby and citrus scents mingled, enough to make her mouth water. She selected a few vine-leaf parcels stuffed with jasmine rice, a slice of fish dressed in lemon and thyme, a few buttery sweet potatoes, and green beans tossed in oil and rock salt.

	The priest stood, raising his hands.

	“Here we go,” Enzo muttered next to her. She pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.

	“Blessed Solstice,” the priest began. “Let us give thanks to the food before us.”

	The acolytes closed their eyes and began to murmur prayers over their plates. Elara looked on, smiling. She, too, pressed her hands together. When she opened her eyes, Enzo looked amusedly at her.

	“What? Just because I detest the Stars, does not mean I despise all the sentiment. We should show gratitude and give thanks to have food on the table. I just choose not to direct it towards the Stars.”

	“Then who do you direct it to?” he asked as the priest continued with his prayer.

	Elara looked at him for a long time. “To those who deserve it.”

	“Blessed be,” the room echoed. Elara and Enzo turned back to their plates. 

	They began to tuck into their food, talking amongst their own group before Elara realised that the priest had not sat down. Instead, he was staring right at her.

	“Your Royal Highness,” his voice carried down the table, “I apologise for interrupting, but I have a qualm that I must speak on.”

	“Speak,” Enzo said, his mouth full as he devoured his plate of food.

	Elara’s stomach curled with dread.

	“I have made a promise to the king to be discreet about who may be in attendance. He has informed me, and I swore to not speak a word of her presence to anyone but the trusted few acolytes in this room.” The priest tripped over his words hurriedly. “I do not dispute you or our king’s plans, nor your reason for having her amongst us. However… it would go against my faith to not speak on it. It is most improper to have an Asterian here, dining with us in this temple on the day that worships the Light.”

	Elara’s ears roared with anger and embarrassment. Her hand twitched, shadows begging to break free and wrap darkness around her, or to illusion her away from this place. There was the clatter of a knife and fork as Enzo stopped eating, laying them down. He raised his head slowly.

	The priest looked furtively to Enzo, then Elara. The whole room had gone quiet.

	“She has a name,” Enzo said, each word clipped and quiet.

	The priest looked disdainfully to Elara.

	“I’m sorry but I must implore that the witch be removed from the temple.”

	In a blinding flash, light snapped out and strung itself around the priest’s throat. In the same moment, two icicles whirled through the air, pinning his cloak to the wall behind him with a hard thud, his jewels clattering together loudly amidst the gasps in the room. Elara jumped involuntarily, a hand coming up to her mouth in surprise as she looked to Isra. The seer hadn’t moved from her chair, a cool smile on her face as her hand rose elegantly. Elara’s eyes snapped to Enzo, who stood half out of his seat by now, hands firmly planted on the table in anger. But his brows were furrowed in confusion, and his eyes wide in shock. Elara followed his gaze behind her, finally understanding where the source of light was.

	“What did you just call her?” Leo spat, his arm outstretched, squeezing his light. Frost began to creep from the icicles towards Tomaso’s hands as he shivered. A look passed between the prince and his two friends before Enzo sat back down. Merissa’s eyes were narrowed in pure hostility at the priest. 

	Leo’s powers crackled through the room, dangerously close to morphing into lightning, as the priest coughed and spluttered, his face turning red as he choked for air.

	“It’s strange,” Enzo drawled, leaning back in his chair. “I thought you a priest, Tomaso. Since when did you become so well versed in strategy and government? Do you have noble blood we’re unaware of? He must be a lord; he speaks with such fervent opinions on these matters, Leo.”

	Leo’s eyes narrowed at Priest Tomaso, who gaped wordlessly like a fish.

	“What was that? Sorry I couldn’t hear you.” Enzo leaned forward, raising a hand to his ear. His eyes, burning orange, were the only tell of how he truly felt.

	The acolytes, eyes wide, looked between the prince and their priest. “Please release him,” a young woman pleaded, a tremor in her voice. 

	Enzo’s eyes flew to her, his eyes like shards of crystal, before fixing back on the priest.

	“Isra, shall we release him?”

	“Only if you allow me to freeze a finger or two first. I heard frostbite is a nasty thing,” Isra crooned.

	Enzo chuckled softly as the priest paled. “I didn’t think you anything other than a hypocritical letch who steals money from the temple coffers to fund the luxuries you pamper yourself with, Tomaso.” 

	The priest’s eyes widened.

	“Did you think I wouldn’t know? I possess the sight, remember? Leo, Isra—release him.”

	They did as commanded, Leo’s light dimming and Isra’s icicles melting. Tomaso fell to the floor, choking and gasping loudly. Enzo only smirked, though the smile did not quite reach the cold glint in his gaze as it remained fixed on the man.

	“This is sacrilege, Your Highness. It goes against all that the sect of Leone stand before.” Tomaso coughed, dragging air into his lungs, trying to move his fingers.

	“Have you not learnt your lesson yet? Do I need to oversee your manners myself?” Enzo hissed, rising. He towered above Tomaso as he stalked towards him. The priest cowered. “Do you think I care of what the sect of Leone stands for, of your faith?”

	“What you are saying is blasphemy, my Prince,” Tomaso stammered, wincing as Enzo leaned over him.

	“Blasphemy? I renounced faith in the Stars a long, long time ago.”

	The priest’s eyes bulged in indignance. Enzo leaned forward. “You have your gods.” His eyes flicked to Elara. “I have mine.”

	The priest’s mouth opened and closed again, only the threat in Enzo’s eyes keeping him from saying anything further. Mortification still flooded through Elara as all eyes in the room observed her. She pulled surreptitiously at the shadows in the room, wanting to curl up in them, but knowing she had to act like a princess instead. A formidable one. She raised her chin, calling forth a gleam of nightmare as she met every single gaze lingering on her. They averted their eyes quickly.

	Enzo stood straight, stalking back to the table.

	“I apologise, my Prince, for any offence I may have caused.”

	Enzo picked up his knife and fork as he continued to eat. “Now, apologise to Elara.” The Lion smiled slowly.

	Elara hid her own as the priest looked to her.

	“I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

	“You will be,” she murmured softly as her shadows extended to him. “Although you may find it hard to believe, I am a princess in my lands, and no one ever speaks of me like that and lives. Embarrass me again, and I shall have your head.”

	Tomaso gulped audibly as a shadow traced his lips softly, before retreating. He bowed, terror in his eyes as he scurried to the door. Enzo stood abruptly, scraping his chair out as he marched after him.

	The door remained ajar, enough so that Elara could hear.

	“Speak about our conversation to anyone and I will see to your execution myself.”

	“Yes, Your Highness,” the priest stammered.

	“And ever—ever use the word witch again and you will find yourself begging for Leo’s light and Isra’s ice; for the fire I will reign upon you will be of nightmares.”
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Chapter Forty

	 

	Enzo stormed out of the temple, Elara and the others hurrying to keep up as the harsh afternoon Light bore down, the shadow of the temple a stark contrast against it. The crowds had dissipated, everyone veering off into their groups to enjoy private parties and celebrations of the solstice.

	Enzo didn’t say a word as he led them down small alleys before reaching a royal carriage. “Everyone in,” he commanded tightly.

	“So…” Isra broke the silence, “Anyone want to talk about what the hell happened back there?”

	Enzo looked to Leo.

	“The prick deserved it. He insulted Elara,” Leo muttered, flexing his hand.

	“Thank you,” Enzo said quietly before Elara had chance to. “If I’d stepped forward, I doubt I’d have kept him alive. You both saved my ass.”

	“Can’t have our beloved prince going around maiming priests, can we?” Isra grinned.

	Enzo snorted, the fraught tension dispersing as the carriage began its ascent back up to the palace.

	“Thank you,” Elara said, emotion choking her. “I know I could have handled it myself, but for you to all have fought for me… thank you.”

	The group admonished her, shaking off her thanks.

	“Like it or not, you’re family now, Elara,” Leo smiled, stretching an arm out of the carriage window as Isra and Merissa nodded. “We kill for our family here.”

	Elara beamed as she sank back into the velvet cushion, happiness swelling inside as Leo’s words sank in. Enzo looked down at her, taking her hand and squeezing it.

	The carriage halted at the back of the palace. Enzo leapt out first, raising a hand to help Elara down. The others followed, admiring the rushing waterfall in front of them. Elara noted the stone steps that led down to where the revel had taken place. What a long time ago it all seemed.

	“How in Star’s name do we get to Aphrodea from here?” she frowned. Merissa only looked at her slyly. Enzo cast a look at the carriage as it drove off. Once out of sight, he dipped around the corner of the cliff. Elara followed, curiosity at her heels. The roaring of the waterfall greeted her first, a thundering crescendo as gold spewed down the cliff face. 

	“You can’t be serious,” Elara said as she looked to it. Enzo chuckled and reached for her hand, the others trailing behind. She followed where his gaze fell. Beneath the huge arc of pouring water was a hewn stone path on the cliff’s side, a dry space that the water bowed around. He tugged her impatiently as they set off along it. 

	“Don’t look down,” Enzo shouted behind her. 

	“As I recall, I’m not the one afraid of heights. And I have shadows to save me.” She smiled sweetly. 

	They continued walking until they were directly underneath the cascading water and she took a moment to look in wonder. It was like being encased in a liquid gold bubble, the Light filtering through in warped patterns.

	 Enzo leaned against the rock for a second, watching it too. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

	She nodded in awe. 

	Then, with another tug they moved again. They were halfway down the cut when he stopped them all. He felt around the smooth cliff face, his brow furrowed in concentration. With a satisfied smile he pressed. A hole in the cliff face opened. Elara looked on, agape. 

	“Told you,” he winked, pulling her into the opening. It was less of a cave and more like a tunnel. Leo’s light flared behind them as he and Merissa followed. The air smelt like magick. It weighed on her shoulders, its smoky incense reminding her of Isra. 

	“What is this place?” she asked in wonder. 

	“It’s an ‘in-between’,” Isra replied. 

	Elara laughed out loud. “They don’t exist.”

	 “Do they not?” Enzo asked, raising an eyebrow with a smirk. 

	Suddenly Elara heard the music. “How is this possible?”

	Merissa and Leo chuckled behind her. “There are places in Celestia,” Merissa explained, “that act as shortcuts. There are only a very few in the world, and one just happens to be right on our doorstep. We believe it was the magis in Castor who created them. They’re very good with bending reality.” She waved a hand around the cave. Elara’s heart raced as she saw a light at the end of the tunnel. 

	Enzo turned to her, arms outstretched as he walked backwards out of the darkness.

	“Welcome to Aphrodea.”
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	Elara heard it before she saw it. Boisterous music that made her feet twitch to the rhythm and her nerves somersault. Horns, trumpets, saxophones: all the sounds floated to her in the warm afternoon breeze, blaring. A palace lay before her, the sprawling capital of Venusa below it. She stopped to admire it, stunned. It looked like it was sitting on clouds. The candyfloss wisps of the Aphrodean sky wrapped around the base of the palace as white and dusky pink columns stretched higher into the sky. Roses climbed up and around the building, every shade of blush imaginable. She staggered a little as Leo snorted behind her. 

	“Decadent is the word you’re looking for,” he said. 

	“Overkill more like,” Isra muttered.

	“Hey!” Merissa argued. “This is my home you’re talking about.”

	“Sorry, Merissa,” Leo and Isra chimed in unison.

	“So, the plan is to create as much of a spectacle as possible, draw attention to ourselves, make it known that Elara is with us,” Enzo said.

	“He really has a talent for stating the obvious,” Merissa observed drily. 

	“We’re guests of the palace today. The queens know we’re arriving for their solstice. And they don’t know anything about you other than that you’re part of our court.” He glanced to Elara. “That means you have to show them who you are.”

	“Don’t worry Enzo,” Isra walked up to him, patting him on the shoulder. “We’ve got it all figured out.”

	“That doesn’t make me feel at ease,” Enzo muttered.

	They blended into a parade of celebrators off the dusty path from the cave, singing jovially. Elara looked around her as they were swept into a huge crowd dancing their way to the palace. She’d never seen anything like it; the music, the food, the pure joy in celebrating the longest day of the year. They didn’t celebrate the summer solstice in Asteria, saving their festivities for the winter solstice and Hallow’s Eve. This was so vibrant, so alive. She whipped her head around, looking for Enzo. Firm hands gripped her from behind and she smiled up at him, elated. She saw couples everywhere, dancing to the beat of a drum as pink washed their world, the sky lit up like sherbet. A handsome Aphrodean man danced up to her, his bronzed skin making his eyes even more green. 

	He took her hand. “My, why haven’t I seen you before?”

	“Because she’s with me,” Enzo crooned, stepping between them. The man took one look at his crown and tumbled on forward as Enzo grabbed her possessively, pushing her in front.

	 “What was that for?” she hissed. 

	“Remember what I said, Princess. I’ll burn this place to the ground.”

	She let out a low chuckle as they moved and swayed, snaking up the pavilion to the grand palace on the clouds. She spotted Isra getting straight into the spirit. The way she moved was so carefree as her hands twined in the sky and a laugh lit up her face as she stomped her feet to the music, entwining with strangers. Merissa blew a kiss to Elara as she passed them with Leo. She wound her hips sensually, so casual with the way she moved her body. Elara smiled to herself. Yes, Merissa was Aphrodean through and through. 

	She readied herself as they reached the palace doors, the parade dancing through the open halls to the throne room. 

	“Elara,” Enzo said, and she stilled at the hesitant note in his voice. “I’m a prince here, and well…” He ran a hand through his curls, adjusting his crown. “They may expect me to… receive guests.”

	Elara allowed herself a small smile, already knowing what to expect thanks to Merissa. He led her to the edge of the parade. 

	“It’s just a stupid solstice tradition, but the queens will probably expect me to dance with members of their court. There’s a huge Aphrodean dance they all perform.”

	Elara flashed him a bright smile. “Don’t worry about it,” she said and marched off into the cavernous hall as he followed, confusion on his face.

	The drum beat increased, trumpets blaring as hip swaying music led her to an enormous throne room—bigger even than the one in Helios. It had been fashioned to be a ballroom as much as a receiving room. She squinted, spotting two female figures lounging in chairs at the opposite end of the room, watching the spectacle. People from all different places were dancing, Elara had already spied a few Svetans, Kaosians and Concordians, all by their features and the fashion they wore. She marvelled that although they weren’t from Aphrodea, each knew the steps flawlessly to dances Elara didn’t even recognise. She realised in that moment just how sheltered she had been, how cut off from the rest of the world and their cultures she was. With a sigh she followed Enzo down the side of the throne room to greet the queens, losing sight of her friends. Enzo approached the throne, a hand to his chest. 

	“Your Majesties,” he said, his tone filled with charm. “Thank you for having me at such short notice.”

	“Nonsense,” a beautiful queen said, her skin golden, a smattering of freckles on her nose. She raised her clear green eyes to him. “You are always welcome here, you know that Lorenzo.”

	He kissed her hand. 

	The queen next to her smiled, white hair cascading down her back, her eyes a piercing blue. “And who is this beauty?” she asked, leaning forward

	“Now Fleur, stand down.” A smirk rose to the freckled queen’s face. 

	“Where have you been hiding her, Enzo?” 

	He smiled tightly. Elara’s heart pounded. This was the moment. Once the words left him, the plan would be set in motion.

	“This is Princess Elara, the rightful Queen of Asteria.”

	Fleur stilled, her eyes jolting to Elara, then Enzo. “You can’t be serious… we heard you were dead,” she breathed.

	“Your Majesties,” Elara curtsied, making sure to keep her back as straight as any princess would. “He speaks true. Enzo has aided me since I managed to flee the palace on the day of my parents’ untimely death. And flee Ariete’s capture, too.”

	The freckled queen leaned forward in her throne. “Do you know the danger that you will attract being here?” she asked, voice low.

	Elara raised her chin, making sure to look the green-eyed queen dead in the eye.

	“I know the risk. I want word to spread. Aphrodea seemed the biggest scope for just that. I have survived. And I am ready to fight for my kingdom.”

	Fleur looked over her appraisingly. “Well Enzo, I can see why you chose to help her.” There was a twinkle in her blue eyes. “She has as much fire in her as you do.”

	Enzo smiled at her, his eyes filled with pride. “She does.”

	“Well don’t let us stop you. Enjoy yourselves. Just be sure that whatever it is you have planned, does not interfere with our citizens.” The freckled queen’s green eyes turned cold. “Otherwise, you won’t like how we involve ourselves.”

	Elara curtsied low. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your Majesties. And when I take my rightful throne, my first promise is to open Asteria to other kingdoms, and to hopefully form a relationship with you both.”

	The queens both smiled, inclining their heads. “We hope sincerely that you do,” Fleur whispered. 

	“Queen Fleur. Queen Aria.” Enzo bowed

	“Looks like the dance is about to start.” Queen Fleur remarked.

	 “Have fun, and be careful.” Queen Aria’s eyes twinkled.

	Enzo pulled her back through the crowd, placing her near the front of a line of people spectating. “Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he breathed, taking his crown off again to rake a hand through his curls.

	“I thought I was going to vomit,” Elara said, laughing shakily.

	Enzo chuckled. “Not my queen.” She smiled up at him as he looked ahead of her to where the dancing was starting in earnest. “This won’t take long,” he murmured.

	The dancing crowd parted, creating a circle around a space.

	Elara could hear the music soaring above the crowd, the familiar upbeat rhythm that she had been practicing all week. She heard the drums and trumpets. The notes rose and rose, a frenzied melody A spotlight, clearly charmed with Helion magick, landed on a jester, dancing and jumping around the balcony above the dancefloor. The band was behind him, dancing as they played.

	 “In honour of the Prince of Helios,” the entertainer’s voice roared above the music, “DANCE!”

	 There were woops and whistles as the trumpets resounded, people surging to the dance floor. Enzo was swept into the middle of it, feigning embarrassment as he put his head in his hands. Elara hid a smile. She knew he loved the attention. The tune struck up fully, a heavy beat of drums and the trumpets again, setting up a fast, carnal rhythm. 

	There were more shouts from the crowd, the jester riling them up. The first woman stepped forward and braved her dance. A stunning Aphrodean girl with brown hair to her waist and deep olive skin slunk forward. She writhed like a serpent as she made her way to Enzo. 

	Elara narrowed her eyes as a voice said silkily behind her, “Are you ready?”

	Elara turned to see Isra smirking, Merissa peering over her shoulder with barely controlled glee. 

	Elara rolled her eyes. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

	Isra scoffed. “I didn’t waste my time teaching you all week for you to balk now.”

	 “You?” Merissa asked incredulously. “All you did was sit and critique.”

	“Yes, and a fine chunk of my precious time it cost me,” Isra replied primly.

	The brown-haired girl had made her way off the dance floor to where a stunning Kaosian woman with wine-red hair was winding her waist, pressing her rear into Enzo’s crotch as she leaned forward. She spun, sinking low as she undid a button of his shirt. Elara’s hand itched.

	“Easy,” Isra warned. “Please don’t go all lady-of-darkness on her ass.”

	Elara clenched her jaw. This was not as easy to watch as she thought it was going to be. Her eyes were pinned to Enzo as he looked around the room. With a sigh, he stood as the redhead dragged him to his feet. There were shouts and cheers as more joined in the dancing, men and women on the outskirts beginning to dance to the pounding beat. 

	“Aren’t you supposed to be doing something a little more important?” Elara looked away a second to glare at Isra who gave a nonchalant shrug.

	 “Not really. But I do love this song.”  She kissed Elara’s cheek before snaking her way onto the dancefloor, pulling a pretty, blonde girl from the crowd with her. 

	Elara’s eyes followed them, searching again for Enzo. Jealousy, hot and cold at the same time, curdled in her stomach. The beautiful redhead was still attached to him, grinding herself low, moving sensually. Elara gritted her teeth as silver flashed in her eyes. 

	“That’s it,” Merissa murmured behind her. “Let that jealousy fuel you. It will make it all the more sensual when you land in his lap.”

	“I’m not jealous,” Elara muttered.

	“Isra was right, you are in denial.”

	Elara cast Merissa her most withering stare, the kind that usually made men turn and run.

	“You know what’s coming up next,” Merissa continued, unfazed. “We’ve practiced it a thousand times. It’s now or never, El. All eyes on you.”

	 Elara crossed her arms, the golden mirrors in her dress suddenly digging into her chest. It felt too tight as she tried to summon her courage and quell her anger. She couldn’t tell if Enzo was enjoying himself, dancing so closely to another woman. Shouts of encouragement came from the entertainer, livening the pace, encouraging everyone to become more uninhibited.

	 The air was charged, the Aphrodean magick beginning to take hold as the solstice got well and truly underway. Elara watched Isra move, so beautiful and confident, and let it fuel her.

	“Come on, Elara,” Merissa urged, squeezing her hand before she herself made her way to the dance floor. A flicker of movement caught her eye and she saw Leo making his way past her. The moment was coming, it was now or never if she was going to join in.

	Seats were dragged out onto the dancefloor as every member of court dancing knew which part would next come. Enzo was pushed down into a seat by the Kaosian and Elara breathed out through her nose. 

	All eyes on you, she heard Merissa urge in her head. And so, with a few deep breaths she counted down the beats of the song until the final moment, looking to the pink lightdown streaming through the glass palace roof. One, two, three…

	The spotlight struck her just as planned by Leo, his light spilling towards her as she stepped out, the mirrors shining rays off her as though she was the Light itself. The music ceased, reaching the part of the song where only an acapella voice sang for three beats. She waited as the crowd spun to the source of the brightness, gasping in wonder as they saw her shine. Then, with a smile to Leo, who winked, on the next beat of the drums, she plunged the hall into darkness, shadows wrapping around her. 

	To their credit, the band continued, using the excitement to fuel the music and atmosphere as screams and gasps filled the space. The voice continued to croon, as she moved, slinking, through the middle of the crowd, the shadows hiding her. When she spotted Enzo, looking around in anticipation from his chair, she smiled. Counted down. Then, on the next drum beat, she vanished her shadows.

	Light seemed to explode back into the room as the crowd saw her straddling the Prince of Helios on his chair. Enzo’s eyes flew to her in shock. 

	There were more gasps, murmurs, and whispers through the crowd. A shadowmancer, in their midst?

	“It looks like we have an Asterian amongst us,” the jester shouted, his excitement shrill. There were hollers and cheers of encouragement as the onlookers overcame their shock. Elara was taken aback for a second. She had been led to believe her whole life that others despised Asteria, yet here was this elated mass of people from every reach of Celestia, cheering her on.

	She waited, looking up to the balcony. Saw Leo beside the jester, whispering into his ear. The jester’s eyes widened in disbelief.

	“And not just any Asterian, but…ladies and gentlemen, may I present… the lost Princess of Asteria, Princess Elara!”

	Gasps and screams coated the air as the music continued, the jester burbling nonsense as the news whipped through the crowd. All eyes on Elara, straddling Enzo. She kept her back straight, smiling down at Enzo, whose eyes were twinkling.

	Then, over the shock, or perhaps caught up by the excitement of it all, to have such a story to tell, members of the crowd began joining the dance. She heard a shout, louder than the others, probably Merissa, as she smiled. The jester was possessed, his murmurs of encouragement becoming shrieks as the music continued to blare.

	“Let’s see what the prince and princess have got,” he screamed, and the crowd cheered back.

	 “Surprise, Prince,” she whispered to him as she leaned forward, pressing herself into him. He swore, too low for anyone to hear, clenching her waist with his hands. Her skirts hitched around her as she rolled her hips again for good measure in time to the music as others cheered again, recognising the first moves of the dance. Others leapt to their own chairs.

	“What the fuck is going on?” he whispered.

	“The girls and I had a few tricks up our sleeves.” She smirked. “You needed all eyes on me, didn’t you?”

	Enzo let out a disbelieving laugh as his gaze trailed down to where her hips moved like water.

	“Did you enjoy dancing with those girls?”

	 “Not a single one,” he purred, bringing his eyes back up to her with earnest. In one swift move, she spun so that her back was to him, her hair cascading behind her. She felt one hand tighten as the other pushed it to one side.

	“I didn’t get to appreciate this dress from the back,” he added.

	“Take a good look then.” She arched her back, widening her legs and dipping forward so that her full back was on display, the delicate gold chains slipping across it.

	“Yes,” he said, and she felt him lean forward, trailing his nose up one of the scars exposed. “An exquisite dress.” 

	She rolled her hips from where she sat. “It is. Almost as nice as the golden lingerie I have on to match.”

	Strong hands grasped her middle, pulling her back to him. She felt a hand snake up around her front, holding her neck as he brought her ear to his mouth.

	“I never knew you were such a sadist, Princess,” he murmured into it, his nose skimming the column of her throat. “Now you’re just being cruel.”

	She gave a wicked smile as she pressed back into him, arching her chest. “I’m just following orders. I’m getting better, aren’t I?”

	She stood, Enzo following her as she turned to him, lacing her hands with his. His eyes burned into her as he twirled her, holding her to him as he sank further into her.

	“Don’t expect me to have a coherent thought right now, Elara.”

	He pulled her in hard, his hands still gripping her waist so that there wasn’t an inch of space between their bodies as they continued to grind to the music, her back flush with his front. 

	“I didn’t know you would be such an exhibitionist,” she teased. She turned her neck to look up at him and saw his pupils blown, only a look of pure intent colouring his eyes. 

	“When you look like that who could blame me?” He murmured the last words onto the exposed part of her neck, his gaze flicking to her lips. 

	She didn’t answer and instead reached an arm behind his neck. His calloused hands tightened and the roughness of them through the material of her dress sent spikes of apprehension through her body. With an almost laziness, he ground against her, one hand now trailing down her side to the slit in her dress.

	“So, we’re going to give them a show?” he murmured into her ear, tongue loose from the lust-filled energy now throbbing around the room. The solstice was reaching its peak and, true to Isra’s word, the energy was palpable as the charm of the kingdom took over.

	 “Yes,” she breathed as his hand started grazing the outside of her naked thigh, his hand concealed by her skirts and his hips still grinding slowly to the music. She jolted at the sudden contact of bare skin and hissed. 

	“You sure you want to play with fire?” he carried on, that delicious hand creeping higher and higher, bunching the sheer fabric around her hip as cool air began to play on her. He grazed his thumb over her hipbone, and she moaned softly, leaning into him, letting her head fall back onto his chest. She was no longer aware of what everyone else was doing, if they were watching. 

	“We both know I'm a match for yours,” she replied breathlessly, drunk on the Aphrodean air, her every sense constricting to the feel of his devilish hand.

	“Mmm…,” he rumbled onto her neck. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

	 He trailed the back of his hand down her thigh for emphasis and she arched into him even more. He chuckled softly

	“Then show me,” she hummed. 

	His grip on her tightened, bringing slight coherence to her addled thoughts. He pushed into to her, harder, and she could feel him hard against her.

	She sucked in a breath. “We probably shouldn’t be doing this here,” she said, hearing her own raging heartbeat, every cell in her body begging for more. 

	“All the more reason to.”

	That damn breath on her neck was going to be her undoing. That, and the hand that she was trying to ignore creeping higher and higher towards the ache between her legs, now slick with want. 

	“Enzo,” she breathed, a plea. He hissed through his teeth.

	 “Elara,” he bit out. She fell still as he brushed her inner thigh, so close to the spot where her ache was building. She raised her eyes to the room, readying herself to grind lower, to cloak them in shadows, or illusion them, something, just to pull his hand in further and stop the desperate desire coursing through her. 

	A loud spatter of applause made them both jump, and they looked around. She saw Merissa at the forefront of the crowd, a gleam in her eyes as she clapped. Others joined in, shouts and chants, the crowd going wild, the jester above dancing and skipping around his balcony.

	With a false grin, Elara extricated herself from Enzo’s hold, curtsying low. There were whistles and she waved them off, as the crowd clamoured to her.

	“Is it true?” a woman asked, lunging for her. “Are you Princess Elara?”

	“It can’t be,” a young man said, grabbing for her hand. “The lost princess before us.” 

	“You’ll have to take tea at our country home,” what appeared to be a duchess added, greed in her eyes as she looked over Elara.

	Enzo walked in front of her, his demeanour changing and hardening as he became the Lion again.

	“Spread the news far and wide.” His voice carried like that of a king over the crowd. “Princess Elara is alive and in Helios.” 

	The crowd chattered excitedly, clawing for Elara as Enzo parted the crowd, pulling her through to the open doors and the corridor beyond.

	Enzo led her out until they reached the palace entrance. Her heart was thundering.

	“That was incredible,” Elara breathed. “We did it. We succeeded.”

	Enzo tugged at his trousers. “Next time a heads up would have been nice.”

	Elara snorted. “You’re just bitter that a few rolls of my hips brought you to your knees.”

	“Now, why doesn’t it surprise me that it would give you pleasure to see that?”

	Elara grew even more heated, want still running through her.

	“I have to say,” he said, breaking the silence with his usual ease, “I’ve not been a very good date. All I’ve managed to do is seduce you, and little else.”

	She laughed, the tension broke as she finally met his eyes. “You didn’t seduce me,” she retorted. “If anything, I seduced you.”

	He paused, looking at her. “For once, I think you’re right.”

	She laughed. “I’m always right.” 

	She made to walk forward but he pulled her back. “When the Light struck you, I nearly lost my mind. I think my heart stopped.” 

	Elara scoffed, pulling him forward. 

	“The way you looked tonight. So confident, so sure of yourself. A queen, in my kingdom’s dress.” He shook his head, lost for words as he looked up to the sky. 

	Elara’s eyes softened as she stopped resisting him, taking his hands. “It was an honour, Enzo.”

	 “Come with me.”

	Elara frowned, looking behind to where the crowd was still chattering amongst themselves in the ballroom, peering over shoulders to try and find her. “Are the others still in there?”

	He bent forward so that his breath caressed her lips. “I’m counting on it.”

	Without an explanation he dragged her out of the palace into paradise.
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Chapter Forty-One

	 

	Elara had to hand it to them, the Aphrodeans were a people of beauty for a reason.

	Candles lined the square that they entered, floating by enchanted magick through the sherbet pink sky. The piazza was suspended in the clouds and this time Elara was able to register just how surreal they looked. She felt that if she reached over the side, she’d be able to pluck a cloud like candyfloss. She said as much to Enzo. 

	“You can, you know.”

	Elara looked at him incredulously. “You’re joking.”

	“Stars’ honest truth.” He placed a hand solemnly over his heart. She looked to him again, hesitating, then walked to the raised wall of the piazza. She reached out tentatively and gasped as her hands wrapped around the pink cloud. She pulled a wisp off, marvelling at how it settled on her palm. She looked to Enzo again who nodded, grinning.

	She stuck her tongue out and delicately touched the tip of the cloud. It dissolved immediately, the taste of sweet spun sugar coating her lips. She gasped, placing the whole wisp in her mouth.

	“Told you,” he said, coming to stand by her. “Want to see what else Aphrodea has to offer before we’re hunted down?”

	The smell of buttered popped corn floated towards her as Enzo led her into an adjoining square through a small alley. Rounds of golden tents and stalls circulated the place, the rose gold of the palace a beautiful backdrop as the blush dusk hung low in the sky. In the centre of the square was a swimming pool, streaked with peach and pink to mirror the pastel evening sky on the brink of lightdown. She walked with Enzo in tow past stalls, eyeing the offers. One stall sold wishes, glass jars trapping the swirls of gold within. Another sold protection crystals and coins. Another, siren’s tears to seduce a man. 

	She looked up to Enzo, smiling faintly. “Remember that?” 

	He scoffed, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “How could I forget nearly dying?”

	“What Isra said, about seeing what you desire in the water…”

	“I saw you. It was only a second, but it was enough to scare me shitless.”

	Elara pursed her lips, nodding coolly and pretending to concentrate on a jar label that read ‘Sweet Dreams’, lavender clouds suspended within it. 

	“I saw you, too,” she said, clearing her throat. She could feel his arrogant smirk without looking, and just as she suspected, he was a picture of satisfaction.

	“I know,” he said.

	“Vain creature,” she murmured.

	They continued, swaying to the upbeat music in the background as they perused the wares on offer. Elara slowed by some enchanted mirrors that, when looked into, changed one’s appearance. Candles beside them caught her eye that, when lit, snuffed out all surrounding light. Elara scoffed at those. 

	“What a cheap party trick,” she grinned as she subtly wove shadows around Enzo. She realised these magickal objects were desired by people all over Celestia, powers they craved that were different from their own.

	 Her fingers trailed the stalls, smiling at the wonders. They walked past the pool towards a small alley, adjacent to the first. At the end, Elara saw another beautiful piazza, the music wafting to her from that square. She drifted towards it, enchanted by the ebb and flow of the tunes. This square was even more beautiful. White twinkling glow-worms were suspended through the air and buildings, making them resemble a constellated sky. Couples dressed in all shades of the kingdom danced in the centre. The music slowed, rocking her like a lullaby as the couples slowed and moved closer. 

	“Come,” he said, looking over the dancing couples. “I want to show you something.”

	 She lifted her skirts, giddy, as she followed him down twisting cobbled passages.

	“I’m starving,” she said as she smelt fragrant food on the night breeze. 

	“Shocking,” he replied, and tugged her to yet another adjoining square full of food stands. Baked cakes filled with honey and nuts piled high, sticky with sugar. There were oven charred breads laid next to them, hot and flat, smeared with a tomato paste and melted cheeses. 

	“Now this looks interesting,” she said to herself, gesturing for one for each of them. The man behind the booth smiled at them and cut them each a triangle. She moaned into the slice as she bit it, the warm salty tang of tomato and dough dancing on her tastebuds. 

	“You take pleasure in everything, don’t you?” Enzo asked, amusement dancing on his lips. 

	“I do now,” she replied, taking another huge bite. “It was you who inspired me. To keep Sofia’s memory alive. Live every moment of my life as though it is art.”

	 They wandered up a gentle slope, and Elara gasped. Before her was a path of rose petals, in every shade of pink imaginable, winding higher and higher around the palace. Enzo gave a small smile as he pulled her onto the flower adorned trail.

	“Go on,” he said.

	She looked around in awe as they continued to walk up the incline. “I promised myself, after that conversation on my balcony, that I would find something to give thanks for every day. The smell of a rose—” She stooped down to scoop a handful of petals, inhaling deeply. 

	“The way that the Light dapples through my window when I wake; the way words in a book can transport me to another time, another world.”

	 She took a breath and turned to him as she said softly, barely more than a whisper;

	“The way your eyes look like molten gold, with specks of amber in them. The way they look as if they’ve trapped the Light within.”

	Enzo’s face softened as he took both of her hands in his, pulling her closer. 

	Dragunflies and glitterbugs flitted and flickered, glints of silver in the heavy air. She looked around and realised they’d halted on a rooftop, the winding steep path landing them right on a palace terrace. She looked around wildly as she realised that she could not see anything below them. They were in the clouds.

	She gaped at Enzo, who only smiled. The cast of Light laying over the clouds was sprinkled with rose and lavender, and the scent of sweetness hung in the air.

	“I brought you here because it reminded me of the day you used your powers properly. We soared into the sky, into the clouds—”

	“I remember,” she said softly. “Of course, I remember. I turned around and thought how happy you looked. How handsome happiness looked on you.”

	An almost pained look shot across his face, as though he were aching. “How do you do it? See so much beauty despite everything that’s happened to you?” he asked

	“Because I grew up with everything handed to me. Sheltered, with everything I could possibly desire at my fingertips. And the Stars ripped it from me, a whole life torn from my grasp, person by person, piece by piece.”

	She looked to him, her eyes open and warm. “Now, I want to live deeply. For Sofia and my parents. And to appreciate every small moment for what it is. Because you never know when it might disappear before you.”

	He smiled so wide that his teeth showed, extending his hand before her. 

	“Dance with me Elara. Properly?”

	A soft refrain began from the square below, the croon of a love song and a muffled stream of piano drifting up with the scent of roses. Enzo lay his hands on Elara’s hips, hesitant. Watching her every reaction. His eyes were steady, the gold and honey that she found herself looking for in every room. Her breath hitched, and he held his eyes on her as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Then without saying a word, they began to dance. 

	It was not the sinful, lust fuelled dance that they had done below. Instead, it was a soft swaying, an excuse to touch. The music seemed to soar up to meet them and the dawnbirds ceasing their singing, as the night fell. 

	Elara felt a cool breeze tickle her neck as Enzo spun her, holding her with her back to him. They stayed like that, swaying as his hands gripped her front. She was aware of every part of her skin that touched his. His breath caressed the bare nape of her neck and fire shot down her spine. She stiffened, the intensity of her feelings in limbo. 

	Elara knew in that moment that if she stayed, if she let her heart give in to this moment, that the present as she knew it would disappear. Something cataclysmic would change between them, and she would be completely at Fate’s whim for whatever hurt came from it. But she was sick of her destiny being in the hands of the Stars. Selfishly, she wanted something for herself, wanted to ignore the prophecy—just for a night.

	So, she looked up heavenward, felt the hard, broad presence of his body behind hers and, with a sigh, tilted her head to lean it back on his chest.

	It was a small shift, a soft gesture. 

	Yet the world rocked. 

	He moaned softly behind her, half between a whisper and a prayer. The emotion in that one wordless sound crumbled all resolve in her and she spun around, eyes blazing silver. His were soft and open, never leaving her face, his hands still on her waist. As the croon of the love ballad reached crescendo, he took a step closer and cupped her jaw, the other in her hair. 

	They held that moment, a millisecond that could have been a lifetime. 

	And if a tipsy guest had stumbled up the flower filled path for some air, they would have seen the impossibility of silver and gold, shining off the two. 

	Time stopped a moment as they peered into each other’s souls, a question on both their lips. 

	A breath. 

	Then his lips were on hers and sparks flew off her in showers of white. 

	His touch was soft but insistent. Desperate, like a pilgrim searching for a saint. She felt as though all she had been searching for was here in this kiss. The world finally made sense. Something slipped into place like a part of a puzzle returned. She grabbed the back of his neck, pulling him closer, wanting to devour the very essence of this moment, of him. He whispered her name into her mouth, and she moaned, falling deeper into the kiss. She was dizzy with it, this ache and want, unsure as she kissed him how she had ever gone so many days without doing so before. 

	Suddenly, there was a loud bang. An explosion of light painted the rose sky, causing Elara to break away startled. She looked to Enzo, lust drunk, lips swollen. Flashes caught her eye, cascading from the sky in droplets. 

	“Lightworks,” she whispered, turning back to him. “Was that you?”

	 “I told you that this kiss would be one for the ages,” he grinned, pulling her back to him as a kaleidoscope of sparkles painted the sky. 

	“You took your sweet time,” she breathed.

	He gave a half smile, murmuring onto her lips. “It would have been bad luck not to today.”

	His lips trailed her cheeks, her eyelids, her jaw as she whispered his name again, savouring how it sounded on her tongue.

	 “Gods, I love my name on your lips,” he whispered, affirming her own feelings. In a second his were on hers again, hungry and wanting. She revelled in it until she had to come up for air, gasping.

	“I don’t know how I didn’t do this the first day I met you,” he said, the words guttural as he clenched her waist to him for emphasis. 

	She pressed her forehead to his. “Me neither,” she whispered back. They both smiled into each other, sharing a breath.

	“My, my, what a sight to behold.”

	 Elara spun at the sultry, sweet-dripped voice as Enzo swore loudly, shifting himself in front of her.

	Torra appeared through the cloud, every bit the Star of Lust and Beauty that she was. Her hair this time fell to her waist, now black against her gleaming brown skin. There was a figure behind her, difficult to make out

	“Torra,” Enzo said coldly.

	“Hi, pretty.” She gave a tinkering wave.

	“Are you not going to greet me, Lorenzo? I gave you my favour after all.”

	Elara’s eyes widened as Eli stepped from Torra’s shadow, a lazy smile on his face. She saw Enzo’s jaw clench. 

	 “With all due respect, what do you both want?” Elara demanded.

	Torra sashayed forward, a grin on her lips. “Now, Elara, is that any way to greet your host on such a blessed day?”

	“The last time I saw you, you were happy to stand by and watch as Ariete used me as a plaything. I think I’ll pass on the niceties.”

	Torra’s smile turned razor sharp, and it was more frightening than even Ariete’s.

	“I got your little friends into the palace, didn’t I?” she asked, her tone still sugary sweet.

	“And I made sure you didn’t drop dead from my sister and Ariete’s work,” Eli said quietly, coming closer.

	Torra glanced to Enzo. “Enzo, I wonder if you could take a walk, as Elara, Eli and I have a little chat.”

	A bleak laugh erupted from him. “Not-fucking-likely.”

	“Oh, I think you will,” Eli interjected. He picked an imaginary speck of dust from his black shirt. “Unless you want her to know?”

	Enzo stilled, in such a way that unnerved Elara. She brushed her way out of his shield and walked forward.

	“Know what?” she hissed, looking between the two.

	She could see flames in Enzo’s eyes as they burned into Eli. The Star only raised an eyebrow.

	“All this threatening is awfully tacky, Lorenzo. I don’t like to resort to it.”

	“Know what, Eli?” she asked again.

	He pinned her with his black stare. “His secret.”

	“Enough,” Enzo snarled.

	“Enzo, don’t worry. You don’t have to tell me. Whatever you told Eli is none of my business.”

	Eli let out a sharp laugh, and Torra threw him a reproachful glance.

	 “Enzo,” she motioned to him with a dismissive wave of her hand. With a strained look to Elara, he began to walk. 

	“I’ll be right over there,” he said tightly, casting another venomous glance to the two Stars.

	“What in heavens is going on?” Elara hissed. “And why is everyone so committed to speaking in fucking riddles around here?”

	Torra chuckled lightly as she threaded her arm through Elara’s. Eli came to her other side, towering over her.

	“This conversation has been a long time coming,” Torra said, her face resigned.

	“I know it was one of your priestesses who foresaw my prophecy.” Elara’s voice held a deadly, velvet edge. “Do you have any kind of idea what it’s made of my life?”

	“It doesn’t look like it hindered much if what I walked in on is anything to go by.” Torra tried to hide a smile. She flicked a lock of hair behind her shoulder with her free hand.

	“That’s not—”

	“Not what, Elara? Are you really going to try and lie to the Star of Lust in her own kingdom? You don’t think I can feel it from you?”

	“Let alone see it in your mind,” Eli muttered.

	“Get out of my damn head, Eli,” she spat.

	He shrugged, smirking.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Torra,” Elara snapped.

	Torra sighed. “This isn’t the road I wanted to go down with you.”

	“Then answer me this. Why me? Why this prophecy? I’m to fall in love with a Star and it’s to kill us both? So why do I—”

	She stopped, breathing out of her nose. She glanced around once to check Enzo was not in earshot.

	“Why do I feel the way that I do if I’m destined for another?” She paused. “Is the prophecy even real?”

	“Everything that has been spoken over you is to happen in divine timing.” Eli replied impatiently. “If we reveal more, it could change the course of your path irreparably.”

	Elara gave a cold laugh. “Ah, yes. The Stars always writing our fate in the skies, then doing nothing to help us. We’re puppets to you.”

	“No,” Torra said vehemently. “The prophecy my priestess gave rings true. But so does your heart. I can feel yours.” She gently lay a palm over Elara’s chest. “Look deeper, Elara. Inside you is something ancient. Something I can only guess at.”

	She moved her palm to cup Elara’s face. Torra smelled of night jasmine, and Elara’s heart hurt a little to look at her beauty. “I hope you prove me right,” she added softly, dropping her palm.

	Elara heard running footsteps and whirled, Enzo doing the same from the corner where he stood. 

	Merissa came into view, golden hair streaming. 

	“We have to go, now. The crowds are becoming unmanageable, they’re all clamouring to see Elara.”

	 She stopped, her gaze flicking between Eli and Torra. Resting on Torra, Merissa grimaced.

	“Hello, Daughter,” the Star of Lust crooned, smiling.

	Merissa’s lip curled as Enzo and Elara’s eyes widened. “Hello, Mother.”
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Chapter Forty-Two

	 

	“Mother?!” Elara shouted incredulously. Her head flew between the two women. “Tell me this is some kind of joke.”

	She heard Eli chuckle as Merissa cursed profusely. Enzo paced over, as shocked as Elara.

	“Yes, please tell me this is a joke, Merissa. Please tell me that I haven’t been hosting the daughter of a fucking Star under my roof for years.”

	His face was dark, the kind of dark that made Elara’s stomach somersault. “It all makes sense,” she murmured. “I never understood how Merissa had used her powers in Asteria that night to glamour you.” Her stare turned icy as she pierced Merissa with it. “Because she’s part Star, the wards didn’t work on her.” 

	Merissa bit her lip. “It’s true,” she said quietly. “But not in the way that you think. I’ve been helping you all along. And Mother is—”

	Elara gave a sharp bark of laughter at the title.

	“Torra, isn’t like the others. Not like Ariete,” Merissa added in a hushed tone.

	Torra raised her chin. “We remember a time before Ariete claimed his crown as King of the Stars, a time of peace and paradise when we first fell to this world. There are some of us who want those times back.” She gave a pointed look to Eli. “And I am not the only Star who seeks the same.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed. “You?”

	Eli smiled. “Clever girl. Yes, not nearly as repulsive as my twin, Gem.”

	“And he likes you.” Torra smirked. Eli’s eyes twinkled.

	Elara felt an arm snake protectively round her waist.

	“Something to say, Eli?” Enzo called. 

	“Now, now, no need for such overprotective antics,” Torra interrupted as Eli made to step forward. “It’s why I helped you both get into the palace. It’s why I risk coming to speak with you now. And it’s why I will keep the secret that you escaped Ariete’s clutches.”

	“Don’t,” Elara interrupted. “The whole reason we’re here is so that word will get back to him that I’m alive.”

	Eli looked shrewdly to her. “Whatever you’ve planned, you’d better make sure it’s fool proof. Ariete will not be duped again.”

	“Ah yes and you, his right-hand man, would know, wouldn’t you?” Elara retorted sweetly. “I don’t trust you as far as I could throw you,” she added, her voice hardening.

	“Then you’re wiser than most,” he crooned back.

	Torra inclined her head, unbothered by the exchange. “Perhaps I’ll allow the rumours to circulate naturally by my beloved kingdom. After all, the more time you have to prepare, the better.”

	Enzo looked over the goddess warily.

	“Ariete won’t allow anyone to visit him in Asteria anyway. Not one of us Stars have seen him since Enzo… disfigured him. He’s still healing.” She turned her attention to Enzo. “You have power that I’ve never seen the likes of before, Prince. His vanity suffered as much as his pride. His skin is only now just healed from your fire.”

	Enzo seemed to puff his chest out a little as Elara and Eli both rolled their eyes.

	“We’re on your side,” Torra said softly. “If you need me, my daughter will be able to reach me.” The Star sashayed up to Merissa. “You’d best all leave now before the chaos reaches you. I can hear it below now—word has well and truly spread of the warrior princess standing against a Star.” Torra smiled. “Stay safe, Daughter.”

	Merissa nodded tightly. Elara and Enzo walked with the Stars to the path’s entrance away from the terrace.

	“And one more thing Elara.” Eli bent in so that his charm enveloped her. Elara fought back a shiver. “Remember who you are, and the world will remember it too.”

	He pulled away as Torra looked on. “Goodnight,” Torra said, slinking down the path and out of sight. Eli loped after her, with only a long glance back to Elara.

	“Well it seems that the Stars’ type happens to be you, Elara.” Enzo’s lip quirked as he pulled her to him. “I can hardly blame them.”

	Elara heard Merissa chuckle, forgetting about her for a second. Enzo seemed to do the same, whirling on her.

	“When were you planning on telling us that you’re a demi-Star, Merissa?”

	Merissa shrugged sheepishly. “We have a… complicated relationship. I barely see her. And I knew what you’d think.”

	“Wait,” Elara said, her mind whirring. “So Lias is your brother?” She thought back to the winged Star at the masquerade.

	“Half-brother.” A look of contempt lit her face. 

	“Does anyone else know?” Enzo demanded.

	Merissa bit her cheek. “Leo does.”

	“Son of a—”

	 “Enzo, please don’t take it out on him. I told him in confidence after she drove me mad last month during one of her visits. It’s not his fault, it’s mine.”

	Enzo paced as Elara’s gaze softened. It was so like Merissa to take the fall for anyone, her kind heart unable to let anyone else get into trouble. She went to her, hugging her close to her.

	“What I don’t understand is... Why stay in the palace as a maid when you’re the daughter of a Star? You could have a palace, riches, anything you wanted.”

	“Like I said,” Merissa answered quietly, “it’s complicated. I’d rather have something that I didn’t have to owe to my mother.”

	“Well...” Elara mused, “Despite all my logic, I’m growing fond of her.”

	Enzo snorted, shaking his head. “Merissa, you could have told me.”

	Merissa looked at him, unconvinced. “Enzo, have you met yourself? You looked ready to incinerate me a second ago.”

	Enzo finally laughed. “No more secrets, Merissa. We’re a family. I won’t breathe a word to my father, I promise you.”

	“Thank you,” she sighed in relief. “All I want is to go back to the palace and act like this never happened.”

	“I mean, I don’t know how I’m going to feel about a demi-goddess dressing me from now on.”

	Merissa slapped her arm. 

	“So, do you have any other powers besides glamouring?”

	Merissa chewed her lip as starlight burst forth from her in light pink rays. 

	“Holy Stars,” Elara whispered. “What abou—”

	“You can ask me every question that I know is burning inside you later,” Merissa interrupted, dimming the light to nothing. “But on a more urgent note, we need to go, now. Leo and Isra are waiting by the in-between.”

	They hurried down the path, following Merissa’s lead through the twisting and turning cobbled streets and piazza, avoiding the crowds still searching for the lost princess. Elara drew shadows to herself from the lamplit streets, keeping herself inconspicuous as they raced to the in-between. At some point Enzo grabbed her hand, squeezing it tightly as they moved.

	“Look Elara, what Eli said before about his favour—”

	“Enzo,” she interjected. “Stop. The idiot had no right. I trust you. Whatever you told him must have been worth a lot. When you’re ready to tell me yourself, I’ll be here.”

	Enzo went to say something, but a group of street performers barrelled between them. Before Elara could rejoin him, Isra approached from the other side, beckoning to the cave entrance, a grin on her face as she met her.

	“Elara, that dance, the shadows, everything…” She raised a hand to her lips, kissing it. “Perfection. The whole world is going to be talking about it soon.”

	“Isra, Torra is my mother,” Merissa blurted out, coming in behind Elara, Enzo on her heels.

	Leo’s eyes widened, as Isra frowned, bemused.

	“Okaaaaay,” Isra drawled out. “Anyone want to tell me what happened in the last hour?”

	“Sorry,” Merissa said as they slipped into the in-between. “Everyone else found out, so I thought you should know.”

	“Yes, I already know that you knew, Leo,” Enzo added, his voice low.

	Leo clenched his teeth, cringing. “Please don’t kill me.”

	Enzo laughed softly. “You’re forgiven. It’s one of the reasons why you’re my best friend. You kept her secret.”

	“Oh, get a room,” Isra exclaimed, slinging an arm around Merissa. “So, daughter of a Star, eh? This doesn’t mean you’re going to start acting all holier-than-thou now that we know, does it?” 

	Merissa chuckled, grasping Elara’s hand, who was walking beside her. “Nothing’s going to change at all. Although, you don’t seem very surprised.”

	“Eh.” Isra shrugged, glancing between Enzo and Elara. “Nothing can shock me nowadays.”

	“We need to celebrate.” Leo came up behind Elara, jumping on her. “Let’s be honest, this is the last time we’re going to have chance to for a while, word is going to spread fast.”

	Elara groaned, pushing him off her. 

	“Elara absolutely nailed the plan, Enzo nearly passed out in front of an entire court because of it—”

	“I did not,” Enzo hissed as Leo continued to grin. 

	“And Merissa’s a fucking demi-Star,” Leo continued, “I say we party.”

	Enzo squinted at the oncoming red glow from Helios’s side of the in-between. “Well,” he stated, “it looks like we’re just in time to catch the last of Helios’s celebrations.”

	“We didn’t miss it?” Merissa squealed. “Oh, it’s my favourite.”

	 Elara took one last long look back to the weak, pink glimmer still filtering through the tunnel from Aphrodea. Their people were still dancing and revelling long into the night. She captured it, the beautiful place that had gifted her a first, real kiss with Enzo. With a small smile, she tucked it away and turned back to the conversation.

	“Elara, we have to get straight to your rooms when we get in to change.” There was a wicked smile on Isra’s face.

	She felt Enzo come behind her and wrap his arms around her waist as they walked.

	“Oh yes, Princess. You don’t know how happy I am knowing that we’re not going to miss this,” he whispered into her ear.

	“I swear to Stars, if one more person doesn’t start speaking plainly, I’m going to choke you all with shadows.”

	Isra chuckled. “Helios obviously has the biggest celebration of the solstice,” she said, sidling up beside her. “And let’s just say, by the time we get there, people will be very… taken by the power of it. The event is like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Makes Aphrodea look like a tea party.”

	“Yes, certainly better than anything you saw back there,” Leo added, scoffing.

	The group approached the cave entrance again, the waterfall cascading before them to conceal it. The mist spraying on her face was warm as Elara stepped gingerly, once again, onto the small precipice. She was greeted by the familiar scent of duskdaisies and night jasmine as they all finally stepped back onto Helion soil. One by one, the group ducked under the billowing golden water, making their way to flat land.

	The moment they did, Merissa yanked Elara away from Enzo.

	“If you don’t mind gentlemen, we have some preening to do.”

	“See you in the throne room?” Enzo asked. Elara only had time to smile and nod before she was yanked away by Merissa.
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Chapter Forty-Three

	 

	The women swept through the palace, Elara barely taking in the glorious decorations—gold gilded at every opportunity. The three hurried down a corridor with candles suspended throughout, an offering to Star Leone and the Light.

	“Mer, Isra,” Elara said once the doors to her room were closed, barely containing her excitement as she shrugged out of her stiff dress. “We kissed.”

	“What!?” Merissa exclaimed, squealing. “Tell me everything.”

	“I’m shocked.” Isra’s tone was deadpan as she sank onto Elara’s bed with a smirk.

	Elara threw her a vicious smile before going to sit at her dressing table. 

	 Merissa tutted. “You won’t be wearing stays tonight,” she said slyly, looking to the cinched corset that Elara hadn’t yet removed.

	“None of us will.” Isra was smiling as she inspected her nails. “When we celebrate the Light in Helios, the rebellious few of us also respect the Dark. For one day, this solstice, we allow it and all its vices. So, the moment the clock strikes midnight, things get uninhibited and unrestricted.”

	Merissa was practically skipping as she went to Elara’s wardrobe. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have planned the perfect dress for you?”

	“You didn’t.” Elara’s eyes widened as she whirled in her seat.

	“Oh, yes she did,” Isra grinned. “And may I say,” she added, “you’re going to look edible.”

	“But before all that,” Merissa waved a hand, pulling Elara’s hair behind her in the mirror. “Details, Elara!”

	Elara smiled, glowing at the memory in the clouds. “It’s been building for a long time,” she admitted.

	“You don’t say.” Isra cast her a dry look. “Do you know how long I’ve had to suffer from your lingering stares and brushed hands. It was killing me.”

	“You can say that again,” Merissa muttered, tugging on Elara’s hair. Elara laughed.

	 “It felt like… like I’d just been walking around with part of me missing. After our first kiss in Asteria, and all the mess that came with it, he said he wanted our next to count.” 

	Merissa sighed dreamily, painting her lips. “Do you think it’s going to happen tonight?”

	“Mer’s very delicate way of saying, are you finally going to fuck?”

	Elara scoffed at the bluntness. “Gods I want to. He’s so—” She moaned for emphasis and Merissa flashed her a wicked smile.

	 “Don’t ever let him know that I said this, but if there is one thing about that man, it’s that you can just tell he knows how to satisfy a woman. It’s in his walk. I’m a daughter of the Star of Lust, I should know.”

	Heat bloomed through Elara.

	“Gods Merissa. Please don’t tell him, he doesn’t need the ego boost,” Isra groaned, rising from the bed and floating to Elara’s closet to scan the dresses.

	“And speaking of which, now you’ve reminded us, are there any other life secrets you want to share with the group?” Elara raised an eyebrow in the mirror to Merissa as the demi-Star smoothed Elara’s thick hair high on her head.

	“I promise you that’s it,” Merissa replied, her cheeks flushing a little. “I feel so free now, like a weight is lifted from me. I don’t have to hide it anymore.”

	“So, Lias is your brother,” Isra smirked. “You know I once heard a story of a girl literally fainting as he walked past her, she was so overcome by his charm.”

	“Sofia told me once that a man from Concordia threw himself off a cliff because Lias wouldn’t return his love,” Elara chimed in.

	Merissa rolled her eyes. “I don’t speak to him. I barely even speak with my mother. As you can imagine, she’s not the most maternal of women.”

	“So, how did you end up here?” Elara asked.

	“I refused everything my mother offered me growing up. And I never knew my father since Torra would never speak of him. So, I grew up on the streets of Aphrodea. I had her protection of course, if needed. But I clawed myself up through society. I started washing pots for a lord in Aphrodea. Then, I was a seamstress for a duchess in Helios. Finally, an opening came to be a lady-in-waiting in this palace. That’s all I wanted. To provide for myself, somewhere safe that I could call home. And a family of my own choosing.” Merissa’s eyes shone as she looked to Elara and Isra. “I’ve found it with you.”

	“Merissa,” Isra pouted her bottom lip as she wrangled her into a hug.

	“My hair,” Elara grumbled, joining them as they all clutched each other.

	Merissa shooed Isra off her as she made sure it hadn’t been mussed in the crush.

	“What’s wrong?” Merissa asked as Elara’s eyes shone.

	“It’s just, I wish Sofia was here to see this. To be part of this. She would have loved you two.” Elara willed her tears away as she looked at the ceiling. “Especially Isra,” she laughed.

	Isra’s hazel eyes glinted with amusement. “She is with you El. She’s always with you.”

	 “Enough of this,” Merissa chided, sniffing loudly. “Or I’ll never get this makeup finished, and we’ll miss the whole thing.”

	Isra floated back to the wardrobe, disappearing behind the screen with a wisp of orange. Merissa waved her hands in front of Elara a few times before clapping them.

	“All done. Your dress is hanging there.” Merissa pointed, helping her up. With a wave of her hands, the laces in Elara’s corset came undone. She took Elara’s seat, preparing to charm herself. 

	Elara strolled to the dress, fingering the material thrown over the wardrobe door. A deep forest green silk slid through her fingers. She raised it up, making her way to the bathing chamber to change. 

	“Remember, no underwear,” Merissa called to her. Laughing, Elara shimmied off her undergarments and slid the dress over her head. The material felt cool against her skin, sending delicious shivers up her bare skin. She turned to the mirror closest to her and gasped. 

	Elara barely recognised herself. She’d never worn a dress like it before. Sheer panels the colour of emeralds slid down her legs and pooled like molten lava at her feet. A slit so high that you could see the curve of her hip crept up a thigh, showing length of tanned leg. Two thin straps graced her shoulders, the neckline plunging dramatically. Merissa had slicked her ebony hair up into a high ponytail, a golden cuff placed at the base of it, its length swinging to her waist. The look left her face severely open, showing every sharp plane of her high cheekbones, smoked kohl winging her eyes out felinely, her lips shimmering like diamonds, ripe for kissing.

	 “Merissa,” she whispered, in awe at her reflection. “I think you’re making me seduce myself.”

	There was a howl of laughter.

	“Show me, show me,” Merissa trilled. Elara, with a final look at herself, dark and dripping seduction, sauntered back into the room. Merissa’s jaw fell open. 

	“El... I think you’re seducing me.”

	“Damn,” Isra said, walking out from behind the screen. “Edible.”

	“Says you.” Elara looked over Isra admiringly. The seer had chosen a glorious orange gown, sinfully sheer to tease at her soft curves beneath it. Merissa got up, pushing Isra into the seat as she worked her magick on her too.

	“You sure you don’t want to be my date? I’m much prettier than Enzo.” Isra winked from the mirror.

	Elara laughed—something that felt so good. She was on a high from Aphrodea, surrounded by sisters and the man she— her thoughts stopped her short. No. That was not the road she was going down tonight. A deep part of her recognised that perhaps the reason that tonight felt so euphoric was because, if everything went according to plan, soon she would have to leave for her own kingdom, far from her life in Helios and Enzo. Perhaps it was better that way, to save them both the heartache that her prophecy would bring if she stayed. She gulped, promising to enjoy the night even as the thought nagged at the back of her mind.

	Music floated through the great halls of the palace up to the room, a deep and sumptuous bass that signalled the uptight decorum was over and the sinful delights of night had begun.

	Merissa looked to Elara with a devious smile. “It’s begun,” she whispered. “But we’re going to be fashionably late. Trust me,” she waved a lipstick at Elara, “it’s all in the plan.”
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	Elara was on her third shot of fire liquor, wincing against the smoky cinnamon spirit that Isra had found in the kitchens—abandoned for the evening.

	“Lion’s courage,” Isra grinned. “It’s so rare we get to be together just us three.”

	Elara nodded, a pleasant buzzing filling her body from the warm alcohol. “Let’s just stay here,” she joked to Merissa, who was finally finishing charming herself in the mirror. 

	“Trust me, El, you’re definitely going to want to be in Enzo’s lap tonight rather than mine.”

	“What actually is it about tonight that makes it so special?” Elara pondered aloud.

	“It’s hard to explain.” Merissa put her lipstick down, squeezing her cleavage in the mirror. “The solstice is a charged event as it is, the most celebrated day in Helios. By the evening, something animalistic takes over.” She glanced to Elara. “It’s as though all your worries and cares are stripped to the hunger that lies deeply within you.” She stalked towards her, hips sashaying in her skin-tight red dress. 

	“You give in to all you’ve ever wanted,” Isra murmured on the bed next to her, pulling Elara up. “Just... be aware.” She pulled a face. “You looking like that, well... Enzo may just turn into the lion the world whispers about.”

	Merissa cocked her head to the music. “Time to jump into the fray.” With a wink she led her to the door. “I’ll go first.”

	“Wait,” Elara started. “I want us to go down together.”

	Isra grinned. “I like your style. Triple threat. Gods help them all.” She came up to Elara’s left, linking her arm and passed her the bottle once more.

	 “Fuck it,” Elara muttered, taking another swig. Merissa came up to her right, taking her other arm, and a large gulp from the bottle.

	“Ready?” Elara asked. The women nodded and stepped out of the room.

	Elara’s heart pounded with anticipation as she walked arm-in-arm with Isra and Merissa. With her chin high she stilled at the top of the grand staircase, assessing the scene below. Women in all kinds of wisps of fabric milled around, the sensuous thump of music raising the energy. Elara saw a couple against a wall, the woman kissing another’s neck, heady with the lust. 

	Another had her legs wrapped around the waist of a tall, muscled soldier, her dress hitched around her hips. Elara felt fire, becoming one with the energy, longing to feel the pleasure set before her. She turned to Merissa, whose eyes were already near black, then to Isra, whose cool gaze was surveying the scene below with a mixture of amusement and desire. The three slowly began to sashay down the grand staircase, noticing with satisfaction the heads whipping their way and the mouths agape at the power radiating from the trio. Tall soldiers and courtiers alike snagged their gaze on Elara’s slit, Isra’s curves, Merissa’s suggestion of a dress. A beautiful woman with hair the colour of firelight, in little more than a brassiere and skirt, licked her lips at Elara. She ignored them all as she reached the ornate golden doors of the great hall. A handsome soldier, shirtless with his muscles rippling, came up to Isra and offered his hand.

	“Move,” she scoffed, dancing away from his grasp. Elara stifled a laugh. 

	She could hear the music reverberating louder, so deep she could feel it pulsing through her. It only added to the anticipation already moving through her body, knowing Enzo was waiting behind the door. Beyond here was where the true debauchery began, Merissa had said, as she described the dimming of torches, and the way the music slowed to a tantalising beat beyond.

	The guard by the door, his mouth gaping ajar, coughed. “After you ladies.” 

	The door swung open.

	Enzo was sprawled on his throne, his jacket discarded, and his shirt unbuttoned low. His commanding energy radiated from his fire-lit eyes, hazy with ambrosia, his crown tipped on his head of midnight black. He was talking to Leo over his shoulder, who was exhaling pink coloured smoke from his mouth, sucking a pipe indolently. A beautiful woman with olive skin, blue-black hair and deep brown eyes was talking and laughing with them.

	“Now, there’s my date,” Isra murmured, her eyes transfixed on the beautiful woman.

	“You didn’t tell me you were courting someone,” Elara whispered.

	“It’s casual,” she replied, her eyes roving up and down the woman.

	Elara’s eyes narrowed as she saw Raina slink over to Enzo’s side—the chestnut-haired girl from the first night she’d arrived at the palace. She began to vie for Enzo’s attention, but to Elara’s relief, she soon walked off, tired of being ignored. 

	Steeling her nerves, Elara began to walk, Merissa and Isra falling into step. They took their time down the long aisle of the throne room, hips swaying. Elara barely registered the sweet scent of the smoke that filled the air and the writhing bodies in shadows of the room, dancing and grinding, or moving and moaning behind gauze sheets that lined the cavernous room’s walls. Her eyes never left Enzo as she took her time, willing him to look at her. 

	She saw his body go rigid as though he sensed her before he saw her. His eyes flew to her. They locked, the cup of ambrosia in his hand falling to the floor as a predatory glint came to his eyes. His lips parted. Leo turned to see what had caused Enzo’s commotion and laid eyes on Merissa. He choked on the smoke he was inhaling, spluttering a cough as Merissa continued to sway towards him. Elara bit back a smile. Isra’s date had a smirk on her face as she admired Isra moving closer.

	Elara let her arms loose, leaving the women to veer off to their dates as she continued walking. It was only a few steps to Enzo’s throne until she was standing close enough to smell the intoxicating amber scent that followed him everywhere. He straightened in his chair, a muscle in his jaw ticking. A lion poised.

	“Elara.” The words were low, said in a voice she barely recognised, and her name uttered from that wicked mouth of his sent a coil of heat from her stomach to her core.

	“Prince,” she crooned out, barely a breath.

	His jaw clenched and she saw his hand curl against the arm of the chair as he leaned forward. “You’re late. I thought maybe you’d fallen asleep.”

	“Did you miss me?” she murmured, taking a step closer.

	His gaze trailed from the pools of chiffon, right up the slit of her gown. He moved in his throne and met her gaze, his usual charm and composure sliding on like a mask.

	“Always.” He smiled, that same lion’s smile.

	He extended a hand to her, his sleeves rolled to show his broad muscled arms, taut with tension. “Come with me,” he commanded.

	“I think I’ve changed my mind about taking orders from you,” she murmured, leaning into his ear.

	A low sound escaped him before he murmured back. “You have five seconds, Princess, before the very little restraint I have disappears and I decide I don’t mind an audience. Five seconds until I decide I’ll take you on this throne right now.”

	 Butterflies fluttered through her as she gave a slow smile, taking his hand as he rose from his seat, leading her to the shadows. Parting sheer gauze, Elara felt her stomach flip further at what lay beneath. Furs lined the small compartment, one of many that had lined the walls of the throne room, just for the night. A low divan with soft pillows, food spread on platters and bottles of ambrosia lay on the soft floor. A large glass pipe like the one Leo had been smoking from lay near the seats. As though her dark nature had taken over, at one with the solstice, she turned to Enzo who followed in behind her. She pushed him onto the divan and he laughed softly. 

	She joined him, straddling him, and with a moan his lips crashed into hers. He was hot—feverish. She revelled in his heat as his fire-touched fingers ran down her bare back. His tongue claimed hers, sweeping her mouth. She drowned in the passion, aware that in a few moments, Enzo would be able to completely unravel her.

	He wrapped his hand around the length of her ponytail. “I like this,” he murmured against her neck, pulling it sharply for emphasis so her nape remained bare. She felt desire rush through her instantly, longing for more. Elara ground against him, feeling him hard underneath her and he rumbled in response. She remained there, her hair tight in his fist as he licked and kissed her neck, her moans filling the space. Lazily, as though he realised he now had all the time in the world, he let go, sitting up further on the divan as she remained straddling him. 

	“You look delicious.” He reached for the pipe. “Sinful. It’s almost cruel to look like that.”

	“I’ll happily be your tormentor for the night.”

	He gripped her tighter. “Do you want some?” he asked, offering her the pipe, his voice low. Her mind was already hazy from the smoke and liquor and she found herself nodding, biting her lip.

	 “Aphrosmoke,” he said, his eyes black, only a thin ring of gold surrounding his pupils. “Some claim it’s an aphrodisiac. Not that I think I will ever need that around you.” He sucked on the pipe deeply, his eyes never leaving her face, and she watched his lips. 

	“Open your mouth, Princess,” he said through a held breath, his rough thumb brushing her lips open. Then he brought his a hair's breadth from her and blew the sweet smoke into her mouth. She inhaled it hungrily, the act of intimacy setting flames to her as the candyfloss tasting smoke dissipated into her bloodstream. It reminded her of the clouds in Aphrodea that she had reached out and tasted.

	 She felt her heart pounding, her blood seeming to thump in time to the sinful music. Everything zoned in to the pulse pounding from her core throughout her whole body, driving pleasure through her veins. She moaned, arching her back as she let her head fall, feeling Enzo’s hardness beneath her as his hands circled her waist. Alive with carnality and uninhibited courage from the aphrosmoke, her eyes fell on the platter of food. Enzo followed her gaze, smiling as he saw the chocolate covered gildberries there.

	 “I remembered how much you loved them,” he murmured as he reached to pluck one from the platter. “I remember how I watched you eat one, those beautiful lips of yours sucking and swirling around it as you looked at me.” He leaned closer, voice drawling. “I remember thinking to myself that I had never been so envious of a piece of food before.” He smirked, raising the gildberry between them. “I remember lying awake that night, wishing it was my cock between those full lips instead.”

	Elara loosened a breath at his sinful words, her heart pounding. Forcing herself to hold his stare, she sucked the gildberry he’d extended. She moaned in pleasure as the taste and his words coursed want through her. He rumbled his approval, his hands roaming over her body, exploring every inch with greed. Then, steel in her silver eyes and hazed with the drug, she took the gildberry from him and sank her mouth onto two of his fingers, swirling and sucking the melted chocolate off them. 

	He cursed under his breath. “Elara,” he pleaded, need heavy in his voice. She went to kiss him, overwhelmed with desire, but he stilled her. 

	Gently, far more gently than she expected, he kissed her forehead. Then, to her disbelief, he knelt before her, his eyes level with her as she sat above him.

	With a deep breath he reached for the golden crown atop his head

	“Elara, before anything happens, I want to give you this. My crown.” He said it so softly that she had to strain her ears. He placed the crown on her head as a rush of laughter escaped her, her head swimming from the smoke. She stopped when she saw the sincerity in his gaze. He dipped his fingers, holding the silk of her dress between his thumb and fingers. He rubbed it. 

	“Soft,” he said. “I bet there’s something even softer beneath.”

	Elara’s breath quickened as his fingers trailed from her ankle up to her calf, maintaining eye contact with her the whole time. She felt a lick of fire as magick rippled from him, following the same path his fingers had. She shuddered, leaning back. Her dress fell in such a way that a leg was exposed by the hip-high slit, to the cool air of the compartment.

	“Do you know how good you look wearing my crown, Elara?” 

	Her chest heaved as she watched his hand skim to her inner thigh, those lapping flames running a little higher. 

	“I suit it more than you, I know,” she teased, smirking even as her stomach flipped, every sense heightened to his magick.

	He brushed his knuckles down a nerve on the soft part of her inner thigh. She hissed, tensing. The corner of his mouth twitched upward.

	“You do. Keep it on. I’ve always wanted to know what a queen tastes like.”

	He pressed a soft kiss to her knee and she let her head fall back, her eyes fluttering closed.

	“Now, are you going to follow orders?”

	Elara’s eyes flew back open. “That depends. Are you going to make it worth my while?”

	His tongue ran along his teeth. “I’m counting on it.”

	“Then, yes.”

	His lips moved further up her thigh. She held her breath, wanting no other feel than his lips and tongue on her. 

	“What if I told you to beg, would you still follow my orders, then?”

	She swore as his breath hit the nerves so close to the apex of her thighs. “Never.”

	“Hmmm.” His hum reverberated through her, and she swore again. Her hands gripped the edge of the duvan, nails digging into the fabric. “Wrong answer.”

	Elara gritted her teeth, her silver eyes flashing as she tried to swallow her pride. “Fine,” she hissed.

	Enzo smirked up at her, his mouth now hovering over the thin silk of her dress covering her sex. “Say please,” he whispered onto her. 

	She jolted as his breath caressed her, then arched as his tongue traced the material. She moaned as she felt the wet heat of it through the fabric, drawing a tantalising circle around her. He sucked, eyes locked on her, and she swore, convinced she could climax from that alone. She had never in her life felt such desire and desperation, every nerve in her body pulsing.

	“I’m waiting,” he murmured, still smirking as he drew his mouth off her.

	The desire burned through any pride she had. One more swirl of his tongue was all it would take. “Pl—”

	A rip through the gauze cut her sentence short. 

	In an instant Elara vanished, as King Idris strode into the small space. Enzo looked around in confusion, then anger as the king sneered at the compartment, and Enzo on his knees.

	 “Sorry to interrupt whatever this,” he gestured around to the scene before him, “is.” He frowned. “Lorenzo, you and I need to talk.”

	“Not now, Father,” he snapped, standing and scanning the room desperately for Elara.

	“You will listen, and you will listen well,” the king replied in a low roar. With another desperate look to the compartment walls, Enzo turned fully to his father. 

	“Out with it then,” Enzo said coldly, putting his hands in his pockets. 

	Elara measured her breath as she held her illusion, the illusion of an empty compartment. She was caught in her seam of reality and concentrated on keeping quiet as she listened to the king speak.

	“You know, I always thought you a fool,” the cool voice remarked. “But this is a new level you’ve reached. Word has just reached me of your afternoon antics. Threatening the priest because he insulted the Asterian?”

	 “She has a name,” Enzo snarled.

	 “What in Stars’ name were you thinking, boy? Could you not follow a simple order? I hope I don’t have to remind you of your duty,” Idris replied, voice edged with ice. There was a terse silence. 

	“I issued you with the task of training the girl because I believed you responsible enough to do so. I know how you are with the court—your playboy ways and seducing exploits. I turn a blind eye because it doesn’t affect you, nor me, nor the kingdom. I trusted that your hatred for Asterians be enough to not bed her the way you do the rest of Helios.”

	 All Elara heard was silence in response.

	“Don’t think for a second that I won’t take this all away if you continue to get too friendly or attached. You’ve already cost me with today’s display.”

	 “You have no right,” Enzo gritted out. With a start, Elara saw flames jump, licking the compartment walls. She peered through the shimmer of her illusion and saw Idris looking to them disdainfully. 

	“See… That’s where you’re wrong. I do have the right. I could easily paint Elara as the enemy and hand her off to Ariete, convince all of Helios that she’s a spy for Asteria. I could even have you exiled for conspiring against the crown with her. I can do whatever I please. I am king, Lorenzo. And the sooner you understand that, the better.”

	There was no response from Enzo, only heat suffocating the compartment. Tears threatened to fall, and Elara willed them back.

	“And need I remind you; the girl had her prophecy confirmed by a damned Star. She doesn’t belong to you, son. She’s destined to fall in love with one and destroy them both. You will not be sucked into it by your own stupidity.”

	 There was a tense pause, only the sound of crackling fire. Elara felt her stomach plummet, the stupid flit of hope that had risen these past months suddenly threatening to bury her. There was no way to outrun her fate, and she was foolish for thinking she could. 

	She heard a scoff. 

	“Besides, even without the prophecy, nothing would bring greater dishonour to our family and kingdom than consorting with witch scum like that.”

	She heard the zap of light, the sound of it striking flesh. Enzo’s light. She stifled a gasp. He’d struck the king. 

	Idris’s hiss of pain slowly melted into a chuckle that turned her insides cold. “I’ll let you have that one… But try that again and I’ll have your head, son or not. Heed my words, Lorenzo.” 

	And with that there was nothing but the sound of footsteps as he walked away. Elara and Enzo were left with nothing but their flames and shadows.

	Minutes ticked by before Enzo quietly called her name. 

	Again and again he called out to her. 

	She remained silent, cloaked in her illusion.

	She heard a sigh and soft footsteps as he left the compartment to search for her. The moment he did, she collapsed, her illusion and hope broken down around her.

	 


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

	




Chapter Forty-Four

	 

	Elara ran sobbing through the darkened corridors, Enzo’s crown clutched against her gown. It felt like it was burning her. 

	The sound of sensual music now sickened her as she tried to shake the drowsy feeling from her mind. The cutting words of the king were biting down on her, leaving her sharper. But hurting most of all was his reminder of the prophecy, the one that she had pushed to the back of her mind, naively convincing herself it wasn’t true, or could be ignored. She felt tears streaming down her face as she ran, hitching her dress high. Hands grabbed her as she passed, but she did not stop. 

	“Elara!” a voice that belonged to those hands called out. She whipped around to see Merissa and Leo hidden in an alcove, their lips swollen. Merissa ran forward, pulling Elara to her, stronger than she seemed. 

	She tried to choke down the sobs making their way to the surface, to push them down into the dark. But a dam had burst and, with a cry, she collapsed. She felt arms around her as Merissa fretted. 

	“What’s happened?” Merissa asked repeatedly. “What’s he done?” Then to Leo she warned, “I will kill him.”

	 “No,” Elara sobbed. “Not him.”

	 Merissa shared a long look with Leo, unspoken words between them. “Come El, you’re coming with me.”

	“No Mer, tonight's your night to enjoy with Leo.”

	 Merissa smiled sadly. “This is far more important. Leo, find Isra and send her up. Then search for Enzo and find out what the hell happened.”

	 With soft hands she led Elara up to her room with a terse nod to Leo, who nodded back grimly before stalking down the corridor. As the door opened, Elara staggered in, sinking into the bed with Merissa. She hadn’t the energy to care that she was still in her gown, or that makeup was streaming down her face.

	“What happened?” Merissa asked softly. Elara hadn’t let go of the crown between her hands, and began to cry again

	“The king,” she whispered. Merissa’s mouth set in a firm line. “I was with Enzo in one of the compartments.” She cried again at what she could feel crumbling beneath her— her desire, her hope, all such things for Enzo, juxtaposed by the reality of her circumstance. “We... we were kissing.”  She gulped air to stop herself from crying again, her voice a tremor. Merissa, sitting behind her, stroked her hair as she waited for Elara to continue. 

	 “I was ready to do more-—He was, too—Then, the king walked in.” She covered her face with her hands. “I vanished—illusioned myself against the wall as I heard him threaten Enzo with everything that I’ve had nightmares of. I knew that I shouldn’t have gotten involved. That despite every effort and logic I’ve completely wrapped myself up in Enzo, let my guard down. Ignored a prophecy set to destroy me and drag anyone who cares about me with it.” Her lip trembled. “The king... he reminded Enzo of my fate. Reminded me. How could I be so blind? So selfish? This stupid hope that maybe they had it all wrong. But the reality is, until my fate plays out… anyone else is just bound to get hurt.”

	Merissa sighed as Elara began to cry again.

	“And the king said it best himself. Even without the prophecy, Enzo would be seen as bringing dishonour to his kingdom to consort with witch scum like me.” She spat the last words out.

	“Oh El,” Merissa sighed in anguish. “I’m so sorry. What he is saying is not true. Do you know how desperate any man would be to be seen with you? Enzo included.” Elara shook her head. “What did Enzo do?” Merissa asked. 

	“He struck the king for calling me a witch. I left before he could speak to me. I have… I must tell him that we can’t continue like this. I have to end things.”

	“El, Enzo isn’t the sort to submit—ever. Or the sort to care about prophecies or what his father’s rules are.”

	“But I do,” Elara whispered. “You didn’t hear him. He was ready to take away Enzo’s titles. Exile him if he didn’t bend to his will. Lock him away. I can see it unfold before me. I feel it as a mark on my heart, this is not just some fluke Merissa. It was a prophecy confirmed by your mother. Surely you know its weight.”

	Merissa looked away, ashamed. 

	“I let myself get distracted. I should never have allowed myself to fall in—” 

	She cut herself off, breathing deeply. “I need to give this back to Enzo.” She raised the crown from the fold of her dress, the gold of it too bright. 

	Merissa’s nostrils flared. “Enzo gave this to you?”

	“Yes,” Elara said absent-mindedly, studying it. “Some silly game, he knelt and placed it on me.” She didn’t notice as Merissa’s hands stilled in her hair.

	 “I need to focus on what should have always been at the forefront of my mind; my kingdom, my throne. Not only that, I care that should this continue I will be kicked to the streets, with no army and no allies to reclaim what is mine. Ariete could come any day now after what we did in Aphrodea.  King Idris holds my destiny in his hands right now just as much as any Star.” She sank down onto the pillow with a sigh. “And he knows it.”

	There was a knock at the door, loud and angry, and Elara and Merissa looked at each other, stricken

	“Enzo,” Merissa said quietly. 

	“Fuck,” Elara breathed. She rose from the bed with the crown. She wiped her makeup with a robe and with a deep, steadying breath, opened the door. The sight nearly made her heart rip in two. Enzo was stood before her, leaning against the door, anguish on his face. His shirt was rumpled, his curls in disarray. 

	“El,” he said softly, making to come in. 

	“Enzo,” she bit out firmly, stopping his path. He looked to where her arm barred the door and to her, confused. 

	“Enzo what happened back there, it can’t happen again.”

	“El—”

	“No. Listen. Please,” she added more softly, the walls around her heart caving in on themselves. “What happened in there,” she began again, “should never have happened in the first place.” She drew herself up, squaring her shoulders. “I’ve been an idiot. Ignoring the prophecy for my own selfish reasons. I’ve allowed myself to be distracted. I still have a kingdom to salvage. My people. Ariete could come any day now and I need to be prepared. That must take precedence. If all goes well, I’ll be leaving. You know what Torra’s priestess foretold. I can’t involve you further in it; I can’t see you hurt.”

	“Elara, fuck the—”

	“Stop.” She stilled his lips with a shaking hand. He studied her silently, a dark look in his gaze as she felt the burn of his stare. “This isn’t a game. This isn’t something to be left up to chance. This would never, ever have worked. Too much is against us.” Enzo clenched his jaw. “I think we should remain friends.”

	“Elara what are you doing?” The words were black, creeping into her heart. She swallowed, seeing his fist clench against the wall, his jaw twitch. 

	She steeled herself in response, aiming for light-heartedness but sinking to bitterness. “I’m sure there are plenty of other women for you to give this to.” She held his crown in front of him. 

	Enzo looked to it, then her, eyes glowing like fire. He pushed himself off the wall, smelling of bonfires and amber, his clothes steaming. He took the crown from her grasp. For a moment, Elara saw the urge to say something flit across his face. He brought his fist to his mouth, halting himself. 

	“As you wish, Princess,” he replied quietly, his smile strained. He spun then, leaving her sagging against her doorframe. There was not a second glance as his figure disappeared down the corridor. 

	The moment she saw him turn the corner she sank to the floor, grief racking her whole body as Merissa came to her, cradling her. She brought her to bed, tucking herself in beside her, soft against Elara. There was another knock at the door and Elara froze, hope and despair warring within her as she wondered if Enzo had come back. But it was Isra who crept in.

	“Leo told me what happened,” Isra murmured. “He’s with Enzo now.”

	Elara sobbed anew as Isra climbed into bed behind Elara, Merissa making space for her.

	“It’s going to be okay,” Isra murmured. “I promise.”

	 Elara continued to sob as she curled up on herself, Isra trying to stroke her back reassuringly. Elara realised as she looked to the empty chair by her side of the bed, that it was the first night that Enzo hadn’t stayed in her room. Elara didn’t close her eyes once as she heard first Isra, then Merissa fall asleep in the large bed. Taking up the space where Enzo should have been. The image of him leaving her was etched into her brain as sleep evaded her.
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Chapter Forty-Five

	 

	Elara awoke with a pounding head and sore, swollen eyes, weary from crying. Somewhere in the early hours of the morning she must have dozed off. She felt a movement behind her and jumped, before remembering that Isra and Merissa had slept in her bed. 

	Not Enzo. 

	She lay on her back as the pale morning filtered through, worrying about the days to come. How she would be able to avoid Enzo she had no idea, but the thought of having to train with him, to meld magick together and create more duskglass, be so near to him and have to pretend her feelings did not exist, filled her with such a nausea that she could not eat. 

	She sat up in bed as Isra rustled beside her. Merissa sat up instantly.

	“You're awake,” she whispered, walking around to Elara’s side of the bed. “Let me fetch you some breakfast.”

	“I don’t think I could eat a thing,” Elara said weakly. “I need a favour though.”

	“Anything.”

	“Some of us are trying to sleep here,” Isra grumbled.

	“See to your morning breath and then come back to me,” Merissa retorted, rolling her eyes. She looked back to Elara. Isra flipped her middle finger from beneath a pillow.

	“Mer... is there any way you can talk to Leo, ask if he would take me out of the palace for the day? I just… I can’t see Enzo. Not today.”

	Merissa bit her lip, nodding and, with a worried look, left the room.

	Isra sat up the moment she’d left. “How are you feeling?” she asked, rubbing her eye.

	“How does it look like I feel?”

	“Elara, I can promise you that this is not the way to go about things.”

	“Isra, please. I can’t do this today. My mind is made up.”

	Isra pressed her lips into a thin line as she rose. “Okay. Don’t take the advice of a seer. No one else does.” She sauntered to the bathing room as Elara sighed.

	Merissa returned moments later, Leo in tow. He smelled of eucalyptus, freshly shaved. 

	“El,” he started. “I don’t know that this is such a good idea. Ariete will receive word of what happened in Aphrodea any day now. You need to remain here.”

	“Please,” she begged. “I know we need to train and prepare for his arrival. But I can’t do this, I can’t be around Enzo right now.” 

	“He will be furious with me if he knows I’ve taken you out for the day. If anything were to happen to you…”

	“Are you telling me that the commander of the Helion army can’t protect me for a day?” she snapped. “Sorry,” she added. “Please Leo, I would never ask unless it was important.”

	With a weary look to Merissa, he conceded. “Fine, but we have to go now if we are to stay out all day to train. Otherwise, he’ll catch us.”

	Isra padded out of the bathroom. “Shitshow of an idea,” she said, gargling water. “I already told her,” she added exasperatedly to Leo. His lip quirked as he went to ready horses, arranging to meet Elara in a quarter of an hour.
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	It felt wrong to Elara, to be travelling outside of the palace with Leo, no barbs or wind-ups from Enzo, no running after him as he paced ahead. His lack of presence was a cold and empty vacuum, and she had to bite her cheek to quell the tears welling from her loss. Leo looked to her as they reached the familiar path that led into the forest, the same one where she had first trained with Enzo. 

	“Come,” he said gently, slowing their horses to a patch of shade. “El, what’s going on? A blind man could see that you don’t want this.”

	“It doesn’t matter what I want. It matters what will happen if I ignore sense.”

	Leo shook his head. “I know for a fact that Enzo does not care. He told me what his father said, and that it doesn’t change anything. I see him with you, I know him.”

	“What does it matter? I’m destined to die from loving a Star. I have a kingdom to try and salvage, people who are counting on me. I can’t get anyone involved or allow myself to. For what? One or both of us to end up heartbroken as fate plays out with my hands bound.”

	Leo let out a slow breath and leaned back to look at her against the Light. 

	“Elara, do you know how long I have known Enzo?”

	“Your whole life,” she affirmed. 

	“Exactly. My whole life. I have seen him grow, I have seen him charm, I have seen his pain. I have seen him get bored week after week with whichever new girl has been on his arm. I’ve also seen the emptiness in his eyes afterward. How it never seemed to satiate whatever it is he was looking for.” He paused then, pensively. “I have heard him speak of love and carve it into marble. The need in his eyes for something deeper.” Leo huffed out a laugh. “And then, you whirled in. A storm of smoke and shadows. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.”

	 “Forget what?” Elara breathed. 

	“The way his eyes lit up the first time you spoke to him, that barb so ready on your tongue.” He chuckled at the memory. “The way he admitted to me not long after that he had never met someone whose soul he could not read, yet still so obviously shone with goodness. Even I could spot it a mile away. Put all of this aside. All the bullshit. The prophecies, the kingdom… When the world is stripped bare, what is it you seek? Because I know what Enzo does.”

	 He looked to Elara then, his warm brown eyes leaving her soul bare. “He looks for you in every room.”

	Elara’s stomach plummeted as her mind flew back to her and Enzo’s conversation in the woodlands. Her breathing slowed, and she took a gulp of water from a flask to quell the rising in her heart, both panic and elation, the magnanimity of what she was falling into threatening to overcome her. There was a long silence until she raised her eyes, filled with tears to look at Leo. “I look for him too.”
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	Elara managed to avoid Enzo for the next few days. But each day Leo’s words hung heavier and heavier in her heart, along with Ariete’s impending visit. There was a restless energy around the palace as Helios prepared to receive word that Ariete was moving towards them, scouts posted out every day to the border to report if word had reached of Elara’s appearance in Aphrodea.  And yet she faded through the days, barely registering anything at all.

	She was too preoccupied by the realisation of what she was feeling, what Leo had hinted at without even knowing. It threatened to drown her. And so, Elara did what she did best; she pushed it down, giving it to the Dark as she threw herself recklessly into her training to prepare for Ariete. She found every opportunity to do so with Leo right outside the city walls, pushing herself to a point of exhaustion. She exerted her power and strength to the limit, extinguishing Leo’s light in seconds, hazing him with illusions until she could tackle him, weapon in hand.

	She checked every morning for the duskglass blade that she kept strapped to her or under her pillow. She was not inclined to create more with Enzo after what had happened the last time. 

	When she wasn’t with Leo, she pestered Merissa to show her how she glamoured. She wanted to know every tip and trick Merissa could give her to aid in her own illusioning, learning as she helped her with palace duties. 

	In truth it aided her more in keeping her mind too busy to think. 

	It was on one of these days that Leo barrelled into the kitchen, eyes wild. Elara’s hands froze from the dough she was kneading as Merissa sifted flour over it.

	“He knows, doesn’t he?” she breathed, her hands going slack.

	Leo nodded, leaning over to draw breath. “Word has reached him. Scouts have just sent warning back now. Ariete rides for Helios tomorrow. He’ll be here the day after.”

	Merissa swore filthily, to Elara’s shock, setting her sieve down.

	“Training, now,” Elara said, brushing her hands on her apron as she stalked out of the kitchens. “Merissa, you too.”

	Merissa frowned as she hurried after Leo and Elara. 

	“Does Enzo know?” Elara asked Leo.

	“Yes, and he’s on a warpath for you. I know he’s been respecting your space, but this has blown everything aside. I saw him storming down the corridors moments before I ran to find you.”

	“Shit. Same as usual then, out of the palace.”

	“Elara, we have just all received word that Ariete is on his way to pretty much wage war on the kingdom for hiding you. Enzo is going to go batshit crazy if we leave and he can’t find you.”

	Elara let out a long breath. “I know. I know this isn’t fair on him. Or you. Or anyone. But if I see him, then I am going to have to feel everything I’ve pushed down. I am going to be distracted, and I can’t be when Ariete is two days away from coming here to try and destroy me. Do you understand?”

	Leo rubbed a hand over his face. “Fine. But you owe me, Elara.”

	They made their way swiftly through the palace, Elara taking turns now familiar to her as she reached a side exit by the palace walls.

	“Merissa, I want you to watch,” she said as they reached a secluded garden far from the bustle of the city. “Keep an eye out for any spots I leave open, any places that Ariete could strike.”

	And then, drawing her dagger from its familiar place by her thigh, she struck out at Leo, and they began to dance.
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	Once they’d finished, Elara traipsed straight to her rooms, welcoming the feeling of screaming muscles and a pounding head. The hour was late, the palace quiet with sleep. As she made to turn the corner of the corridor, she halted. Enzo was slumped against her bedroom door, a weary look on his face as he waited. She bit her lip, retreating as quietly as she could. 

	She couldn’t do this.

	His face alone set her heart thundering, the pure despair that lay in it—the worry. Coward, a voice in her head whispered. It was right, she was. 

	Tiptoeing away like a mouse instead of facing her problems, she circled back around to a corridor that led to the palace gardens, crimson-tinted by the Helion night sky. Her hands were already outstretched with shadows dancing at them as she walked to the lawn between her balcony and Enzo’s. She created her dragun with ease, launching on to it as she willed it to rise, flying up the few levels to her balcony. She only gave one look ‘round before she landed softly onto it, dissipating the dragun with a flick of her wrist. She eased into her room quietly, careful to not close the wide balcony doors as she stepped into her space. She moved to the bathing chamber, the yellow dress she had worn to train in covered in dust and sweat. 

	But as she crossed her bedroom floor she hesitated. Elara knew that Enzo was still on the other side, the usual candlelight that seeped through the small gap at the foot of her door, obscured by a shadow. She knew she shouldn’t. That any thought of him was bound to open the floodgates that she had worked very hard to force shut this week. And yet her heart seemed to sigh as she made her way softly to the door. She sank against it, allowing herself to slide to the floor, closing her eyes as her back pressed against it. Perhaps, just this once, she would allow herself this weakness. A tear rolled from her closed eyes of its own volition. Perhaps just this once, she would allow herself to be close to him, only a door between them.

	As sleep pounced on Elara, she fell into her dreamscape. Ever since the first time he had taken her there, it had become Enzo’s studio. Yet another thing that she had willed herself to deny, spending most nights this week  walking through others dreams so that she didn’t have to be reminded of her own. Yet in the usual, peacefully white quiet of Enzo’s studio, there lay a gaping hole in the floor. She walked towards the yawning chasm, a storm raging in the dark depths below it, an abyss that seemed endless. 

	A ball of fire, hotter and brighter than even the Light, burned before her and she felt with an icy certainty another, but this time of silver, shining behind her. Then she heard screaming—screaming so ragged and desperate, shouting across the void. She looked out, smelling singed skin, and realised it was her own. And there, hanging from the precipice, trying to claw his way out of the abyss, was Enzo, his fingers slipping inch by inch. 

	Elara woke up dripping in cold sweat, her back and neck stiff against the door. She took a few deep breaths, reminding herself that her dream had just been one of her own creation. She rose shakily, squinting to the open balcony doors. The deep red gloom filtering through confirmed that it was the darkest part of the night. She looked wildly to the door. But strong yellow candlelight was again seeping unhindered through the gap, Enzo’s figure gone. Pacing the room and trying to peel off her sticking, dirty gown, she decided resolutely to head to the palace baths, craving the peace, the water, and the darkness to calm her.
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Chapter Forty-Six

	 

	In the middle of the night, Elara had the place to herself, the quiet sound of indigo crickets humming outside and the dusky walls reminding her of the twilight of home. She breathed a sigh, releasing one shuddering breath after another as she sank into the pool until her heart rate returned to normal. She felt that she could think here, the water soothing her frayed nerves. Her thoughts immediately flew back to Enzo—did they ever really leave? She tried to quash them, but with the thoughts she had spent nearly a week trying to avoid crashing down on her and no distraction, she finally had to face them. 

	She was in love with him. And not only that, when he had kissed her in the clouds, she had felt a lightning bolt of power that she could not deny. It had felt familiar. A quiet recognition. As though after all this searching her soul had said, Oh, there you are.

	 She mulled over Leo’s words, trusting them to be true. She had been in her own denial, both of hers and Enzo’s feelings. It had been easier to pretend that he was the villain, the enemy. Easier still to convince herself that they were just friends. But the excuses tasted false on her tongue. If she had held even a sliver of a doubt, seeing the way he had cared for her since her capture had been the final piece in destroying it. 

	It was Torra’s priestess’s words, uttered months ago, that fell so heavy on her. And the responsibilities that awaited her. The fact that her struggles hadn’t even really begun. War was looming. Ariete was on his way. And she was no closer to reclaiming her throne. As she found herself caught up in her own tangled thoughts, she heard the door softly open.

	“Shit,” she whispered, looking around wildly for a place to hide herself from sight. There. A sheet of a waterfall hiding an alcove behind it beckoned to her. She swam to it as quietly as possible, ducking under the waterfall and sinking into the heated bench. She strained her ears, unable to hear much over the rushing sound of water. Who on earth came to the bath house at this time? She peered into the shadows and saw a tall, shadowed figure undressing, distorted in the stream of water. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment at the prospect of a man being here with her and looked around. Losing sight of the figure, her breath quickened as she tried to quietly swim further back into the small cove. A few moments of silence passed. Then suddenly, the curtain of water parted, and her heart stopped.

	“Well Princess, isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” 

	Enzo. 

	A slow grin spread over his face as he slicked his curls back, muscles rippling as droplets of water cascaded down him. He took in her wet hair and shoulders exposed to the air lazily, like a cat playing with its dinner, ever the composed. She sank further into the water, anxiety pumping through her body after nearly a week of avoiding him, but instead painted a scowl onto her face

	“Well, this is inappropriate,” she muttered. “But I'd expect nothing less, I mean why wouldn’t you be here in a bath house in the middle of the night, while I'm completely naked?”

	He chuckled. “You say that as though you're not also here... in the middle of the night.”

	“Touché.”

	Elara tried extremely hard not to concentrate on his broad bare chest and failed. She’d barely heard what he’d said, so focused on the rivulets of water making their way down his bronze torso, so tall that the water only reached his hips. Waterfalls danced down his muscles, silver drops trailing down to the hair below his navel. With visible effort she refrained from looking further down. She glared at him. 

	“What did you say?”

	“I said,” his grin widened even more, “why are you in here at this time?”

	She sank further into the water, stepping back from him as she sighed, drawing circles in the water and deciding to at least unburden some truth. 

	“I had a nightmare.” 

	He looked at her with concern as she laid her head back, looking up at the painted ceiling of clouds.

	“They’ve been worse this week. So, I came here, to where it feels like home.” She looked at him for a second too long. “You?”

	“The same thing,” he said quietly. “I always come here to clear my head when I can’t sleep. Hasn’t happened much this last week.” She raised her eyebrows. “Although I wasn’t expecting a wet, naked woman to be waiting for me, one who just so happened to have her legs wrapped round me a few nights ago.” He smirked. Elara rolled her eyes and splashed water at him. “Are we just going to completely glance over that by the way?”

	 “Over what?” Elara quipped back. “The fact that I’m wet and naked or what happened at the solstice?”

	He dragged his gaze down and although she knew he couldn’t see anything below the water she crossed her arms and legs anyway, feeling far too exposed. 

	“I was meaning what happened at the solstice, and what you said after. But now you mention it, I’m far more occupied with what's beneath the water.” He swam closer. 

	“Pig.” She splashed him again and he laughed. She held onto it, wondering how long it would be before he stopped laughing at her jokes. She grasped it tightly as she formed the words that she felt she had to say. “What do we need to speak about? I’ve already told you how I feel. We should never have gotten tangled up in this. It’s already painful enough. Imagine if we continued down this road.”

	Her mind flicked to the king’s words, those which she’d overheard boiling through her veins. She swam further away from him even as the words twisted in her stomach. She bit her lip to stop herself from caving, from wanting to kiss him again. 

	“So, you’re saying”, he said, standing tall again in the water, “that this is over?” 

	She nodded tightly. “We need to stop before feelings get involved. I was an idiot to ignore the prophecy, to think we could be anything more than friends.”

	“I’ve been looking for you all day,” he said, his voice low. “You’ve been avoiding me. Is that what a friend does?”

	“All I’ve been doing is training so that I’m as prepared as possible for when Ariete descends to wreak chaos.”

	He stepped closer towards her, and she saw something cold glint in his eyes as she made out his face more clearly in the gloam. “Don’t lie to me Elara,” he bit out. “And don’t lie to yourself either.”

	 Indignancy rose in her. “I’m not,” she hissed. “I know you like the chase, and now your ego is hurt. Don’t act like this was anything different to you. I know I won’t be the first or last to have nearly gotten into your bed,” She spat out the words, pain from his insult lashing her, the truth of it being what hurt. 

	Coward, coward, coward, the voice in her head screamed.

	Enzo let out a cold laugh, shaking his head. He turned, making his way to the exit. Then he halted, swearing under his breath as she held hers, sadness rearing its slow head at seeing him leave. He spun and rushed towards her, droplets of water flying through the air. 

	“It was different,” he snarled.  “And I know you felt it too.”

	 He stood centimetres apart from her, the water swirling around him, making him look like the Star Scorpius himself as anger sparked his eyes. She looked at him, with no idea what to say, how to lie her way out of her true feelings.

	 “Have the last few months meant nothing to you?” His chest was heaving, fury lacing every word. “I stayed with you every night. I showed you my art. I gave you my crown. Doesn’t that tell you everything!? Gods, Elara.” He shook his head, looking up to the heavens. He took a step closer, tilting his head down to meet her. “Do you not feel it?” His breath was a warm caress on her lips. 

	“What?” she whispered. 

	His voice was guttural, almost broken as he replied. “This endless need.”

	And with a moan, his mouth was on hers. 

	It was nothing like their other kisses. This was Enzo in his full glory. His tongue forced her mouth open, and she yielded to him, sighing as his hands wrapped in her silk wet hair. Every part of her body was on fire, and she gripped the back of his neck as he kissed her with a force that sent lightning shocks through her. He yanked her head back roughly and she gasped as his tongue devoured her neck, trailing kisses up to her ear, his hand claiming her throat. 

	“Enzo,” she moaned, her chest pressed to his, both wet and slick. 

	“Yes, Princess,” he breathed, licking his way up the column of her neck. “Say my name. It’s yours.”

	She could feel him below the water, hard against her navel and it took every ounce of strength in her not to wrap her legs around him then and there. 

	His mouth flew off her as his chest heaved. His hands were still in her hair as he breathed onto her neck. 

	“Tell me now,” he murmured. “I dare you. Tell me now that you just want to be friends. That this is nothing.”

	 She panted against him, just wanting the feel of his tongue on her again. But she couldn’t say it. Couldn’t say the words he wanted to hear, the king’s still ringing in her mind.

	“Just friends,” she breathed, as they both heard the lie. He pushed her onto the bench submerged in water and sank down, leaning over her.

	 “Sweet liar,” he purred as his hand trailed up her thigh in the warm water, sending a shiver through her. He sucked on her lower lip, and she moaned again as his hand started tracing circles on her soft inner thigh, closer and closer to where she now throbbed with an ache that had never left her. 

	“Lie to me again,” he said as he bit her earlobe. 

	“I hate you,” she strangled out. 

	He pulled back, watching her writhe in the water, still able to only see the slight heave of her breasts and above. Then, his eyes black, he bent over her, his hand achingly close to where she needed it to be. His breath was warm as he licked the hollow of her throat and whispered—

	“We’re not friends.”

	At that his thumb stroked over her sex and she threw her head back against it, shuddering. The circles became more and more concentrated as he embraced her, still working his thumb. He hissed out a breath, his jaw clenching. 

	“You’re so soft,” he said against her water-dripped skin and she devoured him with her mouth, wanting every part of him inside her, forgetting all the pressure, the rules, the impending doom chasing her. Elara moaned louder as he worked a finger inside of her, fire rippling through her. She began to ride against him, and he cursed under his breath as he started to put pressure on the soft spot inside her that longed for release, pressing with languid strokes. She tried to reach for him under the water, but he grabbed her hand.

	 “Not tonight,” he said roughly. “I want to watch as you come for me.”

	She looked at him. The words brought her so close to climax she thought she would scream over the water. Sensing her arousal, he pushed a second finger into her. She bit into his shoulder to stop herself crying out and that only made him rumble in approval. He pressed harder and deeper as his thumb continued to stroke the bundle of nerves. She felt the build, like a tidal wave roaring and cresting. It rose within her, too fast to take hold of. Pleading, she continued to grind against his fingers, his strong arms holding her, drinking her in greedily 

	“Enzo,” she moaned, frantic.

	“Lie to me now,” he hissed. “Tell me, as I fuck you with my fingers, that we’re just friends. Tell me, as I feel how wet your perfect cunt is for me, that you feel nothing.” There was rage in his voice, and desperation. 

	Elara slowed, her heart hammering as pleasure flooded and invaded her. She was so close.

	“You want me to make you come, hm?” he breathed, biting her neck.

	“Yes,” she pleaded, seconds away.

	His fingers stilled, and she reeled back in shock, her high ripped from her.

	“What are you—?”

	“Then tell me that that you’re a liar,” he whispered, as he curled his fingers, his other hand grasping her jaw as he shared her breath as though it was his life force. Her breathing became uneven as his hand began to work slowly, the pressure building again.

	“I’m a liar,” she sighed onto his lips.

	“I know you are,” he murmured back, taking one of hers between his teeth. “Now come for me, Elara.”

	It was the final straw. The wave crashed, and she shattered around him, clenching as he continued to work his fingers. It ebbed and flow, gold glittering around her until she finally fell back to earth. She gripped onto his shoulders, her chest against his as she breathed heavily. He gently slid out of her and sat her back down, kissing her brow.

	 “I’ve wanted to make you come since the moment you ignored me at our first meal,” he said, staring at her intently in the dim glow of the steam room. His eyes were every bit that of the Lion from the stories, terrifying and magnetic. She had forgotten for a moment, just how ruthless the man in front of her could be. As though realising it himself, his face softened, his eyes growing lighter. “Whatever happened between the solstice and now for you to change your mind, you can tell me. We can face it together.”

	 She looked to him, her eyes bleak. 

	“Enzo, you’re right. It was different.” She looked to the ceiling. “What I feel for you… I’ve never felt for anyone before. But you also know the prophecy. I just can’t allow this, despite how much I want to.  All it’s going to lead to is more pain.”

	He pressed his lips together, resigned. “If that’s truly what you want.”

	“It’s not what I want. But it’s what is needed.” Elara clenched her jaw, trying to steel will into herself.

	Enzo was quiet for a long time. “Fine,” he sighed finally. “Let’s get you to bed, you need to rest for what’s about to come.” He turned, back rippling as he called over his shoulder, “I have a feeling you’ll sleep better now.”

	She huffed out a laugh and followed him, her hair slick down her back, her legs still shaky from what had just happened. He rose out of the water, that glorious behind tensing as he padded naked to the pool’s side. She looked away as he dressed, somehow shy after all they had done. He passed her a towel. 

	“Well, look away, pervert,” she said, and he laughed, shaking his head. 

	“You know, after what just happened, you’re seriously concerned about modesty?”

	 He closed his eyes and turned around as she sighed, hauling herself out of the pool and drying off quickly. She reached for the clean nightdress she’d brought with her, its shimmering silk brushing the floor.

	“Your argument is pointless because that’s not happening again,” she replied. 

	He offered nothing but an arrogant smile as they walked out of the steam room together, the cool air prickling goosepimples all over her. Seeing her shiver, Enzo took his shirt and draped it over her, leading her to her room. They walked in silence, Elara so lost in her thoughts she could barely string a sentence together. They arrived before it with a start and he leaned against the wall as he looked at her. 

	“Elara, I’m leaving in the morning,” he said softly. Her gaze flew to his in panic. “My father has ordered me to man our side of Lake Astra in case Ariete decides to arrive by ship. There is an army deployed there already, but Leo is needed at the land border to Asteria.” He huffed out a long breath.

	“But what about the palace? Surely someone needs to remain here?” She was clutching at straws desperately.

	“We have you. Isra will come up. There’s still an entire unit prepared here for any trick or eventuality that Ariete may employ. But we will see him before he sets foot anywhere near the palace. I promise I’ll be back to fight beside you before he reaches us. Just… please stay safe in the meantime. Don’t do anything reckless.”

	She gave a dry smile. “Isn’t that my speciality?”

	He didn’t return the smile. “I leave at dawn. If you want to talk, come and find me. If not, I’ll accept it. I’ll be your friend.”

	 There was a long pause. Her mouth worked, wanting to scream. At how unjust this was, at how in love with him she was. To tell him would be cruel, would give hope to a hopeless situation. The prophecy clanged through her again and again. Her shadows swallowed her screams whole and she said nothing as he gave her another long look, leaving her clutching his shirt as he sloped off into the night.

	She stood frozen as she watched him retreat into the shadows. Panic gripped her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. She felt like an opium addict, one who had gone without for too long, and then seeing him there in that water, just being near him... her heart clung to him. Emotions so conflicted warred within her, her mind splitting from it. With her hair still sodden, and her gown damp against her, she pushed herself off the door and without a second thought, walked out of the palace. She fled, to the only place she could think would have the answers she sought.
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Chapter Forty-Seven

	 

	“I didn’t know where else to go,” she said quietly, sinking into the comforting warmth of Isra’s doorway.

	 Isra softened, embracing Elara. “What’s happened?”

	Elara bit her cheek to stop herself from crying. “This prophecy... I have tried to run from it, tried to find a loophole in it. I can’t deny my feelings, my truth.”

	She heard clinks in the small kitchen as Isra set about making tea. She came in a few moments later, handing Elara a cup of hot mint and honey. She wrapped a towel carefully around Elara’s shoulders.

	“When I’m around Enzo, I feel… I feel as though I am drawn to him. Physically.” She touched her heart. “Here. I crave him even when he’s right in front of me. I tried to push him away, told him we could only be friends because of this fucking prophecy that King Idris so kindly reminded me of.” She let out a shuddering breath. “How can I give him my heart when I’ve been told it belongs to another? Too many people are going to get hurt.”

	“You never told me what the king said,” Isra said softly.

	Elara let out a dry huff. “Yes, the king… It was a whole mess.” She waved her hand in the air. “That night, before you came to my rooms, we were in one of the compartments on the solstice. Enzo gave me his crown, and then—”

	“He gave you his crown?!” Isra interrupted, disbelief widening her eyes. Elara stilled. 

	“Yes… he rested it on my head. But it was just a game.” She paused, dread forming.

	“Elara tell me what he said and did exactly.”

	“He…” she squinted, trying to recollect the hazy smoke-filled memories. “He knelt before me and took the crown off his head. He said, ‘I give you my crown, Elara’ and placed it on me. I thought it some joke.”

	Isra paused a long moment, studying Elara. “He knelt before you,” she whispered. “Enzo has never knelt before anyone. Not even his father, the King of Helios, Elara.” Isra let out a long breath. “In the Helion court, there is a tradition. It dates back centuries. To give you his crown—it means that when he ascends to power, he would choose you as his queen, or forfeit his kingdom for you in the process.”

	Elara’s heart pounded. She must have misheard.

	“That can’t be true.”

	“It is custom to give one’s crown, then show them to the court as yours once they have decided that you are the future they choose. No doubt if you weren’t interrupted, he would have walked out with you wearing it, for all to see.”

	Memories began to rush to Elara, tripping over each other as she understood the magnitude of Enzo’s feelings for her.

	“The sirens.” Her words were barely more than an exhale of breath. “One looked at me and told me, told me that her song didn’t work on me and Enzo. We were the only two on the boat who were immune.”

	Isra nodded. “The siren’s song doesn’t work on those already in love. I believe you both were before you even knew.”

	Elara’s hands were shaking. She couldn’t stop them.

	“And what did you see when you read me?” she gritted out. “You flinched when he touched my shoulder.”

	Isra let out a long, long breath. 

	“I suppose it’s about time you found out since you two idiots can’t seem to see it yourself.” She looked at Elara earnestly. 

	“I saw your paths—paths that have been hurtling towards each other since you were born. I saw your childhoods; the mirror lives you’ve led. Every single decision you’ve both made has led you to each other.”

	A deep truth settled in Elara’s gut before Isra spoke the next words.

	“You have heard of soulmates, haven’t you Elara?”

	A tear fell down Elara’s cheek. “Everyone has,” she whispered. “A soul split in two, each the other’s perfect half. Reborn again and again until they find each other once more. Even the Stars believe it, I was told the story as a girl.”

	Isra squeezed her hands, her own eyes filled with tears.

	“Your souls are bound. He is your soulmate, Elara.”

	There was no sound but the blood thrumming through Elara’s veins. 

	“No,” she whispered. The walls felt like they were shrinking around her. The candles flickered in Isra’s room as she looked gravely to Elara. “The prophecy would not allow that.”

	Isra held up her hands. “It doesn’t make sense, I know. But I can only tell you the truth. A truth I think you have known for a long time and chosen to ignore.”

	Elara sank in a daze to a chair, her hands trembling. “Eli… he threatened Enzo. He told him that he would tell me the truth about something. I’d never seen Enzo look so scared. Was it to do with this?”

	Silence. Isra looked to the wall studiously. It was all the confirmation Elara needed.

	“Isra, does Enzo know?” she snarled.

	Isra lay her cool gaze on her. “He came to me,” she said quietly. “The night you unleashed your powers. Created that shadow dragun. I have never seen him like that before. So unhinged, so rattled. He paced as he told me that you’d jumped off a cliff, that he’d followed as though it wasn’t a choice but a physical pull to you.”

	Elara placed her palms flat on the table, looking at them. 

	“He told me how you looked as you flew with him. How something awoke in him so overpowering that when you touched him afterwards it was like a bolt of lightning.”

	Elara remembered him jolting as she had cleaned the cut on his face, how she had put it down to pain. Remembered how she had felt that same bolt when he had kissed her in Aphrodea.

	“He kept saying over and over, how it felt like he had met you before—how it felt that he recognised you, as impossible as it seemed to him. That is what a soul tie is, Elara. Two souls who have loved each other through lifetimes. Who even Fate can’t keep apart, no matter how hard she tries.”

	“The next day he completely distanced himself from me.”

	“I told him to,” Isra admitted. “I knew the prophecy and questioned my own readings. But it seemed that, even if he had wanted to, he could not stay away.”

	Elara sat in a dumbfounded silence. A minute could have gone by, an hour even. 

	Finally, she croaked, her mouth dry, so dry, “You knew the whole time, and you said nothing.”

	Isra set her mouth in a firm line. “I couldn’t have told you if I wanted to. Destiny had to play out as it has.”

	“You watched me go through hell this week.”

	“A hell that you put yourself through,” Isra corrected sternly. “I told you to listen to me.”

	Elara let out a shaky, disbelieving laugh. “I can’t even be angry with you. Certainly not at him. He carried this with him the whole time.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what to think, what to trust.”

	Isra’s hands found hers, squeezing them gently. “Forget everything now. The prophecy. The Stars. You should always have trusted in here.” She pressed her palm to Elara’s heart. “Let it guide you, love. It has not led you astray yet.”

	Elara saw the shifting orange dawn filter onto Isra’s face. With a gasp she stood. 

	“He told me that he was leaving today. That the king was ordering him to Lake Astra. He didn’t even say when he’d be back.”

	Isra frowned in worry. “Then go. Now, Elara. You have to tell him everything.”

	Elara looked to Isra again, tears both happy and sad spilling from her as she embraced her quickly and dove out into the dawn.

	Her footsteps pounded on the cobblestones as she made her way back to the palace. She raised her head to the Light, tracking its quickening bleed across the night sky. With a grunt of frustration, she shot shadows out of her hand, her dragun lying before her in the Helion back alley. She vaulted onto the shadows and flew, faster than she ever had before, chasing the rising dawn.

	She arrived breathless at the palace’s main entrance, dissipating her shadows with a flick as she tore through the gates. 

	“Ma’am,” a guard interrupted, stopping short as he recognised her and the venomous look she threw. She hurtled down the palace corridors, her feet slapping against the marble, echoing throughout the quiet building. She dodged a sleepy-eyed servant beginning his rounds as she veered onto the palace lawn between the curve of rooms. Shadows leapt from her again and she didn’t miss a step, the first flying into the air, the second vaulting back on her dragun as she tore to Enzo’s balcony.

	Gritting her teeth against a stitch forming in her side, she leapt atop the terrace. A lion’s head was carved into the doorknob in front of her, jutting out in a lifelike roar. With a disbelieving laugh, she pushed her weight against the door, staggering as it opened. 

	“Enzo!” she cried, rushing in breathless. “Enzo you were right, about everything. I—”

	The bed before her lay empty.  The black covers drawn up neatly, not a sign of life around. 

	He was gone.
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Chapter Forty-Eight

	 

	Elara stood still, scared to even breathe and disrupt the quiet of the room. Her focus fell on the bed. Sunken gold into a floor of black marble. The bed from her dream on the first night she had arrived, where she had seen herself.

	A rattling sound was piercing her ears, filling the room, and it was only when she sank to the floor that she realised it was her own cry. A keening, wailing sound escaped her as she let out one sob, shuddering. 

	Then another. 

	And another.

	The marble was cold against her bare knees.

	Idiot. Cowardly, no good, idiot, she hissed at herself. She had had the opportunity to be happy, to be in love, and to be loved back, all before gods-knew what happened tomorrow. And she had wasted it all on a prophecy and spiteful words told by a tyrant.

	Another sob racked her body, the pain so acute that she had to stand. Had to get out of the room, warm amber still coating the air with the scent of him. 

	She staggered, feeling for a doorknob through her tears, and left. Blinding steps led her to her room, and she fumbled for a dress to put on, taking the duskglass blade from under her pillow and strapping it to her thigh with shaking hands. She slipped her own dagger next to it, testing it before she looked back once to the room, and left. 

	She didn’t have a plan. She didn’t know what she was doing, other than that she had to find Enzo. She barely registered her direction as her sandals slapped dully on the Helion cobbles, until she was in front of his studio, the small, clean piazza quiet in the early morning. She hesitated by the door, seeming to realise where she was. Then with a last, swallowed sob, she opened it.

	The space was as they had left it when they had discovered the duskglass those weeks ago, her novels strewn across the soft divan, Enzo’s tools cluttered on a workbench. A carafe of water lay on the small table in the terraced garden. She entered quietly, yet more tears threatening to spill. Every blissful moment, every good, pure memory had happened in this space. Her soul had called her here—home. She trailed to the workbench, her hand skimming the tools, a sad smile on her face as she remembered Enzo force-feeding her vanilla pastries in the very spot.

	She turned, her eyes catching on a sheet of cloth, marked with paint and chalk, a fine dust settled over it. Enzo’s secret project. She smiled again, as she ran her fingers over the material and pulled it aside.

	A harsh breath left her.

	A balcony was carved into the base of the gigantic slab of stone that stood as tall as Elara. It was exquisitely detailed, with roses blooming out of it, carved in such detail that she thought she could smell them.  Elara could barely help but touch them, so real and life-like they seemed. Her hands skimmed up, to where a life-sized female figure was hewn into the stone. She traced the curves of her beneath a pooling dress. Long waves of hair fell in carvings over the stone balcony. As Elara’s gaze rested higher, past the curve of the beautiful statue’s neck, past full lips and a sharp jaw, she realised that she was looking at her own face. 

	With a shaking smile and tear-filled eyes, she traced her eyes, mirrored in the stone, alive with triumph.

	Enzo had done this. Had poured such love into this stone. For her.

	She stared in shocked silence at the art, in awe. The lines had been rendered with such care, a moment captured in time. She thought back to when she had first unleashed her power, the two soaring on her dragun, and the elation she’d felt as she had dropped him off, leaning over the balcony. This is what he had captured. Radiance, and beauty, and power.

	“Elara,” a voice breathed behind her.

	She spun 'round, heart pounding.

	“Enzo,” she choked out. “I thought you’d left.”

	“I tried to, but I couldn’t,” he rasped. His voice broke. “I can never fucking leave.”

	She took a step towards him. “It’s me. This sculpture.” Fresh tears sprang in her eyes as he stood clenching and unclenching his fists by the door. He followed her movements, not moving from the entranceway. “The day we jumped off the cliff.” 

	He nodded once.

	“I feel the same feeling I did from the fountain in the garden.” She faced him fully, her marble form towering behind her

	“I—” He gritted his teeth, swallowing. His jaw worked, as though debating whether to speak. He closed his eyes, resolution on his face. “I knew then.”

	 “Knew what?” Her voice was a breath, a whisper. 

	“That I was in love with you.”

	Elara’s heart stopped. The silence was so deafening that she could have heard a pin drop. She went to open her mouth, but he raised his hand.

	“Elara, I am in love with you. Agonisingly so. That was my secret, my payment to Eli. That I was falling in love with a girl I didn’t think could ever love me back.”

	Elara took a step forward, tears running down her cheeks. Enzo’s eyes were wild as they searched hers. “I have loved you from the moment you turned and gave me that smile as we flew through the sky. I tried to stop, I tried to push you away, but I couldn’t.”

	 “Enzo—”

	“No, El.” A dam seemed to break as the words poured out of him. “I need you to understand. You said we couldn’t be anything more than friends, and I would have done it. After last night, I knew.” His voice was ragged as he sagged against the doorframe. “That I would have taken the crumbs you fed me. Taken you in sips, even when I wanted to drown, if it meant I could be near you.”

	Elara was trembling as each word caressed her. A silence stretched between them as Enzo fidgeted with his hands, the nerve in his jaw ticking. She looked at him, words warring on her lips. There were only two that she wanted to utter.

	“Drown me.”

	His head snapped up, every muscle standing to attention. Their gaze locked. A shaking breath escaped him. Then in two steps he was on her. His hands gathered in her hair. 

	“I love you too,” she whispered onto his lips. “I think I’ve been falling since I met you. It was so easy to love you, Enzo. Your strength, your passion, your beautiful lion’s heart.” She placed a palm over his raggedly beating chest. “I feel like I’ve waited all my life for you,” she said softly.

	The smile he gave at her words was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, more beautiful than any marble treasure he could carve. Light glowed from him as he met her lips with his own. She arched into him, a whimper escaping her as her shadows curled around him. He held her tightly, so close that the pain was exquisite. She wrapped her hands in his curls and tugged, angling his neck so that she could kiss it. A low rumble left him as his hands roamed her body, unsure where to begin now that it was all his. He pulled her up and she draped her legs around him as he lifted her to the worktop table. He tore his lips from hers for a second as he wiped workings from the desk. Lust swept her as she took him in. 

	The Light shone on him as though he were a chosen one, glinting gold off his features. His rough fingers hitched up her dress and she found herself wet already as he pushed her head to the side, licking the arch of her neck. 

	“I’ve imagined you, spread on this worktable for me since the moment you entered the studio,” he murmured. “My muse. Look how fucking beautiful you are.”

	 She moaned against his words as he pushed back to view her, her hair spilling wildly, lips swollen, dress racked around her. His hand moved higher with urgency as his other began to unbuckle his belt, and he gathered her to him again. 

	“I went to see Isra,” she breathed as she arched her neck, desperate for more as he kissed it slowly, the delicious lap of his tongue sending arrows of fire through her.

	“Did you, Princess?” he murmured against it, stilling. “I’m sure she had some very interesting things to say.”

	Elara gently leaned back to look at him, her silver eyes aflame. “She told me everything. About giving one’s crown. What it meant.”

	Enzo paused. Panic raced through her as she wondered whether she should have mentioned it. Then, his eyes not leaving hers once, Enzo sank slowly before her, his tall frame sinking level with her hips. He braced the workbench with his arms on either side of her.

	“I was rudely interrupted the night I gave you this.” He reached one arm above for the crown on his head. “And I believe I expressed a certain desire for wanting to taste you as you wore it.” 

	His smile curled as he once again placed it on her. The gold was cool against her head. A dull roar was pounding in her stomach as he hooked his arms under her thighs, gripping the soft outer flesh through her dress. He looked up to her again.

	“Something tells me you enjoy me on my knees.”

	“I’ve never seen such a pretty sight,” Elara crooned.

	“Perhaps instead of a queen, I’ll make you a goddess; then I can worship you the way I’m supposed to.” His smile turned positively feline as he hitched her dress up to her waist. She hadn’t put on underwear since the baths, and felt herself exposed to the air, coolness playing on her. She shivered.

	“Yes,” he breathed. “I think I’ll pray to you with my tongue.”

	Her foot landed lightly on his chest, pushing him back. He looked at it in confusion, then desire, as he observed her, challenge glinting in his eyes.

	“Beg.”

	He let out a soft laugh, biting his lip as Elara smiled. “Oh, you are wicked.”

	“Just playing your game.”

	Enzo groaned, his eyes flicking to her sex, now exposed with her leg raised. “Please,” he breathed.

	“Please what?” she purred.

	“Please, Elara, let me taste you.” His eyes burned as they fixed on her. She bit her lip, grasping her dress with two hands as she pulled it up over her, discarding it on the floor. He drank in her naked form, his eyes roaming every inch of her, soaking in every curve and dip. She felt his gaze as though it were a visceral thing, trailing flames down her.

	She made herself look into his eyes as she opened her legs.

	“Take what is yours, Prince,” she breathed, and Enzo did not hesitate.

	His tongue sank onto her, pressing hard onto her centre. She gasped, gripping the edge of the bench as rivers of pleasure danced through her bloodstream. Her hands tangled through his thick curls, digging in as she rocked at the sheer ecstasy of him on her. A sound she didn’t know she could make escaped her as he slowly swirled his tongue. 

	“You taste just as I imagined,” he growled, finishing the sentiment with a slow, tantalising kiss. “Like light-warmed cherries. So. Fucking. Sweet.” He moaned into her as his head dipped back in, his arms locked around her thighs, holding her down over him, pressing for more, deeper, and deeper. She had never felt pleasure like it. A deity in his arms, his lips a feverish prayer over her body, reverent, adoring. Elara arched her back, her head dropping in ecstasy as a whimper escaped her. 

	“I know, Princess,” he murmured. “I know.”

	His tongue danced, teasing, and flicking, before taking her all in, then dancing away again, sending waves of gold crashing and peaking through her. She felt like she was drowning, she felt like she was flying, all there was, was this moment and him, kneeling before her, worshipping her. And just when she thought she couldn’t fly any higher, she felt Enzo slowly push a finger into her.

	“Gods, Enzo” she breathed as it filled her.

	“My name on your lips while I’m inside you may be my favourite sound in the world,” he said, the deep sound reverberating onto her sex. She shivered, shifting as she tried to create some friction, anything to satiate the ache building inside her. But Enzo kept his finger still, his eyes locked on hers as he continued to suck and lick her.

	“Say it again,” he said roughly.

	“Lorenzo,” she moaned.

	With a sigh he pushed a second finger into her, and with a lion’s smile, curled them, pumping them maddeningly slowly as he swirled his tongue again. The combination sent her over the edge and she felt herself unravel at his strong insistent strokes, his fingers a command for her.

	“What was it you said you’d never felt before?” He sucked slowly and she jerked against her will. “Ah yes,” he smirked. “Fire.”

	To Elara’s utter disbelief, she began to feel warm flames lick her as Enzo pressed his tongue flat to her. A rivulet of fire danced off his tongue, embers of red and orange pulsing and drawing circles around her. The heat was delicious, warm enough that she began to tingle.

	A roar begin to pound in her ears as Enzo’s tongue and flames caressed her, the heat vibrating and rippling. “Enzo, I’m going to come,” she breathed, writhing over him. 

	He prised his lips off her. “Not yet you’re not.” He pulled his fingers out of her and she gasped at the emptiness, the shock of being so close to the edge knocking the breath from her. Enzo ran a tongue over his lips, glossed with her. He stroked a thumb lazily over her centre, causing her to jolt again.

	She had no words for him, her pupils so dilated that her eyes were near black. His were heavy with lust as they stared at each other, breathing heavily, Enzo still on his knees.

	“Tell me what you want, Elara,” he said softly, and there was something deeper than the predatory gold in his eyes, something that looked like a plea. 

	“You… You and only you,” she whispered. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. When he opened them, there was only a thin ring of gold around his pupil. And without a word he stood up, lifting her so that her legs wrapped around his middle. He kissed her deeply, and the taste of herself on his lips made Elara shiver with pleasure anew.

	He sank her gently to the floor, onto the white sheets laid all over the studio to catch the fall of marble and plaster dust. Golden Light streamed through the wide windows, refracting off the sculptures and busts that surrounded them. Elara removed the crown gently from her head, resting it beside her. She turned, running her fingers over a large bust standing on the floor next to her, her thumb tracing the figure’s lips. The dawn’s rays played over her naked form as she looked back to Enzo. He took a moment as she arched her back and stretched her arms behind her, closing her eyes as she revelled in its warmth. 

	“I’m going to carve the way you look right now into stone,” he breathed, pulling his shirt over his head. His muscles rippled, taut with tension as he leaned over Elara, leaning on his forearms at either side of her.

	“So, so beautiful.” He pulled a strand of her hair between his fingers. She smiled up at him. The Light danced over him too, the golden rays bouncing off the bronze of his skin.

	“Nothing will be the same after this, you know that, don’t you?”

	“It hasn’t been the same for a long time,” Elara whispered. “And I still choose you.”

	“Fuck, Elara,” he breathed. “You don’t know what you do to me with those words. I want you to see what you do to me.”

	And with that he slowly unbuttoned his trousers, letting them fall as his hard length was freed. Elara stopped breathing, a dull pounding roar drumming inside of her at the size and thickness of it. 

	“In Aphrodea, when you rode against me, it took every ounce of strength in me not to fuck you right there on the throne in front of everyone.” He smiled lazily “Although, I think you would like to be fucked on a throne.”

	Elara closed her eyes at his sinful words, letting them heat her up. “I think you know me too well,” she breathed, and he chuckled darkly.

	When she opened her eyes, he was gazing transfixed at her. “Open your legs for me, Princess.”

	She sat up, leaning on her arms, her eyes on him, knowing finally exactly what she wanted, exactly what she was going to do no matter the consequences. And with steel in her eyes and a raise of her chin she did. She saw him twitch and bit her lip, incredulous that she could elicit such a response from him without touching him. He hissed through his teeth, slowly dragging his eyes to her lips, her breasts, taking his time to drink in the vision he’d been denied for too long, all the way down.

	“Lie back,” he murmured.

	She let herself fall back onto the sheet as he leaned forward, pinning her arms over her head with one hand, the other tracing patterns up and down her thighs, so close to where she ached. 

	“Please,” she half-begged. 

	His lip quirked. “Now, the Princess has learned some royal manners.” 

	He pushed a finger inside of her as he licked and bit her neck, trailing kisses down to her breasts. He swirled a tongue around her nipple, and she arched into him.

	“You’re so wet,” he moaned in her ear as he worked her, threading his other hand with her own above her head.

	Elara could say nothing at that point. Not a single coherent thought came to mind, only the want of more, more, more. She tried to drive his hand further in. 

	“Patience is a virtue, Elara” he whispered against her skin.

	“And teasing should be a sin, Lorenzo,” she retorted breathlessly. He laughed softly, slowly drawing his fingers out of her. He settled above her, his muscle-corded arms on either side of her.

	His eyes were fixed on hers, his skin glowing softly. He looked so beautiful that her eyes watered against their will. She could feel his hardness grazing her stomach and ground her hips against him. He stilled, stroking his thumb over her temple, her cheek, parting her lips with it and then, with a moment searching her eyes for a sign, he found it, his forehead pressed to hers as he slowly pushed himself into her. 

	Elara cried out, and he captured the sound with his tongue, as though he wanted to taste her pleasure as it danced between them. She was so full with him she couldn’t think, couldn’t move, and still he kept pushing until she didn’t think she could take anymore. 

	“I don’t know if I can—” She whispered.

	“You can,” Enzo breathed as he kept pushing. “You’re doing so well. Take it for me.”

	Pleasure flooded through her anew at his praise and she let herself relax as he settled all the way to the hilt, joining fully with her as she gasped.

	She had never felt anything like it, certainly not with Lukas, the feeling of such fullness, such belonging, such raw desire and pleasure as he joined with her.

	 “Fuck.” He groaned against her, looking down to where they were joined. “You were made for me,” he said in disbelief.

	“I didn’t know it could feel this good,” she gasped. She began to grind against him, impatient for friction, writhing her hips as he watched.

	“Gods,” he moaned, letting his head fall back as he breathed in deeply. “You are so perfect.” He began to move with her in rhythm, slowly at first so that she could adjust to him. He leaned back as he palmed her breast, tweaking her hardened nipple. The other hand moved lower as his thumb traced circles around the bundle of nerves at her centre. She moaned against the sensation, pleasure rippling through her whole body at the feeling of him inside her and out. She ground harder, wanting more. He cursed, stilling. 

	Elara stopped, looking to him. “Are you ok? Is this ok?”

	Enzo huffed out a soft laugh. “You feel like fucking heaven, and if you keep doing that, I’m going to come before you do. Which is not how any of my fantasies played out.”

	A small thrill raced through her. “How many times did you dream of me in this position?” she asked, her voice husky.

	“Every damn night.”

	Elara slowed her grinding and he cursed again, their bodies in tune and a delicious feel of coiled energy building and aching inside her. He began moving his hips again and she gasped, eyes looking to him wildly as he took his time, moving torturously slow in and out of her. 

	“I need to tell you,” he said roughly, his hands gathering her hair, his eyes burning. He took a breath. “You told me that night you walked into my dream—that I could make it anything I wanted, make it home… Ever since, it’s been you. You and me, in this studio. Every night that’s what I have dreamed of. Because you are my home, Elara.”

	Elara’s eyes welled with emotion at the gift he had given her, as he continued to move slowly and luxuriously inside her.

	 “My dreamscape is the same,” she whispered in disbelief onto his neck, and she felt him hold her tighter. “Isra told me everything. That our souls are tied.” Enzo’s eyes burned brighter at her admittance. “There are few things that I’m sure of in this world. But one thing I do know, is that you are half of mine.” She brought his face to hers, kissing him fiercely. “I love you,” she breathed. “Until my last breath and beyond.”

	Enzo gathered her up against him as they moved in time, as he sucked her neck, her lips, her tongue, tasting the words she gave him.

	 “I love you, I love you, I love you.” 

	At that, she lost all resolve, the ache rising to a crashing of waves as she came, closing around him. Seeing her lose control he came with her, over and over, their bodies slamming and shuddering in throws of ecstasy, and just her name spoken repeatedly on his lips, “Elara, Elara.”
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Chapter Forty-Nine

	 

	“I wish we could stay here forever,” Elara sighed as she lay on the light-warmed sheets. Enzo’s head lay on her stomach, his body between her legs as she played with his curls, absent-mindedly twisting them with her fingers. She stretched her neck to admire the statues towering above her, Enzo’s art surrounding them.

	“Me too. Although, we still have all day before hell breaks loose.”

	Elara’s stomach lurched at the prospect of facing Ariete again, a chance that this may not all work in her favour. She quashed down any doubt, shaking her head.

	Enzo lifted his to watch as he traced a finger over her bare stomach, a slight curve to it which had grown from the delicious food she’d devoured over the course of her stay in Helios. The back of his knuckle traced her stretch marks, silver and rippled on her hips.

	“I love these,” he murmured. “They remind me of ocean waves.”

	Elara preened under his gaze. She had never felt so adored, or so wanted before.

	“And these,” he moaned, sinking his hands into the soft curves of her hips, padded out over the last months. “I could just sink my teeth into them.”

	“Enzo,” she laughed, batting his head away as he grinned.

	“I like these, too,” he murmured, stretching up to kiss her full breasts. “Yes, I love these.” She rolled her eyes, her cheeks turning pink.

	“What else do I love?” he pondered, his hand skittering down to between her legs.

	“Enzo,” she said again, pulling herself up and batting his hand away. “Before you become completely insatiable, I need to eat.”

	He rolled off her with visible effort as she smiled to herself, reaching for her discarded dress.

	“Wear this,” he murmured, passing her his shirt. 

	“Gods,” she laughed, snatching it from him. “It’s like you want the whole world to know that you bedded me.”

	“I do,” he grinned, rising and stretching.

	Elara rolled her eyes as she pulled the shirt over her. Enzo took one look at her and yanked her to him. 

	“I think I prefer you in this than any ballgown I’ve ever seen on you,” he whispered against her neck, stamping a kiss there for emphasis. 

	“Territorial animal,” she sighed into him. “Food,” she bit out, pushing away from him. He laughed, reaching to pull his trousers on before following her out of the studio.

	The Prince of Helios was walking through the city of Sol shirtless, and no one had yet batted an eyelid.

	“Is this something you do often?” Elara asked, adjusting his shirt on her after they passed the fifth person who had only smiled and nodded at the pair.

	Enzo chuckled. “I think they’re just being discreet. Everyone in this area knows me, and you now.”

	The Light was growing brighter, the eleventh hour near. They passed some of the buildings in the familiar piazza: the shop that sold paint and dyes, the crafters where Elara had gone back and forth to bring tools for Enzo, the herbalists that grew fresh mint by the boatful, ready for the gallons of tea they’d consumed each day. Each of the shop owners smiled and waved as they walked past. Enzo stepped into the bakers where Elara had gone every morning for vanilla crowns, threading his hand through Elara’s before pulling her in. A large man wearing a baker’s hat, with a curled moustache, greeted them from behind the counter.

	“Good morning, what can I—”

	Bruno, who Elara had gotten to know on her pastry runs, widened his eyes as he saw Enzo and the princess before him.

	“Rita, Bianca, get in here now!” he hollered into the back. “Finally, finally!” The man clapped his hands in glee, bustling around the counter to them both. He gathered Elara against his large frame, lifting her as if she weighed nothing. Elara looked to Enzo in bewilderment over Bruno’s head, who simply smirked.

	“You know, word spread after the solstice, and we could hardly believe it. That every morning, the mysterious friend of His Highness coming in for vanilla crowns was the Princess of Asteria all along.” 

	He bellowed again. “RITAAAAAAAA!” 

	Elara jumped, still suspended in his arms.

	“Put her down, Bruno,” Enzo chuckled.

	 Bruno did, remembering himself a second. “Sorry Your Highness…es. Highnesses. Gods, what a day, what a day. And now look at you, a royal couple.” He looked down to their joined hands, at the shirt Elara was wearing. Sighing, he brought a handkerchief out from his apron, dabbing at his eyes.

	There was a bustle as two young girls fell forward into room. 

	“Finally,” he said to them both in exasperation, their dark skin and twinkling brown eyes showing their relation to Bruno. “Look who it is!”

	The girls gasped, rushing forward. 

	“You know, we placed bets when you came in each morning,” Rita began.

	“How long it would take for the two of you to get together,” Bianca interjected.

	“We used to watch you both as you walked across the square, how you looked at each other.” Rita sighed dreamily, sinking her chin into her hands on the counter.

	“A royal wedding, how spectacular.”      

	Enzo bit his lip to stop from smiling, looking at Elara. Her face hadn’t moved, stuck between disbelief and amusement.

	“Now let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he chuckled as Bruno twirled his moustache. “We only came in for some food.”

	“You must have worked up quite the appetite.” He winked to Enzo’s bare chest as Elara snorted, her face turning more flushed by the second.

	Bruno clapped his huge hands together. “A banquet you shall receive. Bianca, Rita, wield that fire magick, I want the ovens piping hot. Your Majesties, your wish is my command.”

	It took a while for Elara to finish listing off everything that she wanted to eat, as all manner of delicious baked goods were brought out to her. With bags full to the brim with freshly cooked food, the two left Bruno’s, much to his dismay as he’d squeezed and kissed them both multiple times before he allowed them to leave his premises.

	Elara took a roll stuffed with basil, hard cheese and cured beef off the top of the pile that she carried.

	“Well…” she began, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

	Enzo chuckled as he shouldered open the large wooden doors into the shadow-filled atrium. Elara followed, manoeuvring through into Enzo’s studio again, midday beams flooding through the space now as the Light rose to its highest point. They walked through into the small garden lined with statues, the familiar place where they’d shared lunch together what seemed like an age ago. 

	Elara sighed as she sank onto the warm green grass, Enzo resting opposite her, propped on his elbows. She greedily opened her bag of treats.

	“What?” she asked, her mouth full as she caught Enzo staring at her.

	“Nothing.” He shook his head smiling. “I just still can’t believe that you’re mine.”

	Her eyes softened as she put her food down, chewing slowly as she contemplated his words. There was a small flutter in her stomach as she braced herself to ask what had been on her lips since Enzo’s admittance hours before. She swallowed.

	“Does it not bother you?” She lowered her eyes, pulling apart the bread roll in her hands. “The prophecy.”

	Enzo frowned, opening his mouth. Elara barrelled on before he could answer. “I just, I needed to ask one last time, to give you the option to leave if this was not what you wanted, regardless of what Isra said.” She whispered the last words, her eyes on the ground, holding her breath.

	And then she heard a rustle as familiar hands cupped her face, lifting it. Enzo’s lips caressed hers, then pulled her in harder, bruising against her, as though he were trying to meld her to him. He moved her so that she was sat on his lap, her legs straddling him. She broke from the kiss dizzy, to the flame glinting in his eyes, the soft smile on his face. 

	“Elara, you are my soulmate. Do you think that something as fragile as fate would keep me from you?” he murmured, trailing kisses over her face and jaw. She laughed through her tears at the absurdity of what he was saying. But she stilled as she saw the resolve in his eyes. 

	“I defy the Stars,” he said, promise lacing his words like a threat.

	Perhaps it was the words he’d uttered, or the pure conviction in which Enzo had made such a vow, but she kissed him passionately as her hand reached behind her, finding its way down to his trousers, where he was already hard and ready. 

	Elara leaned back onto her knees, pulling his trousers off desperately. Finally freed, she leaned forwards, reaching for him. She bit her lip as he groaned, pushing himself into her hand, the muscles in his stomach tensed. She lifted herself gently off him, her tongue licking a trail down his neck, his chest, stopping at his navel. She needed to show him in that moment what his unwavering certainty meant to her as she swirled her tongue down the trail of hair to where her hand was working. She settled between his legs. 

	Enzo cursed under his breath, his eyes black, curls falling into them as he stared at her. She brought him a whisper away from her lips, still pumping him. 

	“Do you remember what you said in that compartment?” she murmured. 

	He groaned, his muscles tensing at the sensation, sitting himself further up so he could watch her. He wound her trailing hair in his hands, breathing heavily, a panther coiled.

	“I remember,” she said softly, all shadow.

	“I said how I’d wished it had been my cock in your mouth.” Enzo’s voice was guttural.

	She raised her eyes to meet him, a dangerous smirk on her lips. “How you’d dreamed of it,” she breathed, sinking her mouth onto him. 

	He bucked, crying her name through gritted teeth and she smiled. She swirled her tongue around his head, tasting the salt of him.

	“Don’t stop,” he whispered, as she took his length further into her mouth. She felt his hands pull her hair tighter. “You’re so perfect.” His head fell back. “The amount of times I’ve imagined this, you on your knees before me as you suck my cock from base to tip…”

	Elara hummed in response, the sound vibrating on him. She placed her hands flat on his stomach as shadows spun out of them, wisping towards his shaft. She continued to work him with her mouth as shadows teased and wrapped around him. She heard him hiss through his teeth as they became invisible hands, stroking as her own hands raked down his muscled stomach. She ripped her mouth off him, her lips smacking.

	“Do you still renounce the Dark?” she purred, running her finger over her mouth as her shadows continued to work him. “Are you still such a good little devotee to the Light?”

	A breath escaped Enzo, half a laugh and a curse. She waited, only her magick touching him.

	“I traded it for the night the minute I tasted your lips,” he replied huskily. “Corrupt me, Elara.”

	“May the darkness wash away your sins,” she crooned as her mouth sank back onto him.

	He fell back onto the grass, his hands over his eyes as he groaned. “I’m going to come.”

	“Tell me what you want. Tell me what feels good.”

	He lowered his hands, propping himself onto his arms. “Look at me,” he ordered. She flicked her silver eyes up to him, heavy lidded and seductive as she gave a slow, tantalising kiss around his head. “Good girl. Now take it all in,” he said, voice rough, eyes smouldering.

	Elara obliged, relaxing her throat as she slid all the way to his base. She nearly choked, the size of him constricting her airways. Her eyes watered. 

	“Look at me,” he said again, and she made herself.

	“So fucking beautiful.” He thrusted gently, pulling himself in and out of her mouth as he gripped her hair. “Whose mouth is this?”

	“Yours,” she gasped around him. He hummed his approval, clenching his teeth as he pushed himself back in again, losing complete control.

	Seeing his pleasure at her hands nearly made her come undone, and so she poured every ounce of coiled energy into what she was doing, sucking, and stroking as she looked to him, adoring the way he looked at her. He looked to the skies a moment, the veins in his neck straining. He pulled her hair tighter, encouraging her with murmuring words as she worked him with her mouth, base to tip, until with a cry he finished, and she drank him until he lay, spent.

	His breathing was ragged, a disbelieving chuckle leaving his lips as Elara gave a smile of her own. 

	“That was—” He shook his head, unable to finish his sentence.

	“Was it as good as your dream?” she teased, and he looked at her, his eyes dark with want. 

	“I was ready to come the moment your lips wrapped around me. What do you think?” He pulled her back to him, kissing her softly, his tongue caressing hers. Fire slipped through her blood at once and she wondered to herself if her constant desire would ever stop, or if this was just the way she would always feel around him now that their tension had been unleashed.

	They finished their lunch in each other’s arms, savouring the silence and company as they ate.

	“I want to take you somewhere before we go back to the palace. Before tomorrow,” Enzo mumbled, kissing the top of Elara’s head. She leaned into him, nestling her head into his neck and inhaling the woody, amber scent of him. It was like a drug; one she couldn’t pull away from.

	“Where?”

	“The Angel’s Graveyard.”
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Chapter Fifty

	 

	Elara had reluctantly given Enzo’s shirt back before they’d started the long walk up the outskirts of Sol to the Angel’s Graveyard. The air was just as she’d remembered it—thin, dry, and hot. She sucked in a deep lungful of it, coughing lightly at the grit she could feel coating the back of her throat.

	“I remember telling you that this wasn’t a very romantic place,” she said, casting her eyes warily around the circular dais they were stood on. “I stand by that.”

	Enzo chuckled, pacing the circumference of it. “It’s so strange to me that the last time we were both here, we couldn’t stand each other.”

	Elara snorted. “I blame the sexual tension. That’s clearly what it was.”

	Enzo bellowed at that, his head thrown back to the sky. “I swear you get more arrogant by the day,” he said, walking towards her.

	“I have a great teacher.” She smiled, kissing him deeply as he wrapped his arms around her. “So why here?” she asked, extricating herself from him. She squinted against the Light, the buttercup golden skies glaring at her.

	“I have this little ritual,” he began. “You’ll probably call it superstitious nonsense.” Elara scoffed. “But, before a battle, I always come here. I feel this kind of ancient magick, maybe a remnant of those mighty mythas who fought centuries ago.” Enzo looked up to one of the giant angel monoliths, its carved gold stone towering above them. Elara followed his gaze, looking out to the roiling sea of sands ahead. The red, shifting desert stretched out for miles, as far as the eye could see, eventually bleeding onto what she knew would be the Sinner’s Sands, Capri’s domain.

	“It sounds stupid,” he broke the silence, “but walking where the fabled winged lions of Helios once did, where they fought and conquered… It gives me strength. To face anything before us.”

	Elara smiled. “It doesn’t sound stupid. Why wouldn’t the Lion of Helios want to be around his kin?” Enzo laughed softly. “Do you believe all the mythas existed? Walked this world before us?” she asked.

	Enzo sank onto the circular dais, beckoning Elara to join him. 

	“See these?” 

	His hand swept over the disc, pushing aside the red sand that coated it. He ran a finger over the stone, showing up designs and symbols that Elara had noticed before from afar. She squinted at the worn etchings, wind-weathered and light-faded.

	“These are the Stars,” he pointed. It was a wheel, each Star’s symbol spaced along the circumference of it. She saw Ariete’s crossed swords at the top, Torra’s rose, Scorpius’s trident. A few other familiar Stars’ tokens. “But these,” Enzo murmured. “I always wondered as to what these were.” His hand arced outwards, to symbols that hovered above in their own circle, enclosing the Stars. Elara frowned as she looked to them. All the symbols were foreign, ones she had not seen before; circles and rings surrounding them, some crescents, some that looked like light rays shining.

	“I had a nursemaid, growing up. She was old and had seen her fair share in her lifetime. The closest thing I had to a mother.”

	Elara’s face softened as she squeezed Enzo’s hand. His eyes were troubled, held in the past. 

	“She would bring me here once a week. We would make the trek up together, telling no one. She said it was so I would remember that I was a lion, as worthy of standing here as any of the winged creatures that fought before me. And as we sat here, the wind whistling as though it was whispering secrets, she would tell me stories. Of a different way of life before the Stars.”

	Elara looked to him, stricken. Her stomach somersaulted, a deep dread sinking on her chest.

	“Enzo,” she said slowly, “there was nothing before the Stars. They fell to this world and created everything as we know it.”

	 “Did they?” His gaze burned into her. “I thought them fanciful tales as a child. Like ‘The Mythas of Celestia.’ But Maria would speak of an old way of life, where people just like us worshipped other beings, rather than the Stars that rule us now. And the mythas walked amongst us in peace. I thought they were harmless stories. I knew no better,” he explained, his words tumbling out. 

	“Then one day I told my father one of the stories, just a throwaway comment. He looked to me, I’ll never forget his stare. One of horror. I was beaten black and blue by him, my skin branded. And the next day I was forced to watch as my minder, the woman closest to a mother I ever had, was burned on the pyre.”

	 Elara was silent, shell-shocked, her hands gripping his. “I’m so sorry Enzo,” she whispered, kissing his cheek gently. 

	“I never spoke of it again. Never uttered a word about the stories she had told me. I thought for years that it was my fault she died. It is,” he added. 

	Elara wanted to take away the awful pain he bore on his face. She clutched him closely.

	“It is not your burden to bear,” she whispered. “Do you hear me?”

	She raised his chin, forcing those empty golden eyes to look at her until some of his warmth returned into them.

	“The tides are turning,” he murmured, his eyes roaming her face. “I know I don’t see glimpses of the future like Isra, but you know I have my own sight, my intuition that guides me. I can feel it. It’s as though this huge chess game has begun, with players we haven’t even guessed at yet, all shifting their pieces. I felt the same feeling when I laid eyes on you. That we are part of something bigger.”

	The words felt so familiar, so true, that Elara stopped breathing.

	“Whenever I come up here, I remember it. The way of life she spoke about. Even if they were just stories, they gave me hope. That maybe there was more than the Stars. And that one day, someone would be able to vanquish them.”

	“Finally.” A thundering boom resounded around them. Elara cursed at the top of her voice, scrambling to her feet as she spun around for the source of it. Enzo was in front of her in seconds, his fire already blazing in one hand, a knife in the other.

	“You have a wicked mouth for royalty,” the voice boomed again, and Elara’s eyes widened in shock. She stumbled two steps back as Enzo registered moments later what she had already seen. He craned his neck upwards.

	“Holy fuck,” he breathed.

	There was a ground shaking shudder as one of the gigantic, angel monoliths before them moved, taking its hands from its eyes.

	“I’m dreaming,” Elara said, her voice shaking. “This isn’t real.”

	The angel laughed, and the sound echoed across the sands. “Oh, but it is. And we have been waiting years for you both.”

	“We?” 

	A roar cleaved the air in two, and the very sound set Elara trembling. A wall of air hit them, and they both stumbled back. The roar came again, closer this time. And as Elara peered out across the sands from beneath the angel’s shadow, she saw why.

	She kept her eyes fixed on the figure prowling forwards, her heart hammering, as his mammoth frame came into view, towering above them.

	A winged lion. Another gust of wind hit them as the beast beat his wings. Elara’s eyes fell on feathers as white as snow, a glorious mane of white to match. His golden coat gleamed in the afternoon Light as Elara caught on wickedly long teeth, curved into a snarl.

	“Mythas,” she whispered, transfixed.

	Enzo was stock-still beside her, his eyes filled with awe. “I thought they were just legend. Or extinct,” he whispered back in disbelief.

	“Clearly not,” she said drily

	The lion approached until it was only a few metres away, his golden eyes, so similar to Enzo’s, fixed on Elara as the prince raised his hand, ready to protect her if he needed to.

	“Wait,” she commanded, holding her hand out to Enzo. He obeyed, obliterating his flame instantly.

	The lion continued to stare at her, and she felt wisdom in his gaze, as though he were trying to communicate something. Then, before their disbelieving eyes, the lion bowed, his wings folding together as his huge mane rippled.

	“What is this?” she breathed.

	“It’s what you’d call a blessing,” a voice said behind them.

	“Fuck me,” Enzo exclaimed, jumping as he turned back to the angel. “Forgot about you for a second.”

	“Manners, young man,” the statue snapped.

	“How is this real?” Elara breathed, her eyes flicking between the lion and the angel.

	“There is magick in this world, is there not?” the angel replied.

	Elara nodded.

	“There is much magick that has been forgotten or extinguished.” The angel’s smile turned into a snarl.

	“Who are you?” There was a distant part of her laughing hysterically at the fact that she was addressing a stone angel. Who was talking to her.

	“My angel name is much too beautiful for your human tongue to butcher. But you may call me Celine.”

	“Wait, the Celine?” Enzo interjected. “Who took the last stand against the lion Nemeus?”

	The angel seemed to smirk. “The very same. Who do you think he is?” She pointed to the winged lion, laying regally as it observed them.

	“My Gods,” Enzo whispered.

	“But you’re stone,” Elara blurted out.

	“Immortalised. The King said it best himself. Ancient magick lies here, blood spilt by us mythas. Why hello handsome,” Celine added, winking at Enzo.

	“Even the statues flirt with you,” Elara muttered into his arm.

	Enzo smirked, stepping forward. “You may want to review who you’re getting your information from. I’m not a king, I’m a prince.”

	Celine gave a knowing smile. “Are you?”

	“What is that supposed to mean?” Elara interjected.

	“It means, how does one know that the Light rises in the east and sets in the west? Or that the two of you are soul tied?”

	Elara’s gaze whipped to Enzo. “How did you kn—?”

	“Because it shines. The title Prince is what was given to you. But the title King is what runs through your veins. It is your choice whether you claim it, Lorenzo.”

	 Nemeus seemed to rumble in agreement, a deep purr resounding in his throat.

	“Wait a minute,” Elara said. “Aren’t the two of you meant to be mortal enemies? Nemeus vanquished you.”

	The angel looked to the lion, smiling. “We’ve had centuries to find peace with one another. And we have a common enemy now.” The lion growled in agreeance. “The Stars.” 

	“Is that why the mythas all fled? Because of the Stars?”

	“We hid. Waiting for someone with the power to overthrow them.” Celine looked between Enzo and Elara. “Waiting for you.”

	“No pressure then,” Enzo muttered.

	“Why not come to us earlier? We’ve been here before.”

	Celine snorted. “You think you both would have been ready to hear all this then? You were both so wounded, so angry at the world. It would have fallen upon deaf ears.”

	“What is it you came to tell us?” Elara’s voice grew hard, her patience at the angel’s riddles wearing thin.

	“Your soulmate said it first. What do you know of the world before the Stars?”

	Enzo shook his head. “Only pieces here and there.” He frowned, trying to remember. “Maria, my nursemaid, spoke of beings before the Stars,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “A league of gods greater than them; older and more powerful.” He paused to look at Elara, who was sitting, enraptured. “I don’t remember their names, save one. ‘The Moon’, or something?”

	“The Moon.” Elara frowned, testing the foreign word on her tongue. “And what did they do?”

	“You mortal fools have no idea,” Celine interrupted softly. “The powers you possess were gifted by them.”

	“I thought they were gifted to us by the Stars, and that is why we worship them,” Elara breathed, her anger stoking like a small flame. 

	“Is that what they’d have you believe?” Celine crooned. “The Stars cannot wield the same powers you do. They can only wield starlight, and their charm. Do not underestimate it, though. With their various charms, they can influence whole armies, and control the world the way they have for centuries. You saw first-hand, Elara, how Ariete feeds off violence and anger. He is Master of It. Who could win a war against the God of that? To try only makes him stronger. It is why he is invincible.”

	“Well that fills me with hope,” she replied drily.

	“So, if these gods were so much greater, how were they vanquished by them?” Enzo asked, doubt in his voice.

	“The Stars waged a great war with them in the heavens, ripping the skies. Its why the Light breaks into different shards of colours in each kingdom. The Stars are amoral tricksters and used deception, rather than power, to kill the old gods.”

	“They eradicated every trace of them in the books, forever changing history. Anyone who told their story was put to death,” Enzo finished. 

	Celine gave a graceful nod. 

	“So how does one defeat a god?” Enzo sighed.

	 “They become one,” Elara replied, her voice hard.

	Celine looked to her appraisingly.

	 “Think about it,” she turned, excitement suddenly flaring. “If these tales are true, if our gifts are from origins more ancient than the Stars, then it means we possess power unmatched by the Stars. Perhaps it’s just a case of uniting our kingdoms. Of working together and wielding our magick against them. Think about it, we could have a whole army against thirteen Stars. And there may be Stars who would join us. Torra, Eli—who knows who else.”

	“Elara, do you know what you’re saying? These beings have ruled the skies for generations. Not to mention the mortals with weaker magick, without strength, without courage; those who would be too fearful—and rightfully so. Every mortal in Celestia may be gifted with magick, but that doesn’t mean they’d fight. What about the many who worship at their feet and would call it sacrilegious? We may have a small army at the palace preparing for the worst, but how would we fare, really?” He looked despondently to the sands. “Do we even have a chance tomorrow? Or have we just been lying to ourselves?”

	Anger burst in Elara’s veins. “You’re the Lion of Helios, for Stars’ sake,” she hissed, her anger brimming and bubbling. “If you don’t have faith, why should anyone else when Ariete storms your palace tomorrow?”

	Enzo looked at her, a small smile on his face. “Little Lioness,” he whispered. “It seems as though I’ve been rubbing off on you.”

	She scowled, hiding her smile. She heard a chuckle and turned to Celine. 

	“You may have fire in you to rival this one’s.” The angel nodded to Enzo, who kissed Elara’s forehead in laughter. 

	“Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

	“So, now we wait for Ariete. We know the truth about the Stars, and we have a blade that can stop their magick,” he said.

	“This will not be an easy fight,” Celine said softly. “No one has ever bested Ariete in war.”

	“Tell that to the wounds he’s still recovering from,” Enzo bit out.

	“The element of surprise helped you then. It won’t tomorrow. Ariete will be prepared for anything, even if he does act out of revenge.”

	 Enzo stood, pulling Elara up with her. Seeing them rise, Nemeus did too, stretching out his glorious, feathered wings.

	“The mythas remember you,” Celine said to Elara. “Now it’s time you do too. The whole world will follow suit.”

	Elara’s eyes widened. “Eli said the same.”

	“Eli is wiser than he looks. Use him to your advantage.” 

	Enzo gripped Elara’s hand. “But what does it mean?”’

	Celine gave a knowing smile. “You’ll soon find out. Everything is unfolding just as it’s meant to.”

	“Well, it’s good to know that even ancient mythical creatures enjoy speaking in riddles, as much as any other godsforsaken person around me.” Elara smiled sarcastically. She made her way gingerly to Nemeus, who was shaking out his mane.

	“Your Highness,” she murmured, bowing gracefully. She turned to see Enzo’s lips quirking. “What?” she muttered. “He’s definitely royalty.”

	Nemeus inclined his head as though he understood her perfectly. His golden eyes fixed on Enzo’s, a perfect mirror. A deep rumble erupted from the winged lion’s throat. Then he began to slink back from where he had come, his wings spreading as he disappeared into the sea of red sand before them.

	“We’d best head back,” Enzo said, squinting up at the darkening sky. Its hue was turning a crimson red as it bled across the horizon. “Thank you, Celine.” He bowed low before pulling Elara to the thin path that meandered back to the palace.

	“A word, Elara.” 

	Elara looked back to the colossal statue. She gave a reassuring nod to Enzo to wait before pacing back to Celine.

	“I gift you with a piece of advice, one that may save your life.”

	“I’m waiting, enraptured.”

	“Keep the duskglass blade close to you. Whatever you do, do not give it to the prince.”

	Elara frowned at her, her tone a little cold as she replied. “And why would that be? I trust him with my life.”

	“Do not ask me questions I cannot answer. Even now Fate binds me from speaking further. Just trust the word of the mythas.”

	Elara’s eyes narrowed as she paced back. “The day that someone in this realm speaks plainly will be the day that I die.”

	“Godsspeed, Elara,” Celine said, her golden hands shifting as they were brought to her face. “I pray we meet again.”

	The statue became still once again, Celine’s hands covering her eyes as Elara hurried back to Enzo. She brushed off his questioning look as though the conversation had been nothing. She didn’t know why, but a fluttering of intuition deep in her gut told her the exchange was best left private.
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Chapter Fifty-One

	 

	Elara had half a mind to conjure her shadows and ride her dragun back to the palace, but she needed to save her magick. Already she was making sure to fill her reserves each day, siphoning off a little of it and building it in preparation. The palace was quiet when they arrived back, only the sound of their footsteps clicking on the marble floor. They followed the familiar winding corridor that led to Elara’s chambers and she felt a wave of relief when Enzo stopped outside her door. A week ago, she had thought this would never happen again, the familiarity of him entering her room with her.

	“It feels as though so much has changed since we were last here,” she voiced her thoughts to him. “Only a few days ago I was telling you I wanted nothing to do with you, right at this door.” She glanced to it, then back to Enzo, who was watching her openly.

	 “I’m so sorry about that night. I overheard the conversation with your father. It reminded me of everything I had been ignoring and I just lost all sense.” She looked anxiously to him. 

	“I thought as much,” he replied, relief washing over his face. “El, my father can go fuck himself for all I care—and I told him as much. Not a word of what he said is true. No one apart from him thinks what he does. Anyone who has met you adores you. Look at Bruno today.” Elara laughed. “And I would love to see him try to keep me from you,” 

	“It shouldn’t have taken me so long to realise. I was an idiot, thinking I could ever just be your friend, lying to us both.”

	“Can we both agree that that was the worst week of our life?” Enzo let out a shaky laugh and Elara felt her heart roaring against her chest. 

	“I’m yours now,” she said quietly, reaching her hand for the doorknob behind her.

	Enzo’s eyes flashed as she twisted it. Taking his hand she led him into her room. She unstrapped the sheath on her thigh, removing Sofia’s dagger, and placing the duskglass blade carefully next to it on the dresser.

	“I’ll never tire of hearing you say that,” he said, coming up behind her. Elara let her head fall back onto his chest as his hands came around her, fingering the neckline of her dress.

	“Pretty,” he murmured, ripping it between his hands. She gave an excited breath as the seams broke and she lay naked to him, the dress now in tatters as he discarded it. He pushed her onto the bed, laying over her, pinning her hands up above her. 

	“I’ll never tire of looking at you either,” he said, his mouth roaming over her neck, her breasts, tugging her nipple with his teeth. She arched and he pulled away, looking at her. She swore she could feel the fire in his gaze, that barely controlled power that skittered beneath the surface, breaking forth. She let it warm her as Enzo drank his fill, and arched further, grinning at how he hissed through his teeth at it, the press of him hard against her. 

	“You know, Prince, I imagined us in this bed,” she said, her voice low and seductive. He leaned back over her, pressing into her.

	 “Did you?” he murmured into her ear as he swirled the shell of it with his tongue, eliciting shivers all over her body. 

	“Yes,” she breathed.

	“And what did you dream about?” he asked, slowly rolling his hips so that she could feel just how hard he was under his trousers. “Nice things, I’d guess.”

	“This,” she said, urging him with her own hips.

	“How did I take you?” His mouth trailed back down to her breasts, sucking, and licking as he spoke. “Against the wall? On the balcony? Sitting on the throne?”

	It became harder to breathe as Enzo’s lips continued to blaze fire across her body.

	“All of the above.” She laughed softly.

	Enzo stilled, looking to her as a wicked smile curved up his face.

	“And in these fantasies, did you take it like you did this morning, so good for me?” His nose grazed her rib.

	Elara’s entire body throbbed with want at his words. “Yes,” she breathed.

	“Did you touch yourself when you thought of me?” 

	She bit her lip, images flashing of all the nights she had, frustrated and unable to sleep, his face the one she pictured, his hands where her own had been. 

	His gaze tracked the gesture and he hummed happily. “Show me.”

	Elara’s eyes glinted at the challenge. With only a moment’s hesitation, she began to show him under his gaze. He undressed, his eyes black, never leaving hers. He leaned over her again, his strong arms bracing the headboard on either side of her. Then he brought a hand down to where hers was, covering her finger with his own.

	“Like this?” he murmured against her lips before sweeping his tongue into her mouth. She melted, molten silver beneath him at his touch against her, so much more satisfying than anything she could possibly conjure.

	“I want to hear how you craved me,” he drawled, working his finger as she felt for him in the candlelight, stroking his length. “All these weeks. How it was torture for you too.”

	He nipped her earlobe, and she muffled her own cry. She looked to him, longing and desire in her gaze, mirrored in his. 

	“I craved you every day,” she said, “even when you were near.” She bit his lip, tugging it between her teeth. Enzo moaned, finally pushing himself into her, his hand resting on her throat as the other remained steady on the headboard. He stroked his thumb over the hollow between her collarbones.

	“My sweet darkling,” he said, seeing the way she writhed with pleasure at the new sensation, pinned in place, working her hips in rhythm with his. Elara could feel him hot, burning at her touch, painful and exquisite. “Look at me,” he murmured, his hand running up to grasp her chin. 

	She did, mesmerised, unable to pull away. The need and hunger in him matched her own and she bit her lip to stop herself from being too loud, the intensity ripping through her. He gasped, a low moan as he quickened his pace inside her, gripping her hair as they began to move urgently. She stilled him with a hand. 

	“Wait,” she said breathlessly. He slowed. With a sultry smile, she eased him out of her and turned, raising her hips and spreading her legs wide as she knelt. Enzo’s groan behind her at the sight made her pool again. 

	“I could look at this forever,” he purred, and she sank her torso lower into the bed, arching. “How wet you get for me.” She felt his calloused fingers stroke her ass, a thumb brush over her centre. “How beautiful you look.”

	She tensed, ready for him to enter her. But her breathing turned to a low, toe-curling moan as she felt instead the soft lap of his tongue as he feasted on her from behind. She pushed into him, and he murmured his approval, the vibration of it sending shockwaves through her. 

	“Gods this taste, so sweet,” he moaned again. “I could get drunk off you.” He forced his tongue inside her and she cried, stars collapsing in her mind. “I could fuck you for a week straight. Two. This need that never ends.”

	Her breathless gasps came faster. 

	“You know, even when I thought I hated you, I wanted to fuck you. You consumed me Elara. Every waking moment I wanted you near me, even if it was just to fight.” 

	She cursed as she felt a sharp nip on her inner thigh, the small pain coursing into pleasure as it turned her nerves to liquid. 

	“You haunted my dreams too,” he murmured as he traced fleeting kisses down the other thigh, before trailing back up. “You’d lie there, pleading me to fuck the hate out of you. I wasn’t gentle when I did. I’d wake, hard, having to fist my cock in the bath just to get through the day with you.”

	She turned her head to look at him. “I tortured you that much?” she asked, laughing slightly.

	“You have no idea.”

	“Fuck me like that now,” she whispered. 

	Enzo gripped her hips, raising his head. “Are you sure?”

	She raised an eyebrow as she continued to look back to him. “Show me how the Lion of Helios ravages his prey.”

	Elara sighed as he slammed himself into her to the hilt, pinning her hands behind her back with one hand as he pushed her head down with the other. Delicious pain sprang through her as he stretched her, unforgiving with his pacing.

	“It was always you, you know that don’t you?” he said roughly onto her back, licking the tattoo at the base of her spine. “I couldn’t even touch another woman after our first day together.”

	He wrapped a fist through her hair, winding it around his hand as he pulled her up to him. She moaned at the new sensation as he moved deeper inside of her. Her back pressed into his chest as he pulled her head towards him, his tongue running up her neck.

	“You like being fucked like this, Princess? Hard and rough?”

	“Yes,” she breathed. The darkness within that had always searched for more than sweet lovemaking, consumed her.

	He slid her hips back and forth on himself. “I can tell. You’re so fucking wet. Now play with yourself for me.”

	Her fingers skittered south, brushing the raw and pulsing point of her sex as Enzo slowed, his thrusts deep and measured.

	“So domineering, Prince,” she murmured as her climax began to take hold, building to Enzo’s intoxicating rhythm.

	 He chuckled softly. “I’ve imagined for so long, that smart mouth begging me to make you come, until I let you around my cock.”

	Elara sucked in a breath, his filthy words undoing her, pleasure chasing her to new heights. “Let me,” she begged, as Enzo’s hand gripped her hip, so tightly that it marked. The other slid up to her throat, the motion so territorial that she nearly came from the action alone. He squeezed gently. 

	“This throat is mine,” he murmured into her ear as he tilted himself slightly, knowing exactly how to reach the part inside her begging for release. His hand stroked down to her chest. “This heart is mine.” He pressed his palm there, before trailing his hand again. When he reached her sex, Elara sucked in a sharp breath as he cupped it. “This cunt is mine. Every part of you is. And I am yours.”

	With one stroke of his thumb, she came as he continued to thrust into her. He moved her with him as he groaned and she finished with a cry, him soon after.

	 

	They collapsed into the cool white sheets, taking in the faint smell of vanilla and sex as he played with a strand of her hair. 

	“I love this,” he said. “How it spills out of you like silk. You know the number of times when we were training and it would whip or tickle me, how much I had to restrain from running my hands through it, gathering it up and kissing you?”

	Elara turned to him smiling, the hair spilling over her shoulder as she leaned in to kiss him. She traced small circles on his golden-brown chest, the smooth hard planes of it still hot, like the terrace tiles on the balcony at first Light. She paused her hand over his heart, its quiet roar meeting her own pulse. 

	“You know what I always wanted to do?” she asked conspiratorially as she leaned over him again. “Kiss this freckle.” She moved her face to below his eye, pressing a soft kiss there. “And do this.” She ran her finger gently over his coal black lashes, long against his cheek. “And this,” she said softly, her thumb rubbing the silk of his ear, brushing over the golden ring there. “I don’t know why,” she laughed. “It was just the small details that made up what I had started to fall in love with.”

	Elara was fully on her stomach now. She peered up at him, half sat up in bed as he stroked her hair. “You know when I was locked in that cell, Gem trying to break my mind every day,” she said quietly, playing with a stray thread on the sheet, “they were the things my mind latched on to. That earring, the freckle below your eye, the shadow of your lashes. The curls that always fall in your eyes. They were what kept me going that whole time. I thought that if I remembered you in such vivid detail maybe you’d appear before me.” She laughed then, embarrassed. “Silly, I know.”

	His face was painted with emotion, and he pulled her to him, so she was cradled to his chest, his heart hammering faster than before. “I can hardly think of that without erupting into flames,” he said. “When I realised you were taken I—” He stopped, shaking his head. “I was ready to set Celestia on fire.”

	Elara believed it, the savage promise his eyes held as he said it. “Come now,” she teased. “You wouldn’t have really done that. Think of all the poor innocents who would have been caught in the crossfire.”

	Enzo gave a dark laugh. “You overestimate my compassion, Elara, and underestimate how deeply mine you are. I would let the whole world burn if it kept you warm.”

	A selfish pleasure coursed through her as she nuzzled in closer to him.  “So you’d set the world on fire for me,” she mused. “Well I would turn the world to darkness for you. If you were taken from me, not a single light would shine until you were back home,” she added quietly, needing him to understand what his words meant to her, that someone had claimed her as unquestioningly as Enzo had. He held her tightly in response.

	Her gaze caught on the duskglass on her dressing table. “Tomorrow, a Star will fall,” she said. 

	Enzo kissed her gently, settling down beside her. “And then we’ll be free. I love you, Elara,” he replied. “’Til my last breath and beyond.”

	She smiled, curling up into him as he traced reassuring circles down her back.

	“I love you too,” she murmured, dreams enveloping her in their tendrils. It was the last thing she remembered as she succumbed to sleep.
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Chapter Fifty-Two

	 

	Elara woke to the sound of dawnbirds, their usual lilting trill a grating shriek. She frowned, stretching out for Enzo’s warmth. The space was cold next to her, empty.

	Her frown deepened as she opened her eyes against the early dawn, noticing his clothes gone. A strange hum began to sound within her as she sat up, slowly easing out of bed. It felt that if she was quiet enough, gentle enough, then perhaps the urging knowing within her would cease. The black silk nightgown that she’d shrugged on part way through the night whispered against the floor as she padded slowly to the dressing table.

	She let out one single sob at the empty space where the duskglass once lay, before the door crashed open.

	The sound of splintered wood pierced her as she yelled, soldiers in gold hammered Helion armour pouring in as she startled, backing against the wall. 

	“No,” she said through gritted teeth, her heart pounding as her mind whirred. “No,” she screamed. She flung shadows out desperately, black smoke wreathing from her as it choked the nearest guard. Another advanced and she gave a guttural yell, flinging her other hand out to him, forcing him back against a wall of darkness. But there were too many of them, and she had been caught off guard. One soldier lunged behind her, tugging ropes over her neck roughly. She hissed against them as a burning began lacerating her throat.

	 “It’s in your best interest to come quietly. No theatrics,” he snarled into her ear, pulling the ropes tighter. She swore as the burning continued, her shadows dissipating to nothing.

	“What is that?” she choked, struggling against it.

	“Shadowsbane. And it won’t look pretty on you if you keep resisting.”

	Elara had heard of shadowsbane before, had been warned of it. It was an abomination of a poison to keep Asterian magick in check. Of course, in her kingdom she had never encountered it. But in Helios…. Yes, it did not surprise her one bit that Idris possessed it.

	She forced herself to breathe deeply as her wrists were bound behind her, the same coated ropes tied tightly. She felt the same suffocation as she had in Ariete’s dungeon, a familiar dampening on her powers. The guard finally released the ropes from her throat, pushing her forward so that she stumbled.

	 “This is a huge mistake,” she snarled, even as her mind whirred. The conclusion she was drawing could not be true. “Call the prince at once. Prince Lorenzo. Oh, he will set you in flames for this.” Elara mustered all the bravado she could, a queen in a severe mishap. She laughed even as her heart pounded. “Enzo!” She hollered louder as she was pushed roughly down the grand staircase. She kicked out at a guard who had gripped her arm, earning her a shove into the banister. 

	They reached the bottom of the staircase as Elara breathed heavily, her eyes scanning desperately for a familiar face. Any of the servants, Leo, Merissa. Someone. 

	The throne room doors were flung open as they reached them, the few guards marching in before dragging Elara through, her nightdress snagging on the door. 

	“Enzo!” she shouted as she stumbled in. “Get him at once, En—”

	Her voice trailed off and she stood motionless, a statue as the guards tried to hurry her down the cavernous room. The world faded behind her, the shout of the guards quieting, their rough grip on her falling away.

	Enzo was there. He stood at the right hand of the king, on his throne, his face unreadable. And standing beside him, a look of barely controlled feral delight on his pale face, was Ariete.

	Elara’s knees buckled, but she gritted her teeth, willing herself with every fibre of her being not to crumble. She allowed the guards to march her down the long aisle to the throne, past the pool. The scent of frangipani flowers now cloyed and rotted in her mouth.

	“I have come to claim my property,” Ariete lilted, his red eyes sparkling. “It’s a delight to see you again, darling.” He grinned, his voice raking down her spine. She noticed with satisfaction that one side of his face was still slightly marred, shiny new skin healing over the scars. Gathering her composure, she slid on her mask of arrogance.

	“I can’t say the same for you. You look a little… burnt.”

	His lip curled as he took a step forward. Her heart pounded as she summoned all the bravado she could muster before turning to Enzo. She forced herself to hold his golden gaze, now cold, as she was pushed to her knees before the raised dais. 

	“Enzo, what is this?” she asked, her voice betraying a slight tremor. But it was the king who answered. 

	“Princess Elara,” Idris mocked. “Did you really think I would allow you to run rampant? To welcome you into my kingdom, my greatest threat, with open arms?” 

	“You promised me refuge,” she spat, willing the trembling in her hands to stop. “You gave me your word.”

	“My word.” Idris scoffed, waving his hand through the air. “I did. And for a while, you were our plan. To train you to be a weapon for us lest Ariete decided to invade our kingdom.” He leaned forward a cold smirk on his lips. “But you know what I found as time went on? How powerful you were becoming. How bold, and reckless. Who do you think I would rather have on the throne across from mine? A wilful girl who wanted to try to change the world? Or a Star content to broker peace, so long as we did not bother one another.” He smirked. “Plans change, dearest witch.” 

	Elara lunged at him, but her restraints stopped her. He chuckled. “After you were kidnapped, I started to understand just how much Ariete coveted you, and how it could work in our favour. You became the bargaining chip to keep my reign safe. It was all very straightforward after that really. Ploying my son to distract you was his idea.”

	 Elara looked to Enzo desperately, unwilling to believe that he would be part of this.

	“Ah yes.” The prince finally spoke, a small smile on his lips. “I have to thank you for the… release you gave me these past months. She’s a good fuck,” he added to Ariete.

	 Elara lunged again, as Ariete cackled, but the shadowsbane bit further. She willed away the tears forming in her eyes. 

	“While you were off gallivanting and whoring yourself out to your enemy, performing your little plan of drawing Ariete’s attention to Helios, I contacted him myself. I proposed a deal that even a Star wouldn’t turn away from. He would grant me his word to never touch my kingdom, and in exchange he could continue ruling over Asteria with his little prize and only threat—you—safely in his pocket.” There was a gleam in the king’s eye that she now realised was greed. 

	“You’re forgetting something, dear Idris,” Ariete’s voice cut in, sharp and cold. “How could you forget the best part of my whole plan?” He clapped his hands together, the sound making Elara jump as it echoed through the throne room. He took another step towards her, raising her chin with ice cold fingers. “One of the only weapons capable of destroying me, unable to be found by anyone after searching for centuries. And you, with a few sweet words from our dear prince here, created it.  The very weapon that you, yes you, dearest Elara, literally placed in our hands.”

	Elara’s heart stopped as she looked past Ariete to Enzo. He brought the duskglass out, its blade gleaming in the Light. He handed it to Ariete with a smirk, as he looked to Elara with disdain.

	“Why?” The one word broke from her lips.

	 “You’re not the only one good at illusions, Elara,” Enzo crooned. “It was easy to pretend, easier still to get you to trust me.” He chuckled. As she roamed his face, she found herself looking at a stranger’s. A thousand memories flitted behind her eyes, each one whipping her painfully.

	“Get her out of my sight,” he said, disgust on his face.

	“I will look forward to our future together, Elara,” Ariete murmured, tilting her jaw. “I will look forward to breaking you.”

	He pressed a kiss to her forehead as she struggled, looking desperately again to Enzo. But there was not a shred of anger or jealousy as he witnessed the display before him. Only a detached indifference in eyes like glass. 

	She was heaved up by two soldiers, her hands still tied behind her back.

	“Ariete will rightfully be able to claim you by Helion law after a trial,” King Idris boomed as she was led away. 

	“I’m doing things properly, Elara, aren’t you impressed?” Ariete cackled. “So that the peasants don’t revolt. The last thing we want is a martyr. We can’t have rumours circulating of mistreating refugees, can we?”

	“We aren’t monsters after all,” Idris finished, smirking as Ariete laughed with crazed glee. In that moment, Elara wanted to scream, to spit, to throw herself at Enzo and shake him. She wanted to slap him, claw at him, and demand answers. But as the princess she was, she raised her head, her jaw clenched and her shoulders back, straight as a pin. 

	Then with a turn and as much dignity as she could muster, she allowed herself to be led out of the throne room. It was only when she reached the doors that she turned. Her silver eyes of steel fell to the three men before her. The Star, the Tyrant, and the Liar.

	She fixed Enzo with her stare as she said, her voice carrying down the throne room, “I’ll survive you too.”

	She did not turn back again as she was pulled roughly away, her words hanging in the flower-filled air. She did not cry or scream. It wasn’t until she was shoved into a cell and heard the march of retreating footsteps that she let herself cry, the sound of her heart shattering inside her.
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	The grim cell closed in around Elara. She crumpled to the floor, forcing herself to breathe as the walls sealed her in. Grief clawed at her throat, a dull pain drumming in her skull. Her thoughts were too overwhelming, too much. The reality seeming so inconceivable that it was all she could do not to unravel. 

	She began to hyperventilate, lying curled on her side as sobs racked her body, her breath becoming more and more shallow. Memories of Enzo by the fountain, Enzo kissing her goodnight, Enzo dancing with her in the clouds, gently washing her hair, making love to her. They seared her one by one, lashes on her heart until she could feel a visceral, physical ache. Her shadows reared inside her, unable to escape with the shadowsbane still binding her wrists, and all the emotions that she had pushed deep, deep, deep into the Dark, surfaced, pulling her down with them into blackness.

	The sky was ink, the kind of darkness that appeared blue. Quiet. Not a star in the sky.  Not a breeze, or an echo. That’s what first stuck Elara as strange about the place. Yet it felt open. A contrast to the constricting walls of her cell. Like she could breathe for the first time in a long time. The darkness only served to comfort a soul who had been running from it for too long. The hurt she had been apprehending seemed to cloak her and caress her. If she knew falling into pain would feel like this, she would have done so long ago. 

	The grove lying before her was filled with ancient trees, their age shown by the gnarls and whorls on their trunk. Rolling hills of ultraviolet rose behind her, the grass beneath her feet shimmering. Her nightgown fell around her in tatters, mud-stained and ripped, torn until it was nothing more than scraps. Elara’s soul weighed her down, every step became a struggle. Just the sheer focus of putting one foot in front of the other after all her running was exhausting. She walked towards the grove, discarding her dress as she did, barefoot and naked and very much alone. 

	Not even a stirring of wind lay in this place. Just a silence so deafening it felt like sound. She sought shelter under the bows of the ancient trees. As she finally lay down, desperate and disparaged, the rain began to fall. Droplets of iridescent rainbow light, finally creating sound through the pitch night. She lay her head back against the trunk. The rain fell harder and faster, plastering her raven locks to her forehead. Mixing with her tears until she didn’t know which was which. 

	She let it in. She took a breath. Felt the pressure rise in her chest, felt a dull ache, and then let it crack her open, a wordless scream tearing from her. In this dreamscape, this surreal point between living and death that she had landed in, where her body was in another world, and her soul was scattered here, the rain seemed to enter her. It spoke of grief. Of sorrow. Of unkept promises and lies, of what had made her a coward, what had made her a fool. The pain was sharp, the words tooth and claw, ripping her to ribbons. This was real. And so, she welcomed the pain. She saw the fragments of her shadows in the lightless night. The horror, the disgust, the parts of her she’d been running from for so long. She smiled. A crazed, half dream of a smile. 

	Her shadows convulsed and warped, forming the figure of a human. It drew closer to her.

	“I’ve been waiting for you,” the shadow said. 

	“And I you,” Elara replied. 

	Finally, she was confronted by all that she’d done everything in her power not to see. And in its own twisted way, it was glorious. Finally, she didn’t have to hide. The surrender became exquisite, the insults, the cut of the thoughts, of the truths. Finally, she didn’t have an excuse to fall on or a reason to keep running. She simply could be. 

	The rain continued to fall. Her body convulsed with the hits of raindrops, harder and harder against her skin. In her mind’s eye, she saw her shadow lie beside her. She interlaced her fingers with theirs. 

	And so, they lay in that ancient grove. 

	The rain began to wash away who she was. It peeled back Elara’s skin, the tatters of her soul, the festering parts of her throat, the damage in her heart. Gods, did it hurt. She was still crying, shaking, gasping dry sobs, rasping from her decayed mouth. 

	The shadow spoke again in a terrifying hiss that crawled over her skin. “How long have you been running from me?” 

	She did not reply.

	It spoke again. “Everything you pushed down fed me. Yet, you never once looked closely at me.”

	 Elara felt pity, gritting her teeth against the pellets of rain racking over her. 

	“How did you think you would wield your shadows against a Star, when you cannot even face them yourself?”

	Elara was still, letting the words ring in her ears. The well of power she possessed, the blocks she had been experiencing…She had felt as though there was more to it—to her—and even that she had ignored.

	She whispered, softly, “Where am I?” 

	“In your own dreamscape,” the shadow rasped. “Deep within it. Further than anyone should go. The last power you have waited to access is here. You must surrender.”

	“Surrender?” she asked in alarm. “I already did. I surrendered my heart. My kingdom. I ran like a coward, loved like a fool. What is left of me to give?”

	“If one plays the victim often enough, they will become it,” the shadow replied. Elara felt an anger at the words, indignation rising. But in the complete dark of this place, it never rose to the surface. Instead, it just flowed back again, leaving only truth in its wake, hard to swallow as it was. But swallow it Elara did, understanding then. 

	“Now you begin to see,” the shadow rasped. “The Dark cannot exist without the Light, nor the Light without the Dark. You contain both, Elara. It is no use running from the darkness within and accepting only the day. It is also no use shunning the Light and caving to shadows. Surrender.”

	 And with a complete clarity, like a drop of water in a crystalline ocean, she understood. She was not perfect or imperfect. She was not a villain, nor a hero. Simply herself. A girl who had lost and grieved and made her way the only way she knew how. She had fallen in love. That did not make her a fool, nor did it make her weak. Rather, it was one of the few moments in which she had been courageous. 

	Reading her thoughts, the shadow replied. 

	“It takes great strength to love, to open your heart. It takes great strength to be soft in a harsh world.”

	And so, with a wan smile, Elara lay back on the swirling, rolling grass and let the rain hammer away at her skin, screaming as she surrendered to it. She grieved thinking of her parents and of Sofia, of her heartbreak at Enzo’s betrayal. She drowned in her fear of what the future may hold for her. And as she did, the rain continued to peel back her skin until chinks of silver began to shine through it, the black tar that had coated her soul sloughing away. Her shadow held her hand the whole way through, murmuring words of encouragement. And with one last cry she burst open, brighter than any Star and darker than any shadow, the beautiful duality of both swirling like a storm awakened.

	 

	She bolted upright on the floor with a gasp, taking in her surroundings wildly; the cell, the flickering torchlight. She realised with a start that she was no longer tied up, the shadowsbane ropes in black tatters around her. She felt her power surge through her skin, the same deep, ancient thing rearing to life from her dreamscape.

	Suddenly she realized what was amiss.

	Pain, she thought in disbelief. There was a lack of pressure in her chest that left her feeling almost dizzy. Is this how normal people breathe? she wondered.

	A bubbling laugh almost escaped her before her circumstances came crashing around her. She may have been free of her own demons, but others surrounded her in the cold cell. This time, when the memories of Enzo came flooding in, she didn’t stop them or push them down. She welcomed them and the pain they brought as the questions whirled around her.

	How could he have gone from worshipping her, declaring love in the shape of poetry to her, to this? She could not fathom it, could not fathom the deceit it would have taken. A small, fragile part of her, the woman she was before, was in denial, holding onto a glimmer of hope that this was all some cruel trick or elaborate ruse. Her mind niggled on something, a thought that felt immensely important but wouldn’t surface. She bit her lip, pulling a strand of her hair between her fingers as she went over and over every detail and memory with Enzo, leading up to the throne room.

	Isra had sworn they were soul tied. She did not believe that Isra would have known of Enzo’s plans. Neither Merissa, or even Leo. She couldn’t believe it, that her family would all betray her like this. But they had known him their whole life. Who was she to them, really?

	Elara pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to bring sense to her thoughts. She had felt the tie between them. That could not be a lie. Why would Enzo have created duskglass with her only to hand it to Ariete? What was the point in it? 

	Her eyes narrowed as she replayed the last twenty-four hours in her head. Celine had warned her not to give the duskglass to the prince. Something about the wording bothered at her. She had called Enzo a king, then a prince. Why? Why not warn Elara more plainly about Enzo, or be civil to him at all if she had known the truth? If she had, what was the purpose in waiting for them both? 

	Elara’s mind worked and reasoned as the Light passed through the chink in her cell window, the day swiftly darkening to night. She had finally reached a conclusion, one born on hope and trust, as she heard sure-footed steps clatter on stone. There was only one way to test the hunch that had grown over the last hours, before a jewelled, bronzed hand reached to unlock the door. 

	Elara did not so much as move as Enzo swaggered into the small cell. She feigned disinterest as she glanced over him, landing on the familiar characteristics that she had memorised a thousand times. They rested on his earring as she rubbed her thighs together, feeling the coolness grazing them. And she smiled.

	He was twirling the sharp blade of duskglass, its black coat gleaming in the candlelight thrown from the awns outside. 

	“Careful you don’t cut yourself,” she drawled. 

	Enzo turned to her, a slow smile creeping on his face. “I have to say, Elara, I’m a little wounded that you’re not more upset about this. I expected to find you on your knees in tears.”

	Elara scoffed. “You always rated yourself too highly.”

	Enzo’s smile curled venomously.

	 “You know, I’ve been wondering why you have that.” She pointed to the blade in his hand. “Why you bothered creating it with me if you were working with Ariete,” she said, examining her fingernails.

	Enzo narrowed his eyes. “My father contacted Ariete after it was created. Before, we still planned to use it. Grasping at straws are we, Elara?”

	 “A blade to stop a Star’s magick,” she continued, ignoring him. “What a weapon indeed.”

	 “I’d watch how you talk, lest you find yourself burning on a pyre tomorrow.”

	Elara chuckled. “Oh no, I don’t think so. You see, Ariete wants me and he wants me alive. He can’t kill me, remember? He can’t even give the order to another without it falling on his head.” She stood, her tattered black nightgown and hair trailing behind her. “So, if it’s all the same, I think I’ll keep talking.”

	 She walked towards him, hips swaying. “You like to talk too, don’t you? Oh, you loved to hear yourself talk in the throne room.” She smiled as she took his hand, running it up her soft leg. “Feel that?” she whispered. 

	Quick as a flash, she whipped a blade from her right thigh, its wicked glass gleaming onyx black. Enzo staggered back against the wall, the exact same dagger held in his hand as he looked in confusion and fear to hers and then his. She approached him lazily. 

	“What was it you said to me? ‘You’re not the only one good at illusions.’” The blade disappeared like smoke in his hands as she held onto her very real one. And with a smile, she buried it deep into his heart.
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Chapter Fifty-Three

	 

	Enzo lay gasping in a pool of his own blood, his hands shaking as he tried to staunch the flow seeping from his chest. Elara looked disinterestedly over him, her face blank as though she were simply watching the sky. 

	“A little advice off an angel,” she said, crouching down before him. “She warned me to keep the blade no matter what. I had to test the theory, you see. Leave my illusion on the dresser for anyone to walk by and claim. Call it gut instinct.” She laughed drily. “Oh, how you must have thought me a fool.”

	 She ran her finger over the protruding knife sticking out from his chest as he panted. “Hiding the truth from us for all these years. Trying to hide the ways we could destroy you.” She looked in disdain to the colour leaching from Enzo’s face, the change of his eyes. “The only thing in Celestia to give the rest of us a fighting chance. Isn’t that true, Enzo?”

	 She paused, raising a hand to her lips in mock apology. 

	“I beg your pardon—Gem?” 

	A snarl painted white lips as Enzo’s image slowly transformed into the pale Star, her white hair soaked with blood, her eyes filled with rage as she convulsed. 

	“How did you know?” she gritted out, hatred filling her stare. 

	“Your glamouring is sloppy,” Elara sighed. “Star of Trickery and you can’t even get that right. I’ll admit you had me fooled at first, in the throne room. I truly thought my love had betrayed me. But there was something that nagged away at me, a feeling I couldn’t shake about the wrongness of it all. So, I sat and dwelled on the matter in this lovely cell you threw me in. I just could not shake the feeling. And then when you walked in, it clicked.” She grinned to Gem. “The devil’s in the details, and I’d memorised every one of Enzo’s. You had a silver earring, not gold.”

	 She sighed, standing up and looking pitifully down at Gem. “I can spare your life if you tell me where you’ve put him.”

	Gem laughed weakly. “Not a chance in hell.”

	“You still have time, you know. Duskglass doesn’t kill you, remember. Only stops your magick.” Elara’s face turned solemn. “I give you my word, Gem, that you will leave here free if you tell me where you’re keeping Enzo. I will allow you to escape. No harm will befall you.”

	Gem’s eyes narrowed as she coughed, wheezing. “Why would you help me?” She grimaced. “After what I did to you?”

	“Because I am not like you.”

	Gem observed her a moment. “Fine,” she hissed. “He’s being held in the dungeons on the other side of the palace. The second cell.”

	Elara smiled coldly, her hand closing around the duskglass blade. “You touched the person I love. I want you to know that I would have made your death agony for that alone—merely for the fact you laid a finger on him—let alone for what you did to me.”

	Shadows lunged as they began to billow down Gem’s throat, choking her. Gem’s eyes widened as Elara twisted the blade further into the Star’s heart, her teeth gritted.

	“You gave your word,” Gem rasped.

	“Someone’s word doesn’t mean much around here. The king saw to that.”

	Black tendrils snaked out of Gem’s nostrils as Elara continued to suffocate her, a thrill drumming through her at seeing her darkness coat the Star. The light in Gem’s pale blue eyes began to dim, her face turning grey as she clawed at her throat. The shadows continued to pour unforgivingly through her. Elara watched as the Star before her slowly died, webs of black fissuring out where Gem’s veins should have been. She leaned over her one last time as the goddess’s eyes faded to black, Elara’s shadows drowning the colour from them. She pulled the duskglass free.

	“I told you I wasn’t like you,” she whispered onto Gem’s lips, open in a silent scream. “I’m worse.”
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	Elara yanked shadows to her with impatience, pulling a thread of illusions to her at the same time. 

	To a guard pacing the dimly lit corridors, or a servant running to the kitchen, nothing would have seemed out of place. In reality, Elara hurried down, dragging Gem’s body as she hid them both against the walls. She hadn’t wanted to use her magick, the reserves had been saved for a fight with Ariete. But she had no choice as she manoeuvred the bustling palace with a dead Star in tow, heading to the west wing. 

	She gritted her teeth in concentration as she weaved yet another illusion over the two of them once she reached the open air of the palace gardens, shifting yet again as she reached the entrance where Enzo was held. She had never cast an illusion over more than herself and the efforts of it were already taking their toll. With a final heave, she dragged them both down stone steps identical to ones she had been pushed down earlier, landing in the damp dungeons. 

	She dumped Gem’s body at the foot of the stairs, checking left and right for signs of a guard. Mercifully, there were none, likely confident that the prince was locked up tight as they were all summoned to the throne room by the king.

	She ran to the second cell where a dungeon door stood solid, only a window grate showing the view within. Elara stood on tiptoes and, to her relief, saw Enzo. 

	Both wrists were manacled above him, his head drooping. He was breathing heavily. 

	She backed away from the door, her hands in front of her. Concentrating, she formed shadows that she conjured into a solid mass. She concentrated, as Enzo had taught her, on how to add weight and substance to them. Then, with a release, she flung them through the lock, shards of solid shadow breaking it loose. 

	The door swung open.

	Elara rushed in as Enzo lifted his head, his eyes bleak. Light poured into them as he registered her figure. 

	“El,” he whispered. “How are you here?” 

	She kissed him gently, relief washing over her. “Long story,” she breezed, cupping his face gently. “Are you hurt?”

	“Not physically.” He winced. “It’s my mind. Gem swept it. She was looking for information about us together.”

	Lethal calm took over Elara as her hand stilled on him. “That sadistic bitch. I almost wish I hadn’t killed her, so that I could do it all over again.”

	“You killed her?” Enzo breathed as she squinted at his manacles, summoning her same shadows again.

	“I may have. Her body’s in the corridor.”

	“Wait, how are you using your magick in here? There’s enchantment in the prison to prevent it. It’s why I couldn’t just use my light to get free.”

	“I may have also had a strange, transcendental experience while I was in a cell after I thought you’d betrayed me,” she said brightly. “Hit the bottom of my dreamscape. It doesn’t seem like any charm could hold me back when I came to.”

	“Gods above,” he muttered. “Betrayed you? What the fuck is happening up there?” 

	Elara broke one of the locks, then made quick work of the other. Enzo rubbed his wrists.

	“To cut a long story short, Gem used her charm to appear as you. She tried to break me by convincing me that you were in on the plan with Ariete and your father the whole time. Oh, and your father has sided with Ariete by the way.”

	“I figured as much when I was thrown in here,” he growled. “Did they touch you?”

	“No. They shoved me in a cell this morning. Ariete plans to take me tomorrow. There’s a trial. To pull wool over the eyes of any citizens that question the morality of you know… kidnapping.”

	Enzo swore. “Then we must leave, now. We have to get out of here before they realise we’re missing.”

	Elara kissed him ferociously as his hands wrapped in her hair. She pulled away from him, a slow smile spreading on her face.

	“No. We don’t run. You beat Ariete with the element of surprise at the theatre. And that’s what we’re going to give him now.”
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	The darkness of the room calmed Elara as she sat in her cell. She peered out into the corridor, checking that there was no one there, before settling back down on the pallet of hay kept in the corner.

	The hour was late, time enough that she trusted everyone asleep. She breathed in through her nose deeply, and out through her mouth, extending her exhale. She took another, closing her eyes, allowing herself to relax. She continued, focusing until she felt drowsy, sinking into the feeling as she felt for the drop.

	She rose above her body. Ceilings and walls becoming a mere suggestion as she transcended past them and above. She saw the familiar blurring shapes in the city of Sol, fragmented moving pictures, as she hovered. She saw the many different dreams of those in the palace, some grey with worry, others brown and mundane. Her eyes scanned for a cool blue colour nestled in the streets of the inner city. She spied it as it beckoned her, before drifting towards it and entering.

	“Hello, Elara.”

	“Hello, Isra.”

	The dreamscape was as she remembered. Snow-capped mountains, clear, crisp air. Elara embraced Isra tightly, although the dream quality meant that she couldn’t quite grasp her.

	“All hell has broken loose.”

	“I thought as much,” Isra replied, drawing Elara to a fur-lined tent on the snowy ground. Elara followed her inside, sinking onto a throw, soaking in the peace of the valley from the open door.

	 “I sensed something was wrong. When I came up to the palace this morning, I was turned away. No one is getting in or out of there.”

	“Idris has struck a bargain with Ariete, for me. I was imprisoned this morning, Enzo too. I freed him. I can’t stay long.”

	“Elara,” Isra said, her gaze piercing. “Where is your body right now?”

	“In a cell in the palace dungeons.”

	“You risk a great deal coming here and leaving it unguarded. You should have fled when you had the chance.”

	Elara shook her head. “I ran once, like a coward. I will not do so again. This ends tomorrow.” She held Isra’s gaze, her back straight, chin high. “I need your help. You must be there at tomorrow’s trial.”

	Isra nodded, ice glinting in her hazel eyes. “And what of Leo and Merissa?”

	“I’m visiting them next.” She raised her chin. “I have a plan.”
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Chapter Fifty-Four

	 

	By the time Elara sank back into her body with her three trips completed, she was exhausted. The plan had been set in motion and now all there was to do, was wait.

	She tried to rest as much as she could, focusing on replenishing some of her spent powers. She ate the bread and cheese that a guard shoved through the cell’s grate and drank the brackish water. She spiralled inwards into her power, envisioning it filling up like a well. She tracked the Light across the sky, from the pale-yellow of dawn to the bright gold of midday.

	She hoped and prayed that Isra had done what she had asked. That everyone was readying themselves, playing their roles for the show that was about to begin. 

	The Light tracked darker as Elara ran every detail of the plan over in her head, trying to see it from all angles—what could go wrong and who may intervene. She had to trust that she had covered all bases by the time the Light hung low in the sky, the deep orange signalling that it was time. Dusk was here.

	With little deliberation she heard the gate to her cell grate open, a shrieking jarring sound against the stone. Leo stood before her, dressed in full golden armour. He looked to her once, his face cold and unreadable as he stepped into the room, the royal guard with him. Elara had slung back on the shadowsbane ropes, as loosely as she could. Leo came behind her to check them. His grip was tight as he led her out of the cell, Elara walking with as much dignity as she could muster in her black nightgown.

	She tried to catch his eye, but he stared steadfastly ahead as he pushed her up the stairs.  Even under the palace, she could hear a dull, muffled roar resounding above. As they ascended, making their way under the large stone arch to the sprawling courtyard beyond, she smiled.

	 Spilling from the gates of the palace, all the way to the edge of the courtyard, was a large crowd. They were screaming her name, both cheers and jeers from the mass of Helions filling the yard beyond the portico. Then a chant was taken up, beginning with a singular, shaking voice, only to be soon after joined by others. 

	“Tyrant! Tyrant! Tyrant!” 

	Elara allowed herself a small smile as she scanned her surroundings. Guards lined the perimeter of the courtyard, spears, or swords in hand. Leo pushed Elara through the pressing mob, his hands holding hers tightly. She saw Merissa up ahead, readying herself. The beautiful maid’s emerald eyes sparkled as Elara took her hand, Leo towering over the two as the mob pushed on all sides.

	“Enough,” Leo said roughly, dragging Elara through the sea of heads as Merissa disappeared.  He pushed Elara up the small, raised stage, the same one where Enzo had burned the pirates. The wood was black and charred under her feet. Leo and his guard left Elara tied, marching back to the palace archway. Leo paused when he reached it, turning stiffly. His warm brown gaze met Elara’s. And he winked.

	She sat in silence, the shouts of the crowd music to her ears as she waited for King Idris. There was a fanfare of trumpets and the stamp of striding boots, as Leo marched back out, escorting the king, guards flanking his every side. Ariete walked beside him, a pressed red velvet suit gracing him as always, a black shirt underneath. He adjusted his bowtie, smiling as his scarlet gaze pinned Elara. Behind him was a taller figure, covered head to toe in golden armour, even brighter than Leo’s. Enzo.

	Elara clenched her jaw and willed her nerves quiet, her magick pouring steadily from her. She concentrated, breathing in and out as she measured the outpour of her power. Her eyes rested on him, as they always did. He marched up to the dais, bypassing Ariete and the king, who were led by Leo to two chairs below the dais, to spectate. Elara felt another faint flip of nerves as Enzo approached.

	“Thank you to all who have come today to bear witness,” the king’s voice boomed gruffly throughout the courtyard. “In accordance with Helion law, a trial was demanded, despite the disparaging deeds committed by the criminal you see before you.”

	There was a shout of protest from the crowd, followed by another and another. Idris turned to the them, sneering before he continued. “If the court finds her guilty, former Princess Elara of Asteria will be sentenced to imprisonment, returned to the court of Asteria and its new ruler, our Lord Ariete.”

	 Ariete’s grin was hungry as his rage-filled eyes locked with Elara’s silver, acknowledging her with a tip of his fingers.

	But the grin slid off his face as uproar from the crowd began again. The king turned slowly towards the clamour, his eyes, cold chips of glass.

	“Order!” he shouted. The crowd quietened.

	“Get on with it,” Ariete drawled, waving a hand to Idris. The king tensed at the dismissive tone before proceeding.

	 “Very well. The sooner I’m rid of her, the better. It seems a sort of poetic justice for my son, Prince Lorenzo, to read the charges I think.” He rubbed his meaty hands together and reclined, his plan stretching to fruition before his very eyes. 

	Elara bristled, her teeth nearly bared. 

	Enzo shifted, and his deep clear voice rang out. “You have been charged with murder, captivation against one’s will, war crimes and most importantly, conspiring with the enemy— treason of the highest degree to the Kingdom of Helios. The penalty has been revised to execution, pain upon death,”

	He looked to Elara, the warmth in his eyes alighting.

	“How do you plead, Father?”

	The courtyard erupted into chaos, as several things happened at once.

	Elara snapped her fingers, and the crowd vanished, her illusion of the mob disappearing as fast as it had materialised. With gritted teeth she slipped the shadowsbane ropes that Leo had kindly tied loosely around her wrists. She whirled her hands again and the courtyard filled with Elaras, a sea of silver eyes and raven hair all smirking in unison.

	The royal guard surrounding the king, led by Leo, turned on him, seven swords pointed at his throat.

	Ariete lunged forwards to the dais with a bloodcurdling scream, that was cut short as Elara jumped off it into the crowd of clones. 

	 “Come and catch me,” the voices yelled in unison, as they all began to run through the courtyard to the spanning rooftops.

	Ariete howled as he scanned the sea of bodies. With a growl he crossed his arms, pulling two wickedly curved swords from thin air, his blades magicked. “You’re mine,” he snarled, stalking towards the arch that the bodies were running through.

	Enzo stood watching the anarchy unfold, a grin on his lips. As though he had all the time in the world, he produced an apple from his pocket, polishing it with his sleeve, and taking a bite. The square was empty save for the royal guard, quiet without Elara’s illusion of the crowd.

	The king roared from below him and slammed a ray of light through the guard to Enzo who, still munching his apple, flicked it away lazily with his own. The bolt diverted, slamming into a palace wall and splitting it in two. 

	“Lost your touch father,” Enzo murmured, swaggering towards the king. He took another bite of his apple, glancing to the six soldiers. Soldiers who had all taken a stand for his queen. “Out, if you value your lives,” he commanded as they began to move. “And make sure to spread the news far and wide. That Queen Elara is here, in Helios. And that the king kneels before her.”

	“I will do no such thing,” Idris roared.

	“Leo,” Enzo said, ignoring him. “You know what to do. Find her. Look for the blur.” 

	Leo clenched his jaw, nodding. There were unspoken words between the two as they stared each other down. 

	Without warning, Leo dropped his sword, embracing Enzo quickly. “See you in the new world, brother,” he murmured, starting towards the steps leading up to the palace roof.

	 Before the king even had chance to move, Enzo was on him, only a hand raised enough of a threat.

	“Leo,” Enzo called. The general looked back as Enzo gave him a long look, turning to give the same to an empty space on the palace’s roof. He pierced it with his gaze. “Let’s bring them to their knees.”

	Enzo turned back to his father as the courtyard emptied, tossing his apple core to the floor. 

	“You know Father, you were supposed to be the most powerful lightwielder in an age, before me. Yet, all I see when I look in your soul is blackness. Not the soft shadows that curl around my Elara, no. This darkness is something rotten. I saw it from the moment my abilities began to take shape.”

	 Flames ran idly along his hands, and he watched them a moment as the king panted, sinking to his knees.

	“The woman I love… You would have signed her death sentence,” Enzo snarled as he reached him, his teeth bared. “Given her to the maniac who tortured and beat her to do with her as he willed?”

	He sent a bolt of light so strong that the king flew back into the outer window of the throne room. Glass fissured as the impact shattered it, shards raining on Idris. Enzo marched after him, wrath incarnate. In that moment he looked more vengeful than Ariete himself had ever been. He sent another bolt that caused the king to bend like a willow branch, gasping and wheezing, as he continued to advance. Again and again, he struck him until his father lay panting.

	“You were never my son,” Idris laughed
	 , summoning light to his hands again. He threw it to Enzo, who deflected it swiftly with a blade. “You were always too wilful. Too weak. You’re my greatest disappointment.”

	Enzo chuckled coldly. “You know,” he said quietly, cocking his head, “I used to be terrified of you. Now all I see is a bitter old man. A bully. I’ve waited years for the day that I could look you in the eyes as I killed you.”

	Another stream of power struck Idris as Enzo advanced, towering over him as he slumped, curled up against the wall. 

	“You won’t kill me. You’re a coward Lorenzo. A soft-hearted fool.”

	 Enzo crouched before him so that he and Idris were eye-level.

	“Am I?” Enzo grinned, fire alighting in his palms. He looked to the flames again, transfixed. “Do you know how long I’ve done your bidding? Carried out your orders? Tortured and killed, convinced that the enemy was anyone other than you?” There was a manic gleam in his eye, as he looked back to his father.

	“It was for the good of our country. The good of our family,” the king hissed. “You are just like your mother was. An ungrateful, weak idiot.”

	Enzo stilled. “Don’t you dare fucking speak of her.”

	“Just because you don’t like the truth, doesn’t make it less so. I should have drowned you in the Olympian Ocean the moment you were born. It would have saved me the trouble all these years.”

	Enzo gave a cold laugh as he finally moved, regarding his father thoughtfully.

	“You never deserved her,” he murmured, as his father lay panting. “You deserve nothing but to die alone. I’m glad I can gift you with that.”

	A smile devoid of any warmth painted Enzo’s face as he raised a hand, flames leaping and begging to burn. The king’s eyes finally betrayed a hint of fear as he scrambled back.

	“Lorenzo,” he pleaded. “Stop this.”

	“I was a child.” Enzo’s voice finally shook. “And you took pleasure at seeing me in pain. A little boy, with his back gouged out. Not even able to speak to anyone about it, to show them the marks you left on me. Thanks to your fucking healer. You may have erased the scars from my back, but you couldn’t erase them from my mind. For so many years I thought I’d deserved it. That the little prince wasn’t good enough. Maybe if he had worked harder, or cried less, or taken his punishments better, then it would have stopped.” Enzo shook his head.

	“But I am not a prince anymore. I am King,” the Lion of Helios finished. “Long may I reign.”

	Fire flared towards Idris, covering his body in flames. The king tried to scream, his mouth opened in agony, but Enzo’s lip curled as he shoved flames down the king’s throat, burning it from the inside out. His father’s body shuddered and convulsed as the flames licked at him. With a final roar, Enzo pushed his hands out, the sound like a winged lion of vengeance, as King Idris of Helios turned to ash.

	 


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

	




Chapter Fifty-Five

	 

	Elara blinked and the king was gone. She scanned the courtyard wildly, heart pounding, until realisation settled. Ash floated like dust in the dusk.

	 Enzo’s rage had been so enormous, so powerful, that with an extra push his father had burned to nothing, soundless. She had observed the whole thing from the rooftops as she waited for Ariete. The crowd of illusioned Elaras had been a stroke of genius, not only to sweep the rug from under Ariete’s feet, but so that she could lure the Star away from the courtyard as she led him on a merry chase. She had wanted to gift Enzo that. A last moment with his father, to serve out the justice he deserved.

	Elara breathed heavily as she looked to Isra, safely behind her illusion with her.

	“Are you ready?” she breathed. Isra replied with a savage smile, frost coating her fingertips.

	“Leo?” She turned to him, also behind her illusion on the other side. He nodded, raising his sword of light.

	Finally she looked to the figure pacing nervously beyond her illusion, the figure that looked like her. The figure smoothed her black gown, scanning the courtyard.

	Finally, Elara heard the pound of footsteps ascending. She clicked her neck side to side, palming her duskglass blade in one hand as she summoned shadows in her other.

	When Ariete’s livid face appeared, she smiled.

	“Took you long enough,” the figure said, as Ariete seethed.

	“You little bitch,” he spat, marching forward.

	“For an immortal being, you’re not very creative with your insults,” she drawled back. Just as Elara had ordered, the figure slinked towards him. Ariete slowed, seemingly taken aback that the figure hadn’t immediately jumped to the defense. The figure moved even closer, until she was close enough to touch Ariete.

	“I surrender,” she whispered, her voice laced with lust. “Take me home with you.”

	Ariete’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

	Elara crept forward, motioning for Isra and Leo to stay back, the illusion of thin air that she’d conjured in front of them all remaining strong.

	Hands that looked like Elara’s ran up Ariete’s chest, straightening his bow tie. “I had to get you away from everyone. From Enzo. Because I want you, Ariete. Make me your prisoner, do what you will with me.” She knelt before him, looking up to him with wide pleading eyes.

	Elara could feel charm thick in the air, similar to Torra’s but sweeter, as it swirled around the rooftops. Ariete took a deep breath in.

	“Lock me up if you have to. But I can’t bear to part with you again,” the figure hummed breathily, the back of her hand stroking Ariete’s thigh. He shuddered.

	Elara was close enough now. She could see the black and red hairs slicked down the back of the god’s neck.

	Ariete lowered a hand to the figure’s face, tilting her chin. He brushed a thumb across her cheek, the gesture tender. This was Elara’s moment. Her hand shook as she raised the duskglass blade with one hand.

	Ariete crouched, bringing his lips down to the figure, before whispering onto them. “Who are you?”

	Elara stilled. As did the figure. “I’m Elara,” she frowned.

	Elara gritted her teeth as she brought the blade down in one fell swoop, as Ariete replied, “You’re not that good an actress, little glamour.”

	Red light slammed into Merissa as her glamour fell from her, raven hair turning blonde, pale skin darkening. The demi-Star’s head lolled as she fell to the ground, Ariete’s magick knocking her out cold.

	“Merissa!” Elara screamed, as her illusion was torn from her. With a growl, Ariete spun, his hand whipping out. It latched onto Elara’s wrist. She struck a hard shadow out, and Ariete released her with a hiss. 

	“You know Elara, your little games are becoming rather tiresome.” 

	Elara looked once to Merissa’s slumped form, catching the rise and fall of her chest. Relief flooded through her as she turned back to Ariete.

	“Pity,” she replied, raising her hands. “I thought the fun was just beginning. Now!” she yelled to the empty space before her. Isra and Leo tumbled from her illusion, the two landing like cats.

	“You know, I’ve been training with the Lion of Helios, and the commander of his army since I was a little girl.” Isra smiled viciously as a long icicle appeared between her hands, the size of a javelin. “You’re fucked now.” 

	Ariete rolled his eyes. “You’re right, I’m quaking in my boots.”

	With a snort, Ariete attacked. He leapt across the flat roof to Elara, who evaporated, appearing behind him.

	With a cry, Isra launched her icicle at Ariete, who turned at the last second, knocking it from the sky with his fist.

	“Nice trick, but I’m the god of war, darling.” He kicked out behind him with his boot, and Elara fell, grunting, to the floor. Leo approached, a spark in his eyes as he flipped his light-sword between two hands.

	“I’ve been wanting to dance with you for a long time, Ariete,” he drawled, before swinging.

	Ariete summoned a shield with a ram’s head imprinted in its centre, a sword appearing in his other hand. He blocked Leo’s strike with a laugh. “It’s always nice to meet a fan.”

	In a second, Elara was up, her shadows at the ready. With a blink of her eye, they transformed into a wolf, solid and snarling as its teeth sank into Ariete’s shoulder while the Star advanced on Leo. He swore, striking the shadows with red starlight, diffusing them instantly. Isra flew shards of ice from her fingertips, the small blades sinking into Ariete’s suit. He hissed as they found their mark, before smashing his shield against Leo’s oncoming light.

	And so the onslaught began, the three working in perfect tandem as they encircled the God of War, each advancing and advancing as Ariete fended off each one.

	Elara smiled, attacking again and again, her shadows morphing into predator after predator. Her hand flung out, and ten crows dove for him, attempting to peck his eyes. Ariete growled, trying to clear his vision of them as Elara moved forward. Frost began to coat the rooftop as Isra worked to freeze it and tip Ariete off balance. At the last second, Ariete threw a knife through the air at her. It only just missed her heart, the sharp blade searing her side as she twisted. She hissed, falling to the ground with a cry.

	“Where’s Gem?” Ariete snarled as he turned back to Elara.

	“Dead and rotting.”

	He struck out but she summoned a shield of shadow, absorbing the impact.

	“Lorenzo has been in his cell the entire time. How did he escape?”

	“He’s been with you all day. Up until now I illusioned your precious lover as him.”

	The Star screamed, red starlight pulsing out of him as he struck her. Leo’s light flared against the red, protecting her as it battled with the Star’s. 

	Elara was knocked to the ground, winded, as Leo’s light crackled and pulsed, his powers contorting into the wicked lightning Elara had only witnessed once before. The commander was calm, breathing evenly as the lightning built into an effervescing ball, before he flung it at Ariete.

	The Star fell to his knees with a grunt, his teeth clenched as his body reverberated with lightning shocks. Leo looked merciless as he advanced, arms still outstretched. Sweat was pouring down the commander’s face and Elara crawled forwards.

	“Leo, you’re going to burn out,” she whispered, trying to get nearer. It was too much magick at once.

	Leo shook his head as though batting away a fly. 

	“Leo.” Elara could see the signs of it, the lightning Leo was wielding mirrored in his eyes, the power threatening to consume him. But Leo wouldn’t relinquish his hold, his teeth gritted as his own body began to shake. Ariete began to scream and Elara could smell burnt flesh, could see the veins in Leo’s skin illuminated white as his power began to destroy him. She hissed through her teeth. “For fuck’s sake. Plan Three it is.” 

	She waited a second more, praying that second would destroy the Star. And yet Ariete remained on his knees, as with a last curse, Elara flung solid shadow, striking the back of Leo’s skull and knocking him unconscious.

	Ariete slumped forward, heaving and choking as the veins beneath his neck bloomed black, like fissures in porcelain as Leo’s lightning left its mark.

	“Come on Enzo,” she muttered, taking Ariete’s brief reprieve from trying to kill her, to rest herself. She was breathing heavily, exertion beading on her forehead, her nightgown clinging to her. She had formed three plans the night before. The first—stab Ariete in the back as he was distracted by Merissa. The second—use Isra and Leo if Plan One failed, and kill Ariete that way. Plan Three…She prayed that Enzo would hurry up.

	She heard a whistle below her and breathed a deep sigh of relief as she gritted her teeth, forcing herself forwards. She swung her duskglass, the aim perfect, a move she had practiced with Leo again and again the week before, as the Star remained kneeling.

	 But Ariete was not Leo, and he deflected it easily, springing to his feet as he swiped for the blade. Elara illusioned herself in the last second, creating an empty space as she tugged the seam of reality to his other side. She slammed a hard wall of shadow into him, striking his chin. The Star staggered, spitting blood as he laughed. 

	She didn’t know how much longer she could keep this up, the focus of balancing her powers straining on her. She knew she was not powerful enough to win this war alone. But she had saved a hope, that with the help of her friends, perhaps they’d just tip the balance. She looked around in despair to those friends, all now strewn across the palace rooftop. Stall Ariete, that’s all she had to do until Enzo came. 

	But Ariete was too gods-damned fast. His reflexes, the way he moved. If she had thought Enzo the greatest warrior to grace Celestia, then he was a novice compared to Ariete. The god moved like the wind, as though dancing rather than fighting. Every move precise, lethal. The Star flipped another sword he’d summoned from thin air, jamming the butt of it into Elara’s forehead. Her teeth clattered as her head reeled back, falling to the shingles. 

	Isra moaned weakly, barely conscious as she clutched her bleeding side on the ground. Merissa was still motionless, Leo too. Elara’s head lolled off the side of the roof, the deep drop below guaranteeing certain death.

	Ariete advanced slowly, smiling through bloodied teeth.

	“If I could throw you off this fucking building, I would,” he hissed, straddling her, one arm still outstretched behind him. She fought against him, her head swimming. “You know this was fun at first. But now you’ve become a big inconvenience. There’ll be no playing nice when I take you back to Asteria.”

	He gripped her hair at its scalp, pulling her up to sitting as she winced. She tried one final time to lunge with her duskglass. With a tut, Ariete stamped on her wrist as she screamed, the sound of bone snapping. Then with a kick, he skittered the blade across the roof. Elara watched it fall over the side.

	 “No!” she screamed, sobbing as the one hope, the one weapon she’d had, disappeared. She heard another whistle, closer now, and with a last burst of strength poured shadows from her hand, the wisps writhing down the building. 

	A roar boomed through the air, deafening as it echoed through blood-red skies. Elara felt the roof reverberate beneath her as Ariete narrowed his eyes, scanning the horizon. Elara scrambled, trying to stand even as Ariete clung tighter onto her hair.

	Two gigantic wings pumped the air as the winged lion made of shadow rose, another snarl resounding from its maw.

	“Get your fucking hands off my queen, now,” a voice said, threat lacing every word.

	Elara wept in relief as she saw Enzo on her shadows’ back, one hand curled in the lion’s midnight mane as the other wielded the duskglass blade that he’d caught.

	Ariete dropped Elara in shock, the princess grunting in pain as she fell. Isra forced herself into a sitting position, clamping a hand on her bleeding rib as she pounded her other hand to the roof. Ice rushed from her fingers, spreading a path to the Star as she cemented his feet in place. Elara threw out her one good hand from where she lay, lancing shadows around Ariete’s wrists. And with a snarl, Enzo leapt from the lion, the duskglass in his hand arcing towards Ariete’s chest.

	Elara heard the wet thunk of blade in flesh and gasped in disbelief. Enzo had done it. Had pierced Ariete’s heart. It was done, it was over, it was—

	A low chuckle echoed through the air, but it was not Enzo’s. She clawed herself up slowly, as the pair turned. Enzo’s mouth was open in shock, a frown of confusion on his face as he looked to the sword plunged into his stomach, the magicked blade slicing through his armour as though it were butter.

	Elara crawled forward. “No.”

	Ariete laughed again, louder this time as he ripped the sword from Enzo’s stomach with vengeance, Elara’s shadows turning to smoke around his wrists. Enzo fell to his knees, his shaking hands trying to staunch the blood.

	 “No!” Elara screamed again, a sound torn from her throat. Her shadows dispersed. Time seemed to move slowly. She saw Isra sway, saw Merissa stir from where she lay.

	She lurched towards Enzo, screaming his name over and over. Ariete stood, his bloody mouth a grin as he looked to where Enzo fell. Enzo kept the duskglass clutched in his palm as the Star raised a hand, a death blow promised in it as red starlight formed a lethal blade.

	“Enzo!” she screamed again, and with a cry, Elara summoned the very dregs of her shadows from her one good hand and slammed them into the palace roof, obliterating a hole in its centre beneath Enzo.

	Enzo fell, a look of terror in his eyes as Elara sprinted to the edge and jumped after him. Ariete roared, trying to free himself of the ice that held his feet in place, but with a snarl, Isra unleashed the last of her reserves, ice wrapping around the Star. It froze him, climbing up his limbs, his face, until his whole body was encapsulated. The Star roared again, punching into the ice she’d contained him in. Isra gave one small smile, before promptly fainting.

	Air rushed around Elara as she fell, chasing Enzo. Her wrist pulsed with agonising pain as she cradled it to her, the other arm outstretched. The shallow pool of the throne room was looming beneath him, its water mirroring back her stricken reflection. She flung out shadows with a grunt, her shadow dragun forming to catch him just before he fell into the pool. Enzo groaned, resting against its hide as he clutched his stomach, trying to stop the blood that flowed so freely from it as Elara landed softly beside him. Scented water sprayed as she knelt before him, her dragun wrapping around them both. The pool began to turn red as Enzo’s blood leaked into it, soaking both their clothes.

	“No, no, no, no,” Elara whispered, clamping her hand over his, shaking as she tried to staunch the flow beneath the water. Her voice echoed through the empty room. “Enzo, Enzo stay with me. You’re going to be ok. We don’t have much time.”

	 She clenched her eyes against her pounding head, the strain of her magick a burden.

	“It wasn’t meant to go this way,” he murmured.

	 Elara sobbed, clutching Enzo, cupping his face with one hand.

	“El,” he moaned, his eyes going hazy

	“No,” she snarled. “You stay with me. You can’t leave me. I’ve waited my whole life for you. I lied before Enzo, I can’t survive you too.”

	 Tears rolled down Enzo’s cheeks as he tried to prop himself up, raising her chin weakly with one hand. “Listen to me,” he gritted out. “You need to take my power.”

	“What?”

	“There’s no happy ending for star-crossed lovers, despite how much I fought it.” He smiled sadly. “And I don’t regret a second. I would do it all again, welcome every pain, to feel myself falling in love with you again. You are the love of my life, El. My love of lifetimes.” 

	Elara sobbed.

	“Take it,” he whispered. “Take all of it.” He cupped her face with his hands. “I would give every part of myself to you if it meant that you could shine.”

	Elara’s tears fell. “I can’t,” she begged. “Please Enzo, don’t do this.”

	“You have to live, El. For your parents. For Sofia. For me. You have so much power inside you, the power to save everyone. I’m dying. I can feel it. Take it.” His eyes fluttered closed and he sighed softly.

	“It was you,” he whispered. “I remember everything.” 

	“Remember what?” she sobbed, gripping him to her, trying to shake him lucid. 

	“We nearly made it this time,” he said softly, his breathing deepening. “I’ve chased you through generations.”

	“Enzo, what are you saying?” Her tears were flooding as his grip began to loosen on her.

	He seemed to force his eyes open again, a last bout of strength in them. “We were always going to find each other. The moment I saw you, a part of me knew it was you. That night—that dream I had. You were my angel.”

	Elara looked to him in shock as a hazy memory surfaced between them.
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	The little prince lay on his front, a sob escaping him as the skin on his back pulsed with pain. Father had hurt him more today than ever before, all because he had tried to stand up to him. Father had called him a coward, and so the little prince had replied, “I’m not a coward, I’m a winged lion.”

	 Father had laughed at that. And as his horrid light had carved into the little prince’s back, he had said cruelly, “You want wings, Lion? Here are your wings,” before cutting into his shoulder blades so deeply that the flaps of skin hung open in the breeze.

	 The prince tried to shift in his bed, but his wounds screamed out, no matter that the healer had smoothed over them, and he let out another sob, trying to stay still so that it wouldn’t hurt anymore. 

	“Please, please, please,” he whispered, looking out of the windows to his balcony. “If there is someone out there that can hear me, please help me?”

	He fell asleep, grasping on to his plea as tears tracked down his face, wetting his pillow.

	Sometimes Enzo’s dreams frightened him more than real life. As he opened his eyes to his nightmare, his breath began to come too quickly as he looked around the marble room he always dreamed in. He could hear a huge whip snapping, and the sound set him shaking.

	“No,” he cried. “Please, no. I’ll be good, I promise. I’ll try harder.”

	The whip sounded closer again, flashes of light painting the room, and the little prince screamed, knowing what was to come.

	“Please,” he sobbed. “Someone help.”

	There was a popping sound in the wall as the marble parted before him. He scrambled back, his jaw agape as a girl fell through the room and landed on the floor with a grunt. This was certainly not like his other dreams—he was always alone. The little girl stood up, brushing her nightgown primly. Enzo took another wary step back, scared to say a word.

	The little girl finally looked at him, her eyes narrowing. “Why are you crying?” she asked. Her eyes were silver and her voice funny. She definitely wasn’t from the palace.

	“None of your beeswax,” Enzo replied, sniffing loudly as he crossed his arms.

	The girl huffed out an impatient breath. “You know Lukas gets told off when he says that, it’s not very polite.”

	“Well that’s babyish. I’m eight years old, I can say what I like. How old are you?”

	“I’m five and a half, and you’re not very nice.” He noticed that shadows were curling out of her, their tendrils touching him. Father had told him that darkness was evil. But these shadows felt nice. “They seem to like you,” she said, as he brushed off a tendril.

	Enzo felt bad then. He didn’t want to be mean to a stranger for no reason. He wasn’t his father.

	“I’m sorry.” He stepped closer. “I’ve not had a very good day. My father hurt me.”

	The little girl's silver eyes softened. She walked right up to Enzo before he could move. 

	“What did he do?”

	Enzo turned to show her his back, but a fresh sob of frustration escaped him as he found it smooth, not a scar on it.

	“He hurt my back. But no one believes me because there is no proof.”

	“I believe you.”

	Enzo’s eyes flew to the little girls’.

	“Why did he hurt you?”

	“Because I told him I was a lion.”

	 She cocked her head. “Well you do have lion eyes. And you seem very brave. I think you are a lion.”

	Enzo smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time that he had.

	“I’m sorry that you’re sad. You know, whenever I’m sad, my papa sings me a song to make me feel better. Sofia says it’s stupid, but she also says I shouldn’t dreamwalk by myself, so I don’t really listen to her.” The little girl grabbed Enzo’s hand, but he could barely feel it in the dream. She pulled him down next to her. “Lie down,” she commanded.

	“You’re very bossy for a five year old,” he grumbled.

	“Five and a half. Now, close your eyes.” She lay down next to him, her black hair tickling him as she faced him. She was still holding his hand. “Close them!” she ordered. He did, squeezing them shut.

	“Now, if you don’t remember anything else from this dream, I want you to remember this song. And when you sing it, it will make you feel better. It’s a magick song.” She stroked his hair clumsily.

	“Ready?”

	Enzo nodded, his eyes still shut tight as the little girl began to sing.

	“I loved him more than the Dark loves the night. And he loved me more than the day loves the Light—”
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	“Lions may fly, and lovers will die—but my love, that will live on,” Enzo finished, his voice cracked as he sang, one shaking hand in Elara’s hair as tears wet his face. Elara sobbed harder as she remembered, cradling him gently, as though she could fuse him to her.

	 “You came for me that night when I begged for help. You were mine before I knew. So it will never be goodbye with us because we always find our way back to each other. We have before, and we will again.” He pressed his palm to her heart. “Even in death, I will be by your side. Take all of me,” he whispered again. “My love will live on.”

	Elara let loose a shuddering sob as the memory sank like a stone in her heart. She could not believe it, that she had wandered through his dreams as a little girl, had helped him without ever realising who he was. It tore the knife already buried in her chest further, anger and pain pulsing through her at the joke Fate had made of her life. It was a cruel irony. A divine orchestration to have met Enzo as a child and be led back to him. To search her whole life for love, and have found it with her soulmate who was dying in her arms.

	 Elara memorised his face, every feature that she’d spent hours replaying in her mind; his golden eyes, the scent of warm amber, his soft parted lips, the calluses on his hands. She closed her eyes as her tears continued to fall and gripped his hands with her one unwounded one, her soul breaking. 

	“My little angel,” he smiled. And with a sigh, he brought her lips to his, pressing the duskglass blade gently into her lap. Golden power pulsed between them. It rippled through the pool, setting a glow around the throne room. Both of their cheeks were wet as she drank it in, kissing him gently, memorising every single featherlight touch. His magick filled her with heat, gold sparkling beneath her eyes and fizzing in her bloodstream as it mixed with her shadows. A cry erupted from her as she clutched his face, unable to let him go. His head fell back; “My soulmate,” the last words on his lips.

	Elara let out a scream that tore her throat. It was an ancient sound that shook the kingdom. Her pain was a pulsing living thing as she felt the tie between her and Enzo’s hearts snap, felt the absence like a sword piercing her. Her head swam as denial poured through her, before she heard a slam and the sound of ice splintering and marble cracking.

	Ariete landed on two feet, something in his arms. She staggered forward out of the pool, leaving Enzo’s body, her heart screaming with every step she took away from him. Her broken wrist was limp against her chest, yet she did not care that she was going into battle one-handed. As Elara approached, she realised who Ariete had captured. Merissa struggled weakly in the Star’s arms, a knife at her throat.

	“You put up a fight, witch, I’ll give you that. It’s time to come home now.”

	“Let her go, Ariete,” Elara whispered, palming the duskglass. There was nothing left in her to shout. Her soul was with Enzo. The only thing possessing the husk of her body was vengeance. Vengeance and darkness.

	“I killed your parents. I killed Sofia. I killed your precious lover. And if you don’t come with me now, I’ll kill your beautiful maid. Then I’ll go back to the roof where your little ice and light wielders lie unconscious, and kill them too. Do you remember what I told you in your palace? I will find what you love and make you watch as I kill it. You will have nothing, and no one, but me, Elara.”

	She inhaled, spiralling into her deep well of power, now bottomless with Enzo’s lent light, and summoned it. Then with a cry, she attacked.

	Dark slammed into Merissa, tearing her from Ariete’s grasp. Elara tore at a thread of illusions, the ground rippling before the Star as it carried Merissa to her.

	Merissa staggered back behind her. “Stay with Enzo’s body,” Elara said to her. “If I die, use this.” She pressed the blade of duskglass into Merissa’s hand. “Finish him.”

	 Before the Star or Merissa had chance to react, things from Elara’s deepest nightmares flocked around her. Wings of terror and glowing eyes spewed around her, the blackness seeping into the already darkened evening sky through the gaping hole above them. It spread, extinguishing every light in the palace. Ariete took a step back.

	“I cursed you in that theatre. Promised that you would die by my hand,” she said. Her voice did not sound like her own. It was distant, so distant. As though she were underwater. “I want you to see what you’ve made of me. Know that it was you who unleashed it.”

	She brought her hands together, gritting her teeth as her wrist protested with the motion. She closed her eyes as Enzo’s light mixed with her darkness, the humming intensifying as her very essence, her very magick, turned into duskglass.

	She opened her eyes as the throbbing blend of powers rested between her hands. For a second, her eyes did not glow silver or gold, but completely black, as black as the liquid duskglass now in her veins. 

	Throwing a hand out, shards of the duskglass flew from it and sank into Ariete, pinning through him to the floor as he screamed in agony.

	He threw his own to strike her with starlight, yet nothing but a sputtering spark left him. The duskglass had worked, stopping his power. 

	Elara approached Ariete slowly. One step after another, dragging her feet.

	“Who do you pray to, King of Stars?”

	Ariete spat at her feet.

	She gave a smile, though it was not human. His red stare was filled with hatred, as he lay pinned and panting. His glittering blood poured from the blades piercing his immortal skin.

	“I used to pray to you. To all you Stars when I was a little girl. Enzo did too. You never listened. Never once answered our pleas.”

	She crouched down, yanking a slice of the duskglass from where it pinned his hand. He bellowed again, a sound of pain that no Star had felt before.

	“You could try and pray to me. But I don’t think I’ll listen either.”

	 With a deep breath, she raised the slice above her head, aiming it for his heart.

	She hesitated.

	Coughed, as she felt a blade tear through her spine.

	Looked up, to Merissa’s green, determined eyes as the demi-Star pushed the duskglass blade further into Elara’s heart.

	Looked to Ariete, whose surprise quickly turned to glee, wild laughter tearing from his throat.

	Trembling hands came to rest on the blade protruding from her chest.

	“Why?” she whispered to Merissa.

	Merissa kneeled before her, the set of her mouth firm as she drove the blade through. “Remember who you are,” she replied, “and the world will remember it too.”

	A ringing began to sound in Elara’s ears as a coldness took over her. The ringing became a word, repeated over and over. RememberRememberRememberRemember.

	A deep understanding resounded through her as the phrase finally took hold, and Elara died.
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Chapter Fifty-Six

	 

	“This is your story, Elara. One you have forgotten.” 

	Elara heard Merissa’s voice faintly as she swam through the darkness. “You are a queen, from a place long and forgotten. You ruled the very heavens long before the Stars, with your soulmate. The Sun and the Moon, they called you. The very first soulmates in the world. Beloved by all, we would worship who Enzo was by day, basking in his rays and thanking him for making the crops grow and the flowers bloom. He wielded fire and light equally well and could shine his rays to the depth of your very soul.

	“In the evening, under the cover of dark, we would pray to you. You wielded shadows and cast illusions—would walk through dreams, blessing or cursing them. You watched over lovers as you drew your silver chariot across the sky, and blessed us under your silver light, allowing those who could not be together during the day to be together at night, keeping the rest of the world dreaming.”

	Elara felt a hand smooth her hair. “Yours was a tragic love story. Two lovers destined to watch each other from across the skies, never able to touch, never able to meet.”

	Merissa sighed deeply. “You ruled in companionship over other titans—ones that governed other elements. Until the Stars fell from other skies to this world. They were jealous of your power and love, and in a great war managed to trick you titans. Any who have heard the stories think the Stars killed you all, but us Stars knew the truth. That Ariete could not kill you, and so instead had to bind each of you to a mortal body, cursed to forget each other.”

	Elara heard faint cold laughter at that, and a scoff, as Merissa continued. “But you were cunning, El. Able to cloak your friends in an illusion at the last moment, so that the Stars would not recognise you in human form. Ever since, you have been wandering through Celestia, reborn again and again, searching for your Sun.”

	Elara was weightless. Ancient. Godly.

	She felt the Stars’ magick unravel around her like a thread, uncasing her. And then, fractured memories began to hit her, flitting by her with such force that it rattled her teeth. Memories of the lives Merissa described. Her body lay before the demi-Star, the blade protruding from her chest. 

	As Merissa finished her story, that which followed was described as the birth of silver light. Wolves began to howl across the land. The sea crashed and shifted, tidal waves flooding the coasts of Celestia. 

	Most terrifying of all, in the dark skies that spanned different colours and kingdoms, a gigantic, luminous, orb—its colour identical to Elara’s eyes— rose to elicit screams from the people.

	Magick forced its way out of her, making and unmaking her, fixing her bones, and healing her wounds as she screamed. Blazing silver coated the room as her eyes opened. She ripped the blade from her heart, feeling the thick muscle stitching itself back together. She felt shackles break around her, the cold dead magick of the Stars releasing her.

	“Oh thank Gods,” she heard Merissa breathe. “I was right.”

	“You,” Ariete said, anger in his eyes. He tried to scramble forward, but the shards of duskglass held him in place. 

	“What’s happening?” Elara whispered, her eyes wild with terror as they searched for Enzo, still lifeless.

	“Elara, I can explain everything,” Merissa said, kneeling before her and taking her hand.

	Ariete seemed to absorb his shock, giving a cold laugh. “I should have known all along.” He forced himself on to his elbows. “Do you even know who you are?”

	Pain stabbed her mind as the fragments of memories continued trying to splice through.

	“I—”

	“You’re the Moon,” he crooned, as he reached out a hand to stroke her hair. She jerked away from him. “And I just killed your precious Sun.”

	Elara’s gaze flew instantly to Enzo’s body metres from her.

	“Shut your fucking mouth,” she heard Merissa snarl to him.

	“How did you know, little maid?”

	“I’m not just a maid,” Merissa hissed, looming over Ariete. “I’m a demi-god.” Pink starlight burst from her.

	Merissa smiled coldly at Ariete’s shock. “I’m Torra’s daughter.”

	Ariete was too stunned to speak, his red eyes only searching Merissa’s face.

	Elara began to crawl towards Enzo, the conversation washing over her.

	“It’s no use,” Ariete called, as she dragged her body back to him. “There’s nothing that you can do for him. Your powers have been unused for centuries, Queen Moon. You and your little friends, your titans who tried to rule above us, are trapped in these fleeting human bodies, so easy to kill.” Ariete’s voice dripped with derision. “Have fun spending an eternity alone.” 

	Elara cried, feeling her soulmate’s pulse. She gasped as she felt a weak flutter, barely a pulse at all. She felt for that silver, foreign magick within her, moonlight she now realised. She called it forth, begging it to do something to save Enzo. But it was too weak. Elara realised the truth in Ariete’s words with a sinking heart. Whatever power this silver light contained, it didn’t work. Unused, unpracticed. 

	She lay over Enzo, sobbing, feeling his cold face, the absence of warmth jarring against him. With a final desperation she kissed his lips, her tears and blood running into him as she willed and willed. 

	To kill a Star? Difficult. But to kill the Sun? Near impossible.

	And so, Elara reached beneath her eyes, yanking her silver power to her. It seemed to hiss at her, yet with a will born only of an entity that could shine light in darkness, she gripped onto it, teeth bared, and with a final shriek poured it into Enzo as she launched them into her dreams.

	Enzo rose, gasping breath, his eyes bewildered. 

	“Enzo?” Elara whispered, cradling him, looking upon his face. He glanced around terrified, before falling on her.

	“El? Are we dead?”

	 “No,” she sobbed, “No we are very much alive.”

	 He kissed her hard, but in the dream, it was like a soft breath against her, intangible. 

	“I found you. Through all these lifetimes, I found you,” he whispered onto her lips. She pulled away from him, wiping her eyes. 

	“I don’t know what’s happening. My head—” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Ariete called me the Moon. And you the Sun. Merissa told me our story.”

	Enzo’s eyes shone. “I remember fragments. Before I died, I saw us, shining across from one another in the sky.” He looked around the bright room that they were in, the hazy cast of marble statues around them. “Where are we?”

	“We’re in my dreamscape,” Elara replied, steadying her voice. “I pulled you in here with your last breath. An eternal sleep.” She choked down another sob as he frowned at her. “I’m not powerful enough to do anything else—to wake you.”

	“My angel,” he said, gazing on her in wonder. “You are more powerful than you give yourself credit for. You saved me from death.” He pressed kisses all over her face, their touches like the wings of a butterfly. “I promised you I wouldn’t leave.”

	She smiled, gazing at him. The Sun. So bright and golden that her eyes burned, so glorious that she could not bear to turn away. 

	“I wish I could stay in here with you forever.”

	“That will never do. I can hardly seduce you properly in a dream.”

	She smiled despite herself. Still her Enzo, despite this newness released into the world.

	“I have every faith in you that you will find the way to wake me. What we have unleashed…” He shook his head. “You know the Stars will be hunting you.”

	“Or hiding from me,” she said quietly.

	Enzo pressed his forehead to hers, a light touch. “You have to go now,” he murmured. “There’s much you’re going to have to face when you wake.” He gave her one more kiss, the golden force of it stronger than the others. 

	“I love you,” he whispered. Tumbling, Elara fell back into her body.
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	Red starlight buzzed and flickered around the throne room, the sound of flies and screams of death pulsing through the space as Ariete’s charm leapt from him. Even the duskglass couldn’t seem to contain his anger. Merissa was kneeling beside him, her eyes troubled as she looked to Elara.

	“You stole my death blow,” he hissed, still pinned where he lay. An errant strand of hair fell in his face, blood and sweat pouring down him as he seethed.

	“What?” she gasped, whole body trembling as fragmented memories continued to tear through her of lives she had lived before.

	“You tampered with the fucking law of nature! He was meant to die!” he bellowed.

	“Elara, what did you do?” Merissa whispered.

	The Star growled, incensed now. The red light closed in on them, though it could not touch them. “She stole from me. So now, I’m going to steal from her.”

	With gritted teeth, he stretched his arms out, his hands curling as he yanked.

	Golden thread unravelled, seeming to pour from Enzo’s heart as it spun and weaved to Ariete. He held it above him, spooling it into a ball.

	“What have you taken from him? What have you done?” Elara screamed, lunging.

	“No, Ariete. No,” Merissa pleaded, seeming to realise what he’d done. She swiped, but Ariete closed his eyes, and the string disappeared.

	 “Good luck waking him without a tether, Elara. I hope he doesn’t lose himself to the dreamlands while you try.” He licked the blood from his teeth, smiling. “Time’s ticking.” He gave one last feral grin to her. “Until we meet again, Your Majesty.” Elara realised too late that while he had been talking and distracting Merissa, Ariete had been working each duskglass blade free from his skin. He snapped his fingers where he lay, vanishing before her.

	A roar of rage tore from her. 

	“Coward,” she shrieked to the opening in the ceiling, watching as a red shooting star soaring towards the heavens. Then with a shuddering breath, she ran back to Enzo’s body. He was breathing evenly, his face peaceful. She shook him, trying to wake him as she screamed his name over and over. But Enzo remained asleep, lost within her dreams.
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Chapter Fifty-Seven

	 

	Elara sat on the golden throne, rubble around her, a gentle breeze from the jagged hole in the ceiling tickling her cheek. She cast a pale glow over the throne room, the same colour as the moon now shining in the sky outside. The din of excitement and drinking came to her, muffled. For days citizens had crowded outdoors, gazing in wonder at the new heavenly body in the night, staying out under its cool silver rays. The usual burgundy of the sky was black—only the stars, and now moonlight, illuminating it. She had received word a few days before that each kingdom’s light had snuffed out overnight. Elara had promised that if Enzo was taken from her, she would turn the world to darkness. And so she had.

	His body was being guarded ‘round the clock by Leo, Isra, or herself as the new King of Helios remained in a deep sleep, his soul in the dreamlands as his body remained in the land of the living.

	She still felt like herself, she was still Elara. But memories of her past life splintered through now and then, as she tried to piece together who she now was. She could feel the dark unending power that now slumbered in her veins, made of moonlight. She still wasn’t sure what it did, other than that it had helped save Enzo from the brink of death. But there were other things Elara had to attend to before she gave attention to what she had become.

	Dark circles shadowed Elara’s own silver eyes, which flitted to the door as she heard the clatter of footsteps.

	Torra’s dark form sashayed down the throne room, her hair pulled back severely from her face.

	“I was wondering when you would show up,” Elara said quietly. Torra made her way to the throne and bowed before her. With an impatient gesture, Elara motioned her to rise. “So, I see you heard the news?”

	Torra scoffed. “The whole world is talking about the giant silver orb that rose to the sky out of nowhere. It’s a little hard to miss.”

	“Did you know this whole time?”

	Torra cocked her head. “I guessed at it. The prophecy was made known to me before I knew the full truth. It was only when I felt your power that I guessed at the ancient nature of it, and told Merissa of who you may be.”

	“Ah, the prophecy.” Elara leaned back in her throne. “I will fall in love with a Star, and it will kill us both. It seems your priestess’s wording was a little off.”

	“To the contrary.” Torra gave a cunning smile. “The Sun is also a star.”

	Elara’s silver gaze pierced her. “So, you mean to tell me she was right all along?”

	Torra spread her hands. “Well, you did fall in love with a Star, and you did both die… Technically.”

	“The person I once was did,” Elara breathed

	“I told you prophecies were tricky little things. Filled with riddles.”

	Elara sighed slightly as Merissa’s blonde head appeared, her face glowing in the twilight. She looked between her mother and Elara. 

	“My Queen,” she curtsied. “Mother,” she added coldly.

	 “How many times do I have to tell you, Mer? Don’t call me ‘Queen.’” Elara rolled her eyes

	 “Sorry.” Merissa smiled sheepishly, giving another wary glance to Torra. “Leo’s drawn up the information you requested from Asteria. And Isra has organised a list of duties that need attending to in quick succession both in Asteria and here. Your throne is vacant, Ariete is still nowhere to be seen. Then, there’s the matter of your official coronation.”

	 Elara looked to her sharply, and Merissa paled a little.

	“I thought I wrote to the Asterian counsel and told them that a coronation won’t be going forward until Enzo wakes,” she bit out.

	 “They’re worried that without someone to officially take rule of Asteria, it just creates more opportunity for rebellion, or for others to stake their claim.”

	 Elara clenched her jaw, eyes glinting steel.

	“I think I’ll take my leave now,” Torra interrupted. “I need to return to the heavens, and at least put on a show that I’m horrified by your awakening.” She smirked.

	“Does Ariete not know that you’ve been helping us, now that he knows who Merissa is?”

	Torra shook her head. “I’ve led him to believe I shunned my daughter a long time ago. That she is on the opposing side of our cause.”

	Elara nodded, deep in thought. “Thank you, Torra. If I have need, I’ll call for you.”

	Torra bowed, kissing Merissa on the cheek before making her way out of the room.

	“As to what I was saying,” Merissa continued gently once Torra had left. “You are next in line to the throne. With Ariete nowhere to be found, there is no better time than now to return to Asteria and take what is rightfully yours. Then there is the matter of Enzo giving you his crown… Helios could also be yours if you wished.”

	Elara steepled her fingers, eyes glazed over as she looked to somewhere else in the cavernous throne room. The details of court seemed so trivial. A coronation, claiming her throne…She was apparently Queen of the damned Universe, thrown from the skies.

	“I’m not returning to Asteria,” she murmured. “And I’m sure as hell not ruling over Helios without Enzo.”

	“You’re not?”

	“I will appoint a member of the counsel that I trust to oversee court matters in our absence—both here and in Asteria.”

	She rose from the throne, hair trailing like ink, a small silver circlet on her head twinkling in the moonlight. A crescent of deep sapphire dangled from it, resting above her brow. Without glancing to Merissa, she walked to the floor to ceiling window, the whole wall damaged from Enzo’s battle with his father, the window empty of glass. She stepped through it into the palace garden. With a frown, Merissa followed her.

	“Our absence?”

	Elara breathed in the scent of jasmine, heavy in the black night. She gazed to the silver orb in the sky, smiling gently, before her smile turned venomous, catching on the twinkling stars surrounding it.

	“I made a promise to my soulmate to defy the Stars. We are going to travel through Celestia and find the other titans. Then, we are going to awaken the Sun.”
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Epilogue

	 

	As moonlight lit her way down the winding streets of Helios, she drifted, as silent as a wraith. Her midnight black gown trailed behind her, shadows drifting off it in wisps. The Queen raised her head as the cry of a black dragun pierced the night sky, scouting ahead above her. Though no one would believe their eyes if they saw it, thinking it a figment of their imagination, or a slight cast of shadow in the black sky.

	Elara stopped, looking up at the golden building before her. The gaudy architecture and paintings adorning every wall depicted the Star of Light. Vanity glared from each side of the building. A usurper. That’s what this Star was. A poor imitation of Enzo. 

	Elara turned the small velvet pouch in her hand, something that Isra had acquired for her from the black market. Then, she got to work.

	The powder poured in grand, sweeping arcs as Elara worked, making sure each letter stretched across the entirety of the piazza. She let the dust trail after her, stepping through the temple’s open doors. She emptied the rest of the contents onto the stone floor, looking once to the altar, and the carved, roaring lion above it.

	With a small smile, she raised her hands. A drop. A drop of Enzo’s power left in her. Not light, that had gone when she had unleashed it with her shadows on Ariete. But an ember of fire, yes. A parting gift.

	Elara inhaled deeply, closing her eyes as she summoned that speck to her. Fire and shadow coiled around each other as they streamed out of her, as cold as death. Flames made of moonlight billowed, catching on the powder she had spilled across the floor.

	Elara turned on her heel, walking slowly back out of the doors as she heard a roar behind her, the fire taking hold.

	She walked past the letters she had laid, moving to face the temple as she watched it go up in silver flames. Elara glanced once to the words she had spelled out, before turning back to the palace.

	The words burned and burned throughout the night, and all the way into the next day, until hushed whispers spread, reaching gods far and wide throughout Celestia. Three words, both a threat and a promise.

	‘Stars will fall.’
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