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To the dreamers, the stargazers, and the ones who braid magic into the ordinary, this one’s for you.










  
  
Chapter 1




The stars whispered louder on the nights she dreamed of cutting her hair. Blinking and twinkling high above in the indigo sky, they watched through the tower window, casting pale silver light across the stone floor. And when the starlight touched her braid, her strands illuminated in that cold, silvery light.  

Ariadne had never seen the world beyond her tower window. Never experienced the warm sunlight on her face. Never touched the cool grass under her bare feet. She remained hidden away from the world. Cursed—or blessed—to live her days alone.

She spent long nights gazing at the stars. She had them memorized. How they danced during summer storms and faded to ghost-like shimmers during the winters. How they seemed to give her life and energy as they beamed down into her tower window. And how her strength ebbed when the clouds covered them.

Her initial memories involved that tower, the sky, and her caretaker—an elderly woman whose face, though lined, was kind. She said her hair consisted of moonlight and starlight. Spun from the last breath of a dying star. She said her long hair tethered her to this place—this mortal realm. She said her silver strands had a curse. That severing her hair would cause her madness. That the sky would rip open, forever altering the realm.

As a child, she believed the stories. Now that she had matured, she remained unsure. But she did not dare tempt fate by cutting her hair. What would happen if she was no longer bound to this place? What would she become? Would she be free to leave, to live a different life, no longer in solitude?

Tonight, the stars were restless. Deep within her, something ancient stirred as though her soul sensed a change. Ariadne couldn’t pinpoint the odd impulse deep within her. But she felt restless, like the stars.

She rose from the bed and gazed up at the murals along the tower walls. These recounted her life’s journey from birth to when starlight became woven into her hair. To even the moment she was placed in the tower with the woman who was her caretaker. When the woman died, she turned into sparkling, twinkling light and joined the stars above. The enchanted tower continued to provide for her years after her death.

Palpable loneliness, memories of stories long past, and bookshelves containing fantastical tales were all that remained for her.

No end existed.

Would there ever be?

Days and nights blended into one another, marked only by the passing seasons.

Spring brought bright sunshine, a verdant lawn at the base of the tower, and flowers blooming in bright colors she longed to see up close.

The summer proved long, hot, and her least favorite month when days appeared endless and sultry nights seemed eternal.

When autumn arrived, it was as if a deep breath expelled into the world, cooling the air and bringing back the bright, cheerful stars overhead, including her favorite, Andromeda. The wind shifted to the north. The rains came. The foliage changed from bright green to magnificent colors of yellow, orange, red, and gold.

Winter brought the snows. The cold air. The clouds. The dismal darkness. She kept the one window shuttered against the cold and spent days and nights wrapped in cozy blankets with a book. But there were moments she couldn’t stop staring at the night sky despite the frigid temperatures.

Now, as summer gave way to the autumn winds, something else shifted. Something had changed.

More than anything, she yearned for freedom from her tower prison. She had never dared to leave, for she feared the consequences.

The caretaker told her, more than once, it was forbidden.

“The world is dangerous, Ariadne. You must stay here. Stay hidden. For there are those who would use you and the starlight in your hair for their own gain.”

“What gain? Who?” she had asked.

The caretaker said, “Men with dark hearts. They will cut your hair and use the magic of the stars.”

A cryptic response. She never understood what that meant. No matter how many times she asked, the answer remained the same.

Outside her tower, the light shifted suddenly. Odd colors in green, blue, and purple splashed across the stone flooring, catching her attention.

She hurried to the window, where the afternoon breeze turned cool. A metallic twang floated on the air, as though a harbinger of what was to come.

Overhead, clouds gathered. But not any clouds. Not normal clouds. Vibrant, swirling colors suddenly filled the sky. Emerald green. Fiery orange. Electric blue. Colliding. Crashing. Spiraling. Swirling.

Different.

Ariadne had seen enough of the sky beyond her window to understand this was something different. Something dangerous. Something distressing.

An ominous energy flashed through the colorful clouds. As though gathering strength. Lightning sparkled, dancing across the shadows and then shooting downward, disappearing behind the tree line. It appeared to come from the cosmos itself. From behind her earthly bindings far into the heavens. Blinding bursts of energy crackled to life, lifting the hair on the back of her neck.

The clouds shifted. Beyond them, through the break, she saw the shifting of the stars. As though they pushed and pulled against each other. As through warring for dominance. For control. A furious dance on a cosmic grand scale.

She had never seen anything like it.

An overwhelming sense of fear pulsed through her. Yet she couldn’t look away as the sky manifested raw, untamed power vibrant with energy.

The unknown swirled above her. A cracking boom sounded. A whisper of power slipped through from overhead. The sky splintered in an awesome display of phenomenal cosmic power, surging with a blinding fury.

A bolt of yellow-orange light exploded, illuminating her tiny tower in magnificent light. A loud rumbling followed as she ducked, huddling on the cold stone floor.

Then silence fell.

Still.

Dark.

As though nothing at all happened. But then she smelled the acrid tang of something sharp and metallic. She stood and took a tentative step to the window and peered out. All seemed normal until…

On the charred ground, a figure lay curled in a ball. That figure was a man.








  
  
Chapter 2




Ariadne’s caretaker left her books. She read them over and over. One about a lost world where starlight held magic and moonlight was powerful. Another told of a romance between a lost princess and a thief who struck a bargain. He took her on a journey to the starlight at the top of the world, and she gave him a strand of her magical hair in return. 

She long dreamed of a way to escape her tower prison, but never thought there was a way.

Until today.

Below her, the man curled on the ground could be her way out. She peered over the edge of the window down below. The man had not moved. He lay curled into a ball in the center of the crater, the charred earth surrounding him.

She waited, her breathing shallow, for the man to move. When he didn’t, she feared he was dead. She called down.

“Hello?”

No movement. No response.

“Are you all right?” she called again.

He emitted a faint groan, but loud enough for her to hear. He was alive.

He rolled to a sitting position, his knees propped up and a hand on his head. She leaned further out as much as she dared.

“Do you need help?”

The words escaped her before she stopped them. It was a risk to offer help. Her caretaker warned her of strangers. They were dangerous, after all.

He lifted his head and looked up at her. From the distance, it was hard to see much about his features. All she clearly made out was the color of his eyes. A startling blue.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

He scanned the exterior of the tower. “I’m all right. Is there a way up there?”

He wanted to come up? Fear skipped through her. There had never been anyone else in the tower except for the caretaker. And she was gone for the last several years.

As for a way in, there wasn’t. No doors. No windows save for the one she peered out. No way for anyone else to enter.

“No,” she said.

He lifted his face to look up at her. “Are you Ariadne?”

Surprise then suspicion flooded her. Her heart skipped. “Yes. Who are you? How do you know my name?”

“Throw down a rope and I’ll answer all your questions.”

“I have no rope.”

She had something better—her hair. But dare she let him in her tower? She didn’t know him. She wasn’t sure she could trust him. He was a stranger. A stranger who had her name.

The caretaker’s words echoed in her mind.

Men with dark hearts. Dangerous men.

“My name is Cassian. I mean you no harm,” he called. “I come to beseech you for help.” He held up his hands as though in surrender. As though showing he was unarmed would alleviate any fears.

Still, she hesitated. She stepped back from the window into the shadows of her solitude, pressing a hand against her chest to stop the wild thump of fear and unease.

What help could she give this man who fell from the sky? She was no one of importance. What did she have to offer a sky-fallen stranger?

Her hair. Her magical hair was made of starlight and moon shadow. Had he come for that?

“Ariadne, I promise no harm will come to you,” he called from below.

What good was his word? The promise of a stranger?

She moved back to the window and glanced down. “How can I trust you? You are a stranger. And strangers are dangerous.”

Cassian dropped his hand and paced the area of the charred crater. He paused, his startling eyes returning to her face. 

“I understand. But I fell from the stars in the hopes I would find you. And I did.”

“Who sent you?”

“No one sent me.”

“Then how did you know about me?”

With his face tilted up toward her, he remained mute. At this distance, she was unable to see his expression. He dropped his head, clenched and unclenched his fists as though in indecision. Then he looked back up at her.

“I know about you because of the prophecy.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Cassian watched as the girl stepped away from the open window, disappearing into the shadowy depths of the tower. He waited, the only sound the rustle of the treetops in the faint evening breeze. Twilight was upon them, and soon, it would be full on dark.

Telling her about the prophecy was a risk. But Cassian had taken greater ones.

He had to know if it was true. If she was true.

Calling her by name was a desperate gamble. No more than a half-whispered myth scraped from the corners of forgotten archives. 

The stories spoke of a princess hidden from a tyrant who feared her existence. A girl not born of flesh and blood, but of starlight and longing. The final spark of love between two celestial gods torn apart by decree and distance.

Her mother, the Weaver of Dawn. Her father, the Guardian of Night. And their final vow? A single soul spun of both light and shadow. 

Ariadne. A living strand of the stars themselves.

A girl born of silence. A girl bound by starlight. Sever the shadow and restore the night.

Those were the words that changed everything.

He remembered the night he first read them. His fingers trembling over the faded ink, the brittle page curled with time. Something ancient had stirred inside him. Wonder. Dread. The terrible weight of knowing.

From that moment, he couldn’t sleep. Not when the stars above began vanishing one by one, like dying embers across the sky. Not when silence crept into the celestial halls.

His world was unraveling, and no one else seemed to see it.

So, he searched. Buried himself in scrolls and tomes until his hands were ink-stained and his eyes gritty with exhaustion. And when no one else would act, he did. That was when the rebellion was born. Quiet at first. A question asked in secret, a truth whispered behind guarded eyes.

Until it became treason.

He knew the cost. Knew he’d be stripped of his station, branded a traitor.

Still, he crossed the Gate.

To find her. To save what remained of the stars. To remind the world of what it had forgotten.

Hope. 

“Ariadne?” he called.

Nighttime enveloped him. The tower was nothing more than an outline against the inky blackness. Disappointment flared bright and hot deep within him. He had come all this way, risked death, for nothing. He had harnessed the last power of the celestial flame’s last ember. Now that was gone. His hope remained with the girl above.

He started to turn away from the tower and find a place to sleep in the trees for the night, when he heard a swish. Spinning around, he saw it. The streak of silver spilled from the open casement like a falling beam of moonlight drifting down through the darkness. It swayed gently in the night air—back and forth, back and forth—until it kissed the ground with impossible grace.

For a breathless moment, he thought it a trick of starlight. A mirage.

But no.

It was her hair.

Braided in a single, thick rope, it shimmered with a light all its own. Not the cold reflection of the moon, but something deeper—alive, pulsing faintly as though it carried the heartbeat of the stars. Each strand caught the air like woven silver thread, ancient and unbroken, as if the night itself had reached down to touch the earth.

Cassian’s throat tightened.

It was true.

The daughter of the celestial gods with the silver hair was alive.

“Climb up,” she called.

Tentatively, he stretched out a hand and wrapped his fingers around the thick braid. Her hair was soft as the fur of a kitten. The way it sparkled in the moonlight was magnificent and breathtaking. He forced himself to climb.

Up and up he went, using his upper body strength to pull him toward the open casement. When he finally made it, he reached a hand out to grab the edge. Once he was able to pull himself into the opening, he released her hair and stumbled inside. He tumbled to the floor, his chest heaving from exertion as he tried to catch his breath.

He was aware of her presence as she stood aside from the window, tugging her lengthy braid back inside.

When he finally got his bearings, he rolled over and sat up. Nighttime shadows lingered in the room of the tower. Her glowing hair was the only light. When he looked up at her, meeting her gaze, his breath halted in his chest.

If he thought her hair was magnificent, her face was incomparable.

Blue eyes sparkled with starlight as she gazed down at him in wonder. Her face was round and delicate, with high cheekbones, a thin nose, and a long neck. A violet gown hugged her slender body, skimming the tops of her ankles. She was barefoot. Everything about her was perfect.

She was, after all, a daughter of the gods.

Awkward silence permeated the air between them as she peered down at him with curious interest. She was not afraid of him, though he suspected he was the first stranger she’d seen in her life.

“Ariadne.” He said her name in reverence. He climbed to his feet and realized he was a head taller than her.

“How do you know my name?” she asked. There was no suspicion in her tone.

“I’m afraid that’s a long story.” He glanced around the small tower room and spied a chair on the other side. He motioned to it. “May I sit?”

She nodded, though remained where she was. Wary. Cautious. Watching.

He pulled the chair over and lowered down onto the cushion with a sigh. Fatigue pounded through him. Falling through the Celestial Gate was not easy, nor was climbing up to her tower. He rested his hands on his thighs as he tried to regulate his breathing.

“I like stories,” she said finally. She dropped to the floor, crossing her legs in front of her with her hands in her lap, and waited.

He smiled. She was innocent and sweet. A quick scan of the room showed a bookshelf full of books, which pleased him. It meant the caretaker who brought her made sure she was well read and educated. Perhaps what he came to tell her would not be that great of a shock to her.

She tipped her head to one side, regarding him. “You fell from the sky. How are you still alive?”

It was a good question.

He smiled—wry, thoughtful. For weeks, he’d prepared for the crossing. There was only once chance to breach the Celestial Gate. One wrong calculation, one hesitation, and he wouldn’t have fallen into her mortal realm at all. He would have been reduced to stardust. Or burned alive in the ether between worlds.

His mind worked quietly, choosing his words. How did he explain it?

How did he tell her he was a guardian of Starna, the realm forged of light and shadow—the place between stars? That he had been appointed by the gods themselves to keep the Celestial Gate sealed, its power dormant, its path untrodden?

And then…he found the prophecy. Or, rather, the prophecy came to him. Unbidden. Revealing the truth and her name to him and him alone.

The Starborn Child.

Her.

He had sworn to protect it, to protect her, even if she never knew it.

But the stars changed. The gate trembled. And the realm cracked.

And everything he’d once been meant nothing anymore.

Between light and shadow—dawn and night—she was the key to saving the realm. The realm in which she truly belonged. Not hidden here in the mortal world.

She waited, her eyes sparkling with their starry light and her hands clasped in her lap. How did he tell her?

He took a deep breath, expelled it.

“I’m a guardian from the realm of Starna. And I’ve come to take you home.”
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