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Your comfort when reading my books is important to me, so I have included a list of content and trigger warnings that I hope cover anything that may be uncomfortable or difficult for readers. 

This book is not meant to shock or upset anyone, and all these things have a deeper meaning for my characters and their emotional journeys. Some come from a deeply personal place, so please be kind and respectful if you disagree with my portrayal of the very real trauma represented in my work.

This book and the series include various adult and dark content as follows... on page graphic violence, explicit sex scenes, substance abuse, death, PTSD, compulsion equating to lack of consent, depression, suicidal ideation, mentions of SA and attempted SA, mentions of child abuse both physical and emotional, and parental neglect.

If you feel I’ve missed anything, feel free to reach out.
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Starlighter – Humans who were blessed with the light of the stars that they use like magic.

Elysium – A world made for the Starlighters where they have lived for over two thousand years.

Shine – The magic of a Starlighter.

Shades – Starlighters who lost control of their shine and feed off Starlighters.

Highborn – The more powerful families, usually the leaders of their regions/kingdoms.

Earthbound – Descendants of Starlighters who stayed on Earth.

Shifter – Can reshape natural materials and sometimes can absorb the spirit of animals who have a special bond with an ancestor and shift into that animal. 

Seers – Can astral project and sometimes see into the past and future or across long distances.

Oracle – An advanced seer who can see the past and future.

Halo – Can manipulate a person’s mind to see their thoughts or memories and sometimes compel them.

Elemental – Can manipulate various natural elements and speed up a person’s healing process and the absorption of shine.

Rifter – Can make rifts, sometimes referred to as portals or vortexes (wormholes) of various sizes and distances depending on how powerful they are. 
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PRELUDE

THE BIRTH OF ELYSIUM

When the universe was born, so was the first celestial being, pure energy with a consciousness. They grew with the universe and learned to use their own energy to manipulate space around them. For millions of years, they travelled the cosmos alone, until they saw stars forme and wondered what it would be like to make stars of their own. 

They mimicked the energy of the STARS BUT put pieces of themselves into each being so they held the memories and intelligence of the first celestial. Their children spread out, creating galaxies and more stars of their own. 

Worlds formed naturally from their light. Lands CHANGED, plants grew, creatures evolved, and the celestials made countless more worlds like these. 

Bored of their immortal existence, they merged with some of their more intelligent creations from the worlds they made.

One such world was Earth.

The star-blessed humans called themselves Starlighters and proved to be the ultimate power on their world. They created the first civilisations and encouraged humans to continue their social evolution. With only a slightly longer lifespan than humans, their offspring continued their legacies, but many grew greedy for more power and forced humans to worship them as gods. 

Some Starlighters defended the humans, but their powers were too destructive, and many humans were lost in the war against those they called shades.. Slowly, the Shades were exiled to an island called Atlantis where a veil of pure energy kept them prisoners.

Starlighters who could communicate with the celestials in the sky were told of another world made just for them. The creatures of the new world were far stronger than those of Earth, and the Starlighters wouldn’t risk harming them if war broke out again. The Starlighters merged all their power to take them and the island of Atlantis across the stars to their new home of Elysium.
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PROLOGUE

AGE OF INNOCENCE

JADE

––––––––
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Twin kingdoms: The unity of Aaru and Arcadia.

––––––––
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My birthday celebration was one of the highlights of the year in Heliopolis, and my twelfth was no different. I skipped alongside the tall hedge surrounding the palace garden. Crystal-winged hummingbirds fluttered about the spirals of flowers in all fiery colours from amber to fuchsia. My fingers trailed along deep green foliage while thoughts of the evening celebration brought a smile to my face. Delicious food, dancing, music, and beautiful decorations all played on my mind. 

Filled with excitement, I bounced up to the rear gate with its whorled gilded frame crowned by the family crest of a sunrise. I lay my palm against the silver panel mounted on the stone wall encasing the palace grounds and huffed at the irritating low beep that denied my passage. 

I leaned back to where one of the palace guards stalked atop the wall. “It seems the gate is playing up again,” I said with my most charming smile.

The guard’s deep green dragon hide uniform shone iridescent in the afternoon sun, and he frowned. “Is it now? Perhaps I should check with the King and see what he says.”  

“No,” I said quickly. “No need to bother my father. Perhaps you could just... open it for me.” He often did, but I prayed to the stars in case this was one of those rare occasions he didn’t. “I just want to swim. I’ll stay in sight, I promise.”

The guard narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be watching you every second.”

A grin stretched my lips. “Thank you.”

He raised his wrist with a thick silver band, and light hovered above it with a map of the palace. Turning away from me, he swiped his finger about until the pleasant chime of freedom sounded from the gate. 

“I’ll be sure to get one of those pretty bracelets your daughter likes next time I’m in town,” I said with a wave goodbye then skipped through the gate. 

It gave way to open lawns and sparkling water that surrounded the whole palace on its river island. Silvery barked trees drooped along a snaking river—my river, or so I claimed. A note of citrus in the air made me quicken my pace towards the scent and the boy who emitted it.

Theseus kicked up pebbles in the shallows, water spattering his light grey tunic and indigo trousers. His blue eyes lit up when our gazes locked.

Hoisting up the pale green layers of my dress, I burst into a run to meet him. “Theseus! Your mother told me you were out here, but I could smell you from the throne room.” 

Theo gave me a lopsided grin. “Finally decided to join me, did you, Sunbug?”

I scowled and kicked off my shoes, wading ankle deep into the cool water. “Theseus Astraeus, you little Tartarus dweller. I hate when you call me Sunbug.” 

“You don’t hate it when your father says it.” 

“He doesn’t say it the way you do.”

Theseus turned from me and glanced back. “So, I suppose you don’t want to see what I can do.”

Warmth spread throughout my body, and I looked up. The sun hid behind the overhanging trees, but the heat within only grew. Theo’s heartbeat thumped in my ears, and his breath flowed louder than the river. I’d been preparing for this day for a long time, the day my shine manifested, my star-blessed power.

I stepped further into the river until it lapped at my knees, ignoring the increasing temperature of my skin. “What can you do?”

Theseus scooped up a clear quartz stone from the riverbed. His eyes darted about the bank until they rested on something. I turned to where he was looking. A small red feather danced about in a light breeze. Above, scarlet firehawks glided in spirals, their heated wings leaving rippling trails. Their occasional cries sounded in ethereal echoes, and small fledglings squawked at the mature firehawks.

When my gaze fell back on the floating feather on the bank, it vanished into a black dot. I clapped and squealed before turning back to Theo. “You did that?”  

He nodded. 

“Where’s the feather?”

Blue glimmered in his eyes as he held out his closed hands. “Guess which hand.”

Thinking it was one of his usual tricks, I shook my head. “Not a chance. Do you think I’m stupid?” 

Theseus shrugged. “Well...” 

I pouted and slapped the surface of the river in his direction. “You should consider yourself lucky I’m in a good mood.”

“Go on, guess.” 

Touching my chin, I pondered. He was left-handed and would probably have it in that hand. Although, I suspected he would predict my thoughts and have it in his right. After another moment of deliberation, I pointed to his right.

Grinning, Theseus opened his left hand instead. It was empty. I clapped and grabbed his right hand, prying his fingers open one by one as if unwrapping a gift. The quartz shard, the size of a baby’s finger, lay in his palm, and I gasped at the sight of the curious treasure. It cast a rosy glow from a crimson firehawk’s feather inside. Such a jewel had never caught my attention that way before. 

“Happy birthday.” 

My heart fluttered. “For me?” 

He’d never given me a gift before. The need to touch it took over, and I ran my fingertips over the stone. The sides were smooth, but the ends were jagged and reflected a rainbow onto my bronze skin. 

He straightened up and puffed out his chest. “My shine ascended, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

I squealed. “You have to tell your mother. She knew you’d be a rifter like her and your father and...” Instinct guided my hand to his as we held the treasure together. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring him up.”

A heavy silence hung between them like a wall of ice. I couldn’t imagine losing a parent, especially as young as Theo had been. 

Theseus let out a breath. “It’s fine. He can see me from Ethos.”

I smiled and squeezed his hand tighter at his loss. I often prayed to the stars that those in Ethos found peace, and that Theseus’ father was among them.

“I want to show it to my mother first,” he said as if snapping himself back from where his thoughts had gone. “Then it’s all yours.”

I turned to my glowing Palace of Ra and folded my arms. “She’ll be in there for hours if my mother gets into her usual rant. It’s my father’s kingdom, not hers.” 

Theseus nodded. “Nothing to do but wait. And splash in the river.”

Glancing down, I lifted the hem of my dress and tucked it into the soft pink sash around my waist. “If I get this dress wet, my mother will not be pleased, and I’ll need to rift myself to escape her.”

He snickered. “You can’t rift. Hah! I ascended before you did.” 

Grinning, I drew on the warm energy I’d recently discovered and bared the fangs that scraped my lower lip. “Actually, my shine ascended yesterday. And I’m not a boring rifter. I’m the rarest of them all.” I was yet to take on the full form of the ancient beast that had bound its life-force with my shine, but its fangs and claws had made an appearance.

Theseus’ face dropped. “A shifter? That’s not fair. I wanted mine first, Sunbug.”

I clenched my fists and let out a warning growl from my inner beast. “Call me Sunbug... one... more... time.”

He sneered. “Sun... bug.”

A sound somewhere between a roar and a squeal escaped me, and I lunged for him. We crashed into the water, the wet coldness wrapping around us and soaking our clothes. Dappled sunlight pierced the surface and made the gems on the riverbed sparkle. We sprung out, gasping and giggling and splashing. He still clasped the stone, protecting my gift.

“I wish I could rift too,” I said. “Then I could travel around Elysium whenever I wanted.”

His eyes lit up, and silvery flecks swept across his irises like shooting stars until they twinkled. They’d never done that before. “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”  

“I’d like that.”

He reached for my cheek, pulling away a soggy leaf. His thumb rested there, warm, gentle. Odd senses flared inside me, and his heart sounded as if it were beating right by my ears. I memorised the rhythm of his heartbeat, letting mine match it.  

A flurry of tingles overcame me at the thought of what we could accomplish as leaders of neighbouring kingdoms. I imagined us as Guardians-in-training together, learning the rules of court, and choosing our advisors the way my father and his mother had.

There was another notion that came to mind, a flighty one I’d not imagined before. What if...? “Close your eyes,” I whispered. “And I’ll give you your present.” I’d never given him a present either despite our birthdays being two days apart.

Theo did as I asked and scrunched his face, likely expecting me to push him in the river again. I thought about it, but instead, I closed my eyes and pressed my lips to his. They were warm as sunshine and soft as flower petals in full bloom. He tasted sweet, Ambrosia, the taste of a Starlighter’s shine.

“Happy birthday, Theo.” 

He blinked excessively, mouth agape. Heat flooded my cheeks at what I’d just done, and I wondered if I was too bold. That was until he grinned, and elliptical creases appeared in his cheeks. 

I grinned back. “Save me a dance at my celebration.” 

“Our celebration,” Theseus mumbled. 

“Fine, but I’m two days older, so it was my birthday celebration first. And I want that pretty stone, Theseus.”

“It’s yours. I promise.”

“Good. I love sparkly things.” I kissed him on the cheek and drew back quickly with a giggle before running back to my palace. I stopped short of the guard by the gate. “You saw nothing,” I said with a grin.

He winked. “I saw nothing.”

“I thought it was your job to watch her.” My father’s low voice came from a swirl of flashing lights. Golden arches sat in a circlet atop his head adorned with sparkly suns. The gold embroidering in his tunic caught the light, and the bronze material was only a shade darker than his skin. “Sunbug,” he said as I squealed and ran into his arms. 

“Father.”

“My King,” the guard said, clearing his throat. “I was watching her.”

My father chuckled. “I’m just teasing. My daughter always finds a way when she puts her mind to it.”

“Wonder where I get it from,” I said with a sheepish grin.

“With comments like that, I’m considering taking back the early birthday present I left in your room.”

“Is it sparkly?” I asked but knew the answer. He bought me jewellery to wear to my birthday celebration every year.

“Very,” he said with a playful smile. “Now go get cleaned up before your mother sees.

Glancing down at my ruined dress, I chuckled and ran to my room.

––––––––
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Theseus

Blackness swirled around me as I tried to fathom how an hour ago I was complaining about how stiff my tunic was and now I was staring into a Shade. I’d been getting dressed for mine and Jade’s celebration when fire had blazed outside my window. Guardians fought Shades in my castle’s courtyard, and I ran to my mother’s room.

Before I reached the door, a man shrouded in shadow dragged me through a rift and left me in the middle of a canyon in the southern desert.

I knew the place from the carvings in the canyon’s walls of the first Starlighters on Elysium who risked their lives to make the rift to bring us all here. Their energy pulsed every one thousand and sixty days when this point aligned with where they made the rift on Earth. 

But this wasn’t the usual low pulsing from the celebration where we would thank those who sent us here. This was a harsh fluttering in my ears as I fought to see through the darkness.

Several forms came into view, and I gasped at my mother’s silvery hair. “You promised you’d let us go if we made the rift,” she said to a shadowy figure standing over her then gestured to a man lying on the ground. 

My heart fell at the familiar bronze skin of my best friend’s father. “Mother,” I screamed. “Seth,” I called to Jade’s father whose vibrant blue eyes were closing, then he vanished into a rift. “No!”

The rest was a blur of chaos and shouts as the void sucked me up into it along with my mother. She reached for me, and we tumbled through the rift of flashing lights and deafening sound until we landed on a sandy mound. 

I was suddenly crouching on the sand, still holding onto my mother. Nausea squirmed in my stomach until I vomited. I looked at my mother who was mumbling something, but I couldn’t hear her over the ringing in my head.

Trying to speak hurt as my mouth went dry. Mother was holding my face, looking like she might cry. I was crying.

“Theseus, can you hear me.” Her words finally broke through the ringing but they were muffled like she was shouting underwater.

I nodded then looked around but couldn’t see the Shades. Maybe my mother’s shine had rifted them somewhere else.

Glancing around, I saw only more sand lit by a low sun, cooler and duller than Elysium’s. “Mother,” I gritted out and pulled back from her tight hold.

“It’s all right, Theseus. We’re all right.” Her voice sounded as though it was in a glass as sounds came back to me. 

Voices called out beyond the mound in a language I couldn’t understand. My mother took my hand and led me to the top of the mound before falling to her knees.

“No,” she breathed.

Below were dusty ochre pyramids with people walking round them staring in awe. I’d seen this place in books and the visions my origins teacher had shown us. 

“Tell me we’re not where I think we are,” I said, my voice shaking.

My mother took in a deep breath and squeezed my hand. “Theo,” she whispered. “Don’t be scared but I think we’re on Earth.”

––––––––
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JADE

The next morning, I stared blankly down the river towards the city’s edge. Coils of smoke rose above its sandstone buildings, and Guardian-mounted water dragons swooped down to douse the flames. Any other time, I would have marvelled at the water dragons from the east that I so rarely saw with their shimmering scales as bright as the sky, and waterfalls tumbling from their mouths. As I took it in, I dropped to my knees on the riverbank and sobbed. 

In one night, I’d lost everything.

​
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ONE

FIRE AND FURY

JADE

––––––––
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Khepri: Daughter of Ra and the first goddess of Egypt

––––––––
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Freedom called to me as I peered down at the sheer drop. Rushing water cascaded below, pine-scented air and the occasional cry of the wild firehawks played across my senses. A thin layer of cloud-capped the mountain I stood on, blocking my view of the world below, but mostly, blocking their view of me.

So quiet and peaceful that for a moment, I could forget I was a future queen of the kingdom below. It wasn’t that I didn’t love my kingdom, it was all the chaos that had surrounded it the past nine years since we lost so much. 

A rare moment of peace washed over me, and my fingers plucked at a chain around my neck, its pendant always hidden to protect my most treasured gift. I patted it, a cruel reminder of the loss I’d felt all those years ago. 

A firehawk swooping low snapped me out of my thoughts, and I gasped at the audacity of the creature. “Fine,” I huffed. “You want to play, Horus. I’ll play.”  Splaying my arms, I closed my eyes and let myself fall forward. Jagged rocks rushed past me as I plummeted towards the ground.

An untameable flame flickered with unruly wrath inside me and crawled out of the darkness to the surface of my skin. It spilt out with fiery heat rushing along my veins. Scarlet wings unfurled, clattering like metal and snapping out wide. 

My shine entwined with my firehawk’s life force, and I drew on all his strength to flap Vayu’s weighty wings. Gliding upwards, I narrowly avoided a protruding rock I hadn’t noticed.

Oops! 

Letting Vayu take control of his own wings, I reached the warmth of an airstream and glided high above the ground, the rush of air tickling through my feathers, natural as on skin. Horus squawked at me, and I flew faster to catch up with him. He’d been a fledgling picking at the frogspawn in a pool just off the river when I’d first met him, almost tame compared to most firehawks. Following him, we flew above the river that snaked through my kingdom of Aaru where it met Arcadia.

My upper lip curled at the wall that divided the kingdoms. The vile thing was my mother’s doing, an attempt to divide Aaru and Arcadia permanently now that my father wasn’t around to do anything about it. Eight years had passed since his death. One loss I might have survived, but the disappearance of my best friend, Theseus, had taken any chance of stopping that wretched wall. 

You should be here with me, Theseus. 

As I flew higher, the world seemed so small. Clusters of stony houses dotted the valley leading north, and the mountains only grew taller. To the distant east, the tip of the pyramid atop my palace towers winked in the sun. 

A buzzing rippled up my arm, and I glanced at the quartz stone set into a thick turquoise wristband. I tapped my holoband, and light burst from it in a red message.

Drystan: SOS. Rogue Shades are attacking the border of Avalon. We need help.

Just the distraction I needed. The hovering light spun to lie flat before forming the shape of the Avalon mountains. A blue light twinkled in the valley, close to an array of symbols representing Avalon’s central towns. It was a small region, but I’d sworn to do all I could to protect the allies my father had made.

I landed in the nearest space which happened to be a small garden. Luckily, nobody seemed to be home as I frantically slid my fingers over the hovering letters. 

Me: Cleo, can you send me my uniform? 

Cleo: Hold still.

My younger sister’s message was instant, and I knew she must have known something was wrong. Being a seer, she always knew.

Cassia: Jade. Stay out of this. I’m almost there and I have enough Guardians to deal with this.

I stuck my tongue out at the Commander who must have seen my involvement in a vision.

Me: You need me.

A whirl of flashing lights swirled over me as my uniform appeared on my body. Deep green scales covered my torso and upper arms, my Khepri family crest embroidered into the shoulder. A golden sun peeped over a wavy line—a sunrise over the mighty dunes of the eastern desert—and wings had been strategically placed so their tips lined up with two of the sun’s fiery rays.

Cassia: I see you. For fuck’s sake, Jade. If I see you there, I’ll have the nearest rifter send you right back to your palace.

Me: Yes, Commander. 

Cassia: I’m serious.

Me: You’re always serious.

I could imagine Cassia’s ocean blue eyes flaring at my messages. 

Cassia: Fine, but if you die, I’m going to kill you.

I snorted a laugh and swiped over the hovering light as Avalon’s southern border grew close. Vayu dropped us out of the airstream and followed the valley’s basin north. The lush greenery and silvery stone of Arcadia soon gave way to Avalon’s red-leafed apple trees—as still as statues, even in strong winds. The mountains grew taller, darker, more jagged around the ridge with frosty peaks. Black lakes stretched across the ground like polished onyx. I flinched at the thought of the acidic waters, but there was an eerie beauty to the serene darkness that closed in on me as the valley narrowed.

My sight shifted, and Vayu’s vision magnified the land ahead. Familiar Guardians in a mix of deep blue, bronze, and black dragonhide fought shadowy figures—Shades—darting about while locals ran from the chaos.

Some of the Shades whipped away in tendrils, and I gasped as they turned in my direction, not towards me, but the villagers that foraged in the nearby apple trees. If there were Shades about, they would suck the shine from anyone in their path. 

I thrust my shine into the bangles on each wrist. The metal extended into thin wires coiling around my fingers then thickening into sharp claws over my nails.

The Shades who had already arrived paused when I landed in a crouch, sending a thunderous boom from the impact and, a distraction to buy time for the foragers. Scurrying away, the villagers headed through the trees. The black flowers that grew among the foliage emitted poisonous spores which the locals had built an immunity to. Anyone who disturbed the flowers would begin to choke within seconds. They would live but would be rendered useless in battle. 

A childish cry caught my attention, and I spun to two young children running among the trees. A shadow followed them—less a shadow and more a void of light. Shade. I sprinted in their direction, kicking up the poisonous flowers behind me in case other Shades were lurking. 

Slinking through the trees with light steps, I followed the sound of whimpering. The Shade’s form was barely distinguishable through the shadows, but I could make out the form of a young man in worn clothes, eyes a solid mass of black as he loomed over the children. Light hovered around them then rippled towards the Shade as he drained the children’s shine. 

I stepped into the Shade’s line of sight, his eyes obsidian, and raised my clawed hand. “You might want to leave those children alone if you want to keep your hands attached to your arms.” I turned to the children. “Run.”

The girl grinned before lashing at the Shade with a flash of metal. “Tartarus dweller,” she shrieked.  

The dark-eyed man grunted and grabbed his bleeding thigh. I grinned and winked at the girl as she and the boy sped off. 

“Attacking children?” I snarled. 

Pulling a knife from a hidden sheath beneath his sleeve, he swiped at me. I ducked and rolled around him then swung a wing upwards, slicing at his back. The Shade screeched and dropped to the ground. Lines of red trickled from the wound like a spider’s web. 

He gasped, eyes bulging and arms reaching around to his back. “Mercy,” he wheezed. 

I pondered letting a drop of my own blood cure the poison from my wing feathers, but I wasn’t in the mood for mercy. 

“Mercy,” he begged again, black eyes wide and hand outstretched.

I flinched at the sight of the veins spreading further across the Shade’s skin. There was still time to save him. Instead, I took a step back. “There is no mercy for those who prey on helpless children. You should consider yourself lucky it’ll be quick. That is the closest to mercy you get.”

The hairs on my arms stood on end as I turned to another assailant stalking towards me. The woman was not as scruffy as the other Shade and seemed to be sizing me up with roving eyes. She lunged and slashed a long blade. I twisted away, but the sword sliced my side. 

A searing pain lanced along my skin, and I grabbed my wound, blood seeping through my fingers. Vayu’s wings flapped up in time for me to avoid another strike, the sound like blades clashing. I dropped back a few feet from the Shade. Pulling my hand away, I hissed at the pain but was relieved the wound wasn’t too deep. 

I drew in a long breath, filling my lungs to the point they burned, and released my firehawk’s cry. The ground trembled, and the Shade dropped to her knees, covering her ears. I pushed all my shine into the scream and focussed it on the woman. Blood trickled from the Shade’s ears and nose, and her eyes went wide.

I lunged with my claw as light flashed around the Shade and sucked the woman into a tunnel of spiralling lightning and clouds. My claw pierced the tree trunk behind where the Shade had been, and I blinked at the swiftness of the woman along with the person-sized rift she’d made that was far bigger than an average Shade could muster. I gripped the hand where my claws impaled the tree and yanked it free, stumbling back a little as I did. 

Cold hands caught me from behind, and I stilled. 

“Playing around with pointy objects doesn’t bode well for you, Jade.” The slimy voice made my skin crawl. 

No, no, no. Not him. Anyone but him. A chill shivered up my spine and froze my insides, and I slowly turned to face him.

Shadows whirled around, blocking the sun, and enveloping the Atlantian Prince and I in a shroud of darkness. He sneered at me, his eyes a door to a soulless oblivion. 

Black acid dripped from a whip in his hand, a golden-bladed dagger in the other. I knew that dagger and the rare metal that was one of the few things that could pierce dragon hide and give a fatal blow in the right place. 

My shoulder blades flinched at the pain it had once inflicted on me, a memory so dark I often lost myself in it. Screams, tearing flesh and snapping wings, and those unwelcome hands. My wings stiffened at the reminder of my bloodied back and drooping firehawk wings that had haunted me for seven years. For all that the wings had healed, the scars left by the black acid and gold blade were forever a reminder of that man’s cruelty. 

I held in a wince as he leaned against me, the wound in my side throbbing.

“All alone and nowhere to run,” he said, trailing the dagger’s tip across my neck. The cold bite of metal pierced my skin.

I winced again. My inner firehawk flared with rage, infusing it with my own wrath. His shine flooded my skin but couldn’t reach the surface. I tried to scream, but the sound stuck in my throat. 

The prince laughed, his head tilting back. “Go on then. Try to scream for me, My Prize.” He twisted the dagger in his hand, its tip drawing more blood from below my collarbone.

I drew in a breath but choked as his shine wrapped around my mind, freezing my bones and muscles. He was one of the few haloes who could compel a Highborn like myself, and I thanked all the haloes who had taught me to resist. 

Despite every effort to call for help, words wouldn’t come, only air and searing pain. The wound in my side felt hot and sticky with blood. I turned my head from the prince, not wanting to see the vile creature before me.

Catching my chin with his finger, he forced me to face him and pressed his lips to mine, his halo shine preventing me from flaying the bastard right there. Bile rose in my throat, and I scrunched my eyes closed. It took all the fight in me not to throw up. 

“Jade!” the Commander’s voice shouted. 

My eyes flew open. Wings flapped above me, and fire blasted down, blazing at the prince’s back.  

He backed away and cracked his whip, a glob of black acid just missing my arm and sizzling on the tree behind me. “Shame I can’t compel your pretty blonde friend and that dragon shifter too. Someone always spoils our moments. One day, My Prize, I’ll mount those pretty wings in my bedchamber while I have you in my bed.” Blackness enveloped him, and he vanished. 

My body fell to the ground, my heart hammering and stomach on the verge of retching. 

Tropical blue eyes latched onto mine as Cassia dropped to a crouch in front of me, her silver-blonde braid draping over her pale neck.  “Are you all right?” 

I sucked in a breath. “I’m fine. Just a stray Shade.” 

“Is that how you’re referring to him now?” Cassia asked.

Deep red scales loomed over Cassia, and I grinned at Chimera’s blend of iridescent ruby and onyx scales that wrestled in the sunlight. Her eyes held an infinite well of hellfire as a huff of burning air expelled from the dragon’s mouth, her thick rubbery whiskers flowing in the rippling heat. Rosy fins lined her flanks and underwings thanks to the leviathan half-breed. 

“I suppose I have you to thank for getting Cassia here so fast,” I said to my cousin’s shifted form.

Kiana’s voice echoed from within the creature as if she were in a glass bottle. “You’re welcome” Chimera bowed her head.

A flashing rift opened next to me, and I scrambled to my feet as a dark figure stepped through. Hand claw raised, I exhaled at the black dragon hide uniform of Avalon’s Shadow Warriors and looked up to a familiar face. For someone younger than me, Drystan held such wisdom in his obsidian eyes. Slowly, they lightened to a soft violet-flecked hazel as he surveyed me.

“Tartarus, Jade,” Drystan’s said with furrowed brows. “You look like you’ve seen a phantom.” 

I would have preferred a phantom to the Atlantian Prince.

Drystan reached out a hand to hoist me to my feet. “Come on. I’ve got you.”

Once standing, I patted Drystan’s cheek. “Thanks.”

A grin formed, accentuating his dimples. “Anything for the future queen of Aaru.”

I sniggered. “It’s comments like that that’ll land you a very good advisor’s job one day.”

“If you survive that long,” Cassia said, her glare hotter than my wings.

My eyes heated, letting Vayu’s stare match hers. “These people are alive because I saw the Shades heading this way. I was—”

“I don’t care.” Ice slicked over Cassia’s clenched fists. “I gave you an order, and it’s my job as your Commander to know what you can and can’t handle in battle, and it’s my job as your friend to stop you from doing something that might get you killed, and trust me, I see that far more than I can handle.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. For years, Cassia had kept me from the worst of harm, but with my coronation months away, I had a lot to live up to if I was going to be the leader my father was. That included defending mine and my neighbouring lands. 

Kiana, now in her Starlighter form, rested a hand on the Commander’s shoulder. My older cousin was clad in the cerulean blue uniform of the Achaemenian guardians. As a guest in Aaru Kiana’s uniform was the traditional style, representing their ancient warriors, and in place of the usual slim trousers, she wore tassets and deep bronze shin and knee guards, showing the dark skin of her thighs. 

“She did what any of us would have done,” Kiana said.

Something in the dragon shifter unwound Cassia, and the Commander’s shoulders dropped. “I suppose you fared well for a lazy Guardian, even if you did disobey orders.”

I grinned and straightened. “Yes. I did fare pretty well.”

“If you’re going to keep running into trouble, at least come back to training, starting tomorrow,” Cassia said, clasping my arms. “I need a guardian, but most of all, I need to trust my friend can handle herself.”

I nodded. “I’ll be there.” 

Cassia took my marred hands from where I’d been clenching them so tightly that my metal claws had pierced my palms. Heat rippled through me as Cassia’s shine seeped into my wounds, healing my self-inflicted marks. The gash on my side closed up like brush strokes of bronze covering my battle wound. This will cost me later.

Kiana’s dragon hide was near impenetrable when she let it cover her own skin, but she had a gash on her arm, which Cassia healed too.

Cassia glanced at Drystan covered in scrapes and bruises. He looked at her expectantly. “Meh, you won’t die.” She nudged him, then grabbed his hand to heal him anyway. 

His cuts sealed, and the bruises faded to pale skin. “I should speak to the High Priest,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll want a full report of what happened here and about Jason’s presence.”

“And I’ll report back to my father,” Cassia said then turned to me. “I can sense your half-drained shine.”

“Shine that you can boost?” I said with my sweetest smile. 

Cassia pinched her brow. 

My fellow Guardians and I headed back towards the lake’s edge and surveyed the area. No more Shades were in sight. The Shadow Warriors nodded in thanks before heading through a ridge leading to Avalon’s capital. Light shimmered through the entrance, a veil of shine that stopped the Shades using their abilities beyond it. They could still walk through and cause damage, so the Shadow Warriors always guarded the area.

“I just got word why the others didn’t make it here,” Kiana said, her holoband projecting streams of messages above her wrist. “My sisters say there were more attacks in Valhalla and Western Aaru. Your mother ordered the Aaruan Guardians not to defend anyone outside the kingdom.”

“Tartarus.” I sighed. “She really doesn’t give a fuck about anyone but Aaruans.”

“This is getting out of hand.” The air chilled around Cassia as she glowered in the general direction of my palace. “The General cannot command an army while your mother is keeping the Aaruan Guardians for herself.” 

The Arcadians and Aaruans had shared an army for centuries until my father died. My mother had fallen into darkness, and she was taking my kingdom with her.

I shook my bangles that had receded from claws back into the unsuspecting jewellery they were. Three interconnecting rings on each wrist held multi-coloured stones in all colours, replicas of my father’s last birthday gift to me the day before he’d died. The original bangles lived in my jewellery box, safe and sound. The soft jingling tamed the maelstrom of emotions constantly heightened by the beings that shared my body.

“Try telling that to her mother,” Drystan said.

“She’s been dismissing the attacks on Avalon and Valhalla as rogue Shades,” I said. “But I knew the moment I arrived today that the Atlantian Prince had something to do with it. They had his stink all over them.” I twitched my nose in emphasis. 

“Then we’ll make her listen.” Ice slithered over Cassia’s hands again. “I’ll show her Jason was there earlier, what he tried to do.”

“No!” I snapped. “She... She won’t believe us. She’ll think it’s an excuse to get attention. That’s all she ever thinks about me when it comes to him.”

“We promised long ago to protect these lands together,” Cassia said, her soft breath warm in my face despite her icy hands. “My cousin may not be here to keep it with us, but Theseus will return one day, and we will maintain our alliance.” 

How Cassia could mention Theseus without wanting to cry was beyond me. We both missed him and his mother, not knowing if they would ever make it back home or not. Rifts across Elysium were one thing, but portals to Earth, where Theseus had been stuck for almost nine years, were an entirely different matter. 

I pressed a hand to the pendant tucked inside my armour and blew out a slow breath. “We need more help. We can’t rely on my mother seeing sense anymore.”

“My uncle has arranged a formal meeting with the Arcadian Queen,” Drystan announced. “He is considering a real alliance and wants Cassia and Rhydian to head the discussion.”

“Rhydian will love that,” I said dryly, knowing Drystan’s cousin hated anything official. 

“He knows how important this is,” Cassia said. “Trust me. He’ll be there.”

Drystan nodded. “I managed to get a wounded Shade to my uncle earlier to extract information. But she died from swallowing a black acid capsule she’d been hiding. She was pretty feeble, just like all the others in the past few weeks.”

“They’re not like the rogues in Achaemenid,” Kiana said. “At least they know when they’re outmatched. The rogues we’ve faced in the weeks I’ve spent here are...”

“Compelled,” Cassia finished. “My father has suspected for a while that the rogue Shades are under someone’s control. That fucking Atlantian Prince has been using Shades. That’s the third time I’ve sensed him while defending the Avalonian border, but it was the first time I’ve seen him for myself.”

Cassia’s theory didn’t surprise me. Many of the rogue Shades were outcasts, criminals whose shine had turned dark from life’s injustices. But some had their minds twisted by compulsion, forcing out darkness they could otherwise keep at bay. They were the most dangerous, compelled to fight to the death.

“Urrgghh!” Cassia stomped her foot and ice spanned from where she stood, freezing the ground. She slid her foot back, and the ice receded. “Every time we catch one, they kill themselves so we can’t prove anything.” 

“They were all so young,” Kiana said, her voice barely a whisper. 

Cassia nodded. “They’re new Shades. I could sense their dark shine still in the early stages of turning. The Atlantian Prince must be testing them before making them his legionnaires.” 

“I can’t bear this anymore,” I said. “We were lucky today. But if the Atlantians are growing their army, it means their planning all-out war to gain control over the Twin Kingdoms, starting with Aaru.”

Kiana slid a hand down my back. “Good thing you have me here. My father can’t spare his Achaemenian warriors right now, but he will support your decisions since they are what your father wanted.” Kiana huffed a little smoke from her flaring nostrils “May Uncle Seth’s energy be eternal.”

I smiled at the fact that my father’s legacy still lived. “Thank you. I know this isn’t your war, but—”

“It’s our war,” I said with a hard stare. “Our Guardians pledged allegiance to the Twin Kingdoms, not just Arcadia, and Berenice can’t force the Aaruan army to serve just her. But we need a plan. We need more forces, and we need to prove who is really responsible for the increasing attacks. The Atlantians know the Avalonian borders are a sensitive area for us to have our Guardians on patrol, but with an official alliance, we can have as many as needed ready to defend the borders.” 

Jade sighed and patted my friend’s cheeks. “Let’s just hope we can make the right alliances in time.”

“To the Eastern Star,” Kiana roared. “I need a drink if we’re going to talk more about your mother.”

Cassia frowned at the redhead. “We still have work to do.”

Kiana rolled her eyes. “Lighten up, Cass.” 

“You definitely need a drink.” Drystan grinned at Cassia. 

“Needs a good romping to release all that tension.” Kiana’s voice echoed in my mind despite her lips not moving. 

Drystan and I chuckled. “I could recommend a few Guardians. Or more. Cass is pretty wound up these days,” I thought loudly enough for Kiana to hear.

“Poor woman could have any man she wants, and she chooses the most boring man in Arcadia.” 

“I can sense your shine even if I can’t hear you,” Cassia seethed. 

Kiana grinned sheepishly. “It’s nothing we haven’t told you to your face about that lover of yours.”

Cassia rolled her eyes. “Then you’ll be pleased to know he’s no longer my lover.”

Kiana and I squealed at the same time, and I clapped with relief I didn’t have to hide how annoying and pompous he was. “What happened?” I asked.

The Commander shrugged in the same nonchalant way Drystan did. “We didn’t see eye to eye on how to express our feelings.”

“That’s one Tartarus of a way of saying he was shit in bed.” Kiana nudged Cassia.

Despite everything we’d just witnessed and discussed, the idea of Cassia’s pathetic lover had us all snickering like adolescents. We had so few moments like this in recent years, less so in the past few months, so we just carried on laughing. 

“I’ll tell you the details while we’re scouting,” Cassia said to Kiana. “I have a niggly feeling I’m needed up north.”

Deep crimson scales slithered over Kiana’s skin, and her form sifted away into a cloud of red, growing and reshaping. Chimera stepped out of the cloud, towering over Cassia.

Chimera bowed her head. “Hop on, Cass.” 

Cassia swung herself onto Chimera’s back, shuffling into the curve just above the creature’s wings. Chimera winked at me and launched off the ground in a vertical flight before shooting away like a crimson arrow.

“I’ll be training with the Guardians in Arcadia if you need me.” Drystan said. 

I raised my holoband to see it was already past lunchtime, and hunger growled in my stomach the same moment a message had my holoband buzzing.

Bitch: Throne room. Now

“Shit,” I hissed at my mother’s message. There was no use in replying. If I did, she’d simply say it was a waste of time. “I need to get back to the palace. Drystan, a rift if you please.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” The nineteen-year-old bowed with a jesting grin. A swirl of flashing lights formed before me.

Before stepping through, I took in the black-speckled ground. I hadn’t seen this many rogue Shades in one place before. I had to hope that I could find a way to stop the war that was no longer coming. It was here. 
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Ra: The first starlighter of Egypt.
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Hovering my hand over the small black panel, I waited for the ding of doom. The gold crystal door to the great hall slid open with a hiss. As I entered, I cast about for my mother, but the dais at the far end sat empty, as did the six other thrones evenly spread on either side. My lip curled up with annoyance since I could have taken a moment to grab a snack.

Painted rings of gold, emerald, and turquoise adorned the ivory marble columns of the great hall in the Palace of Ra as I strode in. A click sounded from the closing door behind me, and I sighed as I continued, bare feet padding on the glimmering pale tiles. My boots were covered in dirt, and I didn’t think my mother would appreciate me traipsing a mess through the throne room.

“Stars save me,” I whispered and looked up to the tall ceiling with its painted stars representing the stars who gave us our power. 

Carvings of my ancestors stood guard within outer walls. Human in features, the only thing that gave a Starlighter away was the glow of shine in their eyes. Gems of all colours and hues shone in the carvings’ eyes. Smooth ripples in the women’s dresses and men’s tunics glimmered in the sunlight beaming through the high windows.

Heels clicked on the floor from the far corner of the room, and my mother walked along the dais to take her place. I took a breath and stopped short of the dais, avoiding my mother’s vacant eyes in favour of the carving of Isis behind the Queen’s throne. The long-dead Queen’s eyes shone with the same sapphire as my father’s eyes and bore the golden haloes around her irises that all her descendants held. 

My mother’s eyes glazed over as if staring through me. It was always the same between us. Always the same empty hall, save for the two of us. Always the same firestorm of rage making my skin itch. Why my mother couldn’t talk to me in my room, I never knew.

“You were missing all morning,” Mother said.

“I was called to help with a Shade attack,” I said. “There were several at the same time, and they were shorthanded.”

My mother scowled at my dusty uniform and shredded side where a faint scar marked my body. “Attacks?” the Queen asked. “My Guardians only informed me of one on our eastern border.”

“It was in Avalon, and another in Valhalla.”

The Queen waved a dismissive hand. “They are not our concern. Why do you care of such small regions, anyway? Is it those Shadow Warriors you insist on being friends with? Drystan and... whatever his cousin’s name is.”

I snarled. “You know his name is Rhydian.”

The Queen’s dull eyes bore into me. “I know his face from sneaking out of your room. You should have more respect for yourself than letting men like that into your bed.”

I bristled at my own mother’s assumption of me and of my friend. “They are both friends, nothing more.” It was a half-truth since Rhydian and I were friends who occasionally sought physical intimacy, but we’d decided to be strictly friends months ago. Realisation hit me that the attack on Avalon wasn’t to cause harm to the small region but to rile me. That damn Atlantian Prince knew who I was friends with. 

Berenice snorted, contempt written all over her tired face, but her pupils were dilated. The scent of incense drifted under my nose with undertones of burnt poppies. The Queen was usually better at keeping the scent hidden, but she’d been slipping up lately. 

I often feared I was looking at my own future in my mother. Berenice used to be so beautiful, so brilliantly shiny with her jewellery and embroidered sheer dresses. Now, only her wedding ring and gold headband adorned with suns atop her lifeless chestnut hair gave shine to the woman known as the Broken Queen. Is that what losing hope did to someone?

“Mmm,” Berenice tapped her shiny gold nails on the arm of her throne. “It would have to end with him anyway.”

“Why? I am to be Queen soon, and if Father was still here, he would approve of a political match with Rhydian or Drystan. Or one of the Valhallan Highborns. They are close enough to my age to be a match.” I swallowed at the thought of marrying someone I didn’t love, but future queens didn’t get to choose their husbands for love. I would settle for anyone who benefited my kingdom if they were pleasant enough. “We can invite them to my birthday celebration. I’m sure they’ll accept and want to discuss a possible marriage.” 

My mother hissed through her teeth. “We have a meeting with Cornelius and his son tomorrow.”

The very idea froze my insides. “Why in Tartarus would you have the Atlantian King and Prince here?” 

“You’ve been trying to make alliances. So have I. The Atlantian King has shown me how weak the Arcadians are in assisting us, and I am inclined to agree.”

Because you built a fucking wall between us. I held back that retort. “And I’m sure he convinced you that neither he nor his son are responsible for the rogue Shades that keep plaguing our lands. I can prove it. Cassia can show you what happened today.” I glanced down at my holoband, wishing I could send a message to Cassia right now.

Mother frowned. “And how do I know she won’t spin lies in my mind the way her father can?”

“How can you trust that Cornelius isn’t spinning lies in your mind?”

“Because I went to him a long time ago. He promised to protect our lands if I promised you to his son. And after the recent growing attacks, I have agreed to his terms.”

My chest tightened, and my previously hungry stomach churned. “I will not marry an Atlantian,” I spat, “Especially not that Tartarus-dwelling prince.” I could never bring myself to say Jason’s name aloud. His slimy touch still clung to me, and I wished I could shed my skin like a dragon.

“Watch your tongue,” my mother seethed.

“The Atlantians are not welcome in my palace.” 

“It is my palace until you are queen, and I will invite who I wish.” The Queen’s teal eyes darkened. “Cornelius will not like it if you refuse.”

“Then tell him not to ask for things he can’t have. His son can find his own damn wife or compel one like he does to get everything else he wants.”

“You will do as I say, Jade Roxana Khepri.” Her mother’s voice came out in a desperate shrill. “Cornelius has graciously offered his son as a husband, and you will marry him.”

Graciously demanded our surrender, more like. “I will not let my father’s kingdom be overrun with Atlantian legionnaires. The Arcadians and Avalonians are formulating an alliance as we speak. Let them help us.”

“You think the Arcadians can help us now?” Berenice said. “Queen Athena is nothing but a figurehead, unfit to rule Arcadia, and the Twin Kingdoms was a flighty idea that never worked. Where were the Arcadians when my husband died for his precious Arcadian Queen?” My mother never referred to her husband’s friend by name, always the Arcadian Queen, or some other name I didn’t like to repeat. “He died to save her son and abandoned his own family.” She pointed to the base of the dais in front of my father’s throne, the central throne. 

Old memories surfaced of my father’s body on the ground the day of my twelfth birthday celebration, his veins red with firehawk poison. A year later, I had absorbed Vayu, and my blood became the cure for the sting of a firehawk wing feather. One year and I could have saved him. All I saw was his lifeless form turning to sparkling gold as he became eternal. I’d begged for him not to leave, but he left anyway. 

“And as for the Avalonians,” my mother continued. “They are little more than rogue Shades. They do what’s best for them and use whoever they deem convenient at the time.” 

Rotating my wrists, I let my bangles make a soft clink, calming a little of the brewing maelstrom. “My father believed in unity and peace. He died protecting the people he cared about just as I would for my fellow Guardians. That’s what Guardians do.”

Rage flared in my mother’s eyes. “He wasn’t a Guardian. He was King and a leader.”

“You know nothing of true leadership, and if you understood the true meaning of being Queen, then—” 

“Enough!” My mother’s voice could have shattered the high glass windows if they weren’t reinforced, and her icy stare froze me in place. “The Atlantians have given me their demands, and you or Cleopatra will agree. She is of age, and I am sure they will settle for the second heir.” 

“You wouldn’t,” I whispered, shaking my head in disbelief that my own mother would do that to my sister who had just turned eighteen.

“I will do whatever it takes to guarantee this alliance.” The voice that came from my mother stung like an ice-cold dagger to my throat, one that might move to my younger sister.

Tartarus, not Cleo. “Then I’ll do it.” The words spilled out before I could stop them. It would be a cold day in Tartarus before I would let Cleo marry the Atlantian Prince, but my mother had clearly made up her mind.

Berenice`s lips stretched into an insidious smile. “Good. I will arrange a formal meeting to discuss the terms tomorrow. Cornelius will be pleased.”

She shuddered from the Atlantian Prince’s words that morning. “One day, my Prize, I’ll mount those wings in my bedchamber while I have you in my bed.” Even the memory of his voice made my skin crawl. “I’d wager his son will be even more pleased now he’s won his prize,” I said, backing away. 

My mother waved me off like some irksome pest, and I swiped a finger over my holoband and typed a message to Cassia.

Me: My mother could do with one of your lectures right now.

I needed a star to wish upon, but a thousand stars might not be enough if I really had to marry into that wretched family.
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After a delicious plate of bread and cheese, I floated lazily on the river behind the Palace of Ra staring up at the blue sky, needing to rid myself of the Atlantian Prince’s stench still on me. An ethereal glow outlined the distant ice planet and contrasted the blazing midday sun peeping through the overhanging branches. A line of tall silvery-barked trees shaded the grassy riverbank, and the scent of honeysuckle danced under my nose.

Stars, I loved my river. It was my favourite place on Elysium next to the tall mountains. If I stayed under the river’s surface, how long would my breath last? How long until my body ran out of oxygen and gulped in river water in place of air? Would anyone know where to find me if I let it?

The flowing water lulled me until the sun was low in the sky, and it was time to meet the others and the Eastern Star where many of the Guardians went to wind down after a rough day, or any day really.

Wading out of the river, my firehawk’s shine heated my skin, drying my soaked underwear. Steam rose from the garments before I snatched the long sheer dress I’d strewn over a tree branch, its emerald layers blowing in the breeze, and slipped it on. It exposed a diamond of skin on my midriff and the small of my back. 

A small hummingbird fluttered around me, and I smiled at the familiar fledgling that had taken a liking to me.

“Hello, there.” I held out a hand, and the iridescent rainbow-feathered creature perched on my finger.

“Jade,” a familiar voice said, startling me.

I blinked at my younger sister stepping through a spiral of chaotic lights, which quickly vanished. 

“Tartarus, don’t do that to me.” I lay a hand on my rapid heart.

“Since when does anyone startle you? Thought you could hear a mouse hiccup in Valhalla.” Cleo smiled and tucked a shoulder-length curl behind her ear, the rainbow highlights in her hair catching the dappled sunlight under the trees. Her long silver dress was tied around the waist with lilac ribbons, and the low-cut neckline showed just how quickly the eighteen-year-old had matured and I’d been too busy to notice.

I ignored her comment and straightened out my dress. “I was thinking about something.”

A glint of mischief shone in Cleo’s teal eyes. “Uh, oh. That means danger. Anything related to the trouble in Avalon yesterday?”

I bumped her sister with my hip, not wanting to talk about anything that had happened the previous day. “Sort of.”

“Hmm, I felt something... niggly.” 

I chuckled at the budding seer Cassia was training. “We need to talk with Ares tomorrow.”

“We?”

A smile tugged at my lips. “Yes. I’m going to need all the wonderful minds I can get to solve this.”

Cleo arched a brow and eyed me side-on. “You mean to solve your impending doom of an engagement?” 

Cleo’s hand slipped down my back, catching one of my exposed shoulder blades by accident. I flinched despite the gentle touch.

Warmth covered my hand as Cleo held it. “Sorry,” Cleo whispered. 

Our familial shine made my hand tingle. My shifter’s shine meant I could only merge with an astral being, but other Starlighters could merge with each other. I preferred to not have more shine than I already had. The chaos in my head was troublesome enough at times, and I fought so hard to control the emotions that overwhelmed me because of my inner beings. 

“It’s all right, Cleo.” I kissed my sister’s forehead. “I’m going to need your help to save our kingdom and our father’s legacy.”

“For the greater good.” Cleo gave a swift nod.

I took a long, deep breath. “It’s not too late,” Jade said. “And I promised our father I would never give up hope.”

Cleo blinked, eyes glistening. “I know. And I won’t let either of us give up hope either.” 

My wrist buzzed, and I glanced at the message.

Kiana: You said you’d be here fifteen minutes ago. You’re missing out on the gorgeous Guardians.

Chuckling, I grabbed my sister’s hand. “Fly or rift?” I asked.

Cleo grinned and dragged me through a portal of blinking lights.
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After a long evening of getting completely sozzled in the Eastern Star tavern—to the point I’d joined Kiana in dancing on the tables—I fell into bed still in my clothes. I slumped back on the pillows, the bronze and amber flecks on my bedpost swirling and entwining like a thousand suns colliding.

A soft green canopy hung over the posts. Boxes overflowed with hair accessories and jewellery on my dressing table, stray bangles and earrings strewn across the surface. My weapons chest was full of all things sharp and shiny. Clothes sprawled over the partially open door of my armoire.

The strain of the day had taken more out of me than usual. How could my mother even suggest I marry Jason Neptune? Her tormentor no less. 

I let my mind drift to my truest safe place. Not my river or my mountain. My dreams. Reality floated away as sleep took me. 

Fog momentarily enveloped me until I was standing on a small rift from the riverbank to the river island that marked the border of Aaru and Arcadia. The island was little more than grass and wildflowers but the centre held a gazebo since the island was home to many a celebration. 

The weightless layers of my soft green dress caught on the damp grass as I relished in the squishiness between my toes. That was when I saw him. He sat against the gazebo. Short blonde curls fell about his face, and he wore a light grey shirt and blue trousers.

He looked in my direction, eyebrow cocked over indigo eyes. “Io? Is that you?”

Io? I hadn’t heard that name in a while, and my pulse quickened. “Jupiter?”

Jupiter grinned, softening his strong jawline, and strode towards me. Hoisting up my skirt, I broke into a run. I leapt into his arms, both of us spinning and tumbling to the ground. We landed in an awkward tangle before rolling onto our backs in giddy laughter. 

“You made me get my dress dirty,” I said, lifting the material, damp from the dewy ground. 

He casually rested his hand behind his head. “And you made me get my trousers dirty.” 

I frowned at him. “They were already dirty.” 

He stretched an arm out for me, beckoning me closer. As natural as breathing, I slid to his side and hooked a finger over the top of his shirt where the buttons lay open under his throat. His sun-kissed skin was warm despite the crisp night air in the perfect copy of my home world. 

“I’d almost forgotten you,” I lied. “It’s been... three years.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. I was as surprised as you were.”

It was an odd interaction between us, every three years since my father’s death, Jupiter would show up in my dreams—appearing the same age as me every time— for a few nights, then vanish. 

Unable to resist, my fingers slipped between the buttons of his shirt. Smooth skin and hard chest muscles were my weakness. 

Grinning, his eyes followed my hand moving between the next pair of buttons. “Why do you always do that?”

I bit my lip. “It’s just a dream, and I can do what I want. Nobody can judge me.” 

“Why would anyone judge you?” he asked. “It’s natural when you...” He swallowed hard and his heartbeat fluttered under my hand. “When someone dreams of something as perfect as this, it’s natural to want to touch it.” 

He caressed the back of my hand where it rested on his heart. His fingers circled over my dark skin before making a star shape among the faint freckles. The sensation of his touch carried across my skin like a gentle wave. I’d memorised that touch. When I was having a bad day—which was most days—I would close my eyes, imagine that star on my hand along with the imaginary friend who comforted me.

What was wrong with me that it took a dream to imagine this perfection. Such flighty notions only came to me when I thought of Jupiter. Since our last series of dreams when I was seventeen, the dreams had gone beyond comfort and had turned to desire, need, a fantasy I often thought of when I was alone.

“I’m going to name this one Astraeus,” he said as he finished drawing the star. “So I know you’re mine.” 

Why Astraeus? I never bothered to ask him aloud, fearing any answer would ruin the fantasy. 

He looked down and lifted my chin as if I were a fragile bird. Biting my lip, I gazed into his twilight blue eyes. He stared back before taking a deep breath and lying down. A daydreaming look passed over his face as he gazed up at the stars. 

Mapping constellations was a shared passion. I found amusing shapes in the winking stars while Jupiter would tell me how old the stars were and how long their light took to reach them. Even in my dreams, I knew the stars like I knew the grass beneath my feet.

“I’ve missed you, Io,” he said after describing at length a star that was probably a black hole by the time its light reached them.

“I’ve missed you too, Jupiter. Nobody but you can see my cat in the stars.” 

He laughed, the sound akin to an echo in a vast canyon. “There’s a word for women like you.”

“What?”

“Crazy cat lady.”

I giggled over the ridiculous expression I’d never heard before. We teased one another and talked about nothing in particular like the sky and silly thoughts. He told me of worlds beyond the stars, of astronomical marvels such as Jupiter and its moon, Io. Our favourite, and I couldn’t remember him using my real name. Because letting in the real world would reveal the truth behind the veil. He wasn’t real.

“So what do you see up there tonight?” I asked. The sky rippled, and stars spun in odd swirls. 

“It’s the day after your twenty-first birthday in just a few months,” he said in a soft, low voice. I shivered despite my warmth. “I see you and I dancing on the gazebo the way we do most times we meet here. I see the sun and star lanterns decorating the gazebo, everyone watching us as I gracefully dip you. Then I pull you back up...” 

“And then what?” I asked. His strong arms would hold me as he hovered over me. He would grin, and I imagined him kissing me. 

“You’ll just have to dance with me and find out.”

The perfect vision I’d been imagining faded like smoke in a sudden gust of wind. Trees on the riverbank rustled, and the ground trembled. I ignored the warning that the dream was fading.

“Tease.” I scrunched his shirt in my hand, but fingers slipped through it. He looked nothing more than a translucent holoband projection. No, no. Don’t leave. Please don’t leave me. 

“Just you wait. We’ll get that dance. I can feel it. I’ll never leave you, Io, never.” 

I nestled myself against my fading form, looking at the Arcadian castle in the distance. “I’m with you, Jupiter, always.” An empty promise when made to a dream.

“Shame you’re not real.”  

He laughed and faced me with a smile that made me lose my breath. “Are you saying I’m not real?”

“Obviously.” My hand fell through his body. “This is my dream so I’m the real one.” 

“And what if I’m real and you’re the dream?”

I tapped his shoulder, wafting nothing but the air. “Then why are you vanishing?” 

“Why do you get to be real?” 

“Because I say so, and you should consider yourself lucky to be in my dream.” 

Our childish arguing used to amuse me, but now it stirred something deeper. I would argue with him all night to see that grin. I had lost my mind—I was sure of it.

“I’d be luckier if you were real,” he said. He leaned on an elbow and cupped my face, stroking my cheekbone with his thumb. 

I breathed through the heat that built in my blood. “Mmm, so would I.” Lying in his arms became a cocoon of protection. It never lasted, and he faded into gold dust as darkness swallowed me. 

Still locked in unconsciousness, I fell into the great hall in the Palace of Ra. The thin windows just below the high ceiling cast a blueish glow from the moonlight in the centre of the room. I crouched in front of the dais by my father’s dying body, his head resting in my mother’s lap. They stared like statues, cold and unmoving. 

I looked around the others in the room. My friends and family had all seen my father die just moments after the Arcadian Queen and Prince had vanished from our world. Their eyes followed me, but they stood as still as my parents. My mother’s eyes were as black as a starless night and sucked the air from the room until I struggled to breathe. 

Gasping and convulsing, I stumbled by my father’s body. “Father, don’t leave me again.” A piece of me died every time I relived the nightmare.

“You are stronger than you think. Don’t ever forget that.” He handed me a small quartz stone with a red feather inside. 

I looked at the stone Theseus should have given me. “Where is he? Where’s Theseus?”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop it. He—” He coughed spatters of blood onto his bronze tunic. “He and Artemis are gone. They fell through the rift to Earth.”

Short breaths had my chest clenching. “No. I can’t lose you both. I love you, Father. I need you here. I need him here.”

“Find a way to bring him home.” His hand clasped mine. “Promise me you’ll never give up hope, Sunbug. You have a bigger destiny than you know.”

His lifeless body crumbled, my mother’s too. They all crumbled. Not into the gold dust they should have when a Starlighter’s shine became eternal but dark and cold. 

The sand surrounded me, closing in until it became smothering. It cut my insides like tiny shards of glass, and my hands turned to sand and blew away. 

I screamed. 
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I almost fell out of bed with a start. My long plait whirled around my face, legs tangled in the sheets and my skin slicked with sweat. My heart pounded, and my ears rang from the sound I knew I’d only made in my dream. The remnants of it all filled my senses, Jupiter’s arms around me, his touch soothing before the memory of my last moments with my father.

I gripped the bed covers to convince myself the room wasn’t spinning. Warmth radiated from my left hand, and a faint white glow appeared on my skin in the shape of a star where Jupiter had drawn it in my dreams. His touch always lingered, and I shut the rest out to feel his gentle fingertips.

Why can’t you be real? 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


[image: ]




THREE

EMPIRE OF CELESTIALS

CASSIA

––––––––

[image: ]


Zeus: the first starlighter to allow humans to wORship him as a god

––––––––

[image: ]


The sun was still rising when I made it back to the Castle of Zeus that overlooked Arcadia. The silver-infused stone structure rested part way up one of the western mountains. Bridges connected towers of varying heights all with spiral staircases, some outside, some on the inside. 

In my crystal-encased dome, grape vines hung from a central branch, spanning out in lines of an eight-pointed star. Its branches blossomed in a gradual wave. Some bore fruits, some had greenery about to form the grapes, while others were bare. Bobbles of snow rested on the branches, and frost had formed on the lower part of the glass to ankle height. 

I did my best thinking in chillier air, especially when I made it snow. Although I was having more trouble than usual to find a thought, my mind as blank as the snowy stone floor. My tower faced Avalon to the north where I’d just been. The taste of the Shadow Warrior I’d left still played on my lips, and his shine pulsed in my blood like a second heartbeat. Tartarus, Kiana was right. I needed a man who saw me as more than a pretty face and a throne, but I had meant to leave one man’s bed just to jump into another’s.

I’d tried playing my violin since the music calmed me, though I wasn’t as good as I used to be. The shiny white instrument was a nice distraction for a few minutes, and a relief to get a moment to play, no amount of pretty music could distract me that night.

Placing the violin back in its case by the window, I peered down at the courtyard below. All was quiet and still apart from the occasional castle guard on their rounds. Glass globes of artificial shine lit the walkways adorned with silver and gold painted stars worn from years of footfalls.

As I perched on a bench circling the main grapevine that grew from a circle of soil, a mass of blue fur pawed at my pyjama trousers. Azure, my fox, was always loyal, always by my side around the castle, but he knew exactly where to get attention and food if I wasn’t around.

“Hello, boy.” I patted the fox, its fur long and coarse. “You miss me?” Azure nudged my hand and sat by the bench. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

The snow ceased its dancing, and frost fogged the glass of the dome. Azzure’s cloudy breath froze like a windless day.

“Oh, fuck,” I whispered before light flared in my vision, a distant star sending a message. I swore at the momentary blindness and gripped the bench. When I opened my eyes, strands of silver light crisscrossed before me in a web of infinite possibilities. Time. Seeing it this way often took concentration.

This web, however, flattened into a single line guiding my sight to the northern tower. Theseus and my aunt Artemis lived there when she’d been Queen. The pool in its crowning solarium glistened in the dawn’s waxing light. My cousin had been on my mind more in recent weeks. His twenty-first birthday was soon, and he should have become King, if he were where he should be and not lost on some distant world.

Theseus, I need you to be King. 

Despite my father being the eldest in his generation and heir to the throne, he’d abdicated in favour of being a guardian and eventually General. Artemis had ruled for over a decade before she and Theseus had vanished into the rift, leaving my youngest aunt to rule. I had every intention of following in my father’s footsteps, as long as there was someone else to take the throne, but Athena had no children of her own. Theseus and I were the only heirs, and he wasn’t here.

A strand from the web lit up and tugged me in the direction of Aaru. “Jade?” I whispered and held my holoband up, connecting it with Jade’s frequency. “Is everything all right?”

“No.” Jade’s voice didn’t come from the device but from the walkway outside the dome. 

Golden eyes glowed within whirling shadows, and thick black paws extended from the darkness. Obsidian whiskers and a flat nose pierced the shroud as a black sabre tiger with sporadic dark grey stripes sucked in the remaining wisps. Its irises bore the light gold rings of Jade’s family, but the dark golden centres were of the ancient smilodon itself.

“Sasha,” I nodded to Jade’s astral tiger. She glanced back at Azure, who wagged his tail and bowed his head.

“She’s a bit out of sorts,” Cleo said, following her sister into the dome, her knee-length teal robe swishing around her thighs, revealing the dark skin of her knees and claves before white socks hugged her feet. What had caused the youngest Aaruan Highborn to wake at this hour when she was such a heavy sleeper? 

I eyed Jade’s inner sabre tiger then glanced at Cleo. “Who? Jade or the big black cat in my tower?”

“Both,” Cleo mouthed.

“Hmm,” I said. “Seems to be going around.”

Cleo hugged her arms. “It’s a mite chilly in here.” Her gaze fell on the violin. “I haven’t seen that for a while.”

“I haven’t had time to play in a while.” I missed it more than I thought.

“And you had time tonight?” Cleo asked, eyeing the shiny body of the instrument. There was a time Cleo sang to my melodies while Jade played the flute, but that was a lifetime ago.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I lied. I’d slept just fine next to my Shadow Warrior, but something had woken me before dawn, and I was beginning to see why. 

Cleo trailed her fingers along the frost that had fallen on the violin’s case. “Have you been trying to solve world peace again?”

The fallen snow around my feet receded, but snowflakes still floated in the air. “In a sense.”

Azure grunted as Sasha closed in on him. The smilodon’s lip curled up before leaping onto the vulpine and tumbling in a blur of black and blue. Playful growls and yaps sounded from the pair as they nipped at one another. The fox yelped loudly, and Sasha rolled away, shaking her head. 

“Oops. Sorry.” Jade’s voice sounded through the tiger as black smoke whirled around the feline. Its golden eyes flared before turning green and rising through the smoke, which retreated as if being called back to its cage. 

Dark skin appeared through the dissipating black mist, and black hair tumbled over Jade’s shoulders as she took her own form. She straightened the dress that was not normal sleeping attire and nodded to me.

Cleo moved to pet the fox pawing at a small scratch by his ear. It was nothing he wasn’t used to when playing with Sasha or the occasional baby dragon. They were incredibly playful. 

The boom of huge wings sounded from outside, and my brows pinched at the crimson dragon hovering above the dome. It shrank and landed on the walkway with a soft thud. 

“You summoned me.” Kiana stepped inside and nodded to Jade. Her ruby webbed wings still hovered behind her—smaller than their natural size—tucking behind her in the small space. 

“No,” Cassia said. “My father must have.”

“I’m honoured to join the revel.” Kiana’s wings shuddered. 

Jade’s crimson feathered wings sprung from her back as if in acknowledgement of another winged being in her presence. “I asked Ares for help.”

I thrust out a wave of ice behind me, forming feather-shaped icicles to mimic one of Jade’s wings, and the other thin sheets of wrinkled ice to imitate Kiana’s. Us three winged women shared an amused look, and Cleo gave a slight chuckle as she continued to play with the fox, teasing him by waving a piece of cured meat she’d conjured through a rift. 

“Why didn’t you respond to my messages yesterday?” Jade asked me. “It’s not like you to miss out on putting my mother in her place.”

I refrained from looking at the feline shifter, Cleo included as she stopped playing with Azure and stood by her sister and cousin. “I was scouting up north,” I said, seeing Kiana rolling her eyes in my periphery. She’d been there during another Shade attack and had seen me with the Shadow Warrior. “Besides, I’m sure there’ll be more opportunities to put your mother in her place.”

“I’d hate to miss a tongue-lashing from the Arcadian Princess.” The smooth voice from the top of the stairs startled me as Rhydian Aeron emerged, silent as a wraith. The Shadow Warrior—my Shadow Warrior—ascended the stairs in dark linen trousers and a loose beige shirt. He nodded respectfully to Jade, Cleo and Kiana before winking at me with ruby glimmering in his dark grey irises.

My shine chilled and slid over my cheek to cool the flushing. I pursed my lips. “Rhydian. I told you to rest. You were hurt just hours ago.”

One corner of his lips quirked up in a grin. “Good thing I had a healer with me.”

Jade narrowed her eyes and cast her gaze between me and Rhyd. His skin was as a healthy light tan, midnight hair a little messy, but no sign of injury, thank the stars. 

“Trouble with the Spymaster?" Jade said, Winking at Rhydian. 

“We ran into some trouble,” I said, ignoring Rhydian’s gaze roving over my thin vest top. “Nothing to worry about.”

Cleo shivered. “There’s something more going on, isn’t there?”

My eyes widened at the young seer’s possible visions. “As in...”

“The rogue Shade attacks,” Cleo said, allowing me to breathe again.

“You’re right.” I nodded. “And Theseus.” 

Jade whipped to face me. “Why Theseus?”

Time’s entwining stands spun around Jade while my gaze flicked between her and Theseus’ tower. “Yes,” I breathed. “I’ve been thinking about him a lot more... feeling a pull to his tower.” 

Jade was staring towards the tower too. “Same.”

“What’s Theseus got to do with anything?” Rhydian asked. “He’s on the other side of the universe.”

“He’s the missing piece of the puzzle,” I said. “Time has been giving me these feelings for days now, and things are... Something has been leading us to this moment.” As if on cue, time’s web stretched out again, pulsing as if to confirm my suspicions.

“So what’s your idea, Cass?” Rhydian asked. 

I blinked slowly before speaking. “Jade is to marry the Atlantian Prince the day after she turns twenty-one. They want the wedding and the coronation in the same ceremony to be sure she has no time to go back on her word before they take her kingdom from her.”

“I’m aware.” Rhydian swiped a hand over his face. “I tried to speak to my uncle again about a political marriage between you and me.” Glancing at Jade, he shook his head. “He wouldn’t consider it.”

I bristled at the idea, even if it were only for political reasons. “There are other ways.” My mother was of Aaruan descent, and I never forgot I was from two kingdoms that were always better as allies. “My allegiance is to both Aaru and Arcadia, and I will not let us be divided by a fucking wall. Neither will my aunt.”

We looked towards the Arcadian Queen’s tower to the south. Rainbows of flowers adorned the small garden in its solarium. Athena’s sanctuary was as essential as Jade’s river and my dancing snow.

My face tightened. “Rhydian, why are you here if your uncle can’t offer us anything?” And why had he risked being around me so soon after last night?

“Ares requested our presence.” Drystan stepped through a flashing rift and nodded to his older cousin.

“Ares must need his Spymasters,” Rhyd said.

“Exactly.” My father’s voice came from the top of the staircase by the edge of the dome. A large grey wolf prowled along the wall, its mottled fur silvery in the dawn light and its eyes as blue as sapphires. “This involves Aaru, Arcadian, Avalon, and Achaemenid.”

Soraya followed the wolf, looking like she’d just rolled out of bed, my father’s bed. Her dark skin, red hair, and sapphire blue eyes were identical to Kiana’s, giving them away as two of the Achaemenian Highborn triplets.

Ignoring the woman half my father’s age, I glance back at my fox trembling behind me. “Father! Will you please put Orion away around Azzure?” 

The wolf huffed. “Orion was on edge and needed a moment of freedom,” my father said from within the wolf.

Great. Another fucking emotional shifter.

The wolf gave a rumbling growl before its fur turned to liquid silver that twisted and spun and morphed into the shape of a man. My father stood tall, arms crossed over a sleeping shirt, and short silvery hair dishevelled. 

“I wasn’t sure whether to gather you all or just...” He glanced at me. “Cassiopeia Aphrodite Astraeus,” my father said in my mind. “This is your mission, your choice, your time to lead us whatever that may entail. What do you say?”

My time to lead? It was everything I’d ever wanted, and now it was here... “Tell them, Father. It’s time.”

He nodded, a slight quirk to one corner of his lips. “Cassia and I have a plan, but we had to be sure it was worth the risk.”

“I think my sister’s impending doom is worth just about any risk,” Cleo said.

Jade blew out a breath. “Will you stop calling it that?”

The young Aaruan heir shrugged. “It’s true.”

“She’s right,” Kiana and Soraya said in unison. 

“What’s the plan, General?” Jade asked as she fidgeted with the bangles on her wrists. 

“Well,” my father started as he paced. “It’s not my plan, but your future general’s, so she should tell you.”

My heart raced at his words, and I nodded. “I wouldn’t suggest this lightly, but... How would you all feel about making a rift to Earth?”

Cleo and Soraya had matching tilted heads and perplexed looks as if I’d grown a third eye. Rhydian crossed his arms over his chest, contemplation in his stare. Drystan’s mouth gaped, while Jade’s lips stretched into a smile. 

“Cass,” Rhyd said. “You mean to get Artemis and Theseus back?” 

“I know it’s risky,” I said, “but we’ve been thinking about this since the last alignment, and everything has been pointing to this.”

“We?” Cleo asked. 

“Me, my father and Athena,” I replied, avoiding whatever look Jade was giving me. “We couldn’t be sure we could even do it.”

“Then I suppose it’s a good thing Drystan and I have been preparing for this too,” Rhydian said with a shit-eating grin.

We all faced the Shadow Warriors.

“What?” Drystan shrugged. “You’re not the only one who gets visions and niggly feelings. Family trait.”

Our twin mothers were both seers, powerful ones when they merged their shine, and they’d taught me and Drystan to share our shine too. Sometimes Rhydian had joined our more intense training, but when Rhy and I had crossed the line of friendship as adolescents, merging with our mutual cousin had become... icky. And after last night...

“Focus, Cass,” Kiana said in my mind. 

I blinked at the Achaemenian twins. The strands of time now connected Soraya, Cleo, Drystan and Rhydian then pulsed in Jade and my father’s directions. “We’re going to need you all.”
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