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Neelo’s fingers trembled as they traced down the spines of the old tomes. They took a slow breath, and then another, letting the old book smell steady them.

They couldn’t marry him.

The thought came as fast as the engagement had: their mother inciting another brawl to win the title of Neelo’s betrothed, the instant, blundering chaos, and somehow Talhan Catullus getting pulled into the fray. The look on Talhan’s face flashed through Neelo’s mind again. When it was over, he’d just stared at them—shocked. The cavalier smirk he normally wore was wiped clean and something deeper, something that burned into Neelo, had filled Talhan’s gaze instead.

Why did it have to be him?

Of all the people Neelo could’ve easily dismissed … why did it have to be the Golden Eagle himself? He was one of the few people in Neelo’s life who didn’t make them feel like a thorn amongst the roses, and now their mother had ruined that for them too.

Queen Emberspear’s increasingly desperate bids to play match-maker were growing weary already, but this time, she’d really messed up. She’d chosen Neelo’s friend. Their mother had pushed for Neelo’s coronation the moment they came of age, citing her waning health from the witching brew that addled her mind, but Neelo knew the Queen simply wanted all of the revelry of a Southern Court royal without any more of the responsibility. Life was already a party to her, the least the Queen could do was deign to rule her people from time to time too.

It was a constant battle to convince the Queen to remain on her throne, one that Neelo felt constantly teetering on the precipice of losing, which meant their head would soon be next to bear the crown. Neelo hated imagining it; standing all alone in front of the masses, feeling the needling scrutiny of a thousand eyes upon them, and the inevitable disappointment that an introverted bookworm was now the ruler of their court of debauchery. No, Neelo refused to allow their mother to give up so easily. It wasn’t her time to go.

Neelo paused, fingers lingering on a title they’d never read before: The Witch of Haastmouth. A tingle shot through them as they selected the midnight-blue book from the tall shelf and flicked through the pages. It was written in Mhenbic, the witches’ language. Most fae didn’t learn to read Mhenbic, thought it was beneath them, but Neelo had taught themself to read all three languages of human, witch, and fae before they could even speak. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Neelo could speak, they just chose not to for the first five years of their life … and mostly regretted starting ever since. The written word was their first language and stories had always made more sense to them. It was real life—and interacting with real people—that was confusing.

They glanced around the library of Murreneir. The shelves were only half filled and the further Neelo crept into the library, the sparser they became. The grand, circular room still smelled of fresh varnish and wood dust from its hasty construction. Neelo was impressed they’d managed to finish the build before the party at all. The old, worn carpets and dusty leather-bound tomes sat in stark juxtaposition to the fresh candlesticks and perfect blue satin chairs that looked as though they’d never been sat in. The library’s future beauty was clear, though, and Neelo planned to return when it was truly completed.

The momentary reprieve disappeared at the sound of the library door creaking open.

Neelo rushed down the stacks, hoping to disappear amongst the scant rows, but as they turned the corner, swift footsteps followed. They climbed up four steps on a rolling ladder before Talhan Catullus turned the corner and they froze.

“I knew I’d find you here.” His molten gold eyes landed upon them. Crossing his arms and leaning into the nearest shelf, he asked, “Were you about to hide from me on top of that bookshelf?”

Neelo’s voice dripped with sarcasm as they gave him a scornful look. “I was dusting.” They fought the urge to mention the fact that this library was too new to have collected dust.

“With your jacket?”

“No!” they said, though they looked down to check if they were covered in soot.

Talhan’s smile disappeared into something more contemplative, and Neelo’s pulse began to race.

“Neelo,” Talhan whispered, making their stomach clench at the sound of their name on his lips. “I—”

“She’ll forget in the morning,” Neelo cut him off. Bristling, they took a further step down the ladder and met Talhan’s eyes. Those eyes … like pools of amber—the sun just after dawn …

Neelo hated that look on Talhan’s face as his lips parted and he said, “Oh?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let her tie you to me,” Neelo reassured him, gripping the rail of the ladder tighter. Its wheels wobbled, probably newly greased. “I won’t let her do that to you.”

Talhan took another step closer, his hand perching on the shelf beside Neelo’s waist. “And what if I want to be tied to you?”

Heart pounding, Neelo shook their head. “What you’d be getting yourself into … you don’t understand what that means.”

“Then show me what it means.” His low, gravelly voice made their toes curl in their boots. “What if I come visit Saxbridge? I could stay until the Solstice and—”

“In the heat?” Neelo scoffed. “You Easterners melt into a puddle in the Southern summer. It’s the worst time to—”

“Neelo.” Talhan said their name again, like a chant, like a prayer even as it chided.

“Okay, yes.” They sighed, folding their arms tightly across their chest. “Come visit. In the summer.” They rolled their eyes up to the blank ceiling they were certain would soon display beautiful frescoes. “Then you’ll understand why this is a bad idea.”

Talhan shuffled closer still. He lifted his hand and, for a moment, Neelo thought he might touch their black velvet jacket, but his hand dropped lower and he plucked the book from their hands.

“Have you found one you haven’t read yet?” he asked, smoothing his large, calloused hand over the linen-bound tome. Gods, the way he touched that cover, as if that little witch story was worthy of such reverence. It made Neelo’s own palms—and other parts—buzz. They could still feel the texture of the fabric rubbing beneath their own fingertips.

“We shall see.” Neelo blew out a soft breath. “Sometimes it’s a translated title from Ific or Yexshiri, and I’ve actually read the story before in another language.”

Talhan’s eyebrows shot up. “You can read in Yexshiri?”

“Of course.” Neelo’s lip curved to one side, the closest to a grin they seemed to be able to muster. “Can’t you?”

“I can barely read Ific,” Talhan said ruefully.

He passed the book back to Neelo, and, as they took it, Talhan’s long index finger grazed the back of their hand. Neelo’s breath hitched as his finger slowly trailed away. It was such a small, intimate gesture, like the tiniest bolt of lightning zinged straight through them, and yet it was almost too much.

Neelo’s eyes dropped back to the book and Talhan reached out again, his finger gently touching their chin and lifting their gaze.

“I—”

The door burst open, followed by the sound of heeled boots clicking across the polished wood. Talhan retreated a step as Rish turned the corner. Neelo’s personal attendant looked harried. Sweeping her black locks off her face, the green witch adjusted her emerald gossamer shawl around her shoulders like a songbird ruffling her feathers.

Neelo’s face morphed back to its normal sharp countenance. “What’s she done this time?”

“Forgive me,” Rish panted, a sheen of sweat covering her flushed cheeks. “Do you remember that time in Southport?”

“Gods,” Neelo cursed, giving Talhan a quick, apologetic look. “I need to go.”

Talhan took a step toward Rish. “Where’s Rua? She’s the host. Why can’t she handle this?”

“She’s with Bri,” Rish said, already turning toward the door.

He quirked his brow. “And where’s Bri?”

Neelo stepped off the ladder and pushed past Talhan, the fabric of their sleeve brushing against his muscled torso. “I’m coming. Don’t worry.”

“Wait,” Talhan said, taking Neelo by the hand, his brows pinching together in concern.

Neelo looked down to where their hands touched and swallowed as the sensation made their whole body warm. “I’ll see you in Saxbridge,” they whispered, yanking their hand away and thundering off after their green witch, unsure if they were happy or distraught for this new crisis because it meant getting away from Talhan’s gaze.
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Neelo dusted the charcoal from the pencil stub onto their sleeve and flipped the letter over, studying each of the sentences as if they might’ve missed something the first hundred times they’d read it. Their mind whirred as they tried to grasp answers just beyond their reach. What was that violet witch, Adisa Monroe, planning for the Southern Court?

Condensation beaded down the windowpane beside them like droplets of sweat. The hatches to the tunnels below Saxbridge Palace had been opened, emitting cool air to combat the springtime heat. Soon it would be scorching—the season when gowns turned to sundresses, breeches crept shorter, and colorfully dyed veils were needed to protect from biting insects and the blinding summer sun …

But Neelo Emberspear remained in their black jacket, swapping only from velvet to satin, and long charcoal-gray trousers of a lighter blend. Practice kept them from overheating … that and a general lack of exertion.

Neelo had no idea why they were built like a workhorse, their stout muscular frame hiding under a layer of soft flesh. Along with their ever-present scowl, their size and breadth kept most people from pestering them and Neelo loved their body for it. Still, Neelo preferred loose clothing that didn’t hug their broadness—their shape more of an amorphous rectangle than a soldierly triangle or curving hourglass.

Lounging upon the bench seat in the vacant council chamber, Neelo wiped at the wet window and peered out at the vibrant gardens that stretched out to the forest beyond. To the right sat a large oak desk with drawers stuffed with parchment and quills. A tattered centuries-old map of the Southern Court hung on the wall and a beautiful round table was positioned in the center of the room. The table and chairs were constructed of pale wood, tinged in red, built from the amasa tree—the evergreen emblazoned on the Southern Court crest. The council chamber had a modest library, mostly filled with dusty old histories and long-winded manuscripts about court politics. Along the far wall by the windows was a gallery of oil paintings and marble statues of the Gods.

This was a stagnant part of the castle, infrequently visited apart from when the Queen bothered to attend a meeting. The servants would spend weeks afterward cleaning and scrubbing the marble statues—many precious pieces of art almost destroyed in the cloud of smoke their mother left in her wake.

She wasn’t here, now, though, and that meant Neelo could have some peace. There was one window in particular that Neelo liked to read under. It was originally a flaw in the design, a window in the middle of a neat line of oil paintings. But the designer dressed the window in a matching silver frame to hide the imperfection … turning the view of the balcony and lawns into an ever-changing painting.

A fluffy gray tabby cat purred loudly on Neelo’s lap, his fur covering the crumpled letter balanced on Neelo’s knee. Neelo stroked a hand over Indi’s tufted ears as he leaned into their scratches. After finding him as an abandoned kitten covered in dye outside of the weaver’s, Indigo—Indi—seemed like the perfect fit. Many people in Saxbridge favored names ending with “O” and, like many others, Neelo shortened it to a nickname. The stray kitten took quite nicely to royal life. Indi haunted the library during the daylight hours, keeping the lizards and mice at bay, and slept at the foot of Neelo’s bed at night. But occasionally on mornings such as this one, he would deign to venture beyond the library so long as there was a comfortable lap to cuddle in.

Neelo circled their charcoal pencil around the word “witches” again. The letter from the Northern Queen was stained with Neelo’s markings, blurring the ink into barely legible lines.

Neelo had asked Rua to send the letter after a chaotic conversation through the magical fae fires. Rua’s frantic voice still seemed to race off the page. Her words about the sickeningly sweet smoke and the cursed witches were unclear and rushed, warning Neelo of an impending threat to the Southern Court—a promise from the former prince of the Eastern Court, Augustus Norwood, but with little in the way of details. Whatever the Norwood prince had planned for the Southern Court, his intentions were vague, but Rua seemed convinced that those plans were already in motion.

Neelo’s mouth tightened as they circled the words in Rua’s letter another time, as if this act would divine the future: violet witches, curse, smoke, Adisa Monroe, Augustus Norwood, Cole Doledir. How were these all connected to the Southern Court and, specifically, how were these three players tied together? An ancient immortal violet witch, a bratty fae prince, and a brown witch healer who felt compelled to flee from a dinner table in Murreneir only a few moons ago. Their intentions felt completely out of reach to Neelo, if connected at all.

The hairs on their arm stood on end and they felt that static thread of fear. A faceless storm was coming for their court, and they needed to unmask it before the South befell the same fate as the assassinated Western Court Queen.

Mind whirling once more, they focused on the prince. Had Augustus Norwood perished with his fleet in the Southern storms as rumors would believe or was he still a part of the violet witch’s plans? The Eastern Court didn’t have enough guidance without a king to direct a full search of their court, maybe he was still hiding there, along with the traitor, Cole Doledir.

Neelo’s strained eyes trailed up to the long, white gravel road that wound through the palace gates and into the city of Saxbridge. They imagined an army of violet witches battering down their gates, a storm of violet smoke advancing with them. A few dawdling servants wandered the road, carrying baskets and leading pack mules, and there were no storms on the horizon, nor any fae warriors riding into town either.

But it was easy to see the attack. Too easy.

“He just sent word,” Rish said and Neelo jumped, catching the letter midair.

Indi flew off Neelo’s lap and landed with a mewling chirp. The tabby cat’s tail swished back and forth and he narrowed his eyes at Rish as if being awoken was a grave insult. He sauntered off, presumably back to hunt lizards in the library.

“Rish,” Neelo said, scowling as they took a calming breath. “Don’t do that.”

Neelo scooped the letter off the floor and set it back in their lap. They hadn’t reached any conclusions about the impending threat before the green witch snuck up on them, but it was no matter. Rua’s letter was a dead end. Neelo wouldn’t find the answer to save their court from that one charcoal-stained page.

“He is leaving Swifthill before the Western Court funerals,” Rish continued, unworried at Neelo’s surprise. The stout little witch adjusted her forest-green apron around her neck, her clothing dusted with corn flour.

She smelled of ginger and cinnamon, and Neelo wondered if she was making her sweet bean cakes. Their stomach grumbled and Neelo had to redirect their thoughts back to the conversation. Rish was still talking, and they hadn’t heard a word she’d said …

“… and for whatever reason, he believes it is important to get here with haste.” Rish cocked a slender black eyebrow at Neelo as a knowing smirk pulled at her lips.

“He will see this court through fresh eyes during his trip, I’m sure.” Neelo rubbed their fingers across the gold inlaid letters of the books on the shelf behind them. “He’ll probably turn tail and run when he realizes it’s more than drinking and partying.”

Placing a plump hand on her hip, Rish snickered. “We shall see.”

“Who in their right mind would want this?” Neelo gestured out to the gazebo in the middle of the gardens where five courtiers were taking turns placing pink fruits atop their heads and shooting them off with blunted arrows. One fool already wore an eye patch.

The courtiers of the Southern Court differed from the ones of other royal courts. Though Queen Emberspear called them “courtiers,” they served much more intimate purposes. Some were in committed relationships with their mother and each other, others were flavors of the week, flitting in and out at their leisure, the group constantly expanding and contracting in size. Neelo saw no point in trying to learn their names or faces, preferring the group to be blurs in their periphery and nothing more. Though some did seem to truly love their mother, most of them seemed like they were simply hiding from lives they didn’t want to face, all in the relative comfort of the royal home. The revelry of Saxbridge was the perfect place to hide. Still, Neelo didn’t understand why any of them would accept the invitation to live in the palace and serve the Queen that way … but then again Neelo didn’t understand how to navigate desire at all.

Rish’s chuckle interrupted Neelo’s swirling thoughts. The green witch clasped her hands together and rested her forearms on her belly. “When has Talhan Catullus ever been in his right mind?”

“Was there another reason you interrupted me?” Neelo asked, trying to change the subject as they selected a book from the shelf and rhythmically rubbed their thumb down the soft cream pages, enjoying the sound like shuffling a deck of cards. “Or was it just to tell me the Golden Eagle is flying south?”

Rish grimaced. “The Queen wishes to speak with you.”

“Of course.” Neelo sighed. “Where is she?”

Shuffling her weight from foot to foot, Rish said, “In the bathhouses.”

“Of course,” Neelo echoed with a cringe.

They glanced longingly at their book, but it was too precious to bring into the steam rooms and ruin the pages. Neelo stood and lifted the cushioned bench seat under their favorite window, revealing a selection of stories hidden underneath. They replaced the book in their hands back onto the shelf and picked up a small burgundy title. It wasn’t a beautifully poetic story, but it was entertaining and short … and Neelo had four copies, so they didn’t mind if it accidentally got wet.

The Gods knew they weren’t going anywhere without a book, though.

They tucked it into their jacket pocket and pulled down their bunching hem. Straightening their shoulders, they looked halfway to Rish, their eyes not quite meeting hers, and said, “Gods, spare me.”

Rish guffawed. “I don’t think even the Gods themselves protect the bathhouses of Saxbridge.”

Neelo glowered at the map on the wall displaying their homeland in beautiful relief. “Indeed.”

The Southern Court hadn’t always been synonymous with debauchery. It was a twisted version of their actual history, which prized beautiful gardens, delicious cooking, vibrant colors, and all different kinds of love. Now, the South was known for drinking, gambling, and fucking … and not necessarily in that order.

Neelo had barely stepped out into the corridor before a short, elderly fae converged on them. His salt-and-pepper hair circled his head and his bushy eyebrows reached halfway up his forehead. His face was pinched in permanent condescension.

“You didn’t attend the council meeting this morning, Your Highness,” the councilor’s scratchy voice chased them down the hall. “And yet I find you in the chamber now?”

Neelo’s hand instinctively reached for the outline of their book in their pocket. They kept their head bowed as they picked up their pace. “Write up a report as usual, Denton, and I’ll reply in kind.”

Queen Emberspear only really bothered to liaise with one of the seven councilors—Denton—the most disagreeable fae Neelo had ever known, and Neelo knew far too many.

“We hold the meetings in person for a reason, Your Highness,” he called, scuttling after them. “There is much back-and-forth. Corresponding in written form takes ten times as long and Her Majesty said you were to begin attending in her stead?”

“My mother is still the Queen,” Neelo replied tightly. “She is still the one to whom you should be speaking with. I am merely relaying the information to her.”

“But aren’t you taking over the throne soon?”

Neelo’s footsteps faltered for a second and they ground their teeth together. Queen Emberspear really needed to stop telling people she was abdicating. She might have muddled her mind with drink and drugs, but Neelo would fix that. Their mother certainly wasn’t beyond saving. And they certainly weren’t ready to rule.

“One day, Denton,” Neelo said, ducking down another white stone corridor. “But not anytime in the near future. The sooner my mother can get that ridiculous notion out of her head, the better.”

Denton stopped in his tracks, stomping his foot with indignation. “The Southern Court doesn’t need another Emberspear shirking their duties to their people.”

Rage built in Neelo’s chest, one that burned them from within, but they didn’t dare let it out. How dare he stomp his foot at them? They tamped down on the pressure, knowing that if they exploded at Denton, it would be the talk of the town. Neelo Emberspear was quiet, vacant, and reserved. They were the inverse to their mother in every way and they couldn’t just go around shouting at people, regardless of how much that person deserved it.

“You are dismissed, Denton,” Neelo gritted out. They opened the nearest door, pausing to let Rish enter before slamming it shut behind them.

Neelo rested their head against the door, hearing Denton’s litany of grumbled curses as he stormed off.

“You can’t keep avoiding the meetings forever, mea raga,” Rish said, leaning against the wall beside Neelo.

“Are you a blue witch now?” Neelo taunted. “Have you suddenly developed the gift of Sight?”

“No.” Rish breezed toward the lounge seat of the rainbow-hued sitting room. She stared at the high circular window, taking her time before saying, “I think I’ll make honey delights for dessert tonight.” Rish beckoned for Neelo to sit beside her. “Your favorite.”

“You say everything you make is my favorite.” Neelo trudged over, shoulders drooping, as they sat beside Rish. “Why do I feel like you’re bribing me into sitting for a lecture?”

Rish shrugged. “Because you’re smart.”

“I already know all the things you’re going to say.”

“But that doesn’t mean it’s not worth hearing them again,” Rish said with a tsk.

“What is it that I need to hear again?”

Rish reached across the seat and placed her hand over Neelo’s own. The green witch was one of the few people Neelo didn’t mind touching them. Her gentle hand brought comfort instead of the normal irritation, like the scratch of poorly blended wool. It felt the same holding the gaze of certain people—most people—which was like beetles crawling across their skin. Neelo itched at their arm just thinking about it.

“You can’t save your mother from her ways.” Rish’s voice was so soft Neelo could barely hear it.

“I learned that long ago,” Neelo muttered.

“Yes.” Rish squeezed their hand again and then pulled it away. “Except you still haven’t accepted what that means for you.”

“What does it mean?” Neelo grumbled. “Other than further embarrassment?”

“She cannot stay on her throne—you know this,” Rish beseeched, but the moment the words left her mouth, Neelo pushed the thought away, the shutters to their mind snapping closed. “You need to take over now.”

“Not now.”

“Yes, now.”

“Rish.”

“It is time, mea raga.” The green witch looked hopefully toward the window. “At least Talhan Catullus will be here soon. At least you won’t have to face it alone.”

“He’s only staying for the Solstice and the Southern Court will give him a million reasons not to stay beyond that,” Neelo snapped. Rish raised a knowing eyebrow and Neelo scowled. “I promise you. Talhan Catullus will not want to stay.” They stood and smoothed down their bunched jacket, cursing the easily wrinkled material. “Now if you’ll excuse me, my mother beckons.”

Rish hummed. “I would make a wager with you about Lord Talhan, mea raga.” Her voice rose, shouting to Neelo as they hastily rushed out of the room. “But I know you are the only Southerner who doesn’t make bets!”
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Steam swirled through the thick air, blanketing Neelo’s skin. The cloying aroma of floral smoke and oils filled the room along with the sizzle of water being tossed onto hot stones. Neelo could barely make out the shapes of their mother’s courtiers. The number always changed, sometimes ten, sometimes fifty, but a handful of them always remained the same. Amongst the group, there were males and females, as well as several fae who, like Neelo, existed between and outside of those blurred lines. Neelo always wondered if their mother had selected those particular courtiers to prove a point to Neelo: it was still possible to be a promiscuous partying Southerner regardless of gender.

Neelo ignored that lesson, as it was irrelevant to them.

Neelo stalked further into the bathhouses, keeping their eyes glued to the floor as naked forms popped into their periphery. There was no such thing as modesty in the Southern Court. Nudity was highly praised and displayed in artwork and sculptures. Still, Neelo bathed in their private chamber, wore loose clothing, and preferred to not draw the eye of any potential suitors, let alone playthings.

“There you are!” The Queen’s voice echoed off the low stone ceiling.

Neelo spotted her sitting in a steaming, circular pool. Her black hair was piled atop her head and streaks of kohl ran down her cheeks, but Queen Emberspear still looked regal, even naked in a bath. The only clothes she wore were her dove-gray gloves—an ever-present accessory since the death of the Western Court Queen. Once their mother learned that Queen Thorne had died from touching poisoned cutlery, her gloves never came off. Many of her courtiers took on the fashion as well, without fully understanding why it was so important. Maybe that was what Adisa Monroe had planned for the Southern Court? More poisoned metals?

Two of those closest to the Queen, Farros and Thiago, sat on either side of her in the bath. Thankfully, they weren’t naked. Instead they were wrapped in wet green fabric soaked in minty poultices that made Neelo’s eyes sting. The witches claimed it was good for clearing the lungs. Whenever Neelo had a cold as a child, Rish would wrap them in warm, wet blankets and make Neelo sit in the steam rooms, breathing in the vapors. It didn’t surprise Neelo their mother spent so much time in the place, considering she was constantly wheezing.

Neelo glanced between Thiago’s gruff, soldierly face and Farros’s soft feminine one. One of these two was certainly Neelo’s sire. Though they could never truly confirm, Neelo saw a lot of themself in Thiago’s stoicism and Farros’s inquisitive nature. They even begrudgingly saw a bit of themself in their mother. The Queen kept people emotionally at a distance by surrounding herself with courtiers, just as Neelo surrounded themself with books. Equally as stubborn.

Neelo hated even acknowledging any such connection.

“What was it that was so urgent it couldn’t wait?” Neelo muttered, already knowing it was because if the Queen waited until she was done bathing, she would forget whatever it was she wanted to say.

Queen Emberspear’s mind had become a sieve over the past few years, rotting away from excessive drink, drugs, and the potent witching smoke nicknamed brew. It was why, in a moment of clarity, the Queen had pushed for Neelo to take the throne. Queen Emberspear didn’t think she’d be able to keep herself together for much longer and while Neelo feared their mother was right, they were determined to convince their mother she was wrong.

It didn’t help that Neelo wasn’t sure either of them was right for the throne. Queen Emberspear was the sort of ruler who turned fountain water to wine and flew sparkling lanterns in the sky on a whim. She delighted and mesmerized, giving speeches with her feet dangling over balustrades and throwing hallucinogenic sweets into the crowd. Meanwhile, Neelo would be the sort of ruler to give perfunctory speeches, write decrees with no flowery words, and try to move along any dawdling onlookers as quickly as possible. There would be no more delight in the Southern Court, and their people would hate them for it.

“Talhan Catullus was seen riding past Silver Sands,” the Queen said as the lines around her smug eyes deepened. “It seems he is quite hasty to be with you.”

“And he’ll be just as hasty to leave—he is not staying,” Neelo grumbled. “It’s only until the Summer Solstice, then he will leave with the others who come to celebrate.”

“I thought you had some affection for him?” The Queen snapped her fingers at Farros and he produced her pipe, refilled with more brew. Neelo rolled their eyes. No amount of bathhouse steam would counteract the witching smoke being pulled into her lungs. “Weren’t you two friends as children?”

“Friends, Mother,” Neelo replied. “Nothing more.”

Neelo darted a nasty look at Farros for giving the pipe to the Queen, but Farros only gave Neelo a wink back and shrugged his shoulders. There was nothing Farros could do about it. They both knew that. Of all their mother’s courtiers, Neelo had grown the closest to Farros over the years. The raven-haired courtier hadn’t aged a day since Neelo was young. With deep smile lines, warm hazel eyes, and smooth light brown skin, Farros too eschewed the confines of the rigid fae world—preferring dresses to tunics and makeup to stubble. Neelo had hoped many times that Farros was their other parent, though it was more likely to be Thiago with his darker complexion, thicker brows, and sharp features that matched Neelo’s own.

“You need him, Neelo.” The Queen’s voice pulled them back into the room, abandoning once more their curiosity to uncover the identity of their other parent. It didn’t matter. No books or records existed documenting Neelo’s parentage, and there were at least a dozen possible candidates—one big, confusing sort of family, Southern Court to the core.

“I don’t need anyone,” they insisted. Maybe if they denied her a little longer, she’d forget all about her abdication. “You are going to rule for many more years and then I will take over. If you’d only let people help you to—”

“So obstinate.” The Queen’s cheeks puckered as she puffed on her pipe, the noxious smoke swirling through her dark hair.

“I’m being sensible.”

“You’re being stubborn. The people don’t want a ruler who is smart and sensible.” Queen Emberspear waved her pipe, whorls of white left in the wake of her gesticulating arms. “They want a ruler who is brave and gallant, like Talhan.”

“I’m brave,” Neelo muttered under their breath, pulling the book from their jacket pocket and rhythmically thumbing the edges.

“Talhan Catullus is charming, personable, lovable …” The Queen eyed them up and down. “All qualities you severely lack.” They braced for the sting of her words, but it didn’t come. Because it was true. All Neelo was to their mother was lacking. “Let him be the face of your court and you can live out your days behind a book just as you have always done.” Her pleased smile pulled wider. “You see? I’m only thinking of you.”

“How kind, Mother.”

“Not everyone is born to be the center of attention. Not everyone can command an army. Let Talhan be that for you and you can pull his strings, make the decisions, have time to weigh the pros and cons, as I know you love to do.” Neelo looked up into their mother’s kohl-lined eyes, a hint of surprise on their face. “I do know a little about you, child.”

Neelo snickered. “Yes. You know I’m not charming, not personable, not lovable.”

“The love of one’s people and the love of a mother are two different things.” The Queen rolled her eyes to the ceiling in exasperation. “You know I love you. It hurts that you’d ever doubt it.”

This is what Queen Emberspear did so well: she twisted one’s words against them, made it seem like it was their mistake and not hers. She always tied the conversations into knots, ones that Neelo couldn’t pull apart until hours afterward. It wasn’t a fair game; it never was.

“You have many admirable qualities, child, needed qualities.” The Queen took another drag on her pipe. “But what wins people’s affections and what they need are two different things. I have won their love by indulging their every desire … and I haven’t given them nearly enough of what they need.” The glaze in her eyes lifted and her countenance seemed to sharpen. So rarely did she have her wits about her anymore. “That is why you and Talhan are the perfect match, one stoic and logical, one charming and heroic. The perfect pairing of need and desire, if I do say so myself.”

“You can’t possibly take credit for that brawl you incited in Murreneir.”

Puffs of white smoke curled into the steamy air as the Queen arched her brow. “And how many brawls before that one did I so easily forget?”

Neelo’s eyes widened. Queen Emberspear was still full of surprises. So absent-minded, it would’ve been easy enough to convince others she’d forgotten her previous matchmaking attempts, but now it was clear why: she’d been waiting for Talhan Catullus to be pulled into the fray.

“Why him?” Neelo whispered, gripping the edges of their book tighter in their hands.

“Who else but him? His alliances speak for themselves.” The Queen passed her pipe back to the blond courtier perched behind her. “He is family to the new Western Queens and best friend with the High Mountain King. He spent the winter protecting the Northern Court Queen too …” Queen Emberspear shrugged. “Besides, I like him. And I think you do too.”

Neelo tucked their book back into their jacket and folded their arms over their chest. “Is that all?”

Their mother nodded, waving her hand and effectively dismissing them. The fog settled back over her hooded eyes as she peeked around the steamy room and waved away more of that sickeningly sweet smoke.

Sickeningly sweet smoke. Neelo had just read that same description in Rua’s letter. Their pulse picked up speed as their mind began to race with unanswered questions. Was there some connection between the smoke that clouded the skies of Murreneir the night of Rua’s attack and the smoke that Queen Emberspear now pulled into her lungs? Brew was something Neelo had never taken the slightest interest in, but now a lightning strike of inspiration demanded they know more. It was likely another dead end, but Neelo felt the sudden urge to know everything about the making of these potent blends.

Neelo bowed, already forgetting their mother’s words as they set their intention to investigate the brew merchants at the docks in the morning. They skirted past Denton who lingered in the doorway, waiting to speak to their mother. Racing down the hall, they tried to get away before they heard another drug-laced laugh or moan from the bathhouses, their mind finally grasping something to research. And if there was one thing Neelo Emberspear was good at, it was research.

It was only halfway down the hall that Neelo remembered a certain Golden Eagle would soon be arriving at the palace. Dread pooled in their stomach. The memory of that moment with Talhan in Murreneir played over and over in their mind. Their mother had picked him for a reason—for a number of reasons, none so easily dismissed …

Which would make it that much harder to get rid of him.

NEELO’S SCRATCHY THROAT woke them enough to reach for their glass of water … and then the sickening scent hit them.

Smoke.

Their first hazy thought was the violet witches had come for the Southern Court just as they had in Rua’s letter, as if they’d manifested the attack by dwelling on it the day before. But this didn’t carry the scent of magical smoke. Not the rich smell of candle fires and witching brews.

No, this smelled like an inferno.

Neelo shot up, scanning their darkened bedroom, trying to discern shadow from smoke. Then they heard the screams. Piercing shrieks bounced across the white marble as they leapt out of bed, darting to their wardrobe. They hastily pulled on a double-breasted jacket and tugged their charcoal-gray trousers over their round, muscular thighs.

A guard pounded on the door. “Your Highness!”

“Coming!” Neelo shouted back.

“There’s a fire. You must leave at once,” the guard called, testing the handle. The golden knob clicked, but the door didn’t budge.

Neelo stalked across the room to their personal library. Sea-green shelves stretched all the way up to vaulted ceilings, perfectly cut to fit the sloping roofline. Neelo rolled their bronzed ladder out of the way and opened the gilt-framed glass doors that protected their favorite books—the ones they kept pride of place on the mid-center shelf. They couldn’t lose them to the inferno.

Whirling back to their bed, they did up the buttons of their jacket and searched the bed linen for a telltale bump.

“Sorry,” Neelo muttered at Indi’s indignant mewl as they lifted him up and tucked him inside their jacket.

A towering guard greeted them as they unlocked the door, his body filling the entire doorframe. He frowned down at Indi’s little face and then disdainfully at the stack of books in Neelo’s hands. Smoke filled the corridor, stinging Neelo’s eyes, and they tucked Indi deeper into their jacket to protect his little lungs. They lifted their lapel over their nose and swatted at the impenetrable blanket of stinging smoke.

Hustling after their guard, they bolted down the spiraling stairs, taking them two at a time. The air cleared as they reached the landing to the ground floor and they took a sweet breath of crisp evening air as they stumbled out into the dark gardens.

Circles of servants and courtiers clung to the hedgerow, whispering in shocked, gossiping voices as if this were another one of their many games. Neelo started counting heads. Hundreds of people were already out of the palace, more spilling from the other exits where the smoke didn’t seem to reach, but Neelo still couldn’t spot the origin of the blaze.

Relief flooded through Neelo as they spotted Rish far across the field, searching undoubtedly for them. Neelo waved to the green witch and watched her shoulders sag as she clutched her totem pouch to her chest.

But someone was still missing …

Neelo pulled Indi out of their jacket and set him on a garden bench beside their stack of books. “Guard these for me,” Neelo whispered to the cat with a final pat and set a course for the western end of the palace.

“Your Highness,” their guard chastised as he hastily followed, “we should stay with the group.”

Neelo only picked up the pace, their bare feet stomping along the narrow strip of manicured grass beside the gravel paths.

As they turned the corner, shouts rang out, the castle coming alive as flames licked up from the highest window. Neelo searched for the heart of the blaze … and looked straight up to their mother’s window.

“The Queen.” Neelo twisted toward their guard, scanning the gardens behind him again. “Is she accounted for?”

His eyebrows pinched together in concern, and he didn’t respond. Answer enough.

“No,” Neelo whispered, staring in horror at the bright orange flames that reached toward the midnight sky.

Without another thought, Neelo bolted toward the smoke-filled archway.

“Your Highness!” the guard screamed, hustling after them.

Neelo’s throat constricted as they dove back into the thick cloud of smoke. The shouts of their guard faded away as they raced blindly down the hall. With closed, stinging eyes, they navigated the halls of Saxbridge Palace from memory alone.

Even as the fire raged and their heart thundered, they knew if this was it, people wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. If their mother died in an accidental blaze of her own making, Southerners would probably think it was inevitable, only a matter of time before one of the Queen’s many stunts finally caught up with her. She’d drank poisons, walked tightropes, thrown axes, played with lions in the menagerie … and she had a lit pipe in her hand until the moment she fell asleep. If the stunts didn’t catch her, the drinking and drugs would, and the people of Saxbridge would only mourn the party ending.

It was why no one was here now, trying to rescue her. Neelo was certain of it. All of Saxbridge had given up on their Queen … all except her heir and only child.

And the last person who should be putting themself in danger as the sovereign-to-be.

The smoke burned into Neelo’s eyes and tears streaked down their cheeks. Dropping to their hands and knees, they felt blindly for the top step. In the back of their mind, they already knew, if the Queen was any further ahead, she was gone. But they didn’t stop—couldn’t—not now, not yet. They weren’t ready to be the ruler of the Southern Court.

Neelo wasn’t sure they’d ever be ready.

They didn’t know if they entered the blaze for some misplaced love for their mother, or for fear of taking her throne, but all they knew for certain was they couldn’t let the Queen die.

“Mother!” Neelo screamed, the heat rising as they reached the landing and stormed through the corridor. “Mother!”

They couldn’t hear over the sizzle and shriek of splitting wood. They choked and spluttered on the thick smoke as they felt for her door handle—

Only for strong arms to circle around them, hauling them backward, Neelo bellowing a roar. Their bare heels scraped against the stone as the giant, muscled arms of their guard dragged them toward the stairwell. Despite struggling against his mighty grip, they were easily yanked down the steps, somehow both rough and yet careful enough to not harm the heir. Even at Neelo’s size, their guard lifted them like they were a waif. They scrambled and clawed, trying desperately to get forward as they screamed their mother’s name.

A fresh breeze slammed into them like a crashing wave, their lungs filling with cool air, but they didn’t stop. They spun in their guard’s grip to shout in his face.

He eased his hold, just enough for them to turn, but when Neelo looked up, it wasn’t their guard whose arms encircled them …

It was Talhan Catullus.




CHAPTER FOUR
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They stared up into his breathless face.

“You,” Neelo panted, wiping the tear stains with the back of their hand.

Talhan’s wide-eyed face was covered in soot, his hair stained white with ash. Only the crease of his lips and corners of his eyes remained pink.

“I have to go find her.” Neelo’s voice came out rougher than they intended, as always. It was how everyone thought of them: sharp and unfeeling. But their appearance didn’t matter now—only their mother did.

Talhan shook his head, his hands splaying across their back as if fearful Neelo might try to dart from his grasp. As if they could outrun the Golden Eagle. “You can’t go back in there.”

“No one else is,” they gritted out, swallowing the burning knot in their throat. “No one is even trying.”

“It’s too late,” he whispered, eliciting a snarl from Neelo.

“No—”

Talhan’s brows dropped heavily over his eyes. “You are the future of this court.” His fingers pressed into the black satin of Neelo’s jacket as more shouts rang out, calling for red witches to stop the blaze. “You can’t go back in there.”

“How dare you—”

“You know I’m right. About going back in. About … your mother.”

“She can’t,” they rasped. “It’s too soon. I …”

In the darkness, Talhan’s amber eyes glowed like molten gold. “Neelo—”

“No,” they growled, pushing out of his hold.

“There you are!” a shrill voice called from beyond the palm trees.

Neelo’s body went slack at the sound, relief coursing through them so strongly they thought their legs might give out. They turned to find Queen Emberspear clad in a flowing lilac robe and her ever-present gloves, a gaggle of courtiers rushing behind her. Neelo raced over, embracing their mother. The Queen let out a hoarse guffaw. When was the last time Neelo had hugged her? When was the last time they’d made her laugh?

They couldn’t remember.

“I’m here, child. I’m well.” She chuckled with her light tittering laugh that ended abruptly on a rough hacking cough.

Once again, Neelo was the only one aware of how close the Queen had come to death. Queen Emberspear laughed it all away as if it was just another stunt. Neelo couldn’t remember the first time they realized it was their job to keep their mother alive—that no one else would—that’s how far into the past it was.

It was almost certainly the reason they were so exhausted, running into a fire be damned. Neelo released their mother, stepping back to scowl at her. “What have you done this time?”

“Oh please, not another one of your admonishments.” The Queen waved her hand, snapping for a courtier to bring her pipe even as she tried to suppress another cough. “The sun hasn’t even risen yet.”

“There’s enough light coming from your bedroom! You nearly burned down the entire palace!” They gestured toward the blackened windows. The fire now eased as three red witches used levitation magic to douse fountain water onto the flames.

It was an incredible sight—watching the crimson magic flicker in the darkness as the witches heaved orbs of water into the Queen’s chambers. After the fall of the Northern King, Hennen Vostemur, not all the red witches hidden about the realm wanted to return to the High Mountain Court. Some had been in hiding in the South, started families and secret lives they didn’t want to leave. Queen Emberspear was all too keen to have red witches working in the palace for her again. As much as they were awed by the spectacle, though, Neelo had other concerns.

“I will have you know that a candle was knocked over by a maid,” the Queen hissed and her courtiers immediately whispered the gossip to one another. “An accident that could’ve gotten her Queen killed!” she exclaimed loudly for the rest of the congregating crowd to hear. Like a bard summoning an audience, Queen Emberspear effortlessly pulled the group toward her. “Luckily, I was still awake …”

Her eyes slid to the half-dressed courtier Thiago, his tunic still unbuttoned down to the navel. He winked at the Queen and Neelo mimed gagging. At the sound of Talhan’s chuckle beside them, Neelo stopped. Embarrassment flushed through them knowing that the Golden Eagle was there bearing witness to yet another Southern escapade.

Although maybe this was all he’d need to see to run from there—and them—forever.

“Everyone was out and accounted for before the blaze took hold, Neelo,” the Queen continued. “Everyone apart from you. If only you partook in a little of—”

“I was sleeping! And I ran back in to save you, you fool!”

The crowd gasped and their mother’s face sharpened. Her eyes narrowed like a wildcat readying to strike. They knew Queen Emberspear wouldn’t hit them with her fists, though Gods sometimes they wished she would. Instead, she was as precise as a seasoned archer, shooting insults and jibes like poisoned arrows into Neelo’s mind. There, that poison would fester, until Neelo believed her words to be the truth.

“Careful,” their mother snarled under her breath. Her eyes snagged on the looming figure over Neelo’s shoulder, and Neelo tensed as the Queen took aim. Her practiced mask of pleasantry lifted again as she loudly proclaimed, “How fortunate that Talhan Catullus was here to bravely rescue his wayward betrothed.”

The crowd burst into applause and drunken cheers as Neelo’s hands clenched into fists. Many still dressed as if it weren’t the middle of the night, while others wore only light summer chemises. Witches, humans, and fae alike, gathered around, all gawking at Talhan Catullus, the famous Golden Eagle and now their future sovereign’s betrothed.

Talhan straightened, ignoring the crowd as he stepped up beside Neelo. He gave a tight half-bow to the Queen.

“I commend the Heir of Saxbridge on their unwavering devotion to you, Your Majesty,” he said, matching her airy pitch with a telling smile. Neelo knew that look served as a warning: he could be just as calculated with his words as he could with his sword. He could also sway people with simply his presence. The crowd sighed, swooning at Talhan’s every breath. “We should all be so lucky to have someone willing to risk their lives for us.”

“Indeed,” the Queen said in that same carefree way, but Neelo spotted how her lips twisted downward.

Queen Emberspear turned toward her assembly of whispering courtiers and the group parted for her to walk away. When she had marched far enough down the gravel path, Talhan turned back to Neelo.

“Are you all right?” he asked, lifting his hand into the air as if to touch their cheek before they stepped out of his reach. “Can you take a deep breath?” He took one himself and Neelo begrudgingly followed suit, coughing a little. “Shall we fetch a brown witch?”

“I’m fine,” Neelo groused, hugging their arms to their chest. “When did you arrive?”

“Just now.” Talhan pointed a thumb over his shoulder toward the main gates. “I saw the smoke as I was riding in and rushed to see what happened. That’s when I spotted you running into the palace.”

Neelo’s jaw ached from clenching their teeth so tightly. “You should’ve let me go.”

Eyes darkening, Talhan took a step forward. “You would’ve died if I let you go.”

“I don’t care,” they spat.

Talhan rocked backward at their words, a storm brewing in the hair’s breadth between them. “Well, then, I shall care enough for the both of us.”

“There is no us,” Neelo countered, waving at the charred palace edifice. “This. This is what my life is. This is what you cannot be a part of.”

The crowds dispersed, moving around the other side of the palace, but Talhan still kept his voice low. “Why not?”

Neelo’s shoulders bunched up around their ears as they snarled, “Because I will not pull you under with me.”

Talhan’s cheeks dimpled, and the sight of that carefree smirk made Neelo grit their teeth again. “I thought you didn’t care?”

“I … I don’t. My future is already decided.”

“You don’t care for yourself.” Talhan took a step closer, his tunic brushing up against the buttons of their obsidian jacket. “But you worry about me?”

The night breeze tousled Neelo’s short hair. “I didn’t say that. I only want to spare you from this life.”

“Hmm.” Talhan rubbed his thumb thoughtfully across his bottom lip. He looked down at Neelo, and the action made their gut clench. Curse him. Why did he have to look at them like that? “So you’d rather suffer this future alone?”

Suffer. That’s what it was: suffering the truth
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A RIVER OF GOLDEN BONES

We raced into the silent hall, shoving through a wall of darkness. Trails of smoke swirled from snuffed out candles.

Heavy clouds obscured the windows, leaving only the eerie green glow haloing one figure.

Sawyn, sorceress and unlawful ruler of Olmdere.

She was surprisingly young, appearing to be even younger than me, even though the first stories of her were from when my parents first met many decades ago. She had a tall slender posture with smooth skin as pale as starlight and blood red hair. Her eyes glowed an unearthly green as flickering green magic seeped from her. Luminous tendrils of power reached out like tentacles toward the cowering crowd. Her obsidian robes floated on an invisible breeze as she slowly stepped toward a person at the far end of the hall.

Everyone crouched and shielded their eyes apart from the object of her attention, frozen in a trance in front of her.

Briar.

My sister’s eyes filled with light, a shimmering vicious green. Briar’s expression was utterly vacant as she lifted her hand out to Sawyn.

A scream tore through my chest and I unsheathed my dagger, blindly running. Grae charged forward by my side. Sawyn looked over her shoulder, her thin brow arching into a peak. With a flick of her hand as if shooing a fly, we flew across the room. My stomach lurched. That iridescent magic circled my legs and wrists, slamming me into the unyielding stone wall and pinning me there. I thrashed against her bindings, but they did not budge.

Sawyn let out a throaty laugh. Her voice was elegant and deep, like the woody notes of a lute. “Your servants have more spine than you, Nero.” She laughed, darting a glare to where the king hid behind his throne.

Servant. She didn’t even know I was a Wolf, let alone the child of her sworn enemies. Her ghostly eyes scanned me from the muddied hem of my plain brown tunic to the amber stone hanging from my neck. “A protection stone.” Her eyebrows lifted in amusement. “We shall see.”

She turned her attention back to Briar, whose hand froze in midair, waiting for Sawyn to return. Desperately flailing, I tried to break my restraints as I bellowed my voiceless screams. Whatever magic held me to the wall had silenced me. The harder I strained, the more my eyes blackened.

I darted pleading glances around the room to the pack, but not a single one moved.

Cowards! I wanted to scream. If they all charged forward at once, they could overtake her. Her magic couldn’t keep them all at bay. Would they have fought if it was their king standing before the sorceress? But Briar wasn’t their leader, only a token, a symbol, and a symbol wasn’t worth dying for. I thrashed against my magical bindings. Why wasn’t the king giving orders? Why wasn’t he even trying to save her?

In that moment, I wondered if my father had felt the same way before he died. It was like a strange familiarity of a memory that wasn’t my own. We’d lived this moment before—Sawyn striking down the Gold Wolf line, and the other Wolf packs doing nothing to stop it. King Nero had been there the night of my birth. Had he cowered behind his throne then too? I was certain I knew the answer. It highlighted all the more the lies he told, the facade of a life he built. Welcoming his new Gold Wolf daughter was nothing more than show. Once again, the Silver Wolves would not lift a finger to help my pack.

Sawyn ignored my voiceless screams as she took Briar’s hand and flipped her palm up. With one long, sharpened fingernail, she traced a symbol on Briar’s palm.

“Tell me,” Sawyn purred. “Who is your one true love?”

Without looking, Briar lifted her free hand and pointed into the darkness.

“Ha! Come.” The sorceress laughed as Maez walked forward, eyes filled with that same hypnotic glow. “So not your prince, after all.” She grinned up at the empty throne and the king behind it. “I suppose my magic was wrong, Nero. I thought a Marriel Princess was the mate of your son …” She sneered over her shoulder at Grae, who remained pinned to the stone beside me. She didn’t even bother to look back at me—the Marriel Princess who was his Fated mate.

“All the better for me.” Sawyn snickered. With a flick of her hand, the throne toppled over, revealing more of King Nero’s hunched figure. “You will never have a claim on Olmdere, Nero. Your lust for gold has made you too brash, but you’re nothing more than weak, pathetic. Who was the last Wolf king who actually deserved his throne? I bet we’ve lost his name to time. This little Gold Wolf will serve as a reminder of who the true power on the continent is. If you do not wish to befall the same fate as her, you will stay out of my kingdom.”

With that promise, she pricked her fingernail into Briar’s finger and held up a single droplet of blood. Casting her glowing eyes to Briar, she commanded, “Sleep” and Briar dropped like a stone.

My voice shredded as I watched my sister fall, blood vessels bursting in my eyes.

“I will be taking your niece with me,” Sawyn declared, grabbing Maez by the upper arm. “Just in case you get any ideas about breaking this curse.” Spots clouded my vision as the tendrils of magic retracted. “All that you have, Nero, is because I allowed it. Remember that.”

Darkness pulled in on Sawyn, and, with a whoosh of air, she and Maez vanished.

The moment they disappeared, the magic pinning me to the wall snapped. I collided with the ground, my head cracking on the hard stone. I faintly heard Grae screaming my name over the roar of rushing blood in my ears. The scent of earth and smoke circled me as the darkness pulled me under.
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