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For Jordan,

	We had to say goodbye too soon and I'll always miss you, but I hope you're happy watching me carry on our love of stars.
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	“Many a year ago, a maiden so delicate and frail

	caught a falling star, her form so brilliant and bright

	with eyes as pure as the glittering stars

	streaking colors across the dark night.”

	 

	—Fragment of "She, Born of Starlight," Anonymous

	 

	Legends older than the kingdom itself said when the world grew dark and cold, where even the sun was covered by a veil of darkness and scourge poisoned the land until it choked the life out of it, a star would hear humanity’s plight and would fall to the earth. 

	The skies above the castle turned tonight as Princess Celena of Norian watched the darkness from her balcony. For years now, the stars seldom glimmered out of the inky shroud above, but tonight, they were brighter than ever. Celena couldn’t tear her gaze away, especially when the stars became streaks of color, lighting up a sky seldom seen. The world sung, something vibrant down to its core, and Celena knew this was it.

	A star had heard humanity’s plight. 

	It was falling right over the castle and someone had to catch it as the legends said. One pure of heart to tame the fallen star’s magic.

	There was a handmaiden outside now, likely thrust there by Celena’s mother to sacrifice her health to catch the star, but the poor girl was terrified. She crouched low to the ground as though to protect herself, trembling all the while. She wouldn’t catch anything like that and Celena decided, she wouldn’t have to. 

	Celena would do it herself to see it done regardless of what her mother wished.

	Her nightgown was thin against the night’s chill and clung to her as she vaulted over the balcony rails. She landed in the dying gardens as spry as ever and hiked up her skirt as she ran, never once taking her eyes off the brightest star falling amongst the streaks of rippling colors. Attendants watching the poor girl shouted at Celena, panicked, and the garden lit up with candlelight from the guardsmen chasing after her to stop her foolishness.

	None of them mattered—all that did was the star.

	The colors in the sky streaked faster, brighter, leaving glittering trails turning into stars themselves until the entire castle was illuminated. This had to be it. The star at its nascent, ready to be caught. She set her bare feet in the old grass and held her hands aloft like the legends said. The star fell into her palms as a twinkling mass, somehow heavy but light at the same time, and she pressed it close to her chest.

	It was like nothing else she’d ever beheld. The star’s warmth tingled right through her skin and lit up the heavens with a hum, letting her see it all. The darkness so absolute around them, a great burst of light crowning the sky as a halo, and then a great emptiness yawning beneath her feet as she fell through. But she wasn’t scared as her legs gave out beneath her. Nor was she frightened when attendants and guards cried her name. Not even when her mother’s voice joined the chorus. She held the star as close to her heart as possible because he would bring back the light. She was sure of it.
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	Celena breathed in deep and opened her eyes. Sweat slicked her forehead as though she’d just broken a fever and it left her chilled. Slowly, she pushed herself upright until her hands stung. She brought them close, wincing, and saw the first sign: fine purple lines surrounding her newly glittering nails. Followed the legends to the letter, then. Eventually, even her veins would be bold and purple. Celena only thought it would take more time.

	Wait. She picked her head up. The stars were gone beyond her balcony window. All was dark. She was alone in the bed. No. This was wrong. She shoved her covers back.

	“Where is he?” She threw her feet over the bedside before her handmaiden, Alyssa came rushing from the other side of the screen dividing her room. “Alyssa!”

	“My Princess—”

	Celena pushed off her helping hands and stood on her own. “Where is the star?”

	Alyssa’s round face steeled into a frown. No doubt she’d borne the brunt of the Queen’s ire from letting Celena vault from her balcony, but if someone hadn’t caught the star (and that poor girl earlier was not going to in her state), the darkness would have continued.

	And now that Celena was separated from the star she’d caught, there was a very real chance they’d lose him. Whatever body he’d made while she’d held him would split apart without her continued touch and he’d die. The legends were very clear on this and while Celena wasn’t sure how scholars knew what happened—she’d never heard about a failed star—she could not risk it happening now if he was the last hope her kingdom had at surviving the dark.

	Her mother could think herself invincible all she wanted, but Celena knew they were not.

	Celena drew herself up to be the princess her mother wanted her to be, matching Alyssa’s steel, and Alyssa cast her gaze downward. 

	“Her Majesty wanted you kept safe,” she murmured. “It was supposed to be Jessamine.”

	“Jessamine was terrified—you saw her.” Celena took Alyssa’s hands, prompting the handmaiden to stiffen. Her eyes locked on the shimmer across Celena’s nails. “Where did my mother put the star? I have to be there.”

	Easing a soft sigh out of her nose, Alyssa nodded. “Of course, my lady. I will take you at once. Just…” She bit off whatever else she’d wanted to say and instead, retrieved Celena’s dressing gown. “Please be warm.” 

	Once Celena threw it on, Alyssa gently took Celena’s wrist and hurried her into the hallway. Alyssa’s pace was brisk and Celena forced herself to keep up regardless how weak her legs felt after the vault from her balcony. Guards stationed in the hallways let them go, ever the stalwart protectors, and the few servants working in the night quickly minded their own business when Celena glared at them. It didn’t matter if they ran to her mother with news Celena was on the move—she was going to finish what she started.

	The halls were cold despite the dressing gown; the stone frigid against Celena’s feet and the air flushed her skin with goosebumps, but she persevered in Alyssa’s wake. Their journey ended at the now seldom used wing on the opposite end of the castle. What was once filled day and night with dignitaries from other countries vying for her mother’s attention had been empty since the dark closed in on them. Alyssa took her to the door at the very end and faced Celena. 

	“Here.” Alyssa pressed a key into Celena’s palm. “Jessamine is inside.”

	Frustration flushed Celena all the way through and she bit it down. “I will send her out. Send her home. You never led me here. I came all on my own if anyone asks.”

	Alyssa curtsied and stepped back, as though giving the door space in case something escaped. Nothing of the sort would happen. Celena readied herself. Her mother had wanted to protect her by sending another handmaiden out if the stars ever fell and have her bear the burden, even when Celena was clearly far more suited for the role. She never would have been afraid. She knew the old legends and songs better than anyone. And now, her mother hoped someone else could help the poor star form a human body.

	It had to be Celena.

	Staying was the only way to help him stabilize his body because it was a reflection of her wants and desires. Even now, she felt a cry in her own body that was not her own. Echoes of pain and anguish as the star’s magic struggled to form a human body without the knowledge how.

	Besides, Celena had already caught him—she was now sick as all other catchers had been. It was evident in her glimmering nails. Surely, even her blood would sparkle now if she cut her skin. There was no stopping it now.

	With nothing else to lose, she unlocked the door.

	Frigid air blew in from the far balcony doors left open, making the sheer curtains flutter like ghosts, and Celena braced herself against the chill. The canopy bed in the center of the room was dressed similarly to hers with curtains draped on all edges barely thick enough to hide anything inside. The rest of the room was left bare, any other furniture covered by a white cloth as though it was still unused.

	It wasn’t; Celena spied a glowing light from inside the canopy and without any other light in the room, it gave everything a soft, haunting glow. Like a moth, she wanted to go to it immediately, but she forced herself to find the whimpering girl hiding in the room first.

	Jessamine was a slight girl a few years younger than Celena and looked even young when she set her terrified, wide eyes on her princess as though she’d expected the Queen. They softened with relief upon seeing Celena thankfully, and Celena helped her out of the room without a word. Once she’d shut the door, sealing herself in with the star she caught, she afforded herself a single breath. This was her decision. She hurried to the side of the bed still alight like a dying flame.

	Magic—real magic only stars could bring—rippled across her skin as she neared the bed. It lingered as a hum in her ears, one so soft and melodic, it could have lulled her to sleep. She pushed the curtain aside and a gasp spilled from her lips.

	There he lay. The star she’d caught. The one who had shown her the beginning and the end, and all the fleeting moments between which had quickly melted into colors in her memories. He lay on his back, writhing beneath sheets someone had covered his naked form with. Appearing hardly older than her, his dark skin shuddered with white cracks lining his face and limbs, like it struggled to hold itself together. White hair haloed his head against the pillows, shimmering bright like the star he was. 

	Though shaking, face twisted in pain, somehow he was sublime in a world grown dark. A lone piece of light blazing bright despite it all. 

	“Hello,” Celena whispered. He stilled and inclined his head toward her. “You told me your name was Sol.” He watched her, eyes wide as though to take her in. His gaze should have frightened her—it would have anyone else—but she found it oddly mesmerizing. The sclera was a pitch-black like the night sky, and the irises shimmered an ice blue that almost looked white. The color even twinkled, like there were stars inside them.

	“Sol,” she repeated, more to herself than anything else, “like the sun veiled in the darkness.” She came around to the side of the bed. His gaze never left her. “Would you like me to hold your hand?”

	She waited as his eyes darted up and down. Whatever he searched for, he found it and gave her a quick nod. Celena sat at the bed’s edge and gently touched the hand nearest—the one gripping the sheets so tightly like he might break otherwise—and spread her fingers around his. 

	The air jolted between them, like a connection being remade, but it wasn’t quite as all-encompassing as it had been when she’d caught him. His skin was dreadfully cold to the touch and the cracks lining the top of his hand all the way through to his fingers felt like ice.

	“Ten years ago,” she whispered as the breeze blew into the room, trickling down her back. “The scourge grew out of the Barrens, marking the beginning of the Sixth Umbral Cycle. All the years since, I’ve been locked up without a friend as the world ends around me.”

	Sol’s face softened, his mouth parting with a silent question.

	“Could you be that? For now? A friend? Before you’re sent away?”

	Sol turned his hand and laced their fingers together. His grip was soft, but sure as he squeezed. Something stirred beneath Celena’s skin and part of her knew she should have been scared because this shouldn’t have been comforting. Except it was. A gift from Sol linking them together.

	His body calmed the longer they held hands and the shivering ceased, allowing him to breathe evenly. The cracks thinned and the vibrant glow he’d been giving off was growing dimmer by the moment. He nodded again at her and she smiled. A friend. For now. She laid herself beside him and rested her head on the pillow, letting her brown curls spill across his hair.

	“I thought you’d like a friend too.”

	She studied her hand entwined in his and so did he. His eyebrows folded in worry and he rubbed his thumb against the lines reaching up her hand. He mouthed silent words, a hum of a voice spilling forth, and she shook her head. 

	“It’s fine,” she said and Sol looked at her. “It’s the cost for bringing light back to the world, right?” She tried smiling, but found tears in her eyes instead.

	Sol’s lips still worked, sounds trying and failing, until he finally spoke. “W-What is your name?” he whispered, his voice like a melodic hymn, making her shiver.

	“I am Princess Celena of Norian.” She brought his quilt forward and covered them both with it for warmth. “I won’t leave. I promise.” She drew his hand to her lips and gently kissed the knuckles.

	Shaking, Sol brought her knuckles closer and kissed them in return. There was a smile on his lips as she rested against him and closed her eyes. Exhaustion swept over her like a wave and before she knew it, she’d fallen asleep beside the star she’d plucked right out of the sky.

	Her dream was warm as she followed the streaks of light Sol made in the dark. Almost like she was playing with him and it went on and on until she heard birds. She hadn’t heard birds since she was little; it was such a shy little song they sang now. She opened her eyes, stirring awake, and found the birds were not a dream. They sat on the balcony railing as though they’d never been gone. What drew a gasp from her lips, however, was the soft, dappled sunlight spilling across the room. A true dawn sky unfolded against the horizon, all the colors long since lost to the veil of darkness in a grand display across the sky. 

	She sat up, still holding Sol’s hand tight, and exclamations about the miracle echoed around the castle. Her mother’s voice overrode the others before long, ordering messengers to be sent to all corners of the kingdom, and then the clatter of hoofs against stone paths joined the voices as horses carried riders past the gates.

	Messengers to find heroes. Heroes to escort the fallen star to the Onyx Spire in the Barrens so he could return light to an entire world grown dark as the legends said.

	Celena looked at Sol and smiled. He’d stabilized into a young man. Honey-hued bronze skin, white freckles dusting it like stardust, and such a soft face. If not for the pale lines still present and the points to his ears, he would have looked as human as anyone else. He was asleep, blissfully unaware, his white hair spilling across his bare shoulders. The cracks of light persisted across his body, but all of them came to the spot on his chest where his heart was. A heart beating so sure and steady as he slept.

	She brought his hand close and kissed it again.

	Here he was, the world’s last hope brought home by a princess of pure heart. And though she smiled as she laid herself beside him once more to watch him breathe, she knew this time was fleeting and she wouldn’t live to see the world drenched in light.
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	“She sought a voice no one hears.

	Perhaps it was the motion of the world.

	The bones settling in the earth.

	The way whispers in the cosmos curled.

	Or, perhaps, it was nothing still.

	Yet, she was not deterred.”

	 

	—Fragment of “She, Born of Starlight,” Anonymous

	 

	The vast castle gardens below the balcony in Sol’s room soaked up all the sunlight streaming down from a sky not yet blacked out again. Servants flitted about between rows of flowers and planters as they pruned blossoms past their prime and collected petals for decorations, if Sol had to guess. He wasn’t honestly sure. Human machinations were still a mystery to him, even a month after being among them, and he didn’t really care.

	The sunlight wouldn’t last. 

	Although, Sol considered, perhaps he was being hasty in thinking so. He didn’t know why the darkness had parted above the castle and the land surrounding it after he’d fallen, just that it had. Regardless if it persisted or not, he wondered why humanity bothered celebrating at all. Farther away, the blue turned to black as dark as ink. A reminder the world was still dying as scourge choked the life out of it.

	This good cheer was fleeting, just like this new body of his.

	As a star, he’d never had one. He simply was. Yet, now that he had one, he disliked it. Not what he looked like or the pieces therein, but rather the physical sensations. He tired easily, headaches wrapped his head in a vice more times than he could count, and largely, the feelings associated with bodies were unpleasant. Especially when he had to act mystical and all-knowing because humanity viewed him as their last hope. Queen Celeste, the Warrior Queen of Norian, treated him with reverence, as did her entire staff, but it made the whole experience lonely. Kept at an arm’s length out of fear of something he couldn’t do. 

	At the same time, however, the Queen treated him as something on the verge of breaking and made sure the guards were never far from him. Or, Sol thought to himself, frowning, she thinks I’ll hurt someone.

	In any case, he couldn’t leave—the guards made sure of it—until it was time for him to venture forth and bring light back to the world or whatever the minstrels spun it as. When that was, he had no idea. As soon as he was able to walk on his own without Celena nearby to ground him, he should have departed for the Onyx Spire with a retinue of knights. For a time, he’d expected it every morning he awoke, but he quickly learned humans had no sense of urgency, even when the scourge was literally outside their fortified walls. It was close enough Sol could hear its whispers amongst the breeze, but humans never did.

	Humanity feasted, spoke and laughed like the world hadn’t been encased in darkness, and now with the sky its brilliant blue again, pretended everything had returned to when the scourge was a dark tale told to frighten children.

	Vexing. And they kept up the pretense of misplaced normalcy until Sol walked into the room. Their stark reminder who hushed even the loudest laughter on presence alone. He was proof the world was not right. And yet still, the Queen kept him trapped here. 

	Perhaps it didn’t matter; another day spent in the castle, whittling away the hours with Celena or on his own, meant another day closer to humanity losing themselves to the darkness without his doing. They’d be their own end if they didn’t do something soon.

	It was no wonder Celena had said she was locked up. She was and now Sol was as well. The only comfort he found trapped in the castle was knowing her presence was somewhere nearby at all times. The same comforting presence, however, coiled guilt into his newfound heart. It’d been a month since his body stabilized. Since he awoke with her beside him. Since the blood in her veins glittered with scourge because of him. Scourge from catching him in a state before he was truly real.

	He shouldn’t have felt bad. The stories, even the ones whispered amongst the darkness in the cosmos, always said the one who caught the star—gave it the means to create a body of its own—would die because the magic was simply too volatile and heavy for a human to wield. Upon a touch, it had burrowed itself within Celena’s veins to draw from her life to create Sol’s body. Had she not caught him, he would have fizzled until no light remained. Until even he no longer remained.

	Sobering. Sol hadn’t realized how close he’d come to dying after countless eons suspended in the cosmos with the other stars. Yet, the thought of fizzling out didn’t quite frighten him as much as it ought to have; in a way, falling at all was a kind of dying. Unfortunately, a human body made the process all the slower and more miserable.

	A presence down the hall made Sol shiver as it moved and he picked his head up. Her soft footsteps never echoed against the carpets and she made no noise even as her skirts swept through the halls, but he felt her. Celena. The soft light in his thoughts; the hum helping him sleep at night. As long as he knew she was near, where she was in a crowd of humans who all blended together, nothing like bodies and headaches could bother Sol.

	He’d hardly glanced over his shoulder before his chamber doors opened.

	“Princess Celena!” the attendant with her announced despite Celena trying to hush him. The words rang throughout the room anyway and she followed after them with a petulant huff ending in a snicker she hid behind a gloved hand.

	Celena was as beautiful as the day she’d caught him. Barely into adulthood like his own body, she had soft bronze skin like her mother, a round face with a coy smile, and wide eyes shimmering like emeralds. Her thick brown hair went down the length of her back in bountiful waves tamed with braids, gems, and what smelled of lilacs. She wore purple today—her favorite color, as Sol quickly learned—and one of her favorite dresses. It was a soft lilac shade with embroidered white flowers along the bust. The white ivory sleeves were buttoned tight across her arms until they loosened and became ruffles across her hands. A red sash adorned her waist and with it were glittering clear gems making her sparkle as she walked. The rest of the skirts went down to the floor, layers of lilac and ivory, and she had one side gathered in her gloved hands so she could walk.

	Gloves to hide evidence of the scourge burrowed into her skin. Her fingernails would be glittering with a purple sheen and her veins would be bold against her skin as the scourge darkened her blood. It was so similar to the scourge choking the life out of the world it frightened most people, but this was more benign if it could be called such. Out there, scourge ravaged human bodies until only a husk remained that felt nothing but pain as its limbs were forcible reanimated. What Celena’s had was soft.

	She’d still die—it was too much for a human to have in their veins—and the scourge inside would die with her. Sol took a little solace that his scourge was kind; it wouldn’t aim to torture her at all because he wished her no harm.

	The scourge outside the castle walls was anything but.

	“I can never surprise you,” she teased.

	Sol smiled and they watched the gardens, side by side. The skies were a soft blue today, clear of clouds. “I think your attendants have more hand in ruining the surprise than anything else,” he said, words still unnatural on his human tongue. Stars never needed to speak; it simply was. 

	“One day, I’ll surprise you!” Celena leaned into Sol, giggling, and he let her. 

	At first, Sol had wanted nothing to do with her. He’d been convinced she must have hated him for poisoning her when she had so much life left to live. Her mother certainly expressed her thinly veiled disdain, like it was Sol’s own choice to infect Celena personally. Apparently, another girl was supposed to catch Sol and failed, so Celena had made the choice herself.

	Sol had tried to keep his distance from everyone in the castle once he could, but then Celena kept coming by every morning insistent she spend time with Sol. Never once was there any malice in her voice. Too good to be true, surely, but over the many mornings, Sol realized she was truthful the night they’d laid together. She’d wanted a friend.

	Every morning, she’d take him into the gardens for a walk beneath the sunlight they both knew was fleeting. Afterward, they’d spend much of the day together following one of the many plans Celena made up on the spot. Reading in the castle libraries. Tasting what the cooks and bakers were making for the day. Watching the Queen’s knights practice drills in the courtyard. Anything she could think of to fill the empty days.

	All of it was rote, normal, and helped her ignore the fact the world was ending around them. Sol didn’t mind helping her forget. He liked the way she smiled.

	And besides, she harbored the belief the world wouldn’t end because Sol was there. He hadn’t the heart to tell her otherwise or about the promise he’d made as he’d fallen through the skies. Let her believe he’d save the world if it made her smile so.

	“Any word from would-be heroes?” Sol leaned his head against hers. He could have made the trek to the Onyx Spire by himself, but the Queen and legends dictated he needed escorts. Danger lurked in every corner because of the scourge, after all. Curiously, none of the Queen’s knights were up to the task. Neither were any of her generals or nobles who liked to parade around with a sword at their waist.

	Escorts were meant to protect the star, but Sol wasn’t naïve. Scourge likely wouldn’t hurt him like it would humans. Escorts were simply assurance he’d see the venture through. That he wouldn’t doom humanity by disappearing.

	Escorts simply meant he had to be careful.

	Celena drummed her fingers on the railing. “It’s what I came to talk about, actually.” She produced a small missive from her sash. The wax seal had already been cracked and she unfolded the paper to show him. “Someone sent us word they were coming.”

	Something resembling unease coiled in Sol’s stomach as his gaze darted across the scrawl. Reading was still difficult for him even with Celena’s tutelage, but he knew enough to know she was correct. He gripped the railing, steeling himself, and swallowed. There was no reason to act as such—he had to go—except it meant this fuzzy time with Celena was coming to an end.

	“How many?”

	Celena silently read the missive. “Not sure. Could be any number of people, I suppose. This one has the seal of the messenger that went to the southern border between us and Jarenth Kingdom across the river.” She peered at Sol, but he had no idea where that was; the maps she’d shown him early on had quickly been forgotten. “Jarenth stopped talking to us shortly after the scourge encroached. Everyone did, actually. My mother ceased trying.”

	Sol frowned. Legends Celena had read to him over the month commonly spoke about kingdoms coming together to face the scourge threat. Not ignoring each other. “Do the other kingdoms not care to help us, then?”

	Celena averted her gaze and slipped the missive away. “Our allies, yes… but my mother closed all borders shortly after the sky darkened. She doesn’t quite see others as allies, but rather places to conquer when the darkness lifts. That’s all. Why ask for aid when you’re going to strike later?” She said the last bit so quietly, Sol had hardly heard her. 

	It made more sense why none of the queen’s own guard were up to the task of escorting Sol. She needed them close if her plan truly was to conquer once light spilled across the world. Sol snorted. Typical human arrogance. 

	Celena extended a gloved hand toward Sol, smiling. “Walk with me?”

	As he took her hand, his blood hummed with hers, an acknowledgement she’d never quite understand. It was why he could sense her so well even from rooms away. It was him and always called to him. And, for some reason, he felt ashamed that this feeling—the one that would one day die with her—made him feel at home.

	She took him for their daily garden walk, her attendant and guard not too far away. Sol never minded. They seemed to like Celena and she liked them, although he never bothered to memorize their names. They hardly looked at Sol as it was and he gave them the same courtesy. 

	Quiet and quaint, the castle gardens were a breath of fresh air away from the castle. It was set inside enclosed ivory walls, but ivy and trees had been planted at the far edges so it never looked like they were trapped inside. The castle overlooked the gardens, its beautiful vaulted architecture on full display out here as this side stretched high into the sky until it became steeples at the very top. The rest of the castle wasn’t quite this beautiful; most of it was a mix between this architecture of delicate beauty and the thick stone walls ready to withstand any attack. Large windows and balconies adorned this side, each one watching the garden below.

	A soft breeze shivered through the flowers, pulling Sol’s attention back to the garden. Fallen petals floated along the wind and the faraway trees rustled. Colors lush and vibrant across all corners. Almost too picturesque. Truly separate from the rest of the starved world outside the castle walls.

	In all honesty, the plants and flowers should have long since withered, but they’d stubbornly persisted under what scant light the sun still provided in the darkness and now, with the shroud momentarily taken away, everything flourished anew, proving it would not die quietly. 

	The earlier attendants had been cleared out for Celena’s privacy. Everyone similarly avoided Sol, but it was more out of fear than anything akin to respect. He didn’t quite mind; he found them as uncomfortable as they found him.

	Celena always took Sol to a particular spot where purple heathers grew in abundance alongside the white daisies peeking out from between them like little stars. Her balcony overlooked them and there was many a morning spent together simply watching the flowers shiver in the breeze. Early on, Celena had told Sol the names of every single plant they grew here, but only these two stood out because Celena absolutely loved them.

	Celena peered out over the soft purples and whites and breathed in deep. It was calm simply existing together like this, arms entwined, and Sol wouldn’t have minded staying like this the entire day. Celena had other ideas; she eased out a breath after a time, like she intended to speak. Until she didn’t and the silence settled around them again. She tried once more, although this breath ended as a flustered exhale like she was about to say something silly. Sol waited, curious, and finally, she eschewed words altogether and bent down to unlace her shoes. She stepped out of them and settled her bare feet into the grass. Sol saw no reason not to join her and followed suit.

	The grass was cold, but soft. It was oddly soothing being connected to the world this way and he would have happily stood beside Celena, wiggling toes in the grass and doing nothing else, if she hadn’t had other ideas. 

	“My mother plans to have a feast when the heroes arrive.” Celena walked with featherlight steps as she slowly stripped the gloves from her hands.

	Humans liked chances of revelry; there had been a small party when he was stabilized enough to move, although he hadn’t attended. A headache had kept him abed and all he’d done was listen to the echoes. It hadn’t been for him anyway.

	Celena was watching Sol almost mischievously. Like the time she’d sneaked them into the tower housing the messenger birds. The birds hadn’t quite minded the intrusion—they must have been used to Celena visiting and giving them gentle pets. She made sure Sol gave them the same as well—but the spymaster had been livid. 

	She tugged him closer. “There’s lots of drinking.” She placed one of his hands at her waist. “Eating.” She took his hand in hers, bare skin letting the hum grow between them. “And dancing.” She rested her hand on his shoulder and beamed at him. “Would you like to learn to dance, Sol?”

	For some reason, when she spoke his name, it made him want to smile. A curious reaction, but one he never minded and let his lips follow the motion. “I’d love to.”

	Her steps were fluid and her voice clear as she counted the beats. The flutter her skirts made around Sol’s own legs quickly became endearing. She danced him through petals left behind and wildflowers attempting to grow underfoot when no one was looking. The gardens spun in delightful colors as Celena showed him how and when he dared to return the favor, he watched as she became all the colors she was in a gentle spiral. The smiles she graced him with were bright and dazzling and made him forget what he was. What fate held in store for her. For the rest of the world.

	Reality choked back the colors with its dull edge as armor clinked together nearby. On purpose, even. The guards in the castle knew how to move as silent as a whisper; this was an entrance. Celena quickly let go, eyebrows high, and as she turned, she swept herself into a low curtsy. Sol mimicked her and deeply bowed because only one person would make her react such.

	Queen Celeste watched them like a hunter who’d caught her prize. So alike her daughter, but an older and hardened version of her. A powerful woman, she was known for both her prowess in battle in her younger years as well as her beauty. Though she hadn’t seen a battle since Celena was born, she still trained daily as though one could happen upon her at a moment’s notice. Brown eyes as piercing as a sword, a wide nose like her daughter, and full lips painted a vibrant red today. Her thick brown hair fell down the length of her back as carefully maintained waves woven with braids and gems aplenty. Her toned arms showed through sheer white sleeves and her physique was complemented by the form of the red dress she wore. A fur cape swept over one shoulder, white and black from an animal Sol did not know, and gold chains kept it in place.

	“You may both rise,” Queen Celeste said and watched as they did so. 

	Celena’s eyes remained locked on the abandoned shoes and Queen Celeste’s lips quirked into an amused smile as she glanced at them too. Celena quickly hid her bare feet with her skirts, but Sol had no such thing to hide his own.

	“Greetings, Your Highness,” Celena said with a level voice. “I was teaching our star to dance for the festivities to come.”

	“I see that,” the Queen murmured. “Truly though, it’s too cold to be barefoot. And the lack of a cape, my dear you will catch your death out here.” Her voice was teasing, but it came without any real warmth. A performance at best. “You’ve even stripped your gloves. Are you not cold, my dear?”

	Celena nodded meekly, chastised, and covered her hands as quickly as she could. Sol remained silent. Their bodies had been warm as they’d danced across the grass, but now standing still, the rush of blood quieted and a chill crept back into his bones. One of the guards quickly freed his own cape once Celeste glanced at him, and even quicker was it gently placed around Celena’s shoulders.

	Celeste looked at Sol and he kept his gaze downcast. “Would I be able to steal a moment of our star’s time from you?” It was a question, but she needn’t have bothered with permission. If she willed it, Sol would be taken to her with or without his or Celena’s consent. “I will let you continue teaching him once I have finished.”

	“Of course.” Celena curtseyed again and when her mother nodded, she straightened. The guard who had offered his cape collected her shoes and gently took her further into the gardens to wait elsewhere.

	Celeste’s gaze never left Sol even as her daughter walked away. Once Celena was out of earshot—once the scourge buzzing through her skin settled against a wooden bench near the heathers she so loved—the Queen nodded pointedly toward Sol’s shoes. He quickly tugged them on and only then did Celeste offer her arm which he took. She stood taller than him—taller than most, really—and she led him further into the gardens. Her other guard remained where she’d been, a beacon of shimmering ivory beneath fleeting sunlight.

	They stopped before a bench beneath a large trellis, the wood a brilliant shade of white like it had never weathered storm or gust. The flowers grew up and around the trellis’ arc and the blossoms were bright reds and yellows. Celeste took a seat on the bench and brought Sol down with her before finally letting him go.

	She stayed silent, but unlike her daughter where the silence bored into her until she spoke, Celeste relished in it. Must have come with power; she commanded the silence and therefore, it was wholly hers. It would only break if she allowed it. 

	Gently, she cupped one of the red blossoms—Sol couldn’t remember the name of the flower—and held it close so she could smell it. 

	“What do you know of the first star?” she finally asked when she let go.

	Sol hesitated, searching her. “Not anything substantial, Your Highness.”

	Celeste pursed her lips and settled her gaze forward. Through the gaps between flowers and carefully maintained bushes, Sol caught the color of Celena’s dress.

	“Do stars not dwell?”

	Once more, Sol hesitated. The traitor of a heart within his chest stirred and raced, piecing together a million reasons for the question and each one was worse than the last. “I am unsure of what you mean.”

	Her jaw tightened. “Do you not care for your brethren? Do you not care to know what happens upon the fall?”

	Anger sparked deep in Sol, but he kept his face blank. Of course he cared for them. It was why he was here, but she didn’t need to know the lengths he’d go for them.

	“There are whispers,” Sol said slowly, “of journeys along the darkened night. Nothing more than that.”

	She watched him with eyes almost a match for her daughter, but they held no warmth. Sol stared right back, as impassive as possible. She never balked at his stare like much of the castle did. Then again, she was the woman who’d survived the assassination of her father and uncle and the one who’d made it through the kingdom’s civil war unscathed as she led victory after victory against every bloodbath splitting the place in two. At least, that was what the minstrels sang. No one was shy about talking about her prowess as the warrior princess who now sat upon the throne as the warrior queen. A pair of eyes would never disturb her.

	All in all, she was too clever for her own good and keeping her gaze only reminded Sol of the fact. Careful words and intense eyes to goad Sol into saying something he wanted to keep close. What no one else could know.

	“Scholars posit it thusly,” Celeste finally continued, “the first star spent years on a journey following a voice. No one’s been able to quite figure out what that voice was. When she disappeared and we entered the First Umbral Cycle, the next star to fall also searched for a voice they heard.” She gently tapped her knuckles against her chin. “Opinion is mixed whether or not it was the first star’s voice, our voice, or perhaps the one searched for and now forgotten. Do you think they are all one and the same?”

	Hardly, but Sol swallowed the word. “I am unsure.”

	Her expression soured. “Do you know what happens when a star reaches the Onyx Spire?”

	“It seems that light returns, Your Majesty.”

	The glib way he’d said it made Celeste’s eyes narrow. He wasn’t wrong. Time and time again across the Umbral Cycles, stars entered the Onyx Spire in the Barrens and then light spilled across the world again. If heroes returned, they were mum on what exactly transpired within, but every legend agreed: stars entered the spire and light always returned.

	Truthfully, the how didn’t matter. He’d let Celeste talk until she was out of words. There must have been a reason she was asking him all this now and out of fear of her finding the truth behind his lies, he stayed silent. Suspicion weighed heavy between each question and he would not let any take root.

	“You are correct,” she acquiesced slowly. “And, afterward, all tales agree to this one fact: once light returns, the dark recedes quickly. All of it from the sky, from the land, anything afflicted bleeds out scourge like it’s retreating. Then it’s all gone as though it never existed. Although there are some rumors it festers where the light cannot reach, but those are merely rumors.” She spoke quieter, studying his expression. “I’ve had scholars scour exactly how and what transpires in the Onyx Spire to achieve this feat, but there have been no hard answers. Light returns regardless of what we know and we all hail it a miracle.”

	“Indeed,” Sol agreed.

	“Yet your brethren never come back. It’s not a secret they disappear. No one’s recorded why and heroes never say. Curious, no?”

	Sol’s throat felt tight. She watched him so closely like she expected something damning from his lips. “I am unsure what you want from me, Your Highness.”

	As if running out of patience, Celeste roughly took his chin and held it still. Her hands were bare, her fingers ice cold as they touched his skin, and he froze. She stared so deeply into his eyes, Sol feared she’d see all the way through to every hidden plan and to the whispers spoken through his thoughts to remind him of his promise. Yet, he dared not turn away and prove he had something to hide.

	“I want the light,” she said finally and released him. “I want assurance my faith is not displaced, my dear star.”

	“Is there reason to doubt?”

	The words came forth before Sol could bite them back. Celeste raised her eyebrows, amused, and her lips split into a smirk.

	“You are curious, you know.” She sat back to fold her arms against her chest. “The other stars were said to be brilliance incarnate. Loving everything they were given from the prettiest of fabrics to the lowliest of dolls. Almost like the world and everything in it inspired wonder within them.” She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Yet, here you are. Dull. Uninspired.”

	Sol bit down. He hadn’t realized how different he was from the other stars. Thinking of forcing a smile upon his lips as he danced for humanity made him sick.

	“Until,” Celeste continued, “you are with my daughter. Then you are another man entirely.” She leaned closer as her voice dropped to a whisper. “And until you’re watching the knights spar. Oh, don’t think I don’t notice it. Your eyes sparkle the way Celena’s does with attention, hm? Tell me, which knight is it that makes you smile? It would be remiss of me to send you so dull and uninspired to save humanity and I cannot very well send my only child.”
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