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      Flickers of light were all that kept her sane in this impenetrable darkness. She knew darkness well, had created it, had fought it, had even loved it for a while, and this was different. This was not the darkness of a plain beneath an impersonal sky. This was not the shadow of midnight, the clutch of shade in the hours before dawn. This was not the grasp of the void, nor of the living space between stars, the guardians of the sky.

      This was the darkness of beneath. Of spaces below the earth where no light had ever touched, save now for the flickers she managed to produce. This was worse than darkness. This was the place where she would surely die.

      A slight scraping came from the other side of the wall, and the stone melted away, revealing a woman wreathed in earthen silk, her form wrapped in flowers. Beyond her, a reddish light gleamed, unnatural and hot.

      “You live still,” the goddess said, sounding surprised.

      Astraea scoffed. “You think to subdue me? To reduce me to, what, a whimpering mule of a creature, simply because you cut off my connection to the sky?”

      The goddess smiled, the movement bringing a bloom of life into the depths of this cavern. Lavender and corn flowers twined around Astraea’s feet. She shook them off with poorly restrained fury. “Dear star, no, I expect a great deal from you. You, who cut yourself off from the sky willingly, only your foolish guardian by your side. Oh, no, I expect much from you!”

      “Casimir is not foolish,” Astraea snapped, curling her lip into a snarl.

      “He fell in love with you, did he not?”

      Astraea lowered her gaze, saying nothing.

      “Oh, do get on with it, Sister.” A second woman, born of living flames and molten rock, peered into the prison. She sneered at Astraea, brushing a strand of fiery hair from her face, a spark landing on one of the blooming flowers. “The vessel is almost ready.”

      The earth goddess sighed. “Impatient as always,” she murmured. Then, to Astraea, “Come. It is time.”

      “Time for what?” She had no chance of escape, not now she’d been captured and separated from the sky. Her light was so weak down here, and even the darkness was wrong, draining rather than invigorating, refusing to let her shine properly. No, these two goddesses had done well in their capture of her. She’d let her guard down, thinking the void an infallible barrier between her and the realm of the gods.

      Astraea fully expected to die here, but she would turn nova first if it meant taking these two with her.

      The earthen goddess reached forwards, and with a gesture, spires of rock pushed Astraea forwards so that she stumbled on cracked and bleeding feet. “No need to be so pushy,” she said on a laugh. The goddess of fire eyed her warily.

      “This way,” the earth goddess said, gesturing. Scraping together the last dregs of her dignity, Astraea straightened her shoulders, tossed her hair back, and lifted her chin. She walked forwards, delicate, graceful, the very image of what a goddess should be. There was, after all, a reason that the humans had so preferred her over these forgotten fools.

      The main chamber was little more than a small platform extended over a pool of magma, churning and bubbling with eager abandon. The light coming from this pool was harsh to Astraea’s eyes after the oppressive deep of her earthen prison. It was not harsh enough to miss the figure that lay on a pedestal, featureless and plain.

      A human?

      They drew closer, and Astraea’s stomach clenched.

      Not a human. A being crafted from stone and clay, fused with fire. A godling. Empty of life.

      “Do you see my daughter there?” the earth goddess asked. “Is she not beautiful?”

      Astraea could only swallow, the words she might have used to taunt her captors stuck in her throat. The fire goddess stepped forwards and drew a gentle hand down the figure’s face and arm, the stone steaming as she did.

      “Sister!” the earth goddess scolded. “Now look what you’ve done. She is burned.”

      “She will have both your earth and my fire in her. It is only fair that she show it,” the fire goddess said. She looked fondly at the creature, the godling who now bled. Then, she turned to Astraea and the expression on her features struck the star with terror.

      “It has been many long ages since the gods created new life. Your kind, star, was the last, and the Walkers Between that we spawned between us both,” the earth goddess said, resting a hand as firm as stone on Astraea’s shoulder. She had seen the Walkers, what humans called voidlings, recently, and knew that they held little of their divine parents in them, their natures more like the greedy stars.

      She would admit then, in that moment, that she had been greedy. Desperate for things that made her feel wanted. Needed. Worshipped.

      Casimir would think her the fool for wanting such things, though he would never say as much out loud.

      “My daughter here is a true god,” the earth goddess continued. “Formed from the divine spark of both my sister and myself, for with what you did, there was not enough of us to do it alone. We will bestow our powers upon her, the last of us, and she will right the wrongs you caused.”

      Astraea lifted her chin. She refused to beg, not when these had already condemned her. The fire goddess clicked her tongue, a bit of flame leaping off her hand.

      “Do you not care that you have, through your selfish actions, brought about the death of the two greatest among us?” the fire asked. Astraea sneered.

      “You would not die if you didn’t do things like creating life,” she spat. “Just release me, let things continue on as they are.”

      The earth mother’s hand on her shoulder grew heavy, the weight of countless layers of granite bearing down on her. Astraea cried out and fell to her knees. She gathered her light inside, pulling it tight, the pressure nearly unbearable.

      “If we do that, then the world, and all three realms you forced into being, will be doomed to languish. We are interdependent, and you would have us starve. No,” the earth goddess said. “This is the only way.”

      Astraea said nothing, gritting her teeth against the pressure building inside her, her light begging to be released even in its weakened state. The fire goddess took one look at her and laughed. “Yes, go nova little star, you will only help us on our way.”

      The pressure tipped past the point of being bearable and Astraea gasped, her light escaping. No, not escaping. Being called forth, pulled from her and screaming in the process. Leaving her for the godling that lay so empty on the pedestal.

      “Our power, too,” the earth goddess said, and before Astraea’s vision went black, she saw stone and flora and fire and magma streaming into the godling. Then she saw nothing at all, and knew it was her end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a scream. Every part of me was being torn to pieces as I struggled to hold on to my magic, onto the three different worlds in which I stood, weaving them together. It was suffocating, draining, and surely would be my death. Alone, afraid, unsure, I would fulfil my destiny and die.

      Only, I wasn’t dead.

      No. I cradled my head in my arms and brought my knees close to my chest. Around me, the nearly lifeless rock hummed with energy, offering it to me. There was a small fire not far away that crackled merrily, the flames leaning in my direction, as if warming me and me alone.

      “Ast—Are you alright?”

      Reality crashed upon me like a wave, dimming my magic with disappointment and shock.

      Casimir crouched by my side, his hands hovering over me but not touching. I wanted to lean into his touch, take comfort from him, but I couldn’t. Not when I wasn’t who he truly wanted.

      Not when I wasn’t Astraea.

      I’d learned, in those moments before I pulled the doors to the realm of the gods open and cast the void into its own realm, that I wasn’t Astraea, Chosen One of the Star that Fell, destined to push back the jealous void, that most people thought. Nor was I a star that Casimir had loved, who had pretended for centuries that she was the Chosen One, each time basking in the love and devotion of a desperate people before pushing the void away until next time. I was none of those things, instead a goddess born of the last of the earth and fire, with a star’s stolen magic inside me. Astraea’s stolen magic.

      And Casimir—solemn, beautiful Casimir with a heart so loyal and true—who was not a Void Runner, but the star’s guardian, born of the darkness between stars. He who had followed her from the heavens into exile, loving her all the while, through each incarnation as the Chosen One. He had been both horrified and devastated at my pronouncement that I wasn’t his star.

      I wasn’t Astraea.

      I had no memories before my waking with burns on my face, not because I had a head injury as I’d initially thought, but because I was new. I had failed at my supposed destiny, not because I lacked the power, but because my destiny wasn’t to destroy the void, to push it back, it was to contain it.

      I had done so, locking one of my few friends, Devereux, into its new, vast realm.

      Now, here I was, with no name and no certain future, no love and no idea what I was meant to do next. Casimir and I had camped tersely on the beach of Ynysfawr, the boat already taken back across by Tali, the wandering poet who had borne witness to the truth.

      To most of it, at least.

      I was exhausted, Casimir was uncertain, and the weight of unsaid words lay between us like iron fetters.

      “I’m fine,” I said at last, when I was certain of my voice. “Just a bad dream.”

      A memory was no dream, and yet I wished it to be anything but true.

      Casimir retreated and sat beside the fire. It was so strange to have a fire merely for warmth and light, and not as some protection against the void and the voidlings. But there was no wall of black over the strip of ocean between Ynysfawr and the mainland of Baldarskiel. Just water and stars, all glowing with predawn light. Casimir didn’t even seem to notice the coming dawn, his expression transfixed by the flames.

      He had always been handsome, with fine features, sharp eyes, and those shadows at the tips of his fingers, along his neck, in his white hair. But now that he’d given up the pretence of being human, he was more beautiful than handsome. His features were smooth, polished, like marble. The shadows on his skin were more numerous now and twined in impossibly intricate patterns that were too difficult to follow for long. His eyes, too, had changed. They were harder. Warier. Sadder.

      “How do you know you’re not her?” he asked me again, perhaps the third time he’d done so. Each time, the words were quieter, more desperate.

      “A memory came to me,” I said, just as I’d answered before. And it was true, even if the memory was one of Lady Earth, the queen of the gods, planted in the crater where the doorway to the realms now lay. Lady Earth. My mother.

      “What of?” Casimir asked, as if he could perhaps explain away anything, as if he could make me into who he wanted.

      “Cas,” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t do this to yourself.”

      Don’t do this to me.

      “Please,” he begged.

      “I’m not her,” I said. “I know, because a memory came to me, of being imbued with a star’s light. I wasn’t ever a star. Only me, whoever that is.”

      A goddess with no name.

      He wiped his eyes with fierce motions, but more tears took the place of the ones he dashed away. “Gods, this isn’t fair,” he said. I flinched. “After last time…it was so bad. So many people died fighting the voidlings, for her. We fought. Empty night, we fought like we’d never done before. Then we went our separate ways.”

      He laughed darkly. “I should have stayed with her. Then maybe I could be with her now. Maybe I could help her.”

      “We’ll find her,” I said, though I believed it to be a lie. I had only vague recollections of before, of those moments before I was given over to the mortals who called this realm home, broken and burned and bruised. Empty.

      Casimir scoffed at me. “Face the truth, Astr—“ He shook his head. “Astraea was a beautiful creature, so lively, vibrant, so bright she could outshine any other star. But she never had the confidence that should have been her right. She doubted. So fiercely that it almost doused her light entirely. Then she fell, and here, where people loved her for protecting them from the void, she felt whole. She was again the star I fell in love with.”

      I said nothing, knowing that Astraea had been the one to bring forth the void to begin with. She had caused so much suffering and pain, all for the worship of people who pushed aside the gods for her.

      “She would have come before now,” Casimir said, more softly. “Before the void grew as much as it did, before the voidling incursions, before all of it. She would have come and pushed it back, just like she had done so many times before. Because she needed to know that she was loved, so that she might shine as brilliantly as she could. It wasn’t something she could give up. Not even…”

      “Not even for what?” For the lives of the people she professed to save? For the forgiveness of the gods?

      “Not even for me,” Casimir breathed. He looked up at me with those tears of his catching the firelight, and I wanted to recoil in horror at his pain. Instead, I stayed perfectly still, what little crumbs of my magic that remained after sealing off the void coming to life with alarm.

      “Casimir,” I whispered. “No, you can’t think⁠—“

      “I was so damn relieved when I learned that you had truly lost your memory, that it wasn’t some game like all the ones we’d played before.” He threw a rock into the fire and the coals hissed. “I was so relieved that you seemed to care, seemed to truly and actually care about the people affected by the void. I thought that maybe this would be the last time, that maybe we could just go on and live our lives afterwards without a care to what other people thought.”

      And then I’d destroyed his hopes by revealing that I wasn’t her.

      “She’s dead,” he said. “I recognise her light, and you wielded it. It was why I didn’t question why you looked so different, why you acted so differently. I thought you were bored with your previous facades, wanted something new. Something real.”

      In a flash, he reached up and brushed his fingers along the burns on my left cheek. I sucked in a breath, but remained still. Oh, gods, how I’d longed for him to touch me, but not like this. Not with such grief in his eyes.

      “I don’t know how you managed to be bestowed with her light, or the darkness of a guardian, but you were. You had both. I thought it was my darkness, since we’d been so close for so long.” He scoffed and lowered his hand from my face. “Empty night, what was I thinking?”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I know how much you wanted me to be her. I…I wish I was. I wish I could say that this was all a mistake, that I was her, but I’m not.”

      “And you’re certain?” A low, dark question.

      I lifted my gaze to where the last of the stars were winking out into the dawn light. They seemed so far away. Casimir had been outcast from his fellow stars and their guardians for centuries, and he had always been okay with it, because he had Astraea. Now, he had me and the memory of a love that he thought was real.

      For my part, it was.

      I couldn’t possibly tell him that, though. Not now.

      “I’m certain,” I said.

      He took a deep breath, not meeting my gaze. Then, in a fluid motion, he stood and started kicking rocks and sand over the fire. “Come, we have a long way to go, and I want to get started before it’s too late in the day to make much progress. Tali should have made it back to the horses by now, and maybe she has Dancer with her, too. And Whisper.”

      I pressed a hand to my side, where the connection I’d had with my beloved voidling, a shadow tiger cub I rescued from the Baldarskiel Council of Nobles, had been. He had taken some of my magic into him while defending me against a unicorn voidling, and in return, he and I could feel each other’s emotions. Ever since I’d returned the void to its own realm, an antechamber to the realm of the gods, that connection had been silent. I didn’t even know if Dancer was alright. And Whisper, a wolf-like voidling we’d rescued from Hunters, she, too, was likely gone.

      “Can you swim?” Casimir asked. The familiarity of confession we’d had only moments before was now gone.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. I had never done it before, and being made of earth and fire, didn’t know how well I would fare. If my magic were recovered, I would create a landbridge between the island and the mainland, but it would be at least another day or two before I could manage such a thing.

      “I’ll be there to help you,” Casimir promised. His eyes were closed as he made the vow, and I had a feeling that he was referring to more than swimming. As if a guardian without a cause, without someone to keep, was nothing at all.

      I stood, brushing off my skirts. They were shining, jewels mixed in with fabric, a gift from the void for returning it to its position between the worlds. It would be heavy in the water, but I could sell the jewels if need be on the way back towards Altier. I had no other clothes besides.

      “Cas—“

      “You need a name.”

      I faltered. “What?”

      “A name. I certainly cannot go around calling you Astraea.” His voice broke on her name.

      “We will find her,” I promised, a vow of my own. “Whether it is only to put her to rest, or to restore her to the sky, we will find her.”

      Casimir’s throat worked. He blinked back what few tears remained. The expression he fixed on me was hard, hiding his pain. “What sort of name do you want?”

      I frowned and turned my head, a harsh laugh held back between my teeth. Here we were, discussing his lost—probably dead—lover, and he wanted to know what sort of name I wanted? Everyone dealt with grief differently, but this felt harsh. Still, I recognised that he needed a distraction, so I offered him one.

      “I sealed the void into its own realm, between this one and the realm of the gods,” I said. “But there is a doorway. And it is not impenetrable.”

      He sucked in a breath and stumbled backwards, his boots squelching in the rising tide. “Empty night,” he breathed, eyes flicking towards the broken temple and the crater that had burned until yesterday. “Are you saying that the gods can now get out?”

      I nodded. “Devereux warned me that they will want to be released after so long trapped in their realm, separated by the void.”

      “The gods were not pushed aside for nothing,” Casimir said. His throat worked. “Astr—damn it! I must have something to call you other than her name!”

      Ah. Suddenly, I understood. I could not furnish a reply, though, for though I had searched what little knowledge I had, no name sprang to mind. I wasn’t sure my mother had even given me a name. Plucking one from thin air seemed impossible, also, for I knew nothing of these things.

      “Calanthe,” Casimir said, not looking at me. “It means flower in an ancient tongue, long forgotten by these humans.”

      Calanthe. I tested the name out on my tongue, the long vowel at the end dropping off into a whisper. A name that meant flower, one that had been long forgotten. It suited perfectly, and yet I wished that it had been presented to me with a little more ceremony. I wished that he had looked at me as he said it.

      “Calanthe it is.” I tried to smile. “Thank you.”

      Casimir gave a slight bow of his head. Then, as if he hadn’t named me at all, he said, “The gods would probably look at Astraea and decry her for her selfishness, pushing them aside and taking the worship of humans for her own. And I will freely admit that she was desperate for that affirmation, that attention. But what she did, in pushing the gods aside, was not merely for her own gain. The gods are not all kind, benevolent creatures. Some, like Lady Earth and Father Sky, are more temperate than most, but even they can be fickle. Demanding. They, and all the others, are arrogant, lowering humans in the world so that they depend on them, so that they need the gods, even while the gods are free to do as they wish. They can be cruel, Astr—Calanthe.”

      As my mother had been when she drained a star’s light to give to me.

      “All I know is that Devereux spoke to me from his place in the void, telling me that the gods would not be confined for long. They will have to travel through their realm, and that of the void, before they can reach the doorway here, but they will come. And the world is not prepared for it.”

      Casimir cursed, kicking at the rising tide and clenching his fists. “You cannot seal the doorway?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      I had no magic left, and even if I were full of power, I didn’t know how to seal the door. Breaching the realms had been instinctual, as had making the door. Sealing it was something else entirely.

      “Fine. They we’ll just have to prepare the world for the return of the gods.”

      “How?” Was it even possible to do such a thing?

      Casimir finally looked at me, something sad about his mien. “You will have to continue pretending,” he murmured. “The people will listen to the star reborn, the one who dispelled the void. They won’t listen to a…”

      “Pretender?” I hadn’t been pretending, before, when I’d acted as Astraea, the Chosen One. I simply hadn’t known better. Now I did.

      Casimir turned away from me. “Come. Let’s swim before the tide becomes too high and the current is swift. You’ll need to leave the dress here; it’s too heavy to swim in.”

      “I have no other clothes.” I started undoing the laces at the back, the silvery fabric slick between my fingers, catching on the burned skin of my left hand.

      “We’ll find you something,” Casimir promised. He glanced at me and froze. Then, in two swift steps, he was behind me, his fingers brushing against mine as I struggled to undo the laces. “Here.” A quiet breath.

      Slowly, agonisingly, he undid the laces on my dress, his fingers brushing against my bare skin. Sparks travelled up my spine, making me shudder. I closed my eyes, heart beating in my ear. Every breath was a torment. Every touch a shard of joy. Then, he was stepping away, the dress slipping from my shoulders with ease.

      Without a backwards glance, Casimir walked away from me and into the sea, as if he couldn’t stand to be so close to me. Whereas I stood on the beach, naked and trembling, unsure how I could ever be parted from him.

      I followed, the frigid water shocking my senses as thoroughly as had his touch. He started swimming, parting the water with ease, and I could do nothing but struggle along behind, as if I was now tethered to this broken man who wanted none of me.

      Who I needed to help prepare the world for a catastrophe of my own making. Who I needed to help save the people who thought themselves free.

      Who had named me, and then walked away.

      Gods, I was a fool.

      How was I to have known, though? For moon cycles, I had thought that I was Astraea, that I was the Chosen One. Casimir, too, thought it. So our attraction and love had grown. Now, things were different, and I couldn’t help that I was still in love with him. For all that he had wanted me to leave things as they were, to not fix the problem of the void and instead leave with him, be with him, and leave the humans to their lives. I couldn’t, and now look at the situation we were in.

      A wave struck me in the face and I spluttered, coughing. My arms were weak and though I was paddling as best I could, my progress was slow and ungainly. I felt more like I was sinking than swimming. Casimir heard me coughing and turned, slicing through the water like a fish.

      “Slow, broad strokes,” he advised, tone gentle. “Try to match the movement of your arms and legs, so they’re in sync. Good. Yes. Look, we’re almost there.”

      I wanted to curse him and his swimming, but focused my energy on breathing and moving. Finally, after swallowing more than one mouthful of seawater, my eyes stinging from salty waves, I crawled out onto the rocky shore, my hands and knees stinging from the sharp points.

      “Lady Star, you have returned.” A reverent voice, gruff and thick with emotion. I started, jumping to my feet and swaying. Then, “Get her a cloak, now!”

      Within seconds, a fur-lined cloak was draped over my dripping form. I blinked more water out of my eyes and looked up at the person—people—who were gathered on the shore. Hunters. Led by the one who had captured us on our journey to Ynysfawr, intending to torture us, or worse.

      Ilar.

      As one, every Hunter fell to their knees before me, prostrating themselves on the ground, their eyes filled with awe. Ilar spoke, barely able to form words, his voice was trembling so. “You have saved us all, Lady Star. Forever more, we are yours to command, your obedient servants, bound to you heart and soul.”

      I opened my mouth to tell them that I wasn’t the star, that it had all been a mistake, then Casimir was behind me, his hand pressed against my back, only the cloak a barrier between us. His breath tickled my ear. “Lie to them, Calanthe,” he said. “You cannot tell them the truth. Not with the gods at our back.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed and nodded. Then, summoning every ounce of energy I had, I straightened my shoulders, lifted my chin, and smiled.

      “Thank you, my beloved people. It is good to stand before you in truth, as I truly am. As a star, not merely the Chosen One.”

      Inside, my earth magic roared to life, the spark of fire I held blazing, both screaming with rage at the lie I told. I pushed it down, down, down, and became, once more, Astraea.
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      Despite Casimir’s anxiousness to be on our way, Ilar insisted that we join him by a fire while we dried, and someone found me clothes to wear. In minutes, I was presented with a coarse shirt and fur-lined hose, a woollen shawl draped over my shoulders and cinched with a belt. Combined with the cloak and the fire, I soon stopped shivering.

      “After you, ah, left us,” Ilar started, handing over a waterskin to Casimir, who drank swiftly, then shoved the skin at me. The Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, after you left us, we had a discussion and realised the error of our ways. How we weren’t following the Path of the Star, but our own greed while we kept the voidlings at bay. We vowed to do better, even rode after you in the hopes that we could apologise. Perhaps lend our assistance against the void. Only, yesterday, the world shattered and was remade and the void was gone. Your doing?”

      I nodded. What had it felt like when the void vanished? At the epicentre, I had felt every moment of the realms being torn asunder and then repaired, but what had happened everywhere else on Adhor? Had the earth heaved as it did beneath my feet? Had the sky wrenched apart? Or was it, as Ilar said, a shattering?

      “The true Star indeed,” the Hunter breathed, once again bowing to me. I hunched my shoulders, uncomfortable with the admiration in his eyes and the false truth on his lips. “We waited for you to return to us, as we knew you would, for the void could not defeat the true Star. Now, we await your command. Shall we take the world? Remake it to follow the true Path of the Star, instead of whatever nonsense the Temple preaches? Shall we make the fools in Altier bend their knees to you, send emissaries to far-off lands, calling them to acknowledge what you’ve done?”

      I clutched the cloak tighter as Ilar’s hungry gaze bore into me. Casimir, too, watched me, impossibly still, gaze penetrating and desperate. As if he watched to see if I would do what Astraea would do, or if I were truly different. Even now, he hoped I was wrong about not being her.

      “No,” I said simply. “I want no accolades, no worship.”

      “Then…” Ilar looked disappointed, as if unsure what to do with himself now that he’d pledged his sword and people to a leader who wanted no glory. “What do you wish of us?”

      “We must…” I closed my eyes. The crackle of the fire heightened as my magic reached for it, restoring by degrees. If I wanted, I knew I could call the flame to me and watch it dance. I did not, instead just drawing on its energy to revitalise me. The earth beneath my feet offered its own fortification, not wanting to be outdone. “We must warn the people.”

      “Warn them?” Ilar was incredulous. “Against what? Surely the void isn’t returning.”

      “No, the void now is its own land, its own realm, and it can no more encroach here than we can encroach there.” Devereux was king there, and he would have to tame the void, hopefully before the gods tore it apart in their eagerness to cross it and reach this plane of existence. “There is still danger, though. The gods, once kept back by the void, now have a door into this realm.”

      “A door.” The Hunter now stared at me with something else in his gaze. A hard, reluctant look.

      “The creation of such was inevitable,” I said. “It was the only way to seal away the void. But it also opened up the realm of the gods. And they are eager to return.”

      Ilar smiled. “Surely that is a good thing! Lady Earth and Father Sky and⁠—“

      “Foolish man,” Casimir snarled. “Have you and your kind forgotten all the stories? The cruelties of the gods delivered upon those people who displeased them. Who defied them. Lady Earth was benevolent, yes, but she could be fickle, leaving crops to blight just as easily as she would allow them to flourish. And Father Sky? From whom all storms are born? How many storms have destroyed settlements since the void came? Few, and even those were not borne of a god’s wrath. And they are the kindest of the lot.”

      “Casimir.” I reached out and put a hand on his arm. Instantly, he recoiled, eyes wide, terrified. His breath caught; he seemed to fold in on himself. He settled to his knees beside me and studied the fire.

      Ilar had a hand on his belt-knife, his eyes narrowed. “You said, ‘you and your kind.’ I’ll have you know that the world has no more need for Void Runners. You’ll not defy the Star again or⁠—“

      “Ilar,” I said, shaking my head. “Casimir is my most loyal advisor, a true friend. He is more than you think, and if I hear of you insulting him again, then I’ll leave you and your people here without a second thought.”

      The Hunter sneered. “Is he your lover, then?”

      “That’s none of⁠—“

      “I love her with all my heart and soul,” Casimir said easily. I gaped at him before managing to snap my mouth shut. Why would he say such a thing? “Where she goes, I will follow.”

      Was he talking about Astraea, only making it seem like he was talking about me? Surely that was it, because he wouldn’t even look at me, instead staring firmly at Ilar. The gruff Hunter swallowed, tightening his grip on his belt-knife, before relaxing and ducking his head in a nod.

      “Of course, Lady Star,” he murmured. “My apologies. If you say that the gods are dangerous, then they are dangerous. You saved us from the void, after all. You will save us from the gods.”

      I wasn’t sure I could do that. I had been created by my mother for the express purpose of righting the wrong that Astraea had set into place by bringing forth the void in the beginning. It had been my destiny, though not in the way I initially thought. Now, though, the future lay before me, undetermined. Vast. Regardless, it was now my responsibility to help the innocent people who would be in the way of the gods, for it was I that had opened the door to them.

      “We must warn people,” I said, trying to sound sure rather than afraid.

      “If we are to fight the gods, we will need an army,” Ilar said. “My Hunters, capable as they were against voidlings, number only about a hundred. Gods are something more.”

      An army? I glanced at Casimir, alarmed. His jaw was set, though, and he nodded.

      Stars above, what had I brought upon this world?

      “The Void Runners, I think, will follow you.” Casimir still didn’t look directly at me. “And more, if you can convince the queen of the necessity.”

      Queen Raya, her husband Istar, and daughter Beatrice were not likely to be fond of me, given that I had left Altier after defying them over and over. They had sent me, Devereux, and Casimir to Ynysfawr in the hopes that either I would not return, or that I would push back the void and Devereux would somehow claim my heart and my influence for his own. Well, now the void was gone entirely, as was the crown prince. The royal family would not openly defy me, but I doubted very much that they would be pleased to see me again.

      I longed for Dancer, the tiger’s midnight fur impossibly soft and comforting. I reached again for the spot in my side where our connection had manifested, but there was nothing there. No feeling, no twinge of power, no heartbeat. It was as though he’d vanished.

      “What of the wandering poet?” Casimir asked, breaking me from my thoughts. I flushed; of all the time for him to be watching me, solemn and unfathomable, it had to be when I was feeling vulnerable. Lonely, even. “She and the two voidlings left Ynysfawr before we did.”

      Ilar wrinkled his nose. “We’ve had scouts riding the hills, looking for any trace of the void. All we found were a few places where void pools had been. A trunk of a tree still dark as night, a bog shrouded in shadow, that sort of thing. But we haven’t seen any other living souls but birds. The animals fled this area months ago. We would have noticed your poet and two voidlings.”

      Something in me cracked at that news. I’d hoped to find Tali alive and well, with Dancer and Whisper at her side. Instead, it seemed as though they had vanished with the void. Had I, in my terrible use of power, killed them? Or just pulled them in with the void? Were they now trapped, just as Devereux was trapped?

      It seemed a cruel fate, to me. And one that I would not have wanted for them.

      “We should get moving,” I said at last, standing and pulling the cloak tightly around me. I wanted to wallow, to languish there while staring into the fire, but that would do no one any good. Ilar scrambled to his feet and bowed to me again before hurrying off to inform his people that we were leaving. Those with horses started packing saddle bags while others doused fires and wrapped supplies into bundles. The clanking of knives and swords and makeshift armour was surprisingly loud.

      Casimir rose and started to kick dirt over our own small fire. I reached towards the flames instead, and they leapt to my fingers, swirling there a moment before vanishing into my skin, feeding that spark of magic I yet bore. Casimir flinched.

      “You still have your magic,” he whispered. He wanted to know if I still had her magic.

      “Only the earth and the fire. Whatever light and shadow I bore was used in the forging of the door.” There was nothing of her left in me, not anymore.

      “I’m sorry about Dancer. And Tali. I know you two were growing close. It would be good for you to have a friend out here,” he said, already straightening his armour and the cloak he’d been given. A swift glance at me. “There are dark times ahead, I fear, and you will need all the friends you can find.”

      “And are we not friends any longer?” I asked. Casimir sucked in a breath.

      “Is that ever what we were?”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, what he could possibly mean when, even if his love for me was a pretence, he could be so cold as to never meet my gaze, Ilar rose up on a large draft horse. “Lady Star! A scout sent to Ynysfawr found the door you spoke of, said it seemed stable. For now. He brought back a dress of jewels, which I assume is yours. We will bear it for you until you have need of it.”

      I didn’t mind if the dress stayed on that beach to be buried by the tide, but it was valuable and could fund our needs for some time. So I just nodded and murmured my thanks. Then, shaking my head in refusal at the offer of a horse, I started walking back across Baldarskiel towards Altier, the only place in this vast world that I had known.

      I wondered what else was out there, in the world. If maybe there were some quiet corner I might call my own when all of this was finally over. I didn’t think it would end easily, or well. So I set my eyes forwards and marched.
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        * * *

      

      A week came and went with ease. Travelling at the Hunters’ pace was slower than the trek I’d followed the first time, being on horseback and moving as swiftly as possible. We were instead bound by the slowest members of the group, walking from dawn until midday, when we stopped for a meal and a rest, then again until nightfall. The night held few terrors now that the void was gone, but still a watch was kept. And, as Ilar had said, no animals save birds and fish remained in the area, though signs of life were creeping onwards, despite the approach of winter.

      It was a desolate journey, yet it was calming and relaxing in its own way. I talked with the Hunters, learning what it was that had driven them to this path. Some had joined out of desperation for food. Others joined so they could provide their family with some modicum of protection against the void. Few did it out of devotion to the Star, though they all claimed it now. I ignored their bows and muttered prayers, instead doing what I could to help set up and break down camp each night.

      I learned to cook soup over a fire. I learned to skin a fish. I learned how to tie knots and sew a patch. I learned songs sung over a campfire. I learned things I’d never thought I would know. Normal things. Human things.

      Casimir, too, seemed to relax some in the presence of others. He listened to stories told over dinner with a quiet interest. He helped with the horses. He caught fish from streams. He lent a hand to those who were tired or weak or injured from fights with voidlings in the past. He carried firewood, fetched water, and generally made himself useful. At night, our bedrolls lay beside one another, and he seemed content with that, even going so far as to smile at me once or twice, my new name a whisper on his tongue.

      For a week, I felt almost normal.

      Then, we stopped for the night at a rise that felt familiar. Dread settled in my gut as the sun drew lower, and when it finally came time to sleep, I tossed and turned until the earth beneath me was trembling with my anxiety and the fire in my blood sang. I gave up on sleep entirely and snuck past the embers of a fire, several sleeping forms, and a scout whose back was turned. I scrambled down the hill, grass making the trek slippery enough that I slid the last ten feet.

      When my hands caught my fall, my magic recoiled. The ground here was tainted with blood. Dancer’s blood. There was enough of the void still remaining in that place to evoke memories of shadow and desperation. The call of the void that had captured Devereux. This was where he had vanished, the only remaining evidence a scab on the trunk of a tree that would never show light, and the taint in the ground from Dancer’s blood.

      “I wondered if you would come here.”

      I whirled and found myself looking at a figment of my imagination. “Devereux?” I reached out tentatively and my fingers met solid flesh.

      He smiled. “Hello again.”

      Devereux stood before me, an impossibility. He was just as he had been when I saw him last in the void, more mist and shadow than man, but it was him. His eyes glowed brightly, the colour of embers, and a crown made of wisps rested on his head. He wore simple clothes, had a single knife at his belt, a single ring on his left hand, none of the finery of the Crown Prince of Baldarskiel adorning him. He looked the better for it.

      “How are you here?” I breathed, even as I moved forwards and was engulfed in a hug. His arms were strong, sure, and immediately a burden was lifted from my shoulders.

      “This place is a tear in the veil between realms. There are a few of them, even with the doorway. I’ve learned that they can be opened at certain times of day, and that I can step through. It’s not easy, and something of me is left behind, but I can remain for a time.” Devereux held me away from him and studied me, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “It is good to see you again, Astraea.”

      “Calanthe.” It was maybe the first time I’d smiled while saying my new name. “My name is Calanthe.”

      Devereux grinned at me. “It suits you perfectly. Strong and beautiful.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling. “And what of you? Are you taming the void as its new king?”

      His smile faltered. “There is a great deal of magic here, more than I’ve ever seen, and the creatures who use it have little compunction about morality. The voidlings were only a few of the beings that call this place home, and not all are fond of having a new king.”

      “You’re alright, aren’t you?”

      He smiled again, this time softer. “I’m alright. For the first time, I think I’m doing some good.”

      I was so pleased for him; living under the oppressive thumb of his family had drained such life out of him, made him desperate and alone. To hear that he’d found his place in the world was good, much needed good.

      Then, his smile faded. “I would love to talk with you until the dawn, Calanthe, but I came here to warn you. These tears in the veil are not numerous, but they are dangerous. Power—life—sacrificed here will draw the attention of some of the beings who live beyond the veil.”

      “The gods?” Surely they couldn’t have broken through already?

      “Not yet.” Devereux shook his head. “And these tears are too small for gods to step through. But there are beings who would not hesitate to bargain with those who would offer them power. I’ve placed restrictions, as much as I can, but be wary. Do not wish at a crossroads. Do not ask for help from the midnight wood. Do not offer your name freely. And do not bargain with anything you cannot bear to lose.”

      “I promise,” I said. “And I will pass on the message.”

      Devereux once more reached for me, brushing his hand across my cheek. “You have a battle ahead of you, my dear. One that will shake all the realms. If anyone can withstand it, though, I think it might be you.”

      I laughed weakly, the sound a tremor in my joyful facade. “Take care of yourself, Devereux. And if you have need of me, you have only to ask.”

      “Goodbye, Calanthe,” Devereux murmured, pressing a kiss to my forehead. Then, he started to fade away.

      “Wait!” I snagged his sleeve. “Have you…Tali and Dancer and Whisper haven’t been seen since I separated the realms.”

      Devereux hissed through his teeth. “I haven’t seen them, but the void is vast. If they’re here, I’ll find them. Dancer and Whisper will keep Tali safe until I do.”

      “Thank you.” I released his sleeve. “Your Majesty.”

      Devereux tossed his head back and gave a wicked laugh, then was gone in a breath of wind. I leaned against a nearby tree, wrapping my arms around my waist. Another friend, just out of reach. I was glad for him, truly, but I also wished that he were here at my side.

      “Goodbye, Devereux,” I breathed, then made my way back to camp. Casimir was waiting for me, mouth drawn into a worried frown. He reached for me, hesitating at the last moment.

      “I was worried about you,” he said as I settled back into my bedroll.

      “I’m alright.” I pulled the blankets to my shoulders and wiped tears from my eyes. Casimir studied me, more openly than he’d done since the night on the beach. After a minute, he nodded and lay back down, propping his head in his hand.

      “Sleep,” he said. “I’ll watch over you.”

      I slept, and I believed him.
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      “I saw Devereux last night,” I said as we packed up the camp. Casimir froze, something in him impossibly still. Another reminder that he wasn’t the human he had pretended to be.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” It was a breath, but I could still hear the hurt. I wanted to reach out and reassure him, touch his arm and let him know that I was still here. Instead, I rolled the bedroll and secured it with the leather ties, attaching it to the sack I had been given by the Hunters.

      Rather than answer the question, I relayed what Devereux had said, repeating the warning twice before Casimir nodded. He looked down at the remains of our fire, dirt kicked over the divot in the ground. As before, I’d taken the energy of the flames into me, as well as the remaining energy from the other fires in the camp. I was not so open with my magic before the others, but a whisper of flame as I passed by was hardly registered.

      “We’ll have to pass the information along. Interactions with the…well, they’re not exactly voidlings now, are they?” Casimir shook his head. “Whatever they are, they’re dangerous.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” The words were soft, sad.

      “For not telling you about Devereux last night. For not taking you with me when I left. I know you worry, and…I’m sorry.” There was so much emotion in me, a tight knot that interlaced with my magic and my past, such as it was. I didn’t know how to articulate it, only to acknowledge that Casimir was hurting, and some of it was my fault.

      “I understand. You needed time to yourself. You’ve just discovered a truth about yourself that would have broken most people. If you aren’t…her…then who are you? If I were you, I would be tearing down the sky until I got my answers. Instead, you are determined to go back to the world and protect it from the gods. This world doesn’t deserve you.”

      “It’s my fault that the gods can now move through the realms,” I muttered. Casimir moved so swiftly that I barely registered the movement. He caught my chin in my hands, lifting until I looked him in the eyes, until I saw the fury blazing there.

      “Never think that this is your fault,” he snarled. The shadows that lived in his eyes blazed, proof of the blackness between the stars, from whence he came.

      “But I⁠—“

      “You did what she could not.” Abruptly, he lowered his hand. Agony filled his eyes, replacing that rage, that life. “You returned the void to its place in the realms. You bound it to its own space, letting the energy between realms flow freely, even if it meant opening the world to the gods once again.. You saved the people from the fear and desperation that lived in the void as it tried to protect its magic from a greedy, hungry world. You did that. Not her.”

      “Casimir.” I caught my fingers on the edge of his sleeve. “If it’s not my fault, nor is it yours.”

      He huffed a breath of laughter, cruel and aching. “I followed her from the heavens. I bore witness to all the things that she did in bringing forth the void, in pushing it back in endless cycles. I was there. I helped. All because⁠—“

      He broke off as Ilar approached, the Hunter running his fingers through his beard with an anxious expression. “Our scouts have returned.”

      He’d been sending scouts ahead every dawn, returning by the time that the camp was packed and we were ready to go. Each day, the news had been the same: the land before us was empty, and all was safe.

      “What is it?” Casimir demanded, hand already at his sword.

      “There’s an abandoned village up ahead. Or rather, it was abandoned.”

      “Surely that’s a good thing,” I said. “People returning home?”

      Ilar shook his head. “This village was raided months back by bandits and farmers looking to recover losses when their livestock was attacked by voidlings. I remember, because me and mine got here too late. It was a massacre, farmers turning on farmers, families slaughtered in desperation at escaping the void with something to fund their refuge in Altier. This was one of the reasons we…ah…you know.”

      The Hunter shrugged his shoulders expansively, likely referring to the activities they’d been performing when I first stumbled across them. Extortion to fight the voidlings. Tormenting false Chosen Ones. They were considered worse than bandits by some, and saviours by others. And now they answered to me.

      “What did the scouts find?” I asked, still confused. “Someone rebuilding the village? Surely even if it was as bad as you claim, someone would still want to come home and…what it is, Ilar?”

      “They’re not Kielians.”

      I looked at Casimir for explanation, the word unfamiliar. “Those from Baldarskiel,” he murmured, filling in the gaps in my knowledge.

      Ilar nodded, still wincing. “Best we can tell, they’re from Craigsmuir.”

      “The nearest neighbours to Baldarskiel,” Casimir explained to me, highlighting my ignorance once again. He frowned. “How did they get so far inland so quickly? They would have had to sail along the coast immediately after the void fell to come this far.”

      “Aye,” Ilar said. “The scouts think they must be heading to Ynysfawr, to see what’s happening. That they’re stopping here to resupply, or to test the waters and see how Baldarskiel is faring, now that it’s open to the world again.”

      For so long, Baldarskiel had been bound behind a ring of void, the darkness here so much more vast than anywhere else on Adhor. The other lands were plagued by void pools, but nothing so large or expansive as that which surrounded Baldarskiel, due to its proximity to Ynysfawr, the site where Astraea had first fallen, and first drawn the void into being. It was one of the few things I knew about the lands beyond.

      “What do we do?” I turned to Casimir, who was so much more knowledgeable about such things. I had no notion of strategy or politics or any of it, simply because I’d never been taught. Since emerging at Starfall Meadow, I’d been schooled in using my magic, in fighting the void, and not much else. Yet here I was, trying to raise an army to fight a war.

      Was it arrogance? Or folly?

      He shook his head. Then, to Ilar, “How many of them are there?”

      “The scouts say no more than twenty. We could fight them and win, with little loss of life. Less, if you take the lead, Lady Star.” Ilar bowed slightly to me. I winced. I had little desire to kill anyone.

      “We should confront them,” Casimir said slowly. Ilar nodded and started to turn away. “Not to fight them.”

      “Not fight?” The Hunter was aghast.

      “If they’ve come to see Ynysfawr, then there’s no need. We have the Star with us.” Casimir nodded to me. “They can help in our war against the gods. Or do you think only Baldarskiel will be affected?”

      Stars and stones. He wanted me to persuade these people from Craigsmuir to fight on our side. How was I meant to do that? I gaped at the former Void Runner, but he provided me with no answers.

      “Get her a horse,” Casimir said. “It will be better if she is seen to lead.”

      Ilar bowed perfunctorily, then scurried off, already spreading the news of what we were to do. I rounded on Casimir.

      “Are you insane?” I hissed. “I have no idea how to talk to these people! I can’t convince them to fight against the gods! And they’ll never believe that I am the Star; I have none of her light left.”

      “It would be better if you still had Dancer,” Casimir said. I felt a pang for my missing friend, but now was hardly the time to give in to grief. I opened my mouth to continue arguing, but he shook his head. “Listen to me, Calanthe. You can do this. You had people believing you were the Chosen One long before you could summon the Star’s light. You are compassionate and kind and good. People listen to you. Use that.”

      Then, without another glance, he walked away, muttering about a horse.

      Gods, he was infuriating.

      Within ten minutes, Ilar had returned with his own horse, massive and imposing, as well as two young men barely out of their youth, bearing pieces of armour and a sword. Casimir followed, a band of plain metal in his hands. I was soon kitted out in a breastplate that barely fit, greaves that were too loose, even over my boots, a pair of boiled leather bracers, and a sword belt that had to be wrapped around me twice. The sword was the finest in the camp, and I desperately hoped that I wouldn’t need to wield it, as anyone who saw me do so would be instantly aware I was useless with weaponry. Then, Casimir handed me the metal band.

      “From a grain barrel. You’ll have to use your fire to make it fit. It’s the closest I could find to a crown,” he said, and it sounded like an apology. I nearly threw the band away. He pushed it back towards me, fingers wrapping around my own. That familiar spark jumped between our skin. I wanted to close my eyes and lean into it, but instead I just stared.

      “I’m no queen,” I whispered.

      “I fear that to fight the gods, you will have to become more than a queen,” Casimir said, just as quietly. Then, he pressed his forehead to mine, hair falling into his face so that it hid us from view for a precious second. “Just do it, Astraea. Please.”

      I recoiled at the sound of the name that was not mine, realising a moment later that he only called me that because of the witnesses surrounding us. I forced a smile and nodded. Casimir stepped back as I willed fire to my hands, to the metal ring. It flared cherry red with only a little effort, the magic in my blood singing happily. Even as I called forth the flames, the earth in my bones also clamoured for attention. As I reshaped the band clumsily, flowers bloomed around my feet. I finished as swiftly as possible, the metal feeling cool in my hand even as it glowed. I pulled back the heat, the fire, until it was a band of iron as dark as night.

      I jammed the circlet on my head, shocked at the fact that it fit me perfectly, then whirled to Casimir to ask if he was happy. I froze. The Hunters were gathered in neat lines, each with a solemn expression on their face, hands braced on knives and axes and swords and hammers. They stared at me as if I meant something, as if I gave them something to believe in.

      My heart beat erratically in my chest. I knew they were waiting for me to say something. Anything. They were depending on me.

      “I…” My words got stuck in my throat. I coughed. “Before, the thought of fighting the gods felt like a dream. Now, with you standing beside me, it feels like a hope.”

      They were the only words I could find, and I begged silently that it would be enough. As one, they clapped arms to their chests and bowed. Casimir hesitated only a moment before he did the same. My stomach dropped and my throat felt tight. I hadn’t wanted this. I didn’t need people bowing to me. But how else was I to lead them?

      A moment later and the Hunters stood, ready to march. Ilar helped me into the saddle of the massive horse, and I was pleased that Casimir and the Hunter both climbed into saddles as well. I tightened my hands on the reins, my legs already protesting at the strange position. With a nod from Ilar, we started forwards.

      The village was only a half hour march from where we had camped. Part of me was worried that they were so close, but mostly I was relieved that it would soon be over.

      I saw the fringes of the village and nearly drew the horse up short. There were buildings—barns and homes and the like—scattered about the hills, some obviously belonging to farms that had abandoned fields and gardens, others closer together like family homesteads. They were all, without a single exception, in tatters. Some were tinged with soot, more solidly built out of stone and therefore somewhat intact. Others were little more than charcoal on the ground, a beam or two giving the general shape of the house. I saw items strewn across the ground, scattered for the wind to take as it wished: scraps of fabric, ruined leather, bits of furniture too broken to use.

      Ilar was right. This village had been razed.

      A shiver crept down my spine as I wondered how many of these broken buildings held bodies buried beneath them. How many spirits of the dead wandered here. The horses nickered and tossed their heads, Casimir’s even stamping and shying away from the ruins of a stone wall.

      There was no sign of the people from Craigsmuir.

      A twang shattered the silence, a whistle splitting the air. It was so swift that I didn’t understand what had happened until my shoulder was pierced, pain blossoming through the burn scars that I bore. I let out a cry, which was soon drowned by the shouts of warriors leaping from behind broken buildings, weapons raised.

      Casimir let out a curse, wheeling his horse close enough to mine that he could pluck me from the saddle with a strength I’d not expected. I tried to protest, but he was already curving his body over me, shadows dancing on his skin. Ilar roared from somewhere nearby, and the Hunters sprang into battle.

      “No!” I shouted, but it was too late. The Hunters had seen me shot with an arrow and they were furious.

      Their opponents were well dressed in a silver and blue uniform, each with sleeves of mail or leather and weapons that gleamed with care. I glimpsed only a few scraps of features, but I did see an embroidered dragon on most of the tunics. The Hunters, by comparison, were ragtag and reckless, their fighting frenzied rather than practised.

      “We’re leaving,” Casimir snarled, drawing his sword awkwardly, arms still wrapped around me. “The Hunters can find us.”

      “No,” I repeated, struggling enough to push him back. Before he could stop me, I threw myself from the saddle. I landed badly, my uninjured right shoulder taking most of the fall and sending reverberations through my bones. The earth beneath me rippled at my pain, energy flowing into me from the few living things still in the soil. I pushed myself to my feet mere moments before the blade of an axe collided with the ground where I’d fallen.

      Casimir roared, dismounting and standing in front of me, sword drawn and eyes full of darkness. I could see the shadows etched into his skin spreading, taking control. If I didn’t do something, now, then he would become the guardian to the star, a creature born of the space between, the dark emptiness of the heavens. The humans here wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Closing my eyes, I reached deep into the earth, summoning the roots of trees that had been burned down, or fell long ago. Their trunks were gone, but the roots remembered what it was to feel life, to touch the sky, and they were happy to obey my command. They shot through the ground with resounding cracks, sometimes splitting stone as they rose. Vines and grasses that had claimed the fallen village grew as well, twining around the feet of attackers on both sides, holding them firm. The roots wrapped around weapons and tore them free. The stones that had been displaced rose from the ground in terrible tremors, forming a waist-high wall between warriors.
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