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      Welcome to The Living Courts—the companion series to The Courts Between. 

      Each planetary court within The System has its own unique cultures and political systems, ruled by human monarchs devoted to the gods of their namesakes. 

      Courting Death & Desire is the first in a series of interconnected standalones that take place within the events of The Courts Between Series, which follow some of our favorite side characters on their own quests throughout The Living Courts. 

      While you can read this book on its own, it does contain major spoilers for Rift, so I recommend reading Book One of The Courts Between first, or tandem reading them with this guide:

      cbwoods.net/rift-cdd

      There are brief depictions of suicidal ideations and a hefty amount of death-related imagery in this story. Please be careful with your health as you proceed.
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      The system falls into three realms.

      The Divine Courts—the Court Above and the Court Below—welcome those who leave their mortal timelines. While all manner of creatures Descend to the Court Below, only the Souls willing to embrace their Shadows can unify themselves and Ascend to the Court Above.

      The Living Courts are home to the nine celestial courts, each with their own unique cultures, species, monarchies, and mythology. They devote themselves to their namesakes, the Old Gods in the Court Above.

      The Inner Courts are comprised of the Mercurian, Venusian, Earthen, and Maritan Courts.

      The Outer Courts include the Jovian, Saturnian, Neptunian, Uranian, and Plutonian Courts.

      Resting in the mist between the Divine and the Living are the Courts Between, the Solar and the Lunar Courts. At war for millennia, these mysterious courts of demigods have divided the Living Courts’ loyalties as they struggle to grasp whatever power the Divine Courts toss at their feet.

      The Rift, a mysterious river made of light and color, weaves the courts together and allows for travel between the gates—whether one would be welcome through that gate is at each monarch’s discretion.
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      Of all the feelings in the world to detest, Lunar princess Lunelle Aurellis hated the vibrations of uncertainty most.

      She could tolerate a white-hot rage well enough.

      Shivering nerves? Not ideal, but nothing she couldn’t subdue with a few deep breaths. 

      A burning jealousy was uncomfortable, of course, but at least it stirred something intriguing within her. 

      But the back-and-forth icy heat of simply not knowing what to do tingling in her spine was by far the worst of the fluttering emotions battling for dominance as she searched her vanity drawers for nothing in particular. She just needed to keep moving. 

      “You don’t need to do that, Princess, we have it all handled,” her maiden, Lura, cooed as she folded a set of impossibly soft silk day dresses into a trunk. Her amethyst gaze watched Lunelle’s ticking fingers grasp for air. 

      “I’m glad one of us does,” Lunelle sighed, leaning against the smooth iridescent opal of the vanity. She pulled at the ends of her silver curls, the candlelight of the sconce above casting an amber glow onto the blank canvas of her silk skin.

      “It won’t be for long,” Lura assured her. “And aren’t you a little excited to see what lies beyond the walls of the Lunar Court?”

      Lunelle’s pale pink lips folded into a soft pout. “A little. But I don’t like leaving Astra. Not with so much up in the air.” 

      Lura squeezed her hand briefly as she moved about the room. “Why don’t you bring her in here, hmm? She’ll be a great distraction.”

      Astra certainly was that. 

      Come pack with me, Lunelle beamed toward the amber energy she’d grown to associate with her sister. She’d missed their shared silent conversations in Astra’s exile, but their little trick had snapped back between them with no effort at all. 

      Astra’s raspy velvet tone echoed back. Be right there. 

      Lunelle was wrong. There was a feeling she hated more than uncertainty. 

      Sorrow.

      Astra had spent the last three years exiled at their mother’s directive and was hardly home a fortnight before the Solar king’s movement in the Outer Courts was ripping them apart once more. 

      She rolled her shoulders back, attempting to dispel the uncertainty pooling in her chest.

      It was in Lunelle’s nature as the ever-cautious eldest sister, the heir to the Lunar throne, to remain poised under pressure. Her head shook side to side as she searched for one of her journals in her nightstand. 

      That wasn’t actually true. It wasn’t in her nature at all. 

      It was in the painstaking nurture she’d endured those thirty-some-odd years beneath her mother’s weighty wing. 

      Everything from the way she held her chin as courtiers spoke—angled just so to appear engaged and open to the speaker no matter the subject—to the speed at which she set her fork down—too quickly could be seen as a declaration the meal was over—was carefully curated by thousands of years of women who could never shake the weight of judging eyes on their shoulders. 

      Lunelle tucked a few leather-bound journals into a bag as several maidens poured into her room, whisking through her things as Lura directed them. Her sister’s fiery curls followed, casting a warm glow around the room that almost soothed her nerves. 

      Almost. 

      Lunelle could not stop the lingering fear from manifesting in a mumbled, “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      “Of course,” Astra agreed. Her lips pulled into a tight line as she stretched the muscles in her long legs, wincing as she tried to block out the dark rumblings in Lunelle’s chest. 

      Lunelle envied many things about her younger sister, but her constant vulnerability to the ever-shifting emotions in any given room was not one of them. Some things were better left to interpretation—but Astra had no such luxury as her intuition translated every passing feeling into overwhelming color. 

      Lunelle tamped her anxiety down, finding that well of swirling ink where she kept most feelings from the time Astra’s abilities became clear to the rest of the family. 

      “I’ve been training my whole life for this,” Lunelle forced through a pained smile. It was true—she had spent her entire life navigating the complex politics between the Inner and Outer Courts, she had just always assumed she’d be crowned queen by the time she had to put any of it into practice. 

      “And you’ll have Mother, for better or worse,” Astra sighed. She sat up against the bed, folding her legs beneath her rather like she would when they were just girls. 

      “Right,” Lunelle agreed. 

      She didn’t say she feared it would be for the worse. 

      “Right,” Astra repeated. 

      In her thirty years of life, Astra had never responded to her in a single word. Dread tugged at Lunelle’s heart once more. 

      “Mother above, Astra. This is it, isn’t it?” She reached for a satchel of dried lavender from the nightstand to press into the toes of her favorite boots. Lura slipped behind her, snagging the boots and casting another warning glare. The bile in her stomach rose a touch higher into her throat. “This will be the start of the next intercourt war. It will define my entire reign and I’m not even on the throne yet!” 

      Astra hopped off the bed and closed the distance between them. Her warm touch as her hands came to rest against Lunelle’s shoulders did little to ease the chill settling between vertebrae in her spine. Astra’s fiery gaze held hers, widening as Lunelle gently sifted through her fears and found new places to tuck them out of sight. 

      “Lu,” her sister said, squeezing her shoulders. “Mother does not want a war. Mirquios does not want a war. Pluto certainly doesn’t want a war. The majority of the courts are on our side and will want to settle things peacefully. This is an exercise in diplomacy, nothing more.” 

      “Do you really believe that?” Lunelle asked.

      “Absolutely,” Astra said with a feigned conviction. It was a lie, and not one of her better ones. Lunelle appreciated the effort all the same. “Solaris has been silent for thirty years! Mother has spent my entire life preparing for her chance to shut Solan down.”

      That was the truth—whether her nervous system believed it or not. Their mortal enemies a thousand times over, the Solar Court hadn’t caused so much trouble since their last attack three decades earlier. But things shifted quickly. 

      “You’re right,” Lunelle sighed. She didn’t like admitting defeat to anyone other than Astra. “Thank you,” she added. 

      Astra brushed her fingertips against her sister’s delicate complexion, the slightest hint of a frown pulling at her lips. 

      “You’ll return home to me in a week or two, and we can forget this whole awful mess.” 

      Molten tears welled against Lunelle’s starry eyes—not because she was afraid, but because in all the panic since news had arrived of Pluto’s removal from the Outer Courts, Lunelle had nearly managed to forget that this was not a temporary separation for the sisters.

      No matter what happened in the Plutonian Court, no matter what resolution they were able to come to, they’d return home, and Astra would marry the King of Mercury and leave her side forever.

      Lunelle winced. “Just in time to marry you off,” she said. 

      Astra’s shoulders stiffened.  “Let’s take this hour by hour, shall we?”

      Lunelle stepped away from her sister’s grip and slid another stack of books into her trunk. She did not even look at their titles or care much at all about what they were. She simply needed something to do with her hands. 

      The tears made another attempt to spring forth. Biting them back, she leveled her tone.

      “I suppose you should go say your goodbyes to your betrothed.” 

      Astra let a tight breath slip between her lips. “I suppose I should.” She winked as she patted her sister’s shoulder once again. “I had Ameera slip a few satchels of tea into your bags, just in case Pluto is a desolate wasteland.” 

      Astra did not hesitate at the door as she left, off to bid her fiancé farewell. 

      Mirquios.

      Lunelle had yet to speak to the man since his court’s arrival in the Lunar Court. 

      He’d made his intentions clear from the moment he strutted into Astra’s birthday ball—he was after a Lunar princess for his throne. She’d understood, of course, it was as strategic an alliance a Living Court could make. 

      What mere man wouldn’t want a Lunar demigoddess at his side in the face of certain war? 

      Especially one rumored to have such a grip on the Lunarians’ mysterious ancient magic. Astra defied its bans simply by existing. 

      While Lunelle believed the notions of her sister’s powers to be greatly misunderstood outside of the bounds of the Lunar Court, all it would take is one conversation, one catch of Astra’s incisive gaze across a ballroom even, to know the second-born Lunar princess was something different. 

      Something more. 

      And even if Lunelle could fault the young king for being charmed by her sister—which though she tried, she couldn’t—she certainly could not deny their fate once Astra revealed their union to be ordained by the gods themselves through that godsforsaken Tether. 

      Lunelle dodged a maiden as she cut through the room. She slipped along the wall and to her window, determined to stay out of the way. Below, in the palace gardens, the Venusians bathed in the soft moonlight, their ethereal bone structures catching and holding onto any light they could. 

      “Do not forget to pack her long sleeves,” a commanding voice cut into the room. 

      Lunelle spun as her mother, Queen Oestera, strolled into her bed chambers with High Priestess Tula on her heels, dutifully scribbling notes as the queen spoke. 

      “It’s the middle of Summer,” Lunelle protested.

      Her mother stopped, her endless celestial gaze searing against Lunelle’s skin.

      “Pluto may be a great distance away, but they still see the Sun, darling. You’ve yet to contend with its harsh burn.”

      “Oh.” It was all she had to offer. She hadn’t considered how drastically different the Plutonian Court might be from hers. She’d hardly had time to come around to the fact that she was heading away from home at all, let alone as far away as possible. “And you’re certain you need me there?”

      Oestera tilted her head, a soft smile tugging at her lips. “I will not always be here, Lunelle. This war will be fought for years, not months. It’s important the Inner Courts see you as the leader you were born to be, and this summit in Pluto is an excellent chance for us to hone your skills as the Lunar queen.” 

      The words settled like stones in her gut. 

      “The prince⁠—”

      Oestera waved her hand. “He is young. Frightened. He has no one to guide him through the disaster he’s found himself in. We can be the wisdom he so desperately needs.” The queen pointed to a set of delicate pearls, their pale blues and whites swirling on a gilded chain. “Pack those, as well. They bring out her eyes.”

      Lura darted forward silently and plucked the strand of pearls from Lunelle’s vanity to pack away. 

      “And are we concerned about this prince noticing my eyes?” Lunelle asked, a brow raised.

      Her mother shrugged, eyes focused on another sparkling set of gems. 

      “If we find the prince to be amiable, I don’t see why he shouldn’t be considered for your coronation trial.” Tula and Oestera exchanged a quick glance, Tula’s pen gliding across her parchment as she tracked another string of thoughts. “We’ll leave within the hour,” Oestera declared, sweeping from the room.

      Lunelle sank her hip into the bay beneath her window, her pale complexion somehow holding even less color. 

      “You forgot about your trial in all the excitement,” Lura said quietly, handing Lunelle a cup of warm tea. 

      “I hadn’t forgotten about the trial,” Lunelle corrected her. “But perhaps I’d forgotten about the champion aspect.” 

      Forgotten was generous—she’d damn near forced it out of her mind as the day drew nearer. It wasn’t that she was opposed to the ritual itself. The coronation trial held a beautiful significance for both her family and her court, but she’d never quite understood why she couldn’t go it alone—why champions were forced to participate and compete for her hand. 

      Lunelle blushed a deep strawberry, annoyed by the image of a man beside her at the end of the trial as if he would bear the same weight in any form. 

      Lura hummed quietly beside her as the rest of her maidens cleared out, pulling trunks and garment bags behind them. 

      “Much can change beneath the Summer Sun, Princess,” Lura murmured.

      Lunelle turned toward the window, watching the Venusians trickle toward the Lunarian Gate. They fell gently into the Rift’s myriad of colors whirring beyond the crystalline arch, letting it take their lithe frames up and into the ether—no hesitation, no fears. 

      None of that godsdamned uncertainty that whispered into her ear, even now.

      What do you actually want?
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      Lunelle watched her sister dart back into the palace, her shoulders tense as she eyed the Rift humming beyond the gardens. 

      The Mercurians did not hesitate to slip into the current of colors, falling back into the mystic river from the edge of the Lunar Gate’s platform with a frivolity she envied. 

      “It is simple,” her mother assured her. “Not nearly as daunting as it appears.”

      Lunelle bit her lip, watching the Lunar Sentry and maidens begin their entrances into the Rift. 

      “You’ll fall in, but it cradles you in a way, it doesn’t feel like a free fall. You’ll locate the Plutonian thread—it’s a deep sapphire—and grab hold. It will pull you to the Plutonian Gate, and that’s that.”

      “That’s that!” Lunelle chirped, blushing as her mother glared.

      “This is the least of your challenges, darling.”

      She sighed, stepping forward onto the moonstone platform, the amethyst gate arching overhead. “And we’ll only be there for a week or two?”

      “One can hope,” Oestera muttered. “But diplomacy takes time.”

      “Of course,” she huffed.

      “At your leisure, my dear,” Oestera said, holding her hand before her.

      Lunelle edged toward the end of the platform, the Rift’s sweeping colors brushing against the toe of her slippers. She held her breath, twisted, and let herself go, soaring across The System with her eyes closed.  

      “Grab the thread, Lunelle!” Her mother’s voice echoed against the strands of light. She forced her eyes open, two threads over her head in sparkling shades of blue.

      “Which blue?” she yelled, but no one answered.

      Her eyes darted from the lighter to the darker. Something within her called out to the latter, begging her to touch the dark-as-night sapphire glimmer. 

      She reached out and wrapped her silver fingers around the thread, and she was gone.
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      Two dozen sapphire roses watched Lunelle from the center of a dazzling floral arrangement as she stepped into what would be the Lunarians’ shared study for the foreseeable future. 

      As far as she could tell, just about everything in the Plutonian palace was some shade of blue—from the oceanic tile of the floor to the deep navy sofas, to the delicate cerulean hue the Plutonians themselves seemed to carry within their complexions. 

      She did not think the color suited her.

      “I meant what I said earlier,” her mother hummed, pulling the fingertips of her gloves off as their maidens flooded the room and began unpacking trunks. “The Sun is not to be underestimated. You’ll want to stay indoors as much as possible, dear. If you do go out, make sure you’re covered.”

      Oestera sat softly on the plush sofa in the middle of their shared study—a silver star amidst a navy velvet sky—her cheeks still flushed from their jarring trip through the Rift. Lunelle knew she hadn’t taken it in years, but some memories never left one’s musculature. She had marveled at her mother’s gracious fall into the mystical portal she’d only ever heard whispers of, having been forbidden from ever leaving the bounds of the Lunar Court. 

      Oestera had simply given herself over to the flow of the strange threads, reaching for a deep navy as the colors of each of the courts poured into a ceaseless mirage. 

      Oestera had landed just as gracefully on the dull gray stone of the last of the Living Courts, Pluto. The Plutonian Gate was much darker and less crystalline than the sparkling amethyst of the Lunarian Gate Lunelle had spent thirty-some years staring at through her window, but there was something embedded in the stones that buzzed against her feet.

      Something lurking in the shadows of the halls. 

      “Princess,” Lura said. She slipped an envelope into Lunelle’s slender fingers. Under the Moon of the Lunar Court, her silvery complexion sparkled from the celestial energy. Here, she feared she was taking on the morose blues of the palace walls. “It’s an invitation to a welcome tea, hosted by the Plutonian princess, Yallara. It seems the younger monarchs will be there.”

      Oestera looked to Lunelle. The decision was hers. 

      “I could go for tea,” she murmured, her eyes slipping toward the window at the far edge of the room. A sunbeam sliced through the silken curtains and traced a bright line across the dark furniture. “I suppose the sooner I get to know our hosts, the better.”

      “Tea it is,” Oestera nodded. “It would be good to get some face time with the princess. Perhaps the prince will attend.”

      Lunelle’s spine tingled. She’d spent the last two days in meeting after meeting about the prince and his court. Arcas was unmarried, and therefore unable to take the Plutonian throne according to their laws, which would have been fine if his father hadn’t passed unexpectedly a few months prior. The instability, combined with Pluto’s modest offerings when it came to resources, made them a burden on the Outer Courts as they prepared for war under the Solar king Solan’s regime. 

      He’d hardly gotten his feet under him before Solan removed Pluto from the alliance. Arcas was young, alone, and frightened—a lethal combination in men as far as Lunelle understood. 

      “Perhaps,” she replied flatly, her nerves flaring in rivers along her skin. She reached out to touch a rose petal, marveling at the spread of the bloom under the Sun’s touch. At home, the moonblossoms and roses ruffled quietly in the Spring and Summer. Now, she realized, they were mere buds compared to the expansive swirls in the vase, each bigger than her palm. 

      What else does not reach its full potential, hidden in the dark of night? she thought to herself as Lura preened over her hair, weaving it into an intricate braid. 

      “Go along,” Oestera chirped from the sofa, her eyes already set on her notes from her ambassadors. “And don’t be shy, darling, you’re just months away from ruling one of the strongest courts in the entire system. Don’t let them forget it.”

      Lunelle sighed, pulling her braid to one side and picking at the silk cord holding it together as she wandered into the hall. 

      If you were here, you’d have whipped this entire court into shape already, she sent out into the ether. She had no idea if her sister was capable of hearing her over the distance, but it brought her comfort to reach out all the same. 
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      The Plutonian palace was entirely unlike the glittering halls Lunelle grew up in. 

      Everything in Lunaria was fractured into crystalline angles and opalescent haze. The Moon’s light bounced off odd angles and shiny surfaces, bathing everyone in a mystic glow.

      Pluto was all smooth, round stones and sapphire velvet. 

      She followed Lura and one of Pluto’s courtiers, a slim boy easily half her age, through endless twisting paths until she felt a shift in the air—a warmth she did not recognize. 

      “Oh,” she breathed as the courtier drew back flowing white curtains, revealing a Sun-soaked garden rich in the same blue roses she’d marveled at moments ago. Dozens of dignitaries milled about, lounging on wicker furniture and overstuffed cushions on the fluffy grass.

      They sipped tea and snacked, relaxed in ways they’d not seemed capable of in the Lunar Court. She lingered at the edge of the garden, unsure how to best insert herself into the small groupings lounging across the lawn. Her eyes fell to a harpist in the corner, her fingers the same shade of the sky above, weaving between cords to sing a soothing melody. 

      “Princess.”

      She’d only heard the Mercurian king’s deep voice from a distance, and often only in low whispers to her sister over dinner. 

      They’d crossed paths a few times in Lunaria, but never at her own wishes. She’d avoided him, she was sure Astra had noticed. Mirquios seemed fine enough, but he was still the thing that was going to take her sister away from her far too soon. 

      At that moment, however, he was a friendly face—and she needed that more than she needed to hold a childish grudge.

      “Your Highness,” she smiled, stepping closer to him as he plucked a tea cake off a passing tray. She turned to face him, his tall frame hovering over her, wrapped in Mercurian greens that lit up his deep complexion. 

      She had been surprised when her sister’s amber gaze lingered on the king’s broad chest and bright jade eyes at the Solstice ball—not because he wasn’t handsome by all definitions of the word, but because Astra had rarely, if ever, given her attention to a man. 

      But, close up, unable to escape from the gracious lines of his regal posture and his easy warmth, Lunelle understood the appeal.

      “How were your travels?” he asked through a bite of the cake. 

      “Quite the trip,” she replied, stretching her shoulders as she spoke. “I’d never taken the Rift before.”

      Mirquios laughed. “That’s right! You and your poor sister, shackled to the palace like that.” 

      She shook her head as a servant offered her something blue on a plate. “I don’t know what I expected of Pluto, but I suppose something less… ornate.” She gestured to the surrounding garden, dripping in rich colors and opulent fabrics. 

      “Oh, Arcas certainly has more than he can handle here,” Mirquios mumbled. “It’s a bit much for those of us who are on the more conservative end with our finances, I suppose.” 

      She arched a silver brow, curious if he would say more. 

      “Not that Lunaria isn’t more than accommodating,” he amended. “I admire that you and your mother aren’t so ostentatious. Feels ill-advised given the state of things.”

      “Of course,” she said, reaching for a cup of tea from a passing tray, just barely missing the curved handle. The servant turned too quickly, darting away as someone called to them. 

      Lunelle sighed. 

      Mirquios sprang forward, cutting across the garden with his long legs, and stopped the servant, snagging a steaming cup and saucer from the tray before turning back to her. 

      Lunelle’s cheeks flushed as she reached for it, uttering her thanks. 

      “Your sister said she’d never forgive me if I didn’t look out for you.”

      “That sounds like Astra,” Lunelle laughed quietly, sipping the strange violet tea. Her head swirled with the porcelain’s contents, but she didn’t dislike it. “I’m not as helpless as she implies, I assure you. I’m just not one to make a scene.”

      Mirquios rocked forward on his heels. “There is nothing helpless about any of you Lunarian women. Of that, I am certain. There’s strength in silence, too, you know.”

      Lunelle’s silver gaze flickered over him before it fixed back on the laughing courtiers on the lawn. “Do you think it’s a mistake? Trusting this prince?”

      Mirquios considered her question for a moment before answering, the implications hovering in the air between them.

      “Princess Lunelle!”

      They both turned their heads to address the sweet soprano that rang out behind them. A petite young woman bounded across the gardens, a sheer black gown floating in waves behind her. She looked less like a princess and more akin to a goddess of death, a perfect little creature with a sharp gaze surrounded by shadows. Her pale skin glowed with a cerulean sheen that must have made her the Plutonian princess. 

      “Princess Yallara,” Lunelle returned. “So kind of you to host us.”

      She bounced on her heels as she grinned. “My brother doesn’t have a shred of fun in his bones, so I figured someone had to break the ice.”

      Yallara sidled up to Lunelle as if they were lifelong friends and not strangers a second ago. Up close, Yallara was not a goddess of death, but a harbinger of mischief. The desire to spark chaos sparkled in the sapphire blues of her eyes.

      She liked this princess, Lunelle decided. There was something so reminiscent of Astra about the defiance in her chin, the bubbling current of unpredictability in her veins that Lunelle admired.  

      “And you must be King Mirquios,” Yallara said. “I’m delighted to see you here as well!”

      Mirquios nodded, his aventurine eyes briefly skimming over her face as he watched his courtiers rumble with laughter across the garden. 

      “I must know what’s in this tea,” Lunelle mumbled, her head fogging over as she spoke. 

      “Oh!” Yallara leaned over her teacup, her eyes dropping to the violet pool swirling in Lunelle’s hands. “That’s one of the stronger cups. Brave woman,” Yallara winked as she watched the tea slosh against the sides of Lunelle’s cup. 

      Lunelle’s face heated. “Stronger… than… a chamomile?”

      Yallara’s lips quirked at the corners. “Well, Princess, it’s less of a tea, more of an…. experience,” she explained.  

      Mirquios and Lunelle exchanged a skeptical glance. 

      Her sloped shoulders shrugged as if reporting on the weather. “Should only be an hour or two. You didn’t drink all that much. Oh! Kahlia!” Yallara darted across the courtyard, leaving them to stare silently at the teacup. 

      “Well,” Lunelle said, a tingle slipping over her skin. “This should be interesting.”

      Mirquios held back a laugh.

      Lunelle glared. “This isn’t funny, Mirquios!” 

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know!” He clasped his fingers over his lips, eyes wide as she calculated how long she had before she was a weeping puddle. 

      “I’ve been here for an hour and already my mother is going to murder me,” she groaned. 

      “Here,” the king murmured, taking the cup from her. In one swift movement, he threw the entirety of its remains back, wincing as the herbs hit his throat. “If you’re going down, at least you won’t be alone.”

      Lunelle gasped, “Your Highness!”

      “Foul,” he croaked, covering his mouth as he forced the tea to stay down. 

      Lunelle giggled into her hands, her heart warmed by his attempt at allyship. His lips curled into a smile that reflected hers. She wondered if he was feeling as lightheaded as she was yet. 

      He cleared his throat, passing the empty cup off to a servant before gesturing to the courtiers before them. 

      “These diplomacy dinners are always intensely boring, anyway. Perhaps now we’ll have a little fun.”
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      Dinner was, by all accounts, not fun. 

      The tension at the long table clung to whispered small talk and shifting glances as the dignitaries watched the grand arch at the end of the dining room for the Plutonian prince. Or perhaps Lunelle only imagined it as her head drifted into a vast ocean, her vision hazy at the edges. 

      There was just so much to look at in the Plutonian palace. The tapestries lining the walls over the flickering lanterns past Yallara’s shoulder held her attention for at least ten minutes. 

      But they were so lovely. She imagined them as the eyes of the divine mothers waiting for her at the Court Above’s gates upon her Ascent. They swirled with gentle honey-golds, bronze streaks whispering the secrets of the System to her⁠— 

      “Lunelle?” her mother asked quietly beside her.

      Her shoulders jerked as she turned toward the queen. “Sorry.”

      “You’re quite distracted this evening.” Oestera folded her hands in her lap, her eyes darting between Lunelle and the Plutonian princess, stifling a laugh beside her. 

      “There’s just so much… splendor to take in,” Lunelle returned, plucking another plump roll from the center of the table. 

      She’d had at least three, but nothing seemed to quell the ravenous hunger in her stomach. 

      Her mother sighed. “Perhaps we absorb the splendor later. Or at least, with our mouths closed.”

      Lunelle’s jaw snapped shut. She hadn’t realized it was open. 

      “Better,” Oestera muttered. 

      Yallara’s shoulders stiffened as a flurry of movement from the far end of the room stirred the courtiers’ attention. 

      A servant called out, “His Royal Highness, Prince Arcas Hydranos of Pluto.”

      The room rose in a fluid motion, Lunelle’s own frame a beat behind as she shuffled her seat back and tried to straighten her spine against the weight of the tea’s haze bearing down on her.

      Everything felt suffocating. 

      The dress, the lights, the eyes of the Inner Court leaders as they ruffled along the table. She followed them to the prince at the head of the table—a pillar of long, slender lines, crowned by a disappointed sneer. His sapphire eyes and pale blue complexion mirrored his younger sister’s, but he lacked her self-assuredness, her lightness. Arcas stood with his chest out, though Lunelle could tell by the tension in his shoulders it was not the natural posture he’d preferred. He had to work to maintain it.

      He was putting on a show, desperate to reflect the strength and confidence he found in the regents staring back at him. 

      Arcas sat, catalyzing a wave of courtiers falling to their chairs, and she felt her head swirl again as she plopped unceremoniously back into hers. Her eyes flickered toward Mirquios, seated to her left, and she recognized the same panic in his eyes she was trying to suppress. His lips cracked into a wide grin as she turned away, afraid to start giggling lest she never stop. 

      “I am honored to host each of you,” Prince Arcas declared, his voice tight. Nervous, Lunelle realized. She wondered briefly how her sister would see him—what anxious rainbow clutched at his throat and soaked his shirts. “I hope over the coming weeks we can come to an agreement on how Pluto fits into your alliance.”

      Oestera raised a glass, prompting the rest of the dignitaries to follow, though Lunelle noticed a considerable amount of wine slip over the edge of Mirquios’s glass as he over-extended his arm. She stifled another giggle, drawing a disturbed glare from her mother. 

      “Sorry,” she mouthed, setting her glass down but realizing a second too late that Arcas hadn’t given a toast yet. She floated the glass back up as he began speaking again. It was Yallara this time who snorted. 

      “To forging new loyalties,” he said, his eyes glazing over the faces staring back at him.

      “Hear, hear!” Mirquios bellowed, the final note sinking quickly to a whisper as he realized he was the only one to cheer as glasses clinked together. Lunelle missed the Martian colonel’s glass across from her by a hair. Mirquios gasped at her mistake, quickly dropping his gaze and covering his mouth. Lunelle shot him a glare as her mother’s slipper connected with her shin beneath the table. 

      Dinner could not be over soon enough. 

      Arcas pressed forward as he sank into the chair at the head of the table. “I would love to hear more about each of your courts and how we can be strong partners as Solan closes in around the Outer Courts, but tonight, let us celebrate.”

      Chatter rose over the table as wine flowed and dishes began appearing before them. 

      “This is worse than I thought it would be,” Mirquios whispered, leaning close to her. 

      She only nodded, shoveling her first course into her mouth as quickly as she could without raising alarm. She had to soak up that tea before it consumed any sanity left within her. 

      As she ate, she risked a glance at the prince, his lips downturned as the Venusian High Regent spoke in silky ribbons. 

      He was not unattractive, she decided.

      Though somewhere in her mind, she realized her judgment was not exactly sound. The edge of his jaw cut against his hand as he rested it in his palm before Yallara’s tilted head caught his attention. She pulled her shoulders back, sitting up taller against her chair, and Arcas followed, unfolding into a wider, broader posture as he rested his hand against the table.

      Lunelle’s lips curled into a soft smile, the connection between the siblings warming the space within her saved for her own sister. 

      “Arcas,” Oestera hummed over the table as she leaned forward. “The princess missed the palace tour your lovely sister gave this afternoon. Perhaps you could show her the Plutonian orchards in the morning?”

      Arcas turned away from the High Regent and stared at Oestera, and then Lunelle. His eyes widened as they met hers, the deep blues throwing amber glitter as the candlelight reflected in them. 

      Whatever haze dizzying Lunelle cleared quickly, something about the intensity of his stare more sobering than the food. There was a darkness within them, like a midnight sea. 

      It was Yallara who answered as words failed to materialize from his tight lips. 

      “He’d be honored, Your Majesty.”

      Arcas finally tore his gaze away, releasing her back to her plate, as the herbal swirl of the tea took its revenge and sent her pitching forward and squeezing her eyes against the current. 

      Whatever sobriety she’d found in the prince’s gaze vanished. Lunelle inhaled slowly, desperate to regain control of her senses. Her fingertips grazed the velvet of her dress in an attempt to ground herself. 

      “Well. Your mother certainly wastes no time,” Mirquios whispered, leaning close once more. Her head snapped to the side and a panicked laugh escaped from her chest as his eyes and mouth switched places. 

      Oestera cleared her throat and leaned forward as Yallara patted Lunelle’s knee. 

      “Get a hold of yourselves,” the queen whispered harshly. 

      Lunelle wondered if Mirquios, too, saw three heads springing from her mother’s stately shoulders, or if she was alone in her hallucination as she sank lower into her seat, finding the gilded edge of her plate to be endlessly fascinating. 

      “Oh!” Yallara gasped beside her, ripping Lunelle from her debate over whether the gold was closest to that of a perfectly sweet honey or of her sister’s fiery irises. 

      “What is it?” Arcas asked, leaning forward in response to his sister’s distress. Yallara shook her head, mumbling her dismissal and insisting it was nothing as she signaled to the servant behind her. She grasped for her plate, handing it to the servant quickly, but Arcas held up a hand, curling his fingers in a command to bring it to him.

      The servant moved slowly toward the end of the table, Yallara’s cerulean complexion deepening into a brilliant fuchsia. The plate landed before the prince with a deafening thud.

      Arcas’s face matched his sister’s as he took in whatever it was.

      “Who did it?” he asked, his words fraught with an ill-disguised terror. His eyes scanned the faces of the servants.

      “You,” he said, pointing a dagger-sharp finger toward the far edge of the room.

      Lunelle followed the accusing gesture, landing on a young man in almost the right shade of uniform, but not quite. The buttons fastening his vest were silver, not bronze. 

      His face drained of color as the prince rose from his seat. 

      Everyone moved in motions that were too quick for her impaired vision to track. The Venusians were gone before she could blink—the sound of metal on metal sent a chill down her spine as she felt the chair behind her ripped away.

      Lunelle stumbled forward, a hand gripping her arm tightly and shoving her forward as Yallara screeched her brother’s name. Her body raced toward the exit of the room, her silk skirts catching under Mirquios’s shoes as he pushed her along. Lunelle reached for the Plutonian princess, her face pale and lips hanging open in horror as she watched whatever was unfolding behind them. Lunelle wrapped a hand around her delicate arm, yanking her into her side. 

      Mirquios pulled the women forward, but even in the chaos, even as her mind swam beneath wave after wave of crushing confusion, she could not avoid the plate resting at Arcas’s now-empty place.

      Instead of the lavish dessert she’d been served, Yallara’s plate boasted a scarlet mass of tangled vein and muscle, resting in a pool of burgundy blood against the porcelain plate. A small dagger pierced the heart, but she could not make out any detail as Mirquios rushed them away.

      Bodies collided as they spilled into the hall, courtiers rushing away as Plutonian guards cut through them and raced toward calamity in the dining room.

      “My mother,” Lunelle rasped as she stopped to turn, but Oestera was already beside them, waving them forward. 

      “Get back to our chambers, do not stop,” Oestera barked, searching the hall for someone. Her eyes landed on the Venusian High Regent’s as they ushered their courtiers toward their wing. “Kahlia!” Oestera called, cutting through the crowd. Lunelle lurched forward to follow, but Mirquios held her back. 

      “We should get you to safety! Both of you,” he yelled over the clamor, his grip tightening on Lunelle’s arm. 

      “Yallara!” Arcas darted from the dining room, his onyx hair falling over his eyes as he pushed past the crowd, weaving between Martian and Earthen dignitaries. “Yallara,” he called again. As he drew nearer, Lunelle could see the wet sheen on his black tunic. 

      She knew if she reached out to touch him, her fingers would come away with red stains. 

      “Brother,” Yallara whispered, pulling away from Lunelle’s grasp. 

      Arcas held his hands up as she went to embrace him, running his hands through his hair to smooth the black curls that clung to his forehead. 

      “You do not want to touch me, I assure you,” he warned, glancing frantically around the hall as courtiers shoved and pushed them into the walls. 

      “You need to get control of them!” Mirquios yelled over Lunelle’s head. “They’re panicking!” 

      Arcas spun, eyes wide as he took in the crush swelling around them. An Earthen councilor slammed into Lunelle’s back, pulling at her shoulders as he struggled to right himself. Mirquios shoved the man back, getting between them as best he could, but the crowd was too dense, too uncertain of where to go. 

      “Arcas!” Mirquios yelled once again. “This is your court! Manage it!”

      Yallara glanced between the men, mouthing something inaudible to her brother as he paled. Mirquios pushed Lunelle toward the wall, her back aching as it crashed against the smooth marble. He pulled Yallara away from the prince, handing her off to Lunelle, who held her tightly as the Earthen Court spiraled into itself. 

      “Is there still a threat?” Mirquios said, gripping Arcas’s shoulders and shaking him when he did not respond. 

      The prince shook his head.

      Someone’s body fell at Lunelle’s feet, bouncing off the tile as the crowd stepped over him.

      “Help me get him up!” she hissed to Yallara, stooping as another wave of courtiers poured from the dining room. Yallara gripped the man’s hand as Lunelle pushed the crowd back, helping him to his feet as Mirquios’s voice boomed above them.

      Their eyes snapped forward, finding the Mercurian king perched atop a bust of some ancient Plutonian king, his eyes wild as he screamed over their heads again. 

      “Do not move another inch!”

      Mirquiod cupped his hand over his mouth to amplify his thunderous words. 

      “People of the Inner Courts! Silence!” 

      Heads turned, the clamor still rising over his pleas as the edges of the crowd pressed inward. 

      “Silence!” Mirquios roared, the sound striking something deep within Lunelle’s chest and earning the eyes and ears of most of the hall. “This evening’s threat has been dealt with, but please be aware of your surroundings as you head back to your chambers for the evening. We will debrief with the monarchs in the western wing library. Go! Calmly,” he added, dropping from the statue into the crowd as it slowly shifted away from the dining room doors. 

      “You should go to bed,” Arcas said to Yallara, who was still clinging to Lunelle’s arm. 

      “I will do no such thing,” Yallara cried, pushing away from Lunelle.

      “I was not asking,” Arcas hissed. “You’ve already been threatened once tonight. Isn’t that enough?”

      “All the more reason I need to go with you⁠—”

      “Enough!” Arcas said, cutting his hand through the space between them. “I will come find you when we’re done.” Yallara held her brother’s gaze, her shoulders set in defiance as his eyes softened. “It is not personal, Yallara, you are in danger,” he said as he waved a guard forward from the doorway. “See that the princess gets back to her room safely.” 

      Yallara relented, following the crowd as they dissipated. 

      Arcas looked to Mirquios for a moment, the hesitation clear on his face. 

      “Go change into something less bloodsoaked,” the king muttered. “We’ll meet you in the library.”
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      The library was quiet as they trickled in.

      The walls were draped in ancient maps, peeling at the corners, framed by portraits of eyes that followed Lunelle as she shifted against the black velvet sofa. 

      Lunelle had not let go of Yallara’s hand, though not for lack of trying. The young princess had resisted both times she tried to untangle their fingers. She needed something to hold onto, and Lunelle did not mind being her anchor. Nor did she mind having one in return. 

      “You cannot be sure of their association,” Omnir, the Martian prince, said as he folded his bronze arms against his chest. He leaned his head back against a densely packed shelf, glaring at the Plutonian prince as he paced between the tufted seats and rows of bookshelves. 

      “A dagger through the heart might as well be a dagger through a crown,” Arcas hissed, pausing in his path just long enough to throw a look at his sister. Yallara stiffened against Lunelle’s hand as their eyes passed one another. “The symbology was clear.”

      Lunelle looked to her mother, her concerned face set in the corner of the room. She’d disappeared with Kahlia, the Venusian High Regent, in the chaos, only to reappear in the library with a marked coolness to her gait.

      Oestera was nothing if not calm under pressure. 

      Mirquios spoke next. “I’m less concerned about their loyalty and more concerned about their singularity. A lone rebel making a statement is one thing, but if your halls are littered with Outer Courtiers attempting to take advantage of our gathering⁠—”

      “He was not a rebel,” Yallara said, rising suddenly from her perch beside Lunelle.

      Every head whipped toward the princess, her pale complexion flushing under the weight of so much attention.

      “And how could you possibly know that?” Arcas asked, his pacing rounding the sofa as he loomed over her.

      Yallara stepped toward him, rubbing her forefinger to her thumb as her eyes unfocused, as if searching her memory. “His coat was not Plutonian. The buttons. They were Uranian steel, I’d bet my life on it.”

      Arcas dismissed her. “We cannot be certain of anything, Yallara. The rebels have just as much reason to target a summit of monarchs as the Outer Courtiers⁠—”

      “Once again,” Mirquios cut in. “It does not matter as of right now. What matters is being certain there isn’t anyone else lingering in the palace⁠—”

      “Lunar and Venusian guards are sweeping the halls now,” Oestera said. “If anyone is here that shouldn’t be, they’ll be dealt with swiftly.” 

      Arcas spun on his heel, shame dripping from his tongue in the form of a tense growl. “The Plutonian guard is more than capable of securing our palace!”

      “If that were true, we would not have been treated to such a violent scene at dinner,” Kahlia said evenly, with a masterful control over their intonation. 

      “I’m beginning to see why Solan left Pluto to their own devices,” Lilah, the Earthen Court’s leader, muttered beneath her breath beside Omnir. 

      “Now, now,” Oestera said, waving her hand between them. “Most of you in this room aren’t even old enough to remember the devastation of war, let alone be certain what to do when it crosses your threshold. We will return to our courtiers and ensure their safety. We’ll get whatever rest we can. Tomorrow, we will begin negotiations with our young prince here, and we will decide how to move forward together.” 

      “Oestera is right,” Kahlia said, looking pointedly at the sullen Plutonian prince. “Our people must come first, and I think you have your work cut out for you on that front, Arcas.” They brushed behind the prince, resting a hand briefly on his shoulder before disappearing into the hall. 

      “Brother,” Yallara said, her voice still laden with a defiance Lunelle admired. “That man is not a rebel⁠—”

      “Was,” Arcas spat. “Whoever he belonged to, it does not matter. He is no more.” He cut a path behind the Martian and Earthen leaders, leaving his sister to watch his frame sulk away into the night. Yallara’s midnight skirts swished against Lunelle’s shins as she followed, her chin tucked to her chest in defeat. 

      “You did well, Mirquios,” Oestera said as she stepped between them. She squeezed the king’s arm, a gesture so soft and familiar that Lunelle questioned if she saw it right. “The prince could learn a thing or two from you.”

      Mirquios fell into step beside Oestera, Lunelle a pace behind as they wound their way back through the alarmingly silent halls. She felt a heat prickle at the back of her neck as they rounded a corner, afraid of what might be lurking in the shadows. 

      “He has the potential to be a good leader, do you not think?”

      The king huffed a sigh as they came to a stop before the long hall that the Lunarians had taken over. 

      “I was a boy on a throne once, too,” he finally responded. “Scared shitless, no one to guide me.”

      “What changed you?” Lunelle asked. 

      Mirquios leaned against the wall, twin sets of silver eyes falling over him as he thought. 

      “War,” he shrugged. “You mature quickly when enough bodies pile up at the feet of your failings.”

      Oestera nodded beside him. “He has potential. He needs us.”

      “But do we need him?” Mirquios asked, his brow raised. 

      Oestera’s eyes bounced from his face to Lunelle, who was eager to hear her mother’s assessment. 

      “Remains to be seen,” the queen hummed. She wrapped her fingers around the bronze handle of her bedroom door and stretched her neck as she disappeared through the frame. 

      Lunelle stepped toward the next door down, her hand stopping to rest on the handle as the king slid along the wall with her. 

      “Good evening,” she said, the words coming out as more of a question than a declaration. 

      “Your sister would have my head if I didn’t ensure you made it into your room safely after all the commotion this evening.”

      “Ah,” she sighed. “Of course.” She nudged the door with her shoulder, slipping into the low-lit room, happy to see Lura waiting for her on a plush settee at the end of the bed. 

      “Goodnight, Lunelle,” Mirquios said from the hall.

      “Goodnight,” she mumbled, already feeling a wave of nausea overtake her without the eyes of every ruler across the Inner Courts suppressing it. Lura wrapped an arm around her shoulder, squeezing her gently before untangling her hair from its braid, humming a song she used to sing when they were much younger girls.

      It did little to soothe the well of panic opening within her chest.
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      Lunelle hardly rested that night. 

      Between the anxiety keeping her ear tuned to the hall, and the humbling after-effects of Yallara’s tea, there was no amount of sleep that could have made climbing out of bed the next morning pleasant. 

      But duty waited for no hangover, and she was up and being laced into one of her more attractive Summer gowns before the room even came into focus. 

      The palace halls were still oddly stilted with an icy silence—no one knew what to say in the wake of such a shocking occurrence. She’d half expected the courtiers to stick to their assigned wings for the day, but the Sun had drawn them out of the halls and into the gardens and groves.

      To Lunelle’s dismay, her mother had not forgotten about Arcas’s promise to give her a tour of the grove. They were both restless as they searched for small talk along the twisted trees. 

      Dense greenery punctuated by crimson bulbs loomed over them, the tangled mass of fruit blocking out the Summer Sun. Lunelle pulled nervously at the edge of her sleeve as soft cream linen dragged across the rippling grass. 

      “They do not produce fruit for the first century,” Arcas murmured, turning his chin up to the nearest branch. He reached his spindly cerulean knuckles out and brushed the soft underside of an unfurling leaf with a tenderness that surprised her. Everything about him was sharp. He’d been frantic last night, furious. 

      But this morning he was too tired to maintain his rage. 

      “It takes them eons to warm up, but once they do…” he trailed off. His fingers wrapped around a plump red fruit, snapping it from the branch. “They’ll produce fruit for another six, seven hundred years. Maybe more if they’re from a particularly strong lineage.” 

      Lunelle lagged behind him as he moved from tree to tree, his hands whispering amongst the leaves as they moved along. Her mother’s stare burned against her back, watching them weave through the grove from a lavish tent on the palace lawn. She’d stayed close all morning, uneasy after last night’s attack. When Arcas greeted them over breakfast in the tent, Lunelle expected her mother would join them. 

      She glanced over her shoulder, covered by the light fabric of her dress in an effort to prevent burns to her pale skin, watching the Inner Courtiers stretch out in the Sun, basking in its sacred light. They held no reservations as they let the warm rays spill across the bridges of their noses, freckling them with shimmering spots. 

      A golden beam slipped through the trees, toasting a perfect circle against her palm. She twisted her hand one way and the next, watching the sunlight chase her blood across icy skin. 

      She thought it would hurt—the Sun. But it was not pain that she felt. It was something much more frightening that took hold across her chest. 

      Desire. 

      Desire was not something Lunelle had much experience feeding, but plenty of practice ignoring. She’d certainly encountered its hungry mouth in her younger years when crowns were merely an accessory, the very notion of thrones reserved for her mother alone. 

      Lunelle had let it wash over her in midnight meetings in palace gardens against the unsteady hands of councilwomen’s sons. She’d felt it climb her spine as thick-lashed eyes flashed toward hers across ballrooms, courtiers spinning out in moonshine clouds. She’d given herself over to it a time or two when she was simply unable to distract herself. But mostly, she’d shoved it deep down under rocky shores where she didn’t have to stare it full in the face. 

      As was her duty.

      She was the heir to a crown of stars, as ancient as the spray of glittering bodies that inspired it, and she had too much resting on her shoulders to risk distraction. 

      In the Plutonian Court, though, she found the thought of stepping into the gilded light more than pleasant. It was downright tempting.
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