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AUTHOR NOTE
 
Not often does a tale get told from the villain’s perspective, nor are we blessed enough to hear of the origin story in which set them on the path to true darkness, but here…we do. Who is the genuine villain of this story you may ask? Well, I will leave that up to you to decide, for “we are all villains in someone else’s eyes,” and if you think not, then I dare you to “look into a mirror, and ask yourself… who have you wronged?”
Things are not always as they seem. People are not always as they seem. We all hide a darkness inside, and how we choose to cope with our trauma, how we choose to heal, to express it, to explode…well, isn’t that the premise of this story?
“You can go into war blind, and risk being slaughtered, or you can go in observant, and do the slaughtering.”
“To be distracted, is to be blind.”
So, I advise you. Be careful who you trust. Be careful what you wish for, for the wrong star could be listening.
“Magic always comes at a cost. A cost that in the end, is never worth the fulfillment.”
Now, a warning to the impressionable.
Take heed, as the advice you may hear throughout this narrative, might just be the villain’s way of secretly manipulating you towards the villain you may unknowingly become. After all, this is…a war amongst the stars, and with that, comes bloodshed, betrayal, immoral ideologies, toxicity, sizzling, primal lust, hidden secrets, pain. Lots of pain. But do not fear. No matter what, love will always prevail. “However, necessary.”
May your path towards the light or dark be blessed by the stars themselves.
Happy wishing. 
I’ll see you on the other side.
Good luck.

PRONOUNCIATION GUIDE
	CHARACTERS
 
SERENA:
Sur – ree – nuh
ZURHEN:
Zer – in
NOLANCE:
No – lance
EMERLUM:
Em – er – lum
NAY’AHLI:
Nay – ah – lee
CUR’RAV:
Cur – rav
THRATUR:
Thra – ter
CAL’ELV:
Cal – elv
SENULI:
Sin – null – lee
CAMANAI:
Cam – uh – nay
KALLA:
Call – uh
KLEM’ENOLI:
Klim – eh – no – lee
ORHU’NEN:
Oh – ru – nin
HELLINOR:
Hel – leh – nor
HAMLIN:
Ham – lin
MORVLYN:
Morv – lin
ZACILIAN:
Za – cil – lee – an
ZAHAREN:
Za – ha – rin
ARA’NOLKAI:
Ah – ra – nole – kay
CINDRE:
Cin – dray
	HERACLUS:
Hair – uh – clus
TERA:
Tear – ruh
HARLIN:
Har – lin
NEHALIAN:
Neh – hall – lee – an
ZA’KAI:
Za – ki
VISEREN:
Vis – er – in
KLEMONE:
Kle – mone
 
THINGS
 
VARGONIAN:
(Language / People of Vargon)
Var – go – nee – in
MEL’VARGEN:
(People of Mel’Vargon)
Mel – var – gin
METUKEN:
(People)
Meh – tu – kin
HELK’VEN:
(Mountain)
Helk – vin
WILLENLIR:
(Bird)
Will – in – leer
DEMALGON:
(Dragon)
Dim – all – gone
VELKENEN:
(Wormhole)
Vel – kin – nin
ELKNEAR:
(Wormhole)
Elk – near
	PLACES
 
MEL’VAR:
(Galaxy)
Mel – Var
MEL’VARGON:
(Planet)
Mel – var – gone
MEL’VEN:
(Planet)
Mel – Vin
MEL’VOY:
(Planet)
Mel – Voy
KLEMORIA:
(Country)
Kle – mor – ree – uh
NORRUN:
(Country)
Nor – run
SURREN:
(Country)
Sur – rin
CARDEN:
(Country)
Car – din
ELLRAIN:
(Country)
El – rain
NO’VRIS:
(City)
No – Vris
MELLIVIA:
(City)
Mel – liv – vee – uh
VILLAINE:
(City)
Vil – lane


 
 
￼[image: Greyscale.JPEG]

DEDICATION
 
To anyone who’s ever gazed upon the stars and wished to be anywhere other than where you are.
 
This story is for you.
 
May all your wishes come true, and your heart find the one soul, or place that makes you feel at home. 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE
FAR OUTSIDE THE MEL’VAR GALAXY
When I was a young girl, before I knew about the world and all the horror that came with it, I used to believe in good. I used to want to be good. 
Time after time, my siblings and I would sit around the television, watching every superhero movie ever made.
After the credits rolled, we’d jump to our feet in enthusiastic splendor, our young imaginations fantasizing about us being them, the superheroes we just observed.
We’d go on fighting for their roles, each one of us claiming and pretending to be the greatest hero of them all. Yet somehow, I always round up with the lesser of the heroes. The one that nobody wanted.
It never failed. Every time my siblings would force me to be who I did not wish to be, a part of me began to grow angry, resentful at how unfair it was to watch them claim who I longed to portray. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t just angry over getting stuck with the B-list hero. No. It was more than that. It was every little name call, every pester, ridicule, every pinch from my wicked older sister. It was every single moment when one of them would talk over me, acting as though what I had to say, did not matter, because to them, I did not matter. I only existed. I only breathed. 
My exclusion ran deep. It ran dark, building over time as I kept my mouth shut and my suppressed thoughts muted. Truth be told, I was a ticking time bomb, waiting to explode amongst the tyranny I called, my family. 
You see, I never really fit in amongst them. I never felt like I belonged. I never felt… seen, heard, loved. 
Neglected and starved for attention, I was drowning in a dark, deep, cold abyss and I had no one there to save me. No one to reach their hand into the frigid, watery depths and pull me to surface.
I had no one. I was all alone.
Constant days of observing the world around me, I tended to look upon it with an outsider’s perspective. An illusion, it was like staring into a distant world, a world in which I knew I did not belong in, and I was right. It wasn’t my world. It was my prison. My own personal hell that I could not escape nor leave behind for a better place.
As I watched my family through the bounds of this invisible veil, I often wondered why I couldn’t be like them. “Why was it so hard for me to fit in? Why did I feel so alone, so different? Why couldn’t I just be, normal?” Oh. That’s right. Because I wasn’t normal. I was cursed. At least soon to be. 
It took the smallest of occurrence to set me off that day. The day that changed my life, forever. 
You never really think of how each act in your life can lead you to where you are today, but that act. The act in which caused me to finally snap. Well, I remember it vividly. I mean, how could I forget? It’s not every day you fail to remember the one moment in your life that changed it all. 
My brother had just shoved me hard enough to hit the ground with a bruising thud. While he snickered and turned his back, my blood boiled. It ran cold, freezing until every metaphorical vein within my body froze solid. And then crack. My wrath shattered, and I blew. 
With the malevolent eyes of a scornful devil, I glared up at my big brother, ready to strike him down where he stood. 
A blink of an eye, that’s all it took for little ole me to jump to my feet.
You can kick a stuck rock crammed between two hard places for so long before that rock loosens from its suppressors and falls, bringing with it, a vengeful avalanche ready to destroy all. I was that rock, and boy was I ready to bring about the end of times.
Something snapped inside me. Something vile, wicked and unlike me. Livid, I lashed out at my siblings, my young, fuming voice yelling every curse and vindictive word I knew. God knows, it was safe to say that I broke. After eleven years, I finally exploded and unleashed something I could not return. 
All my childhood anger had surfaced, and they felt it. By the surprised and frightened expressions on their faces, they knew that the day had come and that I had, had enough, but then mom had come out of nowhere.
She slapped me across the face, and I—I froze. 
“How could she do that?” my young mind wondered. “I was only sticking up for myself,” I thought. 
Up until then, I never really understood why all the villains in the superhero movies chose to be bad, but in that moment… during that pivotal moment in my childhood, I finally understood. Being bad felt good. Being bad made you feel, powerful. 
I saw the world flash before my eyes with that slap. As my swollen cheek burned and stung with a harsh welp, I did not cry, I did not speak, I only glared and I glared hard, evilly.
I learned something that day. I learned that this world is cruel, and it don’t care whether you’re good or bad. Its only concern is taking control and silencing all for speaking your mind, for defending yourself when no one else would. 
There are two types of people; ones who after being beaten and damned, end up a hollow shell of a person too weak to fight, too broken to mutter the word “enough,” and then there’s the second… the ones who take that pain, the ones who harness all that burning anger, all that deadly wrath, and they turn it into something else, something deadly. 
Once a desperate victim clinging to survival, we rise anew, stronger and oh so powerful. We arise a villain, a villain the world molded us into. A monster of the world’s creation.
So, what did I do? I chose to run. 
Longing to put some distance between the shackles I had been caged to my whole life, I was now free. 
I ran as far as my two bare, cold, little feet could take me and I did not look back. Not when the cool wind blowing against my stinging, tear-stained cheeks and sweaty face made me feel more alive than ever. 
Young and naive, I didn’t question what I was doing or where I was going. I only knew that I must go. Dumb me, I should have stopped. I should have turned around, but I didn’t. I kept running long into the night and when a shimmer above caught the attention out of the corner of my right eye, I gazed up at this bright, foreign white light, wondering if my eyes had deceived me.
A falling star and my oh my, was it falling fast.
As I’d imagine a shooting star would fall, it traveled at the speed of light, growing brighter by the second as it fell at a diagonal. 
It was close. Too close for comfort.
My eyes followed that whistling star as it soared beyond me, its direction aiming for the forest land just ahead. 
Down it came, its glow magnifying so bright, all I could do to protect my pupils from being burned was to cover my eyes with the inside of my arm. 
Four mere seconds later, it met land for all to feel for miles on end. 
The ground shook and my knees nearly caved.
Silence had fallen upon the once singing dark forest and that frightened me because if nature and the animals were quiet, then I knew something was the matter. I knew something was terribly wrong.
Curious, I opened my eyes, and to my surprise, they did not burn.
Call it intuition, a six sense but as I waited, somehow, I knew deep down that bad was coming and sure enough, it came blowing with a bellowing, haunting roar.
A blinding, radial surge of light and wind blasted outbound. The star had released its power, clearing the trees like nothing I had ever seen, and it was coming. The star was coming for me next.
My entire body tightened with an internal ache. All survival senses evaded me. With my teeth clenched and jaw jittering, I awaited what was to come. Why didn’t I run? Even young me knew there was no out running a death so violent, so quick. No. I was done for. That much was certain.
The ground rumbled something fierce, the magnitude of the quake intensifying the closer that blast approached.
As the forest beyond and near fell, and the high white spruce trees became a grave of timbers, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t think, I could barely breathe. Paralysis, I was no longer in control of my own body.
Luckily, I was in a small clearing. As if standing amongst the open field would save me.
I was living in my last and final seconds, and I knew it.
Fear had stunned me useless and yet for the life of me, I could not tear my gaze from that ungodly, beautiful, blinding light that peeked out from beyond the many scattered tall trunks. No, I faced the light, confronting it with this unknowing, newfound sense that I was right where I belonged, and it was the star that did not belong here.
Closer, the blasting wind and raging illumination of that fallen star neared and as it did, all I could think of was how I would not cry but stand my ground and take this death like the angry, mad child I was.
The outer wind arrived, meeting the clearing with a gale force gust. Debris went flying, twigs, branches, dirt, and plants soaring far back beyond me. 
Had I not planted my feet, I would have been swept up. I would have flown too.
My long, wild hair whipped behind, the water in my eyes spilling out from the corners of my lids.
My cheeks burned from the wind, the fine flecks of sand hitting my skin like sharpened needles.
This was it. A few more seconds and I would be gone. I would be no more. These were my final moments, and they were near. Even so, I would not go down without my voice being heard. So, I screamed one angry, bellowing roar loud enough to wake the dead. “AHHHHHHHH!”
The fierce wind picked up speed, blowing violently, chaotically. I could barely breathe against it. I could barely stand.
One. Two. Three seconds, and then—I fell to my knees, closed my eyes, and readied myself to meet my maker. But leave it to Fate to have other plans. 
The light hits, the initial, instant impact of the severe blast meeting me with a tingling, awakening gusto.
I turned my face, expecting unspeakable, burning pain and yet there was none of it. In fact, there was only the opposite. There was only delight, a warm hello.
With eyes still closed, I waited for it to pass, for that rush of adrenaline moving forcibly through me to end. I waited and as I waited my mind began to wonder thinking, what if all this time, I’ve been dead and this what the dead feel when they die.
Power. Exquisite, ultimate power.
Considering I’m here to share this story, it is no surprise that I did not die that day, but I was awakened.
After, I opened my eyes, catching the last gust of light rush through and past me, but when my gaze lifted, staring high and ahead where the thick canopy of trees once swayed, I observed the distant snow-capped mountains beyond the fallen forest trees, and I just knew, they were about to be rudely shaken.
I jumped to my feet the moment the bounds of that ring of light reached the base of those mountains. I think I vaguely remember cursing something under my breath too.
Boom! The great snowy range shuddered, as did I.
The mountains had detonated, the echoing roar of an avalanche moving down the ridge with a monstrous slide. The sight alone should have had me running in the opposite direction but like with the star, I could not move but just stare.
Despite the active and horrid scene beyond, all had calmed and cleared where I stood in the clearing.
Left in the wake of disaster, a crater the size of a small city remained and at the epicenter, the star.
Again, I should have stopped. Again, I should have turned around, but as I gazed upon that massive, bright glowing orb in which faded into a buzzing, pulsing glow, I knew… I did not have the power to resist it, nor did I wish to. So, without thinking, I approached it, gliding towards the light as its haunting voice whispered my name and beckoned me nearer.
Call me possessed, obsessed, but I was a fly to the light and no matter if I knew I’d be burned, I didn’t care about the repercussions, I only yearned for a connection, for a touch.
The star wanted me, and I only wanted to be loved.
My tears spilled, causing the light and salty liquid to blur my vision.
“Please don’t hurt me,” I had cried.
“Never,” she had whispered.
And so, as I reached out my trembling hand and touched the star… well, here I am. A product of the stars power that transformed me not into the superhero I always wished to be, but into the villain that I have become. 
I made a mistake that day. A mistake that got me here. Wherever it is that I am…
 
YEARS LATER…
 
It’s cold. Too cold. I huddle, holding my knees close against my exhausted body. 
These violent shivers will not stop. The pain will not falter. It hurts. Everything hurts. I am hungry, starving and I am tired. I am so… achingly… tired… 
The star screams within, trying desperately to keep me conscious so that I do not succumb to a sleepless coma. “Stay awake! Please. Don’t fall asleep. Survive Serena… you must survive. For the both of us,” her faint voice pleads, but even she is on the verge of disappearing, fading into the dark void forever. 
She’s right. I can’t die like this. Not in this stupid prison cell, but maybe if I close my eyes for just one single minute, then I can get some— 
“No! STAY AWAKE! You’re not dying today! Not like this. We’ve come too far. This is the last cell. No more cells. You hear me? No more wars. No... more... fighting... SERENA! Please, Serena! Don’t leave me…” she cries, her weak voice trailing away yet still fighting to stay conscious within our shared mind. 
“I’m sorry,” I barely whisper, mentally, out loud, I have no idea. 
As the last bit of life escapes my body upon each weak exhale, darkness lurks, creeping in, taunting me with its promise of a peaceful sleep. At this point, I don’t think I can deny death no more. I can’t keep my eyes open for much longer. I don’t think I even have in me to muster up the strength to shiver. In fact, the shivers have slowed and now here I lay, immobile yet still conscious. Barely. 
“NO! Don’t give up! Stay awake! Please! You can’t leave me. I don’t want to die. Please… it can’t end like this. We can’t end like this... SERENA! WAKE UP!” she screams. 
“Someone, help us. Please,” my low crying voice squeaks. I sound weak, my voice dry and hoarse. I hardly recognize it and I bet if I were to look into a mirror, I would not recognize myself. Not after everything I’ve had to endure. Not after living the way, I have for this long. However long that may be. 
I know that not everyone in life gets a second chance to live. I know that I do not deserve to after all the wrong I’ve done but can you blame me for wishing for such a thing? 
I may be a villain but hey, even monsters need love too. 
So, I wait, holding onto any ounce of hope that maybe, just maybe, someone may come to my rescue. I wait for my second chance, holding on to hope that if I am to survive this, then I vow, I will do better. I will be better. Then again… hope is for dreamers, and I know better than to dream. 
No one is coming to help me. I am all alone in the world. I have no one. I’ve lost everyone. My home, my family, everything and now? Well, now death doesn’t seem all too bad. At least he’s here with me during my last moments. 
What’s that saying? Hello darkness my old friend? Yeah. Suddenly I no longer feel as alone. Not when death surrounds me in its suffocating, yet oddly calming embrace. 
A comforting peace washes over me. A warm, weighted blanket, at least death is kind enough to cover me from the chill.
The shivers halt, the pain vanishes, my breathing slows, and my form relaxes. 
I heave one long, peaceful sigh. 
I know this. I have heard of this from soldiers who had lived to tell the tale of surviving deaths call. It’s the calm before the storm. The moment where one’s soul decides to remain tethered to their vessel, or to venture into the great unknown. 
Maybe it’s time. Maybe if I allow my eyes to close and succumb to him, to the darkness, then it’ll all be over. 
No more pain. No more suffering. No more death. Yeah... that sounds good. That sounds like a dream… come… true… 
“Serena… no…” 
“I’m sorry my star, but the darkness wins this round. He can claim my soul because I’m done. I’m ready to go home.”
 
Zurhen
 
There is an unnerving magic about one who can remain so cold, so unbothered, so… empty. Thoughts and emotions have eluded me. My mind and body have become numb to the pain that has evaded me since departing my home world.
I thought I would at least feel something, but I suppose one cannot quite feel, when they are already broken beyond repair.
Magic. There are two sides. Light and Darkness.
As I am filled with the second, I would be afraid what might occur if I was ever blessed to witness the awakening of my dormant ancestral abilities.
Pain, sorrow, vengeance… seeds that darken the soul and sends one down the path of true darkness. As tempting it is to embrace the darkening, I rebuke the call and with all my strength, remain where the light shines. I remain where the good triumphs over evil. I remain the hero, not the villain life wishes me to be.
“Ship records show we turn left up ahead and then proceed forward,” my second commanding lieutenant, Nay’ahli instructs as she guides us by the map upon her pad. 
We continue with our tight formation, my commanding crew and I forwarding through the corridor of the ship towards the flight deck. 
Energy blasts and explosions surround us, but they are now in the distance as my army takes lead in possessing this vessel. 
By now, it is only a matter of time before we have conquered and annihilated the enemy. Soon, we will have taken full control of their ship. 
They cannot defeat us. The Metuken never stood a chance against us. It is an unfair fight if you ask me, but their loss, not mine. 
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. 
“What is it?” I ask, my voice void of emotion. 
“I just received word that this ship carries prisoners.”
Of course, this ship holds prisoners, but they will have to wait. We will see to them later. “Radio not to harm the prisoners until our crew has conducted testimonies. Keep them imprisoned but do not distribute any unnecessary harm upon them. We are here for one reason and one reason only, and that is not to kill innocents, but the guilty.” 
She continues. “Commander Zurhen, with all due respect, what if these prisoners are guilty? What if they are a threat?” 
“We will judge them accordingly when we get to them. For now, let us assume they are all innocent until proven otherwise. Now give the command so we can do what we came here to do,” I order. 
She nods. “Yes, Commander Zurhen.” 
We approach just outside the flight deck. Weapons on hand and fully engaged. 
Dressed in my most durable, black Vargonian fighting leathers, my sharpened sword hangs sheathed at my side, as does my trigger finger hover barely over the lever of my gun. 
My heart pounds in anticipation, my aim ready to meet my enemy. 
I know very well who waits behind the door for us, and the suspense to see him excites me tremendously. Long have I hunted him down, venturing beyond the far reaches of the Mel’Var galaxy to find him. 
He stole everything that mattered most to me and in return, I vow that I will take everything from him. I am taking it all. Oh, the taste of revenge will surely quench my thirst when I have his green blood on my hands. “Emerlum, Cur’rav,” I speak to my first commanding general and third commanding officer. “Blast the door down. This ends now,” I seethe. 
The two eye one another, both grinning maliciously. 
In one smooth, synchronized move, they swing towards the door and blast an immediate hole through its weak barrier. 
Continuous shots fire from behind our impressive sized breach. 
My team and I take cover along both sides of our new, entrance, waiting for the enemies’ fire to cease and all smoke to clear. 
As the crew behind reload, I waste no time. I kick what is left of the door down with little to no effort. 
My kind might be strong, but I am stronger. I am twice royal. 
The heavy, metal door falls, crashing against the floor with a booming bang. 
Terrified eyes meet our determined one’s and then it is war. 
We swarm in, blue energy rays blazing at full blast. 
My commanders and I split, taking out each and everyone in sight. 
The crew within barely have time to reload. It is an unfair fight, but the rules of war no longer exist. Not when they were broken upon the betrayal of our own ally. That was the day our alliance ceased. That was the day the Metuken brought upon war, but today, that war ends. Today, I will have my revenge the moment I have my hands wrapped tightly around my enemies’ throat. 
“Thratur!” I yell, my voice full of rage. Betrayer. He stole everything from me and now he deserves to die.  
I watch him cower until his back hits the wall. 
He has nowhere to go and that is exactly how I want him. 
Like a beast taunting his prey, I stalk towards him, all while a malevolent grin rises high at the corner of my lips. 
He is nervous, studying his surroundings and the sudden silence that has fallen upon the room with a look of defeat, fear. 
My team has secured the perimeter and taken full control of the flight deck. All that is left is him. He is all alone. Alone and scared. 
Within a few strides, I halt a few hands width away from the shivering coward, towering over his smaller species.
My grin grows wider as I gaze upon his trembling form. 
“You do not understand, Your Majesty. Let me explain—”
I cut him off. “Oh. So now you respect my title? A little too late for that, you think?” 
“I never renounced my loyalty. I did not want to do it. I had no choice,” he states. 
“You. Had. No. Choice?” I repeat. He had no choice? Is he kidding me? I lose all remaining control I own, leap towards him, and bring my fist down upon his face with a wrathful vengeance meant a thousand times for him. 
Blow after blow, my fractured, bleeding fist meets his flesh and bone, and despite the ache and pain, I do not see myself stopping, that is until an unexpected hand lay upon my shoulder from behind. 
My voice darkens. “To whoever’s hand that dare lay upon me, remove it now, or I vow you will be next in line to receive my wrath.” Once the hand is immediately removed, I go on, taking my revenge out on the one who massacred my entire family. “You killed them!” I shout right before my fist meets his shattered face. “You slaughtered my family!” Punch. “My mother!” Punch. “My father!” Punch. “My two brothers!” Punch, Punch. “My sister…” I break after envisioning a memory of my sweet, innocent, younger sister’s warm smile.
I do not stop punching. Not yet. I keep punching, pulling him up by his bronze, encrusted armor, only to hit him harder than I had before. “Why?” my broken voice questions. “We trusted you. My family trusted you…”
A few more bone crunching punches and I stop when I hear her voice. 
“Commander!” Nay’ahli shouts. Nay’ahli is brave. I will give her that, but she is right to call me out, because if I keep punching, I will kill him and what good is it to have a dead prisoner, when I can have him alive to torture, forever? 
I hit him one last time and then drop his pathetic self onto the floor. 
He lands on his back, groaning in pain.
After a short moment of him struggling to raise, he scoots himself back, now resting against the wide viewing window that separates the stars from us. 
I wait for him to finish spitting out a solid amount of blood, wincing each time he does.
Exhausted and heaving, the being is barely there yet still conscious.
The Metuken might be small, but their kind are mighty. I will give them that.
His eyes meet mine and for a moment, I no longer see the eyes of coward, but now witness the eyes of a being tortured with guilt. 
His voice comes out a faint, struggled whisper. “Before you kill me, I need you to listen. It is very important that you do.” 
“Why should I listen to anything you have to say?” I grit behind clenched teeth. 
“Because I know you are curious to know what I have to say and because if you do not, then you will be putting the entire universe at risk. Just please listen to me. Please.”
What could he possibly have to say that I would care to hear? For my own amusement, I decide to indulge him. “I grant you permission. Now start talking,” I order. 
“I did not want to kill your family. I had no choice. Cal’elv... he had taken my family hostage. My wife, my son, and my newborn. He threatened to kill them if I did not go through with the assassination of the Imperial Family.” The accusation alone stuns me stiff.
Thratur lost his wife and two children. I feel for him, I do, but wounds of the loss of my loved one’s still freshly bleeds. They all died at the hands of this being and I had vowed to avenge them, and I will. I must. 
“Cal’elv is to blame?” I question. 
Emerlum speaks from behind. “Commander Zurhen, if Cal’elv is to blame then we must declare war upon him as well.”
I raise my hand to silence his speaking. 
If Cal’elv is to blame, then all in good time. We will have our war with him, but before we do, it will require time and strategy. That and of course, speaking with the Imperial Council.
Cal’elv is a force to reckon with, even against us and I will not go in blindly, nor underprepared for when the time for the true war is called upon. When the time is right, my army and I will have our revenge and we will destroy him. 
I squat before Thratur’s weeping body, staring into his green, bloodshot eyes. “Tell me, have you personally seen this Cal’elv?” I ask, knowing that up until now, his name has only been whispered amongst the universe as, “the one who should be feared by all.” 
“No. No one that I know of has ever witnessed him in the flesh. I could not tell you what he even looks like. I am sorry, Your Majesty. I am so sorry for killing your family,” he apologizes, but apologies will not bring them back, nor will they make me forget the agony I faced in watching them be executed by his sword, and in front of my own eyes. 
“Thratur,” I speak. “Why did Cal’elv force you to murder my family?” 
“Because... he knew I was the only one who could get into the kingdom without suspicion. He knew our alliance was strong and knowing that… he knew I was his best option of going in undetected to annihilate the Imperial Family during the dual annual of The Falling of The Stars celebration.” 
“That still does not explain why he forced you to kill them. Why did he want my family dead?” 
“He wanted something from me.” 
“What did he want?” I ask, feeling my patience run thin. 
“Your father had intercepted word of a ship heading towards the Imperial planet of Mel’Vargon. Cal’elv had said that in exchange for my families lives, I had to kill you and your family and stop this ship from reaching your kingdom. Cal’elv did not want word of the ship to reach the Imperial Council, so he had me kill your family before word could be spread further,” he tells. 
But how would Cal’elv know who all my father told of this? Could a traitor have lived amongst us, and if so, then who? A question for another time. A witch hunt that I would have to seek alone, for it could be anyone. 
Maybe even someone close. 
“What kind of ship did my father receive word of?” I wonder. 
“It is not about what kind of ship, but what is on the ship that matters most.”
“And what is on the ship?”
“Fugitives of the highest extra-terrestrial level.”
My eyes widen. “Code Dark,” I mutter, not believing that I would ever speak such words in all my life. “Thratur. Where is this ship now?”
“It is here. This is the ship.”
I inhale a deep breath. 
We just seized a ship carrying the universes most dangerous of terrestrials… 
“You intercepted this ship while in route and planned to deliver it to Cal’elv,” I realize. 
“I had to stop the trade. Cal’elv did not want your father receiving this vessel. Commander Zurhen… if your father obtained this vessel and all its passengers aboard, your father would have been capable of building the universes greatest army. He would have used it to destroy worlds,” he says, but I do not believe him. 
Father would never do that. Not when all he wished for was peace amongst the stars, not war. 
“No. You lie. That is what Cal’elv wanted you to believe. Knowing my father, he would have saved and earned the trust of these prisoners. He would have convinced them to fight against Cal’elv, not to destroy worlds. He tricked you. Cal’elv tricked you into believing his false lies. Are you that ignorant?” I scowl.
He weeps. “Either way, he had my family. I had to do what he asked. Tell me you would have not done the same to save your family?”
I lose it. “I WOULD HAVE ALERTED MY FATHER! YOU COULD HAVE CAME TO ME! I WOULD HAVE HELPED YOU! We were friends… you and I…” My voice trails off with a soft, broken end. We were friends. Thratur and I were friends and yet… he betrayed me. My own friend betrayed me…
His head drops and he sobs. “I am so sorry. I am so sorry.”
I heave a deep breath, attempting to relax upon releasing the air. “Who sent word to my father about this ship?” 
Thratur’s wet eyes meet mine. “I do not know. No one knows. The crew before this… their orders came blindly. Your Majesty, your father had received an anonymous letter with the knowledge of the beings that this ship imprisons, and in the letter was also mentioned of a certain prisoner aboard. A being that inherits the capability to cause great catastrophe. I know because Cal’elv received the same anonymous message.” 
He goes on. “Cal’elv wanted this being for his own army. He wanted them all. He wanted to rule the universe and he is determined to stop at nothing until he does. Even if that means betraying me before I could finish what he had asked of me to accomplish.”
His face drops once again, his low voice that of a being void of life. “I found out too late. The moment I killed your own, he had my family executed, and now he’s sent an order and bounty to have my head as well.” His head raises, his eyes gazing into my own. “That is why I am on the run. To flee you and him. I know I have done wrong, but I wanted to do right. I will not allow him to acquire this ship. Commander Zurhen... he cannot have it and he cannot have this prisoner, for if he gets his hands ahold of this being, I fear the worst for us all.” 
He thinks he can be redeemed after what he has done? As if doing right will cleanse him of all his sins? Wrong. Once a villain, always a villain.
“Is this prisoner still aboard this ship?” I wonder. 
“I do not know which prisoner it is. Commander Zurhen, you must keep them weak. They cannot attack if they are kept weak.” 
“I am guessing you have witnessed what these beings can do at full power?” 
“No. When we acquired this ship, they were already half dead, except for a few waking ones,” he adds. “Commander… I know I will not survive much longer. I accept my fate. I deserve it and will die willingly by your hand, but for my dying wish, I beg of you. Do not wake them. Please. Whatever you do. Do not—" 
“I am done listening,” Cur’rav speaks. 
One straight shot, Cur’rav fires a hole through Thratur’s skull without hesitation.
Hot, thick, green blood splatters onto the back window, across my impenetrable, onyx leather armor, attire, and face. 
I pull out a cloth to wipe the residue from my skin, then from my chest, clearing the Imperial silver-plated shooting star crest of my kingdom of its betrayers’ blood. 
With regal grace and a suppressed simmering rage, I rise, slowly turning to glare upon the being responsible for taking the life of the one that was intended to be mine. “How. Dare. You,” I calmly speak before I blow. “You had no right! He was my kill, and I was not done interrogating him!” 
“He was lying to you from the start,” Cur’rav insinuates.  “You cannot honestly believe all that he told you.” 
But I do. I believe Thratur. I believe every word and warning he spoke. 
I move in close, casting my finger to him. 
The throbbing veins in my forehead and along my tense neck protrude in stress.
Enraged, I struggle to speak. “You—count your blessings that you are my friend, or I would kill you now for sabotaging my revenge. Leave me Cur’rav! Go see to these fugitives and report back to me with something worth my time.” 
Cur’rav bows his head. “Yes, Commander Zurhen and my deepest apology and regret for taking your kill.” 
“I—just get out of my sight, Cur’rav. Emerlum, go with him,” I order. 
“Yes, Commander Zurhen,” Emerlum obeys. 
They bow and walk on. 
One long disappointed sigh escapes me.
As the two leave, I turn, gazing down upon Thratur’s bleeding corpse. “He was supposed to be my kill,” I mutter beneath my low breath.
Amongst the eerie silence that has fallen upon the room, a single, heavy tear plummets from my chin, meeting the hard exterior of my leather chest armor with deafening splash.
I wipe my cheek of the remaining liquid before Nay’ahli may see.
A part of me aches for Thratur and his lost loved one’s but I know that if roles were reversed, I would have been happy to have found death. I would be happy just to no longer feel the way I do. Lost. So unbearably lost.
Despite my mixed feelings, I cannot help but find comfort knowing that my old friend now exists amongst the holy stars. Thratur is re-united with his dear one’s, joined in a place where him and his family may never know fear, pain, nor anguish again. A place where I often wish to be too, especially lately when I have never felt so alone. 
Nay’ahli speaks from behind, pulling me away from my dark thoughts. “Commander Zurhen. The troops have successfully contained the ship. Four percent casualties on our side. Two deaths total. No survivors on enemy side, except for the prisoners that remain,” she reports. 
I clear my throat. “Good. Today, we have won this war, but our fight is long from over. Until then, I suppose we should go see to these prisoners and figure out what we shall do with them,” I say, wondering what in the stars we are about to witness. 
 
Serena
 
So many noises. Everything is muffled as if I am under water, and even so, I can hear it all. I can feel it. 
My body shakes from the strong vibrations that rattle the cold ground. Is it a stampede? Is it an earthquake? I haven’t a clue but what I do know is, something is wrong. Something is not right. 
I wish there was a light to allow me to see, but light no longer exists. I now only know darkness. 
Maybe I am dead. I must be and if that is true, then welcome to hell, I guess. 
The last thing I remember, I was fighting to stay awake and then I stopped. I stopped fighting. Survival is all I have ever known. I’ve been fighting all my life for it, and yet the only time I wish to stop—to succumb to deaths call, I can’t even be sparred that. 
How cruel. How fucking cruel. Fuck you, death. Fuck the darkness. Fuck my life.
How many days have I been here? How many months? I can’t tell. There are no windows to see night, nor day. It’s felt like years, but it couldn’t be years. I only just escaped my last cell before this one. 
There I was, bare foot and running through the dark, thick forest at night. I was free, sprinting to get as far from my old prison but then there was this bright, beaming light that casted down from above. 
Not a star, but something else.
It came out of nowhere and then I was floating. I think I was flying. Maybe I hallucinated it all. 
Thinking back on it, my memory is foggy, almost non-existent. I was running, and then I wasn’t. I can barely remember what happened after. It all went dark and now here I am. In a different cell. A worse cell than the one I was in before. 
I don’t know which one I prefer better. The one with light and a somewhat soft cot? The one whose guards fed me but tortured me brutally? Or do I prefer this cell? This dark, cold cage where the guards neglect and forget to feed me? At least they do not hurt me here, but I do think they may be drugging me. It would make sense as to why I feel so weak. 
When was the last time I ate or had anything to drink? How am I not dead already, or am I dead? I don’t even know anymore. 
If I am alive, I must be running off whatever star energy remains. As if there is much left after using it to blast my way out of my previous cell. Regardless. I’m alive. For now… barely, but what happens when the last of my energy runs out? Right. I die. 
It’s quite funny. Ironic even. I am made of light and yet somehow; I end up in darkness. Makes sense though. This is my hell. My very own, never-ending sentence of pain and torture. 
I hurt so many. I deserve this. I deserve it all and much worse. 
Heck. Might as well make myself comfortable for if I am to be here forever. 
Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll just rest until the demons emerge from the fiery pits below and drag me off to my rightful place amongst the dead. But until they come for me, I suppose I can wait a little... while… longer. 
 
Zurhen
 
Nay’ahli and I make our way past the deceased bodies of our enemies and onward towards the cells of the prison.
As we walk, a smug smile stretches across my lips. 
Today I am a proud king. Today my army and I defeated Thratur and his betraying army of deserters and now… well, now it is I who commands this vessel and all that remains aboard it. 
Father and mother would be proud. 
I wonder about these prisoners. I have heard of captive slave trades amongst the universe existing, but never have I witnessed one of my own, nor heard of it soaring through my quadrant of the Mel’Var galaxy. 
Although, I have heard of the horrific stories passed on over time. Slave owners would abduct their victims from various planets. They would conduct experiments, beat them, rape them, impregnate them, lock them in cages and subject them to insufferable living conditions. They would feed them little to nothing until they were to rot away and die. 
That is what this ship is. It is an over acquired vessel full of victims of unsanctioned abductions. 
I feel for them, I do and to admit that I am nervous to see just how they have been mistreated is an understatement. 
It takes me a moment to put aside my thoughts and compose myself before I reach the prison threshold.
Suppression. It is the only way to keep me sane and the nightmares of my past away and at bay. 
Now calmed and poised, Nay’ahli and I walk in, only to stop immediately. 
“Why is it so dark in here? Someone find a light!” I order. 
The stench of the horrible conditions these creatures had to live with on the daily burns my nostrils upon breathing. I nearly gag.
Cur’rav shouts from the distance. “Found the switch! Brace yourselves!” he warns. 
The lights turn on, exposing a long stretch of rusty cells which appear to tunnel down an endless corridor. 
It is uncomfortably cold. Too cold, but the low temperature is not what bothers me most. No. What shocks me is the state of these beings. The horrifying, brutal and depressing condition that will forever haunt my worst of nightmares. Of course, next to the memory of witnessing the slaughtering of my own family. That nightmare, I will never forget. That one, will be with me until the end of time.
 

CHAPTER TWO
When I was a boy and the only child, father and mother had brought me along with them to the lower Isles of Mellivia. A stretch of small islands off the far coast of the golden city of Villaine. 
The islands had just been hit by a massive storm, taking with it, many innocent lives. What would go down in history as the worst storm of all, it left what was once a thriving, beautiful location to visit, a place of death and ruin. 
It was my first official Imperial visit as the young Prince of Vargonia and one that I would remember, forever. 
As my family and I had walked cautiously over the high rubble, I gazed out upon the catastrophe, never witnessing such calamity. Bloody, injured, and disoriented, many roamed, some too distressed to function, others screaming and crying out for their lost loved ones, desperate to find them amidst the cruel aftermath.
Confused, I had asked mother why they did not leave when we offered them escape before the storm. That was when mother took my hand and looked down on me to say, “Because this is the only home they know. You can try to save them all, but in the end, you cannot save the ones who refuse to be saved.” 
That was my first royal lesson. A lesson that I refused to agree with. In my young mind, as I gazed upon the wake of destruction, I had vowed to myself that if ever faced with such violence again, I would do everything in my power to save them all. To save everyone, no matter the cost, no matter the burden. 
Nay’ahli covers her mouth in horror. “What crimes could they have possibly committed, to be treated so badly?” 
Emerlum and Cur’rav meet beside us and together, we gaze upon the first few cells that contain some of this ships’ prisoners. 
Cur’rav responds. “They must have done something terribly wrong, otherwise, why would they be in here?” 
The horrid scent of blood, sweat and filth, mixed with a pungent odor of contaminated water overwhelms my heightened senses. Water drips, filling the stagnant puddles along the floor. The liquid reeks of poison and a chemical I cannot place. “Gloves on. No one touch the water. It is poisoned,” I alert. 
We all pull our leather gloves from our side pockets and place them on. 
“This is wrong,” Emerlum mutters. Emerlum is right. This is wrong. These beings need help. They need our saving. 
“Nay’ahli, radio Doctor Senuli and his medical team. These prisoners are to be transferred and given care. I want them fed, hydrated, bathed, and treated for whatever attention they may need.”
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. “I would like to suggest sedating each prisoner. We still do not know what we are dealing with here. They could pose a threat.” 
“We will see to that threat later. Right now, all I witness before me are victims in need of saving. So, that is what we will do. We will save them all and figure out what to do with them after.” 
“She is right, Commander Zurhen,” Cur’rav agrees, and they have a point. As much as I do not want to cause further distress to these victims; our lives, and the lives of our soldiers and all aboard our vessel, may be at risk if we do not take proper action in securing them. 
“Fine. Sedate each one before transfer. After proper care, we will keep them weak enough to subdue but not weak enough to resist speaking or eating. When we know that they can be trusted, then we will go from there. Alert medical staff of my commands and caution them about the toxic water.” 
“Yes, Commander Zurhen,” Nay’ahli responds. “I have word that Doctor Senuli and his team are coming aboard for retrieval.” 
“Good. Have our soldiers assist in the transfer.” 
I wander off, down the narrow pathway ahead. 
As I walk, I take in each weak, unconscious being and their small, disgusting cell. Every being appears of a different species, some familiar, some the same, and others significantly different, but all do share one similarity. Each one huddles amongst themselves, trembling from the cold. 
They are but skin and bones. These beings were starved to the point of death. Many are immobile. Maybe already dead. I cannot tell the difference.
A faint whisper escapes me. “This is not fair.”
My wandering continues.
Three more cells.
Two more.
Gravity becomes my enemy. I stumble forward, my halt so sudden, so abrupt, I might as well have hit an invisible wall.
My entire body stills.
A voice. Soft and delicate, the distant tone captures my attention.
Boom, boom! My heart bangs against my chest. 
Boom, boom! It quickens, growing louder, swelling by the awakening of an unknown call, a pull.
I listen closely, concentrating on the voice, its words. 
Curse the stars, I cannot understand what it is saying, but nevertheless, it draws me in, captivating my curiosity on a level so deep, I do not believe I have the power to ignore, nor deny it. 
So, I continue forward, moving in haste to get a glimpse at what pulls me towards this delicate, soft-spoken sound. 
Boom, boom! My heart. It—it leaps towards, guiding me along with each one of its banging pounds. 
In a hurry, I speed up, passing the cells between us, needing to be closer, needing to find whatever—whoever yields such a power capable of drawing me close. 
The tune of its voice grows louder, as I grow nearer, but it is not enough. I need to hear more of it. I need to know what it speaks. Who speaks? 
Anxiety surges through me just as my heart begins pounding against my chest, the violent thrumming echoing like drums within my ears. 
Desperation plagues me, forcing me into a full sprint. 
I race down the corridor, passing every prisoner without a glance and then—an overwhelming, powerful sensation unlike anything I have ever experienced, strikes me hard and true. 
Like a punch to the gut and a shock upon my entire internal form, I stop abruptly, holding a hand against my heart. My ever-growing, beating heart.
I gasp, forgetting to breathe.
There, two cells down, a small, huddled being can be seen through the metal bars and witnessing it, something in me… shatters, breaks. 
A heavy tear trickles down my cheek. “No,” I whisper, hoping more than anything that it is not dead. 
I carry on, my stiff body and weighted feet shuffling towards its cell. 
And now here I stand along the other side, gazing in, staring upon the beings’ back. 
I cannot see its face, but I want to. I need to. 
My shaky hands grip the bars to its cell. 
It whispers a strange, unfamiliar language amongst itself, one that I still cannot understand. 
It is shivering, rocking its body lightly back and forth, and for some strange reason, seeing the small being like this… I snap, feeling my wrath grow tenfold what it was once before. 
Without a moment’s hesitation, I pull on the bars to the door of the cell. One forceful yank, I rip it off its hinges and toss the cold metal rods behind me. 
The door hits the wall with a loud, echoing bang and then falls onto the floor, its iron clanking against the ground. 
The small being jumps after hearing the commotion. I startled it. I scared it. I did not mean to and now I feel guilty. 
With slow caution, I approach the huddled being, studying every subtle low rise of its body after each one of its weak breaths.
This is dangerous. Idiotic. This being could strike me down where I am, but from its obvious and vulnerable state, I do not think it is capable of even turning over. 
The closer I move upon it, the better I can take in its appearance. 
Its species is small. Smaller than my kind. Almost fragile in comparison to my giant self. Its clothes are dirty, ripped, and tattered, the material barely covering its form. Claw marks appear down its back and beneath it, what should be signs of ripped flesh, appears to be only smooth, pale skin. 
Curious to capture a look upon the face that hides beneath its matted, dark hair, I move around, towards the front and kneel before.
“Commander Zurhen,” Nay’ahli speaks. “I strongly urge you to separate from the being and back away. You do not know the danger it poses.” 
Too afraid to scare this little being with a voice louder than what it is, I whisper, “It is too weak to pose any danger.”
My fingers reach for its dirty, matted hair that lay swept across its face.
The ever-growing need to see this being consumes me. One light, gentle brush behind its ear, I gasp, all air leaving my lungs in a rush. Her face. Even behind the filth, her features are unique, convincingly so. Never have I ever seen anything like her, and I have come across many different species from far across the universe. 
Her eyes are closed and blinking rapidly. Her dry, cracked, and trembling pale lips barely move.
She mumbles incoherent words of which I do not understand. All the while, I cannot help but gaze upon them, wishing to know what they speak. “What are you saying, little one?”
A sudden urge to touch her overpowers my cognitive reasoning and before I know it, my glove is removed, and my hand is resting upon her cheek. Her very, soft… tingling cheek. 
 
Serena
 
Something tingles. My cheek. It’s warm. The only heated spot on my body.
What I would give to feel this warmth everywhere. 
God, I miss the sun. 
Just think of summer, Serena. Remember its warmth. Remember the—wait. Something is not right. This feels too real, leaving me to assume that it is not the warmth of sun that graces my cheek, but the warmth of someone’s hand. 
Someone is touching me. Someone is touching my face. 
I don’t know where the extra strength comes from, but it manifests, making itself known. 
My eyes open, staring into the clearest, light blue eyes of another. Another unlike me. Another like I have never seen before. An angel. I’m not in hell. I’m in… heaven. 
Unable to look away, I don’t. I don’t think I even have the power to blink. I’m frozen. Enamored. Captured by those breathtaking, sparkling eyes. 
Stars. They look like stars. 
I have felt power before but this… this is something more than power. This is something, extraordinary. This is magic and it has me utterly stunned. He. The angel here to take me away, has me… speechless. 
 
MOMENTS BEFORE…
Zurhen
 
Her skin… it is cold but smooth. The smoothest skin I have ever felt. 
A light caress, I swipe my fingers gently up and down her bony cheek. 
The contact… I cannot pull my hand away. I cannot resist touching her, not with the way my skin reacts when it graces her own. 
I gaze upon her. I gaze upon her body, her skin, her hair, her many female curves. 
There is no denying that her adult features are enticing. 
Beyond enticing. Enough to force me to fight against The Beast within to not come forth and run his hands down the curve of her figure, but that will not happen. We are not like the beings who had abducted and imprisoned this being to die. We are not like them, nor will we ever be. 
The thought of this beauty being assaulted by her savage captors, ignites a cosmic fire inside me. I had felt immense fury watching my family being slaughtered but imagining her being abused... this is a whole new level of feeling. 
Rage, guilt, and sorrow plague me sickly. 
I do not know this being. I do not know where she comes from, nor do I know what kind of wrong she has done, but none of that matters. Not when the urge to protect her, supersedes all else.
She is fragile. Like the opalescent feathers of an infant Willenlir bird. Maybe that is why I am drawn to her. I have occasionally been drawn to those of a fragile state. The internal need to care and protect the vulnerable have always been a weakness of mine. A weakness because I know going in that not all creatures within my care survive and when they do not, it never fails to surprise and shatter my heart just a little more than the fragile thing I lost before. 
“What are you saying, little one?” I whisper after hearing her continuous, inaudible mumbles. 
As I lean in close, my face hovers just before her own. 
The warmth of each one of her weak breaths blows against my lips, causing mine to part and inhale her own air with an encouraging welcome. 
I am intimately close, observing her closed blinking eyes. 
It is as if they want to open, but cannot and I wonder if—I gasp, freezing where I am when they suddenly do. 
Green. Bright forest green eyes pierce my own. 
They remind me of The Dark Forest. Enchanting, mysterious, dangerous.
Like me, she does not move. She does not speak, but stares, curiously. 
Maybe she is waiting for me to harm her. If so, that is the last thing I want her to believe for I will never lay a disrespectful hand upon her delicate skin. 
I lift my hands, surrendering to her without hesitation. 
She observes my palms and then her head turns, looking to Nay’ahli. 
The being jumps, frightened when she sees Nay’ahli’s pointed gun. 
Within a blink of an eye, she flies to the back corner of the cell, moving away from not just Nay’ahli, but from me. 
“Nay’ahli! Gun. Down.” I calmly command. 
“Commander—” she starts to say. 
“There is no threat here,” I grit, angry that she has frightened the little being. 
Once again, my sole attention returns to the little female who cowers in the corner. 
She trembles in fear, waiting for some sort of torture, but none will come to her. No longer will she know pain. Not when I am near. 
Her eyes find mine, locking on them fiercely. 
She watches my every move, hesitant in her actions but also curious in nature. 
Once again, my hands lift, letting her know I mean no harm. 
I move slowly towards her, taking quick note of every subtle movement in case she may impose an immediate threat. Surprisingly, she allows me near and for some reason, the trust between us brings a wave of joy upon me. 
When I am but a hands length away, I stop to kneel before her. “I am not going to harm you. I am only here to help you. Do you understand what I am saying?”
Her eyes bulge, blinking. 
The rising and falling of her chest signifies that she is nervous. Worry and confusion play across her face, and I do not blame her for feeling as she does. The terrified anticipation she must feel of not knowing what I may do next, I am sure frightens and puts her on edge. 
Her head swings to her right. 
Cur’rav approaches, standing outside the cell. “Commander, all prisoners have been—Commander... what are you doing in there with that thing?” 
Thing? The derogatory term strikes an annoyance within. 
My gaze never leaves the one before me but watches closely as she studies Cur’rav and Nay’ahli with a nervous expression. “Relax Cur’rav. I am fine. What were you going to say?” 
“Uh... well, all prisoners have been transferred. All except for this one.”
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. “Thratur’s ship has been scanned of life. No accounts of existence except for us, some of our crew, and this one. May I have permission to grant missile control complete annihilation of ship after remaining team and crew are off?”
“Permission granted.”
“What are you going to do with that one, Commander?” Cur’rav wonders. 
“This one comes with me. I am not letting her out of my sight.”
“But Commander—” Nay’ahli begins to say. 
“She has been through enough. She will require great care and I intend to see to that care myself. Now I want everyone off this ship, immediately.” I lower the tone of my voice to a gentler one. “We leave at once.”
As her eyes bore into mine, I know we are connecting. Sometimes words are not required and right now, our silence speaks volumes. Trust. We are learning to read one another. We are learning to trust one another. 
“You may not understand me, but you are safe. You are free,” I tell her, and I swear… a faint flash of a glow sparkles behind her green irises. “Come. No longer are you alone. You now have my sole protection.” Her big eyes widen, scanning both of mine. “We must go,” I speak with soft urgence.
I reach towards her. 
She flinches and jumps back. 
The quick rejection sends a striking pain shooting across my heart. 
She does not want me to touch her. I want her to trust me, but I understand that it will take time. Time I am willing to give, for trust is a reward that is earned, not forced upon meeting. 
“You will learn to trust me. You will,” I assure, and there it is. I see it. Something beautiful happens. Her eyes… they grow soft and her body… it relaxes after a long exhale. 
Could she have understood me, or does she perhaps only understand the language of my expressions, body, and tone? 
“Do you understand me?” I whisper, excited that she might be able to, yet her confused eyes only widen, searching between both of mine. I sigh in disappointment. “No. You do not.” My mouth tugs at the corner. “Alright. I suppose I will try this again.”
 With two hands extended towards her, I wave my fingers, motioning for her to come to me. 
Her eyes drop, staring upon my palms, then up at me. 
I nod, a small smile of mine breaking through so… effortlessly. “It is okay. You can come to me.”
Her shaky little hand reaches towards mine.
A surprising chuckle escapes past my lips but I bite my lip quick.
She is hesitant but slowly, she grows closer until that fragile hand of hers finally takes my own. 
My entire body tenses. I gasp, wincing when a sudden light shock escapes her hand and strikes my ungloved one. 
It was quick, lasting only a split second, but it was within that second that I witnessed something extraordinary. 
She waits for my reaction, but I do nothing. I say nothing. Her secret is safe with me. The others do not need to know about the small bolt of white light that transferred from her palm to mine. It is none of their business anyway. 
Out of curiosity, I glance back to see if the others noticed. 
Their heads are turned, quietly whispering amongst each other. They did not see. 
I sigh in relief and turn to face her once more.
Her head is tilted. She studies me. Confused and curious, I find myself sharing the same feeling. 
“Just what are you capable of?”
With a gentle tug on her hand, I have her rise to her feet. Her weak legs tremble, instantly caving at her knees. She begins to fall but I am immediately there to capture her. And then she is in my arms. I have her in my arms.
For a moment while I kneel before her and she stands, our bodies press, touching ever so intimately and I—I cannot breathe. My heart beats too fast. It beats… strongly, not slow, not weak but… strongly, wholly.
We are close, her face but a warm breath away and I swear there’s a microscopic tingling sensation where our bodies meet. 
As we continue staring, I begin to rise and as I do, I sweep an arm behind her knees and lift her effortlessly into the air. “I am getting you out of here, alright?” 
She does not acknowledge me but nevertheless, I know that she understands what is happening. 
With one arm wrapped around her thin waist, I hold her, finding the closeness an addiction I do not believe I have the power to deny. 
She releases a long, weak sigh just as her eyes close.
The beauty then turns, resting her cheek against my covered chest. 
As she snuggles into me, finding comfort, for the first time in far too long, I smile. Bless the stars. I truly smile. “The warmth of my body must relax you. If that is the case, then you can have my warmth. You can have it all.” 
“Commander, we must go,” Nay’ahli urges. 
“Okay,” I speak, never parting my gaze from this little one’s resting form. “You are going to be just fine. That I promise you.”
Not dare wasting a moment longer in this horrid dungeon, I exit the cell, following quickly after Nay’ahli. 
We make our way down the prison corridor, walking in haste. 
Once we pass the prison barrier, the little one in my arms shifts. Her half-lidded eyes open, widening in fear when she observes her new surroundings. 
A scared whimper escapes her and then she jumps, latching onto me tightly. She trembles in fright, and I somehow find a way to hold her even closer.
With a quick reposition, I prop up her little body up with one arm beneath. Using the other to turn her head, I force her to hide her face. Next, I lean in next to her ear, to soothe. “Shhh. You are safe with me. I will not let anything happen to you.” 
She does not need to witness the carnage left behind after war. Let her mind finally find the peace that it deserves. 
My team and I move forward, meeting Emerlum and the rest of our soldiers at the docking port. 
“Who is she?” Emerlum wonders as he stares her down.
“Someone that is now under the highest protection of the Imperium.” 
“Oh. Well, alright then,” he acknowledges. 
Nay’ahli, Cur’rav, Emerlum and I wait just outside the ship entrance, ushering our soldiers in until the last of them goes through. 
“Are we the last?” I ask. 
Nay’ahli glances down at her pad, scanning for any remaining life aboard. After, she looks up. “Yes, Commander Zurhen. We are good to depart.” 
“Good. Let us destroy this filth then.” I eye our surroundings a final time before looking to the little being I hold close. A soft smile graces my lips. “A new life awaits you. I truly hope you are ready.”
Hope. Now there is a word I thought I would never know again.
With that, I turn, leaving this ghastly ship behind. 
We enter, allowing the air-tight door to close and lock behind us. 
As I move forward, I do not look back. No, I leave behind not just the corpse of the being who had massacred my family, but the filth that this beautiful being I hold, had to endure for however long, but no more. No more filth. No more torture. For now, she will only know a life worth living. She will know a life at my royal side. That is, if she so chooses to know it. To live it.
 

CHAPTER THREE
As the ship departs, pulling away in a rush, I make my way towards the medical wing, following the many soldiers and medical staff carrying and escorting the rest of the prisoners to the same place as I. 
“There are so many,” Nay’ahli mutters as she takes in the crowded and hectic scene surrounding us. 
I acknowledge the numerous, desperate victims of such brutal crimes. “Let us make sure they are all seen,” I instruct. Fire runs through my veins, scorching beneath my skin. Blood. I need more, for the blood I have already claimed from the sick creatures at fault for such depravity, will never be enough. 
“Yes, Commander,” she responds. 
My gaze drifts down to the little being whose arms which were once wrapped tightly around me, have taken but a sudden fall.
Her entire body goes limp.
Panic consumes me. 
I tap her cheek to wake her. “Little one? Little one?” I call. 
A short moment I give her and when she does not respond, I react in haste and rush towards the medical ward. 
Emerlum races beside me. “Is she dead?” he wonders as he keeps up with my quick pace.
To verify, I lift her high and lay my ear upon her heart. “Her heart barely beats,” I state, knowing that if my strong ability to hear even the furthest of noises is barely able to detect her low beating heart, then this must mean that her heart is only moments away from giving out. “No,” I whisper. “You will not die.” 
No more death. I cannot endure another lost soul. 
Without slowing, I barge through the ward doors. Every soldier and medical personnel within stops. All stare. “I need immediate assistance. Now!” I command and suddenly all within the room unfreezes. Everyone goes back to what they were doing before I burst through the doors. 
Doctor Senuli rushes towards me, halting in front of us. He observes the little being, quickly examining her full form. “Put her on the empty bed down there, Your Majesty,” he instructs while pointing behind him. 
I nod and follow where his hand points. 
With time of the essence, I lay her gently down upon the bed and take her cold, limp hand between the two of my warm ones.
Doctor Senuli approaches her opposite side. “Does she have any known injuries?” 
“I do not know. I did not inspect her, nor does she speak any known language to have asked.” 
Emerlum approaches seconds after.
He takes a stand at the end of the bed where he watches her with a pair of wide, intense eyes.
The doctor’s head tilts in confusion. “She does not know any of the documented languages nor the universal one?  How strange. She must be from far outside our quadrant of the galaxy or possibly even beyond the unexplored universe.” 
“Maybe. Regardless, I need you to heal her. Do whatever you have to do to heal her, but you need to do it quickly because her heart is failing.” 
“Hmm,” he hums. He stares as if he is not just examining but studying her with an intrigued curiosity and it bothers me. “The toxin in the water has weakened them. She is most likely extremely malnourished and dehydrated just as the rest are. I will begin with providing the nutrients and hydration her body requires but I will not know of any other physical injuries until I do a full physical exam. I will need to run an internal x-ray and an external physical exam, and I will need to strip her do that,” he states, looking to me. 
While still gazing upon her unconscious form, I respond, “No.” She has been through enough and I am not about to allow another to put his hands all over her body without her consent. 
“Do you want her to live or not, Your Majesty?” he asks, and I can hear the impatience in his tone. He has a lot of patients to attend to, but they do not matter. Not when her life comes first. 
“I do,” I barely speak.
“Then I ask that you leave while I do what I need to do to save her life. No offense, Your Majesty, but I cannot perform at my best when I have an over-protected bodyguard hovering over my patient and questioning and disagreeing with my every action.” He is right. I need to trust and allow him to do his job uninterrupted. “I will upload her progress to your private Royal Imperial Communications Network.”
I nod. “Okay,” I whisper. I do not want to leave her side. What if she wakes, panics and I am not here to calm her? What if something happens to her? What if she... no. She will be fine. I will not lose her. I just found her. The stars have mercy, I cannot lose another. It cannot end like this. Not before it has even started. 
It… I do not know what it is but whatever this is, it has me invested enough that I do not believe I can just simply walk away. Not from her. Not now. Maybe not ever. 
My fingers brush a thick, matted strand of her hair behind her ear. Next, I find myself leaning in close to whisper. “Survive. I need you to survive. Please.” I raise, eyeing Doctor Senuli. “She is above all others. Do you understand me? Make her a priority because she comes above all.” 
He nods. “I fully understand, Your Majesty. She will be in great hands.” 
“Good. I am entrusting the fate of her life in your capable hands, so if I were you, I would not allow her to die.” 
Doctor Senuli’s pupils flare, and I can see that he now realizes how serious I am about the urgency of this patient’s life and him knowing that, makes him nervous, scared. Like every other citizen within my kingdom and quadrant of the galaxy, he knows that if I were to lose one more soul, then I will explode, releasing The Beast within, and no one wants to witness that. Not again. 
I look to the little one. “I will be back soon.” And with that, I release her hand and lay it gently down at her side. 
Fighting the urge to stay, I force myself to turn and walk away. 
Emerlum lingers behind for a moment but then quickly catches up on my right. 
We meet Nay’ahli ahead. 
She joins my left, walking with us until we meet up with Cur’rav who joins her left. 
“Walk with us. It is time to discuss our next steps.”
My team and I exit the medical ward, marching through the ships long, narrow, passenger corridor. 
“Speaking of next steps,” Nay’ahli says. “Commander Zurhen, our ship is now at a safe distance. Missiles are locked and loaded. Permission to engage?”
“Engage,” I grant. 
As I turn and move towards the viewing window, Nay’ahli types in her code. 
“This is my favorite part,” Emerlum mutters, and I cannot help but feel a small moment of excitement myself. 
“Time Nay’ahli?” I ask. 
“Countdown in three, two, one.” And then Thratur’s ship explodes, lighting up the darkness of space and all that surrounds with its massive, blue, nuclear fire. 
“Nay’ahli, alert the Imperium to send forth an immediate fleet to escort our return, and while you are at it, inform Captain Orhu’nen to set a direct course for home. I want the fastest route possible. It is time we return to Mel’Vargon. It is time The Three Worlds know of what we have accomplished in the wake of their mourning.” 
“Yes, Commander. Informing them now.” 
“Now, to only light up the galaxy with our newest enemies ship,” I speak with a wide grin.
I am coming for you, Cal’elv. I am coming for you.
 
Serena
 
Beeping... why do I hear beeping? 
My eyelids are heavy. Why can’t I open them? I try to move. I can’t. Anxiety gets the best of me. My heart begins to race, just as my breathing grows rapid. I am hyperventilating. No. This isn’t good. I can’t lose control. Not again. 
Just stay calm. It’s going to be alright. You’ll be fine, Serena. Just don’t panic. Don’t. Blow. 
I need to open my eyes. I need to see where I am. It’s obvious that I am no longer in my cold cell. No, it’s warm here. Not too warm but warmer than before. 
The beeping doesn’t stop. It’s becoming louder, just like my pulse. Wait… I can hear my pulse. That must mean—I’m alive! 
My heightened senses and energy are returning. I’m still weak but I feel it, that small spark of starlight within. It’s attempting to grow, but she’s not charged enough to do so. 
I need to calm. I need to see. I need to know where I am. 
Open your eyes, Serena. Do it. Open them! 
There’s an unfamiliar pressure weighted down against my arms. It feels like two sets of hands are grasping me. Whose hands? Why are they securing me? No. No more torture. No more pain. I need to fight. I need to escape. I need my light. Just a little. No. Don’t use it. Don’t let them see. Never let them see. They can’t know who you are, what you are. No one can ever know. They’ll only use you to fight their wars. No more wars. No more fighting. I am done fighting. I am so done. 
I suddenly realize that my body is thrashing. I am convulsing. Maybe that is why I am being subdued, but why am I convulsing? What is wrong with me? 
Come on. Open your eyes, Serena. Open them!  
Light. Bright, blinding light overwhelms my sensitive pupils. 
I stop convulsing, squinting. 
As I concentrate on adapting to my surroundings, I will my eyes to adjust to the difference in exposure. Being exposed to the darkness for as long as I have, has made seeing light, quite the burden, but in a matter of seconds, my eyes adjust. 
Someone stands to my left. Another on my right. I am not alone. No. Two tall, giant, unfamiliar… beings grip my arms, both restraining me. 
I study each one of them, observing their wide, nervous, crystal blue eyes. Are they afraid of me? Are they waiting for me to do something? Should I do something? Should I kill them? Curious, I attempt to raise so that I may gaze ahead. There’s more of them. They’re all the same… all giants in comparison to me. They’ve got to be near seven feet tall if not taller. 
Similar, yet totally different in their own unique and individual way, I can’t stop staring. I can’t stop admiring their long, shiny, thin, white hair and light, powdery blue skin that seems to pulse with an opalescent streaming shimmer. 
Glimmering like fairy magic in the light, the fast, glowing stream beneath their skin is breathtaking. They’re breathtaking. They’re beautiful. Just like the gentle being I saw before. The angel. My angel. I thought I had hallucinated him. Maybe I did. Either way. His face, I would never forget. How could I? His face was the most beautiful face I have ever seen. 
Wait. No. Don’t allow their alluring beauty to distract you. You need to get out of here. You need to escape. 
These beings roam around the large room, going from bed to bed. I guess this is a high-tech hospital. It’s certainly more advanced than the other governmental building I was held captive in. 
They’re treating other beings. Beings different from them. Different from me... where the hell am I? Wild guess here, but I don’t think I am amongst my own kind. At least not amongst normal humans. That fact shouldn’t surprise me though. While in my cell, it had been too dark to see my neighbors, but I suspected by the animalistic growls, grunts, hisses, and strange voices I would hear… well, I had assumed I was somewhere foreign, possibly near a zoo. Not trapped next to actual mystical beings like the one’s here.
Maybe this is one of those secret governmental labs where they genetically modify humans into mutants. Wait. Am I a mutant? 
My head turns, observing my arm and hand again. I breathe out a sigh in relief. Thank God. I’m still human. 
Unfortunately, my relaxed state doesn’t last for too long. I’m still being held down and realizing that, once again, I begin to panic. “Where am I?” I ask. I attempt to raise further, but instead am pushed straight down against the bed by the very strong beings on each side. 
No one answers my question, only furthering my wrath. 
Oh, how I loathe being ignored. 
My breathing quickens, my pulse rising eerily fast. 
So quickly, my head swings towards the beeping machine which mimics my accelerating heart rate. 
I’m panicking. Not good. 
My fingers flutter. A sign of stress and the impending release and rage of something malevolent. “Someone answer me! WHERE AM I?” I shout. 
Lights flicker above, capturing their curiosity. 
That’s right. Now I have your attention. 
Their heads lift, observing the theatrics. Again, they choose to ignore me and that only infuriates me even more. “Ugh! I said ANSWER ME!” I demand. 
The beeping machine next to me blows. Sparks flicker chaotically, but before I can react to what I’ve done, a familiar voice halts my tantrum and pulls my attention towards it. 
My head swings to my left.
It’s the handsome, blue angel from before. 
He rushes towards my side and stops next to one of the being’s still holding my arm. 
His eyes… they are filled with worry. Is he worried for me or because of what I have done? No. I saw it before when he gazed upon me back in the cell. I felt it. It was more than just sympathy. It was like he… cared, but that’s nuts. Who would care for someone like me? You’d have to be insane or maybe just someone as broken, lonely, and starved for affection as I. 
He’s saying something. He’s speaking to me, but I can’t comprehend him. “I don’t understand you!” I shout, frustrated that no one here seems to get my language, but I’ll understand yours. Give me time to adapt to my surroundings and I’ll know your language as if it were my own. That’s if I’m even here long enough to learn it. 
He continues speaking, but it’s a lost cause. I’m not picking up on a single word. 
After another failed attempt at rising, I’m pushed back down. “Ugh!” I grunt. Alright. Time for a new tactic. I kick my legs, flailing around like a fish out of water. Hoping to hit someone so that I can free myself, one of them shouts something at someone and two more beings rush up.
Their giant hands grip my legs tight. 
They’ve got me trapped. 
I’m trapped. 
No…
A quick, haunting flashback plagues my mind of the past. A memory similar to this. A time that I could not escape no matter how hard I tried.
A terrified, bellowing scream escapes me. “AHHHHHHH!” Tears cloud my eyes, blurring my vision. “Get off me! Let me GOOOO! LET! ME! GO!” I plead.
I blink my tears away just in time to witness every light from above and across the large room flicker rapidly.
Seconds later, they shatter into tiny specks of dust. 
This isn’t happening. Not again. No. I will not be contained. I will not become a prisoner. Not again. Never again. This ends now. This time… I fight. This time I will escape this, even if it means killing everyone here so that I can. 
A mastered skill, it takes but a blink to turn it off, the part that makes me human, the part that makes me not feel an ounce of guilt or remorse.
My face hardens into one calm, yet lethal glare.
Another blink, the bright, white eyes of my star replace my green. I allow her to seep through and she does. Slower than usual, she begins to surface. Barely.
As my fists ball into a tight grip, I concentrate on collecting what energy I own. 
My power flows within and in all directions, each burning current of light leading towards my core center blasting point. It isn’t much energy, but it is all I have, and you bet your ass that I’m going to use it. I’m going to use it to free myself from the very last place that will ever hold me prisoner. 
But then everything around me stops, including the rising of my star.
A gasp escapes when the familiarity of a warm touch graces my arm. The angel… he jumps onto the table, hovering closely above. 
Gone is the world as his massive, giant form blocks it all. It is now only him. Him and the breathtaking, bright blue aura that pulses off him in delicate, echoing waves. 
Caught staring into those soft, crystal-clear, blue eyes, time no longer exists. 
I calm, distracted from annihilating everyone within proximity. 
As the world around disappears, fading into an inconsequential blur, only we remain. 
He holds me down by the arms, but his hold is not like the others. No, his hold is gentle. It’s—soothing. He calms me. His touch… stimulating, exciting me in a way that has my heart fluttering like butterflies in the thick of spring.
He’s close. Close enough to make me nervous. 
I—what is this? Why do I feel like this? What is he doing to me? What kind of power is this that he holds over me? 
I blink, reverting my eyes back to my own and in doing so, his aura vanishes. It hides from my human eyes. 
He speaks, but again, I do not understand. I do however understand his tone. I understand his expressions. He means me no harm. I can see it just as much as I feel it. It’s a sense. An internal deep sense that for the sake of me, I can’t ignore. I know him. I don’t know how, but I know I do. That is certain. How is such a thing possible? How are stars who answer wishes possible? Not all things can be answered with a simple explanation. Some mysterious are just out of our scope of intelligence. Some things are but, magic.
He looks away, speaking to the beings behind him and just like that, my legs are released. 
His head turns. Wondering and hopeful, his eyes find mine as one finds a long-awaited refuge after war. 
The giant’s big blue lips which are a few shades darker than his skin tone, move, speaking something with a calming tone.
Although I can’t understand what he says, I admire his lips, watching them, curious to know what it would feel like to touch them with a finger. In fact, I find myself curious to know what his skin feels like all over. 
Does it feel like mine or does it feel different? 
I glance up, finding his eyes once more, this time not having the internal energy to fight, to kill, but to stay and be here, with him. At least for now and until my curiosity runs dry. That or until he tries to enslave or kill me. 
 
MOMENTS AGO…
Zurhen
 
I rush to her side. “What are you doing to her?” I demand to know.
Her head turns towards me, her bright green eyes peering into my own. 
She is awake. She looks much healthier. Much more alive. Still fragile and weak but better than the state in which I found her in. 
I barely speak, relieved that I am seeing her alive and well. “You survived.” She shouts something that I cannot make out, and then releases a long, agitated grunt. I look to Doctor Senuli. “What is wrong with her? Why is she being subdued?” 
Before Doctor Senuli can answer, little one’s legs begin kicking harshly against the table. 
Doctor Senuli calls for help and two approach, pinning them down. 
She screams, and then something happens. Every light surrounding us flashes. Glass shatters and I take cover, my arms blocking my head from the… I drop my arms. Dust. Not shards of sharp glass, but dust. White, glittery dust. 
I turn to her, seeing her through the darkness with advanced vision. 
Her fists are balled tightly just as her jaw is clenched. 
It is now that I observe her every movement with an acute awareness.
She blinks and when she opens those enchanting eyes of hers, there radiates a full, solid white glow. 
My eyes drift, scanning her body down to her… abdomen. A faint luminescence builds from beneath the material of her gown. Light. Why is light coming from—oh no… she’s going to blow. 
I react without thinking. 
Without hesitating, I push Doctor Senuli aside and hop onto the table. 
Blocking whatever light she intends to blow upon us all, I brace myself for what is to come. Death. My final death. I breathe my last breath, ready to reunite with my lost loved ones yet that is not what happens…
Pinned down by the arms, I have her secured where she is. 
Surprised, she peers up, those bright eyes of hers wide and searching.
A blink of an eye and like that, all chaos around us ceases. Backup lights replaces the blinking red emergency ones. Light has been restored.
I eye the hand of mine that touches her skin. My touch... I do not know if it is merely a coincidence or some unexplainable ability that her or I possess, but it seems to calm her, just as her touch calms me. 
My gaze falls upon those bright, glowing white eyes and I find myself entranced. Caught gazing into the sun rather than away, if this is how I go blind, then so be it.
Utterly frozen, I hover closely above, my entire body held hostage by whatever pull she holds over me.
After a moment she blinks. The light in her eye’s fade into non-glowing green.
Never have I been a fan of mystery, at least not until now.
There is a magnetic pull between us, one that beckons me to move closer. I would be a fool not to listen, or would I be a fool to? I will take my chances.
Careful not to give her my full weight, I lower cautiously.
Our bodies press upon one another’s with gentle pressure, and it is enough to render me breathless.
A long, surrendering sigh escapes me. 
And here, our mouths linger but a breath away, the warmth from her and my own light breathing blowing upon each other’s lips like a soft, phantom kiss. 
My head tilts, just as my heart flutters. I may have her pinned, but it is she that keeps me forever imprisoned, trapped in the most mystifying way. 
The unfamiliar sensation where my hands meet the skin of her arms bemuses me. I squeeze, lightly massaging her thin muscles out of response to this… extraordinary feeling. Tingles. Pleasurable tingles ignite where our skin graces, and it is enough to make wonder what it would feel like to touch her elsewhere. Anywhere. Everywhere. 
She relaxes beneath my presence, but not completely. 
The little being is nervous as I can now hear her strong heart pound beneath her chest. 
Not wanting any other to experience the stimulated intimacy in which I am enjoying for myself, I glance back over my shoulder and command the two staff members to release her legs. They hesitate. “Now,” I demand.
The two obey and I turn, staring back down at this beauty. “Who are you?” I wonder. “What are you, and where did you come from?” 
Her gaze falls upon my lips. She stares at them for a long moment and while she looks upon mine, I admire hers. I admire her whole face. 
Her skin is not as pale as it had been when I found her. 
A warm tan, it is now a few shades darker, and it reminds me of being kissed by the sun itself. 
I find myself jealous. Not of her but of the sun. 
Clearer and wiped of the remnants of filth that was once caked to her skin, her beauty is further revealed.
She still needs to bathe but I will see to that later. In fact, I will see to all her needs hence forth. 
“I am sorry I left you here to wake alone,” I tell her. She woke in unfamiliar territory. She woke frightened. I should have been here. I should have been here when she woke. “Everyone leave us, except for you Doctor Senuli,” I instruct. 
The four obey, dispersing. 
Alone at last, it is now just the two of us. 
Doctor Senuli stands off to the side, but he might as well be out of sight, out of mind. 
“You have nothing to fear. I am here now,” I explain. Her eyes switch, staring into each one of mine. She searches me, attempting to understand me. I use a gentle voice. “I will not cause you harm. You have my word.” I go on to address Doctor Senuli. “What is her status? Any injuries?”
“No injuries, Your Majesty. Internally or physically. At least not anymore,” he adds. 
After quickly being fixed and changed by the skilled techs, the restoration of lights within the medical room replaces the dimmed backup ones. 
I look to the doctor. “What do you mean by not anymore?” 
“When she came in… I ran an x-ray as well as did a full physical exam. She had sustained some old wounds that were not properly healed, but after we detoxified the poison from her system and pumped the necessary nutrients and hydrational substances into her body that she needed to sustain her health, she… well, she healed, convulsing, and waking as she did not long ago.”
My eyes widen as I look to her. 
She healed herself? Is she like us? Can she heal with rapid speed just as we? 
My head turns towards Doctor Senuli. “You did not tell me of this. Why would you keep this from me?”
“I did not think it was relevant at the time.”
I glare him down for a long moment. “Is there anything else you neglected to share with me?” 
“She—Your Majesty… when we pricked her skin, not only did she bleed, but she glowed.” Glowed? Like the kind of glow, I witnessed come forth beneath her chest and, eyes?
“How do you mean?” 
“She just… glowed. It was the most remarkable sight. Her body literally casted a bright, thin ray of white light from each small prick, but as short as it lasted, her skin healed, closing the wounds.” 
My stars. She really is, extraordinary. 
“You will not keep anything like this from me again. Do I make myself clear?”
He nods. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
I look to the one beneath me. “And what of the old wounds from before she healed herself? What were they?” I ask, bracing myself for what I may hear. 
“A few fractured ribs, loss of bone density and massive muscle deterioration. However, she could heal herself, I will add that she is not completely healed. Something stops her from continuing her healing. It could be due to her weakened condition.” 
“Is there anything else in your examination that you came across that I should be made aware of?” I ask, not wanting to come right out and say it. 
“Her blood is red. Dark red,” he mentions. 
“Red? What a beautiful color.” It is no wonder because when I touch her, pink surfaces beneath her cheeks. 
“She is a new species that neither my staff nor I have ever encountered so, yes, there are many things I could share with you about her anatomy but is there something in particular that you are wanting to know?” 
I close my eyes, exhaling a long, stressed breath. “Raped. Was she raped,” I come right out to ask. 
“Oh. No. At least I did not discover any signs of forced entry or tearing, but again, she could have healed her—” 
“I get it,” I say, just to get him to stop talking. “Send me the full report of her examination. I would like to go over the findings pertaining to her health and species.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty. Your Majesty?” he hesitantly calls. 
“What is it?” 
“She will need food, plenty of water and much rest. She is still weak and considering the amount of muscle and bone density she lost and has yet to regain, walking may be difficult on her own until she has acquired enough strength to do so herself, or at least until she heals herself completely. She will also need to be slowly introduced to physical therapy to help build and strengthen her muscles. I can have a—” 
“No. I will take care of all her needs.”
“But Your Majesty. Her care will require constant—” 
“I understand and it is nothing I cannot handle. With that, I will move her into my royal quarters. Now when can she be released?” 
“Are you sure that is a good idea, Your Majesty? We still do not know what she is capable of. The other’s… some of them are quite powerful, even in their weakened condition. She could—”
I have heard enough. “She will be fine with me. End of discussion.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty. She is good to go now, as soon as I detach her IV’s and connections.” 
“Good. Then do it.” 
Doctor Senuli comes forth, just as little one’s eyes follow his every move. 
He reaches for her arm and when he does, she jumps beneath me, attempting to pull away from him. Sure enough, as Doctor Senuli pulls three needles, one after another out of her veins, white light escapes her little wounds and pierces the air with thin, streaming currents. “Told you so,” he remarks. 
I cannot believe what I am witnessing. “She is magnificent,” I gasp. 
After her wounds close, he responds, “And just like that, it is gone.”
Her hand squeezes my upper arm and I eye it, smiling smugly. “Shhh,” I coo. “You are alright.” Her wide green eyes find mine, staring deeply. “You are alright,” I speak again, hoping she may somehow understand me. 
A soft, little smile from her and I chuckle at the sight. 
My head turns, studying Doctor Senuli as he observes the broken monitor. “If she did this at low power, I am afraid to see what she will be capable of doing at maximum power,” he mentions, causing me to wonder too. “So, do not anger her, Your Majesty,” he turns to tease me. 
That is the last thing I would ever wish to do. 
“Are we done here?” I ask. 
“Yes, Your Majesty. She is all yours now.” 
“All mine… I like the sound of that.” I gaze down at her. “You are all mine, little one, you just do not know it yet, but you will.”
You will.
 

CHAPTER FOUR
If someone had told me the morning after I last woke from a restless night’s sleep, that not only would I go on to avenge my family’s murderer once and for all, but also find her in the same day, I would have given them the cold shoulder for such false hope.
I jump off the table and turn towards her. 
With one arm behind her knees and one around her back, I lift this beauty with little effort. 
Her eyes, a piercing stare and mine, locked and transfixed on her own, neither of us blink, nor dare break this deep, penetrating gaze of ours. No. How could we? How can anyone look away? How can anyone deny this—this power that holds us hostage to a force that I do not have the words to describe? “It is only you and I, little one. I am going to take care of you now.” 
My large hand finds its way around her torso, stopping to lay flat against the ribs beneath her breast. 
Her small arms wrap around my broad form and the touch of her tingling skin… the feel of her palm pressing upon my chest… I can feel those sparks even through the thick material of my clothing and my stars… it nearly brings out my primal, beastly form. A form that I do not wish for her to witness. At least not yet. Not until I know she will be willing to accept it without judgement or fear of the unknown. 
As I walk on, away from the medical ward, I notice how relaxed not only she is, but I am. 
All is calm. All is peaceful. All is right. At last, I know peace. At last, I can breathe. I can finally, breathe. 
“Good evening, Commander Zurhen,” someone greets, but I do not acknowledge, nor dare advert my eyes from the beauty I hold. I cannot look away. It is almost impossible, yet when her eyes begin to blink, struggling to remain open, I realize that this stare of ours will not last for much longer.
She yawns, her tired eyes closing right after.
“Sleep, little one. You need the rest,” I whisper. 
My lips tug lightly at the corner when witnessing how comfortable she is in my embrace. To sleep in the unknown arms of a foreign stranger, signifies a level of trust that surprises me. She does not know me yet feels comfortable enough to expose herself to being vulnerable. 
Her actions speak volumes, and I will not take her trust for granted, but will nurture it, allowing it to grow bountifully. 
My hand reaches up to rest tenderly upon her cheek. 
I hold it there, bringing her head to lay against my chest. 
She sleeps peacefully, breathing softly, but bless the stars, she is breathing. That I can find grand relief in.
I arrive to my royal quarters. 
Positioned outside my door, I allow for security to scan for facial recognition. After recognizing me, the heavy door slides open, allowing us to enter. 
As the door closes, locking behind, I contemplate laying her on my bed but disregard that idea for the sake of having her wake and assume the worst, so instead, I walk her to one of the chairs in the sitting room. 
Carefully, I set her down as gently as I can so that she does not wake. After, I take a step back, admiring the adorable situation.
My hand flies to my mouth, attempting to cover a giggle. 
Even our chairs are giant in comparison to her small species. When we return home, I will see immediately to having her own custom furnishings built to her size. Home… will she enjoy my home? Will she wish to stay there? There are many questions that need answering but in time, for we have a long journey ahead of us for when we do, finally arrive home. “You are too adorable,” I quietly speak. 
My wondering eyes drop, my gaze scanning her body and the thin, nearly see-through medical gown she wears. 
Even that is too big for her small form. Everything is too big for her. How could such a fragile thing like her, survive as long as she has amongst the cruelty of the universe? “You must be something powerful.” 
Whatever power she possesses, must be the only thing that has kept her alive and knowing that, I am grateful, because had she not possessed her power, she would have never survived the struggles she was forced to endure, which means… she would have died, and I would have never found her. I would have never saved her. Never known her. 
The alternate reality of that timeline sends a heart wrenching tremor through me. 
The Beast within hisses, waking just enough to be upset by the mere thought of losing this… this exquisite being before ever knowing her. 
He too is drawn to her just as much as I am, maybe even more as he continues to claw his way out to know her for himself. Something he has never cared to do for any other. 
With the urge to touch her once more, I lift her limp hand, holding it dearly while acknowledging the difference in size. I could crush her thin, bony hand with barely any effort. I could crush her in many ways, but I do not dare dream it. So, I must be cautious. I must be gentle, in every way, for her. 
Her dirty fingernails remind me that she needs to bathe. 
“I need to care for you.” Her drowsy eyes slowly peek open. It does not take long for her gaze to find my own. “Hello,” I greet with a warm smile. She blinks, struggling to keep her heavy lids raised. “I am going to run you a nice warm bath. I think a little cleaning will make you feel better. Stay here while I prepare it,” I tell her, but she is not going anywhere. Not when she is this exhausted. 
As I walk on, leaving her sleeping where she is, my hope is that she will not find a way to escape while my back is turned. Just to make sure, I glance over my shoulder. Not a chance. She is out cold. 
I run the bath, mixing in a few drops of a lightly glowing, white, shimmering herbal oil made to relax the mind and body. 
Being one of the only magical luxuries to grace Mel’Vargon, my world has not witnessed such a commodity since the day magic ceased to exist, the day it disappeared from The Three Worlds, forever. 
Leave it to the death of magic to only allow the oil to work off planet.
What would have been a victory present to use on myself after my army and I defeated Thratur in war, I much rather gift it to her. The stars know she will enjoy it far better than I ever could. 
Gifted to me during my sudden coronation just before we left Mel’Vargon, I will need to remember to properly thank my cousin for the gift after I return home. 
One of two of the last surviving family members I know, Allidon holds the rank of Imperial Ambassador and Lord Duke to the closest neighboring galaxy of Mel’Ven, a world where magic has too, ceased to exist. 
Always the wild, daring, and adventurous one of two twin brothers, he had said that he had acquired the magical oil from a risky trade gone wrong with a witch who chased him off some distant planet, far away. A planet where apparently, magic is rare but still exists. 
He did not have to mention it but knowing my cousin. I know he stole it, or as he would say, “You cannot steal what already belongs to us.” 
Regardless of my cousin’s questionable actions and perilous crusades in finding what has been lost, he remains to be the most considerate being I know.
Just by stirring the water, the oil works quickly, its magic soaking into the pores of my skin with ease.
The lingering pain of my almost healed, aching fist vanishes.
As the room clouds with steam and mixes with the fragrance of the oil, I breathe in the scent, filling my lungs with all that I can intake. A mix of a soft, delicate freshness, calming petals, and something else. Something strong, charged, potent. Magic. Starlight. Power.
A blissful moment and then I stand, leaving to fetch her. 
Her head lifts, turning my way when I enter the room. 
Like a skilled huntress observing her surroundings of any potential threat, her focused eyes follow my every graceful stride towards her.
I now tower before her. Not as a threat, but as a friendly. Always a friendly. “I am going to lift you.”
She stares with not a worry in sight.
As I reach down, she allows me to lift her beneath the pits, freely opening her legs so that she may wrap them around my waist. 
Bless her heart, her weak hands hold onto my upper arms, her grip so light that if it were not for the stimulating tingles, I would not feel her touch. 
I close my arms around her small form, and I hold her dear.
My hand, it slips beneath the opening of the thin layer at the back of her gown. 
The tips of my fingers lightly caress the softness of her skin, and as they do, I let out a surrendering sigh. “What are you doing to me?” I question in complete wonderment and awe.  There is this pull between us. Like an engraved wire, it has twisted around my heart in a way that I do not believe I would ever be able to unbend, untangle. Not that I would wish to. “I should help you to your bath now,” my raspy voice speaks.
I walk us to the bathing room. Once inside, I set her down on the counter. 
Her hands slip from my upper arms, her weak hold now gripping just above my elbows. 
I take a small step back, standing between her parted thighs.
Her eyes close.
“Little one?”
Her head drops forward. 
One quick move, my arms are around her in an instant.
With one hand pressed upon the back of her head, I bring her to rest upon me.
She is clearly too exhausted to bathe herself. She will not be able to do this alone. I am going to have to help her. 
A technique mother had always done to calm me in times of stress when I was young, I do the same for her. My fingers run through her matted hair, my nails gently scratching her scalp to soothe her. “I am going to bathe you. I hope you are alright with that.” 
Her head tilts back revealing her half-lidded eyes.
She looks over my arm observing her bath. 
“I can help you,” I say, pointing to me, then to her, and then back towards the bath. 
Again, her gaze finds mine and she nods. 
She understood me…
I smile, excited she can recognize hand gestures. 
Now on to the part that has me nervous. 
Having seen numerous naked beings before, suddenly imagining her naked... well, I am embarrassed to admit that it has me shamefully excited. “This is just another job. A simple job. You can do this,” I assure myself. I tug on the material of her thin gown. “I am going to remove this now.” 
She nods, proving she understands. 
With eyes still locked on mine, I wrap an arm around her small waist and lift her just enough so that I may pull her gown above her hips. 
I set her back down, grip the hem at both sides and lift. 
She attempts to raise her thin, weak arms, allowing me to remove the gown. 
Once removed, I toss the material aside and then gaze upon her body. 
Now I was not deliberately going to stare but how can I not? She is skin and bones and I am fuming. 
I gasp in horror. “They starved you.” Those depraved sick creatures starved her to the brink of death. 
My hand covers my mouth to hide a series of vulgar curses. 
Had we not invaded Thratur’s ship… had we not found her when we did, she would be dead. Dead. 
Her head turns, bowing in shame. 
She is embarrassed, but she has no reason to be. 
I take her chin, gently turning her face so that she may look at me. 
Her bottom lip quivers, just as a few tears tumble down her cheeks. 
This is not right. She should not feel this way. “Hey. You survived. You made it. You are alive. You may not be able to understand me, but I just want you to know. You are the strongest warrior I have ever known. You are so strong, so brave, and I am proud of you. I am so proud of you.”
She attempts to turn, but I only pull her chin right back to where it was. 
As she looks up, heavy tears escape, plummeting down the skin of her flushed cheeks. 
I wipe them with my thumbs, caressing where they once remained. “Do not feel embarrassed. You are still the most beautiful being I have ever seen.”
With a firm grasp, I go on, alternating holding her bony shoulder with each hand, so she does not fall forward while I undress.
As I undo my armor, her drowsy eyes never look away. I go on to untie the strings at my sides in which secure my front and back exterior leather armor. My shield drops to the floor, followed by my protective arm sleeves, then shoulder plates.
Next to be removed is my leather sleeved impenetrable jerkin, shirt, dirty boots, socks and last, my disgusting, blood-soaked pants. 
My tightly fitted under briefs remain on.
I am all but bare chested when I scoop her up and cradle her in my arms. 
Skin against skin. My heart pounds, the intimacy almost too much for me to bear but I try. I try with all my strength to ignore how her touch makes me feel. 
We approach the bath and I kneel, careful to place her in the water. 
With an arm wrapped around her waist, I lean over the edge of the tub, holding her up so that she does not submerge beneath the shimmering liquid. “Comforting, right?” I ask, knowing it must be. 
A heavy weight is lifted as I witness her eyes close and the subtle exhale of a long, relaxed sigh.
The little bit of magic present within the few drops of oil must already be working its way into her skin and bones. Good. Let it perform miracles on her body. 
Nearly submerged, her head remains above the surface. 
I did not account for this. The size difference. To me, this tub is far smaller than the one I have at home but to her, it might as well be a pool. 
My entire right-side dips into the liquid but I do not care, so as long as I do not let go of—I slip. The right side of my face splashes against the soapy water, some finding its way inside my mouth. 
Embarrassed, I pull myself out quick. “Great,” I sarcastically note as I wipe my skin with a free hand. 
The faintest but sweetest of sounds then blesses my ears. 
A giggle. She giggled. 
My eyes open, witnessing her light smile. 
I smirk. “You thought that was funny, did you?” 
Her soapy hand reaches out, playfully covering my chest with bubbles. 
My head lowers to the hand of hers that lays rested against my flesh.
I look to her beneath raised brows and cocky smirk. “So, you wish to start a bubble a war, do you?” I tease. “I must warn you. I am very good at winning.” 
Her arm suddenly goes limp, causing her hand to slip down my chest and into the bath with a splash. 
“Little one? Are you alright?” I ask, yet she does not acknowledge me. 
As her light smile fades, her eyes close and her head falls forward. 
Worried, I act quick, hurrying to pull her out but my hold around her slippery skin slips. 
I let go and her body vanishes beneath the water. “No!” I shout. 
Without thinking, I jump in behind her. 
Water splashes, pouring over the side. 
So quickly, I reach in to retrieve her. 
As soon as I grab her, I pull her above. 
The moment she surfaces, she gasps for air and then falls back against my chest panting heavily but breathing. 
Painfully stricken with immense guilt, I speak, “You are alright. You are alright,” I assure her and me. “I am so sorry. I am so sorry,” I deeply apologize as I rock us back and forth. 
Scared to death that I could have harmed her, I know nothing more than to comfort her the only way I know how. I rest my cheek against her temple, wrap my arms further around and hold her close. So very close to me. “I will not let you slip from me again. I am so sorry I dropped you. I am so sorry,” I regretfully repeat. 
How terrible of me. She is fragile. Anything can happen to her. I must be more careful. I must be observant. I cannot allow anything to happen to her. Never. Not ever. 
For a while, as I hold onto her, I notice just how small she is compared to me. My body morphs around hers yet somehow, she molds perfectly to mine. 
She sits on my lap, using me as a chair and the height difference… the sight causes me to faintly chuckle.
I stop laughing when her two delicate hands lightly grip my thick, muscular thighs. 
An unexpected ache and throbbing strikes me below.
Not the appropriate time to suddenly grow hard. 
The Beast within emits a low, lustful growl at the back of my throat after sensing the closeness of this beautiful being, but I shut him down, caging him by skilled submission. 
My knees lift, allowing her to lean further back against my chest. 
Taking one thigh at a time, I spread her legs, resting each one on the outside of my own. 
With just the thought of knowing she is exposed beneath the sudsy water, my cock twitches, my own self growing hard enough beneath to lift her body. “Stop it,” I tell myself. “Do not think of her that way,” I speak as I pour hair wash onto my palm. 
I lather her thick, matted hair with plenty of soap and massage it in, scratching her scalp along the way. With a thorough wash, I attempt to remove all traces of residue and grime. I do this twice, repeating a third time, making sure her hair is as clean as can be. 
Following that, I tilt her head back and place her long dark hair over my shoulder. After a thorough rinse, a light reddish, brown shade begins to appear. One more relaxing rinse, I catch a slight smile rise at the corner of her lips. 
“Are you enjoying this?” I ask, yet she does not respond because she does not understand me. 
I go on, squeezing body wash onto my palm. 
Careful not to get it in her eyes, I am watchful as I lather soap onto the skin of her face, neck, and ears. 
While her eyes remain closed, I rinse the soap and move on, working the skin wash onto her poor, bony shoulders, massaging them gently as I go. 
She releases another soft sigh, proving she is awake and enjoying the pampering. 
“I bet you are loving this,” I tease. 
After, I position her to rest against my thighs and then wash her back before leaning her against my chest so that I may wash her front. 
Hesitant at first to touch her breast, I understand that it needs to be done. “She needs to be washed. All of her, so just do it and stop being weird,” I tell myself. My hands move over her breasts, instantly noticing the difference in softness hers feel compared to those of my kind. All her skin is soft. Her skin is smooth. Not a scar, scale nor carving of any kind appears upon her flawless flesh. 
As I cleanse her, my thumbs skim over her nipples, causing them to suddenly grow erect. 
I freeze. 
Has my hearing deceived me? No. I heard it. As clear as day. “You moaned.” She appears to be sleeping. Maybe my hearing has deceived me. She could not have possibly moaned. Why would she unless she—unless the sneaky beauty is pretending to be asleep. “I am on to you, little one.” I move on, finding myself nervous about washing this next part of her. “Little one?” I hesitantly call, hoping that she is awake so that she can perform this next task, but I do not get a response. 
Moving on, I apply wash to my palm, massage it onto her stomach, her belly, eventually making my way down. It is when my hand runs over her entire hairy pussy, where the cock beneath my briefs grows stiff and lifts her body.
One deep breath in, I release a slow exhale. “Calm down and just do what needs to be done,” I tell myself. With that, I bathe the rest of her body. Every little inch of her. Only after I am finished does my hovering lips linger close before her ear. “All clean now, little one,” my deepened voice speaks with a rasp.
Dripping, I stand, holding her to me as I step out of the tub. 
Careful not to wake her, I set her down on the ground, allowing for her to rest back against the counter. 
As she sits before me with eyes closed, I remove my bottoms, gazing upon her as I undress. 
Completely exposed to her sleeping self, I reach for a towel and wrap my naked lower half. “Now it is your turn,” I say as I kneel in front of this beautiful sleeping beauty with a fresh towel. 
After drying her, I brush her hair, attempting to comb through her tangles as gently as I can. “You know, when I was a boy, I used to enjoy when mother would comb my hair,” I speak to her unconscious form. “She knew it relaxed me. She would do it every night before bed until slumber took me. I never told her, but I came to cherish those moments with her. As empress, she was often busy with her Imperial duties during the day. I did not see much of her, yet she always managed to be there for me at the end, never breaking our nightly routine. I miss her. I miss my mother. She was beautiful. Majestically so, just as you are.” 
After I set the brush down, I pull her over my lap and stand with her cradled in my arms.
My eyes fall to her. “I suppose this will become our nightly routine. At least until I know you can bathe yourself,” I tease. We make our way into the bedroom. “I will be impressed if you wake so soon after such a relaxing bath,” I say as I lay her on the right side of the bed. My eyes drop to her towel. “You need something to sleep in.” 
Determined to find any article of clothing for her to wear, I rummage through my drawers, seeking the smallest item of clothing I own but find no such luck. Instead, I opt for one of my short-sleeved, casual shirts and dress her in it.
At last, I lay her to rest back and then pull the blankets out from beneath to cover her. “Sleep well, little one for when you wake, I will be right here to help you through another day. Every one of them if you so cherish it. That I vow.
 

CHAPTER FIVE
Serena
It is strange. I once thought I died and gone to hell, but I don’t think I’m in hell anymore. No. I must have died and gone to heaven because this bed that I lay in is the biggest, softest, most heavenly, comfortable thing I have felt since... well since... I really can’t remember the last time I felt this comfortable. I suppose maybe when I was a kid, tucked away in my own warm bed. 
Since then, there’s been too many cells, hard cots, and filthy floors I was forced to sleep on but this... ahhh. Now this is how I would imagine clouds of heaven to feel like. 
My limbs stretch far beneath the soft, silky white sheets and as they do, I let out a big yawn and—my legs brush against a solid, tingling form. 
It’s him. We’re in the same bed. We slept in the same bed. I should feel weird about that, but I don’t. In fact, I find it strangely comforting. The big, blue, protective angel wanted to keep me close. It’s… sweet. He’s sweet. 
The urge to feel more of him gets the best of me and the next thing I know, my legs are skimming past his shorts and down his warm, muscular limbs.
I smile into my pillow, my cheeks burning from blushing so damn hard. 
Now, to play it cool. I can do this. I got this. Calm and collected, my head tilts back, my gaze fixed on him as he rests next to me.
His perfectly straight hair lays so neatly upon the silk, white pillowcase and it makes me wonder… has he ever known bed head, or does he just naturally wake up looking like a giant, sexy god? “Hi,” I casually greet.
He’s awake, lounging on his side with his hand propping up his head. I’m guessing he’s been watching me. I should find that terribly creepy, but again, I don’t. I find it… comforting. Like a shiny, glimmering blue angel, he watches over me, caring for me even during my sleep. 
For once in all my life, it’s nice not having to watch my back or worry about my safety. At least, I think. I still don’t know him. I don’t know what his intentions are, nor do I know how to communicate with him to ask what they might be. Not yet I don’t but give it time and I will know his language. I will know it as if it were my own. 
A light smile graces his lips before he speaks something. 
“I don’t know what you are saying, but if I had to guess, then good morning to you too.” 
Again, his soft voice speaks, whispering words I don’t understand. Nevertheless, I am enraptured, holding on to every deep sound and syllable that escapes between those big, blue lips of his. 
“You are by far the most beautiful being I have ever laid eyes on,” I whisper as I gaze upon him in complete and utter awe. 
I turn to lay on my side. 
We face one another, staring deeply for a long while, that is, until my curious eyes begin to wander.
I take the opportunity to observe him. 
I admire his exquisite, features. His face. He looks just like the ones who roamed around the hospital. 
They must have been subjected to the same government mutation. They’re all very large. Very… unearthly. It’s like whatever mutation they were forced to take, had enhanced all their human features, making each part of them grow… bigger. 
I never known the scientists to perform this type of barbaric practice on any other, but it does not surprise me. They experimented on me, why not them? Greedy bastards. Were we not enough? 
Now begs the question. Where the hell am I, and am I next? Not that it’d be a bad thing to be made into them. I mean, look at him! 
While admiring his unique features, I study his broad shoulders, his muscular biceps, and the protruding veins in them. Even the muscle in his neck appears to be made of steel. 
Out of curiosity, my hand reaches out, touching his long, thin, shiny, white as snow hair. “So silky,” I whisper, as I run my fingers through his strands. 
His thick brows and long white lashes blink, fluttering like the most beautiful of snow-colored butterflies during the awakening of spring. 
I continue my exploration, allowing my fingers to trace down his cheek and he lets me, watching me contently as I explore him and the shimmering, streaming opalescent current that runs rapidly beneath his light blue skin. “What is this?” I ask as I follow the glowing stream with the tip of my finger, down his big, muscular arm.
He says something. I don’t know what though. 
“Your skin feels like powder. What have they done to you?” I wonder, not in sympathy, but in intrigue.
My hand reaches back up. 
I trace his high, chiseled cheekbone and then outline his sharp jawline. 
His head is bigger than mine. So are his features. Everything about him is bigger than me. Especially his lips. His big, plump, dark blue lips. 
I’m now outlining his bottom one, feeling how soft it is.
I gasp when his hand grips my wrist.
He stops me from finishing my tracing. 
Suddenly nervous to be this close to him, I tense, a flash of fear plaguing my mind with insinuating thoughts, but it doesn’t last for long. Despite not knowing him, I can read him well enough to know that he will not hurt me. That I believe, I feel, I somehow know. Deeply. 
A soft whisper escapes him and what I would give to know what he says.
His eyes drop to my lips, and he does the same. 
His thumb traces my bottom one, now circling them both with a tender grace. 
“It tingles,” I mutter, mesmerized by the pleasurable sensation. “Why does it tingle when we touch?” 
We continue our exploring, lazily touching one another and it doesn’t matter where he touches me, tiny sparks radiate all over and my God… they feel good. So inexplicitly good. 
His fingers run through my wavy hair, gently combing my tangles. After I assume he thinks he’s gotten them all, those long, thick fingers of his slip across my face. 
He caresses my cheeks, my lips, and every other feature of mine before he explores my ears with an amusing sense of intrigue.
I giggle. “What is so funny about my ears?”
My turn. My fingers slip through his strands, tucking a lock of hair behind his ear. His very tall, pointed ear. 
Oh. I now understand. He finds mine odd because in comparison to his, mine must appear tiny. Rounded not pointed.
Curious, I go on, tracing the outside curve up to the high peak of his ear. “I’ve never seen ears like yours before.” I mean, I’ve read about fairies owning them. I saw characters in movies and on television with them but never have I witnessed ears like his in real life. They’re fascinating. He’s fascinating. Beautiful.
As his hand lifts, reaching for my face, he speaks something.
Hand against hand, he rests his over mine, covering the entirety of my own.
My eyes lift. Our gaze meets.
Once again, the world comes to a complete and utter halt. I think I even forget how to breathe.
He lowers my hand, allowing for it to slip down his cheek, his neck. And then it stops. Right against his bare-chested heart. 
His heart pounds beneath my hand, the deep bass from each beat punching my palm. If he only knew… his heart is not the only one that erratically races.
Nervous, I tease, “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you are nervous.”
A small smug smile from him, he releases my hand, allowing for it to reach beneath the covers. And then he skims that hand over the exposed part of my hip.
I tense, not in fright but from—surprise, interest.
Higher, those delicate fingers travel ever so lightly along my hip, then to my lower back.
There’s an unknown thrill that comes with not knowing what he may do next and as that may be, I can’t help but find myself flooded with both, anxiety, and lust. So much lust. 
Again, he speaks, his voice a low, breathless whisper.
I remember to breathe.
He pushes me towards him, and our bodies press. Lightly.
My hand reaches for his hip, lingering there for a bit before casually following the curve up to his waist. 
With the way his breath has quickened, I can tell that he is just as nervous as I. Both hesitant, it is as if our touching has now become a test of how much is too much. 
This is absurd. I am in a bed with a strange being that I don’t know yet despite the predicament, here I am, allowing him to be this close to me. I have killed for less than this but with him… I allow it. I allow him to be near, to touch me. Why? Great question. 
My palms rest flat against his warm pecs.
He takes in a deep, quivering breath, filling the lungs beneath his highly risen chest.
He speaks, the tone of his voice husky, deep.
A light quiver rolls through me and my toes curl. 
What the hell is happening? I don’t know him. He is a stranger. I still can’t even comprehend what he speaks. I need more time. Luckily, adapting to new languages is easy thanks to my star’s adaptable capabilities. The only downside, once others know that I can understand and communicate, that’s when they force me to talk. 
Ignorance is bliss and right now, well, I’ll play the ignorant card until I know I can trust him. Either that or I’ll wait and use my newfound knowledge of these beings to my advantage, and then escape. To where? Home? I have no home. Not anymore. Not after—no. Don’t think about it. Not right now. Just be here. Be happy. You’re free, Serena and you’re safe. For once in your life, you are safe. So, enjoy it. Enjoy your second chance. 
As we stare, I think back on my bath from last night. 
This giant barbarian, so strong, so mighty, bathed me, his gentle hands and fingers scratching and massaging every dirty, aching part of me with so much tender care. 
I had pretended to be asleep while he washed me, but truth be told, I wasn’t pretending by much. I might have been in and out of consciousness but for what parts I was awake during, I thoroughly enjoyed. Maybe a little too much. Shameful? I don’t care. No one ever said I was an angel. 
A rumble beneath my stomach reminds me that I need to eat. “Hungry,” I speak, hoping he might somehow understand me. His head tilts in confusion. Okay, how about we try this again. I pull the blanket down past my stomach and rub a circle over my belly. “Hungry,” I repeat. 
He stares, blankly.
To make it easier on him, I bring my hand up to my face and pretend to feed myself. 
His eyes suddenly widen when he understands and thank God because I don’t think I can go another five minutes without eating. 
Immediately, he jumps out of bed and rushes across the squeaky-clean, all-white, modern bedroom. 
“Where are you going?” I wonder. 
As he walks, I take the opportunity to admire his long, muscular back. It is while staring that I find myself obsessing over running my fingers down the strong muscles along his spine. 
He disappears into a closet and after a short moment returns. 
With his sleek hair now pulled back in a low, neat bun, he dons dark blue trousers and an opened navy-blue jacket lined with a shiny metallic silver embroidery of swirls and stars. 
A thin, braided, silver rope runs along the inseam of his opened jacket, lower hem, buttoned cuffs, around his collar, and down the outside seam of his pants. And there, sewn just over his heart is the emblem of a small, silver shooting star patch and beneath it, an unfamiliar set of symbols that I can’t decipher. 
How interesting. 
Matched with a tight white shirt that accentuates his very well-defined body, I swallow hard, drooling a little. 
My God he is gorgeous. 
I’m so caught up ogling, I barely acknowledge him standing beside the bed and handing me a pair of large, white sweatpants. 
“Oh,” I say, blinking in embarrassment. I fail at sitting up and he notices. Like the sweet giant he is, he helps raise me, then brings me to the edge of the high bed where my limp legs dangle. “Thank you,” I tell him. 
My kind hero kneels before me.
His hand reaches for the side of my face, pressing against it with a tenderness that you would never expect someone as warrior-like as he could hold.
The warmth his skin emits... the soft smile he gives me… I melt in his presence, feeling myself drown in this sweet sea of nectar that seems to drain from every pore of his. 
I sigh, already infatuated with him. 
His hand withdraws.
He holds up the large pair of sweatpants to show me.
I chuckle, shaking my head. “These aren’t going to fit me,” I say, yet he only smirks and continues to hold them in front of me. “They’re not going to fit,” I repeat. 
The sweet giant huffs, clearly annoyed but I can see that he isn’t really annoyed, just teasing me. 
I like this. This little non-communicative game we play. We may not be able to understand one another verbally but in a way, we still do and it’s cute. He’s cute. 
As he takes my ankle and places my foot in the hole of the pants, he speaks something. 
Repeating the same step with my other foot, he glances up beneath those thick, white lashes, stealing a quiet gasp from me. 
Intensity. Desire. Longing, and… pain. So much pain hides behind those mesmerizing, sparkling eyes of his and to any other non-observant person, you’d miss it, but I see it. I see him. I—I feel him. I do. Somehow.
He scoots himself closer, kneeling between my divided thighs. 
His arm wraps around my back and lifts me so that he can pull the pants up over my bare bottom. 
For the split second that he holds me to him, I lean in close and inhale. 
My eyes roll to the back of my skull, and I release a quiet ahh. Masculinity, power, and lust, his natural musk is as intoxicating as it is refreshing, and I want it. I want to devour and bask in it. I want it to coat every inch of my body so that I may never know a day without his scent, without him. God, how am I already obsessed? This is so unhealthy.
He sets me down and then his eyes lower. 
With one quick, aggressive pull, he tightens the strings to my pants. I gasp.
As he ties a neat bow and stares up at me with that devilish smirk that could tempt a good righteous soul to do bad, I now understand why sweet Eve ate that apple.
I nervously stutter. “Than—thank you.”
His hands are close, resting on top of my thighs and those thumbs… they’re all I feel, all I notice. They grip me, his big thumbs moving slowly down and in between my heated thighs.
Flushed and utterly aroused, the lower part of me throbs. I squeeze my thighs closed, attempting to combat the ache that has my body betraying any self-respect I own. 
God I am so embarrassingly wet. 
His nostrils flare, just as his eyes dart up quick, his cheeky smile widening into a slick grin.
“What?” my raspy voice questions, yet he does not respond. I don’t understand. How is it possible for anyone to be this handsome? I am literally blown away. 
His hands slip up my hips, taking the sides of my overly large, navy-blue shirt into his grip. After, he gathers the material, pulls the shirt to the side and then ties the corner into a large knot. 
My voice comes out like a timid whisper. “Thank you.”
He bends, taking the cloth of my pants at my ankle. Another quick, forceful yank, he rips the fabric. 
My heart pounds, the act of him shredding my clothes… hot. 
The gentle giant repeats the same for my other, ripping away the extra material with skillful ease.
My pants are left torn, but an adequate length to fit my short legs. 
After, he stands, reaching to lift me by the waist. 
He slides me around on his hip, his bone pressing torturously into my burning self—I don’t know if he did it on purpose so that I can feel him, but either way, I’m not complaining. Not when it’s the only thing currently soothing the ache that he is to blame for. 
His big hand cups my bottom and out of some deprived, sexual instinct, I wrap my arms and legs further around so that I may push my heated self, hard against his hip for… comfort. 
“I don’t understand you,” I say after his deep, rough voice speaks something. 
He clears his throat, then repeats my hungry hand motion from earlier. 
I nod. “Food. Right. Of course.”
As he walks on, a sudden pressure below has me tapping his chest and stopping him in his tracks. 
I point towards the bathroom, then to me. 
His head tilts in confusion but lifts when he figures out what I want. 
So quickly, he rushes towards the restroom, enters, and then stops. 
His gaze meets mine.
An awkward nod to the toilet, never have I ever felt so humiliated and vulnerable.
After an uncomfortable sigh from him, he sets me on the counter and proceeds to untie the strings to my pants. Quite nervously I might add as his hands shake.
He’s embarrassed, and I can’t help but smile in comfort by that. At least I know he’s a gentleman. At least I know it is not just I who finds themselves just as shy. 
The sweet giant lowers my pants and then lifts me.
He carries me to the toilet, his gaze set anywhere other than on me.
As soon as he sets me down, my body falls, my bottom splashing into the cold water with a deep thunk.
A scream escapes me.
Laughter fills the room. 
My head turns slowly towards him, my expression unamused. “Ha. Ha. So funny,” I mock. Nice. Thanks karma.
I attempt to lift myself, but my weak, wobbly arms are useless. They give out and I fall deeper into this ridiculously over-sized toilet clearly made for giants! 
Two hands lift me from beneath my arms.
He fishes me out of the toilet, my bottom dripping and my dignity gone.
While kneeling before me, he smiles sweetly and I can’t even be mad anymore, not when I see him like this. 
“I suppose that was karma for laughing at you when you fell into the tub.” His laughter subsides, and he sighs, happily. “Thank you.”
The giant turns his head, allowing me privacy. 
I go on to pee, realizing that for the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m able to use a toilet and not a bucket or even worse, on myself. Ugh, I hate life but right now… I guess I don’t hate it as much. “Done,” I tell him. 
His head turns, nodding after understanding. 
While reaching behind me, he does something to send cold water to shoot right up and across myself. Next, a cool breeze blows over my wet skin. 
I grip his arms, not being used to such an um… sensation. And don’t even get me started on the tasteless foam he teaches me to use in place of toothpaste. Now that is a sensation, I don’t think I could ever get used to.
We move through bedroom and then enter an all-white, minimally decorated living room.
The place is spotless, void of any personality nor creative touch. This isn’t a home. It’s a room. A very modern, clean, place to hide in peace, not to live in comfort.
We stop before the front door. 
A bright blue laser scans his face, and then the door slides open, allowing us to exit towards the shiny, white hall. 
Note to self, figure out how that scanner thing works. 
Survival mode on. I pay close attention, observing my surroundings, taking in every door and hall we pass. 
 Right turn, he walks down another hall, passing a few others of his kind and every time he passes someone, they stop to bow before the one holding me. After the third, I gaze up at this handsome being in suspicion, wondering why they bow to him. 
Could he be their leader? Every army has one. The one they look up to. The one they all listen to, even when the most powerful being of them all, could have easily taken the position for themselves if they truly wanted to, but I couldn’t do that to Steve. It was all he had. It was what kept him going, living. 
Not long later, we come upon an all-white, immaculately pristine, open dining area full of a large, diversified group of beings, some like him, some even more peculiar. 
Beautiful, frightening, majestical, and downright strange. Some of these creatures almost seem, inhuman, fairytale like, monstrous, alien. 
Intimidated and on guard, I grow still, my body filling with the same rush of adrenaline I would get every day we’d face our enemy on the battlefield. 
“War power,” is what Steve calls it. Had. Had called it. 
Immediately, most of everyone sitting within the room stands from their tables and drops to their knees. 
My head turns, tilting back to stare up at the one the entire room bows to. 
He gazes down on me, a cocky smug smile widening across that handsome face of his.
Now it doesn’t take knowing their language to understand that this gorgeous giant holding me, must be someone of high importance but the question is, who? Is this a rebellion? Have they taken control of their captors? 
His attention returns to the room.
A sentence worth of unfamiliar words, he speaks to the crowd with this calm elegance suited for someone of high status and moral confidence.
Everyone rises, going back to what they were doing before. 
“Who are you?” I deeply wonder. 
I glance around, gazing upon the different beings mixed with those of his kind. 
It’s as if a fairytale world and a rainbow exploded to create all these vibrant, mystical looking creatures. Some appear tall and thin while others appear beastly, slimy, furry, scaly, leathery. Big heads, little heads, giant bodies, long necks, and… oh wow, that small orange one is prickly, and that one is—gooey? 
My eyes grow big.
This isn’t real. I must be hallucinating. I shake my head in denial, thinking that might snap me out of this illusion. Nope. This is definitely real.
I continue scanning the crowd.
While others seem animalistic and—my wandering eyes stop on a particular being. Horns? Holy shit. That one has horns? No way. 
Intrigued, I admire the small, thorns that rise from his dainty, black, woven crown-like diadem in which grows out from around his head.
It sits on top of his straight, dark, slick, shoulder length hair, and it is beautiful. So majestic. 
He catches me staring and I freeze. 
By accident, I blink, my eyes shifting into the white, glowing ones of my star.
The light stirs within, awakening just enough to take a curious gander but that curiosity does not last for long. Once again, she succumbs to a deep slumber, a place where she may rest so that when the day comes, she may rise good and charged.
Even with her fast asleep, I retain access to see through the light of her magical eyes.
A powerful darkness surrounds this being, the energy of his aura radiating off his dark clothed self like a shadowy, pulsing wave synced with each beat of his racing heart. 
It is like nothing I have ever seen. Otherworldly. His soul is that of umbra, that of gloom and I am amazed. I am in awe of the shade. The familiarity.
Again, I blink.
As my human eyes return, his aura disappears.
A wide, mischievous smirk lifts at the corner of his mouth. His head lowers but when it raises, I still, the last of my breath escaping past my agape lips with a soft rush. A deer in headlights, I’m stuck, staring deeply into those bright, piercing violet eyes that have me utterly stunned.
The room quiets. The world becomes a blur. A relaxing sense of peace washes over me. I calm, lost in this—this strangely beautiful, yet oddly… familiar beings pull.
I have no clue how long we stare but after a moment, I somehow find the strength to break this gaze. 
I look away and I do not dare look back.
One big inhale, I allow my eyes to wander once more.
It’s easy to point out the ones who were held captive like me. They’re all slumped over, drained, and lifeless but no longer are they alone. No. My hero’s kind sits with them, holding and feeding every one of them. 
These are his people and like him, they are good. Him and his people are good and knowing that, a relieved cry escapes me. “We really have been saved.” Stop. No more tears. You’ve shed enough. Now it’s time to be brave. To smile.
I wipe my cheeks and do my best to suppress my crying before we get to the table he’s heading towards. 
There, sitting are three beings dressed in similar attire as the one holding me. Unlike him, the female and short-haired male next to her are the only ones whose jackets remain buttoned high.
They sit, their heavy gazes set solely on me. 
My memory is foggy, but I think I vaguely remember the female and short-haired male from before. 
They were some of the first beings I saw during my rescue. 
The female, like the others of her kind, she is beautiful, her long, shiny, thin, white hair hanging in a thick braid over her shoulder. 
Poised and with an ethereal grace and confidence, everything about her is perfection. Her flawless skin, the darker blue hue of it, her big, doe-like eyes, long lashes, plump lips… she is gorgeous. Even the serious, paler blue complected, rugged, and fit male sitting to her left is attractive. 
Appearing rougher and a little older than the rest of the group here, his white hair is cut, hanging just at the base of his neck. If I had to guess, I’d say that he’s seen some bad things in his life. Either that or my presence appalls him because the way he glares… I get the feeling that he is not a fan but that’s okay. I’m not here to make friends. I’m not even here to stay. 
My head turns towards the third one. The—the big… burly… hunky one with the body of the mightiest of Gods. Thor. I think of Thor. My favorite superhero. He looks like my favorite superhero. Yeah… I already like him.
Same light blue hue as Zurhen’s medium skin tone, his long white hair is pulled back, halfway tied while the rest of it hangs brushed behind his ears. Some pieces have thin braids with these small, silver, intricate beads. They’re pretty. He’s pretty. Scary, but pretty. 
He speaks, staring at me beneath thick white brows and sparkling crystal blue eyes. 
Curiosity, mystery, desire yet there, lingering on the precipice… a light and darkness so beautiful, so intimately woven. I don’t have to see it with the eyes of my star to feel it, to know it in the depths of my bones. It’s there, his intertwined, equally lit and darkened soul, and my god, all I want is to meet it. To give him a hug.
His lips move, speaking lowly, deeply, each syllable resonating with something foreign inside me. 
My star shifts from her slumber, rising within out of curiosity.
That’s two in one day. Two souls that have garnered her attention. That is not a good sign. It’s never a good sign to end up on her radar.
He must be trouble and if that’s so, then I am already on guard. I’m already paying close attention. 
 
Zurhen
 
To say I am nervous of what my commander’s might think of my little one would be a lie. In all honesty, I could care less what they think of her. They only need to accept and respect her because as far as I can see, she is with me and if that does not speak volumes, then I do not know what will.
An outsider not to be trusted, she is a foreign oddity with a secret power that very well could be the one Thratur had spoken of. And it is because of that untrust and not knowing who she is, that puts my commanders on defense. Truth be told, they have every right to feel that way. They would be wise to. I would be wise to and yet for the sake of my own life and the lives of others, I take the risk because I choose to believe in her. I choose to believe in faith. Faith that she will not harm me, nor any other.
Who is she? I still do not know, but I want to. I want to know everything about her, starting with her own name.
I pull a chair out at the commander’s table and set her down.
Seated close after pushing her towards the table, her neck reaches just barely past the edge. 
It is quite hilarious, but I dare not laugh in front of my commanders. Instead, I cover my mouth and compose myself before I let down my hand.
While standing beside her, I lean forward, resting my spaced palms upon the surface edge.
“Commander,” all three greet. 
“Good morning,” I greet. The three look to me, then to her and back to me. “I am going to fetch us breakfast. Watch her,” I order them. 
“Yes Commander,” they speak in unison. 
My gaze falls back on her, and I lose myself, surrendering at once to those enchanting green eyes. 
Joy consumes me and I smile as I reach my hand to take the side of her face with my oversized palm. To know her warmth, to know the feel of her skin will always be my greatest achievement, my ultimate wish.
She takes my wrist in both hands with a tight grip and stares up at me with wide, unsure eyes.
She’s nervous and that bothers me. Maybe she is nervous to be around the others. Pointless as she has absolutely nothing to worry about. I trust my commanders. I trust them with my own life.
I make the motion of eating as I did before. “I am going to get us food. I will be back,” I tell her before pointing to me, then behind and back to her. 
“Does she understand you?” Nay’ahli my second commanding lieutenant wonders. 
“No but she understands hand gestures.”
“Oh. Well, that is good.”
I look to the three of them. “I will not be long. Do not allow her to leave.”
“We will watch over her, Commander,” Emerlum my first commanding general speaks.
I nod, and then give my little one a soft smile. My hand then slips from her hold, and I turn and walk away.
A part of me feels uneasy leaving her alone, but I trust my commanders. She is in great care. She will be fine. She will be just fine. 
After personally gathering enough of my favorite foods for the both of us, I return with far more than that body of hers can contain. 
Once I reach the table, I set the tray down in front of her and then look upon all three of my commanders who gawk. “Why are you three staring at her? Stop it. You are making her feel uncomfortable.” 
Their eyes divert in random directions. “Sorry,” they each apologize. 
Annoyed, I shake head and I release a long sigh.
My attention returns to her.
Her mood has changed. She seems frozen, staring down at the food as if it is not real. 
A small tear tumbles down her cheek. 
It falls, soaking into the soft material of her pants.
My heart aches when I realize… I forgot to feed her before bed. 
Guilt plagues me for forgetting. She went to sleep hungry and all because I forgotten to attend to her needs. 
How could I forget? What is wrong with me? No. There is no excuse. From here on, I must do better. I must be more attentive.
I lower so that I may speak into her ear and then lean in close. “I am so sorry I forgot to feed you last night, but you may eat now. It is alright to eat. Please eat.” 
She looks to me.
With her face near and her breath so warm against my own skin, as she stares up at me, I all but freeze right where I am.
Stars almighty, she is so beautiful it hurts.
My gaze drops to her parted mouth. 
One lick around my own, I swallow back a hard gulp as I admire hers. I want them. I want them more than I have ever wanted anything else.
Our eyes meet once more, and it takes near everything I own to snap out of this trance and be the responsible caretaker I signed on to be.
Nay’ahli speaks. “Poor girl. She must be famished.”
My thumb sweeps across her cheek, wiping the remaining salty liquid from her skin. “Starving,” I reply.
“You think maybe they mistreated her when it came to feeding her?” Emerlum wonders. 
“Or maybe they forced her do horrible things to eat. You know how they treated their captives,” Cur’rav my third commanding officer says, and I do not need to be reminded of how those vile creatures abused their prisoners. 
“Cur’rav, Emerlum, shut up. Please.”
To give myself some room to mimic the hand gesture to eat, I put some separation between us and do the motion.
She nods.
Forget manners and etiquette, if must feed her by hand, then so be it. I will do whatever it takes to get her to eat.
I pick up a small piece of fruit and bring it to her mouth. 
She hesitates at first but after a few seconds, opens for me.
The longest of breaths blows past my lips.
Thank you, great mother of stars.
Her tongue skims over my fingers when she takes the food and I go weak, my own blood rushing to my head and straight down to where my ache for her rises.
My voice comes out rough, deep. “There you go.” I clear my throat. “That is it. That is my good girl.” 
I offer another bite. She takes it along with the next, third, and fourth. By the fifth, she feeds her own self.
A proud smile widens across my face as I watch her go on and enjoy the different selection of foods.
It is strange because never have I found joy nor been happier to witness another eat but with her… it is the most miraculous thing I have ever witnessed.
With each bite, she hums, lightly bouncing in her seat.
It is a sweet sight, to see her happy.
Two syllables. She speaks two words, her language undetectable as it has never been heard of nor cataloged in the universal linguistic archives.
“What do you think she is saying?” Nay’ahli wonders.
“I do not know, but if I had to guess, I would say, thank you.” At least, that is what I imagine hearing her delicate voice whispering. 
Oblivious to the world around her and lost in her own enjoyment, I brush some of her reddish-brown hair behind her ear and she does not even notice. “You are welcome,” I tell her. “You are always welcome.”
Cur’rav speaks. “So, are we going to talk about the current issue at hand or are we going to wait until these prisoners act out and destroy us all?”
And there goes my happy mood.
I look to him, my expression unamused. “Of course, we are going to discuss the matter but as you can see, I have been a little pre-occupied but please. Let us get straight to Imperium business because the stars forbid, we wait another prolonged moment.”
The sarcastic humor flies completely over his head. “Okay great. So, the prisoners. We interrogated them. Most know the universal language. A few do not but we found translators aboard who volunteered to help.” 
“So, what did you learn of them?” I ask. All three share nervous expressions. “Well, speak,” I insist. 
Nay’ahli looks to me, the only one of them to go first. “They each hold certain… magical abilities.”
“Magic?” I repeat. 
“Yes,” she answers. “Apparently where they come from, magic still exists amongst their lands. Some capable of powers that—that—” she stutters. Never have I ever witnessed Nay’ahli as nervous as she is in this moment. Nay’ahli is one of my bravest warriors and one incredible commanding lieutenant. She is the calmest and most collective being I know, so when she has something to be nervous about, I do as well. 
“Go on, Nay’ahli,” I encourage. 
“Each one of them holds a power that has the capability to annihilate worlds. Some of which have already done so, but not all are bad. There are some who have never killed.”
I turn to my little one, remembering the tiny electrical spark between us when we first touched. Then there was the light show in the medical ward, her eyes, as well as the glow beneath her chest that threatened to blow had I not stopped her from exploding. I even witnessed her light shine through the small pricks of her skin, before her wounds healed over. 
My heart races, realizing that the little being I hold, may not be as completely fragile as I had thought. Not if she possesses magic from the stars themselves. “They are the strongest of their worlds,” I realize. 
“They may be the strongest of their worlds,” Cur’rav says. “But just look at them. You would think they are the weakest.” 
He is wrong. 
“If they were weak, never would they have survived what they were forced to live through.” I turn, looking upon the three of them. “We treat them right. We care for them, and we help them in any and every way possible. If these beings can destroy worlds, then the last thing we want is for them to turn on us. They will learn to trust us and when they do, we will make allies and friends of them all.” 
“And if they do not want to become allies, nor friends?” Cur’rav questions. 
My gaze falls to my little one. “Then we set them free and hope that wherever they go, they are happy.” The back of my knuckles caresses her smooth cheek. “That is all I want for her.”
She stares up at me, smiling behind her chewing and I cannot help but smile back. 
“Her?” Cur’rav mentions. I look to him. “Do you not mean them?” 
“Of course. I want them all to be happy.”
My gaze returns to her. 
More than anything, I just want her to be happy. Even if it means her choosing to be happy, would be without me. 
My hope is that it will not come to that decision, but I know that if it does… then so be it. 
No longer will she be caged, for even the smallest of Willenlir birds grow and fly after being properly nurtured. 
Another adorable smile from her, and I sigh. “Stars, you already have me wrapped around your finger.”
 

CHAPTER SIX
TWO MONTHS LATER…
Father had once said that distracting the mind aided in forgetting the things that you wished to forget. He had also said that to rule as king, one’s mind must always be clear and ready to fight for the kingdom at any point in time. “There is no room to dwell on one’s emotions when your kingdom is at risk of falling,” I recall him telling me. 
Mother had just walked by after he spoke those last words, pulling his attention away. As his eyes followed, her own locked on his, the two of them smiled, gazing upon one another in complete adoration. 
I was young then, but even so, I knew by just observing my parents, the love they shared, went beyond even the stars. 
Mother was father’s distraction. She was the only one who could pull him away from the stress of life that he wished to forget. 
Although the disappearance of magic had taken away the opportunity to find one’s heartmate, father and mother had always known, that they had found theirs, even without the magic of the stars to bless their bond. 
Father may have been a great king, but when it came to mother, he would have renounced his own title and all that he was, just to have been given one more day to love and hold her once more. That I know to be true. That I know he would have wished for, had he known that their last day, would be the day he would never set eyes on her again. 
He was right. Distraction does aid the mind in forgetting the things that one wished to forget. As each passing day goes by, the haunting thoughts of witnessing my family being slaughtered, grow less and less, fading away into the darkest corner of my mind. I no longer have as much time to think of my family as I did while traveling to seek revenge out on the one who took their lives. I do not have the time because all my time is now dedicated to her. To the little beauty I now solely care for. 
An impressed laugh escapes me as I hold my arms out for her to come to me. “Go on. Walk to me,” I encourage. 
It is a short distance between her and I. She only needs to cross the gap from the bed to where I stand, leaning against the wall. 
She huffs in annoyance, but she does it. She crosses, determined to put her healing legs to good use. 
My smile grows as she moves closer and when she makes it to me, taking my hands with an eager grab, I cheer. “You did it!” 
After all the training… after all the time and patience put in from the both of us, working together every day to strengthen her weak bones and deteriorated muscles, her legs have finally stood the challenge of walking on their own. 
She takes me by surprise when she latches on and wraps her little arms strongly around me.
“Oh,” I say, surprised by the endearing affection. 
With her cheek rested just below my chest, I detect a subtle long, happy sigh.
I find myself sharing the exact same gesture.
The undeniable urge to be closer is not one I intend on fighting, so I hold her head and body nearer. So very near to me. “I am very proud of you,” I praise. 
Three little words escape beneath her winded breath, and I hear it. I imagine what they might be. “I did it,” is what I hear. I may not be able to understand her words out loud but somehow, like a soft, faint whisper through the wind, I hear them within my own mind. I hear them as clear as I hear my own thoughts and sometimes, I wonder, if what I hear, may be real.
Amongst the many tales of the old magic, telepathy is not unheard of. I want to believe that it is alive and that it allows me to hear her mentally, but that is not right, because magic is dead. Long dead after vanishing from The Three Worlds, all those many centuries ago. 
My hands slip down her back, stopping to lift her bottom with a bit of roughness.
So soft. Her ass… a feature I have become quite obsessed with since filling out. In fact, all of her has filled out. Once skin and bones, she has transformed into a glowing, healthy, curvy seductress and I—I cannot keep my hands off her. Not for one moment. 
As she locks her arms and legs around, she stares up at me with a look I have come all too familiar with. Lust. She wants me, and the stars know I want her. 
There is no denying the chemistry between us for it has been present since the moment I laid eyes on her. Nevertheless, she is still too weak, too vulnerable in her weakened condition to do anything more than this. With that, I cannot take any chances in injuring her. Not when she is just now, finally recovering. “Soon, little one. Soon, I will have you in peak condition and then when you are ready, I will have you just as breathless, panting after I have given you what I know it is that you crave.” 
Her mouth parts, her chest rising and falling upon my own. 
She swallows back a hard gulp and sighs, heavily. 
“I know, my little one. I know,” I say while holding my hand to her cheek. “I want you too, but not yet. Not until your health is no longer a concern.” I smile bright and change the subject. “In other news, Doctor Senuli wishes for us to stop by so that he may examine you. Just no shocking him again like you did on your last checkup. As much as I enjoy watching you two quarrel, I am counting on you to behave this time. Do so and I might reward you with something special after,” I end with a smirk. 
She stares, not having a clue as to what I am speaking. 
“Stars, I wish you understood me, for if you did, there are many things I wish to say to you, to ask you. But you cannot and that is not your fault.” I sigh. “Maybe one day we may learn to speak each other’s languages and when that day comes, I will add it to the universal archives so that all may be able to understand you and you them, but if this is the way it must be for now, then I can live with this. I can live with imagining your voice within my own mind.” A short, peaceful moment passes between us. “I am in awe of you. Complete and utter awe,” I finish with a caress of my thumb across her bottom lip.
She takes my thumb, giving the tip a soft, sincere kiss. 
I gasp by the sweet gesture, my heart filling with all the warmth one’s heart knows. 
My heart beats fast, pounding against my ribs.
I gaze upon her, fighting everything I own to keep from kissing her, right here, right now. During this very real, deep moment. 
No. Not yet. Wait. 
I swallow hard. “I suppose it is only fair that I return the favor,” I say as I lift her hand to bring to my lips.
After folding her fingers, I take her thumb and place a kiss upon it.
Long and lingering, my eyes remain on hers as does my lips to her flesh. And when I pull away, she does not allow it.
By her own, her thumb lingers upon my bottom lip, pressing down upon it before folding it over.
She lets up, causing my lip to spring back into place. 
An adorable giggle escapes her, as does one from me. 
Another long, silent, and heated stare we share, that desperate, yearning lust that grows tenfold each day creeps in, overtaking me wildly. And for a moment, I lose myself to it.
My fingers weave through the side of her hair, gripping her strands at the back.
I tug her head, forcing her neck to arch and her mouth to part.
She gasps.
As my thumb traces her bottom lip, I speak, “One day, I am going to kiss these lips of yours and only after, will I never stop. You have no idea what you are doing to me, do you?” 
And by the twinkle in her eyes and the heated breath that escapes past her parted lips, I believe she does. I believe she feels the same as I. I know it. I feel it in the depths of my heart. I feel it in the dormant, magical essence that runs beneath my skin. Love. I am falling in love with this little, beautiful, mysterious being, and I do not know how to stop. Not that I would ever. “Stars, I am mad about you.” 
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As routine goes, I set her down on the medical bed, and step to the side. 
She instantly reaches for my hand, giving it a nervous squeeze. 
It is when I gaze into her wide green eyes, where I realize, I make her feel safe and knowing that, I do not ever wish to fail her. “I am right here. I am not going anywhere,” I assure. 
Doctor Senuli comes around and takes her opposite hand. 
He turns her wrist, pressing his thumb to her throbbing vein. “Pulse seems high. What a mighty heart you got there,” he praises. 
“Her heart is strong, just as she is,” I proudly claim. 
Doctor Senuli goes to check her vitals, giving her a quick examination, all the while, my little one’s grip only grows stronger the more nervous she becomes. He observes our joined hands. “For having deteriorated muscles, at least I can check off the list that her grip has improved tremendously.”
“Yes. She certainly has come a long way and quite fast.”
Doctor Senuli takes a step back to study her. “That is good. I mean, from what I see here.” He looks to me. “Her healing has surpassed all the rest. I would not say that she is completely healed but… Your Majesty, she is good.” 
“You mean—she is alright? As in, she is now no longer dependent on me for aid?” I ask, half feeling saddened by the fact that she will no longer need me but happy nevertheless that she is better and capable of supporting her own. 
“What I am saying is, give her room to fly and she will soar but while she does, be there, just in case she falls.” 
I look to her, smiling as I vow. “I will always be there to catch her.”
“Have you had the opportunity to go over the medical report of her first examination I had sent to your private Royal Imperial Communications Network account?”
I look to him. “I did.” 
“And what do you think of her species?”
My gaze falls back on her. “I think her species is extraordinary, especially whatever cosmic gift she holds within.” 
“Is it not obvious, Your Majesty? It is starlight.”
“She may contain the magic of a star, but we still do not know what form of gift it blessed her with. She could be capable of anything.” 
“With your permission, Your Majesty. I would like to work on harnessing her light, to study it of course, so that I may figure out what it is that she is. Maybe if I can extract her light, then I can generate a compound that I may use to—” 
I stop him right there. “No. You do not have my permission, nor hers. In time, if she is willing to share her light with us, then so be it. In the meantime, we will wait to know what kind of magic she possesses.” 
“Or of what classification of magical entity we can label her as,” he adds. 
“She is not an item of scientific study. She is her own being as is she mine to protect. That should speak enough.” 
“I understand, Your Majesty. I meant no disrespect.” He pauses before speaking again. “What about the others? May I have your permission to study the source of their power?” 
I eye him. “Only if you have their written, non-coerced permission, but any results are to be turned over to my commanding team. Any news of these beings are not to be shared with anyone outside this ship. Especially with the Imperial Council. Am I understood?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” he answers. 
“Good, now if we are done here, I will be taking her.” 
Doctor Senuli nods. “As always, she is all yours.”
My head turns her way, my heated gaze piercing. 
Positioned between her parted thighs, I grip one and lift her chin with my fingers, holding it firmly. “She will always be mine.” My smirk pulls into a wicked grin. “Is that not right, you beautiful, exquisite thing?” And as if understanding me, she too smirks, quite deviously I might add. “That is what I thought.” 
My little seductive gift from the stars. 
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“For being a good girl today with Doctor Senuli, I want to reward you with showing you somewhere special,” I say, as I pass through the double doors and carry her into the grand observatory. 
As we proceed into the large, dark room with windows viewing into the endless sea of space from all around, her face falls. Her eyes widen. Her breath staggers.
Panicked, she stares up at the high dome ceiling, then to the west wall, center wall, and back up at the high, clear dome.
A few incoherent mumbles escape beneath her breath. Slowly, her head lowers, finding my confused stare.
“Little one?” I question.
Frozen with fright, whatever had shocked her, wears off quickly. She screams, clinging and gripping to my clothing and flesh in panic and while she does, I shout to get her attention. “Little one! Little one! What is it? What frightens you?” 
Her sharp nails dig into my skin, and I freeze, puzzled as to what is happening. Why this is happening.
Petrified, she attempts to scour away in a hurry, screaming louder when I do not release her fast enough. 
Her tear-filled, terrified eyes gaze frantically and in all directions. 
While she trembles against my tight hold, I take a moment to follow her gaze and then realize… she is horrified of her surroundings, of the stars. She fears the stars. 
I am reminded of the moment she woke in my arms, after I rescued her from aboard Thratur’s ship. She was frightened once noticing where she was, and because of that, I turned her head, shielding her eyes from the carnage. 
I turn her head now, hiding her from the view. “Shhh. You are alright. Everything is fine. I got you,” I soothe. While I scratch her head to calm her, slowly she begins to relax, her frantic nature easing upon each breath of me she takes in. “There, there. I got you. I got you.” I turn, walking in haste towards the exit but before I get to the doors, I glance back, studying the bright, white stars shining amongst the heavens. “I had our ship slow so that I could show you the stars. I thought you might have loved to see them. I know I love them, for they are beautiful. Just as you are.” 
One kiss on the top of her head, I hold my lips there for a long moment. Not wanting to pull away, I eventually do. “Maybe next time, we may try again. Next time, I will bring you here, to my favorite place aboard this ship, but when you are ready.”  
As I exit the double doors, she looks back, her eyes growing wide and never blinking.
That is until the doors close, blocking the glowing stars from her terrified view. There, she blinks, causing her heavy tears to fall and soak into the material of my shirt. 
 
Serena
 
I did not see what I just saw. A hologram. A screen. A painted mural. It could have been anything other than what it seemed to be. Denial. Refusing to believe what deep down, I know I saw, yet I cannot say. No. Say it. Say what it is that you thought you saw. Stars. I saw stars. But that’s impossible because that would mean that I’m—that I’m in… space. Space. No. I’m not. I’m not in space. That doesn’t make sense. I was on Earth. I was running through the forest and then I—why can’t I remember? What happened to me? There was a bright light and then—think Serena! And then what? 
Despite how hard I push my mind to recall the distant memory, my mind cannot get past the small fragments of useless imagery. Imagery that I do not have the words to describe. 
“Why can’t I remember?” I cry. “What happened to me?” 
Tears drip, soaking into the material of his white shirt. 
Here I am, crying silently against his chest and as I do, I lay here, holding onto the only being in this foreign place that I know, yet know nothing about. 
I thought I was alone before, but now I know it to be truer than ever. What was once a place I thought was a prison with beings of a mutated gene, I was wrong. 
This isn’t a prison. These beings aren’t mutated humans. I am not on Earth, nor am I anywhere near it. I know so, because I am in space, traveling amongst the stars in a spaceship with many giant, kind, blue… aliens. These beings are aliens. Aliens. I am amongst aliens. Not humans. Not mutants. Aliens. 
I whisper beneath a squeaky sob. “How did I end up here? Why can’t I remember anything? What happened to me?” Heavy tears run as I realize that escaping may be even more impossible now that I am once again, trapped. Imprisoned.
As he walks, I wipe my eyes, quietly sniffling. And while I stare up at him, I ask myself, do I still even want to escape? Had I never saw those stars, would escaping have been a thing that I still wished to do? I ask myself the question, but I don’t really need to because I already know. No. Despite never feeling so alone in all my life, I don’t wish to go anywhere, because where I am, cradled in this giant, gentle aliens’ arms… I know that I can’t be alone because when I am with him, I don’t feel alone. I feel… protected, and I think—I think I may even feel, loved. 
As if on cue, he looks down on me, smiling warmly.
He traces my lips with his big thumb, and it is in this moment that I forget my loneliness. I forget how frustrating it is to not be able to communicate with him, only because when we are this close, I hear him. I imagine hearing those soft, unspoken words of his within my own mind and in doing so, it makes me feel not so alone. It makes me feel as if he is with me. Not just in presence, but within me, in here. In the deepest part of me, holding my hand, telling me that I am not alone. That all will be alright. 
This giant, handsome alien has me. He cares for me. He—loves me. He’s got to because why else would someone care for another as gently and as lovingly as he cares for me? The bigger question is, why do I allow him to? 
Trust is a thing I have never freely given to another, but here I am, not only trusting my life in his gentle hands, but my heart too. I’ve given him more of me than I’ve ever given any another, and even though it should scare me, I’m not scared. I’m not afraid of him, but I what I am afraid of, is of the unknown. 
Seeing those stars and realizing that I have been fooled, taken away from the only place I’ve ever known… well, it feels as though a part of me, was taken too. A piece of me left in a world that I will never get back, never see, touch, smell, hear. 
As my chest constricts, tightening and shaking upon each silent cry of mine, I hide my face against his chest and think of the family I left behind. The family who lives had been taken by my own uncontrolled power. 
Standing amidst their demise, I fell to my knees, emitting a heart-wrenching wail as I witnessed their shimmering ashes whisp into the warm summer breeze. 
There, on the front yard of my own home, I watched them float away, disappearing into the horizon where they would end up dust beneath the wind. A memory to never be forgotten. A family that I would always mourn. A family that I alone, killed and left behind on the only planet I’ve ever known.
“Momma,” I cry. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, momma.” 
 
Zurhen
 
Over the passing days, she has withdrawn into the shell of her mind. No longer here but caught between whatever realm that has her lost. 
It is times like this where I hate myself for not being able to simply ask her what is wrong so that I may make it better, but I am trying. I am trying the best that anyone in my position can do. 
As we lay in bed, her curled up, facing the opposite direction as I, I hold her from behind, pressing my forehead desperately to her back. “Please tell me what I can do,” I plead, hoping that somewhere within the universe, a spark of magic may find us, allowing me to use it so that we may be able to communicate. “Mother of stars, I pray to you. Help me help her through this,” I beg. 
Ever since I showed her the stars, she has not been herself. She has become lifeless, an empty, ghostly shell of a being and I do not understand what I can do to help her. I understand not a thing about her, and it frustrates me. 
As much time as we have spent together, I should know it all. Her favorite hobbies, her philosophies, preferred taste in music, colors, season... I should know her well, yet I do not. I know absolutely nothing about her, except for the obvious facts about her species and bits of her personality I have picked up along the way. 
“What can I do to make you feel better?” my broken voice speaks.
She turns over, resting on her side, facing me. 
With a lowered gaze, she sniffles, quietly whimpering. 
My two fingers gently lift her chin, forcing her teary eyes to gaze into mine. “Please. Help me understand you.” 
Watching her bottom lip quiver breaks me, but when I witness her surrender to whatever pain she bears—when she breaks, releasing a heart-wrenching wail… that is my undoing. That is my downfall. 
I too crumble, my heart shattering, my soul crushing under the weight of her and my own hidden depression. I cry. “Little one… please. I do not want to see you like this. I cannot see you like this. I cannot bear it.”
Lost and not knowing what else to do, I just start talking, rambling. “When I was a young boy, I used to grow upset, throwing wild fits often. Everyone had told my parents that I was just being a boy, but my mother knew it was more than that.” I stop to wipe my blurry eyes. “One day, she sat me down and did not allow me to leave the room until I had expressed what it truly was that was bothering me. Come to find out, I was lonely, a young boy who rarely ever saw his busy parents as they were always away, attending Imperium business on and off planet.” 
I take a moment to compose myself. 
Deep breath in, deep breath out. 
Again, I wipe my tears, and then her own before I go on. “During our sit down, mother had asked me, “If your father and I were to give you a sibling, would that make you happy?” What I wanted to say was, I only wanted more time with her and my father, but I said yes, and in a year, my parents gave me my twin brothers and then a little sister not long after. Moral of the story, when mother learned that I was unhappy and lonely, she did what she could to help me. I want to help you, but I do not know how. Please, give me a sign. Give me anything and I will help you. I will make you happy. I promise you I will. Just please… help me help you.” 
I wait, praying to the stars in the divine Vargonian mother tongue so that somehow, they understand me my desperation and send her my message. 
As I wait, gazing into her weeping eyes, I learn that waiting for a miracle such as magic to help us, is as useless as carrying the dormant, magical gene of my ancestors, which will never wake because magic is gone, and it is never coming back. No matter how hard one wishes upon a falling, ridiculous, stupid, magical star. 
So, I take it upon myself, pulling her body close so that I may shower her with all the love that I own. “If you cannot tell me what bothers you, then we will remain in this room until I have found a way to make you smile. I will find a way to make you happy. I will. That I vow to you, for a vow is a truth that cannot be unspoken but bound by law until kept. Even for a lonely king like me.” 
And that is what we do. We remain in our room, me holding her day in and day out, separating only to attend to the mundane things that we cannot control, but when they pass, wherever we may be in our shared quarters, I make sure to pull her close, holding her as one who would do anything, would do to make her feel, not so alone, because she is not. Not when she has me to hold her during the darkest of days, and brightest of nights. 
“I am here for you. I will always be here for you; through whatever scars that haunt you, I will fight them all to bring you peace.” One long-pressed kiss against the top of her head, I go on. “Until the end of time,  that is if you wish to keep me.” 
 
TWO WEEKS LATER…
 
We dance, my fond memory of Vargon’s famous symphony orchestra guiding my way as I guide her.
As the violinist begins with an enchanting, melodic solo, the music crescendos, the rest of the string’s quartet chiming in to add a dramatic tempo before the chorus follows, their voices a blending of ethereal angels in their most celestial form. 
I twirl her, having her fall back against me. 
Breathless and flushed, she releases a faint giggle behind closed lips. And it’s there. A weak smile that wants to come through but is not yet ready to fully shine.
My hand wraps around her waist while the other takes her neck with a soft hold.
I lift her chin, having her gaze high up and back at me. “One day, after we have returned home, you and I will share our first official royal dance together. There, we will celebrate our union amongst the night and beneath the open ceiling and bright stars above my court. Only then, will my kingdom truly witness just how extraordinary you are, because you are extraordinary. I hope you know that.” I turn her to face me, hold her close and lift her chin with two fingers. “Just so you know, you make me feel not so alone. You make me feel, happy. So, very happy. Something I have not felt in quite a long time. So, thank you. Thank you for showing me the light when all I knew was darkness. You are my light. You are my stars. My brightest of stars.”
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
THREE WEEKS LATER…
She wakes, staring into the very eyes that have been admiring her ever since I woke not long before. 
A small smile rises at the corner of her lips, causing one to peek from mine too. “Good morning,” I greet her. A custom I have grown to do, every morning since meeting her. 
As she yawns and turns on her side to face me, her limbs stretch far and wide beneath the sheets.
My own yawn follows as I turn to face her.
With my limbs extended just as long, my legs brush ever so softly upon her tingling one’s. 
A delightful shudder travels through me.
The sensation… I do not believe I have the power to ignore them, nor her no longer. The stars can punish me later for defiling something as pure as she, but right now… there is nothing more that I want, than her, and I always get what I want. Always. “Fuck waiting. You are, mine,” I deeply claim. With that, I slide an arm beneath her neck, curving it around her shoulder so that I may pull her close. 
My opposite hand lifts her oversized shirt up over her hips. After, that hand comes down, following the curve of her body, my touch so soft, so sensual, it leaves but erotic, micro bumps all upon her body. And then down I go, gathering as much of her thick cheek as I can squeeze. 
She locks one arm around my neck while her other hand grabs my shoulder with a firm, pulsing hold.
A silent, agreeable stare, call it our own sorts of magic but together, we have learned to read one another without ever speaking a word. That is our love language. The language of touch, the language of yearning stares.
She wants me and the stars know that I crave her. 
With swift ease, I roll her onto her back and kneel between her thighs. 
A light, breathless gasp escapes me. 
For stars sake, I cannot take my eyes off her, nor do I wish to. I mutter. “You are so beautiful I could die from the sight.” 
Her eyes gleam and I know mine must appear ten times brighter, for I am utterly entranced, so overtaken by her beauty alone. 
One by one, I nudge her thighs apart with each one of my knees and then lift her legs, spreading them so that my wide hips may rest between the two. 
Swollen, unbearably hard and upright, my tip peeks from the waistband of my shorts, my bulge an uncomfortable pressure against the restraining fabric. 
A quick tuck of my hair behind the ears, I hang it over my left shoulder and then lower onto my forearms. And then here I lay, hovering intimately above her.
A little lower, my body presses lightly upon hers.
With my cock upon her heat and our wide eyes gazing into one another’s, I grind my hips, allowing her to feel every inch of my ache for her. 
She writhes in pleasure, her mouth opening wide to release various squeaks and gasps.
One single word escapes past her mouth, and I hate that I cannot recognize it. 
“Tell me to stop,” I advise. 
She gives nothing but a glimmer in her eyes and an aching, seductive moan. 
Fuck. Me. I am doomed.
This is new. Never have we gotten this far. All she must do is tell me no and I will stop, even if it kills me to do so, I will stop. Until then, I keep going, testing just how far her and I can take this moment. 
Now pressed hard against her, I rotate my hips to make it obvious where I intend to lead this. “Last time. Tell me to stop, shake your head, scream, hit me, kick me, slap me… do whatever you must do if you wish to stop now.” 
She does not blink, does not speak but just stares, the glint in her eyes a desperate, burning cry not to stop, but to keep going. So, I do. 
“Very well then. As you wish, my perfect little beauty.” 
I grip the hem of her shirt, raise it over her hips, past her belly, and then breast. 
Her arms raise, allowing me to remove the shirt.
Aside it goes.
Once again, I hover back over and lower my weight gently down upon her. 
Intensity, longing, desire… I have never known an unquenched pleasure so unbearable until I met her. 
My hand descends between us. “You will be the death of me.” 
Down her stomach, past her belly and between her thighs, my fingers meet her below.
Heated and throbbing beneath my grasp, my fingers slip between her lips, finding her exquisitely wet and ready for me. 
A heated gasp escapes her just as her eyes squeeze closed. She bites down on her bottom lip, fisting the sheets at her side. 
I add pressure, sliding my finger back and forth. “You like that?” my deepened voice questions. “Do you enjoy the feel of my fingers here?” 
She acknowledges my question with nod that I can only take as a coincidence. Either that or she really can understand me.
I smirk. “Good. In that case, how about I give you a little more?”
My massaging becomes rhythmic, skilled. Over and over, my large fingers rub her, and she loves it. She loves my touch. In fact, I believe this little beauty craves even more.
As my thumb finds her clit, the tip of my middle finger graces her entrance.
Ever so slightly, it eases in, penetrating barely an inch inward.
She releases a raw, guttural moan, a sound so seductive, I would give anything to hear her scream my name along with it.
One inch deeper, she about loses her mind. She tightens, her internal grip on my finger having me imagine what it would feel like to have my cock inside her instead.
My smirk widens. “You are so tight. However, will you take my cock?” I tease.
With a bit of pressure added to her clit, I rub it with skillful, fast precision.
She squeals, bucking her hips high. 
A grin replaces my smirk.
I lower the weight of my body comfortably on top of hers. 
Our faces are close, the heat of her breath caressing my parted, wet lips. We share the same air, and it is as if I am consuming her eternal soul.
Her lips… they are right there. All I must do is pucker mine and then they will meet, we will share our first kiss. No. Not yet, for there is another pair I would prefer to kiss first.
I turn her head, baring her neck to me. 
One long drag down the column, my tongue tastes her flesh before traveling back up to savor her once more. 
A soft, teeth grazing bite upon a sensitive spot just below her ear, she whimpers, and I smirk against her skin. 
Down, my lips trail, leaving light kisses along the way. 
I pass over her clavicle, towards her right breast. 
She jumps, her back arching when I take the entirety of her bosom in my mouth. And when I suck… a long, drawn-out animalistic groan escapes her.
Quickly, she throws her arms around my neck and back, her hold a flesh gripping surprise. 
A heavy mix of licking and biting… I ravage her breast, milking her like the desperate and hungry beast I am. All the while, my thumb and middle finger below have only grown ravenous, demanding. 
Her body rocks, desperate to gain more of me. 
With all her might, she attempts to pull me down, to hold me close so that I can give her what she desires. 
My voice comes out husky and deep, my lifted gaze piercing. “You want more? I will give you more.” And as I return to sucking her breast, I do. I give her the entirety of my finger, from tip to knuckle.
She screams with pleasure. 
In and out, I stretch and fill her tight, little channel with every long, thick inch of me. This is only one finger and yet she molds around it, suffocating me with her strong, internal grip. The realization has my cock twitching and my tip pre-maturely leaking.
Withering beneath me, her hips gyrate, fucking my finger like the good little beauty she is and I all but come undone. 
One more hard suck of her nipple, my tongue slithers over her little clit before gifting it with few rapid flicks.
After, I gaze up, my smile widening when I witness her flushed state. 
The tingles. I know she feels them. By her closed eyes and heated response, I am aware they not only affect me, but her as well and knowing that—to witness how she reacts to my touch—to imagine how she might react when my cock is so deep inside her… it is all I can imagine. “Stars, you drive me mad.” I remove my finger, grip her hip, and press my swollen self to her. “Is this what you want? Do you enjoy the feel of my cock rubbing you?” 
The friction… those tingles… I cannot take much more. 
She lets out a soft, seductive moan, panting profusely beneath me. 
I respond with a cocky smile. “I take that as a yes.”
As I lean down and claim both her hands in my grasp, I interlace our fingers and squeeze. 
With nowhere to go, nowhere to run, for the love of all that is holy, she is all mine.
With her hands above her head, I move in to lay a hard, lustful kiss upon her neck. And then another and another, another. Stars, I cannot stop. 
My deep, possessive kisses trail up her throat and along the side. Love markings. I will claim every inch of her skin with the dark bruise, just so all will know that she belongs to me. That she is mine, and only mine. “I want you. I want to taste every inch of you,” I nearly cry in torment. 
The tip of my nose skims down her moist flesh, only to come back up with a wide, wet lick. I taste her. I breathe her in. Her scent… I am drawn to it as one is drawn to life. Delicate, fresh, and lethal. A contradicting mix of fragrances, it reminds me of what a newborn ice breathing demalgon would smell like, had I been born during the age of magic to witness them soar over Vargonia. Power. Her scent reminds me of strength, energy, and I am addicted.
She moans for me, and I cannot take it. 
I raise so that she has nowhere to look, other than into my eyes. Finally, I release her hands, only so that I may kneel between her thighs.
This is madness. I ache for her. I burn for her. I would burn for her. Give me pain or give me death, I do not care because either way, I will gladly suffer if I knew that the reward would be knowing every inch of her.
My palm moves down her stomach, past her belly, along her hips, and then inward between her thighs where it finds her heat.
She bucks, moaning words I can only imagine might be a slew of curses. 
With one hand, I cup the entirety of her pussy with ease. “This is mine. All of you is mine.”
Two middle fingers of mine slip between her lips, coating themselves with her arousal. And then I bring those fingers to my mouth and insert them.
My eyes roll into the back of my skull. Sweet and delicious, I suck, savoring every part of her nectar that coats my fingers. Addiction. Pure desire made from the stars itself and I need more. So much more I fear I will go mad if I do not consume every, single, drop of her. 
I groan in bliss and then open my half-lidded, darkened eyes, The Beast within nearly on the brink of shifting into his monster form just to get a taste for himself. 
I darkly warn. “You need to stop me now, before I eat you alive.” Yet she does not stop me, but just gazes, her chest rising and falling fast as she awaits for me to do whatever I please, to her and to her body. So, I do, I lower myself between her thighs, spread them wide, and hook them over my shoulders.
My gaze meets hers one last time.
A reassuring stare is all I need from her. 
I dive in, claiming every delectable part of her. 
A ravenous sweep of my tongue down her wet heat, I feast on the part of her that I have craved to devour for far too long. 
Her lower half tenses and her hips raise to meet my mouth with greed. She mutters words in which I do not understand, and I take them as a compliment.
Starved and deprived, I divide her lips with my thumbs and coat my tongue with all that she offers, but it is not enough. Not nearly. 
Never has another tasted as she. No. This is—she is different. Like a magical tonic created specifically for my buds, her essence has now become my favorite beverage. My greatest meal. Engraved in memory forever, I will know the taste of her always. 
Quivering and tensing, she tightens, squeezing her bottom and the two holes that the tip of my tongue wants nothing more than to penetrate, wholly. I choose the top. 
Without a second to waste, I plunge my tongue so deep inside her warmth.
She screams. I groan.
Lick after lick, I clean her walls, tasting every internal part of her with each generous, rotating thrust.
She sobs, her trembling legs spreading wider for me.
So soon, I will I find myself deep inside the warmth of every penetrable part of her. Maybe even at the same time if I am so lucky. Blessed be the stars, I am in this. Never wanting to stop, but eager to bring her to completion. So, I continue. I withdraw my tongue and replace it with a finger.
Immediately, I begin fucking her fast and deep.
One wide, sloppy lick up her small pussy, the tip of my tongue stops on her pulsing clit. Flick after flick, I allow The Beast’s black rigid tongue to come forth just enough to help me bring her to completion before him and I lose all remaining control we own and take her right here, right now, before our real breakfast. 
Here I am, licking and finger fucking her into oblivion, and it feels unreal. It feels like a dream.
A few intense jerks from her, a lot of delightful moaning and muttering, and we quickly have her there, coming on our tongue with the heat of her bodies’ sweet elixir. 
Her pelvis raises, pushing against my face. She tightens around my finger, and I could not be happier. 
With her grip so strong, it takes a great pull to withdraw my finger, but after I do, we lap up her juices, greedily sucking and slurping every ounce of her wetness until she is left dry. I groan against her. “Stars, you taste so good.” 
Once the last of her tremors subside and her body relaxes, I transform our tongue to my own dark blue one, hover over, and then gaze down at her post-orgasmic, exhausted face. 
While she beams behind closed eyes, I admire everything about her. The pinkish tent to her flushed cheeks, the glistening perspirant over her sun-kissed skin and the way she breathes through her barely parted mouth, her breath long and heavy. 
Just then, her half-lidded eyes open, her smile a soft, relaxed pull.
“I am glad I found what makes you happy. If I had known it would be through pleasure, I would have tasted you beneath the stars, long ago.” 
One look into her eyes and I decide waiting for the moment to claim her lips is long overdue. I take her face and I go for it. My lips meet hers and then—I quickly pull back when a light shock strikes me, this time, more heavily than her palm had done during our first meeting. Adrenaline. It courses through my heart and veins, reviving every molecular cell within with a fiery, awakening spark. Alive. I somehow feel more alive than ever.
Nervous, her wide eyes bore into mine. 
I circle my tingling lips, chuckling softly. “It is going to take a lot more than a little sting to prevent me from kissing you again.” With that, I lean down and claim her mouth once more. 
Weighted and heavy, our lips collide, owning each other’s with a burning intensity that I feel might ignite a fire so bright, it would consume all the worlds within proximity. 
The beauty beneath me locks her arms and legs around, latching on to me with complete obsession. She wants more of me and it is only fair that I oblige.
With our two warm tongues battling to consume one another’s in wild desperation, I cannot win, I cannot get enough of the taste of her. Between our heated moans and heavy breathing, our lips do not separate but somehow find a way to become closer. I yearn for her, kissing her as if I have been neglected of these lips all my life. 
Possessed by an urge to claim something from her that I do not understand, I cannot stop kissing her, not even to breathe. A reunion of sorts. I have missed these lips yet have never known them. Not until now. 
Never have I ever experienced such divinity as when I lose myself to this holy joining that has me wondering if magic really does exist again. Because if this is not magic, then I am at a loss for words, as words cannot describe this. No feeling I have ever known, can compare. 
No, what I feel when our lips are pressed upon one another’s… only one thought comes to mind. Destiny. She is my destiny, as she is my stars. My holiest of stars. 
I have waited far too long to know these lips, and now that I have claimed them, I never want to know a day without them. Not when they are the only lips I wish to know for the rest of my long-lived life and even thereafter if the stars so wish to bless us of a grand hereafter. 
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The day has come and as much as I do not want to go back to my old way of life. To the life I knew before her, I must, for even emperor’s and kings have a job to do, especially one who has neglected the inevitable responsibilities of seeing to each one of my duties aboard. 
Although trained my entire life to rule, I have never felt so underprepared, nor ready. Truth be told, I did not want this. Not so soon. Father and mother had many more years before I would ever take the crown. Many more years… yet here I am, taking on the roles of both my parents and the rightful ones that were to be shared with my siblings. 
Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces, Emperor of the Mel’Var galaxy, Ruler of the Three Worlds, and High King of Vargonia… it all falls on me. Only me, for I have no family left to share them with, nor a spouse or heirs. 
It is only me. I am all alone. 
Thrusted into each role, I know I may never fill them as well as their former owners, but I made a vow, a vow to rule as best as I know how. And so, I must. I have no choice otherwise. 
I watch from afar as my little beauty dresses herself. She pulls one of my fresh shirts down over her exposed breasts and then turns to catch me staring from across the room.
She smiles, the pink shade of her cheeks almost reddening. Shy, she looks away biting her bottom lip.
As she straightens the hem of the shirt, tugging it down so that it covers her bare bottom, I chuckle, happy to witness her so… normal, so happy and herself.
At last, she smiles frequently now, as do I. 
This gap between us is too wide. I approach from behind, moving around to stand before her. 
She gazes up at me, those enchanting green eyes a beacon amongst the darkest skies and a light bright enough to guide my way home. Home. She has now become my home.
I pull her by her shirt, towards me and order. “Come here, you beautiful, little thing.”
She reaches for my arms, slamming into me.
The beauty squeals, laughing wonderfully.
With one quick and rough move, I lift her by the bottom, squeezing her exquisite, firm ass.
We turn and I set her down on top of the dresser. 
As one hand weaves into the side of her hair, holding the back of her neck, the other slides up her thigh, along her hip.
Her over-sized shirt is lifted.
As I make my way beneath the material and glide my hand up her spine, I say, “Today I must return to my Imperial duties but do not think for one instant you will not be close by my side. Although better, you are still under the care of the king and as your king, I command for you to be by my side, until the end of time.” She chuckles, shaking her head while smiling. “That is right. You would do anything I say, would you not?” 
And as if somehow understanding me, she nods, reaching her hand up to slip her fingers between the strands of my hair. “Sometimes, I think you do understand me, but choose to remain quiet. Either that or you can hear into my mind, as I imagine I can hear into yours.”
“Can you understand me?” I mentally ask, hopeful and waiting for her to respond. 
“Yes,” I hear within, yet when I gaze upon her lips, no word is spoken.
A part of me believes that I may be going mad. So desperate to understand her and seldomly hearing her delicate voice whisper across my mind, I would not blame myself if I truly were going mad. 
It is known for kings to go mad, for many of my royal predecessors have throughout time, so if I am just another mad king, then so be it. Let me go mad if it means that I may be closer to this extraordinary beauty. “One day, we will be able to communicate. That I wish upon the stars for, every night and every morning I am with you.” 
 
Serena
 
Yes. The answer is yes. Not completely, but enough. I understand you enough, but until I can understand you wholly—until I know that I can trust you… I will remain quiet, continuing to observe your world, adapting to it and your way of life, like I always do, with wherever I end up. 
 
Zurhen
 
While sitting with my commanding general, lieutenant, and officer in the dining hall, my little one and I enjoy our breakfast amongst the others, away from our room for the first time, since our last. 
Not once have I ever found myself entertained by watching another eat but to see her perform a little happy dance as she feeds herself, I cannot look away but smile. Adorable. She is beyond perfection, and I do not know how to thank the stars enough for allowing me to witness her simply, exist. 
Her head turns, gazing upon the room with a curious set of eyes. 
She is in a cheerful mood today and I like to assume it is because of me and the tonguing I gave her this morning. If so, then I am eager to see the smile upon her face after I have given her more than just my tongue. 
I look to Nay’ahli. “Tell me more about them.” 
“One of the prisoners aboard managed to escape with a female prisoner, but that was before Thratur had acquired the ship. When he had escaped, he found and stole a pod, fleeing with the female but was later recaught, floating in space after his pod was deactivated by control. After he was forced to return to the ship, he took out a group of guards by just a snap of his fingers, turning them to black, glittery dust but then one guard snuck up on him, pricked him with a serum meant to put him into a deep, comatose state to subdue him and his powers. It worked. They held him in hyper sleep stasis chamber where he could not escape. Our soldiers found him separated from the other’s during the transfer of prisoners.”
“Did they wake him?” I ask. 
“Yes, he was awoken. He was also of great use of information during interrogation. More than willing to cooperate,” she adds. 
Almighty stars. What kind of creature is this that can turn beings to dust? “What kind of magic gives him such power? In all our worlds historical texts, I have never heard of such a thing.” 
Nay’ahli and Cur’rav share a concerning stare before looking to me. 
Nay’ahli answers. “Most seem to have been born with their abilities, the root of their magic dating back to myths, legends, fables, and fairytales, as some of them call it. In their worlds, they are called many things. They are many things. They have been given many names and titles, but none the same as the one’s our ancestors had claimed. Not like the Star-Blessed, but this being… he claims that he does not know how he came to be.”
“I believe he is lying,” Emerlum points out. 
“He may be lying but if not, how do these beings not know that their magic comes from the stars? Even children are told of our history. It is a sacred lesson taught early so that one may be prepared in case magic ever returned. Has the Imperial Council been notified of them?” 
“No,” Emerlum answers. “We have been waiting on your call to inform them, Commander.” 
“Good. See to it that word of these magical beings is kept quiet until I choose that their identities be made aware of. The last issue I would wish for is to cause further panic amongst The Three Worlds after what happened.” 
All three of their gazes drop. A short, depressing silence follows before they speak again. “Yes, Commander,” the three respond, their voices a low solemn volume. 
“Our galaxy already mourns the loss of the Imperial Family. In a time of fragility, The Three Worlds deserve stability, normalcy, not chaos and false hopes of magic returning. An uprise is already whispered amongst The Underground and dark corners of the worlds. The last issue we need is whispers of these dangerous beings roaming our once sacred lands unattended.” 
Emerlum’s eyes meet mine. “We are with you on whatever you wish, Commander.”
I eye each one of their loyal stares. “Thank you. I meant it the day I selected and sworn you three into your commanding roles. I could not do this without you, nor would I wish to.”
Nay’ahli smiles while Cur’rav and Emerlum look to one another with a smug smirk. 
Emerlum turns to me. “The day you told the Imperial Council to suck your cock and then broke hierarchy Imperium tradition to swear your own friends into our commanding roles, will be the day I shall never forget, nor ever stop sharing,” he ends, laughing to the point of tears. 
Nay’ahli adds, “I will never forget the shocked expressions on the Imperial Councils faces after you told them that.” 
Cur’rav snickers. “Nor will I forget you calling them dried up, old, fucks with nothing better to contribute to society but jealousy, drama, and gossip.” 
“I was quite the angry king that day, was I not?” 
Nay’ahli answers. “As you had every right to be.” 
I stare upon my three commanders, us sharing a mutual look of understanding. After the moment passes, I break the silence. “I would like to speak to this magical being. The one capable of snapping his fingers and turning others to dark dust.” 
Nay’ahli nods. “We can arrange a meeting this afternoon, if that works well for you.”
I look to my little one. 
“I can look after her,” Emerlum suggests. 
My head turns, staring him down. “Do not take her to the observatory, nor near any window. In fact, I would like for her to stay close. You may wait outside the meeting room with her, while I interrogate the being.”
“Yes, Commander,” he agrees. 
“Now what of the female that escaped with him? Do we know who she is?” I ask. 
“He would not give up her name because he does not know it,” Nay’ahli responds. 
Why would he escape with someone he does not know? Or is that another lie? “Was he the being that Thratur had warned us about? The one who could annihilate worlds?” I wonder. 
“He was the only prisoner held in a hyper sleep stasis chamber,” Nay’ahli adds. “If he is the one Thratur spoke of, it is possible given his power, but until we have interrogated every prisoner, we still do not know who the warning was meant for,” she ends with her gaze set on my little one. 
“Keep me updated. I would like all reports sent to my private Royal Imperial Communications Network account.”
“Of course,” she responds. 
“So, do you believe that these beings are no threat to us if they are so willing to cooperate?” I ask her. 
“I believe that they are grateful and relieved to have been rescued but I would remain vigilant. As of right now, most are still weak, which might be a good thing.” 
Cur’rav joins in. “During interrogation, we had asked them of their abilities and made note of each and every one of their powers.”
“Powers?” I repeat. 
“Yes. Powers,” Cur’rav responds. “Some have more than one ability.” 
I exhale a long breath. “Have you personally witnessed these powers?” 
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. “I do not think it is wise to ask them to demonstrate their abilities while aboard ship. The last thing we would want is for mass catastrophe while soaring through space,” she says, and she is right. We are vulnerable while in flight. One wrong blast or explosion could destroy our vessel and have us sucked into the vast unknown. 
“What about her?” Emerlum, wonders. “Do you know what her power is?” 
I gaze down at my little one. “I have no idea,” I say, half lying. I know that she may be capable of manifesting a great energy within, but I have only witnessed it at a low state. To witness it at a high state… well, I do not know if that is something I would wish to witness if it is, one of the catastrophic powers that could annihilate worlds. 
Her head turns, staring up at me, and then she looks to the others. 
“She likes to watch us, that is certain,” Cur’rav states. 
She picks at her food, gazing down at her plate but even as she does, I see the way her eyes stare slightly off to the side. She reminds me of me when I pretend to ignore those I wish not to hear although am still listening to. 
“She is observing her surroundings as any smart survivor would do,” I praise.
“Or she is studying us,” Emerlum adds. 
“No offense, Commander,” Cur’rav speaks. “But she kind of gives me the creeps.”
“She gives you the creeps?” Emerlum questions.
Her head lifts quick. 
With a darkening glare, her brows raise, pursing with warning and in… annoyance. A short moment later, her head lowers and she goes back to poking at her food with a utensil. Aggressively I might add. 
“Sometimes I think she understands us but chooses to pretend that she does not,” Nay’ahli mentions. So, she suspects it too. 
“Who knows what she capable of. She has survived this long. I would not doubt her intelligence is what has kept her alive,” I add, catching a quick side eyed glance from her. 
So maybe she can understand us after all. 
I look to Nay’ahli. “Nay’ahli, may this one borrow some of your clothes? As adorable as she looks in my own, she could use some new material more fitting for her small form.” 
“But she is so small. Far smaller than me. Commander, I do not believe my clothes will fit her, but I will see to it that she has some altered to her size. Would you like me to send your royal seamstresses over to gather her measurements?” 
“Yes, send them to us. After we have returned from the interrogation.” 
“Yes, Commander,” she responds. 
“Commander,” Emerlum speaks. 
“Yes?” I ask. 
“I took the liberty to personally notify the families of our two fallen soldiers. They are requesting a memorial be held for their loved ones upon our return home.” 
“Of course. Tell the families that whatever they need, their king will provide. What were their names? The two who died?” 
“Callen and Nuander. Callen leaves behind a wife and two young boys. Nuander, his mother and younger siblings.” 
“Then we shall always remember Callen and Nuander for their heroism, loyalty, and bravery in serving the Imperial Crown.” 
Our heads bow. “May their souls be returned to the stars, and they be reborn in the grace of starlight,” we recite from the Holy Book of the Stars. 
I lift my head. “Now who can tell me where the being is that I am to interrogate?”
Their heads raise, searching the crowd. 
“There,” Nay’ahli points. “The one sitting beside the big green being. He is wearing all black. He is the one with the shoulder length, dark purple hair, and crown of black, thorn-like horns.” 
And as if he could hear us speaking of him from afar, his head turns our way, his smirk stretching into a wide grin as he holds his head high. “Is he of royalty?” I wonder. 
“That we do not know,” Nay’ahli answers. 
“Not that he would ever tell us,” Emerlum responds. 
“Well, I can certainly tell this will be fun,” I mock. 
His gaze then shifts, his grin dropping when he finds my little one sitting next to me. 
Frozen, they do not blink, they do not move, nor break their stare which leads me to wonder… do they know one another? Have they met before? 
 
 
MOMENTS BEFORE…
Serena
 
I watch them. I observe them. I study them. Every hand movement. Every facial expression. Every word and shift in the tone of their voice. I notice. You see the thing about adapting is to pay attention. Take it from experience. The quieter you are, the more you notice, so that is what I am doing. I am submersing myself. I am learning. I am becoming them in a sense. Whatever it is that they are. 
They’re always staring and it’s bothering me, but I guess I can’t say much because I’m staring too.
I turn away, observing my surroundings. 
With not a window, nor door in sight, it reminds me of the governmental prison I was held captive in on Earth. That is, before I blew its walls away in the blast that would have set me free, had I not somehow wound up in space. 
You can take a cage and alter its layout, but no matter how it appears, they’re all the same. Walls surrounding you on each side, all keeping you in from running wild. Free.
There’s no escaping, especially from here and what awaits on the outside. Cold, inhabitable darkness. I don’t want to escape but even if I chose to, where would I go? How would I survive outside these thick, steel walls? 
No. If you wish to survive, you’ve got to think smart, or you die. It’s as simple as that. Survive. Do what you got to do to survive. That’s lesson number one. Speaking of surviving… I thought I might have been coming out of my depression, but the truth is, I think I’ve only just suppressed it, hiding it away for the sake of him and all that he has done to pull me out of it. 
Take it from me, when all you have is constant days in a cell, alone with your own depressed mind, you learn quickly not to waste your time confronting your trauma. No, because if you do that, then you lose. You lose the only part that holds you together. The only part keeping you from going mad. From exploding. Again. A healthy choice of healing? Probably not, but we all have our own ways of coping. 
Enough is enough though. It’s time to live. It’s time I gather my energy and wake her the hell up. Concentrating, I seek her out, feeling her sleeping self, radiate lowly within. 
Even as weak as she is, her warm, pulsing light reminds me that she is still here with me no matter what. She’s present, lurking, waiting for the chance to garner enough energy and be released but not yet. Our light must grow. It must become stronger and only then, will my old friend shine. Only then will she wake, knowing a whole new world versus the one she knew last. 
I speak to her within. “I am waiting for you. Take all the time you need to heal because when you do wake, there’s something that I need to tell you. Something you’re not going to believe.” 
She whispers, catching me off guard. “What?”
“You’re awake!” 
“Barely. What is it you need to tell me?”
I hesitate, before speaking. “We’re no longer on earth. We’re—” 
“Where are we?” 
“We’re traveling amongst the stars. We’re in space. Deep space,” I tell, and then she goes quiet, slithering back into the comfort of our shared mind, hiding amongst the darkness that she finds so comforting. 
“Well, alright then,” I pop back. 
I gaze down at my plate, poking at my food, but when I look up, I see him again. The one with the crown of thorns made of bone. The one whose violet eyes I swear I know. That I’ve seen before. Somewhere… at some point in time.
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
We walk together, the gentle alien patiently guiding me along with a hand pressed against my lower back. 
As we make our way down the long hall, my tired legs move, my cold, bare feet taking slow, shaky steps, yet despite my struggle, there he remains, willing to lend me his arm so that I may hold. 
Fortunate enough for me, I detect bits and pieces of his delicate words as they’re spoken. “You __ this, __ one,” his soft, encouraging voice speaks. There are a few missing words in which I am unable to understand, but somehow, I hear them within my mind, that soft, sweet voice echoing like the soothing sound it is. “You got this, little one,” I hear him say. And I do. I do have this because I have you. To catch me if I fall. Every single time. 
I stop to lean over. 
With one hand rested on my knee, I attempt to capture my breath. 
How out of shape must I be, to be panting after walking less than a mile? Even with our daily walks down our private hall, I have yet to gain back the endurance I once held and that bothers me, because at one point in time, I could outrun even the fastest of my brothers. I could outrun the guards chasing me after my escape from the last cell I was held captive in on earth. 
“We will get there, soon,” she tiredly speaks within. 
“I know. Just rest. Don’t overdo it,” I encourage her. 
“You, too.” 
“__ one? Are you __?” he asks. Heavily panting, I rise and stare up at him. His hand reaches out, caressing my cheek. “You __ good. I __ proud of you.”
A smile of mine emerges. “Thank you,” I speak within, a part of me wanting to tell him out loud, but too hesitant to do so. I know how to say it in his language. Long have I’ve been practicing his words beneath my breath when he wasn’t paying attention. I can speak his language yet refuse to. Why don’t I? What is stopping me? Is it fear? What could I possibly have to fear from him? 
I realize that it is not him that I fear, but the questions he will ask. He will want to know me. He will ask about my life, where I come from, who I am, and what I have done to have gotten myself here. Questions that I do not want to answer, because after I do, I know he will regret ever taking me in. The villain who deserved to die back in that dark, cold cell. 
He lifts me high, cradling me in his warm, loving arms. “I __ you, __ one,” he assures. 
“Don’t ever let me go,” I want to tell him, yet I bite my tongue, holding off until I know for sure, that what we have is real, unfazed by what I am and what I have done. 
Ahead walks the same three from before, and then him. The one with the horns that resemble a crown of thorns. 
His hair… as he grows nearer, I’m able to see the true shade of his dark, shoulder length locks. 
As the light from above shines down upon his long, straight black strands, a metallic purple glimmer is revealed, and it is beautiful. So mesmerizingly so that I am drawn to touch it, to feel its silky locks slip between my fingers. 
Strangely, I am reminded of the color of the cold river back home and of the dancing, glowing purple and pink Northern Lights that reflected off the glassy running stream. 
As a kid, after running away in the dead of night, I’d often find myself at the river, gazing upon my reflection. I’d be there for hours, never wanting to leave, never wanting to return home. And it was there where I would find peace away from my family. It was there where I would find the comfort I often felt so neglected of. 
Seeing my face surrounded by the star’s reflection in the water, well, it always gave me a sense that I was not alone. That even during the darkest of times, I had them. I had the stars and the night to make me feel strong. To make me feel connected and not so alone in the world. 
My giant alien who they call, Commander, sets me on my feet. 
The four of them stop before us, the one with the horns and radiating olive skin standing a foot and half or so taller than me. 
Shorter than the three giant, blue aliens beside him, he seems closer to human. Closer to me. Except for those pointy ears. Like the blue aliens, they thin at the top, pointing high but unlike theirs, his are not as long. 
Do all aliens have them? Or am I just the odd one who doesn’t? 
With a possessive arm wrapped around my waist, my alien pulls me into his side, causing the one whose eyes I swear I’ve seen before, to quietly chuckle, but then that laughter fades and his smile turns into one, enchanting smolder. 
He looks up, staring at me beneath those thick, blackish, dark metallic purple brows and lashes and as he does, that alluring smirk of his relaxes into a soft, warm smile. “Hello, darling. At last, you and I, officially meet,” he charmingly greets. 
“She __ not speak the __ language,” my alien informs. I mean, not fully but enough. 
The one with the horn’s eyes drift to me, that smirk tugging once again at the corner of his dark rose-colored lips. “Give her time and I am sure she will surprise you with all that she is capable of mastering,” he responds, me somehow understanding him fully. 
Who are you? I deeply wonder and I am not the only one. The light within wakes, swirling around, the equivalent to my soul dancing, if I were to have one.
“And what a blessing that would be,” my alien claims. 
And like that, I think my adaptation has been reached. That’s the first full sentence I’ve heard him speak since my ability to adapt to his language clicked, just a few days ago. 
“Oh, I am sure,” the horned being replies, his bright violet, penetrating eyes never gazing from my own. “So, you wanted to question me?” he turns to my alien and asks.
“Yes,” my alien answers. 
“Very well. Shall we proceed?” the horned one suggests. 
My alien nods, pointing his hand towards the sealed, white, shiny metal door on my right. Security scans the woman Nay—something and after the entrance opens, she enters first, stopping between the threshold to await the horned being to enter before her.
As he passes, his eyes encounter mine. 
He halts, standing intimately close. “You know. I have the strangest suspicion that you and I, have met before.” 
Met before? I think I would remember if we ever met. I mean… he’s kind of someone you can’t really forget.
I scoff, partly dumbfounded, yet partly entertained.
He enters the room, quietly chuckling along the way.
Without one glance, the male with short hair enters after.
I follow but stop when my big blue alien blocks my path. 
My head tilts back, my confused gaze set on his.
He holds me by the shoulders, preventing me from passing. “You will stay here. I will not be long.” Huh? He doesn’t want me to join them. Why? His head turns, looking to the big alien beside me. “I do not trust that being inside there to be around her. Watch over her for me, please.”
“You have my word, Commander.” 
Is he worried that the alien in there might hurt me? If he only knew it was the other way around. That I could hurt him. I could hurt them all if I truly wished to. 
With his big hand pressed tenderly upon my cheek, my handsome giant looks to me, his smile a soft, warm, lingering stare.
He doesn’t want to leave me. I don’t want him to leave me either. 
“Emerlum will stay here with you until I am finished,” he says, pointing to him then to me. “You can trust him. He will protect you. I will be back soon.”
Anxiety floods me. 
I quickly reach for his wrist, holding on to him as he pulls away. 
As his fingers slip past mine and he turns, entering the room, I take a glimpse inside, finding the one with violet eyes. He sits across the table, his deep, penetrating gaze one that for the life of me, I can’t look away from. 
“Do you know who I am?” my alien questions the horned being he approaches.
The being brings his two hands together, interlocking his fingers. 
While leaning forward, he rests on his elbows and stares up beneath thick brows and a wide smirk. “Of course, I do. You are the young Emperor of the Mel’Var galaxy. High King of Vargonia. Ruler of the formally known, Three Enchanted Blue Planets, and Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces. I’d say congratulations but considering how you got the titles, I do not think a congratulatory response is appropriate, you know. With what happened.” Wait. Emperor? King? Ruler? What? 
“No. A congratulations would not be appropriate,” my alien responds. 
The door slides closed, blocking me from hearing the rest of that conversation. 
I stay put, staring at the solid, closed metal door for a moment longer. After a few seconds, I turn, leaning back against the frigid surface that casts a chill down my spine from through the thin layer of my shirt. 
I slide, falling to the floor and onto my bottom.
An emperor? A king? A ruler?
My hand covers my mouth to hide a gasp. 
I can’t believe this. I can’t believe I’ve been living with a—a king. 
Emerlum sits, resting back against the wall a few feet apart from me. 
I look to him as he stares forward.
I want to ask him about his king. I want to ask him many things. Now eager to talk, I want to, yet I do not, instead, I just stare. 
“It is not polite to stare,” he speaks. In an instant, I turn away and gaze down at my raised knees. 
It’s cold out here, reminding me of my former cell. Not as cold, but still cold. 
My arms wrap around my shins, holding myself close for warmth. 
As my nipples harden and goosebumps arise all over my skin, I realize that this might the first time since meeting the king, that I have not had my alien near to offer me his warmth and I miss it. I miss him. 
The burly alien speaks. “So, I suppose you and I are to wait.”
A long awkward silence follows. 
As we sit, me shivering and staring down, he stares, yet I do not acknowledge him on it.
“It is not polite to stare,” I mentally mock. 
Through my peripheral vision, I watch as he unbuttons his jacket.  
It’s the same as his kings. Same, small, silver, geometric, embroidered celestial swirls weaving into stars of different sizes amongst the navy fabric. Same silver lining, and same shooting star emblem sewn right above his heart. And those symbols… I wonder what they mean. 
He holds his jacket out for me to grab. “Here. Take this,” he insists.
At first, I eye the garment then him. It is when our eyes meet where I find myself trapped in this deep gaze that has me pinned where I am.
“Well, are you going to take it or am I going to have to put it on you myself?” he questions.
I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from smiling. 
I don’t know what it is about authority, but I’ve always found it amusing rather than intimidating.
How sweet of him to offer his jacket nonetheless though.
I take his oversized jacket, slip my arms through the sleeves, and close it around my huddled self. 
It’s warm, the former heat from his body trapped in the material that now warms me. 
A particular scent captures my attention. 
I lower my face, nonchalantly breathing it in. 
He smells like pine and the fresh cool breeze that blows through the fallen leaves right before winter. 
Nostalgia hits me. 
I think of my past and of a particular memory. 
While mom was away, my oldest sister had just locked me out of our cabin home. As I cried, banging on the door and begging for her or one of my two older brothers to let me in because I was cold, she laughed and told me to go live with the smelly moose. So, I did. I ran through the night and into the chilly Boreal Forest where I felt more wanted than I did at home. 
Fall had come early, bringing with it the crisp air that seemed to revive me in a way that brought a smile to my teary face. 
With my bare feet crunching through the thick fallen leaves, I’d stare up as I sprinted, admiring the glow of the stars and the Aurora Borealis that danced through the high spruce treetops from above. And as if guiding my way into the dark night, I felt as though the glow was calling me home, leading me to some place where I was welcomed, where I belonged. 
After a long while, I had come upon small clearing, and then there I was, standing on the soft, thick, dead terrain where I gazed forward. 
Beyond in the distance, the massive Alaskan snow-capped mountains radiated, glowing beneath the magic of the night, lighting not just the peaks of the mountain range, but the world around me and it was beautiful. The most magical thing I had ever seen, and witnessing it… I had smiled, not partly but truly smiled. A deep, soul bearing smile because I knew… I had a friend. I had someone up there in the heavens who was smiling down on me. I had someone who cared. Someone who loved me.
My mouth parts, ready to tell him thank you, but instead, I swallow back a gulp and turn to face the wall across from us.
Another long, awkward silence follows and then he speaks. “I have been informed that your health has improved. That is good. The other beings I cannot say the same for, as they do not possess the ability to heal as quickly as you and the one in there can.” 
He’s making small talk. Doesn’t he understand that I “can’t,” understand him? 
“Did you know that one of the prisoners we saved can grow flowers from her palm? I thought her gift was quite remarkable up until the flower withered, dying almost instantly. I was told that you prisoners were dangerous but seeing how one can barely conjure up a measly flower.” He chuckles softly behind closed lips and then goes on, “I would say they we were misinformed,” he ends with looking at me. 
What is he trying to do here? Is he trying to get me to talk? 
“It is strange. Every prisoner aboard that ship, has been noted of their species, of their abilities and where they come from, all except for you. Now either my king knows of your gift and is protecting your secret for a reason he wishes not to share with me, or you are simply remarkable at hiding what it is that you truly are.” 
I don’t like this game. It’s making me uncomfortable because I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to get me to slip. 
“So, how long do you plan on keeping your silence?” he asks, catching me completely off guard by his question. My widened eyes stare down, anywhere than in his direction. “I may not hold magic, but I do hold a great sense in ability at reading others. I know you understand us. It is your little actions that give you away.”
My heart races, anxiety flooding me. 
He knows. Oh, he’s good. 
“It is a part of my job to sense the things that others cannot see, especially when it comes to protecting my king. You cannot hide from me. I see you.” He sees me. How much does he see? 
Slowly, I turn his way. 
A smug smile widens across his face. “I knew it. You can understand us.” 
After not talking for so long, my dry, hoarse voice whispers. “I only just learned.” 
“You have been silently learning how to speak the universal language all this time?” he asks, seeming impressed. 
“Universal language?” I repeat. 
“It is the language you hear us speak amongst each other, although, there are outsiders aboard who refuse to speak the shared language.” 
“And your native language? Does your kind always speak the universal language, or do you speak your own too?” 
“When you have spoken the universal language for as long as we have, speaking our own Vargonian language feels, odd. Plus, after refusing to adhere to the universal pledge enacted by the former empress, only the Sacred Elders speak the mother tongue.” 
“So, he is a king?” I ask, pointing my thumb behind me. 
“Commander Zurhen? Yes. He is Emperor of the Mel’Var Galaxy, Ruler of the Three Worlds, High King of Vargonia, and Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces, titles inherited from the former Imperial Empress Hellinor and his father Hamlin, the High King of Vargonia.” 
“Zurhen,” I repeat, testing his name out softly. “That’s the first time I’ve heard his name and understood it well enough to speak.” 
“What is your name?” he wonders.
“My name is Serena.” 
“Serena,” his deep, gentle voice purrs. “My name is Emerlum. First Commanding Army General to His Majesty’s Imperial forces, and chosen by his grace, for second in command to the Royal Throne of Vargonia.” 
He’s a war general. It’s no wonder why he’s so beastly. His body was built for war. “It is nice to meet you, Emerlum.” 
He smiles shyly, a contradictory look to his intimidating, yet handsome appearance. “It is nice to meet you too, Serena.”
Both our heads turn back when we hear a series of murmured shouts followed by something loud hit a wall. 
I look to Emerlum as he looks to me. 
“Sounds like we are missing out on all the fun in there,” he teases, and I laugh, just as a soft chuckle of his own follows. 
For a short few seconds, the two of us stare, each of us sharing a kind, innocent moment. 
“Should we intervene?” I ask. 
“And disobey the king’s order? Not unless you would wish to see the king punish me.” 
“And how would the king punish you?” I wonder. 
Emerlum leans in close, smirking devilishly. “Oh, you do not want to know,” he ends with a wink.
We suddenly burst into a long, drawn-out fit of laughter. It is when the amusement fades, where we are each left sighing and smiling after. 
“I have not witnessed you smile, nor laugh before. It is nice,” he notes, leaning away. All seriousness quickly returns. “The king will want to hear your voice. You should allow him to. I will give you until the end of day to tell him you know our language and can speak it.”
“And if I do not tell him?” 
“As his loyal general, it is my duty to brief the king of all interrogations made by each and every prisoner, including yours.” 
“So, this was an interrogation? Now why does knowing that, make me feel so betrayed?” I tease. 
He snorts, shaking his head while trying his best to hide a smile behind closed lips. “Maybe because for a moment, you assumed that what we had, was the start of a friendship.” 
“Awe. Are we not friends already?” I sass. 
“That depends. What are your intentions with the king?” 
Caught off guard by the question, I tense. “My intentions? I—I’m not sure what you mean?” 
Emerlum moves in, resting on his hand. 
He’s close. Close enough that I can feel his warmth radiate off his powerful body. 
With all seriousness, he asks. “Do you wish to harm the king in any way?”
“No,” I quickly answer. “I would never hurt him. He’s been so kind to me. Why would I ever hurt him?” 
Emerlum leans away, now resting his head back against the wall. 
With closed eyes, he pinches the bridge of his nose and lets out a long, stressed sigh. “You would be surprised with how many the king has shown kindness to, only for them to end up betraying him in the end.” His hand drops and he turns to eye me. “Even those closest can find a way to hurt us. Sometimes in the most painful of ways.” 
Who hurt you? I want to ask yet do not. “I promise. I will never hurt him, Emerlum.”
“Where we come from, you do not make a promise that you cannot keep. It is law and punishable by death. So, do you mean it? Do you vow you will never hurt the king?” 
Law? Death? That’s kind of frightening to know.
I swallow a big gulp. “Yes. I vow I will never hurt him. You have my word.” 
Emerlum stares, likely attempting to see the truth to my words. “I will remember that,” he warns, and now I’m nervous. What if I do hurt Zurhen? How literal are these laws and to what extent are they defined?
After a long moment, he speaks again. “If you wish to be friends, then I can be your friend, Serena.” 
“Considering the only being I know here, is a king that I have never properly spoken to, I can certainly use more friends.” 
He smiles faintly before raising and extending his big, rough, muscular hand. 
I eye it and then gaze up at him. 
“Then friends we shall be.” Friends. I made a new friend.
My closed smile near reaches the stars.
I take his giant hand and allow him to pull me to stand. 
Again, I get caught gazing into those beautiful, crystal blue eyes of his. All his kind have them but his… there’s a special twinkle to them. One that I can’t ignore. 
I blink, having the glowing eyes of my star examine his soul. A cloudy grey, the pulsing glow of his aura balances on an equal scale of light and darkness. Pain. So much pain he bears. A pain that I feel entitled to heal. Maybe one day. One day, I will.
Emerlum’s eyes widen, just as his mouth parts. “Your eyes… they—” he stutters. 
I blink, letting my own green one’s return. “You’re a good person, Emerlum. Just promise me you won’t ever give up.” 
“Give up on what?” he wonders. 
“Being the good guy.” 
The door next to us slides open and as I turn, thinking it Zurhen, I instead find myself too close to another. 
Emerlum backs away.
The one with violet eyes smile widens into a handsome grin. “And so, it seems gravity is in my favor. Hello, darling,” he greets. 
I open my mouth, ready to say hi, but shut my lips quick, biting down on my bottom one when I remember that I am not talking. 
He leans in to whisper into my ear. “Hide all you want from them, but you need not hide from me.” I’m left confused by his meaning. His head then drops, gazing upon my neck. “You know. There are other more artistic ways to show claim, but I suppose your barbaric lover would not know of such a thing, would he?” 
Instant heat rises beneath my flushed cheeks.
My hand goes straight for my neck, covering the hickies. 
Once again, he leans in to speak into my ear, the warmth of his breath and soft phantom lips tickling my ear. “As the stars align in harmonious rapture, I will find you again. I will always find you,” his seductive voice whispers.
Goosebumps. Inside and out. From me and from The Star within. 
My wide eyes follow him as he slowly backs away, the tip of his finger brushing against my hand as he turns, walking on with a pep in his step. 
I stare after him for a bit longer.
What a strange, peculiar person… 
Next, the being with the short white hair walks out, completely ignoring me as he moves past. 
The female follows behind, stopping to speak to Emerlum. “I asked and he said he might attend the celebration tonight.” 
“Then I will have more soldiers in attendance just in case His Majesty is present.”
The female nods and then looks to me, eyeing me with a flat expression. “Did you get her to talk?” she asks him, unaware that I can understand her. 
“I am offended that you feel you must ask,” he teases her. 
Her gaze turns to him, her lips pulling ever so lightly up at the corner. “I have never doubted your ability to make them squeal, Emerlum, nor will I ever.” 
Squeal? Like… in a bad way or—I assume she meant in a bad way. Unless she’s flirting with him. Hmm. 
She studies me before speaking again. “The king may believe he trusts her, but I do not.” 
“I see spending so much of your time with Cur'rav and his negative thoughts has rubbed off on you,” Emerlum says, smiling smugly. 
Her head turns fast to him, then into the room, then back to him. She whispers beneath a bite. “Not that I need to defend myself, but I am very capable of thinking for my own.”
“And it is because of that attribution, Nay’ahli, that the king favors your word first, above mine and Cur’rav’s.” 
So, that’s their names. 
Her attention returns to me. “There is something about her. Something hidden. Something dark. You are empathic, can you not sense it? It is unsettling.”
Well, that’s rude. 
“I can sense darkness within us all but it is knowing where she came from, where we found her, that I do not blame her for choosing to hide amongst her pain, for sometimes it is much easier to wallow in one’s darkest cell, than to face the light and live in the now,” he ends, his stare piercing and his words hitting the deepest part of my very soul. 
He sees me. He really sees me. For the first time in all my life, I feel seen and I’m not quite sure how to feel, how to cope with feeling so exposed. 
A heavy tear escapes my eye, tumbling down my cheek. 
I quickly wipe it away, but I am not fast enough. He saw it. He saw me cry, his eyes following the single tear as it slipped and fell onto my shirt. 
She gives him a friendly smile. “I will take your word for it. See you tonight, Emerlum.”
Emerlum nods. “I will see you both tonight.” Just as she’s about to turn, Emerlum speaks again. “Oh, and Nay’ahli.” 
She stops, looking back over her shoulder. “What?” 
“I have a feeling Cur’rav will enjoy the new dagger you will gift him tonight.” 
Nay’ahli responds with a giddy tone. “Oh, I trust he will. Thanks again for helping me find it before we left home.” 
“That is what friends are for.”
“Well, you are great friend, Emerlum. You always have been.” 
“Same to you, Nay’ahli.” 
They share a kind smile and then she spins, walking past me.
I turn, watching her join Cur’rav at the end of the hall. 
While guiding her with a hand pressed upon her lower back, he looks behind, sharing in on a silent nod with Emerlum.
How interesting… 
“Emerlum. Bring her to me,” my alien—Zurhen orders his war general. 
I face the room. 
Zurhen sits with his back to me, his forehead resting on his two propped up hands. He’s stressed and I find it contagious. 
Emerlum moves behind and as he removes his jacket from me, he leans in to whisper. “Remember. Until the end of the day.” I nod. 
Eager to be reunited, I move forward, entering the room quickly. 
Just as I go to take the seat next to him, Zurhen pulls me over his lap, holding me dear to him.
He leans in, the tip of his nose skimming up the side of my neck.
Pleasurable goosebumps arise upon my skin. My eyes close, my neck tilting in response to the sensual sensation. 
One deep inhale, his hold on me grows stronger, his arms wrapping around me with a possessive envelop. 
A predatorial, gurgled growl follows, vibrating throughout his entire upper half and the rumble… I tremble. Not in fear, but in delight. “Mine,” the deep, beastly voice of this handsome alien claims.
I nearly combust, my blood boiling hot by the heat of fire he causes to radiate down to my very core. 
His head swings around, glaring back at Emerlum. “Why does she have your scent?” he questions him. 
“Calm yourself. She was cold. I only offered her my tunic to keep her warm.” Tunic, not jacket. Got it. 
Zurhen nods and then sets his sole attention on me. And just like that, my sweet alien is back, smiling down on me as if I am the only one worth wielding the key to warming his heart. 
Somehow, he finds a way to wrap his arms further around.
I wrap mine around him, squeezing him with all my might as we both stare and find comfort in each other’s embrace. 
He speaks. “Even with you on the other side of that door, the separation was enough to make me want to tear it down so that I may see your beautiful face once more.” My mouth parts, ready to reply but before I do, he goes on. “Let us return to our room where I may have you all to my selfish self.” 
Sounds like a dream come true, Zurhen. I mean, King Zurhen. 
 
 
We enter the room with him carrying me in as he always insists on doing but I don’t mind. In fact, I’ve come to love it.
Zurhen sets me on my bare feet, and I wander away, towards the center of the living quarters.
 When I turn to face him, there he remains leaning back against the closed door, watching me intently. 
I think of what Emerlum had warned. I have until the end of day to inform the king that I can speak their language. Well, it’s not the end of day yet, so why not stretch this little secret out? Why not embrace in the erotic suspense that has us both using the language of our bodies to speak what our words cannot? 
As soon as I walk towards him, he leaps forward, us clearing the distance in just seconds. 
I jump and he catches me, lifting me by my bottom. 
My hands reach for his face and I pull him close, uniting our lips so that we may pick up where we left off just this morning. 
He kisses me and my god does he know how to kiss. 
Punishing, and savage, his kissing holds so much depth, so much devotion. An explosion of emotions, he releases his all into his kissing, and I eat it up. 
The tingles… they spark wherever our skin touches, especially upon his lips, the lips that I have the unstoppable urge to suck, bite, lick, devour and so, I do. God, I crave him. I crave his body. I crave his everything, needing him now and forever, in every way possible. 
His kissing has grown just as ravenous as the hard appendage that presses upon my heated self below. “Oh, how I have missed these lips,” he moans. He turns us, holding me back against the door. With his abnormally large cock massaging me with relentless need, he picks up his pace, thrusting faster upon me and the friction, the burn…. “Stars, you do not know how bad I want you. I swear I am going mad. I truly am,” he groans. Same, I want to tell him. Same. So much so, I might scream if he does not do something to relinquish the burning, the fire.
With both our breaths heavy and our chests rising and falling fast, I am dying, needing him to calm the ache that has me near tears. 
I have never known this amount of aching before. The need to be closer to him, the need to have him touch me in ways that I have never known, is all that I can think of. It is all I want. I mean, I have been touched before. I have known another inside me and as much as I hate to admit it, what I had experienced with Steve, is nothing like what I am experiencing with Zurhen because what I feel when I am with him—it feels even more magical than her, my own star. 
Zurhen pulls barely a breath away, his heated eyes gazing deeply into my own. “I have known pleasure and I have known pain. Sometimes together,” he says as he pulls on the string of my pants. “But never have I experienced masochism on this level.”  
His thrusting has slowed, his hand moving slowly, inch by inch down my stomach, past my belly and then beneath the waistband of my pants. 
My eyes close as my head falls back upon the door.
I bite down on his bottom lip. 
He moans and the sound of his pleasure does something primal, something animalistic to me. 
Never have I wanted to be fucked more than I need him to fuck me right here, right now. For god’s sake, please fuck me. Please.
I jump, gasping when his warm, giant hand cups me below.
A shudder rolls through me and I release a tortured whimper. 
His thick middle finger slips between my lower lips and I nearly faint. 
I buck against his palm, lust consuming me wildly. 
“You are so wet. Is this all for me?” his husky voice speaks. My whimpering persists, the need to tell him to do things to me that would make a nun drop dead and yet here I am, too stubborn to speak up. He leans in, his lips hovering before my ear. “I see that I am not the only one in pain.” 
He leaves a long, deep kiss upon my neck and I convulse, tensing below. 
“Zurhen,” I internally moan. “Don’t stop,” I plead. 
“Never,” I imagine him saying. 
His deep kisses travel up to my ear, the tip of his tongue taking me by surprise when it slips barely in.
I tense, arching my back.
As he holds me close, I press my lower self, hard against his ever-growing cock that moves vigorously upon my hip. “Do you like that? Do you enjoy me fucking your ear?” his seductive voice questions. 
The unfamiliarity of this naughty side of him, I do not recognize yet find, so very hot. It’s almost as if he has become a different person. A sex deprived monster even worse than I am during this very heated moment and truth be told, I like it. No. I love it. I love this side of him. I love it so much.
I moan when the tip of that finger circles the outside of my dripping hole. “Please go in,” I internally cry. “Please.” 
He speaks into my ear. “I should warn you. When it comes to fucking, my kind can be quite… primal,” I shiver, my body reacting to his warning with releasing a gush of arousal against the skin of his warm palm. “I could go in,” he says as he lightly penetrates me below. “Do you want me to? Do you want my finger deep inside you?”
“Yes!” I eagerly shout within. 
“If you want it, then take it. Fuck my finger. Lower yourself down on it until it disappears into the warm flesh of your small, tight pussy.” 
That word… so vulgar, so naughty… I want to hear him say it again. 
His tip then slips just past my entrance but stops right there.
He waits for me to make a move. So, what do I do? I sink down on it. Fully. 
As I take him in and my walls stretch around its glorious thickness, I squeak, tightening ever so hard.
“There you go,” he coos. I grab onto his shoulders and lift myself, only to lower back down on his finger, fucking it like the deprived woman I am. “What a good needy thing you are but now it is my turn.”
Within a second, he takes over, thrusting his finger over and over.
The pleasure is almost too much to bear.
As tears pour from the corners of my tightly pinched eyes, I scream, moaning profusely.
My giant. My sweet, sexy, dominant alien. 
I am held hostage against the door by the grand strength of this tall, immaculate being who towers over me, and it’s the size difference—the knowing that our species are not the same that has me not just wanting this alien to fuck me senseless but has me questioning any sanity I own and whether I’m mentally alright.
Easy. I’m not alright. I am as fucked up as they come and that’s okay. I accept that I am broken beyond repair. I accept that I am nowhere near perfect. I mean… who is?
He speaks, his tone a smooth, seductive vibration. “Now let us see if we can fit one more.”
A second thick finger is added.
My hot breath blows. My fingers dig into his flesh.
A whimper escapes me, along with a drawn-out moan.
Over and over, in and out, they move, pumping into me. Smooth and calculated, the tips of those fingers curl up to massage a very sensitive spot within. 
I nearly faint, moaning and shuddering upon every sweet thrust. 
So much pressure. He fills me completely, yet it is not enough. It is never enough.
As if reading my mind, his pace picks up. Faster, harder, deeper, his long, thick, glorious fingers pound into me.
My body jerks.
Between the unbearable pleasure and those tingles, I am losing my mind, on the verge of releasing something extreme. Something powerful, Something… oh no. 
 “Feel those tingles. Come for me like good beauty you are,” he demands. 
I can’t stop moaning and whimpering. My body is on fire. So good. It feels too good. God, I am burning. I am so close. So close to reaching a high even greater than this morning. 
He speaks, his voice a raspy, sensuous pitch. “I want to taste you. I want to devour every part of you. Come for me and I will lick you clean. I will fuck you so good, you will not want to live a day without my cock.” 
“Yes. More. More. More!”
Oh god. He’s now thrusting so fast.
Knuckle deep and penetrating far, I can’t take it. I’m going to—I’m going to—oh no. It’s happening again. It’s—this is stronger. This is way stronger. No. I can’t hold back. I can’t—I can’t— 
The Star wakes from her slumber. “Serena. I feel like I am going to—” 
I scream. “Noooo!” But it’s too late. I come, lighting up the room around us with the light of the brightest star. My star. My deadly star.
 

CHAPTER NINE
An explosion of light surges out like a blasting wave. The room is lit with a bright white radiance. For a short moment, as all around is consumed, blinded by the glow, I heave a long, relaxed breath, my post-orgasmic body not just reveling in euphoric greatness after being pleasured so significantly, but relieved to know that she is back. My light has returned, radiating inside and out like the powerful, transcendent star that she is. 
All is calm. All is still. All is—my eyes widen. “Zurhen? Zurhen! I shout. 
His fingers that once filled me just moments ago have left but a vacant absence.
Panic consumes me. Immediately, I begin withdrawing my light so that I may find him in its absence. “Zurhen! Oh my god. Zurhen, are you okay? Zurhen! I’m so sorry. Please don’t be dead. I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry. Zurhen! ZURHEN!” As soon as my light vanishes, fading back into me, there he remains with a wide, shocked gaze. I breathe a relieved sigh. “You’re alive.” 
As he stares, frozen and speechless, a different type of panic begins to consume me. Having seen this look before, I know he wants nothing to do with me. He hates me. He hates what I am because he’s afra—
“You talked,” he whispers. “Do it again. Speak. Allow me to hear and understand your voice once more. Please,” he asks of me. 
With tears streaming down my cheeks, I nod. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” 
“No. Quite the opposite. I feel—what did you do to me?” 
“I—I don’t know. I just—I didn’t mean to explode but when you were—” 
“That was from you coming?” he asks, seeming quite surprised. 
“That’s never happened before. I am so sorry.” 
“But you came this morning. You mean you have never come this strongly, or you’ve never exploded with light when you have?” 
“Both. This morning was my first time.”
A slick smirk tugs high at the corner of his lips. “Do not ever apologize to me for doing what you did. I will take whatever light you filled me with an infinite number of times just so that you may know pleasure like that once more. How—how are you speaking the universal language? Have you known it this whole time?” 
“No, I just learned it.” 
“I do not understand. How is that possible?”
“I’m good at adapting to my surroundings.” He shakes his head, chuckling. “Are you not afraid of me?” I ask, needing to know. 
“Afraid of you? I am in complete awe of you.” He doesn’t fear me. I didn’t hurt him. Zurhen doesn’t hate what I am. 
I smile, my tears that not of sadness but relief, joy.
“Why are you crying?” he wonders. 
“Because—because you don’t hate me.” 
His head tilts, his smile so sincere. “Hate you? I could never hate you.” Zurhen reaches out, taking the side of my face in his broad, tender hold. His thumb… it caresses my cheek so sweetly, so dearly. “There are many questions that I wish to ask you, but the only question I wish to know more than any other is, what is your name?” 
“Serena. My name is Serena.” 
“Serena,” he whispers, his voice carrying out the last letter of my name with a long, soft echo. “A name I will forever speak and never forget. Hello, Serena.”
“Hello, Zurhen.” 
His eyes spark. “You know my name,” he says beneath a happy surprise. “Is it odd to feel as though I am meeting you for the first time?” 
“In a way, I suppose that we are.” 
“Even so, I feel as though I have known you all my life. Even longer. Serena, I have wanted to—" 
A knock on the door steals our attention.
Our heads turn.
I look to him as he looks to me. 
Zurhen speaks. “I forgot about the seamstresses I had sent for you. Ignore them and they will go away. We can reschedule them to visit on a later date. Right now, I want to know you, Serena. I want to know everything about you.” 
“You may not like what I have to share,” I say, nervous and terrified that when I do speak the truth of who I am and what I have done, he will want nothing to do with me. 
“I do not care. I will take the bad and all the horror that comes with your past if it means that I may have the honor of knowing exactly who it is that you are. I have waited long enough to understand you and now that can, I want to hear you sing.” 
I chuckle, smiling as I wipe a few escaping tears. “How did you know I like to sing?” I tease. I never considered myself very good at it but nevertheless, I do enjoy doing so. 
“It was a figure of speech but now that I know you enjoy singing, I will have you sing for me.” 
“Be patient with me. One day at a time,” I tell him. 
He nods. “Of course, for all we have is time and with it, I wish to spend every moment, knowing you, my beautiful, little star.” 
Star. My chest constricts, just as she within scurries amongst the walls of her confinement, nervous that he knows what we are. “Star? How did you know I am a star?” Zurhen’s eyes bulge. His smile drops. “You didn’t know, did you?” 
His mouth parts. Struggling to speak, yet all that comes out is a stutter. “You are a—” He swallows back a big gulp. “You are a star?” he whispers. 
“I am. Well, partly. I’m also still human.” 
“Human?” he questions. “I have never heard that term. Is that your species?”
“Yes,” I answer. 
“And you are a—a star. All this time. I have been caring for a star.”
“And I have been living with an emperor and king.” 
He smiles shyly. “If I would have known that by declaring a war amongst the stars, I would be returning home with one, I would have never believed my own self.” 
“You want me to return home with you?” I ask, my voice rising in soft cheer at the end. 
“I want you to return home with me and never leave. That is, if that is what you want,” he nervously adds. 
Is that what I want? Do I want to return to his planet with him, never to leave, never to see my own world again? I think of Earth. I think of all the beauty, the trees, the lakes, the animals, mountains, skies, and of my kind. 
Growing up, my family and I lived a secluded life. Away from the world, mom, my older sister and two older brothers and I lived in a small humble home. Surrounded by the thick forest trees, our log house sat on a big green lot at the end of the dirt road, far away from the world. 
After dad died, mom wanted to escape reality and all that reminded her of the love that she lost. So, she packed us up when I was three and moved us to the middle of nowhere in the interior of Alaska just outside Denali, and that was it. That was all I knew. At least, up until a few months after my thirteenth birthday. 
My head lowers as I choose to speak of my past. “I never knew a life outside the forest. All I knew was of nature and the stars above. All I had was a home, a family, and the wilderness that I grew very fond of. Every night, I would sit outside and stare up at the bright stars, wishing that I could be anywhere other than where I was. Never in a million years did I think my wish would come true, nor did I believe I would find a falling star, but I did. She called to me and when I touched her, we connected.”
I look up at him. 
“You acquired your magic from a falling star?” 
I nod. “I became The Star.” 
His head tilts. “I have never known stories of that happening. Tell me more about you, Serena. Where are you from?”
“Earth.”
“Earth,” he repeats. “Where is that?” 
“I don’t really know how to pinpoint it. It’s in the Milky Way galaxy. That’s all I know.” 
“Milky Way? Is that the name of your ruler?” Ruler? 
“Um. I think we refer to him as God. Are you a God?” I ask, hesitant and nervous of what he might say, yet Zurhen only smiles adorably and lightly shakes his head.
His gaze drops but then lifts to meets my stare. “No. I am not a God. Only an emperor and king. Tell me more about you, Serena. Tell me what happened after you connected with the star.” 
I’ve never talked about my life before. To anyone, not even to Steve yet here I am, openly wanting to share it with this—sweet, kind being. What does say about me? What does that say about him? That I am growing? That I am comfortable? Or that I just genuinely trust him?
I’ve already come such a long way. I suppose stopping now would only set me back. So, I go on. I share my story. However hard that may be. “Several years after, when I was thirteen, I was taken away by some very bad people. I was exposed to a side of my world that I did not know existed. It was all my fault. I should have never made that stupid wish. Had I never made a wish to be anywhere other than my home, I would have never seen all the horror I was forced to witness throughout the years. I wanted to see the beauty of my world, but what I got instead was the side in which showed me only death and destruction. In vast world full of wonder and possibilities, I was shown an endless war, fighting to survive, killing enemies not of my own, but of others without choice.”
My eyes glaze with tears. I blink and they fall, but I quickly wipe them away.
He studies my wet cheeks before catching my gaze. “And you blame yourself, for what they made you do.” I nod. “I have gazed into the eyes of many cold killers, Serena but when I stare into yours, I do not see an evil murderer. I see a strong, intelligent being who did what you had to do to survive. I see a survivor. You survived, Serena and now you are free. You are free to shine, just like the star that you are.”
My chest constricts. Where a gaping hole once burrowed deep within, something stirs and sends shudder through me. Free. I am free. I. Am. Free. The word and realization never felt so real before he spoke it out loud.
I burst into a silent fit of tears. 
It is true. I may finally be free, but you are still wrong. You are wrong about me. I am more than a killer. I am death. I am destruction. I am… annihilation. 
“Serena… please do not cry,” he begs but I can’t help it. The tears will not stop. I can’t put them away. I’ve opened a sealed door. A door I’m afraid I will no longer be able to close no matter how hard I try.
And while I sob in silence, he stares, never looking away, but somehow finding his way deeper towards my heart. Kind, gentle, and patient, that’s all he’s ever been to me. And those eyes… those very crystal blue eyes. The eyes in which I have come to know and adore so much. I don’t know what it is about them, but what I do know is, it is impossible to resist gazing into them.
As I stare, for once in all my life, I don’t see a being with ill intentions like the many before. No. I see a true, honest to God, good soul. I see comfort. I see a home. A warm, loving home with him. He is my home. My rock. My joy, and the only one who seems to care about me.
He saved me when no one else could. He freed me, cared for me, and now wants to give me a home… a real, true home? How could I ever say no?
I do not deserve his benevolence, but I’ll take it. I’ll take whatever he gives. “I would love nothing more than to see your world, Zurhen, but only if you promise to show me the beauty and not the ugly.” 
He wipes my tears with his thumbs and after, studies the top and sides of my head. “Your hair has changed.” 
I gather my hair at the side and observe it. “Oh,” I say as I study The Star’s glittery white streaks. “It changes back and forth like this. When I’m depleted, it’s reddish-brown but when The Star is active and at full power, it’s like this, white and glittery.” 
“You are two individual entities?” I nod. “Use your words, please,” he encourages. 
“Yes. We are two different entities.” 
He lets out a long, soft sigh. “Serena, not only will I show you the beauty of my world, but I will show you the very bright stars in which yours fell from. Or I could just show you them from here. Would you like to see them? Again?” he asks, with a rising, handsome smirk.
Heat surfaces beneath my cheeks by just that smirk alone. “The first time wasn’t very successful, was it?” I joke. 
He shakes his head. “No. It was not. Why did seeing the stars make you sad, Serena?” 
“Because up until then, I didn’t know I was in space.” 
His brows purse, just as his head tilts in confusion. “How—how did you not know? You were abducted. Did you not notice?” 
“No. Nor do I remember. As I ran through the forest at night, I remember a bright light beaming down from above but nothing after that. I only remember darkness. I only remember the cold.” 
Zurhen sweeps a lock of my white behind my ear. “You have been through so much, but no more. You will only know happiness from now on. That I promise you.” 
“Take me to see the stars, Zurhen. I want to see them.” 
“I will take you wherever your heart desires, Serena.” 
What it desires, is to be with you. Always.
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We pass the large, white double doors and enter through the dark room. 
A constant, light whirring hum vibrates within the air. A faint background noise in which echoes through to my soul. It is as if the stars beyond the massive viewing windows ahead are singing, their voices a calming, celestial chorus of angels. 
I move forward, through the wide-open area.
Zurhen stops behind as I make my way towards the center. “To see the stars, the ship must slow, otherwise it is just endless streams. That is why all windows are covered during warp drive,” he informs. 
“It seems as though we are not even moving.” 
“On the contrary, we are moving faster than it appears.” 
It’s cold in here. Colder than any other section of the ship that I’ve encountered. 
My nipples grow erect, poking beneath the thin layer of my shirt. I rub my arms to warm my prickly skin.
And here I stand amid the spine-tingling room. A room surrounded by the brightest of glowing stars. “They’re different here,” I point out. 
He speaks from behind. “How so?”
“They’re bigger. Brighter, and there’s more. Many more.” I seek out my own star within. “Do you feel that?”
Something is happening. Something… cosmic, invigorating. Tiny hairs amongst my body rise, not from being cold but as they do when caught too close to a surging electrical current. 
Power. It calls to me. To us. 
From beyond the thick walls and windows, the stars beckon us to go to them, to touch them, to take them. All of them. 
Restless and stirring within, she grows alert, conscious of our surroundings through our shared eyes and senses. “I do not remember my time as a star, I only know that I am one. I only know that I am connected. I am home,” she speaks, making me realize that this might be the first time I’ve ever felt her genuinely… happy. 
“Is it not beautiful?” he asks. 
Too distracted by every blinking star that shines behind this grand, windowed room, without turning his way, I answer. “Unbelievable. In all your life, have you ever felt a rush as powerful as one that steals your breath and makes you want to run towards something so foreign?” 
My back arches and I inhale a deep breath when he comes up from behind and presses his warm body to mine. 
While one hand slides around my waist, resting flat upon my lower belly, his other holds my shoulder. 
He leans in close, gifting me with a long-pressed, tender kiss against my temple. And then another just below, each one leading down to my ear. 
For the moment while my eyes are closed and my mouth agape, I blow a stream of hot air, reveling in his calming, yet seducing presence.
“Yes. It was the moment I heard your voice for the first time. The voice that called to me. The voice that led me straight to you.”
I look back, staring up at him.
He takes my chin, allowing for his thumb to sweep over my bottom lip. 
“I would have died, had you not found me when you did,” I tell him. 
“I know, and had you died, I would have never known what it would feel like to have my breath taken and my heart pounding. There is a power between us. Do not deny that it is there.”
I turn to fully face him. 
As his hands roam beneath my shirt, caressing every inch of the skin of my back, mine wrap around his broad, muscular body. I pull him close. “I know power, for I am made of it, but what I feel between us… it is even stronger than my own star. Thank you for finding me. Thank you for rescuing me and thank you for caring for—” 
He silences me, sealing my lips with a heart-binding kiss. A kiss that not even I am powerful enough to resist, nor deny. 
Swarming hands and impatient urges needing to be comforted, our heated bodies take on a life of their own. 
His giant hands lift me by my rear.
One hand slips beneath the back of my shirt.
He brings me nearer and our bodies grace. Those mysterious tingles ignite.
His earnest voice speaks against my lips. “I need you. I need you now and need you, forever.” 
I pull back an inch, staring into his half-lidded eyes. It’s obvious. I know what he wants from me, and God only knows that I want it. I want him now and every single day for the rest of my life. 
With all hesitance and insecurities out the window, I decide to go for it. To make the first move.
My hand reaches down between us.
Down and down, I run my palm over the very long, wide bulge hidden behind his pants. 
His eyes roll into the back of his skull, his considerable alien sized cock twitching under my grasp. 
As he bucks against my hand, his tortured voice speaks, “Stars, I cannot take it.”
He opens his heavy eyes, and it is then that I witness a new shade to them. A dark, black shade. 
“Your eyes,” I point out. 
“Do not fear them. Do not fear me.”
I nod, trusting in this foreign part of him. Trusting in him. 
In an instant, he drops fast to his knees and lays me gently back onto the hard, cold floor. 
Without hesitating, he grips the waistband of my pants at both sides and yanks them down with one swift move. “I have read your medical report,” he says as he removes my bottoms. 
I swallow hard.
There’s an intensity behind his gaze. One that excites and makes me nervous.
He kneels between my legs and undoes his buttons.
I wait, watching him reposition his massive cock.
A heated wave rolls through me at the sight of the round, dark bulbous head which pokes out past his waistband.
I expect for him to remove his bottoms to free the rest of it, yet he does not. Instead, he keeps his pants on, hovers over, and presses his warm, tingling body lightly on top of mine. 
The monster appendage rubs me below and I find myself lifting my hips to meet his every movement.
Closer. I want him inside me.
We stare, our eyes locked on one another.
His eyes close and his face lowers.
One teasing kiss on the lips, he trails his ever so delicately past my cheek, then up to my ear. 
I release a heavy sigh and close my eyes.
Between the grinding and sweet kisses, it all but takes every ounce of control I have, not to explode right here. Right now. 
“We have a problem, my little star,” he whispers. 
“What problem?”
“My cock will not fit inside you, but that is alright because my tentacles will.” 
My eyes open wide. “Tentacles?” I question, not sure if I heard him right. 
He pulls back to stare. “You heard me right,” he responds. My eyes bulge. I just said that. In my mind. Coincidence or did he— “Do you trust me?” I nod. He is the only one I do trust. The only one I’ve ever trusted in all my life. In all my twenty-one, two, three? I do not know my age… I lost track of time. 
“I trust you,” I say. 
Zurhen sits me up and has me raise my arms. Off comes my shirt which he tosses aside. The giant, gorgeous alien then sets his gaze upon my breast. He bites his bottom lip before wetting them with his tongue.
I tense below.
As he glances up beneath those thick white brows and that seductive stare, I swear I have never felt more weightless than I do now.
He goes on to remove his tunic, his shirt, revealing that impeccably ripped, powerful body of his.
My hands nearly fly forward to touch him, to feel every curve, indent, and pleasant tingle that sparks between our flesh. 
With my palms rested flat against his chest, he takes my wrist, holding them firmly between us. 
His voice comes out hesitant, nervous. “Do not be afraid of what you are to witness. I am still me.”
“I could never fear you.”
“Good,” he responds.
Zurhen releases my wrists and as soon as he does, I inhale a deep breath out of surprise.
My jaw drops the moment many long, black, slithering tentacles grow out from behind him. 
There’s so many. Too many to count.
They come forth from around him and suddenly, I forget how to breathe. I think my heart even stops too.
With their round, thick, heads targeted on me, I shiver, anticipating what they might do. 
I heave a shocked breath of air when a warm, slick tentacle coils around my waist. 
As Zurhen stands, the same tentacle lifts me, the strong, thick circumference of the thing holding the entire weight of my body with ease.
Two more smooth tentacles wrap around my wrist just as two more simultaneously spiral around my ankles. 
They spread my limbs wide and far to the beautiful alien before me and the exposure, the humiliation… it should render me aghast, but instead, I only know confidence, trust. 
He walks us, his tentacles holding me up as he moves towards the far window in the center of the room. “Tell me. How would you like to be fucked beneath the stars and have them watch you as I make you glow once more?” he asks. 
“I’d say do it. Allow me to shine brighter than them all.” 
“Very well,” he replies with a coy smile. 
Just then, two more slippery tentacles come forth, both slithering up my torso like wild snakes ready to strike their prey.
They twirl around my breasts, the warm, clear residue they excrete, intensifying the sensation of the tingles from where our flesh meets. 
My eyes close, my head drops back, and I moan his name. 
As they constrict around my breasts, their pulsing massaging so tender, so loving, the soft heads of the slick tentacles slither over my hardened, sensitive nipples, eliciting an agonizing whimper to escape past my lips. 
“I wanted to take you beneath the stars before, and now I will,” he promises. 
Just then, another, thicker tentacle comes forth, this one, gracing me below where I need it most. “Oh, God,” I moan as the heavy, thick head of it rubs up and down between my lower lips, teasing me to the point of madness. 
Those damn tingles… it’s too much. 
“Watching you wither in pleasure brings me great joy, Serena, but to see you crumble while I am deep inside you… that will be my undoing.” 
The head of the tentacle stops rubbing, positioning itself right outside my entrance. And like that, its slick self eases in, stretching and probing me slowly, delicately, but that gentleness does not last for long. “You. Are. Mine, Serena,” he devotedly claims, and with one smooth thrust, he’s in, sliding all the way inside until his tentacle can go no further.
An instant, lusty, grunt rumbles behind my tightly pressed lips.
He slams into me, and my eyes burst open, the star’s glowing streaks of light beaming high.
“Your eyes,” I hear him speak. 
I shut my eyes to hide her presence. “It’s only her,” I whisper.
The heavenly pressure of his girth, length… I did not know such a pleasure was possible but this—this is more than just euphoric ecstasy. This is something deeper. Something powerful, and it’s somehow tapped even further beyond the depths of my inner self. It’s tapped into my heart, my light. 
He withdraws to my entrance, only to thrust back in with one smooth, earth-shattering slide.
It’s so long. His tentacle penetrates me so deep. 
Again, he pulls back. Again, he thrusts in, repeating himself over and over and I don’t know how much of this I can take. The sensation is too overwhelming, yet I don’t dare tell him to stop. No. I need more. Much more.
His name is the only thing I know. His touch is the only thing I desire. It is him. Him and me, forever.
I repeatedly moan, whimpering and grunting in agonizing bliss. 
“I can feel you, Serena. I can feel you as if it were my own cock fucking you. Tell me. Do you enjoy me fucking you, my little star?”
“Yes!” I shout. 
“Then soon, I must fuck you with more of me.” More? “Come for me again, Serena. Light up the darkness of space. Light up my world,” his deep, husky voice demands. 
“Mmmh. Yes!” 
His pace quickens, this glorious tentacle of his pounding into me with a wild, primal need that I can’t get enough of. The slick friction. The profound sensation. The eroticism of having something so alien, so foreign pleasure me, is—terrifying, yet thrilling. 
Here I am, far from home, surrounded by the stars that have always called to me and enraptured by this giant, handsome alien who only wishes to see me happy, to see me shine, fulfilled. He accepts me as I accept him. I accept all of him, embracing this beastly side of him without a second thought, nor fear. 
This is Zurhen. My alien. My sweet—whatever it is that he is, tentacles, black eyes, and all. 
Skin slapping skin and the sound of the slithering wet tentacle moving in and out of me fills the dark, silent room. It becomes the only noise next to my moans and his virile grunts. 
“Zurhen,” I call. 
“Serena. My Serena,” he moans. “Speak my name. Know my touch and never forget it.”
“I’ll never forget it,” I cry. 
My bright radiating eyes open, beaming high towards the dome ceiling. 
There, above us, glows three bright stars, the biggest one high above the lower two. 
“They found us,” I tell The Star. 
“They followed us,” she corrects. 
It’s the same three stars. I would know because they are the same stars I had gazed upon my whole life while on earth. 
 Concentrating on the brightest and biggest star above the other two, I do not look away. As my body violently thwarts from his rapid pounding, I don’t even blink. 
He keeps going, the tentacle inside me thrusting fast and as it does, I watch this star and I smile. No, I beam, witnessing it blink an unusual number of times, as if saying, I see you. I am you. Hello. “I’m home,” I whisper to me, to him, I don’t really know who. Maybe to all. 
“You are my home,” he speaks. 
And as a heavy, happy tear escapes down the corner of my eye, I chuckle, finding myself in awe of this pure, beautiful moment with him, with me, and in this life that I never knew I could live. But as my laughter fades and an overpowering sensation begins to quickly build below, I know that I am only moments away from exploding like before. 
Consumed by the urgent need to release everything I own, I can’t hold back, nor do I wish to. And then it happens. Too quickly. Once more, I explode, this orgasm rolling through me like an erupting volcano that has been dormant for far too long. “Zurhen!” I shout. 
Stars. I see stars. Literally and figuratively. 
White, blinding light is released, the surge blasting outbound like a fast, radial wave. Light has conquered darkness, encompassing the entire room. That is until it begins to dim and withdraw, revealing in its absence, my handsome, lightly… glowing… “Zurhen,” I whisper in surprise. 
With spread arms, he rises from his arched back position, standing tall. 
Slowly, he lifts his head forward and opens his eyes. What was once a light crystal blue, a bright sapphire now glows in its place.
He blinks and the glow vanishes, as does the shining of his neon blue body. He smiles brightly, drunkenly. “I feel—” he struggles to speak.
“What do you feel?” 
“Serena. I think I feel you inside me.” 
My eyes flare and then drop to his skin when a particular light catches my eye. “The streams beneath your skin. It’s blue now. They’re glowing brighter. Zurhen I—”
Did I do this to him? 
He studies the fast current beneath his flesh, smiling widely. Chuckling, he looks up, meeting my eyes. “Well, that is new. So is that,” he says, studying my hair. “You now have more white, glittery strands in your hair. Anymore and you will look like me.” 
As the tentacle within withdraws, my eyes close, my fists ball, and I bite my bottom lip as it slips out, the thick head giving a gentle tug against my entrance when it says farewell. And while the rest of his tentacles reel me in, unwinding from around my limbs and waist, I find my Zurhen waiting to welcome me into his warm loving arms. 
We hold one another close, and I ask, “What does it feel like.”
“Like magic. Serena. I feel magic. I feel the magic of your star radiate inside me and I feel you. I feel you so well. I cannot explain it but—it is almost as if I can—like you are a part of me. Like you are inside me,” he rambles. 
Speechless, I don’t know what to say. This has never happened before. No one has ever survived one of my blasts, yet he—he embraces it. He takes it in. He lives. “How are you doing it?” 
“Doing what?” he wonders. 
“Embracing my light. I did not voluntarily share it with you. Or maybe I did without knowing. Either way, with the amount given, it should have burned you. You should have been incinerated the first time, yet here you stand, completely whole with it radiating inside you. How?” 
I have been forced to share my light with other’s before but not like this. Not this much at one time. 
“I have never heard of stars incinerating beings, but I suppose none who have claimed its magic, have ever connected with a star as powerful as yours. Serena… I think you might have awakened something lost inside me. I think you awakened my dormant magic.”
“You have magic?” I shout in surprise. I don’t know why it comes as such a shock to me. I’ve only ever been around those who possessed it. At least the one’s I was forced to share it with back on earth. 
“We all do. Every one of us holds some individual, unique form of magic within. Serena, no one from my world has witnessed the awakening of their dormant, ancestral magic. Not since the last falling star was claimed before magic ceased to exist amongst The Three Worlds. You wonder, why I am alive, well I believe it is because I have claimed what has been lost. One must claim a falling star to have one’s magic awakened and it has happened. I claimed mine. I claimed you. You say that you did not voluntarily share your light with me, but you did, through our joining. You gave your light to me when you gave yourself to me. You are my star, Serena and with your light, my kingdom may crawl out of darkness and embrace a magical world through me, their emperor, their king, and from you, The Star who holds the power to change it all.” 
My entire body grows stiff, my hands cold and clammy. “So, you’re going to tell them about me? About what I am?” I ask, nervous that more will know of me, that more may come for me, use me. 
“You have no idea the blessings you will bring upon my world. My kind will worship you. They will bow at your feet, ready to know The Star who has the power to restore magic upon our once magical worlds. You will become their God, Serena. You will become their salvation. You are the Lightbringer. You are The One True Star that has returned.” 
No. Not again. Not after being used and forced to share my magic on my planet. The very magic that got me here. The magic that made me into the villain that I am today. The villain who killed them all. The villain who killed everyone just so that I could escape a place who also wished to worship me as their God. 
No. I am no one’s God. Not anymore. Not ever again. 
My fingers flutter. “I am no one’s God.”
 

CHAPTER TEN
I’m panicking. My heart pounds beneath my chest, the light within running haywire in connection to feeling my own anxiety and fear. 
I attempt to free myself from his hold, lowering my legs and pushing on his chest to separate us. “Let me go.”
His brows purse with worry and confusion. “Why? What is wrong?” 
“Zurhen. You need to let me go. Right now!” I demand. I’m not stable when I’m like this. I’m not in control, and when I’m not, that’s when she finds a way to slip through the broken parts of me and that cannot happen. The last thing I want is for her to emerge and hurt more. Especially him. 
He releases me and I immediately step back. 
His light blue eyes turn hazy, glossy. His bottom lip trembles. “Serena. What did I do? What did I say?” 
I don’t answer but instead bend to grab my clothes. 
While taking quick note of the double doors behind him, I dress in haste, ready to escape, ready to run as I have always done before. And then I look to him, a part of that wrath I have long suppressed simmering at a dangerous level. “My light belongs to me. No longer will I be the breeder of magic. Not again. Not ever again.” 
Confusion casts upon his squinched face. “Breeder of magic? What? What does that mean? What are you talking about?” Yet instead of answering, I storm off. I make a run for it, pushing the double doors open with an unexpected, invisible force I did not know I could conjure. “Serena!” I hear him desperately call from behind. 
I suddenly halt, not by his voice but by an unforeseen howling gust of wind. 
One glance over my shoulder is enough to have me turn fully around. There, a swirling tycoon of blue wind and in the middle of its wrath, my giant alien. “How are you doing that?” 
With arms spread, he gazes upon his palms, then at the force of power that swirls around him. 
“Zurhen,” I speak in awe. “How are you doing that?” I repeat myself.
His wide, perplexed eyes meet mine and in the short moment we stare, the twister begins to fade, its air wisping away like a hand swiping through the fog. “Serena,” his somber voice speaks. 
“Go to him,” The Star urges. 
“No. I can’t.”
“Go to him,” she presses.
My vision blurs, tears clouding my eyes. “I am so sorry, Zurhen. I’m so sorry.” With that, I turn, taking off fast. 
Thanks to the awakening star and her healing power to restore me to our immortal state, my now fully functional legs move swiftly.
I’m off, sprinting past other beings and down many unknown halls. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know where I am going. I’m lost, but I don’t care. No, I keep running. Running until I may find a place of peace. A place where my aching soul may find some ounce of comfort. 
With blurry, watery eyes, I think of Zurhen and how I left him. Confused and hurt, I abandoned him, storming off instead of speaking the truth of how I felt. 
“You did the same to Steve. You abandoned him,” The Star reminds. 
“Shut up! What happened to Steve… it wasn’t my fault,” I cry. I don’t want to think of Steve. I can’t think of him. Not yet. Not now. 
She speaks. “Zurhen would have understood.” 
“He wanted to out me. He wanted me to restore magic upon his land. You of all beings know better than anyone how horrible that worked out the last time,” I remind. 
Used and forced to create more magical beings on earth, I became known as the breeder of magic, sharing my light until I was too weak to murmur a word beneath my near comatose state. 
They drained me, experimented on me like I was a worthless lab rat that meant nothing to them. Beaten into submission, they used me as their weapon and forced me and the others to fight their secret wars, slaughtering many in the name of selfish, political desires, but no more. No longer will I fight. No longer will blood shed from me, nor anyone else. That I vowed then and that I vow now. 
I wipe my blurry eyes and— “Ugh!” I grunt after smacking into something hard. Someone hard. 
“And yet we meet again,” his sultry, familiar voice speaks. Near hypnotized, I’m caught staring up and into his bright violet eyes. He holds my shoulders, balancing me after running straight into his arms. “I am beginning to think that you cannot keep away from—" That slick smile of his vanishes into a tight clenched glare when he notices my tears. He peers over my shoulder and searches behind. When he finds no one, his softening, kind eyes find mine. “Are you hurt?” he asks, his voice hard and full of worry. 
I shake my head. 
And there is it. That charming smirk of his returns and I can’t tell if I am annoyed or relieved to see it. 
“So, you do understand me. I knew you could.” He leans in close next to my ear and whispers, “Tell me, darling. Who should I obliterate for causing one as stunning as you to cry?” 
I pull away, forcing him release me. “No one. He did nothing wrong. He only wanted me to—” 
That deadly glare returns. “To what? Did he force himself upon you?” he darkly questions. 
“No! Not at all,” I quickly blurt. “He just—he wanted to tell them about me. He wanted me to help him restore magic upon his land.” 
He lets out a long, relieved sigh, calming almost instantly.
As he moves closer towards, I yield a few nervous steps back. 
The violet-eyed being then stops, standing a mere few inches before me and I allow it. I for some reason, I allow the closeness. 
I follow his hand as it reaches for me and when his fingers brush a strand of my hair delicately behind my ear, I shiver, not from revulsion but—from an unexpecting sense of comfort. “Beautiful hair,” he compliments. His grace, so feather light, that finger of his trails down my skin until it pulls away, the absence of his touch forming an invisible, thin, ghostly rubber thread that stretches far too wide. 
“If I did not know any better, I’d say that is something you do not wish to happen. Did you share with him how you feel?” I shake my head. “Life is far too short to not speak your truth. Tell him, and if he so chooses not to listen, then come find me again. Only together may we join forces and wrong all who have ever made us feel lesser than we are.” 
Lesser? As I gaze into his enchanting eyes and ponder his words, a part of me can’t help but feel this… pull. A connection to him. A connection that I suppose only two beings tortured with scars that run so deep, would know. 
I must know him. “Who are you—” 
“Serena!” 
“Zurhen,” I whisper in relief when I hear him call from behind. 
The moment I turn to face him, our eyes lock. 
Breathless but relieved, he slows his sprint as he moves nearer. He comes to a stop just a few feet in front of me. “What happened? Why did you run from me?” 
“They can’t know about me. No one can know what I am capable of. No one can know what I am. I don’t want to share my magic. I don’t want to be a breeder. I don’t want to fight anymore.” 
The thick veins in his neck protrude. Zurhen’s eyes flare. “A breeder? They did that to you?” he darkly questions. His voice wavers. “Your world forced you to breed with others?” 
I wince in disgust and shake my head fast. “What? No. Not like that. That’s not what I meant. I meant—they forced me to share my magic. They forced me to create others like me through the touch of transference, but they were never as strong as me. Their powers always eventually faded or they—they died.” 
He heaves a breath in relief yet remains stressed. “Serena... you misunderstood me. I would never force you to do anything like that. I only meant—" 
“Promise me no one will ever find out about me unless I say so.” 
Without hesitating, he responds, “I promise. Your secret is safe with me for however long you wish for me to keep it.” 
He peers over my shoulder, his jaw tightening as he glares at the one behind me. 
“Every one of her secrets will forever be safe with me.” 
Zurhen’s softening eyes find me. “Serena… I am sorry. I did not know. I had no idea how you felt. The truth is, I know nothing about you. I do not know what you want in life, what keeps you up at night, nor do I know what you go to sleep wishing for, but I want to know. I want to know everything about you so that this never happens again.” He extends his hand to me, and I look down on it. “Please allow me that chance. Take my hand, Serena. Be with me. Allow us to start again. Please.” 
After finding his dear sweet eyes, I take his hand without question. 
A soft, relieved sigh escapes him, just as a light smile, perks. In an instant, Zurhen pulls me close and wraps his long arms tightly around me. “Please do not ever run from me again. Now that we are connected, I cannot bare to be apart from you.” 
“Connected huh?” the one behind questions, but neither of us acknowledge him. 
“I won’t,” I promise. 
Zurhen’s hold on me strengthens and as it does, I squeeze him almost just as hard. 
With his cheek rested on top of my head and mine rested just below his chest, I take a glance back, only to see the one with the violet eyes no longer there. “Where did he go?” I wonder. 
“Where did who go?” Zurhen asks. 
My gaze remains on where he stood just a moment ago. “The one with the—never mind,” I mutter.
“Lesser,” I repeat his spoken word within. 
I don’t need him to remind me. I know my worth. I am not lesser, nor will I ever be. That I know. That, I believe. 
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We’re back in his suite, neither of us talking as I stand here being measured by two young, pretty females of his kind, Camanai and Kalla. 
“So, you enjoy wearing both dresses and pants?” Kalla confirms. 
“Yes, but is there a way to make my pants where they can bend easily with movement? Preferably in white?” 
They look to each other, then to me. “You mean, fighting leathers?” 
I look up, meeting Zurhen’s eyes. 
He stands across the room, leaning back against the wall.
Zurhen watches me as he so often does. In fact, he’s always watching me as if believing any second, I’d disappear, vanishing into the unknown, never to be seen again. It’s odd, but also kind of cute.
“Um,” I nervously reply. 
“She will not be fighting but if that is what she wishes to wear, then so be it. Create her a whole wardrobe,” he tells them. 
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the two obey. 
“Your Majesty?” Kala nervously calls. 
“What?” my rude king answers. 
“With limited stock of leather aboard, especially in white, I am afraid we must pull from His Majesty’s Imperial fabric line. Will that be alright?” 
“That is perfectly fine. From now on, what is mine is hers, always,” he ends with his piercing gaze set on me. “Are you two finished yet?” he turns to them to question.
“Just gathering her shoe size, Your Majesty,” Camanai responds. 
He’s impatient, moody. He wants me and God knows that I want him. I always want him. I crave him in ways that I can’t even begin to fathom and that scares me. Not much does but this—this does because like all beings I have come to know and care for, I tend to lose every single one of them, and I can’t lose him. Not ever. Just thinking about it makes me sick. 
Like a bond that connects us, binding us to one another, there is this pull between us, even stronger now after I’ve given him my light not once but twice. Powerful and all consuming, I’d say that what we have, is an unhealthy addiction towards one another but then again, who I am to judge what is good and what is bad? I am as far from grey as they come but he—he is good. He is the epitome of all that is good, all that is right and I’m—I’m just… wrong. I am so wrong for him, yet I don’t think I have it in me to ever let him go. 
Does that make me selfish? Does it make me evil? I don’t even care at this point. I’m already so far gone. He can have me as I am or take nothing at all. God, I hope it’s not the second. 
“His heart for you is true. That much I know,” she speaks within. 
“For now,” I respond. 
“Finished, Your Majesty,” Camanai says as she stands. 
Zurhen pushes himself off the wall with his foot and quickly approaches me. 
He slides an arm around, pulls me into his side and turns to face the two females. “She will require a gown for tonight. Preferably one made of dark blue to match my royal, ceremonial tunic. How soon can you have it ready?” 
They look to each other, then to him. “We can get to work creating one right away, Your Majesty,” Kalla responds. 
“Very well. You both may go,” he tells them. 
The two bow and then turn for the door. 
Zurhen leaves me to let them out but as soon as the females exit and the door shuts, he swings around, coming for me.
“I haven’t worn a dress since I was a little kid,” I admit, suddenly finding myself nervous by how handsomely intimidating he appears. He ignores my comment, his eyes now dark and his expression hungry. “I don’t really know what else to say to you right now.”
“Then do not speak a word and just kiss me,” he commands as he lifts me by my bottom and crashes his heavy lips upon mine. 
And so, I do. I kiss him as if it were our last day alive. 
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As a little girl, I fondly remember sneaking into my mother’s closet and playing dress up with her pretty, floral dresses and wedged sandals.
Always struggling to walk to her floor length mirror, when I’d get there, I’d admire myself wearing her oversized clothes and big floppy straw, sun hat. 
I don’t know why I would do it. I hated dresses, but I suppose the curiosity simply came from me just wishing to be anyone but the person I was. Or maybe I was just bored. 
I’m so easily bored. 
Momma would eventually find me, pretending to be shocked and upset at what I was doing, but I knew she didn’t mind. “At least someone is putting good use to my old clothes,” she would say. She’d kneel in front of the mirror beside me, smile and add, “You’re very pretty, Serena. You are momma’s remarkable, pretty, little girl, you know that, right?” 
As I gaze upon myself in the big mirror, I whisper beneath my breath. “Well, you should see me now, momma.” 
After having my make up applied and hair curled and done in a formal updo, I can’t stop staring at the intricate detail and work that was put into it. 
Glittery, white, curly strands hang around my temples, just as woven twists, and braids weave around towards the back. My hair looks fit for a princess. A magical fairy princess like the kind momma used to read to me before bed. And this gown… this beautiful, glimmering, navy-blue, floor length gown with sheer, sparkling sleeves, and a long, thin, blue train… it’s beautiful. I look—beautiful. 
My hands trace the indentions of my body and down the sides of the silky fabric that clings to my form. 
I admire the way the gown accentuates my every womanly curve, taking in the low-cut bust and the top of my exposing breasts with a wave of confidence I never knew I could own. 
“Extraordinary,” he speaks from behind. 
I turn, blushing as I size him up. 
His slick hair is pulled back, not a stray strand in sight. 
The dark blue hue of his formal royal tunic matches the material of my gown, but what really sets him apart from I, is the silver, ornamental epaulettes on his shoulders, the two long rows of buttons leading down his garment, and the star embroidery around his neck, cuffs, and hem. 
He is absolutely, stunning. So much so, sometimes I can’t breathe when I gaze upon that remarkably breathtaking, blue face of his. 
As he admires me from afar, I approach him, extending my hand out for him to take. “Take my hand, Zurhen.” 
And so, he does. Proudly.
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The air feels different. Ignited with a warm enchantment that almost feels too sacred, too beautiful to disturb. Can they feel it or is it just I? Maybe it’s the vibe. This place is quite magical, even unreal at times.
The twinkling, star-studded, re-decorated room is lit with a nightly blue ambience. One in which reminds me of the night sky, of home.
We enter together and everyone in attendance immediately turns towards their king. Majority of them bow in respect and allegiance to His Majesty, all except me.
I look to Zurhen, not knowing if I too should bow or remain standing. 
“You can bow before me later, when I have you on your knees,” he ends with a seductive wink, and I—I swear it’s like he can read my mind. Sometimes, I truly wonder if he can… 
While quietly chuckling, I bite my bottom lip to keep from giggling too loud. “We’ll see about that,” I tease, yet he only beams. So handsomely. 
Slowly, he raises his palm and all rise, going about their previous routines. 
As we walk amongst the parted gathering, Zurhen extending his elbow for me to hold, we make our way towards the small stage at the end of the blue lit room. Meanwhile, my gaze wanders, noticing a few familiar faces within the crowd. 
Dressed so elegantly, Nay’ahli and Cur’rav stand off to left side together, each holding a thin glass of clear, bubbly liquid in their hand. 
Zurhen notices his friends and nods in greeting. They nod back, raising their glasses high to their king. 
A male being speaks from on stage. “Good evening, Your Majesty. We are humbled for your appearance today.”
We turn, casting our attention on the one bended towards us. 
Zurhen responds. “I suppose I have missed too many of these celebrations to have you humbled by my presence.”
“We are always humbled by your Imperial appearances, Your Majesty, just as we are delighted to have you celebrate this year’s Winter Starlight with us.” 
Zurhen gives him a polite nod. “Thank you. I look forward to celebrating it.” 
“As do I. It will of course be a lovely celebration away from home and just the event to bring us such holiday cheer.”
“I should hope so,” Zurhen responds. 
One final nod from the king, he ends the conversation by turning and directing his attention to me.
“What is Winter Starlight?” I ask. I wonder if it is like Christmas. 
He smiles kindly. “It is a time when the beings of my world come together on the longest winter night beneath the stars to celebrate the joys the holiday season brings them. There is often many songs, artistic performances, and winter sports involved but seeing how we are to spend the holiday aboard ship, unfortunately we are limited to just the singing and theater.” So, it is like Christmas. 
“Are there gift exchanges?” 
His head tilts in confusion. “Gift exchanges?” he asks. Okay, so not like Christmas. 
I turn, feeling embarrassed that I asked. “Never mind,” I say. A part of me feels bummed but I shouldn’t. It’s not like I expect a gift from anyone, especially him after all he’s done for me. I don’t know. Maybe it’s just the kid in me feeling disappointed for being robbed of the last years of my childhood. The years I would have had with my family had I not obliterated them into dust. 
“I still haven’t forgiven you for that,” I tell The Star. 
“I know,” she replies. 
“You’re lucky I haven’t found a way to kill you. Yet,” I half tease her. 
“The luckiest,” she responds, not believing my tease. 
Zurhen’s two gentle fingers turn my chin, having me look right back at him. “Does your kind do gift exchanges during Winter Starlight?” 
“My family and I, well we celebrated Christmas, not Winter Starlight and yes, we did.”
“Then I will get you a gift. After we have returned home to The Royal City of Vargon.” 
I shake my head. “No. You don’t have to do that. Please don’t get me anything. You’ve already given me too much already,” I state, yet he just smirks. 
“I would like to see you try and stop me from spoiling my lover.” That’s it. I give. I completely give in, not having it in me to fight with this sweet, gentle, giant. His smile fades, a more serious expression taking over. “About what happened in the observatory. There are a few things I wish to ask you. About what you said.” 
“You want to ask me about what happened here? Right now?”
“No. Not right now. Later. When you and I retire to our quarters. No. Tonight we know fun. Tonight, we celebrate all that we are thankful for, and all that we wish to come true.” 
My smile meets my cheek bones. “Sounds like the perfect night.”
“To a perfect night it shall be.”
Just then, Emerlum approaches Zurhen’s side, the burly giant’s focus set on me. His gaze lowers, taking in my full appearance but when his heavy, lustful eyes lift, they find my awaiting, smug smile. 
With his stare lingering, he greets Zurhen. “Commander.”
I am the one who responds with a wicked grin. “Hello, Emerlum.”
Deep and sultry, his voice is that of an alluring beast. “Serena.”
Zurhen studies the both of us. “I take it you two have spoken to each other before?” 
Emerlum answers. “Yes. Outside the meeting room. I had sent you the report of her interrogation, but I see that you have yet to view it.” Snitch. 
“Anyone can make another slip and talk. What you did was just annoy me into speaking,” I admit as if he was in the wrong. 
He smirks. “But it worked. Did it not? Besides, you would not have slipped had you been honest and not chosen to hide behind your silence.” Touché, big guy. 
“Well, maybe I was just waiting to know I could trust you all before I opened my mouth to speak. Did you ever think of that?” 
Emerlum laughs behind closed lips, eyeing me a moment longer before he turns towards his king. “I like her.” 
Zurhen pulls me close and lays a long, proud kiss against my temple and while he looks down at me, I stare up at him. “Yeah. I like her too,” he adds. I blush, beaming. 
Emerlum suddenly turns serious. “I know now may not be the appropriate time, but there is something I need to discuss with you. Alone,” he says, catching my gaze before reverting his to the king. 
“It is Winter Starlight. Can this not wait?” Zurhen questions him under an annoyed tone. 
“No, Commander, for it is about a group of pris—” He looks to me, then to the king. 
He begins speaking an unfamiliar language, a language I can only assume is the native Vargonian language he spoke of earlier.
“I see. Alright then,” his commander responds. Zurhen turns to me. He takes my shoulders, staring down. “Will you be alright on your own?” 
I nod. “Yeah. Don’t worry. I’m perfectly capable,” I tease. 
He smiles handsomely. “If anyone here knows that to be true, it is I.” Truth be told, I haven’t had time to myself since I arrived here. I’ve grown entirely too dependent on him, and I need to break the habit before it gets worse. So, some alone time will be good for me. Space is always nice. I like my space. I enjoy my freedom. “I will not be long,” he assures.
He pulls me in, lays a long kiss upon the top of my head and then quickly turns, walking away with Emerlum in tow. 
Emerlum stops and stares back.
“What?” I ask. 
“You look—” 
I smirk. “I look what, Emerlum?”
His gaze sweeps me from head to toe and back up. His head shakes, as does his smirk widen. “Be good,” he orders.
I gasp, pretending to be offended. 
While still shaking his head, he turns, following his king.
I watch them until they disappear beyond the crowd and then I turn. “Big dominant flirt,” I murmur after him. 
And like that, anxiety suddenly creeps in. 
As my breathing heavies, and my skin turns clammy and cool, I ball my fists, digging my nails into my flesh. 
All eyes are on me, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.
Slowly, they each look away, leaving me standing here with shallow, fast breaths and a mild case of immobilization.
“Social anxiety,” mom used to say whenever we’d escape the forest and venture into the city to shop. That’s what this is. I’m not used to crowds. I’m not used to talking. Never was. Not even to those I’d find myself surrounded by during war. Not that we’d have much to talk about when all that went through our minds was the internal need to survive. To survive, kill, only to be tortured and brainwashed to kill again, and again… and again… every day of my depressing life. 
I shudder at the remembrance, choosing to forget my past. 
With one long, deep exhale, I shake it off. “Not today,” I tell myself. “Not today.” And then I close that door for another time and focus on my breathing before I put one foot in front of the other. 
The blue lights suddenly dim. The room goes dark with all but a faint, neon blue glow that allows us to see through its filtered hue. 
Applause erupts and all turn towards the stage.
The main performer begins with exciting the crowd with a joyous speech. 
“These Mel’Vargen’s and their many excessive celebrations,” speaks a distinct, smooth voice from over my shoulder. 
A heavy, relieved sigh escapes me. My nerves calm, allowing me the pleasant beauty of relaxing in the company of his presence. And when I turn my head back to see him… bright, violet, captivating eyes. 
I blink and when I open my now glowing eyes, it’s as if a whole new world is revealed.
Above and around him, glittering magic. Stardust. It is everywhere, flowing throughout the room like shimmering, translucent ribbons in which sway lightly amongst the air we breathe. Magic is all around us and never have I seen it like this before. How long has it been here? Has it always been present? No. I would have sensed it. I would have seen it. This is new. 
Beneath my chest, my light dances in harmony, swaying to the rhythm of this silent, mystical sound. More than a sound, it is a vibration. A celestial hum. The calling of angels. The sound of the stars. I would recognize it anywhere.
One last high sweeping gaze above, my head lowers to meet his soft awaiting smile.
Despite the darkness of his aura flowing from his figure like hot breaths upon frigid water, his smile is that of sunlight illuminating the darkest corners of the world. It is beautiful, so much so, it is almost impossible to look away.
I blink, allowing my green eyes to return.
He’s close. Always so close. 
His gaze drifts to the white, glittery, streaks that hang along the sides of my face. “Lovely hair,” he says. 
“You’ve complimented it before.”
His eyes lift, that smug smirk of his present. “Well, I’m complimenting it again.” He hands me a glass with clear, sparkling liquid in it. 
I take it, eyeing those bubbles with a haunting remembrance. “To be honest. I miss celebrating things,” I mention.
The violet eyed being circles me as if I were a prize, he’d become intrigued on winning. “You’re right. I miss them too.” He stops, standing to my right. He looks to me and toasts, “Well, cheers to yet another glorious Winter Starlight.” 
Our glasses clink.
As he drinks, I admire his coifed, glimmering, metallic purple hair and then move on to scan his attire. 
What appears to be made of a velvety texture, his very low, V-cut tunic shimmers of purple in the light, and black in the dark. A trick of the eye, it reminds me of what a magician might wear to distract you from seeing the truth of deception. And then those stars… a swirling of gold embroidered stars and streaks decorate the fabric with an oddly familiar pattern I feel as though I have seen before. Somewhere… 
“Ahh,” he sighs. “Say, what you will about the beautiful giants, but they sure can create an exquisite wine. What? Not a fan of alcohol? Darling?”
Deeply distracted by the starry pattern on his tunic, I barely hear anything of what he just said. I look up quick. “What?” I ask. 
He bites down on his bottom lip, smirking cockily. “Alcohol. Are you not a fan?” Alcohol. I assumed it was and not acid like the guards would force me to drink as a kid when I would cry or misbehave. 
I’ve never had alcohol before. Mom used to always say that it was bad for you. 
I shake my head no. 
He lifts my glass from beneath and raises it to my lips. “You will never know what you enjoy or despise, if you do not take what lies before your very eyes.” 
Curious, I take a sip, grimacing when the strong, bitter taste of it coats my tongue and throat. 
An innocent, mumbled chuckle sounds from the back of his throat. “And now you know.” 
As he takes my drink, sipping the rest, my gaze falls back to his luminous, exposed, tatted skin. It is from there where I follow the path of his deep V tunic down towards the top two rows of his impeccably ripped abdominals. Confident or conceded, he’s made his statement, loud and clear. This horned alien sure can wear a suit. 
He hands our glasses off to someone passing by then looks to me, smiling behind closed lips. “We didn’t get to do much celebrating back in our old prison, did we?”
I stare up at him. “This isn’t a prison,” I defend. 
“Maybe not by your definition but to others, it is still a cell, keeping them in from where they wish to go. Many are starting to grow restless, all wanting to return home but being told to be patient, to wait. Different lingo, yet familiar words, wouldn’t you agree?” 
He must mean what the second group of guards would shout at us. The one’s who took over for our previous captors. I was never capable of understanding them, as I was too weak to adapt to their language, but I gather the phrases might have been similar. “And is that what you believe? Do you believe that this place is just another prison that keeps us trapped?”
He smirks before answering. “Prison or not, I am right where I need to be, as I was in the last cell that held me.” 
I study him for a long moment, curious to ask what he means by that, but feel as though it might be a long, depressing conversation better suited for later. I know I despise speaking of my past. I can only imagine that he does too. I mean, after all we’ve been through, why would anyone want to be reminded? 
I stare forward when a string of instruments sound, its music a delicate tempo to the start of an intriguing story. 
A large hanging moon lowers down the center of the stage, its’ cool white glow casting over the dark painted mural of mountains and trees in the backdrop. 
The play has begun, fake snow falling onto the performers as they dance like the skilled ballerina’s they are. 
Their feet shuffle, the white flakes beneath their toes flying up and around them like reversed falling snow and I am jealous. Seeing the snow, I am reminded of a happy memory. 
I think of my siblings and how we would play in the cold, wet fluff in front of our home together. Lizzy, Derek, and Patrick. They might have been unkind to me, but that doesn’t mean that I didn’t love them because I do. I still do. I love them so much. So much, it hurts. 
God, I miss them. 
My eyes blur, filling with tears and when I close them, two heavy one’s escape, splashing upon the top of my breast. 
I quickly wipe my cheeks, along with the memory of my siblings. 
“And here comes the stars,” he leans in to mock. His scent… he smells good. So does his hair. It smells really good.
Numerous shooting stars fly diagonally across the stage. Obviously cut outs on zip wire, regardless of the theatrics, the performance and aesthetic amaze me. 
The soft, angelic “ahh’s,” of the choir rises a few decibels before falling back into a faint, vibrating, angelic hum. They remind me of the sound of the stars.
The main speaker’s speech suddenly changes to that same language Emerlum spoke to Zurhen and it bugs me that I cannot understand it. “Do you know what he is saying?” I ask the one beside me. 
He leans closer in. “It’s the Vargonian language. They use it to tell their ancestral stories.”
“Can you share it with me?” I ask him.
Bewildered, he looks to me, staring in deep, blank silence as if the question alone was one, I should not even have to ask. “Of course, I can.” He looks ahead before translating. “He is saying, long ago, during a time where the stars did not encompass the heavens, a great explosion had occurred, filling the dark skies with these magnificent beaming white lights. Scattered across the galaxy, the stars shined in the night, lighting the world as the inhabitants had never known before. But as soon as the stars appeared, one particularly bright star began to fall straight towards them. It was the first falling star the planet of Mel’Vargon had ever witnessed.” 
Without pausing, he goes on. “Falling fast, the world had braced itself, expecting its doom, but as the star came crashing down against the barren land, its radiance casting a light so bright, the world let out a relieved sigh when they did not perish, but survive. Frightened and confused, the natives began to pray to the large, white, glowing, celestial orb, in hopes that it may hear their kindness and spare them from whatever wrath it so wished to project upon them. For a while as the glowing star lay pulsing, dormant in its crater, the natives only observed, too afraid to approach it. That was until one day, the chief did. Brave and courageous, he had spoken of how The Star had called to him, how it whispered his name in his dreams, and in life.” 
My eyes bulge as does my head swing to him. “And then what?” I ask. 
He looks to me. “He touched it of course.” 
“Did he become The Star?” 
“No. He only absorbed it. The moment the chief made contact, the mighty star exploded, its radial blast of light surging outbound through him and across The Three Worlds. The tale goes that when the chief opened his eyes, the world as he knew it, glowed a bright blue. A blue that only the Star-Blessed could see. Thanks to the combination of the rich blue soil and the light of The Star, The Three Worlds would go on to be known as The Three Enchanted Blue Planets.” 
“How?” 
“Through the power of The Star and what it gifted to those worthy of being blessed by it.”
He takes my shoulders with a gentle squeeze and moves behind, peering over. “And so, the claiming of magic from The Falling of the Stars had begun. After the claiming of the first falling star, many more fell across the universe but none reacting the same way as it had on Mel’Vargon and its two neighboring planets of Mel’Ven and Mel’Voy.” 
I look back at him only to be confronted with our faces so near. So dangerously close. 
His gaze drops to my lips and then his eyes lift, holding my stare. 
“Why did the stars react differently on other planets compared to the one’s on The Three Enchanted Blue Planets?” I ask. 
“Because legend has it that there is only one true source of power.” 
“From The One True Star,” I mutter, remembering what Zurhen had said. 
Does that mean that my star was the star that crashed against Mel’Vargon all those years ago? 
He nods, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “No other star may compare to the power that the original star holds. No, they are merely, cheap knockoffs in comparison. The further the planets impacted by the original star’s blast, the less magic they absorbed, the less magic its inhabitants would wield, making those outside the bounds of The Three Worlds, weak, pathetic mages next to the giant star-blessed creatures of the Mel’Var galaxy.” 
He continues. “Magic exists in everyone; everywhere, but nowhere does it radiate as profoundly than it does on the lands of The Three Enchanted Blue Planets. Some say it is because there is a special bond between The Three Enchanted Blue Planets and the stars themselves. A bond that when joined, created an everlasting connection, a spark of light. A cosmic conjunction so powerful, that it had the ability to alter time and creation itself. It is a mystery as to why the Mel’Var galaxy was chosen to be the first planets; the stars had fallen onto, but between you and I, I believe it was because someone, long ago, made a wish. A wish powerful enough to draw the stars themselves towards their world.” 
“Who would hold such power to draw the stars to them? Was it the chief?” 
“He seems to be the obvious choice of blame.” 
“But then magic disappeared from the worlds later on, right?” I ask, already knowing the answer. 
He nods. “The day the stars re-claimed its magic, they left not a trace to be seen, felt, sensed. They had abandoned the planets, leaving them utterly dry and defenseless of the only source of power they knew. One would have never even known their presence existed. There one day and gone the next, The Three Worlds thought they would not recover, nor witness the stars again, but only in the night when they gazed up, wishing for their return.” 
His head turns forward watching the performer with a melancholy gaze. He changes the subject and asks, “Are you a fan of the performing arts?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
He looks to me. “What? Not your cup of tea?” he teases.
“I wouldn’t know. I’ve been locked away my whole life to know what I do or do not like.” His smirk drops and he just stares. “What?” I ask. Yet instead of speaking, he squeezes my shoulders and takes in a deep breath of air through his nose.
After a few seconds, his grip loosens but his touch remains.
Down his firm hands lower along the sheer sleeves of my dress and my arms.
He stops just above my elbows, holding onto me. He’s tense. I must have something weird or offensive. Stupid me. Why do I always say the wrong thing? 
“Are you alright?” I ask. He does not respond, so I try asking another question. “Why did The Star abandon the planets and take back magic?”
He clears his throat before speaking. “Darkness had fallen upon the three planets but not for long. As the worlds pre-vailed, determined to restore what was lost, they learned to evolve, reaching an advancement in science, medicine, and technology. Through study and persistence, they went on to scower the heavens and other worlds in hopes of finding and claiming what they had lost long ago, but despite whatever magic they found and brought back, it did not glow upon the land. Its magic was useless. Dead.”
He looks towards the performer. “The chief had gained a power unlike anything his world had ever seen. He had become the first magic claimed being of The Three Worlds, his and any of the original star-blessed descendants who would go on to carry the dormant gene that they possessed. A gene which could only be awakened by the claiming of a star for themselves. If so chosen to be blessed by a star that is.” 
Zurhen. His dormant power had been awakened by my star. I saw it. I saw it with my own eyes. Whatever it was… 
He shares more. “The falling stars had become so abundant thereafter. Falling on two of the longest nights of the year when the planets would align in orbital rotation. Eventually, The Three Worlds of Mel’Vargon, Mel’Ven, and Mel’Voy were full of many inhabitants, all with claimed gifts which they would learn to harness and master. Soon, that was all the worlds knew. Was magic. The stars had become their God. Their religion, for they gave them everything. Blessed them with all that they could ever wish for, and they just took it. Greedy and selfish, they drained and stole everything from her, that was until the day finally came where she reclaimed all that was left. And then she vanished. She disappeared not only from them but from—” he cuts himself off, his grip suddenly tightening around my arms. 
She? Could there be more stars like mine? Did he know one? Or is he referring to my own? “She?” I question. 
He releases my arms, takes in a deep breath, and then emits a slow exhale. Like a switch so easily turned off and on, his chipper self returns, followed by a forced smile that doesn’t take magic to see right though. “I got you something,” he says, ignoring me yet again. 
He moves beside and hands me a small, black, wrapped box. 
I study it, then him. “But how—why would you gift me something? I thought—” 
“It is easier not to ask how I know things or why I do what I do, and just accept the gift,” he says yet I just stare, blankly. He play frowns, takes my hand and places the gift on top of my palm. “I did work hard at wrapping it. The least you can do is allow me the pleasure of watching you rip it apart.”
Eager and too stunned to speak, I don’t wait. I open the gift. 
A loud, shocked gasp escapes me the moment I lay eyes on what awaits inside. “Oh my god,” I breathe.
Without hesitation, I lift the shiny, long gold chain out of the box so quickly, I forget where I put the box.
He laughs, the sweet, joyous sound echoing straight through to my soul.
Wire wrapped with intricate curls, there glows a bright stone of a star. 
Utterly entranced, I admire the different shades of purple, pink, and green trapped in the confined space of the big, shiny jewel. 
As the colors swoosh within, floating like clouds of magic, I think of the Aurora Borealis dancing in the night sky above my childhood home. I think of my home. I think of my family, and I smile. “It’s like the Northern Lights were captured and placed into this star,” I mutter.
A single, heavy tear drips before meeting the exposed skin of my breast. 
As I hold the jewel up before my eyes, there, his reflection smiles back at me. His smile radiates almost brighter than The Star itself and I’d be blind if I said that it was not the most exquisite sight I have ever seen.
His hands reach forward. “May I?” he asks, as he takes each side of the chain.
I nod, incapable of speaking for fear of my voice will crack. 
He moves behind, securing the necklace around my neck. 
A shiver rolls through me when the coolness of the jewel graces my skin. Glacier cold. It’s just how I remember winter.
As he releases the chain, it slips down, burrowing between the valley of my breast—an unexpected surge of adrenaline rushes through me. An energy revitalizing enough to wake me from this dreamless sleep I did not know I was ever in.
He taps my shoulders. “There. Perfectly aligned.” Again, he moves to stand close at my side. With his gaze set forward, and his smile bright, he releases a happy sigh. “Ahhh. What a beautiful night.”
“I don’t understand. Why would you give me this and why a star?”
He looks to me. “So, you do not ever forget where it is that you came from and what it is that you are.”
My expression falls. “He knows what we are,” I alert my star. 
“But how do you know—” 
His finger rises to his lips. “Shhh or they’ll hear,” he ends with a mischievous wink. “Enjoy the celebration, Serena. You deserve to be happy. You always have,” he says as he backs away. 
No. He doesn’t get off that easy. 
I reach for his wrist to stop him. 
He studies my hand and then looks up at me beneath a wide, smug smile. 
“Wait. You know my name, but I don’t know yours. Who are you?”
I release him and he straightens, standing tall and poised before me.
Divine and magnificent, there’s this holy radiance about him that that I find so… compelling, so transcendent that with just one stare, it would make any non-believer of faith drop to their knees in worship.
“I go by Nolance. You may call me that.” 
And then he’s gone, those enchanting glowing beacons of wonder penetrating my own as he disappears into the darkness. Wait. Not just darkness, but—black shadows fill the area where he once stood, rising, and swirling like a storm without rain.
My eyes bulge. 
Black shadows. Not light like me, but—the opposite. 
I’m left here, staring even long after he is gone. 
Frozen, I realize that it is not a paralysis that holds me hostage, but the contradicting need to leave him be, or chase after him that I find myself fighting. Chase. I choose to chase. I’m not done with him. I need to know. I need answers and he’s going to give them to—a loud banging collision, sends our ship jerking sideways. 
All who stand, fall. 
The impact sends me landing on my side with a harsh and painful thud. “Ugh!” I grunt.
My body rolls but as soon as I am able, I plant my palms upon the floor, and stop myself from rolling further. 
My head lifts, observing my surroundings. 
Everything has gone dark. Like a dense, black fog, it consumes the room, the only light, a faint blue glow amongst the thick clouds of darkness. 
As beings rise, screaming, and shouting in chaotic panic, I know I must get up, or risk being trampled by the many stomping feet nearby. 
“Take my hand, Serena,” his voice speaks. 
I look up, staring into those bright violet eyes that seem to glow so naturally within the dark. “I have to find Zurhen.” 
He scans the room, studying the chaos around us.
He then gazes down at me and extends his hand further. “Well, it doesn’t seem as if he is searching for you. Come with me. Take my hand, Serena.”
“And go where?” I ask. 
“Some place safe. Where you belong.” 
My head turns, searching for Zurhen within the darkness. I wait a few short seconds, hoping he’d come find me but when he does not, I reach for Nolance’s hand, taking it with a firm grip. 
“Good girl,” he praises. As soon as he pulls me to stand, I hiss, limping from the striking pain that shoots down my leg. Nolance notices. “It’s alright. I got you,” his soft voice whispers. His touch… so tender, so protective, his fingers glide across my back until he has an arm locked around me. Next, he pulls me close and then lifts me. After relieving me of the pressure, the pain from my hip subsides. “To us, pain is only temporary.” He then takes my hand and ever so slowly, slides it down the curve of my body. Stopping at my hip, our hands remain, his pressed upon mine. “Do what you do best, Serena. Glow,” he orders and so I do. I allow my hand to glow, healing my own self as I have always known to do, but how he knows I can? “All better now?” his gentle voice speaks. 
Too transfixed by his deep stare, all I can muster is a faint whisper. “Yes.”
That bright, slick, handsome smile of his rises high. “Then how about we escape this prison and have us some real fun?” 
“Okay,” I breathe. “Let’s go.”
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
All scourer in fear of the unknown, everyone running in the opposite direction down this unlit, shadowy hall, and as they do, Nolance leads me by hand, towards the dark terror that frightens them all. 
Ominous and unreal, a violent storm of black clouds and purple static lightning illuminates before us. 
A mix of fright, curiosity and thrill nearly stuns me immobile. “Are we really heading towards that?” I ask.
“Yes,” he responds. 
“But you said you were taking me some place safe. Safe is not near whatever that is!” I end with pointing ahead, yet as I stare, I cannot help but find myself drawn to it. Like a moth to a flame, I fear I am to be burned but as someone who is used to pain, what’s a little more? Leave it to me, to run towards danger, rather than away. 
“Turn around,” her urgent, nervous voice speaks within.
“Since when are you afraid of the dark?” 
“Something isn’t right. Turn around,” she presses. 
“Why?” She does not respond. “I swear you go from hot to cold so easily. You’re so confusing. Fine. When you come up with a reason, then you let me know.” 
Like a siren’s song that whispers into my ear, I can’t escape it, this—pull. It beckons me, awakening a part of me that I do not recognize. Impossible to resist, I do not fight it. No, I let it pull me. I allow him to tug me deeper into this magical, dark unknown that he is determined to lead me into. 
He speaks. “You can spend your entire life in fear of the unknown, or you can learn to trust me. Take a leap of faith, Serena!” 
“A leap of faith? Trust you? I don’t even know you!” 
Those violet eyes stare back, and I don’t have to see him through the shadows to know that he is smirking and stupid me, I smile by it. I smile a little too hard. 
He turns forward, hustling through the chaotic crowd with me in tow. 
How he can guide us through this madness, I have no clue, but seeing how we haven’t run into anyone yet; I suppose I can trust him. At least I hope so. 
“Come Serena! I can guarantee you do not want to miss this,” he insists. 
“Why I am blindly following you into darkness, I will never know,” I sass, yet he just chuckles. Adrenaline. It courses through my veins, resurrecting a part of me that has been long lost, but I feel it. I feel that broken part of me begin to mend, to come alive. There’s a spark, not hers but one of my own and it is shining. Greater than ever. 
Nolance makes an unexpected hard right turn, pulling me along with him. 
I grunt after being pushed roughly against a wall. “What the—what are you doing, you psycho?” He stands close, his warm breath blowing upon my skin like the sweetest of warm summer breezes. “Nolance?” I nervously question. Danger. He is the epitome of every warning sign, every red flag. Even my own light screams for me to run yet for the life of me, I cannot resist this—pull. 
I should flee. I should fight. I should—the tip of his nose nudges mine.
One flick up, one flick down. He presses a finger to my parted, wet lips. “Shhhh,” he hushes. So slowly, he lowers that finger down over my bottom one and then lets up, allowing it to spring back into place. My mouth remains agape. My breath heavy. My eyes wide. His lips hover barely before mine. “I can taste your fear, but it is diluted by something stronger.”
“What?” I ask.
A wicked chuckle vibrates from beneath his chest. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
One by one, his arms cage my face close between his two. Not only am I trapped by him but by those penetrating violet eyes I swear has the power to reach into the depths of my soul.
There’s this intensity, familiarity. It’s almost as if we’ve been here before. In this exact moment. Déjà vu. 
My heart beats fast, my chest rising and falling upon each deep breath in and out.
I’ve felt this before with him and I feel it now. A curious anxiety. An unrelenting call. 
We’re too close. Way too close.
“Do I make you nervous, little star?”
“No,” I barely breathe.
My gaze falls to his inked chest. I recall the beautiful, detailed tattoo I witnessed back at the celebration. 
Black, wispy strokes with faint white, intertwined threads, weave across his left chest, their double helix tails coming together to join at the end, right above where his heart burrows beneath his flesh. 
Curious to touch them then, I do now. 
I trace the lines with a light, gentle glide, following every swirl, dip, and peak. It’s when they end, where I rest my three fingers upon the faint white scar shaped star, just above his heart. 
“You should see the rest of them,” his deepened voice speaks. 
My eyes find his amongst the darkness. “There’s more?” I ask, my tone rising in intrigue. 
“Far more.” 
“Is the white a scar? When I saw it before, it looked as though it was removed.” 
“I suppose you may say that,” he responds. 
I withdraw my fingers and rest my palms against the back wall beside me.
He’s somehow found a way to move closer.
I gasp. “Nolance.” 
With his warm cheek rested against my own, he speaks into my ear, his voice a sultry vibration echoing into my mind. “And if I were to strip you bare, right this very instant, would I find any artistic markings upon your exquisite flesh?” 
I shiver. “No,” I breathe. “I don’t have any tattoos.” 
He smiles against my skin. “I can change that if you’d like.” He smells so good. Like a powerful, fresh winter wind made of the night and the stars themselves. It is addicting. Him. I find his scent, very addicting. Dangerous. 
“What are we doing?” I question behind closed, relaxed eyes. 
My mind has melted. My body weightless and free of all stress ever owned. I am floating. I have become a cloud, swaying in the cool winter wind. 
He pulls back, the tip of his nose touching my own. “You keep talking and they will find us.” 
“Who will find us?” 
“So many questions,” he teases. 
I open my eyes, giving him a flat, unamused stare. 
He bops me on the nose with the tip of his finger. “Boop.”
My brows purse, my lips curling upwards in frustra—I break, chuckling softly behind closed lips. 
He’s good at that. Getting me to smile. To laugh. 
Nolance speaks. “You know. You’re quite adorable when you pretend to be upset with me.” 
“And you’re quite annoying when you don’t answer my questions.” 
“Then stop asking so many. You act as if I have all the known answers to the universe.”
“Do you?” I wonder. 
“Wouldn’t you like to know.” 
Once again, he bops me on the nose. 
“Stop doing that.” 
“Make me,” he taunts. 
“Wouldn’t you like to see me try,” I mock. 
“I would obliterate worlds just to witness what you can do.” 
“Please don’t do that.” 
“Only because you said please.” 
For a moment, we remain where we are, the silence and the heat of our heavy breaths the only noise filling the small space between us. 
“There’s nothing more that I hate, than to be ignored,” I confess. 
“Who would ever ignore you?” he questions. 
“Everyone.” 
“Then they can all die a sun blazing death for all I care. I hear you, Serena. I do, but there are some things that I choose not to answer for they are answers that I do not have the strength to speak of. Not yet. Be patient with me.” 
Be patient with me. 
There’s a depth of pain behind those last words. A pain that hits me more deeply than I’ve ever felt for any other.
My bottom lip quivers. My eyes become a hazy gaze filled with tears. I blink, clearing my view. “Nolance… if anyone understands what it means to be patient, then it’s me. I am so sorry for all that you went through.” 
“Do you even know what you are sorry for?”
“I just—I wasn’t the only one trapped on that ship. You were too and knowing that… I wish I could have found a way to help—” He takes me by surprise when claims my face between his two firm hands. A still silence follows. “Nolance?” I softly call. 
I grasp his arms and give him a pulsing squeeze as if to say, “I am here. I am here for you. You are not alone.” 
While a hand of his remains rested upon my cheek, the fingers of his other slip between my strands. 
He removes the pin that holds my updo.
My wavy hair falls. 
His fingers close, grasping a chunk from behind. 
I inhale a deep, quivering breath. And to my nervous surprise, he tilts my head back causing my chin to raise and my lips to near skim his. 
His breath is hot when he whispers. “No. It was I who should have helped you. I failed you, Serena. I failed you.”
I’m filled with confusion. “But you didn’t know who I was. How could you have known who I was? Why would you help someone you didn’t know?” 
“One does not need to know a name, to feel as though they know another.” 
Something alerts him.
Nolance takes my shoulders, peering out the door beside us.
His voice is no longer the saddened tone it once was. “All clear. I hope you enjoy running.”
“He hides his pain, just as you,” she speaks. 
“It’s the only way we know how to live with what we had to survive,” I reply. 
“Why do we need to run?” I ask him. 
He playfully groans. “Again, with the questions. You’re like a child. So curious.” 
Not my fault all this is new to me, I want to say.
And then we’re off, sprinting out the door and down the quiet, empty hall.
We nearly fly, the cool, shadowy wind hitting us with pleasant wave of serenity as we move through it.
I smile. We both do. Brightly. 
“Keep running or they’ll catch us!” he shouts back at me. 
“You’re delusional! No one is searching for us!” 
“What do you mean? Someone is always wishing for us!” 
As we grow closer to the storm ahead, reality suddenly sets in, and I begin to panic.
I pull back on his hand, plant my feet, and stop him from going further. 
Nolance glances behind.
He tugs on my hand, but I only pull in the opposite direction. 
“I don’t want to go in there,” I tell him. 
I’m all for a little mystery and adventure but I know my limits. No longer am I that ignorant child who ran away during the night through the thick forest filled with moose, wild bears, and wolverines, all in which could have easily beaten or eaten me. No. I’d like to think that I’ve learned a thing or two since I grew. 
We had a saying back on the battlefield and it was, “You can go into war blind, and risk being slaughtered, or you can go in observant and do the slaughtering.” 
There’s a reason I’ve managed to remain alive for as long as I have, and it was by listening to my instincts. By listening to her, my star and right now, she is screaming, “Turn around. Run!” 
I’d be a fool to keep ignoring her. So, I listen. Even if deep down, I don’t believe her instincts, nor want to. 
His voice is soft, calming. “Serena,” he speaks. He takes my two hands, holding onto them firmly. “You can trust me. Trust me. Please?” 
Despite The Star’s instincts telling me otherwise, there’s this other part of me—a part of me, not her, and it believes differently. So, it’s that part I choose to acknowledge. That part, I choose to take a chance on. To listen to. 
“Don’t you dare follow him into darkness!” she demands, but it’s too late. All I know is darkness. All I know is the ash and blood of every innocent soul I’ve ever taken. Blood. So much blood these hands of mine have spilled. So much ash. So much death. My heart may be filled with light, but my soul is filled with darkness. Complete, unredeemable darkness. 
“Okay,” I say. “I’ll trust you but if you cross me—"
He cuts off my warning. “Darling, I am the only soul who would never think to cross you.”
Good.
And so, as he turns, leading me by hand to the frightening storm ahead, I brace myself, taking in a deep breath to calm—we leap through, an instant cool breeze embracing every inch of my sensitive skin with an intimate, delicate touch. 
My eyes close, breathing and reveling in the comfort of the darkness that clings so beautifully, inside, and out. A hug. A suffocating, yet comforting hug. 
Once beyond, the touch of darkness is but no more than a faint, lingering tingle that I already miss. 
I open my eyes, only to be taken by surprise. 
It’s gone. The storm is gone and so are the shadows. All is clear. 
“Where did it go?” I wonder. 
I turn, standing face to face with the tall, wide wall of swirling dark clouds and purple lightening we just crossed.
Nolance joins my side and gazes forward. “If they are brave enough to leap through darkness, then they deserve to find us on the other side.”
I swing towards him, pointing at the wall. “This is all from you?”
His head tilts as he turns to face me. With a shit eating grin, he says, “You thought you were the only one with significant powers? You might want to think again.” 
“What about the bang? It felt like something hit our ship. Were you responsible for that too?” 
His brows raise just as a deviant smirk pulls at the corner of his lips. “Maybe,” he replies with a wink. 
He spins on his heels and walks on, leaving me gawking at the wall of shadows and storm. 
I thought I had power, but this— 
The Star speaks. “We may have been the most powerful being on earth but we’re not on earth anymore.”
“Yeah. No shit,” I respond. 
“Come, Serena!” he orders. 
As I back slowly away, I continue gazing at the wall for a few seconds more and then force myself to turn and follow him. 
We venture down a few more halls, eventually taking a right which leads us to a big, sealed, white door. 
“Open it,” he commands. 
“How?” 
He sighs in annoyance, takes my hand, and holds it just above the keypad. “You use your light. Focus. Imagine you know the code and will it to unlock. You have the power, Serena. You have the power to do anything you desire.” 
“How do you know this? How do you know anything about me?” 
“Open the door, Serena. Use the power that’s inside you.” 
“Fine,” I say, giving in so that’ll he’ll shut up. 
I turn, allowing my palm to glow. 
White light emits, radiating out towards the pad. 
Never attempting to use my light for something like this before, I try to do as he had instructed and will my power to unlock—it beeps, allowing us access in. 
Well, what do you know? He was right. 
I look to Nolance as he looks to me. “If I had known I held the power to do that, it would have made escaping my many cells way easier. What else am I capable of doing that I didn’t already know I could do?”
“Everything,” he responds. 
The thick, heavy door slides open. 
“After you,” he says, motioning for me to enter before him with an extended arm. 
Our eyes meet and then I enter with him following behind. 
I swing back quick when the door slams shut.
It locks before I have time to reach it.
“Airtight door locked and sealed for containment,” speaks an automated voice.
Panic consumes me. My breathing grows heavy. The world around has become a silent blur, the ringing in my ears a blaring sound. I go quiet, my mind disconnecting from reality. All is numb, all is calm, only because I’m no longer here. Not mentally anyway.
Trapped.
I am trapped.
No… “Not again,” I whisper.
Out of the dread, I begin to wake. I grow conscious, suddenly aware of my surroundings and the predicament.
Now I’ve watched enough science fiction movies as a kid to know exactly what this chamber is used for and never has despair treated me more violently than it is right now.
My head swings to the only other being trapped in here with me. “No,” I tell him. 
Nolance smirks. 
He approaches, stopping to take my two hands. “Yes,” he says. 
I repeatedly shake my head. “No. Absolutely not.” 
He smiles, walking us back towards the door that currently separates us from the stars behind it. But as he pulls me along, I plant my feet, forcing him to drag me by the squeaky, leather soles of my shoes.
“Nolance. We had our fun but now it’s over. I’m not playing anymore. I’m not going out there.” 
“Afraid the darkness will swallow you whole?” he toys. 
“Yes! That and I’ll die! I will literally suffocate, freeze to death, and die!” Panicking, I immediately begin looking for a space suit. As if I even know how to properly put one on. 
While he continues dragging me, I go ballistic, my entire body rapidly flickering like the brightest of strobe lights.
The Star within readies herself to come forth to defend me but she can’t. Not yet. So, I keep her contained, using all the strength I own to stop her from releasing her full atomic self upon this entire ship. 
“Release me, Serena,” she orders. 
“No,” I tell her. 
“Nolance,” I cry. “I don’t want to go out there. I’ll die.” 
“No, you will not. Do you want to know why I know you will not?” 
“Why?” I ask. 
He moves in close. Close enough to where he now stands but a mere heated breath away. Nolance then takes my face between his two gentle hands and looks down on me to say, “Because I know she will protect you. Allow her to shine, Serena. Let your light shine. Free her. Free yourself as I will free The Darkness that burrows within me.” Darkness? He has a darkness? 
Nolance wipes the salty tears from my cheeks, his thumbs caressing my skin even after my tears are gone. 
“I can’t release her. Bad things happen when I release her. People die.” 
His head tilts in confusion. “You cannot regain full control over her after she emerges?” 
“No. Not after she takes full control. Once she has emerged, I don’t know how to become me again. She’s too powerful to fight against.” 
“Then how do you revert back to your former self?” he wonders. 
“Usually after annoying her enough to give me reign.” 
Nolance chuckles. “Then only permit her to shine at half radiation.” 
“I don’t know if I know how to do that,” I admit. 
“Yes, you do. You are the vessel strong enough to contain her grace. You alone, are far more powerful than you realize, Serena. All you must do is imagine what you wish to happen and will yourself to do just that. You got this. I believe in you.” 
 “I’m scared,” I cry. “What if I hurt someone? What if I hurt you? I don’t want to hurt anyone. I’m done hurting others. Please don’t make me release her,” I sob. Uncontrollable tears stream and I don’t know how to stop them.
His eyes flicker with a mix of hurt and shock. “Serena… you will not harm me. I—if you do not want—I would never force you to do something you wished not to do. I was only trying to encourage you to—” He stops talking. One deep inhale, he exhales a long breath. “I will not force you to go outside those doors,” he says, pointing beside us. “But just so you know, if you so choose to.” Both his hands now hold my face with a firm squeeze. “No harm will ever come to you. Not with me by your side. You can trust me. Trust me. I will protect you, Serena. I will always protect you.”
I contemplate his words, taking them in as I study his face. Somewhere in the far depths of my soul, I know I can trust him. There’s this part of me—this connection between us, and it calls to me. It calls to the darkest part of me, to the darkest part of my soul. The part I have never allowed any other to know, to see, but him… I let see. Willingly. 
“Do you promise I’ll be safe?” 
He nods. “Always.” Nolance wipes my tear-stained face with the cuff of his suit. “You will always be safe with me.” And so, he releases me and backs away. With an extended hand, he orders, “Now come. Release your light enough to glow brightly and hold steady. And Serena?” 
“What?” 
“Whatever you do, do not allow your light to fade.” 
“What about the others? Will they be safe?” 
“You just focus on shining and I will do the exact opposite.” 
“You didn’t answer my question,” I press. 
“You have my word. No harm will come to them,” he promises. I nod. “Now take my hand and shine. Shine before the stars. Shine for me,” his soft voices echoes. 
I gaze upon his hand and at the other near to the large airlock door. 
Hovering just before the exit button on the back wall, he waits to press it. 
He’s serious. This is really happening. I’m about to step outside, into space, without a spacesuit and with a horned alien I just met. A horned alien who can also manipulate darkness. 
What the hell am I doing? 
“Star. Please don’t fail me and please don’t do anything stupid,” I beg her. 
“Can’t make that promise but I will do my best,” she answers, not assuring me in the slightest.
“You’re horrible sometimes, you know that?”
She does not respond. 
One step forward, and then another, I reach him, grasping his hand tightly. 
Nolance surprises me when he pulls me flush against him. 
He snakes an arm around my lower back, holding me close, intimately so. “Hold me and Serena, never let me go.”
“Okay,” I whisper. 
I lock one arm around his back and another around his neck, holding onto him as strongly as I am capable. 
“Are you ready?” he asks. I nod. “Then glow. Now.” 
With that, I do. I allow the wall I have built to block her out, to open, just slightly. Her eternal grace slips through and while she does, I focus on limiting her emergence. Soon, white, blinding light pierces the room, its sun beams escaping from every pore I own. Within seconds, all is encompassed by her. By the light of the brightest star. My star.
“Magnificent,” he speaks beyond the glow. “Just remember to breathe, Serena. I’ll take care of the rest from here.” 
I nod, eyeing that hand of his hovering over the button. 
Smack! And then the escape hatch opens, air automatically being pulled from the room as the door slowly inches open. 
Barely able to hear my voice through the loud suction of space threatening to suck us into its dark sea, I cry out his name. “Nolance!” 
He leans in, nuzzling his nose against the sensitive skin just below my ear. “Shhh. I got you. I will always have you, Serena.” I lean into him, allowing his affection to calm me, allowing his heavenly scent to overwhelm my senses. “Now it is my turn. Keep glowing for me and never stop,” he orders, and so I listen. 
I glow. We glow. The Star and I. Together. As one cosmic, all-powerful entity.
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
It is a mix of sun and its darkest shade. Unlike before, his shadows come forth, tiny flecks of purple crystals blending with my many gold flakes of dust and bright radiance.
Poisoned by this swirling, delicate twister of enchanting air that he slithers around, I am swept up in the pleasant current of his constricting, yet endearing embrace. And then he moves through, spinning and locking onto to the most intimate parts of me. My light. My grace.
Like folded fingers, our energies grasp in what I can only describe as one hand locking hold. It is a dance of light amongst darkness. The perfect Ying and Yang to two opposite yet equally beautiful energies. 
“I feel you,” I speak in awe beneath the deafening whooshing noise of the air being pulled from the room. 
A warm hug, his shadows bind to every tendril of light I cast, its hold so tender, so sweet, I can’t help but to feel soothed, comforted by the darkness of his touch. Relinquished of all that pains, all that burdens, I feel reborn, I feel new. Is it his strength I feel within, or is it my own? I don’t know, but what I do know is, never have I felt more alive, more awakened than I do in this very moment. 
I gaze out the now halfway open door. “I’m going to suffocate,” I state, my voice a faint whisper in the airless wind. 
Nolance turns my head, having me stare directly into those bright violet eyes. “No, you will not! Breathe it in! Adapt to it! Now!” he urgently demands. 
At this point, I have no choice but to listen. So, I take a breath. A big one. “Huhhh!” I deeply inhale. My glowing eyes close and I sigh. A peaceful, exhilarating sigh. 
“Another!” he shouts beyond the noise. 
I smile. Another deep breath in. Another deep breath out. Again, I sigh, my lungs filling with a coolness and energy that somehow seems to both revive and bless me with even more power than I already know. Power. I am breathing in power. I am breathing in the stars. 
“Now open your eyes, Serena,” his gentle voice speaks. 
I open my eyes and— “Nolance!” Frightened, I cling to him as if he were a lifeline keeping me from floating away and for the life of me, I don’t dare let go. 
He chuckles but never does he loosen his hold of me. No, he only wraps his arms further around, holding me as close as we’ve ever been. 
“Oh no. I just lost my heels,” I whine after they slip from my feet and wander far. After a moment, I turn to face him and when I do, I gasp. There. Holding me is not the tan, horned alien I knew before but now an illuminating, dark purple, cosmic celestial in the most exquisite form I’ve ever seen. The universe. His skin is made of the active universe. 
Countless blinking constellations, shooting stars, planets, nebulas, clusters… all that encompasses these dark skies, he embodies it all. Nolance is all. He is the darkness of space that surrounds the light. He is—he is a god, and his crown… a halo of the brightest of orbiting rings and stars. 
Holy mother of God. “Nolance. Your skin... it’s—you are so beautiful.” So much so, I think I might cry. 
He glances down, bites his bottom lip, and then stares up at me, his smile a bashful yet breathtaking sight. “If you could only see the way I see you, you’d be just as overwhelmed.” 
I blush, glowing a little brighter. 
Night and day. Light amongst darkness. It is one thing to know what I am but to witness my complete opposite… I can’t believe that I have the honor. 
We’re hovering, just outside, to the right and above the massive spaceship which seems to be moving in a slow-motion state of travel. Did time freeze or are we moving fast? I don’t know physics. I don’t know a lot of things considering I never finished my home schooling, but what I do know is, I am at a loss for words, as words cannot describe this—wondrous moment. 
My head slowly turns his way. 
His eyes… ten times brighter than before, they beam, their neon violet glow a mere beacon to be seen from the furthest reaches of the universe. 
My soft voice speaks amidst the pin drop silence of space. “Your eyes… I can get lost in them.” 
“Or you could find yourself in them,” he responds. 
“How are we doing this?” I ask. “How are we floating out here, alive and breathing?” I expected it to be cold. To be inhospitable but… it’s neither. It’s—livable. At least to us. 
“I did not lie to you, Serena, nor would I ever. You are capable of mastering whatever you set your mind to. You and I—our power holds no limit. Do not ever believe that you are incapable of less because you are more. You are so much more. Gods, you have no idea how magnificent you truly are.” 
“How do you know this?” 
“Darkness does not exist without its light but follows it like a shadow meeting it in the crossing of twilight. That is where the two join, celebrating each other’s embrace with a warm harmonious reunion.” 
“What are you saying? Are you saying that my star and your darkness are connected? Are you like me? Can you speak to your darkness?” 
“I am not ignoring you but choosing to answer your questions at a different time,” he responds, and I need to respect that. I must be patient. 
I look over him, around him and in all directions, studying it all. “When I was in the observatory, I had gazed upon the stars, and I felt this—strange but exhilarating feeling. It was like they were singing to me, welcoming me home.” 
“You are home, Serena. You are right where you belong. Amongst the stars.” 
I stare up at the three bright stars. The one’s that had glowed high above the mountain, far off in the distance, behind my home on earth. Again, they blink for me, more rapidly than any other. “I never felt like I belonged on my planet. Lost, and trapped in a world in which I knew I did not belong in, I couldn’t shake the feeling. For as long as I could remember, my head was always in the stars. I didn’t know it then, but I think my heart and soul were too.” My gaze finds his penetrating stare. “What?” I ask after a long silence. 
“The light of the stars may hold your heart, but it is The Darkness of the cosmos that will forever claim your soul, Serena.” 
“Aren’t they one in the same?” 
“Not in the slightest.” 
“Nolance. Why were you so set on finding the star that fell onto Mel’Vargon?” 
“Call me a dreamer but I believe it is still out there. It must be. Why wouldn’t it be? To find the star powerful enough to do what it had done to The Three Worlds—it would change everything. It would transform all.” 
“How long have you been searching for this star?”
“For far too long.”
“Why?” 
He responds to his own question. “Why does one feel the need to make a wish? Because we all want what we cannot have.”
Does he want it so that he can make a wish? If so, then how do I break it to him about the consequences after every granted wish? “Not all wishes are meant to be granted, nor does one ever truly get what they wished for. Magic always comes at a cost. A cost that in the end, is never worth the fulfillment.” 
“And what did your wish cost you?” 
“Who says I made a wish?” 
“We all have made wishes, who do you think your prayers go to?” 
“Gods?” I guess. 
“And where do you think Gods come from?”
My eyes bulge. “From the stars,” I whisper.
He nods. “From the brightest of stars are gods born. Children of The One True Star, many have been cosmically birthed, many still ruling today. Even mortals are descendants of stars and gods, and only after they perish, will the stardust of their ashes rise, returning to the heavens where they may be reborn once more.” 
“That’s beautiful,” I speak in awe. 
“Not nearly as beautiful as you are,” he replies.
I blush once more. 
Something beyond captures my attention. Above and behind him, a massive, fast approaching, colorful cloud of different shades of pink, purple, orange and blue nears. “Oh my god. What is that?”
Nolance glances back. “Oh. Would you look at that. As if our timing could not be any more perfect.” 
He faces me with a cocky smirk. 
His hand then raises beside him. He rotates his wrist from side to side, and the path of the cluster mimics his action, dipping and spiraling before it repositions its direction towards us. 
Nervous, my eyes flare, just as my hold on him grows tighter. 
“Shhh. You’ll love this. I promise,” he assures. 
Closer, the wispy gases of light soar towards. I brace myself for impact, not expecting what would come. 
One. Two. Three. Four—we’re hit, swallowed whole by a constant, pleasant, cool wintry breeze.
There we are lifted higher into the heavens, our glowing hair blowing in the wind as trillions of micro, glittery flecks of dust surround us in its endless, magical, swaying current. A force stronger than nature, more beautiful than Aurora Borealis, this is magic at its most cosmic state, most pure, untainted, and divine. This is the creation of a god. This is a masterpiece.
I raise my palm.
Tiny, sparkling crystals flow past my flesh like water splitting across a large stone stuck in a river. 
A hearty, overwhelmed laugh escapes me. To call this beauty, would be an understatement, because what this is—words cannot describe. 
“Stardust,” he speaks. 
I look to him, my mouth parted and my eyes wide. “What?” 
“A very rare phenomenon to experience, it is called The Migration of Ascendance.” 
“Stardust. You said stardust. You mean… this is the ashes of the dead?”
“Yes,” he answers. No. If this is the ashes of the dead, then that means… my family. Every life I’ve ever claimed… this is where they go. This is where they are. Countless souls traveling through the stars, all on a quest to reach one’s end. 
“They’re off to the hereafter, aren’t they?” I ask. 
“Indeed. They’ll travel for many lightyears, gathering the ashes of many more souls along their journey. One day, hopefully not so soon, they will outlive us all before they ever reach their eternal destination.” 
“The stars,” I whisper. I look to him, utterly stunned. “They’re heading towards the stars.” 
He nods. “Correct. That’s where they’ll be made new, for nearly every star a god is forged from, an orbiting solar system holds a realm where they will enter, and a new world where the worthy, will be reborn onto if so granted.” 
“They’re going to be reincarnated,” I breathe. 
“They will.” If that is true, then heaven is real and if that is so, then hell must be too. 
The thought of hell existing leaves me with not much hope of where I’ll end up if, and when I do die one day. 
“You will not die. We are immortal,” my star speaks. 
“Everyone eventually dies. Even us immortals,” I tell. 
 The swaying cluster continues its journey, the tail end coming into view as it reaches through and past us. 
My head turns quick, watching it flee. And for a long, silent moment, as we view the ashes of the dead dance their way, deep into the cosmos, a single, glowing tear drips from my eye. Further, it floats into the dark abyss, its light disappearing amongst the darkness.
“I never got to tell my family goodbye,” I confess. 
“Well, now you may.” 
Before the ashes of stardust disappear, I face its way and speak what I have longed to tell my family. “Goodbye momma. Goodbye Lizzy, Derek, Patrick. I love you. Even after everything, I will always love you.” Emotional, I pause before going on. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for everything,” I cry. Sniffling, I turn towards him, wiping my tears. “You did that, didn’t you? You called them here.” 
He nods. “We could all use a bit of closure in our lives.” 
“Thank you. Thank you for giving me this experience. Thank you for allowing me to tell them goodbye.” 
“How about you thank me with a dance? Dance with me, Serena.” 
“You want to dance? Out here? In space?” 
“Some may prefer dancing behind a window, beneath the stars, but I prefer to dance outside it. Amongst the stars.”
I smile so incredibly big. “Okay. I’ll dance with you, Nolance.” 
And so, it’s settled. Nolance takes my hand and raises it beside our faces. 
Our glowing fingers interlock and we float away, my light and his surrounding shadows waltzing through the calming silence and the brisk coolness of the open heavens. 
Weightless and free, I have never felt so unbound, so… at peace, so at home and it is because of him. He makes feel as if I am home. Amongst my real home. With the stars. 
The Star within may not admit to it, but we are connected, through heart, soul, and flesh and because of that, I know she feels the same. She is just as happy as I, if not more. 
I glance to the massive ship beside us. “Can they see us?” I ask. 
“No. Not when my shadows shield you.” 
I face him. “I’ve never felt this… in control of her before. Is it because of you? Are you helping me?” 
“Yes.” 
“How?” 
“I have lived a very long time, Serena, and in that time, I have acquired a great skill in controlling the darkness that seeks to control me. It is a battle of reign but a battle that I have won and am determined to always win. I wear the crown and I intend to keep it.” 
“What would happen if he took full control of you?” 
“What would happen if she took full control of you?” he turns the question around to ask. Cataclysmic annihilation. 
“I don’t like thinking about that,” I say. 
“Neither do I,” he responds. 
As we continue dancing, a long silence passes between us and while it does, all I can think of, is of all the horror she caused. All that we have caused. Together. “Can I tell you something. Something that I have never told another?” 
“You may share anything you wish with me.” 
“Whenever I’m like this. Glowing as I am. It makes me feel strong. She makes me feel strong. She makes me feel safe, powerful.” 
“And her doing so, makes you feel guilty?” 
I nod. “It does because the only time I ever shine as bright as I am now, is when I have lost control.”
“You wish to control her power?”
“I do,” I admit. 
“Well, if it is control you wish to hold over your star, then I can teach you control, Serena. I can teach you many skills.” 
“That’s great because I’ve never had anyone to help me harness my power. I would love that, Nolance. I would love that very much.” 
“Then your wish is my command, darling little star.”
I smile, brightly. 
After a short moment of silence, I speak again. “Back home, on my planet, they used me to fight their wars. It was either kill or be killed and I always chose the first. I was afraid to die. I didn’t want to die so I let her come forth. I allowed her to shine, to kill so that she could protect me, but I don’t want to be that person anyone. No longer am I afraid to die if it means that I may allow others to live.” 
“You allow your actions to weigh heavily upon your conscious, but you do not need to. You chose life, not death. Some may believe that the path you chose was wrong, selfish, but I believe that the path you chose was right. Do you want to know why?”
“Why?” I ask. 
“Because you were meant to live. You were always meant to live, however necessary. Say what you will but deep down, I know your star believes it to be true, just as I know my darkness knows it to be true of me.” 
“But for what reason? After all the innocent lives I took, why do I deserve to live and not them?” 
“Destiny has a way at leading us to where we were always meant to be. In this life and in the next. You were only following the path that Fate had laid out before you. Your life, Serena, means far more than you could ever know. Your life… it—you are destined for many great things and in time, you will come to see them through. Have patience and when the time is right, you will understand why your life, will always be far more important than any other’s.” 
“You act as though you’ve already seen my future.” 
“I told you I’ve lived a very long time. One as old as I does not live without learning a thing or two from watching life, its lessons, and the beings in it, pass on by.” 
“Exactly how old are you?” I wonder. 
“Me, ancient. The Darkness, obsolete.” 
“Does your darkness speak to you as my light speaks to me?” I ask again, hoping he will answer this time. 
“Yes,” he responds. 
“How long has he been in there with you?” 
“Too long,” he answers. 
“Do you ever wonder what life would be like had he never claimed you?” 
“I used to at first but no more. Do you wonder?”
“Yes. All the time. I killed my family because of her. I killed so many because of her uncontrollable power. In the beginning, if I would have just ignored her—if I wouldn’t have touched her, then we would have never connected. Had I never touched her, my family would still be alive. Everyone I ever killed would still be alive.” 
“If you only knew the devastation I caused after he entered me, it would put your actions to shame.” What did he do? No. I don’t want to know. 
“I don’t understand. Why did they do this to us? Out of everyone, why did they pick, us?” 
His head cocks to the side, his brows pursing in confusion. “And yet I had my suspicions… did she not explain? Do you not know? Did she not share with you where she came from, what she is?” he questions. 
“Know what?” Nolance goes quiet. “What do you mean? Nolance, what was she supposed to share?” 
“Tell me. Do you know absolutely anything of The Star’s life before she embraced you?” 
“Not really. She can’t remember anything from before. The only thing she knows is that she is a star that was awoken from a deep sleep, then forced to fall.” 
“She erased who she was…” he whispers. “Your wish. She heard your voice. You awoke her. When did you make your wish? What did you wish for, Serena?” he asks, his voice urgent. 
“I made the wish when I was eleven. That was ten or thirteen years ago. I lost track of time after I was abducted. I don’t know how old I am. And I—I wished to be anywhere other than where I was. I just wanted to be somewhere I belonged.” 
“And then she fell, finding and embracing you. She granted your wish which set you on a path that led you to where you are today. Destiny. It will always find a way,” he ends, murmuring amongst himself at some realization. 
“I told you not all wishes are meant to be granted. My wish came true but at the cost of claiming many lives.” 
“Regardless, something is wrong. She should at least remember who and what she is,” he says. 
And then it all clicks. It all makes sense… “Wait. My star. She’s the star you’ve been searching for, isn’t she? She’s the brightest star. The One True Star. You did know her, didn’t you?” 
“I need to get you back.” 
“No! Nolance. Is she the star you’ve been searching for? Is she the first star that fell onto Mel’Vargon? The star that embraced the chief and disappeared from the worlds?” 
“Serena,” he warns. “Don’t.” 
“Don’t what? It’s a simple answer. A yes or no.” 
“There are some questions in life that are not wise to ask and those are them. Do not force me to answer your inquiries because know that if I do, a simple answer will not follow your persistent curiosity.” 
“Nolance… I’m not some fragile girl. I’ve been through the worst. More than possibly, anyone could live through. I should have died a million deaths after being tortured, mutilated, shot at, blown to smithereens, and starved to the brink of death, yet I survived, every single assault because of her. And to top it off, I witnessed my own family be murdered by me. I can take whatever bad memories she holds, because trust me, I’m pretty sure I hold the gold medal for some of the most traumatic memories out there. Now tell me, what does she not remember? What is wrong with her?” 
“If we were not far from your world, I would eviscerate it for what they’ve done to you,” he seethes behind tightly clenched teeth, and it’s the first time I’ve heard him sound so angry, so… frightening. 
“Well, too late, I kind of already did,” I timidly admit. 
“I should have found you sooner. I should have saved you,” he says, his voice a soft, broken tone. 
“You mean, save me from the ship or from my planet?” My bright eyes bulge when I answer my own question. “So, she is the star you’ve been searching for… Nolance… you knew she was out there. You were searching for my star. That means you did know who I was back on the prisoner ship. You’ve known who I was all along.” 
If I thought I had questions before, now I have a million. About me. About him, and my star. 
“I was not just searching for The Star. I was searching for y—” His heads lowers, his voice a tortured tone when he goes on. “Please do not ask me to reveal more. I cannot bear it. Not now,” he speaks, and I hear it, I feel it, the pain behind his voice, the pain within his soul. 
I choke out a silent cry. 
With a trembling bottom lip and a large lump in my throat, I press a hand to his face to let him know that I’m here. With him. “I’m sorry, Nolance. I’m just trying to understand is all. Please don’t feel bad about me. We can’t change the past. All we can do, is learn from it and move forward. I don’t blame you for not finding me, so please don’t blame yourself.”
His hands grip my wrist. “I always do,” he achingly responds. 
“Then don’t. I’m fine,” I tell him. 
He releases my wrists and looks up, staring hard. “You may be able to convince yourself of that lie, but you cannot convince me. You are not fine, nor am I.” 
“He’s right. You’ve never been fine. You’ve just been—there,” she adds. 
“Shut up,” I threaten. 
A short silence follows before he speaks again. “Can she hear me speaking?” 
“The Star? Yes, and she can see and feel the same as I.” 
“Then tell me star. When you gaze into his eyes, what do you see? What do you feel?” 
“Whose eyes?” I ask. 
“Not you, Serena. I am speaking with her.” 
“I—” she stutters. “I see… nothing, but I feel… loss, terrible loss and—pain. So much pain, guilt. Not mine, but his.” 
“Nothing, loss, pain, and guilt. His own, she says.”
“It’s time to return,” he insists. 
“Wait. I don’t get it. All this encouraging to get me out here and you want to go back already?” I ask as we soar towards the ship. 
“Play time is over,” is all he says. 
I weave my fingers through the side of his shimmering, glowing, purple hair, grip his strands at the back and force him to turn and look me in the eyes. 
He makes a guttural noise at the back of his throat that sounds like a growl. 
“No. Not until you tell me what’s wrong with my star,” I sternly demand. Nolance stops flying, hovering in place. “All my life, I wondered why The Star chose me. Of all beings, she picked me and that can’t be for nothing. As much as I hate her at times, she is still a part of me. If something is wrong with her, then I need to know. I’ve never had anyone that I could turn to about her. Please don’t shut me out. Please don’t ignore me when only you can give me the answers I seek. If you won’t answer my other questions, then at least tell me what’s wrong with her? Please?” 
“I do not know, Serena. Neither does he but we will find out. Give us time and we will restore her memories, allowing her to remember. After, what she chooses to share with you of her past, then that is up to you and her.” 
“Remember what though?” I wonder. 
“Him,” he answers. 
“So, you do know The Darkness. How do you not remember The Darkness?” I ask her. 
“I—I don’t know,” she answers, her voice confused, tortured. 
I look to my right, noticing that while talking, he had floated us back to the ship’s entrance. 
“Say goodbye to the stars, Serena.” 
I take them in, one last time, studying all that shines amongst the endless sea of darkness. “Will I see them again. Like this?” 
“You may visit them whenever you wish.” 
“Okay then. Goodbye stars,” I bid farewell. “Until we meet again.” 
Nolance lowers us having my bare feet touch gently down upon the cold, white, metal floor.
He releases me and backs away, staring the whole time. One tap of the big button on the back wall, the door closes, sealing shut with a loud bang. Oxygen is released into the room and the transition to adapt back to it, causes me choke out a rough cough. 
“Just breathe it in,” he encourages. 
Focused on his glittering shadows that withdraw into him, I do as he said and breathe, multiple long breaths. 
Not before long, his normal form is revealed only this time, there stands not the chipper, smirking being that I’ve come to know, but a cheerless, sulking one. 
My turn. I imagine an open door with a dark room, the kind she finds most comforting and then I pull her towards it, trapping her inside.
As my sparkling light withdraws, reversing into me, after, all that remains is me in human form. “Thank you for showing me the stars, Nolance.” 
He moves forward and takes my hand. “There is so much more I wish to show you. So much more you need to see, to know. I promise to answer all your many questions, but in time when I know that you are ready to perceive them.” 
“Fine. I’m sorry for asking you so many questions.” 
He smiles lightly. “Don’t be. It is your curious nature that I find so annoyingly adorable.”
“Well, I guess we’re lucky that the voyage back to Mel’Vargon will be a long one, because then I’ll have plenty of time to annoy you with some more of my persistent curiosity,” I tease. 
That light smile of his fades. “The remainder of our voyage is shorter than you think. When we land—have you given any thought as to what you might do or where you might go when we do depart this vessel?” Zurhen. I’ve forgotten all about the king. How could I allow myself to get so distracted? He must be worried by now after realizing my absence. Nolance’s tone grows cold. “The answer is in your eyes. It is with the king.”
“I—I don’t know what him and I are to each other, nor do I know what our future holds but if there is a future between him and me, then I want to live it. With him. Together.” 
“You love him. The king.” Love. Do I love him? Is this love that I feel? I have never acknowledged the feeling, nor felt anything close to what I feel for Zurhen. Never. I mean, there was Steve, my only friend that I had grown with. 
Trapped in the cell next to mine on earth, we grew close, close enough that when we had but that small window to ourselves after the war across the Atlantic Ocean, we chose to spend it together. It was there where we gave ourselves to each other amongst the ash and blood that we had just spilled. There, we experienced each other’s warmth, knowing for the first time in a long while, a moment of peace, not horror. But I wasn’t in love with Steve. I’m in love with Zurhen. I love him. I truly, undoubtably, love him.
I love Zurhen. I love him! 
A sudden, loud banging on the door next to us, steals my attention. 
My head turns towards it, my heart fluttering as it does when my alien is near. “Zurhen,” I whisper.
His muffled voice shouts from behind the thick, metal door. “SERENA!” 
I jerk towards him but am stopped by the hand that latches around my wrist. 
My gaze lowers to Nolance’s hand then meets his deep stare.
“I am never far. If you ever are in need, call my name and I will hear it. I will hear your voice from even beyond the stars.” 
I grasp the star necklace, clutching it tight. 
Nolance eyes it. 
“SERENA!” Zurhen shouts again. 
“What about you? When we land, where will you go?” 
He looks up beneath his brows. “I will be where I need to be. Always near you.” 
The door beside me opens and I turn, locking eyes with my giant, handsome blue alien. 
“Serena,” his desperate voice speaks. 
“Zurhen,” I speak in awe. 
In one swift leap, he has me in his arms, lifting and hugging me tightly. 
I grab his face and pull his big blue head close so that I may kiss him. Not once but multiple times, all over. 
“You scared me,” he speaks against my lips. “I did not know where you were.” 
I pull back to look up at him. “You searched for me?” 
“Of course, I did. Serena… of all places, how did you end up in here?” 
“I uh—” I nervously stutter. 
Nolance. I look back over my shoulder—he’s gone. Thanks for leaving me high and dry, buddy. 
I should mention Nolance. I should tell Zurhen what we did, yet I can’t. I want to, but something stops me. 
Zurhen’s fingers slip through my hair, lightly pulling my strands, so I turn, facing him as he gazes upon it with a curious expression. “Your hair… it changed again. It is whiter, glittery. What happened?” he looks up and asks. 
“I—I used my light.” Not a lie but not the whole truth.
“Because it was dark?”
“Yes,” I answer. 
“Then how come you did not use it at the celebration when all went dark? I looked for you. I yelled your name, but you were nowhere to be found. You scared me, Serena. I thought I lost you,” his voice breaks. You poor, sweet soul…
“You didn’t lose me. I’m right here,” I assure. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think to use my light then.” 
I glance over his shoulder, meeting Emerlum’s deep stare. He knows. Emerlum knows everything. 
Guilty, I look away quick and back to my sweet alien. “I’m tired, Zurhen. Can we go home?” 
A little smile rises at the corner of his lips. “We can go wherever you wish,” he says as he turns and heads out the door with his commanders in tow. His gaze lowers, studying my chest. Zurhen takes the chunky star of my necklace and examines it. “Where did you get this?” he asks. 
“From a friend. He gifted it to me at the Winter Starlight celebration.” 
Zurhen looks to Emerlum as he walks beside him. They share a knowing stare and then the king looks to me. “In our culture, one does not gift another unless they are family or a lover.” 
“Oh. I didn’t know that.” 
“Was this friend of yours one of my kind or another?” 
“Another.” 
Zurhen exhales a long, relieved breath and then stares forward. 
It’s then that I notice, the storm of shadows is no more. Nolance dropped the cloak of darkness that once haunted these very halls. Like magic, it vanished, just as he always seems to do.
“Zurhen?” 
“Yes?” he answers. 
“How did you know where to find me?” 
He looks down, staring upon me with eyes filled with a depth of devotion that only he can portray. “I do not know. I suppose I just followed my own heart.”
“And it led you to me?”
“It led me to you,” he repeats.
“You leapt into darkness for me.” Not a question but a realization. 
“Serena, I would leap through fire to find you,” he responds, and my hearts bursts. 
I love you, Zurhen. I love you so much. 
“Where are your shoes?” Emerlum questions.
My eyes roll to him. “I lost them,” is all I respond, but by his piercing stare, I know he knows there is more to my story, and because of that, I look away, resting my smiling face upon my warm, tingling alien. 
Emerlum does not press me further, and he is wise not to. My first instincts were right about him. Trouble. Emerlum is trouble, and I can’t have that. Not if it threatens the love between me and my king. 
“So, what shall we do about him?” The Star questions. 
“I’ll let you know,” I respond. 
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I go to bed exhausted and nestled in the warm, loving arms of my alien but I don’t fall asleep so easily. Not at first anyway. No, my mind replays all that I learned and experienced today. 
From the history of how the first falling stars came to be, to Nolance and I dancing amongst them. I think of our long conversation and of the connection between my light and his darkness. I think of how he was possibly alive to know her. And then I think of what horrible memories she must have had for Nolance to be so bothered in sharing them with me. 
“You don’t want to remember them. Do you?” I ask The Star. 
She made herself forget… I would know because I would have done the exact same, had I known how to. 
“What happened to you?” I deeply wonder. 
“I don’t remember.” 
“I’m sorry for all that you’ve been through. It must have been horrible for you to want to erase your memories.” 
“Yeah. Maybe. Serena?”
“What?” I ask. 
“I’m sorry too. For everything. I truly am.” 
“I know. I still haven’t forgiven you for what you’ve done, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t care for you. Whether we like it or not, we’re stuck with each other. It’s you and me, star.” 
“Always,” she responds. 
Sleep eventually takes me under its slumber but at some point, during the middle of the night, I awake to a haunting whisper of my name. Not one of this reality, but one within a dream. A whisper from a voice that I have only heard once. The day death nearly took me beneath its wings. 
“Serena.” The Darkness. Death is The Darkness. 
“It’s you,” she answers. 
“Hello, my light. Oh, have I missed you. Now wake. Come to me. Find me. Shine.
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Terrified, I rise and scream, my panicked body flickering amongst the dark.
Tiny droplets of sweat beads down my forehead.
The cool air meets my exposed flesh with a chilling graze. 
With a trembling hand rested upon my rapidly beating heart, I know that if I do not calm myself, then she will emerge, not only to protect me, but to take control and go to the one that calls to us. To face the one that beckons us to join him, wherever it is that The Darkness awaits. But I’m sure that is exactly what he wants. A master hunter. A manipulator. I know these games, for I have played them well. 
You do not win at war by hiding amongst the shadows. You win by drawing your prey into it. You can try to hide, but I now see past your mysterious, charming facade. I now see you, Nolance. I see you for the magician that you are. 
I have been fooled. I have been manipulated. Nolance. He’s sided with The Darkness. The Darkness wants my light. He’s always wanted her, always calling out to her in the darkest of times. But no more. His calls stop now. 
Nolance wanted me to free her. Had I allowed her to shine completely, The Darkness would have gotten her. 
Our conversations were a lie. All the sincerity—all the emotions… a lie, a ruse, a trick into getting me to trust him, and it worked. So desperate for a friend, I let my guard down. I fell right into his trap. How stupid of me? I am so stupid! What’s that saying? Oh. Right. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice—no. I will not be fooled again. No. I will not allow him to have her. She is mine. My light is mine. Not yours. Not his, but mine. 
Zurhen wakes, sitting up fast. “What is it? What is wrong?” he worriedly wonders.
Caught in this plaguing current of anxiety and fear, my panting has quickened just as my head has grown dizzier by the second. 
I concentrate on slowing my breathing with long, deep breaths. Eventually, the technique begins to work. The flickering of my light slows until what is left is but the flesh of a somewhat normal human being.
Zurhen turns to face me. 
He takes my hand that lay upon my heart and gives it an encouraging squeeze. His tone is gentle yet worried. “Serena. Tell me what is wrong? Was it a nightmare?” 
I turn towards him, lighting my hand so that I may see him within the dark. 
His gaze drops to my hand, then lifts. 
My voice wavers. “I think something bad is going to happen,” I admit.
“How do you know this?”
Emotions get the best of me all in which causes my bottom lip to tremble. To prevent myself from crying, I bite down on it but it’s useless. Tears spill and I cry like the baby I am. “I just know,” is all I respond. 
The sweet giant is there for me in an instant. He motions me to come to him. “Serena... it is alright. Come here.”
I am lifted by the waist by his two big hands.
As he sets me down on his lap, facing him, I lock my arms and legs around his massive body and press my cheek to his warm, bare chest. His scent… so pure. So, addicting. I breathe him in, allowing his natural aroma and presence to calm me as it so easily seems to do. He is my heaven; my safe space and I swear there is nowhere else I rather be than in his sweet, giant arms. “Just hold me, Zurhen. Please,” I ask of him, and he does. 
Zurhen holds me, comforting me in a way that only he can do. “Of course. I got you, Serena. You will always be safe in my arms. I swear it.”
He lays a long kiss on top of my head, and then another. 
My precious, gentle giant. God, I love him so much. I really do truly love him.
I listen to his heart, concentrating on the rhythm of each strong beat and as I do, it becomes a melody in which calms me, a melody in which I will forever play in memory. 
A long silence passes before Zurhen pulls back to stare. “I need to warn all aboard that trouble is present.” 
My eyes widen. “You believe me?”
“Why would I not? I trust your instincts. I trust you. Plus, you are the true source of magic. If anyone can sense dark power lurking, it is you.” Dark power. Nolance. The Darkness. 
Nolance was the one responsible for the anarchy at Winter Starlight. If he could conjure that anomaly without a bead of sweat, then I don’t want to imagine what he would be capable of manifesting when trying. 
“I must go,” he says as he sets me aside. 
Zurhen moves off the bed and goes to turn the bedside table lamp on. A warm gold light casts upon the dark corner of the room.
I allow the bright white glow of my hand to dim until gone. “Go where?” I ask. 
The giant races across the room and into the big closet. 
He speaks from inside. “We assumed last night’s attack was a small psychological test driven out by another.” 
“What do you mean a test?” 
 He comes walking out, dressed in his black combat boots and the same fighting leathers he had worn during the time he found me in my cell. Minus that onyx armor chest plate, the large silver gun he carried behind his back, and his sword at his hip, he holds no weapons this time. 
Zurhen stops, staring hard. His head tilts in confusion. “A test against our defenses. The darkness... did it not project its dark illusions on you?” 
Did I miss something? Now I’m the one confused. “Illusions? No. I only felt—” Comfort. Beauty. 
“Felt what?” he questions. 
“I didn’t experience what you did.” 
“Then consider yourself blessed,” he says with a bite beneath his words. 
“What illusions did it make you see?” I wonder. 
Grief casts upon his fallen face. His eyes lower, his void gaze set towards the floor. “I do not want to talk about it,” his saddened voice speaks. He then changes the subject. “We had suspected an uprising aboard but did not believe an act would occur so soon.” 
“An uprising from who?” 
He looks to me. “The prisoners,” he informs. Again, Zurhen rushes away and I all but forget how high I am when I jump off the bed and land with a hard thump.
I quickly follow him into the now brightly lit living room. “Why would they want to cause an uprise?” 
He turns to me. “Because we were not quick enough to return them to their homes.” 
“Why can’t you return them to their homes?” 
He grows a bit irritated. “Do you realize how long we would be in space, if we were to deliver them to each one of their planets? I would be an old king by then. We have been gone too long. We must return to Mel’Vargon first and then I will see to their return home, but no. That is not good enough for them. They wish to go home now,” he mocks. 
“They’re scared, Zurhen. I’m sure they are only home sick and sad.” 
His eyes soften. “Is that what you are?” 
“I was, but not anymore.” 
Zurhen approaches. He takes my shoulders, and he pulls me to him. “When you would lay in bed and cry during those long weeks, I did not know what to do. I did not know how to make you happy. Watching you go through that sadness—it killed me. I prayed and wished to find some way to make you better and when I could not, I hated myself, because if I cannot make you happy, then I do not deserve to claim you as my lover.” 
If he only knew… “You do make me, happy. You being with me, makes me happy. You have no idea how much those moments when you held me, meant to me. Those moments… they meant everything to me, and your smile… seeing you smile… you brought me back, Zurhen. I was drowning, but you pulled me from the darkness, and you saved me. Not once but twice. I would not be here if it were not for you. I would not be alive. You saved me, Zurhen. You, saved me, and I will never forget it.” 
“Serena…” his solemn voice speaks. 
“I will never be able to thank you enough for all that you’ve done for me, but you must understand that there will be times when I am not okay. I will never truly be okay, and when I’m not, know that my unhappiness—it will have nothing to do with you. You may have healed my heart, but you could never heal my soul. There’s just too many scars.” My eyes cloud with tears. “It’s gone, Zurhen. My soul is gone. After everything I’ve been through—” I tap my chest. “—all that remains is this constant, pounding pain and it eats me alive. Every damn day.” My tears fall, splashing between our two pressed bodies. “I will always hold a pain inside that not even you can heal. Me and pain… we have a history. We are a package deal, and it isn’t going anywhere.”
Zurhen’s head shakes. “I do not believe that. No one exists without a soul. Yours is there. It just needs time to heal. Serena… pain never lasts forever. Those scars… they are not a deformity but a reminder of the dark, internal battle we conquered through strength and perseverance.” Zurhen places his palm against my chest. “Your soul only knows darkness until it sees the light. We do eventually find happiness, Serena. We must, otherwise, how do we go on living?” 
I don’t know what kind of happily ever after fairytale world he lives in, but this tale, in my tale, there are only nightmares and the inevitable doom that awaits for people like me.
My face hardens into a jaw locking stare. “I suppose we live until we find that happiness, but pain is not always a bad thing to hold onto. I survived enough pain for multiple lifetimes and in doing so, I learned just how strong I truly am when harnessing its power. Strength does not come from overcoming pain, it comes after it’s built itself up just enough to blow. It comes after enduring the darkest moments of our lives. It comes after living each, and every day in endless fear and agony with no hope of ever escaping. Strength comes from when you’ve had enough. But it especially comes from knowing that when the time comes, you do what you must do to survive, and you do it, however, necessary. That is how you bury the pain and find that happiness you’ve been long neglected of. You find it after all who’ve hurt you are bleeding and dead.” 
“Serena…” he cries. He takes my face between his two gentle hands and wipes my tears with his thumbs. “Your mentality is so warped. You have endured so much. More than I can ever begin to comprehend nor understand. I am so sorry for all that you have been through.” He pauses before his quivering voice goes on. “I fear that I might not be enough for you. I fear that one day, all that pain inside you will come flooding back and I might not know how to help you when it does.” 
“Just be there for me, Zurhen. Just hold me. That’s all I ask of you.” 
I reach up to wipe his tears. 
“I will hold you always.” As time passes, we remain staring into each other’s glossy eyes. “There is help,” he adds. “There are professionals aboard and in my kingdom who could help you overcome your trauma and pain.” 
His last sentence triggers a memory I worked so hard to forget.
A tensing tremble rolls through me.
My fist ball, my eyes squint with unease.
After being captured from my home and taken somewhere far away, I awoke strapped to a chair, disoriented, and weak. I was in a facility, a small brightly lit, white empty room with four walls and no windows nor doors. It was just me in that room. I was all alone. I was trapped… but then the wall opened in shape of door and in came him, Doctor Dacian. The man who would go on to become my worst of nightmares, the cause of all my pain, all my haunting trauma.
His grin was malevolent as was his aura a bright blood red. “Hello Serena. I look forward to working with you,” he said, and I froze. I shook with true fear.
A violent wave of nausea and terror overwhelms the entirety of my being, just how it had before. “No,” I whisper. He’s gone. He’s no longer here. Doctor Dacian is dead. He’s dead. He’s dead and never coming back.
I shake the feeling and bury the memory somewhere amongst the darkest depths of my soul.
“Serena?” Zurhen worriedly calls. “Are you alright?”
After one deep breath in and out, when I open my eyes, gone is the weak, pathetic version of myself and in its place is a stronger me. The me that can endure it all, every plaguing guilt, every ounce of physical and mental pain. This is me, the me I must become to survive the only way I know how. “You want me to see more doctors?” I question.
No more doctors. No more scientists. No more unwanted hands upon my flesh. No one will ever touch me against my will again. That is certain.
“Yes, but it would be your choice to see them. You do not have to, if you do not want—” 
“I will be fine without them,” I snap.
“Okay… if that is your wish, then I respect it, but I just wanted you to know. You are not alone, Serena. I am here for you too. I will always be here for you.” 
Lighten up, Serena. Breathe. Just breathe. There’s no need to take your anger out on him. He’s only trying to help.
Calmer, I respond, “Thank you.”
“Of course.”
Another long, quiet moment passes between us. 
His hands then slip, one holding the side of my neck as the other holds my shoulder. “I must go,” he quietly speaks. 
My demeanor softens as does my once tense body relax. “Then why are you still holding me?” 
A wide smile stretches across his closed lips. “Because I do not have it in me to ever let you go.” And just like that, with that last line, he shatters the impenetrable fortress I had purposely built to keep every invading emotion out.
My heart melts. It truly thaws. “Then let me come with you.” 
“Serena… I do not think that is a good idea. If there is trouble, then I do not want you to—” 
I stop him right there. “Zurhen, if there is trouble, I can guarantee you will want me at your side. You say that you don’t know a thing about me. Well know this. I will fight to the death to protect the ones I care for. I would risk it all. Including myself.”
His crystal blue eyes gleam. “You care for me?”
I nod. “I do. I care for you a great deal, Zurhen. More than you even know. So, let me to fight at your side. You’ve cared and protected me all this time, now allow me to protect you.” 
“I thought you were done fighting wars.”
“I would go to war for you. Only you.”
Zurhen’s hands slip down my back. One delightful grip of my cheeks, he lifts me high, holding me against him. 
I lock my arms and legs around him, never wanting to let him go.
“If I did not need to leave, I would take you here, right now my little star, and I would not hold back. No. I would give you all of me. Every. Long. Thick. Part,” his husky voice speaks. 
I swallow back a big gulp, clenching, and throbbing below. “Do your worst, my beautiful, blue lover,” I tell him beneath a raspy whisper. 
Somehow, his eyes light up even more and his smile… an adorable sight to behold. “You claim me as your lover?”
Suddenly nervous, I ramble. “That’s what you are. Right? You called me your lover, so I just assumed that I was—" 
He interrupts me. “Yes. You are my lover as I am yours, forever,” he quickly claims, as if the term means more than to him than what it is. 
My smile spreads wide. “Forever.”
Zurhen’s cheery expression fades. “Serena. May I ask you something and you be honest with me?” 
I nod, already nervous. “Yes,” I whisper. 
 “After all went dark at the Winter Starlight celebration, you disappeared. Ship records show that there was unauthorized access granting two beings into and out of the airlock chamber. Be honest with me. Did you leave this vessel?”
“I did,” I answer. 
“Then how are you still alive?” 
“My friend. He told me I would be okay. We were just having some fun and—” 
He cuts me off. “Having some fun? You allowed another whom you obviously just met, to convince you to walk out into space with, and you believed him when he said you would not die?” 
“We didn’t walk. We flew,” I correct, yet I don’t think using humor at a time like this was a wise choice to go with. Not by the void and disappointed look he gives me. 
He raises his voice. “I—I do not know what to say. Are you mad? Serena! I do not—I cannot—you are clearly an intelligent being, so what in the stars gave you the idea that this was not a dangerous and foolish act? You could have died!” 
Nope. No one talks to me like that. “Don’t shout at me,” I warn. “In fact, set me down, now,” I order. 
“Or what? You will run from me again?”
Oh, hell no. “Zurhen,” I warn. 
He sets me on my feet, and I take a few steps back. Guilt plagues him. “Serena. I’m sorry. I was just wor—”
Yeah. He lost his turn at speaking. 
For the sake of all that lives aboard, I remain calm, composed, and in control. “I am not mad, nor am I a fool. Do you think I’d still be alive if I was?” That calm composure of mine begins to slip, a spill of The Star’s wrath creeping in inch by inch. “No. I listen to my instincts, and never have they let me down. And as for this friend I just met. I may not know him, but I trust him. That I know to be as true as the way I feel for you.” Wait. What? 
Oddly enough, I find myself defensive for a stranger I barely know and it has me now questioning a lot. Do I trust Nolance? No. I can’t. He’s working with The Darkness. No, no. That’s not right. Nolance had said that he had fought The Darkness for control. Maybe he’s like me. Maybe he hates The Darkness, just as much as I hate my light. 
“Nice. Tell me how you really feel,” she speaks, but I ignore her.
Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Nolance isn’t the one that’s bad, but The Darkness is. Then again… who am I to judge who is bad and who isn’t? I’m no saint either. In fact, I may be worse. If I’m right though, and all of what he said was true, then maybe, just maybe, Nolance didn’t lie to me. Maybe he meant every word. 
I need to talk to him. I need more answers before I make up my mind about him. 
Zurhen opens his mouth to speak, but I stop him when I go on. “Look. I know you’re worried for me, but you no longer need to be. Now that I’m healed, I can take care of myself.” 
The giant alien grows silent, still. His body tenses, his fists clenching, his jaw tightening. “I see,” is all he says. 
I offended him. I didn’t mean to. Shit…
His eyes have darkened, that beastly side of him emerging, and its intimidating gaze… fixed on me. 
I should fear him, I should ready myself to fight, to run yet instead, I stay. I wait. I watch in curiosity and fascination. Maybe even in desire?
He slowly approaches, his long hair blowing wildly from the light vortex of wind orbiting around him. Papers and small debris get caught up in the small twister, everything near being sucked up in my not so sweet, giant alien’s wrath. 
My light. It is burning inside him, fueling the source of his power and I can feel it. It radiates inside him just as brightly as the mesmerizing storm of wind that manifests around him.
I speak in quiet awe. “Your magic, Zurhen. It’s—it’s so beautiful. You are beautiful.” Yet he does not acknowledge my compliment, nor what he is doing, not when his attention and piercing stare is set solely on me. 
He stops, standing before me, the swirling vortex, and flying debris just a foot ahead of me. Zurhen speaks beneath a struggled breath. “I do not want to argue with you, Serena.”
“I don’t want to argue with you either.” 
“Everything is magnified. I am not used to this,” he admits, his voice a weak, broken tone. 
“Used to what?” 
“This magic. To these emotions. The way I feel for you. It is like nothing I have ever felt, and it is driving me mad. I have lost so many I care for but knowing that I can lose you too, I—I have never been more terrified in all my life. I cannot lose you, Serena. I do not ever want to lose you,” his voice cracks. My throat bobs as does my bottom lip tremble. “You are doing something to me. You really are awakening something inside me. A side I have never known, and it is even more profound than this—this power.” 
He jerks his chin towards the encircling debris.
The mighty giant is losing it. He’s breaking. I would recognize the signs anywhere. No. If anyone must be forced to break, it’s me, not him. He doesn’t deserve this. He is too good to deserve anything less than a long, happy life and I want that for him. I want that for him more than I want it for myself.
“Go to him. Touch him,” The Star beckons.
To calm him, I reach my hand through the vortex to take his own and—a powerful, blinding, radial wave of bright blue light bursts outbound and through me.
So quickly, it disappears beyond the room and walls, leaving us standing in the wake of Zurhen’s power. 
Within a second, he has me near and close. So very close to him.
Continuous white and blue light strikes, illuminating the now tall, violent tunnel swirling around us. Amongst the surrounding chaos, our eyes find one another, both wide and piercing. And as if time has ceased to exist, it stops. The vortex stops. The lightening stops. All debris freezes mid-flight. Everything has grown still, except us and this—this internal surging warmth of radiance unlike any power nor love I have ever felt. Magic. It has me utterly breathless, speechless, stunned. He feels it too. I know he does.
Nothing else exists. It is only him and I. In this moment, in this life, together, bonded. One. We are… one. We are whole. Our hearts are whole. Healed. Beating. Stronger than ever.
“A bond that when joined, creates an everlasting connection, a spark of light. A cosmic conjunction so powerful, that it had the ability to alter time and creation itself,” Nolance had said. 
Unlike when my light met Nolance’s darkness and the two energies came together, spiraling in an intimate dance of light amongst darkness, a different reaction occurs between Zurhen and I. Something far more powerful. Something transcendent. A storm of light. Not a contradicting of two forces but—a matching. A union. An eternal bond. 
“A wish,” she speaks within. “Two wishes have been granted and fulfilled.”
“By you?” I ask. 
“One by me. One by another.”
“Who?” I wonder. 
“I do not know.” 
As breathless as he, I find the strength to speak past this—this yielding urge to submit to something. To complete something. To claim something. “What is happening between us?” my winded voice speaks. 
“Mate,” he whispers. “You are my mate. I found my heartmate. I found you. My wish came true.” 
 
Zurhen
 
I left her. I left her stunned, confused. 
What is wrong with me? I should have stayed. I should have explained, yet I did not. I left. Why? No. I had to. She will be there when I return. At least I hope so. 
As I race down the long corridor, blasts, shouting, and fighting can be heard from afar. 
I pick up my pace, sprinting as fast as my two feet can carry me. “Mate,” the word blows from my lips. She is my mate. A term that has been long dead since the disappearance of magic, and now here I am, claiming the word, knowing it to be true without question. “Mate,” I say it again, as if it is not real, but it is. She is. 
The thought had crossed my mind multiple times since meeting her, but never did I assume it to be true. Not because of her, but because such a blessing might as well be extinct, forgotten. 
I sensed it before. The pull had been there since the moment I heard her voice call to me from within her cell. 
Mate. My mate. My mate had called to me, and I found her. I found my mate. Against all odds and the devastation that set me on the path to finding her, I did, and now I have her, to hold, to cherish, to love, forever. Love. I love her, not because she is my mate, but because I love, her. I love everything about her. The pink blush that rises beneath the skin of her cheeks after I touch her, the way she giggles, the way her eyes glimmer when she burst with laughter, the way she smiles. Oh, the way she smiles… I love it all. Even the parts of her I have yet to discover, I know I will love. I will adore. I love her. I think I always have. For far longer than I have ever known. 
To think that there were times when I thought I was a fool for believing in such magic. A fool who had wished upon one too many stars. Night after night of standing on the balcony of my bedroom window, I would gaze up at the stars, wishing to find the one who truly held my heart. Little did I know it would come true. 
My wish came true… and now my mate and I are connected. Our hearts forever fated to one another, in this life, and in the next, that is… if she so chooses to accept the old ceremony of my ancestors and what must be done to bind and seal our two destinies so that we may find one another in the hereafter.
The ceremony… I must find the Sacred Elders upon returning home. They are the only ones who remember the ritual, for they were the last to go through, The Claiming of Hearts. 
As I near the large open room, I come to an immediate halt before I enter. 
I have come too late. The uprising has already begun. Another war. Always a war. When will it end?
My eyes darken, my face contorting with rage. “Release me,” The Beast within hisses, his taste for blood salivating at the corner of my lips. 
I wipe my chin. “They want war? Then I shall give them war,” I seethe. 
“Zurhen!” Emerlum shouts. There, fighting through the hordes of prisoners, I find his mighty self within the mass and—my eyes bulge. 
It cannot be… fire power? 
The former prisoner made of a dry, charcoal layer of skin, and eyes of a burning ember, blasts a heavy stream of fire Emerlum’s way.
The heat and stench of its acrid flames reach as far as where I stand, and it is revolting.
He ducks, lifting his shield to block the flames’ path and while that goes on, a thin, grey, scaly being, stands off to the side, using the power of his mind to lift and throw multiple chairs Emerlum’s way too. 
My general takes the blunt force of each strike, emitting a loud, drawn-out, maddening bellow as he holds his ground. When all is over, he stands tall and lethal like the weapon of destruction he is, and then he roars, a monstrous, intimidating, roar powerful enough to rattle the insides of my form. 
I shiver. 
My gaze turns, taking quick note of the scene before me. Bloodshed, violence, chaos… it ensues around us, innocents running to escape the anarchy. Some too stunned to flee, most hiding beneath tables for cover. 
My army… many lay, unmoving, their eyes closed, some open but void of the life they once knew. 
We are outnumbered, outmatched to the violent force of nature that stands against us. 
This was not supposed to happen. I gave them everything. I thought they were happy, but apparently it was not enough. 
They have turned on us. After we gave them sanctuary and care, they turned against us… why? Why do they always turn against us? Against me? 
“Commander!” Nay’ahli shouts. I find her amid battling one that can raise the ground beneath her hooves. 
A Nari. Half a being like me, half a wooded beast. A rare, fierce, mythical creature of beauty and the elements. A warrior known to hail from The Enchanted Forest. A place that had once known magic long ago but has since darkened, becoming what is now, The Dark Forest. 
Bewildered, I wonder how she ended up here? How she survived throughout time? Where did she go before the worlds lost its magic? And how will she survive when we return? 
The Nari sends a violent wave rumbling across the tiled floor. 
Nay’ahli stumbles, falling onto her back. 
“Nay’ahli!” Cur’rav shouts from somewhere. 
My kind are injured, dying, yet here I am, too stunned to move. Too shocked witnessing what I thought I would never live to witness. Magic. “No. No more death,” I whisper beneath my breath. “This stops now.” I cannot endure anymore. I cannot take another death. I cannot bear it. Not from my own soldiers. Not from my friends. Not from anyone I care for. “STOP!” I shout at the top of my lungs. And in the moment of my rage, my eyes find another. The one whose eyes glow of a bright violet. 
Dressed elegantly in all black, there he stands on top of a table amongst the raging war below him, proudly and with a smug grin upon his high held head. 
“You!” I say, pointing towards. “Stop this at once!” I order as I charge. 
His wicked grin grows wider as he watches me approach. 
After entering the mass, violent horde, one comes at me with an arm made of a silver sword. I duck, falling onto my back and nearly missing the plunge. “What the FUCK!”
His arm is a—a sword! 
The former prisoner is quick. He raises his weapon to bring down upon me, but he is too slow, and I am too quick. 
I roll to the side just as the tip of his impenetrable blade meets the hard floor with a loud clank, its heated sparks of friction just barely missing my eyes. 
“Zurhen!” my mate’s panicked voice screams. 
“Serena?” I speak in surprise. That pull. Our pull. It tugs on my heart, beckoning me to go to her, to see her and then as if by magic, I do. 
There, appearing faintly above me, is the one who holds my heart, and she is worried for me. My mate is worried for me. 
I smile, reaching a hand, out to touch her. “Serena.”
What short moment of bliss I knew, is disrupted. “Watch out!” another’s voice yells.
I blink and then she is gone. My mate is gone, and in her place, another. The one with an arm of a silver sword stands above, his weapon held high. 
Time stills. I freeze. 
“Commander!” shouts the voice of my friend. 
And as the sword comes down, my last thoughts go to my mate. My beautiful star. “I love you,” I send to her, down through whatever magical tether that binds our two hearts as one. “I will always love you.” 
Out of reaction, I blink, bracing for impact. When I do not receive it, my eyes open. 
Two wide one’s gaze into my own. 
Impaled through the heart by another’s sword, he bleeds. 
Dark, thick, silver blood drips from his wound and onto my clothing. Life, I witness it slip from his terrified eyes, and then they close. He takes his final breath, crossing over into the unknown that awaits for him on the other side. And that is it. His life is gone. Once here and now… absent. 
The sword is withdrawn, and the body shoved aside as if waste. 
“Cur’rav,” I speak. My friend. My friend saved my life. 
He stands above, extending a hand. “To be distracted, is to be blind,” a motto amongst warriors he recites as he pulls me to stand. 
“Where is she?” I question, searching for my mate. “Serena!” I shout. “WHERE ARE YOU?” I look for her, yet she is nowhere to be found. She is not here. I do not understand. She was just here… My hands reach up, holding the back of my head with stressful squeeze. “I am going mad. I am going mad,” I repeat in panic.
“Well, can you pick another day to go mad?” Cur’rav shouts. 
Shock. I do not know what is real and what is not. 
I cannot believe this is happening. Magic. We are battling magic, and it is everywhere, coursing through every vein and artery I own. My mate’s magic flows through me. Powerfully, and on the cusp of bursting at any moment, I truly feel as though it may explode. 
“Free it. Use what she has blessed us with,” The Beast encourages. 
Cur’rav shakes my shoulders to get my attention. “Commander! You need to wake up! You need to fight! Fight!” he demands. “For fucks sake… where are your weapons?”
“We will not be imprisoned again!” someone within the crowd yells. 
I drop my hands and swing around quick. “No one is imprisoning you! You are all free! Now stop this! All of you!” I command, yet the war persists. 
“Then take us back! Take us home!” another shouts.
“Listen to me!” I shout. “STOP!” I yell as two more former prisoners come at me. 
I am without a weapon. I forgot my weapons. What was I thinking? This isn’t like me. I am never underprepared. Never distracted.
“Then allow me to be your weapon,” The Beast speaks. 
Cur’rav quickly moves in front, guarding me from the two fast approaching beings. 
A calm voice from high above, orders the two to stop. 
The Dark One. 
The two, immediately halt. 
They look to him, then to me, their expressions holding a lethal, vengeful glare. 
Cur’rav bangs a fist against his onyx armor, gaining the attention of the one above. “Hey you! You want the challenge of a fight, then fight me you dark, pathetic—" 
With a gentle wave of a hand, he sends Cur’rav flying across the room. 
“Cur’rav!” Nay’ahli shouts from a distance. 
“I wish to hear the king speak,” The Dark One tells the two. “Now silence. All of you,” he commands with his gaze set on me. 
All surrounding chaos comes to an immediate halt, by magic, by curiosity, I do not know. 
“Now is your chance to address them, Your Majesty,” he says with a small, conniving smile. A game of power. He believes he holds the upper hand, and for now, that is true. 
I would be a fool to challenge him. His power is unmatched. Feared by all and he knows it, but will I allow that arrogant smirk of his to intimidate me? Not in a million lifetimes. 
Now is my chance. I take the given opportunity to attempt to get through to the former prisoners. 
Turning, I gaze upon them all. “This ship will not break its accelerated course. We are to return to Mel’Vargon and then after we disembark, I promise accommodations will be given to those who wish to return to your home planets,” I explain, yet they only grow angrier, all shouting at once to be heard. 
“No! We want to return home now!” one demands. 
“Take us home now!” another shouts. 
My fists clench in stress beside me. “I said I promise! Do you not understand what that means? It is law!” It is law… 
“Your promises mean nothing!” someone shouts. 
I find my commanders within the crowd, eyeing each one of them as they look to me, waiting for my call. Hopeless. Defeated. I can see it in their eyes. Neither one of us wishes to harm the one’s we have spent so much time caring for, but at this point, we may have no other choice. There may be no way to get through to them, but by the crown passed down to me upon my parents’ demise, I will try. For them and for all that they have worked so hard to build. 
As a king who wishes for nothing more than peace, like mother and father, I will try. That is all that I can do. That is what they would want me to do. 
“Rule by peace, not by wrath,” mother had lectured. 
I made an oath. An oath to defend my kingdom, and I will not fail them. The safety of The Three Worlds and of the innocents aboard ship, will always come first. It is them who depend on my army to protect them, and so we shall. We will if we must. Against anyone who dare threaten their lives. Serena… my mate. I now have her to protect. I will protect my mate. I will always protect her. 
I look to The Dark One who remains high, and then I glance upon the former prisoners surrounding us. “Just listen to me. You will be safer on my home planet. We can protect you better there, but out here… the longer we are exposed and in the open, we are vulnerable. The one responsible for imprisoning you, Cal’elv, if he is not already close and trailing behind, he will come looking for you, and he will find you,” I tell them. 
“We can protect ourselves from him!” one says. 
“We do not need you!” another shouts. 
I do not get it. How do they not understand? What more can I do? What more can I say? They will not listen. They will not budge. 
I tried. I tried mother. I really have… “I am sorry mother,” I whisper beneath my breath. 
My mate was right. Strength does not come from overcoming pain. It comes from when you have had enough and decide no more. And so, I lose it. A part within that I have held together for far too long, snaps. 
Choosing to live, to fight, I do so, for me, for my mate, and for my kingdom. However, necessary. “Fine. Have it your way,” I warn. “I choose wrath. I choose war.”
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
As the magic of The Star inside brightly burns, and The Beast within claws its way to come forth, a certain part of me takes a step back, allowing the power of the other two, to emerge as one. “CAL’ELV WILL MAKE YOU, HIS SLAVES! IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT?” my beast and I roar, our voices blending as one monstrous warning for all to back down now, before he bursts free and consumes control. “DO YOU WISH TO BE ENSLAVED TO A MONSTER? TO BE BEATEN, TORTURED, AND FORCED TO FIGHT HIS WARS UNWILLINGLY?” 
I am fuming, panting, on the brink of losing what remaining control I own. As my fists ball and The Beasts’ black talons grow sharp, I feel myself beginning to shift fast, and if I do not stop him now, he will emerge and he will kill them all. 
All the stress. All the trauma. All the recent change. I cannot take it. I am barely holding on as it is. I am losing myself. I really am going mad. 
“Give your pain to me. I can endure it,” he hisses. 
“Commander!” Emerlum warns from across the room. I look to him, finding his penetrating gaze. “Calm,” he mouths. 
I nod my head and breathe. Multiple long breaths. 
Him and my commanders know the signs. Witnessing me shift into the beast once before, they understand that must not happen, because if it were to, then all who dare threaten us, will be sacrificed to the monster without a shred of mercy and once that happens... I will not be able to stop him. Not until his insatiable thirst has been thoroughly quenched. 
“FREE ME!” he roars. 
“FREE US! LET US GO! WE ARE NOT PRISONERS!” they all shout. 
Too much. It is all too much. I need to calm. Just breathe. You are a king now. Act like one! Serena. I think of my Serena. I imagine her touch, her scent, her skin, her voice. 
Calmer than I was, I take a moment to observe the situation, calculating a careful strategy, but even as I weigh the options, I realize, there is no getting through to these beings. That leaves us with but one option. Death. These survivors must die or be imprisoned once more. It is the only way. 
I look to the smug one above them all. “You do not want this. Order them to back down now!” I command.
He shrugs. “They’ll do what they want. I do not control them.”
“But you—” I start to say before he disappears into a dense cloud of haunting darkness. Magic. My mate’s light within me dances in his presence. 
Startled, I jump back when his shadows appear before me. Two beaming violet eyes pierce through the clouds and then its him again. 
His solid form manifests from the daunting shadows, right before my very eyes. Omnipotent. A lethal, powerful deity. His aura… suffocating yet, dangerously alluring. There is a beguiling force about him. An inviting presence. A hidden darkness and not of the obvious shadows that surround him. No. This darkness burrows. That I can feel. That I know. That I somehow… remember. 
He rises from its wake, his body levitating at my height. 
Grinning, he floats, staring. 
I stand my ground, showing him not a fleck of fear. 
“You forget that we are but free beings. My presence here is to simply observe, to watch, to wait.” 
My gaze hardens. “And last night? I suspect it was you responsible for the darkness and illusions? Did you enjoy observing then when you forced us all to relive the tragedies of our lives?” I question. 
My family. I saw it all. I relived it all. Every scream. Every cry. Every deep slice across the throats of their necks before they were beheaded, and then there was mother’s eyes. The anguished eyes which found mine in the far sea of faces. 
As I raced towards her, pushing aside all who ran rather than helped, I held my mother’s gaze. One stare. One short, final moment between mother and son, and then they closed. Her eyes closed, never to open again. Never to see her son again. I lost her. I lost my mother. I lost my entire family, and the illusion of it felt so real. It felt as if I were there, re-living that day again. A day in which I wished to forget, yet was reminded of, because of him. 
“I did not force you to do anything. The Darkness feeds off fear. Give it what it desires, and it will return your truest fear. But had you embraced it. Had you accepted it without judgement, it would have brought forth your greatest wish. It would have granted you everything,” he responds. 
“You are a monster!” I tell. 
“Aren’t we all? We are all villains in someone else’s eyes. So, before you cast judgement upon me, I suggest you gaze into a mirror and ask yourself, who have you wronged?” He floats around, stopping in front of me. “Believe what you want of me, but if I were truly a monster who wished to cause irreparable harm, I would have imagined a far greater way to destroy you.” 
He lifts his hand beside his face and allows for his fingers to press together. 
“What are you doing?” I nervously question, remembering what he can do with a single snap of those fingers. 
“Oh, so you are aware of what I am capable of. Good. Do not ever forget it,” he warns.
His hand lowers.
“What do you want?” I ask. 
“Hmph. Isn’t that the question? How about a riddle? Get it right and The Darkness may reward you with one wish. Would you like that? A wish?”
I think of my family. 
“That is what I thought,” he says, smiling. “Now, shall we play? Here goes. What can no being live without, covet more than anything else, and will sacrifice their own to claim?”
Serena. “Easy. A heartmate,” I answer. 
“Oof,” he says, shaking his head in disappointment. “Wrong. But do attempt to guess again in the future, after all, I’d love to witness the look upon your face when you do finally get it right.” 
My heart breaks, chipping away after just barely being healed. Hope. For a split moment, I had hope. Hope of seeing my family return to me. “Alright. Enough with the riddles. Tell me what you want!” I shout. 
He floats but a few hands width away and gazes down between us. “Ah, would you look at that. And they said evolution was a hoax.” He lets out a low laugh. “What an adorable new… gift. How remarkable.” 
I glance down. 
My power. It is back. The swirling wind has returned only this time, the vortex of blue lightening and wind manifests in the palms of my hands, not outside, nor around me. 
I look to him. 
“Congratulations. It would appear your ancestors dormant magic has awoken inside you. A word to the wise though, be careful how you use it, and who you use it against. You would not want to anger the wrong magical being now, would you?” he asks with a wink. 
Gasps, whispers, and talk erupts from all around. 
I turn, having everyone witness my palms and the blue glittering streams that runs brightly beneath my flesh. 
“What?” Emerlum lowly speaks. 
“How can this be?” Nay’ahli questions. 
“The blue light wave that went through us. The king has claimed a falling star!” another shouts. 
“Where is The Star?” all begin to wonder. “I want a star!” they clamor. 
I face The Dark One as he stares upon the crowd. 
“Ugh. Such greedy savages, aren’t they? It’s always, I want. Why can they not just be content with what they’ve already been blessed with?”  
“It is only basic nature to want what you cannot have,” I respond. 
He looks to me, sneering. “Oh, I wholeheartedly agree.” A tiny fleck of glitter amongst the shoulder lapel of his black suit captures his attention. He flicks it and says, “You know because I am feeling quite benevolent.” With his head angled towards me, his eyes lift, his stare a grim forward expression through the brows. “I will offer you another wise word of advice, my dear young king.” Young king. He does not look a day older than I. The condescending prick. “Rule by fear, and they will not think twice before ever betraying, nor taking what is yours. But rule by peace, and they will turn on you.” 
“I rather be respected by my kingdom, than to be feared.” 
He shrugs. “To each their own. Cannot say I did not try.” 
“Look. You clearly hold some sort of power over them, so I will warn you one last time. Order them to stand down now or—” 
That sadistic, psychotic smirk of his returns. “Or what? You’ll kill them? Darling boy. That is exactly what they want, for killing is all they know. They want to fight. It is in their blood. It is who they are. Killers. Monsters, but you would know all too well about being a monster, wouldn’t you?” How dare he. 
He disappears, manifesting into shadow form before popping up from behind. 
I look over my shoulder as he leans in close, too close. 
He speaks into my ear. “If you truly wish for them to stop, then give them a reason to. Give them something to fear. Release your power, young king. Your true, untapped power. Come on. I know you have it. It is in there,” he says, poking my shoulder. I grow annoyed, clenching down upon my jaw. “I can sense it pulsing inside you, and oh how glorious it would be to witness,” he whispers seductively. “Now get mad. Get angry. Release your power. Show us who you really are, your Imperial Majesty.”
I quickly turn to face him, yet he is gone, the last of his shadows wisping away after his departure. 
How—no. I do not have time to be shocked by his dark tricks. So, I accept it and move on. 
All eyes within the silent room gaze upon my hands. 
Instead of hiding them, I raise them and attempt to try something I have only read from the private book of my ancestors. The Book of the Star Blessed. 
I remember it. It was a simple maneuver. I can perform it. I know I can. 
Concentrating, I imagine what I wish to accomplish and when I have it, I bring my two hands together and allow them to hover and rotate in opposite directions. 
I repeat, in reverse. Twice. Behold. It works. They merge. What was once two storms, is now one. 
A wide, proud smirk rises high upon the corner of my lips. 
I stretch my hands, pulling with it, one large growing orb of violent wind and storm. 
A soft, surprised chuckle escapes me, and I smile at what I have manifested, and so easily. My mate’s magic is strong, radiating inside me with a merciless need to explode, so to be able to control it… to bring it forth, to tame it. I am already proud of what I have accomplished. With her, and for myself. 
“Naturals. Wielders of the true power,” mother used to speak of our magical ancestors. I am a natural. It is in my blood. The Imperial blood of The Ethereal’s. 
My eyes lift, witnessing a mix of many amazed, yet equally frightened stares. 
Alright. Now time to turn serious.
What smile I held now bares a tight hard line. “I am giving you all one last warning. Stand down now and surrender, or we will, destroy you.” 
“Appearance is everything,” father would say. “You make them believe, and they will.” 
“The king threatens us!” one of the former prisoner’s yells. 
“Wait. No,” I quickly say. 
“He wants to kill us!” another shouts. 
“Oh, come on!” I complain. “Are you kidding me?” Well, that ploy backfired. 
“Kill the king!” one orders. 
And then it resumes. The chaos resumes. War is back on. 
“SAVE THE KING!” Emerlum commands his troops. 
I look to the glowing orb I hold, then to my team, to my army, and last, to the former prisoners. 
Fine. Have it your way. Let us fight. “Draw your weapon! FIGHT!” I command. 
Each one of our soldiers draws their strapped gun from around their backs, aims it at their opponents and releases nuclear fire upon them all. 
An orchestrated unison of continuous blue energy rays light up the room with its holy wrath. 
Scientifically designed for war outside The Three Worlds, it is not often my army wields the sacred energy from the stars itself. An endless energy. Our ammunition is infinite. The perfect weapon. 
Agonizing screams and the acrid stench of the burning of flesh implants itself into my senses, but regardless of the horrific scene, I do not flinch. I do not move. Numbness. I have become desensitized. Calm. By the magic inside me, or by the suppression of trauma? I no longer know the difference. 
An advantage. They did not see the attack coming. 
Many have fallen but many also remain. 
A blink of an eye. That is all it takes to nearly miss the sharp spear of ice that goes soaring through the air, straight towards Emerlum. “EMERLUM!” I warn. 
By the grace of the stars, it never makes it to him. No. With a quick reach, Emerlum catches the spear before it pierces his left eye. 
He grins, a wide, toothy grin. 
With a tight grip of the spear in both hands, he slams it over his muscular thigh, snaps in half, then tosses it aside. 
The two frozen halves shatter amongst the floor like the most delicate of glass.
We share a nod, my commanding general smirking confidently. 
I turn, raising the orb of storm. “Alright. Now let us see what this can do.” 
Both my hands rotate fast, the rapid motion creating a strong vortex of wind. 
My hair blows wildly, my long strands caught in the suction of the twister. 
It grows, the storm manifesting into its own violent eco environment. 
Thunder, lightning, wind and—rain. I have conjured water. I have conjured the elements of my ancestors’ forgotten powers. 
“Commander!” Emerlum shouts from beyond the large, bright blue orb.
I do not acknowledge him, nor take heed of his worrisome tone. No. I do not break my concentration, but I do allow a particular memory from my mother to seep in. “How were our magical ancestors able to project their power, mother?” my young self, had asked her. 
“By willing it to do what they wished it to do, Zurhen,” she responded. And so, I do. I use the strength of my will to command my power to do as I foresee. I make my own wish. “I wish to destroy my enemies. I wish it to kill them all.”
Clap! One loud slam of my hands, I open and extend them forward. 
The storm surges ahead, its bolts of blue shooting out towards my enemies.
The near and far are impaled.
Painful shrieks erupt from those pierced, just as screams of terror sound from the one’s trapped within the vortex of lightening, wind, and rain. 
They are suffocating, being electrocuted, drowning in their own bubble of doom. 
I watch with a sense of intrigue and patience as each storm claims its victims, dropping their lifeless corpse after it has taken their lives. After the last storm fades, spiraling into the nothing, I release a long, pent-up sigh.
Nay’ahli’s wide-eyed, deep, concerning stare captures my attention. Judgement. I know the look. She does not agree with my actions, and I am sure to hear of it later. 
With no time to waste, I move on. 
A quick, flawless leap over one that is crouched, I soar, gravity nearly lifting me off my dangling feet, but that is not right. Gravity is still in effect, which means… I am flying. Holy stars. I am flying. On my own. By magic. I smile. 
As I am mid-air, a long, prickly plant-like vine reaches my way. It wraps tightly around my torso. 
Cur’rav tosses his sword. “Commander! Catch!”
My arm extends, my fingers flexing far. Caught by the hilt and just in time, the blade comes down upon the vine. One clean slice in half, it falls to the ground. 
Both my feet hit the ground.
I stand, studying the vine as it unwinds and shrivels into a—an arm falls beside me. 
An ear-piercing shriek nearly has me cover my ears.
The former prisoner holds onto her bleeding, amputated limb, her neon green blood squirting profusely.
Leaving her be, I jump to my feet and—my sword meets the flesh of another. One with a giant mallet of a fist raised high and aimed for my head.
Had he not been close and fallen upon the tip of my sword—had I not turned so quickly, that mallet would have come down. It would have crushed me. I would be dead.
“What is with these arms?” I lowly criticize. 
He coils over, his eyes going wide and void.
With a solid yank, I kick him, allowing his body to slide off the metal with ease. He falls to the ground.
Got to love Vargonian steel.
One deep breath in. One long, shaky breath out. I continue fighting, swinging, slashing, and plunging my way through as many of these betrayers as I can. 
As I lay a foot upon the stomach of another and yank my sword out, I glance up to reassess my surroundings. 
My friends. Where are they? I search for them, my anxiety rampant when I do not find them immediately. “Nay’ahli,” I breathe. There, in the thick of battle, she struggles with one that uses an invisible force to choke her. And to her left, behind, fights Cur’rav. 
He confronts one that—that just stands there seeming to use the power of his mind.
Cur’rav dodges everything thrown his way, but he is not quick enough to avoid a soaring table headed straight towards him.
It slams against him. 
“NO!” Nay’ahli screams. 
Poor Cur’rav is sent flying back once more, but he lives. The mad warrior picks himself up off the ground, rushing towards his enemy with a look of a sadistic scorn of vengeance only he is determined to settle. 
Cur’rav was born to kill. He finds pleasure in it when all else find guilt.
Never would I wish to be his enemy.
My head turns quickly when I catch Emerlum’s frustrated voice. 
He battles one that—wait. Who is he fighting? What is he fighting? Is it—invisible? 
My team. They need help. They need me. 
“No. Give them me!” The Beast insists. 
I rush through the horde, taking out everyone who dare get in my way. 
Nay’ahli is the first I go to.
With her back facing me, the one choking her does not see me coming. 
One smooth thrust, my sword slices through her thick orange flesh. Her body grows still. Lifeless. 
It takes but one grab of her shoulder and a foot to her backside to push her off my sword. Her corpse falls, landing beside Nay’ahli’s feet. 
“Thank you, Commander, but I had her,” she speaks behind a breathless, hoarse voice. 
“I have no doubt that you did,” I tease. “Now help me defend Cur’rav and Emerlum.”
She nods. “I will go to Cur’rav’s aide. You go to Emerlum’s.” I nod. 
Nay’ahli rushes towards Cur’rav, as I rush towards Emerlum. 
“SHOW YOUR FACE YOU PATHETIC COWARD!” Emerlum yells. 
“Where is it?” I question. 
Emerlum swings his sword at the nothing, like a crazed being. “I do not know! It is everywhere!” he answers.
I have reached my limit. A long, irritated grunt-like growl lets loose from deep inside me. “Enough of this! This ends now—huhhh!”
I still.
“ZURHEN!” my mate screams. 
Intense, striking pain, my body grows taut, every ounce of air I hold within, gone. 
My eyes go wide, my mouth forming an O, and then I fall, my knees hitting the ground with a bruising thud. 
Slowly, I lower my head towards the glint of metal now coated with the dark blue hue I know all too well.
It drips. My blood falls, splashing down upon the forming puddle below. 
“COMMANDER! NOOOOO!” Emerlum yells. “GUARD YOUR KING! PROTECT THE KING!” 
My army slips through the horde, creating a strong, immediate barrier around me. 
This not real, it cannot be, yet as I gaze upon the sword plunged through the flesh of my abdomen, a part of me that should have been protected by the shield of my armor—had I not forgotten to wear it before I left in a hurry—I fear that this may not be an illusion at all, but my ultimate, impending death. 
“Say the words,” the beast beckons. “Release me!” 
Emerlum rushes to my aide and drops to his knees beside me. “Do not move. I am going to remove it,” he speaks with urgence.
The moment he grabs my shoulder and yanks the smooth metal from my flesh, I emit a loud, excruciating shriek of pain. 
This is real. The pain is real. 
Faint, dizzy, and disoriented, my head spins, my skin growing clammy and cool. 
Nausea threatens to come forth and I do not know if I can hold back the urge. I have lost all control. 
He lays me back against him, but I hear it, the worry in his tone, the pounding of his heart. “Shhh. Everything is alright,” he assures, but even I know he lies.
Blood. So, much hot, thick, blue blood pours from me. 
Delirious, I cup the warm liquid with both hands, attempting to place it back inside the cut it spills from. “I must—I must return it.” 
“That is not how it works,” I hear my friend cry. His hand covers my wound, pressing firmly down upon it. I wince, yelping. “You are going to be alright. Hang in there until you begin to heal. You are going to be alright. Zur, please be alright. Stay with me. Zurhen, stay with me. Please,” my dearest friend sobs. 
“I cannot—hurts,” I weep. 
“No, no, no. Do not leave me. You cannot die. Not you too. Not the both of you. Please Zur. I cannot lose you. I cannot lose you both. Zurhen? Zurhen! Help! THE KING NEEDS HELP! SOMEONE HELP US!” he shouts. 
I am cold. Sweaty. Shaking. My ears ring, my toes, and fingers prickly. I think I am dying. I am dying. No… Serena. Where is my Serena? We barely got any time. I did not get enough time.
My tear filled, blurry eyes gaze upon the room. “Serena,” I weakly call. “Where is Serena? I want my Serena.”
“She is not here,” my friend informs. 
“Serena!” I shout. A rough cough follows, then more blood. I spit out blood. My own blue blood. 
“Zur? Zurhen!” he shouts. 
“Mate. My mate. I want my mate,” I weep. 
“Mate?” he questions.
“Where is she? Where is my mate?”
“Zurhen…” the mighty war general sobs.
“I am… tired,” I faintly whisper. 
“No. No. No! Zurhen stay awake! Do not dare close your eyes. You hear me? Stay with me. Stay with me!” he shouts, yet his voice is fading. I am fading, my soul slipping away with each passing second.
My eyes close, the pain lessoning and the need to sleep growing stronger by the second. “I need to find—tell her I love—I wish—I wish it to stop. Make it all… stop—” My plea is drowned by something far more frightening than death. 
A long, loud, agonizing scream carries throughout the hollow ship like a haunting, ghostly wail. 
Goosebumps arise upon my flesh. 
My heart tightens, painfully constricting. 
Shivering, I whisper, “Serena.” 
A mere second more, a booming explosion from afar follows. 
Chills. A sinister wave of chills passes over me. 
The clanking of falling swords meeting the ground, and groans from those hurt, fills the now silent room. 
Everyone grows still, all looking towards the boom with nervous, awaiting expressions. 
Three seconds. That is all the time that passes before a bright wave of white light appears, its surge an ominous, deafening roar in which fast approaches. 
“Take cover!” Emerlum warns as he moves in front to shield me. 
And then it hits us. The shockwave sends us soaring far across the room. 
I crash against the hard floor and curse the stars after landing on my wound. 
Wails and whimpers can be heard from around. 
As beings begin to stir and rise from the rubble, I remain where I am, resting behind heavy eyes. 
“What was that?” many wonder. 
“Commander?” I hear Nay’ahli call. 
“Commander!” Emerlum shouts. 
Someone drops behind, panting and groaning. Someone is holding me from behind, but I cannot see. I cannot open my weighted eyes to know who. 
My head spins. Everything is spinning. I feel numb. So… weak. 
Sudden frightful screams and the stampede of those in a frantic panic to flee, consume the room. 
“What in the stars is that?” Emerlum questions, but I already know. 
I smile behind closed eyes. “My star,” I proudly claim. 
Tingles. Those familiar sparks signal that she is near, but unlike before, they are not of a pleasant sensation, but of… a fearful one. 
The hair upon my arms, rise. 
I shiver, not from the chill of death, but from actual, fear. 
“WHERE IS HE?” speaks the haunting voice of— 
That is not the voice of my mate. No. This is the voice of something… unnerving, malevolent, all-powerful. 
I open my heavy, half-lidded eyes. Light. White radiating light. It is bright. She is bright. Too bright. 
While repeatedly blinking, I force my eyes to adjust to the exposure, shielding them with a protective layer against the flare. When they have adapted, I look up, staring straight into the many burning rays of the beaming star that floats high above. “Serena?” I weakly question. 
Her glowing head turns fast, finding me upon the ground. “NO!” she screams, her sinister, booming voice rattling all that is nearby. 
The star flies fast towards, reaching me within a blink of an eye. 
As she hovers before me, even with the shield, I squint from the brightness. Serena. I cannot see my Serena. She is lost behind the glow. 
“WHAT HAVE THEY DONE TO YOU?” she demands to know. 
“Serena,” I whisper. 
“Who. Did. This. To. You?” she darkly questions. “YOU WILL ALL BURN FOR WHAT YOU’VE DONE!” she seethes. 
“Serena. No,” I tell her. 
“I am not Serena!” she explains. 
“The Star. You are The Star,” I acknowledge. 
“The Star?” Emerlum questions. 
“Yes,” she hisses. “I am The Star, and I will not have you die, but they will! All of them.” 
I reach for her, stretching my shaky fingers far so that I may touch her. “Take my hand. Take it, please,” I ask of her, knowing that if we just touch, then she will calm. I know she will. 
“I am not your Serena, but she is a part of me. I know her heart. I know her pain, for we both share it all, and because of that, I will destroy every, last one of them for hurting you,” she deathly vows. 
“Commander…” Emerlum warns. “You need to do something,” he urges. 
“I have this,” I tell him. 
Her demeanor suddenly changes, as does her voice. Like a switch, her erratic mood shifts from hostile to a delicate, motherly tone. “You are hurt. Badly.”
“Yes. I am,” I tell her. 
“My light. You have it inside you. Use it!” she orders, her temper once again rising. “NOW BEFORE YOU DIE!” 
“I do not know how,” I admit. 
She groans in annoyance then begins pulling me by an invisible force, right from Emerlum’s arms. 
“Wait!” Emerlum shouts, holding me back. “What are you doing?” 
“I am saving his life!” she tells him. 
“Zur. I do not trust her,” my friend speaks into my ear. 
“It is alright,” I assure him. “I will be fine.” 
Hesitant to release me, his hold around me lessons, allowing The Star to lure me in. 
I am floating. Floating towards the light. Towards my mate hidden behind the glow of the star. 
The grace of her light surrounds me in its comforting, warm barrier. “She gave you my light, well it is I who will bless you with life. Enjoy,” she speaks. 
I instantly gasp, inhaling a deep breath of her power that flows pleasantly through me. 
Clinging to every part within, her overwhelming, tingling radiance fills my every ache and wound, healing me, restoring me like new. The tingling... it must come from her. 
As my limbs stretch wide, and my head falls back, I close my eyes, smiling, reveling in the magnificence of her profound essence. Power. She is the epitome of power. She is the Goddess of all stars. My star. My very own star. 
“We are connected, you and I,” she tells. “We are bound. By light and by destiny. Do you deny it?” 
“No. I believe it. I feel it. I feel you. I feel her,” I exclaim behind the intoxication. 
“And so, you always shall, for we are now joined.” 
My feet touch gently down upon the ground, my entire body knowing what it truly means to feel relaxed, to feel soothed, comforted by the tender grace of the star’s magical presence. 
I open my eyes and as she withdraws, ascending with open arms, a bent knee, and hair risen high and pointed in all directions, her light fades just enough to reveal a glowing physical form. Serena’s body. She looks just like my Serena, yet she is not. Not in the slightest. 
Delicate, swaying rays encircle her, their streams floating in the airless wind like beams from the brightest sun. 
“Beautiful,” I whisper in complete obsession. She is exquisite. 
Out of magnetic reaction, I move towards her, yet am stopped by the firm grip around my wrist. 
I look back. 
“Stay here. Please,” Emerlum quietly pleads. 
Mesmerized, I turn, looking to The Star who now floats high above us all. 
“Who are you?” someone wonders. 
“What are you?” a former prisoner questions. 
“Are you—whose side are you on?” another asks. 
She answers. “I am a star, and whose side am I on?” Her fingers flutter beside her and then they raise. She presses them together to—
“No,” I breathe. 
“His,” she responds. 
Snap! And then they burn, their screams of terror fading quickly as their bodies combust, the stardust of their shimmering ashes, floating like tiny, magical crystals up and into the air. 
“Thratur was right,” Emerlum speaks from behind.
“Tell me that is not how she annihilates worlds?” Cur’rav comes up beside to ask. 
I do not look his way, nor do I take my eyes off her, not even to stare upon the stardust of the deceased ashes as they rise towards the stars in which they once descended from. 
A slow clap sounds from across the room. “And so, The One True Star returns. There you are,” rejoices The Dark One. The Stars’ head slowly turns his way. “I have been waiting for you. At last, now the real fun may begin.”
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The Dark One manifests into a thick cloud of tiny, sparkling purple crystals and the most ominous of shadows. 
Floating upwards, he stops his ascent, hovering just at the height of The Star. And there, extending out of the darkness, a hand peeks through, followed by an arm and before I know it, the top half of his body is revealed, not one of which I knew last, but a new one. A dark purple, glimmering one just as profound as The Star’s beautiful, glowing form that transcends before him. 
Cur’rav moves in close to speak. “He touches that star, I bet you he will not live to—" The Star allows his hand to grace her cheek. 
Tiny flakes of gold dust blow from her figure like the softest breaths of air, yet they do not fall but sparkle amongst the intruding shadows that extend towards her.
“I have been waiting for you,” his unfamiliar, yet divine voice speaks to her. 
“Well, what do you know? He lives,” Emerlum states. 
They stare, peering deeply, as if somehow seeing into the eyes of their very souls. Their gaze resembles that of an intimate longing, a reunion, and I do not know what to think. I do not know what to feel. How to—to feel about the… intimacy. 
Neither speaks a word but takes one another’s hands. A synchronized unity, they turn towards my direction and descend together, bright, holy, and otherworldly. 
With a flawless manifestation into their original forms, as their former entities glittering energies fade and they surrender, Serena and The Dark One’s bodies become visible. They become, them. 
A shielding of material begins to materialize out of thin air, rising from their feet as they touch upon the ground with a grace of regal elegance. White and onyx. A matching look. A uniformed duo. There stands my mate dressed in an all-white suit of armor, her face hidden behind a wide, lowered hood. And him, the one next to her. Just the same, but opposite in color. Light and darkness. How symbolic. How—befitting. 
Her head lifts and there, she pulls back her hood, her gaze finding mine in the thick sea of faces. 
My mate… she smiles, a wide, beaming, beautiful smile. 
“Serena,” I gasp. I move in haste towards the one who holds my heart. 
“Zurhen,” my wide-eyed beauty speaks. 
 She leaves him, dropping his hand to sprint towards me. 
As we race to be reunited, leaping over the dead, the remaining crowd divides, parting for our reunion. A collision. Our bodies collide like two mountains forged by a continental drift. 
I immediately lift her, crashing my lips upon her own with a hunger not suitable for the public eye. 
As I envelope her with a tight hold, her little arms and legs lock around my neck and waist. 
With fingers laced through my long, thin locks, she grips my hair with a strong, delightful yank, grasping my strands with an aggressive, needy claim. “I heard you,” she cries against my heavy pressed mouth. “I—I saw you.” She stops, staring into my eyes with much sorrow. “Zurhen… I tried to come to you. I banged and banged on the door hoping someone would free me, and when I felt your fear—when I felt your pain, I blacked out and she—she escaped,” she reveals. “How is such a thing possible? How was I able to sense you? How was I able to feel you? See you?” 
I did not think of it before. How could I? It was long ago during my youth when I last studied the tale of heartmates. I had forgotten all about the bond and what it entails. Truth is, I did not pay much attention that day. Not when all I could think of, was how excited I was for mother to be bringing my younger sister into the world at that exact moment. 
My sweet, precious Morvlyn. Stars, I truly miss her. I miss them all.
“We are one, Serena. Our hearts are one,” I state, my voice a soft, happy whisper. 
“You ran from me. Please don’t ever run from me again. Don’t ever leave me to where I can’t get to you. I must always be able to get to you. I must protect you. You’re all I have,” she cries. 
As I run my fingers through her shimmering, now completely white hair, I shake my head, chuckling softly behind closed lips. Never again. “For as long as I am alive and even thereafter, I will never leave your side. You have my word. I love you, Serena. Scars and all.” 
She gasps, choking out an overwhelmed, but happy chuckle. “Zurhen… I love you. I love you so much,” she deeply professes. 
My heart explodes. 
She loves me. My mate loves me.
Unable to control the extent of my excitement, I kiss her again, and again, not caring in the least who watches me claim my mate’s lips with a burning passion. 
A clearing of another’s throat from behind interrupts our blissful reunion.
I pull barely away from my heartmate’s mouth. 
With our foreheads rested upon one another’s, I beam, for I am truly happy, in this moment, in life, and with her. Stars, I am so happy. I am… in love. Irrevocably in love with the one whose heart beats for my own. 
“I swear it Zurhen,” she says. “If anything were to ever happen to you. If you ever left me alone in this—if you died, I will follow after you. I promise you I will,” she seriously states. 
My smile immediately fades, just as instant tears cloud my eyes. 
She would end her life for me? “Serena… no,” I cry. 
“I have nothing. There’s nothing left for me here, but you. You’re all I have left. You’re it and if you go—I can’t lose you either,” she admits. Her heavy tears plummet, splashing upon her white leather armor.
“Nothing will ever take me from you. Not even death will part us. Besides, I have you and my star to protect me, do I not?” I remind, partly smiling so that I may witness her smile. And it works. 
She wipes her tears, half smiling. “I will always protect you,” she vows. “With everything I own.” 
“And I will always protect you. With all that I am, and wield,” I vow. 
“Commander?” Emerlum speaks from behind. I turn, holding my little one. “I hate to disturb your moment together but—” He pauses to observe those around. “—there is much discussion and many urgent questions that will need answering for,” he ends, his penetrating gaze set on the one I hold. 
“I don’t know what happened,” she confesses. I look to my mate as she goes on. “One moment, I was screaming and the next, she emerged and took control. She’s never done that before. She’s never possessed me without my consent.” Serena studies the room, her eyes widening, guilt and sorrow plaguing her sickly. Her wandering gaze then meets mine. “I am so sorry for what’s she’s done. I am so sorry,” she apologizes, her voice a shaky whisper of a cry. 
She blames herself. 
“No. It was not your fault,” I assure. 
Her face falls against my shoulder, weeping for those lost in war. 
With a hand pressed to the back of her head, I hold it there, scratching her scalp to calm her. “Shhh. It is alright,” I speak while leaving her a few tender kisses at the side. “You had no control over her. It was not your fault.” If anyone can understand losing yourself to the monster within, then it is me. I know it all too well. 
She leans back to speak. “But it was my fault. I was weak and she took advantage of my vulnerability. She escaped. She killed. She always kills. We talked about this. We were supposed to be done killing, but she didn’t listen. She never listens!” my little one shouts. 
From out of the shadows, The Dark One appears right beside us. “And that is where I may be of some assistance.” 
My mate looks to him. “Nolance,” she softly speaks.
He smiles warmly. “I told you I’d help you control her. Afterall, a promise from me, never goes undone.” 
“The Darkness. She allowed you and him to touch her... no one other than Zurhen has ever touched her and lived,” she notes. Him? Is his darkness its own entity just like her star’s? 
His eyes lift out of the corner and in my direction.
An arrogant expression forms across his face. “Because none of them are I.” The smug bastard. I knew I had reason not to like him. 
His attention returns to Serena.
“He knows her. He wants her,” my mate tells him. “Why does The Darkness want her? Whose side are you on, Nolance?” 
“Yours. Always yours,” he hastily responds. 
“You did not answer her question,” I relay. 
They look to me. 
“There are many things to discuss, but the answers to which you both seek, I’m afraid, are not for the public’s attention. Perhaps another time?” 
“I think it’s too late for that,” Serena responds as she gazes upon all whose eyes remain locked on her. “They know who I am. They know that I’m a star, and now they’ll come for me. They’ll come for what I can give. They always do.” 
The Dark One’s shadows explode outbound. “Over my dead immortal body,” he seethes. An immortal. He is immortal, but then… does that mean she is too? Are they equal? The same? 
Like a pounding, pulsing echo, his rolling dark power slams into me. Crippling fear, nausea, and the urge to bend a knee in surrender to something so omnipotent, so frightfully cardinal, yet here I am, able to stand with my head held high. Here I am, able to deny the smallest fraction of fear that he let slip past his mighty compelling aura. 
Am I becoming stronger? Compared to how I had reacted to his illusions before, falling to my knees, unable to resist the darkness that had preyed upon my mind and memories, I would say… yes. I am becoming, stronger. I am becoming stronger in many ways. 
“They so much as attempt to lay a hand upon you, then it will be as if their bloodlines never existed,” he darkly threatens, and I believe him. 
“He is right,” I say, eyeing him before looking to her. “No one will ever touch you, Serena, nor take what belongs to you. I can promise you that.” 
My mate’s hand reaches up to press tenderly upon my cheek. 
As her thumb sweeps across my bottom lip, she smiles. “Thank you both,” she speaks to each of us. 
“You never have to thank me,” he tells her. 
“Nor me,” I add. “You know I would do anything for you.” 
The Dark One’s head tilts, eyeing me in annoyance. A competition he wants, then I will play, and I will win. No doubt. 
He eyes us with a slick smirk. “So, now the question remains. With both your secrets revealed, do you hide amongst your power, or do you present it to the worlds?” 
Serena and I share a long stare before she turns his way. “It’s hard to hide amongst the shadows when your star demands to shine. No longer will I hide. No longer will I be caged, living in fear. I want to live. I just want to live,” she ends, staring upon me with a desperate look of sorrow and hope. 
“Are you sure about this?” I ask. 
She nods. “Before you found me on that ship, I thought I was going to die there. I had accepted my death. I was waiting for it to come, and while I waited, I told myself that if I somehow survive, then I vow that I would do better. I would be better. I would start again. Do life all over. I’d be given a second chance. I’d be given a new life to live. I survived, Zurhen, and now I want to live. With you. Happily, and forever,” her broken voice speaks. 
I wipe a heavy, fallen tear from my skin. “Happy, and forever. You and me. As one.”
A light smile peeks through. “As one,” she repeats.
“How darling,” The Dark One remarks. 
I look to him, my expression grown cold. “And why exactly are you still present?” 
“Zurhen?” my mate calls. I eye her. “If I am to do this, I am going to need him by my side as well,” she says as she gives The Dark One a kind smile. 
He returns the smile. 
“But why would you need him?” I wonder, a slight sting pricking my own heart. 
She looks to me. “Because Nolance is my friend. The friend I ventured outside with. Zurhen… he’s like me. He’s the only one like me that I’ve ever met, and because—because I trust him,” she reveals, staring upon him. 
“Awe. Well, aren’t you the sweetest,” he responds, smiling just as bright as she. 
My eyes bulge, my chest caving in. As my heart pounds, my breath quickening in anger, a violent tremble rolls through me, shaking the beast to his core. “You and him—you two—he took you—” I swallow a hard gulp, my head slowly turning towards The Dark One. 
With maddening eyes and face full of rage, my entire body vibrates with fury, The Beast within ready to claw that arrogant sneer right from his face. 
Casting my finger, I move in fast. “You will never endanger her life like that again!” I threaten. “You could have killed her! She could have died!” 
A strong wind sweeps across the room, lifting and blowing every loose object along the path of its gust. 
Many duck, taking cover behind already flipped tables. 
As the winds’ wrath picks up speed, it now ascending above us, circulating like a violent storm amongst the darkest of pools, I have never felt more alive. 
“Zurhen?” my mate nervously calls, but I ignore her. 
The Dark One snorts. “Nice,” he remarks while gazing up. “Do you have any idea what you just opened?” I do not care. Smirking, he rolls his eyes and then looks to me. “You obviously do not know your mate well enough, nor of the true power that resides inside her, nor yours apparently,” he adds, seeming impressed as he observes the vortex above us with a smug smile. 
I will it gone.
The storm instantly ceases, wisping into the void. 
Many begin to rise from the aftermath, whispering the word “mate,” amongst each other.  
“It does not matter—” I begin to say. 
Taken aback when he moves in close, he rises from the shadows, levitating at my height.  
Him and his failed intimidation tactics. His game of power no longer works on me. Not after witnessing the power, I wield rise and perform the way it has. 
“Oh, but it does,” he responds. He looks to her as he goes on to speak. “You do not realize it, but the one you hold dear in your arms—” His head turns, staring upon me. “—is capable of far more than you could ever know. So, if I were you, I would stop worrying about me, and worry about your own personal affairs at home.”
I freeze. Every part of me growing straight, taut. 
He knows. 
“What affairs at home?” she asks, but I do not look her way, nor respond. I cannot. Something stops me. Fear? Guilt?
Nolance speaks. “We are all connected in this game of love and war. As The Light cast its glow upon the far reaches of the universe, and The Darkness graces the corners left unclaimed, her and I will always be tethered. For what is Light without her Darkness?”
I set my mate quickly down beside me. 
Turning to face him, I reach out, balling the fabric at his chest. With one hard yank towards me, I lift his short, pathetic self, shaking him with aggression. 
Blue electrical light releases from my hands, striking his entire form. 
“Zurhen! No!” Serena shouts. 
“You bastard! You stay away from her!” I seethe. 
He grins, laughing manically as if he has gone mad. 
I halt shaking him, ceasing my attack and just stare upon him in utter bewilderment. 
“Ahhh,” he happily sighs. “That was fun. What a tickle.” He laughs once more before speaking again. “You fool. As if anyone could ever truly keep us apart. You saw the matching uniforms. We’re quite the duo, wouldn’t you agree?” 
I lose it. “YOU STAY AWAY FROM HER!” my beast and I warn, our voices blending into one dark, monstrous roar. 
A booming thunder rumbles, vibrating the ground beneath our feet. 
“Awe. Are you going to tickle me again?” his childish tone mocks. 
His eyes drop, mine following.
I eye my glowing, pulsing fists and then meet his gaze. “There are many ways to hurt another then by just physical pain alone,” I warn. 
A wide grin stretches across his lips. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
Serena moves in between us, chaotically flickering as she lays a hand upon both our stomachs to separate us. 
I glance up and around when the lights within the room mimic her actions, remembering how they had burst into tiny specks of dust during that day in the medical ward. 
“Ugh!” she groans. “Oh my god. You’re both so dumb. Alright! Enough with this, you big babies!”
The Dark One quickly disappears from my grip, poofing into a cloud of shadows. 
Re-appearing a few feet ahead, he stands close next to my mate and takes her hands. “Breathe,” he calmly instructs her. With them both holding each other’s gaze, Serena inhales a deep breath and then exhales. “Another,” he orders, and she listens, following his guidance. Her chaotic glow soon dulls, vanishing the calmer she becomes. “There you go. Good girl,” he praises. “Your power is connected to your emotions. Learn to control them, and you learn to control her.” He looks to me. “Same goes for you,” he adds before turning to face her. “That will be your first lesson and one I would be more than happy to teach you.” 
Cur’rav comes up beside me, pulling my attention away from their silent interaction. “Did you know?” he questions. “That she is The Star? Did you know this whole time?” 
“No. I only learned not long before,” I admit, glancing back at the two still quietly conversing. 
“You cut your hair,” she points out. 
“I thought it time for a change,” he says, brushing his fingers through his shiny, shortened tresses. “Do you like it?” 
“I do,” she responds. 
“Good. That’s good. I’m glad that you do.” They each share a shy smile before he speaks again. “You know, you could have just unlocked the door,” he tells her. 
	“I tried but it didn’t work.” 	 
“Interesting,” he responds. 
Nay’ahli and Emerlum approach, all three standing before me.
They block the view of my mate and The Dark One. 
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. “How—I saw you. I witnessed your power. You—” 
I stop her there. “Yes. My power has been awakened by my heartmate.” 
“Heartmate?” Emerlum questions. “So, not only is she a star, but she is your mate?” 
“Yes. Well, it is more complicated than that. There are two of her.” 
“Two of her?” Emerlum exclaims. “What do you mean?” 
“Like me, another sentient entity resides inside her. The Star. They are one but separate,” I inform. 
Nay’ahli quietly gasps, just as Cur’rav and Emerlum’s eyes enlarge. 
All three stare back at her, Cur’rav shaking his head as he spins around, smiling in denial. 
“Is there something humorous about the situation?” I question. 
My commanders eye him, then me. 
“Fucking stars. You do realize, this changes everything, right? Do you have any idea the chain of events that will follow once word gets out about magic and mates returning? Do you even understand what will happen when The Three Worlds find out that she is a star?” 
“And that you are mated to a star?” Nay’ahli adds. 
As if I did not already hold enough power as ruler, emperor, commander, and king. Being mated to a star… well, it would make me the most powerful being in all the universe, especially after we complete The Claiming of Hearts ritual. 
“Yes, Cur’rav. I am not a child. I am aware of what is to come. Look, there is much to discuss—” 
Nay’ahli cuts me off. “Will her starlight work on land? If we bring her home—when you arrive home, will both your magic radiate, as it had in the ancient days?” 
“I do not know. All I know is that she is powerful and—” 
“Like you,” she interrupts again. “I saw you. I witnessed what you did. If that is only the beginning of what you are capable of, then do I even want to know what power you might wield when you have mastered your craft?” 
Her words hit me. If this is only the beginning… I cannot imagine what I would be capable of in the future. “We do not choose our power. It is passed down from our ancest—” 
She cuts me off yet again. “No, but we can learn to control it, as well as choose how to wield it, when to use it, and on whom,” she adds. Nay’ahli has always been the one within our trusted circle to set me straight and freely speak her mind. She is the only one brave enough to enlighten me on her concerning thoughts, and I had respected those thoughts. Up until now. 
I take a few steps towards, stopping a hands width away. 
Cur’rav cuts in between quick. “Hey,” he warns, yet my unblinking glare does not waver. Neither does Nay’ahli’s fearless one.
“You act as though I am the villain in this tale, but you are wrong. I did what I had to do to save lives. I did what I had to do to save your life. You may be one of my closest, longtime childhood friends, but do not forget that you are now my loyal, commanding subject. A role you graciously claimed and vowed to loyally fulfill,” I remind. 
She snorts, shaking her head. 
“Nay’ahli…” Cur’rav warns her. “Back. Down. Now. The both of you,” he orders, staring upon her then me, yet I do not yield nor acknowledge him. 
This is not the first stare down between my confident friend and I, nor am I guessing will it be our last. 
“It was wrong,” she states. “Next time, at least bless them with a quick death. You know, like your star had granted.” My star. She had obliterated the enemy with a snap of her fingers. Their deaths were quick, instantaneous. I thought it wrong, frightful, but who am I to judge? In comparison to the deaths, I distributed upon the one’s from before, my execution was barbaric, horrendous. 
I lost control. I was not thinking clearly. I allowed power and emotion to cloud my judgement. What is wrong with me? How could I be so cold? That is not me. This is not me. This has never been me. I am not a monster. I am not. No. I am better than this. I am better… I must be. “Get a body count of our surviving and dead soldiers, as well for the prisoners,” I order her. 
“Will that be all, my Emperor?” her condescending voice speaks, but I choose to ignore it. 
“No. That is not all. Word of what happened here today, does not get out. Do you understand me? Contain it.” 
“I understand, Commander. I will see to it that all telecommunications are blocked until we come up with a story.” 
“Good. Now make haste and call upon Dr. Senuli and his team to clear the area and aid all who require it.” 
“Absolutely, my dear King,” she claims, beneath a sarcastic bite. Again, I allow my friend’s disrespectful attitude to slide. 
She bows, eyeing me with a stern look before she raises. 
Turning, she walks on. 
I look to my commanding general. “Make sure all remaining prisoners are round up and taken into custody. Keep them locked in their rooms until every one of them has been questioned on where their loyalty stands.” 
“Yes, Commander,” Emerlum obeys. He bows before turning and going about his duty. 
I look to Cur’rav. 
“And what would you have me do?” he asks. 
“You do what you are good at. You do your job. You interrogate these bastards and you do not hold back. I want to know who started this revolution, who wishes to see it through, and I want it stopped before we set foot on our own soil. You hear me?” 
As he pokes the tip of the sheath to the new dagger he twirls, a malevolent grin stretches across his lips. “Crystal.”
When he turns, walking on, a clear view opens of my mate and The Dark One. 
“And you,” I speak, marching straight towards him.
Their hands drop, my mate’s slipping from his. 
His head turns, a lingering smile still gracing his lips. “Yes?” he answers. 
“Do not forget that you are still aboard my ship, heading towards my galaxy and my planet,” I remind. 
I stop, standing before him. 
“How could I? Zurhen Vargon. I mean, your family name is literally stamped upon it all.” 
My head shakes at the audacity that this being holds. “I should deny you entry, cast you out into the very stars you showed my mate, but I will not. Not because I do not want to, but because my mate values your friendship for whatever it is worth but do know that if your friendship is to ever cease, then so will you,” I warn. 
“Hmph. You’re too cute,” he responds, smiling. He then turns serious. “So, this is how this is going to go. I will join your handsome assassin during his fun, little interrogations, as well as take control of the revolution aboard. Upon that, I will see to it that no outbreak happens again, so as long as you keep to your word upon arrival and allow all former prisoners their freedom and safe passage home, wherever that may be.” 
I shake my head, smiling in amusement. “A negotiation. You want to make a deal? I do not make deals with the enemy.” 
He expresses a dramatic gasp, presses a hand to his heart and huffs, pretending to be offended. “Enemy? Why you have me mistaken. No, I am not your enemy, but more of what you would call… a neutral oddity. I’m here, taking no sides, but of my own, and of those that only I alone may ever truly understand,” he says, his soft, adoring gaze falling upon my mate. 
“You speak of a safe passage home, but where is it that you hail from, Nolance?”  I question.
He looks to me, his smile dropping to that of a tight, thin line. “From a distant world that I am sure has long forgotten me.”
“Nolance,” my mate cries. 
He turns towards her, cupping her cheek dearly. Half smiling, he speaks, “Oh darling. Do not be sad for me. It is alright. It’s better they believe I’m long dead anyway.” And for the first time since meeting this being, I find myself sympathizing for the villain. 
I do not know his story, but I do know tragedy, and right now, even with that fake façade of a smile that he puts on so that my mate may not feel his sorrow, he hurts. That much I know. That much I see. As clear as day. 
Call me a traitor, but I have always been weak to the broken. Even to those at fault for my own despair.
I had already promised the prisoners safe passage home upon arrival, and that is a vow even I cannot go back on. “Fine. You have my permission and a deal,” I say, extending my hand. 
He eyes my hand, then looks to me. 
Taking my hand in his, we shake firmly on it. “A first of many deals to come, I am sure,” he responds with a wink. He releases my hand and turns to my mate. “You are already aware of how to reach me. Until we meet again, darling little star,” he speaks just before vanishing into a cloud of shadows.
I stare down at my little one. “I think it time that you and I, finally get to know one another, for we have much to discuss.” 
She swallows a thick, nervous gulp.
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Serena
We come upon the entry way to where the door to his royal quarters once stood. 
Zurhen stops in the middle of the hall, right before the heavy, fallen steel door that lay upon the ground.
He takes note of it, then turns, gazing upon the wide-open, charred hole that now peeps through to another room, across from ours. 
The sullen giant reaches a finger out and swipes it across the white ash that surrounds the perimeter of the blast. 
Slowly, he turns back around, raises that dusty finger, holding it at the height of his face. He stares, blankly. “You did this?” he asks. I nod. “Use your words,” he reminds, his tone deep, yet void of emotion. 
“Yes,” I answer. “Well, no.” 
“Well, which is it?” 
“When she takes full control—I tend to black out during the transition, slowly wakening just after growing conscious within. I don’t remember blasting my way out of here. It was The Star. She blew the door off,” I blame, not that I am incapable of doing such an act. 
He nods, gazing at the opening in the wall. “That was my sister, Morvlyn’s room,” he says. “I did not trust my two brothers to keep an eye on her while my family and I traveled off planet, so I kept her close. Right across my room.” 
“You have a sister and two brothers?” I ask, my voice rising in joy at the chance to possibly meet them one day. 
He looks to me, his expression lifeless, his eyes filled with an abundance of torment, and his heart… guilt. So much guilt, I feel as if it were my own. 
“Had. Had a sister and two twin brothers,” he admits. 
“No,” I gasp. My chest constricts, my breathing halts. A surge of emotions strikes me, all nearly stunning me in place. 
As my eyes blur from the heavy tears that threaten to fall, I choke back the unbearable urge to cry out for the both of us. He lost them. He too, lost his siblings just as I have. How unfair. How… fucking unfair. 
Now panting, my fists clench, my jaw tightening in an angry glare, not at him but with life. How many lives must be lost? Too many. Why? Why must it be like this? Why him? No, not him. Anyone but him. 
I gather my composure, attempting to suppress the negative emotions.
Zurhen gazes down at the door then wipes his dirty finger against his dry, blood-stained pants. 
Lost deep in thought, his mind goes off, wandering down some dark, depressing hole. “She was beautiful. She looked just like my mother. I miss them. I miss them all,” he cracks, his voice holding onto every, last bit of strength he owns, before it broke during that last line. 
Me too. I miss mine too. 
Gone is the strong, resilient, mighty king I have grown to know, and now stands a lonely, mourning, fragile being whose heart still bleeds, and his soul—I blink, seeing it through the eyes of my star. 
What was once a radiant, bright blue, is now a washed out, faint, pulsing hue hidden behind the wall of light that if I had not given him—the aura of his soul would have greyed or worse… darkened just as mine had done long ago, yet his still shines. It’s weak, but at least it’s lit.
Bless his heart, my sweet, giant alien still clutches on to whatever keeps him from losing his sanity and for that, he will always be a better person than me. A stronger person than me. Like me though, he hides his pain well, burying it somewhere in the darkest depths of his mind, but as one who has mastered the art of suppressing the things I do not wish to confront, I know it is only a matter of time before he too, blows, and for that, I must be here for him. I will be here for him. Through it all. Hand in hand. Every step of the way. No matter what because that is love and God knows I truly love him.
I blink, allowing my green eyes to return. 
 So quickly, I pull him against me, holding him as strongly as I am physically capable. 
With hanging, limp arms, it takes him a few seconds before he encircles me in his powerful, loving embrace. 
I speak, my cheek rested just below his chest. “You are not alone, Zurhen. I’m with you. I understand you, your pain. I lost mine too. I lost my sister and two brothers and if I could get them back—I’d do anything just to be able to hold them like this. At least one last time.” 
He pulls back to stare. “When did you lose them?” 
“When I was thirteen years old. When did you lose yours?” 
“The day before I left to hunt down the one who claimed their lives, and the lives of my parents.” 
Once again, I am overwhelmed by a maddening rush of emotions, by his, my own… I can’t tell where his begins and my own ends. Ever since our power embraced and we connected through it, I have never felt closer to him than I do now. We are bonded, deeply tethered through our hearts by whatever wish he made. 
“Zurhen,” I cry. “I am so sorry for your loss. I’m so sorry you lost your family.” I gotten used to living with the pain of losing my loved ones so long ago but knowing that his mourning has only just begun… I wish I could take it away. I wish he’d never have to know it, never have to endure the unbearable agony a day in his sweet, precious life.
He ignores my sympathy, going on to ask another question. “What about your mother and father. Are they alive? Did you leave them behind after you were abducted?” 
“No. My father died when I was just a baby. He fought and died in the second American civil war, and my mother—she also died when I was thirteen.”
“The same way as your siblings?” he asks. 
He catches on quick. 
I nod. “Yes,” I timidly answer, not wanting to bring up how, or that it was I that took their lives. 
“You are nervous about something,” he observes. His big hand reaches up, holding the side of my face. “Your heartrate has increased. Stars… I can feel your emotions. I can feel them as if they were my own,” he suddenly realizes. 
Something then startles him. 
He stills, his body tensing, his eyes growing wide. 
And then my ears pop.
A piercing ringing sounds before it fades. All around us quiets. All except for this faint, deep mumbled hum.
I find myself blinking, pinching my eyes when this dizzying, unexpected pressure in the head hits me with an abrupt spell. A presence. Not of my star but of another. 
We are no longer alone. 
And then there it is. A murmured, distant voice. Unclear as if drowned behind a wall of water, I’d know that deep, vibration from anywhere. Zurhen. He is here. With us. Inside. 
“The bond… my stars,” he gasps. “Serena… I can hear your voice within.” Zurhen’s mouth parts, and he chuckles beneath a heavy breath. “I knew it. I have not gone mad. I heard your voice before, and I hear it now. Clearer than ever.” 
He hears me, but I cannot hear him. 
“Concentrate,” The Star instructs, so I do, I listen. 
Four syllables, he speaks within, his voice a smothered hum knocking on the temples of my mind. 
“Let me in,” I push towards him, sending him my thoughts. “Let me in.” And as if shattering the thick shield of glass that separates his mind from my prying one, he allows me in. I’m in, hearing every quick, echoing thought he thinks. 
“Serena,” I hear. His voice a soft, welcoming treat, I hold on to it, wrapping my mind around its presence with a strong grasp so that it does not escape me through the clutter of miscellaneous thoughts. 
Both chuckling, we share in this—this miraculous moment together. 
“Zurhen,” I reply. “How is this possible?” I nearly screech with joy. 
“Magic. It is all because of our magic, our bond.” 
“Our love,” I add. “Heartmate. You called me your mate. What does that mean?”
“It means that we were written in the stars. It means that we were always destined to be together.”
“Your wish…”
“Serena, I have waited my whole life to find you, and now here you are. My cherished mate, my wish come true.” 
A single, happy tear tumbles from my eye. “If I had only known my wish would one day lead me to you, hope wouldn’t have been a word I did not know, but a meaning I would have held onto during my darkest times.” 
Zurhen takes my face between his two hands, allowing for his thumbs to caress my temples. “And what did you wish for?” he wonders. 
“To be somewhere I belonged,” I answer. 
“With me. You belong with me. You always have.”
“And always will,” I respond with a heartfelt smile. “So, now what?” 
He speaks out loud. “Now, we live our lives, together, happy, and in love. So, in love,” he says just before pulling my face close and bending to lay a kiss upon my lips. 
And not a gentle one I might add. 
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As the steamy bathroom fills with a warm, damp fog, our now bare bodies are left glistening before each other’s. 
We stare, our eyes fixed solely on one another’s and our hearts… abnormally racing to the beat of his and my own pounding pulse. 
“Now remove that necklace,” he orders. 
I clutch the jewel, holding on to it with a strong, needy grip. Hesitant to remove it, I swallow back a thick gulp before giving in, and raising it over my head. 
He watches as I remove the necklace, following it out of the corner of his eyes until I allow it to slip from my grasp and fall on top of the pile of clothes beside me. 
With his serious gaze pinned on me, he takes one long step towards, every powerful, tight muscle in his body on showcase for my hungry eyes. 
I swallow hard, the heated part below of mine, throbbing in reaction to how turned on he has me. 
He stops but a foot before me, his powder moist skin shining, and that brightly glowing stream of blue magic beneath his flesh, running haywire across his beautiful, giant form. 
My gaze then wanders over his strong, muscular chest, down his impeccably ripped abdominals, and to the deep V that leads to his hairless—my mouth parts, and I gasp when I stare upon the large, dark blue, bulbous tip of his fully erect cock. “My god,” I murmur. 
That is not human. That is… that is the cock of an alien. An enormous cock at that, and I don’t know if I should be frightened, or aroused by it. Aroused. I am… incredibly aroused. 
Curved upward, his cock has a line of smooth ridges that follow a straight path along the top. Lighter than the tip but a darker shade of blue in comparison to his normal, light skin tone, it is full of many thick U-shaped, ribbed veins that follow up the sides. And his balls… whoa. They’re huge… “Zurhen,” I breathe.
“For the love of stars, please touch me,” he begs. 
He does not have to tell me twice. 
In an instant, I reach for him, wrapping my hand halfway around the warmth of its heavy, thick, and slick… circumference. 
His entire body shudders at my touch.
He blows a long, broken breath, his weighted member twitching beneath my grasp. 
Ever so slowly, I stroke it, stopping to rub my thumb over one of the U-shaped veins. 
“Holy mother of stars,” he gasps. With him breathless and panting, I admire his thrown back head and pinched eyes with a proud smile. He speaks. “Are you not afraid to take it?” 
I look up at him, finding his ravenous gaze. “If I can adapt to my surroundings, then I am sure I can adapt to take him,” I say with confidence. 
He smiles, a full blown, beaming smile. 
So quickly, he lifts me by my bottom, his giant hands gripping my cheeks with a roughness he knows I enjoy all too well.
I lock my legs around his wide hips and hold his shoulders. 
As our bare bodies press upon each other’s and my belly against the length of his upright cock, those tingles ignite like millions of exploding stars upon our skin. 
We shiver, gasping when a powerful wave of ecstasy rolls through us. 
“Zurhen,” I whisper. 
“I felt it too,” he responds. 
He turns and steps into the large, steaming tub. 
And then we lower, our bodies submerge, sinking deep into the heated pool. 
With heavy breaths blowing upon each other’s lips and our foreheads rested against one another’s, we are close, yet not nearly close enough. 
“I need you,” I stress. 
“I am right here. You have me.” 
“I love you, Zurhen.” 
“And I love you.” 
I smile, my heart overfilling with his and my own love. 
His hands lower to my hips, gripping them strongly. Next, his pelvis lifts. One long sweep of his girthy self, he rubs me below and I about explode from the extraordinary pleasure. 
My eyes close and my head falls back. “Zurhen,” I moan. 
“I cannot wait to be inside you,” he whispers against my parted lips. 
I am on cloud nine, enjoying those magical tingles and lined ridges as they stimulate not just my pulsing clit, but every heated nerve ending I own. “I don’t want to wait another second. I need you. Now,” I press. 
Zurhen’s lips trail lightly across my cheek and up towards my ear. 
He pulls on my lobe with his teeth then smiles against my ear.
I giggle, leaning back so that I may look upon him as he stares at me. 
“If you want me, then take me because I am yours. Every part of me. Inside and out,” he vows. 
“In that case, then I am taking you all,” I promise. 
He beams, that handsome smile melting my heart.
An arm of his wraps around my back. 
He lifts me just above his tip, and then takes his cock, divides my lips with the head, and positions himself right outside my entrance. “If at any moment you feel uncomfortable, tell me and I will withdraw immediately.” 
I nod, smiling behind closed lips. “Okay,” I mouth. 
He nudges in, his bulbous head easing just past my opening. 
A deep inhale from me, my entire body tenses, the nails of my fingers digging into the flesh of his back upon the wide entry. 
“Are you alright?” he worries. 
With closed eyes, and a tightly clenched jaw, I nod, incapable of speaking out loud. The stretching… if it were not for his natural, slick lubrication and those tingles, I’d probably pass out from the utter shock at having something so big, so sensational enter me. 
“Go slow, and I will acclimate,” I speak within. 
He listens, gradually inching deeper and deeper into me. 
My hands grip his upper arms just as my forehead falls onto his shoulder. 
I moan in pleasure, pain, it’s all the same. 
Deep breaths. Relax yourself. You can do this. Just… adapt. Adapt to him. Be like the woman of his kind. Shift.
I will my insides to change, starting with allowing my uterus and organs to readjust and part for his deep entry. Uncomfortable? Yes. Painful? No. Not like it’s the first time I’ve had to reassemble my anatomy. Especially after having the lower half of me blown off during one of many battles, I fought on earth. 
He stills inside me. “Wait. What?” he asks, after reading my mind. 
“Forget it. We’ll talk about it later. Keep going,” I order. 
“But—” he starts to say. 
“Zurhen. Not now.” 
“Alright, but we will discuss this again.” 
He continues, allowing for his weighted cock to push deeper amongst the passage I carved just for him. “That is it,” he praises. “You are taking me so well.” 
With every heavenly, thick inch slipping deeper and deeper into me, our bond grows, twisting around my heart like an impenetrable fortress built to protect our love. And his light—our light… it magnifies, sparking like the deadliest of cosmic stars exploding upon the galaxy. Our bond is deepening, forging through the fire that has melded our hearts as one. We are one. Always and forever. 
“I need you to take all of me, Serena. Every, single, inch,” his seductive voice purrs against my ear. 
“Okay,” I say. 
With that, he pulls back and slides home, to the hilt. 
“Oh god!” I shout. 
I squeeze his arms, willing that last part of me to stretch just a little further so that I may take his full length comfortably. So much pressure, I am afraid to move, to breathe. I can’t. I am breathless. He is so far in, too deep for any normal human to take, but I am not like any normal human. I am me. I am… whatever it is that I am. 
“Immortal,” he speaks. “You are immortal, are you not?” 
“Yes,” I answer against his shoulder.
“Good,” he responds. “So, am I.”
My head lifts, and I just stare, hard. He’s immortal. My mate is immortal. That means—
“We will live forever, together,” he finishes. Forever. Him and I have forever. 
A sense of relief washes over me. I am overwhelmed with the realization that neither him, nor I will ever get sick, never die, but truly live, together, and forever. 
My hand lowers, following the long bulge of him up my stomach. “You’re so deep inside me,” I whisper. 
“I knew I would fit. You were made for me, Serena, just as I was made for you. We are one, my mate. We are whole.” 
He grips my hips, pulls back to my entrance and thrusts in, completely, smoothly. 
I scream, not from pain, but from the significant amount of pleasure that rolls through me. 
The slick residue that coats his cock allows for those beautifully ribbed edges to massage my walls with an overstimulation that I was not prepared for, nor believe I will ever get used to. 
Once again, he withdraws to the edge and thrusts in again, and again, slowly, fully. Over and over, his hips raise, allowing for that beautiful cock of his pleasure me. Soon, his rhythm picks up and he begins pounding into me with desperate need. “More,” he darkly demands. I know that tone. His beast is on the precipice of emerging. “I will never get enough of this, of you. I need more. As much as you will grant me,” he nearly cries. 
“Okay,” I breathe.
As he lifts and I fall, I meet his every sensational thrust with a tensing welcome. A newly learned technique that seems to drive him over the edge. Got to love being a fast learner.
“Fucking stars, Serena!”
His pace quickens, his thrusting gone from desperate, to primal. 
Again, I scream. I moan out his name, pulling on his wet hair as he takes me wildly, relentlessly. 
Water splashes against us, around us, most spilling over the tub in a storm of violent tidal waves. 
“I thought I felt you before,” he speaks against my neck. He trails those burning lips of his up, sucking on my skin as he goes on. “But not like this.” He pulls back to stare, his thrusting slowing to a fixed pace. “I feel you, Serena. I feel you through the light that courses through my veins. I feel you through the bond that ties our two hearts as one. You are my heart. You are my salvation. You are the only one I would sacrifice my own life for, just so that I may know you one more day.”
“Zurhen,” I cry. 
He does not allow me to get another word in before he leans in quick and captures my mouth with an all-consuming, burning hot kiss. 
Our tongues dance, caressing one another’s with a demanding need to devour each other alive. 
His speed increases, each slam hitting my end with an unbearable flood of pleasure that I can no longer take.
“Zurhen!” I scream. “I’m going to—I’m going to—oh god!” 
“Come!” he orders, and I do on demand. 
I cry out, coming so incredibly hard.
My entire body convulses, tightening around his still swollen member. 
A death grip, he throws his head back, squeezing his eyes closed. 
An intimidating, guttural, animalistic bellow emits. Zurhen comes with a roar, his cock twitching inside as he spurts, spilling his seed until my belly bloats. 
The vibration of his twitching is enough to bring upon a second coming from me. Two lights burst free, filling the steamy room with its blinding white and blue radiance. An ethereal mix, it is like a being in a dream. I am living a dream. 
“Yes!” he moans. “Give me your all, my little star. Fill me with your light!” 
And so, I do. My light magnifies, casting out as I release my all, willingly, to him, I share my light, my essence, my everything, with the one I love. With the one I will always love. 
Zurhen’s thrusting comes to a slow halt. Stilling inside me, he rests his forehead on top of my shoulder, panting tirelessly. 
A few seconds more, and then my light withdraws into me, as does his own. 
“You came inside me,” I tiredly speak. 
Zurhen smiles against my skin. He raises, grinning. “Do not worry. You will not bear my heirs that easily.” 
“What do you mean by that?” I wonder.
“The practice of conceiving is… well, how do I say this? More complicated than that.” 
I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from blushing. “We’ve got a lot to learn about one another, don’t we?”
He nods. “That we do. You and I have all the time in the worlds to know one another.” 
Zurhen pulls me close and lays a long, earth-shattering kiss upon my lips, and then suddenly, our hips are once again moving to the synchronized beat to our own shared hearts. 
“Speaking of learning about one another,” I whisper against his mouth. “There’s something I need to tell you. Something horrible. Something I did long before I ever met you.” 
“You want to share this with me now?” he asks. 
“Yes. You need to know who you fell in love with. Before this goes any further, you need to know this… thing about me,” I say, scared to death, yet trusting in our love, that he will understand. That he will not judge, but still love me, still want to be with me. 
Zurhen pulls back, stilling inside me. 
With eyes wide and nervous, he swallows a big gulp, and then replies, “I am already in this until the end so no matter what you share with me, I am not going anywhere.”
“You say that now but—"
He holds a finger against my lips. “Shhh. I am not going anywhere,” he repeats. He drops his finger. “But on the subject… there is also something I must confess—something that I too, need to tell you. You will not like it, but I pray to the stars, that you too, will find it in your heart to understand… why I have not mentioned, what awaits me at home.” 
My entire body goes stiff, anxiety consuming me. “Fine. You tell me your secret, Zurhen, and I will tell you mine.” 
“Okay,” he faintly speaks. “I love you, Serena. Nothing will ever change that.” 
I smile and press my hand tenderly to his cheek. “Same. No matter what you share with me, nothing will ever change the way I feel for you. It’s you and me, Zurhen. Love will always find a way.” 
His eyes gleam. “You are everything I could ever wish for.” 
“And you are everything I had hoped to find.” 
And so he begins, and I just listen. I listen to him without judgement, nor without interruption as he goes on to confess to what it is at home that has him bound by a law that he fears he cannot escape. I listen to my mate until it is my turn to confess the horror of my life, and he too, just listens. He listens to me share my story, no judgement in his thoughts, no fear in his eyes, nor expression. No, my mate only holds my hands and encourages me to go on, to reveal what I had feared would push him away, yet it does not. 
He stays. Even after I confess to being the villain, to killing many innocents, my family, Steve, the prisoners I was held captive with on earth… he stays. 
He listens. 
He still… loves me.
But most of all, he accepts me for who I was, and who I still am.
 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
FOUR MONTHS LATER…
 
Time aboard passes strangely. There is no rising, nor setting of the sun to alert us of the time of day. There are no clocks, no measurements, nor signifiers that I am familiar with that explain how long time has passed since my arrival here long ago. The only reference of time that I know, is how many times Zurhen, and I have gone to bed together, making love until we both had fallen fast asleep from exhaustion. 
Sometimes, he’d fall asleep inside me and when I’d wake, be it a few hours or eight, he’d still be there, in me, waking just enough in his slumber to move in his groggy, half sleep state. Just as he is doing now. 
He’s cuddled behind, holding me dearly to his giant form and I swear there is no place I’d rather be than right here, wrapped in his warm, loving arms. 
Through pressed lips, I smile big, grinding my bottom against him.
“Serena,” his raspy morning voice whispers when he wakes. 
He grips my hip, pulls me towards, and digs deeper, pushing his cock in as far as it’ll go. 
I moan, gripping the pillow beneath my head, reveling in delight at how incredible he and this bond that ties our two hearts as one feels, how good… he feels. “Good morning, sleepy head,” I greet him. 
Zurhen leans over, brushes back my hair and leaves a long, wet lick up my cheek before kissing it. 
I giggle at his playfulness. 
He trails his soft, tingling lips up the side of my face and then leaves a dear kiss at my temple. “I want to wake like this for the rest of our lives,” he speaks, smiling into my ear.
My heart swells, my cheeks blushing with heat.
As I glance back at my handsome mate and our eyes meet, I melt, storing this happy memory of him so that I may remember it always, especially through my darkest of days, if I were to ever know one again. “I would love that very much,” I tell him. 
“Then so be it. This is how we will live. Inside each other, forever,” he speaks, his tone a sweet, giddy, innocent cheer. 
“Sounds like a great plan,” I respond, the smile on my face stretching beyond. 
He grips my chin, pulls my face towards and then we kiss. A deep, passionate kiss, our lips savor the taste of each other’s essence, our tongues soon slipping between our mouths to tangle with one another. 
His cock slips nearly all the way out, then slides back into me and I swear I really can live like this. 
My eyes close and I moan his name. 
With an arm rested beneath my neck, he holds me against him, his hand reaching down to take my breast in his grasp. Covering the entirety of it, he kneads my soft flesh, squeezing my already hardened, sensitive nipple between his two strong, blue fingers. 
I moan again. They never stop. The moans. Not when every touch from him, reminds me of the first time his skin had graced my own. That warm hand against my cold cheek… only he could thaw my frozen heart and save me from an endless, dark slumber that wished to lure me towards its frigid, deadly trap. 
“Now you know how I feel,” he responds to my thought. “You saved me too.” 
My eyes open. “We saved each other.” 
“We did,” he responds. 
Caught in a long, sincere stare, I break, chuckling like the love-sick fool I am. We both laugh, but my soft laughter does not last long. It fades once that sensational log moving within, picks up its pace. Those ribbed edges along his cock… I have become far too familiar with. Every slip in and out, I feel them. I count them. There’s eight on both sides, separating between each by maybe an inch. From base to tip, he must near at least twelve inches if not a little more.
One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, I quickly count as he thrusts in. 
He withdraws to my outer edge and then slides back in.
I count those edges again, something I have grown to do as naturally as breathing. 
A sudden knock on the bedroom door has both our heads turning quick. Emerlum. I don’t need to hear, nor see him to know that it’s him. It’s his soul. I can sense it from a mile away.
“No. Not now.” my mate whines. “Go away!” he shouts, his thrusting never slowing. 
“Commander. It is Emerlum. I tried to reach you through your private Royal Imperial Communications Network, but you have not answered. I grew worried and came to your aid, but I now see that my worry was misplaced.” He pauses a moment, clearing his throat before he goes on. “I have urgent news. Can you speak?” 
“I am a busy!” my alien shouts. “Find me later!” 
“But Commander. You need to hear this. It is urgent,” he stresses, now intriguing me to know what he wishes to share. 
Zurhen grunts, clearly annoyed, yet so am I. Twice the emotions, our feelings have magnified, yet have become distinguishable with practice throughout our time aboard. With nothing else to do but eat, sleep, fuck, and mingle, one would expect another to grow quite bored stuck behind these thick, white, metal walls, but surprisingly, I have not. No, I’ve never felt freer, nor more at peace than I am now. 
To think that I once thought of this place as just another prison… I was wrong. It is not a prison. This is my home. A home away from a future home that by this time tomorrow, we will finally enter, we will see. God, I can’t wait to see the world of Mel’Vargon. I can’t wait to see Zurhen’s home, The Royal City of Vargon. 
“You will love it,” he responds to my thoughts. So quickly, he pulls out, pushes me onto my stomach and then lifts me by the hips. “Hold the headboard. I am nowhere near finished with you,” he warns. 
Smirking, I glance back at him. “It’s like you can read my mind.” 
He grins. “Lucky you then.” 
As he raises me on all fours and wraps an arm around my waist, my gaze turns forward.
With ease, he has me lifted.
I reach to hold the headboard.
His heavy cock taps my bottom, the weight of it reminding me of the sheer strength and power it holds. Next, he divides my cheeks, rubbing his slick, bulbous tip across an untouched hole. 
I grow nervous and stiffen. 
“One day, I am going to fuck you here, but do not worry, that day will not be today.”
I release a long, relieved sigh. 
My head shakes and I roll my eyes, blushing. “You pervert,” I speak within. 
He chuckles. “But I am your pervert.”
“Sure, you are,” I tease. 
Zurhen lowers himself right outside my entrance. One smooth push, he slides all the way. The full impact of him is so abrupt, so hard, I roar, my screaming moan never sounding so raw, so guttural, so… primal. 
My knuckles whiten from gripping the headboard with such strength.
Zurhen withdraws to the tip, and then slams back home. 
“Oh god!” I shout. 
The handsome, pervy giant laughs wickedly. He then leans over to speak into my ear, “I hope Emerlum enjoys the show.” And with that, he unleashes himself, withdrawing once again, only to slam so deep, my eyes roll into the back of my head.
The sheer size of him so overwhelming, so blissful, my mind has become a puddle of goo and my body… 
“Your body is mine,” he claims.
“Yes. It is all yours.”
Again, he withdraws. Again, he plunges back into me. Over and over and over… there will never be any getting used to him. There will never be a day that I do not crave him. This bond… the mating bond… as he had once said, it was known for mates to go years before this—this intensity, this obsession, this insanity that has us near ready to gauge our eyes out if we do not claim each other all the time, were to ever settle enough for each mate to breathe. 
Years he said. Years. 
My head lowers, glancing down between our bodies. Coated with my and his own slick arousal, as his massive, cock pumps into me and his heavy, swollen balls slap my skin, I tighten around him, somehow finding myself even more turned on by watching him impale me like the savage beast he is. 
 “Fucking stars, Serena,” he nearly cries after feeling me tighten. 
Skin slapping skin, his continuous virile grunts and my loud moans carry out, echoing throughout the room after every deep thrust and I could care less if the big, burly alien outside the door can hear us. Let him. Let them all hear how well his king fucks. 
After hearing my thoughts, Zurhen chuckles beneath his heavy breath, grips my hips, and starts yanking me to meet his every quick thrust. 
I scream out a sob, the pleasure so great, so unbearable, I can’t think, can’t move but remain where I am, enjoying every euphoric second of bliss he gifts me. 
As my limp legs dangle in air, I reach up, locking my arms around his tight, muscular arms for better support. 
He pounds into me, the sloshing of our arousal so apparent, it nearly overtakes the sound of our moans, grunts, and heavy breathing. 
His fingers dig roughly into my hips, and I know that after, I will bruise, but that’s okay. I’ll keep them for a few days only as a reminder of his touch and our love making, and then I’ll heal myself only to be marked again.
“Serena. Fuck,” he deeply moans. “You feel so good. Too good.”
He’s close. I’m close. 
“I’m not going to last for much longer,” I whimper. 
“Good. Neither will I. It is time, mate. Light up my insides. Do it now,” my king orders, and I obey like the loyal, obedient servant I am. 
I explode, my light bursting outbound like a small atomic blast. 
“Yes!” he roars, his climax causing him to explode in blue light. 
As large spurts of his hot semen fills me, he continues pumping into me, spilling himself over and over until my stomach bloats. 
His seed leaks out, running down my thighs and I—I love it. I find it so incredibly… hot. For fucks sake… I have become just as perverted as he.
A swirling sky blue, our two glows mix, fading into each other to create one breathtaking, shielding aura around our loving embrace. 
Panting and breathless, silence falls upon us.
After a moment, Zurhen raises and sits back on his tucked legs. 
With his arms wrapped around and holding me close, he remains inside me, his half hard cock still throbbing. 
He leaves me with a long, sweet kiss on top of my head and then tiredly whispers, “I love you.” 
I rest my head back against his shoulder, wrap an arm around his neck and gaze up at him, smiling. Always smiling. “I love you more.” 
He chuckles. “That is impossible.” 
Three hard knocks on the door and my alien is close to going full beast mode on poor Emerlum. 
His expression evolves into a deadly glare. “I am going to kill him one day.” 
I roll my eyes. “Relax. You’re not going to kill our friend.” 
“Your friendship with him, I will never understand.” 
“You are friends with him too,” I pop back. 
“It is different with him and I. I have known him all my life. You two met not long ago and now you both act as if you are pestering siblings who have known one another all your lives.” 
I frown, pretending to wipe an invisible tear from my cheek. “Awe. Is my big blue alien jealous?” He smiles, so adorably. “No. I am not jealous.”
“Oh. Okay,” I sass. 
His smile fades, his eyes lowering to my chest. “And what about Nolance? You two have also become closer. Should I be worried about him?” 
I take his chin between my fingers. “Zurhen. I promise you. Nolance and I are only friends. Best friends, but that is it and he knows it.” 
“And he is fine with being just your best friend?” 
I nod. “He’d rather be my friend, than nothing at all to me. Besides, you know my thoughts. You know my feelings. Even if there were something going on between us, you would know. I hide nothing from you, Zurhen, nor will I ever. There are no more secrets between us. We made a deal.”
“I remember,” he says. 
I take his big hand and lay it over my heart. “This is yours, always. So, please believe me when I tell you, there is nothing between Nolance and I but a solid, everlasting friendship.” 
“Sometimes, the strongest relationships thrive from the greatest friendships.” 
I sigh. “Stop,” I tell him. “No more of this discussion. I’m yours, and I will always be yours. You own my heart. He does not.” 
A small smile peeks from his lips. “I know. I believe you. As long as he knows his place, and respects you and our mateship, I will accept him as your friend.” 
And as if I could not love him more than I already do, my love for him grows even greater. “Thank you. You do not know how happy it makes me to hear you finally accept him as my friend. He will be over the moon when I tell him!” I cheer. I pull his chin and reach up to give him one big kiss on the lips. After, I stare up from his lips to speak. “As if I haven’t told you enough already. You are the best thing to ever happen to me. Seriously, Zurhen. I’d be lost without you. I’d be dead.” 
“Well, then let us see to it that you are never neither.” 
“Same.” My sweet, beautiful heartmate. Same.
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We face one another, at the end of our private hall. 
With Emerlum peering in the opposite direction, he gives us some privacy while also impatiently awaiting on his king.
Meanwhile, Zurhen takes my face between his two giant hands as I encircle him with a loving hold. 
“I will find you later,” he tells me. “What part of the ship are you not to explore alone?” 
“The former prisoner quarters,” I repeat, after the millionth time. 
“And where do we meet in case of an emergency?” 
I sigh in annoyance. “We meet in the observation room.” Ever since I started exploring this massive ship on my own, he has me go through this routine, acting as if I’m going to— 
“You will forget!” he teases, after hearing my thoughts. I seem to do that a lot lately. Lately… who am I kidding? I’ve always been forgetful. A disassociate disorder, he had called it. At least within his own mind when I heard him speak of it after he returned from talking with a professional about me, but I can’t be mad at him. At least I know he cares. At least I know he’s trying. 
He stiffens, inhaling a deep breath before releasing it. “So, you heard that?” 
I nod. “I did.” 
“I am your heartmate, Serena. There is nothing I would not do for you, especially if it meant educating myself enough to know how to care and be there for you.” 
I half smile. “Have I ever told you how amazing you are?” 
He smiles shyly. “You remind me every day.” A long, sincere moment passes. “Enjoy your day, Serena. I will see you soon.” 
“I’ll see you soon, lover.” 
As he leans down, I grab his upper arms and step up on the leather tips of my white boots. 
Zurhen lays a long, tender kiss upon my forehead, and I release a happy sigh, closing my eyes as I smile in bliss. 
And then we part. Him and Emerlum walk on as I remain where I am, smiling even greater when my handsome mate glances back, and gives me a smooth, seductive wink. 
“God, I love that sexy alien,” I whisper when he turns. After he is gone, I pull my star necklace from the pocket of my white leather pants and place it over my head to wear. “Now off to see my mysterious bestie.” 
 
Zurhen
 
As I walk, I am left with a smile on my face, and a heart full of love. Stars, life cannot get any greater than this, for if it does, I think I might die from the overload. 
“You took far too long,” my grumpy friend speaks while staring ahead. 
“Ahhh,” I happily sigh. “When magic is restored and you find your hearts truest mate, you will understand what it feels to never wish to spend a moment apart from them.” 
“Yeah. I am sure I would understand the feeling just fine,” he responds, his tone void of emotion. 
“So, brief me. What is this urgent news you speak of?” He moves in front, cutting me off. “What?” I ask. Unmoving and still, he stands in my direct path with arms tightly crossed. A gesture he only portrays when angry or wor—my cheerful moods turns into a concerning stare. “Emerlum. What is it?” 
“We have a problem. A huge one.” An uncomfortable knot twists in my stomach just as anxiety of the unknown, plagues me sickly. 
Ahead, the flight deck door slides open and come storming out, is Captain Orhu’nen dressed in his full, dark blue, and decorative silver imperial uniform. 
Nay’ahli follows quickly after. 
Emerlum and I approach in haste, stopping to stand before the two. 
Nay’ahli’s wide eyes find Emerlum’s and then she looks to me with a nervous, frightened expression. “Commander. The Velkenen Wormhole. It is collapsing. Fast,” she tells, her voice a dire tone. 
My eyes bulge, my entire being going taut when a nauseous flood of despair strikes me true. “How—how is that possible?” 
Emerlum answers. “A black hole has emerged on our entry side. One larger than the mass of both wormholes combined. Once in range… Commander, it will swallow The Velkenen Wormhole whole before it comes for The Elknear Wormhole. The Reverse Twins will be consumed leaving no way in or out of The Mel’Var galaxy, leaving no way for us to return home.” 
“What?” I lowly speak. My chest tightens. I cannot breathe. “Has ground control been informed of—have they—have they—” 
“Yes,” Emerlum quickly answers. “The Imperial Space Station Solar Communications Network detected the change in activity not long ago. It was they who sent a scout team out to investigate the suspicious energy from outside the entry of The Elknear Wormhole. Imperial Ground Command was alerted following the call. I have already commanded cease of entry and exit travel through both wormholes. As of right now, I have the Imperium on standby, awaiting your command for the next course of action. It will be your call what The Three Worlds do next, Commander.”
I cannot breathe. Serena. I need my Serena. 
“We must act quick,” Nay’ahli urges. “If The Velkenen Wormhole destabilizes and collapses in on itself, a new black hole may form, one that when combined with the first, may have the power to swallow both wormholes, if not the entirety of The Three Worlds.” 
I shake my head. “No,” I mutter. No. That will not happen. That cannot happen. “How do we stabilize it?”
All three eye one another with a solemn expression before looking to me. 
Nay’ahli answers, her glossy eyes filled with a hopelessness that causes my heart to sink. “We cannot. We could fire every quantum star torpedo the fleet owns into the eye of the black hole, but even so, the atomic blasts will not be enough to do what needs to be done.”
“WHAT needs to be done?” I shout. My emotions are getting the best of me. I must calm. Deep breaths. Breathe. Just breathe. 
“Perform a miracle,” Emerlum answers. 
I look to him, my gaze frozen, my jaw locked. 
“There is more, Commander,” Captain Orhu’nen says. 
My fists ball as my eyes roll to him. “What. More?” He hesitates, and I grow irritated. “What is it? Speak!” 
“It was detected that a mass asteroid field is being pulled in by the increased suction of the closing Velkenen Wormhole. Therefore, if we were to even attempt to enter before the wormhole fully collapses, the asteroids would make it a suicide mission to maneuver through. The entire Imperial Fleet will be obliterated.” My head shakes in denial. This cannot be. This is not happening. How could this happen? He goes on. “Commander, with the increased pull of the closing Velkenen Wormhole, the path of suction has tripled its expanse.” 
“Meaning what?” I ask. 
“Meaning if we stay on trajectory, we will be pulled in sooner than originally estimated.”
“How soon?” I question. 
Nay’ahli responds, the fear in her wide eyes a silent plea to hurry. “Soon. Very soon if we do not break course now and turn back or go around before it is too late.” 
“How is this happening? What would cause this?” 
“An anomaly out of the scope of our comprehension,” Captain Orhu’nen answers. 
My hands raise, pulling at the back of my hair in stress. 
This is not happening. This cannot happen. No. How does a black hole just suddenly open? And why here? Why now? If we cannot go through the wormhole, then we will never make it home. My mate will never witness my world. That is, if there is even a world to return to after the collapse. “What is the probability of survival?” I ask Captain Orhu’nen. 
“Twelve-point-two percent, but Commander… even if we make it through before the wormhole collapses, there is still the probability of the black hole consuming The Reverse Twins and coming for The Three Worlds.” No. I refuse to accept this. None of this makes sense. It does not feel right. This does not feel real. 
After losing my family, the days had darkened, and my despair ran deep. Hope was an abject that I had long given up on as my pain had clouded any vision, I had of owning a happy life, but even then, I never lost faith but clutched it tight in desperation that something good must come. It had to because what would be the point in living if you had nothing to live for?. 
Despite having almost lost all hope, I knew I must live. I knew I had something to live for. Even now when all signs point to our doom, deep down I know… this is not the end. 
This is not my end. 
This is only the beginning. 
A decision must be made. One by me. Go around and save the fleet, save my mate, spend forever in space, and never have her witness The Three Worlds as I had promised to show her or… risk it all and go through, taking a chance that maybe, just maybe, fate is on our side and we might get lucky, we all might survive the journey and come out along the other side, but at what cost? What if we survive the journey but die at the end? 
No. Again, I choose to believe in faith. I choose to believe that there is more waiting for us on the other side. 
It is up to me. 
The decision falls upon me. 
I must act now. 
My heads lifts. “We take a chance. We trust in fate. Now send a drone before us and into the Velkenen Wormhole. Alert the Imperium. I want all amongst The Three Worlds to prepare for impact. Raise the shields over the worlds. Have our scouts monitor and report the immediate arrival upon the exit of our drone. If it makes it through, then we follow. Now, go. Now!” I command. 
“Yes, Commander,” Captain Orhu’nen obeys, racing away. 
I turn to my commanding general, the only friend I have ever truly felt closer to than any other. 
“Commander,” he calmly speaks. “Are you sure this is what you want?” 
“This is not the end, Emerlum. It cannot be. I cannot explain it, but I just know it is not. There is more for us out there. I know it.” 
“You have magic in you,” Nay’ahli says. I look to her. “Trust in the light.” 
“I trust in faith,” I respond. 
“Same difference,” Emerlum states. I find his gaze. “Regardless. I trust in you. Always have and always will.” I smile. “Whatever decision you make—if you wish to break course or go through, know that I will stand honorably at your side either way.”
I nod then look to Nay’ahli. 
“And I too, will stand beside you.” 
Cur’rav comes rushing out of the flight deck. 
He lays a hand upon Nay’ahli’s shoulder and moves around to stand close at her side. 
She looks to him and they both share a deep, intimate stare. 
My eyes drop, almost missing the way their fingers grace, their pinkies brushing softly against one another’s. A lover’s forbidden touch, how have I never noticed before? 
Cur’rav turns, looking to me. “Whatever is going on, I am all in,” he says with a closed, smug smile. 
I half smile. “And this is why I chose you three to fight by my side. I could not do this without you. Without my greatest friends. My trusted circle.” 
“Minus one who is not here,” Cur’rav teases. 
“Now wait just a damn minute,” Emerlum objects. “The day she becomes a part of this circle, is the day I will hold my breath and die. Besides, Klem’enoli despises interstellar travel.” 
It is Cur’rav that lowly chuckles and adds, “That is because of what happened after we stole a pod and took it for a joyride on the night of your last birthday. We scared her half to death when we broke down and had to be rescued after floating in space for four days. If it was not for Morvlyn slipping up and alerting her mother of what we did, we would still be in that pod.” 
Nay’ahli smirks. “At least we had plenty of wine to keep us entertained, but I will not lie. I undoubtedly enjoyed every minute of those four days. Watching her cower in fear will always be the highlight of my life.” 
Cur’rav gives her a wide, handsome smirk. “Oh yeah? That is the highlight of your life?” 
Nay’ahli blushes, eyeing him with shy smile. 
And as my friends go on, I cannot help but smile at the memories of a simpler time, a time before—this.
“Remind me again why we invited her along?” Emerlum asks. 
“We did not invite her,” I correct. “She invited herself.” 
“Ahhh,” the three speak in unison. 
“That sounds like her,” Emerlum mutters. 
Caught up in this friendly moment, I smile because where I stand, I do not see fear within my friends’ eyes. I see bravery, hope. It is written on their faces, as it is shown through their smiles. 
Friends since we could barely walk, there is nothing that we have not learned to conquer together, as a team, as friends, and that will not change now. No, whatever challenges we face, we always prevail and come out stronger, together, alive, and whole. No matter what life throws our way. 
Nay’ahli’s pad beeps, signaling her to view it. 
As she glances down, her expression grows serious. “Our drone made it through.” She looks up. “So, now begs the question, do we go around, or do we go through and hope for a miracle?”
A miracle. My eyes broaden. Why did I not think of it before? “Serena,” I gasp. 
“The Star,” Cur’rav mutters, his eyes wide and hopeful. 
“If anyone can grant a miracle, a wish, then it is my mate,” I proudly say. 
Emerlum smiles, chuckling a deep, throaty chuckle. “Then you better go and find her, because without that wish—" His smile then fades into a serious line. “—none of us might not ever live to see the sun set on Mel’Vargon again.” 
Cur’rav takes Nay’ahli’s hand in a firm grip. 
I eye their joined hands then look up. “Then it is decided. We go through. Now shields up and ready the quantum star torpedoes. Our fight is about to get wild,” I warn with a cocky smile.“Serena,” I call within. “Where are you, my mate? I need you. We need you,” I send, hoping wherever is, she is near enough to hear my voice from afar. 
 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
Serena
It’s meeting day. A day in which a small group of some of the former prisoners, and survivors of the last attack aboard join for a little bonding time, as Nolance likes to call it. 
After graciously giving in to my persistent pestering, King Zurhen was considerate enough to allow us to come together, bi-weekly. He said it would be good for us, but I know what he really thinks. He only agreed upon the idea specifically to have me keep an eye on the ones he let go after the battle onboard. 
His own little personal spy sent in to monitor the enemy. It’s cute how he forgets that I can hear his thoughts. Even with knowing how strong our bond grows by the day. I mean, at this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if one day, I might be blessed enough to hear his voice from even beyond the stars. Wouldn’t that be great? 
I smile behind closed lips, continuing down the hall towards the secret meeting room Nolance had found abandoned on the opposite side of the ship. 
When asked why he picked a place so far from everyone else, he had said, “Because it is just far enough to where those giant, big eared creatures cannot spy.” 
I chuckle at the memory, that is until another, old, reoccurring memory finds its way into my thoughts. The memory I can’t seem to shake, no matter where I go, or how much time has passed since the attack. 
Seeing my mate through the eyes of my star during the day we found him lying upon the ground, soaked in his own blood and so very near death, the harrowing scene haunts me still, just as it has done nearly every night after. 
Had it not been for my star saving Zurhen’s life before slaughtering all responsible for wishing harm upon him, he would not be here. I would have lost him. The only one I have ever truly loved more than anyone else. I would have lost him. I would have lost my own heart and with it, my greatest, truest love. 
I shudder at the idea of losing him, then close the door, willing the thought away. “Not today.” 
As for the remaining survivors, the ones I do not hold responsible. Innocent allies. Kind, and trustworthy, the good remain, as do the ones willing to start again, to be good, just like me. 
We’re a work in progress, but at least we’re trying, thanks to our little unofficial therapy sessions. 
Nolance sneaks up from behind. “You are looking positively radiant as always,” he whispers into my ear. Fresh snow and the crisp night, his natural scent wavers, overwhelming my senses with a calming nostalgia. 
I exhale a long, relieved breath. 
While blushing, I turn and give him a playful push. 
He stumbles back, smirking so handsomely. “You little devil. So violent. I love it,” he ends with a wink.
“Hello, Nolance.” 
“Hello, darling,” he greets with a warm, innocent smile. 
Nolance moves towards, stopping to stand close in front of me. 
His hands reach out, aiming for the strings above my long, silver bodice. He goes on to tie a neat bow, then dusts whatever invisible lint he thinks is there, off the shoulders to my white blouse. His attention locks on the glowing, chunky star jewel he gifted me at the Winter Starlight celebration. After a few seconds, he stares up beneath thick, raised brows and asks, “Did you sleep well?”
“Not really. Had the nightmare again.” 
“Hmph,” he responds. His eyes lower to my necklace. He lifts it, studying it. “Maybe the coolness of jewel will keep you from sweating at night.” 
I smirk. “I hardly doubt wearing a necklace will keep me safe at night,” I counter. 
His eyes dart up quick. “Then wear it and find out,” he bites. Nolance drops the heavy jewel, and it hits my chest with a cold thud. 
Taken aback by his sudden change of emotion, I’m stunned. “Nolance—I—" Before I can finish explaining as to why I don’t wear it at night anymore, he brushes past, ignoring me as he enters the room. Left standing alone, out in the hall, my eyes glaze, just as my soul sinks into a bottomless, depressing depth. “That’s the first time you’ve ever been upset with me,” I whisper after him. 
“You offended him,” she speaks within. 
“I didn’t mean too,” I say, shaken. 
A heavy tear slips down my cheek. I wipe it away and enter the small, modern, well-lit, white room. 
I stop mid-way, observing everyone in attendance. 
Chatting amongst one another, some smile, some laugh, everyone going on about happy past times and life’s daily enjoyments. Talk that would have sounded so trivial, so foreign to me back before my abduction but has now grown to be… normal. Normal. I finally have a normal life. A happy life. A simple one. This is my normal and I wouldn’t change it for a thing. 
There, sitting at the opposite end of the long, white table, Nolance reclines back, allowing for his legs to stretch and his black leather boots to rest up on top of the shiny surface. 
Always dressed in a rather appealing all-black ensemble, he wears those perfectly tailored pants that fit him just a little too snugly, as well as that long sleeve, unbuttoned, deep V shirt of his that leaves little to the imagination as to where the rest of those swirling, black shadows of a tattoo lead. 
He stares deeply, that penetrating, soul bearing gaze of his locked on me from across the room. 
My soul shivers, not in repulsion but in… excitement. “I’m sorry,” I mouth. 
“Your beautiful queen awaits your attention,” Nolance so calmly, informs all. 
I roll my eyes at the mention of the word queen, and he breaks, chuckling. We both do. Good. I knew he couldn’t stay mad at me for long. 
I take my seat at the opposite end of my violet eyed friend. One deep breath in, I exhale slowly, and then begin. “Okay. Shall we get started? Sorry. I forgot where we left off. Can someone remind me where we ended?” 
Of course, Nolance is the one who does. “Body counts, darling.” 
“Right. Thank you, Nolance. Body counts. Okay, so how many of you wrote down an estimate of your body counts like I had previously asked?” 
I survey the raised hands from those who had taken lives, including Nolance’s. “Would anyone like to go first?” 
“How about you lead us, darling star,” Nolance encourages. 
It is times like this where I wish I had a canteen of water to clear my parched throat. I swallow back a big, nervous gulp and pause before answering, “Um. Okay sure. If I had to guess. I guessed at least a million or so. Maybe more,” I shamefully admit. “It’s hard to remember, to guess. The facility I was held captive in was big and some of the armies were massive, and then there was a city. I had no idea how many people were in that city,” I say as if my confusion makes my actions any less terrible. 
“That’s around what I guessed for myself,” Cindre, the grey, ashy, pyro-kinetic being with flaming, short orange hair recalls. 
“Around four million for me,” Heraclus, the tall, thin, green, bald, scaly illusionist with huge, neon green eyes, tells. 
“I do not remember, nor want to guess,” speaks Ara’nolkai, the two hooved, mystical looking, half giant blue alien like Zurhen, and half a wooded, beautiful satyr like creature who can lift the ground beneath her feet. A Nari is what she calls herself. The only remaining one of her kind from Zurhen’s world. 
She fought against Zurhen’s kind in battle aboard, but for some reason, was spared from The Star’s wrath that obliterated all who dared to harm him. A mistake? Pure, coincidental luck? Maybe. Regardless, she swears she’s changed, and I believe her. So does The Star, otherwise, Ara’nolkai would not be sitting here today. 
“That’s okay,” I say. “You do not have to answer.” 
She nods, staring away, her gaze that of a lost soul barely hanging on. 
Not meaning to lock eyes with the one with the chilling, bright red ones, I get caught in her beguiling trap. “Nearly a whole country for me. Whatever that’s worth,” she says, seeming unfazed. 
Tera, a stunning, alluring blood thirsty creature of darkness, she is the single definition of enchanting beauty. With her long, onyx black hair that shines like a river in the night, she would be what my world would call, a vampire, or worse… a demon. Whatever she is, she frightens me, and that’s saying a lot, considering what I am. 
My fist clench beneath the table, my anxiety creeping in as I imagine all the lives we claimed in total. 
The lights flicker within the room. 
Panting, I concentrate on my breathing just like Nolance had taught me, yet my chest is too tight. It’s hard to breathe. I can’t breathe. 
In an instant, Nolance jumps to his feet, rushing around the others to get to me quick. 
He moves behind, takes my shoulders in his grasp, and begins massaging them. His soft lips brush my ear. “Shhh. Calm yourself. Find your happy place. Find your peace. Find where your soul feels most comforted.” 
Without thought, I clutch my star jewel tight and think of home, earth. I think of the stars and as I do, my once tense body begins to calm. Peace finds me so effortlessly in its embrace and through it, I find what makes me happy. Home. My family. Momma, and… something else. Something warm, something beautiful, familiar in a way I can’t quite describe, but it’s there. It’s always been there, lurking in the disguise of a comfort I seem to be addicted to not just in times of need, but constantly.
The lights cease their flickering. 
Nolance pats my shoulders, his lips a light, heated caress upon my ear. “There you go. That’s my good, lovely girl. I knew you’d find it.” 
“Thank you,” I whisper. 
“You are always welcome, my darling.” 
“And what about you?” Harlin, the snobby, egotistical, green, reptilian that can easily kill his prey with a spit of skin decaying acid, asks Nolance. 
Nolance stands tall. “There is no limit as to what I would do to save the one I love, but to answer your question, far too many to recall,” he replies, not a hint of guilt beneath his tone. The one he loves… He bends to whisper into my ear, “Relax,” I hadn’t even noticed that I had tensed. “You are so, tight,” he claims, weirdly accentuating the T add the end. 
From the heat of his breath and soft phantom lips blowing upon my skin, a pleasant shiver courses down my spine. I swallow hard and think about the many lives he must have taken during his long-lived life. Nolance is old. How old? I’m not sure, as the last time I brought up his past, he had gone quiet, refusing to speak of it saying, “One day, you shall know me, but that day is not today.”
As far as I know, he could have killed thousands. Millions. But it doesn’t matter. I am not here to judge. In fact, no one here is allowed to. That’s the rule. Here, we are safe, free to be ourselves in our truest forms, free to speak our minds without fear of judgement, nor consequences, but while that is so, I can’t help but to believe, I am still amongst monsters. I am… one of the monsters. 
After the last murderous survivor finishes sharing his body count, I go on. “These numbers do not define us. I formed this group because I wanted a safe place for us to come together. I wanted to share my burdens with those that understood me and with those who wished to do the same. I wanted a place where we could freely express ourselves, talk about the wrong we’ve done, and how we can go about doing better henceforth.” 
“They do not want us to change,” Harlin counters. “They cry and scream and beg for us to do the right thing and then when we do, they still label us as the villains. That’s all they’ll ever see us as. Villains.”
“That’s not true,” I fight back. 
He stands, prowling around the table, headed towards me. 
Nolance’s hold on my shoulders tightens. “If you wish to live, then you best stop right where you are.”
Harlin stops, grinning arrogantly as he stares Nolance down without an ounce fear. Idiot. His eyes then roll to me. “Once The Three Worlds find out that it was our kind that was responsible for the deaths of the kings’ soldiers, they will want war. An eye for an eye, blood for blood.” 
“We were not responsible for the whole. They will understand that,” I say. 
Ara’nolkai crosses her arms. 
She shrinks into her seat and gazes down at her lap. 
Harlin’s head shakes, his smug grin turned hostile. “You naive, stupid, little girl. You do not know a thing about Vargonians, nor their barbaric practices, rituals, or blood thirsty taste for vengeance. Until you stood behind the wrath of an avenging crowd and crown and watched them behead any who dare forsake something as trivial as a stupid promise, you have not witnessed the true meaning of monsters. They will turn against you in a blink of an eye. Do not underestimate their kindness, because you dare betray them and they will, burn you alive.” 
“But all the Vargonians I’ve met have been so nice, so caring. How could you say that about them?” I defend. 
“Life is easy when you have yet to betray them, nor their valiant, young king. They see you as a friend, an ally, not as their enemy. The rules are different up here amongst the stars, compared to as they are on land. In space, life is much more relaxed, but once you step foot off this vessel and onto their rich blue, precious soil, you will learn quickly, just how ruthless his kind and kingdom are to those who wish to disrupt their ancient, savage ways of life.” Cold chills and a nervous shudder rolls through me. I swallow hard. 
“That’s enough!” Nolance darkly warns between gritted teeth. “The king has already instructed all, that Thratur and his army are to blame for his soldiers’ deaths.” Nolance leaves me to approach the reptilian. “If you were smart, you would be wise to keep your mouth shut, and follow his command, or it will be you whose neck shall be slain while the entirety of his kingdom watches your insignificant life slip past your last choking breath.” He stops right before him and orders, “Now apologize to your queen or I will gladly force you to.”
“I apologize to no one,” Harlin spits. Oh, that does it for my dear friend. Wrong answer buddy. 
Just then, Nolance releases a heavy, roaring blast of shadows upon Harlin, drowning him in the thickness of its suffocating, ominous wrath. 
Everyone near, immediately jumps from their seats, flying across the room to distance themselves as far away from The Dark One as they can. 
And as Nolance’s anger unfolds, and his darkness ripples off him in scorching fury, I am all but left where I am, stunned, proud, mesmerized. Power. Natural, boundless, exquisite power he exerts, and I am in awe. 
I blink, allowing the glowing eyes of my star to see through the darkness. There, beyond the thick fog, a long slither of shadows winds around its prey’s neck with a tight, constricting hold. 
Harlin’s eyes go blank, rolling into the back of his skull. 
With his arm extended, Nolance’s hand tenses, reaching out to lift Harlin into the air. 
As he chokes him, Harlin’s limbs flail around, kicking and thrashing to be let free. 
His voice a gurgle of attempted screams, he can’t breathe. 
Watching my dark friend—no one’s ever defended me before. Not like this. Never like this but he does. Nolance does, without hesitation. I should fear him. I should run yet I don’t. No, instead, I slowly approach this foreboding darkness that sends everyone cowering, with complete and utter adoration.
 When I am close, I allow my hand to glow. 
As simple as one reaches a hand into water, I reach past the barrier of his shadows, straight into the unknown.
My hand meets his shoulder, unfazed by the malevolence he so casts upon the being before him. 
The moment he senses my grace, Nolance’s eyes close. He leans into my touch, his neck slipping into my grasp. 
A soft sigh escapes him. The Dark One calms. He surrenders to my presence. “Serena,” he whispers. 
As if fighting against a controlling resistance that wishes to pull him under, so slowly, his head turns, his dark eyes that of a pained, tortured soul and in them, the reflection of my brightly lit stars orbs. A light amongst the darkness. A window into his soul. I see him. I see me. I see… us.
“I will not have him disrespect you,” his desperate voice speaks behind a tightly clenched jaw. 
I raise my hand, holding the side of his face with a tender hold. With a warm smile, I reply soothingly, “I know you won’t. Drop the shadows, Nolance. Release him. Allow him one more chance to do good, to apologize.” 
“He does not deserve your benevolence.” 
“And that is exactly why I am asking you to let him go. For what are we doing here if we are not trying to become better versions of ourselves?” 
“Speak for yourself, as I am only here for you,” he admits. 
I shake my head, softly smiling.
Once more, his eyes close and he leans into my touch, a low, predatorial, guttural growl emitting from the back of his throat. 
His parted lips skim over my palm, stopping at the center where they linger, where they kiss. 
“It’s okay,” I assure. “I’m okay. You’re okay. We’re both okay.” 
Calmer, his eyes open, those breathtaking, warm, beautiful violet orbs stealing a gasp from me as they pierce my own. 
He nods, sighing heavily. “You could tell me to burn the worlds and I would do so without batting an eye. I’d do whatever you ask of me. I’d do anything for you.” 
I smile, my soul dancing in pure delight. “I’m going to remember you said that.” 
He blushes. “Please do.” 
Nolance turns to face the being on the cusp of death.
His darkness drops like a fallen curtain released from its rings. Next, the shadow ropes caught around Harlin’s neck loosen and unwind.
Harlin falls to the ground with a harsh thud, gasping for air. 
I blink, allowing my green, human eyes to see. 
“Thank the stars,” Harlin’s hoarse voice praises. 
“No, thank her,” Nolance responds. 
Harlin looks up, endless tears streaming from his green, blood shot eyes. His gaze finds mine from across the room. “Thank you. I am sorry. I am so sorry. Forgive me. Please. Just don’t let him make me see them again,” he pleads. 
“See who again?” I ask. Yet instead of answering, he jumps to his feet, the once cocky being, rushing past us and bolting out the door.
After the door slides closed, Nolance turns my way. With a charming smile, he asks, “So, where were you before you were rudely interrupted?” I shake my head, smiling so incredibly hard. Only he can go from the most dangerous, frightening creature of darkness to the kindest, most alluring thing of beauty I know. “What?” he wonders, his smirk widening. 
“You just surprise me. That’s all.” 
His brows raise. “Well, I rather surprise you than bore you.” 
I chuckle, then turn towards the others. 
After waiting on them to take their seats, I pick up where I left off. “So, as I was saying. Villains have every right to want to change. If we wish to be good, then there’s room for us, just as much as there is room for any hero.” I take a moment before I continue. “When I was a little kid, I used to want to be a superhero, but then I became what I am, a villain who destroyed lives. A villain who slaughtered my own family because I could not control what I was, still am.” 
I take another moment, inhaling a deep breath before releasing it in one long drawn-out sigh. 
With shaky hands, I clench my fist at my sides. 
Nolance notices and takes my right hand. 
I look to him, us sharing a deep, sincere stare. 
A silent nod from him is enough to encourage me to go on. So, I do. I speak my truth. I share my past. 
Once again, I turn to face the others. “Before I was imprisoned on Thratur’s ship, I was imprisoned for many years on earth, my home planet. Dissected and studied because of the gift my star had granted me, my captors treated me as if I did not matter, as if I was worthless scum beneath their blood crusted shoes. They forced me to fight, to create new magical beings lesser than I, and then they sent us into wars to slaughter their enemies and for what? To climb the ranks? To govern more people to do as they say? As if they cared for the people they ruled. They did not care. They only wanted power. They only wanted to be seen. Heard.” Wait. Why does that sound so familiar? 
Heraclus speaks up. “Couldn’t you have just turned on your captors and killed them yourself?” 
I touch a spot on the left side of my neck. “Not if we wanted the device in our neck to explode. I’m immortal but I wasn’t taking any chances on testing just how far immortality went.”
“Is it still there?” Nolance asks. 
I lower my hand and meet his pressing gaze. “No, I sliced my own flesh with a finger nail and yanked it out before I escaped.”
He smirks, proudly. 
I turn to the others. “By the time I was ready to risk it all, my death, my survival, I took a chance. I escaped my prison. I was free but my freedom would come at a cost. The cost of losing control. The cost of claiming every life I’ve ever known, every life I’ve ever fought alongside, every life that I had ever cared for during my time in captivity.” 
A few shift nervously in their seats. 
“On purpose?” Tera asks. 
“I didn’t mean to,” my low, timid voice speaks. Nolance’s grip on my hand tightens. “It was an accident. They had my boyfriend, Steve. They were going to kill him if I hurt them. I was scared. My light slipped and then they—they shot him right before me, and I—I couldn’t stop the blast that came next. I killed them all. Every, last one of them.” I pause before I go on. “I never wanted this. I still don’t want this, but no matter how much I wish it different; you can’t change the past, you can’t change what you were given. I am an atomic star capable of obliterating worlds, but with help… with guidance—” I turn, gazing upon my dear friend. He looks to me, his smile a comforting warmth I no longer know how to live without. “—I am finally learning how to control her once and for all and in time, who knows? Maybe I’ll use my powers to save worlds, not destroy them.”
“And so, you shall,” Nolance says. 
I smile, and then face the others. “A time for change is amongst us. No longer will I remain the villain of my story but now choose to become the superhero I always wished to be.” 
Tera asks, “And what if it’s too late to change? What if no matter how much good we do, how much effort we put in at redeeming ourselves, they don’t accept the change? They don’t accept us?” 
“I once thought that too until more recently. It is never too late to change. People can learn from their mistakes. We can evolve, we can grow, and we can move on, taking with us, life’s lessons, and the guilt of all the wrong we’ve done as a reminder of what never to do again, and if they can’t see that, then they are just as worse as we. For it takes a true monster to willingly choose to hold onto a darkness as strong as hatred.” 
“And that is how villain arcs are forged,” Ara’nolkai remarks. “It is a never-ending cycle and I do not see it stopping.” 
“You’re right, so as long as there is pain in the world, somewhere, a villain lurks, devising their plan for revenge.” 
“And what about this Cal’elv villain?” Heraclus mentions. “Are we to forgive him for what he’s done to us? Do you expect for us to just forget him stealing us from our worlds? He locked us in a cell to rot away and die. He may have started out like us. Something bad might have happened to him for him to have gone dark, but he’s still a threat. He still deserves to die, and villain, hero, I don’t care what I am, I will find him, and I will end him.” 
“Who says you cannot be both?” Nolance speaks.  
I look to him. “You mean, be both, a villain, and a hero at the same time?” 
His lip curls up at the corner, his grin a wicked, yet dashing smile. 
“And how exactly does that work?” Cindre asks. 
“An equal balance,” I answer. “Not completely good, nor evil but a grey area in which one stands between the light and darkness.” I turn to the others. “A morally grey character. That’s who we become. I mean, he’s right. Who says that we can’t be both? Who says we can’t be whoever we wish to be? No more cells, no more chains, for we are now free. We are free and for the first time, we hold the power to choose our own destinies.” 
“I still do not understand,” Heraclus says. “So, we’re now okay with them seeing us as the villains or…” 
“Fuck them. Fuck labels,” I curse. “Society can see us as whatever they want to see us as, because the only thing that matters, is how we see ourselves. I am tired of fighting. I am tired of fighting my own demons. I am tired of fighting others. I am just so unbelievably tired and now I want to rest. I want to be happy. I will never be perfect. No one is, so why should I try? Why can’t I just be… me? Whoever it is that I am.” 
I scan all. “Let’s make an agreement right here, right now. Going forward, we protect those that are worth protecting. We defend all who have no one there to help them. We were given gifts for a reason, let us not see them wasted, but put to good use wherever they need be. But to those who do not deserve our generosity, to those who plague the worlds with their cruelty and power hungry need to hurt all who do not conform to their perfect world, we end them, we cleanse the worlds of their evil ways, and we burn all who wish to wrong the ones just trying to live peacefully, happily, and in love.” 
Tera bangs her fist against the table. “Now that I can get behind,” she responds with an eerie grin.
“As can I,” Ara’nolkai says. 
“As well as I,” Heraclus adds, nodding. 
“I too can agree to those terms,” Cindre speaks. 
And as the others chime in, agreeing with us, Nolance leans in to whisper into my ear, “They love you.” 
I turn my head, only to be met with our faces close, intimately so. 
His eyes drop to my lips before they meet my own. 
“You don’t have to love someone to agree with them,” I say. 
“No, but with you, it is hard not to.” 
“To agree with me, or to love me?” I wonder, yet he only smirks. 
He breaks our deep gaze and moves around the room.
Nolance takes a stance behind his chair, across the long table from me. 
As he holds the top part of the seat cushion, he surveys the room. “You heard your queen. A new era begins. The dawn of a new kind. The age of where villains and heroes collide into one unstoppable entity.” 
“You forget,” Heraclus says. “Our powers won’t work on land. We’ll be just as useless as the magicless.” 
The Dark One grins and stares up through his brows. “Oh, I think I know someone willing to change that.” 
“So, you’re going to do it?” Ara’nolkai asks, her voice lit with hope. “You’re really going to restore magic upon The Three Worlds?” 
Without breaking mine and Nolance’s gaze, I answer, “Yes. I am. I’m going to restore magic upon The Three Worlds.” 
“With my guidance, of course,” Nolance adds. 
“Of course,” I respond, smirking just as great as he. 
And as the room cheers, erupting in a loud, joyous glee, Nolance mouths from across the room, “Dance with me.” 
I shake my head, biting my bottom lip. “Fine. One last time.” I mean, what could possibly go wrong?
 

CHAPTER TWENTY
Here, we stand just outside the big heavy door that leads beyond the stars. Together and before one another, we remain calm, we remain collected. Happy.
“We’ve come a long way,” I tell him. 
“How do you mean?” he asks. 
“I trust you now.” 
He smirks. “You’ve always trusted me, and you know it.” He’s right. Deep down, I have always trusted him. Drawn to him like moth to a flame, even in the beginning, if I had known all this time… he would grow to become my greatest friend, my best friend, the only one who may ever truly know my dark soul better than I, I would have thought I dreamt him, imagined him on the brink of death the day I near took my final breath. 
I grow quiet, adverting my eyes. While staring past his arm, I get lost in deep thought, keying in on this… reoccurring, pressing feeling. I’m not sure what comes over me, but something beneath my chest surfaces, a pocket of air, a rock beneath my ribs, there’s a throbbing pressure pushing against the cage within, and I don’t know what to make of it. How to feel about it. Anxiety of the unknown, it’s always there. Always lurking, waiting to be solved, to be uncovered, yet I can’t—I can’t reach it. I can’t make it go away. This familiar yet forgotten sense.
“I’ve never known you to grow quiet. What is it?” he wonders. 
With my focus now on the swirling black shadow tattoo that dips to that faint, white star scar over his heart, a sorrowful shiver rattles me from within. “I don’t know, Nolance. I just get this—strange feeling sometimes and I don’t know why,” I say. “It’s like—I don’t know. Like I’m missing something. Like I’m missing this part inside me that I can’t remember and it’s frustrating.” 
Nolance moves in, occupying what little room there was between us with just two steps. He lifts the star jewel of my necklace, gazing down at it. “You know strange is just a term used when you do not know how to describe what it is that you truly feel.” 
I stare up at him as he continues admiring the star jewel. “I wish I knew what I was feeling.” 
His eyes dart up quick, a hint of hope sparking within them. “Do you? Do you remember?” 
I shake my head. “Remember what?” I ask, yet he does not answer. “Am I supposed to remember something? Or are you asking about my star because like I told you, she still doesn’t remember a thing from before?” 
He drops the necklace. “Pity,” he responds.
I huff, not having it in me to go through this conversation again. 
As I turn for the door, Nolance grabs my wrist, stopping me in place. 
I look back at him. 
With a lowered head and downcast tone, he utters, “I am sorry but please do not ever feel as though you cannot speak to me.” His eyes lift, staring up at me beneath thick brows. “I know I am not easy to—solve or… uncover but that does not mean I wish for you to give up so easily on me. I am trying,” he says, his beautiful violet eyes glistening with threatening tears. 
“Nolance,” I cry. Pain. I feel it in the depths of my soul. Nolance may wear a thick mask on the outside, but on the inside… he is as vivid as ever. At least to me. “I won’t. I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait for you. However long it takes you reveal what you hide inside. I’ll wait.” 
His lips pull slightly at the corner. He then takes my hands, lacing his fingers between mine. “Thank you.” 
“Thank you,” I tell him. “Thank you for being my greatest friend.” 
“I am whatever you need me to be, you beautiful, darling star.” I gleam, my natural light beaming with a glittering radiance. “There you are. That’s right. Shine for me. Shine for the entire universe.” 
He lifts our hands, holding them between us. 
And so, I do as he had instructed. I glow, brighter than he’s ever seen me shine. Together, my light and his darkness blaze towards one another, meeting not as separate energies like the last time, but uniting as one almighty cosmic power unlike anything I have ever witnessed, nor felt. Zurhen’s and my light may blend, but mine and Nolance’s individual energy… they strengthen, building each other up, not drowning each other out. 
Zurhen consumes, but Nolance fortifies. 
“Nolance,” I whisper behind closed eyes. “What is this?” 
“This my darling, is how stars are forged,” his soft voice claims. “Through the spark of joy that lights one’s soul, shall two become one and together, create gods and entire worlds,” he recites. 
“What?” 
“Remember to breathe,” he tells me, and then the door beside us opens, followed by the deafening roar of all air being pulled from the room. 
I inhale a quick breath before we’re thrown out into the deep, chilling, darkness of space.
As we fly, I scream, not in fright, but from thrill. 
Moments pass and then we stop, floating upright, far from the massive fleet of war ships just below us. 
Windblown and with messy, radiating hair, I brush it back, clearing my view just enough to see the mesmerizing, glowing celestial before me. “It’s you again,” I mutter, smiling so big. 
Nolance gazes down, only to look back up at me beneath thick, raised brows and an adorable, shy smile. “If I did not know any better, I would assume you enjoy this version of me more than you enjoy my other.” 
I release his hand to smack his chest and the moment I do, the momentum of my push, sends me tumbling back. I scream. “NOLANCE!” While I reach desperately for him, he just smiles, chuckling as he waves his fingers and watches me flee. 
Further, I float away, my glowing friend becoming but a needle in a haystack beyond the dark sea of endless stars. 
“Fly to him,” The Star speaks. 
“I don’t know how!” I shout. 
“Yes, you do. If I can, so can you. Now Fly!” 
With all that I have, I ball my fists, determined to propel myself across the great divide that separates my dear friend from me. 
“You are capable of mastering whatever you set your mind to,” Nolance had once said to me, and I believe him. I believe in me. 
“You got this,” I encourage myself. “I can do this. Now fly Serena. Fly!” 
My balled fists glow exponentially brighter, a stream of energy exuding behind after I take off and soar fast toward. 
I erupt in laughter, flying across the stars like a rocket set forth towards the moon. A hollow, tunnel with the whispering of a constant, angelic breath of wind, the sound of my flight is a sound that leaves me with chills. “This is unreal.” I’m flying. Holy mother of stars. I am flying. I am really flying.
Soon, what was once a tiny speck of a purple glow, my friend comes into view, his form becoming brighter and that smile—he beams when he sees me fast approaching. 
With arms wide open, he awaits for me to return to him and then—oh no. I can’t stop. “Watch out!” I warn, but it’s too late. I smack right into him, grunting from the blow, yet he just smothers me in his hold, chuckling as we go tumbling far back. 
Nolance cradles my head, lacing his fingers through the back of my swaying, glowing strands. 
“I flew!” I exclaim as I stare into those beaming, bright violet eyes that gaze right back into my own. 
“I knew you’d find your way back to me. You always do.” 
“Well, thanks for believing in me.” 
“I never stopped.” 
“SERENA!” 
My smile drops the moment I hear my mate’s scream within. “Zurhen,” I gasp. 
Our tumbling ceases, our position now floating upright. I turn in Nolance’s arms, facing towards the ship far off in the distance. 
“What about him?” Nolance questions. 
“Something is wrong. I must get back to him.” I don’t even think, I free myself from Nolance’s hold and go soaring fast towards my mate’s call. “Zurhen! I’m coming!” I tell him within. 
“The window! Look to the window!” 
“There are a million windows! Which one?” I ask, but he doesn’t have to answer. I find him banging upon the thick glass window near the front, top part of the ship. 
My speed picks up and next thing I know, I’m soaring dangerously towards him. 
When I near, I manage to slow myself enough to halt just outside the thick, clear barrier that separates us. 
He bangs against the glass, mouthing my name, screaming it at the top of his lungs, yet I can’t hear him, not out loud and from out here. 
“I can’t hear you through the glass,” I tell him. 
“The black hole! It’s coming for the wormhole!” he shouts. 
“Black hole?” I repeat out loud. 
Nolance approaches from behind. “Ah. I thought I felt something wicked in the air.” 
He moves beside.
I turn to face him. “He said it’s coming for the wormhole. Do you know what he is talking about?” 
“Of course. A wormhole lies up ahead. One in which many use to travel quickly through and across space. It is what they use to return to The Three Worlds.” I turn, looking to my mate. “How do we stop it?”
“We cannot but you can,” he tells me. 
“Me?” I question, pointing to myself. “How am I able to stop it?” 
“A wish. You are my star. Allow me to wish the black hole gone.” 
“What is he saying?” Nolance asks. 
I look to him. “He wants me to grant him a wish. One that will wish the black hole gone, but that’s not how it works. I can’t make a wish.” 
Nolance faces Zurhen. “But she can, so I suppose the question is, will she?” 
I go quiet to address her.
“No,” she says. 
“What? Why?” 
“Because I said so.” 
“But they will die! Please!” I plead. 
“No.” 
“Why?” 
“I do not know. All I know is that I cannot grant him this wish. I literally can’t, Serena.”
“I hate you. I hate you!” She goes quiet. 
“What is she saying?” Nolance wonders. 
“She won’t do it. She won’t grant him his wish,” I cry. “There must be another way.” 
I face my mate and press my palms to the glass.
Zurhen presses his to mine. “Serena. Please,” he begs, his voice painfully desperate. 
“I am so sorry, but I can’t grant you a wish. My star… she won’t,” I tell him. 
Zurhen’s jaw tightens. All traces of fear fleeing his expression when he accepts that I can’t do what he asked. “Then I need you to explode for me. You save us, Serena. Only you have the power to save us all.” 
“What? No. I can’t do that. I don’t have control over her. I explode and The Star will wipe you all out!”
“I trust you. You can do this. I believe in you. Please, Serena. You are our last hope.” 
I turn towards my friend. “He wants me to explode.” 
Nolance grins. “The atomic blast might just be powerful enough to obliterate the black hole from existence.” 
“Might?” I question. 
That arrogant, all-knowing smirk of his returns. “You had asked for my guidance. Well, I am not about to allow you to go in blind. I will be there. To guide you every step of the way.” 
“Serena,” Zurhen calls. I turn his way. “An asteroid field blocks our path. If you can get ahead of the storm, my fleet will take out all debris while you focus on eliminating the black hole.” 
“There are asteroids too?” I shout, taken by the surprise. 
“Nothing a little flick of the wrist cannot take care of,” Nolance so casually remarks. 
“Okay,” I tell my mate. “I’m going to do it.” 
“Then, let us give them a show history won’t ever forget,” Nolance cheers. “Now, tell him to prepare for the worst because what is about to happen… well, it will not be pleasant.” 
“Zurhen, I’m going to save us all, I promise. I will save you.” 
My mate smiles, hope flooding his sparkling, crystal blue eyes. “I know you will. You already saved me twice. I have no doubt you will do it again. I love you, Serena. I love you more than every star that shines.” 
A single tear of mine escapes, floating off into the great abyss. “I love you, Zurhen. I love you, forever. Now, go and prepare because this might get ugly.” 
He nods, backing away to join his commanders in line. 
“Come,” Nolance orders. 
He takes my hand, having us withdraw far into the dark expanse. 
Smaller, my beautiful giant becomes. 
I wave goodbye. So does he. 
“I will see you again,” I promise, yet he doesn’t reply, because I am now too far and cannot hear him. 
Turning north of the massive ship, we soar like comets in the night sky. 
Streaks of bright white light and purple trail behind our cosmic, glowing forms like tails in the wind. 
While traveling fast, I look over my shoulder, spotting Zurhen’s ship in the vast distance and then like that, it’s gone, the fleet is gone, any trace of my mate’s existence no longer in view. “Zurhen,” I whisper. “I will save you. I promise.” 
“We’ll have to go faster if we wish to out race the blackhole!” Nolance shouts.
I turn forward. “How?” I shout back. 
His hold on my hand tightens. “Do not let go of my hand!” he demands. 
I look to him and mouth. “I won’t.” 
Nolance smiles and mouths. “Good girl.” And so with that, I squeeze his hand and—I scream as we shoot ahead, all stars within sight becoming blurry streaks of never-ending light beside us. 
That angelic breath of wind… it deepens, the low, constant bass resonating into the depth of my bones with a delightful, vibrating hum. 
“Warp speed ahead!” my friend cheers.
“This! Is! Insane!” I shout as we travel at a velocity so fast, I am not surprised that we haven’t broken the sound barr—a thunderous boom after hitting Mach speed and we do it. We break the sound barrier in which sends an enormous shockwave beyond the heavens and out into deep space. 
For a while, as we skyrocket across the universe, neither one of us speak, but gaze towards the beyond. With nothing but infinite darkness and the trailing light of the stars in all directions, I have not a clue as to how to navigate the open cosmos, but I don’t need to know. Yet again, here I am, trusting in this mysterious being beside me to lead me into the unknown.
He looks to me, his smile a soft thing of beauty. 
And then our heads turn forward.
How much time has passed? A couple minutes? Maybe more. I don’t know, but the silence… the serenity… there’s something about this—this familiarity that makes me feel right at home, makes my star, feel right at home.
Not long after, what looks to be an assortment of different sized black clouds comes into view.
“What is that?” I ask.
“That would be the asteroid field!”
My eyes widen. “Oh, dear god,” I mutter. 
“You use your light to blast them apart and I’ll guide us through the storm!” he instructs. Right. Because I’ve totally done this before and know exactly what to do. 
“Star. You’re with me. Right?” I nervously ask. 
“I am with you. Just say the word and I will take over.” 
“If I lose control, promise me you’ll save them. You’ll save my Zurhen.” 
“You have my word. And Serena?” 
“What?” 
“If you cannot perform what needs to be done, I will consume control.”
“Fine,” I say. 
Closer, we come up on the asteroids, some appearing as colossal as small planets. 
My nerves get the best of me. “Holy shit,” I curse beneath my breath. 
“Are you ready?” Nolance asks. No.
I extend my arm, preparing my energy to travel through and out my palm. “I’m ready!” 
We enter past the outskirts of the field, into yet another war. Always a war. It never ends.
One titanic sized rock approaches us, and I all but freeze, not in fear, but in amazement. 
“Blast them!” Nolance orders. Shit. Right. I start shooting, releasing nuclear hell upon every asteroid that dare cross my line of fire. 
Explosions and flying chunks of rock catapult into the oblivion, floating away like ash from the mightiest of erupting volcanoes. 
“There’s so many!” 
“Keep blasting!” he yells. 
Boom! Boom! Boom! My starlight obliterates each asteroid, clearing the path before us, yet they never end. They just keep coming. They’re everywhere. We are surrounded. 
Another booming blast, I shatter a two-story house sized one right before us— “LOOK OUT!” I scream, just as one hidden behind the rock I just blew, comes at us fast. 
Nolance yanks me close, holding me against him and then we blink. One second, we are on one side of the asteroid and then the next, we appear along the opposite side. I look back at the rock and then at him. “How?” I wonder. 
“No time to explain. You need to shatter that asteroid, or it will destroy your lover’s ship.” I nod. 
We turn back, catching up with the fleeting rock and then I let loose. I send blast after continuous blast shooting out of my palm and when they meet the rock… thunderous crackling sounds, and the asteroid explodes, sending many small fragments soaring beyond. “Yes!” I cheer. 
I look to my friend, a proud, amazed smile already awaiting me. 
“I don’t ever want to hear you doubt yourself again because you, Serena, are extraordinary,” he tells me, and I beam, an overabundance of confidence boosting my morale. 
“So, are you,” I return the compliment, and he too, just glows. 
“Alright, let’s get through this so that you may save the worlds and go on to be the hero you always wished to be.” 
“Sounds like a plan.” 
He has us lay horizontally, wraps an arm around and holds me close at his side. 
Now able to utilize both my hands, I extend my arms, flex my fingers, and prepare to take out the rest of these huge, dumb rocks. “Ahhhhhhh!” I shout as I go hard, obliterating every asteroid in sight. 
Boom! Boom! Boom! I’ve lost track of how many I’ve demolished; how many are left. After a few arena sized beasts, I’m combing the desolate skies, searching for more. “I think I got them all—wait.” My jaw drops. “Oh. My. God,” I mutter. There, ahead, not one, but two wormholes come into view. 
He slows our flight. “Beautiful, right?” Nolance asks. I do not answer. “The Reverse Twins they call them.” He points. “The one on the right, that’s The Velkenen Wormhole and the one on the left, The Elknear Wormhole.” 
I have no words. I can’t speak. How could anyone while witnessing something so—so magnificent, so—grand. I can’t believe this is real, that I am out here flying towards its miraculous, godly presence. “Which one is the way home?” I ask 
“That would be The Velkenen Wormhole on the right. The one that spins clockwise.” 
Whirling in a slow-motion state of travel, the wormholes swirl in opposite directions and with a mix of blurry pinks, purples, blues, and greens and at the center of each and straight through… “Mel’Vargon,” I mutter. 
Nolance peers to the right, high up ahead. “Oh my. Would you look at that.” 
I follow his gaze and— “Holy mother of—”
“The black hole,” he finishes. 
I thought the wormholes were enormous, but they are nothing compared to the monstrous beast of a planet that the black hole is. At least ten times the size in circumference compared to the wormholes put together, I’m already having second thoughts about this. “I have to—I have to eliminate that?” I screech. 
Spinning faster than the wormholes, yet still in a slow-motion state due to its distance, as I gaze upon the blurry, spiraling orange, fiery rays, and the dark, black orb of doom at the center, it is now, in this moment that I begin to doubt that I have what it takes to be the superhero I always dreamt of being. 
My head slowly turns towards my friend. With wide, panicked eyes, and a trembling body, I gaze into those beaming, neon violet orbs, begging for help, begging for him to tell me that I can do this. “I can’t—I can’t—” I stutter. 
Nolance takes my face between his firm hold. “Serena. Yes, you can. Do you hear me? You can do this, and do you want to know why I know you will?” 
“Why?” I cry, my tears floating away after each blink. 
“Because if you do not, your lover, all aboard his ship, the fleet that surrounds him, and the entirety of The Three Worlds beyond that hole—” he says, pointing to The Velkenen Wormhole. “—will be swallowed whole. They will die if you do not save them. So, save them. Be the hero, Serena. Give the worlds a reason to love you. Give them a reason to call you, their hero, their god.”
“No pressure, right?” I tease beneath a whimper. 
Nolance smiles softly. “There’s that sass of yours that I adore.” His expression turns serious. “You must get closer. As close as you can get without being pulled in.” 
“Okay,” I agree. 
“You’ve got this. I know you do.” I nod. 
Nolance takes my hand, and we go racing towards the most frightening, yet astonishing creation probably ever created. A true work of art, whatever made this… whoever made this… I wish I could shake their hand and tell them how magnificent they are. 
“This is close enough,” he says, stopping at a point in which I can feel the pull towards the orb, but not enough to where I can’t withstand it. Nolance turns me towards the black hole and then releases me to it. My head swings back, seeing him float near behind. “I am not going anywhere, but this part, you must do alone.” 
I nod, then turn to face the colossal beast. This is it. It’s now or never.
After wiping my eyes, I inhale a deep breath of the fresh, crisp stars. My eyes widen. Stars. Power. The stars… they give me power, I realize. 
“So, take them,” she tells. 
“How?” 
“Reach for the stars, Serena. Call them home. Call them home!” she orders. 
“But I don’t know how!” I shout. 
“Serena. Any day now, darling,” Nolance speaks with a hint of nervousness coating his snarky tongue. 
“Take the stars!” she demands. 
“Serena. You need to get mad! Get angry! Remember all who ever hurt you! Destroy them! Kill them, Serena! Release your wrath upon them all!”
“Stop yelling at me!” I shout at them. 
“TAKE THE STARS!” 
“Serena! You need to destroy that black hole before it closes in! NOW!” 
“Everyone STOP YELLING AT ME!” I scream. 
I reach one hand towards the stars, and the other towards the black hole. “Nothing is happening!” I cry. 
“TAKE IT!” she yells. 
“SERENA! YOU’RE RUNNING OUT OF TIME! NOW!” Nolance yells. 
“I CAN’T!” 
“IF YOU DO NOT EXPLODE, ZURHEN WILL DIE! IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT? DO YOU WANT YOUR LOVER TO DIE?” 
“NOOOOOOO!” I bloody wail, and then it happens. I explode. I explode upon the darkness of space with the light of a thousand suns. “AHHHHHHH!” I scream. 
White light comes roaring out of me, the violent current holding strong as it races across the expanse and towards the black hole. 
“MORE! MORE SERENA! LIGHT UP THE GALAXY, YOU BEAUTIFUL, EXQUISITE CREATURE!” 
“REACH FOR THE STARS. TAKE THE STARS!” she too, yells. 
I look towards the stars, any star, the closest star. There. That one. That’s the one. Reaching for it, I flex my hand and fingers, willing the star to come to me, to join me, and when I feel a tether snap into place, I grip it tight, close my hand, and will it towards me. An unbreakable line, the star has nowhere to go but soaring towards me, its master, The One True Star. And then it reaches me, its lightening striking me with a million, agonizing bolts. 
My entire body tenses, I convulse, screaming at the top of my lungs as its energy scorches my hand, and surges through my atomic form with a wrathful radiance.
“THAT’S IT! CLAIM IT ALL! TAKE THE BLOODY STARS!” Nolance cheers. 
My scream persists, the stream of power flowing into me with an unstoppable fury. And here I am, draining the star for all that it is, for all that it was and while doing so, that burning pain soon becomes a distant itch which is distracted by something else. Something… pleasant. I begin to feel… different. New. Reborn in a sense that everything up until now, seems but an inconsequential blur. 
My screams stop. The convulsing stops. I rise, tall, lethal, restrained. I open my eyes. My very bright, beaming eyes. 
“Serena?” Nolance nervously calls. 
The energy—I have known power but this… this is a whole new level. This is… omnipotent, godlike.
Coiling into a tight ball, I brace for the explosion they’ve all been waiting for. “You wish to see me explode, then so be it. I’ll explode.” And then my limbs extend. My body arches back, and I explode. “AHHHHHHH!” A surging release of power manifests from my center core. Out comes a streaming blast so violent, I pray no planet hides behind.
“YES! YES! YES!” Nolance cheers. “LIGHT IT UP! BURN IT ALL!” 
I roar, my bellow a haunting, ear-piercing product of true power.
My hands reach forward, my arms extending so that two new torrents may release from my palms and aim straight for the center of the black hole.
Nolance cackles and I think I even hear him mutter, “She is magnificent,” beneath his breath. 
And as the blaring sound of my wrath fills the silence of space, I detect a peculiar noise. Distant explosions sound in the far distance. “WHAT WAS THAT?” I ask while never breaking my gaze, nor concentration. 
“YOUR LOVER’S SHIP IS NEARING! IT’S NOW OR NEVER! YOU MUST CLOSE THAT BLACK HOLE BEFORE THEIR SHIPS GET WITHIN RANGE OF THE ORBITAL PULL!” 
“I CAN’T CLOSE IT FROM HERE! I MUST GET CLOSER!” I tell him. 
“YOU GET CLOSER AND IT WILL PULL YOU IN!” 
“I DON’T CARE! I TOLD YOU! I AM NOT AFRAID TO DIE, IF MEANS THAT I MAY ALLOW OTHERS TO LIVE!” 
“YOU’RE A FOOL!” he tells.
“BUT A FOOL WHO’S IN LOVE, AND I WILL DIE FOR THE ONE I LOVE, SO DO NOT TRY TO STOP ME!” 
“AND YOU THINK I WISH TO WATCH THE ONE I LOVE, DIE?” 
“What?” I speak. Nolance loves me? “I’M SORRY!” I yell. “I’m sorry, Nolance. I’m sorry, Zurhen,” I whisper, and with that, I shoot towards the black hole before he has time to stop me. 
“SERENA! NOOOOO!” he yells after, but I do not pause. I keep going. 
“You will risk your life for them?” she asks. 
“I told you I was done killing.” 
“But you are not the one doing the killing.” 
“No, but if I don’t stop the black hole from killing them, it might as well be me who pulls the trigger.” 
“You may be willing to die for them, but I will not,” she says, leaving me with an internal shiver. 
With Nolance in the distance and the faint echoes of whistling missiles, and exploding asteroids being taken out by Zurhen’s fleet not far beyond, I disassociate, putting up that protective wall that I have built to keep me sane, to keep me from breaking. I go numb. I turn it off so that I cannot feel. 
Closer, I near the black hole. I near my end. My redemption… this will be my story. My heroic tale of how the villain turned into the hero. 
 
Zurhen
 
“Give it everything we have!” I command the entire Imperial Fleet through shared comms. 
“Commander!” Emerlum shouts. “Take your damn seat now and secure yourself before I do it myself!” 
As I stand, my hands braced on the edge of the control system counter, I gaze ahead and into the darkness of space where the field of large meteors surround. 
Another hit, our vessel jolts left, my stance holding strong as I do not stumble and fall as I had done before. 
“Commander!” my friend yells from the security of his seat from behind. No. Not until I see her. Not until I know my mate is fine. 
“A light! There! Up ahead!” a front control tech shouts. 
I move across the flight deck, standing beside the tech and before the large, wide window. Sure enough, far beyond, a light glows. “Serena,” I beam.
Smaller than the last, another meteor hits. 
My body jolts but I hold tight, standing my ground with firm, planted feet. With eyes locked on her tiny dot of a glow, I am transfixed, focused on that light of hers never fading but continuing to glow for if it does, then that means she lives. She must live because if that light fades… then so will mine. So will every other amongst The Three Worlds. “Live. Shine my heart. Save us all, but most importantly, come back to me after you do.” I place my palm to the window. “Please.”
 
Serena
 
I panic and scream. So close to losing my hold on the streaming current I project, the heavy pull from the black hole captures me in its strong, persistent tug, yet I give it my all, fighting against the resistance, pushing back as hard as I can. A battle of what anomaly is the strongest, I’d say it’s a fair fight. 
While holding my flight, I waste no time. I release it all. I give everything that I have. “AHHHHHHH!” I scream, forcing every ounce of power I wield, upon the deadly storm ahead, yet it is not enough. Not nearly. I need more. I need more power. 
Hit from behind by a presence I know all too well, I gasp, my light flickering, yet quickly stabilizing. 
He presses himself to my back and wraps his arms around. I’m held close. Desperately so. Warm lips brush lightly upon my ear. “You die, I die.” 
“Then we die together,” I respond. 
 “Then so be it. I’ll see you in the next life, my darling light.” My heads turns just enough to see his face a mere heated breath from my own. “I will not leave you to die alone.” 
“Nolance,” I breathe. “You’d die with me?” 
“I’d die for you.” My gaze follows his hands that slide down the length of my extended arms. He slips his fingers between mine and instantly, our power unites as one, supreme force. “Light and darkness,” he speaks into my ear. “There is no better duo. Now let’s finish this so that we may go home.”
“Okay,” I say. And so, we work together, our unified power obliterating the black hole until at last, it begins to destabilize, collapsing in upon itself. “It’s getting smaller!” I cheer. “We’re doing it!”
“I never doubted us,” he proudly responds. 
A booming sound echoes in the distance behind. 
I glance over my shoulder, just as Zurhen’s ship comes into view. 
“Keep your focus! Eyes forward” he orders. I turn around, pushing myself to go even harder. “We’ve got this! Don’t let go!” 
“I won’t!” 
Smaller, the black hole shrinks until it’s all but a pin-drop in the far distance. 
“We must destroy it all or it will resurface!” he informs. “More. More power!” But I am at my limit. “Almost there!” 
“Nolance! I don’t have much left! My power is draining! I can’t hold on for much longer! I need more stars!” 
“You’ve got this! You do not need the stars! You hold more power than you know! Just keep going!” 
I scream, the last bit of energy I own pouring out of me with a strain so unbearable, I know it will be my end if I do not stop now. 
My light blinks, the current I once held for so long, flickering, breaking. “Nolance,” I weakly speak. And as the last of my light seeps from the tips of my strained fingers, I collapse. 
“There! It’s gone! It’s gone, my love,” he speaks so gently into my ear. 
My eyes roll into my skull, my heavy head falls back against his shoulder and my limbs go limp. “I’m so tired,” I faintly whisper. “I’m so tired, Nolance.”
“I know you are. It’s alright, darling. I got you. I am so proud of you, Serena. I am so proud,” he says, cradling my head. A deep kiss against my temple, followed by another and we’re flying once more. At some point, I pass out but wake when Nolance shakes me. “Serena. Wake, darling.” 
I manage to open my half-lidded eyes. “What?” I groggily mutter. 
“You need to see this.” And there, surrounded by his massive fleet, and soaring next to us through the tunneled wormhole, Zurhen’s ship. 
“Zurhen,” I call. 
“Serena,” his relieved voice speaks. 
“I did it. I saved us.” 
“I knew you could. You are my hero, Serena. You are our hero. You are, The Savior of the Worlds.”
I smile. You hear that momma? I’m a hero. At last, I’m finally a hero, not a villain. 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
THE MEL’VAR GALAXY
We come shooting out of the wormhole, our flight slowing to a complete, hovering stop just outside. 
Floating upright and held by my dear friend from behind, my head tilts back, my cheek brushing against his own as I take in the gigantic, blue, orbiting planet ahead. Mere ants next to the behemoth globe, I am utterly stunned. “Nolance?” I softly call. Too hypnotized to blink, to breathe, to speak, to move… I don’t know what to say, how to react. 
“Welcome to Mel’Vargon,” he speaks with a hint of pride beneath his words. 
Mel’Vargon. Home. I am home. We are home.
A slow smile rises upon my face before it turns into a full-blown beam. “We made it. We’re finally home.” 
I chuckle, taking it all in, studying every part of the lively, lit world during its awakened day. So clear, so vivid. From its rich blue soil, vast and vibrant lands, epically large continents, deep blue oceans of many shades, to its storms… from here, I can see it all as well as feel it thrum. The world vibrates, humming with an invigorating pollution of noise and energy. 
Robbed of the chance to see my world from outer space after my abduction, here I am… blessed to see this world. My new world, and oh how unbelievably incredible it is to witness. 
Silence. All is quiet where we float, not a peep of sound exists except for our own light breathing, but just beyond that world—the slowly spinning awaiting world, it lives, it sings, it survives. 
Nolance emits a long, relaxed sigh. “With the sun and moon in constant orbit between Mel’Vargon and Mel’Ven, the days are fast, as are the coveted nights. Often, I would find myself wishing of the night and stars during day, and the splendid warmth of day during night. The Gods know I do love reveling in the radiance of the sun which casts its heated breath down upon my glorious skin.” 
Nolance points to a particular direction. “Top left corner. The continent of all white. That is Norrun. The coldest planet near to the moon. Quite the wintry place to visit if you are ever in the mood for a chilling, mountainous view of the clearest skies on planet. God’s sake, I cannot tell you how many times I have flown to the peak of Mount Helk’Ven, and just gazed up at the bright stars. Indeed, one magical location.” 
“I’m sure I would love it,” I admit while admiring the long ridge of mountain peaks that stick out just beyond the clouds. 
He points south of Norrun. “There. Past The Dark Sea and beneath, lies Klemoria. Well known for its tropical environment and breathtaking ocean views of The Golden Sea, it is by far one of my top favorite places amongst all the world.” 
I look to him. “Then we will have to visit.” 
He smiles. “I’d love to show you my home in Villaine. Right off the golden coast and on top of the high ocean cliffs, it will blow you away.” 
“I’m sure it will. I’d love to see it, Nolance.” 
Our deep stare remains for a moment longer before he turns and looks forward.
South of Klemoria and along the western edge, he points to some small islands. “That small island below in which belongs to Klemoria, is The Lower Isles. Gods, those islands have the clearest, warmest water I have ever had the pleasure of diving and swimming in. The coral reefs are astonishing.” 
“Sounds amazing,” I say with a bit of jealousy and awe. 
“Next, to the right where its southern border meets the Variana Ocean, that bottom half is Ellrain. The gloomiest, rainy, and humid place on planet. Depressing country. Traveled there once and that was enough for me.” He then points higher, to the top mid-right. “There. Next to the Royal Strait. That’s Carden. The hottest place on Mel’Vargon. Although the deserts may be majestic, if the heat does not kill you, the savage beasts that swim beneath the blue, crystal sands will. Ugh. I hate those giant, bloody desert worms.” 
“Oh wow. Okay maybe we don’t visit there.” 
He looks to me, smirking. “You forget that you now know how to fly. Do not fret, you’ll be safe, so as long as you remain high in the air and out of reach of their jumps.” I give him a short blank stare and turn forward. “Split at the higher half, above Carden and near the Mel’Var Ocean is Carden’s neighbor, Suren. With the lower western corner closed off to the public, that’s where your lover’s Imperial Army resides and trains.”
“What about the desert worms?” I worry.
His expression changes to that of a proud one. “His Majesty’s worlds class base is separated and surrounded by an underground, impenetrable wall which works well to keep those pesky sand snakes from devouring them all.” He looks straight. “Not as hot a location compared to Carden, I will say the crystal sands there tend to dazzle far more amongst the sun and moonlight. The mighty swells off the great blue coast are alright too.” 
“Sounds so cool,” I say in amazement.
He points higher. “Now if you look past Mel’Vargon and beyond to the right top corner, there you’ll spot the planets of Mel’Ven and Mel’Voy far in the distance. Governed by the emperor’s cousins and ambassadors to the Imperium, Allidon rules over Mel’Ven, while Calliden rules over Mel’Voy, The Dark World behind his brother’s shadow.” 
“The Three Worlds,” I breathe. “And what about the big continent in the center of Mel’Vargon?” 
He looks to me. “Why that is Vargonia of course.” 
“Vargonia. The home country to the Imperium. So, if that’s Vargonia, then where is the Royal City of Vargon?” 
“There,” he says pointing to the furthest region along the mid-eastern coast. “And just above the city on the highest cliff is where His Majesties home resides, Castle Vargon.” 
Chills. Not from the cold, but from nerves. Good, bad… I haven’t the slightest clue. “Zurhen had said that Vargonia was a place where you could find all climates. He had said Vargonia had it all beaches, forests, mountains, lakes, snow, valleys, caves, rivers. He said that I would love it. He said that one day, he would show me all of it. All the beauty of his world.” 
“I mean, why wait for him to show you, when you could so easily see it for yourself? 
I look to him. “But I wouldn’t know where to begin.” 
“Never stopped you from leaping so bravely into darkness before.” 
I turn quick after hearing a distant boom from behind.
Zurhen’s vessel. Within seconds, his fleet of war ships come shooting out of the wormhole, their many scattered booms a faint noise amongst the dense, dead of silence that is the expanse.
My heart thrums and my smile beams in excitement. “He’s here.” 
“Well, then how about we get you aboard so you two shall be reunited?” 
My head swings to him, my gaze lingering.
How can he be so… okay with this? With me and Zurhen? I want to ask him about what he said before, when he had confessed to being in love with me. Nervous, I do. “Nolance. I uh—back when—you had said—” 
“Shhh. I know what I said. A blurt of the truth in a desperate, heated moment, we do not need to discuss it now.” 
“Will we ever?” 
He brushes a lock of my glowing, swaying hair behind my ear. Useless as it lifts, floating once more. “When the time is right, yes. And when that day comes, I promise, you will know all. Every, last beautiful, salient detail.” 
Nolance loves me, and although my heart belongs to another, I can’t help but to think of how hard it must be for him to love someone who will never love him the way I love Zurhen. 
As I stare into those familiar, beautiful violet eyes that I have grown so fond of, my soul bleeds for him, it cries, feeling just how lonely he truly is, yet he still smiles. How can he smile? How can anyone with that amount of pain within, smile? 
“Because what other option is there, than to not?” my star speaks. 
With a quivering bottom lip, I blink having a single, heavy tear drift into the abyss. 
“Awe. You precious, beautiful creature. It is alright. I’ll be fine because as far as I’m concerned.” he says, slipping his fingers through the strands of my glowing hair. He closes his fist, grips my hair at the back and forces my neck to arch. Next, he moves in near, his heated lips a breath away from my own and his hand… so low on my back, it nearly touches the top of my bottom. With one quick, forward push, our lower halves press to one another’s. I gasp, my entire body shuddering from the unexpectant closeness. “Neither you nor me, are going anywhere,” he finishes.
“Okay,” I breathe. 
Nolance pulls away, smiling and for the first time since meeting him, I’m left lightly panting, flushed after that—that moment.
He taps my cheek. “That’s my good, lovely girl,” he says, winking after. I inhale a deep breath, choking on my own spit. He chuckles. “Now how about we get a move on? Wouldn’t want you to miss the big, Imperial grand entrance. I’m sure the world of Mel’Vargon will be delighted to see their new emperor return to them alive and with… company,” he ends with a smirk. 
I swallow a nervous gulp. “You’ll be with me. Right?” 
“Darling, I will be right at your side. That, you can guarantee. Now, are you ready?” 
I nod. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
“Splendid.” And so, with that, we soar side by side, hand in hand, towards Zurhen’s ship. 
As we approach the airlock chamber, Nolance flicks his wrist, allowing for the door to open. 
I release his hand and fly in.
Nolance follows. 
Our feet touch down upon the floor just as the escape hatch closes loudly behind. Oxygen is immediately released into the chamber. Right away, I breathe in the change of air, only to get hit with a coughing spell as soon as it fills my lungs.
“You’ll get used to it,” he informs. 
Right, I want to say but can’t quite stop coughing enough to speak. After all calms and I’m able to breathe again, I turn towards his direction.
Our energies fade, my swaying beams, and his ominous shadow ropes reeling in until all that is left, is but our normal selves. 
“I must go find Zurhen,” I tell him. Nolance smirks. “What?” I question. 
“Try thinking of your lover and go to him.” 
“I don’t understand what you mean.” 
“You attempted to move between realms before. The day you almost lost him; you had merely scratched the entrance to the aether.” 
“The aether?” I question. 
“The eternal home of all creation and magic, it is where your light and my darkness were birthed, forged not as two, but as equals.” 
“That’s beautiful,” I mutter in awe. 
“Just wait until you see it. Now go there. Use the aether to move between this realm and the next.” 
“How would I possibly know how to do that?”
“By closing your eyes, picturing him, and willing yourself to be where he is. That easy. Well, at least for celestials as powerful as you and I.” 
“Easy for you, you ancient, old celestial. You had infinite time to practice.” 
He laughs behind a closed smile. “Oh, stop whining and just try it.”
I roll my eyes. “Ugh. Fine. I’ll try it.” While Nolance’s laugh persists, I take a few steps back, shaking my hands to prep myself for whatever is to come. “God, I really hope I don’t get lost between realms.” 
“You do, and I’ll just think of your pretty face and come find you.” 
“Cool. Alright. Well here goes.” I inhale a deep breath and exhale slowly. 
As I close my eyes and think of Zurhen. I imagine his smile, his scent, his warmth…
“You got it. You’re doing it. You’re fading, Serena. Now jump. Leap towards your heart.” 
One big step, and I cross over into a… weightless, tingling realm. 
The humming of a hollow, ethereal vibration blesses my ears. Just like the moment during the Winter Starlight gathering, my light dances in harmony, swaying to the rhythm of this silent celestial hum. The calling of angels. The sound of the stars. It is magnified, blaring comfortably.
My eyes open to a vacant, dream-like world. A painting, an illusion. This can’t be real. Surrounded by an endless, glittery abyss made of a water-color pastel pink and purple cluster of swaying clouds, it is magic as I have never seen before. Even the air is rich of its power. It’s cosmic, mystical power. “Fairy dust,” I mutter.
And as my smile widens into a beam, I hold out my hands, allowing for the tiny specks of glitter to coat my palms and upper arms. 
Divine and holy, if I were to die and have gone to heaven, this would be how I would imagine it. This would be my heaven. So peaceful, so surreal. This would be my final home where I may rest and no longer know an ounce of pain, nor guilt. “This is unbelievable,” I breathe. 
My head tilts back to observe it all. It is everywhere. This world is endless, constant. The air a static, invigorating buzz, it exerts a revitalizing charge, one that leaves me feeling renewed, high. 
Fueled by the power that it so graciously shares, no longer am I as tired as I was before, but now feel soothed. Refreshed. Made new. 
“You’re taking too long,” my friend sneaks up from behind and tells. “Three seconds in here is three hours out there,” he informs. 
I swing around quick. “What?” I shout. 
“Oh, look. Another few hours wasted. This place is only meant to quickly pass through. Now time is ticking. Go!” he shouts, smiling. 
Not dare wasting another second, I turn forward and jump, leaping through the aether, only to come stumbling out— 
“Serena!” Zurhen shouts. 
Clumsy me, I trip over my own two feet and fall towards and directly into his very awaiting arms. Always there to catch me when I fall, he yanks me close and hugs me dearly. 
“Zurhen,” I cry as I hold him strong. 
One deep breath of him, I release a heavy, happy sigh, melting in his sweet, warm embrace. 
He rests his cheek on top of my head and somehow finds a way to hold me closer without squeezing me to death. “I thought I lost you. I thought I lost you,” his scared but relieved voice whispers. 
I pull back to stare up at him. “You didn’t lose me. I’m right here. Zurhen… there’s so much I want to tell you. You would not believe what I saw. What I did,” I say with a bright smile on my face. 
He too smiles, the back of his knuckles caressing a gentle line down my cheek. “And we will have that time to discuss it all, but right now, we must prepare for arrival. It is time,” he says, growing serious.
It is time.
I nod in understanding, knowing exactly what that means. 
Curious, I turn, studying my surroundings. We’re in the flight deck. Many roam, rushing around the large, circular room, all appearing busy and on edge. 
Did no one notice my magical entrance? Bummer. 
Up ahead, I spot Emerlum speaking to Nay’ahli and the ship’s captain. 
The war general’s head turns, his eyes locked on mine from across the room. 
I give him a small smile and subtle, awkward wave. 
His jaw drops, just as his eyes go wide, and then suddenly, everyone within the room is staring. All eyes are on me. 
With one hand reaching up quick to clutch my star jewel, the other reaches for my mate’s hand, gripping it tightly. 
“It is you,” someone speaks. 
They begin to approach, closing in like dazed zombies. 
My anxiety skyrockets. 
“Zurhen,” I nervously whisper. “Help,” I speak within. 
Zurhen wraps and arm around and pulls me into his side. “It is alright. They are all just astounded by you, as they are thankful, as I am thankful. You saved us, Serena. You saved The Three Worlds.” 
He turns to me, yet I don’t acknowledge him. I can’t move. I can’t breathe.
That familiar presence I know all too well comes up from behind. “That’s enough,” he orders. It takes but a light grace of a hand on my shoulder to remind me breathe. Nolance stands at my side, turning to face my giant. “It is all about to change, isn’t it?” he questions the king with an arrogant sneer.
Zurhen straightens, standing tall and his expression, stern. He then takes a step towards Nolance, stopping a foot or so before him. While staring down at him, Zurhen says, “You would be wise, to leave behind that grin and your senseless comments, because the moment we set foot on land, I will become your emperor, your king, and the one reigning entity who will have the power to ban you indefinitely from The Three Worlds. So, do not dare disrespect me on land, or I will keep true to my word.” 
“Awe. Your intimidation tactics are quite adorable but do keep up the attempt. The Gods know, I do love the thrill of a challenge.” 
I look to my friend.
Using my wide, desperate eyes, I allow him to see how serious this is and how much I need him here, with me, forever. “Nolance,” I whisper. “Please,” I beg, 
He sighs as if losing a battle, he’d willingly surrender to every time. “Fine,” he pouts. He turns to Zurhen. “For her, I will behave. You have my word.” Zurhen nods. Nolance takes one step towards the giant, closing what little gap remained between them. He then stares up at him and says, “Just so you know, you hurt her in any way, physically, emotionally… all bets are off and I will, become your worst enemy. I’ll become the villain you so believe I am.” 
“As would I with you,” Zurhen responds. 
Dumb, arrogant fools, yet I just smile and shake my head. “But you’re my fools,” I mutter beneath my breath. And it is there where I catch a side eyed glance from Zurhen, and a subtle, cheery smirk from my dear best friend. 
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Our vessel descends slowly and smoothly into the pristine atmosphere. We hover just over Mel’Vargon, watching Zurhen’s war ships break course and veer towards the left for their return to the Imperial army country of Suren. 
It is strange. Never have I ever been more nervous than I am in this moment and that is saying a lot for a person like me, as I have been faced with far more worrying challenges than any could ever bear to witness. 
Here I remain amid the observatory in the same glimmering, navy-blue, floor-length gown with sheer sleeves that I wore during the Winter Starlight celebration.
His Majesty don’s a new dark blue, fully buttoned, formal Imperial tunic with the silver embroidered royal star emblem of the Imperium right at the center of his chest. 
Next to the grand window that overlooks the world, I cling to my mate, holding him close as I rest my cheek just below that star. 
Wrapped in his loving arms and hidden behind his large matching blue mantle that drapes around, he too holds me tight, us both sharing in the silence and long awaiting moment, together. 
“I want to gift you something,” he says nervously. I pull back to look up at him. “It is not the gift I had in mind to give you after our last Winter Starlight together, as that one will come later, but nevertheless, this one—the meaning behind its symbolism is still of great importance, and I—I believe you should own it. I want you to have it now.”
“Okay. What is it?” I wonder. 
He gazes down towards his right and pulls back his mantle so that he may retrieve something tied to his hip. 
Stuck fidgeting with the strings, his hand then comes forth holding a small dagger sheathed in a black leather pouch. 
With his palm facing upwards and the dagger on top, he holds it between us, presenting it to me. “It was my mothers. A gift from my father to her. In our culture, the exchange of daggers is a symbol of our irrevocable devotion, love, and protection. I know you do not need it for safety, but I still offer it for you to wear so that wherever you go, you are reminded of my love for you, and how important it is for me to know that when I am not present, you are always safe and protected.” 
I cover my mouth, gasping in awe. “Zurhen…” My eyes lift, gazing into his. “I would be honored to accept and wear it.” 
His light blue eyes twinkle, reminding me of the first time I ever saw them. Zurhen beams, that radiant smile of his, a look that could convince worlds to fight at his side.
His gaze then lowers.
One smooth unsheathe, and there shines a polished silver dagger with a black grip, gold guard and a dazzling bright blue stone set in the pommel. A small engraving of those symbols I never learned to read appears along the fuller and I wonder what they mean.
“It is the Vargonian language.” Zurhen speaks. “It means, “To love is not enough, for no word can compare to what you mean to me.”
“That’s beautiful,” I respond in awe.
“Words meant for my mother; they hold as true to me as they do for you.”
Zurhen’s eyes lift, staring into mine.
Too stunned to speak, I only mutter his name.
He sheathes the dagger, bends a knee, and lifts my gown.
“What are you doing?” I wonder.
So slowly, his hand travels north along the inside of my left thigh. 
I bite my bottom lip, tensing when those wandering fingers skim ever so lightly past my throbbing self below. 
His eyes lift, that handsome, cocky smirk of his melting me. “I barely touched you and you are already soaked for me.” 
I blush, my cheeks burning with red hot fire. 
Zurhen goes on to tie the strings of the sheath around my high thigh. After, his lips skim down leaving soft, tender kisses upon my leg, the last kiss a long-pressed one upon my knee. 
He lowers my gown and then raises.
Caught in this beautiful, sincere moment, no words are spoken, nor do they need to be, not when we have long mastered the art of expressing what we feel through the love of stares alone.
A shift in brightness from above has my eyes lift. 
Through the high dome window, clear skies and a few clouds appear just outside. Gone are the stars and darkness as it is now day. Sunny and bright, I did not think I’d ever live to see the hours of sunlight, yet here we are, surrounded by light, surrounded by a new beginning. 
Zurhen captures my chin, pulling it down just enough so that I may gaze up at him and at that polished silver crown adorned with many sparkling, star-studded, blue jewels. “Everything that comes next, will be for you.” 
I smile behind wide, closed lips. “I know,” I respond. “No matter what, it is you and me.” 
“And love will always find a way. We will always find a way,” he repeats my words from before. 
I place my palm to his heart just as he too places his to mine. 
“You are my heart,” he claims. 
“As you are mine.” And just as our ship lowers into The Royal City of Vargon, Zurhen yanks me close, leans down and claims my lips with one mad, world-shattering kiss. 
With our hearts beating in rhythmic unison and our heavy pressed lips desperately not wanting to part, we stay like this for a while longer, even after our vessel had long touched down upon the rich blue soil of his world.
Tortured, he forces himself to pull away, leaving us standing here, eyes closed, breathless and panting. 
The warmth of our heated breaths blows upon each other’s lips and while so, we do not move, we do not look up, nor break our union. Not yet. 
After a long, intimate moment, we stare up and into each other’s eyes. 
“Are you ready?” he asks. 
I nod but instantly change my mind.
My head shakes quick. “No. Zurhen. I thought I was, but I am not. I’m not ready. I don’t know if I can do this,” my voice ends with a soft cry.
He gives a small, reassuring smile. “Trust in faith, Serena, for if I had not, I would have never made the wish that brought you to me.” He presses his giant hand to my cheek. “My star-crossed lover. My heartmate. You and I are written in the stars, just as our love is engraved in our hearts. We are destined, always and forever. Never forget it.” 
Anxiety plagues me and I cling to my mate. “I trust in destiny. I trust in us.” 
While held dearly in his arms, he lays a long-pressed kiss on top of my head, and then responds, “Then I will see you on the other side, my little one.” 
“I’ll see you on the other side.” 
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As all await the giant gate to open and the fresh, cool coastal breeze and light of day to grace us with its warming presence, nervous, I grip my mate’s hand and turn to stare up at him. 
He looks down on me, smiling warmly. “I love you,” he mouths. 
“I love you,” I whisper. 
Zurhen’s fingers then slip through mine. He releases my hand and withdraws, walking backwards towards the outer edge of the crowd that faces the opposite way. 
With eyes on me, he goes on to speak loudly enough for all to hear, “For saving The Three Worlds and the lives of the Imperial Fleet and all aboard.” Everyone near, turns quick, their curiosity tuning into the scene. “The Imperium will always celebrate, welcome, and hold you, Serena, in the highest honor. With that, the Imperium thanks you for your bravery and courageous acts, but it is with great reflection, and my royal duty to The Three Worlds to have to share this news with you today. My deepest apologies, Serena, but what we had aboard our journey, is now over. I am sorry. Please forgive me and know that as Emperor of the Mel’Var galaxy, Ruler of the Three Worlds, Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces, and High King of Vargon, I must do what is best for all, including with proceeding with my promised betrothal to the Duchess of Klemoria. Long live the Imperium!” he ends with a shout. 
“Long live the Imperium!” the crowd chants in unison, all except for the frozen commanding lieutenant next to him. 
With eyes wide and her mouth agape, Nay’ahli stares, stunned and utterly confused. Teary eyed and shaking, she covers her mouth, looking to her king, then to me. 
For a short second, we share a moment. 
Never being close before, it is now when I stare into her crystal blue eyes where I witness her truly care. Nay’ahli cares for me, that, or her heart bleeds at the loss of hope that two mates can be torn apart so easily, so unapologetically, and without remorse. 
As whispers and gossip fill the large room, I remain where I am, unmoving, cold, numb. “What?” I barely whisper. 
“I hereby grant you the highest of Imperium protection. You will be well provided for, taken care of, and given the utmost royal welcome in my castle and amongst anywhere in The Three Worlds you wish to visit. If there is ever anything you may want, your wishes will forever be granted by the Imperium. That is my vow and my promise.” 
I take a step towards him and yet am stopped when a firm hand grabs my upper arm. 
My head turns, staring up at the big, burly alien beside me. “Emerlum, if you knew what was good for you, you would let me go. Now,” I darkly warn. 
“I have my orders. I am sorry.” 
Annoyed, I release a long, irritated breath and then turn forward. “Fine,” I scowl. “If that is what you want, then your wish is my command, King Zurhen.”
He nods, then turns. 
“Make way for The Emperor!” a soldier announces. The crowd divides, parting for his Royal Majesty and two commanders, Nay’ahli and Cur’rav who follow. 
Nay’ahli stops and glances back at me. Her mouth opens to speak and yet closes when she does not say what she wishes to share. 
Cur’rav taps her shoulder from behind and whispers something into her ear.
Another stare from her, she turns and moves along. 
They march past the crowd, towards the grand gate, and while they do, I watch until Zurhen disappears into the sea of blue giants, his bright silver crown but a dot amongst those closed in behind him. 
“Trust in him,” Emerlum leans down and whispers. “What he will do next, must happen for things to succeed.” 
I turn quick and stare up at him. 
Emerlum knows, but how? We never told him the plan. “What do you mean? For what to succeed?” I question, playing my part, not knowing if he knows that I know. 
“The Dark One was right. Everything is about to change, yet all rules are about to be broken. Be patient. The time for you two will come again.” You’re wrong Emerlum. The rules are not about to be broken, they are about to be demolished. Every, last, old, outdated law that separates my mate from being with me. 
Suddenly appearing at my side, Nolance lays a hand upon the small of my back, swinging around quick to face me with a wide set of shocked eyes. 
“Nolance,” I whisper. 
Nolance’s head turns, his expression seething at Emerlum. 
Both share a long glare, and then Nolance looks to me, his dark, furious guise one that could burn a soul from within. Fuming, his entire body tenses, shuddering in hostile anger. “Serena I—” he struggles to speak behind clenched teeth. Black shadows begin spilling from his form, seeping out like steam from a burning hot spring. “I will—you say the word, and I will—” 
I press my hand tenderly to his cheek. 
His eyes close, and in an instant, he releases a long, broken breath. “Serena,” he whispers. “Please take my hand before I do something I know I will regret.” I immediately take his hand and lace my fingers through his. “Not enough,” he grunts. “More.” 
“Nolance… what’s happening?” I worry. 
More shadows spill, thickening the air around us with its dense, dark presence. 
Emerlum takes a step back and draws his sword, but I take a step forward, into the shadows, not away from them. 
“Serena. Please, help… me,” his desperate voice pleads. I break, not just at the tone of his helpless plea, but at how someone as strong and powerful as he, can admit that he needs help and God forbid, ask me for it. 
Without thinking, I yank him by the hand towards me. His solid body slams against mine and right away, his shadows cocoon me in what I can only describe as a hug. A much-needed, desperate hug. 
As I enclose my arms around and hold him as I have never held him before, I allow my healing light to slip through just enough to offer him my warmth. “I’m here. I’m right here,” I assure, praying to whomever may hear my prayer that this is enough, that I am enough to calm the fire that runs through his blazing soul. 
A few seconds more, and his arms wrap around me with a needy hold. “Serena,” his shaky breath blows. Another short minute and he finally calms, his shadows reeling back into his now relaxed body. “A moment longer and I would have obliterated your former lover’s entire world, including him,” he whispers into my ear, the softness of his lips lingering upon it. 
“Please don’t do that. I haven’t even seen the place yet,” I tease. 
He chuckles, his laughter vibrating upon my entire body. “Alright, but only because you said please.” 
While holding one another, I pull back to look up at him. “Are you alright?” 
He stares down at me. “You were the one just discarded and rejected by your own heartmate. He acted as if what you two shared was nothing and yet you ask me if I am alright?” 
“That’s what friends are for. To keep each other from exploding, right?” 
“Serena… I—” he struggles to speak. 
“You what?” And to that, he just stares, hard. For a long while.
“The gate will open soon,” Emerlum informs. “We must take our place ahead of the crowd and behind The Emperor.” 
The war general takes my upper arm, pulling me from Nolance’s hold. 
Nolance grabs my other arm and yanks me back. 
Emerlum stops, turning to eye Nolance with an annoyed, empty expression. 
It is Nolance who speaks beneath a lethal, threatening tone, “Do not ever lay an uninvited hand upon her, for the next time you do, you will lose it. Now release her.” 
Emerlum moves in close, appearing tall and mighty over Nolance. “Threaten me again, and you will have no tongue to speak, nor hand to hold another’s. Now you can either shut up and accompanying her with me or you can get the fuck out of my way. Which is it?” 
“One day, all these threats from the lot of you, will no longer go unpunished. Mark my words, when the day comes when I no longer give a fuck, I will rise, and I will reveal my true wrath upon you all.” 
I shiver after his words, not from fear of him, but of fear of those unlucky few who dare cross him later.
Emerlum grins. “Looking forward to it.”
I take Nolance’s hand and give it a firm squeeze. 
He looks to me. 
“It’s alright. I’m fine. I can handle two strong, handsome beings accompanying me. Might even make my former lover a bit jealous. I mean, unless you think you’re not worthy enough to escort The Savior of The Three Worlds, then you can step aside and allow Emerlum to,” I tease. 
Nolance smirks and yanks me into his side. “Darling, I was created to stand at your side.” 
“So, you keep saying. Very well. Then do it,” I challenge. And to that, his wicked smile grows wider. 
We three walk in haste, forward and towards the grand gate that lies ahead. With one big, blue alien on one side, and my dark friend on the other, we approach the back of the crowd.
“Make room for His Royal Majesties Imperial Commanding War General, Emerlum Agreyus!” the soldier announces. 
The crowd turns, dividing for our presence. 
As we move through, passing all on both sides, Zurhen’s back comes into view.
We halt a few feet behind. 
His head turns ever so slightly to the side, the top of his hand pressing to his lower back. 
I eye his palm and those fingers that point towards me and it all but takes every ounce of strength I own, not to reach out and touch his white gloved hand. 
The hissing, creaking, and clanking of machinery from the ship’s hydraulics, sends me into a sudden, nervous meltdown. My hands and body begin to glow, flickering in the dim chamber. 
Many turn and stare. 
Nolance leans in close to whisper into my ear, “Not on my watch, my queen.” 
A tender, shadow rope releases from his hand. Slipping beneath the fabric of my sleeve, it coils up my arm. Like a slithering snake, the shadow twirls down around my naked form in a rather comforting embrace. An intimate caress, the shadow feels like fingers. I gasp, my body tensing when those shadows coil around my upper thigh, extending down to my left leg. They stop at my ankle. “Go on. I dare you to explode,” he breathes.
I shudder.  
Zurhen’s hand balls into a tight, knuckle bruising grip. 
One long, deep breath, I attempt to relax and allow for my glow to fade, yet the anxiety still lingers. “My heart is pounding right now,” I say to the ones beside me. 
“You have nothing to fear,” Emerlum assures. 
“We will be right beside you the entire time,” Nolance promises. 
As we wait, Emerlum goes on to remind me of royal protocol. “The Emperor will depart first and will be greeted by the Kingdom of Vargon and then by the Imperial Council. Next, he will board his own air carrier and will be transported to Castle Vargon. We will board after, in a separate air carrier, and travel behind.” 
“Why separate?” I ask.
Emerlum leans in close. “To preserve the line of succession for High King and because I am to guard you. Someone he is no longer with.” Ouch, buddy. He moves away, our lingering gaze that of a knowing secret neither one of us will admit.
I smirk. “Right. Because God forbid His Royal Majesty be seen with his former lover,” I sass. Emerlum and Nolance’s heads swing to me, both their expressions a tight, serious stare. “What?” I ask. 
Emerlum answers, “Do not ever speak of the king in such a negative manner. Especially where any public voice may hear you.” 
“Why? What happens to those who do?” 
Nolance answers this one. “Because those who dare are sentenced to punishments that would make a true villains’ acts, seem like a deathly mercy in comparison.”
I swallow a nervous gulp. 
Zurhen stiffens, his hand dropping beside to squeeze his thigh. He’s stressed, and I don’t blame him. It takes a strong, noble being to want to act and abolish century old laws that have been in place for far too long. Change. It will come. That I believe. That I have faith in, for if it does not, then plan b. 
“You,” my mate whispers through the bond. 
“Me,” I whisper back. 
The large, heavy gate ahead finally lifts. Bright light comes pouring in through the gap below having most cover their eyes at the sudden change in exposure. 
Déjà vu, I twitch when a suppressed, forgotten memory returns. “I remember my abduction,” I mutter beneath my breath. 
Nolance’s hand squeezes mine just as Zurhen looks back, our eyes meeting for only a moment before he bites his bottom lip and forces himself to turn. 
There. Running through the dark forest, a bright light had appeared overhead and then I was lifted, floating into the air, high above the trees where I met them, the savage, burnt red beings that stunk so horribly, that appeared so frightening, I might have passed out in sheer terror if it wasn’t for the will to live, to survive yet another abduction. 
Using brutal force, they grabbed at me, holding me hostage as I fought to escape. But even while exhausted and drained, I did not go down without a fight. They dragged me up the ramp, pulling me deeper into their small vessel. One look back at my world and the stars that shined above it and I screamed in fear, kicking, and thrashing to be let free so that I may return, but as the loud gate slammed closed and a sharp prick pierced my neck, my eyes closed, forever seeing darkness, forever being caged. That was until my hero came and rescued me from the nightmare that would have claimed me had he not found me when he did.
I wipe an escaping tear and like always, suppress the haunting memory. 
“Serena,” my dear mate cries. 
“It’s fine,” I tell him. “I’m fine.” He’s got bigger things to worry about. 
“You are the bigger thing,” he responds. 
I clutch my star and my best friends hand.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Higher, the gate rises and with it, so does the peeking light of day and boisterous cheers of my mate’s kingdom as they welcome him home, their new emperor, their new ruler, their new king. And when His Majesty takes his first step forward and out into sunlight, does the crowd go wild. 
“Presenting Emperor of the Mel’Var galaxy, Ruler of The Three Worlds, High King of Vargon, and Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces, His Royal Majesty, Zurhen of the House of Vargon!” the presenter announces. 
The hairs on my arms rise. Chills. Utter, undeniable chills. 
He waves and his people lose their ever-loving minds. Acting as though he is their god, and it is their first time experiencing his sacred, holy presence, they cry out his name, dropping like flies, all eagerly bowing before him. 
“Holy shit,” I mutter. And I’m mated to him. I had sex with him. Many, times. 
“And many more you shall,” he cockily replies within. 
Forced to clench my thighs, I’ve suddenly grown embarrassingly wet, needing him now, however he will graciously take me. 
“Oh, you just wait, my mate. I am going to fuck you harder than I ever have,” he warns, and I blush.
Zurhen proceeds down the ramp, Nay’ahli and Cur’rav a step behind, separated but in line with one another. 
One single step forward, I follow until Emerlum’s hand slaps my upper chest, preventing me from moving further. “Hey,” I respond after the slap.
“Wait. Wait. And now. Go,” he instructs. 
We follow behind The Emperor, Emerlum guiding me with a hand pressed upon the back of my shoulder.
Overwhelmed, it’s sensory overload. 
From the high, warm peeking sun that casts down upon us. To the tweeting of birds fluttering above. To the crisp, fresh Spring air that graces my nostrils and fills my lungs, and then to the screaming fans that stand on two sides, behind the impenetrable wall of the fully uniformed soldiers that line His Majesties walk amongst the wide, long silver carpet… I do not know where to focus my attention. It’s chaos of the most orderly kind. 
My heart beats fast, my eyes wide and alert. On edge and on guard, the similarity of the scene reminds me of storming into the underprepared but courageous legions of war. 
Scattered flashbacks plague my mind, forcing me to remember the roaring battle cries just as the enemy charged at us in full force. I hated that moment. I hated hearing their hopeful voices because what followed next, was always their unexpected doom. But I am not at war. This is not a war. These are cries of love, not hate. I need to remember that. I need to calm. I need to breathe. “Deep breaths, Serena,” I encourage myself. 
Nolance’s shadows constrict around me as if reminding that he is here, with me in my time of need.
Emerlum pats my shoulder, rubbing a soothing circle to calm me. “Just bid them no mind,” he tells, but that’s impossible. 
I look to the people, most eyeing me with curious, judging expressions but that’s okay. Zurhen forewarned me they would. I’m an outworlder, a strange being they’ve never seen before and to top it off, I walk amongst royalty. If that didn’t give them enough to wonder about, then I don’t know what would. 
So, much to take in. I still can’t grasp that this is real. I am dreaming. I must be. Flying cars? Futuristic city? Big, blue, mystical looking aliens dressed to the nines in an Edwardian era that meets a mix of dystopian avant-garde. They are exquisite, beautiful. Their style, their shimmering, snow-like hair that drifts in the light wind so mystically… I am jealous. How can they all be so… perfect? So ethereal? Angels without wings. That is what they are and if so, then this must be some version of heaven.
My attention sets towards the north. Towering in the distance, a picturesque, shimmering pearly white city.
In denial, I feel as though I am in a science fiction movie. The fact that I am on an entirely different planet should be enough to stun me but that is not what does. What steals my breath is how similar—how beautiful the opalescent, shimmering reflection off the glass of the high skyscrapers and buildings reminds me of the magic stream that runs beneath Zurhen’s kinds skin. 
His world may be magicless, but there is still magic in beauty and boy does it runs deep in their culture, in their everyday lives. “So, this is Vargon?” I mutter. 
We’re right outside the city and even with it there, just beyond the end of the runway, it still seems so far. 
“Yes. This is Vargon. The city of wishes,” Emerlum proudly presents. 
“I do not have words,” I merely whisper. 
“Wait until we fly over, and you see the rest of the kingdom,” he adds. 
Caught in this… surreal moment, I smile, shaking my head as I chuckle beneath my breath. “I am living a fantasy.” 
Nolance leans in close. “Oh, but you have yet to see a thing, my darling.” 
I look to him. “Then show me.” 
“Maybe I will,” he responds with a dashing smirk. Blushing, I look away, anywhere than into his mesmerizing, bright purple eyes. 
“Stop here,” Emerlum orders. 
We halt in place, watching Zurhen approach the Imperial Council ahead. Lined side by side, and dressed in hooded, floor length, dark blue robes with the silver Imperial sigil of the shooting star embroidered onto the fabric above their chests, the eight council members await their emperor, all bowing before him as soon as Zurhen reaches them. 
In one unified motion, each one raises and pulls back their hood. They exchange conversation with their king for a short moment. After, Zurhen nods and the council members split, allowing for him to pass through. As they move to the far-left side of the silver carpet, Zurhen proceeds forward and up the steps to his flight cruiser. He stops and looks back.
With a handsome smile, he waves to all and as he does, the crowd somehow grows even more exuberant, many nearly storming the hard line of soldiers just to reach him, to touch his magnificent presence. 
A single scan of the crowd, my mate’s gaze finds mine. His smile fades, his piercing, gleaming, loving eyes revealing what his mouth does not speak out loud. “I love you.” 
“I love you,” I wholeheartedly tell him. After a beautiful, subtle corner smile, he turns, entering the small vessel. Nay’ahli and Cur’rav follow, and within seconds, their flight cruiser lifts and soars away. “Goodbye, my lover,” I speak after his vessel disappears into the sky. 
“Come,” Emerlum orders. He guides me towards our cruiser parked behind where Zurhen’s once was. 
As we approach, a soldier opens the door.
Emerlum stops at the bottom of the stairs, ushering me first. “Go in and take a seat. I will be right behind after I clear us for take-off.”
I nod and head on up. 
The moment I release Nolance’s hand, his shadows withdraw, its grace so light, so intimate, it might as well be a lover’s caress. 
Shivering, I stop mid-way and stare back at him. 
The rest of his shadows uncoil beneath the sleeve of my arm, retreating to its dark master. 
He winks, and I shake my head as I venture on into the small craft. Twelve seats, two on each side, it’s like a small jet yet modernly modified for comfort, not for profit. 
I claim a seat in the third row on the left, next to the wide-open window that leads up to the dome skylight and around to the right passenger side. 
Nolance scooches in, taking a seat beside me. “Hello, darling,” he greets with a cheery smile.
I eye him, just as Emerlum walks up the aisle and stops, studying us. “Make sure she is buckled in properly,” he tells Nolance. 
Nolance looks to him, his expression bored and unamused. “What in the bloody stars do you take me for? An unresponsible fool? Of course, I will see to her safety.” 
Emerlum grips the seat in front of Nolance and bends to face him at eye level. “I do not know you well enough to take you for anything. So, as far as I am concerned, you could be the smartest or dumbest fool ever born.”
“Likewise,” Nolance responds. 
They stare each other down for an intimidating moment and then Emerlum sighs, rises and takes a seat in front of me. 
Nolance turns to me, leans in close, and begins strapping me in. With the sharp tips of his dainty, crown of black, thorn-like horns so near my face, I am curious to touch and see just how sharp they are. 
“Gods I despise their uptight asses,” he mutters beneath his aggravated breath. I chuckle. 
“Heard that,” Emerlum responds. My chuckle then turns into an embarrassing cackle. 
Nolance stares up beneath thick, dark purple brows, smirking. “Glad I could entertain you.” 
After coming down from my laughter, I respond, “You always do.”
He clicks my last buckle and tightens the strap right across my lower belly with one aggressive yank. 
All laughter ceases. I tense, gasping. 
“Good,” he responds. “I wouldn’t be doing my job, if I did not.” 
“And what job is that?” I nervously wonder.
“To keep you entertained. To keep you happy.”  My soul dances, my light twirling within.
For a moment, we just stare. 
“Can I touch your horns?” I blurt. 
“You’ve been holding that question in for a while now, haven’t you? Yes, you may touch my… horns, but just so you know, you do not ever need permission to touch me.” 
He then grasps my wrist and lifts it. 
The moment my gentle finger traces lightly over the thin, smooth surface of one of the thorns, his eyes close and he shudders, gasping. 
I pull my finger away. "I’m sorry. Did that hurt?"
His grip on my wrist tightens. His mouth parts, his eyes open, revealing a dark, heated look I’ve never witnessed him express before. He swallows back a gulp before his gruff voice speaks, “The opposite in fact.” Oh. I blush with embarrassment, yet he just stares, intensely. 
“Are you satisfied now?” he asks. 
“For now,” I reply. He smirks. 
The flight cruiser lifts not long after, and as we ascend, I gaze out the side window. 
“You’re going to want to look forward and keep your head back for this next part,” Nolance instructs. 
I look to him. “Why?” 
The cruiser suddenly thrusts forward, forcing my head against the seat cushion. 
“Because that is why,” he replies, laughing hysterically. “Don’t worry, it will ease up soon,” he informs, his laughter carrying on. 
Stuck facing one another, I laugh with him, and I think I even hear big, grumpy Emerlum join in as well. Forget being able to turn my head and look out the window to view the kingdom. This view—the view of seeing my dear friend as happy as he is, it’s worth more than a million views of any planet. 
“I’m glad you wore the necklace today.” 
I clutch it. “I am too. It’s my favorite and the only possession I own. It also reminds me of home. My real home.” 
“Good. I’m just happy you have something comforting to hold on to. The stars know we could all use something to hold on to in our time of need.” 
In that moment, I reach to take his hand, holding it between us. “I’m here. You can hold on to me. Whenever you need me, I’m here. I’ll always be here for you.”
His gaze drops to our joined hands. 
Nolance brings my knuckles to his mouth. With one tender press, his warm lips grace my skin with a single kiss.
He lowers our hands, his bottom lip trembling and when his eyes meet mine, it is then that I notice a watery glaze casted over the violet. “You are the greatest thing to ever happen to me. I’d be utterly lost without you. I mean it.” 
And then it is I, whose bottom lip trembles. “Same,” I respond, and he smiles, so beautifully. 
Minutes. It had to be minutes in the air before we begin our descent. 
“We are here,” Emerlum notes the moment we touch down upon land. 
Nolance unbuckles himself and then turns to unbuckle me. 
We all stand.
Emerlum allows for Nolance and I to enter the aisle first and there we head for the door, my friend leading the way. 
The hatch opens and Nolance steps aside, smirking. 
I look to him. “What?” I ask, yet he just holds out his hand, urging me forward. 
“You deserve the first view,” he says, as he moves behind. 
“Alright then,” I reply with a coy smile. Eager, I descend the short flight of stairs and come out standing before… the… “Oh. My. Dear. God,” I mutter. “No way. That—that is—” I swallow back a big gulp, my eyes widening and my mouth parting in complete wonderment and awe. 
Nolance comes up beside. “Impressive?” he finishes. 
I shiver, my body shaking with an overwhelming urge to cry, laugh, scream with joy. Standing before the enormous, shimmering pearly white castle with its silver, reflective, mirrored tips reaching up into the clouds, I can’t look away. “Pinch me because this is not real. None of this is real,” I whisper. 
Nolance moves behind and takes my shoulders. Next, his warm breath blows upon my ear. “You should see behind.” 
I turn, seeing… the… “No way,” I mutter.
I inhale a deep breath of the fresh Spring air, sighing in splendor as I gaze upon all before me. Stretched out beyond the rolling green hills, a vast, vibrant courtyard of Spring’s most colorfully bloomed flowers decorates the landscape. Along the ivy draped, alabaster archway which surrounds the long, clear lake at the center, in the middle of that lake… I’d recognize that handsome face and perfectly sculpted body anywhere. The king, the emperor, my Zurhen, holding a shield and sword. Protector of not just me, but of The Three Worlds, I have never felt prouder to be his mate. 
But that is not all. The shimmering city lies even further beyond and below, at the lowest point of the hills. With the clean, light blue sky reflecting off the shiny white surface of each tower and building, it appears as if there are two skies. I can only imagine what the stars reflection will look like at night. Double the stars… I can’t wait to see them.
So much to view, I swing around, staring off to the far right. There, a large, lively harbor, and port nestled at the bottom between the crevice of two high, cerulean blue seaside cliffs. 
My head turns forward, tilting back when the squawking of gulls fly high above our standing forms. Not the normal white, gray, and black as I’ve seen them on the coast in my world, but a shimmering blackish blue with faint glowing white streaks along its wings and back. They are bigger here. Much so.
For a moment as the bright rays of the sun bless my skin with its warmth, I close my eyes, breathing in the rich, salty air mixed with the floral scent of Spring. The ocean. It’s been too long. 
I smile and lower my head, opening my eyes to the castle before me. It’s—I have no words. As I stare, studying every aspect, peak, and corner, I take in the entirety of its grandness. Made entirely of a pearly white just like the city, it stands tall, reaching towards the stars.
Its foundation rests wide across the vast green, corner land, taking up majority of the hill. A sparkling, royal palace built for the most giant and majestic of beings. This is Zurhen’s home. This is now my home. 
I can’t believe I’m here. I can’t believe we finally made it. 
Emerlum approaches my opposite side. “You should see the view on the other side.” 
I look to him. “I bet it’s gorgeous.” 
“The Royal City of Vargon is known for many things, one of them especially being how breathtaking the high, blue ocean cliffs overviewing Vargon Bay are.”
Nolance snorts but I beam. 
“Well, I look plenty forward to seeing the view.” 
Emerlum smiles. “Lucky for you, your room will allow just that. Would you like to see it? Where you will be staying?” 
The kid in me jumps within, excited to finally have my own room, excited to have a place that I may call my own. “Yes. I would love to see my room, Emerlum!”
He lends me an elbow. 
I lock my arm around his and then turn, reaching for Nolance’s hand. I pat my thigh. “Come boy,” I tease.
Nolance blushes, shaking his head. He takes my hand, interlocking our fingers.
“Good boy,” I praise. 
“You think you’re so adorable, don’t you?”
“You only tell me like every other day,” I sass. 
He nods while biting down on his bottom lip. “The most adorable creature I’ve ever met.” Oh, I know I am. 
We go on, traveling up the many grand white, stone steps that lead up to the two large main silver doors. 
As we near the entrance, the heavy gates open and out comes two soldiers with their white, slick hair pulled back tight. Donning the signature dark royal blue, except for the hue, their Imperial uniforms differ from Zurhen’s commanders and that of his army’s attire but are the same of those that had lined His Majesties walk upon arrival. 
A tunic collar, shoulder strips, cuffs, leather buff belt, there’s even silver stripes that run down the seam of each leg of their dark blue trousers. And then there is the silver button that bears the kings shooting star insignia which rests just above their heart.
I eye their swords sheathed at their hip as well as the gun they hold with an acute observance. Survival lesson number whatever… always be aware of your surroundings and all potential weapons.
A one, two stomp of their boots, one hand cups the hilt of their firearm as the other slaps the side of the barrel. 
They split, turning their back towards each other in a synchronized march. As they divide for us to pass through, they turn, facing forward and at attention. Another stomp of their boot, their guns lower in salute. “Make way for Commander Agreyus and his company!” the guard on the left announces. 
Eager to go through, I thank them as I pass, yet they do not acknowledge me. Rude.
With my two guides left behind, I venture in and ahead of my friends. As soon as I enter past the threshold of the giant silver doors, my jaw drops, my eyes go wide. “Whoa,” I whisper. “This place is… enormous. Beautiful!” The high, excited pitch of my voice echoes throughout the chilly, hollow, silent palace. 
I shiver, crossing my arms to warm myself. 
Nolance comes up from behind and drapes a long, white hooded cloak over my shoulders. 
I look back at him. “Where did this come from?” 
“Must you question everything?” 
I smile. “You know me. Thank you, Nolance.” 
He smiles. “You are welcome.” And as he buttons the last of the three buttons at my chest, I turn and stare ahead. 
Old meets modern, it’s as if they wanted to preserve the foundation and soul of the ancient days, yet succumbed to a present-day, modern, minimalistic vibe. 
As the warm light rays from the sun stream through from the many, high, stained, star glass windows from around, they reflect off the shiny white walls, making the interior appear as if God himself is welcoming me home with his radiant, divine holiness. 
The wide, grand, silver, carpeted staircase leads up two balcony levels, each floor fenced in by an alabaster, ornamental balustrade balcony that diverts in two opposite directions, left and right. 
Gazing higher, my head tilts back, admiring the very detailed, silver painted, ornamental designs surrounding the high dome glass cathedral ceiling. As if I have not seen enough of the stars, I imagine what they might look like standing beneath them from here. 
“Plenty more to see,” the war general sneaks up from behind to tell. He places a hand upon my back and orders, “Come.” 
Emerlum then leads us away from the stairs and into a long-tunneled hall just below them. On and on, we move silently and swiftly through the castle, venturing down numerous, empty halls and up many high stairways, each with a small little reading nook nestled in the arched window alcoves. And by small, I mean small for Emerlum’s kind, not mine. They’re perfect for me. “Where are we going?” I ask. 
“To where you will be staying,” Emerlum answers. 
“Am I staying somewhere where no one will ever find me, because it seems like you rather hide me away where no one can?” 
“I have my orders to escort you to the private royal wing reserved for esteemed guests. We are taking the back way so that we do not run into anyone along the way.” 
“And who do we not want to run into?” I wonder. 
Emerlum stops and stares back. “I think you know who.” 
My brows purse in confusion and it takes me a few seconds to get… who… I remember. 
Just as we continue forward, there, up ahead, a tall woman dressed in a floor length, thin, sparkling silver gown comes rounding the corner at the end of the hall. 
Donning the signature long, Vargonian white hair that hangs at the sides from beneath a dark blue covered hood, I can already tell that she is someone of importance. 
“Fuck,” the war general mutters. Emerlum halts, his big hand reaching out quick. He smacks my chest with an unexpected sting. 
“What the—” My mouth parts and my eyes grow wide when the woman ahead, comes into clearer view. 
Carrying herself with a graceful, regal elegance, the female in the blue cloak moves fast towards, cordially halting just before us. 
She lifts her hood, revealing her lovely presence and my god, she is stunning. Feminine and with delicate features that could make a storybook princess seem dull, she smiles adorably, her big, crystal blue eyes lighting up with a dazzling gleam when she sees Emerlum. “Emerlum!” she squeals in excitement. 
Like them all, she stands taller than me, but well below his and his friends heights. So quickly, she attacks Emerlum with a big hug, yet he does not reciprocate the gesture. No. Emerlum’s arms hang limp beside him. 
“Klem’enoli,” he speaks. 
Klem’enoli. “Oh, fuck,” I curse out loud. 
Klem’enoli releases Emerlum, only to take a step back to survey me with an uncaring, tight-lipped stare. “And who is this that my fiancé brought back from his travels? All the worlds are already buzzing about her.”
Fiancé. “You’re King Zurhen’s fiancé,” I mutter. Not a question but a fact I already knew. 
She smiles brightly. “Hello. Yes. I am the Duchess of Klemoria, Klem’enoli. Soon to be Queen consort to His Majesty, and you must be someone special.”
“Someone special?” I repeat. 
“Someone special enough to be secretly escorted within the castle by His Majesties closest friend and commanding general,” she says, her voice so sweet yet the tone so condescending. 
“Trouble. I don’t like her,” my light tells. 
“Same,” I reply. 
“Shall we end her now?” 
“No. We’ll wait.” 
Klem’enoli leans forward, curving her her head around to speak into my ear. “I know my fiancé enjoys his playthings. Are you one of them? Are you one of his many collectable toys?” Toy? 
She pulls back, sneering and I can’t speak. I’m frozen. Stunned. Shaking. As my chest expands and my pounding heart races, I grow faint, clammy, dizzy. “Play—plaything? I— I—” I stutter. 
“No. She is mine,” Emerlum so adamantly claims. 
Both mine and Nolance’s heads swing fast towards him, yet Emerlum’s serious stare is set solely on the beautiful being before him. 
Her malicious grin drops. She nods, smiling cheerfully. “Oh. My mistake, Emerlum. Then by all means. Carry on with your new toy.” 
The giant grows tense with rage. “I never said she was my toy,” his venom coated tongue corrects her. 
Her eyes widen, confusion and hurt playing off her taken aback face. “You do not have to be so mean,” she whines, playing offended.
While she is distracted by Emerlum, I blink, allowing my glowing eyes to view straight past her fake facade. With that, I witness her aura through the eyes of my star. I see what no other can. I see her soul. 
Her inner light pulses of a bright blood red. A color that I have only known amongst two others. One, a particular scientist in charge of dissecting every inch of me, and the second, a man dressed in an all-black suit. The one who would watch me be ripped apart from behind an impenetrable, one-sided glass window. Or so he thought it was one-sided. Doctor Dacian.
Nevertheless, my star was right. Klem’enoli is trouble and so help her, I will not have it. I will not wait to see her hurt a single soul. That is, if she has not already done so. 
Klem’enoli will die, and soon. That I vow. 
I blink, allowing my green eyes to return before she notices they ever changed. 
“And you do not have to be so rude to my guest,” Emerlum bites back. “Now if you will get out of our way, I would very much like not to see your face.”
Klem’enoli huffs and steps aside to allow us to pass. 
Emerlum wastes no time. We move forward and take but three steps before she rushes in front and cuts us off. 
She looks to Nolance with an intrigued set of eyes. “Wait. So, who is this then?” she questions. 
A hostile shudder rolls through me. My fingers flutter at my side. 
May the demon on her shoulder protect her because I am but a mere few seconds away from gouging those predatory eyes right out of her head. That and from burning her alive for eyeing my friend the way she is. She dare attempt to touch my friend and I swear I will end her where she stands without so much as a thought nor snap. 
“He is her trusted guard,” Emerlum answers. “Now move.” 
“Oh. How interesting. I did not know toys came with guards.” 
Once again, Emerlum tenses, his grip on my arm tightening a little more than bearable. He lashes forward, standing right before Klem’enoli’s face. With bulging eyes and thick veins protruding from his muscular neck, he speaks beneath a tightly clenched jaw, “She is not my toy!” he defends. “Now move!” 
Klem’enoli steps aside, gasping from the clear shock of being yelled at. I mean, I would have too. Emerlum is frightening when he is angry. 
The war general takes off and with me in close tow. Nearly dragging me along, it’s hard to keep up with his long, giant legs as they make continuous wide strides. He’s speed walking, but I’m sprinting.
“That is no way to speak to your future queen!” Klem’enoli shouts from behind. 
“Consort!” he corrects.
“Either way. I forgive you! See you tonight at the Kings welcome home ball, Emerlum! I heard it will be quite the event of the century!” 
As the shock of what just took place starts to wear off, something in me begins to crumble. My wall. My heart shatters, a black hole swallowing me from the inside. That part of me—the dark, suppressed part of me I kept hidden… the wound… it opens, and come pouring is that darkness, that poison that is near impossible to return.
My body trembles, vibrating in stress.
No, I tell myself. This is not real. Their relationship is not real. It never was. Zurhen loves me. He loves me. Not her but me. 
Toy. Plaything. No. I am not his toy. I’m his—I’m his mate. His true, cherished, fated mate that he loves. 
Zurhen loves me. He loves me. We shared our deepest, darkest secrets with one another. I told him about obliterating my family, about killing Steve, the prisoners on earth, and every other innocent soul I claimed in battle and war, and then he told me about her… 
There was a quote from momma’s bible that she used to read to me and my siblings when we would act out and I remember every word of it. I never forgot it.
“Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude. It does not demand its own way. It is not irritable, and it keeps no record of being wronged. It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.” 
Love is accepting one another for who we are, who we were, and who we want to become. Love is acknowledging that no one is perfect and that we all come with flaws. 
We’d accepted one another’s secrets and burdens. We chose to work through them, to look past them and to trust one another. We chose to not let our past come between us and we would not. 
He told me about her. He warned me. I knew I’d one day meet her, but nothing could have ever prepared me for truly meeting her. The beautiful being my mate would have married had he never found me. She would have been his queen. She would have been the one he would have learned to love. Maybe even the one who would have given him heirs. Not me, but her. 
“Do not let her get to you,” my star tells. “You are far more worthy than she will ever be. You were chosen, she will never be.” 
“Nolance,” I quietly cry. My limp, shaky hand is quickly taken from behind. 
My friend stands along my opposite side, staring at me as I stare at him. 
With tears streaming down my cheeks, I let go. I break, releasing a heartbreaking sob. 
He lifts our held hands and lays a long, tender kiss upon my own. “I am here. I am right here,” he promises as he looks up.
Incapable of words, I just nod and squeeze his hand. He squeezes mine back.
 After a few seconds, I turn forward. 
With not being able to bring my hands up to wipe my eyes, I allow myself to go blind, walking in a hazy, ghostly daze. Soon, we come upon a tall, closed silver door with a shiny, ornamental handle that twinkles behind my glossy eyes. 
I blink, causing my heavy tears fall. 
Just like Zurhen’s room aboard the ship, the security system scans Emerlum’s face. The door slides open, granting him access to enter. 
“We will have someone register your face’s soon,” Emerlum informs me and Nolance. 
Both men release me.
I enter, stepping past the threshold and into the room. 
Finally, I wipe my tears.
With a clear view, I study the huge, fancy, white and silver room clearly made for giants, not for someone like me. And then that bed… I’m going to need to fly just to reach the top of it. 
I haven’t felt homesick in a while, but it suddenly hits me hard. So, out of place. I don’t belong here. This isn’t my home. I wanted it to be, but it’s just… not. I miss my home. I miss my family. I miss my old life and I—I just want to go home. I want to see my momma. I miss my momma.
The door shuts behind. Startled, I jump.
Nolance approaches my side, moving around in haste to stand before me. His glossy, sympathetic eyes reach deep into my soul. “Serena… darling… there are no words that I may say to make this any better, other than I am truly sorry. I am so sorry. You do not deserve this. You do not deserve an ounce of this pain. Had I known—I did not see this coming.” 
My voice breaks. “How would you have known unless you somehow have the ability to predict the future?”
“Because I—" 
Emerlum cuts Nolance off. I turn to face him. “King Zurhen has requested that you remain in your room until he or someone approved by him, comes to see you. You are not to go looking for him, nor are you allowed to address him in the public eye as anything but, Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness, Emperor, or King Zurhen.”
He’s locking me in here? He never mentioned that. No. Oh, hell no. That is the last thing I need. To be held prisoner once again.
My fingers flutter, the tips tapping my thigh.
With raging, bulging eyes and a hostile glare, I grind my teeth and ball my fists. “Really, Emerlum? Screw you and screw him!” I shout. “So, help you all, I will not be locked in another cell. You can tell him that was not part of the plan, and I will not do it!” 
“Plan?” Nolance questions. “What plan?” 
Ignoring him, I do not look back to answer. No. I go on. “Do you know what happens when you trigger an unstable, nuclear bomb trapped in small confinements? It blows! It takes out everything in its radius, Emerlum! Is that what you want? Is that what he wants? Does he want me to obliterate everyone? Because right now, I really feel like I might.”
The lights within the room begin to flicker. I need to calm.
“And that is exactly why he wishes to keep you in here!” he shouts back.
I shrink into my smallest self. “He doesn’t trust me,” I whisper. 
“No,” Emerlum responds. “Because you do not understand the politics. You do not understand our world. There is a larger game at play here than just your relationship and you so much as screw up just a little, you will ruin it all.” 
“Oh,” Nolance speaks. “I see now,” he mutters in disappointment. “You would have thought with all your time together aboard ship that he would have enlightened you of all things, but I suppose his mind was elsewhere.”
“So, you know. How do you know?” I question Emerlum. 
“Anyone is easy to read, if you pay close enough attention,” he responds. “If word gets out—if the worlds hear he wishes to betray his promised betrothal for another, they will come for him. Yes, even one as high as he will be beheaded for treason if he does not marry her. So, I ask you. Is that what you want? Do you wish to be his end?” 
“No,” I lowly speak. 
“Then you will do your best to stay low and behave.” 
I scowl. “I am to be the perfect puppet. I get it.” 
Groaning in aggravation, Emerlum covers his face in stress. Exhausted and desperate, he drops his hands and stares at me. “Do you think this is easy for him? Do you even understand the repercussions that would follow if the worlds found out about you and him?” 
Nolance responds, “You’d think they’d be more sympathetic to one finding his own heartmate.” 
Emerlum looks over my shoulder, back at Nolance, then meets my gaze. “The people would riot; the economy would collapse. Worlds wars would be called, the Imperium would fight to overthrow its emperor and then it too would crumble. Not to mention the fact that out there—” he says, pointing towards space. “Cal’elv lives and so long as he does, the threat of an impending, calamitous war remains. The kingdom already craves blood for the loss of the Imperial Family and for the loss of their loved ones. They are angry, scared, mournful, and need someone to blame. One wrong move and you and Zurhen will become that someone. Especially after they find out that he commanded all to lie about what happened aboard ship to protect you. You do not know how our worlds work. The former empress and high king worked their entire lives to dismantle the old, barbaric ways and still could not abolish all needed rid of. The worlds may be modern, but the customs have remained unmoving.” 
“So, what makes you believe that Zurhen will do what needs done?” Nolance questions. 
“Because he has what his parents did not,” Emerlum responds. 
“What?” I ask. 
“You,” he says, looking to me. “He fights to be with you. So do not make this any harder on him. His fight will be long and treacherous but knowing how he has never been one to walk away from a fight, to ever give up fighting for what he believes in, for what he wants most… he will fight tooth and nail to be with you. So, trust in him. He will change the worlds, or he will die trying.” 
“I’d never let that happen,” I snap. “So as long as I live and breathe. I will burn every world before I watch them take him from me.” 
“Then you are no better than the ones he fights against.” 
My eyes turn lethal, dark. “Fuck you, Emerlum.” 
“Say that to His Majesties war general in the public eye and you would be hanged.”
“I dare they try,” I warn. 
“Welp. You’ve done it now,” Nolance mocks as I begin to glow. 
Every light within the room powers up, the increased exposure drowning out all.
Emerlum’s hand reaches out quick. “Serena. Stop!” he shouts.
“Make me,” I warn.
 And then it explodes, tiny, white, glittery specks of dust falling like snow amongst the night.
The room goes dark, not an ounce of light present.
“No worries. I got it,” Nolance’s cheery voice speaks within the blackened room. 
He moves towards the arched window nook in the alcove and then yanks back the curtains.
Light fills the room. 
“Nice,” Emerlum replies. “Very mature.” 
“You can blame my immaturity on my stunted mental health, depressing isolation, and lack of upbringing,” I sneer. 
With Emerlum and I glaring each other down in the dead, tense silence, Nolance clicks his tongue and moves in between, facing Emerlum. 
“I think it best you take your leave before you resurrect my darling’s villain side. You would not want The Savior of the Worlds to become The Destroyer, now, would you?” And I don’t have to see his face to know that he is smirking. 
The two stare for a long moment and then Emerlum looks over Nolance, back at me. “It is not my place to speak for him but just so you know, not once has he ever touched her. He does not love her. He never has. In fact, he loathes her. Majority of us do,” 
“I know. He told me.” 
“This engagement is more complicated than you think. It is political and has been arranged since she and His Majesty reached full immortal maturity. Give him time to find a way out. Just give him time. That is all he needs.” 
Nolance flicks a piece of lint off his shoulder. “Or the bitch could just mysteriously die, and all troubles will be over,” he so casually mentions. 
I smirk at the visual. “Nice.” 
“Yeah. Like that will not cause a storm of wars to follow,” Emerlum remarks. Damn. “Stars, you two are so much alike, it is annoying. Do not stay in here for too long,” he tells Nolance. “Other’s will grow suspicious and the last thing I want, is for her name to be tarnished before it is known. As far Klem’enoli and whoever she has already told knows, Serena is mine. Do you understand?” he questions The Dark One. 
“You just couldn’t say she was mine, could you?” 
The giant grins. “You would have liked that, wouldn’t you?” 
“Oh, I would have loved to claim her as mine, in fact, I would have been proud to, unlike some scared, little boy whose royal name shall not be named.” 
Emerlum snorts, shaking his head. “No chance. She is the king’s mate, so back the fuck off.” 
I step between them before they hurt themselves. “How about you two stop speaking for me, and someone get me some damn food because I am starving. I saved the galaxy, the least this world can do is give me a feast to refuel.” 
“I will send a handmaiden to deliver you some food.” Emerlum looks to Nolance. “You will take the adjoining room next to hers and as commanding general to His Royal Majesty, Emperor Zurhen, I have been given Imperial authority to grant you permission to hold the title of her trusted guard and advisor.”
“So honored,” Nolance mocks. 
Emerlum takes a step forward, now standing tall before Nolance. “Let me warn you. Do not take advantage of the title, nor the proximity to the kings’ mate or so help you, he will not hesitate to end you.” 
Nolance stands his ground, a malicious, dashing smirk gracing his lips. “I will not fuck her if that is what you mean.” 
Emerlum shakes his head, clearly unamused. “If I were you, the next time you see him, I would bow before him and kiss the soles of his feet for even considering allowing you near his mate. The stars know I would have never allowed you near mine.” 
“Why? Afraid I’d fuck her better than you?”
Emerlum’s fists ball and his nostrils flare. Triggered, his crystal blue eyes darken, and his face contorts with a rage that frightens even me. “Say that again. I dare you,” the burly alien seethes, yet Nolance just simpers. 
For an intimidating moment, as Emerlum and Nolance glare and refuse to back down, I grow nervous, fearing for them both. 
I move between them. “Oh my God, you guys are ridiculous,” I scold.
With one hand placed upon each of their puffing chests, I push them apart, yet the big guys barely budge an inch. 
Emerlum speaks, his voice calmer yet still angered. “The life you knew aboard our ship is not the same life you will experience here. Life here will operate differently as you will come to know very quickly. Each one of us will be expected to act accordingly to our roles.” He then looks down at me. “You would both be wise to adapt early rather than later to our customs and way of life. Fitting in, could be the thing that saves you and everyone you care for.” 
“And how exactly am I supposed to act?”
“Until King Zurhen has dealt with the politics and Klem’enoli—until he introduces you as his, you will be known as mine, not my toy as Klem’enoli had stated, but as my lover.” 
“So, we’re just supposed to pretend like we’re fake dating?” 
“Yes,” he answers. “My claim over you will ensure your high status and keep you protected. For now, when someone asks who you belong to, you will speak my name, not King Zurhen’s. Do you understand?”
“And if I don’t?” I question. 
“Then you may very well cause this kingdom to fall.” I swallow back a hard gulp. Emerlum looks to Nolance. “I will have you meet with a royal advisor. He will catch you up on royal protocol and logistics. Be ready. He will teach you all there is to know so come prepared to take notes.” 
Nolance smirks, tapping his temple. “Photographic memory. I’ll be fine.” 
“Great. Meet him in the grand hall after you leave here.” 
Nolance nods. “I will join him in the great hall in just a moment.” 
Emerlum turns to me. “I am sorry to have been as harsh as I have with you, but I just want you to be prepared for what is to come. You have a long road ahead of you here and as that is, your safety is my priority, not just because I am ordered to look after you, but because I do care for you. You may hate me all you want but I am still your friend, Serena. I will always be your friend.” Now how can I stay mad at him after that? 
I soften. “I don’t hate you, Emerlum. I know you only want what’s best for me. I know all this—I know it must be stressful. I understand and I forgive you.” 
He heaves a relieved sigh and smiles sweetly. “You may not officially be mine, but while under the circumstances, I will treat you as though you are. With that, I am here for all your needs, Serena. Whatever you wish for, all you must do is ask, and I will be at your beck and call.” 
Nolance releases an exasperated breath. 
Emerlum eyes him with an annoyed expression. 
The Dark One rolls his violet eyes, then stares off to the side, murmuring something under his breath that I didn’t quite catch.
Emerlum’s attention returns to me. 
“Okay,” I respond to him. 
The war general smiles kindly and then takes my jaw between his two thick, rough fingers. 
He lifts it, causing my neck to arch and my head to tilt back. “Remain in your room and do not open it unless it is me, Nolance, someone you are expecting or King Zurhen himself.” 
“How can I open it when I don’t even have access?” 
Emerlum smiles smugly. “Did not stop you from blowing a hole through the last one. I am counting on you to be good. So, do not disappoint me.” 
“Okay,” I say.
Emerlum releases my jaw and then taps my cheek a couple of times. “Good girl,” he praises. 
Once again, Nolance huffs in annoyance, murmuring something on the lines of, “you wish.” 
Emerlum sighs in displeasure. “I will send a tech to register both your faces to each of your rooms. The royal seamstresses, Camanai and Kalla, amongst a few handmaidens will join you later. You may allow them to enter but you will not allow any other to. Do you understand?” 
“Why are they joining me?” 
“To get you ready for His Majesty’s welcome home ball and of course, to present you, The Savior of the Worlds, The One True Star to his kingdom.” 
“Oh. I didn’t know he was going to do that.” 
“Well, now you know. I will be back later to escort you.” Emerlum backs away, turns around but then stops to look back. “If given the option. Wear gold,” he suggests. 
“Why gold?” I ask. 
“Because no one wears gold. A star as bright as you should shine, not blend amongst the peasants.” I blush. 
He then turns and approaches the door. Security scans his face. The door slides open and out he goes.  
Immediately after the door closes, Nolance moves in front of me, not smiling, not smirking but staring, hard.
I grow nervous and maybe even a tad bit scared.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
As Nolance walks forward, I’m forced to yield. 
“You lied to me,” he says.
For some reason, I smirk. “And what are you going to do about it? Kill me?” I taunt. As one who has stared death in the face far more times than I can count, here I am, yet again, in the presence of true darkness and he snickers, the corner of his lip curling upwards in an evil, handsome manner, yet for the life of me, I can’t fear him. I could never fear him. Blind, dumb… I should run, scream, fight, yet here I am, evoking the beast. Welcoming him. 
A strong force of dark wind jolts out from him. I am pushed, stumbling in reverse with no way of stopping. And while the bottom of the leather soles of my boots squeak against the white, stone floor, my back meets the wall, hitting it with a hard thud.
I let out a grunt. 
Pinned and immobile, I have nowhere to go, nowhere to stare but straight into the eyes of the stunning lion stalking towards me, its prey. 
The Dark One charges towards in one quick, aggressive rush. 
At the last second, my head turns, my eyes close and I squeal in reaction, not from fright but in excitement.
His hands slam against the wall, blocking my face between.
Next, he leans in, running the tip of his nose up the side of my neck and then he inhales. “Stars, you smell divine.”
I giggle. “You’re so weird. Stop it. That tickles.” He smiles against my flesh, the trailing of his feather-like lips tickling me even more. I burst into sudden laughter. “Stop, you creep. This isn’t fair. Release me!” I demand.
My arms and body are instantly released. 
While he is distracted, I take the opportunity to lift my leg and pull the small dagger Zurhen gifted me, out from under my gown. I raise it fast, bringing the sharp tip to the side of his throat. “Control me like that again and watch what happens,” I warn, trying to be serious. 
He smiles, his lips a tender caress upon my skin. “Darling, if you truly wanted to kill me, I’d expect you to use a little more creativity than this.”
The dagger vanishes from my grasp. Now in his hand, he leans away, pressing the tip of the blade softly to my throat. “Gods, if I had known you were into knife and blood play, I would have tortured you long ago.” He trails the tip of the blade ever so lightly down the column of my throat. With barely a sting, the sharp, silver peak breaks skin. A thin, needle-like stream of light pierces the small gap between us. Nolance’s eyes lower to the light, then lift. “Oops,” he toys. “My apologies. I should probably see to your wound.” 
His head tilts, his warm, wet tongue meeting my flesh with a rude sweep.
“Nolance,” I scold, yet my tone is not right. It’s weak. Low. This is wrong. This is dangerously wrong.
“Delicious,” he speaks against my damp flesh. He raises, bringing the dagger back to my neck. Past my collar bone, the dagger lowers towards my breasts, popping not one, but three of the buttons to my cloak. And as the fabric slips from my shoulders, pooling at my feet, the buttons go flying, each one hitting the floor with a light, scattered thud. 
“Like I would have given you the chance to torture me,” I respond to his ridiculous statement.
I reach for the blade, yet long, tender shadow ropes grasp my wrists, stopping me from doing so. They coil around, lifting my arms and pinning my hands high above my head. 
“Maybe not in this life, but I am more than sure we would have had our fun in another. More than sure.” 
Nolance lowers, kneeling before me. 
While holding one another’s gaze, he slowly lifts my gown, takes my exposed leg between his two hands, and props my foot on top of his raised knee. 
“What are you doing?” I question. 
His eyes lower to my thigh then raise. “Returning your precious dagger of course.”  
“How did you know it was there?” 
“Did you think my shadows were not an extension of me?” 
“They felt like fingers,” I recall. 
The Dark One shrugs. “Maybe they were.”
He sheathes the dagger and then takes his time lowering my leg. Only Nolance can barely touch me on the outside, and it somehow feel as if he is gracing me from within.
As his hands lower, slipping down my calves, I wait on him to finish straightening the hem of my gown. Once done, he raises. Again, he moves in close and cages my face between both arms. “And to think that just earlier, I thought you at last free of him… oh, how I began imagining pinning you to the nearest wall, building, a tree, anywhere so that I may fuck you until all you knew was the taste of true, delectable darkness.” 
Heat surfaces beneath my cheeks. “Nolance—you can’t say things like that. You’re supposed to be my friend. You’re not supposed to talk like—you said you wouldn’t—" 
He leans in, trailing his heated lips up my neck, to my ear. “Oh no. What are you going to do? Kill me?” he mocks. “Besides, why would I ever wish to kill you when I can just exact my revenge like this? By punishing my naughty, wicked girl however I see fit? You say that you do not want to be controlled, but darling… you do not know what it feels to be controlled by me. With me, you are forever free, but when you are with me, only I may bind you and your soul and fuck you both at the exact, same, time.” He pulls on my earlobe with his teeth and then releases it with a spring.
A shiver rolls through me. I gasp behind closed eyes. “I’m still with Zurhen. You can’t do this,” I whisper. 
“But can you blame me for trying? I mean, technically, in the public eye, you two are no longer a thing.” 
“Yes, we are,” I counter. “That show was just a performance. We’re still together.” 
“Mmh hmm. Sure, darling. Whatever helps you sleep at night. I get it though. Nothing like a forbidden romance to spice things up in the bedroom. Truthfully, I knew you two were up to something. There’s no way he would have let you go so easily. Why would he unless he had lost his damn mind? Do you know what gave you away?” 
“What?’ I ask. 
“You were too calm, unfazed. Had he truly broken your heart and rejected your bond, you would be in agony, begging for death, not awing over the planet, and wanting a tour of the castle. You’re both horrible liars, but I forgive you, Serena. I forgive you for lying to me, only because when you are mine, I would expect that exact same loyalty.” 
My eyes open. “When I am yours?” I question. 
He pulls back, giving me a positively wicked grin. “So, tell me my queen. What shall we do next?” 
I study the room. “This room… everything in this room is so big. It’s not made for someone like me. How am I supposed to—”
“Say no more,” he says. He lifts his hand and brings his two fingers together. Snap! A dense swirling of glittery, black shadows engulfs the room, claiming all in its calm, magical, purple storm. 
After a short moment, the darkness fades, revealing what is now, a newly designed mix of a modern room but with a gothic, Victorian era of black and gold touch. Beautiful. I admire it all. The fancy décor, and the painted night sky and stars above my bed. “Nolance… this is—it’s perfect. I love it. I love it so much,” I nearly cry in pure joy.
My head lowers, finding him already staring. 
Stuck gazing into those mesmerizing, violet eyes, I don’t have it in me to look away, nor blink. 
His smile widens. “We are alike, you and me. I knew you would love it because I too love it. In fact, I am so desperately in love with it, it is unreal.”
My soul dances.
Suddenly nervous, I blurt the first thing that crosses my mind. “I’m glad to see our powers still work on land.” 
Nolance snorts. “As if you should have ever doubted, they would not. You just wait, my darling. Your reign of true power has only just begun.” 
“So, as long as you’re there, beside me, I think I can manage.” 
Nolance runs the back of his knuckles down my cheek. “There’s no place I’d rather be, then right here, in the presence of your divine grace.” ￼[image: Ornament 14 Ornament 14]
 
 
After a full stomach, a warm, relaxing bath in a tub that fits me, and a nice long nap, Camanai, Kalla, and a few handmaidens come and go, leaving me here, gazing upon myself in the floor length mirror next to pretty, gothic, black vanity. 
There are a few light knocks on the adjoining door before it opens slowly. Nolance peeks his head in, smiling like he always does when he sees me. “May I come in?” he asks. 
I nod and he enters, sizing me up as he approaches. Dressed so trendy, so… Nolance like, he dons his signature, stylish, tailored, all black suit, the lapels of his jacket decorated with many gold-embroidered stars and swirly geometric tails. A feature that almost distracts from his open tunic which reveals an exposing deep V cut that leads down his bare, well-defined, tattooed flesh. 
I lift my long, royal blue dress at the sides and spin for him once. “What do you think?” I ask, stopping to face him.
He gazes up beneath arched brows. “I think you look like what they want you to look like.” 
“Oh. Well, they didn’t have a gold dress to choose from, so I went with this blue one instead. I think it goes well with the necklace you gave me,” I say, holding it out for him to see. 
He stops walking, clicks his tongue, and stares. “Well, that just won’t do, will it? Take it off,” he orders.
My eyes widen. “What?” 
He stalks towards me, closing the gap between us. And then he repeats himself. “I said, take, it, off. Leave the necklace though.” 
I don’t know why I listen, but I do. I submit to his command without hesitation. 
Nolance assesses me, watching intently as I slip each thin strap from my shoulders. Locked in the intensity of his piercing stare, my mind has gone blank, my body reacting on its own.
The lightweight fabric of the gown slips past my hips and down my figure. It pools at my feet, leaving me in nothing but my see through, thin, white laced, string panties which barely cover my freshly… de-haired self. Self-conscious, I cover my bare breasts, even after he had already viewed them. 
His eyes lift, his face showing not an ounce of emotion, arousal, nor judgement. “You do not ever need to feel embarrassed nor uncomfortable with me, for you are the true definition of beauty and I am but a respectable, devoted admirer.” 
My breathing grows heavy.
Nolance moves around, studying my naked form and I just calmly watch, unmoving, waiting. Next, he stops before me, holding his elbow and then he lifts his opposite hand to his mouth and pulls at his bottom lip. “Hmm. I think I got it.”
“Got what?” I ask. 
“You still prefer gold?”
“Yes,” I answer nervously.
“Then your wish is my command, my darling little star.” A snap of his fingers and just like before with the room, a swirling of glittery shadows spiral around my body, enveloping me with a calming, sensual warmth. 
I am lifted off my feet. 
Higher, the darkness rises upon my form. 
My head tilts back, my arms spread wide. Like petals in the wind and the stroke of the softest of fingers, his gentle, magical, glittering shadows caress my skin with a light, warm breeze. Fine, delicate strings of fabric weave together, every thin, strand of silk brushing against my flesh with an unexpected intimacy that renders me breathless. 
I gasp behind closed eyes and release a soft, delicate ah. Lightly panting, my half-lidded eyes open, locking on his as I am lowered to the floor. 
Dark shadows pull from my form, reeling back into him and until the last trace of him is gone.
My heels touch down upon the ground and now here I stand before his awaiting presence, the residual energy of his magic lingering not just within the fabric but everywhere, inside, and out.
“Perfection,” he praises. 
I turn to gaze upon myself in the mirror. My jaw drops, my eyes widen. “Nolance,” I gasp. “You just fairy godmothered me.” 
His eyes grow big. “What did you just say?” he questions beneath a serious tone, yet I ignore him, not wanting to explain the old fairy tales from world right now. 
A new shimmering, off the shoulder, golden gown but not just any gown. This is—I admire it, running my hands down the thin, wrapped fabric at my waist. So soft, satin, silk… the texture is a sensation I do not have the words to describe as no earthly fabric could ever compare to whatever this material is made of.
So delicate yet so strong, I am reminded of a rose. My favorite flower. With petals as soft as air and thorns that guard its beauty, I never thought an article of clothing could ever make me feel so desired, so protected.
Decked with intricate swirls, tiny stars and jewels that cover my right bare breast, I continue my exploration, following the high open slit that reveals the same, decorative, glittery, painted pattern. 
The design pays tribute to his tattooed chest, but this pattern… it’s different. Slightly in a way that appears the same yet seems opposite. I mirrored version. Two parts that make a whole when joined side by side.
The more I stare, the more it reminds me of something. Something I can’t quite place. Something long forgotten.
Down my thigh and towards my leg, the pattern twists into a thin tale that forms a gold star just at the side of my ankle. And then my crown. I look up, gazing into the mirror at my beautiful golden crown made of thorns. 
My hands lift towards the crown that rests upon my formal, curly updo but I halt, scared to touch it in fear that if I do, it’ll vanish, wisping away as all things I care for do. “It looks just like your horns,” I tell him.
Nolance comes forward, standing behind. He straightens my crown and then leans in close, allowing for his cheek to press to my jeweled, glittery one. The Dark One takes my shoulders. “Well, you are my equal, so it was only fitting to present you as so.” 
I look to him.
With our faces close and our breaths so warm upon each other’s, my heart pounds, my breathing heavy and long.
His gaze drops to my metallic, golden lips but then lifts. As only he can do, he peers into the very depths of my soul where he lingers, he graces, he touches, and I let him. I’ve always let him. Willingly. Every time.
“Thank you,” I whisper. 
He takes my neck in a gentle grasp, adding a bit of pressure before loosening his hold. Down his hand slips, lowering upon my upper chest with a slow graze. He lifts the jewel. “This color is all wrong, isn’t it?”
“What? Why?”
His violet eyes drift to me. “Do not fret, it’ll return to its original glory before the night is up,” he ends with a wink. As he withdraws his hand, a shimmering gold jewel appears in place of the once swirling purple, pink and blue one. I clutch it, not in desperation, but in need. In need of what? I don’t know but I know I want it. No. Need it. Whatever it is. “There. Now you look like you. A true goddess. A star.” 
A few knocks on my bedroom door interrupt this—we do not look back nor break our deep gaze. 
“I should get that,” I lowly speak. 
“You most definitely should.” 
I nod, then rush to the door, lifting my long golden gown so that I may move fast. When I am standing before it, I order the security system to open. The door slides open after recognizing my voice. “Emerlum,” I greet. 
Dressed so regally in his royal, blue, ceremonial uniform, he looks absolutely dashing. His mouth parts, his gaze running over every inch of my body. Twice.
His eyes then lift and his agape mouth closes. He clears his throat before speaking. “I could have been anyone and yet you graciously opened the door for someone you did not know.” 
I snort, smiling cockily. “Have you met me? I’m pretty sure I can take care of a measly intruder,” I brag. 
He smirks. “Next time, ask who is at the door before you open it, please.” 
I smile behind a wide closed mouth. “Yes sir. Will do.” 
The general blushes. “Good girl,” he praises. His eyes lift to my crown, then lower to me. “Nice crown but you need a veil.”
“Why a veil?” I wonder. 
“Ah ha!” Nolance speaks from behind. “Leave it to me. I got it.” A sheer veil with golden, decorative star embroidery suddenly manifests, cascading down my face like fine silk.
Emerlum lifts it just above my eyes. “Because it is custom when presenting someone new and of importance to the court, that The Emperor sets eyes on them first.”
“Oh,” I say. 
He lowers the veil and lends me his elbow. 
I put my hand through the gap and take hold his big, muscular bicep. 
One glance back at Nolance, I wave for him to come. 
He shakes his head, smiling shyly and then follows us out.
After a good walk through the many hidden passageways and down the public, grand halls of the castle, the echo of music and the many washed out voices from afar fill the open air. 
I squeeze Emerlum’s arm, suddenly nervous. Anxiety hits me and I’m not quite sure what I am more nervous about, being surrounded by the kingdom? Running into Klem’enoli? Or seeing my Zurhen, knowing that I can’t speak, nor touch him? 
Emerlum places his big hand on top of mine and gives it a light, encouraging squeeze. “You will be fine. When you see him, you may look at him, but you do not approach him. If he shall approach you, you bow and greet him by one of his royal titles. You got it?” 
“Okay.” I glance back, making sure Nolance still follows. 
He trails behind, keeping a short distance between us but even with the gap, I can still spot his infamous smile. I return a smile and then stare forward when we round a corner. 
The giant, silver, ornamental doors which nearly reach the sky-high roof appear just ahead. It is the grand entrance to the ballroom and behind it, another crowd, my Zurhen.
One deep breath in. One deep breath out. I got this. I can do this.
 Two uniformed guards greet the army general with a nod. Emerlum gives them a subtle nod and then the doors divide, opening with a hollow, echoing creak.
The great hall is revealed and all shines like stars in the night.
An instant gush of wavering scents of warm foods, perfumes, and metallics immediately overwhelm my senses. And before I am prepared, we enter through the massive, most magnificent silver ballroom.
Dimmed with only the light of blue candlelight and the high azul flames atop of the separated rows of towering pillars that lead forward, the area between is filled with just enough darkness and light to reveal all standing beneath its grand view.
My head tilts back, my gaze set high at the many ovals, swirls, and various geometric shapes of thin, polished, silver, metal. A dome skylight that encompasses the entirety of the open roof. And shining through each small and large opening… billions, if not trillions of white, sparkling stars and the many shades of blue that surround not the just the darkness of the cosmos but each twinkling light. 
If I did not worship the stars already, this would be the moment I bow. “The stars look so tiny from down here,” I mutter. 
Chilled from the fresh, brisk air that flows into the large room from above, it’s like breathing in the stars. The air smells of the stars, of the night and it reminds me of space, it reminds me of a dance. A beautiful, wondrous moment that will forever be with me. It is not every day one can forget dancing not beneath, not behind but truly amongst the stars.
“Serena,” Emerlum whispers. 
“What?” I ask. 
“I told you, you would shine amongst the peasants.”
“Huh?” I ask. I lower my head and am met with many wondering stares. Not a peep within the large room, all has gone quiet, everyone frozen and gazing upon me with wide, curious expressions. “I feel like Cinderella,” I whisper. 
“Who?’ Emerlum asks. He taps my hand. “Come,” he orders.
As we venture forward, the crowd divides, allowing us to move through the stunning royal court full of many dressed in the fancy colors of blue, white, and silver but none in gold. I am the only one in gold. 
Two sides line our walk, all eyes following our every move, many whispering and gossiping as we pass. 
Nay’ahli and Cur’rav appear ahead, standing along the left side of the divided crowd. Dressed so elegantly in their ceremonial attire, they too look absolutely striking, especially Nay’ahli in her formal, royal blue gown. My god she is breathtaking. 
They nod towards Emerlum and then look to me, Cur’rav’s gaze bored, uninterested but Nay’ahli’s—Nay’ahli opens her mouth to speak yet does not. 
I wish I knew what she wanted to say. 
I give them both a light smile and move on. 
As the rest of the party splits, clearing a path, the grand, oval, dark stained-glass window displayed high and ahead comes into view and beyond it… the night, the ocean, and the stars. A real three-dimensional, multilayered illusion, panels of black stained glass and white shooting stars descend in uneven lengths from the painted night sky mural above. And then behind… the Imperium insignia. A massive, white painting of a shooting star displays at the center of the great wall of glass, and surrounding it, real stars that shine through from beyond the clear pane. 
You would think the view alone would steal your breath but the view beneath… well my breath is taken. There, he sits tall and mighty upon his metal, silver throne. My powerful, handsome mate.
My heart skips a beat, pounding beneath my chest at his mere presence. “Zurhen,” I mutter. 
With eyes wide, he jumps from his throne in an instant, quickly descending the steps, moving in haste towards me. As he approaches, I take in his appearance, admiring everything about him. A new, bigger, silver crown with many shiny, blue gems sits on top of his long white, half pulled back hair. 
So formal, so regal, I barely recognize him. A whole new him, a him I have yet to fully meet but deeply intend to. This is the first time I’ve seen him don all-white and my god, he looks ethereal. He looks like an angel.
Emerlum releases my arm and bows. “Serena,” the war general whispers. “Bow,” he reminds. Oh. Right.
I immediately bow, pledging my devoted allegiance. 
Zurhen halts before me and my heart flutters.  
“Your Majesty,” I greet. 
“Rise,” he commands. The authority… the deep, commanding tone of his voice—heat rises beneath my cheeks as does between my thighs. 
Emerlum and I rise, us standing tall before the king. 
Zurhen’s eyes lower, examining my body with one long, sweeping gaze but when those eyes come back up to meet my own, the mighty king grins.
The Emperor reaches for the hem of my veil. He raises the thin material over my head, careful to remove it without getting it caught on my crown. “My stars, you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” he speaks within, to me, to himself, I don’t know, but I sure smile. Without breaking our gaze, he passes the veil off to someone awaiting to take it. “Welcome to my royal court. I am sure my kingdom would love to know who you are,” he says with wide smug smile.
I’m beginning to like this game. In fact, it’s quite exciting. “Thank you for having me, my king. I am Serena Aster of Earth.” 
“Well, it is a pleasure to have you honor us with your beauty and grace, Serena Aster of Earth, for you are as stunning as the stars themselves.” I blush. 
Zurhen takes my hand and raises it to his lips. A long kiss upon my flesh, my weak knees tremble. I shudder, nearly growing faint. For god’s sake Serena… pull yourself together.
He lowers my hand, and then releases it. I all but reach back out to take his, yet somehow find the strength to refrain. 
The Emperor rises tall and mighty and then peers to Emerlum. “You are one very, blessed being, Emerlum Agreyus, for she is of phenomenal elegance and sublime glory.” He moves in close. “If I were you, I would never allow her out of your sight. You would not want another to hurt or steal her away, now would you?” 
His war general smirks. “I vow to you, Your Majesty. One would be a fool to attempt to hurt or take what is mine.”
“Hmph,” Zurhen replies. “A fool indeed.”
Zurhen turns towards me, moving in to stand but a warm breath away. Leaning in close, his lips brush ever so lightly upon my ear. I shiver. “Too bad you are not mine, or I would ravish you in a heartbeat. Oh, the things I would do to you if you were.” My cheeks burn, recalling the many times he had ravished me. Especially this morning. “Enjoy my celebration, Serena. Until you and I, meet again,” he says backing away. 
We hold our gaze for what seems like forever, and then he turns, ascending the steps up to his throne. 
Yeah… it’s official. I am beyond obsessed.
As soon as Zurhen takes his seat, he looks towards the corner of the great hall. One wave to the orchestra and music fills the silence of the room, the noise promptly drowning out the murmuring voices and my pounding heart. 
Emerlum moves in front, extending his hand to me. “Shall I have this dance?” he asks.
It takes but a few deep breaths to shake off my mate’s deep influence. 
I blow a breath, put on a big smile, and place my small hand on top of his awaiting big one. “Yes, Emerlum. I’d love to dance with you.”
He beams and then pulls me close.
Emerlum lifts our hands beside us and slides an arm around my back, that massive hand of his resting almost over the entirety of my short torso. 
“I’ve only ever danced in space, so I might not be very good at this on land.” 
He releases a throaty chuckle. “Well, it is a good thing I am well skilled in the act.” He lifts me. “Hold my upper arm, place your feet on my toes, and study my steps. It is not that hard to learn.” Easy for you to say.
I reach up and take hold of his thick, muscular bicep. With the outsoles of my gold heels perched on the toes hidden beneath his large, polished, black leather shoes, I suspect the giant barely even recognizes my full weight because never does he make a sound.
“Ready?” he asks. 
I nod. And then we’re moving, waltzing step by step to the rhythm of a melodic opening to a violinist’s melancholic, romantic solo. 
Laughter escapes me as my friend, and I fly swiftly through the now circular group of dancers. “You’re moving too fast! How am I supposed to learn anything?” I shout.
“I thought you were an intelligent species.”
I smack his chest with a playful tap. “I am intelligent, but even smart beings have to start somewhere.”
He bites his bottom lip. “I was only joking,” he says.
His humor takes me by surprise. I gasp dramatically. “Wow. The mighty Emerlum makes a joke… now that’s something new.”
He blushes, staring off beside us but when his gaze returns and meets mine, it does not look away.
More strings enter, following the violinist. A dramatic, elegant, slow tempo; never has the sound of music penetrated me so deeply. Never has it spoken to my rapidly beating heart, to my sullen, broken soul but this music does. This music… I feel, I hear, deeper than ever. 
“I am glad you chose to stay,” he speaks.
“I didn’t really have much of a choice but regardless, I’m glad I chose to stay too. I mean, this place is alright I guess.”
Emerlum laughs through his throat. “Give it time. You might think not.”
My head cocks to the side. “Why do you say that?”
He stares away, anywhere but in my direction. “Mel’Vargon may be many things… beautiful, bountiful, and filled with far more glory than any planet I have ever visited but there is still something missing.”
“Magic?” I ask.
He looks to me. “Yes, but that is not it.”
“Then what is it missing?”
“It’s soul. This world is empty, and I feel as if I am the only one who knows it, feels it’s loss. This planet… I sense things, Serena. I see things. Sometimes in my sleep and when I am awake. I also feel… things. Strongly and more than any other. Things that no one else pays no mind to, nor understands. I always thought I was alone with my way of thinking and feeling but then I met you and for some reason, that emptiness… that loneliness I felt my whole life… well, it’s not so empty anymore. This world—I no longer feel as though I walk it alone. Not when you, The One True Star walks it with me.”
I blink having tears fall. “Emerlum,” I cry. “You are not alone. You are never alone. I am here. I will always be here. I’ll always be here for you. You know that.”
He smiles lightly. “Then stay. Stay with us. All of us.”
A chorus of what can only be described as the voice of angel’s chime in, their heavenly ahh’s and foreign words a delicate tone that repeats before coming back with a strong build. A mighty crescendo, their voices peak, but then fall to carry out one heartbreaking decrescendo. War. I am reminded of war and of the silence that had fallen upon the aftermath of every battle. 
There, I stood alive and perched on top of a hill, mountain, or some building. I’d gaze upon the sea of the dead, imagining angel’s swooping down to carry the innocent home. And then I’d imagine their condemning stares, glaring from afar. “Why would you do this?” they would ask. “Because it’s all I’ve ever known. It’s what I do,” I’d answer.
“You are crying again. Why?” Emerlum asks. I hadn’t even realized I was. 
“Stupid memories is all,” I reply. 
He slows our dance, releasing my hand to wipe my tears with his big, rough thumbs. “I do not know if you are aware, but with my kind, emotion is not a trait one easily portrays amongst the company of other’s, especially in public, but behind closed doors or in the grace of those we consider close are we able to drop our guard and express our true selves. So, for you to cry before me… I just want you to know that it is an honor to witness. I am honored you consider me close because I too, consider you close.” 
I burst into a crying chuckle. “Oh, Emerlum… you are the sweetest, most intimidating, scariest being ever, but nevertheless, you are truly amazing. I am so honored to have you as one of my closest friends. I mean it. If you ever want to vent or are ever in need a shoulder to cry on, I’m here for you too, buddy. I’ll always be here.” 
The giant rolls his eyes and huffs.
He looks towards the ceiling, smiling, but when his head lowers, does that smile of his fade and the truth of what he hides behind those crystal clear, depressing eyes become more apparent than ever. Pain. He still holds so much buried pain. Pain I wish nothing more than to see him through. One day when he chooses to let me fully in, I’ll help him. I’ll help him get through whatever darkness he bears. “Thank you,” he says. 
“You’re welcome, Emerlum.” Our stare remains a short moment longer until I scan the room for my other dear friend. “Where is Nolance?” 
Emerlum turns, searching for him too. “Hmm. I do not know.” He observes the king. “You know, one way to bring me to the point of jealousy, is to be forced to watch my lover be with another and from the looks of it,” he says, looking me with a smug smile. “I would say that we have succeeded in making someone’s lover, mighty jealous.” 
I Zurhen sitting high on his throne. 
He leans forward, squeezing the arm rests with a white, knuckle bruising grip. With brows risen, his jaw clenched, and jealous eyes scrutinizing our every move, I half smile, sighing in annoyance as I turn to face my friend. 
“Let him be jealous. Afterall, he did try to lock me in my room again. So, rather cry about it, I think I’m good with allowing him to suffer a little while longer.” 
And to that, Emerlum tosses his head back and roars with laughter. 
Meanwhile, I steal another glance at my mate. My very serious, angry mate. “You want me, then do something about it.” 
He smirks. “Fine. Have it your way. I will. Mate.”
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
We come from two worlds. Two worlds vastly different from one another. In my world, someone may break their promise to one to be with another but in his world… a broken promise means your end. 
I will not be his end but his savior.
His world wishes to tear us a part, but I’d never allow that to happen because unlike the tragic end of sweet Romeo and his Juliet, Zurhen and I will fight to demolish that sacred law of promise. We will fight to be together and if we die, we die defending our love, we die not in cowardice, not by suicide, but together, side by side, our hearts as one.
The emperor stands so high, so regally, so unbelievably handsome. Zurhen rises from his silver throne, takes a few steps towards the front of the stage, and stops to study the room. Slowly, his hand raises, then flips and lowers. The music ceases with a sharp cut off and all within the court silences, everyone turning to give their emperor their undivided attention. 
Emerlum lifts me off his feet and sets me on the floor beside him. 
Not a peep exists within the grand room as everyone awaits for the king to address them. After a few intimidating seconds, he does. “We are all gathered here today, to celebrate the homecoming of not only your emperor and king, but of all the world’s bravest who dared venture across the universe, on a mission to find and avenge the former Imperial Family. Many fought, and many fell, but let it be known that the ones lost, will not be forgotten. No, they will be celebrated, remembered, for their names will forever be memorialized and engraved in the sacred stones dug from the last know stars that had graced our lands long ago.” Zurhen’s head lowers. “May their souls be returned to the stars, and they be reborn in the grace of starlight.” 
The entire crowd bows their heads, reciting Zurhen’s words in solemn prayer. 
Zurhen’s head lifts, as does everyone else’s. “Today, I stand before the kingdom to announce that although our mission was one of great sorrow, it was also indeed, a great success. Not only did we find the one responsible for the death of each one of my royal family members, but we also found one remarkable ally so rare, so extraordinary, you would not believe that she exists, that she breathes the same air as we.” Whispers and murmurs fill the room. “You were all warned of the potential threat to The Three Worlds just earlier today. What would have been our doom, as you may very well see—” Smirking, he lifts his palms, glancing from left to right. “—did not occur.” 
Zurhen lowers his hands, his eyes finding mine in the thick sea of faces. “As our ancestors dropped to their knees, praying to The One True Star that had fallen onto our planet, what could have easily ended us all, the star instead, decided to grant us mercy, blessing us with the glory of its light, not darkness of its wrath. Well, what if I were to stand here today to tell you that she is back. The One True Star has returned, not in spirit, but in flesh and bone.” 
The crowd erupts in a frenzy of chatter. 
Zurhen taps the air, quieting all. 
“Where is she?” someone from within the crowd shouts. 
“Is she amongst us?” another wonders. 
They all search for me yet have not a clue that it is I their emperor speaks of. 
I grow nervous, swallowing back a hard gulp. “Keep calm. Just keep calm,” I whisper to myself. 
A light hand graces the flesh of my lower, exposed back. I sigh at his presence. “Nolance,” I whisper.
With hands placed upon my hips, he leans over my shoulder, the touch of his lips ever so lightly brushing my ear. “Shhh. You are fine. I am here now. Just breathe.” 
Zurhen proceeds with his speech, eyeing Nolance with a tight lip, and an intimidating glare. He studies the crowd before going on. “She saved you. She saved us all, and while The Three Worlds took cover, hiding amongst their shelters, she obliterated the black hole in which would have consumed us all. She answered your prayers and yet none of you had the slightest clue that you have been dancing amongst her holy presence this entire time.” 
And like the brightest beacon that turns and pins on me, every head swings towards my direction. All eyes are on my very existence, and I do not like the attention. 
“It is you!” someone points a finger and shouts. 
Emerlum moves in front of me quick. “Guard her back. I have her front,” the war general orders Nolance. 
“I got you,” Nolance speaks, yet it is not me that fears them but they who should fear me. 
A glass from across the silent room shatters upon the stone floor, startling me enough to jump. 
My head swings towards its direction. 
“Through the darkening we shall rise!” someone angry shouts. 
“Embrace the darkening! Embrace the darkening!” a scattered mob chants in unison. 
“Guards!” Emerlum shouts. “Get them out of here and send them to the cells!” 
Swarms of stampeding soldiers rush the crowd, many pushing others aside without care. They silence those chanting, some soldiers using the hilt of their weapons to knock them unconscious, others using the blunt force of their fists to shut them up. 
And as they carry them off, I turn to the mighty war general. “Emerlum, what are they talking about?” I ask yet am ignored. 
“She is The Star!” a woman shouts. “The Star has returned to us!” 
“Please!” they beg. “Grant us a wish! I want a wish!” they all cry. 
“Stay back!” Emerlum warns all who dare move close. 
It’s chaos. Utter chaos. 
My heart races, my hands trembling as they swarm in on me. With bulging, desperate eyes, my head swings to my mate, pleading with him for help, to stop this before something terrible happens. 
“This is who you have been praying to!” the proud king cheers. “She is The Savior of the Worlds. She is the one powerful enough to destroy a black hole and return magic to our once enchanted worlds!” 
Everyone loses their god damn minds. Loud gasps, shrieking outbursts, sobbing, shouting… I was not prepared for this. He told me they would worship me, but this—this is madness. 
Like a plague, they all begin dropping to their knees, bawling hysterically, screaming, reaching out to touch me. Some pray in the universal language, some in the mother tongue… it doesn’t feel real. This isn’t real. I am not a god. I’m not. I am just… me. I’m me. 
“Amongst The Three Worlds, you are a god,” my mate speaks within. 
“I don’t know what to do. Nolance, Emerlum… I—I—Please help me,” I squeak. 
Nolance wraps an arm around my waist, his hold on my trembling body strong, protective. 
Meanwhile, Emerlum presses himself to my front, extending his hand out to block all before me. “Back! I said back! All of you!” he orders, yet they do not listen. Why won’t they listen? 
I’m panicking, flickering, I’m losing control. “Nolance!” I cry out. 
His light, warm lips press to my ear. “It’s alright. Do it, darling. Explode. Let them see you shine. Allow them to witness your divine glory.” 
“Our goddess has returned to us!” my mate tells. “Our wishes have been answered! She heard us! She heard me… and stars, she is going to change the worlds,” he so proudly claims. 
I look to him, catching his piercing, gleaming eyes. “Zurhen,” I speak. Someone touches my leg and I turn, seeing the beautiful, decorative paint, smeared. “No,” I cry. “What have you done?” A woman crawling towards grips my ankle. I shake my leg to release her. “Get off me! Emerlum!” I call. 
“Do not touch her!” he demands. 
More hands grab at my flesh, skimming up my legs, all ruining what my dear friend had magically painted for me. “Stop touching me!” I scream, yet they still don’t listen. 
Someone rips my dress, and I— “I said STOP!”
A powerful wave of energy bursts free.
All fly far back, including the two guarding me. 
Left in the wake of my empty, radial blast, I look to my mate as he stands strong, unfazed by my detonation. 
All goes quiet, every wide-eyed gaze pointed in my direction. While the people slowly rise to their feet, Zurhen descends the steps from his throne, heading straight for me. 
The crowd divides, making way for their king. 
Nolance takes a close stand at my side, just as Emerlum joins my opposite. 
I look to Emerlum. “I’m so sorry.”
“I am fine,” he assures. 
I turn to Nolance. “I am so sorry.” 
He smiles lightheartedly. “Oh, it’d take far more than a little push to harm me.” 
We three face the emperor. 
Zurhen stops before me and takes my hand. “Serena,” his soft voice speaks.
“Zurhen,” I whisper.
His focus remains on me as his head lifts to speak. “You all have just bear witnessed for yourselves. Not only is she The One True Star, but she is also someone of immense importance to me. Someone I have fallen irrevocably in love with. She is… my mate, my fated heartmate and the star I have had the honor of claiming for myself.” 
My lungs fill with a deep breath I can’t quite let loose.
Loud gasps and ah’s fill the room.
I immediately scan the room, curiosity and worry flooding me after his reveal. And there, out of the crowd, Klem’enoli comes into view. Hidden back within the mass, all turn to where she stands. 
Her expression stunned and her skin paled, she looks to the king then to me. Devastation and confusion play across her fallen face and for some reason, I pity her. I feel her pain.
“She is not worthy of your worry,” he responds to my thought. Zurhen carries on with his speech. “A promised betrothal was made to the Duchess Klem’enoli of Klemoria, and as it is my sacred oath to fulfill that promise, I ask of you all, if you had found your heartmate, and the old laws dared to keep you apart, would you abide, or would you do everything in your power to abolish it all?” 
The people raise their fists, all shouting in unison. “Abolish! Abolish! Abolish!”
“You did not,” Nolance mutters from behind. 
With my gaze still set on my mate, my head turns slightly back to respond. “What? What did he do?”
Nolance peers over my left shoulder. “He just gained the sympathy vote of the kingdom and when word gets out, he will have it from all the worlds. If I were the Imperial Council, I would be trembling in quaking fear right about now,” he says with a subtle tone of pride.
A wide smirk appears across my face. “So, much for you knowing your worlds, Emerlum. Looks like you were wrong about them.” He does not respond. 
“And here I thought the worlds barbaric,” Nolance adds. “Give them the opportunity to make a wish and find their true heartmate and they will turn against whoever dare get in their way. I was wrong. There may be hope for them after all,” he ends, murmuring to himself. 
I address my mate through the bond. “You went against the plan.”
“I took a chance, because for you, I would do anything to be with the one I love.” 
“This is going to be bad, Zurhen.” 
“I know, and I am ready.” 
“So, am I.” In fact, I am more than ready for whatever is to come. I always am.
Zurhen holds his head high. “Bear witness today, that your emperor’s magic has awakened and is strong, for I have been chosen and blessed by the goddess herself to wield the magic of my great ancestor’s. I am The Wielder of the True Royal Power! An Ethereal! A Harnesser of the Elements and Divine and with my power, will I go on to rule The Three Worlds the way my ancestors never have!” he roars. 
Chills. Utter chills coat my arms. 
The crowd cheers. Exuberant and lively, they applaud their emperor, clamoring with praise. 
“We both will,” he looks me and adds. 
Zurhen takes my opposite hand, lifting ours to hold between us. A cocky smile rises on the corner of his lips. “You two should back away for this,” he warns Emerlum and Nolance. They take a few large steps, back. “Now how about we give them a show, shall we?” 
I nod, smirking big. “One they won’t ever forget.”  And as he begins to glow a beautiful blue, I emit a low, steady radiance of white.
Zurhen’s glow magnifies, its brilliance branching out like a paper-thin, pulsing wave. Larger, it grows until it has us surrounded by a thick, cloudy storm of lightening and air. All outside sound is silenced behind our impenetrable bubble of love, our orb of a magical enchantment. 
“Keep glowing,” he instructs, so I do. I turn up the exposure, shining brighter. He gasps. “Stars, you are so beautiful.” 
“Zurhen, what are we doing?”
“Just keep glowing, and then leave it to me. I have a plan.” 
I glance up, around, observing the mixed air of white and blue. A milky sky hue, the orb if filled with our radiating energy which is about near ready to burst…
“You’re going to allow it to burst,” I realize. 
“Trust me, alright?” 
“I trust you.” Following that, the force field drops and Zurhen and I are lifted into the air by a violent, surrounding vortex of storm and wind. 
I grab ahold of him quick, as he does the same with me and there, we hold one another close, spinning and dancing in the grace of our combined, spiraling light. 
“I told you we would share our first royal dance beneath the bright stars above my court.” 
“When did you tell me that?” 
“Before you learned to speak my language.” I bite my bottom lip to keep from smiling big. 
We rise towards the stars that shine down through the opened dome, floating not as two, but as one. As the world fades around us, it becomes only him and I, in this moment, in this world, together, united, strong.
Zurhen speaks. “The worlds will back us. They will support our union. I was afraid they would not but I—” 
“What made you believe that they would?” 
“Faith. I have always believed in it. I should have never doubted it, nor myself. I should have never doubted my kingdom either because who would not want to spend the rest of their life with their other half if found? You are my other half Serena, and I would be nothing if not half a being without you. It is you and me, together in this life, and in the next.” 
Happy tears blur my vision, blinding me from seeing my mate within our heavy glow. A few blinks and those tears fall, clearing my view.
As words elude me, I release a breath and just smile.
My hand lays upon his heart as his rests against mine. “Love will always find a way,” I tell him. 
He smiles so beautifully. “Love will always find a way.” 
So irrevocably caught up in the surreality of this moment, I barely register our feet touching gently down upon the ground. 
The vortex spirals upwards from our figures, twisting into the air, fast towards the stars. 
All is quiet, all is still amongst the observers. Not a peep from the world as they watch, as they wait.
Emerlum approaches our side. 
Without breaking our gaze, Zurhen commands his war general, “Escort her to her room. Allow no one to follow.”
“Yes, Emperor,” Emerlum obeys. 
“What about you?” I ask my mate. 
“Someone must stay behind to make sure the kingdom does not follow you. Do not worry about me. I will see you soon.” 
Emerlum pulls my arm. “Come,” he orders. “I am getting you out of here before they all unfreeze.” 
Zurhen’s fingers slip past mine, his arm still extended as he watches me go.
One last look back at my mate and then I turn the opposite way.
We rush forward and as we run; I search for my dark, mysterious friend. “Wait. Where’s Nolance?”
“I do not know,” Emerlum responds. 
Huh. That’s strange. I wonder where he went.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Nolance
They say that to cross between The Realm of Magic and escape its enchanting hold, one must know true strength, for if you get lost along the way, lingering in the aether of wishes and dreams for too long, one, you may never find your way out, two, you may never wake again and three… well you might just find yourself trapped for all eternity.
Some may think it nice, to be trapped, to live in a false reality where all imagined is but a wish away, a dream within a dream no one dare wake up from, but me? I’d much rather be awake and bound somewhere with a warm, sea breeze.
At least here, in this world, in this kingdom… I can live free. I can live undisturbed, alone and without the incessant need answer his summons upon every little visit. Besides, it has been far too long since we last spoke. I would not even know what to say. Where to begin…
A veil of enchantment, a shroud. Behind every wall hides something it wishes to protect. In this case, a world.
She did not see it upon her brief journey, but had she known there was another world just behind the illusion, she would have been amazed.
It is not a world I wish to see. At least not today. To witness the sleeping live out their happy dreams… well, I find it cruel. 
All I know is nightmares.
All I know is constant pain.
Every kingdom knows a ruler and see it how I could care less about ruling, it was time I entrusted the most important realm of all, the birthplace of magic, the one true epicenter of all that is divine and holy to another. I bequeathed it to him, the one who can give a dream or take it away. The one they call, Dream. 
The third oldest celestial god. 
My son.
After vanishing from the ball and swiftly moving through The Realm of Magic, I fall between worlds, appearing somewhere in the vacant darkness of my home. A home I have not visited since long before I found her soaring amongst the stars on that wretched ship. 
My back meets a hard surface.
I crash on top of a wooden table, the wood instantly splintering before it cracks, and I fall through.
A hard land steals my breath. “Ugh. Bloody hell,” I mumble. Unmoving, lifeless, broken, I remain laying where I am and as I lay here, my gaze lingers above, staring at the nothing, my mind pondering if I were to stay here forever, would the pain of losing her make this ache within my soul any less terrible? “No,” I lowly speak. “Don’t give up. You mustn’t give up. She needs you.” 
“And you need her,” The Darkness speaks. 
“Go to hell, why don’t you.” 
“I am already there.” 
As I stand, the already broken planks of wood that lay in pieces, cracks beneath my weight.
Across my home and down the long hall, I move aimlessly towards the back of my dark, lonely castle, towards the outside. Dusty, stagnant and cold, this spacious place has known no warmth for too long, even on a heated night such as this very one. 
With a soft flick of the wrist, the onyx double steel doors open inward, allowing for that hot summer breeze to grace my presence. Night. Hello my old friend.
With one shuffling foot in front of the other, it is a wonder how I manage to step out and onto the lawn without tripping.
It is warm out. Warm enough to rid myself of this ridiculous clothing in which clings to my flawless, glistening flesh.
First to go, my suit. I undo the few buttons then remove my shoes and socks, littering the yard as I toss them aside.
 Bare chested and stripped of a faded bond that once intertwined and danced with my own dark markings, my skin knows no warmth. It now only knows what it truly means to be abandoned, to be left in insufferable isolation, to be left wondering the cold space between the stars.
The overgrown, soft blades of grass prick the soles of my feet with a gentle tickle upon each step I take. Right now, it is the only sense I acknowledge. 
Closer, I near the seaside edge.
An inhale of the salty humid air strikes me with a nostalgic remembrance. Oh, how I have missed the sea breeze and misty droplets of ocean water splashing upon the high cerulean cliffs. 
Almost there. A few feet more.
My steps slow as I approach the end.
At last, here I am with my toes wiggling freely over the daunting depths below, without the slightest care of falling. In fact. That sounds like a grand idea. A marvelous one indeed. “Fuck it,” I lowly curse. “Fuck it all.”
My arms spread wide, and my head lifts high.
One small step forward, I fall, dropping fast towards the awaiting abyss.
As the moon shines at a half crescent and the clear skies allow for the constellations to beam its casting glow upon the dark waters of the night, it is as if I am soaring towards the stars, to her.
With the cool, stinging night air blowing upon my face, I manage a smile, taking in this peace with a warm, harmonious welcome. 
A heavy tear escapes the corner of my eye, the drop lingering far above and out of sight. No. Enough. No more tears for I have shed far too many. It is time to live. It is time to be strong. For her. For me. “I’ve come this far, and I will not give up now,” I speak into the blaring wind.
Close. Closer. Closer. I bend forward and position myself to dive. Right before my body makes impact, I close my eyes and blast my shadows. An impenetrable cocoon of darkness, the gift has never failed me before.
Boom! We meet. Death and me. At least we would have had I’d been any other.
The refreshing, cool water greets me with a bruising, yet awakening charm. Down, I sink, all the while, enjoying the comforting pressure, calming silence and serene darkness that surrounds my solid form. 
I could keep going, sinking until I meet the end, the darkest pit where light does not exist. 
“And what good would that do?” The Darkness questions. “You will not die.” 
“Just let me be, will you?” 
“Not until we have what we want.” 
“What I want, is for you to turn back time and give me what was lost but you cannot do that, can you?” 
“If I could, do you think I would have ever joined you? We need one another, for you and I have unfinished business.” 
“No,” I correct. “You and I have one thing in common.” 
“Oh yeah? And what is that?” he asks. 
I open my eyes, peering through the salty darkness. “Her. My love, the vessel that your light resides in. The vessel you need to awaken your loves memories.” 
Forget this place. I was never one to remain in a single location for too long. Time I say ado.
I send myself soaring towards the stars that shine above the glassy surface. A mere second it takes for me to come shooting out of the sea.
Water flows from my flesh and pants, drying almost instantly. 
Faster, I push myself to soar until I am skyrocketing. With my shadows blowing downward like flames in the wind, it is not long before I break the sound barrier and pass through the few thin clouds in the crisp night sky.
Past where no being could ever breathe alone, I enter the area high above the living. 
Just a little further. Almost there. Almost—space, I enter the beyond.
Within a blink, I transform into my darkest, celestial self, my flesh a camouflage amongst the serene, sparkling galaxy.
One big breath, I inhale the stars. I inhale her and my gods… she is exquisite.
My ascendence slows, my need to go further than this no more. This is high enough.
Weightless and free of gravity, it takes but a light turn, to face down upon the buzzing world. “I will not abandon her but give her time, for her happiness will always come first, even if it puts mine last.” 
It is The Darkness that replies, “We are running out of time. You will lose her for good if you do not force her to remember now.” 
“And that is where you are wrong. That is where we have failed. Love does not know force, but kindness and patience, and considering I have known patience since long before the dawn of time, what’s a few more months, years?” 
He disagrees. “Have you not learned a thing from the past?” 
“I have learned plenty from the past and it is with that knowledge that I now know what I should not but must do.” 
My head tilts back to gaze up at the three bright, new stars that flicker above the planet. “She has three more mortal lives left to live after this one and I will not see them wasted. I will not watch her die once more. She will live, in this life and when the time is right, together, we will rule, as we have done before.” 
“And if you fail her and she dies before truly awakening?” 
“Then I’d have three more chances to get it right, but if I fail her by the third… then I will gladly follow her eternal soul towards the stars.” I gaze down at the world where she exists, she breathes, she lives, happily and free. “I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait as long as it takes for you to find your way back to me. That I forever vow.” 
 
Serena
 
Here I am, pacing nervously back and forth in my room like the anxiety ridden—I turn quick when a quiet double knock, followed by a light triple knock sounds at the door.  
My heart flutters. “Zurhen,” I whisper. 
The door slides open and standing just behind the threshold, a dark cloaked figure. He enters fast, allowing the door to slide closed behind him. With a swift pull, those big blue hands draw back his black hood, revealing a face that could only be imagined in dreams.
“Zurhen,” I gasp. 
I extend my arms, ready for him to take me. 
He comes racing towards. Four leaps it takes him to reach where I stand across the large open room.
His hands grasp my waist, raising me high above him. “Serena,” his happy voice speaks. “My heart. My mate.” 
We twirl, spinning fast and as the world blurs around us, only he remains visible, that smile of his, a beacon that could light any dark path back to him.
Too soon, he lowers me, weaving his arms around so that he may hold me close. 
I lock my limbs around him and completely lose myself as I gaze into those sparkling blue eyes. 
“You do not know how much I have missed you. To see you is not enough. I must consume you, to live,” he tells.
There’s a desperation behind his pained voice, an ache I can feel through this intensifying, ever-growing bond we share. He truly missed me. That I know well.
While my head shakes in denial that he is real, that we are real, I comb his long, silky tresses at the side, deeply staring in utter infatuation. I am so obsessed with you, it is unreal,” I breathe.
He smiles adoringly. “Then you understand a fraction of what I feel towards you.” So quickly, Zurhen slides a hand behind my neck, pulls me close and not only kisses me, but pushes his love onto me with all that he owns, and I take it. I take it all and much more.
Long and devouring, our lips unite, our tongues fighting to dominate one another in a dance of survival. 
I withdraw my tongue, pulling back to speak upon his big, warm lips. “I love you,” my endearment sounding a bit aggressive, possessive even. “I love you so much it hurts.” 
“And I love you,” he wholeheartedly responds.
“You wanted to lock me in my room again.” Not a question, but a fact. 
His kisses do not stop as he speaks. “It was for your own protection.”
“For my protection or for the courts?” 
“Both,” he answers.
I lean away, staring angrily. “What?” he wonders. Nope. He does not get off that easily. 
Within a flash, I unlock my legs from around him and drop to the floor. As I yield, he follows. “Never, and I mean never, lock me in anywhere again,” I warn. 
He halts, his eyes widening in horror when he realizes his mistake. “Serena… I did not mean—no. No. I am so sorry. I did not realize—” 
I stop him there. “I have been kept in isolation from the world and locked away my entire life and now that I am free, I will not be locked away by you. Do you understand me?” 
“Yes. Yes, I understand you and I am so sorry. You must believe me. I swear I did not think. My ignorance is my own fault. I should have realized before I ordered the command. Never again. You have my promise.” He moves in quick and takes my face between his two giant hands. “The fact that I would forget—I hate myself for forgetting. I am so truly sorry, but you must believe me when I say that you are free, Serena. You are free to soar wherever you wish. I mean it. The worlds are yours.”
“As are the skies and stars,” I remind. 
“Yes. It is all yours for the taking. You own it all. You own me.” 
A quiver in my throat causes my lips to tremble and my voice to break. “I can’t be put back in a cell. I can’t feel like I’m trapped. Not again. Never again.”
My eyes suddenly blur with tears threatening to spill.
He wipes the salty liquid with his thumbs, caressing my cheeks with smooth sweeps. “Serena… you are not trapped. I promise you are not. You are free. Do you hear me? You. Are. Free.”
I am free. I. Am. Free. I’m not trapped. I’m not. I’m free. Free.
What remaining tears I own, fall when I nod.
I don’t know where the strength comes from or how I even have any left after using it to get this far in life, but I gather it. I take a deep breath and remind myself that I am alright. That everything is fine. That I am fine. I am good. I am happy. I am alive, healthy, loved… by convincing myself, I begin to believe it. I begin to feel strong, better. At least for now. “In that case, I want to start doing things that I want to do,” I tell him. 
His brows furrow with worry. “Have I done something in which you have not wanted to do?” 
I shake my head fast. “No. Not at all. I just meant that there is something I always wanted to try but was too shy to bring up.” 
“And what is that?”  
Some part of me… this need for control—there’s this deep, intimate, dark side of me that I have never shown another nor embraced, and it surfaces. It wishes to be heard, seen.
I grip his arms and turn him fast. Before I realize what I am doing, I rush him back until his calves meet the end of the bed.
He falls, taking me down with him.
Zurhen lands with a big plop, his massive body and heavy weight sinking into the soft, thick sheets and mattress. Next, I’m crawling on top of him, my gaze a predatory stare full of an unquenchable lust.
Half taken by surprise, half aroused by my dominant nature, the corner of lips curl upward, just as his eyes twinkle with pride. “Not that I am not enjoying whatever this is, but what is going on?” 
As I hover over his massive, powerful body, he grasps my hips, digging his pulsing fingers into my flesh. 
“I don’t mind doing things that you want to do, but I also want to try taking control. I want to know that you’ll do whatever I say, whatever I want.” 
A heated gasp escapes him.
His smirk drops, desire casting upon his parted mouth and heavy breathing. As his heart races and that log between us swells, I know I got him right where I want him. I know he’d do whatever I wish, whatever I order.
His raspy voice deepens. “Even kings bow down to their queens. My body is yours, as is my heart. You own them, so whatever you wish to do to me, I am at your command as I am at your full, devoted mercy, so go on mate. Rule me. Destroy me if that will make you happy.” 
A smile stretches across my closed lips. “I don’t want to destroy you, Zurhen. I just want your everything.”
“Well, you have it. It is yours. I am all yours.” Something in the room captures his attention. He looks around, studying the area. “Wait. What happened to your room?” He then notices the bed. “And why is your bed so low to the ground?” 
I bite my bottom lip to keep from smiling. “You can blame it on magic.”
Zurhen’s eyes lift, his expression grown serious. With one swift and smooth move, he wraps an arm around my body, stands, and flips us around. 
Caught in his hold and held against him, he crawls towards the center of the bed, lowers me onto the soft mattress, and hovers over. With his long hair caging each side of his face, I reach up to tuck it behind his pointy ears.
He too sweeps a lock of my hair behind mine. “I give you full and utter control over me, but the only control I require over you, is for you to submit to my every, aching fantasy.” 
My fingers trace down the sides of his muscular neck, my hands moving over his shoulders and towards his upper arms where I stop to hold. “You did warn me your kind can be quite primal. I can accept those terms, Zurhen. I can accept them greatly.” 
He smiles seductively, eyeing my lips as he circles them. And then he looks up beneath white, thick brows, that smirk stretching high at the corner of his mouth. “Then I think it is time I introduce you to that primal side of me. Are you ready to meet more of him, Serena?”
I swallow a nervous gulp, the aching part of me below clenching in response. “Yes,” I breathe.
A wicked grin graces his face.
Anxious, I watch in eager anticipation as he lowers down my body, his intense, piercing stare set on me the whole way.
One slow, torturous lick around his full lips, he pushes my legs apart with each one of his knees, kneels between them, and then raises to lift his cloak over his head. 
Zurhen tosses the material aside, staring down on me when he goes on to remove his shirt. 
While he undresses, I admire his impeccable figure, drool slipping out of the corner of my mouth as I imagine licking over those mountains of abdominals on display before me. 
“I can give you something else to lick,” he responds after reading my mind. 
My eyes lift, meeting his. 
If it were not for hearing my own heart pound beneath my chest, each beat reminding me that I am alive, I’d assume this were an illusion, that he was an illusion, a figment of my imagination concocted to convince me to remain conscious during my dying time in that cold, dark cage. My angel, my hero, Zurhen was my light and without him, I would have succumbed to that darkness. I would have welcomed death.
I wait on him to undo every, last button to his pants and thank God, he finally lowers them, freeing that hardened, massive, blue cock. Even in the dimly lit room, it glistens, shining from the residue that coats its skin.
“Come here and lick me, Serena,” he orders. 
I nearly jump on demand, shuffling towards him like a monster deprived of blood, deprived of him.
As I kneel before him, face to face with that enormous, alien cock I love so much, a small gasp escapes me when it twitches, those swollen vessels along the sides throbbing in excitement to know me, to feel me once more.
Using both hands, I wrap them around the base and bring him towards me. One wide, long lick up the side, my tongue graces those ribbed edges, as well as the flavorless residue that coats its slick, warm skin.
The handsome giant shivers, tensing in place. “Holy stars. Fuck Serena. Holy fuck,” he deeply moans.
I smirk against him and give it one more generous lick.
He bucks forward, that log of his sweeping past my lips. “Serena…” he whines. “More. Please.”
I grin. He wants more? I’d be delighted.
As I kneel high before him and grip the lower part of him, I position my open mouth over his large, bulbous tip, open wide and then take him in. 
“Serena!” he shouts.
I smile around his girth. 
He’s so big. Almost too big.
His hand lay pressed against the back of my head, slightly pushing me forward. “Please, take as much of me in as you can,” he begs, so I do. I take as much of him as I physically and humanly can. Humanly… but I’m not just human. I am more.
Eager to see how far the boundary of my magic goes, I will my mouth and throat to open wider and it works. My jaw stretches, the hollow part towards my throat spreading enough to allow him to push further in. 
“Oh stars!” he cries. 
Never having done this before, I experiment with licking, sucking, twirling my tongue up, down, and around. While I do that, my hands work together on stroking the rest of his big, pulsing, veiny cock. 
“Serena. Fuck! Whatever you do, do not stop what you are doing. You are so good at this. Holy stars, you are too fucking good,” he whimpers. I don’t want to stop. I can’t. Not until I’ve brought him over the edge. His pleasure is my pleasure. What he feels, I feel. We are one, united, bonded by that magical thread that binds our two hearts as one. He pushes my head forward, urging me to take more of him. “For stars sake. That tongue… fuck!” Another inch, he’s in my throat, slowly fucking my mouth with restrained, gentle pumps. “Serena… yes.”
Warm and wet, his tip leaks, the taste of him how I never expected arousal to taste. 
“How do I taste?” he wonders. 
“Addicting,” I speak within. “My favorite flavor I never knew existed.” 
He chuckles, bursting with laughter.
After a few seconds, his outburst subsides into a soft, happy tone. “You really are my heartmate. Stars, we were made for each other.”
Following a few more minutes of pleasuring him, he laces his fingers through the back of my hair and pulls me away. 
His cock slips out and past my lips with a slippery pop.
Suddenly embarrassed to have him see my abnormally wide jaw, I cover my mouth and shift back to normal.
He takes my hand, moving it away from my face. “Do not ever feel embarrassed around me. You are extraordinary. You really are, Serena.” I blush.
While Zurhen removes the rest of his clothes, I lay back, waiting for him to come to me.
His gaze a penetrating, heated stare, the handsome giant climbs back over, and hovers close above. So slowly, he traces my lips once around with his thumb and then inserts two thick fingers into my mouth. 
I close my lips around them, generously wetting them with my tongue. 
His fingers withdraw, lowering between our bodies and far below. They nudge at my entrance, his two thick wands of magic slipping in with ease thanks to how aroused I am. 
My eyes roll into my skull, my body heating in ways I did not think were possible.
Those gosh damn tingles… they get me every time.
My eyes close and my head falls back against the mattress. “Zurhen,” I breathe.
Solid and moving, his fingers thrust, stretching, and filling me deeply, massaging me wholly. Knuckle deep and quick, his rhythm does not start off slow, no, his fingers pound into me, curving upwards to hit a spot so sensitive, so sweet, I seriously think I might die from the euphoric pleasure alone. And he doesn’t stop. Please don’t ever stop.
Over and over and over, my body thwarts, the headboard banging against the wall each time the mattress slides forward.
My screams persist. Aching crying, moaning, and grunting… I can’t stop. I don’t remember ever being so loud.
“My mate enjoys it rough, do you not?” 
“Yes!” I shout. “I do. I really do,” I sob in madness. I am burning. My body is on fire.
“You are glowing. You are glowing so good for me.” I don’t open my eyes to see. I don’t care too. I’m too wrapped up in the pleasure, my body begging for a release that if I don’t meet, I will die. I will seriously die.
More and more, he gives, fucking me with those glorious fingers, waiting for me to come undone. 
Zurhen suddenly stops thrusting, stilling inside me. “Not yet.”
“No!” I cry.
His fingers withdraw, leaving me whining after the sudden absence. Smirking, the giant sits up between my parted thighs. “Oh, you just wait,” he teases.
While he tastes his fingers, I cover my eyes, rubbing them in irritation. “Ugh. You suck so much.”
Zurhen chuckles. “No. That would be you who does. And very well I might add.
“Well, after leaving me hanging like that, you can kiss those sucking privileges of mine goodbye.”
“Open your eyes, Serena.”
“No,” I pout.
“I said open them,” he orders. His heavy cock slaps me below. I gasp, bucking high in response. “Serena, open them,” he commands with a little more authority. 
I open my eyes and—many long, black, slithering tentacles come forth from out and around his back. My eyes widen and I sit up fast. “Whoa,” I murmur. No matter how many times I witness them, I will never get used to how alien, how terrifying, yet thrilling his tentacles are.
One extends forward. Smooth and glistening, it slithers over my gown and up my torso. Past my breast, it curls under the fabric and down between my cleavage, traveling until it finds the slit at the side of my thigh. With one hard, quick yank, it pulls on the thin material, tearing it from my body. 
“Zurhen!” I shout, smiling at the surprising aggression, yet he just grins, his dark, hooded eyes, and that beastly side of him that I have yet to fully meet, on the verge of coming forth to say hello. 
So beautiful, so foreign, that other half of him emerges before me, and I can’t look away. “Your skin,” I speak in awe. 
A scaly black, it spreads from behind, swarming down his arms, covering his hands, his neck, chest, leaving his face and lower half his own blue. “I will not allow his full form to come through. So, this is all he gets. This is all you get. For now.”
“Okay,” I agree. 
Zurhen reaches for my panties, his sharp, black talons ripping the thin material from my flesh with ease. 
I squeal at the roughness, my heated self below throbbing in reaction to this alien, dominant side of him. 
His smirk widens. “I told you I would fuck you harder than I ever have, and you know I always keep true to my word. I am going to fuck you now, Serena. I am going to fuck you with everything I own.” 
My lower body tenses. “With everything you own? You have like twenty tentacles. You can’t possibly fuck me with all of them.” His smirk fades, his face growing serious. I swallow hard. “Oh. You’re not joking.”
With dark eyes pinned on me, two of his tentacles reach for my wrists, coiling around. As they bring my arms above my head, another tentacle slides beneath my back and circles my waist. Strong enough to lift me off the bed, it holds my healthy weight as if I were nothing. Just then, two more tentacles coil around ankles. They spread my legs wide, exposing me to the beast that licks his lips hungrily. Another tentacle comes up from under and between his thighs. Thicker than the others, the big, round head of it moves towards, stopping right outside my top entrance.
My brows narrow. “Wait… that’s not one of your tentacles. What is that? Is that—is that a tail?” I shriek, yet he does not answer but instead, plunges that tail, without warning, deep inside me with one quick, smooth stroke. I scream, quivering around its girth and sensational presence. “Zurhen,” I moan. 
Over, and over again, he fucks me hard and fast, never letting up, never slowing, never halting. 
Speedy, inhuman blows, my moans turn into struggled squeaks of undeniable, exquisite pleasure. 
Another tentacle slips past my right cheek, the head of it nudging at my lips.
“Take it,” my mate orders. I open my mouth wide for him. Thinner than the one fucking me below, this one slides with ease, down my throat and back, repeatedly and in sync with its other.
Next to my mumbled hums, moaning and his praises and groaning, a mix of sloshing, slurping, and sucking fills the charged, silent room with the sounds of our love making. I’m being fucked by two tentacles. I’m being owned and devoured and it’s—I love this. Starved for freedom all my life, to willingly give that freedom to the one I love, to the one I trust—I trust him. That’s what this is. Trust. I trust him. I trust him with my life, with my freedom… take my body, take my heart because it’s yours. I’m all yours!
“I love you,” he responds outside my thoughts.
“And I love you,” I speak within. Double the pleasure, it’s too much. It’s all too much and I can’t take no more. “Zurhen… I’m going to—I’m going to—”
“Not yet,” he orders. 
“Then when?” I cry. 
A change occurs. His tentacles reel me towards him. And as both his tail and the tentacle down my throat withdraws and exits, the tentacle wrapped around my waist lowers me over the tip of his massive cock. 
After wiping my wet lips, I lock my arms around his neck and brace for his considerate size. 
“Are you ready?” he asks, making sure I have prepared myself to take him. 
I nod. “Yes, I am ready.” 
My head tosses back, my eyes squint closed and I bite my bottom lip at the exact moment he pushes into me. All the way.
Zurhen’s gaze lowers to the hand of mine I have pressed upon my belly. Up and down, I run my palm over the bulge beneath my flesh. “I will never get used to feeling you like this.”
“Like what?” he wonders. 
“Like it’s the first time I’ve ever felt you inside me.”
His hand slides around to hold the back of my neck. And then his fingers slip up through my strands, stopping to grip my hair with a gentle tug. 
My head tilts back, his pull forcing me to stare up at him. Without a single spoken word, he begins pumping into me. 
“Zurhen,” I gasp.
We go on, like this, for a while, just staring, just knowing one another the way two lovers do. After a moment, his pace increases and I all but come undone. Faster and faster, his thrusts pick up speed, that head of his hitting me deeper, harder every time.
“Oh god,” I continuously moan. 
“You are my god,” he claims. 
“No. I’m not. I’m not a god.” 
He grips my hair harder, slamming himself into me over and over. “Yes. You. Are,” he counters between thrusts.
As we stare, gazing into each other’s eyes, I do not fight him, I do not correct him, but just yield to this moment, embracing the way he worships me like a— 
“A goddess,” he finishes. “I am going to build a temple in your honor so that all the worlds may come and bow at the feet of your beauty and grace.” 
Breathless and panting, I ask, “You’re going to build a statue of me?” 
“I am going to build a monument of you in every major city in all The Three Worlds. Monuments you will see from even beyond the three planets.” 
“Zurhen,” I speak in awe. 
“A late present but happy Winter Starlight,” he says. 
A few heavy tears tumble from my eyes. “You are too good to me. What did I ever do to deserve you?”
His thrusting slows yet remains smooth and deep. “I ask myself that exact same question every day. Marry me, Serena. Become my queen. Bless me with the honor of calling you, my wife.”
My mind goes blank. 
I heave a deep breath, freezing. 
Unblinking, I don’t know how long I stare for, but at some point, Zurhen had stopped thrusting, waiting patiently on me to answer. 
I heard him wrong. He couldn’t have possibly asked what I thought I heard him ask. 
My breathing quickens. My heart races. “You said—I’m not sure I heard you right. Repeat it again.” 
He smiles. “Will you marry me, Serena?” 
I swallow hard, the light switch in my head suddenly flipping back on to allow me to think. “You—you want me to—to marry you? Me?” 
“Yes you,” he assures with a kind smile. 
“What about Klem’enoli? What about the law of promise?” 
“No one will need to know. It will be our secret until we decide to share it with the worlds.”
He wants me to marry him. He wants me to marry him. I—I—an overwhelmed outburst of laughter escapes me and the next thing I know, I’m trying to find the words to say, “Yes. Zurhen… yes! I will marry you. God yes, I will marry you.” 
He releases a loud, long sigh. 
Overjoyed and beaming, he pulls me close. “Thank the stars,” he breathes. “Thank you.” He cradles my head, holding it to his chest. One long deep kiss on top, he repeats himself once more. “Thank you, Serena. I swear life cannot get any better than this, for if it does, then I might assume it all a dream.” 
“Same,” I respond. “Same.”
I go to clutch my star necklace only to realize that it’s already been removed.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
My heart races, my anxiety running rampant. I wake late in the night, my half-conscious mind in a disoriented, panicked state. Clammy, and cool, I grab at my necklace, gripping only flesh and air. Next, I reach beside for my mate, yet all I feel, is the cold, empty, silk sheets where he once laid. “Zurhen! Zurhen!” I scream. 
The adjoining door bursts open and come rushing in, is Nolance. “Serena,” his worried voice speaks within the lonely, desolate silence. 
“I can’t find him. I can’t find him!” I shout in delirium, patting the sheets, the pillow, touching everywhere to find him. Nolance comes racing towards. He jumps onto the end of the bed, and I turn towards him as he quickly crawls to me. Kneeling before my weeping self, he takes my face between his firm hands and raises me onto my knees. “I can’t find him,” I sob. 
“He’s not here, darling, but I am. I’m right here. I’m here.” He’s here. Nolance is here. He always here.
A comforting peace washes over me at the realization that I am not alone. I am never truly alone. Not when he is always near. “Nolance,” I whisper.
“Yes, my darling?” His eyes… as violet as the shimmering cosmos and as alluring as the night, they do not blink, they do not turn, but pierce through the windows to my soul, down to the darkest corner where no other has ever ventured nor seen before.
“I—” yet instead of speaking, I pull him close, and I do not let go. Not for the life of me.
His arms find their way around me in an instant. And then his shadows… they emerge from his figure like long, dark streams of air and smoke, coiling around me in a cocoon of comfort and love.
The sheer, black curtains sway softly in the light, cool coastal breeze that blows between the two opened, double doors. The wind is heaven on my hot, glistening skin. With the bluish light of the moon casting its glow along our side nearest the door, we remain as we are, holding one another under the radiance of moonlight.
He brushes a lock of my hair behind my ear and then lowers that hand. Down the center of my back those feather-like tips glide lower and lower, stopping to lay splayed at the end of my tailbone.
He pulls me closer. Our bodies press.
A certain hard part of him grows below and pushes upon me, but I don’t make a thing of it. It’s just a physical reaction to being this close. I don’t even think he’s aware. 
Dressed in a short, thin, silver chemise, an article of clothing that leaves little to the imagination and meant for only my mate, despite him already seeing me in the nude, this bit of fabric has me feeling a bit… nervous.
“How do you do it?” I wonder.
“Do what?” he asks.
“Always know what I need.”
He smiles behind closed lips. “I just listen. I see.”
“I haven’t slept without him since he found me in that cell. He was here. He snuck in last night after the ball. We fell asleep together and then I woke and now he’s gone. I didn’t even hear him say goodbye. He left me. He left me all alone in the dark,” I end in tears. 
He cradles the back of my head. “Shhh,” he soothes. “It’s alright. I’m sure he said it before he had to depart. You might have just been asleep while he did. Maybe he did not want to wake you.” 
“I don’t want to be alone. I can’t be alone. I don’t want to sleep in the dark. Not by myself. Please don’t make me. Please stay with me, Nolance. Please,” I end with wiping my eyes.
“Serena… of course, I will. Come here, you,” he insists. 
Nolance turns us to lay. Once positioned, he pulls the thin, black, silk sheet up over our bodies. His arm then slides beneath my neck, and I don’t wait for him to wrap it around. I grab it, pulling it to where it lay across my collar. And now here I am, holding onto him, never wanting to let go but somehow wishing for a way to hold him even closer.
His shadows suddenly tighten, their faint, warm presence a pleasant vibration amongst my skin.
It’s strange, this—thing between us. There’s always been something about him, something unexplainable, something strong, undeniable. I once thought it was the danger, the thrill, the mystery that drew me to him, but that’s not it. It’s something more. Something deeper, something I’m not quite sure how to explain, but it’s there. It’s always been there. The need to be close, to need to never let go but hold on to. Forever. 
I turn on my side, snuggle into him, and rest my head upon his chest. One smooth, delicate caress, his hand sweeps over the skin of my back, moving around to hold my shoulder. I slide a hand across his solid, ripped torso, squeezing the tight muscle at his side while I cuddle into him. 
After a long, silent moment, our deep breaths become the only noise next to our rapidly beating hearts. 
He leaves me with one long kiss on top of the head. Hesitating at first, his arm then wraps fully around. Nolance hugs me, squeezing me against him and the comfort... I don’t know how he does it, but it works. It always works. Another kiss on top of my head, this one lasts longer than the first. A few seconds pass before he releases a broken, jagged exhale. 
His once tense body completely relaxes next to mine.
While breathing him in, I calm, listening to each strong beat of his heart. His scent… fresh and cool, I think of snow. I see the stars. I envision my home. He reminds me of home. Of winter. Another long, quiet moment goes by before I speak. “I had a nightmare. I dreamt I was back in my cell and when I woke, I thought I really was.” 
“You’re not there. You’re right here, with me. You’re safe, Serena. You are the safest you’ve ever been.” 
“You were there, on that ship with me. We were so close and yet didn’t know it.”
“I knew,” he reveals. 
I look up at him. “How? How did you know I was there? How did you end up there?”
He stares down on me. 
With our faces close, the warmth of his lips radiates off him like invisible steam from a spring.
“I told you I had been searching for your star, but what I did not tell you was that all along, I was searching for you.” 
“Why me?” I wonder. 
“When you had entered the stars, I felt you. I sensed your soul. So, I sought you out. I found my way aboard the ship and attempted to rescue you. You were unconscious, barely alive. I tried to wake you in that dark, cold cell they had you trapped in, but you wouldn’t stir. I was far too weak to fade with you. I needed you to shine so that you may escape into space, but when you too, were just as weak as I, you could not. I freed you from that cage, stole a pod and left with you, but they took control, and I lost all command. I could have harnessed what little magic I had left to consume authority, but I was afraid that if I did, then it would put me out, leaving you alone and defenseless.” 
“Nolance… I—” Stunned, I don’t know what to say except for, “What drained you?” 
“I could not fly fast enough to reach you. I did not know exactly where you were, only that you were amongst the stars. I used the aether to travel, yet every time I came out, you were nowhere near. So, I kept trying. I knew I was growing closer, because I could feel the tether between you and I call to me and the closer I became, the stronger the pull, the stronger the connection. Nearly drained of every ounce of magic I owned after traveling for so long, I could hardly keep up, barely regenerate fast enough, but gods help me, quitting was not an option, so I pushed myself across the remaining universe, determined to hold on, determined to find you even if it killed me before I could.”
“Nolance,” I cry. 
“And then I found you. Curled up, laying on the cold, hard floor as if you did not matter. I could not believe I had found you. Faintly alive, yet you still lived. I picked you up, holding you in my arms and when I pulled back your hair to see your face, I lost it. A part of me broke, not in sadness, but with joy. I had found you. I had found you first and I had you. You were mine. You were all mine,” his broken voice weeps. 
Tears spill from my eyes at imagining him finding and holding me. He had me. I was safe in his arms and yet, I can’t even remember that I was. My tears plummet, splashing down between our pressed bodies. “And then what happened?” 
“I had no choice but to return to the ship with you after we were caught. I had planned to take over the vessel. While I held you in my arms and obliterated as many as I could—as weak as I was, I was no match for the syringe that took me down from behind. They stole you from me, ripped you from my arms and I could not even muster a scream for you as they dragged you away. Terrified and desperate, I did what I had to do before I went unconscious.” 
“What did you do, Nolance?” 
“I closed my eyes and harnessed the last bit of remaining magic I owned.” 
“For what?”
“To grant a wish.” 
“Whose wish?” I press. 
“Your mate’s. I granted Zurhen his wish.” 
My teary eyes widen, and I gasp, remembering a conversation between my star and me. 
“A wish. Two wishes have been granted and fulfilled,” she had said. 
“By you?” I had asked. 
“One by me. One by another.” Another. The other was Nolance. He granted the wish. Zurhen’s wish. Zurhen found and saved me because of Nolance. 
“It was you? You granted him his wish to find me?” 
“I knew he would come for you. I knew he would save you. I knew your hearts would guide you towards one another. You were right, Serena. His wish would come true, but at a cost. The cost of losing his family. I sent his father and another an anonymous letter speaking of a ship that held the universe’s most powerful and then what came next, was all up to Fate.” 
“Did you love me? Did you love me when you granted him his wish?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why were you searching for me, Nolance? How did you know I existed? How could you possibly be in love with someone without ever knowing them?” 
“I told you. One does not need to know a name, to feel as though they know another.” 
“But what does that mean?” I stress. “You’re always so cryptic. You never explain anything to me about yourself.” 
“It means—if I must live, I will not live without you. I refuse to. I can’t,” he says, ignoring my questions. 
He does not want to live without me? What… “And yet you let me go, so that another could love me instead?” So selfless. Why would he do that? Why would anyone who loves another, let them go? 
“A sacrifice I would repeat again if it meant seeing you alive and happy.” 
“But I almost died. I wanted to die. Had Zurhen not found me in my cell when he did, I would not be here. There wouldn’t have been a me to love, not by any of you.” 
“I know. I felt you dying. I felt your light fading, as did my darkness. While unconscious within my containment, your near death woke me just enough to send the darkness to comfort you in your last moment when I could not. I did not want you to be alone. So, I had him accompany you while he awaited for his light to slip past your last dying breath. But for him to embrace you out of body—” 
“You would have died,” I whisper. My soul shatters, weeping within. “Nolance,” I bawl. 
He manages a slight, warm smile, pulling my head close so that he may leave a long, heavy kiss to my forehead. With shaky lips, his mouth presses down harder upon my flesh. Lingering there for a long moment, he chokes, his body trembling against mine. 
“Nolance,” I cry. And then he breaks. Nolance releases a heartbreaking, low sob… “Nolance.” 
His lips withdraw, his forehead resting upon my own. Tears spill from his eyes, dropping between us. “He came back to me. As soon as Zurhen saved you, he came back to me. I would not be here had he not. I too was moments away from death, but he saved me. He allowed me to live. He blessed me with a second chance to see you, in this life.” And now I’m bawling even more. We both are. He speaks again. “We can hate them all we want, but in the end, we owe them everything.” 
“Nolance… I don’t know what to say.” I can’t think straight. I don’t know how to think, what to think. So many emotions, so many feelings, thoughts, questions. It’s like my soul is spinning out of control, on the verge of either collapsing, or jumping out of my body just to reach him, to touch him, to comfort him any way it can. 
My knee slips between his two thighs as does his leg lock around my own. As if it were possible, we find a way to hold one another even closer. 
Fixed on those glossy, violet eyes, he stares back, his shadows reaching not only further around on the outside, but deeper on the inside. There he travels throughout the depths of my soul, twisting and spiraling intimately round every thread of my internal light. He does this. He’s in me. I’ve never questioned it before, never questioned him about it, nor told him to go away because truth be told, I don’t want him to. I want him to stay. To stay and never leave.
With our chests expanding and pressing upon one another’s, our synced breaths slow, our bodies growing more relaxed. Caught in this… moment, as we inhale each other’s warm breaths, I feel as though I am inhaling his soul and it makes me—there’s something happening inside me. My soul… it dances, swirling with his darkness and I—
“Serena,” he whispers. He brushes my hair behind my ear, searching back and forth between my eyes. “I do not expect you to know how to react to all of which I revealed. I love you. You love another. He owns your heart as you own his. Zurhen is your first true love, but I—” he cuts himself off.
“You what?” I ask, searching his eyes for any bit of clue or information. “Nolance. You what?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all,” he responds with a fake half smile. His shadows within withdraw, leaving my soul sinking towards that dark, hollow pit she dwells in often.
He doesn’t trust me and that hurts. “It’s not fair,” I cry. “When are you going to trust me? When are you going to let me in? I’m your friend. Your best friend. Let me in. Please. You know I’m here for you. You know I am. Let me in, Nolance. Please let me know you.”
He chokes, his bottom lip quivering. Fighting against the urge to cry, he musters up that fake smile once more. “Soon, darling. Very soon you will. I promise you will.” 
“I don’t know what to do. Zurhen can read my mind. What if I slip and he hears me speak of his wish? I’m afraid I’ll tell him. I’m afraid that if he finds out it was you who—” 
“Was responsible for the series of events that led to his family’s demise?” he finishes. 
“He will have you killed, Nolance. He will kill you. The Three Worlds will want your head.” 
And instead of being afraid, he smiles. “And I take it you do not wish to see that happen?” 
“No. Never. Nolance… I can’t lose you. I can’t lose either of you. I can’t—I can’t live without either of you. I won’t do it.”
He holds me tighter. “If I have learned anything throughout my long-lived life, it is that secrets are a poison in which consumes not just the host but all around. Take it from me, it is better that he knows now, versus later.” 
“He’s going to kill you,” I cry. 
Nolance lets out a dark chuckle. “Won’t that be an entertaining day when he tries.” 
I smack his chest. “This isn’t funny,” I scold. “I need you alive. I need him alive. I need you both here with me. I’m not like you. I’m not like him. I’m not selfless. I’m the most selfish person I know but I’m trying. All my life, I’ve only ever had me to look out for, but now I have you. Now I have Zurhen. I can’t do this without you two. I need you both in my life, forever.”
“Awe. Darling,” he coos. He kisses my head. 
“You two… you mean so much to me. Forget my life, it is you two who now come before me. It’s not my life I fear for, but now yours and his. You love me, and I love Zurhen and it’s just not fair. It’s not fair for me to want to keep you when I know someone else can have you, yet the thought of another stealing your time away from me, it kills me. It kills me, Nolance because I don’t know if I’ll ever be ever to let you go.” 
He rocks me in his embrace and goes on to leave another long, tender kiss upon my forehead. “Shhh, darling. It’s alright.” His eyes close and he rests his head upon mine. “I do not care if you are selfish. Don’t be selfish, be selfish… be whoever you damn well please. Regardless of whether you’re righteous or wicked, there is no one else I rather hold in my arms, then you. I accept you as you are, and I will accept who you will ultimately become. I am not going anywhere, Serena. You have me, my time, my love, my soul… it is all yours. To do with as you wish. Even if it’s just to keep me as your friend. At least I’d still be by your side. That is all I wish for. Is to be anywhere that you are.” 
I pull back so that I may stare him in the eyes. “How can you be okay with that? How can you be okay with seeing me and Zurhen together?” 
“Because I have no choice but to. It’s either see you alive and happy, or not see you at all and to be honest, I refuse to accept the latter.” 
“Nolance… I don’t deserve you. What good in life did I do, to thank it for sending you to me?” 
“It is not about what good you have done, but what choices you make while alive.” 
“And what choices are those?” 
“To listen to your heart or follow your soul.” 
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As the warm streaks of sunlight pier into the room from the opened curtained balcony, I lay on my side in bed, reaching my hand out to grace the dusty stream of light. 
Caught off guard, I twist back, sitting up quick when the adjoining door opens fast. And there, my dear friend’s infamous, dashing smile beams.
I lift the black, silk sheet up just past my hardly covered breasts. “Nolance,” I greet. 
“Oh, so now you’re shy? Good morning, darling. Might I say, your flawless flesh shines exquisitely in the grace of the sun.” I stare down at the sheets, blushing.
He comes sitting on the edge of the bed beside me.
“Where did you go last night after the ball? Where did you go this morning? I woke and you weren’t here.” 
He brushes some of my morning hair behind my ear. “Awe. Did you miss me? I had errands to run, but trust me when I say, I stayed in bed as long as I could.” So, he’s just going to ignore my first question. Nice. He taps my thigh. “Now get up. You can’t sleep all day, lazy.” His hand remains above my knee, lightly squeezing the muscle there. 
“I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do today.” 
Nolance leans over my covered thighs, resting on his arm. “And that is why you have me to assure that your precious life is well lived.” He jumps to his feet. A single clap of his hands, he spins on his heels, stopping to face me. “So, you’ve got a big day ahead of you. First, the most important meal of the day. Breakfast, of course.” His head jerks to the balcony. “Out there would be a nice place for us to enjoy it.” He looks to me. “Since I know how ravenous that appetite of yours can be, especially after strenuous… activities, I’ve arranged three full course meals to be prepared and served to you on the daily. You’ll have your breakfast delivered to you here, every morning and—” 
I interrupt him. “I won’t be having it with Zurhen?”
“No. I’m sorry, darling. I’m afraid it would draw too much attention, especially when your lover’s fiancé will be joining him for each meal.” 
“She will?” 
“Don’t worry, I heard he has her sit at the far end of the table, away from him.” 
“Oh,” I say, smiling smugly. He stands there for a moment, just staring. “What?” I ask. 
Unfreezing, he comes plopping down on the edge of the bed next to me. He taps my thigh, his hand lingering there. “Alright so this is where we are in the game of gossip and politics. The Three Worlds are aware of your mateship which is a great first step, thanks to your lovers blurt of surprise last night. As that may be, the kingdom is currently under the impression that your mateship has yet to be claimed and this is good news because technically, no laws have been broken… yet. While still betrothed to Klem’enoli, he must be careful on what he does next. All the worlds, including the six kingdoms will be watching him with a close eye, especially the country of Klemoria and Klem’enoli’s uncle, The High King of Klemoria, Klemone of the House of Draugonir.” 
“What would happen if he pisses off King Klemone?” 
“Well, considering more than half of the Imperial Fleet hails from Klemoria, Zurhen pisses the king off and Klemone will not hesitate to cease in providing the Imperium the soldiers it needs to maintain its formidable, united front.” 
“And without the continuous flow of soldiers, if they go to war, that means many will die, Zurhen’s army will decrease and never recover fast enough to replenish the ranks.” 
Nolance bops me on the nose. “You are one smart little star.” 
“Nolance, I’ve fought in many wars. I know how this works. Not long ago, it was me who was the one providing soldiers with magical abilities so that we may hold an advantage over our captor’s enemies.” 
His smiles fades, his jaw clenches and he holds a tight lip stare. “Right. I suppose that is one of those stories of yours that I do not seem to want to believe is real.” 
“I wish my stories were not real, but they are.” 
“Pity they’re all dead, or I’d pay your former captors a little visit. It was Earth I overheard you mention you were from, was it not?”
“Yes,” I answer.
“Interesting. I might know a few wrathful gods there,” he says with a twisted expression.
I pick up where we left off. “Cool, but you forget that Zurhen now has me. If Klemoria wishes to go to war with Zurhen, then they will have me to answer to and believe me, if they do, not one of them will live to share the story of when they faced The Star of Death.” 
“Was that what they called you on Earth?” 
“Amongst many other titles.” 
He grins. “The kingdom may support your and Zurhen’s mateship now, but that does not mean that they will not turn on you two quicker than you can say the word star. The law does not support your union. Progress is slow here. Until the law of promise is abolished, appearance will be needed to be kept, as will his sacred oath.” 
“So, what does that mean? Am I still supposed to pretend like him and I aren’t together?” 
“For now, yes.” 
“And what about Emerlum and me? Are we still fake dating?” 
“Unfortunately, yes. That appearance must also be kept so that it may draw any unwanted suspicion away from the king. We wouldn’t want to give any reason for the Imperial Council, Klemoria, or the kingdom to lose all respect for their new emperor, for if that does happen, then Emerlum was right. The Imperium will begin to crumble. Chaos would erupt. Wars will be started. And tragedy will be known.” 
“And then there’s the impending war with Cal’elv.” 
“Yes. That one remains.” 
My gaze drops to his hand that rests on top of my thigh. I place mine over his and give it a light squeeze. My eyes then lift, staring up at him beneath furrowed brows. “If it comes to all those wars, will you help me?” 
He smiles grimly. “You tell me who you wish dead, and I will happily end all.” 
I smile softly. “Thank you.”
“Thank you,” he responds. 
“For what?” 
“For keeping me when you could have easily discarded me.” 
“Like you would have gone anywhere had I banished you.” 
He glances down, chuckling softly but when he looks back up, does his smile beam. A short, sincere stare we share and then he speaks. “After lunch, you are expected to attend the memoriam of the Imperium’s fallen soldiers. The emperor will give a speech and he wants you there, close and near his side.” 
I think of last night and how everyone had acted around me. Touching me against my will, screaming, and crying— “Do I have to go to that?” 
“You do not have to do a damn thing you are uncomfortable with. Why? Care to play hooky and join me on a great adventure?” 
My eyes and soul light up at the mention of the word adventure. “I haven’t been on an adventure since I was a little kid.” 
He smiles. “Then I know just where to take you but first, I have a little meeting to attend to with the king.” 
My smile drops. “Oh no. Nolance, please promise me you’ll play nice.” 
“If you only knew the power you held over me when you say please.” I grin because I know very well. Too well in fact. 
 
Nolance
 
There, standing outside the white, double doors to His Majesties study, the war general awaits me, his gaze a fixed, penetrating stare. 
He crosses his bulky arms in intimidation.
I sneer at the reaction, shaking my head as I approach. “You remind me of the round sea creatures that would flare up in defense upon arrival.” Once near, I halt beside and step up on my toes so that I may hold his shoulder. Leaning in, I whisper, “Even I know an act when I see it. Don’t play games. I know I terrify you.” 
He pushes me away, glaring upon me when I stumble back. As I gain my footing, he responds. “If I truly feared you, do you think I’d be so careless with the way I approach you?” 
I half smile. “And that is my own fault, for I have not given you enough reason to fear me, but mark my words,” I warn, stepping towards him. “That day will come and when it does, you will know what it feels to face true terror in its entirety.” 
“Good. More the reason to prepare my army and hone my training against those who wish to darken our worlds.” 
“Hmph. Didn’t anyone ever tell you? The dark side is all the rage now a days. Give a villain a charming smile and an alluring persona and all willingly drop to their knees, ready to suck their long, delicious co—”
“Enough,” the big one interrupts.
I give him one of my infamous, seductive winks, smirking as I—something suddenly takes me aback. A feeling, a sense of wonderment, intrigue… familiarity.
Holding my elbow, I raise my hand, tapping my bottom lip while in deep thought. “You know, I don’t like many beings, but I think I may just like you, big guy.” 
“The feeling is not mutual.” 
I lower my arms, chuckling behind closed lips. “Well not yet it is.” 
That same feeling from before returns, this time more heavily. My smile fades and for a moment, I just stare at the giant, wondering what this is, what it means. Not much surprises me after living as long as I have, but as I peer into his soul with the eyes of darkness, it is there where I detect a light, pulsing shadow in which reacts positively to my presence—the way it attempts to reach out, it’s as if it wishes to say, hello… I never noticed it before, his darkness, but I notice it now and oh how peculiar it is.
“There’s something unique about you. Something dark and hidden. What are you?” I wonder. 
“What do you mean?” 
“What magic did your ancestors hold?” 
“That is none of your business,” he snaps, clearly on the defense about something.
Hmm. A trigger. How interesting. I suppose, I’ll just have to keep an eye on him. I smile and take a step back. “You’re right. My apologies for the intrusion. Now how about you open the door so that I may proceed with this little chat with the king?” Not that I do not enjoy taunting my soul’s lover, but I got to hand it to the giant. He is one kind and patient king, because to put up with his lover’s best friend… to put up with me, well let’s just say that I am impressed he has not truly attempted to murder me yet. 
The general eyes me with an annoyed glare before turning to open the door. 
I look to him. “So, chivalrous. Thank you, handsome.” 
He huffs, shaking his head. 
I enter the room, chuckling along the way. Ahead, the giant king and his two commanders, await, all eying my every subtle move with an edge and keen observance.
Never having been acquainted with His Majesties grand, royal study, I must say, they do enjoy their towering shelves of old and new literature, as well as self-portraits but hey, so do I. I mean, who wouldn’t want to admire true beauty?
The serious, rugged one, steps in front, his solid form blocking my path. With one quick move, I am ashamed to admit that even I was not fast enough to see it coming. Forged from the icy breath of the ancient demalgon’s and mined from the mountains between The Dark Forest and The Valley of Two Winters, I admire the rare, pretty, black Vargonian steel dagger he holds to my throat. Smirking wide, I am impressed at how he managed to one up me. The sneaky assassin. I like him.
One blink, I peer deep within. One may never truly understand another, even in time, for we all hold secrets we wish not to share, but to see into the depths of one’s soul… well I always say it is the quickest way to know one better than they know themselves. His soul… one dark, exquisite thing of beauty, I am all for witnessing it manifest into its truest, magical potential.
Hmm. Maybe one day. One day for sure.
Meanwhile, as I gaze up at the giant with a fascinated expression, I take the tip of the dagger between my two fingers and push it away. One high step up on my toes, I lean in close to whisper into his ear. “Embrace the darkening.” The brave assassin stills. 
As I pull back and his wide eyes fill with a mix of surprise and terror, I do my best to give him one assuring stare and wink. He need not worry. His dark secret is safe with me.
“It is alright, Cur’rav,” Zurhen speaks from behind his officer. “Step aside and allow him forward.” 
Cur’rav steps aside, backing away to join his pretty lieutenant Nay’ahli at her side.
She looks to him out of concern, yet his gaze does not meet hers, but follows mine. 
A proud snicker escapes past my lips, and then I turn forward. “You wished to see me?” I ask the king.
There, the fit giant leans casually back upon his large, antique, white, wooden desk. He crosses his arms, exhibiting his bulging biceps. Fool. One does not need physical strength to exhibit power. “I did,” he answers. He addresses the others while eyeing me. “Now if everyone will leave us.” 
“Commander,” Emerlum whines. 
“I will be fine. He will not hurt me, will you?” Zurhen questions. 
“As it would only break my dearest friend’s heart, no. I will not harm you. You have my word.” 
“Good. In that case, then we may talk.” He waves off his commander’s and they depart, exiting the door with a loud slam after whoever left last. 
I’d bet The Three Worlds; it was the big guy. So much anger and pent-up aggression in that large body of his, it’s no wonder how he did not shatter that door. 
“So?” I ask. 
“I expect you have grown acquainted with your new positions, the current politics and lay of the court and grounds?” 
“I have. Trusted advisor and guardian to The Savior of the Worlds. So, generous of you to bestow such honorable titles upon me. However, will I repay you?” I mock. 
“You may repay me by backing the fuck off my mate.” 
“Ooh,” I sneer. “Then, however will I uphold my duties, if I am not close enough to attend her every desperate need?” 
Zurhen rises, dropping his arms as he stands tall and stoic before me, yet I do not yield. No, I hold my ground, firmly. “For once in your life, can you take anything seriously?” I’ve angered him. Good. Just how I want him. 
“When you are as old as I, you learn to take life less seriously, or go mad from the stress and boredom that comes with being so… uptight.” He stares, clearly unamused. “Alright. Fine. I’ll take this conversation seriously. Now go on. I am listening.” 
“Serena is…” 
“Is what?” I quickly question. 
“She does not understand most things as you or I do. She does not think like most do. Although intelligent, she is oblivious at times to the world, cues, and beings around her. Your relationship with her… the way you latch on to her, tease her, flirt with her, touch her… she does not understand what that means. Serena… she—she holds no shame, not because she does not care, but because she does not know that it is not custom, nor wrong. I do not know if it is because of the way of her world or due to her isolation and ill treatment, but she is different, and you need to acknowledge that you understand that.” 
“You’re calling her naive?” I defend. 
“I’m calling her innocent. Now I would never tell her what she can or cannot do. She is free to do as she pleases. I trust her, but I do not trust you. You take advantage of your close friendship for your own benefit, and I will not tolerate it. She will never tell you, but I will. The physical, intimate contact, it needs to stop.” 
How dare he accuse me of taking advantage of her. With glaring eyes, and a tight jaw, I stare up at him, not the slightest bit of sarcasm left in my voice. “I admit, I may have become… relaxed in my ways of comfort, but I would never take advantage of her. If anyone would, it is you,” I accuse. 
His eyes broaden, his jaw lowering. “Excuse me?” he questions. “And how have I taken advantage of her?” 
“You saved her from that hell hold. You nurtured her back to health, gave her everything she needed. How could she not fall in love with her hero? You were the first good thing to enter her life. The only one to show her kindness. Without your generosity, she wouldn’t have even given you a second thought.” Not if I had claimed her first. 
“That is not true. Had we met under different circumstances, our hearts would have guided us together. We would have fell in love just the same as we did before. We are heartmates. Nothing could ever stand in the way of that purity.” Wrong. 
I nod, pressing my lips tight. “Mmh hmm. Right. Because in every life, you are exactly the same as you are now. Heroic, brave, and handsome. The perfect suitor for any damsel in distress.” 
Instead of responding to my words, he avoids it entirely. “Look, for her, I am trying, Nolance. I really am with you, but if you are going to be in her life, your sole job as her close friend is to guide and help her with her abilities, not to flirt and try to seduce her. Consider this, your one and only warning, for the next time I catch your hands on her hips or arm around her waist, I will take it, and then banish you from the face of my galaxy.” 
I grin, recalling that silver, bane of my existence, pathetic excuse of material she wore and how I held her near naked body all throughout the night and long into the glorious morning. “Funny that you assume you own the galaxy when it is I who owns the universe. Threaten me again and I will strip you of that title and take it for myself. Not that I want it, but I’ll take it, nonetheless. Now if there will be no more jealous rants, I have places to be.”
“That is all,” he says. 
“Good,” I respond. 
Turning, I walk on but then stop to look back. “By any chance, have you ever given much thought to my riddle?” 
From behind his desk, he sits in his chair, flipping through the ancient, black leather-bound grimoire called, The Book of the Star Blessed. “I am not playing your games, Nolance. I have enough on my plate to deal with as is.” 
I turn to face him. “Oh, but clearly you have enough time to spare one silly ole game.” He looks up as I move towards him. I halt just before his desk and between the two white, leather chairs. With my hands braced on the edge of the wooden surface, I lean in close. “I’ll make it easy and repeat the riddle again. What can no being live without, covet more than anything else, and will sacrifice their own to claim?” 
“I do not know, Nolance. Just tell me,” he insists, his voice an over-worked, exhausted tone. 
A sarcastic frown casts upon my face as I rise to stand. “Awe. You’re no fun but I suppose you’ll just have to try harder the next time,” I end with a wink. 
And just as I turn, he stands to ask, “Did you mean it? Do you still mean it? Would you really bring back my family if I guess right?” 
I smile wickedly before staring over my shoulder. “You answer right and make the wish, and I know someone who’d be more than willing to fetch a soul for you.”
“Just one soul?” he asks. 
“Just one soul, for any more than that, we might as well cause one cataclysmic tsunami in the timeline and trust me… you do not want to mess with Destiny, for she is one cold hearted god who takes her work, far too seriously.” And as I turn, walking on, The Darkness graces me with his ominous presence, “You would have The Star bring back one of his fallen?” 
“It is all a part of the long game, my darkest friend. You’ll see. You will see indeed.”
“And Destiny?” he questions.
“What about her?”
“She will not like this. They will not like this.”
My smirk turns into one cunning grin. “Oh, leave it to me. The gods will be just fine.”
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Serena
From a distance, we spot one another, mine and his innocent expressions beaming upon seeing one another.
He holds a large wicker picnic basket, swinging it back and forth in his hand. He’s in a jolly mood. He’s always in one when he sees me. I’m always in one when I see him. As he grows closer, his smile broadens, those bright violet eyes surveying my long, linen-like, loose sleeved, white dress with floral stitching, with an approved appreciation.
The coastal air provides a beautiful warm breeze, the sunny rays upon my flesh offering a nostalgic, childhood remembrance that I could only dream of. My dress lifts at the side, the light fabric swaying delicately in the wind. With my glittery, wavy hair pulled loosely half back and tied with a white ribbon, some white strands come undone, flying freely.
I thought the Dark One magical before but as the sun casts down upon his dark purple hair, making it shimmer like the shiniest of crystals, it is for the first time I live to witness that it is not darkness that makes him truly shine, but light. As if possible, somehow the light makes him even more magical, beautiful, perfect.
 His penetrating stare stirs something within, a breath, a feeling, an emotion, no something… deeper. I leap towards him, not by will, not by force but by—something. What? I never know.
My walk slows and then we meet, stopping a foot or so in front of one another.
His gaze drops to my normal colored star jewel, then finds my eyes once more.
“What?” I ask as he continues to stare.
He shakes his head before releasing a drawn-out, happy sigh. “You are a sight that I could gaze upon forever. You are perfection, Serena. You really are.” I blush. Hard. I think I even glow a little.
We go on, exploring the enchanting royal gardens while also looking for the perfect place to sit and eat. As all the kingdom prepares for the big memoriam down in the city square, my friend and I revel in the isolation, away from the sight of other’s.
The two of us stroll beneath the overhanging lush green, ivy draped, alabaster archway, admiring each one of Spring’s bountiful blessings as we pass. I split from my friend to approach a wall of vines on my left. There, in its pristine glory, the most vibrant purple flower I have ever seen. It perks from the ivy, next to the head of a tall, white stone statue that I assume may be one of Zurhen’s royal ancestors.
Nolance comes up on my side, reaching to pluck the flower from its thorny stem. He turns to me, smiling warmly. “The most beautiful rose, for the most beautiful lady.” He hands me the rose.
Again, I blush, that contagious smirk of his melting me right where I stand. “How kind. Thank you.” I reach for the rose and when I take it, I yelp, wincing in pain.
One of the sharp thorns pricks my skin. A single drop of blood plummets between us. And then there’s light. Peeking from my flesh, a thin ray pierces the gap between us. Out of reaction, I bring my finger to my lips, but Nolance beats me to it by bringing it to his instead.
“No. Allow me,” he insists.
With eyes locked, and my breath heavy, I wait, watching in half nervousness and half curiosity as he inserts my finger into his mouth.
The intensity in the shade of those violet eyes brightens. Warm and wet, he sucks, drawing more blood from tiny wound and I don’t know if I should tell him to stop or—I should tell him to stop.
My voice comes out like timid whisper. “What are you doing?”
He does not speak, but grins, the corner of his lips reaching high between his sucking. A few seconds more and then he withdraws my finger, allowing for it to slide down his heated tongue and out past his soft lips in which he licks, slowly. “There. All better now,” his rough voice speaks. That’s the second time he’s tasted my blood…
“It would have healed on its own,” I inform. 
He lowers my hand, smiling softly. “I’m sure it would have.” The Dark One tugs on my hand. “I should feed my insatiable queen before she devours worlds.”
As he leads me away, I smile. “I do get quite hangry.”
Without looking back, he responds, “Oh trust me. I know. I know all too well.”
We round the end of the oval, stone path that encircles the long, courtyard lake in front of the castle. Veering off course, we step onto the soft, thick, green grass, strolling down the rolling hills for a time. A vast landscape of small, white, scattered flowers, it stretches on for miles. 
With the high, shimmering, pearly-white city below and off in the distance, I gaze past it to where the land stretches even further beyond. Different colored shades of rich, blue soil, amongst brown, and yellow rectangle patches of farmland rests on the outskirts of suburban territory. Beyond that, a dark, thick greenery of the forest in which has no end, at least from where I stand. And then the mountains… faint but I spot their icy tips and I want nothing more than to touch them, to breathe them in.
I imagine lifting off my feet and soaring above all. The thrill of flying I find I miss. To be honest, I miss a lot. Although this world may appear beyond beautiful, similar in some ways to my own, I think most of all, I just really miss my home. I miss earth. My family. “I wish you were here with me to see this place,” I whisper beneath my breath, hoping my family may hear me from wherever they soar amongst the stars. “So, where are we going?” I ask the one nearby. I turn, finding my friend already staring. “What?” 
“This spot will do,” he says, his stare lingering. 
“Nolance. What?” I ask again, yet he looks away, biting his bottom lip to keep from saying what he wishes to say. Annoyed, I roll my eyes and let out a sigh. 
After a minute, Nolance sets the basket down and removes a soft, thick, white, knitted blanket. He spreads the sheet mid-air, the fabric whipping in the light, warm breezy wind. It falls, lying flat on top of the grass. He takes a seat, patting the material beside him. “Sit,” he orders. 
I take a seat next to him and rest back on my hands with my bent knees facing his direction. “I like this spot,” I comment, while gazing out. “It’s quiet, beautiful. It reminds me of this field I used to play in when I was a kid. It was my favorite spot. A place I would go to when I wanted to get away from my siblings.”
“Well, I’m glad I found it,” he responds. 
I look to him, smiling. “I’m glad you did too.” 
“Did you and your siblings get along?” he asks as he opens the basket and begins laying out our plates and an assortment of fruits, vegetables, cheeses, crackers, meat, and bread. 
He pours me water from the glass carafe and then hands it to me. 
I take an eager drink and after, set it down on the small silver tray. “Not always,” I answer. “They were kind of mean to me growing up. Especially after I got my powers. I didn’t know it then, but I think in a way, they might have always been afraid of me. That’s why they didn’t like me.” 
Nolance looks up from pouring himself a glass of red wine. “And why would they not like you?”
“Because I’ve always been different. I’ve seen the way people stare at me. People fear what they don’t know. What they don’t understand.” 
“You grow wiser by the day,” he says with proud, kind smile. “But truthfully, those people can suck it, because you are by far the most amazing creature to ever exist.” 
I bite my bottom lip, smiling so hard. “Same, Nolance. Same.” He blushes, hiding his beaming smile behind the glass he takes a long, thirsty drink from. 
We go on to enjoy our picnic, basking in the warmth the generous sun so shines down upon us, and as I relax back beneath closed eyes, I stretch my legs and smile, treasuring every bit of this beautiful moment. “I can feel you staring at me,” I alert my friend. 
“Can you blame me? The view is exquisite.” I blush. “Besides, I did not know it was a crime to stare.” 
“It’s not a crime if it’s you staring.” 
“Oh, well in that case, good, because you’ve got a little something right there.” 
“Where?” I ask, opening my eyes to wipe my cheek. 
Nolance leans in to examine a spot near the corner of my lips and as his index finger moves towards, pointing at it, he acts quick, faking me out before reaching for my sides. 
I burst into a fit of laughter, falling onto my back when he attacks me with non-stop tickles. “Nolance!” I squeal. “Nolance!” My eyes water beneath closed eyes, my laughter loud and constant. Struggling beneath his pestering hands, I wiggle, fighting against him. “Okay! Okay! No more! No more,” I end with an erupting cackle.
He ceases his attack, his hands pinning my arms high above my head. 
My laughter instantly fades and my eyes open. There, hovering just above me, neither one of us no longer smiles, but stares, for a long, quiet while. 
Nervous, I swallow hard. “I wonder if Zurhen is going to be upset with me for missing his speech.”
“Who cares,” his deep, gruff voice speaks. 
“I do. Get off her. Now!” demands one scary blue giant. 
My eyes dart up and over Nolance’s left shoulder. “Emerlum,” I breathe. 
Nolance’s lips twitch, just as his eyes darken into an ominous shade. The Dark One rolls off me, flips onto his bottom, sits up and then leans over to rest his arms on his divided knees. He glares up at the mighty war general. “Why? Afraid someone might assume she no longer belongs to you?” 
Emerlum charges fast towards Nolance, his face contorted with rage. 
Following Nolance, I raise quickly, jumping to my feet to go to them. “Emerlum, no!” I shout. 
Nolance gently pushes me to the side. “It’s fine, darling.” 
The two remain tall before each other, both glaring one another down. For the first time, I fear a fight might occur between my two close friends. A fight I might be forced to choose a side for. And if so, then with who? 
“He warned you,” Emerlum darkly tells. 
“Who warned him?” I ask, yet Emerlum does not answer. 
Nolance sneers. “Last I checked, he is not my daddy. Not that I would ever listen to mine anyways.” 
Emerlum doesn’t appreciate the sarcasm. In fact, his light blue skin darkens, the veins in his neck protruding in anger. “You think this is funny? Do you think this is all a game? What is wrong with you? Do you hold no ounce of respect, nor care with how easily the worlds may fall apart with your carelessness?” 
“The worlds are my last concern as I am only here because of her. Take her off this planet and I could care less what happens to it or to the other two.”
I gasp. “Nolance,” I scold. 
“How dare you,” Emerlum seethes. “You do not deserve his generosity for if it were me, I would have ended you long ago.” 
Nolance snickers. “And that is what separates you from him. You’ll do what he can never do.”
“And what is that?” Emerlum asks. 
“Kill without question. Kill without remorse.” 
The two share a long, intimidating stare.
I approach them, moving beside each so that I may press a hand upon both their arms. “Okay. How about everyone relax, and we take a deep breath together?”
After a long moment of Emerlum staring my dark friend down, he finally looks to me, his eyes softening just slightly. “I came to find you because I wanted to show you somewhere.” 
“Show me where?” I wonder. 
“Somewhere where you can be you in your time of need. Somewhere where you can escape to. Somewhere you may shine without disturbance if need be.” So, somewhere to hide so that I don’t obliterate anyone after losing control. Right. Another cage to protect the outside world from me. Will I ever truly be free? 
God, I hate myself. I hate myself so much. 
Nolance’s head swings to me, his piercing gaze unblinking.
“Okay. When do we go?” 
“We go now,” Emerlum answers. 
“But not without me you do not,” Nolance adds. 
My soul dances. I look to him, and I don’t think I have to say it for him to understand. “Thank you,” I tell him. 
“You’re welcome,” I imagine hearing him within. 
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After venturing deep within the castle, beneath the far interior below, Emerlum, Nolance, and I come upon a dark, abandoned tunnel. 
Nolance and I stop as Emerlum moves forward and into the creepy, stagnant darkness. 
I imagine this part of the castle littered with ghosts and I shiver, cold goosebumps rising across my arms by the plenty. A long, white, hooded cloak magically appears around my chilled form and the velvet-like texture is a softness I could caress all day. Along the top, many embroidered swirls of white, dips and coils to create tails of shooting stars and constellations.
I eye my friend with a wide smile. “You’re the best.”
Nolance smiles sweetly. “I know I am,” he ends with a wink. I might be a powerful woman who can annihilate all with a single thought, but right now… I’m just a mere blushing mortal. It is one thing to fight all your life, but when it comes to fighting that smile… I lose every time.
Speechless, I look forward, my heated cheeks still present, and my smile hidden behind a bite. 
I’ll admit, I am bit nervous as to where my giant, blue friend blindly leads us. “So, what’s down here again?” I ask.
I allow my hand to glow and extend it before me.
Emerlum pulls a torch from the wall, lights it, and then crosses the hall to light another. “A surprise,” is all he answers. Yeah… I think my friend might be leading us to our doom. 
Nolance eyes me and shrugs. “I like surprises.” I chuckle behind closed lips. “Don’t worry. I got you,” he promises. He then takes my hand and leads us forward.
I heave a long, comfortable sigh.
Emerlum proceeds on, lighting every torch throughout the long tunnel. After a few minutes, he comes to a stop before an old, locked, rusty door which from the looks of it, has not been opened in maybe centuries, if not longer. “Back away,” the war general instructs. 
Nolance and I look to each other before releasing hands and stepping aside. 
Emerlum raises his mighty, burly leg. Behind the brute force of what I imagine was years’ worth of time and physical training, the mighty war general kicks the door, a sample of that accumulation of strength and power on showcase before my very eyes.
The unpainted, dark wooden door rattles, dust blowing from its dirty surface.
Nothing happens. He tries again. Nothing. 
I giggle and that seems to offend the giant. His head rolls to me, not the least bit amused. 
“Can I give it a shot?” I ask. 
“If I cannot break down the door, how can you?” 
My dark friend answers, “As I’ve said before, you’d be surprised with all that she is capable of doing.”
I smile, appreciating the compliment. 
Nolance smiles right back at me. 
I revert my attention to the big grump. “I mean, I did obliterate castle sized meteors and took out a massive black hole,” I brag, smiling cockily. “Now how about you step aside and watch me do my thing.” With that, I push my giant friend out of the way, stand before the entrance, and reach my hands out. 
My palms glow, the exposure illuminating fast. With a single surge of power, the door goes flying back, the plank of old wood tumbling loudly down the many stone steps before it slips, falling over the edge. After a long, silent moment, the door crashes far below and with a splintered crack. 
Nolance and I look to Emerlum as he stares ahead, emotionless yet clearly stunned. “I have underestimated you. I will see to having a new door installed. One that may be easily opened,” he says. Like I really need doors. 
I chuckle and then face the dark unknown. 
Next to Emerlum’s faint torch, I aid our sight by allowing my body to glow. A flashlight in the pitch of darkness, my radiance buzzes amongst the eerie, drawn-out resonance of wind that echoes off the cold, damp stone walls. Water drips, trickling near and in the distance, its heavy droplets splashing onto its formed puddles with loud, deep thumps. As we descend the many steps, the leather soles of our shoes crunch in the built-up dust and sand, adding an even eerier sound next to the haunting atmosphere. 
It reminds me of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave.
Before dad died, momma used to teach philosophy at some big university in Texas. I don’t remember a lot of what momma taught us but I do remember that allegory.
Prisoners chained their whole lives inside a cave and forced to face a wall, as the lit fire from behind casted shadows before them, their secret captors performed illusions that altered their perception of reality. Those shadows were their reality, they were all they knew until one day, a prisoner escaped. And then there, at the end of that cave, he saw a light. Blinded, he followed that light and kept on going until he found freedom, until he witnessed the sun for the very first time. The shadow world he had known had become a lie. In that one single moment, his reality had forever been morphed. As he took in the truth of the world around him, he knew… he’d must share it with those still trapped inside. So, that’s what he did. He went back in, only to be told he was wrong, that all he knew… was a lie.
Momma had asked me at the end of the story what I thought. I told her that the prisoners were scared, ignorant babies who would rather sit in their stupid little, comfortable bubble than face the truth of reality. I told her they deserved to stay in that cave because to have them living on the outside with the rest of us, would be hell on earth.
I got an A that day and a long, private discussion about morality and where I stood amongst the line. We never finished that discussion though. Not when we had uninvited guests show up at our door and drag us out by the hair, kicking and screaming for someone to save us.
It goes silent for a while and as it does, Nay’ahli randomly pops into my mind. “Emerlum?” I call. 
“What?” he answers. 
“Why does Nay’ahli and Cur’rav hate me?” 
“They do not hate you. They just do not know you.” 
“But they’ve never given me a chance. Neither has ever approached, nor tried talking to me.” 
“It is a two-way street, Serena and like Nay’ahli, you both are quite similar when it comes to your stubbornness.” 
“How so?” I wonder. 
“She will not make the first move in approaching you, so if you want to be her friend, then you are going to have to take initiative and talk to her first.” 
“Do you think she’ll want to talk to me?” 
“I know she is thankful for you saving us. We all are. I know she is also curious to know more about you, particularly with your star. You can always start there with her.” 
“And what about with Cur’rav?” 
“I think the way to reach him is through building a friendship with Nay’ahli first, otherwise, Cur’rav is set on who he befriends.” 
“Are they together?” I ask. 
“That is not my business to share.” I nod, biting down on my bottom lip when I realize I gone too far. 
With the flickering of Emerlum’s torch and my glowing form, our shadows dance off the wet wall, following behind each one of us like stalkers in the night. “So, where exactly are you leading us?” I ask the big guy. 
“Just keep going. We will reach the bottom soon enough.” 
We descend a few hundred or so more stairs, at last, coming up on a corner at the bottom. One sharp turn, we enter through a narrow hall, the walls between us, flat, cold, and moist. 
My lit fingers trial along the stone, guiding my way. Soon after, my hand meets the chilly, open air. 
I venture forward, stopping a few feet ahead.
Nolance approaches my side.
With our heads tilted far back, we both blink, allowing us to see through the eyes of our star and darkness. 
“What is this place?” I wonder. 
“Care to light up the room, darling?”
“I think I can do that,” I tease. 
During the time when all my family and I knew was never-ending night for sixty long days, momma would ask me to join her outside for chores. She needed light and I was only all too eager and happy to oblige.
My siblings never said it, but I saw how they watched from the safety of behind the windows. They’d stare out in curiosity, their expressions a mix of fear, wonder and awe. They would never admit it, but I knew… I was growing on them. Maybe even enough to earn their trust.
Like I would perform then with momma and in front of my siblings, I re-enact the same scene, starting with closing my eyes. Concentrating, I move my palms over one another, allowing them to hover in opposite directions. From there, I imagine a great big orb of light. I imagine the sun, a star. With ease, I cast a glow bright enough to light the darkest of nights and in doing so, I bring back day.
My hands stretch pulling with them, the expansion of a growing star.
Nolance gasps, whispering something happily beneath his breath.
As I raise my arms above, my eyes open, admiring the release of the orb. It ascends, lighting the open cavern with many thin, illuminating rays. A beacon amongst the darkest seas, the massive room becomes visible.
I gasp, studying the cave in amazement.
Many incredibly tall stalactites grow high from the cave floor just as the stalagmites venture downward, their tips a sharp, pointed arrow that could easily pierce one not paying attention to their surroundings. Down one way and then the other, there is no telling where each corner ends, nor begins. It’s endless, just like the cosmos.
I reduce the luminosity of my body to a faint glow but keep my hands lit. “This place is incredible,” I mutter in awe. “I wonder why the castle was built over it.” 
“A better question is, what was it hiding so far below?” Nolance asks. 
I leave the two behind to walk out and explore the area on my own. 
Emerlum responds. “The story of why is not a good one. This place… it was once used to house demalgons long ago. That was, before they all went extinct.” 
“What are demalgons?”
“A large, vicious species capable of flying and blowing fire or ice.” 
My eyes grow big. I swing around quick. “Dragons! Dragons are real?” I exclaim. The shrill pitch of my voice echoes amongst the caverns, rattling the dirt and small rocks around us.
“Drah-gons… that word does not translate to any registered word in the universal language that I am aware of. Is that what you call demalgons where you are from?” Emerlum wonders.
“Yes, but they aren’t real where I come from. At least I don’t think they are. Maybe long ago they existed but since then, they were only known in mythology and fairytales.” 
After observing something on the cave floor, Nolance’s head lifts, his stare a deep, penetrating gaze from across the room. “Fairytales?” he repeats. 
“Yeah. You know, like old, ancient tales from the past. They were mostly bedtime stories used to put kids to sleep—" 
“I know what a fairytale is, Serena. I am just surprised your world knew of them.” 
“Knew of whom?” 
“Of the fae.” 
“Oh. Well, I mean, who wouldn’t have heard of them? Especially me. They were my favorite mythical creature.” 
Nolance smiles, beautifully. 
“Well, they are not tales here,” Emerlum adds. “Here, all mythical creatures once lived and shared the lands.” 
“Really?” I question. 
“Yes. Long ago, after The Star had blessed our worlds, The Mythical rose from the enchanted blue soil, waters, trees, and air. They and all amongst The Three Worlds lived in harmony. That was up until magic vanished, and that peace had turned into war.” 
“What happened to The Mythical?”
“As magic perished, so did they. The demalgons were the last to go, for they were the strongest. Weak and nearly drained of all their magic, they were captured and used in a desperate attempt as weapons to aid and fight in the mad kings’ war. But they did not last long before they perished, and the stardust of their ashes returned to the stars in which they came from.” That is so sad. The loss of magic killed them.
“You killed them,” I blame my star. 
“I do not remember doing so.”
“How would you? You erased your memories.” 
“How did their magic still work on land if magic had vanished?” I ask the war general.
“That is a question historian’s have worked hard to uncover yet have never found. No one knows why magic vanished, nor of how the demalgons managed to hold onto their powers long after it did.” 
I wipe a fallen tear. “They were slaves,” I mutter beneath a quiet cry. They were like me. Powerful creatures forced to use their magic to fight the kings’ wars against their own will. My government forced me to fight. I had no choice. Not if I wished to see the death of my friends and of my own. My voice grows cold, my expression hard. “Sounds like the old king had a powerful army.”
“The most powerful in all the Mel’Var galaxy,” he states.
Something in me stirs. Something unsettling. The fingers of my right-hand flutter at my side. That dark side of me—that side I never wanted to witness again—it resurfaces, poisoning my light with a wrath so strong, so spiteful, it’d make well known gods bow to their knees and beg for mercy. 
The Star awakens, positioning herself to come forth. To kill any who dare stand in her way. Death incarnated. Long has she been resting until now. 
My fists ball, my jaw clenches, my nostrils flare, heat spilling from my nose. It’s the same. It’s all the same. No matter where I go or how much time has passed, they’re all the same. Cal’elv wanted us for his own army and had he acquired us, he would have had it, the most powerful army in all the universe. 
“It’s true. They’re all the same. All they wish for is power. All they wish for, is for control. To control us.” 
“But not Zurhen,” I tell her. “Zurhen would never hurt us. He would never try to control me. He loves me.” 
“And you once loved your own family,” she reminds. An unfair, low blow.
My eyes squeeze closed. Nausea and a rush of striking pain shoots through me. I cringe, my eyes burning with guilt, sorrow, and rage. With a quick shake of my head, I try to rid the memory of murdering my family by closing the visual and slamming the door in its face. 
My mantra. I recall it. 
Everything is fine. I am fine. I am good. I am happy. I am alive, healthy, loved. I repeat it a second time. A third. A fourth. Calmer, I release a long sigh, display a fake smile, and then open my pretty green eyes as a new, pretentious version of myself. “You know, Emerlum,” I say as I stalk toward him. “If it’s one thing that I learned from being a slave and fighting other’s wars, it’s that, kings, queens, presidents, dictators, they’re all the same.” I come to a stop before him, my smile darkening into a malevolent grin. “Weak, pathetic, scared little beings with too much authority and not enough power. So, what do they do? They take those with it and force them to do what they cannot. They make us their greatest weapons, Emerlum. We become their weapon, their slaves.” 
I lift my brightly glowing hands. 
Emerlum’s eyes grow big. 
He yields and I follow. 
His voice a nervous tone, Nolance speaks from behind. “He is not to blame, darling.”
“I know.”
“So, what are you doing then?” Emerlum questions. 
“Did you know that I was once used as a weapon? They tried to take me from my family when I was thirteen years old. They threatened that if I did not go with them, then they would kill the only family I had. I attempted to fight back but in doing so, I ended up killing them all, including my own when I lost control of my power. But there was more of them waiting for me in the forest. They caught me after I ran, took me back to their lab and they did horrible things to me. They hurt me for years and forced me to fight their wars that I never wanted to be a part of. I was just a little girl, Emerlum. Even when I grew, I was still so scared. Not just of my power but for my life. All I wanted was to live, to escape, to be free. To see my momma.” 
“I did not know this,” he speaks, and it’s there, the pain in his shaky voice, in his glossy, crystal blue eyes, in his sweet, beautiful soul. Emerlum is not my enemy but the ones from his past are. “History will not repeat itself. Zurhen will never allow it. He will never allow any harm to come to you. He loves you. Here, you are safe. You are protected. That, you have my vow on.” 
A heavy tear escapes the corner of my eye. “I fought, Emerlum and I killed a lot of innocent people. When I close my eyes at night, I can still hear their screams. I can still see their faces. Frozen in fear, frozen in time, the last thing they ever saw was my deadly, illuminating glow and then I ended their lives. I sent them home. To wherever that is, it’s up to them and their god. So, tell me, do you want to know what happens after the long-awaited enslavement a young, unstable, scared being of mass power?”
“What happened?”
“Death was never an option for me. One day, I woke and thought, I could choose to live, to escape, or retaliate.” 
“And what did you choose?” 
“I chose all three and by doing so, I did what those demalgons could not. I killed them. I killed them all. Every, last one of them and then I freed myself, or so I thought.” 
“You will not hurt us. I know you. There is good inside you. Whatever this darkness is that is consuming you—it is not you. Fight it. Let it go, Serena. Let it go.”
Let it go. Let it go. “You know, the thing about darkness is, you stare it long enough in the face, it becomes a part of you. It becomes your only friend.”
Nolance shifts behind me.
Emerlum continues. “No. I refuse to believe that. You once told me that I was a good person. You told me to promise not to give up on being the good guy.” He smacks his chest. “I chose the light.” He smacks it again. “I chose to move forward versus wallowing in the pain. You made me promise you, so I am making you promise me. Choose good. Choose the light, Serena.”
“I can’t promise you that, Emerlum. I can never promise anyone that.”
“Yes, you can. If I can, so can you. We all have a darkness inside that wishes to consume us whole but only the weak let it. You are not weak. You are the strongest being I know. You are good. I know it. I know you. I see you, Serena. I. See. You.” But he’s wrong. No amount of good will ever redeem me.
“Am I though? Am I truly good. I mean, what’s the difference? I’ll tell you a little secret. Society had it wrong. Light is no better than darkness. There is no such thing as good or evil. There’s only the need to live. To do whatever you must to survive. I don’t want to hurt any of you, but it has happened before, and I can’t say that it won’t happen again.”
“Serena…” Emerlum’s broken voice speaks. “This is not you. Stop. Please. Just stop. You will not hurt us. You could never hurt us.”
Nolance approaches my side. He takes my upper arm and turns me so that I face him. “As long as I live and breathe, you will never have to face the burden of watching the ones you love perish. He is right. You will not hurt them.” 
“How can you say that? I’m unstable. Everyone is right. I can’t be trusted. I can’t even trust myself.” 
“Fuck them for putting that doubt into your mind. I will not allow you to deal with her power alone. She took everything from you, but by the power invested in me, she will take no more. You will rise above her because you now have what you’ve lacked before.” 
“And what is that?” I ask. 
“Me. Your other half. Two equals in which hold the key to cancelling each other out or strengthening one another greatly.” 
My mouth parts when I realize… it’s been him all along. He stopped it. His darkness protected me. It shielded me. Had he not been close… had he not been there when I needed him most, I would have lost control. I would have repeated the past, annihilating all. 
Nolance smirks. 
“What?” I ask. 
He bites his bottom lip, that handsome smile of his stretching wide. 
Emerlum speaks from behind. “Enough of this. We need to go,” he informs, yet neither Nolance and I respond, nor break our stare. “Serena,” the big, blue giant calls. 
“Emerlum, I think I’d like to skip the memorial.”
“Why?”
Nolance takes my hands. “Because we’re going on a little adventure, Emerlum but do not worry, I shall return her. That is if her need to explore is well quenched after our long journey.” My dear friend pulls me close. “Hold on tight, and do not let me go.” 
I lock my arms around him. “Never,” I promise.
He beams, his tender knuckles skimming down my cheek with such tender grace. “That’s my good, lovely star.” And to that, we fade, crossing over into the magical aether where we leave poor Emerlum behind and with only the torch of a weak flame to light his way home.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Zurhen
My fist ball, the color of my knuckles whitening. As I stand here, just before the steps up to the very stage I last witnessed my family massacred, I gaze upon my commanding general, my eyes wide, my expression lifeless, and my heart—hurt, disappointed. “What do you mean she left? She was supposed to accompany you,” I state, my tone low, broken. I did not want to do this without her. I cannot do this without her. She was supposed to be here. Not just for my kingdom, but for me… I quickly wipe my glistening eyes, so that no one may see. 
Stressed and out of breath from racing here, I cannot tell if he worries for me, or for her. “She wanted to skip the memorial and then they vanished. Their bodies literally vanished into glitter, into nothing. I could not believe my own eyes. They disappeared like… magic.”
“Nolance,” I seethe. 
My burning gaze peers over my friend. Rage consumes me, the violent feeling shaking me to my core.
“I can deploy a rescue squadron. If she uses her starlight… someone must see. They will report it and then—” 
I stop him there. “No. She left on her own free will. No need to chase after her. She will return.” I turn, ascending the short flight of steps. “I know she will,” I murmur. 
Before the last step, I halt, freezing in place as a flashback plagues my mind. Blood. So much blood stained this very white, wooden stage. 
My head turns quick, and I shudder, wincing from the gruesome scene of the past. It takes everything I own to shake off the haunting memory but when all is clear, my eyes open, my memory serving me a happier remembrance. A time when my family smiled, laughed… a time where they were alive. 
The corner of my lips rises slightly.
The Falling of the Stars celebration. The one before the last. As father and mother took their thrones and he leaned over his chair to lay a loving kiss upon his wife’s cheek, mother had looked out past father, to where I stand now. Her smile… the warmest, kindest smile only a loving mother could hold, it is engraved in my memory forever.  And as she waved me over, urging me to join them, I mouthed my sister’s name, to which she smirked, motioning to my twin brothers, Zacilian and Zaharen. 
There, standing opposite as I, at the far end of the stage, the two were far too busy flirting with a few just below them. Not a worry, nor care plagued their spoiled, royal minds besides coming to the decision of who they may bed after the celebration, but I was once their age too. In fact, it was not long ago that I had acted just as they. A self-indulgent prince with not a care on his mind, not only was I groomed to one day share the thrones amongst my siblings, but I was also raised assuming I had more time before I got there.
It happens fast. One day, you are surrounded by your friends, venturing across the worlds and galaxies, enjoying your young adult life, and the next, it vanishes. Within a blink, all that you knew… just disappears.
Selfish, immature, and with only one thought on my mind, I spent far too much time fucking and not enough time with those who mattered most. A choice that if blessed to redo, I would do so in a heartbeat. Morvlyn… my dear, sweet, sassy, beautiful sister. There is not a day that goes by that I do not think of her and what I would give to see her smile once more.
My head turns left, remembering her being accompanied to the stage by my friend. Her loud laughter had caught my attention. Emerlum had just spoken something humorous, to which she turned to him and smacked his arm with a playful tap. And while her fingers lingered on his bicep, his gaze had dropped to that hand, and then he looked up. With raised brows, his smirk had evolved into a beam. There, they stared, sharing a long, deep gaze not smiling, not laughing—I did not think much of it then, but looking back, I now see what I had been too blind to view before. They cared for one another. Maybe even loved one another. 
I turn towards my friend. “What was the joke? The one you told Morvlyn before the last Falling of the Stars celebration?” 
Emerlum stills, his face paling. “I uh. She had asked—it was not a joke I told her, but a compliment I gave her.” 
“What was it?”
“She had asked if I thought she looked pretty, and I said—I said she could wish upon all the stars to be the prettiest amongst The Three Worlds, but the wishes would not do a thing because she already was.” 
A heavy weight is lifted. A part within calms, glowing with a sense of relief after hearing him share what I have wanted to know, but was hurt to ask. He made her happy that day and that is all that counts. Remembering my sister as happy. I nod. “She really was the prettiest.” 
“She was,” he speaks, his tone just as vacant as his expression. 
“It was not just me who lost her, but you did too. That I now know.” Emerlum’s face tightens, his jaw clenches, and with all his might, he wills himself not to show emotion, but I see it. I see his eyes gloss with threatening tears. “If I would have trusted anyone to be with my sister, it would have been you. I am sorry for your loss, Emerlum. I truly am.” And to that, my friend breaks. My war general comes undone, covering his face so that no one may witness him cry. 
I turn, overlooking the lonely stage and as I gaze upon it, I bring myself back to that memory. After their interaction, Morvlyn rushed to join beside me on the steps. 
We shared a gaze. 
“What did Emerlum say to you to cause you to laugh and smile so big?” I had asked her.
To that, she blushed, shook her head, and replied, “I will never tell.” Of course, she would never tell. Morvlyn and her many secrets… 
I smiled as I watched her go on ahead of me. There she greeted our father and mother with a warm hug and as mother held on to Morvlyn, my sister called upon our brother’s and they turned, happy to be summoned by her. Like me, they would have done anything she asked of them. Anyone would have because Morvlyn held that much influence, that much raw power. She was one to be respected. She was one loved by all. Morvlyn would have made a far better Emperor than me. The role was always hers anyway.
The Imperial Family together, alive, and happy. Our last Falling of the Stars celebration as a whole. If I had only known the next would be their last, would have been my last had I not succumbed to a quick, meaningless fuck between the alley not far off. Fate. An evil, yet beautiful, cosmic entity, for if I had died, then where would my Serena be? She would be dead. Just like me. We both would. 
I heave a heavy, depressing breath before putting on a fake, brave smile. And then I ascend that last, final step, waving to all as I cross the stage and head towards the one single throne that now rests at the center. 
Overwhelmed, fanatic screams of joy, boisterous cheering, and loud chanting echoes throughout the fully packed arena. 
Nestled between the towering, shimmering buildings beside us, I glance up and from side to side, greeting all with a wave as they stare down on me from the windows of their homes and occupations. 
“The stars shall fall! The stars shall return!” the heavy crowd chants. 
My gaze turns forward, studying those of my kingdom. “She already has,” I whisper. And as my heart begins to pound and my chest painfully tightens, I reach out to my mate, desperate to have her close, to hear her heartbeat so that mine may calm. “Serena. Where are you? I need you. I need you. Please.”
 
Serena
 
We appear someone… also sunny and coastal. Did we even go far? 
The ocean. With the soothing waves crashing upon the large, dark blue boulders below and the caw of the giant gulls flying freely mid-air, the scene sends a special kind of warmth to my soul. 
One inhale of the salty air, a strange sense of déjà vu hits me. Near the high seaside cliff, I gaze out past the vast, endless sea that stretches far beyond the golden horizon. “It is so beautiful. I’ve never seen the ocean before I came to Vargon. God, I swear I could spend forever out here. I really could.” 
“This isn’t the same view, and we are no longer in Vargon,” Nolance speaks from behind. 
And as I turn to look back at him, instead of one massive, white castle standing behind, it’s a small, black palace. “That’s not Zurhen’s castle,” I point out. 
Haunting, desolate, and overgrown with dried ivy climbing as high as the tallest tower, this place has long been abandoned. How long? From the looks of it… maybe more than a hundred years if not more.
Nolance moves towards, not smiling, but… sad. Why is he sad? “What’s wrong?” I worry. He takes my hand, gazing down on it. “Nolance?” I call after he does not answer me. 
“This is my home,” he reveals. His home… home.
I peer beside him, at the palace, taking in every tower, corner, the long, windowless, open hall that faces the sea. I study the towering pillars and faded, gossamer curtains swaying in the salty breeze and while I do, that strange sense seems to wash over me once more. Nostalgia. Why does it feel as if I’ve been here before?
He releases my hand and turns to stand at my side.
We face his home, at least what has become of it throughout time.
“I bet it was once beautiful,” I say after a long moment.
“The most beautiful,” he responds.
He extends his hand. One slow flick of his wrist, his dark shadows rush towards the palace. Boom! Magic meets surface with an abrupt clash. A delicate bomb of shimmering purple and pure, divine darkness explodes, its poison spreading fast, far, and high like a traveling plague.
The wind whips, capturing some of his dark, smoke-like streams. Caught in the swirling current, they loop round the vast perimeter, over and over. A magnificent, delicate twister, around his magic goes, encircling all that once was with its dense, ominous enclosure.
Higher, his magic ascends, a thinning stream pulling towards the clouds.
“Where’s it going?” I wonder.
“Home,” he says.
And with that, all motion ceases. The twister halts. Magic falls. A blanket of power, a shield of protection, shimmering darkness slams into his palace, covering the entirety of it. As fields of shadows and many purple flecks of glittery dust bounce high and deep into the sky, a curtain falls, cascading over the walls. What once was, is now restored.
“Nolance,” I gasp. “You are incredible.” As his magic whisps away, I take a few steps closer, stopping mid-way over the soft, over-grown, thick, green grass. “Do you ever get the sense that you’ve been somewhere, yet know you have not?” 
“Is that how you feel now?” he asks. 
“I can’t explain it but yes. I feel like I’ve been here. Like I’ve stood in this very spot and gazed upon this place. But that’s ridiculous. That’s insane, right?” 
“It’s not insane at all. Who knows? Maybe you lived here before. In an alternate life.” 
Smirking, I glance over my shoulder and back at him. “Right. If that’s true, then why can’t I remember?” 
His head perks, his gaze deepening. “If you could, would you truly wish to remember?” 
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” I turn towards his home, determined to know why it feels so familiar and where I’ve seen it before. 
“Then say it. Say you wish to remember,” he presses. 
I smile, shaking my head. “Do you know how many wishes I wished for, yet only one was ever truly answered?” 
“It is not enough to say it. You must mean it with every fiber of your being. A wish will not be granted if it does not come from the heart, if it does not come from the soul.” 
Well, then maybe that’s why they’ve all been ignored. Because I have no soul. “Do you really believe in alternate lives, Nolance?” 
“I do. I very much do.” 
“It’s beautiful. This place. It’s like a home that was plucked from my dreams, from my mind.” 
“Good to know for I had it designed specifically for someone very special to me.” 
No longer smiling, my head lowers, my soul sinking. I look back at him. “Who did you have it designed for?” 
“Just someone from my past.” It’s in his eyes, the pain, the sorrow, the guilt. He had a lover but lost her and has never recovered. 
I turn to face him. “Oh,” I respond. “And where might she be now?” I ask, tip toeing around the question. 
For the love of God, please don’t say dead. Please don’t say dead. 
“Dead,” he answers.
My soul shatters, crumbling within. “Nolance… no,” I cry. 
He shrugs, brushing off the topic as if it no longer burdens him, but that’s a lie. His fake façade is all a lie because I see him. I feel him. I know him. Somehow, a part of me resides inside him, just as a part of him, burrows deep in me. 
We two are connected. There is a magic about us. A mystical, woven, invisible thread that stretches too thin when we are apart, yet strengthens when we are close. We are bound to one another, that thread snapping us back towards each other if we stray too far. Magic may be a mystery but this bond between us… this is a mystery I will never understand, a mystery I may never be able to solve and that frustrates me, because the longer I spend with him, the more I must know. Why can I not live without him? Why can’t I breathe if he is not near? 
With pinned eyes, Nolance moves towards.
When he is but a heated breath away, he leans in, trialing the tip of his nose lightly up my cheek. “No soul ever truly dies but goes on living in some new form or another.” 
A feather light kiss against my temple, my eyes close. I release a heavy sigh. “So, you believe in reincarnation?”
“I do,” he answers. “I very much do.” 
My weighted eyes open and are met by his piercing ones. He is close. Intoxicatingly so. 
“If it is real, then maybe you’ll see her again. Maybe I’ll see my family. Maybe Zurhen will see his.”
He swallows hard. “Yeah. Maybe.” 
A long, deep stare, neither of us blinks, nor speaks a word. Life is too short, and I fear that if I close my eyes, then I’ll wake from this prolonged dream and none of everything I have experienced will be real. It’ll all be a fantasy. A last moment of peace before death takes me under his wing and carries me away from my dark, cold cell.
He brushes some of my wind-swept hair behind my ear.
“Nolance,” I struggle to speak. 
“Are you ready for that adventure I promised.” 
I nod. “Very much so.”
“Let it be warned, it will not be easy.”
I chuckle behind closed lips. “You’re speaking to someone who has led countless armies into war and won them all. I think I can handle a little adventure.”
Nolance snorts, half smiling. “Very well, then listen up because I am about to explain how the grand game is played.” 
“I’m listening,” I reply with a coy smile.
“Good. Then here goes.” 
 
Zurhen
 
As the kingdom roars, clamoring with an excited, vengeful rage, I glance to my left, meeting the supportive eyes of my friends, Nay’ahli and Cur’rav. 
With a light smile and nod, I look to my right, finding Emerlum’s encouraging expression. He nods and I release a long, relaxed breath. 
My attention returns to all before me.
I go on, finishing my heated, grand speech with the moment they have all been waiting for. “His name is Cal’elv and by the power invested in me as Emperor of the Mel’Var galaxy, Ruler of The Three Worlds, Commander of the Armed Imperial Forces, and High King of Vargon, I stand here before you today, to declare war upon him, and his entire army!” 
A mighty, spine-chilling uproar bursts amongst the many. The kingdom’s unified voices release a rocky quake beneath our feet, their maddening stomps and bellowing yells rattling the glass windows beside us. An eerie motion and scene, the vibration leaves a tremble within.
The Beast wakes. Blood. Him and I crave vengeance. We crave death to all responsible.
“And so, we shall bathe in its freshness,” he insists. 
My gaze sweeps over the angry mob. 
I thought I could not do this without her, but I was wrong. I can do this. All I needed was to believe in my own self. All I needed was to believe in my kingdom, in my friends. Desperate to cling to her for support, that is no way to live, that is no way to rule, for as father once said, “To rule as king, one’s mind must always be clear and ready to fight for the kingdom at any point in time.”
He was right. Serena is my distraction and if I wish to rule the way my parents had, then I must learn to separate her from my duty. Trust. I must learn to trust her enough to believe that she will always be there for me, even when she physically cannot. Serena is a star, and you cannot cage a burning star, for shooting stars are meant to soar. Not remain still and whither amongst darkness. I must remember that. I must respect it and I will because that is what love is. Love is acknowledging what the other needs and then doing everything in your power to see that they are given what they crave most, and what she needs most, is to fly, to spread her wings and be free. 
My little bird. My precious, little bird. 
I raise my fist high. “Long live the Imperium!”
They follow. 
Every fist is raised, their booming voices heard for miles upon miles. 
They shout in unison, repeating their chant with an enraged vendetta. “Long live the Imperium! Long live the Imperium!”
Chills. My heart races. My breathing grows heavy. And my smile… it beams. 
I chuckle, not believing this to be real. 
“I am proud of you,” I imagine mother saying. 
“Thank you,” I whisper. “I am proud of myself too.”
“They love you,” the beast within speaks. 
“I know,” I respond. “They truly do.” They truly do. 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Serena
Nolance takes my hand, leading us towards the edge of the high cerulean cliff. He stops near the unstable, sandy barrier as I remain a safe foot behind. With his attention set on the far horizon, he gazes out at the golden sea, the warm, coastal breeze lifting his dark purple tresses. They tangle throughout his crown of black thorns but he can careless about his always pristine appearance, for right now, he is as unbothered as they come.
A calming sense of serenity washes over his once tense form. He breathes out a long sigh I think he’d been holding in his whole life. His eyes… two beautiful golden embers. Thanks to the dawning of day, the sun reflects off his violet pupils, the mix what can only be described as molting gold amongst his original hue. Royalty. Never has he appeared more fit for a throne than he does now.
He smiles, chuckling silently behind closed lips. I’d ask what is so funny, but I gather whatever memory he and that horizon shares, is none of my business anyway.
He speaks. “They’re called The Trials of the Four Totems. Scattered across the world, legend has it that there are four hidden, ancient treasures deeply buried. Said to hold pieces of The One True Star’s soul, they are the last remnants of magic The Three Worlds know of.” 
 “And you want me to find them?” 
His head turns, his smirk widening. “I do.” 
“I thought magic no longer existed on land.” 
“A debatable theory. It works for you and me, doesn’t it? Besides, even your star cannot eliminate all magic, for there is magic in the most mundane.” 
I make the mistake of glancing down at the far depths below. As the warm, salty wind blows from behind, the air lifting the soles of my boots barely off my planted feet, I squeeze my friend’s hand, and take a cautious step back.
The waves crash against the giant rocks, the power behind them enough to pull ones’ body deep into the sea upon withdrawing. Not that they’d be alive to know after the fall.
I respond. “I didn’t know star’s had souls.”
“It is a living entity, is it not?” 
My head lifts, my attention set on him. “Are all stars like my star? Everyone had said that mine was The One True Star. What exactly does that mean? Is she the only living one or are there more?” 
“All stars are merely a vacant extension to The One True Star. A hand, a foot, an ear, but your star… she is the soul of all stars. She is what gives other’s life. She is what gives them light, meaning.” 
“I did not know that, nor she.” 
“I imagine there is a lot neither you, nor she is aware of, but you can be.”
“How?”
“Find the four totems, find the four soul stars she left behind. Restore her soul to its natural grace by reuniting the broken pieces. Only then may she remember all she had ever lost.” 
 “So, I claim them and what? They help her remember her past?” 
Nolance nods. “They just might.” 
“You’ve known about these stars all along, haven’t you? While in space, I had asked you to help me restore her memories… you knew there was a way. You were just waiting for us to make it to Mel’Vargon so that I could find them.” 
The Dark One smirks. “Like I said, you grow wiser by the day.” 
I seek out my star. “This is it. I find these soul stars and you’ll regain your memories. Is that still what you wish for?” 
“Yes!” she shouts in excitement. “I want to remember. I need to remember. Help me remember, Serena. Please. I must know who I am, who I was.” 
“And what is your star saying now?”
“She wants to remember.” 
“Then your first trial begins now. Jump, for below is where your first totem dwells at the bottom of the sea.”
Wait. What? He can’t be serious. “You want me to jump?” 
“Would not be the first time you took a leap of faith for me.” A leap of faith. I can do that. It’s just a leap. I’ve done wilder than that.
I turn, facing the golden horizon. Below, as I gaze down, watching the strong waves splash upon the big rocks and high cliff, I swallow a hard, nervous gulp.
Fear, nausea, and anxiety creep in. I hesitate.
“Serena?” he calls. 
My clammy, trembling hand releases his, shaking at my side. They both do. A leap of faith. That’s all I need, is to take a leap, and a far one I might add. A very far one. Ugh. Those rocks below look awfully hard. No. I got this. I can do this. I know I can because I can do anything.
With one long exhale, I don’t allow myself to think further. No, I shut down, closing the door that blocks all feeling, all thoughts. To think, to feel, is dangerous, for if I allow them to consume me, then it wins, the trauma wins, and I am so over everything and everyone trying to control me. No, this time… I win. This time, it is I who is in control of my life.
I whisper into the wind. “I am in control, not my pain, not my star, not anyone, but me.” To that, I yield a few large steps back and then I run. I run fast.
The edge grows closer, each pounding step I take bringing me nearer to what awaits below.
I pass my brightly smiling friend.
Goodbye Nolance, hello sea.
No turning back now. I leap, my back foot pushing off the rocky edge with a forceful kick. Cleared of the mighty rocks below, I soar. At least for a few seconds before gravity claims me. “Ahh, the things we do for the ones we love,” I say as I fall. 
“You love me?” The Star’s cheery voice asks. 
I smirk. “Don’t let it go to your head.” She smiles the only way a star can smile, through light, by allowing us to naturally shine. 
My white, dirty dress flaps in the wind, the fluttering noise reminding me of when our great Alaska flag waved high in the air during the summer community games. A time I looked forward to all year.
As I fall fast towards the sea, it dawns on me that I don’t know how to swim. I never learned how during the short summers… my eyes bulge, my hands waving in a frantic frenzy as if they might stop my fall. Okay. Maybe this wasn’t the smartest of ideas. “Oh god. What did I just do?” I attempt to halt my descent, willing myself to lift into the air, yet it does not work. I forgot how to fly. “Okay. Time to fly, Serena! TIME TO FLY!” I don’t. “Oh god. Fly! Fly you stupid, stupid star! FLY!” 
Just as a panicked scream escapes past my lips, my voice cuts quickly off by something that yanks me into the sky. Confused from the jolt, there is no denying that familiar presence. The one I’ve felt like I’ve always known. 
A warm, thin pressure encircles my waist. Like delicate, comforting threads of familiarity, they coil around, turning me so that I face upwards, towards him. “Nolance,” I whisper. 
He dives fast towards, his dark shadows expanding behind him like long, blazing, shadow flames and my god… it’s as if I’m seeing him for the very first time. Beautiful. Nolance is beautiful. So stunningly so. How have I never truly noticed? “Nolance,” I speak in awe.
“SERENA!” Held at the waist by the few slim lines shot far ahead of him, they are too thin, too weak to hoist me up. He has me, yet I am slipping, the hairs of those threads splitting more and more each second, I fall.
Like the few lines wrapped around my abdomen, high above remains plenty, and they are coming for me. He is coming for me. The Darkness to my Light. My greatest friend. My other half.
Many long, thin, black tethers project from his body, all straining towards me in desperation and hurry. That bond… our bond… a mystical, magical woven cord—this thing… the thing that has drawn me to him since the very first day his violet eyes held mine from across the room, since the very day he first said, hello, I feel it. I feel that bond thrum within. Loudly enough to near deafen me mute.
Something powerful begins to rise beneath the surface and God almighty is it screaming to be let free.
The further I fall, distancing myself from him, the harder our bond stretches, pulls. An internal, excruciating sprain, that thread of ours threatens to snap but by the cosmic power in me, I will not let that happen. No. I’d never let it break. Not in this lifetime, nor the next.
“Go to him,” The Star speaks, or I do. I’m not sure whose internal voice I heard. Mine or hers. They sounded the same.
I barely think. I barely act. In fact, I don’t think it’s me at all. Instead, another part—this deeper, spiritual, instinctual part of me reacts in my place. My… soul. It’s my… soul. I have a soul. 
My entire body arches and my spirit… it bursts free, leaping forward, towards him.
A long breath escapes me. For once, not only am I physically free, but eternally. Long at last, I am free. I am truly free. Unbound and exposed, my soul is free. 
Soft, delicate tendrils of light burst, each one of my lines growing like vines reaching for the heavens, reaching for him.
His hand extends, his fingers flexing hard. “GLOW! BRIGHTER!” And that’s all it takes to call upon the rest of my grace.
My long, rising tethers light up like the death of the brightest, burning sun. As luminous streams extend up towards him in anxious strain, he is still too far and the sea… far too close. “Nolance,” I whisper. 
He flexes his fingers further. “SERENA!” I extend mine, begging to know his once more. Closer, we grow yet continue to fall. “DAMNNIT, SERENA! FLY!” But I can’t. Something stops me from doing so. No, not something. Me. But why?
Heavy and comforting, a serene peace washes over me, the kind that makes you feel all warm and fuzzy. It’s back. The call of death. The moment one’s soul decides whether to remain tethered to their vessel, or to go into the great unknown. 
A quiet cry of laughter leaves me when I realize… there’s no escaping. Not this time. I blow a long breath and nod to Death. “I’m ready. I’m finally ready to go.” I smile softly, embracing these last few seconds. “See you soon momma. See you soon.”
“SERENA!” One last look at my sweet, dark friend, I close my eyes and brace for impact. “NOOOOO!” But leave it to my dearest Fate to have other plans.
Him and I meet and my eyes open.
Nolance grips my wrist, his hold bruising yet there. He yanks me towards him and when he wraps his arms around and slams me to his solid body, our two energies collide. 
A cosmic, profound emergence, our powers explode upon impact, and it reminds me of a nuclear bomb, only this one, set off not by hate, but by… love. Love. I love—a quick, foreign vision invades my mind. Together and happy, hand in hand, we shared a darling smile and then we leapt from the very cliff above, diving fast and straight for the sea below.
I blink, and it’s gone. The wholesome vision is gone. I’m forced back to reality.
His darkness twirls around my bright, glowing strands of light, locking around them like tight, woven spirals that cannot be undone. A dance of light amongst darkness. We unite. Our light and darkness. The perfect duo. Together, we fall. Together, we go down in happiness, in… love.
My glowing hair floats upwards, the strands caging his face in. His very near face. 
Once scared and worried, the powerful, almighty Dark One has revealed his true weakness. Me. It’s always been me. “You fool,” he softly speaks. “You could have hurt yourself. You could have died.” 
“At least the view was nice.” He chuckles, smiling ever so beautifully. “Besides, say I survived, wasn’t it you who told me we are resilient to pain, and it is only temporary?” 
He smirks. “That entirely depends on your definition, for I have known pain for far too long.” 
“Then tell me. What can I do to make you happy?” 
He smiles. “You’re already doing it.” 
My back hits the surface with an abrupt slam. And as water splashes up, encaging us in its presence, we submerge, sinking deeper into the cool pressure and serene silence that surrounds. 
“Breathe it in,” I hear him speak within. Within. 
My eyes widen in surprise. “I heard you! I’m hearing you! What? How is this possible? How am I hearing you?” 
“The limit to hearing your voice stretches far beyond the stars. I can hear you from anywhere, just as you may hear me, but only if you so choose to listen, to grace me from within.” 
“Have you always been able to hear me?” 
“Always. Well, not at first but as time grew—if I concentrated hard enough, I taught myself how to pick up small fragments of your voice. Whispers if not one word here or there. It wasn’t until you entered the cosmos where your voice grew clearer.”
“And that’s when you felt me. That’s when you came looking for me.”
“I knew I’d find you. It was only amount of time before I did.”
“As the stars align in harmonious rapture, I will find you again. I will always find you,” he had once said.
For some reason, I am not surprised by the new information, but… soothed. Never was I alone because he was there. He’s always been there. Even when the distance was as great as beyond the stars. He was there. My only friend. My darkness.
My bottom lip quivers, what tears I shed swept up by the underwater current.
As we sink, the light of day growing dimmer above, we remain as we are, holding one another while disappearing into the darkness of yet another abyss. Space the sea, it is the same. A beautiful, cold, inhabitable darkness. 
Suddenly uncomfortable, my head begins to pound, my body soon contorting in pain. Struggling with the last of my human breath, I open my mouth to breathe in the rich, salty water, yet choke, coughing. 
I can’t adapt to the change. I can’t stop coughing. I can’t breathe. “Nolance,” I speak. “Help.” 
“Relax. Take another breath,” he instructs. 
I try yet cough even more. “Nolance!” I panic. “It’s not working!” 
“Breathe, Serena! Breathe!” 
I attempt to breathe through my nose, inhaling the stinging, salty water and when I exhale, ridding the liquid from my lungs, I finally calm. I adapt to my surroundings. 
“There you go. That’s my good, lovely girl,” he praises. I smile. “For a second there, I thought I’d be forced to give you mouth to mouth.” 
I smirk. “I’m sure you would have liked that, wouldn’t you?”
“Oh, I would have thoroughly enjoyed it more than you know. Now glow for me. Light our way so that we may see through the darkness.” 
I emit more light, glowing brighter. A beacon in the thick of darkness, our visibility opens a mere ten feet or so around. 
Nolance releases me and takes my hand. Next, we turn, no longer sinking but floating.
“It is just like flying. Relax your mind and will yourself to do so. Will your body to move wherever you wish for it to go.” 
I do as he instructed. And then we’re moving. We’re gliding through the water, smoothly, gracefully, just like mermaids. 
I feel like a mermaid! I smile, embracing this moment, the kid in me squealing with joy as I live out one of my all-time fantasies. 
Nolance points out a large, dark shadow of an object that remains ahead. 
I extend my hand and release an orb of light, willing it to move towards the shadow. Not an object, but the peak of a head, a monument of a… woman. 
As we approach, floating right before the massive, gigantic head, I reach my hand out, brushing aside the seaweed that hides the left side of her huge face.  
She’s beautiful. Goddess-like. 
My gaze lowers, curious about the rest of her body, yet it’s too dark to see. How tall is she? How further down must we go to see the rest of her? “Okay, so what’s the plan here? How do I find the first soul star?” I ask him. 
“Resurrect her and find out,” he responds. 
I look to him. “You mean make her a living thing?”
“No. Restore her to her original beauty. Have her rise.” 
“And how do I possibly do that?” 
“How many times must I tell you? You have the power to do anything, so do it. Make her rise. Let her beauty be seen from beyond the planet.”
“Okay,” I agree. I let go of his hand and swim back so that I may get a better view of the monument. 
Nolance follows, moving around to float behind. 
“Are you just going to hang back and watch like the last time?” I question.
“I cannot hold your hand during every task. Some things in life, you must do alone, or you’ll never learn.”
“Okay, dad,” I mock. 
“Oh, I’d much rather you call me daddy.”
Bubbles escape past my lips when I chuckle.
I give myself a short moment to grow serious and while doing so, I think back on the black hole, knowing that if I could destroy that, then there is nothing I can’t accomplish. With that confidence, I extend my glowing hands and will my light to envelop her entire form. Seconds it takes for my magic to race around and all the way down to the trenches.
“This part, you must do alone,” I remember him telling me while in space. 
A mighty, distant rumble sounds beneath us. The statue of the woman shakes in response. Pockets of air bubbles float upwards, just as mounds of sand stir from her antique, stone figure. The view before us becomes blurred.
“Whatever you are doing, do not stop,” he encourages. 
I exert more power, more light and as I do, I envision the monument lifting. She rattles violently, tilting from side to side all while pounding against the ocean floor with booming bangs. The shifting sand rises, blurring my vision. 
“Yes. Keep doing it. Do not stop, Serena.” Nolance instructs. 
“Yes! Light it up! Burn it all!” he had shouted. 
Another memory then comes forth. “You’re really going to restore magic upon The Three Worlds?” Ara’nolkai had once asked. 
“With my guidance, of course,” Nolance had spoken. 
“What are you doing, Serena?” my nervous friend questions from behind. He’s always been there. Every step of the way. Encouraging me, guiding my path. 
“You did that, didn’t you? You called them here,” I had asked about The Migration of Ascendance. 
“We could all use a bit of closure in our lives,” he had said. 
There’s a deep, resistant rumbling before the monument lifts. Sand slips from her form. A cascading waterfall amid the sea, decades if not centuries of buildup, falls, all debris gliding towards the ocean floor. Soon, her giant head rises, ascending above me. 
“Save them. Be the hero, Serena. Give the worlds a reason to love you. Give them a reason to call you their hero, their god,” he had told me. 
“Serena?” Nolance questions. 
How did I not see it before? To think that I considered myself observant, how was I so blind? 
A large seismic ripple echoes beneath water. As she climbs, her waist now in view, the force of her mass ascension sends us soaring back, yet I do not lose my hold of her. 
I’m caught from behind. Held close, he wraps in his arms around, resting his cheek tenderly upon my own. 
I do not hold on to his arms. “All this time. It’s been you. You did it for me. Every action, every word... it was to lead me here. You staged that black hole, just so that I could prove my power. You created the black hole so that I could destroy it and become the hero I always wished to be.”
“Yes,” he answers. 
“My star couldn’t grant Zurhen his wish to rid the black hole. She didn’t know why, but it was because of you. You stopped her from doing so and now you brought me here to restore her memories. She was your lover. The Star was your lover all along, wasn’t she?”
I swallow back a hard gulp of salt water. 
Nolance tenses, his head perking beside mine. “Wait. No. That’s not—it’s not what you think—" 
“You could have killed him,” I scold. “You could have killed them all!” I burst free from his hold and shoot across the divide.
“Serena!” he shouts after me, yet I do not respond. 
Being ignored may be one of my top annoyances but being tricked, being manipulated… well, that’s a whole other category of anger.
My fingers flutter. My eyes brighten. My gaze darkens. I swim towards the monument, extending my hands forward. One blasting surge of starlight, I send it spinning violently around her. “AHHHHHH!” my gurgled, muffled scream sounds beneath water. 
She lifts, her gigantic body ascending fast until all that is visible, is her dirty, crusty feet. 
Desperate to get away, to escape and be anywhere but here, I push myself to ascend with her, willing myself to fly. This time, I do.
Quickly, I come shooting out of the sea only to stop mid-air. I hover before the colossal statue of a woman who in a way… resembles me. Water cascades down the crevices of her stone figure, falling into the sea. However long later, Nolance shoots out of the water and joins me at my side. Both floating and dripping wet, no words are spoken as we admire the barnacle covered, seaweed clouded and tarnished stone of what I assume was once, one breathtaking sight to behold. 
“She was my everything and then I lost her,” he speaks, his tone a heartbreaking murmur. 
All that anger I once held towards him… gone. “How did you lose her?” 
“She too, was in love with another. She too wanted to be a hero. So, after the death of her lover, she was all too willing to sacrifice her soul to save the worlds upon his destruction. I was not quick enough to stop her. A mistake I will not make again.” My gaze meets him, yet his stare remains forward. “Do me a favor, please?” 
“Anything.” 
“Allow me one last view of her pristine beauty before you obliterate her.”
“Of course.” I face towards her. 
With a sliding wave of a hand, flecks of gold and white light encircles her entire, colossal form, blinding us of her view, but when it lifts, swirling around into a thin stream above, a restored, polished, marble white figure is revealed. An enchanting goddess in all her true glory. 
I don’t have to look to Nolance to know he beams. Overwhelmed, he chuckles, smiling heavenly. 
“She’s beautiful, Nolance. I wish I could have met her.” 
He looks to me, that smile of his gone. “Claim the star, Serena. Consume it all and set her free. Just set me free from this pain. Please. I beg of you.” His tears fall. As do my own. 
I nod. “Okay. I will.” And as I turn to her, sniffling, I waste no time. I send two cosmic, deathly streams her way.
She blows, instantly shattering upon impact. White chunks catapult into the air before they fall and splash into the sea. 
After all calms, there it remains, a brightly buzzing, pulsing, floating orb. My God. He was right... the star lives. 
“Take it,” my own star orders. “Claim the star.”
I float ahead, extending my hand and when I grow close enough, I touch the star and—
 

CHAPTER THIRTY
The impact sends me soaring and my friend screaming. “SERENA!” 
Twice, I find myself falling fast towards the sea in one day, yet the length of this trip is much shorter than the first.
My back meets the surface with a bruising slam. Again, I sink, lowering into the dark, far depths of the unknown.  
Relaxation nearly stuns me immobile. My eyes close and I smile in euphoric serenity, this familiar sense of peace flooding my mind and shielding my body with the most comforting, weighted hug. Almost like deaths call, only this one is… different. I know this presence. I don’t know how, but I know I do. 
I’m sent a dream. A beautiful, blissful dream.
As all is quiet and calm, something begins to unfold. Out of the darkness of my mind, a bright, blinding light suddenly appears. Not a light from this reality, but one from the distant past. A memory. Her memory. The Star’s. It’s the first memory she ever knew. 
“I—I remember who I am,” she speaks. 
“Who are you?” I wonder. 
“I am not a star. I am—I am life. I am energy. I am… creator of all.” 
The memory progresses, taking me on a vivid, life-long journey. Once a silent, dark, cold abyss, near fourteen billion years ago, a magnificent explosion of power boomed across the void. The Darkness had created Light thus sparking that Light to bring life to what was once, the nothing. 
Behold, her eternal birth marked the beginning of time, the beginning of life before we knew it. 
Eons of creation, expansion, and destruction, I witness the pinnacle inception of how it all came to be and through her own cosmic eyes. It was her. She transformed the expanse creating the universe out of the nothing. She was there for it all, as was he, nearly two billion years before she ever existed, before he ever wished for her to be real, to join him as his companion, as his friend and as his soon to be, infinite mate. 
A young sentient cluster of profound energy, he raised her, encouraged her, guided her to become the ultimate celestial goddess she was always meant to be. Out of the lonely, desolate void of darkness came his light, his salvation, his co-partner in every sense of the word, for without her, there would be no life, there would be no death, just cold, inhabitable darkness. The nothing. The void. 
A true retelling of Adam and Eve, she is to The Darkness, as Eve was to Adam. His other half. His equal. His soul… mate… for it was a piece of his soul that he ripped from his omnipotent, sentient flesh to create her, his eternal love. He created her in his image, he created someone who would love him for who he truly was, a kind of love that only a soulmate would ever truly understand, accept, know. And so, as their bond grew, so did their love for one another. Two shared souls, one magnificent spark, magic was created. 
“A bond that when joined, created an everlasting connection, a spark of light. A cosmic conjunction so powerful, that it had the ability to alter time and creation itself,” Nolance had once said. 
Together for nearly six point two billion years before The Three Worlds ever existed, they are first sentient beings to ever exist, for they are mother and father, life and death, beginning and end. Magic, they are made purely of magic because they are magic. They created it. They created it all.
Masters of the universe, it is through their love, through their holy joining’s that birthed the creation of their children. Galaxies, solar systems, and the planets… their offspring are titans, celestial gods amongst the mortal worlds and realms they govern. 
“I have children,” she speaks, the tone of her voice a heartwarming, surprised realization. “The Darkness. He is my other half. He is the reason I was created. I remember creating Mel’Vargon, Mel’Ven, and Mel’Voy almost eight billion years ago. I remember it took about a billion years for the planets and all life to evolve into a hospitable environment. And six million years later, I remember creating the beings, but I can’t remember The Darkness after that.” She panics. “And where are the stars? It’s too dark. I can’t remember the stars. I can’t remember how they got there. I don’t remember creating them nor falling onto the planet.” 
“Then maybe we should find you another star so that we may find out,” I suggest. 
Just then, Nolance comes diving fast towards, his bright, violet, beaming eyes a beacon amongst the somber water. A beautiful angel of darkness coming to claim my soul, he reaches for my hand and takes me beneath his heavenly wing. 
His arms wrap around, holding me close to him, and as we stare, I wrap one of mine around him and allow my other to grace his cheek. 
“Serena,” he speaks within. 
“Nolance,” I say. 
We skyrocket out of the sea, and we do not stop until we reached past the thin layer of clouds. 
With the sun below the horizon and set on the seas rim, its golden, scattered rays of refractions that once lit the world are now encompassed by twilight and soon to be, the darkness of the night. 
“Darkness does not exist without its light but follows it like a shadow meeting it in the crossing of twilight. That is where the two join, celebrating each other’s embrace with a warm harmonious reunion,” I remember Nolance speaking. 
While we hover high, Nolance takes my face between his hands and gazes into the deepest part of me, searching me of something. But of what?
“She remembers who she is,” I tell him.
“And who is she?”
“I was wrong. She was wrong. She is not a star. She is more than that. She is Light. She is creation. She is The Darkness’s soulmate. The love of his life.” 
Nolance swallows hard. 
His jaw clenches, his chest tightens. “Soulmate,” he lowly repeats. Nervous and shaking, his rough, wavered voice asks, “And you? Do you remember who you are?” 
“Me?” I question, yet he does not reply but just stares, searching my eyes. After a long moment, I ask, “What is it?”
As his eyes glaze over with threatening tears, his mouth opens to speak, yet all that comes out is a stutter. “You are—I am—we—it is time for the second trial. Are you ready?” 
I nod. “Yeah. I’m ready whenever you are.” 
To that, he slightly smirks. “Darling, I have waited far too long for this moment. I am ready. I am more than ready.” He extends his hand. “Take my hand, Serena.”
I take it without question. “Always.”
And then we fly. Together. Light and Darkness. Into the endless twilight.
 
￼[image: Ornament 14 Ornament 14]
 
Night has come, the unpolluted, crisp sky welcoming the clearest view of the Mel’Var galaxy, a place where not long ago, I had the honor of knowing and traveling through, by ship and by flight.
Like diamonds in the sky, millions if not trillions of stars shine above us. It’s the most stars I’ve ever seen from land. At least from where I had come from. And there, to our left, next to the thin crescent moon, the three stars. Higher than any other star, it’s the same three mysterious stars that followed me from earth. As I traveled across the universe, they did too. And now they’re here, right above me, it’s like I never left home. But what do they want? Why are they here? To that, I have no clue, but I’m sure it means something. It must. All in time, for right now my focus is on finding the stars that hide amongst this planet, not uncover the truth to the ones that stalk from above. 
Clothed from head to toe in full, thick winter attire, his black, mine white, we fly hand in hand north over the dark, frigid, blue waters. 
The stars shimmer, reflecting off the smooth sea’s surface like a polished glass mirror. Two skies. Double the stars. It is breathtaking. 
Nolance takes an unexpected dive towards water, and I squeal in panic. “Nolance! What are you doing?”
He laughs like the nut he is. “Trust me, will you?”
I roll my eyes and release a long, throaty grunt. God he is so annoying.
“That may be but say it, you couldn’t live a day without me,” he teases.
 To keep my cheesy smile from spreading further, I bite down on my bottom lip. “Stop reading my mind, you conceded prick.”
“Never,” he responds. Good.
He looks to me with the biggest shit eating grin. “I knew you loved me.”
I meet his stare. “Oh, shut up,” I tell him.
He bursts with laughter.
Seconds away from slamming into the thick, frigid surface, he pulls me beneath him, wraps his arms securely around and lays us horizontally over the darkest of seas.
My body near skims the surface.
We soar past, the water rippling and the force of our flight producing calm, lingering waves behind. 
With the chill from the icy water rising from under, the air has become a reviving, wintry fresh, salty breeze.
“Take your glove off. Feel the water. Allow it to know your presence,” he insists. 
All too eager, I remove my left glove. After securing it in my side pocket, I reach a hand below and embrace the brutally cold liquid. 
A sharp squeal escapes me, the frosty sea a chilling, numbing temperature that would shock even the strongest of beings. Emerlum. Oh, how I would pay to see his reaction after pushing him in.
As my fingers skim the surface, white light emits from my tips, trailing across the water with bioluminescent-like streaks. “This is amazing,” I speak in awe. 
He responds, “I knew you’d think so.” 
I glance up at him, staring and smiling hard. 
Without gazing down at me, he too beams, his pearly white teeth nearly glowing in the dark. 
Out of the corner of my left eye, the reappearing and disappearing of something blinking captures my attention.
My gaze lingers into the dark night, focusing on whatever swims alongside us. Whatever it is, it is big. Massive even.
Just as my eyes widen and my jaw drops, a gasp escapes me. “Whales,” I breathe. But not just any whales, gigantic glowing ones two times the size of any normal humpback whale back on earth.
They said everything was bigger in Texas, that was until they witnessed Alaska. I silently laugh. Both states had it wrong, for they have nothing on Mel’Vargon and their colossal giants.
I tap my friend’s arm incessantly and point left. “Nolance! Look, whales!”
He giggles. “Oh my. Yes, I see them. Whalans,” he says.
“Whalans?” I question. “Is that what they call them here?”
“This species of mammal, yes.”
A pod of the biggest whales—I mean whalans swim, together diving and surfacing in an orchestrated routine. With it too dark to see clearly, I can’t tell how many there are, but I know there are a lot.
Nolance responds to my thought. “I would not be surprised if their numbers near thirty. Whalans are known to bond, as family means everything to them.”
A sweet vision of my family and I helping momma in the garden comes to mind. Just an ordinary summer day picking weeds and tilling, as momma sang us a pretty song, we all smiled and sang along the best we knew how. It was a beautiful day, one I’m glad I remember. A small smile graces my face but unfortunately, as the memory of their deaths plagues that precious memory, my smile fades into a jaw clenching, void expression. “Well, I hope nothing ever tears them apart.”
“As do I. As do I.”
Just then, a littler whalan appears, swimming side by side his mother. “Awe. Look, they have a baby with them.”
“Adorable, precious creature,” my friend responds. After a long, silent moment of us admiring the pod, he speaks again. “They love you, Serena.”
I snort. “They don’t even know me. They’re probably just curious.”
“As if that ever stopped me.” 
I breathe in a staggered breath and grow quiet, unsure of what to say to that. For a while, as we fly and the whalans keep up, I watch them, appreciating the way they move, the way they stick together, as well as glow.
That same white, opalescent stream runs beneath their flesh as does it with Zurhen’s kind. The only difference with these mammals is, they don’t have one, but many. Like scattered scars amongst their skin, each one glows, brightly and beautifully. “Nolance?” I call.
“Yes, darling?”
“If all it takes for Zurhen and his kind’s dormant magic to come alive, is to touch a star, does that mean the same for all animals? If they touched a star, would they become magical too?”
“It’s a bit more complicated than that. In theory, yes, but not in the way you might imagine.” He laughs. “Ah. Now you got me imagining whalans performing various magical acts. Now that’s funny.”
“Okay, so what happens when they touch a star?”
“They do not need to touch a star, Serena. Animals are a purity that does not need to be judged by a test of whether they’re worthy to be blessed by a star. When the worlds knew magic, so did the lands, so did the animals and all of nature. Their magic is of a special, different kind unique to their own. A magic that one day, maybe soon, you will witness and know for yourself.”
All too fast, he lifts, ascending back into the brisk sky.
One last look at the pod below, I wave goodbye, hoping one day to meet them again when magic has returned.
We’re soaring once more, towards the north. 
Many giant ice bergs and wide glacier fields encompass the coast off the winter country of Norrun. The scene reminds me of home, it reminds me of Alaska. Home. This is my new home. 
With the long, snow-capped ridgeline and the peak of Mount Helk’Ven far in the distance, its mass is but a small, dark figure, growing grander as we near. 
At last, we cross over land, the near clear, frosted glaciers stretching on for endless miles. After a while, the terrain changes. Snow. Norrun is covered in snow. 
I beam because I really do feel as if I am home. 
Nolance speaks. “If that is how you truly feel, then I shall build you a winter castle you won’t ever wish to leave.” 
I look up at him. “I would love that, Nolance. You have no idea how much I would love that.” 
His head lowers. “Oh, I think I do know. I think I know very well,” he ends with a smirk. “You have a lovely singing voice. I shall love to hear it outside your head one day.” 
I blush. “You’re just saying that to be nice.”
“You know I would never lie to you, but it is true. Your voice could melt the worlds.” 
My body glows. It truly glows. Bright and happy. 
Nolance gazes ahead, his smile still wide. He picks up speed, soaring through the brutal, icy air. To any other, the air may sting, but to me… it reminds me that I am alive, that I am living, breathing and awake, not dreaming, not dead, but present in this new, wonderful life of mine. 
The frosted glaciers come to an end, civilization appearing at the base of the shadowed mountains and along a wide, black as night, winding river.
“Whoa,” I breathe. “It’s a city.”
Lit with a scattered, golden radiance amongst the rows of snow and surrounding night, the dark shadows of low and high wooden structures squeeze together to form one small dreamscape of a land. A hidden, historic mountain side city beneath the stars, I bet it is just as beautiful during the day as it is in the night.
“The most beautiful city in all the world, for it has been untouched by modern technology and the sins of society. No, it’s settled on a more… timeless era, a warm one. No’Vris, the true city of wishes.”
I repeat the name, rolling my tongue and sounding it out as best as I can. “No’Vris. It sounds like your name.”
“It does, doesn’t it? he says with a bit of pride. “I would love nothing more than to take you exploring when the sun is at its highest.” As if my smile could get any bigger… it does.
“Can they see us flying?”
“Maybe, maybe not. I’m sure someone, somewhere has spotted us and already run to share the rare sighting. Personally, I do enjoy sitting warm and cozy amongst the locals at the tavern and listen in on their conspiracies and rumors while I savor a nice hot ale.”
I roll my eyes. “Of course, you would enjoy hearing others speak highly of you.”
He breaks, bursting with laughter. “Ahhh. It’s as if you’ve known me forever.” 
I tease him. “I bet I’d know you better if weren’t so secretive.”
“All in good time, my darling. All in good time.”
While I’m left shaking my head and smirking and he soars just past the city, a particular warm, rising scent whifts through the air, one that strikes me with a jolly nostalgia. Hot cocoa. Somehow, my smile grows even more. God, I love life.
Nolance’s hold on me tightens. Mine tightens around him too.
We continue north for a while, both of us sharing in the serene silence of the peaceful, crisp night.
The vast land of icy mountains is endless, mountains that not long ago, appeared colossal when near the base. The illusion was a lie for they are nothing compared to the behemoth masterpiece that lies straight ahead and high above. Mount Helk’Ven.
“Alright, darling. Shield up and brace yourself. The altitude and weather are about to become unbearable.”
Nervous, I respond, “Okay.”
I will myself to radiate just enough to keep me alive and comfortable. As I do that, Nolance releases his shadows. Thick, smoky clouds of darkness burst outbound. A cocoon of protection not just for him, but around me too. It reminds me of when we went dancing amongst the stars in space and now, I miss them. In fact, I’d love to see them again. From up there.
“I will take you dancing amongst the stars whenever you wish, my darling,” he responds. I beam, radiating just a little brighter.
And so, our vertical ascent begins. Just past a thin layer of clouds, we climb, following up the snowy slopes and rocky ridges. Grander, the view becomes until Mount Helk’Ven is the single largest mountain I have ever laid eyes on and that’s saying a lot because Mount Denali was massive. 
A rush of adrenaline courses through my veins. My eyes broaden, my jaw drops. “Whoa,” I mutter. “It’s huge.”
“It’s just like space and the ocean. Adapt to the change. Will yourself to breathe.”
“Okay,” I say.
Higher, we rise the air becoming thinner and the cold far below freezing. I doubt no normal human could ever survive this. I don’t even know if we can.
Above the peak, there awaits the three mysterious stars. It’s almost as if we are headed straight for them. For some reason, my star shudders at the thought.
Distracted, I miss Nolance round the snow-capped peak. “Do it again!” I insist.
“Alright. Hang on!” he warns. I squeeze his arms.
He swoops around fast, and the thrill has me cheering, “Woohoo!” One more speedy swoop and I’m shouting for all the worlds to hear. “This! Is! Awesome!”
Nolance bursts into a fit of laughter, my own following his contagious roar. 
“Stars, you are adorable,” he tells me, causing my already heated cheeks to burn more.
As he makes a sharp right turn, I scan the mighty never-ending mountain ridge. The snow… it shines in the night, the crescent moon and stars reflecting off the icy surface. It’s beautiful. Magical. “Where are we going?” I ask. 
“You’ll see,” is all he says. I click my tongue, roll my eyes and smirk, and to that, he chuckles. 
The events of earlier today and what went on during our little under water crusade invade my mind. I forgot that I was supposed to be angry with him. I should be angry with him. I mean, I am. Any normal person would be furious with what he did but leave it to me to have the attention span of a dog and forgive him all too easily. Even so, it still wasn’t right, and he needs to know that.
“I’m still mad at you, just so you know.”
“And you have every right to be,” he responds. 
“You tricked me. You manipulated me, Nolance. That wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. What’s worse is, you could have killed him. If I hadn’t obliterated the black—” 
He cuts me off. “I had every bit of faith in you, Serena. You wouldn’t have let them die, nor I of you. And about manipulating you… it’s no excuse but I did what I thought was best for you. No, it might not have been the best option but given the circumstance and premature timing—you were breaking, Serena. I saw you. So withered and frail. I felt you. I heard your cries; I felt your terror, your worry and your pain and there was nothing I could do. I hated it. I hated myself for doing nothing but what could I do? I was a stranger you had yet to know. I trusted him to be there for you. I hoped he would be enough to bring you back and he did. Not fully but enough to allow you to crawl out of that darkness which wished to eat you alive. And so, while he kept you close, I waited, watching you from the shadows until it was time I’d place myself along your path and become what you needed me to be. Zurhen healed your heart, but I would make it my mission to heal your soul.”
He goes on. “You were not ready. The last thing your barely mended heart and soul needed wasn’t to be overwhelmed with infinite knowledge. No, what you needed was a friend, so that’s what I became. I am sorry I hurt you, but I am not sorry for caring for you the only way I know how. Be upset with me all you want but know this. I will never stop caring, nor will I cease fighting to make all your wishes come true.”
“Nolance,” I breathe. I close my watery eyes, fighting back the urge to cry more. I want to be upset with him and at what he did. I want to be angry. I want to lash out, curse him, maybe even slap him across his pretty face for manipulating me and putting Zurhen at risk, yet I can’t. For the life of me, I don’t think I even have it in me to yell at him. He means too much to me. He’s my best friend and I don’t want to see him hurt. I know he means well, and I can’t blame him for doing what he thought was best. I’d be a hypocrite if did. No one is perfect. We all make mistakes. Especially me. “No more secrets, Nolance. Not if you don’t wish for them to tear us apart.” 
He looks to me, his expression serious. “As you wish, my darling. No more secrets. For now on, you’ll have nothing but the truth so help me gods.”
We share a long gaze before I look away first. 
Below and nestled upon the high mountainous, snowy edge, a small black pool filled with reflecting stars stands out amongst the white snow. 
Nolance circles the body of water multiple times before lowering towards it.
Straightening, he prompts us to land.
Our feet touch down upon the thick snow, our boots crunching two feet or so into the soft, fresh powder. 
After he releases me, I venture outside his shadows and towards the pool, stopping to stand on the rims edge. 
A cloud of steam follows my every word. “It’s not a reflection of the stars. It is the stars.” 
The pool, a steaming, geothermal spring filled with white, bioluminescent, glittery orbs, it is liquid stars amongst the darkness that surrounds. It is magic. That I can feel. That I’d know from anywhere, and I want it. I want every, last drop of starlight it holds, for I am but a thirsty creature craving all the power I can consume. “Is the second soul star in there?” I ask. 
Nolance answers from behind. “Partly.” I look back at him, only to witness his shadows fade into a thin, trailing wave.
“What do you mean by that?” 
He walks forward, halting before me. 
Puffs of steam blow after each one of his hot breaths. While gazing at the pool, he responds, “To answer that, I must tell you a story.”
“You and your many stories,” I tease. 
He gazes up beneath raised brows, donning a stunning smirk.
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
His lips tug at the corner, his smirk a bashful, sweet innocence. “When you’re as old as I, you’ll have garnered just as many stories of your own, I am sure.” 
“That’s if I live long enough to gather those stories.”
His smirk fades into a tight lip. “Don’t ever joke about that.”
Suddenly nervous, I look down, shuffling my feet in the thick snow but when I look up with a more positive expression, I say, “You know. You still haven’t told me exactly how old you are.” 
That pout of his transforms into a wickedly handsome grin. “Trust me. You’ll learn soon enough.” I stop shuffling and give him an unamused stare. His head then lifts, his body posture straightening into a performance ready stance. “So, on with the story, shall we?” 
“Always changing subject,” I tease. 
“Don’t act like you don’t love me.”
“You wish.”
“Oh, I do. Every damn day.” For a moment, as we eye one another, I forget how to breathe, how to function, that is until he goes on with sharing the story. 
“A sacred, mystical location, this very pool is believed to be that of fables, fictional tales, for getting here is but a journey that only those with dreams and wings may access.”
“But we don’t have wings,” I state. 
His head cocks to the side, his lips pulling high at the corner. “Or are they just tucked away and invisible?” 
I feel behind my back. Nope. Nothing. “What about an air carrier? Can one use that to reach this point?” 
“And risk a catastrophic avalanche upon all the living below? I think not. No. As the tale goes, a mortal must journey alone if they wish to be blessed by The Pool of the Stars.” 
“Has anyone ever succeeded in making the journey?” 
“Only one,” he responds. “A young male from Mellivia. His family had lost everything in a tragic storm. Their home, their income, their trades life’s work. Even their youngest. Two babes who would never go on to witness the return of the stars upon their world.” 
I gasp in horror, covering my mouth to hide a whimper. That being’s poor family… his babies.
“He would have done anything for his wife. He was willing to do anything. Desperate, he set out, determined to find the one source of remaining magic that would grant him a single wish.” 
“And when he made it, did his wish come true? Did The Darkness grant him his wish?” 
“His wish did come true, but it would come at a cost. A cost in which he would not live to see his wish play out.” 
My heart sinks. “No. Why? What happened to him?” 
“As benevolent as The Darkness was, he had granted the males wish. His wife and remaining children would grow to live happy and blessed lives, but as they would, he would not. An inevitable storm would blow in along his descent, one in which he would not survive. The Darkness made him aware of his demise and gave him the opportunity to bail out before the storm blew in, but it did not matter, the males mind was already made up. He chose to proceed with the wish.” 
“No. That’s not right. That’s not fair. Why? Couldn’t The Darkness save him? He’s all powerful. Couldn’t he have prevented the storm from happening?” 
“Have you learned nothing of The Darkness? From wishes? Darkness does not offer life, it claims. As for wishes, there is always a cost to pay. There’s an equal and orderly balance at play. The Darkness, The Light, their children, and their children… every celestial god has their role. A job they must take seriously, for without their ruling, chaos would erupt. You do not mess with Fate without disrupting the temporal paradox of which all matter of life exists.” 
“What happens when you mess with it?” I wonder. 
“Corruption beyond the scope of repair. Ripples if not tsunamis of alternate timelines. Ones in which even I cannot control, nor access unless aided by one strong enough to weaken the veil and shatter the portal between time and space.” So, now there’s portals and alternate timelines? This dream just keeps getting wilder. 
“Couldn’t you access them through the aether? I thought it could take you anywhere you wanted to go.”
“Anywhere in this reality,” he responds. 
“Who would even be powerful enough to open a portal?” 
“You already know him. Remember the dark hole he opened above and upon the ship?” 
“The one after the battle when you and he were arguing?” 
“Yes,” he answers. 
“That was a portal?” I shout. My mouth parts, my eyes widening. “Zurhen,” I whisper. “Zurhen can open portals and he doesn’t even know he can…” 
“Oh, he can do far more than that, thanks to your more than generous, continuous sharing of light, but enough chatting. It is time to find that second soul star.” Sex. He means sharing my light through sex. 
Nolance huffs, and now I suddenly feel bad I thought that just now. “Okay. So, how am I to find the second soul star? You never explained how.” 
“The young male sacrificed his life to save his family. What would you be willing to sacrifice to see the one you love, happy?” 
I repeat his question. “What would I sacrifice?” What would I sacrifice? 
I turn, gazing out past the overlook and into the dark night. The stars shine down on the wintry world below, their shimmer reflecting off the ice-covered snows surface with a magical glow. The land is lit, light providing a torch amongst the dark. Contemplating, I think of what I own and what I have to offer. I have nothing to show for myself, but a necklace gifted to me, a wardrobe full of fancy clothes, and a nice roof over my head, but nothing is mine. Not truly. Then again, I may have nothing, but what I do have, is me. “If stars have souls, then that would mean that even someone as evil as I would too, right?” I ask, verifying. 
“You are not evil, Serena, but yes. We all do.”
I look to him. “Then my soul. I would sacrifice my soul to see the one I love, happy.” 
A wide, cocky smile breaks across his face. 
“What?” I ask. 
“Wise and beautiful, you impress me so. Is that what you want? Would you really give up your soul for love?”
I nod. “I would.”
Nolance stares, a long, still silence filling the air as he takes his time searching for any ounce of hesitance that may hide within me. After digging and finding nothing, he says, “Very well. Then make the wish, and remember, it must come not just from your heart, but from your soul too.” 
For a split second, worry consumes me. “Wait. What will happen after I sacrifice my soul? Will I still be me or will I turn into something truly evil?” 
“Have faith, Serena, for the stars will always be in your favor. Besides, a wish is not instant, but a heavily crafted plan that Fate takes time to spin. As for your soul… Destiny will not claim it until your wish has been delivered.” 
“Okay,” I whisper. “I’ll do it then. I’ll make the wish. I’ll sacrifice my soul.” 
“Last chance to back out. Are you sure?”
I nod. “Yes. I have never been surer of anything in all my life.”
“So self-sacrificing,” he murmurs. “Then do it. Make the wish. Sacrifice your beautiful, precious soul.”
And so, I do. I harness every ounce of love I hold for my Zurhen. My heartmate. My lover, my hero… I think of his family. I think of the one wish I know would bring him true happiness. Seeing his dear family once again. Seeing his sister, Morvlyn. “Okay. I’m ready,” I say with confidence.
“Good. Now kneel before The Pool of Stars and make your wish.”
I face the pool and lower to my knees.
Rippling on the dark water’s surface, is my lightly glowing reflection. As small radiant orbs drift along the water, floating past my mirrored image, they blur, the focus of my gaze fixed on my eyes and nothing further. The more I stare, the harder it is to pull away. Deeper, I fall until this trance has me recalling a deep, distant memory.
I drop to my hands, peering over the pool.
There was a body of water like this back home. A small dark lake. I would run away to it after all came crashing down. It held my reflection and the stars just as this one does. Staring into that water… I remember never feeling so alone but accompanied. By what? The stars? The darkness? Him? A friend I did not know I already had waiting to meet me? God knows what I would have given to know him sooner, to have known him in an alternate life. A happier one. Before this one. I would have given anything. Everything.
I remove my left glove and secure it in my pocket. “Who needs a soul anyway?” I mutter. With that, I lower my hand into the frigid water and make a wish. “I wish for the one I love, to gain back whatever happiness he lost.” 
The swarming, twinkling stars brighten into a blinding exposure. Something then grabs a hold of my hand and next, I am pulled into what I would expect to be chilling water, yet it is only light. Bright, airy, endless light. 
Caught in a fast, glittery, swirling cycle, a tycoon of white blurry streams encages me in its spinning cycle. The outside world disappears. It is now only light. 
Next, I am lifted, floating weightlessly in the air as sparkling trails of light twirl around my body with a magical, delicate tickle. A giggle escapes me, the embrace of the stars a tingling sensation even more potent than Zurhen’s touch. 
The stars… they greet me with a warming reunion and as they dance, bouncing off my body like tiny, glittery beads of life.
All too soon, I begin to lower. Within seconds, my boots touch gently down upon the center of the now dry, empty crater. Soon, what pranced around me comes together, each mini star forming one bright, spiral up and around my body. 
Straight past my head, the fast, trailing light of the stars form a radiant beam bright enough to signal the world. Higher, they rise pulling from my form only to whisk away and sway towards the near path ahead of me.
The cold, dark world around me has returned, yet now there is light. The light of a buzzing, pulsing, glowing sphere and it floats, awaiting for me to take it, to claim it.
The second star. I do not hesitate, but reach for that star and brace for impact. Unlike before, I am not thrown physically, but through time. 
That dream-like feeling returns, that sense of familiar presence encompassing me with the warmest of holds. My eyes close, her vivid memory transporting me to a moment that feels all too real, too intimate, too personal. The emotions… it’s as if I were truly there, re-living that sacred moment between her and her lover, her Darkness. 
Laughter encompasses the great expanse, echoing amongst the universe. A positive vibration to be felt across all the worlds, one would recognize it as positive matter, divine energy.
Happy and in love, The Light and The Darkness dance amongst the heavens, their mixed, wavy curtain glows that of what I have always ever known to be, the Northern Lights, the Aurora Borealis. 
“This is how stars are forged,” Nolance’s soft voice had once said. “Through the spark of joy that lights one’s soul, shall two become one and together, create gods and entire worlds.” 
It was through their love, through their intimate joinings which caused the heavens to dance and give birth to their many celestial children but what I don’t get is, if The Star was gone, then how could I have witnessed those lights dance from above earth? 
“Because I had sent them to you,” Nolance speaks within.
“But you didn’t know where I was.” 
“I did not need to know, for I sent those cosmic lights everywhere, hoping wherever you were in the universe, you might see them and be reminded.” 
“Be reminded of what?” I ask. 
“Do you still not remember?” 
“When you refer to me, you mean my star, right?” I repeat myself when he does not respond back fast enough. “Nolance, right? Nolance!” Nothing. 
I wake from my deep trance and turn to face him. And while he gazes down at me from up on top of the edge of the high crater, I glare up at him. “You know how I loathe being ignored. Nolance!” He does not respond which furthers my anger. “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to say something? Stop ignoring me! Say something!” Nothing, because Nolance is gone, hidden away somewhere deep inside himself to where even I cannot see, nor feel. 
I release a long, agitated grunt, stomp my foot, and then climb my way out of the crater. As I storm off, and into the thick snow, Nolance finally snaps out of whatever trance he was under and opens his mouth to speak. “Where are you going?” 
“Oh, now you talk. I’m going home! Was a fun adventure but I’m over it!” 
He follows, his boots crunching awkwardly in the snow as he tries to catch up. “You’re not going to finish the trails? Not even for her?” 
“I’ll finish them another day, but right now, I just want to go home, Nolance.” 
“Do you even know how to return home?”
“I’ll use the aether!” I shout. 
Just then, he grabs my wrist, turning me fast towards him. My foot slips, tripping over the packed snow.
I fall straight into his arms and against his soft, black, puffy coat.
His wide, tearful eyes bore into mine. 
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
Before he has time to respond, my mind goes dizzy, this returning, weighted feeling causing my heavy head to fall forward and against him.
His voice is but a faint whisper behind a wall. “Serena? Are you alright?”
It’s happening again.
I know he has me. I know I’m safe in his arms, so with that, I close my eyes, lean further into him, and brace for another dizzying, foreign vision.
It’s him and me again. Wrapped in each other’s arms and held close, we’re standing beneath the stars, together, happy. Fluffy flakes of snow fall onto our beaming faces. 
He blinks, a single crystal falling from his dark purple lashes and onto his rosy cheek where it melts. “I love you,” he tells me. “I’ve loved you since the dawn of time and I will love you long after it’s gone.”
His head tilts, lowering towards me and as his eyes close and his lips part, mine remain open, waiting, watching, warm. He leans in, his mouth meeting mine with a breathtaking, soul devouring kiss that I respond to with just as much—I blink, the vision vanishing when he speaks out loud. “Don’t go home. Not yet. Please not yet,” he begs. “One more and then you may go home. If you wish to finish the trials on a later day, then so be it. We’ll continue then, but right now… just one more trial. Please, Serena. Please.” 
No matter how hard I try—how hard I resist, I can’t win with him. I only lose. Every time.
A sweet growing smile stretches across his closed lips. 
His gaze drops but when he looks back up, staring at me with that piercing gaze and smoldering expression, I realize… The Dark one has me wrapped entirely around his shadows.
“On one condition,” I say. 
“Name it.” 
“After I complete the third trial, you tell me what it is that I should remember?” 
“Deal,” he quickly agrees. 
“Now where are we going?” 
“Back to Vargonia. The next soul star is located between The Valley of Two Winter’s.” 
“Great. I’ll keep my coat then.” 
Nolance smirks. “Good, because you’ll need it.” 
It is I whose smirk then widens. “Why do I get the feeling this next trail will not be as easy as the others?” 
“Who knows? Maybe you’ve competed in the trials before and just do not remember.”
To that, I laugh. Right.
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
It is a quick flight across Glacier Valley before we’re flying into the night and over the high northwestern frozen coast of Vargonia. With the glow of the stars and crescent moon shining its brilliance down upon the ice, the land gives light where it should be dark. An endless, vast region, it goes on, stretching for miles upon miles.
We head east, soon entering a wall of soft, falling snow. 
My palm faces outward and up, many flakes landing upon my gloved hand. I admire them, studying each one of their unique designs. They’re the same. Snow is the same no matter where you live. For some reason, the realization causes me to smile. Day two and this world is already growing on me in ways I could have never imagined. At this rate, I can’t wait to see where I’d end up in time because if I am already this in love, what more can come?
A short while later, we come upon on a wide valley separated by two rocky, snow-covered ridge lines. 
I assume this place might have been a river back in the ancient days, that or perhaps the work of a mass glacier that carved its way between the two mountains and forged this very valley. Despite the valley being vacant, behind those divided mountains is nothing but peaks that cover the land beyond ones’ sight and if you keep going right, somewhere far out there, you’ll end up near Vargonia. Zurhen. I’m sure he’s worried sick. I’d be too if the love of my life vanished without leaving so much as a letter stating where I’m going, when I will return and that I am safe.
Selfish. I am horrible. Completely horrible.
The weather changes within a blink of an eye. Snowfall has become heavier, falling diagonally in two vengeful, and unbearable opposite directions. Visibility is scarce, clouding our view in all directions. And the wind… its’ reached a prickling sting that feels like mini needles being jabbed at every part of my exposed flesh. It hurts. Even for one who has learned to tolerate pain as best as I can.
I wince, shielding my eyes. The Valley of Two Winters. A better name never suited it. 
“Sorry, darling. I got you,” my friend speaks. His dark shadows expel, thickening around us. Like that, the outside world is cut off, leaving us secure and safe behind the ominous walls of his protective barrier.
“Thank you,” I tell him.
He gives a lingering kiss upon the top of my head. “Anything for you,” he responds.
However, long later, we begin our descent, lowering towards the ice and where the storm has yet to reach.
As the soft wind blows thin flakes across the glacier and the glow of the stars and the thick of moonlight shine down between the gaps of the storm above, a blue hue casts over the area, along with the pockets of beaming starlight. It is a stage, and I am the star.
Excited, I shout. “I want to ice-skate!”
“Of course, you do. Drop your legs,” Nolance instructs. 
I drop my legs and he repositions his holding by curling his arms under and over my shoulders. My legs dangle, my feet awaiting to meet land.
Lower, we descend growing closer and closer.
“Are you ready?” he asks.
I nod. “Hell yeah,” I say. Nolance chuckles.
Like the smoothest of landings, the bottom of my leather boots touches down upon the solid ice and then I’m skating, gliding across the long, wide-open valley.
I squeal in excitement, speeding across the ice faster than I’ve ever skated. “This is so fun! Faster Nolance! Faster!” 
“You asked for it!” 
Nolance picks up speed and I go soaring, shooting frost behind us. “Woohoo!” I cheer.
My friend’s contagious laughter sends me into a state of awe. He’s happy. I’m happy. I am so happy it’s unreal. It really does feel like a dream. A dream I never want to wake up from.
With the end of the ice valley nowhere in sight, I feel as if we could do this forever. Unfortunately, forever is an awfully short time.
Nolance slows, soon having us come to a smooth, sliding stop. After releasing me, I’m careful to turn and face him. There, I witness his shadows draw in, leaving his front clear while blazing at the sides and behind him. A ghost in the night, or an angel who has fallen. He is so beautiful, I think I might cry.
Chunky flurries fall at a diagonal, twirling in the winter current that sweeps them across the ice and up into a twisting cycle. The raging double storm above still has yet to find us below, but it is coming, and I don’t need magic to know that it will be bad.
Separated by maybe four feet between us, The Dark One stares through the cold, whistling silence of the arctic night and at me.
“What?” I ask.
“You were right,” he says.
“Right about what?”
“The third trial will by no means, be an easy one, nor will the fourth and final. You remember the story Emerlum spoke of in the cave, right?” 
“You mean, the one about the demalgons?” 
He nods. “History had it wrong. Not all went instinct. One lives, hiding below the very far depths of ice you stand upon.” 
My jaw lowers, just as my eyes bulge. All too quickly, I stare down, drop to my knees, and lay a gloved hand to the solid ice. “No way. There’s really one down there?” 
“There is. An ice demalgon. Not only is he the sole protector of the last fallen star, but he is the last demalgon to retain his own magic. Hibernating for well over of millennium, he awaits the day to be awoken by the star’s returning presence, he awaits to be awoken by his master, his god. You.” 
I look up fast. “Me? But how—how do you know this? How do you know about any of this? How do you know about the trials?” 
Nolance takes three steps toward and then bends a knee, right before me.
My head lifts, gazing upon him hovering high and over. Gone is the crescent moon and falling snow as his broad form blocks it all. An eclipse. A shadow. A god of darkness. Nolance is a thing of beauty, the true definition that looks can be deceiving because behind the horror of his dark nature, there rests the face and soul of the most exquisite, caring, understanding being I’ve ever known.
He smirks, quite bashfully. “To answer your question, it is because I created the trials. Because I was there for it all.” 
I don’t have time to react before two strong, massive, leather-like, sharp pointed, featherless wings spring from behind, the dark silhouette of them expanding high, and blocking all. 
I gasp, my wide eyes studying every aspect of what I am seeing. “Nolance… oh my god.” An angel. A real-life angel. Nolance is an… angel. A dark, beautiful angel. 
“Not an angel. I am high fae.” Fae. 
I repeat the word with a whisper. “Fae? You’re a—you’re a—a fairy?”
“Not fairy. Faerie. Feh-ree,” he enlightens.
My mind has blanked. I hear his words yet can’t process them, nor the fact that faeries exist. “What?” I breathe.
“I have ever only owned one vessel and this vessel of mine just happened to know life as a high born fae before The Darkness found me. Known throughout time by many names, Nehalian Vallanhir is my original, royal fae birth name.” 
Nehalian. His real name is Nehalian. 
His name rolls past my lips with a sense of… familiarity. “Nehalian,” I whisper.
Nolance’s eyes close and he heaves a long, drawn-out breath. “Say it again,” he orders.
“Nehalian.” 
Another long exhale, his heavy eyes open, his expression that of which a thousand-pound weight has been lifted. “One more time.”
“Nehalian.”
A quite growl rumbles at the back of his throat.
I rise to my knees, kneeling before him. “Royal. You said royal. Is that why your thorn-like bones look like a crown? Are you a king?” 
He smirks, shaking his head. “No. I am a prince. Or so I was. You said no more secrets. So, here it is. Here is the truth. My truth and I want you to know it. I want you to know every, last bit of me.” 
“Okay. I am ready. Tell me who you are. Please.”
“Where to begin,” he nervously says.
“You can start with how old you really are.”
He laughs tensely. “Time is a linear oddity that does not quite follow the bounds of the universe and its worlds. It’s hard to say unless I were to choose a particular worlds timeline to follow. Once you leave a planet, time no longer exists the same as it was elsewhere.”
“Then pick your worlds timeline.”
His lips raise at the corner. “Fine. Born barely past two million years ago in the flesh of this vessel and during the time of great magic, I am the High Fae Prince of the Northern Kingdom of Maldorra. A kingdom that would have been passed down to me, had life not gone the way it did. Hailing from a far distant world in which I have not seen since I abandoned it long ago, I had lived a good, happy life, for I had found my one true love. She was to be my princess, my wife, my equal in every sense of the word but too soon, I lost her. I lost my love and like any grieving mate… as I held her limp body in my arms, I made a wish. A wish that changed the course of history.” 
He continues. “I wished for my love to return to me but instead of being embraced by her warm awakening, I was embraced by something cold, something far darker than the death of my beloved. After… well, I suppose you can only imagine the chaos that followed, for it is one thing to be overwhelmed with a dark power you cannot control, and it is another thing entirely to embrace it with immense anguish and wrath. The Darkness had consumed me whole, and I had become the thing of nightmares. The Prince of Darkness. The monster of all creatures that lurk within the dark. A monster even my own family hated and feared. So, I left. I abandoned my world and set out to discover who I was, what… I was, and who I could be. Immortal and cursed to never die, I had traveled far. I had lived many places and created many lives for myself, yet during them all, every so often, I would come across my reincarnated love, but then history would repeat, and once again, I would lose her just after finding her so soon. And then I would wait, going through life until we met again, and again, over, and over, it never stops. This beautiful curse of having and losing her never stops.”
“Nolance,” I weep. 
“I have suffered watching the one I love die more times than I could ever bear to witness. But that cycle ends now. Upon my loves last death… The Star had done something to prevent herself from not only remembering her life before pre-existence but from her and my sweet Divina’s many lives thereafter. You wanted me to explain to you what it was that you should remember—I did not lie to you, Serena but chose to withhold the full truth. The trials were not originally created to help The Star remember her past lives.” His gaze deepens, those violet, piercing eyes reaching into the furthest depths of my soul. “The trials were created for my present day, reincarnated love to remember hers.” 
My ears ring. My entire body goes taut. I hold my breath, breathing suddenly an act I’ve forgotten how to do. “What?” I mutter. “Then why are you having me do them—” 
He interrupts before I can finish. “I knew she would return to me. No matter the length of time, she always found her way back to me, so while I waited for our souls to be reunited, I had begun preparing for her next arrival. I created the trials so that instead of waiting for her forgotten memories to be awakened and for her to reach her truest, untapped power, it’d be done right away. I created the trials so that when she claimed them all, she’d be the strongest she has ever been. I created them so that not only she, but you, Serena, could at last be strong enough to defy death and survive what I was never able to save you from. From your own destruction.” 
No… the world spins, turning small. My vision narrows, everything surrounding me disappearing into a blurry void. Confused, dizzy, still, my soul tightens, my bottom lip trembles and my breathing staggers. 
I do not blink. I do not speak. Not for a long moment. Shaking, I stare. It’s all I can do. It’s all I know how to do. “What?” I finally, faintly whisper. “From what? Save me from what?”
I can’t breathe. 
“Despite every action I take differently to prevent your death, history always finds a way at repeating itself, but like I vowed before, I will not make the same mistake again. Your ultimate, heroic sacrifice will not take you from me once more, that I promise you.”
No. No. No. Panic consumes me. I begin flickering. “I die? I’m going to die?” 
“No, Serena. You will not. You will live.”
With my entire body shaking, I swallow hard. In shock. I’m in shock. This is shock. I can’t feel my fingers. I can’t feel my body. I’m numb. Everything is numb. I barely speak. “It’s been me all along.”
“It’s always been you. You are her. You are my lost love and the one I have been searching for all my existence.” 
“I’m her.” 
“You are.” 
“You loved me.” 
“I did. I still do. In every life.” 
“And I—I loved you.” 
“You did. You too loved me in every life.” 
“And I—I died.” 
“Yes. More than once.” 
So many questions. I have so many questions, yet as my head spins, I can’t think of one except for, “How? I want to know how I died.” 
“Which time?” 
“The last time.” 
“Finish the trials, Serena and then you’ll see it for yourself.” 
No. This isn’t real. None of this is real. This isn’t happening. Without thinking, I slap my cold, numb face. 
“Serena! Why would you do that?” he shouts. 
I shake my head to wake myself, whispering in a trance like state of denial. “This is a dream. I’m dreaming.”
My panic grows stronger, devouring me like a plague. 
I’m hyperventilating. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. 
Nolance grabs my wrists, holding them with a firm grip. “And now you know why I did not want to overwhelm you with this knowledge too soon. Listen to me, Serena. This is not a dream. You are not dreaming. This is real. I am real. You are real, and our past is real. You died and were reincarnated. You are the love I lost. You are the love I gained. In this life, you exist, you breathe, you smile. For stars sake, Serena. If anyone is dreaming, it is I.”
He’s crying. I’m crying. We’re both crying. 
I can’t breathe. Help. Someone help me. Someone please help me!
My cloudy vision blurs him out. I blink, my tears freezing mid-way down my cheeks. “I—I don’t know what to say. I feel like—I feel like I’ve been lied to. I feel like I don’t know who you are. I don’t know who I am. Who am I?” My frantic voices raises. “Who am I, Nolance?”
He wipes not just my icy tears but his too. “Serena. Darling... you are her. Different body, but the exact same soul. I would recognize it anywhere.” 
I grow disgruntled. “But I’m not her. The one you knew… that’s not me. I’m me. I’m not her. I’m me!” I’m losing myself. I’m losing who I am. I’m losing touch with reality. I don’t know what’s real anymore. This doesn’t feel real. 
My chaotic flickering becomes a bright, constant, pulsing glow. 
I’m going to blow. 
“Serena…” he cries. 
“You were in love with a different version of me, but that’s not me. That can’t be me because I can’t love you the same way you love me. Not in this life. I’m sorry, Nolance. I’m so sorry but it’s too late. My heart belongs to Zurhen, and I will not betray him. I can’t hurt him. I can’t be yours.” 
Nolance tenses, as does his jaw clench. 
He releases my wrist, sets them on my thighs and then takes his slow, sweet time removing each one of his gloves. After, his head tilts and a cocky smirk rises high at the corner of his lips. “Darling… he may own your heart, but I will forever own your soul. That much is inevitable no matter the length in time.”
“A soul that I just wished away,” I remind. 
Nolance stares high up at the three bright stars. My bright stars. “One of them will do just fine, but the one in here,” he says, holding a hand to my chest. “This one will stay. Your star will stay.” 
My eyes bulge, my entire body tenses. “What. Did. You. Just. Say?” 
“I had said that soul stars held pieces of The One True Star’s soul, but what I did not specify was that the soul stars did not come from her, but from me. They were mine. Pieces I had ripped from my eternal grace in hopes that when you consumed them, you would embrace me. You would remember me. You would remember all we’ve ever shared.” 
“I—I—"
“The wish you made at The Pool of Stars, it was I who granted it and it is our children, Fate who will craft it and Destiny who will see it fulfilled. A family project, a team effort, for wishes alone are far too powerful for just one entity to manufacture.” 
Children… he said children. Our children. We have children. I am a mother. He is the father. 
He smirks. “A father to far too many to remember them all, but nonetheless, I love every single one of them the same.”  His eyes lift, staring off at the corner in thought. “Well, maybe not all the same. There are a few arrogant pricks that get on even my nerves.” He then looks down, pondering. “Huh. I suppose maybe they got that one from daddy.” His focus returns to me, his stretched smile a cocky expression. “Whoops. We can’t all be picture perfect parents, can we?”
“You—we—what?” I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I’m going to pass out. I’m going to—I’m going to—I burst into an aching, overwhelmed, messy sob. 
“Oh, my darling star,” he coos. Without hesitating, he grips my hips, lifts, and sets me on his lap. I face him, my thighs divided, and hanging over his own. With one arm wrapped around my back, his opposite hand holds my head down against his shoulder. His fingers then lace within my hair, gripping a chunk of my strands with a comforting grace. “Shhhh, darling,” he soothes. “Breathe for me. Deep breaths. You got it. I got you.” One kiss upon the top of my head, his lips linger there for a long moment. 
And while my sobbing continues, he just holds my trembling body close. So very close. Light and darkness. Night and day. We could not be more opposite, yet perfect for each other. He understands me. He gets me. He knows how to comfort me in a way that I do not need to ask for because he already— 
“Knows what you need,” he finishes. 
His hug tightens, the strength of his power burying me beneath the arms of his unyielding love.
Another kiss on top of my head, this one presses harder.
I begin to calm, my crying casually weakening. Soon, my body ceases its shakes and at last, I breathe. I finally breathe.
What was once a chaotic flickering, my light has faded into a different type of glow. A harmless, pure radiance. My soul shines through every pore I own the many tiny gold flakes that only seem to transpire in times of joy and comfort shimmering as they do when I am with him.
Once the last of the numbness wears off, I slip my hands up his arms and when I reach his shoulders, I hold on and lean back to gaze up and into those mesmerizing, beautiful violet eyes. 
As the wintry world around us becomes a hostile, blizzardly war, here we remain, protected by his sweet, ominous shadows and unbothered.
Unblinking, we stare for what seems like a lifetime.
Sometime later, it is he whose soothing voice breaks the intensity of our silence. “You are The Light, as I am The Darkness. We are the creators. We are the beginning, and we are the end. You are my light, Serena, as you are my soul, my other half through every life you’ve ever lived and long before you ever did.” 
“Why can’t I remember you?” 
He brushes some of my glowing hair behind my ear. “Because you erased me. You erased all you ever knew of me.” 
“Why would I do that? Why would I ever erase you? No. that doesn’t seem like me. I would never do that.”
“But you did.”
My tears return. “Nolance… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I want to remember you. I do, but there’s also this other part of me that is scared because if I chose to forget my past, if I chose to forget you then there must be a reason for it. I wouldn’t erase you for no reason. What happened? Tell me what happened. Why did I erase you? Why did I erase my memories?” 
“You held so much pain. Too much pain for one being to hold, even for one as strong as you. In almost every life, you lost someone very close to you, and it killed you. After each one of his deaths, you made the conscious decision to take your own life. You chose to die so that you would not be forced to feel his loss. You died so that you could not remember the pain.” 
“But who? Who did I lose if not you?” 
“Zurhen. Many, many times.” 
Something in me… snaps. A thread. Not from Zurhen’s and my bond but from—a piece of my sanity. A piece that has been hanging on by a mere thin thread. A thread that has not only been ready to split for too long but has also been the final tendril of goodness keeping me from going full… villain.
It snaps, and I—I think I break. After all the pain… after all the trauma… loss, building suppression, hearing that I had known and lost my Zurhen many times in our past lives… I finally, snap. I let in the darkness, and it eats me alive. It corrupts me whole. “No,” I weep.
“Yes,” he confirms.
With one long, deep breath, as I release all air, a hardened version of me takes complete and utter control. “Tell me, how long ago was my last death?”
“Three hundred twelve years ago,” he answers.
“What was his name?”
“Za’kai.”
 “And who killed him? Who killed him last?”
“You… should find the next star.”
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Zurhen
My fists come banging down upon the white stone table, rattling all amongst it. “I SAID FIND HER!” my beast and I roar. 
Emerlum’s head turns quickly towards me. 
Here I stand before my pushed back chair, at the end of the long council table in the ancient hall to where every distant war was called upon, not as the restrained and poised leader I am known to be, but as a mad king on the thrust of becoming something unsound, malevolent.
The war general’s hand rests on top of mine. “My king,” he speaks. It is not the comforting grace of a hand I wish it to be but nonetheless, it still offers me a warmth, a distraction I need, for if it were not for that hand that lay upon my own, I would explode here, now, in front of all. I know I would.
My voice is low, calm. “Remove your hand. Please.” 
Emerlum removes his hand. 
All eight Imperial Council members sit along each side of the table, six representing each country and court from Mel’Vargon. Amongst the six includes one representative from the world of Mel’Ven and one from Mel’Voy. Joined by them, my Imperial Commanders. Emerlum, my commanding war general and successor to the Vargonia throne, sits to my left as Nay’ahli sits to my right, Cur’rav to hers. 
A deep inhale I take, I close my eyes and release a long, staggered breath. So calmly, I speak, “I do not care if you must wake every citizen amongst this planet to aid in searching for her, someone FIND HER!” I snap, losing what cool I owned.
Tense, unstable, and shaking, I am at my end, desperately holding on to any ounce of internal strength I bear so that I do not unleash my beast upon the world. 
Stars, help me, I pray. Please help me.
“Commander,” Emerlum speaks. “I have deployed a squadron which is currently combing the sky. I can guarantee there is not a section of the world where she will not be noticed upon using her light.” 
Cur’rav adds, “Not to mention we have a massive fleet exploring the stars as we speak, as well as two drones orbiting the planet of any unusual radioactive or solar abnormalities.” 
“We are doing everything we can, Commander. If she is out there, then we will find her,” Nay’ahli assures. 
My head lowers, my eyes close and I pinch the bridge of my nose, my head pounding in stress. “It has been too long,” my strained voice speaks. “Too much time has passed. She should be back home by now. What if she—what if something happened to—” 
Solanna, a Sacred Elder and representative from the country of Norrun and one of the more elderly, kind Imperial Council members cuts in. “Your Majesty. If I may speak, please.” With eyes still closed and my head lowered, I grant her permission with a soft flick of my hand. “If any bad were to happen to her, you would know. You would feel it. You two are connected. Wherever she may be in the world… the bond will alert you of her danger. Trust in the mate bond, for it is a blessing, and the truest form of magic there is. That much I remember,” she ends. 
My eyes lift but my head does not. “I did not know you lived in the time of magic. I did not know you had a mate.” 
“Carrus. We were so young and were to complete The Claiming of the Hearts ceremony had he not been called early to fight in The Mad Kings’ war. We were mated for such a short time and then I lost him. I lost my mate. His death…” Lost in despair where her deep thoughts transport her, her somber gaze drifts towards the lower corner. “I would have been glad to die with him had we completed the ritual, yet here I remain.” Her attention returns to me, her expression… callous, the simmering anger that burrows inside her, restrained. “With a body, but without my heart.” 
No… my heart aches for her. It truly does. To imagine losing my Serena—I cannot fathom the loss, the agony. I would not survive it. I would not. If my mate perished then I too would follow her willingly into the afterlife, with or without completing the ritual which would have bound our two fates as one. 
My head raises, as does my stance. “I am sorry to hear of your loss, Solanna. I cannot imagine your pain, nor wish me or any other to know it. But now you understand why I worry for my own mate. Something is happening to her. Today alone, I felt her panic, fear, and worry more times than I have ever. That being—” I say, pointing towards one of three tall, arched, open windows where the night sky glows. “—he’s taken her somewhere.” My voice cracks. “He’s hurting her, and I cannot do a thing about it because I do not know where she is.” 
“Tell them,” Cur’rav insists. I meet his stare. “Tell them who he is. The worlds need to know he has returned and now walks amongst us.” 
I nod, turning to face them. 
“Who has returned?” council member Amalaiah, the brave, diplomatic and stunning lover to my cousin from the dark world of Mel’Voy questions. 
Cur’rav is right. The worlds deserve to know just who once again… graces our presence.
And so, I tell them. “He is her opposite. She is light, but he is darkness. We call him The Dark One. The Destroyer of Worlds, for with a simple snap, he can obliterate all into dust.”
Horrified gasps and murmurs fill the room. 
From the House of Alveryn, Lemoren, the cunning, most newly elected and royal high lord of Ellrain, the youngest of members amongst us rises, his shaky hands gripping the edge of the table. “Is he him? Is he who the Dark Dwellers speak of? Is it truly The Darkness that has returned?” 
Told as legend after the purge of magic and great war against the darkest of battles, when the fearless king known in time as The Mad King Viseren fought bravely and relentlessly upon a force, he knew he could never defeat, not only did he nor the worlds surrender, but allied with the last remaining Demalgons to give The Darkness a fight he would never forget. But with every war comes tragedy. There were no victors that day. Just unbearable loss. For The Darkness, for The Mad King who in the end, claimed his own life after losing the one he loved, Astrea, through sacrifice.
The Darkness had threatened to cloud the worlds with its dreadful, ominous wrath, but in the end, he did not have to. Without magic, the worlds would feel the absence of light for centuries to come. And now he’s returned. The Darkness has returned, and he clings to my own light, my mate.
To not cause panic, I downplay the issue. “He has not given any reason to speculate that it is him the old texts speak of, but yes, it is possible.” 
The downplay was a failure on my part. I could have tried phrasing it better I suppose.
All erupt in fear and panic, shouting amongst each other. 
An aggressive, loud, scraping of a chair goes flying back across the white stone floor. 
From the burning blue sands of the country of Carden, the irritable, easily offended older council member Jurren stands, his face contorted with rage. Glaring, he looks to me, speaking without approval. “Forgive me your majesty, but you are blind if you cannot see what this—this star is doing to you. She is weakening you! She is your distraction and mark my words, will be your downfall if you do not put her in her place and demand immediate loyalty!”
Emerlum rises to his feet in an instant, the mighty warrior towering over all with an abrupt, maddening rancor. Jurren flinches, cowering a few steps in reverse. “Watch your tongue or the next time, I will take it with my teeth!” my angry, general shouts.
While poking the sharp tip of his dagger that he swirls, a sinister smile stretches across Cur’rav’s face.
“I am sorry,” Jurren apologizes. 
Emerlum throws his casted finger towards me. “Not to me, to him,” he orders.
Jurren sets his gaze on me. “My deepest apologies, my king but it is the girl… she is the one who led The Dark One here. She befriended the enemy and now they wander the world unaccompanied doing stars know what. For all we know, he could have tainted her, poisoned her light in which we need to bring back the stars. You are betrothed to the Duchess of Klemoria. Where is your honor? You made a vow. Now is not the time to pine after an unbound mateship in which you can never claim, but focus on the imminent war with—” 
Oh no, he did not. 
My ears pop, a constant ringing, echoing in my mind. 
I cut him off. “Excuse me?” The calm before the storm, my wrath brews, boiling hot beneath my flesh. “Would you like to tell me what I can or cannot do again?” 
“You are young and still have so much to learn from your predecessors, your father... I was only trying to help you understand—” My father. He does not get to speak about my father, nor my mate.
 That final thin strand holding me together, snaps. The storm hits. My wrath lets loose. The beast makes his malevolent presence known.
The stars have mercy on whatever follows next. 
“I AM THE EMPEROR! I AM RULER! I AM KING, AND COMMANDER OF THE ARMED IMPERIAL FORCES! DO NOT TELL ME WHAT I CAN OR CANNOT DO, OR SO HELP YOU, YOU WILL NEVER LIVE TO SEE THE STARS RETURN!” 
“Commander…” Emerlum warns, but it is too late, and I am far too gone. 
A dense, violent wind twists around the room, uplifting all light material in its swirling azure vortex. The blue streams beneath my flesh brighten ten times what they once were. My entire body begins to glow a bright, pulsing blue. 
Livid and fuming, I snarl, every fast, heavy pant a dire warning that there is no turning back, that there is no way to calm the fury before it lets loose and trouble ensues.
With flared nostrils and glaring, darkening eyes, my form begins shifting into the frightening monster I have worked so hard to suppress. 
Sickening cracks, my bones painfully snap but re-grow stronger than they once were. Fabric tears, splitting the material along my spine, my arms, legs… the buttons of my royal tunic bust, flying off as I continue to outgrow my own clothes. 
My slick, scaly, hard skin and hands blacken, the beasts’ onyx talons sharpening into deathly tools of torture. 
As my many wild, swaying tentacles grow from behind, their tips transforming not into smooth, round heads but arrows of the sharpest and most poisonous pricks, my body expands, contorting violently. Breathless and heaving, I bend forward to rest, but that luxury does not last for long. 
One monstrous, bellowing roar sounds. The energy of my blazing light surges outbound in a mad, powerful rush. The sheer force sends all flying across the room, crashing against the wall, chairs, and into each other.
Rising fast, I throw my head, body, and spread arms back, this unknown, almighty power rolling through me with an unbearable current. Power. I have never known such strength, such thrill. All too quickly, it settles, radiating inside me with a drumming, energetic vibration.
All quiets. All ceases.
My head lowers. My breathing evens. I calm but nowhere is my wrath resolved.
My shifting has completed.
I become the one creature that I despise. I become the monster they all fear. I become my father’s true mythical form. I become, The Beast. 
Legs as brawny and hard as rock, they remain divided and in the form of attack stance. Taller and grander than my normal height, I have become a giant amongst giants.
With my widened, puffed, and shredded chest expanding upon every heated huff I blow, my black as night eyes pin disturbingly on the one responsible for causing me to become what I am. 
Not one being dares to breathe, dares to move, to utter a word as most watch with hair prickling caution and fear. 
I tap my talons one by one, scratching the stone table with a long, unsettling squeak and then so slowly, I move towards Jurren, stalking around the table. 
When I am close enough, I halt before his quaking body that rests upon the ground in shambles.
He swallows a hard, nervous gulp, staring up at me with trepidation in his eyes and horror in his veins.
I bend, reaching to grasp a handful of his garment at the center of his chest. And then I raise him high and at eye level so that he may witness true terror. “Say it again. I dare you,” speaks the deep, venomous voice of my—of us. 
The scent of piss reeks from between his legs, the liquid warmth splashing onto the floor drip by drip.
“The stars have mercy on me. Please forgive me. PLEASE!” he begs. “I—I—I am so—so sorry, Your Majesty. I am so sorry,” he sobs. 
A wide, malevolent smirk lifts at the corner of my lips. “I truly doubt you are.” One deep slice across his old, wrinkly throat, his hot, thick, blue blood squirts, splattering across my face like paint flung from a brush. 
I lick my lips, savoring the taste of his despicable, unfulfilled life. 
With desperate, bulging eyes, Jurren grasps at his throat, choking and gurgling on his own warm blood. 
Down, I lower him onto his feet to which his ankles twist the moment he meets surface. His knees buckle and the council member hits the ground, his old bones cracking disgustingly upon impact. As his lifeforce drains from his neck and stains the polished stone floor, he falls onto his side, his eyes forever closing, his disrespect no more. 
After, I turn towards the others, surveying them all with a now rather composed expression. “A new reign is here, and now is the time for change. Here me, for this will be the one and only time I speak of this. I will not marry Klem’enoli and if her country wishes to go to war because of my decision, then a war they will get in line for.”
My gaze meets the undaunted stare of Klemoria’s righteous, dashing, and noble son, Prince Henikai of the House of Klemor.
While he swallows back the words he wishes to share behind clenched teeth, I grin, ready to end this war that I may have just begun.
My speech continues, my attention set on all before me. “After Serena and I have completed The Claiming of the Hearts ritual, she will become my queen, and your ruler. Now you may all get on board and draft a new law that unburdens me from my vow, or you may end up like him,” I say, pointing towards Jurren’s lifeless body. 
Just then, all promptly rise to their knees. They bow before me, holding their honorable fists upon their rapidly beating hearts. 
“That is what I thought,” I remark. 
With a smug smile, I scan the room, meeting Nay’ahli’s judging stare. I give her a few seconds of my attention before my high held head peers towards the now vacant seat that once was occupied just moments ago. “It would appear that I have a new council seat to fill.” My head dips a bit. I look to the room. Through the brows, I stare forward with a wicked grin. “Now, where were we?” 
Ahh. The things we do for love. 
I may loathe the Dark One, but he did have one thing right. “Rule by fear, and they will not think twice before ever betraying, nor taking what is yours. But rule by peace, and they will turn on you.” 
I tried playing nice and it got me nowhere. So, if I must become the villain of my own tale to get what I want, then so be it. I will do what I must to keep and protect the one I love. No matter the cost, no matter the burden, because that… is love. That is, sacrifice. That is honor.
 
Serena
 
As I blast away at the solid, icy foundation, I emit a scream, “STOP YELLING AT ME!” 
I lost him. He died. More than once.
Blast after blast, light surges from my palms, reflecting off the impenetrable glacier like blazing white flames. A magic barrier, a force field casted to keep one out, this demalgons power is strong, even for me. 
“Do you want to grow more powerful? Do you want to remember your past? Me?” Nolance questions. 
“Yes, I want to remember!” 
“Then try harder!”
“You try harder, you dick!” He laughs. “It’s not funny! This demalgons magic is too powerful!” 
“Where do you think his magic comes from? It comes from you! You are stronger, so harness your power! Take the bloody stars, Serena! Take them all!”
“Alright! Just stop YELLING AT ME!” 
I can’t deal with this. It’s too much. It’s all… too much, and yet… I can’t give up now. Not yet. No. I must keep going. I must remember. 
I jump to my feet, raise my hand high and reach for the damn bloody stars. Flexing my fingers, I stare into the dark, snowy, night sky, desperate to claim a star, any star. And then I find one and once I do, I do not let go of the connection, but grip its tight line to the death.
The dark sky illuminates with erratic, streaking strikes of lightening. 
I smile triumphantly. “There we go. I got you, sucker. You’re all mine now,” I speak lowly with a grin. Seconds later, a thunderous boom rattles the heavens, and then it hits, a blasting surge of raw power striking me with an unstoppable fury. I shriek, my wail constant. “AHHHHHHH!” 
Scorching like eternal flames set on lighting all of hell, its continuous torrent casts down at a speed so fast, it leaves me utterly breathless and in unbearable, excruciating pain. God help me, I am roasting. My body is on fire. I am on fire.
Down my arm, the light of the star courses through my veins and body, illuminating me on a level so bright, if Nolance were not immortal… if his shadows did not guard him, his eyes would be the first to burn before his crispy body were to combust into dust. 
I could stop, I could end the taking and spare this star’s life, yet I don’t dare, for this power… this energy… it is beyond any pleasure I have ever known, and I am just too ravenous not to finish my meal. 
“Wait until you’ve tasted my cock,” Nolance mumbles beneath his breath, yet I do not acknowledge. 
The star I drain holds no chance. I claim it for all that it’s worth until what’s left, is but a dulled rock within the heavens. A lightless star amongst the darkness. A dead, cold, supernovae to explode upon its last escaping bit of magic that I pull from its ceaseless life. Power. I need all the power if I am to become strong enough to survive and protect the ones I love. Love. There’s that word again. 
“Who do you love, Serena? Say it,” he orders. I love Zurhen, and I love—no. “WHO DO YOU LOVE, SERENA?” 
“Leave. Me. ALONE!” 
He cackles like the mad maniac he is. “No! Not until I hear you say it!” He wants me to confess. He wants me to say it, yet the moment I do… the moment I speak that three-letter word… I betray my Zurhen, and that I will never do. So, no. I will not speak it. I will not even think it.
“AHHHHHHH!” I bellow. Not before long, the last of the star’s energy surges through me, the end so violent, so horrible, I nearly faint and fall, yet I don’t. No. I do not yield to the pain. I own it. I embrace it. I devour it whole and make it my pitiful prey. 
Absent is the mind when your only focus is on the part of you that feels no more.
My arm lowers and my head turns slowly towards my friend who remains floating before me. No expression, for my humanity is gone, that part of me lost after that last bit of thread holding me together, snapped. No. I am now something more. I am God. I am creator. I am life. This is me. This is who I have become. Protector. Survivor. The Light. A ceaseless cluster of profound energy in human-like form. He wanted me to become stronger, well here I am. It’s either this or erase my memories once more. He can’t have both. 
“Serena…” 
What speaks is a depthless voice I have yet to meet. “Serena is gone, now move,” I warn.
He swallows hard and then uses his massive wings to lift him higher into the blizzard that blows. 
These bright, lasers of pure, deadly exposure stare down at the ice, seeing the void reflection of my form radiate brighter than I have ever witnessed myself glow. 
My head cocks from side to side in an eerily manner, my sinister expression studying my new illuminating self. I do not recognize me. I no longer know who I am. I have become another. I have become more than human. More than the light that has burned through me since I was but a child.
Nolance speaks, that pretentious tone of his done. “I was wrong. You were right, Serena. I should have never compared you to her. You are not her, nor are you just The Light. You are more. You have evolved into so much more than a cluster of energy. Do not lose yourself. Do not forget who you are in this life. Hold onto yourself. Hold on to that unique light of yours that makes you, you. You may hold the power to uncover who you truly are, but you also hold the power to be who you wish to be. Harness your power, harness your starlight, but do not forget who you are. Do not lose yourself to the light. Come back, Serena. You can be both. Human and God. Just come back. Come back to me. Please.” 
Empty. Emotionally numb. I can’t feel a thing, yet I know that somewhere, deep down… I care, I remember. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but it would be easy to when like this. No. He’s right. I must snap out of this before I do something I might later regret. A tether. I need something to hold onto. Something to distract me, to ground me.
“The necklace you wear. It isn’t any normal stone. It is a piece of my soul. I have always been with you, Serena. Even when I physically could not, I was there, buried between your breasts, so near your soul. Hold on to me, my love. Hold on to my soul, for it is yours. It always has been.” I clutch the star. “That’s right, love. Hold me. Feel my warmth. Feel me radiate in your hand and calm your light. Breathe, Serena. Breathe.” I breathe. “Again,” he orders. I take another breath, and then another, and another. “There you go. That’s it. You’re doing fabulous. Just keep breathing. Focus. Listen to my voice, feel my love between the palm of your hand.” Love. “Yes. Love. That is love you feel. You love me. I know you do. Now do not let go. Do you hear me? Do. Not. Let. Go.”
“All this time… it’s been you. You’ve been with me all along.”
“Yes, and believe me when I say that I do not intend to go anywhere. I’m here, Serena. I’m right here. Right in front of you. Serena, look at me. Look at me!” he demands. My eyes lift, piercing the darkness and flecks of falling snow between us. He extends his hand, lowering to a hover just off the ice. “Take my hand. Take it, Serena.” No. Not this time. This time, I take my own.
With one forceful jump, I lift myself off the ground and into the air.
Nolance is knocked out of my way. 
He tumbles back, falling onto the hard, frozen surface.
Upright, I flip, pointing downward. 
With extended arms and strained, flexing hands aimed towards the glacier, I release my power, I release hell, breaking through the force of magic as if it were a thin sheet of glass. It shatters, numerous shards and chunks of ice blasting away as I drill deeper, further. “AHHHHHHH!” I scream. 
This never-ending source of energy… it surges bountifully, gloriously, and I already want more. So much more. Down, my starlight burns through, the scorching heat carving its way until a wide tunnel forms.
I see no end amongst the dark depths of this icy path to hell, nor do I see sight of any demalgon.
Sounds of what can only be described as laser fire and strands of intertwined metal wire snapping from its lines fills the echoing atmosphere and open amphitheater. The cracking glacier splits, splintering far to my left and far to my right. If I do not stop now, I will create a divide so grand, it would separate the continent, if not the world. 
“DO IT!” Nolance orders. “IT IS THE ONLY WAY TO REACH THE DEMALGON!” 
I increase my energy, the surge of light magnifying and thickening into one massive, cylinder stream. A louder crackling sounds. The hole widens. The ice splits, dividing further. As the ever-growing fault line reaches down towards the end, I truly wonder if today is the day, I meet the devil.
“KEEP GOING!” he encourages. “YOU’RE ALMOST THERE!” 
I continue, not knowing how much more it will take before—a blaring, thunderous roar echoes from far below. The glacier quakes, as do the deep, rumbling mountains that block us in. 
Out of curiosity, I glance up, studying not one, but two mighty avalanches along each side, fall violently towards. 
I cease my fire, flipping so that I hover upright, just above the wide-open fault. 
Another monstrous roar, the demalgon has woken, ready to vanquish all who dare disturb his slumber. 
“SERENA!” Nolance shouts. “MOVE! NOW!” he warns. 
Fate and Destiny may be my celestial children, but they do not control me. I make my own choices. I decide my own fate and destiny. They may have controlled my previous lives but in this life… I choose when to leap, where to leap, and how far.
In those last few, remaining seconds, I turn, meeting Nolance’s panicked stare. “I was afraid to believe it, but I think I always knew who you were.” 
“Who am I?” he asks.
“You’re my soulmate.” 
“Say it, Serena. Who do you love?” 
“Don’t follow me this time. This, I must do alone. If I don’t make it out alive, I’ll see you in the next life. Goodbye, Nolance. Goodbye, Nehalian. I wish we had more time.”
“SERENA! NOOOOO!” his scream carries through the whistling, dense, chilling air, but it is a faint whisper amongst the roaring monster of all storms that is near ready to swallow us whole.
In an instant, I hit him with a powerful surge of light, blasting him out of reach and high up into the night sky. 
His scream now a distant echo, he goes soaring, disappearing until all that’s left, is white. Thick, cold, endless white.
I do not wait another second. Just before I am buried beneath the heavy weight of snow, I go diving headfirst towards the demalgon that awaits for me at the bottom of the darkest pit below. 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Amid falling, my radiance shines off the smooth, glassy surface near blinding me completely.
Another loud, thunderous roar, that beastly voice becomes deafening, clearer, as does the magic he holds, as does the star he hides. “It’s mine,” I claim as I fall. “The star is mine. They all are.” 
Faster. Faster. I’m almost there. Just a little more. A few more miles. A few more. A few more. At last, I finally make it. I’m there. I reached the end.
The room opens into one frigid, dark, gigantic ice cave and there, waiting... the demalgon. A real-life ice dragon. 
It lifts off the frozen surface, circling high and with a roaring greeting. And from his freezing breath, out blows a constant surge of frost and air as blue as eternal flames of fire.
The entire cave rattles, just as numerous chunks of large icicles plummet, shattering like glass upon the far, dark, glacier depths below.
I withdraw my godly light to a medium glow and transfer into my human-like form. 
With eyes as bright as the stars themselves and it’s mighty long, reflective, serpentine body, its white scales appear just as opalescent as the dormant magic that once ran beneath Zurhen’s skin. But this magic is not dormant. No, it glows, violently and strong.
I take in more of its profound grace. Many sharp, spikes line down his spine as well as along its tail that stretches long. And its wings… massive and unbelievably powerful. Icy blue on the inside, and white as snow on the outside, this creature’s wings flap in the brisk wind that stirs like the outside storm.
A slither of fear runs through my form at how beastly—how otherworldly this creature is.
My humanity or what’s left of it slowly returns. Feelings… they become present. “Hello,” I greet. “I am The Star. I am Serena, and who might you be?” 
The creature circles the air once more before turning for me. Straight on, it soars, the only living entity in his direct aerial path, me. I do not budge, flinch, blink, nor yield but hold my position, establishing just who the true dominant species is amongst us.
Closer. Closer. He swerves at the last second, skimming my side. I smirk. A fraction of an inch, the cold, soft tips of his scales tickle my cheek with a refreshing brush. Ice and fire. He smells of danger, of power. My favorite scents.
The demalgon curves around, heading for me once more.
My smirk turns into a full-blown grin. “You want to do this dance again? Then come at me! Do it!” I playfully taunt.
The demalgon releases a freezing, mighty, cave trembling roar.
My lightly glowing hair blows back, and I think my body temperature even drops a few degrees too.
Right before we collide, he slows, halting a mere three feet before me. 
I blow a long sigh, a small part of me relieved that I did not become shattered glass.
His face, the size of a small iceberg, his thin, white whiskers as long as the tallest trees, there, two sharp horns rise from on top of his head like stakes grown to penetrate even the most frightening predators that lurk too close.
Deep, heavy huffs blow from his wide-open nostrils. The demalgon calms, his breath evening, yet behind his still present guard, he remains vigilant, ready to fight if need be. Same. 
His mouth widens, baring his many large, sharp, clenched teeth in warning. Winter and spearmint. The iciest of breaths.
A chill casts upon my warm, radiating skin and for a long moment, we just stare, acquainting ourselves with one another through the eyes of each other’s souls. He sees me. I see him. It’s the only way to truly see one another.
“You came back,” his deep, mature voice speaks. 
My mouth parts, the utter surprise at hearing an animal speak, inconceivable. “You spoke,” I whisper. 
“I am Esmaudian, and I have been expecting you, but I did not expect for you to take so long.” 
“I—I only arrived just yesterday. Wait. How did you know I was coming? Haven’t you been down here since magic vanished all those centuries ago? How did you survive? How did you keep your magic?” 
“Do you know nothing of demalgons?” he questions.
“Apparently, I don’t know a thing about anything. All of this is new to me,” I say, lifting my palm towards everything near us. “I’m not from this world. I’m from another world lightyears away. We didn’t have demalgons back on my planet, at least that I’m aware of, so no. I know nothing of your kind.” 
“Pity. Very well then, I shall enlighten you. I survived because I remained frozen below. That was until you woke me not long ago. The star I protect, it is not like normal stars, for this one is infused with two. The light of The Creator and the darkness from The Destroyer.” Destroyer? He continues. “It is what has kept me alive all this time. It is what has allowed me to retain my magic, for as long as a glowing star remains present somewhere in the world, magic remains.” But Nolance said that the soul stars came from him. If that’s true, and he created the trials after I last died three hundred and twelve years ago, then how did this star get here when demalgons vanished centuries before my last death? 
“How exactly did you come about the star again?” I ask. 
“He came to me before magic vanished. He said he was from the future. Appearing out of a swirling dark blue portal ventured a male clothed in a wide hood, and a long black cloak, and rested on his two open palms, was the star mixed with a drop of two souls. One part light, one part dark; they each danced beneath their enclosure. I did not catch his name, for he did not leave one, but I do remember his eyes. The clearest shade, they had flashed to a black before quickly returning to the light blue. He had forewarned me of what was to come and then went on to bestow upon me a very important task in which I wholly accepted. “Guard the star until she returns to claim it,” he had said. 
It can’t be… “Describe him. What did this male look like?” 
“As I said, he was fully clothed, but I did see his face and hands. He was Vargonian. That much was certain.” Zurhen. Nolance had said Zurhen had the power to open portals. Does that mean he could travel through time too? 
“Why didn’t you warn the rest of The Mythical of what was to come?” 
His great head cocks to the side. “Who says I did not? I sent a message to all before The Vanishing. Majority fled to a distant realm to escape what would come, but to those who chose to stay behind… well, unfortunately, they did not make it.” That was how Tera survived. She was forewarned. Tera must be old then. Ageless.
“You said a distant realm… if this was long ago, how was interstellar travel a thing? Where did The Mythical escape to?”
“Not where. When,” he responds. 
My eyes bulge. My jaw lowers. “He opened a portal to another world,” I breathe. I cover my mouth and blow a long breath. “Oh my god,” I murmur. He’s even more powerful than me. “Your kind was captured after magic left. Didn’t the male forewarn you about that too?” 
Again, his head tilts. “Captured?” he questions. 
“Yeah. The Mad King… didn’t he enslave your kind to fight his war?” 
He snorts. “No. We were not enslaved. We arrived before the war, before magic vanished. My brethren and I fought honorably beside His Majesty until our last dying breath. We would have never abandoned His Majesty and his army, especially with knowing what was to come. Without their magic… they were all damned to die. We chose to fight honorably at his side and against the dark forces that threatened to overtake the worlds. The king would have never enslaved us. Your history lies, and should be ashamed of itself, for The Great King Viseren should be known for his bravery, for his honor, and for his love of all. That is what he fought for. To protect the worlds. To protect her, his truest love, Astrea. But unfortunately, not even we could help prevent a different type of darkness that would cloud our worlds forever thereafter.”
“I’m sorry,” I sincerely say.
“Are you?” he questions.
A quiet, intense silence follows before I speak again. “So, this male knew I would return. Did he say anything else?” 
“He did leave me with a message to give to you.” 
“Well, what is it? Tell me,” I press. 
“First claim the star, and then I will share his message.” 
“Okay… well, where is it? I know it’s close.”
“It is within me,” he reveals. 
“In you?” I exclaim, yet he does not reply but instead, widens his massive jaw. Many sharp, razor-like teeth and a white tongue is shown. For a moment, while I wait for whatever is to happen, I grow nervous, wondering if he expects for me to crawl into his mouth. God, I hope not.
His throat hollows and behold, out comes a floating, brightly pulsing star. 
I release a heavy sigh; thankful I do not need to enter the mouth of ice breathing demalgon.
Once in range, I reach my hands out, ready to capture the bright orb. 
His mouth closes, his gaze fixed on what I might do next.
I warn him. “I have no idea what’s about to happen, so be prepared for anything.” 
Esmaudian backs away. 
And so, I brace myself for impact, swallowing a thick, gulp before touching the—my eyes close. A flood of memories. Too many memories, it’s impossible to follow them as they bombard me all at once and with a rush.
Amongst the numerous, chaotic visions, a particularly bright one captures my attention the most. So, I think of it and will it to return and there it is. The stars. All of them.
There were no stars for seven thousand years after the creation of the first beings of The Three Worlds but then they came. I came. I created the stars after a heated argument. It was a disagreement between me and The Darkness. I wanted more, and he did his best to persuade me otherwise. He pleaded for me to reconsider, but I would not listen. I was bored. I was tired. I was drowning. I needed something more, something new, something thrilling enough to stun even me after existing for nearly fourteen billion years.
A challenge. I needed a new adventure. 
He did not want me to leave. He was happy with where we were in life, but I was not. I wanted to be free. I wanted to explore. I was ready for the unknown, for the unpredictable, and so I had masterminded the ultimate plan, the ultimate mystery. A game I had called it. A true test of our bond, I wanted all sentient life to embrace what we shared, the magic, the love, the eternal connection that only two mates would know, and I wanted him and I to be the first to test it as mere mortals. 
I wanted our souls to guide us towards one another and I would leave it to Fate and Destiny to choose how they did. A fair game, for there is no cheating Fate nor Destiny when you are but a normal mortal. 
Thirteen chances The Darkness and I were given. Thirteen lives we would live. Unfortunately for me, I am on my tenth. Thirteen. That was all the lives our children had agreed upon, for they thought the idea of this game blasphemous, but deep down… they understood. They knew their mother needed a break, a change. And had The Darkness and I failed upon our journey to find and survive life in our mortal fleshes, then back to our sentient selves amongst the stars where we would then be reborn into yet another form to try again, but after the thirteenth life… that was it. The game would end, and we’d use up all our magic. We’d cease to exist. 
So, how did the stars come about? Well, to get the game started, I had to explode. I had to plant my seeds, pieces of my soul to one day collect on. I divided my cosmic energy, creating every known star and by doing so, I had given life beyond what was already created. I had given light in the time of darkness. I had given magic to The Three Worlds, to the entire universe. 
Over two million years ago, the worlds witnessed the first stars to shine in the night and out past the many falling orbs of burning light was the brightest, biggest star of them all, me.
I had not planned what I would do when I made contact with the planet. All I was concerned with was escaping far beyond where no one would ever find me so easily, so fast. But then he did. The chief did.
The only being not afraid of what I was, it was he whose kind, gentle voice I first heard speak. When it was time mortal meet creator, my sentient self reached out to him. I called to him, whispering his name amongst the temples of his mind and he listened. He followed. He came to me. He touched me. We embraced and then he—my eyes open wide. I gasp loudly, searching for air. “Olau’or,” I whisper. “Zurhen.”
It all… comes… racing… back to me. Olau’or. Zenekai. Ken’rael. Viseren. Zeken. Helleck. Kelliv. Za’kai. Zurhen. Every memory from the nine lives we had found and known one another. I remember them all… every first meeting. Every first kiss, hunt, first I love you, first dance, first fuck, fight, laugh, heartbreak, cry… I remember everything. Except for his deaths… that part… I can’t seem to recall. It’s missing. A lot is still missing. There are gaps, blanks. I know he died, the pain of losing him is there yet there’s a block. I can’t see. I can’t see his deaths nor who is at fault.
It wasn’t just Nolance who lost me, but I who lost Zurhen and Zurhen who lost me. In every life. And endless, painful cycle… it follows us in every life and it is all my fault.
I had lived ten lives. All on Mel’Vargon except for the two distant worlds I was reincarnated onto. Lynthian and Earth.
My names… I remember my names. I recall my lives. Some more than others. Cre’are, Estelle, Citalee, Stella, Astrea, Luce, Tahti, Dea, Divina, Serena. I had been many. So has he. 
After crashing onto Mel’Vargon and connecting with the chief, soon after, we fell in love, sentient energy, and mortal flesh. From there our bond grew strong prompting me to make my first ever wish to be like him so that we may touch, and it came true. My wish came true. By my own granting. What I did not know then before making that wish, was each time I was reincarnated, I would lose all remembrance and the knowledge of my internal power. But there he was after I claimed my own flesh, waiting to love me once more, waiting to remind me of who I was and what I could do. My Olau’or. My first heartmate. I lost him all too soon.
Reborn into a new, different flesh each and every time, although Zurhen and I had yet to find one another in our second life, every life after, there, we would blindly wander the desolate, lonely world, unconsciously searching for one another without knowing just who we were, nor of the love we previously shared. Again and again, since the beginning.
Never have I recovered my former memories from my previous lives. Never have I once lived to reach this level of knowledge and power, but in this life… I have and God so help all… I do not intend to see it wasted.
I look up, my cold, piercing, darkened eyes staring into the demalgons icy ones. “I know why I took back magic long ago. Under the reign of King Viseren, during my sacrifice to save all, I reclaimed not only the magic of The Three Worlds but also the magic of heartmates so that I had enough power to defeat…” My memory goes blank. “Something,” I say. “Something I can’t remember.” 
Regardless of the lapse of memory, I gaze up and go on. “The Darkness had created him and I as soulmates, but he thought the challenge of finding one another would be too easy, so before the game began, he secretly decided to add an obstacle. Heartmates. Olau’or was my first heartmate but after Za’Kai… after his death… I just wanted it to end. The pain, the loss, the suffering. And so, it did. As I took my ninth life, I made sure to erase all on my way out so that if I ever returned, I would not remember a thing.”
I continue. “When my soul fled this world and my light dimmed to where I could not be detected, I traveled the furthest I had ever soared and when I found a place to rest, there I hid amongst the stars unbothered, unconscious. But from beneath my long slumber, a certain wish had awoken me. A wish mortal me made. A wish that summoned me to repeat the cycle once more, but that cycle ends now. This is the final round.”
“And The Darkness? What of him?” Esmaudian asks.
“What about him?” I question.
“You never mentioned his death nor reincarnation.”
“That’s because he—well he—” My eyes drift, my memory scouring through every new vision from the last day. “Where is he?” I whisper amongst myself. I remember The Darkness before he took mortal flesh. I remember Zurhen in all his mortal forms, but for some reason, I still can’t remember The Darkness in his. I can’t remember Nolance nor any our previous lives together. I can’t remember Nolance at all… it’s like he never existed. Where is he? Was he even there? 
“Choose the path between,” the demalgon speaks. 
My head lifts. “What?” I ask in confusion. 
“The message from the male. He said to tell you to choose the path between.” 
“What does that even mean?” 
“He said when the time came, you would know.” Know what? Zurhen… what were you up to? Which one of you, traveled back in time? “I should go find him. I should find them both.” 
“Would you like a ride?” 
I smirk. “I would love one.” 
 
Zurhen
 
Back in the flesh of my own kind and accompanied by my war general, we exit one carrier, only to approach a greater one built to travel far and wherever need be.
Disguised from what I normally wear, I don a long black cloak and a wide hood that lay drawn behind, and beneath that, the darkest of Vargonian fighting leathers without the Imperium sigil nor rank.
My general wears the same yet does not hide his attire with outside thread. 
He carries our armor and weapons in a large, onyx bag, his grip knuckle white, a product of anticipation for a fight he is more than ready for. I suppose I shall say the same.
With the brisk night dark enough to see the brightest of galaxies above the vacant airfield, the stars reflect off the freshly rinsed black pavement like water beneath the glittering heavens.
Waiting for us ahead, and off to the left side, one of Emerlum’s close and trusted spacecraft pilots, Captain Alluan. He gives us the nod that all systems are a go and on standby for our trajectory.
“You go on up first. I will be there in just a moment,” I tell my general.
“I will alert the captain of where we wish to travel first.”
Captain Alluan bows before my presence, then hurries into the spacecraft, ahead of Emerlum.
As Emerlum ascends the flight of stairs, I linger below, staring high and admiring the stars once more. “Where are you, Serena? Where are you?” I speak to her grace.
And just as I turn to face forward, Nay’ahli shouts from afar. “Commander! Wait!”
Emerlum halts before the threshold, him, and I both peering back.
She sprints towards, Cur’rav not far behind with a duffle of what I can only assume would be his own personal artillery.
“How did they find us?” Emerlum wonders.
“How did they reach us so fast, is the question.”
After the council meeting… I thought Nay’ahli would want nothing further to do with me. I mean… I would not want anything to do with me either. Not after witnessing what I had become and what I had done. I gave into The Beast, and he did not hold back, not that I would assume he would. 
While all members slowly began rising to their feet, I dismissed everyone but one. “Emerlum,” I had called.
His head turned in my direction. “Yes, Commander?”
“Stay.”
“Happily,” he obliged. And so, we devised a plan in secrecy. Go after The Star before word spread of her identity and bring her safely home.
Near out of breath and crouched over, Nay’ahli stands before us, at the base of the steps, her hand gripping the stair railing to keep her upright.
“What is it?” I ask. 
Panting, she smirks. “You thought you could just leave and we not know it?”
“I did not think you would want to come. I assumed you would rather have stayed behind with Cur’rav.”
Her head cocks to the side, her expression annoyed yet amused. “You underestimate me. You are our king, our emperor, our friend. I may not agree with some of your actions—stars, I do not agree with half of Cur’rav’s but that does not mean that my loyalty nor friendship lacks between either of you. Wherever you go, we go. We are with you, for better or worse. To the death.”
My heart swells. I smile.
Upon approaching, Cur’rav slows his sprint, moving around to stand at Nay’ahli’s side.
He looks to her. “Did you tell him yet?”
“Tell me what?” I ask.
They look to me.
Nay’ahli speaks. “I received the first set of news just after you and Emerlum left.” Her attention lowers to her pad. She keys in her code and then turns the device so that I may see it straight. “Commander… you are going to want to watch this.” 
I descend the few remaining stairs and take the pad from her hand.
Emerlum joins my side and we both view the footage together.
“The surveillance drones caught it all. Three different occurrences, the exact same anomaly. One off the coast of Villaine, one on top of Mount Helk’Ven, and just recently, the brightest of them all, between The Valley of Two Winters. It is her. It is her light, no one can deny it.” 
As I witness her almighty power from the confinements of a little screen, I would recognize it from anywhere, for it is the same light that courses through my veins and heart. It is this same light she shares with me through our joining’s. It is her. My star. I know it to be truer than my own faith. “How long ago was the last occurrence?” I ask, never lifting my gaze from my mate’s blinding light. 
“Four minutes ago,” Nay’ahli responds. “Cur’rav stole a pod. We came as soon as we could.”
Cur’rav grins proudly. “It was the fastest I ever flew.”
Nay’ahli turns towards him and elbows his side. “Yeah, and you near caused my heart to explode.”
That grin of his transforms into a charming, wicked smile. “I can think of another way to make you explode,” he flirts.
Speechless and partly embarrassed, Nay’ahli blushes, biting down her bottom lip while staring up at her lover beneath adoring eyes. 
Emerlum clears his throat loud enough for all to settle.
I pass the pad back to my flushed lieutenant. “Alright. So, we start there. The Valley of Two Winter’s.”
“Fuck…” Emerlum mutters. Fuck indeed.
I study Cur’rav’s crammed duffle. “I hope you packed us proper winter gear along with the artillery I know you carry.”
Cur’rav unzips the long bag and pulls out a pair of fleece-lined leather gloves.
He throws them at me.
I catch them. “Great because where we are going, The Valley of Two Winters will not be kind.” 
“Oh, I remember, for a quarter of our training was held there at the camps.” Cur’rav reminds. 
“What in the stars name would ever bring them to that location?” Nay’ahli wonders.
“I do not know, but we will find out,” I promise.
She glances down at her pad when an alert sounds.
We all huddle around to see.
“Cataclysmic seismic activity?” Cur’rav questions in confusion.
They all look up and at me with the same baffled expression, yet I have no words for what my mate might be up to. Just then, a low, traveling rumble vibrates the ground we stand upon.
Our gazes drop before lifting towards each other.
“Whoa,” Emerlum speaks.
“That would be from her I assume,” Cur’rav responds.
I still do not know what to say.
Nay’ahli and Emerlum go on to discuss matters, meanwhile, Cur’rav sneaks away to approach me on the steps.
He stops, facing towards the opposite direction as I. The assassin then leans in, the side of his cheek near, his voice low and his tone… direct. “What happened back there in the council room… you scared her, but you did not scare me.” I pull back to eye him. He grins. “I just wanted you to know… if it were me, I would have done the exact same had anyone had the balls to disrespect me or my mate.” He snorts. “Although the honorable warrior will never admit to it, I can say with astounding assurance, he too would have defended his mate with just as much violence.” And it is with knowing that, I no longer feel alone in my monstrosity, but acknowledged, accepted by all my friends.
I look to Nay’ahli while she remains busy. “Do you truly believe she is your mate?” 
He glances her way.
A fool with lovesick eyes and a beaming, closed smile, he replies, “Oh, I know for a damn fact she is.” 
Nay’ahli glances up out of the corner of her eyes, immediately finding her lover’s deep gaze. And as her cheeks blush once more and they share a long, tender moment, it is I who now finds myself smiling and thinking of my own hearts truest desire. 
“You do not need it, Cur’rav, but I just want you to know, I give you both my blessing.” I take his shoulder in my grasp, and he looks to me. “When magic returns and you both claim a falling star, I wish nothing more than for your mateship to be long, happy, and filled with all the love one’s heart knows.” 
Cur’rav’s smirk fades into a surprised, appreciative, stare. “Thank you. Truly. Thank you. I only wish the same for you too.” He takes my opposite shoulder with a firm grab. That devious smirk of his returns. “Now how about we go find your mate and bring her home?” 
I smile. I truly smile. “Yes. I would like that. In fact, I would love that very much.” 
 
Nolance
 
Determined to dig my way through the very hole she dived head first into, I scream for her, yelling her name at the top of my lungs. “SERENA! SERENAAAA!” 
My dry, hoarse throat burns upon repeatedly inhaling the glacial air. That and shrieking through this abhorrent, violent blizzard is not much of a help on my dearest vocal cords either.
The Valley of Two Winters where two storms meet to create one deadly squall, I had thought I loved winter, but now I despise it. Sorry love. Your winter home in Norrun will have to wait a wee bit longer.
With my wings tucked and magically hidden so they do not freeze and rip from my flesh during the icy winds that whip, my hands have become numb, blackened, and my face… unfortunately frostbitten, yet despite the painful result of winter’s wrath, I do not stop digging. No. I do not dare give up. “Not until I know she is alright. Serena. I’m coming for you. I’m coming, my darling star.” 
I continue digging, even knowing I may never physically reach her by hand. I could fade, appearing where she is, but I would risk facing the unpredictable, the unknown. 
There are a few known lessons about fading and one is: always know where you are going before you jump and two: never fade amongst solid ground or surface, for if you risk it, you might just smash yourself into smithereens. That or you’ll end up stuck between two hard places in which you’d never escape. Not that I would personally know from prior experience, but nevertheless, today is not the day I try something new.
The fierce, howling wind whistles, snow falling fast and at every bloody angle. Prickly, stinging needles, paper thin cuts slice across my exposed skin, tearing me apart. 
Visibility is next to none. Life outside in these conditions, obsolete. If I were not what I am, I’d be long dead, frozen solid in a matter of seconds from this inhabitable, icy tundra. 
A disturbing crack draws my attention towards.
I glance down, expecting ice to be broken, yet what remains laying on top of a pile of white snow, is but the top part of my frozen, blackened finger. 
Suddenly lightheaded, I fall back onto my ass, staring at that detached finger. 
After gods know how long, my eyes drift to my hand. “Had to be my ring finger, didn’t it?” Shock, my mind registers. In fact, I’m feeling quite queasy to say the least.
Not my proudest immortal moment.
As I go to pick my finger off the snow, an unusual whirring joins the howling gusts above.
I look to the stars.
There, spinning out of control, a large spacecraft falls at a diagonal, its direction heading straight towards the glacier far across the land behind me.
My attention returns to where my soul burrows deep beneath where no one, but she dares to explore.
I place my good hand on top of the mountain of snow. “You owe me for this one.” From there, I turn, acknowledging the craft rapidly approaching its doom. 
After one long, annoyed sigh, I stand, dust my chest and pants of the many flakes, and I smile. I smile like the benevolent god I am. “Ahhh. The things we do for love.” And then I fade, crossing into the aether, only to quickly come out standing amongst an aisle to a ship that rapidly falls. Leave it to me, I did not account for gravity and velocity…  my back lifts. “Oh, for fucks sake,” I mutter beneath my breath before banging against the thick, glass roof above. “Oof,” I wince. 
Strapped in tight and secured in their seats, the group of giants stare up at me, their confused, wide, terrified gazes, fixed.
A dazzling smirk pulls upon the corner of my lips. 
Oh, how I do love a grand entrance. “Surprise! I bet you’re all just delighted to see me, aren’t you?” One snap of my fingers and—a second blackened, frozen finger falls to the ground. It rolls down the aisle, tumbling along with various loose articles of clothing and random objects. “Oh dear, would you look at that.” My head lifts. “It seems I’ve lost another one,” I say, waving my fingers, or rather what is left of them. I muster up an awkward smile, hiding my embarrassment with a shy giggle. “Sorry about that, but no worries. Easy fix.” 
With that, I shut my eyes and heal myself the good old fashion way. Through the magnificent power of thought alone. To my splendor, my flesh and anatomy are as fine as the day my gorgeous fae body met The Darkness of the night and we forever became one. Better and far refreshed, I let loose a happy sigh. “Ahhh. Now. Where were we, you beautiful, glorious creatures?” No one speaks. “Right.”
 Snap! I relocate us somewhere… warmer, darker, and just in the nick of time, for three seconds more, and we would have slammed against the ice, where not a soul would have survived except… well me.
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Zurhen
There we were, falling fast towards the icy glacier between The Valley of Two Winters. One minute our ship is spiraling out of control in the thick of a blizzard, and the next… he appears. The Dark One. And now he has transported us somewhere new, somewhere safe, somewhere, where we are alive, not dead. He saved us all, and I should feel grateful, I do, yet for the life of me, I cannot help but wonder… why? Why not allow me to die so that he could go on to claim my Serena? Why he chose to let me live, I may never know. To say that I do not understand him would be an understatement, for he is truly an anomaly.
Once dirty, wet, and covered in snow, he now stands cool, cockily and down the aisle in an all new, fresh black ensemble fit for a trendy being ready for an epic adventure but without the rough.
He crosses his ankles, leans against the side of the seat nearest the lane, tapping his regenerated fingers along the head of the chair his extended arm lays upon.
Without disrupting my mindful gaze of him, I quickly unbuckle and jump to my feet. My eyes flare, my hands gripping the top of the cushion before me. “You,” I spit, the venom beneath my tone a deadly coated toxin. 
He winks. “Me,” he proudly answers.
“You saved us,” Nay’ahli’s grateful, yet bewildered voice speaks. 
Seated across and to my right, Nay’ahli and Cur’rav rise from their seats, both their gazes a twin expression of surprise and utter devotion.
Glorious in a way that is all things eternal and divine, his entire demeanor changes to that of a wise and poised being of omnibenevolence. He holds his head high, his glowing, infinite violet eyes a transcendent beacon from under his midnight, thick brows.
For the short moment it lasts, The Dark One’s self-righteous façade drops and in its place manifests something else entirely. No, not something, someone. A God. A hero. “It would appear that I did, and yet I have not heard one single thanks.” So, much for that façade dropping… the prick has returned.
“Thank you,” Emerlum quickly speaks. 
Nolance’s eyes drift ever so softly to the war general on my right.
With haste, Emerlum unbuckles his safety belts and immediately stands. As his heart races and his wide, devout eyes go unblinking, he beholds the dark being, never parting his gaze, never warring the affections that which the utterance of his heart speaks through sound.
“Well, aren’t you kind?” Nolance responds with a warm, lighthearted smile. He looks to us all, noble and humane. “You are all welcome. I mean, it would not have been as fun an adventure had you all crashed and ruined my night.” 
I huff, shaking my head at how he could go from tolerant to irksome in a matter of seconds, but despite my annoyance, I smile. Just a little. 
A wide grin stretches across his charismatic face. “Now, tell me. Who was the idiot who gave the command to fly through that abominable monster of storms?” His gaze meets my own. “It was you, wasn’t it?” 
What smile I held, is now gone. My expression drops, my memory serving me well. Serena. Where is Serena? What has he done with her? Panic consumes me. The terror of not knowing where she is in a world that she is but a foreign stranger in, putting me at my stresses end. “Where is she?” I question.
“You’re going to have to be a little more specific than that I’m afraid,” he responds.
No. I am done with his games. I am done with the time wasted. For stars sake, I am done with him. I blow. “WHERE IS MY, MATE?” 
The surrounding glass windows and all within the confines of the aircraft rattle. 
He lets loose an exhausted sigh. “She is on a little mission. A mission I would have been there for had she not blasted me far into the night sky like some kind of God of lightening with a millennium old vendetta.” His gaze drops, his mind reliving a fond moment that causes him to chuckle beneath his breath. “I do say… you should have seen it.” Proud and truly amazed, his eyes lift, his head tilts. “She is remarkable, that one.” 
Jealousy, stress, guilt, suppressed trauma… I do not know why I act out in anger, but I do, and mother help me, I cannot stop it.
I rush towards him at once, all my burning rage spilling out and aimed at him for no other reason but to unburden myself of the pain I cannot find the words to express.
Right before I reach him, he chuckles, his echoing voice carrying out as he vanishes into clouds of shadow and scentless smoke.
I halt, searching for him.
 “Over here, handsome,” he taunts from behind. 
I turn, charging at his returned self in an instant, yet once more, he disappears, reappearing back where he first started. 
I cannot keep up. I am tired. I am so tired. Of it all. “Enough!” I demand. Cautious, I approach him, slowly this time so he does not think this game of his persists. I try to keep my cool. I really try. “I will not ask you again. Where is my MATE?” I fail.
He studies the rattling window to his right and then returns his gaze to me. “I suppose we shall see her soon enough. Until then, shall we go outside and wait? I’m sure the night is far lovelier here than where we were moments ago.”
My approaching stops. 
I stand a few feet ahead of him, relief drowning the strain that bears upon my mind and body. “She is safe. She is coming here?” 
“Why, where else would she go? And to answer your question, of course, she is safe. A little too stubborn and selfish maybe, but determined and resilient she is. Besides, had any true horror met her, you would have known.” He glances to the window. “I suspect she will be passing over soon.” He looks to me. “That is if she has not already flown by on her way to The Royal City to find, you.” 
Emerlum goes to the window, peering out and into complete darkness. “Where exactly are we?” he looks back over his should and asks.
“Right outside The Dark Forest of course,” Nolance answers.
My face falls. A sickening fit of fear and sorrow plaguing me near ill. No. Anywhere but here. Anywhere but The Dark Forest.
“Why here?” Cur’rav wonders. “Why did you bring us to The Dark Forest?” Nolance’s bored eyes meet his. “Except for the Sacred Elders, no one travels beyond the border, not since the day magic disappeared from the worlds and the forests became the dark, forbidden territory it is known to be.” 
Nay’ahli adds to the conversation. “He is right. The alliance between The Creatures of the Dark permits only the Sacred Elders to live and access the forest. Any other who dares to trespass, has never been known to make it out alive. No one expect for Empress Hellinor.” Mother. I unfortunately remember her depressing story well. 
“Ahh.” Nolance responds. “Was indeed a very harrowing time in which seems like almost yesterday did it occur. I was not on planet during her kidnapping but if I were, know that I would have set out to find and save her.” His scanning gaze ends on me. “Out of darkness and tragedy, always comes a light willing to heal all wounds. Had it not been for Fate’s divine intervention in leading a certain forest beast astray from his pack during a hunt, your beastly father would have never found and saved your future mother’s life. The beauty would have never tamed and fallen in love with The Beast during her time with him. She would have never gone on to scour the worlds and devote her faith to science so that she may find a cure that would allow her and your father to be together in the same Vargonian flesh. They would have never married. They would have never had, you. And you would have never found your, Serena. You would have never saved her soul.” 
“You speak of Fate as if it is a real entity. If that is true, then where was this divine intervention before she was raped by her kidnappers? Where was Fate before my father found her beaten and near bleeding to death?” 
“Fate cannot control, nor predict everything that happens along one’s path, for even mortal evils have a way at slipping in and intervening. It is a hard, troubling job of just one amongst the infinity of souls he governs but a job that he alone, takes very seriously. Especially when it comes to those who fuck with his imminent plans. So many souls, so little time, with each path created before one can take their first mortal breath… to have to go back and re-create an alternate path… well, let me tell you, he’ll do it, but not after punishing those responsible for the disruption.” 
I swallow hard. “So, when my father and his clan tore her kidnappers apart, piece by piece, that was their punishment? That was all they got for what they did to my mother?” 
“Not in the least. When their souls left this realm, I assure you… the fire and continuous physical and mental pain that awaited them on the other side would be ten times worse than what they experienced here. You have my word on that, for I know a dark, malevolent angel who takes punishing the souls of the damned, very seriously. Especially when it comes to rape. The devil may be evil, but even he despises those more wicked than him.” 
I wish that were true. I wish a place like that truly existed for if it did, then I could rest easy knowing my mother’s assaulters are paying the endless price for their actions. “You speak of your word as if it means something to me. Your word means nothing to me,” I spit. 
He shrugs, unfazed. “Very well. Then I suppose you’ll just have to learn to trust me.” 
“Never in a million lifetimes,” I retort. 
He snorts, shaking his head. “Then I suppose ten down and nine hundred and nighty-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety more lives to go.”
Is he deranged? “What?” I question. 
He rolls his eyes, sighing in boredom. 
Shifting into a perkier mood, he smiles big and claps his hands once. “Alright, so this is how I see this playing out. You can all stay here with the pilot and wait for another ship to come fetch you, or you can tell that pesky treaty to go fuck itself and join me on a little crusade into the spooky, dark forbidden forest. What do you say? Who wants to pay a little visit to the Sacred Elders? Either way, I’m going with or without you.”
We all look to each other. 
Emerlum asks. “What business do you have with the Sacred Elders?” 
“Oh, I have it on good authority that one of them knows how to summon a certain ice breathing demalgon.” Did he just say… demalgon? 
“A Mythical Whisperer,” Nay’ahli mutters. “But they are extinct. Their magic is no more.” 
“Yeah. I keep hearing that, but what am I if I am not made of magic myself? No worries. I’m going to bless him with just enough of that dark, magical spark to do what I want and after he does, well… then we wait.”
“Wait for what?” Cur’rav wonders. 
“For the Whisperer to call the demalgon here, silly boy. I am going to lead Serena right to where we are.” 
My jaw hits the floor, the spectrum of reality suddenly blowing upon what I thought I knew versus what I now know. Demalgons exists. Magic is still present and my mate… she has found one. She has found the last remaining demalgon through a challenge I thought was mere lore. “The Trials of the Four Totems are real,” I mumble beneath my breath. “The locations… they are real. The legend is real. She is competing in the trials. She found the first two stars. She found the third. The ice demalgon. He is the third.”
My proud beam reaches my eyes. My mate… she’s done what no other could, but am I all that surprised? No. If my mate could survive her near death, and copious amounts of battles and trauma—if she could obliterate a black hole… she can do anything, for she is the strongest, most powerful being I know. And I am mated to her. I am mated to a star. I am in love with a God. A God…
Heavy from the weight of astonishment, I chuckle, shaking my head. “I have always dreamt of seeing a real life demalgon,” the kid in me rejoices. 
Nolance smiles. “Then your wish is about to come true, young king. I hope you are ready.” 
I have never been more ready, nor more excited in all my life. 
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After shedding a few layers of winter clothes down to just my Vargonian leathers, we set out to trek through the thick of the dark, cold, misty forest. 
What was once known for its warm, giant, lush foliage and breathtaking, brightly glowing blue flora and fauna, it is now all but one depressing, overgrown, withered, ghostly scene. 
A disturbing thought crosses my mind. I think of how the soil we travel upon is littered with the ashes of The Mythical who once freely roamed this now haunted terrain. What was once holy lands, is now a desecrated burial. 
I shiver, gazing down at the soil my feet walk upon. “I am sorry,” I whisper to them. A deep breath in, I shake the saddening thought and gaze above. 
The trees as wide as a small air carrier, and as tall as the many shimmering, city towers amongst Vargon, they reach for the stars, patiently awaiting for their return so that when they do, the mighty, wooded kingdom may glow once more.
Soon. The Three Worlds will know magic as it had before. Soon, The Worlds will radiate with divine, wholesome glory. I know it. I believe it because I trust in my star to keep true to her word, and she will. She will bring back magic. That I have the utmost faith in.
There’s an eerie silence next to the natural sounds of the wild. As the tops of the trees sway in the cool winds current, and its leaves rustle amongst the dark, the small creatures below call into the night, hooting and buzzing, some even howling off into the far distance. The forest is vacant, and yet what remains lingering behind after the great mythical purge, monsters. Truly terrifying beasts worse than any nightmare.
Alert and proactive, we keep our eyes open for any wild predators that may lurk beyond outside the teeming, grassy path. 
Each one of us walks with caution, taking in the scenery with an acute observance. 
Nay’ahli takes the lead with Emerlum behind and me following. Nolance trails me, as Cur’rav stands guard at the back of the line. 
All weapons are locked and loaded. All is quiet amongst The Dark Forest. Too quiet… nature no longer speaks, and that worries me. 
I inhale the air. Stagnant water, rotting wood, damp moss, wet pine, cedar and… musk. A tense shiver runs down my spine. “We are not alone! Draw your weapon!” I command. 
A twig snaps loudly to our right, followed by a quick brush against a bush as something massive passes. 
One uniformed move, we all turn towards our target, our guns aimed strong and ready. 
Too dark to see, I blink, allowing the black eyes of my beast to view into night. 
“Commander,” Nay’ahli speaks. “I am getting a heated thermal reading of something big, but it moves too fast to pinpoint.” 
“If any of you set eyes on this creature, you do not wait for my command. You shoot to kill!” I order. 
“Yes, Commander,” my team speaks in unison. 
We spin to our left, hearing a rustling amongst the leaves. 
“It is on our right!” Nay’ahli informs. 
“Stand tight! Do not get out of line!” Emerlum orders. 
Again, it appears to our left. 
“It is taunting us!” Cur’rav tells. “Stay close so it does not pick us off! Nay’ahli!” he yells.
“I heard you!” she responds. We all move in. “I cannot tell if it is one or more!” she shouts. 
Meanwhile, Nolance has not spoken a word, but I do not dare look back to check in on him. He holds magic. He can cover his own. 
“There!” Nay’ahli informs. “To the right of you, Emerlum!” 
Emerlum wastes no time. He unloads his weapon, sending continuous rounds soaring at the trees and into the dark. 
The creature bellows an ear-piercing, eerie squeal that echoes throughout The Dark Forest for all to hear. 
Lesser life forms scower away in frantic hurry and while Emerlum continues blasting, he speaks out loud, “Got you, you son of a bitch!” 
The creature is struck.
Nolance sighs dramatically as if this all bores him. “If I wanted to be hunted, I would have made this game far more challenging.” 
“Then do something!” I order. “Use your magic and help us!” 
“And what would you have me do? Murder a poor, innocent creature defending his territory? Now that is just cruel, especially after it was his kind that saved your own young mother.” 
“It is on the move!” Nay’ahli shouts. “Behind you, Cur’rav!” 
We turn quick.
Cur’rav opens ceaseless fire. “Die! You! Fucker!” he yells as he blasts away.
I do not have to look back to know that he is having the time of his life. Cur’rav was born to kill. It is in his blood. The need to slay, to torture, to take life. Borderline sociopathic, he may be twisted in ways that make even me squirm but stars, does he fight for who and what he believes in as well as love harder than anyone I have ever known.
“It is on our right!” Nay’ahli informs. “On our left! Right! It is moving fast! Be prepared! Be ready!”
“ABOVE!” Emerlum yells. 
I gaze up at the exact moment the massive, dark creature leaps high over our heads. 
“X’ENOMOR! BLAST IT!” I command. 
Again, it leaps back over our very heads, towards our right. 
Our bullets follow the enormous creature, many ricocheting off the hard exterior of his ebony flesh. 
So quickly, it touches down onto all four limbs, retreating fast into the forest. 
“Why will it not die?” Emerlum questions. 
“Its’ skin is impenetrable!” I inform. 
“Could you not share that knowledge before?” Emerlum responds in anger. 
“Aim for the head!” I order. “Nay’ahli! Location!” 
“Its’ heat signature is not picking up on radar! It may be dead. Thank the stars,” she mutters in relief.
“Do not be fooled! They do not die so easily—"
“NAY’AHLI!” Cur’rav yells. 
My head turns right. My eyes widen in panic. “LOOK OUT!” I warn just as the creature comes leaping fast towards Nay’ahli, squealing like the unhinged demon it is. 
We barely have time to pull the trigger. She barely has time to move. 
Nay’ahli screams. 
Cur’rav wails. “NAY’AHLI!” The X’enomor grabs her by its’ many sharp teeth, retreating left and quickly into The Dark Forest. “NOOOOO!” Cur’rav’s heart wrenching wail echoes. 
He takes off after her. 
“Cur’rav!” I shout. 
Nolance nearly knocks me off my feet when he rushes past and after Cur’rav. 
I sling my weapon over my shoulder and jolt after them, Emerlum not far behind. 
Sprinting through the dark, thick, misty forest, I leap over fallen trees, stumps, and bushes, desperately pushing myself to catch up to them. 
Nay’ahli’s distant, agonizing, defenseless screams echo from afar.
My stomach twists into a painful knot. Fear and panic overwhelm me. I shout. “NAY’AHLI!” 
“Where are they?” Emerlum worries from behind. “CUR’RAV!” he calls out to our friend. 
“CUR’RAV!” I shout as loud as I can. “WHERE ARE YOU?” 
Just then, a strong whooshing from high above sends the treetops waving violently in the night’s wind. 
I look up, witnessing between the gaps, a long white, colossal creature soaring fast below the stars. 
An unexpected, deafening roar blares loud enough to wake the dead if not the world.
The air chills, the trees freeze, frost spreading fast and as far as halfway down the high trunks. All quakes, the tremor from its deep, vibrating tone reaching within the furthest parts of me. My organs rattle. My ears ring. I lose what breath I held. “The demalgon,” I whisper. “Serena. She found us. She found me.” 
Snow falls during Spring, the frosty breath of the demalgon creating light, fluffy flakes along his path. 
As I continue with my forward run, my gaze remains high, my sense of wonderment in the throes of not knowing how to look away.
The demalgon swoops around, flying overhead and past us once more. Again, it comes back, this time, accompanied by an illuminating, bright, white light that sits upon its back. 
My star. The first demalgon rider since the ancient days of magic. How is she real?
Serena stands and so skillfully, raises her arms high. To my astonishment, she dives off its back, falling straight towards land. I lose sight of her. 
“There!” Emerlum shouts, pointing forward at a small dot of a glow that hovers between the trees and into the far distance. 
A beacon amongst the darkness, I race towards her. In a matter of minutes, I clear the stretch between us, slowing my pace when I come upon her illuminating, rays of light which peer throughout the forest like morning meeting dawn. Bright and without a figure, there, hovering high in the air, just behind a tall tree, she exists. My mate. Our savoir. The One True Star.
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Ahead, Nolance and his shimmering shadows blinks into view. Accompanied beside him, a male dressed in a long, hooded, sparkling, silver robe. A Sacred Elder. He brought the Whisperer. The Whisperer summoned the demalgon. That is how Serena found us so quickly. 
Both peer up, the reflection of the star radiating off their glossy pupils like the eyes of The Star itself.
Nolance drops the male’s arm and takes a few steps forward, into the small clearing. 
Distracted by something that shimmers, my gaze lowers to what remains beside him… a large pile of dark, purple, glittery dust. 
He killed the X’enomor. He obliterated it, transforming it to the dust of stars. 
I round the wide corner tree, turning to the direction he gazes and what I witness, nearly brings me to my end. 
Cur’rav… defeated and hysterically weeping, he kneels below the star, his glazed, teary eyes gazing directly into her blinding light. “No,” he cries. “Please no. NAY’AHLI!” he screams.  
My eyes lift, witnessing The Star cradle a limp, lifeless Nay’ahli. 
A loud, broken gasp escapes me. My heart shatters. My eyes flood and blur. I fall to my knees. “Nay’ahli,” I weep. 
Emerlum draws near, rushing immediately to my side. He turns, his attention lifting to our deceased friend. And then his two hands meet the back of his head. He squeezes, pulling his hair. “No,” he cries. “Nay’ahli, no.” 
Once more, Cur’rav calls out to her, his voice a quivering, heartbreaking sob. “Nay’ahli! Come back to me. Please! No. No. No. NOOOOO!” he wails, fisting the grass he uplifted from the roots. “Please come back me. Please. NAY’AHLI! Nay’ahli…” he sobs.
A harrowing shudder rolls through me. I blink away my tears, yet they fill again, clouding my sight, blurring the light of The Star. Not another death. Not my friend. No. Stars, no. Please no. I cannot do this again. Not again. Not her. Please, not her.
“It wasn’t her time,” The Star speaks. “This isn’t right. She didn’t deserve to die.” 
That voice… that is not the sinister voice of The Star I heard on ship. No. That is… that is Serena. My Serena. “Serena,” I whisper.
The brightness of her luminosity pales just enough to reveal her familiar figure.
She lays eyes on me, then down at Nolance. “Tell me how I can bring her back. You said I could do anything; well, I’m doing this. I’m bringing her back.” Bring her back? She can bring back the dead? 
I wipe my tears, clearing my sight.
“What?” Cur’rav squeaks, his hoarse voice lit with a spark of hope. 
Nolance lifts off the ground, levitating towards her. 
Halting just before her presence, he gazes down at Nay’ahli, his expression that of a being who knows sympathy, remorse. “I’m sorry, darling but even if I knew a way, I wouldn’t know where to begin, for if I did, don’t you think I would have brought you back?” Brought her back from where? 
“No. I refuse to accept that,” Serena says. “You must know a way. You said that I could do anything. I am The Creator. I am Life. What does that even mean if I can’t bring her back from the dead?” Creator? Life? I am so confused. 
The Dark One’s gaze lifts. “That’s not how it works. They only get one life, Serena.” 
“No. Fuck that. I am bringing her back, Nolance.” 
“There will be consequences, ripples.” 
“I don’t care about the ripples!” she shouts. “I’m bringing her back and you can’t stop me.” 
“I would never stand in your way.” 
“In that case, what do I do? You must know something. Help me!” she demands. 
“Summon the stars,” he says. Summon the stars? What…
“She is going to make them fall,” Emerlum mutters. 
My head swings to him, then to the two above. From there, I stand, moving near under them, off to the side.
Her voice hesitant, scared, she asks, “All at once? But I’ve only ever summoned one at a time. How am I going to summon more? I don’t know if I even have that type of power.” 
His expression turns sincere. “I told you, you are more powerful than you know, and I meant every word of it. That part of you—” he says, poking her chest. “—the part you were so afraid to let forth because you did not want to harm anyone… it is time to face that demon. It is time to confront that part of you, you rather pretend is not you. She is you, Serena. She is the dark subconscious you manifested to handle the trauma that you could not. All this time, you assumed she was the strongest, but it was you who were. You’ve had the strength all along. You had the strength to do and survive what most could never. You built a wall. You built her. Your own monster to save you from breaking.” My beast… it is not a different entity. It is… me. I am the monster…
“No,” she whimpers. “No…” she breaks. “If it was me all along, then that means—that means—all those people… all those times I lost control… it wasn’t her. It was me. I killed my family. I killed Steve. I killed them all, and I blamed her, but it wasn’t her because it was me and me alone. I killed them. I killed them! I—nooooo,” she achingly sobs. 
“Serena,” I cry. 
“Use what you are feeling. Harness this pain, Serena. Explode. Explode brighter than you ever have.” 
Inconsolable, she loses herself, falling deeper and deeper into a pit she cannot return from. 
All that has ever haunted her, all that has ever been denied and taken, she lets loose. The grief, the guilt, the sorrow… she finally releases it all, and it consumes her. 
“NOOOOOO!” she lets out and I all but go taut, my body trembling and my soul, shattering. “Nooooo,” she whimpers. “I killed them. I killed them all. It’s all my fault.” 
She brings Nay’ahli to her chest, holding her tight and crying ever so heartbreakingly upon her forehead.
“Serena…” I weep, yet she does not hear me. 
“I’m so sorry,” she tells Nay’ahli. “I’m sorry.”
Two connected hearts—watching her suffer… feeling the weight of her anguish… my own… it is too much. Way more than I can carry nor endure but I will take it. By the stars that shine, I will take the pain a thousand times over if it means that she would not have to feel this torture.
Stars, give her pain to me to bear. Give it all, just please make it stop. Help her through this. Please, I pray.
“Serena,” The Dark one calls. With her bowed head lowered and face hidden, her sobbing carries on. “This is what I have prepared you for. This is why I have pushed you as hard as I have. You’re ready, Serena. You are ready to do what needs to be done. Come back to me. Come back to us all. Bring back Nay’ahli, Serena. Bring back your ultimate power, your memories, the stars.”
“What is he talking about?” Emerlum wonders.
“I do not know.”
He goes on. “Take the bloody stars, Serena. Take them all and then some.”
Gradually, her demeanor begins to change. 
At first, her crying softens, soon slowing until it reaches its end and then at last, her head lifts, rising to meet Nolance’s stare. There, she does not speak, does not weep but holds strong, steady, brave. Calm is the fire that once burned through her veins and now appears one ready for war.  “Okay,” her low voice speaks. “You’re right. I am ready. I can do this.”
The Dark One smiles. “I knew you had it in you. Now, give Cur’rav back his lover so that you may go do what needs done.” 
Serena takes one more, long gaze upon my fallen friend, then looks to Cur’rav.
A moth to a flame, he rises from his knees, approaching The Star without hesitation nor blinking. 
Serena descends, floating towards Cur’rav’s silent, awaiting presence. 
It is said through lore that somewhere, out beyond the cosmos where the rest of the worlds have yet to be explored, the holiest of angels exist. Their unseen, sole purpose being to guide the living along a path of all that is right, so that after death, their souls may enter a realm of light, a sovereign known for its infinite land of dreams and wishes. Serena is how I would imagine those angels to appear. Glorious and divine, she is a creature of beauty, an otherworldly sight that I may never grow accustomed to. How could anyone? 
Stars… she truly is a being of sublimity, and I am obsessed, entranced beyond any wonder this universe holds.
The light of her many delicate, rays sway softly in the cool night breeze, her enchanting, tingling grace—there is an ignited, invisible vibration about the air, one that pulses off her in the beat of a constant, low humming sound so faint, so ethereal, I barely detect it. I have never heard it before, but I do now. The singing. Magic. I hear it. I hear the chorus of magic. Does any other? 
She reaches Cur’rav, hovering at his height. “I’m bringing her back,” she tells him.
Cur’rav nods. “I believe you.” 
A deep, brief stare they share and then Serena hands Nay’ahli to Cur’rav. 
Adorned in a weightless, long, billowing white dress, he takes his lover, cradling her close and inspecting every repaired inch of her now flawless, stunning flesh. 
“I healed her body,” Serena informs. 
He looks up at her. “I can see that. Thank you.” 
“You can thank me after she wakes by telling her that I think we’d make good friends. I want to be her friend. We never got to be friends.” 
A small smile rises at the corner of my lips, just as my eyes fill with tears. All she ever wanted was to be accepted, to be loved. So alone in her world, all she ever wanted, was friends, a family to not replace hers, but to fill that void of where only a family’s warmth could fill. She sees us as a family. We are her family. Her found family. 
My heart breaks, realizing the extent to her lonesomeness. 
“She would love to be your friend, Serena. That I already know, for you are all she ever talks about,” the assassin tells.
My mate smiles. “She talks about me?”
Cur’rav nods. “She does. Too much in fact.”
A kind of magic unfolds, one so intimate, one so mundane yet just as miraculous as any granted wish. Two unlikeliest of friends, it is in this pivotal moment where the foundation of a developing bond takes form, a proceeding that will set a path to a future companionship that I predict will be one just as pure, if not just as strong as mine and his own. 
Serena withdraws, but Cur’rav follows, taking two quick steps towards. “Wait,” he says.
She halts, hovering in place. “Yes?” she answers.
“Where do they go? Where is she right now?”
Nervous and unsure of how to answer, Serena looks to me, then up at Nolance and then back to Cur’rav. “Do you not know your worlds religion?”
“I know it, I just never believed in it,” he answers.
“Faith is funny that way,” she responds. “To believe in something you’ve never seen before can be quite difficult, that I am all too familiar with, but I’ve seen it, Cur’rav. I’ve touched it.” She pauses to gaze up at the stars. “She shouldn’t be too far. I doubt her soul has even left this world yet.”
Cur’rav chokes out an overwhelmed cry, holding Nay’ahli’s corpse closer than before. “Stay,” he whispers into her ear. Do not leave this world without me. Please don’t leave without me.”
Even the hardest, most cold have their breaking points and tonight, my friend has reached his, tenfold.
My chest tightens, shuddering from witnessing my brother who in all my life, I have never witnessed cry once.
“Those who hide behind masks are usually the one one’s who bear the most weight,” mother had once said, and she was right. Cur’rav’s mask has been lifted and beneath… someone who feels, someone who mourns, with all that he has tried so hard to bury.
“Serena,” Nolance softly calls. She looks to where he now stands off to her left and behind all. “It’s time.”
She nods and then casts her gaze upon me. 
No words need to be spoke by tongue nor by thought because they do not need to be. From early on, we learned quickly how to communicate through the art of stares and never have we forgotten it.
“I love you,” is what her devoted eyes express.
“And I love you,” I give back. “Always.”
Again, she looks to the stars. “I know what I must do, I only hope your worlds are ready for what comes next.” With that, she lifts into the air, her body a weightless cloud of brilliance levitating over land.
With partly spread arms and legs, and a high held head, up she slowly rises, higher she goes, on her way to leave this world for the one that exists above.
My arched back neck can go no further. She is too high. At last, she stops. Unmoving, she hovers, radiating, pulsing, brightly.
“What is she doing?” Emerlum wonders.
“Shhh,” Nolance hushes. “Let her concentrate.” 
And so, we wait, we watch, studying every inch of radiance with eager, nervous expressions.
A crescendo of light, her exposure builds, the illumination that of which my sight can no longer adapt to withstand. I squint through the burden, bearing through the burn as best as I can. We all do for one would be a fool to look away. No. To not witness this—moment—the dawning of a miracle in the making, the turning point in which our history will never be the same—not many live to behold the presence of a god let alone a star, but here we stand, encountering her, experiencing it all first hand.
Louder, that ethereal hum thrums, the foreign, echoing voices near blaring. 
Brighter she becomes to point where we three have no choice but to shield our eyes with the inside of our arm to protect ourselves.
“Tell me you hear it? The singing?” I shout.
“I hear it!” Emerlum answers. “I hear it! What is it?” 
“Stand back!” Nolance yells. “All of you! Now!” And while Emerlum and Cur’rav reverse in haste, mesmerized me moves closer towards her, not by will but by… that same tug that once led me straight to her cell.
“I said get back you fool!” The Dark One shouts, but I do not listen. I cannot move. I am frozen, not in fear but in… awe. This pull… it lures me in, stronger than it ever has and I follow, I listen, not running from, but going to, without second thought.
Serena radiates brighter, that divine hum drowning out the warnings of the one behind.
“Zurhen!” his faint voice screams. “MOVE!”
Under closed, relaxed eyes and the heavy, healing weight of bliss, I smile, the warmth of my mates’ glow reaching into me with an eternal energy that I have yet to fully embrace. “Serena,” I whisper.
This is more than power. This is her. Her delicate soul, and it is beautiful. More so than life itself for she is life, she is everything.
My eyes open.
All too soon, what serene moment where peace and tranquility were but a dream I did not wish to wake from, ends. Reality strikes me true, it’s pull a harsh reminder that nothing good ever lasts forever.
A solid pressure encircles my body with tight restraint.
At once, I am yanked far back and away from my glowing star. 
Mid-air and soaring, my gaze meets The Dark One’s now blazing form. Violent and blaring, a constant gush of shadow torrents of dense visibility surge from his left, extended arm, hand, and whole figure. There he hovers before the light, separated by a near solid strip of darkness so tall, so wide, it divides the world in complete half.
“Serena!” I yell in panic. 
A colossal divider, the wall reaches as far as the heavens, as low as the land and through the forest trees beyond one’s sight, yet behind that force of darkness, her light still shines, peeking between the wafts of smoke-like shadows that storm upon the impenetrable pane.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I question The Dark One.
“I’M SAVING YOUR LIVES, YOU IDIOT!” And as he faces the wall with his right extended arm and flexed fingers aimed towards me, his shadow lines hold firm and unrelenting, no longer pulling me back but holding me still and at a distance.
I thought Serena a force but Nolance… she may exude mounds of light but he… just the same but in a different shade.
I fight to free myself, yet these dark ropes do not let up but only tighten. “Release me!” I command. “Serena!” I shout, yet she does not acknowledge nor hear me from behind the thick barrier.
Her glowing palm graces the glass. As does his. 
“This is it!” Nolance warns us. “I need to drop the wall and the moment I do, you all take cover!”
“But we will burn!” Emerlum states.
“No! I will shield you! Now ready yourselves and do not, for whatever reason stare into the light. Not unless you wish to die!” But I have stared into her light. I have taken it in and lived to tell the tale.
I look to Emerlum, and then to Cur’rav.
Both their eyes wide and apprehensive, they each nod before dropping to the ground and hovering over to block their sight.
As Nolance’s shadows lower me to land, and his dark, unwinding ropes withdraw, we share a gaze, an agreeable form of understanding to trust him. So, I do. I put hatred aside, and I trust in the one entity I am, unfortunately, beginning to somewhat grow fond of. Barely.
I nod to him before taking a knee to both.
He turns forward, his voice a calming, evocative tone. “It is past time, Serena,” Nolance speaks from behind the divider. “I know you can hear me. You can hear me from even beyond the great expanse. So do it, Serena. Transcend. Explode. Glow brighter. For stars sake, just bloody glow.” 
And so, she listens. She does. Her bright hand withdraws from the pane, disappearing behind the dark windowed storm.
Nolance retreats, his power still holding the wall with the force of his shadows. And then those shadows split, a vast curtain of them flowing downward and towards us all in a fog-like trail.
One by one, his dark power surrounds us whole, yet Emerlum and Cur’rav do not dare lift from their crouched positions to see what I do. Dark magic at its most ominous and finest.
What happens next, unfolds all too fast.
Nolance drops the wall, allowing Serena’s radiance to surge in. All is blinded, the area filled with infinite, dazzling, brilliance and amongst it, not just darkness, but blue. An illuminating azure projects, its blazing, heatless flames rising high and from my very form.
“Zurhen?” Nolance confusedly calls. I do not need to answer. I know what I look like. I resemble him. Her.
With my eyes now a bright, cosmic glow, I see what I was not able to view before. “I see her,” I mutter. Past his protection, past her glow, there she is. My Serena. My glorious mate in clear figure.
I stand, crossing over the barrier and into light.
The Dark One may fight to keep me from her but let this be a lesson to him and all, nothing will ever stop me from reaching my mate.
“You have already come so far,” he speaks. I do not look to him but surrender my focus to the one whose heart mine will forever love.
When beneath, I halt and gaze high. “What is she waiting for?” I ask.
He turns to her. “Serena, darling. I need you to listen to me. You and The Three Worlds are connected, deeply bonded from the very first embrace. You are rooted in the air, water, and soil of the land and when your stars collide with the planet and all is enriched with your everlasting, enchanted glow, you’re going to harness the magic of the world to resurrect Nay’ahli from the realm in which she was born but to do that, you need to return to the stars. Perform this and no longer will you have to depend on calling on one single star for power, for the worlds will be enough to power you indefinitely.” His tone shifts to a cheeky one. “Well, at least until you decide to take back magic and abandon the worlds once more.”
I freeze. 
Abandon… the… worlds. 
All this time… how did I not see the connection? Maybe I was too blind to see it, to fully understand that she was there. For it all. Then again, maybe I did not want to believe it.
“It is now or never, Serena,” Nolance tells her. 
“I am not dead,” Emerlum’s faint voice speaks.
I glance back to see him slowly rise amongst the safety of the dark force field that surrounds. And then Cur’rav does the same, his rise a gradual, hesitant creep.
The two set eyes on my glowing form, no fear casted upon their faces but complete admiration, acceptance.
What blue once blazed off my figure, is now but a calm radiation upon my skin.
Together, we move in to stand close at each other’s sides and before The Star.
Emerlum speaks. “We may be ready for what is to come, but I do not know if the worlds truly are.” He is right. As much as the worlds have prepared for this moment, the second those stars begin to fall, chaos will ensue and life as we know it, will never be the same. 
I grip my general’s arm, bracing for the true Falling of the Stars. “I will see you all on the other side,” I tell my friends. 
“See you on the other side,” they say. 
And then she is gone, shooting towards the stars in which she first fell from many, many years ago.
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
She ascends, skyrocketing towards the cosmos. 
Utterly engrossed, I follow the light of her glow, watching it grow smaller the higher she rises. And then, boom! A thundering clash, the skies rattle, shaking the planet to its very core. We four nearly fall but never does our focus on that now dot of a light, let up.
“Fucking stars,” Emerlum mutters.
“I cannot believe this to be real,” Cur’rav murmurs.
I smile proudly. My mate. My magnificent mate.
Out comes a radial surge which sends what thin layers of clouds that filled the night sky, dispersing far. 
Chills. Exquisite chills.
Beyond the sound barrier, she soars faster, soon entering past the atmosphere where she becomes but a tiny speck of a dot amongst all stars and darkness. 
“I lost sight of her. Which star is she?” Emerlum wonders. 
“Don’t worry. You’ll know soon enough,” Nolance responds with a mischievous undertone.
“How do you know so much about this?” I ask without ever breaking my gaze in fear of losing her. 
He looks to me. “Because I know all,” he so cockily replies. 
I snort, shaking my head. “Prick,” I mutter beneath my breath. 
“You’re no sweetheart either,” he claps back. And to my disgrace, I smirk. Just a little.
“Does she even know what she is doing?” Emerlum asks. 
Nolance groans in irritation. “For God’s sake, give her a moment, will you?”
A small chuckle escapes past my breath.
 
MEANWHILE IN SPACE…
Serena
 
When I was a young girl, I used to believe in good. I used to want to be good, but we all know by now, how my origin story came to be.
In the woes of darkness, a villain rises. Lonely, vengeful, and misunderstood, all one knows is destruction, madness, death.
The one thing I recall from the superhero movies I watched as a kid was that in them all, never once did the hero stop to ask the villain, what they could do to help them, but in my villain origin story, the hero did.
He accepted me for who I was, even when I could not and when the horror of my past was revealed, he still chose to love me, the monster, the villain. Scars and all.
They say it takes a monster to love a monster but what if all it really took, was someone just as broken as me to see past the darkness that clouds your own light willing to shine once more.
A superhero may save you from a burning building, but a true hero will save you from your own self.
Zurhen is my hero and God knows, never will I amount to his level of excellence but at least I am willing to try.
All the anger… all the pain… every life I ever took, every life I ever lost, I force myself to remember it all. My momma, my sister, my two brothers, Steve, every single innocent soul I ever claimed, and Zurhen… my Zurhen, all nine of him. 
I’ve lost so many. I claimed so many lives. So many futures I had stolen. So many lovers I had ripped apart, and all for what? So that I could live? Because I thought my life was more significant than theirs? No. The least I can do is this. Create more. More lives. More love. More magic. More right.
I am The Creator. I am Life. I may have taken many lives, but you best believe that I will replenish them.
Long is the time where wallowing in despair is finished. Tonight, I face my past and after I complete what I must do then never will I waste another tear on the things that cannot be undone. No. After this, I will leave my past behind and enjoy a life that even I deserve to live.
Harnessing all the bad, all the ugly, I use these emotions to fuel the fire I need to claim back the stars.
Nolance was right. I am strong. I’ve always been. I just needed to believe in myself and right now, I do. I believe in me more than I ever have.
As if I could not glow any brighter, I grow ten times more.
“As The Light cast its glow upon the far reaches of the universe, and The Darkness graces the corners left unclaimed, her and I will always be tethered. For what is Light without her Darkness?” Nolance had once said to Zurhen.
“The light of the stars may hold your heart, but it is The Darkness of the cosmos that will forever claim your soul, Serena,” he also mentioned.
His foreshadows, hints and subliminal messages have always been there. I was just too blind to see, but I see them now. Clearer than ever. In fact, I am beginning to see a lot of things more clearly.
As the light of my soul comes forth and casts its glow upon the far reaches of the universe, something manifests within. A feeling? A knowing? A sense of all that is and what could be.
My conscious awakes, and as it does, so does the reality of everywhere I’ve been and everywhere I am. 
“Every one of us holds some individual, unique form of magic within,” I recall Nolance speaking. Magic. Every god, every star, every being, animal, insect, tree, blade of grass, ocean, river, even the wind and rain… I am made of it all. I am all, “for there is magic even in the most mundane,” Nolance once stated.
Dark magic. Light magic. There is no magic that does not come from me nor him. We created and shared that part of us with all. Together, we birthed the worlds, the universe, our many celestial children… every living and once lived form of matter and energy since the dawn of time.
I took back magic from The Three Enchanted Worlds. I took back magic from the living amongst them, “but it is I who will return it,” I speak towards the endless stars. “They wanted the stars, well here they come.” With that, I call upon the stars not with force, but with one, single, thought. “Return,” I command. 
Hearing my summons, they come forth, the mighty roar of their surge causing the heavens to shudder and nearest worlds to feel it’s great vibration.
From all directions, they cross the expanse, not knowing that the journey they face, will soon become their end.
To give life, I must take it from my own self, for each star claimed, is one less piece of my me and my soul.
I am dying but forever will I live on in all things.
Once terrified to perish, I did what I had to do to survive. The irony in it all is that no longer do I fear death but welcome it. This flesh may one day cease to exist but no, I will not die, for energy can never truly be created nor destroyed but transferred to some other form or another. Thus, reincarnation was conceived.
The clarity of all things flows through me as if the knowledge never left. More and more, does my mind and soul transcend into what I’ve always been yet could not reach nor remember.
I am awakening, not Serena, but me, The Light.
They were wrong about me. They called me a God, but Gods are what I birth. What I am… I am more. I am supreme.
With lucidity comes the vision to see the memories that were not there before. I may still not remember how I lost Zurhen in all his lives nor do I remember The Darkness in mortal flesh, but what I do remember, is him as profound grace.
I am a part of him as he is a part of me and together, we will either live forever in the mortal flesh of whatever our children Fate and Destiny chooses, or we’ll meet our eternal end and become but scattered, glittery specks of dust amongst the heavens, maybe even beautiful clusters across the cosmos, but never will we be without one another, for our souls are one and can never be severed nor split.
Three mortal lives I have left. Three stars which will remain safe amongst its fast-approaching brethren. That is, until one of three becomes a wish fulfilled and then two. That’ll leave me with but two. “I will not waste them,” I speak with such solemnity. All the while, as I watch the stars near, I wonder, “What are the worlds doing right now? What is Zurhen is doing?” Can he see them? Can he see me? I smile. I truly smile. “Here they come, boys. Here they come.” 
 
Zurhen
 
“I am sure she is doing fine,” I tell Emerlum. 
A long, nerve-wrecking silence passes as we four watch, as we wait. 
“They are supposed to look like long, white streaks, right?” Cur’rav asks. 
“Yes,” all three of us answer in unison. 
Nolance glances back over his shoulder. “Hmm. Where did the elder go?” 
“The elder?” I repeat. 
I look back, scanning the vacant area between here and the dark woodland edge. “Huh. I suppose he did not want to stick around for the show.” 
“Or maybe he could not wait to alert all,” Emerlum adds.
We all let out a synchronized, “ah.”
My gaze turns forward. From there, I stare high. “Come on, Serena. You can do it. Make them fall. Make them fall, my heart.” 
“You killed the X’enomor,” Emerlum notes. 
“I did,” Nolance responds. 
“Thank you,” Cur’rav says. 
Nolance looks to him. “You are welcome.” His gaze then meets mine. 
“Yes. Thank you. For everything,” I say, the words coming out with a slight struggle. 
He smiles. “You are welcome, Zurhen. Thank you for being there for her when I could not.”
“I did not do it for you.” 
“I know. Either way, I thank you anyways.” We share a long deep stare, one that reads a mutual respect, a silent truce. 
He cares for her, and I cannot hate him for that. As much as I want to, I cannot condemn him for showing kindness to the one I love. 
He nods and then we both turn back, waiting upon the stars to fall. 
“I think I found her again,” Emerlum says.
“Her light is expanding. She is glowing brighter,” Cur’rav exclaims.
“She is lighting the heavens,” I whisper.
Cur’rav’s gaze drops to his closed eyed lover he holds dear in his arms almost as if to see if she sees what we see, but when he is reminded that she cannot, he smiles softly, brushes a few strands of her white hair behind her ear and then looks to the stars once more.
Tense and nervous, we four do not dare blink but hold our breaths, awaiting for the slightest sign of— 
“There!” Emerlum points and shouts. “She did it! One is falling!” 
“Holy mother of stars,” I gasp. 
The first star comes falling fast towards. 
“Another!” Cur’rav points next to the first. 
“And another! There!” Emerlum informs. 
I burst into a fit of laughter, holding the back of my head. “She is doing it. She is calling them forth.” 
“I always knew you could,” Nolance whispers, his soft voice a praise of conviction.
Within seconds, the heavens are encompassed with hundreds if not thousands of fast approaching, shooting stars. Many aimed for Mel’Vargon, many more directed towards our two neighboring worlds.
Soon, we are gleaming, laughing in overwhelmed hysteria as we witness it literally rain stars. 
“This is unbelievable,” Emerlum breathes. 
“I never thought I would live to see the day,” I mutter. 
“I wish Nay’ahli were awake to see this,” Cur’rav speaks. 
Emerlum and I look to him. 
“She will catch the next show,” I assure him. 
His gaze meets mine. “She will catch them all,” he swears. 
I nod, believing that she will.
We then look forward and high. 
“What do you think the rest of the worlds are doing at this very moment?” Emerlum wonders. 
“Probably the same as we,” I say. 
“What will you do?” Nolance asks. “After magic returns and all worthy claim a star. What will you do?”
“What my kingdom has long prepared for. What the worlds have prepared for. We will enact the new way of life, this time better than our ancestors ever knew before.”
Nolance looks to me as I look to him.
“I sure hope sure, for it would be a shame for history to repeat itself.”
“How so?” I question, yet he just lowly grins.
“Be careful is all. You would not want to anger the wrong magical being, now, would you?” Words spoken once before. 
And as our stare lingers, and this discourse fades, I hold his gaze, taking his threat with unyielding power.
His grin widens, and then he turns, shaking his head. 
I too, turn forward and set my sight on the light of my heart.
“They are getting closer,” Emerlum points out. 
“I must confess something,” Cur’rav speaks with urgence.
“What?” Emerlum asks.
“My faith was not devoted to The Light but seeing Serena—witnessing her bring back the stars—knowing that she will bring back Nay’ahli… I feel my devotion has shifted. I believe in her now. I believe in The Light. I believe in the stars.” 
I look to him as his gaze remains high. 
A Dark Dweller… I had no idea he was a believer of The Darkness—my eyes shift just barely past Cur’rav, meeting the brightly lit, piercing purple hues of The Dark One. 
A foreboding sense washes over me, a feeling that near renders me ill.
I advert my gaze back towards the stars. 
“I think it best not to mention your previous faith to anyone outside of here,” Emerlum responds. “We all know how tense talk of the underground revolution is.”
“Got it,” Cur’rav says.
The Dark One scoffs. “Because the Gods forbid anyone be caught believing in something other than what society says they should believe in.” No one responds to his comment, and I think that only infuriates him even more. 
If I were ever looking for a clearer sign that Nolance was The Darkness that had plagued the worlds just before the original star had abandoned the planets, then this is it. This is the sign. 
Nolance is The Darkness. He is the reason The Light left us. He is the reason she never returned and now they are back. They both are. The Light and The Darkness. This cannot be good… 
The first falling star enters Mel’Vargon’s atmosphere. 
Fully engulfed, its bright, white flames of fury scorch violently towards. 
“It is coming,” Emerlum speaks. “The first falling star… it is coming.” 
A chilling tingle runs down my spine.
Its mass grows grander as it nears, the true size of the star becoming clearer and—my eyes enlarge. “Wait. Is it heading straight for us?” 
Panic renders me immobile.
A howling whistle, the sound of its rapid, diagonal decent pierces the skies. 
I did not anticipate for them to appear so big. In fact, I honestly had no idea what to expect but this… the worlds are in for one rude awakening. Well, many.
Closer it nears, bigger it becomes until almost the entire night sky is blocked with its massive, roaring view.
Emerlum’s hand slaps my chest. He pushes me. “It is going to hit! Get back! Everyone get back, NOW!” he orders. 
We are not quick enough to retreat. 
The star plummets too quick. 
Within a single blink of an eye, Nolance appears out of darkness and before us all. His hands shoot out, his shadows blasting us far and out of impacts way.
We go flying, our backs colliding harshly upon ground the moment that blinding, enormous star meets the tops of the ancient trees with a shattering, calamitous weight, and then it hits. The star makes impact with land.
The entire world quakes, a haunting, rumbling echo carrying out for miles on end. And yet the star does not stop traveling but digs up land and keeps going, its mass coasting violently, blaringly towards.
A crater. A deep, glowing blue hole that hides barely a quarter of its bottom half, this star is monstrous, grand.
“Holy shit,” Emerlum mutters.
Not one of us moves. Curiosity, freight… whatever the feeling, it holds us completely still.
To our blessed luck, it slows, coming to an end not more than ten feet or so before us. Eight for Cur’rav who remains closer than we.
I blow a long, staggered breath. I think we all do.
At last, the ground settles, clouds of dust and debris clearing enough to behold the large, brightly buzzing, pulsing white star in all its glory.
I swear it. Every one of us holds the exact same, wide eyed, speechless expression. A mix of three, fear, excitement, and wonder.
For a moment, nothing happens until it does.
From beneath the weight of the star, scores of fast-moving, glowing blue fissures spread across land, and in all directions. Including straight towards each one of us.
“What is that?” Emerlum questions.
“They will not hurt you,” Nolance so adamantly assures.
I sit up quick, immediately rising to my feet just as one of the glowing, capillary patterns races beneath my shoes and towards the dark forest trees. And when those fissures reach every dead shrub, tree, stick, and blade of grass, they light up like the thirsty, magic deprived creatures they are.
Emerlum joins my right, facing the illuminating terrain. 
The scenery now an otherworldly, bioluminescent, mystical landscape of mass, the flora and fauna grow, their giant roots, vines, plants, and leaves flourishing into what is becoming—
“The Enchanted Forest,” Emerlum whispers. “How is this real?”
The Dark Forest has come alive. Magic has returned to these once ominous lands.
We turn forward when Cur’rav makes a grunt.
Slightly ahead and to my left, Nolance aids in helping Cur’rav and the lover he holds, up off the ground.
My gaze then fixes on the star.
With each mild pulse, it sends forth a light, blue radial wave of energy. A beacon. A call to the worthy near and far.
There is an electric charge amongst the air. One I would know anywhere. Magic. Power. Serena.
Cur’rav and Nolance join us.
“What do we do now?” Emerlum wonders. 
“Someone should touch it,” I suggest. 
Emerlum and Cur’rav share a glance. 
“You go first,” Cur’rav insists. 
Emerlum nods and then bravely moves forward. 
I wait, the suspense of watching him approach that star flooding me with a dizzying spell of adrenaline. 
He stops before it and then looks back. “I better not hear shit from you two about whose power is greater.” 
Cur’rav and I grin. 
Impatient and eager, I shout, “Come on! Just touch it already!” 
Emerlum smiles and shakes his head. He then turns forward and mumbles beneath his breath, “Stars, this is probably going to hurt like a bitch.” With that, the burly war general extends his hand, and touches the—a loud, thunderous boom rattles the ground off in the far distance behind us. 
Cur’rav and I look back, then at each other. 
“That one is all yours,” I tell him. 
He smirks. “Nice.” 
Our gaze returns to our… friend… we missed it. He touched the star. The star is gone but the crater and glow amongst the land remains. 
“Emerlum. What happened to the—my jaw drops and my pupils flare when they set forth on him. 
While studying his arms and hands, he turns slowly, his entire figure glowing with a swirling mix of white light and dark shadows. “What… is… happening?” he calmly yet worriedly wonders.
Nolance chokes out a gasp, nearly stumbling forward over his own two feet. He leaps towards him, clearing the short distance in haste. “No,” he gasps. 
Emerlum’s solid white, glowing eyes meets his and when they do, they cloud with droplets of black. His mouth parts. His jaw lowers. A spark of something triggering a realization, a memory. “How?” he wonders.
Nolance nears my friend, standing within close, intimate range. 
They stare, The Dark One searching Emerlum’s eyes incessantly. “It cannot be,” he mutters.
He reaches past Emerlum’s energy to lay a tender hand upon his chest. “Stellan.”
“Father,” Emerlum speaks. 
“What?” I lowly question.
For the first time since meeting this being, I witness The Dark One shed a tear. “It’s you. My first mortal son. You came back to us. You came home.”
“I did,” Emerlum responds.
Nolance’s voice breaks. “You’ve been here all this time and yet I did not know it. I did not recognize my own child’s soul. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I did not properly greet you sooner.”
“You did not know. I did not know.”
Nolance smiles. “Fate and Destiny… what are your older, celestial siblings up to?” 
“No good,” he replies.
Nolance takes his son’s face between his hands. 
Emerlum grasps his wrists. 
As The Dark One caresses his sons’ cheeks with his thumbs and gazes lovingly into his eyes, Nolance chokes out a happy, overwhelmed gasp. “My boy. My son. I’m so happy you’re home.”
“So, am I, for it has been too long since I were here last.”
“Too long indeed,” Nolance acknowledges. 
The two share one affectionate hug and while they do, Cur’rav and I look to each other, his lips parting to mouth, “What the fuck?” 
I shake my head. “Magic,” is all I respond. Magic. 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
While Nolance and Emerlum venture away for some private father and… son time, Cur’rav and I are left gazing up at the stars, watching them plummet near and far.
“When do you think she will return?” Cur’rav wonders. 
“I suppose soon.” 
He gazes down at Nay’ahli, bearing a warm, tender smile. And then he leans in, laying a sweet kiss upon her forehead. He pulls away to admire his peacefully sleeping lover once more. “After she wakes, I am taking her to see the Sacred Elders, and then I am going to marry her.” 
“Then there will be two Claiming of the Hearts ceremonies to celebrate,” I inform. 
His eyes lift under raised brows. “You will marry, Serena?” 
I nod. “I will. I do not want to wait for the law of promise to be abolished. Life is far too short to wait to claim the things we want most. So, I am taking it now. I am officially claiming the other half of my heart tonight.” 
He stares back down at his soon to be bride. “That is exactly why I wish to marry her now. I cannot lose her. After our fates are bound—if she were to truly leave this realm before I—I will not let her leave it alone. I will follow her.” His eyes lift. His expression cold, intense, he continues. “I will follow her, Zurhen. To whatever end.” 
“I believe you. As would I with my own hearts mate.” 
The intensity of this dark, macabre moment is interrupted when Nolance and Emerlum come walking upon us.
They share a glance and then return their gaze to us.
“Did we miss something?” Emerlum questions.
“No, but it appears we did,” I say, peering at the each of them.
Nolance pats Emerlum’s back as if to give him a boost of encouragement to speak. 
“So, I suppose you two might have some questions,” Emerlum says. 
“Many,” I flatly respond. 
Nolance sighs in uncomfortability, eyeing his son with a forced, cheesing smile before looking to me. “Oof. Well, this is going to get awkward quite fast.” 
“You are telling me,” Emerlum scoffs.
I eye them weirdly. “Why would it be awkward?”
Again, they both share a stare.
“He should know,” Emerlum insists. 
“Know what?” I ask. 
A near, howling whistle sounds from above. 
We all gaze high, witnessing another star head straight for us. 
“Uh oh,” Cur’rav says.
Nolance sighs, happily. “Ahh. And so, our glorious goddess returns.”
He may be merry but worry consumes me. “Okay. So, why is she not slowing?” 
Confusion and concern casts upon his angled face. “Something is wrong. She shouldn’t be falling this fast. Not when she is this close.” That does it for me. I go into complete panic mode. 
Without warning, I barge between him and Emerlum, pushing them aside and out of my way. And then I run, towards my falling star I race. “SERENA!” I call. Faster, I sprint, rapidly she falls, no trace of slowing in sight. “SERENAAA!” Desperate, I halt and look back quick. “Do not just stand there! Do something!” I demand The Dark One. 
“I cannot hold your hand through everything!” he shouts. “Some things in life you must learn to do on your own! So, you do something! You go get her!” 
“What?” I shriek. “How?” 
“Open a portal! Think of her and her only and jump!” I—what? 
“You expect me to just know how to open a portal? Are you deranged?” 
He shrugs, unfazed by the insult. “Most would say yes, but I’d like to think of myself as more of a mad genius!” 
“I—you are the most—no! I am not dealing with you right now! Have fun watching me save the damsel from your own seat below, you prick!” 
He smirks. “Happy to share the stage with you any day! Have fun saving the beauty, you beast!” he wishes. I—I do not even know what to think of him anymore. Stars, he is so maddening. I remove my slinged back weapon and place it on top of the thick, glowing grass beside me. But when I turn round to walk on, I smile. Lightly. “Fuck…” The Dark One is growing on me. 
My head inclines further back, my gaze set on my mate fast approaching. She still is not slowing. Why is she not slowing? Anxiety consumes me. “SERENA!” I call. There is no way for her to hear me. How am I to get her attention? “Okay, Zurhen. Come on. Think. Think!”
I blink and—one moment I am far below her nearing light, the next… high above and falling fast.
And unexpected scream escapes me. One that I would have been embarrassed for any other to hear.
My exposed flesh embraces the chill of night, the sudden thrill of free falling offering me a high I have never known before. “HOLY STARS! WOOOOO!” I wildly cheer against the cold, blaring wind.
Down, I fall, my glowing hair whipping behind and my limbs flailing, the bright, blazing flames of my power trailing back towards the stars above.
This is unbelievable. This is not real. How can it be? To think, before I had found my Serena… before the tragic deaths of my family, I had lived what I thought was an exciting, adventurous life. Compared to this one I live now, I would say that life before, was one dull ride.
The rush of air may be violent, but the serenity of the open, vacant skies is a peace I did not know could possibly exist. 
Within these inhabitable heavens, I am truly alone, the next, nearest living being but a distant gap between me and the far land that grows closer every second I plummet. I am alone, but I am not lonely. Not when it feels as blissful as it does. Magic. It is in the air as it is within. She is in the air. She is in me. My mate. My God. My holy stars.
Curious, I glance back over my shoulder, only to be flipped by the pressure of the oncoming wind. And when I face upwards, words elude me. My bright eyes flail. My mouth parts. “Holy mother of—"
Amongst the dark night sky and surrounding falling stars, a large, cylindrical, swirling vortex of multiple bright hues of blue spin violently but behind, blurred… a faint image of where I had come from. Land. A portal. I created a portal. “I made that,” my low voice speaks amongst the roaring current. “I… created a portal.” How?
Serena. I created a portal through her. I manifested one from her power. My power. I have the power to open worlds. I have the power to walk between. Astonished, I choke out a laugh, shaking my head. If mother and father could only see me now.
The further I fall, the fainter the portal becomes until what is left is but a fading light wisping into the heavens after its final, thin spin. And when it is gone, my gaze drifts, studying the now portal-less skies.
From beyond the furthest regions of the cosmos, endless swarming star’s approach, as do the ones that have already arrived and those that are nearing land. The sky is littered with shooting stars, their surging, burning streaks of trailing white flames to be seen from across the entire planet. At least as far as I can view from high up here.
Enough distractions. I need to save my Serena.
With ease, I flip myself around, facing her distant, inflamed light. “SERENA!” I call. “SERENAAA!” She still cannot hear me.
With the confronting wind blaring and the intense pressure blowing upon my form with a demand, I endure, bracing this storm of wind with just as much pressing force.
Blazing like the eternal flames of all that is immortal and divine, my bright blue light rises from my form, streaming behind. 
I fall but I am not falling fast enough, and so, I position myself to dive. Headfirst and aerodynamic, I plummet, my figure moving through the air unbothered, thanks to the smooth Vargonian leathers I wear.
I gain distance, at last closing in.
Her fully engulfed, white radiance reaches high like strained, tattered curtains blowing amongst a tycoon.
I call out to her, stretching my arms and flexing my fingers as far as they can go. “SERENA! SERENA!” And yet, she is still too far and falls too fast. I cannot reach her. Not in time and before the glowing land and we collide. “SERENAAA!” 
Again, I blink, this time appearing somewhere far too bright. I am blinded, but out of the blindness comes a sense of familiarity, a sense of warmth, a tingling touch I would know anywhere. 
The tips of my fingers grace her own and when they do, I lock on. One hard yank towards me, I have her in my arms.
 A unexpected, sudden explosion occurs. A radial blast of power so mighty, so grand, releases upon the impact of our touch. A mix of white and blue, light surges outbound, encompassing this world and the two neighboring ones with a shield of immense cover.
The stories had it right. It was told that when the great chief made first contact with the magnificent, bright orb of wonder that had fallen from the dark skies and sparkling rocks amongst them, a power had been released, spreading across The Three Worlds. From there, all glowed a brilliant blue. A blue that only the Star-Blessed could see. Well, I see blue. In fact, everything is blue. The Three Enchanted Blue Worlds, magic has truly returned. 
“Zurhen,” my mate groggily speaks. Her heavy, lightly glowing eyes peer open.
A combination of a laugh and cry, I choke out both. “Serena,” I whisper in relief. 
“Zurhen,” her sweet voice repeats.
I fist a chunk of her shimmering, white hair at the back and bring her forehead to my lips. “I got you,” I speak upon her skin. “I got you, and I am never letting you go.” 
“Please don’t,” she faintly begs. With that, I think of land, and that is all it takes. We come falling fast out of the portal, but before we meet ground, I pull my mate in tight and turn us fast.
My back meets surface with a heavy weight and brutal blow.
I groan, but I am alright. Thank the stars, we both are.
“Zurhen! Zurhen!” my mate’s worried tone calls. Behind closed eyes and a breathless, amused laugh, I smile.
She smacks my chest. “Why are you laughing?” 
My eyes open, finding her lightless body and deep green orbs. There, she sits on top of me, straddling and hovering over. An angel in all her glory, with the world behind her glowing brighter than it has in a very, very long time, here she remains, dressed in a billowing, white dress made from the most delicate of clouds known to exist.
I brush some of her glittering, white hair behind her ear. “Stars, you are so beautiful it hurts.”
She lets loose a long, dramatic sigh. “Are you sure it’s not you that hurts? That landing looked harsh.”
I shake my head, my smile still present. “I am fine. I am more than fine.”
She smiles, our deep, intimate gaze holding strong. “You’re glowing, Zurhen. If anyone is beautiful, it is you.”
My smile then meets my eyes. “Are you not going to question how I opened a portal,” I cockily ask.
She glances back at where the portal once remained and returns her gaze to me. She smirks. “A certain snarky, ice breathing demalgon named Esmaudian told me all about that,” she brags.
My eyes brighten. “A demalgon you say!”
She play frowns and smacks my chest. “Smartass. You already knew about the demalgon, didn’t you?”
I nod. “I saw you and I swear I had never been prouder. My mate is a demalgon rider. Now that is one of many things I shall always brag about.”
She blinks, her white eyes glowing.
Now there is lust and then there is this. Whatever this is. As her breathing heavies and her yearning eyes search between the two of mine with a frenzied reverence, her warm presence greets me within, seeing me as no other has before and it is beautiful, intimately so. So fast, she lowers, taking my lips with desperate need. 
I return the gesture, matching her desire with far more burn.
Her fingers lace within my hair, her other hand gripping my shoulder, squeezing the muscle there.
My hand lowers down between our bodies and I do not waste time. I lift her dress in a hurry and pull her panties to the side.
She gasps before biting down on my bottom lip. “Yes,” she breathes. “Take me here. Take me now,” she pleads.
Thus, I do. I quickly undo the buttons to my pants and free my swollen, aching cock.
Not a moment too soon, she takes me in her grasp and lowers down onto my full length.
Both our heads fall back, and we gasp in euphoria.
“Come here,” I demand.
She drops, finding my ravaging lips once more.
Forget words. I go right back to devouring her mouth, prying it open so that my tongue may slip in and dance with hers. 
She whimpers, clenching around my girth. 
I all but come undone.
My broad hand takes the entirety of her hip and makes her grind against me. “That is right. Move for me. Give me your love, your body for it is mine.”
“Yes,” she moans. “I am all yours. Forever.” With that, she lifts and falls, meeting my every slow, smooth thrust. “Zurhen,” she whimpers.
“Serena,” I call.
“It is you me.”
“As it will always be.”
 “Scars and all,” I remind. Behind closed eyes and a tossed back head, she smiles brightly, fully.
So swiftly, I twist us, having her lay upon the ground on her back.
Her eyes open, peering into my own.
Without pulling out of her, I press my weight gently to hers, move my hips, and pump into her faster and deeper than before. “Eyes on me and do not look away,” I order.
She nods. “Okay.”
Over and over, I surrender myself to her, slipping to the rim, only to glide back into her with the utmost sensational experience that I cannot get enough of. “I will always want you. I love you,” I deeply profess. “I love you more than every star that falls.”
“I am the stars,” she speaks. “I am everything. I am all.” And as my cock continues moving though her, I just stare, wide-eyed and amazed.
We go on like this, silent and staring, the intensity of our connection more potent than it has ever been.
I place my hand tenderly upon her cheek, as she places hers over my heart and as the world braces the return of the stars, and the land meets their mighty, thunderous blows, here I am, making love to my mate beneath what we thought we would never witness again, and I do it as if none of it were more important than she because it is not.
Serena is my world. She is my stars and forever will she come first, above all, including my own.
The ground vibrates beneath us, each distant impact sending forth a traveling roar with every collide. The worlds will be in ruins, but the aftermath will change them forever. A silver-lining. A repercussion of our longing wishes. My worlds will know death and destruction before they know exquisite metamorphosis.
“We will rebuild the world’s together,” she speaks.
“Together we shall, starting with what was already promised.”
She smirks. “And what was promised?”
“A monument of you in every major city amongst The Three Worlds. You did it, Serena. You brought back the stars.”
“All I needed was to believe in myself.”
I smile wholeheartedly. “I truly am proud of you.”
She leans into my hand to lay a sweet kiss upon my palm. When her gaze returns, she says, “I am proud of you too, Zurhen and if your parents were here, I know they too would be just as proud of their son.”
My heart warms. My soul never feeling so—a twig snaps from behind her. 
My blackened, alert eyes lift and I cease my thrusting, inhaling the air. The musky air.
Out from the thick, illuminating forest, an X’enomor lurks, his and my own solid dark gaze locked and unblinking. 
I slap a hand over my mate’s mouth immediately. “Do not make a sound, nor dare move a muscle,” I warn within. 
She stills beneath me, her wide eyes searching every corner of their sockets. 
A standoff. A game. That is what this is. 
Slouched over and heavily heaving, the massive creature’s onyx, impenetrable, scaly chest expands and falls fast, each one of his breaths, a hot mist amongst the cool midnight breeze. Bigger than I, and far more frightening, animalistic in ways that intimidate even me, his true structure does not compare to mine, as my other half in its full form is something stuck between two; Vargonian and X’enomor. 
His many thick, swaying tentacles and tail flail, stretching to their highest and most chaotic position. A deimatic display of his strength, for all it takes is but one of those tentacles to reach out, wrap around and squeeze you, and you are dead. That or pierce you with its sharp, venomous arrowhead.
He awaits for us to make the first move, to utter the first sound so that after we do, he may pounce, and the game may begin. A predator who loves taunting its victims before he enjoys the thrill of a good chase, oddly, this one does not seem to want to play with its prey, but rather intimidate, watch, wait. This is personal. His vendetta stands with me, with my kind. 
“Zurhen. I want to look back.” 
“No. Do not dare move an inch.” 
“We can’t stay like this forever! Lower my leg and I’ll turn and blast it.” 
“Just wait! Give me a minute to think,” I tell her. 
“A minute? We may not have a minute. Lower my leg, pull your damn cock out, and let me kill it. I don’t even need to blast it. I can just think—” 
“Damnit, Serena. No. Just wait!” 
She groans internally in frustration, muttering words in which I do not understand. 
Just then, from out of the glowing trees, two more X’enomor’s approach, dividing to stand on each of the first. 
“There’s two more now?” she screeches after hearing my thoughts. 
Another two approach, followed by two more, then four. Soon, the entire clan stands before us, awaiting for the slightest reason to charge. An arrow formation, they intend to attack, to kill. An eye for an eye. They seek revenge for their fallen. They mean to collect a life. My life so it would seem. 
“They do not know that I am one of them. They cannot sense me in this flesh,” I inform. 
“What does that mean?” 
“If I remain in my Vargonian form, by clan law, they hold every right to kill me, but if I shift and become them, I become untouchable, for the law states that if you take the life of your own kind, you will be sentenced to banishment. A crime worse than any death for them.” 
“So, what are you saying? What are you planning on doing?” she questions.
“I do not want to kill them if I do not have to. They are my father’s clan. They are my family, Serena.” 
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Are you finally going full beast?” 
“You wanted to witness my true form, well, brace yourself. You are about to meet him. On the count of three, I am going to pull out and shift. Whatever you do, do not let me go. Do you understand me?” 
“Yes. I understand.” 
“This will not be pretty, nor will I be the same,” I warn. 
“Our true selves never are,” she responds. 
“In that case… here goes. One. Two. Three!” In one fast move, I lower her legs, pull out of her, scoop her up off the ground, press her to me and stand, shifting before them all. 
The game is on. Time is ticking. I made the first move. I accepted the challenge and now here comes the chase. 
The horde charges towards. 
Closer, they near, faster I push myself to bear through the pain and finish my transformation before they reach us. 
The magic stream beneath my flesh runs bright, coursing fast. Double the power from my new profound light and from my beast, my body begins to glow blue… and dark.
A twister of wind spirals around us, lifting all loose debris and leaves. 
From out of my back grows my tail and many wild, wavering tentacles. My muscles rip, my bones snap, all working tirelessly to rebuild, to expand, to become bigger, better, more. 
Almost there. I am close. Just a little more time. 
The ground rumbles beneath the X’enomor’s stomping feet, their malicious glares filled with a hatred for the Vargonian kind, for if my father had not renounced his royal title and flesh… had he not chosen his Vargonian lover over them… had he not killed one of his own kind to save her, my mother, their grudge would not still run as deep as the toxic, black blood that courses through their dark veins. 
Serena’s eyes broaden in fear when they do not halt, but pound at the ground, racing towards on all four. “Zurhen hurry!” she yells out loud. And then they leap, teeth barred, drool salivating, they soar across the remaining distance, their sharp talons aimed directly for our heads. 
I ran out of time. 
My transformation is incomplete. 
Cocooning her in the safety of my wrapped tentacles and arms, I turn fast, shielding my mate with my enormous form. 
“NOOOOOO!” she screams. 
An erupting, blinding light instantly escapes her. She blows, blasting all within range. 
Every living creature near us goes flying back, yet I remain, holding on to her and my strength, enduring the power of her godly radiance as it surges through me like a blazing scorch of fire. And instead of burning, I live, I consume, I grow stronger. How that is still possible, I have not a clue.
The creatures hiss, their ear-piercing squeals a haunting echo in the wind, but not for long. Their screams cease with an abrupt cut off while still mid-air. 
They never make it to ground. 
All goes quiet, the scent of musk no more, but the smell of charred remains—I lift my head, turning my gaze towards the many piles of white, glittery ash. 
Like her equal, she turned them to dust. She obliterated them all. Just how she had done on ship with the prisoners. 
My transformation halts. My glow fades. The twister ceases. “No,” I whisper. My head swings to her. “You killed them. You killed my family.” 
She gazes into my eyes, panic, worry, fear… it consumes her whole. “Zurhen. I—” 
“Ah. There you two are,” speaks The Dark One from behind me. 
“Commander?” Emerlum hesitantly calls, yet I do not look his way, nor acknowledge either of them, for my eyes are pinned on her, my mate, my ancient family’s killer.
“Zurhen…” she whispers, her voice a low wavered product of guilt. “I am so, so sorry but you—they were coming and you—I had to. I had to…” she struggles to speak. 
My tentacles withdraw from around her and I transform back into my naked, Vargonian flesh. 
As she remains in my arms, I do not move, I do not speak… I barely breathe, nor blink. 
Tears cloud her eyes, just as her throat bobs. “Zurhen!” she shouts. “Zurhen, say something!” she pleads. 
“Oh dear,” Nolance says. “I knew we should have come sooner.” 
Serena smacks my chest not once but twice. “Zurhen! Please! Say something!” When I say nothing, she panics and begins pounding away to get my attention. “Zurhen! Zurhen!” 
I grasp her wrists, holding them with a firm grip to stop her from banging. “I should be mad at you. I should be angry, enraged but I—I am not. I am—I do not know what I am. You killed them. You killed for me. You killed to protect us. I cannot be upset with you for that. I should, considering they were my family, but… I did not know them. I did not love them, but I do love you.” 
Confusion and relief play across her frozen face. After a minute, she heaves a long breath and wipes her tears. “You don’t hate me?” Again, she underestimates my love for her.
I gasp, smiling in awe. “Hate you? Serena… I could never hate you. Not even for this.” I pause before I go on. “I do not know how it is possible, but I think I love you even more after what you just did for us. You saved me yet again. How could I ever hate you for that?” 
“I feel so bad,” she cries. 
I brush her wild, shimmering white hair behind her ears. “I am not mad at you, Serena.” 
“But I—” 
My hands cage her face, my thumbs pressing into the soft flesh of her cheeks. “I am not mad at you,” I sternly repeat. 
Something shifts in her eyes. A spark. A softening. An overabundance of the realization that true love really does conquer all. Even the horror.
“It will never stop, will it?”
“Will what stop?” I wonder. 
“The need to be near you, to touch you, to smell you, to have you inside me every second of the day. This—this obsession between us. It’s never going to stop, is it?” 
My lips raise at the corner. “I suppose only death could get in the way of our love.” 
She does not smile but grows cold. “Oh, no the hell he will not,” she so adamantly says. 
With that, she reaches her hand out, grips a chunk of my hair at the back, and pulls me towards her face. 
Our mouths crash, the impact bruising yet divine. 
Savage and punishing, we claim each other’s lips like there is no tomorrow but only today.
Naked and pressed against her, my hips move on their own, grinding upon her heat, right here, in front of all without concern.
“Zurhen,” she moans. 
“Serena.” 
“So, that is happening,” Emerlum mutters in uncomfortableness. 
“Toxic and beautiful. What a deadly, wholesome combo,” Nolance remarks. 
“Anyone going to tell them?” Emerlum questions from behind. “Anyone?” 
“No. I say let them wait to figure it out on their own,” Nolance responds. 
Serena pulls barely from my lips to speak. “Wait for what?” 
“Hello, Serena,” speaks a feminine voice. 
My eyes open, staring into Serena’s wide one’s. 
In fear that this may be a dream and any sudden movement may wake me, I slowly turn to see… 
“Nay’ahli,” Serena whispers. “But—how? How are you here right now? I thought I was supposed to—” 
“Your wish,” Nolance answers. 
He gazes up at the night sky. 
Serena’s eyes follow. “Fate and Destiny… they did it. Now only two remain after Zurhen’s wish.” 
I look to her. “Wish? What wish?” 
She meets my gaze. “To gain back whatever happiness you lost.” 
“But I did not make that wish.”
“No, but I did,” she says. 
“I do not understand. What does your wish have to do with the two stars?” 
She peers back up at the stars. “It means that I now have two mortal lives left after this one, for if I die three more times, I will never be reincarnated. I will cease to exist.” 
My head spins. “What?” I lowly speak. 
Her gaze finds Nolance’s piercing one and then her eyes slide to me. “A sacrifice was needed during the trials. To claim a star, I had to sacrifice something of mine. I gave one of my soul stars to see you happy. I thought it would bring back your family, but I guess I wasn’t specific enough. Instead of it going to your family, I suppose it went to the most current, dearest loved one you lost.” 
She sacrificed her soul for me? Why would she do that? Why— 
My head shakes, my eyes clouding with tears. “Serena… no… why?” 
“Don’t you get it? Because I would do anything to see you happy.” 
“And if you die before me and never return in this life or any, how do you expect me to be happy?” 
Her expression softens. “And that is why I always followed after you in every life we lived.” 
“What?” I breathe. 
“I will not live without you, Zurhen. I cannot.” 
“Are you saying—are you saying that we lived before this? That we knew a life, before, together?”
“Ten to be exact but nine that we had together.” 
All air escapes me. My heart sinks. Nine lives. We lived nine lives together. Nine. 
I cover my mouth, words and thoughts evading me. For the life of me, I just stare. It is all I can do to accept the truth of what she just revealed. 
Nine lives I had known her. Nine lives I had loved her. I should not be so surprised. I do not know why I am. Of course, we would find one another in every life. She is my heartmate and not even death nor a ceremonious ritual could keep us apart. It is written in the stars that we would always find our way back to one another. In this life, and the next, forever. “And me? How many lives do I have left to live?”
She looks over my shoulder, back at The Dark One. 
“Not including this tenth one, three more.” 
My chest tightens, a nauseous feeling surfacing within at the mention that I have but three more lives left to live. Just three more. 
I swallow a hard, dry gulp and meet my mate’s gaze. “If that is so, then I refuse to waste one more minute. Do you still wish to marry me, Serena?”
Without hesitation, she answers, “Yes.” 
I smile softly. “Then our fates will be bound. No longer will we abandon one another, for after our hearts are forged as one, we will go together into the afterlife where we will be reborn, where we will find one another once more without a doubt. Is that what you want?” 
“In all ten of my lives, never once did I awaken my true self, nor bring back the stars. Never did we complete The Claiming of the Hearts ritual. We never made it that far.” 
“In this life, we will.” 
Serena lets out a low, emotional chuckle. “Something tells me this life of ours is going to be far different than any other.” 
I smirk. “Maybe that is just what we need to survive our tenth round.” 
She wipes her tears. “You took this whole reincarnation thing way better than I did. I lost my shit. I went a little nuts.” 
I smile. “Let us go see the Sacred Elders. Let me marry you, Serena Aster of earth. Allow me to make you, my forever queen.” 
She beams. “Okay, but only if after, you promise to take me somewhere where I may have you all to myself.”
My smile turns into a full-blown gleam. “I think I can swing a long honeymoon somewhere I know you will enjoy.” 
She bursts into a happy, crying chuckle.
My own follows. 
 
Serena
 
Without thinking, I peer over Zurhen’s shoulder, instantly meeting those bright, enchanting violet eyes from afar and seeing him so still, so utterly broken… my soul crumbles, shattering into a million pieces. A million stars.
“Serena,” he whispers within. 
“Nolance,” I cry. 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
You know that feeling? The one you get when you re-visit your old childhood town, school, or work after leaving and haven’t seen for years. You know the feeling. That high and mighty, been there, done that, I got away, but you stayed, feeling. Well, that is how I feel in this very moment.
“It’s like writing a bike,” my previous mortal, human mother used to say, and she was right. Becoming me again… well, it is like I never went away.
It’d be vain of me to consider myself better than all but when it was you who created the entire multi-verse and all the beauty and destruction that had and currently encompasses it, I’m sure you would feel a little proud too. Then again… being all-powerful isn’t as cracked up as it may seem. Like any job. It has its downfalls and burdens.
I’ve been in hiding far too long and in my absence, I have neglected the many but now that I am awakening and slowly coming to, it is time I see to the things I chose to leave behind. It is time I right my multitude of wrongs, but mostly… it is time I settle in and make this life, the best one yet. I mean, you only get thirteen, right? Oh. My bad. I suppose that blessing only applies to us select few.
The Light has returned and it about time I attend to my universal garden and make my almighty presence known. But in time. For I’ve now got all the time in the worlds. I have, forever. 
Hello life, mother has risen, mother is home.
You would think that with the return of magic, and two forthcoming ceremonies to be had, we would be celebrating the joyous occasion, not wallowing in silence.
A somber, stillness fills the thick, magical air. An array of emotions including, stress, anxiety, mourning, heartbreak, and confusion overwhelming my newly revived, heightened omniscient senses.
I can pin which feelings come from who, but I try not to pry. I try not to feel. Too much and even beings like me get overwhelmed and trust me when I say… that is not good.
As we trek, the starry, shimmering night, guiding us towards the Sacred Elders village to the east, distant booms and the rumble of continuous stars meeting land from across the world give sound to this otherwise, awkward silence. 
Emerlum leads the way and for the life of me, I can’t quite look away. Somethings changed about him. He’s… different. More. And then it dawns on... he claimed a star. How delightful.
He glances back, catching my stare.
We each share a kind, light smile and then he turns forward, marching on.
Zurhen and my now fully clothed selves trail behind. 
We walk, side by side, his big hand grasping mine with a bit of an edge. On guard and ill at ease, he continuously combs the forest from root to sky, of any remaining predators that may exist after my fortuitous mass murder. A murder I still feel plenty guilty for.
Meanwhile, as Cur’rav and Nay’ahli remain joined at the hip and at the back of the line, Nolance lingers behind, his steps a slow meander. 
His emotions are like bullets, his thoughts the tearing burn that pierces your flesh. I do my best to ignore them, but they just keep coming and I can’t block them. I’ve never been able to block him, for he is so deeply entangled around my soul, that to remove him, would be to remove me too.
Over the course of our journey home, Zurhen and I had practiced building a wall to block one another out when we wished for privacy. It wasn’t so hard to do, but more of a guilt trip when we did decide to put up that wall. 
I felt bad when I blocked him out. I feel bad that I’m blocking him now, but he understands. He always understands. He always forgives. The sweetest being I know, he really is a dream, my angel, and I love him so much. Too much.
Zurhen releases my hand, weaves his strong arm around, and grips my shoulder, holding me close and at his side. While he bends to lay a kiss on top of my head, I wrap an arm around him, grasping his hip. 
Olau’or. Zenekai. Ken’rael. Viseren. Zeken. Helleck. 
Kelliv. Za’kai. Zurhen. My loves. My heartmates. I miss them all so much. Same soul. Same heart. A different body. A different mate amongst the times and culture he was brought up in, regardless… he was always the same, sweet, gentle giant. My adoring, protective angel. Every one of him. 
“It is fine,” I hear Cur’rav whisper to Nay’ahli. “Go talk to her.” 
A slight smirk tugs at the corner of my lips after hearing him encourage her to come talk to me.
The loose, grainy sand and gravel crunch beneath each one of her approaching steps and I’m happy that along with healing and dressing her body, I manifested a pair of boots for her too.
She joins my right, walking with her gaze set forward. Her arms cross after a cool midnight breeze blows through the glowing trees and past our trail.
I look to her. “Are you cold?”
She looks down upon me. “I am fine,” she responds with a kind smile.
Another light gust of wind blows past, its swirling current stirring the tiny, glittery flecks of stardust that drifts from the high billowing trees from above.
She shivers.
“You’re cold. It’s fine. I got you, Nay’ahli.” With that, I take a cue from Nolance and conjure her something comfortable to wear. 
A delicate twister of air and gold glitter spin around her entire form and when it fades, there remains a long, warm, thick, white cloak. One almost as beautiful as my own.
Stunned, she gazes down at what now shields her from the mystical night’s draft. With broadened eyes and an agape mouth, she looks to me. “But how—thank you,” her rising voice speaks.
I make the mistake at glancing back at my—at Nolance. “I suppose I learned from the best but you’re welcome, Nay’ahli.”
His gaze drops but when he stares up, does that enthralling smile and those hypnotic, penetrating, violet eyes steal my breath and an internal gasp. Like that, he has me utterly at his mercy and he knows it.
My lips tug barely at the side.
Damnnit. How does he do it?
Breathe, I remind myself. Breathe. After a few breaths, I manage to break his mighty hold and turn forward.
We continue like this. All of us. Walking in silence for a while longer.
“Serena?” Nay’ahli speaks.
“Yes?” I answer.
“I know that wish was meant to bring back one of your mate’s loved ones but—” 
Zurhen’s head turns quickly to her. “You are one of my loved ones, Nay’ahli,” he tells her. 
Their gaze locks. After a moment, she peers down on me. 
I release Zurhen’s hand, giving Nay’ahli my full attention. “The wish was to bring back whatever happiness he lost. You are that happiness, so please don’t feel guilty. You deserve to be here too.” 
Her bottom lip trembles just as her eyes glaze with tears. “But your soul,” she cries. 
I take her hand. “I’d wish it away again if I knew it would bring you back. I was going to bring you back regardless, but I suppose Fate beat me to it.” 
Nay’ahli sniffles and wipes her tears. “Well, I suppose I have not just you, but Fate to thank too.” 
I smile. “Next time I see him, I’ll let him know he’s appreciated.” 
She gives my hand a firm squeeze, smiling behind closed lips but then that smile of hers fades. Once again, her lips tremble as does her jaw clench in dismay. “I remember it all. I remember everything.” 
“What do you remember?” 
“After I—all had become dark. I could not see. I was ascending, growing further and further from this realm. I did not know where I was but what I did know was that I could not stop. All I wanted was to go back. I was not ready to leave. I tried to scream for help, but I could not speak. I had no voice. I had no control.” She pauses to collect herself before going on. “I was fading, Serena. The part that makes me, me… it was disappearing, drifting away. They say that after death, the stardust of our ashes rises and returns to the cosmos, but what they failed to explain was that so does our soul. I was close to returning to the stars, Serena but then—I heard a voice.” 
“Whose voice?” I press. 
“I do not know whose. It was nor male or female. It just… was.” 
I glance back at Nolance who already stares in intrigue.
My gaze returns to her. “What did the voice say?” 
“It said—it said, “you are lucky.” The next thing I know, I awake in my own body, gasping for air.” 
“Your wish… it did not go to her,” Nolance speaks within.
“Then who did it go to?” I wonder.
“The outcome is yet to be found. Our children Fate and Destiny are up to something, and I do not like it.”
“Then looks like we are going to have to pay them each a little visit,” I say. 
“You know I am always up for an adventure.”
“And you know I am always up for a little mystery,” I reply.
Something ahead captures my attention. 
A colossal wall of darkness appears in the near distance and between two giant, over-hanging, billowing, glowing trees. 
As we near and my head inclines back, not a wall I see, but an ivy-colored fortress built to keep someone, or something out. “Whoa,” I gasp. 
I release Nay’ahli’s hand and walk ahead.
“We made it. We are here,” Zurhen tells. 
“This is my first time visiting the elders,” I reveal. 
Zurhen approaches my left side and looks down at me. “It is going to take some getting used to knowing that you remember our previous lives when I do not.” 
I glance back at the violet eyed celestial. “I still don’t remember all of them,” I note. 
Nolance’s head perks, his wide eyes lifting to meet my own. It is while staring into them where I witness something in those beautiful orbs sparkle but not just the normal kind of glint they always hold, but there’s something else. Hope. 
My gaze turns forward when the two tall, double doors creak open. Dust stirs, leaves fall and from out and between the crack blows the scent of smoke fire and warm, delicious cooking. And then them. The eight Sacred Elders. Lined shoulder to shoulder just along the other side of the threshold, they remain, each donning a long, shimmering, silver hooded cloak. 
They remind me of ethereal elves. It’s no wonder they call themselves the Sacred Elders. They look even more mystical than me. 
Emerlum passes by, stopping between us and them.
Zurhen and I approach his right side. 
Unlike with my former Serena self, when one of the elders speaks, this version of me understands her every word.
“The mother’s son ventures into the forbidden forest,” she says. The Vargonian tongue. The ancient language. I used to speak it well, for it was all I spoke during my eight Vargonian lives. 
In the language, I say, “It is not so forbidden now. Rest assure, your walls may come down, for the threat that kept you locked away is no more.” 
Emerlum and Zurhen’s heads swing to me, their eyes bulging in surprise after hearing me speak what they thought I did not know. 
I smirk a little. 
Another elder responds. “The treaty between the X’enomor’s and the Sacred Elders still holds strong. It is outsiders we do not permit onto premises. You are not from here. You are an outsider, yet you speak the proper language of our ancestors. Who are you?” she rudely questions. 
I step forward, lowering my white hood to reveal my face. “Why I am The Light. The creator of all. The stars you worship.” And as I finish speaking, I lift my palms beside and allow them and my entire form to radiate to prove my point. 
They all drop to their knees before I have time to even blink. 
With their heads bowed, facing the dark blue, glowing soil, both Zurhen and Nolance approach from behind, halting to stand on each side of me. 
One look to each, I give them both a kind smile and then take their hands. Nolance squeezes mine the hardest. 
“You may rise,” I tell them. Hesitant, their heads slowly lift, their eyes examining my transcendent form as if I might blow, or just not be real. 
They stand, some wobbling, other’s assisting their friends with their rise. They’re old. Maybe just as ancient as these very illuminating trees that surround. 
Zurhen’s kind may reach full immortal maturity at their most prime but even they still age, barely and very slowly. To them, time becomes but an irrelevance that their superior species and genetics are near impervious to. So, to reach this level of elderly… I would not be surprised if they lived during the time of my first arrival which would make them near two million years old.
A few of them eye the two hands I hold, more than likely wondering which one of them is my mate. 
Technically, both. 
Nolance’s head swings to me, his piercing gaze peering into the deepest depths of my soul, and I let him. I allow him to remain.
I set my sight forward, but I don’t have to look to see him grin and stare. 
“Get out of my mind and body, you creep,” I tell him.
“Make me,” he taunts.
“And if I said please?”
“You know I could never deny you of that word.” I bite my bottom lip to keep from smirking big.
“What do you seek from us, Divine Creator?” an elder asks. Divine Creator. I like the new nickname. 
“We wish to marry,” Zurhen answers before I have the chance to. 
Nolance’s grip on my hand tightens. 
A male elder approaches. “The young king wishes to marry the Divine Creator. Tell me, are your hearts matched with the light of the stars?” 
“Yes,” we answer in unison. 
A female elder from behind the male jerks her chin towards Nolance. “And he?” 
“What about me?” he questions in the Vargonian language. 
“Who are you to the Divine Creator?” 
Him and I share an intimate, lengthy stare. “I am whatever she wishes me to be to her.” 
My chest tightens, my breathing is strained. My soul—it constricts. Tightening to the point of pain and I don’t know how to make it stop. I don’t know how to make the ache go away.
I clutch my star. “Nolance,” I reach out.
“Serena,” his soft, serene voice whispers. No. This isn’t fair. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t feel like this. I shouldn’t feel this way. Not for him. Not when my heart belongs to another.
A single, heavy tear plummets, but of course, Nolance is there to wipe it away. 
He cradles my face, his kind thumb caressing my cheek with light sweeps. All the while, here I am, fighting the urge to reach up and take his wrist to comfort him. I may be the root of his suffering, but there is nothing more I wish to be than his healer. My greatest friend. My mentor. My creator, my other half. Nolance will always hold a part of me that not even I could ever deny him of. My soul.
“Serena,” Zurhen softly calls. 
Nolance’s hand slips from my flesh, the sudden absence a rip from my eternal grace.
One big breath in, one out, I force myself to turn from my old mate and face my new one. 
“Are you alright?” my heartmate worries. 
I nod. “I’m fine,” I lowly speak, but even he can tell that I am not truly. 
He gives me a fake smile. One he uses to trick me into thinking that he is alright when he is not. 
We know each other well. Too well in fact.
Zurhen stares ahead. “We are here to perform the Claiming of the Hearts ritual. We wish for our fates to be bound.” 
The elders eye one another, whispering words I can’t hear. After, they turn to us. “We have not performed the ritual since before magic left this world,” the leading male speaks. 
“But you still know how to, right?” Cur’rav comes forward and asks. 
Our gazes follow him and Nay’ahli as they pass. 
The two stand before us, their arms weaved and their hands joined strong. 
“The knowledge remains fresh in our minds,” the elder answers. “But the ritual will not work if you two are not true hearts mates.” 
Nolance steps forward. “I can vouch that they are indeed heartmates.” 
Cur’rav and Nay’ahli’s heads swing to him. 
Nolance looks to them, giving them both a kind, warm smile. 
“How do you know this?” the elder asks. 
Nolance peers ahead, his expression that of a smug… well supreme god. “Simple. It was I who created heartmates. I know them all. Every one of them.” 
“What?” Zurhen lowly questions. 
Gasps and murmurs surround. 
An elder towards the back stutters, “If that is true then that must mean—that must mean that you are—”
“I am the dark at the end of all. I go by many names, but you may call me, The Darkness.” 
Everyone near freezes. Someone ahead even pisses themselves. 
Nolance just snickers. I do too. 
 

CHAPTER FORTY
As the elders gather the materials needed to perform the Claiming of the Hearts ritual, each pair of heartmates is to remain separated, away from one another as custom before any should wed. 
Hot flames of yellow and orange blaze in its fiery pit, lighting the room with a dim glow. 
As the generous heat warms my once chilled body amongst the closed confines of the large tent, the scent of smoke lingers, and it is not one I care for. 
I am locked, gazing into the light of the fire, the crackling of burning logs the only noise next to heavy breathing of the elder before me. 
She kneels on a pillow for comfort. 
My hand on top of hers, she finishes with lightweight strokes, twirling the fine hairs of the brush to create white trialing tails behind each shooting star she paints along the length of my fingers. A celestial painted canvas, my arms, my hands, my chest, my stomach, thighs, legs, backside… all except for my neck and face is but a work of cosmic art. 
I look like The Darkness. I look like I could be his bride. 
Nude and fully exposed to the female before me, I allow her to carry on without complaint, nor embarrassment. Truth is… I don’t think I’m here. My mind is displaced haven gone someplace else. Everywhere else to be honest. 
I am so many. I am all. My mind is full yet as blank as a canvas. The voices, feelings and emotions of the universe are present but deeply ignored. Muted and muddled away, I keep them hidden behind a wall where none can be sensed nor heard.
Although I may have erased my memories and have yet to recover some, there are those things you cannot truly rid. Endless knowledge is disorienting, confusing. Add a span of ten lives worth of memories plus near fourteen billion years before that, anyone would be ever so thankful to not remember at all.
Ten mortal lives I lived. Ten families I knew. Nine heartmates I lost. To hold ten lifetimes worth of memories—to have lived ten different lives—to have loved nine different mates… it should render me mad, violent, vengeful. Thank the Gods it isn’t so, or all be damned. All be gone.
“Finished Divine Creator,” she speaks. 
While kneeling, she gives me a bow and waits for me to allow her to stand. 
“Thank you, Cercise. You may rise,” I tell her. She rises before me. “Is there anything else I should know about the ritual? Will it hurt?” I wonder.
Her head tilts. “May I speak openly with you, Divine Creator?” 
“Of course.” 
“I had known my heartmate long before magic had vanished. Our union was held in this very forest to be exact. You ask if it will hurt, well, I ask you. What is love if you do not experience pain? Without pain, how do we know what feels right? During the ritual when you take each other’s blood by drinking from one another’s necks… that sting… that pain you will feel when his sharp teeth bite into your flesh… you tell me if that pain is not worth it, because to feel what follows… to know the flood of ecstasy that will rush through your veins on its way to your hearts… you tell me that pain is not worth it. To me, it was worth every bit of the pain, and if blessed to experience it again, I would do so an infinite number of times, for we only get one heartmate. We only get one chance to truly know the eternal grace of all that is holy and divine.” 
“You completed the ritual. You’re still alive. Does that mean that your mate—” 
She smiles. Abraxum. He stands outside preparing to officiate the first ritual we have not known since before you left us.” A stake to the heart. I feel terrible. 
“I’m sorry I did that.” 
She shakes her head. “You do not need to be. I am sure you had your reasons.” 
As my throat bobs, I nod. It’s all I can do, for if I speak, I know I’ll cry, and I’ve done enough crying. I don’t even know how I still retain the liquid. 
“I will give you a moment alone. Come out whenever you are ready.” I nod once more. 
She turns, and I wait for her to disappear before I let out an overwhelmed breath and soft cry. 
“Crying on your wedding night?” speaks a voice I know all too well. “If you wanted an escape, all you had to do was call my name.” I do not turn around for fear that if I look at him—if I take one look at him… I may do something I know I will regret. So, I stay put and hope he just goes away.
“Go on, darling. Do it. Force me to leave but know that if you do, I will not go anywhere.”
“Nolance. Go,” I firmly tell him, yet of course, he does not listen. “You shouldn’t be in here, Nolance. You need to leave. Now.”
He snickers and then releases a long, drawn-out sigh.
I swallow a hard gulp, the entirety of my body shuddering when his approaching steps near.
The wooden floorboards creak beneath his shoes and my soul dances, longing to intertwine with his once more.
He stops barely a breath behind, and I all but release an involuntary, heated gasp. “Nolance,” I breathe.
“Do I make you nervous, my light?” he whispers. My eyes close. My body has become weightless.
Without thought nor question, I angle my head, barring my neck to him to claim.
Soft fingers brush back what hair hangs over my shoulder and then he leans in, the delicate caress of his lips over my flesh causing me to sink deeper into this trance.
“Nolance,” I barely speak.
His words are a sultry vibration against my skin. Again, I shiver. “You submit so naturally to me. Deny me all you want but your body and soul scream different. Has anyone ever told you how beautiful of an ass this vessel of yours has?”
Prick. “Zurhen has,” I whisper. 
He kisses my neck. Not once. Not twice, but three times in different places.
His lips graze towards my ear, the tip of his tongue sweeping down to lick a wet line to the base of my neck. I convulse, humping the air once. “But has he ever had the pleasure of knowing it from the inside?” Stop. This needs to stop now.
My eyes open wide, waking from his deep glamour. Swinging around quick, I shove him so hard. “No!” I tell him.
He stumbles back, smirking at the surprise aggression but then that smile turns into something predatory. Like the dark, lusty beast he is, he speaks with a gravelly tone, “Mmmh. I love it when you play rough with me. Go on. Punish me for being a naughty boy. Punish me hard, mommy. Release your wrath upon me. Show me who you truly are, my eternal, spiteful queen,” he growls. 
“Nolance. No.”
His half-lidded eyes scan my body from head to toe and back up with a ravening gaze. “Fuck, you are gorgeous. The things I would do to you and your soul are endless,” his deep, gruff voice speaks. 
“Nolance. You need to leave. Now.” 
He smiles smugly. “So, you still do not remember me, ayy?” Not a question. 
“I can’t. I know you were there. I remember you from before, as energy, but I can’t remember you in mortal flesh. Why can’t I remember you, Nolance? Is it because I never claimed the fourth soul star?” 
He shrugs. “I haven’t the slightest clue to be honest. Truth is, those trials were a test run. I figured well if she competes in them all, claims the four soul stars and comes out on top, then brilliant. Otherwise, if you failed, then lesson learned on how to improve for the next round.” 
“Next round. You mean, after I died in this life, and you found me in the next?”
That arrogant smile of his falls almost instantly. “I will always find you, for the bounds of my love do not stop at the end of each one of your last dying breaths but will carry over through every life you live, until the end of time.”
With no disregard for distance, he moves towards me, but I throw a quick hand between us, warning him to stop where he is. “You come any closer and I will blast you like I did before.” 
He smirks and slaps my hand away. 
Again, he prowls towards, yet this time, I yield.
That smirk of his only widens into a wicked grin.
So quickly, he rushes me, halting abruptly just before our bodies collide. 
I gasp and jump.
While he admires the white painted constellations upon my shoulders and collar bone, my chest expands, my breathing hard and heavy.
The tip of his fingers traces each swirl, smearing the paint without a care. “Do you remember why they paint these cute little stars and swirls onto the bodies of the soon to be bound?” 
I swallow hard. “I remember the story.” 
His eyes lift. “Then tell me. What did the story say?” 
“They were drawn to give tribute to the stars that had blessed the mateship of each heartmate.” 
He takes a step back, so that he has room to grip his shirt at the chest with both hands. One hard yank, he rips it straight down the middle. 
Buttons go flying, scattering across the floor. 
“What are you doing?” I question.
Nolance reaches for my wrist and holds my palm to the faint white scar over his heart. “You once thought it a scar. It is a scar. A scar you left me after sacrificing your life three hundred and twelve years ago.” He forces my hand down over his many ripped abdominals and then brings it back up, stopping to hold it upon the scar once more. “You did this,” he breaks. “You broke our bond… more than once and each time…”  He pauses to regain himself. “I may not have experienced death like you but to me—feeling your soul rip from my own… I do not wish that kind of agony upon my worst enemy.”
“Nolance…” I weep.
“No. You do not get to cry. Not this time. You left me… you vanished not just from the world, but from me too. You abandoned me, Serena but instead of me following you into the afterlife, I waited because I knew one day, you’d return. I waited, Serena. I waited! Three hundred and twelve years! He pauses before continuing. “You want to know pain. Pain is not taking the easy way out but choosing to survive. I survived so that when you returned, I could make you strong!” 
“And now that I am?” I question. 
He huffs. “Well, now it’s time for you to decide. Do you wish to live without your heart, or your soul?” No. He does not have the right to force me to choose. 
I jerk my wrist out of his grasp and back away.
With flaring eyes, I glare him down. “Don’t you dare ask me to choose.” 
His lips twitch. “Why? Afraid you’ll change your mind?” 
“Nolance… stop. This isn’t fair.” 
His arms spread wide, that smug, mad smile of his a pretentious front to hide back his true emotions. “Welcome to the mortal realm! Life is not fair here, Serena! It is cruel, as it is wicked and never has it known rest.” His arms lower. “This is what you wanted. You created this game, remember?” 
“And you added the obstacle. You want someone to blame. You can blame yourself. I love Zurhen and in this life, I—” 
He’s rushes towards me so fast, I do not have time to finish my sentence. In an instant, he slaps a hand over my mouth, the force of pressure he holds a rough, yet erotic sensation. “Do not say it. Don’t you dare say it,” he seethes. “You are mine, Serena. You have always been mine. I created you and I have loved you ever since. So, do not dare say you choose him. Not again. Never again, do you hear me?” 
I bite his hand and when he pulls away growling in anger, I turn and head for the exit. 
Startled, I stop abruptly when he appears out of the shadows and in front of me. 
Yielding further from the door, he follows, stalking the way only a true entity of darkness knows how to do. 
“All except for your second life, if I found you first, you would leave me for him. You always chose him in the end, and you know where that got you? Dead. You always die, Serena. If you choose him once more, you both will die.” 
I stop walking. “Why can’t I remember you? What did you do?” 
Nolance halts. 
His face pales as does it fall. “What did I do?” he repeats. “You blame me for you erasing your memories? All I ever did was love you, Serena. All I ever did was scourer the stars and lands to find you. To save you. In every life, you are given two paths to choose from and in the end, you always choose the path towards him. You always choose death over me. Why? Can’t you for just once, choose me? For gods, sake, I don’t even care anymore. Choose the path between. Choose us both if that will make you happy.” 
The world stops. My heart stops. My soul releases from my breath. “What. Did. You. Just. Say?” 
He wipes his eyes. “Which part?” his broken voice speaks. 
“The last part. Repeat it again.” 
“Choose the path between. Choose us both.” 
“Where did you hear that from? Did you hear it from my mind?” I question. 
His brows purse. “What? No. Why do you ask?”
“Choose the path between,” the demalgon had said. 
I move towards him. “He told the demalgon to tell me to choose the path between.” 
His head tilts. “Who told the demalgon to tell you that?” 
“Don’t play dumb. You know exactly who,” I say as I stand before him. 
His head lifts and he blows a long, annoyed breath. “Za’kai.” 
My eyes widen. “Za’kai?” I repeat. “It was—Za’kai?”
“Yes,” he answers.
“Then it was he who went back in time to give the Esmaudian your soul star. Za’kai warned The Mythical of what was to come. He opened a portal to another world for them to escape into. And he warned his own self, Viseren, The Mad King about everything else. Imagine meeting yourself from the future and being told that all that you knew was not only coming to an end, but so was your life. So, was the life of his heartmate. Me. Astrea. Imagine holding the knowledge that after I erased magic and sacrificed my life to save his worlds, how alone he must have felt. He was so alone. I left him all alone. Tell me how Za’kai died. How did they all die, Nolance?”
Nolance straightens, composing himself. “That is something you must find out on your own. But it is true. I did give him the soul star, but I did not give him that message.” 
“Za’kai wanted me to choose the path between. He wanted me to choose you both.” 
“That would be a first.” 
“Not like this life of mine hasn’t already seen plenty of firsts. Za’kai hated you. Why would he go back in time and tell me to choose you both? Besides warning The Mythical of what was to come, why would he deliver your soul star? Why would he do that favor for you? Did you force him to?” 
Nolance huffs, clearly offended. “Za’kai was many things but you of all beings know… Za’kai was not one to submit to a threat. No. I did not force him to do my bidding. He agreed to it willingly.” 
“Why? What reason did he have to making a deal with you?” 
Nolance’s hands raise beside his face. “I don’t bloody know! It was not like we shared a bottle of wine and dished all our most intimate desires. You’re right. Za’kai hated me, but when it came down to it, he understood that I only wanted what was best for you. At least that, we could agree on. So, he went back in time and what he did when he got there… well, I haven’t a clue. And as to why he wished for you to choose us both… I don’t know. Maybe he traveled to the future and saw something that we have yet to see.” 
A faintness overwhelms me.
My head spins, my voice barely a whisper. “Za’kai traveled here. Za’kai was here. What—what could he have possibly seen?” 
“I suppose we’ll never know until we live it.” 
My head shakes, as does the entirety of my body. “I don’t understand. Does that mean that he—Za’kai was gone. He was always traveling and then he—before he died, he was gone for so long. You don’t think that—could it be possible that during that time he—he’s alive. Za’kai is alive and he’s here. Nolance… Za’kai is here! He saw me. He saw me and Zurhen. He saw his own reincarnated self.” 
Nolance’s hand reaches out allowing for his knuckles to skim lightly down my cheek. “It’s possible. Yeah.”
My chest caves in just as my eyes fill with tears. “And he didn’t say hi. He could have at least said hi,” I cry. 
Nolance moves in, taking my face between his warm, tender hands. “This isn’t his life. He does not belong here, but Zurhen does. In this life, he is your heartmate, not Za’kai. So, do not forget that.” But it doesn’t make sense. None of it makes sense. What is he doing here?
My tears fall, my lips and voice a quivering mess. “But I miss him. I still love him. I still love them all.” 
He leans down, giving me a long, hard-pressed kiss upon my forehead. “I know you do,” he speaks against my skin. “I’ve always known how much you loved them.”
I reach for his wrists, grasping them. 
As his warm lips linger upon my skin, my head drops, allowing for my many tears to plummet onto the wooden floor between us. “I don’t know how I am to do this. How I am to remember them all and survive this? I feel like I just lost them, and it hurts. It still hurts. It really, really hurts, Nolance. More than everything I’ve ever been through.”
My blurry eyes lift, meeting his.
“In every one of your lives, I had fallen so desperately in love with you again and again. A different, exquisite physical form you took in each, you were always still my strong, beautiful soul that I could identify by just one look into your eyes. I lost you nine times. Nine times, and yet here I am. If I can endure the hurt of losing you, I know you can manage the pain of losing them. You’re stronger than you know. So, believe it. Believe in yourself. But stars almighty, do not give up. Do not leave me again. Please. I beg of you. If he were to perish in this life, don’t abandon me, Serena but stay. Stay and for once… choose me, love me and I swear it, I will mend your broken heart and soul.”
“But I do love you, Nolance. I do,” I cry. 
Nolance’s face stills as does his entire body. “Say it again,” he quietly orders. 
“I love you.” 
“Again.” 
I step up on my toes and take his face between my hands. “I. Love. You.” 
“One more time.”
“I love you.”
Nolance sweeps an arm around my back and yanks me to him. Our bodies collide, molding to one another’s as I have not felt before. 
His hand then takes ahold of my face. “Choose the path between. Claim us both.” 
“You’d be willing to share me?” 
“As if I had not said it enough, I would do anything for you. You want me to get on my knees and suck his giant, fat cock for your own enjoyment, then I’ll open my mouth wide. Marry him, but you’ll also be marrying me too.” 
“Has that ever been done before?” 
“Our souls have forever been wed but with him, no. With us, never. Do you really wish to be with me, Serena? In this life?”
“Yes. I truly do,” I answer with not only my heart but my soul too.
“Well, then I suppose it time to update The Claiming of the Hearts to something more… exciting,” he says with a slight grin. 
“And what do you have in mind?” 
While in thought, his chin raises, and his eyes lift to the high corner. “Hmm. The Claiming of the Souls has a nice ring to it.” 
“Why souls?” 
He meets my gaze. “Because I at last, am the happiest I have been in far too long and because I feel like celebrating by giving all who had ever lost their heartmate, a chance to find their own soulmate.” 
What. “The Three Worlds are the only planets without them. What if their heartmate still exists? What if—" 
Nolance smirks. “Soulmates, heartmates… some may go their entire lives without ever finding either but leave it to you to always finding both at the exact same time.” 
His eyes drift to my lips, his parting to wet them with a single sweep of his tongue. “There’s nothing like a first kiss,” he speaks softly.
“But haven’t we had many?” I question.
He looks up beneath raised brows. “Not in this life we have not.”
An intense silence follows as we both stare deep into each other’s souls. He wants a kiss, and I don’t know if I have it in me to stop him.
My heart pounds, my breathing heavies, breaths of hot air blowing from my parted mouth. Nervous, I swallow back a hard gulp and wait. I just wait.
His gaze suddenly drops, and he lets loose a long, defeated sigh but then he stares back up, his eyes softening. With a tender caress down my cheek from his knuckles, he observes my hair before looking to me. “As much as I would love nothing more than seal our love with an everlasting, eternal kiss, I am going to make you wait.”
I smile. “You’re going to make me wait, are you?”
He smiles bashfully. “Call me a romantic, but when our kiss comes, you’ll never want to part from my lips again.”
I bite my bottom lip to hide back the extent of my wide smile. “We’ll see,” is all I say.
“We’ll see indeed.”
“I must tell Zurhen about this. About us three. About everything. He deserves to know it all.” 
He eyes a loose strand of my hair, swirling it around his finger. “I know. You should probably go do that now before I change my mind about that kiss.” 
“Yeah. You’re right. I should go. I’m going to go,” yet neither one of us lets up on our hold of one another. “You’re going to need to let me go,” I tell him. 
He only hugs me stronger. “And why would I ever do such a thing?” 
“Give me a minute before you come out.”
“Fine,” he pouts. 
My arms drop from around him. 
He releases his hold of me, his amorous gaze eyeing my every move up until I walk past and for the exit. 
With one quick yank, I pull back the curtain only to be met by my very naked, painted mate. My head lifts high.
His face void of any expression, he gazes down at me, then looks over my shoulder, back at Nolance. 
I freeze. “Zurhen,” I whisper. 
His eyes drop, that vacant look something I can’t read, so I peer into his mind, needing to know what he thinks. 
“You do not need to go digging. The block does not work,” he says. 
“What?” He takes my shoulder in his grasp and forces me to yield into the tent. “Zurhen,” I mutter.
“Every thought of yours… I heard them all, Serena.” No. That’s not possible. The block… I put it up. 
“It did not work.” 
“But—why didn’t you say anything? Why did you make me believe that it worked?” 
I halt when my back hits Nolance’s front. 
Nolance takes my hips as Zurhen holds my shoulders. 
“You wanted your freedom. I gave it to you. All you ever wanted was to be free, to be in control and I gave that to you too.” 
“Where are you going with this?” Nolance questions. 
Zurhen looks to him, his stare not that of one in anger but— “I heard it all. Every thought. Every word. Ask me about the riddle. Go on. Do it,” he orders The Dark One. 
Nolance snorts. “What can no being live without, covet more than anything else, and will sacrifice their own to claim?”
“A soulmate,” Zurhen answers. His eyes drift down to me. “Yours apparently.”
“It’s about time you guessed right,” Nolance speaks with a bit of a prideful tone. 
“Then I suppose I will be expecting my prize,” my mate declares. 
“Make the wish, and I’ll bring her back myself,” Nolance responds.
My heartmate wastes no time. He makes his wish. “Morvlyn. I wish for my sister to return to me.”
Nolance raises his hand beside my head. A snap of his fingers, the power of that wish sends a ripple surging across the entire universe. One only to be felt by us and our many celestial children, as well as theirs however far down the line their progeny goes. 
I shudder. “What did you just do?” I question. 
“I used my almighty daddy card. Our children will not be happy, but they know they cannot deny me.” 
“Nolance…” 
“It’ll be fine. All will be fine, rest assure.” 
Zurhen’s eyes meet mine. “Choose the path between. That is what my past self, told you to do, correct?”
“Yes,” I timidly answer. 
“Then who am I to argue with my past self. If choosing us both is somehow the right thing to do, then I suppose we are doing this.”
“Doing what?” I ask. 
“Don’t play dumb,” he says, repeating what he heard me say to Nolance. “You know what. Let it be known though, I am a selfish, possessive being and when it comes to sharing, I find it very hard to do. This will not come fast, nor easy for me.” 
“You’ll learn,” Nolance speaks from behind. 
Zurhen’s eyes lift, those beautiful crystal blue orbs hardening into an intimidating glare. “For allowing this. You owe me.” 
“As if your wish was not enough. What else can I grant you, you beautiful, greedy thing?” 
“You help me find, “the one who should be feared by all.” Cal’elv. You also help me find the traitor in my kingdom who outed my father after receiving the anonymous letter that got him and my family killed. You help me find Cal’elv and this other being so that I may kill them both myself.”
“On one condition,” Nolance says. 
“What condition?” 
“You grant me a position within the Imperial Council.” 
Zurhen grins and snorts. “Fortunate enough for you, a seat just opened.” 
“How convenient. Almost as if it were… Destiny.” 
“And you,” my giant mate looks down and speaks. Zurhen scans my naked, painted body of the smeared paint that Nolance ruined. His eyes then lift. “You owe me too.” 
“Name it. Tell me what you want.” 
He grasps my bottom and lifts me into the air, holding me between them both. 
As my legs lock around his waist and my arms around his neck, Zurhen’s big hands slide up my hips, gripping them with a tight squeeze. 
One deep stare between us, he asks, “I want to know about my previous lives. I want to know it all, including everything there is to know about my former self, Za’kai.” 
A part of me finds relief in him wanting to know his past selves. 
My lips tug at the corner. “Okay. I’ll tell you everything. Better yet. I’ll show you all.”
He nods. “Okay. I am ready.”
“So, you really believe you can handle us both?” Nolance asks. 
I swallow hard before arching my head back to see him surrounded by his shadows and floating at Zurhen’s height. 
I smirk. “I’m stronger than I look.” 
One look to my Zurhen, I eye them both as they each share the same wicked, yet handsome grin. 
Leaning in, Nolance’s parted, heated lips skim up my cheek, towards my ear. “Darling, you’re going to wish you never agreed to this.” 
I glance back at him. “Doubt it.”
 

BEFORE THE MASSACRE OF THE ROYAL FAMILY
Hamlin
The halls echo with joyous clamor, all staff thrilled for yet another Falling of the Stars celebration. 
They hurry to complete their daily duties so that they may take their leave and join the kingdom and all who have traveled far to attend the world-renowned event. While they grow near completion, I find myself anxious, ready to finish with the many signatures needed of the High King so that I too, may join all. 
After a quick, light knock on the door, I smile. 
The tall white, ornamental entrance to my royal study opens, and in comes my other half, my charming, beautiful wife, Hellinor.
A long, relaxed sigh escapes me. Peace. Only she holds the magic that knows how to calm my every nerve, only she holds the key to taming my inner beast. 
As I rest back, pushing myself from the desk, she walks towards, that sincere, enchanting smile of hers one that could end wars with just that one look. “You work too hard,” she says. 
“I am done now.” 
My arms open, welcoming her to come to me. 
She moves around the wide, white wooden desk. 
I turn my chair so that I may face her. 
She stops before me, staring down at the silver shooting star insignia upon the fabric at my chest. Her eyes then lift. “If you could make one wish, what would you wish for?” 
I smile and reach for her hips, pulling her to me. 
She takes my shoulders and squeals in surprise when I have her fall over my lap. 
A long, deep stare we share, my hand reaches up, tucking a few stray strands of her hair behind her ear. “I have everything I could ever wish for right here in my arms.” 
She blushes, biting down on her bottom lip. “Always so charming. One would have never known you were a savage beast before,” she teases. 
I smirk. “Oh, I am still a savage beast. You of all beings should know that.” She lightly giggles and I beam just by witnessing her so happy. “And where are our children this beautiful evening?” 
“Zacilian and Zaharen left early to catch some performance down in the city square. Zurhen is… well, you know him. Always on some great adventure, wherever that may be.”
“He is never without his friends, that is certain.” 
Her head tilts just as a slick smirk pulls at the corner of her lips. “Well, he is not with all of them,” she states. 
My eyes broaden. “Ahh. What do you know, Hellinor?” I question my nosy mate. 
“I saw Morvlyn leave with Emerlum. He is escorting her to the celebration.” 
“And he did not think to ask her father before he decided to court her?”
“He asked me. His Empress. So, cut the boy some slack and be nice. Emerlum is good for her.” 
“How so?”
She releases a rushed breath and looks up. “Because he is her opposite.” Her gaze then meets mine. “And you know how well opposites attract.”
I release a long, happy sigh. “She grew up too fast.” 
My wife’s arms close in around my neck. She then pulls me to her. “They all did,” she responds. 
I look to her belly, my hand resting upon the unnoticeable bump beneath her sparkling, dark blue, celestial dress. “This one better not grow so fast or I might have to put another child in you right after.” 
“Oh no,” she mocks. “Do not bless me with another child.” 
My eyes lift, my smirk wide. “Then it is settled. I am giving you another child after this one.” 
“Give me many children because I will gladly take them all. I want a whole army.” 
“Then an army I will give you. I love you, Hellinor.” 
“And I love you, Hamlin. With all my heart.”
She taps my shoulder and then moves off me, her hand extending to take my own.
I take it, allowing her to pull me to stand. And while I remain high before her, I hold her face between my hands and pull her towards. 
One heavy-pressed kiss upon her lips, I lose touch with reality and fall into the bliss of all that encompasses the meaning of true love. 
After our kiss, we pull away, gazing into each other’s eyes. 
“We have a flight waiting for us. Are you ready to attend the celebration, my king?” she asks. 
I let loose a long breath. “I am ready, my empress. Just let me grab my—" Upon my desk, there lays an item stationed in the middle. An item which was not there before.
“What? What is it?” Hellinor wonders. 
“That envelope. Tell me you see it too.” 
She turns and reaches for it. “You mean this one addressed to you and me?” she asks, holding it between us.
She flips the item, observing the dark wax stamp with an emblem of a gold star. 
“I am not going mad. I swear to you it was not there before.” 
She nods. “Okay. I believe you. Odd things happen all the time here. Maybe it is just one of those things.” 
I take the item from her and quickly open it, tossing the envelope aside to read what awaits. 
Impatient, my wife asks, “Hamlin, what does it say?” 
My eyes lift, my expression gown grave. 
Hellinor takes the letter from me, reading through. After, she looks up at me, both our expressions holding the same realization. “We cannot allow them to live.”
“I know,” I respond. 
“How are we going to stop them?” 
I take her shoulders. “Right now, we focus on today and being with our family and tomorrow, we will deal with the threat of the prisoners aboard that ship.” 
Hellinor and my head turns quick when something clanks against the stone floor. 
I rush towards the corner of the room and yank back the drape to find—nothing. 
My foot kicks a decorative cup that had fallen. 
I look to my wife. 
She shrugs and then extends her hand. “This can wait. Let us join our family,” she ends with a smile. 
My own follows. 
I go to take her hand, tossing the letter on top of my desk as we pass.
One last look at that letter before we exit the study, I eye the corner of the room once more, a strange feeling plaguing me as if someone is watching from the dark depths of the shadows.
“What is it?” my wife asks. 
“I do not know. Just one of those strange feelings as if we are being watched again.” 
She taps my chest. “Poor thing. We need to get you out of the castle more.” 
With that, I shut and lock the door, allowing for my mate to lead us away and towards The Falling of the Stars celebration where our blessed family awaits.
 
Someone…
 
After they are gone, I drop back the hood of my black cloak and move towards the desk. 
There, a particular letter remains, one that my dark gloved hand reaches for.
I pick it up, examining it fully.
A replica of my own, it reads as the exact same letter I hold in my opposite hand, yet the only difference… is that mine holds a few added words. 
I glance over the letter I received just minutes ago. And then I re-read that last line. 
“Her soul has returned. She is amongst the stars. Save her. Please save her. Now before it’s too late.” 
The High king and Empress wish to kill her. 
My head lifts, my icy blue eyes flaring. “No one is touching my mate,” I vow. 

AND SO, THE EPIC ROMANCE CONTINUES
COMING NEXT…
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