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For the dreamers who gaze
at the stars—may you always find light
in the darkness and courage in the infinite.









AUTHOR NOTE


Dear reader, I am a fantasy nerd to my core, and the idea of multiverses has always tickled my brain. We’re seen mentions in prior books of Nyte not being in the realm he’s supposed to be, and the concept of the Nytefall trilogy transpired from my fantasy series set in a different world, An Heir Comes to Rise. There are vague mentions of people in The Dark Is Descending which could potentially spoil the An Heir Comes to Rise series. If you desire to read both for the full crossover experience, my recommended reading order is the order in which my books have been published, which is as follows:


An Heir Comes to Rise, A Queen Comes to Power, A Throne from the Ashes, A Clash of Three Courts, A Sword from the Embers, The Stars Are Dying, The Night Is Defying, A Flame of the Phoenix, The Dark Is Descending.


However, if you discovered me through Nytefall, reading as follows will have the same effect:


The Stars Are Dying, The Night Is Defying, the An Heir Comes to Rise series in full, then The Dark Is Descending.


Though I also stress, you do not need to read An Heir Comes to Rise to follow and enjoy the Nytefall trilogy. It can be read completely on its own with no missing information.


Happy reading!
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PART
ONE


The Darkest Days of Nyte
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Astraea—Past


Astraea Lightborne descended from the skies like a shooting star, a blinding arc of light and silver feathered wings slicing through the darkened clouds above the city of Vesitire. The key in her hand pulsed with a fierce, radiant energy, mirroring the markings that snaked across her skin—ancient symbols glowing like embers over her flesh, their intensity heightening with each second. She could feel the weight of her purpose thrumming within her, grounding her even as she landed with a soft, lethal grace on a humble dwelling’s rooftop.


The city loomed around her, an intricate web of bridges and towering spires. Tonight the vampires had attacked. Astraea took in the savagery of red eyes and leathery wings, but the nightcrawlers cursed to roam after dark weren’t the only vampire race among those fighting against the celestials—her kind. Some didn’t cast a shadow as they sank their fangs into the scrambling humans, consuming their blood. Others didn’t have a reflection in the nearby shop windows as they held innocent prey in their arms, draining their victims with a kiss of death.


It hadn’t always been like this. The vampires were once as peaceful as the fae, coexisting with the humans. Until someone entered her world who was never supposed to be here and sought to overthrow her reign as the star-maiden, ruler of Solanis, by poisoning the minds of her people and the celestials who governed against her. Nyte’s father was the leader and instigator of that brutal uprising, but everyone knew he was nothing without Nyte—Nightsdeath—known as the realm’s nightmare.


Astraea swooped down off the roof, and with a flick of her wrist she held the key aloft, watching it blaze brighter in response to her awakening magick, a beacon in the gloom. The vampires surged forward to the target she made of herself. Swift and deadly they came at her, their fangs bared and claws outstretched. She took a breath, the air sharp and cold, and then sprang into action.


“We can handle this,” Auster called over to her, sending bolts of blue lightning to take out several foes at a time.


He always tried to send her away, but she could never stand by idle. Auster and the other three High Celestials wanted to encase her in glass for protection while they led the frontlines of this war. Though each time he suggested she stay out of the fighting irked her, she understood his concern. Astraea’s chest pounded with fear for his safety too in the thick of their enemies. They were lifelong friends and he was her Bonded.


Astraea was reminded of the immense guilt that had festered inside her when she hadn’t yet told him that they would never be able to forge their true bond now. For she’d tied herself to another: the realm’s nightmare, and Auster’s greatest enemy.


Nyte should be her enemy too, but at some point along the dangerous alliance she’d made with him to discover why their lands were shaking and the stars were dying out, the line between desire and hate had blurred, burned, then ceased to exist.


Now, as she sent a flare of light to cut through a swarm of nightcrawlers, she knew Nyte was watching. His presence lived within her, both a pleasant assurance and a nagging hindrance to her focus. He couldn’t interfere with this fight, though his tangible wrath at sitting on the sidelines rattled through her.


“You’re far more capable than he is,” Nyte grumbled through her mind in response to Auster’s concern for her. “Behind you.”


She spun, shifting the key to a blade that sank through the chest of a shadowless. Even though they were her foes right now, she hated to spill the blood of those she didn’t know the stories of. How desperate did this man have to be to side with Nyte’s father and believe this was the only way his kind could achieve equality?


Astraea was determined to bring back the peace she’d dedicated her life to. Her Golden Age was shaking, and she was running out of time to keep it from collapse.


“I’d focus better without your input,” she sent back to Nyte.


“I’d focus better by your side.”


“You’re not needed here.”


“You wound me.”


She didn’t reply, though contrary to what she told him, talking to Nyte while she fought oddly kept her hyper-focused on slaying enemies.


“Did you know about this attack?” she asked, wanting to find exactly where Nyte was, but these vampires were unrelenting.


“No, actually,” he replied with a note of disturbance.


“Then if you want to be helpful, you could find out.”


“I can’t leave while you’re in danger.”


“Like you said, I’m the most capable here. And I’ve survived much worse without you.”


“You’re having all the fun without me.”


“I’ll make it up to you later.”


She shivered as Nyte stroked her senses. It was highly inappropriate given the circumstances. She dislodged her blade from a vampire’s back.


“How so?” he coaxed.


“It might involve a bath, given we were interrupted.”


Two vampires came running for her at parallel sides. Astraea took a second to flick a look over her shoulder and cast a smirk toward the shadows next to a high chimney. Nyte was very well hidden, but not to her.


“Arrogant,” Nyte mused in delight.


He was referring to the fact she’d taken that moment to pin him, letting the vampires get dangerously close. She threw her stormstone dagger at the last second, precisely into the heart of one before ducking under the other’s arms as they lashed out to grab her, simultaneously cutting clean through his knees with her key blade. Twisting as she stood, her next swipe cut through his neck and his body fell as a heap of limbs.


“You are an absolutely exquisite vampire slayer.”


“Show is about to be over,” she said. “If you could please find out your father’s motives before I’m forced to.”


“Since you begged.”


“You can make that up to me later.”


“I’ll beg for you, Starlight. Only to make you scream for me in return.”


Those were his parting words, and as Astraea retrieved her stormstone blade from the chest of the vampire, she cast her sight up anyway, disappointed he was no longer a spectator. Her mood dampened now that he was gone even though she’d pushed for it.


That she had fallen for the enemy was a secret that would shake the continent, but she wanted it to be free. Wanted the world to know, and in her fairytale mind they would accept it; one day they might even rejoice about it. One thing she treasured most about Nyte, though many would never understand, was how he didn’t pretend to be anything he wasn’t. Every dark and bloody confession he owned, and she believed he wasn’t beyond redemption.


Astraea was the world’s goddess of justice, thrust into this role to govern people in peace, amity, and equality. She only hoped they wouldn’t question her judgment when it came to him.


Their bonding might have been forced as there was no other way to save her from a fatal wound, but part of her was glad for it. Knowing her attachment to him, her desire for him, had been a root growing deeper over the many years they’d spent together. Nyte had nestled into her mind, body, and soul. So slowly she didn’t think either of them realized, or wanted to admit, what had been entangling them together from the start.


Astraea was snapped from her thoughts when a vampire dropped down from the sky, and she cursed Nyte now for distracting her from detecting it. She was thrown onto her back while vicious teeth snapped at her face. Holding him off by his shoulders, she was about to burn him inside out with her magick. She was saved from the bother when blue lightning seized the vampire and Astraea pushed him off. Seconds later, Auster’s mighty stormstone sword plunged through the nightcrawler’s chest.


As she caught her breath, Auster towered above her with a frown of disapproval and concern.


“I was daydreaming,” she said sheepishly.


“Unlike you while in battle,” he said skeptically, holding a hand down to her.


Astraea smiled sweetly, accepting the aid up and brushing herself off.


Surveying their surroundings, the other High Celestials—Notus, Aquilo, and Zephyr—finished off the last of the attack.


“I wonder what they hoped to achieve,” Zephyr pondered, wiping the blood off his blade on a fallen nightcrawler.


Nyte would find out, then Astraea would know.


“Abominations,” Notus spat.


She didn’t like that term. How he could so easily condemn an entire species for the heinous acts of some of them. Three of Astraea’s six guardians—each chosen from all races by her creators, Dusk and Dawn—were vampires. They had all raised her to be a fair and unbiased ruler. Her guardians passed on to their blissful Aetherworld decades ago with their sacred duty fulfilled. Astraea had to lead and discover herself now.


When more celestial soldiers approached, Astraea ordered them, “Start checking for wounded and clear the streets.”


She stepped over bodies, heading for some nearby homes to account for innocents.


“You should go back to the castle,” Auster said, following her.


“Why should I do that?”


“It’s safer. Leave it to us to discover what might have brought on this attack and scout outside the city for others.”


He always tried to shield her behind high walls. She’d never outright admitted this to him, but a lot of the reason why she’d stayed to govern in Vesitire rather than Althenia was to be free of Auster’s and his brothers’ suffocating measures for her safety.


Auster’s sigh was audible as she disregarded his suggestion and knocked at the first home. When there was no answer, she entered gently, only to see immediately that the residents were all slaughtered. Four humans.


“We can’t keep letting him pick off our people like this,” Auster snarled.


Astraea’s spine stiffened. Though Nyte’s father was the leader of the vampire uprising, Auster and his brothers knew it was another that kept the enemy armies in line.


“Nightsdeath has to be killed.”


She’d heard it a hundred times. Shit, she’d harbored that prime goal herself for a long time. But now they were bonded . . . and everything had changed.


She cried in her soul at imagining him dead, but she remembered one crucial thing.


“He can’t be killed,” Astraea mumbled.


The intense impression of Auster’s eyes broke a shiver over her skin while her attention bored into the pools of blood soaking into the wood around the quaint cottage home.


“Of course he can,” Auster said.


“He’s . . . a god, technically. He can only be killed by something he’s made of.”


Acid burned in her throat to expose Nyte’s weakness to Auster. Her heart was soothed over the fact that Nyte wasn’t from this realm, and so nothing could kill him, even if Auster had this information.


“How do you know this?” he inquired.


“I’ve been hunting him, I told you. I figured it out.”


Astraea’s skin flushed with her white lies. Auster assessed her, and she couldn’t get rid of the itching guilt over her body that if he stared long enough he would see the bond she’d forged with the realm’s villain. Would he brand her a traitor? She liked to believe Auster would let her explain. After all they’d been through together, he would consider her heart, regardless of its dark choices.


Auster sighed. “Let’s go; there’s nothing to save here.”


They spent the day cleaning up the savagery, rescuing the survivors, and implementing stricter measures of protection around Vesitire. The longer Astraea was left to ponder her own conclusions about the attack and watch them wash the blood of innocents off her streets, the uglier her resentment grew.


It didn’t help that she hadn’t a moment away from the High Celestials and their ramblings of disgust for the vampires and Nyte. Always him in particular. Her fists flexed each time they assumed every barbaric act had been perpetrated by him.


“You seem tense,” Zephyr observed, creeping closer to her side. The others were talking among themselves in the castle’s throne room.


“It’s been a long day,” she said.


Zephyr turned, blocking her view of his brothers like a shield for privacy.


“What do you know?” he edged carefully.


“What about?”


“The attack.”


“No more than any of you.”


That was the truth, but Zephyr was aware of her more illicit activities when she slipped out of these walls. She trusted him. When Astraea had found out Auster and the others were casting out their own people for having their wings poached, she’d made quite a protest. But though she might be the star-maiden, she was overruled where the celestials were concerned as the four brothers were god-blessed to preside over them. Brothers not by blood, but duty.


“You’ve been absent recently. Auster is beginning to grow suspicious,” he warned.


“I don’t need to be watched,” she groused.


Zephyr winced, his face creased in apology.


“You have to reject the bond with him,” he said, barely a whisper.


She knew this. When she’d first faced Auster after bonding with Nyte, she’d never felt foreboding fear like that, but to her relief Auster didn’t sense her mating tie to Nyte.


“I know. I just don’t want to hurt him.”


“You’re hurting him more the longer he thinks there’s a chance.”


Astraea’s eyes pleaded silently with Zephyr. She wanted to tell him about Nyte so badly the confession strained in her chest. He would keep her secret, but she feared he might judge her harshly despite their close friendship.


Zephyr read her deliberation, taking hold of her upper arms.


“You can tell me anything,” he said.


She nodded, but her lips remained sealed. She would find the courage to tell him soon. Right now, she only had one person on her mind as she discreetly left the castle.


Astraea waited for Nyte in the bell tower—a place that had become their secret home above the world. She sensed him near, but he was being stealthy, trying to catch her from behind unawares as she watched the city spilled with moonlight. Astraea spun, thrusting a hand to his chest with a surge of magick. Nyte tensed but held firm against buckling, grabbing hold of her wrist and yanking her against him.


“Always so violent,” he said with a low lilt.


They shared breath through their heated stare.


“Why did the vampires attack?” she demanded.


“I’ve missed you,” he said, reaching to tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear.


She pulled her arm free and tried an attack with her magick again. Her flare was swallowed by starry darkness. Nyte’s wicked smile curved through the dissipating shadows.


“Tell me you had nothing to do with it,” she said, pinning him with a glare.


The amusement dropped from his face.


“Do you think I would lie to you?”


“I don’t know.”


But her heart did. It pushed against her ribs, at war with her mind’s uncertainty.


Nyte erased the small distance between them when he pressed her to the wall next to one of the open archways.


“Then I haven’t made myself transparent enough for you to know, without hesitation, that there isn’t a thing I wouldn’t kill, a realm I wouldn’t break, or a god I wouldn’t forsake for you.”


His hand wrapped around her neck as he stared her down with the intensity of the sun blazing in those amber irises.


“Blood will always run thicker than water,” she said.


“As my mate, you are my blood. Though I can’t bleed out my heritage, or for you I would. Tell me where this is coming from?”


His hand on her neck curved around her nape, angling her mouth perfectly to his.


“You are my damnation,” she whispered across his lips.


“Oh my Starlight, our collision may be a masterpiece crafted for the walls of Hell, but should that be next where we meet, you would rule the underworld triumphant.”


His lips slanted over hers and she was lost to him. Found in him. She was his eternally, and that’s what frightened her the most.


Planting hands on his chest, Nyte yielded to her push, and she slipped around him. All her life she’d only known duty. To the people. To Auster. Before Nyte she’d come to terms with being as good as betrothed to Auster.


Nyte said, “My father claimed the attack was merely a test of your resources and strategy. He had spies watching the slaughter.”


Astraea gauged the hesitation in his explanation. “You don’t believe him?”


“I’m not certain. I don’t know why he would lie to me, but he’s never called for an attack without my knowledge. He claimed it was because I’ve been absent in my diligent pursuit of your capture.”


“You can’t lose his trust.”


“Let me worry about my father.”


Astraea knew that wasn’t truly why her thoughts stormed and her heart raced.


“Tell me what’s wrong,” Nyte coaxed, voice soft as a plea, which she rarely heard from him.


“I love you,” she blurted, with her back still to him.


The confession tumbled out of her. He’d given her those same beautiful words after their bonding, but she’d not been able to say them back. They were there . . . in her chest, sometimes they clawed up her throat and had been suffocating her for months, but she was too afraid to let them out. Now . . . she realized how much stronger she felt with him by her side, even when he couldn’t be physically there. Now, more than anything, she wanted to prove to the world Nyte wasn’t terror, he was hope to bring an end to this war with his father.


Nyte’s advance from behind tightened her skin. When he pressed his front to her back, her body became pliable to him, and he wrapped around her like a shield from burden.


“Say that again,” he murmured over her neck. His lips trailed from the hollow spot behind her ear, and her eyes fluttered closed.


“I love you,” she repeated. Each word swelled more in her heart, convincing her mind it would all be okay. They could survive anything together.


Nyte groaned against her; the vibrations scattered across her chest like gentle sand and pebbled her breasts.


“As much as I’ve been longing to hear that, why does it trouble you?”


“Because I shouldn’t. Because I’m afraid it’s a choice I can’t make. That loving you means I can’t love my duty. The people will rebel before we can start convincing them to understand. It’s going to break Auster and perhaps start a different war.”


His hand on her waist turned her around, and he guided her until the back of her knees met the edge of the bed. He coaxed her down, and lust started to heat her skin with his slow, alluring movements hovering over her body, pressing her into the mattress.


“What do you need me to do?” he asked, so calm and ready to bend the world or break it for her. “Because you’re mine now no matter what I have to do to keep it so. I’m determined to see to it that you have anything you desire.”


Nyte was known as a nightmare in the minds of every species. He was wicked and cold and cruel . . . but Astraea discovered that his darkness could be warm if one ventured far enough to feel it. Nyte offered himself to her when he could have killed her. His wants had never been his own until this—their bond. He was willing to do or be whatever he had to for it, and that cleaved something inside her.


He deserved to be loved. To receive the devotion he offered.


“Be patient with me,” she said quietly. Her legs tightened around his hips when they lowered against her.


Nyte pulled back from trailing kisses along her collar. He claimed her mouth, and her fingers threaded through his dark hair. Only for one long, promising kiss.


“For you, I’m as patient as the night that awaits the full moon. As calm as the stars that await the night. For you, Astraea Lightborne, I would wait in every lifetime of infinity.” He smiled, and it was a treasure worth more than any diamond.


“Now,” he said in husky murmur. “I believe there’s begging to be done and making up to be had.”
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Astraea—Present


The moon was bleeding; casting our world in a red hue like the anger of the gods weighed down on us. It turned the blood-splattered snow around me even more sinister.


I’d lost my sense of morality as my purple blade drowned in crimson from the neck of another celestial.


If you’re not with me, you’re against me.


The chant followed everybody that fell by my hand, but words weren’t enough to stop the darkness creeping over my soul with their deaths.


They weren’t all celestials. Vampires, fae, and even humans were eager for the bounty Auster had placed on my head and those of my friends. Some were far more vicious and unrelenting, and if they attacked my friends, mercy was left behind in my retaliation.


My return from the stars began as they hunted, but now I had become more than the hunter: I was a harbinger of death. His maiden.


The dawn never rose again and the dusk would never fall. Worst of all . . . my soul remained severed from its other half. Nyte had left me in this world thrown into disorder and anarchy, but I was determined to bring him back.


Two weeks, and we were no closer to finding a cure for his curse of death-like sleep.


“You wouldn’t be close to passing out if you left some for the rest of us,” Nadia remarked. She approached tentatively, as did Davina. They were always cautious around me, as if one wrong word would trigger my explosion.


“You can’t keep up,” I said, leaning down to wipe the blood off my blade on the cloak of a fallen celestial. Catching a glimpse of Auster’s constellation sigil on his navy cloak, I felt my guilt for the life I’d taken twist to resentment.


If you’re not with me . . . you’re against me.


I resented Auster most of all for what he’d made me become.


He had killed me over three hundred years ago, but I could still feel the twist of the phantom key as it lodged in my chest by his cold hand like it was mere weeks ago.


Well, it was—when he’d repeated history to force Nyte to forge our bond. Now Nyte’s blood could heal me if I drank it. Or kill me if a weapon coated in it was plunged into my heart. It was a sick, twisted irony.


I fucking despised Auster.


And I mourned for him.


I despise that I mourn for him.


My mental tug-of-war became exhausting and deeply unfair. I could almost feel Auster watching, smirking as if aware of the control he still held, a shadow looming over my every thought. I was furious with him, yes, but I loathed myself even more for letting him linger. For replaying conversations that trickled back from lost memories, as if trying to discover the moment he decided I was his enemy. The moment he knew that he would kill me; all the while I had been oblivious.


When I turned, I was met with the concerned face of Davina.


We were at the edge of Vesitire’s central city. We came here often to track and take note of their defenses. I couldn’t be idle for a moment. If I wasn’t arguing with Drystan over every slight theory that could bring Nyte back, I was focused on a rescue plan.


Auster had Eltanin. My dragon.


The audacity of Auster to capture Eltanin filled my body with fury, but above that, I feared what he might do to the young dragon getting closer to his second moon cycle that would see him grow again.


All that kept me from recklessly charging through the city and challenging him now was that Auster had the city completely under his fist. Celestial patrols were everywhere. Most commoners who caught a glimpse of me would want to capture me for the large bounty he promised. The city would become blood, rubble, and ash if I were to unleash Lightsdeath to get what I wanted with no consideration for others.


I couldn’t let myself become that even if I was powerful enough to do it. Though I couldn’t deny that all my recent failures made the thought of getting a taste of triumph tempting.


Lightsdeath lay dormant within me—a deadly gift of primordial power that could devastate the world if unleashed without my complete control. In an exchange to bring Drystan back, Death itself had done exactly what we hoped and given me this advantage—a power that could kill gods.


He wanted the end of Dusk and Dawn, my creators. After all they’d done, and for taking Nyte from me, it became my dark desire to end them myself.


I feared Lightsdeath could make me forget myself and lose the ability to tell friend from foe. I remembered Nyte’s struggles with Nightsdeath long ago, and now more than ever I needed his help to learn to harness this new gift.


“Have you noticed there’s a gap in the west wall? The guards are spaced enough apart that it could be a blind spot for us to slip inside,” Davina said thoughtfully.


I tracked where she’d indicated. The gap was small, but we could make it through. Auster had a veil set by a mage around the wall to prevent me from stepping through the void and easily evading his soldiers’ efforts to keep me out.


“Then what?” Nadia countered. She folded her arms, always wearing a calculating scowl as if she hated herself for wanting to be a part of this. “We’d be fresh bait on the other side of that wall.”


“All we have to do is make it to Eltanin; then we’ll have a fast escape with him.” Davina replied. “Is he big enough to carry three yet?”


“Barely,” I said.


What I learned from Drystan, who remained a prickly ally for finding a cure for his brother, was that Eltanin hadn’t forged a dragon bond to me as a rider. Not like Drystan had with his great red dragon, Athebyne, freed from the Guardian Temple we visited months ago. Past their second moon cycle was when dragons were mature enough to consider a bonded rider, and so the urgency to get Eltanin back was amplified since Auster might manage to break him into submission and bond with him. It was rare and barbaric, but possible. Outlawed, of course, during the time of the dragons, but I didn’t think Auster was bound by any moral or lawful code in his determination to triumph over me.


“Let’s go,” I said. “There’s been enough blood spilled today.”


I’d gained what I needed as my objective wasn’t to find where to infiltrate, but when. Those who scrambled out to find me worked to my advantage as I squeezed information out of their last breaths before I killed them. Which led me to know Auster called for the citizens of Vesitire to gather at the castle in a few days.


I glanced at the tips of my black feathers brushing the snow as I unglamoured my wings. The stark color of them was a brand from Death—a dark omen to my kind, the celestials, whose wings were tones of silver. Despite this, I’d never felt more confident with my new touch of darkness.


Taking to the skies, I returned to Nadir’s home where we’d been taking refuge the last few weeks. The mage lived in a precariously tall wooden structure hidden and protected by a veil of magick. They’d graciously offered to hide our band of the continent’s most wanted.


Passing through the shield tingled my skin and flared my silver tattoos. Nadia and Davina would take longer to make it back on foot.


Inside the home, I barely acknowledged Nadir, who was sitting in the main room smoking something in their pipe as usual. A plant, which I’d come to realize had to be some kind of relaxant. I think they tried to pretend we weren’t intruding on their peace.


Two levels up, I slowed by the room Zathrian was in. The door was slightly ajar, and no matter how many times I saw him lying in that bed, with Rose by his side, my heart sank with despair. The revelation of Zath being Nephilim—half celestial, half mortal—had come as a shock, but I was glad for it because the sword through his gut would have been fatal otherwise. Instead, he’d been unconscious since Auster’s ambush. While Zath’s heartbeat was a strong promise of recovery, Nyte’s was as distant and shallow as a fleeting drum.


I passed Zath’s room and headed up another two levels.


Every time I pushed open the door Nyte lay beyond, hope that he might have somehow awoken flickered like a candle in my chest. That he would be sitting up, and when those amber eyes found me, they would light up brighter than all the lost dawns our world had suffered.


Countless times now, that candle snuffed out the second I saw him lying in the same bed, as still as death. I didn’t think there would be a time I wouldn’t look at him and feel like a hand had punched into my chest and taken a tight grip of my heart.


Taking off my weapons, cloak, and boots, I climbed in beside him, hooking my leg over his and tucking myself into his side. He wasn’t warm, but my magick glowed under my palm on his chest, heating both of us, and I reached for the shallow song of his heart. Relief flooded me when I found it, and I closed my eyes.


My moment of peace barely lasted a minute before I heard the steps march down the hall and burst into the room without a hint of a knock. My eyes flew open and I pinned Drystan with a glare. His eyes beaming of excitement was a grating contrast to my irritation.


“Dragon bonds,” he said, grinning.


It was the brightest expression anyone in this house had mustered for weeks. “Explain before I cast you out without moving an inch,” I warned.


Things between us had been tense. Though we’d colluded in a ploy to get the power of Lightsdeath, that’s where our alliance was supposed to end. He blamed me for leaving—dying—long ago and taking his brother away from him when Nyte closed himself off from everyone. Now it was again my fault Nyte was gone. I didn’t know if my friendship with Drystan could be mended, if he would ever forgive me, but I wasn’t giving up hope, even if I couldn’t show it right now.


“Your bond with Nyte was already forged when the curse took him,” he continued, “but what if it hadn’t been before he fell under? What if you tried to claim your bond with him now, so he would have to claim back? What if it would have been enough to awaken his consciousness?”


“As you said, our bond is forged, so that’s not an option anymore.”


“What if another bond could do the same?”


I pushed myself up, frowning and turning it over in my mind.


“A dragon?” I concluded. Drystan gave me a nod of confirmation before crossing the room to where stacks of books lay.


He spent most of his time studying in his own room, but occasionally he brought his books and journals here. We never spoke, but I had to admit the company was welcome sometimes. Even in silence, sharing the weight of the burden between us for a while was a reprieve from bearing it all alone.


“Eltanin doesn’t have a bonded rider. If we get him back by his second cycle, maybe with your persuasion he’ll choose Nyte. Forging that bond could reach a part of Nyte’s subconscious that might snap him out of his sleep,” Drystan went on, flipping through pages.


I leaned on my thighs at the edge of the bed, contemplating.


My hope began to spark as I dwelled on the possibility. There had always been something familiar between Nyte and Eltanin that made me believe the black celestial dragon might choose Nyte as his rider.


Drystan thumped his book shut when he found the enchanted map that seemed to have been haphazardly used as a reading placeholder at some point. What I recalled about him, and what hadn’t changed, was how chaotic and disorganized he kept his things. Yet he always remembered exactly where everything was when he needed it.


“You still haven’t learned the concept of a bookmark,” I mused.


It was an attempt at normality, kindness, but even that felt awkward between us. I despised the rift I didn’t know how to disperse.


Drystan slipped me a look, debating whether he wanted to reflect on the past with me. His jaw worked, then he busied himself with papers.


“Do you remember everything from the past?”


“Not really. Most of the time I recall things in the moment, like just now with your inability to organize a thing.”


“It’s organized my way.”


That twitched a smile onto my mouth.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered. Drystan’s shoulders locked. “I don’t know where to begin.”


“So don’t.” His sharp eyes cut to me. “Let the past die.”


“I can’t,” I said desperately, pushing up from the bed. “You were my friend. The first I had beyond my suffocated life around the High Celestials and my duty.”


“Then you left me. Both of you did, and I had no one. You can’t blame me for healing that wound over centuries and denying you the blade to do it again.”


That hurt so deeply, a physical wound would be easier to bear right now.


“I’m going to win this war. Nyte is going to wake up. Then we’re staying right here with you until the end of our age.”


Drystan held me with a cold stare, but his eyes flexed a fraction. He didn’t respond, turning his attention back to his journals.


He placed the enchanted map he’d loaned me in the Libertatem on the table and slipped a new overlay on top of it. I strolled closer to catch a glimpse.


“There’s sixteen more temples with dragon paintings across Solanis, which means sixteen dragons to free just like we did with Athebyne—I hope. You told Nyte to tell me your key is with the dragons. When you broke it, you sent the pieces to these temples, didn’t you?”


“Yes. Your father was granted the ability to wield it without harm by my creators—I think they want me dead as much as Auster does. I couldn’t risk the weapon in their hands, and they had us in that temple. So I broke it, and I knew that if I didn’t escape Auster, you would understand what I meant and get it back without me.”


“It was smart thinking. But do we really need the key back?”


“Being Lightsdeath is only half of what it will take to kill Dusk and Dawn. The key is the other.”


Sometimes as I slept I thought I felt the key’s pain. Heard the cries of broken power like a violin off-key. Grating, demanding someone to tend to the instrument to fix it back in tune. I wondered if ignoring the key’s calls to be found and reforged would have any greater effect on me than a few headaches and restless nights.


“That could take months,” he said, itching with our mutual despair. “But at least if Eltanin doesn’t choose Nyte to bond with, we might have sixteen other dragons to try.”


My hope grew into a larger flame against my will.


“You really think it could work?” I whispered.


Drystan flicked a look up, and it was the most caring emotion he’d shared with me. I’d come to accept his cold shoulder over the weeks. With no solutions and hitting endless walls with suggestions, I couldn’t blame him for hardly being able to tolerate me.


“I really hope it can,” he amended before pivoting. “Since you mentioned my father, have you seen him at all during your scouting of the city?”


“No,” I said. In truth, I hadn’t thought of him at all while my vengeance was acutely set on Auster.


Drystan paused at the door, making to leave. “Perhaps Auster has already disposed of him. A shame; I’ve been looking forward to doing it myself.”


He said it so coldly and detached from any emotion. His indifference was a mask over his pain. Though he deserved to face his monstrous father and be the one to end him, as did Nyte, I thought it would also be the most difficult thing they’d ever have to do.


I was about to crawl back into bed when a familiar head of pink hair appeared in the doorway. My mouth opened but no words formed on my tongue. I’d never seen Rose look so tired and frightened than in these last weeks. She hardly ate and had barely said a word. In all the chaos of my own life, I hadn’t seen just how much she’d come to care for Zath. Something was different about her now; there was a light in her eyes I hadn’t seen in too long, which straightened my spine and skipped a beat in my chest before she even spoke.


“He’s awake.”
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Astraea


I didn’t know why I was nervous to see Zathrian. He was still the exact same person I knew, no matter what he was. Yet my hands clammed, my heart raced, and I faltered just past the door at the sight of him, propped up and smiling.


As if he hadn’t narrowly avoided death. As if his wound wasn’t still bandaged and healing. He was just . . . Zath. All bright blue eyes and dashing grin. When his gaze slipped to me, a whimper escaped my lips.


“I don’t look that bad, do I?” he said, voice still thick from his long rest. “It’s good to see you, Stray.”


My brow crumpled to hear him call me by that name. To recall how much of a dear friend he’d been while I was finding my way.


I let out a breathy laugh, and the image of him blurred more as I edged closer.


“How is he?” I asked Lilith, who had been his savior. Her knowledge of nature made the medicines that kept him alive, and I was sure her magick had healing properties as well.


“He is healing well,” Lilith informed me, straightening from checking the bandages over his bare torso.


“Doesn’t feel that well,” Zath said, giving himself a mocking inspection. His skin had lost its glow and tan and was now clammy and pale. His eyes carried dark circles despite the cheerfulness that added a sparkle to his irises.


“I’ll get you some water,” Lilith said.


He said to me, “I know I’m very good looking, but I’m spoken for, so you can stop staring.”


My eyes flashed briefly to Rose, and her cheeks flushed, but her familiar scowl pinned on Zath, who winked at her. My body relaxed to see her spirit somewhat returning.


“You don’t want me to speak for you; it won’t be kind,” she said.


“Come on, Thorns. Let me have a little fantasy in my comeback from death.”


“You cheated,” Rose countered.


“You’re not glad I turned out to be a supernatural being and survived it?”


“Of course I am,” she grumbled, crossing her arms.


“Nephilim,” I said. His attention slipped back to me with a guilty smile.


“Surprise?”


I shook my head, incredulous. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“How could I? You were already dealing with being told you weren’t human.”


“I wouldn’t have felt so alone in that.” I didn’t mean for it to sound like an accusation, but I was hurt that he’d kept such a life-changing secret from me and carried it alone.


Being Nephilim would have been a lonely, hard burden to carry. The celestials had been away for a long time behind the veil, but now that they were out, Zath and his kind would be in hiding like the fae had from the king’s forces not so long ago. Auster had regarded what Zath was with such disdain it boiled my blood now. The Nephilim were hunted and either killed nor outcasted.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “Truthfully I’ve been in denial about what I am for a long time. I didn’t want to believe I was different.”


“What does it mean to be Nephilim?” Rose asked.


“That I’m even more charming than you knew before.”


“You call yourself charming; I find you irritating.”


Zath chuckled, but it turned to winces of pain as he clutched his abdomen.


Rose huffed, adjusting his pillows to make him sit back. The tender care she displayed even with a sour frown warmed my heart.


“So what is our plan now, star-maiden?” Zath mused.


“Your plan is to rest. You’re not in the clear yet.”


“As I hear; I’ve rested far too much. Of course, that dark bastard still has to best me, doesn’t he?”


The light comment regarding Nyte’s situation didn’t land with the humor intended. Zath’s expression fell.


“Is he—?”


“He’s going to be okay,” I said quickly, more to quell the fast rush of panic in myself than to assure Zath. “But as I would tell him if he awoke right now, you’re not going anywhere until you can muster full combat without a wince.”


Zath groaned as he tried to sit up more; obviously he wouldn’t be lifting a sword anytime soon, never mind swinging it.


“Sounds like a challenge,” he said, voice strained with the pain he was trying to distract us from.


“Stop being difficult,” Rose fussed.


“Why does it feel like our roles have switched?”


Rose’s jaw worked, and I thought in any other circumstance she would abandon him from annoyance, but she didn’t leave. Instead she sat back in her chair, and it was only then I noticed the knitting equipment and a surprisingly neat half scarf.


I didn’t get to question the unlikely hobby when she said, “What is the plan? I heard you’ve been scouting.”


“We’ve been monitoring Auster’s defenses, trying to find any cracks we can exploit to get Eltanin back.”


“Eli?” Zath said, his brow pulled together with a wash of upset. Then it twisted to anger. “That asshole has Eli?”


My sad expression conveyed the confirmation.


That roused Zath again into believing he was exempt from healer’s orders. Throwing back the covers, he managed to swing his legs off the bed, but his brace on the side and pause for breath gave away his lack of strength.


“I just need to stretch and wake up a bit more, but I’m coming with you when you go to get him back.”


His skin was slick with a sheen of sweat, and his breath wasn’t steady. I didn’t argue against his determination, believing it would only make the stubborn ass push himself more and delay his healing.


“Death isn’t easy to come back from,” I said quietly.


He looked up with a wave of understanding.


“It seems we’re forming a band of death-touched.” With that, his eyes flicked up to Rose and a hint of fear creased around his eyes. “Though I very much plan to make sure you never acquire a membership.”


“Worry about yourself,” she said, but I thought her face softened at his care. Something she wasn’t used to receiving.


“She’s right,” I said. “I’m not the scared and vulnerable girl of the manor anymore. I . . . remember a lot of who I was, what I’m capable of.”


I thought about trying to explain the change in me, but Lightsdeath was still an inconceivable notion that I hadn’t the chance to figure out for myself yet.


“I’m getting that sense,” he said bittersweetly. “Being in your company is strangely intimidating.”


I huffed. “No need to flatter me.”


He smiled, and it dispersed some of the dark clouds that swirled around me.


“It’s in the way you carry yourself now: as the leader you were born to be. Even the way you talk with confidence. It’s . . . I’m so proud of you.” My eyes stung, and I crouched in front of him, taking his hands. Zath added, “But it doesn’t matter what you are or the power you have; you’re still my friend, and I want to be by your side to help.”


“Soon,” I promised.


My gratitude for having Zath in my life was immeasurable. He wasn’t a shield to guard me; he was a pillar of strength on and off a battlefield.


But I couldn’t wait for him to heal to make my move toward retrieving Eltanin.


“How is he?” Rose asked quietly. I detected a note of guilt as she inquired about Nyte now when she hadn’t over the weeks. She could hardly tolerate his company when he was conscious.


“As well as can be for now,” I said.


“Zath might not be able to help, but I can. I want to come with you next time you go scouting.”


“I’ll let you know next time we head out,” I said, though it burned in my throat as a lie.


I had been yearning to have both of them fighting alongside me for weeks, but now I would be acting without them. I was done with merely observing Auster taking his fill of my kingdom and basking in the manipulated minds of my people.


Bidding them goodnight, though I didn’t know if that was accurate when the blood moon always dominated the sky, I left and was heading down the stairs when I heard Davina and Nadia. I found them in the main room in conversation with Nadir, their cheeks flushed from the cold trek back.


“The wings are so unfair,” Nadia grumbled upon seeing me, brushing snow off her shoulders.


She glanced to an invention above the blazing fire pit that kept time for us. Nadir had a flare for unique things, and this used sand like an hourglass, except it spiraled slowly toward hour markers, tracking the whole day. The winter arrived thick and without mercy even in the daytime, but it was closing in on midnight and the late hours plummeted to lethal temperatures.


“You should get warmed up,” I said to them.


Davina seemed to notice my somberness. She approached, reaching out and squeezing my arms.


“Tomorrow will be a better day,” she said, always so optimistic that her presence along with Lilith’s was often the only breath above water any of us felt.


I plastered on a smile, though it was hardly convincing. Tomorrow . . . well, not even Davina’s warmth could chase away the foreboding chill creeping through me.


They headed to their rooms for much needed rest and heat, which left me alone with Nadir. I found their company strangely relaxing yet unnerving. They reclined in an armchair by the fire, bare feet propped on a wooden kitchen stool. Their emerald filigree pattered shirt was tucked into black pants, but most of the buttons were undone to expose the dark skin of their chest. They smoked absentmindedly while their fingers idly swirled around a teacup. Their silent glances to me often made me feel that secrets could never stay buried. Even those I didn’t know I was harboring.


“Self-sacrifice is in your nature,” they said with a knowing lilt. Their eyes wandered lazily, likely the effects of whatever was in their pipe.


“I think it’s in everyone’s nature for those they love.”


“Not everyone. Selfishness is often a victorious beast.”


I’d had various suspicions about Nadir. Could they foresee things? Was their magick far more than a typical human mage? Did what they smoked in their pipe merely give them a convincing air of wisdom beyond their means?


Regardless, I sat with them. There was something about them that made me desperate for relief even if they could only provide mindless ramblings, which I had to find my own meanings within.


They blew out their next drag of the pipe and gave a lopsided smile. Their eyes had been yellow with a vertical pupil when I’d first met them; now they must have switched the enhancement in their starlight matter—a substance crafted from fallen star matter and spelled by mages for various cosmetic and practical uses—which changed them to an unnatural vibrant green with a circular pupil.


My sight flicked briefly outside, catching on the tall thorned stem with fluorescent blue flowerings. A beautiful, deceptively harmless plant, which was poisonous to my kind. Depending on the use and strength, it could incapacitate a celestial’s magick and weaken their bodies.


“Does the nebulora make you wary?” they asked in reply to my wandering observation.


“I guess I’m wondering why you grow it.”


They shrugged, nonchalant. “It’s nothing personal to your kind. I have obsidian, which can harm the celestials too, and stormstone that is lethal to vampires. I have them all in forms you couldn’t decipher.”


That furrowed my brow. “Forms?”


“It’s not always about possessing the weapon but having the cunning to use it in ways one least sees coming.”


Nadir liked to speak in riddles. Usually I would indulge in the game, but I was too on edge.


“The nebulora is rather obvious.”


“It is nearly bloomed to perfection; then you might never see it again.”


I shivered involuntarily, eyes fixing on the glowing cosmic plant that grew from soil untouched by the white snow. When I thought of a weapon, sharp things and magick flares came to mind, but I stared at something so quiet and beautiful, knowing it could kill me in far more cunning ways.


“I left a gift for you in your room,” Nadir said.


That took me by surprise. I didn’t want to question their kindness, but it was unexpected to receive something now when we’d been here for weeks.


“What is it?” I asked warily.


“We can’t have you unequipped as well as unaccompanied.” Their eyes tilted down at me with a reprimand they didn’t voice.


This was another instance that roused my suspicion over whether Nadir had some kind of clairvoyance. I didn’t confirm I harbored any plans to leave, but I didn’t need to.


“Thank you,” I said.


“Unaccompanied where?” Drystan said, strolling into the main room. He came around the hearth, taking Nadir’s pipe and inhaling long and deep. With the immediate relaxation he exhibited blowing out the smoke, I was starting to reconsider my desire to sample, or at least inquire about, whatever root it was.


“I was going to train tomorrow, but it seems my combatant will have to be the most sturdy tree,” I lied easily.


Drystan hooked a brow at me, settling down on the rug by the fire, his knee bent and posture the most at ease I’d seen. Perhaps it was from the hope gained with our new prospective attempt to wake Nyte, and I only prayed the loss of that hope, if it didn’t work, wouldn’t crush more of his spirit.


“You have an immense power inside you, and you want to dally in swordplay?”


Nadir’s lazy gaze slipped to me, a lingering meaning hidden in his answer. “She can’t rely on one skill that could be taken away.”


With that, my attention caught on the fluorescent blue flowering nebulora outside again with a jittering unease. A warning that no power was unstoppable.


“Are the falling stars affecting your magick?” Drystan asked me curiously, like I was a thing to study in his journals.


The stars were causing more destruction than ever before. I’d seen the gaps between them stretch apart, but this was the first time they’d started plummeting to the land as catastrophic rocks ablaze.


“No. I don’t think the cosmic imbalance is affecting me like it has the other celestials.”


“Maybe when we get Eltanin back we should wait this out—let celestial magick weaken so we have an advantage,” Drystan pondered.


I shook my head. “My war is with Auster and your father, no one else. I want to spare as many of my people as I can, and waiting only gives them more time to turn innocents against me.”


“Besides,” Nadir interjected. “It would take decades for them to be substantially weakened, and it doesn’t affect their ability to fight with mortal weapons.”


Drystan hummed, taking another inhale of the pipe before passing it back to Nadir. Then he shifted to retrieve a small journal from his back pocket. I didn’t impose on his moment of thought as he flicked through his own writing.


“I’m going to get rest,” I announced.


Drystan didn’t look up from his pages. Nadir gave me a small smile with a dip of their head, an unspoken tender farewell in their bright green eyes.


Back in my room with Nyte, I found Nadir’s gift immediately. Combat leathers with a beauty like nothing I’d seen before hung beautifully on a wooden dress form in the corner. I floated toward it lost in awe, taking in the exquisite craft. It wasn’t just black; the shoulders gave the illusion of dark purple tipped feathers made of leather. When I moved around the garment, the candlelight caught on different surfaces, and I found the sleek bodice shifted from black to an iridescent purple hue depending on the light.


I bathed in a tub filled with steaming water I assumed Nadir had also used his magick to place in this room. With a sulking heart and a lost soul, I watched Nyte with my chin resting on my folded arms over the bath’s edge.


“If this plan doesn’t work . . .” I started, but my words cut off, as I needed to swallow the lump in my throat. “I haven’t posed the only other option we might have to try to save you. I think Drystan knows of it too, but he’s hoping it will be the last resort. I don’t think I could cross realms with you anymore. I have a debt to Death to pay here. But Drystan could take you back through the mirror to where you belong, and then the curse from this realm won’t hold you. Maybe there you won’t have to be the villain anymore. Maybe home is where you get to be . . . free.”


A tear slipped down my cheek at the thought. Was it selfish to even try to bring him back with Eltanin and the dragon bond? Nyte deserved so much better than the cruel hand life and death had dealt him. He’d become what he had to in order to survive and protect his brother. Now he had a chance for a new life and I couldn’t let him go.


He was so beautiful lying there that the pain in my soul swelled. I harbored so much love for him, and I didn’t want it to ever stop, but it was also killing me inside no matter what was to come.


I sighed, washing my hair with a honey shampoo before getting out and drying off. Wearing only a cotton robe, I crawled over the bed, hovering over Nyte and cupping his cheek. I pressed my lips to his, but they were cold and I held back my whimper.


“You waited centuries for me. There’s no measure of time I won’t wait for you. Forever, if need be. In every lifetime eternal until we are triumphant.”
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Astraea


If I had to guess, I’d say at least two hours had passed since I left Nadir’s home. It wasn’t without tethers of guilt making every step away difficult. Or it could just be the thick snow that made walking feel like climbing a mountain.


I would have flown but the sky was clear tonight, and with no cloud cover, I couldn’t risk being seen.


My plan was . . . well, I wouldn’t even call it such.


I knew I could be stealthy enough to infiltrate the city alone. Once within the walls, however, events could unfold a number of ways—my capture, having to wear more blood of my kin—but I hoped to free Eltanin without ensuing chaos while Auster was distracted by his address to the city.


Wishful thinking, most likely.


The only part I wasn’t confident of was my restraint not to let my emotions act out recklessly when I saw Auster within reach. When I would have to watch him claim my throne, twisting the minds of my people, and remember how he had harmed my friends with no consequence.


Yet.


Wrath was coming for him. Wrath was me.


I wondered if the patrolled borders between kingdoms no longer existed, as the measure had been implemented for control during his Libertatem game by Nyte’s father. Auster would have no reason for it. Perhaps he used the abolishment of the borders to appear even more heroic. He was the High Celestial who saved the continent first from a tyrannical king, then from its dark-hearted maiden and her villainous bond.


A breathy laugh escaped me at the thought. I found it both a humorous and delightful concept. It’s exactly what Nyte and I were, except we would aim all our villainy toward Auster Nova and Nyte’s father.


I kept aware and silent, watching the path ahead but focusing mostly on my hearing. After a stretch of time, I started to get a sense I was being followed. I hadn’t heard any sure footfall or crack of branches, but weariness unsettled in my gut and my skin pricked with awareness.


If I was being followed through this woodland, my stalker was being very careful.


I flexed my gloved fingers and slipped one off. My magick was far stronger without the leather barrier. With a snap of my fingers a light sparked between them, a small violet pulse. The warmth was glorious, but I wanted whoever the pursuant was to think twice at the sight of my unpredictable magick.


They gave themselves up with a step too fast through the crisp snow, or perhaps they wanted me aware now.


I cast my hand out, fingers pointed, in their direction, but they were agile, and my magick splintered the side of the tree they ducked behind.


“You’ve lost your touch,” he called.


My battle stance slackened and my magick cooled.


“Drystan?” I called out, mildly irritated.


“Don’t stop,” he said, appearing from his cover with a sword in hand. He twisted his wrist, advancing with it braced.


“What are you doing?” I bit out.


He shrugged, then attacked with no warning.


I gasped at the vertical swipe of his sword I twisted to avoid, then clumsily pulled my own weapon free. Our blades clashed, not giving me pause to calculate as he seized the advantage of my outrage.


“If you wanted to kill me you could have taken a dagger with Nyte’s blood to my chest already,” I said through gritted teeth.


My returning memories weren’t so clear. On the contrary, they often confused and frustrated me wildly when they were like dreams: flashes of people and things and events that didn’t fully feel real. I recalled Drystan was no fighter in the past, however, and that had severely changed over the centuries I was gone.


“Consider this a reprimand for your stupidity,” he snapped back, continuing his unrelenting advance.


“You picked up some skills over the years.”


“You’ve certainly lost some.”


I was panting already. I really needed to train harder, and that’s where my frustration came from: knowing how adept at combat I’d been in the past, and yet in this life I was barely pushing past novice against someone with real fighting skill. I’d used magick for efficiency against most people I’d fought so far, or I’d faced common folk and rogue vampires, whose skills in weaponry were hardly a challenge.


My coordination faltered when my ankle caught on a branch hidden by the snow. Falling onto my back, I hissed at the tip of Drystan’s blade over my chest.


He smirked down at me. The amusement grated on my rising temper.


“Wanted to prove you could best me?” I grunted.


“I wanted to gauge how long you might last in your reckless endeavor,” he said, removing the threat and popping the sword between his hands against the ground. “I’d give you less than a day beyond the city wall before you got yourself captured.”


“Your faith in me is charming.” I pushed up before the cold could seep through my leathers.


“Did you really think you could take on the task of retrieving Eltanin alone?” His ire creased deeply on his brow.


“It’ll be easier for one person to get inside the wall and remain hidden. I planned to be back in a few days.”


Drystan mocked me with a scoff.


“I can’t decide if your arrogance is delusional or faintly admirable.” His expression turned harsh. “There’s no second chance for you this time. If you die, this world dies with you, either by Auster’s corruption or Nyte’s vengeance.”


“I am Lightsdeath now; it was your plan to make me that, and I’ve stopped underestimating myself, so I don’t need you to start.”


We matched disagreeing stares while our breaths frosted the air between us.


“I know you, Astraea. You would have gone into that city and lost focus of everything the moment you had Auster in your sights.”


“I know what I need to do, and you’re only slowing me down.”


I tried to brush past him, but I detected the shift of his arm in time to raise my sword to meet his. The heat of our glares through crossed blades was enough to dull the sharp chill of the night.


We were moving again and I led the attack this time. I honed in on him like I would with an enemy, seeing him as nothing but a barrier stopping me from getting to Eltanin and having Nyte back. If he wouldn’t back down, neither would I.


My steps became a dance awakening from a distant place in my mind. It was then I realized that despite my vicious efforts, forcing his faltering offense through the trees, I would never harm him. There was a tear in my soul for what was broken between us, and as Drystan stepped around a tree, my next horizontal swipe lodged my blade into the timber.


I let go of the hilt, leaving it suspended there while I gathered my breath.


“So a world upended by war showed you can’t fight with your books?” I said, reflecting on the man I knew from long ago, who always had a fascination for knowledge and arts but never with fighting.


Drystan huffed, a bitter sound. “A hundred books can sharpen a mind to be far deadlier than any steel. But what I learned was that books were often an escape from the rage and pain; fighting was the only way to keep those emotions from killing me by giving the pain back to the world.”


That unexpected, deep truth was a slice far worse than what he could have inflicted on my flesh. I snapped my eyes to him, but he’d already dismissed the vulnerable words by sheathing his sword.


“We should go before the others notice and come after you too,” he said with an icy distance now.


Then it dawned on me. “You didn’t follow me to haul me back?”


His smirk lacked humor. “Of course not. We might have a way to wake Nyte up, and I’m not leaving it solely in your reckless hands.”


I opened my mouth to argue, but Drystan suddenly straightened, casting a look through the depthless forest and holding a hand up to silence me. I turned rigid, then scrambled into a defensive position when I heard steps racing toward us.


“Shit,” Drystan swore, raising his sword. “Nightcrawlers. Maybe a soulless or shadowless too.”


“You all but called them to us with your unnecessary violence,” I hissed.


He didn’t get to retort when one of the vampires reached him. Watching Drystan in combat while it wasn’t aimed at me just showed how much had changed. He was good. Great, in fact. He moved with as much elegance and form as I could hope to regain.


My sights fell to my sword, still suspended in the tree, and when I heard the snarls of more vampires approaching I cast my hand out toward it. A flare of violet light engulfed the blade, and I shifted my leg back for balance, crying out with the force it took to cut clean through the trunk with my magick-infused sword.


The tree toppled and several vampires faltered in their approach, trying to scramble from the path of the thick trunk instead. My hand wrapped around the hilt of the sword that flew toward me, my arm drawing back with the force. I barely got the chance to tighten my grip before my blade slashed across the first nightcrawler that narrowly missed being crushed by the tree. A loud boom resounded through the forest from it.


“Was that really necessary?” Drystan called, not faltering in his combat.


“It took out five of them at once!” I shouted back. “You’re welcome.”


“And likely summoned a hundred more.”


Well, he maybe had a point there. Though I hoped we’d finish off the last of those here and be long out of range before any more heard the commotion and came.


All I thought about was killing. There was a certain dark exhilaration to it. I felt the slick tear of flesh and heard their wails as victory. I didn’t see my satisfaction as wrong when it was either kill or be killed. I’d spent most of my short life back, almost six years now, being manipulated by Goldfell—the man who’d found me staggering lost through the woods when I first returned to this land and taken me in. He made me believe I was no better than flesh to keep him warm and a pretty prize to collect.


Now I was a reckoning to all who stood against me.


My magick sliced through the wings of a nightcrawler, and my blade plunged through his throat, cutting off his piercing cry. He was the last body to fall before all became silent save for the harsh breaths of me and Drystan.


“Let’s go,” I said, not waiting for him as I made haste away from the blood-painted snow.


We ran through the woodland, letting the icy air spear down my throat and set fire to my lungs. Soon the pain subsided, though I knew that blessing in the moment would be punishment to my body later.


I didn’t stop until I broke out of the tree line and came to the familiar hill overlooking the glowing central city of Vesitire. It was so beautiful I forgot about the corruption that had spread within.


“What’s your great plan to breach the heavily guarded wall?” Drystan muttered dryly, surveying while we kept to tree shadow cover.


“There’s a blind spot between guards. Small, but if we’re careful . . .”


His scoff dismissed that idea. “You’re lucky I came.”


He began heading down the hill, and his smug attitude was feeding my ire irrationally. Muttering curses under my breath, I hastily caught up to him, but he was heading away from the opening I’d indicated.


“Are you disregarding my way in because it wasn’t your meticulously crafted plan?” I grumbled.


“Petty arrogance isn’t really my thing.”


“You’ve known of a route in all this time?”


My steps marched after him, but Drystan was so calm and composed.


“You might have ruled from this city for a century, but you were never locked inside. Being a prisoner breeds a particular obsession to discover every inconspicuous way out.”


“You weren’t locked inside,” I argued. Though as I said it, I realized I’d never learned about Drystan’s life with those walls after I was gone.


He said, “Nyte was the one with the freedom. He was useful to our father, especially with how destructive he became in your absence. I think my father knew that Nyte would turn on him and the city if he tried to keep Nyte by his side. Instead that was my role. The perfect prince, always poised and pretty in the castle, the one who would take over his throne someday and for whom he’d arrange a marriage for political advantage.”


My heart sank for him. “I’m glad it never came to that.” It was a pitiful statement, but I didn’t have much else to offer.


“It nearly did. He desperately wanted me to wed one of the elder vampires to gain their allegiance.” He chuckled in reflection, though it was bitter-coated humor. “She never would have agreed, so my father made me try to court her, make her fall for me. It wasn’t the first time he suggested I win people over that way. Nyte was his weapon as good as steel, while I was his weapon as good as a courtesan. I guess you could say we’re both very good at what we do.”


I’d stopped walking with the terrible upset that hollowed my stomach. I stared after him with pity, though I knew he would despise seeing it. Drystan was so beautiful, and the way he could speak and lure someone in with carefully mastered stares alone made the realization slam into me.


“We don’t have time for rest,” Drystan said, turning back to me with hard eyes.


We both knew it wasn’t why I stopped, but he didn’t want to talk further on the matter.


“When you found a way out of the city . . . where did you go?” I asked; the question hung between us as fragile as glass.


“Anywhere. I couldn’t get far, of course, but you’d be surprised by the many wonders that can be found somewhere you think is too familiar to be worth deep exploration.”


It was the first time I’d felt a spark of inspiration for anything other than my rage and retribution. I wanted him to show me, to go with him and explore what he’d found, and then when the war was won . . . we could go anywhere.


I followed when Drystan turned and walked again. The tension between us felt thick, but there was a light I wanted to reach for.


“You wouldn’t go on these ventures and not take note of them,” I said, offering a token of conversation that might add a stitch or two on the cracks of our friendship. “Is that what you write in your journals?”


“Among other things.”


I envied his ability to slow down enough to take in his surroundings and findings, then make sure he could revisit the memory anytime he liked.


“Would you ever show me?”


His brow hooked as he peered back at me. Then he drew a long breath.


“If we make it out of all of this, I might consider showing you. Or better yet, taking you.”


I broke a small smile even though he didn’t see it. I held onto those words as a promise, which added more determination to triumph in this war.


Drystan led us, ducking cautiously down the hill and around the city wall. A distant noise caught my attention, like the wind was on fire heading straight to us. Instinctively, my sight tracked up and my eyes widened.


“Shit,” Drystan swore, taking off in a run, and I didn’t hesitate to follow.


“The stars . . .” I trailed off in a panting breath as the snow made our retreat so much more laborious.


“The wrath of your parents, perhaps,” Drystan deduced.


We’d only seen the fireballs from afar and sometimes felt the ground quake with their impact. This was the first time we ran from being the direct target of one.


With gritted teeth of frustration, sweat began to trickle down my spine as I thought we wouldn’t clear the blast radius in time. I cast my magick out with heat, melting the snow beneath our feet, which allowed us to push our legs faster.


“You shouldn’t have done that; your light is like a beacon,” Drystan hissed.


“Would you rather we become buried a hundred feet under?” I snapped back.


I hoped anyone who might have seen the flare I tried to keep small would believe it to be related to the flaming ball hurtling toward our land. The red hue cast over us from the crimson moon along with the falling stars turned our world into a land of blood and fire. I didn’t know how long we had before the destruction started to lay waste, leaving nothing for us to salvage if we managed to defeat Auster then the gods.


At least this star seemed small and would land outside the city where thousands of citizens lived.


The crackling from the meteor grew louder, and the heat grew against my back. Panic bubbled inside me, but we reached a cave near the river shore surrounding Vesitire’s main city.


Drystan grabbed my hand, hauling me inside. I gripped him just as desperately as we huddled into ourselves right as the blast into the river shook the ground, trembling from my feet through my whole body. I threw out a shield of magick over the cave entrance, hoping it would provide some protection.


The star pummeled into the water, which would have drowned us in an instant if it flooded into this cave. My body tightened at the force battering against my magick, and for a moment I thought it would shatter through. The crashing against it felt endless, pushing and pushing against me.


“You can hold it,” Drystan said, his voice a soft encouragement barely audible through the chaos.


He held me tightly, and the firm assurance of not being alone gave me strength enough to keep holding on with everything I had.


“I can’t . . . hold it . . .” I said between strained breaths.


“You can let go now, but brace yourself,” he said.


I didn’t need to be told twice when magick was burning through my veins. I only managed one breath of relief before my next held as water swallowed us. Neither of us anticipated the low wave would still be enough to knock us off balance and send us drifting deeper into the cave.


The water wasn’t high enough to swim, and I could only let the shallow current take me until it ran out. Or, as our unlucky streak would have it, until we slammed into a wall and the remaining wave continued around the bend.


The water only lapped up to my elbows and thighs as I was on all fours, drawing breath with sharp adrenaline as I feared more water could come crashing through the cave at any moment.


“I’ve never enjoyed swimming,” Drystan said; the pain in his voice drew my attention to him.


His boots sloshed through the mercifully shallowing water toward me before he leaned down and I accepted his aid to stand. Drystan studied me head to toe.


“Your head is bleeding,” he said, not in concern but like that was a hindrance to our plan.


“Don’t get any ideas,” I muttered, pulling away.


Drystan chuckled dryly. “Believe it or not, I don’t turn into a bloodthirsty beast at the scent of a little blood. Even yours.”


“Good to know.”


“Though it does make me irritable to crave it.”


“I’m not offering,” I grumbled, touching the wound past my hairline at my temple.


“Fine. I’ll just have to find a snack when we get out of here.”


I tried to focus my hearing, but my pulse was still erratic and loud. Every sound of water kept my adrenaline on a razor’s edge. “Please tell me we planned to go this way and that there’s another exit.”


“This takes us under the second level of the city.”


That would be a few hours in this dark, wet cave. I shuddered, trying not to let my spirit sink.


“Why didn’t you tell me about this entrance before?”


“Because if you had a sure way in you wouldn’t have waited a week.”


He . . . might have been right about that. Though I wouldn’t admit it.


“I don’t think I like swimming either,” I said, shivering at the cold water seeping into my skin.


“It’s being trapped you don’t like,” he said. “You can’t swim, but you did enjoy shallow lakes, especially in summer before that gloriously warm season became more and more fleeting, year by year. Don’t you remember?”


My heart skipped because Drystan remembered such insignificant things about me.


He shut the door of amity that he’d let creep open before I could reply. “Come on. The faster we are, the less time we’ll spend in here.”


I had no choice despite my fear of confinement. We had to get inside the city and rescue Eltanin. My teeth bashed together and my steps were slower than those of Drystan, who marched confidently through the shallow water.


After a few more paces, he groaned, turning back to me as I hugged myself and followed pitifully.


“Take my hand,” he said, like it pained him to offer.


“I’m fine.”


He didn’t speak, and our harsh stares battled each other. I could hardly see him in the fleeting light, but the water added some reflection, at least.


With a disgruntled huff I dropped my palm into his, and immediately he tightened his hold, all but pulling me along. It only took a few seconds for me to feel more at ease, secure. Holding onto each other would be a tether of security should another wave come, and I tightened my grip too with that thought.


“You could warm us both,” Drystan said after a moment.


Now that I wasn’t prickling with the anticipation of being drowned or being cautious to keep the light from being seen, my body started to relax and I reached for my magick. My silver markings glowed faintly, giving us more light to navigate the dark. Warmth started to trickle over me, and I sighed in relief from the cold, but it wouldn’t dry us, nor would our feet have any chance with the shallow pool we had to walk through.


There was something about the dark that left no option but to be trusting; regardless, I knew my heart trusted Drystan even when my mind couldn’t.
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Astraea


Climbing up into the second level of the city from our cave entrance had proven to be the most difficult part. Many of the steps had worn and crumbled over the centuries this escape route had been abandoned. We made it to the top after nearly plummeting to our deaths a few times—at least that had been what Drystan rambled about constantly while apparently I had nothing to worry about with wings to catch me.


Our clothes were still uncomfortably damp, and while my magick had provided us some warmth, we were miserable in our current state. Not off to the best nor most competent start in this mission. We pressed ourselves against a narrow, dark alley wall. Our hoods were up, and coverings were over the lower halves of our faces. It wasn’t uncommon to see suspicious looking persons like this around the city; they were usually assassins or unsavory mercenaries that people avoided the paths of. Yet we had to be cautious. One tip off would turn this place into a maze of a hunting ground, which we were all but locked in. Even if I had an opportunity to escape by flying, I wouldn’t leave Drystan.


“We need to dry ourselves and get rest before we risk our lives again,” Drystan said, still scouting the street to decide where to go.


Of course, if we were going to die in our quest to get Eltanin, better to be comfortable and energized. We were on the upper level of the city, which was thickest with Auster’s forces. Every nerve in me was on high alert.


“I am highly insulted to be worth a lesser reward for my capture than you or Nyte,” Drystan muttered, spotting a line of our wanted posters across the street.


I didn’t deign to respond to that, slipping out of our cover to head down the street. Plain sight might be the only way to navigate the city. There were guards around, but they roamed as nonchalantly and unaware as the civilians. There was something highly satisfying about walking right by, undetected as their greatest enemies.


“Are you trying to get us captured before I can remember the feeling of dry socks?” Drystan hissed beneath his mask, falling into step with me.


“They’d have less reason to stop two ordinary looking citizens traveling out in the open than those skulking through the shadows.”


After a short while our misery chose the next inn we came across; we’d been trying to hold out for the most bustling and tucked away establishment to lose ourselves in occupied crowds.


We ordered stew and bread, and our leftover coin afforded one room for the night. Sitting in a tucked away corner of the main room, I couldn’t stop my sighs of appreciation when we were brought the hot food.


“If this is to be our last meal, I’m content,” Drystan said, equally lost in the stew.


“Do you think the others have awoken to find us gone yet?” I wondered with a pang of guilt.


“It should be nearing morning, but we don’t have a time teller.”


“What if they come after us?”


“We can’t really prevent that.”


“You say that like you don’t care about what happens to them.”


Drystan looked off to consider. “Should I?”


My face fell flat. “Have you completely lost the ability to invite friendship into your life?”


“I have merely grown armor in the places that were once soft, Maiden. You should do the same.”


The coldness in his tone stung. He used my title like a blade that cut back any vine of friendship growing close to him.


“You can keep trying to push me away, but I’m not going anywhere,” I said, plunging my spoon back into the stew with a scowling look at him.


His lips curved into a small smile, but it wasn’t endearing. “Didn’t seem that way as you left to come here without even a farewell when this brash plan of yours could result in your death. Permanently.”


“That was to make sure none of you meet the same fate.”


I didn’t expect Drystan to slam his spoon to the table, rocking our cups.


“That’s why I don’t have friends,” he hissed. “They will always make you weak and force you to take stupid measures to protect them. Even then, they’re likely to leave or die sooner rather than later.”


Before I could respond, two parchments were slipped over the table between us by a hand. We’d been too lost in the growing heat of our conversation to notice someone had approached. Both of our hands reached for weapons, and I glanced up . . . then shock replaced my fear.


Drystan braced his hands on the table to rise.


“Sit, Prince. We don’t want to draw attention. Others might notice two of the most wanted in all of Solanis,” Tarran said, low and faintly amused.


His brown eyes danced from me to Drystan, but I was still, lost in my mind, which dragged forth flashes of memory after memory until I suddenly felt dizzy.


“Here to claim the prize?” Drystan snarled low, snatching up the posters with our faces on them. He scrutinized the parchment with a deep frown, and grumbled, “They got my nose all wrong.” When he looked over at me, it smoothed out a fraction. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost rather than just a red-headed ancient bastard,” he said.


Ancient. Tarran was an elder vampire . . . but he was also so much more than that.


Tarran spoke. “I hear you’re regaining your memories.”


There was a confusing note of gentleness but also tension in his voice. I could hardly bear to look up at him when I didn’t know how to react. How to unscramble the past from the present to make sense of him.


“Why are you here?” I asked, choosing to stay guarded as I cast him a hard look.


“I’m watching all sides of the brewing tide so as not to be caught on the ship that’s going down. May I?” Tarran didn’t wait for a response before sliding onto the bench beside Drystan.


“Turning us in would surely strengthen Auster’s ship,” Drystan said carefully. I noticed how his hand hovered over a small blade at his side.


“Perhaps, but I like to believe the structure comes second to the skill of the captain.” His mischievous eyes slipped to me with that.


“Just explain how you found us here,” I snapped, on edge about his presence and slippery allegiance.


“It wasn’t hard. Even cloaked and hooded you stand out to anyone who knows what to look for.” His head canted like I was prey in his trap as he leaned on his forearms. “There’s a certain confidence in your swagger that’s finally come back. It had me intrigued.”


Drystan looked at us, puzzled.


“Did you know each other in your past lives?” he asked me.


My “no” was run over by Tarran’s “yes.”


Drystan shook his head like it would piece together how that was possible.


I closed my eyes on a long exhale. I didn’t know why I wanted to delay the inevitable spilling of the truth.


“He’s not just an elder soul vampire,” I said. “He’s the son of two of my guardians. A soulless and a fae.”


The shock on Drystan’s face was what I’d expected.


“No. That can’t be true. How could you have kept that from Nyte and me?” Drystan leaned his elbow on the table, pinching the bridge of his nose, mulling over the past like he might have missed something.


Tarran said, “You could say back then Astraea and me were somewhat estranged.”


I winced; the sharpness of his words was a dagger directed toward me.


“You made the vampires and me believe you wanted to capture the star-maiden as a gain for the vampire side of the war,” Drystan said sourly. “Now I discover she’s practically your family? Are you going to try to say your pursuit of her was out of endearment?”


I narrowed suspicious eyes on Tarran. “When did you want to find me?”


“Before you arrived in the central kingdom and practically announced to the world the star-maiden was back. I killed the Libertatem participant and took his place to be close to you and make sure you stayed alive, won, and found your key. I wasn’t sure what I would do with you afterward. Of course, Rainyte intervened and got to you before anyone else could—me, Auster, Drystan’s father. That was no surprise really.”


“So what do you want now? To gain a strong alliance with Auster by handing me in?”


Tarran’s eyes darkened on me, but he had no right to be insulted by the question given his convenient appearance here.


“Don’t you think you’d already be in chains heading to the castle by now if I was?”


“Not if there’s something else you hoped to gain before ratting us out,” Drystan said.


Tarran cast him a bored look. “What if I came to give you something instead?”


Drystan crushed the wanted poster of himself. “We don’t need souvenirs.”


The look they shared was daring, but the intensity accompanied by the slight delighted curve of Tarran’s mouth almost urged me to look away from their exchange.


“Auster has called the citizens of Vesitire to the castle tomorrow to hear his speech,” Tarran informed us.


“I already knew that,” I said.


Drystan swung me an accusatory look. “Anything else you know and haven’t shared?”


I shook my head with a sheepish wince.


Tarran said, “I assume you want your dragon back. What if I said I can help?”


“We don’t trust you,” Drystan said.


“I don’t have the time nor care to convince you to trust me,” Tarran said, bored as he reached for Drystan’s cup and took a drink. Setting it down with a casual sigh, he stood lazily. “Auster Nova is no fool. He won’t let his guard down for this. My advice? The only way to distract him enough is to give him what he wants more than anything.” His brown eyes landing on me sent a chill down my spine.


“I need to be the bait,” I said.


“Not happening,” Drystan rejected.


“My token of insight is that, while Astraea occupies everyone’s attention, I have those loyal to me posing in Auster’s vampire ranks. I can make sure they anticipate letting a lone shadow slip by into the side entrance of the library where a black celestial dragon is being cruelly shackled.”


My gut twisted at the image of Eltanin chained where Nyte once was. Alone and afraid.


“What do you have to gain from helping us?” Drystan asked bitterly.


He shrugged, looking off through the crowded inn. “What do I have to gain from helping Auster?”


With that, Tarran turned and made to leave.


“Tarran,” I dipped his name in darkness before he got one step. “You do anything that puts my friends in danger, I will kill you.”


His cold eyes sliced back to me.


“You’re good at killing, aren’t you? Auster’s words aren’t all lies about you, Maiden.”


“They’re twisted lies. Ruling isn’t without hard choices and living with blood on our hands.”


This had turned into a far more personal conversation. One brewed from a memory of the past that severed the bond we grew up with while being raised by the same people.


“You should have made sure the blood on yours didn’t leave vengeance in its wake.”


A tense silence left in Tarran’s shadow as he wove through the busy inn until I lost track of him. In truth, I didn’t know if we could trust him or if this was his wicked way of having his revenge on me.


“What happened between you two?” Drystan asked.


“I took away someone he loved.”


Drystan slumped with exasperation. I didn’t elaborate.


“Then how the hell can we trust a word he says?”


“Because there’s one person Tarran will always hate more than me, and that’s Auster, all the High Celestials, really, for how they’ve treated vampires for centuries. He might despise me but he’s the son of two of my guardians and I . . . I have to trust his heart is still a piece of theirs and wouldn’t truly want to harm me.”
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