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      Lyanndra

      Embers swirl as the flaming blade sizzles through the air above me.

      The weapon traces a vicious diagonal arc toward my head. It’s a death blow, if it connects, one designed to sever the skull from my spine in one clean, efficient motion.

      Ducking low, I roll out of the way a split second before the sword crashes into the ground where I was just standing. Flames choke out in the ankle-deep ash with a serpentine hiss.

      I’m safe, but not for long.

      I’m losing steam, and we both know it. My muscles scream from the effort it takes to swing my greatsword and dodge the savage blows of my opponent. Smoke chokes my lungs and prickles my eyes. Though the worst of the flames can’t penetrate the dragonhide leathers I wear beneath my armor, the heat still simmers through my veins, cooking me alive.

      Not for the first time, I wonder how in the stars I’ve ended up here.

      This is not the life I’d been slated for. By all rights, I should still be in my village on the outskirts of the Southern Caldera, married off to a farmer or a merchant and raising a hefty brood of children in the shadow of the mountains. After all, good women aren’t supposed to don their father’s armor and ride away in the night to seek their fortunes. Good women don’t slay great beasts or joust against the finest of the Celestial Knights.

      Good women don’t fight. Good women don’t kill.

      But I am not a good woman.

      I clutch the handle of my greatsword tightly, the metal scales of my gauntlets biting into the worn leather grip of the weapon. Blinking rapidly to clear the sweat and soot from my eyes, I study my opponent.

      It’s the first time I’m able to get a good look at him since he initially engaged me on the battlefield in a swirl of fire. He’s tall, towering over me by a good foot. He wears the gleaming golden armor of the Celestial Court, as though I need the reminder that he’s a Demigod. He certainly fights like one, with flames seething out along his blade and surging from his fingers like the striking fangs of a great serpent. A red mantle, the edges charred, flutters at his shoulders. Above that, an inlaid helm protects his face, but it does little to hide his identity.

      The distinctive metal work depicts a vibrant constellation of falling stars, a retelling of the birth of the Demigods that harkens back to the old legends. That helm is sacred to the Demigods, and there’s only one man–one god–who would be allowed the honor of wearing it into battle.

      The Flaming God, the King of the Celestial Court.

      Rage flares in my chest, hotter than the fire that flickers in my peripheral vision. It surges through my arms in an unexpected torrent of strength. How many of my people have died at his hand? How many of the Starless have been slaughtered on his orders?

      A bellow erupts from my throat, a war cry that rolls across the smoldering planes of the battlefield as my aching shoulders flex beneath the weight of my greatsword. I cleave the hunk of metal through the steaming air, deliberately aiming a few inches shy of my opponent’s plated chest.

      He reacts exactly as I’d hoped. His longsword, shorter and lighter than my blade, flashes in a quick parry. The force of the clashing metal spins me around in a tight circle. My feet kick up a cloud of ash, momentarily blinding both of us.

      But I don’t need my eyes for what comes next. I open my fingers, allowing the momentum to carry the weight of the greatsword from my palms and away from me. The huge blade flies into the plume of soot, falling to the earth seconds later with a dull thud. I’m hoping the Flaming God thinks he’s disarmed me completely.

      Still obscured by falling ash, I draw my emptied hands down to the sheathed dagger that’s strapped to my thigh. The dragonhide leather of the scabbard is cracked and brittle from the heat. Panic rises in my throat like bile as I scrabble blindly at the clasps thinking that I won’t be able to get them undone in time, but then they slide apart, and the hilt of the blade sits solidly against the palm of my gauntlet.

      I’ve drawn the dagger not a moment too soon. Somewhere in the gloom, fire sparks. Orange light flickers off golden armor as the Flaming God materializes over me, a great monster lurching through the fog. He raises his blade, his intention clear.

      One of us is going to die.

      Any normal opponent would attempt to dodge the blow by moving backward or sideways. It’s exactly what the Flaming God would predict, but I’ve never been the type of woman to meet anybody’s expectations. Instead, I wait until the longsword starts to drop, and then I dart forward, confident that I can move faster than the falling steel.

      He doesn’t have enough time to change the trajectory of his swing or to get out of my way. I skid into him in a chaotic clatter of armor, sending him stumbling backward.

      Propelled by the weight of us both, he falls heavily onto his back. My helm slams into his golden chest plate as I land on top of him. The sound of it rings around my head, and for a desperate moment, I feel like I might vomit into my visor, but then the hiss of flames brings me back to reality.

      I’m flush with the Flaming God’s chest. Heat rolls off him in great waves, choking the air from my lungs. At this angle, I can just barely see up through the slits of the visor of his helm. I catch a glimpse of a pair of green eyes, wide with surprise, shockingly human.

      There’s no time to hesitate. I’ve fought Celestial Knights before. I know where the gaps in their armor lie, where the mail beneath is thin. I can only hope that their king is no different.

      This time, there’s no war cry as I bring the dagger down. There’s just the short hiss of hot metal through the festering air before it hits home in the weak spot just beneath the King of the Celestial Court’s left arm. The heated blade slides easily through the exposed mail, sinking down to the hilt with barely any resistance until it pierces his heart.

      I’m not sure what I expect the Flaming God to do next. Part of me thinks he’ll erupt in a flash of fire, taking me with him, until we’re both nothing but a pile of smoldering ash.

      But he simply lets out a pained exhale and falls still.

      The king is dead.

      The ringing in my ears is back. My breath escapes in short, panting gasps as the air begins to noticeably cool around me. Ash falls like black snow, dotting the golden armor of the fallen Demigod in sullen flecks. For the first time since our deadly dance began, the smoke of the battlefield is starting to clear. Shapes loom through the haze, and it takes me a moment to realize that they’re people.

      I barely register that the fighting around me has ceased. Soldiers, Starless and Celestial Knights alike, stand in a tableau of disbelief. Murmurs rise in a speculative tide as I stare down at the lifeless form beneath me.

      I’ve heard the stories about the Flaming God, about his cruelty and his anger. Elders would often huddle around cooking fires and muse in low voices about the monster sitting on the throne of the Celestial Court. Even his own warriors whispered about how they believed him to be immortal.

      Fear grips me now. Is it possible that he’s not really dead?

      I have to make sure.

      I reach down with shaking hands. My gauntlets are slick with blood, so I pull them off to reveal the worn dragonhide gloves I wear beneath. With stiff fingers, I push the smoldering mantle aside to reveal the pale column of the Flaming God’s neck. Logic whispers in the back of my mind that he must be gone. No king would bare his jugular to his enemy like this. But the animal part of me, all instinct and superstition, needs to be certain.

      It’s a challenge to find and release the leather strap that secures the helm to the Demigod’s head, but I manage it. The breath catches in my throat as I slide the gleaming metal up, inch by inch.

      His mouth is revealed first. I’ve always imagined it would be pulled into a stern, cruel line, but his lips are now slack and speckled with blood. His nose comes next. It’s hard to imagine what it would have looked like since it’s now nothing but a broken mess. Did I do that? Or perhaps one of the Starless soldiers he’d slain before me was the one to inflict this particular damage.

      And then there are those eyes. Green. Empty.

      Gone.

      I slide the helm the rest of the way off, allowing a shock of red hair to escape. The Flaming God’s head drops the last inch into the ash, his lifeless gaze turned toward the heavens he so fervently worshipped.

      This Demigod died like any other man.

      Was he ever anything but?

      A strangled noise escapes me, a choked sound that falls somewhere between a sob and a laugh. A fresh wave of rage forces through me, but it’s followed by an echoing pang of sorrow.

      Is this what we’ve all died for?

      I don’t have time to ponder that question any further. The shuffle of boots through ash tugs me from my thoughts as the surrounding soldiers creep closer, their voices curling on the wind in shocked snippets.

      “Is he alive?”

      “Blood! I saw blood!”

      “It’s the king!”

      I glance around. Curious, desperate faces peer at me from all directions. I’m hotly aware of how my hands shake as I grip the golden helm with numb, tense fingers. Weak light filters down onto the inlaid stars, lending them an ethereal glow.

      My armor clatters against the king’s as I rise. Everything seems to swim around me. My heart pounds in my chest as though the battle is still raging, as though I didn’t just do the impossible.

      And then silence swells as I lift the golden helm as high as I can, stretching it to the heavens.

      When I finally speak, my voice is hoarse, barely recognizable, but it booms across the battlefield as surely as kindling flares from a spark.

      “The Flaming God is slain!” I proclaim. “The king is dead!”

      For a moment, nobody moves. But then the tenuous peace that’s descended upon the battlefield is broken when a Celestial Knight, resplendent in gold, breaks through the front of the crowd.

      The knight has lost his helmet somewhere in the fighting, revealing a grizzled face streaked with soot and blood and grief. His azure mantle tells me that this man is not one who wields fire like his king, but I’m far more distracted by the halfhand sword he swings as he barrels toward me.

      “Godslayer!” he howls. The word is somewhere between an accusation and a curse. Madness shines behind his eyes as he repeats, “Godslayer!”

      I have no weapon, but I’m not defenseless. I shove the king’s golden helm out to meet what would have been a nasty strike. The halfhand blade sinks easily through the outer plating but barely dents the steel beneath.

      The Celestial Knight has no time for a second swing. Several Starless soldiers swarm forward to grab him, absorbing him back into the crowd. I know what will happen to him now.

      Behind the safety of my visor, I shut my eyes. I don’t need to see any more bloodshed today.

      But his screams still carry over the ashen battlefield as he’s dragged away.

      “Godslayer! Godslayer! Godslayer!”

      Even when the man’s wailing cuts off in an abrupt and jagged peak, the word still rings in my ears.

      An accusation.

      A curse.

      Godslayer.
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      Lyanndra

      The tavern is bustling with activity tonight.

      I’m under no illusions that the villagers who have crowded into the small, murky room are here to catch a glimpse of the Godslayer. In fact, I’m counting on it.

      Tucked away in a gloomy corner, I lean back in my chair and wait. I’m not wearing my distinctive armor, which took on an eerie black sheen after the Flaming God’s onslaught last year. Instead, I’m lounging in my dragonhide leathers. They’re just bulky enough to hide the curve of my hips and the swell of my bound breasts, creating the illusion of masculinity. I’ve wrapped a dark kerchief loosely around my face. My hair, braided back into a long plait, is tucked away in the shadows of a large hood.

      I could be anybody.

      But it’s the helm that sets me apart from any normal traveler. While I’ve left the rest of my armor tied to Barra’s saddlebags in the stable next door, the golden helm rests on the table in front of me, glimmering in the muted candlelight. There’s a sizable chunk taken out of the overlay from where the halfhand sword struck it only a year prior. The naked steel beneath gleams like bone.

      Wearing the helm was simply a practical decision at first. After the war, after the king lay dead at my feet, I was taken to the healers’ encampment on the outskirts of the battlefield, where I secluded myself away in a tent. A powerful wave of nausea rolled over me in that calm silence, too unyielding to ignore. My hands shook so severely that I was unable to wrench my own helmet off in time. I ended up retching black bile, clotted with soot, through the thin slats of my visor.

      It was a hellish mess to clean up with just a small basin of cloudy water. I felt certain that at any moment, a healer would barge in only to find a woman instead of a knight, and so in a panic, I hastily traded my soiled helm for the golden one to buy me some time.

      The strategy paid off–in more ways than one. Walking around the encampment in the golden helm and my blackened armor secured my reputation as the Godslayer. Later, as I aimlessly wandered the Alastrian countryside, I realized that word of my deeds preceded me. Whole villages met me with enthusiasm and celebration and, eventually, requests for assistance.

      It started with a bandit who was stopping merchants on one of the high roads leading off into the northern mountains. He fell to his knees with absolutely no resistance upon catching a glimpse of that golden helm.

      After that, there were others. With the Demigods of the Celestial Court sequestered away to lick their wounds in their capital city of Nexus, crime flourished in the impoverished Starless strongholds throughout the land. Nature, too, encroached on the outskirts of villages and towns, and rumors of strange beasts attacking in the night ran rampant. No matter where I wandered, there was always some threat, some menace that needed culling.

      I’ve never turned down a request. I tell myself that it’s only fair. After all, the Starless denizens of Alastria always greet me warmly since the war. They feed me without compunction or charge. All taverns are open to me. Any inn I enter has a room waiting for my arrival. And if the people won’t take my silver, then service is the only way I can repay them.

      But in a way, haven’t I already settled that debt?

      An image of two green eyes, wide with shock and fear, floats through my mind. Those eyes, like twin coins more valuable than any golden helm, should have been enough.

      I draw in an uneasy breath. The fabric of the kerchief that covers my mouth is damp and humid against my lips. The sudden urge to tear it away, to reveal the truth of me, flashes through my fingers, but then it subsides as quickly as it comes.

      I may be the Godslayer, but sometimes I am also a fool.

      A quick glance around the pub reveals that nobody seems to have noticed my brief affair with madness. Chatter rises and falls, and I allow the snippets of conversation to tug me along in their gentle undertow.

      Over by the bar, one grizzled old man says to another, “Three sheep. Heads ripped clean off! Can you believe it?” His companion shakes his head and mumbles something too quiet to hear. This piques my interest. Perhaps this is what I’ve been waiting for.

      Only time will tell.

      Seconds later, a chorus of braying laughter pulls my attention to one of the establishment’s two long tables. Several young men loll on the benches with mugs of ale clutched in their hands. As one of them regales the rest with a tale of his exceptional strength and bravery in battle, I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      Unimpressed with their drunken nonsense, I instead look to the second table. This one is much quieter, populated by several fresh-faced maidens who, by their flat expressions, are about as enamored with their male counterparts as I am. They gossip easily amongst themselves, their voices just loud enough to carry below the enthusiastic ramblings of the other patrons.

      “It’s tonight, isn’t it?” one redheaded woman asks.

      Another girl, this one blonde, shakes her head. “Tomorrow, I think.”

      “It’s always on the full moon,” a third, raven-haired maiden chimes in while the rest of them nod sagely. “So it must be tomorrow.”

      “What do you think it’ll be like?”

      The redhead breaks out a dreamy grin. “It must be very romantic,” she sighs. “I would love to see it.”

      The second girl’s eyes narrow, and I get the sense that she doesn’t like her fiery-haired companion very much. “As if you’d ever be invited to the Ceremony of the Crossed Stars,” she scoffs.

      Beneath the shadows of my hood, my expression darkens. I almost forgot about the Ceremony of the Crossed Stars. Is it really happening so soon?

      My mood sours even further as I realize what this means. The Crown Prince of the Celestial Court must be preparing to take over the throne.

      “Only Demigods are allowed to go,” another woman, this one older, adds in an attempt to soften the blow.

      “Go where?” a new voice asks. It belongs to a young girl who looks to be no older than ten. She’s far too young to remember the last Ceremony. Even I’d missed it by a few years, though I grew up with the stories.

      The older woman in the group turns to her and replies, “The Ceremony of the Crossed Stars. This one is for the prince.”

      I listen as she explains what I already know, that the Demigods believe that some of them are so special that the very heavens have blessed them with a perfect mate, their crossed star. The Ceremony helps the crossed stars find one another and binds them together.

      “It’s like a betrothal,” the blonde butts in. “But worse. You can break a betrothal, but once you find your crossed star, the magic is binding. And if your crossed star rejects you, something bad happens.”

      “What? What happens?” The little girl gasps, equal parts intrigued and horrified.

      The maiden offers her an unkind smile. “You die.”

      “Enough of that,” the older woman admonishes, but it’s too late. The little girl’s face crumples into a mask of dread.

      I can’t blame the child for her disgust, though the rumors I’ve heard are a little different. Back before the war, there was relative peace between the Starless and the Demigods. I regularly sparred with Celestial Knights that I’d met on the road, and it wasn’t unheard of for us to share tales over a campfire now and then.

      Those lesser Demigods told me about the custom. The subject of the Ceremony performed the rites beneath a full moon, pleading to the stars to reveal his or her mate and offering a ring. When the full moon reached the highest point of its journey in the sky, the ring disappeared and reappeared on the finger of the subject’s crossed star.

      According to the stories, the binding was absolute. The crossed stars were unable to remove the ring. The magic was so powerful that suicide or self-harm was impossible, and death of either party caused the survivor to go mad.

      It’s a barbaric ritual, in my opinion, to be matched in such a way by some cold, unearthly force. It’s a small mercy that the Starless have always been excluded from such ceremonies.

      I think I’d rather die than be betrothed to a Demigod.

      But the redheaded woman doesn’t seem to share my distaste. “What do you think would happen if I woke up tomorrow with the prince’s ring on my finger?” she asks. “I hear he’s quite handsome.”

      Her blonde friend spears her with a withering look and says, “I imagine the prince would run away screaming. And besides, only Demigods can be chosen. No Starless has ever been bound to a Demigod.”

      “I don’t think I’d want to be bound to a Demigod,” the little girl murmurs. “Even if he is a handsome prince.”

      I share that sentiment. How could any Starless woman want to be with a Demigod who so despises their kind? But it’s the child’s final comment that sends a sharp needle of unease through my heart, and I can’t help but wonder if this handsome prince, the son of the Flaming God, has his father’s eyes.

      Green eyes.

      Dead eyes.

      My stomach lurches. Phantom heat, a memory of the battlefield, curls around me. I’m done eavesdropping, I decide. I’ve been sitting in this tavern for hours waiting for somebody to ask me for help, and all I’ve gotten for my troubles is some foolish gossip and indigestion.

      I stand and heft the golden helm into my hands. Voices drop to quiet murmurs as I ease my way between the two long tables. I can feel the patrons’ eyes on me, which only deepens the heavy dread that has lodged itself deep in my gut.

      “I bet that the Godslayer’s handsome too, under that hood,” one of the women giggles. If I were in a better mood, I might turn and nod my head toward her, keeping up the ruse of manhood that I work so hard to perpetuate. But tonight, I simply ignore it.

      I step out from between the narrow pass of the tables, skirt the two old men sitting at the bar, and stride out into the night.

      The air, still warm from the midsummer’s sun, is blissfully clear. I suck it down greedily, resisting the urge to rip the kerchief from my face as I fill my lungs.

      Behind me, the tavern door creaks open and then slams shut again. Footsteps, barely audible on the packed dirt, approach me carefully, as though I’m a wild animal that may lash out with tooth and talon at the slightest provocation.

      I blink slowly, hoping desperately that it’s not one of the women, and then turn around.

      The louder of the two old men from the bar stands before me. His eyes dart nervously between my shadowed face and the helm I still clutch in my hands.

      “You’re the Godslayer,” he says finally.

      It’s not quite a question, but I answer it anyway with a slow incline of my head. As far as anybody knows, I’ve been mute ever since I proclaimed that the king was dead that fateful day on the battlefield. In truth, I never quite got the hang of lowering my voice to a deep enough pitch to be convincing, and so I long since decided not to speak at all.

      If the old man is perturbed by my silence, he doesn’t show it. “Is it true what they say?” he presses. “That you… help?”

      I nod again.

      “There’s a wyrm in the mountains,” he tells me. “It’s been killin’ livestock here for weeks now. The bastard got three o’ my sheep just yesterday.” He pauses, as though waiting for me to answer. After a long moment, he seems to understand that he’ll get no words out of me, so he continues, “I know where the bastard’s hidin’. If I tell you where, will you help me get rid o’ it?”

      To this, I nod a third time.

      Relief passes over the man’s face like a caul. “I’ll pay whatever you like. I haven’t any silver, mind you, but I’ve got sheep and all that comes from ‘em. Name your price and it’s yours.”

      For the first time in our exchange, I shake my head. I know the likelihood is high that I’ll walk away from this with some wool or dried lamb jerky, but I’m not going to ask for it.

      As the man relays his directions to the creature’s lair, the dread that’s built up inside of me begins to loosen and shake apart like a clod of dark earth. The prospect of a good hunt is the distraction I need.

      By the time I’ve started toward the stables to fetch Barra, I’ve barely thought about the prince at all.

      The only thought I’ve spared for him is to pity the poor wretch who ends up as his crossed star.
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      Syran

      “What do you think, my Lord?”

      Drawing in a deep, grounding breath, I turn to the gilded mirror to study my reflection.

      Too much of my father stares back.

      The line of my jaw is from my mother, but the stern set of my mouth and the neat triangle of my nose are both gifts from the former king. My eyes, green as clover, are his too, along with the flaming red of my hair.

      My father, who stepped into the role of the Flaming God with terrifying vigor, was not a good man. I’m his only child, his only heir, but even that didn’t protect me from his wrathful hand.

      I wonder if I will ever escape the memory of him.

      “Are you pleased, my Lord?” the servant asks, gesturing to the black mantle he’s affixed to my shoulders.

      “Yes, thank you,” I say, if only to get rid of him faster.

      He bows and sweeps out of my chambers, leaving me alone at last.

      Well, almost alone.

      Torran remains seated in the corner with his brittle hands steepled over his lap. His blue eyes, strangely young for such an old and wizened face, find mine in the mirror.

      “You look like a king,” he offers in a voice that reminds me of wind through river reeds.

      “I will feel much more like one after this farce is over.” I sigh.

      An impish grin curls across the old man’s face. “If you are so afraid of what the stars may reveal, you could always run away.”

      I roll my eyes at Torran’s reflection. “I’ve never been one for court affairs, but this is one duty that I cannot avoid. The Ceremony of the Crossed Stars may be a formality at this point, but I’ll be ineligible to take the crown without it. So I’ll dress up like a good little prince in my royal armor. I’ll smile and offer the ring. I’ll act dismayed when nothing happens. And then the path to the throne will be clear.”

      By this time next month, I’ll be crowned King of the Celestial Court, King of Alastria.

      I will finally put my plan into motion.

      Once again, I survey myself in the mirror. I’m wearing the golden armor of the Celestial Court. Shined to a high polish, the metal shimmers with an eerie liquidity in the candlelight against the matte black backdrop of the mantle. The whole ensemble makes me feel like a glittering star teetering on the precipice of some great and unknowable void.

      Is this how my father felt all those years ago, waiting for his own Ceremony?

      I shake my head. The less I think about the former king, the better.

      As if he senses the dangerous trajectory of my thoughts, Torran rises and clasps an ancient hand over my shoulder. When he speaks, I feel like a babe again, visiting the old man down at his hut by the woods with my mother.

      “You will be more than your father ever was,” he says quietly.

      “That shouldn’t exactly be a challenge,” I reply.

      The Flaming God ruled over the Starless with an iron fist. When I was a small child, I’m ashamed to admit that I viewed those who hadn’t been graced by the heavens as no more than animals, as foreign creatures who squabbled over scraps in the mud outside the city gates. But as soon as I was old enough to venture outside the sparkling streets of Nexus, I realized that perhaps they were out there not because they deserved it, but because my father had put them there. They didn’t possess the riveting powers of the Demigods, but they wanted the same things as us: food, shelter, safety.

      Peace.

      And by the time I reached adulthood, I came to understand that the Starless would only be the enemies of the Demigods if we made them so.

      My father had certainly made them his enemies.

      The Flaming God waged war against the Starless. Demigods and Starless alike were churned into the great meat grinder of the battlefield in order to fertilize the never-ending animosity. While the Demigods possessed sheer power, the Starless had the numbers.

      And they had something else.

      Someone else.

      The Godslayer.

      My mouth–my father’s mouth–turns down in a sneer at the thought of the Starless knight that did the impossible and felled a god.

      I was there the day my father died. As his only heir, I wasn’t allowed to fight. He planted me on a high bluff overlooking the battlefield alongside his generals, who were explicitly instructed to hold me back by any means if I tried to join the carnage.

      From my vantage point, I watched as he fought and felled dozens of Starless soldiers. It was easy to follow the beacon of his flames as he slashed his way across the battlefield.

      By the time the short knight with a hulking greatsword came along, I was barely concerned. Fighting my father was like staring down the sun. He was unyielding, unbeatable, inextinguishable.

      Until he wasn’t.

      At first, the Flaming God was beating the smaller knight back. The Starless man was flagging, clearly outmatched. And when the knight misjudged the distance between them in what should have been a fatal swing of that monstrous greatsword, I was certain that he’d be dead in seconds, especially when his blade went flying.

      I’m still not sure what happened next. The knight stumbled, kicking up a great puff of soot that momentarily obscured both of them.

      And when it cleared, my father was dead.

      The Godslayer held up the king’s helm. I imagined the smug grin he must have worn on his face as he announced what he did.

      I wanted to kill him.

      Now, standing in my chambers on the cusp of my own rule, I understand why the Godslayer did it. He sent a message to his people and to ours. As much as I hate him, I can respect his motivations.

      I would have done the same.

      Torran’s fingers dig into my shoulder. “Don’t lose yourself like he did,” the old man warns. “You’ll have a chance to face your enemies, but you don’t have to burn the world down in the process.”

      Anger bristles through me. Not for the first time, I wonder how he seems to know the thoughts that churn ceaselessly inside my mind. “I would like some privacy,” I snap, but my words lack the teeth to really bite.

      The old man’s gaze is calm as he says, “The stars will show you your path.” And then he turns in a swirl of purple robes and disappears through the open doors.

      When I’m sure I’m alone, I hold one hand out in front of me and call the fire.

      A flame, black as midnight, flickers to life in the crease of my palm. I can feel the heat of it, but it doesn’t burn. It’s comforting, familiar.

      “Beautiful,” a voice sighs from behind me.

      I whirl around at the sudden sound, the flame frothing outward in a cruel whip, ready to strike at any potential threat.

      But there’s no enemy there ready to stick a knife in my back.

      It’s only Ressa.

      My body sags in relief. “By the stars, Ressa, you know better than to sneak up on me like that.” I sigh.

      My betrothed smiles placidly. “You would never hurt me.”

      I shake my head as I pull the flame back in toward me before quenching it in my curled fist. “You shouldn’t be here,” I tell her. “You should be down in the cathedral.”

      Ressa’s demure expression falls. Anxiety flashes through her dark eyes as she crosses toward me.

      I catch a glimpse of the two of us in the mirror. We make a proud couple, I think. She’s got all the makings of a queen. She’s tall and willowy, with dark hair and porcelain skin. She’s wearing a silvery gown that probably costs more than any Starless would see in a lifetime.

      I draw her close and press a chaste kiss against her painted lips. When I pull back, the worry in her eyes has only deepened.

      “You don’t need to do this,” she insists in a low voice, as though she expects servants to be listening outside the door.

      “I do,” I tell her firmly. “If I’m to take the throne, I have to complete the Ceremony. You know that.”

      She shakes her head. “But what if…?”

      I hold up a hand, cutting her off. I know what she’s afraid of, that somehow I have a crossed star out there, just waiting for me.

      All of the powerful Demigods have a crossed star. At least, that’s what Torran taught me.

      But there were no other Demigods born under my star sign.

      There was no crossed star out there for me.

      It alarmed my parents at first, but they quickly found a solution. They betrothed Ressa to me when I was only three years of age. Without a crossed star, a betrothal was the next best thing.

      As a child, a part of me wondered if there truly wasn’t another soul out there for me. At first, I held out hope that, someday, another Demigod from a far-off land would step forward to announce herself as my crossed star, but that has never come to pass.

      Now, I am at peace with the idea that the stars, for whatever reason, have set me on this path. I’ve made an effort to grow closer to Ressa, who is as sweet and loyal as any man could wish.

      I look down at her now, hoping that her anxiety isn’t mirrored in my gaze. “We just need to get through the Ceremony,” I soothe. “This will be behind us, and then I’ll be king.”

      Something flashes behind Ressa’s eyes. “And I’ll be your queen?”

      I swoop down to capture her lips in another kiss, this one more passionate than before. I trace the curve of her mouth with my tongue, waiting until her lips part before pulling away.

      “How cruel,” she pouts, and I laugh lightly.

      “Perhaps I’ll show you how cruel I can be later,” I tease, though my heart isn’t fully in it. Something within me is uneasy, curling in my gut like a great serpent awakening from a long hibernation.

      Ressa offers me a sly smile, but it quickly falls again. “Just tell me,” she pleads. “Tell me that nothing will happen tonight.”

      “Nothing will happen tonight,” I assure her. I feel flat as I say it, as though I’m reading lines from a book. “No other Demigod was born under my star. I have no crossed star.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she presses. “Couldn’t your parents have made a mistake?”

      I shake my head. “No. Not with this.”

      “Then say it,” she insists. Her eyes are large, almost manic. “Say it, please.”

      For a moment, the answer sticks in my throat, but then it comes tumbling out all at once.

      “I do not have a crossed star. Nobody will come between us.”

      The words hang between us like soot on the battlefield, obscuring everything underneath.

      Ressa’s expression softens, and my guilt flares.

      Because I don’t believe those words, even as they echo in my chambers.

      Because somewhere deep inside of me, down at the flint in my soul, I feel a spark.
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      Lyanndra

      The sun has already risen and set again by the time I find the wyrm’s lair.

      It’s right where the old man said it would be, a craggy hole chiseled into the barren hillsides a few miles out from the village. The mouth of the den glowers angrily through the gathering darkness, illuminated faintly by a pulsing red glow. It could easily be mistaken as the welcome flicker of a cooking fire, but anyone foolish enough to make that error would find themselves being served as dinner rather than eating it.

      Barra seems to know this too. The monstrous steed snorts and dances beneath me, her giant hooves scraping at the rocky ground in excitement. I sink deeper into the saddle to encourage her to settle.

      She’s not afraid.

      She’s hungry.

      Leaning forward, I kick one leg over her broad hindquarters and then slither down her side to the ground. When she turns her head to look at me, her fiery red eyes spark like coals in the night.

      “Easy,” I tell the kelpie as I smooth a gloved hand over the dolphin-like hide of her neck. “Stay here, and I’ll bring you something good to eat.”

      Barra whickers but doesn’t move as I rifle through the saddlebags.

      “Let’s give this a try,” I murmur as I pull a thin crystal phial from the depths of one of the packs. Icy cerulean liquid swirls within. A crone from one of the eastern roosts gave it to me many months ago, claiming that it would coat my blade with frost. I’ve never heard of such a thing, but it piqued my interest enough for me to want to test it out now.

      I’m already encased in the sturdy shell of my armor. The gold helm rests on my head, secured by a thin leather strap beneath my chin. I draw my greatsword from its sheath on my back and heft it in my palms before placing it down on the rocky ground.

      Using the sharp edge of my dagger, I pry the cork from the slim neck of the phial. It jumps free with a dull pop. The scent of pine and fresh snow wafts up as I shake a few beads of the brilliant blue liquid onto the greatsword.

      The effect is as immediate as it is surprising. The substance hisses when it hits the metal. I expect the droplets to run down the steel, but instead they creep out into a latticework of frost until the entire blade is crusted in a vibrant, icy husk.

      “By the stars.” I grin. I can feel the cold radiating from the greatsword even as I stand above it. It certainly is a wonder.

      After corking the phial and replacing it safely in the saddlebag, I retrieve my weapon from where it lies on the ground. I don’t stop marveling at the frozen glow of it as I pick my way across the rocky terrain toward the mouth of the cave.

      It’s only when I’m close enough to the entrance of the den to hear the slither of serpentine scales from inside that my focus narrows. The ruddy glow paints the walls of the opening with lazy color, but the wyrm itself casts a great black shadow against it. It looks to be about the size of Barra–and just about as deadly.

      I glance around at the moonlit landscape. It’s barren except for some scraggly scrub clinging desperately to the rocky soil. A wyrm won’t do well out here in the open. They’re burrowing creatures that generally prefer to lay low in caves and crevices, only venturing out at night to snag their prey. If I can lure it out here, it’ll have nowhere to hide.

      Hefting the flat side of the greatsword onto my shoulder and ignoring the chill that surges through me at the contact, I stoop down and select a large, jagged stone from amidst the smaller pieces of gravel. I take a moment to squint up at the mouth of the cave, plotting the trajectory.

      And then I throw the rock.

      It arcs up high into the air before it plummets down into the ground a few feet before the den’s entrance, clattering loudly against the boulders until it comes to rest amidst the scrub.

      A strange, dry rattle echoes from the cave. The light from within grows in intensity as the wyrm slithers closer and closer to the entrance until I finally see it looming halfway up the hillside like something out of a nightmare.

      It’s like staring down a colossal earthworm. A maw filled with several rows of serrated, triangular teeth juts out from its eyeless face. Its rust-colored scales rustle as it approaches the spot where the rock landed to investigate the source of the noise. A tiny, atrophied pair of wings flutters in excitement, producing the same parched rattle. Aside from the heat that puffs off the wyrm’s body in that eerie crimson glow, the wings are the only visible reminder that this thing is distantly related to the great dragons that once populated the skies.

      Moving carefully, I pluck a second stone off the ground. The wyrm, even with its sharp sense of hearing to offset its blindness, doesn’t seem to notice.

      This time, I toss the rock away from the mouth of the cave. It lands only a few feet away from me, a little too close for comfort.

      The wyrm rattles its wings again and slides toward me. My grip tightens on the handle of my greatsword as the beast whispers closer. I draw in a breath and hold it, willing myself to stay calm. The scaled coils of its body come within inches of my feet, and I feel a scream building in my chest as its sinuous tail nearly smacks my greaves, but then it’s past me.

      I raise the blade from my shoulder in a smooth, soundless motion. I’m now between the wyrm and its den. It has nowhere to go.

      Using all of my weight for leverage, I slam the sharp tip of the greatsword down into the root of the wyrm’s tail. The icy steel steams as it drives through the wyrm’s rusty scales and down into its flesh. No sound comes out of the creature’s mouth. It writhes and tries to loosen the blade, its broad teeth gnashing silently in the night.

      When I wrench the greatsword loose, a great sulfurous cloud shoots up from the gash in the great creature’s hide. Coughing, I stumble backward. That instinctual reaction saves me as the wyrm’s tail whips over the ground where I was just standing, sending up a shower of gravel.

      I dart back into the fray, this time hacking the greatsword down just behind the atrophied wings. The joint there is articulated, which makes severing it all the easier. My blade cleaves through the wyrm’s body, catching briefly on the cartilage before neatly severing the creature in half.

      The smell is nearly unbearable as the back end of the creature thuds to the ground in a lifeless coil. It reeks of sulfur tinged with a sharp edge of iron. I retch inside my helm, but manage to swallow the bile back down. This fight isn’t over yet. I can be sick when it’s done.

      Unlike its other half, the head of the wyrm is still very much alive. Without the rest of its body, it isn’t very mobile, but its mouth still works. The teeth glimmer in the dull red light as it snaps at the air, confused and in pain.

      I approach it cautiously. It hears me coming and lashes out, but I quickly sidestep the strike. “I’m sorry,” I murmur sadly to the creature as I raise my greatsword up on last time for the killing blow. “I know you were only trying to eat.”

      Gravity draws the blade down with a sickening thud.

      It’s over.

      I lay the sword on the ground and then flop down beside it. A deep sigh escapes my lips and streams through the visor of my helm as weariness threatens to overtake me. I was hoping to ride back to the village tonight, but the thought of all those miles in the saddle has me squinting through the darkness toward the hillside where I know I can take shelter in the wyrm’s den.

      Wyrms like warm, dry places. Its den will make for a comfortable camp.

      Groaning, I sit up. My armor clangs as I scramble to my feet and retrieve my greatsword. The vibrant blue of the frost is gone, replaced by a sticky coating of the wyrm’s sulfurous blood. I don’t dare replace it in its sheath like that, so I drag the blade behind me as I clamber up to the opening in the rock.

      “Barra!” I call over my shoulder.

      The kelpie heeds my voice. She moves through the night like it’s water, moonlight rippling over her tough hide as she picks her way up the incline toward me. She stops beside me and waits patiently as I unbuckle the saddlebags and the bedroll, though her eyes dart eagerly over to the wyrm even as I pull off her saddle and slide the bridle over her head. Once freed, she trots away toward the corpse of the wyrm without so much as a glance in my direction.

      My stomach clenches.

      At least one of us will eat well tonight.

      I drop Barra’s tack just inside the cave’s entrance. It’s so dark in here that I can barely see my own hand in front of my face. A fire is in order.

      I’ve got some kindling stashed away in the saddlebags, so I pile it up a short distance into the cave before taking out my flint and striking it off the edge of my sword. Eventually, the sparks catch, washing the stone space in a warm, flickering light.

      Just as I predicted, the wyrm’s den is surprisingly comfortable. I even feel safe enough to shed my armor, since the scent of the creature will keep predators away.

      Once I’ve stripped down to my dragonhide leathers, I get to work cleaning my greatsword. It only takes a little water from my flask and a couple of rags to divest the weapon of wyrm’s blood. I toss the soiled scraps of fabric into the fire, flinching slightly as the flames momentarily leap, and then replace the blade in its sheath.

      Finally, I spread out my bedroll on the cold stone floor and crawl inside. I know I should eat something, but the lingering stench of the wyrm makes my guts churn. Hopefully, sleep will take me before my stomach revolts.

      It’s warm inside the bedroll. Not wanting to spend my night sweating, I pull off my gloves to reveal the pale skin of my palms. Shadows dance over my knuckles as I stretch my fingers out.

      These are women’s hands, hidden beneath the armor of a knight. They’re calloused and scarred from battle and travel, but the truth is undeniable. What might they look like if I had stayed in my little village in the Southern Caldera? I scrutinize my left fourth finger in particular. Would there be a ring there if I hadn’t left to become the Godslayer?

      My dozing mind wanders to the previous night at the tavern. Those women talked about the Crown Prince’s Ceremony of the Crossed Stars, about how it would feel to look down and find the Demigod’s ring on their finger, as though that was something to aspire to.

      A ring like that would be a curse.

      Something glints out of the corner of my eye, and I realize that it’s the golden helm flashing in the firelight. The inlaid stars wink lazily at me, reminding me of the old Demigod legend they depict.

      It’s said that thousands of seasons ago, there were no Demigods or Starless. People were just people. As the story goes, one night the gods looked down and saw that some individuals were superior, so the heavens sent a shower of stars down to earth as a gift. Those chosen by the gods inherited great power from the fallen stars, thought to be the spark of divinity itself. Those who were lesser did not receive those blessings and were shunned as Starless. Over time, the Demigods’ power had coalesced into the rule of the Celestial Court while the Starless such as myself had been pushed to farther and farther extremes of society.

      It’s not a story I choose to believe, but it’s probably gospel to the Crown Prince. His father before him was certainly willing to kill in the name of the legend, to wage war against the Starless and lay waste to much of Alastria.

      Will the Flaming God’s son follow in those same footsteps?

      If he does, I’ll kill him too.

      My stomach roils again, and this time, it has nothing to do with the festering corpse of the wyrm outside. I feel sick for the woman who ends up bonded forever to the son of such a tyrant. I’m only glad that, as a Starless, I can fall asleep tonight knowing that I’ll still be free when I wake up in the morning.

      Still, that queasy feeling doesn’t quite fade, even as sleep presses me to her bosom.

      Whoever that poor woman is, she’s doomed. After all, who could ever love a Demigod?

      I think I would rather die than be bonded to the Crown Prince of the Celestial Court.
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      Syran

      “Breathe, cousin,” Kartas whispers from beside me. “It wouldn’t be very kingly of you to pass out on your big night.” He punctuates his words with a discrete elbow to my ribs.

      I keep my eyes fixed straight ahead and school my features into an emotionless mask.

      From my other side, Ressa hisses, “Quiet, you idiot.”

      Even though I can’t see him, I know my cousin is probably grinning in that sly, foxy way of his. It’s an expression I’m quite familiar with, one that carries trouble in its wake. Even now, after so many years spent growing up and becoming men together, Kartas is still the same as he always was.

      It seems that some people never change.

      With great effort, I shift my focus back to Torran. He’s reciting script from an ancient, leather-bound tome. Both the elderly Demigod and the book look like they could crumble to dust at any moment. Snippets of the language are vaguely recognizable, but most of the chanting means nothing to me. It’s the tongue of our ancestors, prose forgotten to time and the stars.

      I suppress a sigh. This part of the Ceremony of the Crossed Stars is the most tedious. I’ve sat through many of them as the Crown Prince of the Celestial Court, and it’s no more interesting now at my own than it was at anybody else’s.

      But on the other hand, I’m dreading the moment that Torran’s droning ceases. That’s when I’ll be called to play my reluctant part in this charade. Of course, most of the assembled courtiers are aware that none of the other Demigods were born beneath my star sign. My relationship with Ressa, superficial as it may be, is common knowledge in Nexus. The actual rites will only be for show, nothing more.

      There will be no surprises this night.

      My gaze wanders over to the crowd. The cathedral is full to bursting, with bodies packed between the marble columns and lining the stone pews. Everybody in attendance is draped in jewels and fine fabrics that glimmer in the dim candlelight. I’m sure that the less fortunate citizens of Nexus are swarmed outside in a similar manner, waiting with bated breath as the moon rises to its highest point in the sky. Some of the more devout members of the court have their heads tipped forward in silent prayer, but most of the Demigods are watching the proceedings with the same polite boredom as I am.

      After several long minutes, Torran finally recites one last, unintelligible phrase, pauses, and then gently places the book on a nearby podium.

      I risk a glance over at Kartas, whose smirk has only intensified, and Ressa, who looks about as sick as I feel, before I turn back to face the old Demigod.

      “Syran, Crown Prince of the Celestial Court, Lord of the Midnight Flame,” Torran booms, “approach the altar.”

      I do as he instructs. My feet are leaden, matching the weight that dampens the pit of my stomach. The few steps across the dais feel interminable, and yet I reach my destination far too quickly.

      “You carry the gift of the gods,” Torran proclaims as I stand before the altar. It’s a pedestal of moonstone, carved hundreds of years before I was born. The top is concave, and the material is crudely chiseled and chipped in many places. Runes, some faded beyond recognition, line the base of the bowl, but I can’t make any sense of them. In the glittering, smooth splendor of the Celestial Court, there’s something troubling about this flawed and rough-hewn basin.

      “The gods have blessed me,” I say, reciting the words that Torran taught me. My voice rings hollowly through the eaves of the cathedral like a death knell. “Now, I ask the stars to bestow their virtue unto me.”
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