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It had been a long day for Liadan. As Ava’s queen consort, she was expected to attend every exhausting garden party and feast, and though such events bored her, she endured them for Ava and for her children. Dairine was now happily married to Sinead, and they were expecting their first daughter, while Riona had flown to Caradin Castle on Wulfa with Inara, her elven bride. 

Pretending to approve of Inara – as Ava had begged her to – was probably the most exhausting thing Liadan had done that evening, but Liadan had soon realized that bickering with Riona and trying to part her from her lover would only make her as terrible as King Eyvor, who had tried to part Liadan from Ava all for the sake of politics. Ava had announced that she did not wish to become her father – whose memory she now wholly despised for his having tried to kill an unborn Riona—and Liadan soon realized she did not want to become her parents either.

Liadan’s mother had separated her from her sisters for fear of political intrigue and strife, causing the rift that had formed between Liadan and Ceana . . . and the eventual deaths of Rowan and Saoirse. For this reason, Liadan did not want Riona to feel banished from Caradin. Instead, she wanted Riona to visit often, to stay in touch with her sister and her family. And now that Liadan had cooled her temper somewhat, Riona was seen flying across the skies of Illa on her dragon more and more. The Dragon Queen, the people called her. Liadan had never been so proud. 

That evening, Liadan had slipped away early from the festivities. Everyone else was downstairs, feasting and drinking and dancing the night away. Ava would be too busy fussing over a pregnant Dairine and Inara – who was also pregnant – to notice for a good, long while that Liadan had slipped away. Liadan would be back in time before anyone had noticed. Right now, her heart was heavy with thoughts of Rowan and Saoirse, who should have been there, who had paid the price for her foolish trust in a sister who resented her.

Liadan was wearing a beautiful green tunic with gold embroidery for the festivities, as well as cape made of bear fur and a gold crown. It was traditionally the crown of a king in Illa, but since there would never be a king again, Liadan had claimed it, which Ava said seemed fitting. 

Two guards were posted outside the bedchamber Liadan shared with Ava. They straightened up as Liadan approached, both muttering reverently, “Your majesty . . .” as they pulled the doors open.

Liadan wearily entered the room and paused on the threshold. It was the same room she had first met Ava in, a moment which seemed to have happened eons ago. She remembered standing at the window and wondering if Ava was going to be a royal pain in the ass, a spoiled brat, whose tantrums she would have to endure with gritted teeth. She had encountered many highborn women who behaved in such a manner, after all. She remembered wondering if Ava was truly as beautiful as the stories said, if perhaps she shouldn’t have fled to Hastow with Ethne, and then Ava had entered the room, pink-cheeked and beautiful, pretending to be haughty and regal when it was so obvious that she was soft and sweet and innocent. Liadan had wanted her immediately, and it had taken all her strength to forestall ripping off Ava’s clothes as long as she had.

The fire was low on the hearth, but the room was still pleasantly warm. Liadan went to the fire and aimed her hand at it anyway, sending a golden ball of light that floomed on the logs, sending the flames up brighter, filling the room with more heat. With a satisfied sigh, Liadan sat in a chair beside the hearth and closed her eyes, spreading her knees and stretching her boots toward the fire. 

“Queen Liadan,” said a merry voice. “Who would have thought?”

Liadan quickly opened her eyes and looked around: Rowan was sitting in the armchair beside her, large and imposing as ever. She looked much as she had before: the same black armor with the golden trim, the same smirking smile and laughing eyes. Her dark hair fell long and glossy behind her shoulders, and wisps of it fell in her hazel eyes. She was smoking a pipe – the smoke of which had no scent – and her hammer with the lion’s head was leaning against her chair. It gleamed, its surface watery as it reflected the firelight.

“Rowan?” Liadan whispered hoarsely and stared.

Rowan smiled, her hazel eyes crinkling up with mirth. “Aye,” she said. “It’s me, Liadan. Don’t shite in your trousers.” She puffed on the pipe in her characteristic way, and Liadan couldn’t help but laugh.

“But . . .” Liadan paused uncertainly. “How? How can . . .?”

“I be here?” Rowan finished. She snorted. “Liadan! You’ve seen ghosts before! Saoirse sent her horse to show you we were at peace, but you’re a muttonhead and didn’t get it, so I came myself to make you stop moping and get on with your life.”

Liadan smiled fondly at Rowan, and it hit her for the first time how much she had missed being teased by the big woman, who had always been like a sister to her. Looking at Rowan now, it made perfect sense that she was half-Wildoras and not the half-giant everyone had always supposed. For one thing, most half-giants had steeped brows and terrible, bulbous noses, but Rowan’s face was as beautiful as her mother’s and sister’s faces.

“So . . . you’re at peace then?” Liadan asked unhappily.

“Yes,” said Rowan, eyes twinkling with amusement as she gazed at Liadan. Liadan knew she was likely thinking that Liadan’s brooding distress was typical.

“Heaven isn’t so bad,” Rowan went on
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