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      Ressa

      

      The Godslayer is going to die.

      This is the price of my freedom. And now, as the time grows near, anticipation curls its trembling fingers around my bones and holds me close. I can almost taste it, like iron on my tongue.

      I’ve been so patient.

      This putrid cell is no place for a lady of the Celestial Court. I’m rotting down here in the dark labyrinth beneath the palace, far from the comforts that a noble Demigod woman of my station deserves. The shapeless gray shift I wear chafes my delicate skin and the scars where Kartas’ lightning left its mark. The plain bread and hard cheese the guards bring me taste only of betrayal. And I won’t even speak of the chamber pot.

      How is it that I’m imprisoned in this lightless, festering dungeon, yet the Godslayer remains free and unshackled in the world above?

      She breathes clean air, eats the fine foods served by the palace kitchens, and walks the glowing halls of the Celestial Court as though she isn’t just some lowborn Starless whore.

      And soon, she will sit on the throne.

      My throne.

      I claw my fingers in the air at the injustice of it all.

      From the chatter that spreads among the guards like a summer plague, I know that Syran takes her to his bed every night, but he has not yet wed her. She is not yet Queen.

      There is still time.

      Syran can still be mine.

      And now the moment is upon me. I can feel it in the way the grimy walls of the cell shiver as my friend approaches, in how the shadows in the far corner creep and swirl into something that’s barely just the outline of a man.

      Two eyes blink from the darkness.

      Yes.

      Yes!

      He’s here.

      I’ve waited for this day for so long. I spent countless hours imagining how my hands would feel as they tighten around the Godslayer’s throat and how Syran’s lips would mold to mine when we finally meet again.

      And now it’s time.

      My savior has arrived.

      “Good afternoon, Lady Ressa,” the thing murmurs in a voice like wind rattling through the eaves of the palace cathedral.

      While Syran and his wretched crossed star may have banished me down here with only common criminals and the dregs of the palace guards for company, they will not break my spirit. I am a highborn lady of the Celestial Court, a powerful Demigod in my own right, and I will act as such.

      I stand from my cot and curtsy toward the corner. “Good afternoon,” I say, as though I’m greeting another courtier instead of some creeping thing swathed in darkness.

      It’s hard to tell if this pleases my companion. Shadows, as deep as the heart of Syran’s flame, coil around him to obscure everything but those glittering eyes. A strange light flickers within them, and, once again, I’m reminded that whatever this is, this is not Demigod magic.

      This is something else.

      Something older.

      Something forgotten.

      A shudder runs through me, but I tamp it down. Whatever this creature is, I have made a promise to him, one that I intend to keep.

      He will grant me my freedom, and in return, I shall lead the Godslayer to her doom.

      I wonder how he’ll uphold his end of the bargain. The walls of the cell are far too thick for my powers to shift, and all of my many attempts to breach the grimy surface of the rock have produced little more than dust and loose mortar. Perhaps my friend is stronger, or maybe he has another avenue of escape in mind for me.

      Before I can ponder this further, he asks, “Will you do as you agreed?”

      “I will bring death to the Godslayer,” I vow. The thought of watching her lowborn features slacken in the face of oblivion has me baring my teeth in something that festers between a grin and a snarl. When I make my promise, I feel as sure as the ground beneath my feet. “I swear it to you.”

      The thing in the darkness blinks. For a moment, I worry that this is all some cruel trick and that I’ll be locked away in this place forever, but then my savior extends one shadowy hand toward me.

      “Come, Lady Ressa,” he offers. “Your freedom awaits.”

      I do not want to take his hand. The fine hairs on the back of my neck rise at the very thought of my skin brushing against this unnatural thing, but I cannot afford to be impolite, not when my deliverance is at stake.

      Ignoring the way my fingers shake as I step toward him, I place my palm in his. Where I thought he would be solid or cold, he simply feels like nothing, no different from empty air. Mollified, I offer a demure smile and say, “Thank you, my friend.”

      While I can’t feel the shape of his hand against mine, I do recognize the tugging sensation as he leads me forward to the door of the cell. His touch and guidance leave a strange impression on me, one that turns my stomach in a most unpleasant way. But I don’t dare voice it as we stop at the threshold of my prison.

      Excitement rises in my chest now, replacing my unease. Will he tear the door from its very hinges? Never has such a thing happened in the dungeons of the Celestial Court, and I find the mere thought of it oddly enticing.

      “Close your eyes,” he croons.

      Once again, I am reminded of how unnatural my companion is. Everything within me screams to keep my gaze fixed on him, and I’m gripped with an awful surety that something terrible will happen if I look away.

      And yet, is my own existence not equally aberrant?

      I do not belong down here in the darkness with the rats and the crawling things. I am Lady Ressa of the Celestial Court, the rightful betrothed of Syran, who now sits on his father’s throne. Would the other Demigod nobles shy away from me now if they were to see me in the light of day? Would they think me a wretch, or a traitor?

      Yes. I believe they would.

      Perhaps this dark, blinking creature is not so different from me after all.

      And so I close my eyes.

      The memory of Syran’s poisoned flame dances in the empty space behind my lids. I recall how his fire leaped the night the stars crossed him to the Godslayer, as though it was reaching for the very heavens.

      Will he ever reach for me again?

      Or will it always be her?

      I grind my teeth together so that I don’t snap out at the air.

      The Godslayer must die.

      This resolution grips so tight that I almost forget that there’s supposed to be a door here until it’s too late. I flinch, expecting to bump into the cold, solid bars of the cell, but there’s only empty air.

      How is this possible? We take one more step and then another, but there’s no resistance. Surely we must be past the threshold?

      Unable to control myself any longer, I open my eyes and glance behind me.

      The barred door of my cell, along with everything in it, stands closed at my back. And at my front…

      “Freedom,” I whisper.

      The dismal corridor stretches on either side of me, unimpeded, both directions leading off into the murk. Barred doors line the walls, and behind them, I can just barely make out the shapes of prisoners lying in their cots. In the distance, low chatter and the telltale scrape of armor betray the presence of the guards.

      Guards.

      They will have to be dealt with. Perhaps my escort can assist me further. I turn to him, the question already forming on my lips, but no eyes glint from the darkness at my side.

      He is gone.

      I am alone.

      “No matter,” I mutter to myself. I have no blade, but this whole palace is built on a foundation of stone. The only weapons I require are in the very walls. All I need is to find the right piece.

      Closing my eyes once again, I lift my hands and call on my powers. The moonstone and quartz, the very bedrock of the Celestial Court, whisper back. There’s a crack at my feet, one that gouges several inches into the floor. There’s something down there.

      Something sharp.

      I open my eyes and focus on the stone shard. My powers are weak, and it takes everything within me to draw the wicked sliver from the depths of the crevice. By the time the jagged stone shard falls into my hands, sweat crawls down the nape of my neck, and my body sags from the effort. I so desperately want to sink to the floor and rest, but there is still much to be done.

      My friend may have helped me conquer one obstacle in my path, but there are others. By the laughter that erupts from somewhere around the corner, I’d guess at least a pair.

      I confirm my suspicions by creeping to the end of the corridor and risking a quick glance around the corner, where two Celestial Knights lounge in their pompous golden armor and gossip like Starless hags around a cooking fire.

      As a lady of the Celestial Court, I prefer not to bloody my own hands. Still, I can’t deny how wonderfully heavy the stone shard feels against my palms. What will it feel like to bring it down, to feel it tear through skin and muscle and bone?

      But then I think of the Godslayer and how she cleaved through bodies with that monstrous greatsword like they were nothing. The last time I saw her, she had blood in her hair and all manner of viscera coating her armor.

      No.

      I will not be like her. These guards must die, but I will not debase myself in the process.

      With my mind made up, I summon what little remains of my strength and urge the moonstone shard to rise from my palms. The jagged end glints in the gloom. With a flick of my wrist, I send it flying around the corner in a shining arc.

      The first guard barely has time to cry out, and even then, his surprised shout is cut off by a heavy, wet thud. My breath hitches at the sound and, for a moment, my focus breaks. But the rattle of armor as the second Celestial Knight jumps to attention is enough for me to raise my hands once more.

      This next strike is easier, even though it saps the very last of my strength. I barely cringe, even when the clatter of the guard’s armor as his body falls to the ground echoes through the corridor.

      Still, it takes me several seconds to compose myself before I’m ready to step around the corner. And when I do, I freeze when I catch sight of the sheer amount of blood that seeps into the moonstone at my feet.

      At first, hot horror flickers through my bones, but then I imagine the Godslayer lying there instead of those golden-clad soldiers, and the tension in my chest eases.

      Though I killed these guards, the Godslayer is the one responsible for their deaths. Did she really think she could snatch Syran and the throne so cruelly from me without consequence? Does she understand the price she will pay for how she’s wronged me?

      Not yet, but she will.

      She will.

      Laughter bubbles up in my throat, but I swallow it down. I have to be silent now, like a shadow, like a flame. My powers are spent, and I can’t risk being caught after coming so far.

      But the giddiness doesn’t leave me as I creep ever upward through the dungeons until I eventually find myself in the lowest level of the main palace.

      From here, I know how to weave unseen through the corridors and hidden places that even Syran isn’t aware of. I know that the door leading to the rear gardens is always left unlocked and unattended, and I know how I crave the feeling of the sunlight hitting my skin for the first time in months when I step out onto the grass. I know that the woods are right there in the distance, and they’ll keep me safe from the prying eyes and flashing swords of the Celestial Knights.

      I know that I am free.

      And I know that the Godslayer is going to die.
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      Lyanndra

      

      The air is cool and smells of steel.

      I slide along the ground, the worn soles of my boots kicking up clouds of dust as I duck low beneath the falling blade of one of my opponents. A second later, his sword crashes down in the dirt where I was just standing, missing me entirely.

      The failed swing gives me the opening I need. Ignoring the deep thrum of my heart as it pounds against my ribs, I dart in close to the soldier’s back and swipe my own longsword out at the meat of his thighs. The dulled blade doesn’t pierce his armor, but there’s enough force behind the blow to send him reeling forward onto his hands and knees. His helmet tumbles off, revealing brown hair that hangs limply around his face. Blood drips from his nose down onto the dirt below.

      One down.

      Four to go.

      Steel flashes at the edge of my vision, and I spin just in time to parry the horizontal strike designed to cut me off at the ribs. My blade squeals against this new knight’s sword as I use the momentum of my weapon to push my attacker off balance. He stumbles to the side, clipping one of his compatriots in the shoulder as he goes.

      That fumbling moment gives me the time to gain some much needed ground. But my relief is short lived as the other two soldiers close in to flank me.

      I turn to face them.

      If I had my greatsword, I could cut them both down in a single swing, but my favored weapon is currently stowed away in Syran’s chambers, far from the reach of my gauntleted hands. Instead, I’m stuck with this scrawny little longsword, which feels more like a child’s toy than an instrument of death as I heft it in my palms. Still, I’ve faced more enemies with worse tools at my disposal. This time will be no different.

      Knowing that the element of surprise is my best strategy here, I stand my ground as my opponents prepare to strike. Let them make the first move. Let them show me their weaknesses.

      Sure enough, they rush forward in tandem, aiming to converge upon me in a coordinated attack. Normally, I’d dance backward out of range, but I’m hotly aware of the other two soldiers I left behind, and so I instead fling myself forward in a quick roll.

      I only just manage to squeeze between the tightening pincers of their combined blades. The move carries me past them and to their rear, and, before they can even process the nature of my evasion, I’m on my feet again.

      Spinning on my heel, I bring the hilt of my sword down on the small of one knight’s back. He hasn’t even hit the ground before I do the same to the second. Both men collapse into the dirt, gasping in pain.

      They don’t get up again.

      Two left.

      When I turn to face my last remaining opponents, I find that both of them have recovered from the effects of my earlier parry. We circle one another now, sizing each other up.

      What must they think of me?

      I’m wearing my distinctive tarnished armor, and my dragonhide leathers underneath. Gleaming scales, each inlaid upon the blackened steel by Syran’s careful hands after the death of the usurper, glint in the thinning evening light. My black cloak is draped at my shoulders, and the golden helm sits atop my head, a beacon and a threat.

      I am the Godslayer.

      I was carved out on the battlefield and baptized in ash.

      I will not relent.

      I will not fall.

      Behind the visor of my helm, I bare my teeth in a silent growl. I killed a king. I felled a god. I am more than these two men who quake before me in the golden shells of their armor.

      They seem to know it, too, because their hands tremble as they raise their swords. My own blade remains steady and sure in the face of this final battle.

      This time, I move first. I feint forward and raise my longsword like I’m going to rush them, but as soon as they rally toward where they think I’ll strike, I pivot to the side.

      There’s no time for them to change course. By the time they even realize what I’m doing, I manage to slap the flat of my blade against the side of the closest soldier’s helmet. The impact rings out with a metallic thud, and the sword slips from his slackening grasp while the shockwaves shudder up my arms and into my shoulders.

      One left.

      I grab the last knight by the shoulder, spin him around, and plant my knee squarely in his crotch.

      A high-pitched whine sounds from the depths of his helmet, and then he, too, crumples.

      I step back and lower my sword.

      My heart pounds from the adrenaline of the fight. Beneath the plates of my armor, my chest heaves as I struggle to catch my breath. Blood roars in my ears. The sides of my helm seem to close in on me, squeezing, suffocating my entire world down to a single rushing point.

      A year ago, I would have suffered through this bout of madness at the cost of concealing the truth of me, but things are different now.

      I am a knight, I am the Godslayer, and I am a woman.

      There is nothing left of me to hide.

      So it is without hesitation that I spear my sword into the hard ground before I fumble with the clasp beneath my chin and finally pull the golden helm from my head.

      Cool air licks my skin, soothing the sweat that beads on my forehead and at the nape of my neck. I immediately feel less claustrophobic. Half of my hair, which I had braided tightly to my scalp before the fight, has escaped. Now, the wayward locks fall into my face in a golden tangle. I must look a mess, but at least I’m not rolling on the ground moaning and clutching my unmentionables.

      Giving that particular soldier a little more time to regain his dignity, I leave my sword where it is and stroll over to the nearest Celestial Knight. This is the first one I struck, and now he sits on the ground, nursing a bloodied nose.

      What was his name again? Wayre, I think. The cream-colored mantle he wears betrays his Demigod heritage and his skills as a healer.

      I stop before him and offer him my hand. He stares at it, then me, for a long moment before he finally slaps his gauntlet into mine and allows me to haul him to his feet.

      “Well met, Godslayer,” he says, though his tone is somewhat sheepish.

      I acknowledge him with a nod.

      Wayre isn’t the best fighter among Syran’s prospective generals. This Celestial Knight was the first to yield to me in this latest trial, and he did so with little resistance. And while his style is competent, it’s also predictable, which makes him a better fit for a well-organized battalion than a command role.

      Still, he was also the first to get back to his feet, and I admire the respect he shows in the face of such a humiliating loss.

      I can’t say the same about the others.

      Mallan, the one I hit over the head, is Starless, like me. He certainly proved his valor while fighting against Kartas’ forces in the Battle of Nexus, but he’s hotheaded and brash, and he challenges me every chance he gets. I’m not sure if it’s because I best him every time we spar or because I’m a woman. Seeing how he glares at me now, I think maybe it’s both.

      The three remaining soldiers are all Demigods. Noros has some control over temperature, but he can do little more than make an opponent sweat or shiver in their armor. Syran tells me that Irtas can manipulate water, but I have yet to see those powers for myself. And Orobos, the one moaning on the ground, glows ever so slightly in the dark, though I’m not sure what, exactly, that’s supposed to achieve.

      None of these men have the makings of a general. Other than Wayre, I know how they talk of me when they think I cannot hear. And while my armor is impervious to both steel and the crude remarks they make about my body, I have little tolerance for those who would so quickly speak ill of their own comrades.

      Luckily, I don’t have to deal with them for much longer. Just as Wayre wanders away to help Mallan to his feet, the evening bell tolls, signaling dinner for the soldiers. I wave them away in a formal dismissal, glad to be rid of them.

      Once they’re gone, I turn and survey the training grounds. In the twilight, the vast space beside the palace feels desolate. I think about how Syran spread Kartas’ ashes here so many months ago. Am I standing on what’s left of the usurper right now?

      Perhaps that notion should make me uneasy, but it doesn’t. Kartas betrayed my crossed star and my kingdom. I only brought him justice in the end.

      I linger until the shadows begin to seep into darkness. Only then do I move to retrieve my sparring longsword, with its blunt and harmless edges, from where it rises from the ground like a grave marker. But as soon as I touch the hilt, a strange heat wells beneath my gauntlet, signaling that I’m no longer alone.

      A grin creeps across my face.

      The Lord of the Midnight Flame has arrived.

      I pull the sword from the ground and turn to face my latest opponent.

      Syran.

      King of Alastria and the Celestial Court, Lord of the Midnight Flame, my crossed star–all of those versions of him belong to me.

      Untamed desire floods every inch of me as I drink in the sight of him. He’s a golden vision in his royal armor, a collapsing star against the backdrop of his matte black cloak. I know that the back boasts the emblem of our joint rule, stitched in gold. The flame of his red hair is tied back from his face with a strip of leather, and further tamed by the jagged black crest of his crown. Beneath, brilliant green eyes survey me with heat that contradicts the cool mask of his features.

      I know what Syran wants.

      I think I’ll give it to him.

      Tossing my golden helm aside, I brandish my blade in a silent challenge. He meets it by drawing his own sword in one hand. A coil of black flame, as beautiful as it is deadly, snakes around the other.

      For a moment, we’re still, just two celestial bodies orbiting one another in the darkness.

      My crossed star is the first to move. He surges forward in a flash of steel and fire, but I dodge easily to the side and then dip under the midnight sparks that skitter in his wake.

      It’s my turn now. I jab to his left, forcing Syran to step in the opposite direction to avoid my blade. And when he does, I clip him in the shin with the toe of my boot, earning a hissed breath and a burning glance.

      When he lunges again, I bring my blade up to parry his. Using his height to his advantage, he slides his sword up and locks his hilt with mine in an attempt to disarm me.

      But I’ve been short all my life, and I know how to foil such simple tricks.

      I simply let my knees buckle and drop all my weight into my sword arm.

      The sudden burden on his weapon draws both of our blades down far enough that I’m able to slip mine free and use the hilt to butt him in the chest while he’s off balance.

      Surprise flashes across Syran’s face as he loses his footing and falls flat on his back in the dirt. I’m on him in an instant, my legs straddling his hips as I press the blunt blade of my longsword against his neck.

      “Do you yield?” I ask.

      He smirks up at me. “For you? Always.”

      Then it’s my turn to be surprised as he flips us over so that I’m pinned underneath him, though the blade of my weapon remains digging into his jugular. And there’s something else, something very distinct, digging into my thigh as well.

      “Do you yield?” Syran demands, punctuating the question with a roll of his hips.

      My breath rushes out in a hot gasp as I stare up at him defiantly. “Only if you make me.”

      Never one to back down from a challenge, Syran growls and grabs my wrist, finally forcing my blade away from his throat. Then his lips are on mine, just in time to swallow up the moan that slides from my mouth as he thrusts his hips once more.

      Far too soon, he breaks the kiss, only to bring his lips to the shell of my ear. “Will you let me take you right here?” he whispers.

      I shiver, both from the feeling of his heated breath on my cheek and the request he’s made of me. Part of me longs to say yes, to give in to his desire.

      It’s dark. Everybody is already at dinner, far from the training grounds.

      But a vicious splinter of logic forces me to remember the vulgar things the Celestial Knights mutter about me when they think they’re alone, how they speculate that I’ve only won Syran’s admiration through my performance in his bed, and I shake my head.

      “Take me to your chambers,” I say. “I want you all to myself.”

      “Our chambers,” Syran corrects. He presses a searing kiss to the crook of my neck, earning him a wholly undignified gasp, and I grin.

      Ours.

      Our chambers.

      Our kingdom.

      Our crown.
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      Syran

      

      Lyanndra is mine.

      I knew it when I first took her in our dreams, and I am only more certain of it now as I capture her lips in a punishing kiss.

      Her back is pressed flat against the marble wall of our chambers, and her legs, now bare, are hiked up around my hips. She’s entirely naked against the golden planes of my armor, and I long to feel more of her, but my need to ravage her upon our arrival was far too strong for me to bother undressing. Even stripping her down to her smallclothes seemed to take an unbearable eternity, as did the process of unlacing my trousers.

      Still, I accept this grueling punishment without complaint. It’s enough to feel her slick heat around my cock as I thrust into her again and again. And when she struggles to find purchase against the cool stone of the wall as I fuck her, that only serves to excite me more, for I can think of no greater honor than for a woman as wild as the Godslayer to relinquish the control of her pleasure to me.

      And when she tilts her head back and moans, “Syran,” I know that as much as she is mine, I, in turn, belong only to her.

      I want to show her that. I need her to understand that the ache I feel for her goes deeper than the mere will of the stars.

      With great regret, I wrap my arms around her waist and ease out of her. She growls at the sudden loss, but I don’t give her time to complain before I whisk her over to the waiting surface of our bed. Then I’m back inside of her, hissing with pleasure as her dull nails scrabble over the smooth surface of my armor at the sudden intrusion.

      In this position, Lyanndra is able to meet me thrust for thrust. The grip of her powerful thighs around my waist is ferocious, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I think about how I watched from the palace windows as she effortlessly obliterated five of my best Celestial Knights earlier today, and how the same arms responsible for those powerful swings of her longsword clutch me now, and I start to unravel.

      This woman has killed for me.

      She’s lived for me, too.

      And by the stars, the way her hazel eyes flashed with raw power when she pinned me down on the training grounds will never leave me for as long as my heart still beats.

      The phantom edge of her remembered blade presses into my neck, and I groan as heat pools in my palms. My hands fist into the black silk sheets as I draw my cock out of her until only the tip teases her entrance. And just as Lyanndra opens her mouth to admonish me, I slam back into her, so that all that spills from her lips is a low whine.

      I torment her as she’s punished me, drawing out her pleasure until she’s nothing but a shuddering mess beneath me.

      Only then do I let her peak.

      She shatters on my cock, which, in turn, drives me over the edge. A snarl rips from my throat as I empty everything I am into her. My black flame blazes in my very soul, and it’s all I can do to channel it out and into my hands. Sparks singe the sheets where I clutch them between my desperate fingers.

      I am consumed.

      I am ash.

      And then I collapse on top of her, thoroughly spent.

      We lay there, panting, for a long moment. Finally, I gather enough strength to roll off her, and Lyanndra sighs as I settle in beside her and pull her close.

      But then, as she curls into the hard surface of my armor, she wrinkles her nose. “What’s that smell?” she asks. “Is something burning?”

      I smirk and nod down at the sheets. Two perfect, smoking handprints are singed into the black silk on either side of where I fucked her soundly into the mattress.

      “Again?” she teases.

      “They’re a casualty of our battle,” I toss back. “Proof that you bested me once again.”

      She rolls her eyes, but her barely suppressed grin gives away how pleased she is that she managed to debase me so thoroughly. Then she melts back into my side and tucks her face into the crook of my neck.

      Comfortable silence descends over us as we bask in the glow of our union. I trace one finger over the curve of her hip, and she shivers at the contact. She’s so vulnerable like this. Naked and dozing, it’s hard to picture her in the bulk of her armor or hacking away with her monstrous greatsword. To see her stripped down, and to know that I am the only one she trusts to view her in such a state, makes me want her all the more.

      Something tender tugs in my chest, and I’m once again reminded that whatever this is that’s growing between us is something far past lust or fate.

      And I think that what I feel for her has a name, and when it rushes into me all at once, I cannot deny it.

      I know what this is.

      I know.

      What I feel for her is lo…

      Lyanndra sighs and pushes herself up on her elbows. The movement shakes me from my thoughts, and I turn my head to watch her as she sits up fully and stretches her arms high above her head until her shoulders pop. Between the excellent silhouette of her chest and the small, contented sound that hums from her lips, I can’t hold back the second round of desire that sets my blood aflame.

      But before I can act on it, my crossed star slips from the bed and strides in all her naked glory toward the washroom. I openly admire the curve of her ass as she goes. From there, my eyes can’t help but slide down to where the evidence of our passion drips lewdly down her thighs.

      Noticing where my heated gaze has landed, Lyanndra glances over her shoulder at me and smirks. A second later, she disappears across the threshold of the washroom, presumably to clean herself up.

      Normally, I’d enthusiastically assist her with that particular task, but it’s late and I’m hungry. Given that the Godslayer has never been one to turn down a meal, I ring for a servant and send the lad down to the kitchens to fetch enough food for a small army. By the time Lyanndra reemerges, still clad in absolutely nothing at all, I’ve got a variety of her favorite dishes laid out and waiting for her.

      “Do we have a new general yet?” I inquire when she’s once again settled down beside me, this time with a full plate balanced on her lap.

      She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t trust any of them to clean the latrines, let alone lead an army.”

      “You do realize that those five are, by far, the most talented soldiers in our ranks?” I point out. Yet, I have to concede that she has a point. None of these Celestial Knights could ever fill the void that Kartas left behind, in skill or in camaraderie.

      “I’d hate to see our worst,” she jests through a mouthful of roasted fish. She chews thoughtfully, swallows, and then nudges my leg with her bare foot. “Wayre,” she states, her tone once again serious. “His skill is… adequate. But he shows some promise, I think.”

      I wonder how she reached that conclusion. In my mind, Wayre is the weakest candidate I’ve put before her so far. Wasn’t he the first to fall to her dulled blade this evening? No, Mallan or Orobos would be my top choices. Both men have shown a rare combination of sense and fortitude on the battlefield, and I find Orobos in particular to be quite genial in times of peace.

      Then again, I admit that perhaps my judgment is not as sound as the Godslayer’s. After all, Kartas deceived me for many years, as did Ressa. What does my crossed star see in these knights that I do not?

      But it seems I won’t receive these answers tonight. Lyanndra practically inhales her food, which is understandable considering how many hours she spent training and sparring. And as soon as she pushes her plate aside, her eyelids start to droop.

      I clear the remaining dishes away so she can rest, and then I finally begin the process of removing my armor. By the time I’ve changed into a loose pair of sleeping trousers, Lyanndra is already snoring lightly amid the singed silk sheets.

      My heart thrills at the sight of her.

      She really is the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. She’s short, but powerfully built, a far cry from the slim frame idealized by the ladies of the Celestial Court. Every inch of her is forged for combat, from the corded muscles of her arms and thighs to the wide spread of her shoulders. Her features, too, intrigue me. That aquiline nose, those hazel eyes that flicker back and forth beneath her closed lids, and the set of her mouth all draw me in, especially against the golden backdrop of her hair.

      I crawl into bed beside her and turn on my side so I can watch the way her chest rises and falls as she breathes. How lucky am I that the stars crossed me to such a unique and untamed creature?

      It seems unfathomable now that I once sought to make her smaller than she was, to fit her into the shape of what I thought a woman should be.

      Now, I wouldn’t want her any other way.

      She is the Godslayer.

      She is my crossed star.

      And soon, she will be my queen.

      My cock stirs as I imagine her riding me while wearing nothing but a golden crown, and I struggle to push the fantasy aside.

      We have to wed first.

      Torran has scheduled the ceremony for the Winter Solstice, in honor of the date we formed our alliance against the usurper. The old Demigod doesn’t need to know that it’s also the same night we consummated our bond. At least he seems content to shoulder most of the burden of planning the celebration, which is a task that would have historically fallen on Kartas.

      A pang of grief echoes through me at the memory of my cousin. At times like these, I wish he were still here by my side, with his quick tongue and steadfast nature. But I remind myself that the façade he showed me was just that. He hid his treachery well, but it was still festering just beneath the surface. Every thought of him is tainted now.

      It’s as if I mourn who he wasn’t, rather than who he was.

      I shake my head, as though that will dislodge my morbid thoughts, and then focus back on the woman sleeping soundly in my bed. Desire once again overpowers the darkness that wells within me as I drink in the sight of her.

      I’ve long since memorized the curves and angles of her, from the swell of her breasts to the slope of her shoulders. My eyes linger on the scars that litter her body, proof of her many victories, and a handful of losses, in battle. Notably, she has none on her back, which is unusual in a warrior.

      Is it because nobody has ever been able to sneak up on her?

      Or is it a mark of honor, a sign that she never turns her back on an enemy?

      Perhaps it’s both, I decide as my eyes skim over the familiar patchwork of scars.

      Several shiny patches of skin lick up her forearms, which are easily recognizable as well-healed burns. She’s never told me where she got them, but I’d be a fool to assume that they didn’t have something to do with the dragonhide leathers she wears.

      Further down, there’s a clean, clipped scar low on her belly. From the neatness of the wound, I surmise that it was made by a relatively small blade, probably a knife. But Lyanndra speaks little of this one, too, and has only ever acknowledged it by confirming that somebody stabbed her many years ago during a confrontation in a tavern.

      The ragged starburst on one thigh, however, is less of a mystery. According to Lyanndra, she received this particular wound in one of her first battles against my father’s forces. She was so frightened of being found out as a woman that she limped away and pulled the arrow from her leg to avoid revealing her secret. It’s a wonder that it healed as well as it did, though I’m glad for it.

      And then, of course, there’s the puckered scar I left on her ribs with my flaming sword.

      Shame floods through me at the memory of how I nearly killed her. She glared at me with such hatred back then, such defiance. I recall the horror when I realized what I had done, how it rose in my throat like bile, like a scream.

      I shake my head once more. There’s no use in dwelling in the past. Lyanndra has forgiven me for what I did to her. Why can’t I do the same?

      As if sensing my troubled thoughts, my crossed star stirs in bed beside me, though she does not wake. Once again, I’m reminded that this woman has chosen to remain by my side in spite of everything, in spite of me.

      I shift closer to her and drape one arm over her sleeping form, pulling her into my chest. I nuzzle my nose into her hair and breathe in the battlefield scent of her. She’s here, she’s real, and she’s mine.

      Reassured, I press a tender kiss to her forehead and then allow my eyes to close as sleep begins to dull my senses.

      Lyanndra is here.

      She’s not going anywhere.
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      Lyanndra

      

      I wake to total darkness.

      For a moment, I struggle to remember where I am.

      My bedroll?

      An inn?

      Wherever this is, it’s immediately obvious to me that I’m wearing absolutely nothing, which means that I’m vulnerable.

      That I’m in danger.

      But then the familiar scent of ash fills my nose, and I finally register the liquid silk of the sheets against my bare skin, and I realize that I’m in Syran’s bed. His well-muscled arm is curled around my waist, holding me tight against his broad chest. The familiar warmth of his breath fans out over the shell of my ear.

      I sag into the comfortable nest of his arms and sigh.

      Safe.

      I’m safe.

      Still, my heartbeat doesn’t slow. I draw in a shallow breath and listen to the wind as it rattles through the open balcony doors. I can’t explain it, but I feel that something is off.

      Something is wrong.

      Tamping down the urge to panic, I scan the room, searching for anything strange or unfamiliar that could have woken me.

      The darkness feels more oppressive now. The black flame that flickered in the fireplace when I dozed off is down to shadowy embers, and the many candles littered throughout the space have long since been snuffed out. On any other night, the marble walls of Syran’s bedchamber would be awash in moonlight, but one glance toward the balcony doors and the bruise-colored clouds that blot out the sky beyond tells me everything I need to know.

      A peal of thunder rumbles in the distance. Seconds later, the first drops of rain patter against the side of the palace.

      It’s only a storm.

      The snarled knot of tension in my chest finally ebbs away.

      I sigh again and burrow deeper into the comfort of my crossed star’s arms. I feel like a fool. What would my people think of me if they knew that the great and terrible Godslayer panicked in the face of a little thunder?

      At least Syran wouldn’t think less of me.

      Still, I’m glad that he isn’t awake to witness my most recent flirtation with madness. He remains still and silent at my back, a solidly reassuring presence. I close my eyes and try to time my breathing to his as I will my heartbeat to slow.

      But I cannot relax.

      Lightning streaks outside, so bright that the flash is visible even behind my closed eyelids, and then another roll of thunder growls through the night. This time, it’s close enough that I feel the vibrations in my very bones. At the same moment, the rain intensifies. The scent of it swirls on the cool wind that blusters in through the open doors of the balcony.

      Once again, the surety that something is wrong grips me with creeping fingers.

      I open my eyes and sit up.

      At first glance, everything in the room appears normal. Nothing’s moved since I fell asleep. Even the door to the washroom still stands open, exactly as I left it earlier.

      So why do I feel like I’m being watched?

      Over the cacophony of the storm, I know I won’t be able to hear breathing or movement even if I try, so I focus on using my sight. Squinting in the low light, I struggle to discern what’s shadow and what’s not.

      For a moment, I can’t pick out anything suspicious, but then my eyes land on the far corner of the room where the darkness seems deeper somehow.

      Alive.

      A thrill of fear skitters up my spine. The air hitches in my chest as I stare into the shadows.

      There’s nothing there.

      Is there?

      And then the patch of darkness undulates in a wholly unnatural way that reminds me of breathing, and I know, I know, that there is something in the room with us.

      Is it a person? Could an animal have come in through the balcony doors?

      I don’t think so. Whatever it is doesn’t seem solid.

      But then what is it?

      Hopefully something that bleeds.

      I keep my eyes trained on the dark thing in the corner as I reach slowly over the edge of the bed. Even when my hand brushes the worn leather of the sheathed dagger I have stashed away beneath the mattress, I don’t dare blink. My fingers work blindly at the clasp, but this is not the first time I’ve done this in the dark, and I manage to draw the short, wicked blade with little trouble.

      With the hilt of the dagger pressed squarely in my palm, I get ready to strike.

      But before I can move, a fresh fork of lightning cuts through the night sky beyond the balcony doors, throwing the whole room into sharp relief for a single shard of a second.

      Two gleaming eyes stare at me from the corner.

      The thing blinks.

      And then the darkness returns with a roar of thunder in its wake, and I howl with it as I throw the dagger into the shadows.

      Everything happens all at once.

      Alerted by my primal yell, Syran jumps up before my blade even reaches its mark, black flames ready and coiled in his hands while he snarls blearily into the night. Across the room, the dagger careens into the marble wall and clatters down to the floor, indicating that I missed. But I’m already out of bed and flying toward the corner with my fists raised.

      “What?” Syran calls from behind me. His voice wells with the same panic that’s pumping through my veins. “What is it?”

      I throw my weight forward and swing at the thing in the corner. But the darkness simply dissolves to nothing beneath my knuckles, and then it’s too late to change course. My fist glances off the cold stone wall, and I howl again, this time in pain.

      “Lyanndra!” Syran closes the distance between us. His hand loops around my wrist, and he pulls me into him while a plume of black flame flickers to life in his free palm. The eerie glow illuminates his face and spills far enough outward that when I glance back into the corner, I can see clearly that there’s nothing there.

      Not anymore, at least.

      “What in the fucking stars is happening?” he demands in a voice heavy with fear and alarm. His eyes dart around the bedchamber as though he expects to see a great beast lurching out of the shadows at any second.

      “There was something here.” The words rush out of me in an urgent stream. “It was watching us, Syran. There was something here.”

      He doesn’t doubt me for a second. Instead, his flame surges outward from his body in serpentine tendrils to curl around the wicks of every single candle in the room. Almost immediately, the bedchamber is alight with flickering shadow.

      Clutching my throbbing hand to my chest, I spin around in a tight circle.

      There’s nothing here. From where I stand, I can even confirm that the washroom, too, is empty.

      Where did it go?

      How did it go?

      I could swear on the stars that it was right there when I punched it, but my hand passed through it like it was nothing. Now, all I have to show for my efforts is the stinging pain that blooms forth from my knuckles to radiate up my wrist.

      Still, Syran checks every single crack and crevice of the room. While he does that, I stoop down and retrieve my dagger from where it lies on the floor. The blade should have at least hit whatever the stars that thing was, but the steel is clean. Did the knife fly right through it like my fist did?

      “Whatever you saw, it’s gone now,” Syran states as he returns to me. “What was it?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him. “But it blinked at me.”

      “Blinked?”

      “I know how it sounds, but I saw it,” I insist.

      Syran glances down at my hands. In one, I hold the dagger, the same blade that I slid between his father’s ribs that fateful day on the battlefield. The other is streaming blood from the knuckles and swelling rapidly at the wrist.

      “I believe you,” he says softly, and I can tell he means it.

      Relief wells inside of me. The panic is starting to fade, and for the first time, I realize how cold it is in here with the rainy breeze whipping in from the balcony. A shiver runs through me, and Syran frowns. He strides to the washroom, where he retrieves his black velvet robe, and returns to wrap the heavy garment around my shoulders. Then he turns to the doors and pulls them shut, latching them securely against the weather.

      “Let me see,” he requests as he holds out his hands for my injured one.

      I do as he asks. I wince as his fingers brush over my split knuckles. An apology flashes over his face before he gently examines my hand first, then my wrist. It hurts, but the telltale, jagged pain of a broken bone is blissfully absent.

      “Just a sprain,” he confirms.

      I let him guide me back to the bed. While he fetches supplies from the washroom, I perch on the edge of the mattress and close my eyes as I try to recall everything I can about what I saw.

      It was dark, and it had eyes. Now that I can focus, I think it had the vaguest outline of a man. It wasn’t solid. And while I never saw it enter, I cannot fathom how it escaped so cleanly from Syran’s locked bedchamber.

      In all my years wandering Alastria, I’ve never come across anything quite like this.

      My thoughts fragment when Syran joins me once again. He places a basin of water on the floor beside my bare feet, and then he makes a second trip to the washroom to retrieve a roll of bandages, a washcloth, and various ointments.

      Finally, he kneels before me.

      “May I?” he asks, holding his hand out for my injured one.

      I oblige.

      He takes the washcloth, dips it in the water, and then carefully begins to dab at my split knuckles. It’s not lost on me that we’ve been in this position once before when he cleaned and bandaged my burned hands in his chambers so many months ago. I hated him then, or at least I thought I did.

      And now?

      I don’t even know what to call the heat that sparks in my chest at the mere thought of him.

      Does he feel it too?

      Does he understand how lost to him I am?

      I want to ask, but my crossed star speaks before I can.

      “I saw it, too,” Syran reveals. “Just before you ran over there. It was… dark.”

      My gaze flickers up to meet his.

      “What do you think it was?” I ask.

      He frowns. “I don’t know. Did it do this to you?” he presses, nodding down to my split knuckles.

      I shake my head. “I tried to hit it, but my hand went right through and into the wall. The dagger, too.”

      “And you saw it blink?”

      “Yes.”

      Syran’s expression only darkens further. “We should speak with Torran. If anybody will know what we saw, it’s him.”

      “First thing in the morning,” I agree. While I doubt either of us will be going back to bed tonight, there’s no use in waking the old Demigod now. He’s been rather fragile since Kartas put an arrow through his leg on the Winter Solstice. The least we can do is let him rest undisturbed.

      But sleep doesn’t seem to be in the stars for any of us tonight.

      Just as Syran finishes splinting my wrist, a frantic knock sounds on the door of his bedchamber.

      We share a disconcerted glance before he rises and crosses swiftly to the threshold. Who would dare disturb the King of Alastria at such a late hour? Or worse, the Godslayer?

      When Syran pulls the door open, I’m shocked to see Torran standing in the corridor just beyond the portal. He looks as he always does, dressed in his purple robes with his silver hair pulled neatly back in an intricate braid. His eyes, as blue as ice, pass over my crossed star to find mine.

      He nods, and then turns back to Syran.

      “Get dressed. Your presence is required in the dungeons,” he says urgently. He glances at me again and adds, “Both of you.”

      “Why?” I ask as I rise from the bed. Clutching Syran’s robe shut with my uninjured hand, I cross to join him in the doorway. “What’s happened?”

      A troubled look passes over the old Demigod’s face. “It’s Ressa,” he explains.

      Syran frowns. “Ressa? What about her?”

      “She’s gone.”
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      Syran

      

      Ressa’s gone.

      The words ring through my mind as I throw on the first tunic I can find.

      What does Torran mean, gone?

      Has she escaped?

      Did she perish?

      Combined with tonight’s mysterious visitor, news of my former betrothed’s apparent absence is most unwelcome. I feel unsteady and overwhelmed, like everything is crashing down around me. Desperate for some sense of stability, I glance over to Lyanndra.

      My crossed star is already dressed in her dragonhide leathers and is in the process of buckling on her tarnished armor. She moves confidently, as though she’s entirely unbothered by Torran’s revelation, but I know her well enough to catch the tension in her shoulders and the way she grimaces when she pulls her gauntlet over her injured hand.

      She had the chance to kill Ressa during the coup but chose not to. She never told me why. Does the Godslayer regret being merciful?

      Do I?

      The question plagues me as I take Lyanndra’s lead and retrieve my golden armor. By the time I place the heavy weight of my crown atop my head, she’s already got her sheathed greatsword strapped to her back over her cloak. Her golden helm rests in the crook of her arm. She looks every inch the fierce and formidable warrior I know her to be.

      Beneath her grim expression, does she feel as rattled as I do?

      When she reaches out with her uninjured hand and curls her fingers around mine, I know that she must, even if she doesn’t show it.

      We leave our chambers side by side, though Lyanndra’s grip loosens as we step out into the corridor where Torran awaits.

      “What happened?” I demand.

      The old Demigod shakes his head. “It’s better you see for yourself,” he replies. He shuffles past us before I can question him further. His gnarled cane taps hollowly along the marble floor as he starts toward the sweeping staircase. Lyanndra and I share a troubled glance before following close behind.

      Torran leads the way down to the dungeons. We whisk past the throne room and the library, and then the kitchens, until finally we find ourselves at a pair of reinforced iron doors tucked away at the very back of the palace. The guards stationed there look pale and on edge. They don’t meet my eye as they step aside for us, and they both flinch as the Godslayer strides past them.

      What in the stars is going on?

      If Torran won’t tell us, there’s only one way to find out.

      I push the iron doors open, revealing a jagged flight of stairs that descend like teeth into the bowels of the kingdom. Torches flicker on the walls. A foul smell wafts up from the passage, a noxious mixture of sweat, decay, and waste. It takes all of my decorum to keep my face schooled into a neutral mask, though Lyanndra seems to have no problem curling her lip in disgust.

      Torran is the first to venture across the threshold. In spite of my reservations, I hurry after him, and Lyanndra promptly falls into step beside me. The two guards on the door trail a short distance behind us.

      Our footsteps echo off the worn stone, which grows grimier with every step we take. Darkness closes in on us in spite of the flickering pools of light cast by the torches, and I find myself summoning my flame before we’re even halfway down the treacherous flight of steps. The midnight glow, however, does little to quell my growing unease.

      It’s been a long while since I’ve ventured this far into the depths of the Celestial Court. It strikes me that Lyanndra has probably never been to this part of the palace at all.

      A pang of guilt flashes through me as I recall how Kartas wanted to throw her into this dismal pit. I never agreed with him, but I did imprison my crossed star, even if it was within a gilded cage rather than a cramped cell. Was she ever afraid that I would toss her down here and forget her in the dark?

      Like I did with Ressa, I admit ashamedly.

      My conscience only sours further when I consider how I treated my former betrothed. I never loved her, and I should have had the courage to tell her sooner. Maybe I could have spared her some pain or from the many months she spent rotting away like the traitor she chose to become.

      But I don’t have time to dwell on the topic further, for, as we descend deeper into the underbelly of the palace, the sharp and unmistakable stench of blood assaults my nose.

      At my side, Lyanndra seems to notice it too. She reaches over her shoulder and curls her good hand around the hilt of her greatsword, though she does not yet draw her weapon. I do the same and palm the grip of my blade. My eyes scan the semidarkness for any sign of an attack, but all is quiet and still.

      And when we reach the bottom of the stairs, I understand why Torran wanted us to witness this scene for ourselves.

      There’s blood everywhere.

      Arterial spray paints the walls. There’s so much crimson pooled on the floor that some of the patches appear black in the low light. Two bodies, both clad in the golden armor of Celestial Knights, lie heaped in the corridor. The smell is so strong that it’s nearly unbearable, and I resist the urge to gag as I kneel next to the nearest corpse.

      I turn the dead guard over, and it’s immediately obvious what killed him. There’s a gaping wound in his neck. My stomach turns at the sight, and I quickly look away.

      The second soldier is in much the same condition. The only change is that the murder weapon remains lodged in this guard’s throat.

      “Stone?” Lyanndra asks as she crouches down beside me. She brushes the blunt end of the jagged shard with the tips of one gauntlet, sending a small plume of iridescent dust into the air.

      “Ressa,” I mutter. “It has to be.”

      My crossed star glances around, scanning the corridor for any signs of danger. “She might still be here,” she warns.

      Straightening up, I turn to guards who followed us down and command, “Sound the emergency bells. I want Celestial Knights searching every inch of Nexus. If Ressa’s in the city, you will find her.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” they acquiesce in tandem before they scurry back into the darkness from whence we came.

      When I’m sure they’re far enough away that they won’t be able to overhear us, I ask Torran, “How did this happen? When did this happen?”

      The old Demigod stares down at the corpses with a pained look. His face appears sallow and ancient in the dark light of my midnight flame. “The guards arrived to relieve these wretched souls at their shift change, only to find them… like this.” He waves his hands at the dead knights for emphasis. “They had the good sense to check the prisoners, and that’s when they discovered that Ressa’s cell was empty. I came to you as soon as I heard.”

      Lyanndra, who hasn’t moved from her position on the floor, traces one finger through the nearest patch of blood. “It’s been hours, at least,” she observes. “It’s all dry.” She finally stands and, turning to Torran, requests, “Take me to her cell.”

      “As you wish, Godslayer,” he concedes. “This way.”

      I linger behind as my crossed star follows our advisor further into the labyrinthine darkness of the dungeons. I trust Lyanndra to investigate thoroughly, and I will do the same. Surely, somebody saw something, even down here where the light doesn’t reach?

      The nearest cells all stand empty, but the first one around the next sharp twist of the corridor is occupied. A man, surprisingly clean for such a wretched place, peers out from the other side of the barred door. He meets my gaze with a scowl at first, but, when his eyes alight on the crown I wear atop my head, his expression loosens into hot fear.

      “Your Highness,” he mumbles as he drops his head in deference.

      We are past such pretenses, I think, but I do not voice that opinion. Instead, I say, “There has been… an incident.”

      The prisoner nods down at the filthy floor of his cell. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Did you witness it?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Tell me,” I prompt. “What did you see?”

      The wretched creature shuffles his feet against the grimy stone and answers, “A woman, Your Highness. The Lady Ressa.”

      My eyes sharpen in the dark.

      “She had a touch of madness about her,” he continues. “She was talking to herself before she killed them.”

      That doesn’t surprise me. I’m well aware from the guards’ reports that Ressa’s grip on reality has lessened over time, though I admit that I did not expect her to devolve into an outright murderess.

      “And how did she slay the guards?” I ask. This question is purely a test. While I think this Demigod speaks the truth, he is still a criminal. He has nothing to gain from his honesty, but he does serve to benefit from telling me what he thinks I want to hear. What might he request in exchange for information? A pardon, perhaps? A lighter sentence for his transgressions?

      But the prisoner only replies, “She used her powers, Your Highness.”

      Ah.

      Perhaps integrity is not lost down here after all.

      Now that I’m confident this Demigod isn’t trying to deceive me, I decide it’s time to pry deeper for the information I truly seek. “What else did you see?” I inquire. “Was she alone?”

      “Alone, Your Highness. I only saw her walk past and kill the guards. Then she left.” He points in the direction of the stairs leading up to the glittering palace above.

      Disappointment creeps through me. I hoped for more information, but this Demigod isn’t the only prisoner locked away down here. Maybe the others will be more helpful.

      But alas, I’m horribly mistaken. The next few criminals I pass, two men and a woman, are all asleep on their cots, and the last occupant of the cell before I reach Ressa’s is nothing more than a gibbering mess.

      Ignoring the prisoner’s mad ravings, I continue on to the small, cramped space that served as Ressa’s quarters until earlier today. Torran stands against the far wall, his shocking blue eyes affixed to Lyanndra as she carefully inspects the interior of the cell.

      “Any theories on how she escaped?” I ask my crossed star.

      “She shouldn’t have been able to,” she replies. “The door was locked from the outside. There’s no damage or sign of tampering.”

      Confusion rises in my gut as I inspect the lock. Sure enough, Lyanndra is right. The metal is sound. There aren’t any scratches or dents, no indication that it had ever been opened at all.

      “So you’re saying that she, what? Walked through the wall?” I question.

      “No,” she answers grimly. “I’m saying that somebody let her out and locked the door again behind her.”

      Cold realization hits me in the chest as I register the implications of the Godslayer’s words. Unbidden, the memory of Kartas admitting to sending the courtiers after Lyanndra in the infirmary surfaces to the forefront of my mind, and my shock quickly boils over to hot rage.

      “You think one of the guards released her?” I utter.

      She seems to pick up on my dangerous shift in mood, for her expression darkens. “Perhaps. Did any courtiers have access to the dungeons? She may still have friends in the palace.”

      “All of the traitors are dead,” I say in a tone more clipped than Lyanndra deserves. I want to believe that I wiped clean all insubordination in one fell blow after the failed coup. I want to believe that my kingdom is safe, and that my crossed star is, too.

      “That we know of.” Lyanndra’s hazel eyes meet mine in the semidarkness. The challenge in them is clear. She thinks that a Demigod is behind this.

      I agree.

      Yet, I cannot bring myself to say it aloud, so I turn to Torran and ask, “Has anybody been down here other than the guards?”

      The old Demigod shakes his head. “No visitors, as you ordered. The guards report that she barely spoke to them, either. I don’t see any opportunity for her to, shall we say, form alliances.”

      Then how did she escape?

      Various possibilities rush through my mind, but I dismiss them all quickly. She had help, of that I’m certain, but from who?

      Lyanndra comes up beside me and places her uninjured hand on my forearm. Her gauntlet is heavy against my armor, as though weighted by her own dark thoughts.

      “There’s nothing more we can do down here,” she says quietly. “If somebody did aid Ressa, they’re long gone. We’re better off overseeing the search.”

      “You’re right,” I affirm, though I feel defeated by the acknowledgement.

      She squeezes my arm once more before slipping her hand down to the crook of my elbow. And while I’m always proud to escort her, her closeness is particularly comforting in this dreadful place.

      Once again, Torran leads the way, this time out of the dungeons instead of into their depths. As we pass by the cell across from Ressa’s, the ramblings of the Demigod inside reach a fever pitch. I tune them out and keep walking, but Lyanndra stops short.

      For a moment, I don’t understand why, but then I realize that she’s listening to the piteous rantings with her head cocked attentively to the side.

      “Darkness and shadow, alive, alive,” the prisoner chants. “Alive, alive, alive….”

      I open my mouth to speak, to explain to Lyanndra that it’s just some poor wretch clenched between the rabid jaws of madness, but she holds up one hand to silence me before I can begin.

      “Eyes in the dark, alive, alive, blinking, alive….”

      Ice creeps through my veins as I remember what Lyanndra said earlier.

      It blinked at me.

      And I saw it, whatever the thing was. It was like a shadow, like a patch of darkness thicker than the rest. And it moved like it was sentient, like it was breathing.

      Like it was alive.

      The prisoner’s voice rises to a piercing wail that echoes through the stone corridor in a shrieking tide. “She talked to the shadows, she did! And they blinked back, they watched, and they talked, and the dark was alive! Alive! Alive! Alive!”

      Lyanndra’s gaze rises to meet mine. I see my own fear reflected back at me there as she, too, comes to realize the scope of this.

      Ressa’s flight is far more sinister than one escaped prisoner.

      Whatever was in our chambers tonight was down here, too.

      And if this thing can disappear in an instant, if blades and fists pass right through it, then what else can it do?

      I can’t even begin to answer that question, but I know one thing for certain.

      Whatever this creature is, it is no friend of ours.
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      Lyanndra

      

      The whole of Nexus seems to be holding its breath.

      Weeks have passed since Ressa’s bloody escape from the dungeons, and we’re still no closer to finding her than we were the night she fled. The guards we sent out to scour the palace and the city beyond uncovered some signs of her in the woods surrounding the Celestial Court, but from there, the trail went colder than the northern mountains in winter.

      Neither has the shadowy visitor to Syran’s chambers left my mind.

      For the first few nights after that initial encounter, my crossed star and I would sleep in shifts, watching over one another throughout the moonlit hours. But exhaustion won out over vigilance after the first week, and we quickly abandoned that plan with the assumption that, between the two of us, we would wake if the threat were ever to return. And while there has been no further sign of that dark, blinking thing, I have yet to rest soundly once the sun sets over the midlands.

      As much as both phantoms plague me, Syran seems positively haunted by the specter of his former betrothed. He spends his nights tossing and turning beside me, and his days are punctuated by frequent reports on any clues that might speak to Ressa’s whereabouts.

      This morning is no different. Orobos, who’s been tasked with leading the search efforts, stands before us in the throne room, his helmet in his hands and his head lowered.

      “There is still no sign of Lady Ressa, Your Highness,” he states. “We’ve canvassed every town and village within a week’s ride, and nobody claims to have seen her.”

      “Just because she wasn’t seen doesn’t mean she wasn’t there,” I observe from where I sit at Syran’s right hand. Technically, the golden throne on which I perch is meant for the queen, but I will bear that title soon enough. What difference does the matter of a few months make?

      Syran glances over at me, and I can tell from the way his brows knit together that he doesn’t follow. Neither does Orobos, if the way he opens his mouth to argue is anything to go by. But he remembers his station just before he can say something he’ll regret and manages to snap his jaw shut again while I suppress a scowl.

      “Have there been reports of thievery in those villages?” I ask. “Missing rations? Stolen horses?”

      Orobos blurts, “How did you know that?”

      Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I explain. “A desperate woman on the run wouldn’t want to be seen. She would seek shelter or the next best things: clothes, food, and transportation.”

      The Demigod has the good sense to at least look embarrassed that he didn’t think of that himself.

      “Compile the reports,” Syran commands. “If we can figure out where these incidents have occurred, perhaps we can focus our search to those areas.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Orobos acquiesces.

      “Dismissed,” the King of Alastria commands.

      The Celestial Knight follows the order without question.

      Once the throne room doors slam shut behind the guard, Syran’s royal posture breaks, and he slumps back in his throne. “I believe I’m starting to understand why you think Orobos is unfit to lead,” he mutters. “Though to be fair, it didn’t occur to me to ask about thievery, either. Kartas was always the one to notice such things.”

      His eyes trace over the marble room with a faraway gaze, and, in that moment, I feel his grief like it beats inside my chest. I reach out my hand, which is mostly healed from its brief affair with the wall of Syran’s chamber, and lace my bare fingers through his.

      “We’re trying to replace a general,” I tell him, “not your kin.”

      Syran squeezes his palm against mine but says nothing. We both know there are no words to fill the gaping hole within him.
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