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            Before

         
         Galwell the Great was almost sad they would be saving the realm tomorrow.

         
         Not, of course, because he was reluctant to defeat the dark powers wishing to rule over Mythria. He stood on the bluffs overlooking
            Queendom, the realm’s capital, where they would lay their siege in just one more day. The sight of Mythria, the land he loved,
            corrupted with evil wounded his heart. Gone were her green hills, where one could nearly feel the magic flourishing. Instead,
            foul power had seeped gray into the landscape. Over the mountainous Queendom, dreamlike in peacetime with her white stone
            parapets, dark shadows loomed.
         

         
         While night was falling, the sky surrounding the queen’s castle offered little in the way of sunset. Clouds of perilous magic
            churned, lightning crackling ominously within.
         

         
         No, tomorrow he would become a hero. He would live up to the name bestowed on him as a young boy from whom everyone knew to
            expect greatness.
         

         
         Galwell the Great.

         
         The name never felt burdensome to him—perhaps because he was admittedly quite strong. Magically so. It was his gift, the hand
            magic of strength. Never did he chafe at the expectations of others, either. His noble birth, his prodigious might, and, above
            all, his goodness made him a person people rallied behind and believed in.
         

         
         He didn’t mind that. Galwell the Great did not fear that he would fall short tomorrow. He knew he and his three companions—his sister and his two closest friends—would prevail. Mythria would be saved. Evil would be destroyed. The four of them would be heroes. 

         
         . . . but then what?

         
         Prevailing, Galwell felt, was rather the problem. What was a hero’s purpose after the villains were vanquished? Who would
            Galwell the Great be then?
         

         
         They were the sort of existential questions he’d never contended with before. What waited past the edge of greatness? Marriage
            to his betrothed, the princess, he supposed, although the idea gave him only the pleasure of honoring the promises his parents
            made in his youth. Thessia was a nice enough princess. They would have a fine life. He would be true to her because it was
            the right thing to do, and doing right was all he would have to hold on to when heroism was no longer needed.
         

         
         True was his surname, after all. Not “the Great.” Perhaps the honorific would fade into obsolescence. Perhaps he would remain
            just—Galwell True.
         

         
         The idea frightened him in ways swordfighting, horsemanship, and infiltrating dark fortresses did not. Would it be enough?

         
         It would have to be. Heroism demanded sacrifices.

         
         Wind whipping his long auburn hair, he knelt in the dirt, offering up a silent prayer to the Ghosts, the heroes of Mythria’s
            founding thousands of years ago. Life lasted long past his twenty-seven years. Ghosts, grant him the wisdom—
         

         
         “Galwell, please come inside.”

         
         His sister’s voice interrupted his reverence.

         
         “Beatrice and Clare are bickering over the last of the stoneflour loaf,” she went on. “It’s simply too much veiled flirting
            to tolerate. You must stop them.”
         

         
         He turned and found Elowen True crossing her arms, her characteristic scowl on her face. He privately considered the contrast of her fiery red hair with her closed-off demeanor a little ironic. She did not open up easily, and, seven years her senior, Galwell considered their closeness one of the greatest blessings of his life. 

         
         He grinned. “Have patience with them,” he counseled gently. “You’re not much better to be near when that Vandra comes around.”

         
         While Elowen harrumphed, he knew she was not really annoyed. Putting a hand on her shoulder, he returned with her to the cave
            where their group was camped out.
         

         
         Inside, Beatrice and Clare were indeed sitting far too close for people who purported to hate each other.

         
         Clare Grandhart glanced up, looking half relieved for the distraction, half dismayed. “Galwell, at last!” he greeted the other
            man. “Please say you weren’t just standing on a cliff looking majestic as you contemplated destiny or something else stuffy.”
         

         
         A bandit and mercenary they’d brought on for part of their quest, Clare had not yet left despite claiming to have no heroism
            in him. When asked why he hadn’t merely taken his payment and departed when his job was finished, he had offered only weak
            excuses. Farthings would hold no value if the realm was destroyed, he’d pointed out—his gaze lingering on Beatrice the whole time.
         

         
         Despite Clare’s jesting, Galwell the Great-for-Now made no habit of dishonesty. “I’m always stuffy, Grandhart,” he replied.

         
         Beatrice plucked the final bite of stoneflour loaf from Clare’s hands. He did not protest.

         
         Galwell had known Beatrice since childhood. She possessed powerful magic, like Elowen, and the two had quickly become best
            friends. Naturally, this made Beatrice his friend as well. The daughter of peasants, she held gifts farthings could not purchase—wry
            wit, unflinching rebelliousness, and an insatiable lust for life.
         

         
         “Not tonight you’re not,” she protested. “This could be our last night. We should have fun. Wine, anyone?”

         
         She held up the bottle next to her—the end of their provisions. The quest had gone on longer than anyone anticipated.

         
         While Galwell would not keep his companions from enjoying themselves, he could not let her words stand.

         
         “It won’t be our last night,” he said.

         
         Everyone looked to him.

         
         “We will prevail. I have confidence in every single one of you.” He fixed his gaze on each of them in turn. “Beatrice, my
            oldest friend—smarter, fiercer, and more resilient than any a soul I’ve known. Clare, my newest friend—while I’ve not known
            you long and though you try to hide it, you possess the rarest gems of loyalty and kindness. And Elowen, my other half, whose
            heart is so strong her love is a gift to all on whom she bestows it. There isn’t a force in Mythria that could break the bonds
            that hold us together. It is why the Order will fail.”
         

         
         Everyone was silent for a moment, as they often were after Galwell’s speeches.

         
         Clare spoke up first. “Ghosts, you’re good,” he commented. “A hero already.”

         
         What more? Galwell’s inner voice queried. “We all are,” he said instead. “There will be songs written about each of us four.”
         

         
         With firelight flickering on the cave walls, the weight of their futures settled onto them. They would make history. Perhaps
            when they died one day, they would join the Ghosts of Mythria legend. It was Galwell’s greatest wish.
         

         
         Yet in his friends’ eyes, he saw how the scale of their fate frightened them. They’d found greatness without having the word
            linked to their names their whole lives. It made them greater, in his view.
         

         
         “Songs,” Clare mused. “I do hope mine are dirty.”

         
         As usual, Clare cut heavy moments with humor. It was not a skill Galwell possessed, and he appreciated Grandhart for it.

         
         “I hope mine are folksy. Something sung with only a lute and a single husky female voice,” Elowen said. “That would suit me
            very much.”
         

         
         “Mine should be something you can dance to,” Beatrice declared.

         
         Three pairs of eyes turned to Galwell.

         
         He rarely did not know what to say in front of a crowd. However, his companions’ easy joking banter sometimes eluded him.
            It was not because he was older than them, he knew. In his heart, he recognized he was just different. Responsibility had
            robbed him of frivolity. Heroism demanded sacrifice. Heroism demanded he remained apart. Friendship required the opposite.
         

         
         “What do you want your songs to be, Galwell?” his sister prompted.

         
         “If you don’t answer,” Clare joined in, “I’ll be forced to commission the first song about you to be titled ‘Galwell the Glum.’”

         
         “Oh, or ‘Galwell the Galling,’” Beatrice contributed.

         
         Clare eyed her, impressed. “Good one.”

         
         “Thank you,” Beatrice replied.

         
         Galwell smiled, glad to see them getting along. It encouraged him. “Very well,” he ventured. “My music should be . . . simple.
            Something a child could sing. Happy and hopeful.”
         

         
         Elowen nodded, approving of his selection.

         
         “However, I welcome ‘Galwell the Glum’ and ‘Galwell the Galling’ into the Mythria canon,” he went on, emboldened. “As long
            as ‘Galwell the Gaseous’ is never sung.”
         

         
         The remark left everyone stunned. His friends exchanged glances, until Elowen spoke up. “Did you . . . just make a fart jest?”

         
         Clare burst out laughing. “He did! Mythria’s greatest hero partaking of flatulence-based humor the night before he saves the
            realm!”
         

         
         Beatrice wept from laughter.

         
         Into the night the four shared one another’s company like it was one more ordinary eve on their extraordinary quest. The wine
            was indeed passed around. Several stanzas of “Galwell the Gaseous” were indeed composed. They did have fun.
         

         
         When the fire finally started to die, Galwell felt he knew what waited past tomorrow. Yes, he was a hero, but he was also
            a friend. He knew what he could hold on to, in victory and forevermore—the people in front of him.
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            1
Beatrice

         
         Beatrice was drunk in the bath.

         
         She deserved to unwind, she told herself. The bath she’d run in her . . . cozy new cottage was the only comfort she’d found in her dismal week. Divorcing the lord of her village was not easy. Soaking
            in the scented water provided her a much-needed distraction from the many headaches life was causing her.
         

         
         She’d managed something sort of like unwinding—she was lucky one of her only friends in the village marketplace was the home-goods
            potioner, who offered her generous discounts on her finest concoctions. Roselia petals! Honeyjade oil! Content, she immersed
            herself in lavender foam.
         

         
         Until she realized her favorite robe, enchanted to stay warm, somehow wasn’t in the chest of her things her ex-husband’s footman had delivered last night. Of course it wasn’t. The bastard would “borrow” her enchanted robe every chance he got, though he would never own to it.
         

         
         Well, he may have gotten the manor, but he wasn’t getting the robe.

         
         The conviction pulled Beatrice, wine-tipsy, out of the bath. Was her new quest petty? Possibly. Was her fury frivolous? She,
            who once fought great evil, who fended off hordes of enemies, marching in pursuit of her favorite bathtime garment? Perhaps!
         

         
         It mattered not. These days, Beatrice clung stubbornly on to every flash of feeling she could find. When life left one little to care about, one could care very deeply about very little. 

         
         She’d nearly reached the door, hastily dressed, when she remembered she had no money. Her ex-husband was the nobleman, not
            her. Without his finances, she had no carriage, no servants. Nothing.
         

         
         The surprise stung in the same dull way she was getting used to. Nothing in the life she found herself living resembled the
            one she had expected growing up.
         

         
         When she was twenty years old, Beatrice, with her three closest friends, had saved the realm of Mythria from dark magic summoned
            by the Fraternal Order. She’d followed the famous Galwell the Great into the fray.
         

         
         They were heroes! everyone said.
         

         
         Beatrice could only ever remember how they’d failed. How she’d failed.
         

         
         Fate was punishing her, she suspected. She felt like everything wrong with her life now—her divorce, her current finances—was
            unpredictable penance for what she’d done wrong then, the way one never could know where rain would pool underneath leaking rooftops.
         

         
         The thought made her want to pour more wine into the glass perched on the tub’s stone rim. Why not? Wine not, she half-joked to herself. She could crochet the saying onto one of her new pillows.
         

         
         No, damn it, she scolded herself. If she couldn’t fix her life, she could have her robe.
         

         
         Not wanting to lose her nerve, she swung open her cottage’s front door. With the sun just starting to set over the green hills,
            she walked, carriage-less, across the village, heading for where she once called home.
         

         
         Ignoring the whispers from the spinning women who paused in their garment making outside the marketplace, she continued with her head held high. The brewers behind the brewshop counter hesitated over the foamy concoctions they were producing with hand magic for customers on dates or on their way to nighttime work. Uriel, the old weaponeer, just stared, his eyes like dull crystals watching her while his forge cooled under his distracted ministrations. 

         
         Not much of note happened in Elgin, the hamlet where her ex-husband’s family had lived for generations. It was sort of the
            point, for Beatrice. Mythria was no small realm. The castles of the land’s nobles stood impressively on its valleys and mountains,
            small villages surrounding them like the hamlet where Beatrice grew up. Monstrous and marvelous creatures existed in its shadows
            and outskirts. Magic flourished in every corner. Her quest with Galwell, Elowen, and Clare had carried her far from her humble
            hometown, from the elegant streets of Queendom to the horrific Grimauld Mines.
         

         
         Never to Elgin, though. The country village’s wide roads held no shadows where memories could hide.

         
         In the earliest days of her courtship with Robert, she’d found its ordinariness beautiful. Then, with time, comforting. Then,
            just familiar.
         

         
         Now, it was nothing but the reminder of the gossip her evening robe quest would cause.

         
         Without stumbling despite her drunken state—great job, Beatrice—she managed to reach her destination on the edge of town. The manor.
         

         
         Her manor, once.

         
         The home was half built into the hillside, with the upper floors rising into the sky. In the center grew a grand oak, with the house’s walls constructed and enhanced with hand magic to accommodate the plant’s massive limbs. 

         
         In front of the door, Beatrice hesitated, her disheveled state giving her the slightest pause. She was not proud of how she
            looked. In flattering light, her shoulder-length hair shone like bronze. Now, she imagined it looked more like dead weeds.
            She was sure a drunken pink had swallowed the freckles in her pale, round cheeks.
         

         
         Was there soap in her hair? There definitely was.

         
         Furthermore, from the unevenness of her stride, she suspected she was wearing two different boots.

         
         Let everyone who called her a hero see her now.

         
         But what could Robert do if she looked like shit in front of him? Divorce her a second time? She swung the door open, mind
            made up.
         

         
         Instantly, she stilled.

         
         From inside the house drifted minstrel music, punctuated by raucous laughter. She even recognized the song. It was the popular
            verse of the day, written about the deeds of Clare Grandhart. Creeping across the empty gallery up to one of the interior
            windows, she peered past the courtyard, into the grand hall, where—
         

         
         Robert was having a fucking banquet.

         
         Near the long table piled high with the feast, people were dancing in elaborate costumes. There were masks. Her ex-husband
            was putting on the party of the season . . . to celebrate their divorce.
         

         
         While she was drinking wine in the bath.

         
         Good for him! Good for Beatrice! Everyone should celebrate divorce.

         
         While the separation of her life from Robert’s was exhausting, it honestly did not sadden her. She’d married him because he was meek, which she mistook for kindness—and, yes, she’d married him somewhat for his title. She’d dreamed of marrying into nobility from her humble birth, especially since her closest childhood friend, Elowen True, grew up wealthy. After their quest, marrying rich felt like the one thing Beatrice could take from saving the realm. 

         
         Robert had played his part well in their courtship. He’d portrayed himself to be everything the last man she’d let into her
            heart wasn’t. Polite, patient, even noble.
         

         
         Nothing like Clare.

         
         Within the walls of their home, however, she’d swiftly learned nobility and politesse only extended to court and reputation.
            Under the impartial presence of the old oak, Robert was . . . petty, jealous, and, worse, boring.
         

         
         She wished she’d been the one to leave him. In the end, he’d denied her even this satisfaction.

         
         Like he was denying her her robe.

         
         In order to retrieve the garment, she needed to go upstairs. Unfortunately, the main stairs were right in the middle of the
            festivities. She would not let Robert’s guests see her—the savior of Mythria—with soap in her hair and mismatched boots. Imagine if they thought her
            heartbroken. Over him.

         
         No. Servants’ stairs it was.

         
         She would just have to reach them without being seen. Starting for the hallway, she noticed footmen on the other end of the
            passage.
         

         
         She refused to let her confidence falter. Yes, she was drunk. What of it? Clare had been drunk when they’d snuck into Castle Corpus. She only needed to get upstairs outside
            the watchfulness of the de Noughton manor’s footmen. She was Beatrice of the Four—she’d stolen the Orb of Grimauld from the
            Orb Weavers.
         

         
         Next in her heroic legacy would be this robe!

         
         She sprung for the servants’ stairs. Even wine drunk, in mismatched boots, Beatrice no-longer-de-Noughton was nimble. She mounted the winding stairs swiftly, swung right, followed familiar corridors under limbs of the oak—until, just like she’d planned, she found herself in her old room. 

         
         She was startled by the unpleasant feeling in her gut the moment she stepped inside. How did she not notice it in years of
            living here? Fortunately, the room provided her the perfect distraction.
         

         
         Her pink robe, draped over Robert’s bed.

         
         She snatched up the soft garment. Pulling on the sleeves, she welcomed their sudden warmth. It was perfect. Reveling in the
            enchanted comfort, she strolled out of the room—
         

         
         Only to find footmen spilling from the servants’ stairs. Well, she had not gone unseen, then.

         
         Following the footmen were—worse—guards. She was too drunk for guards. While she could not fight them, however, she could
            flee. Rerouting, she wove through the house’s hallways. Finding the main stairwell wasn’t difficult. Her robe snug on her
            shoulders, Beatrice descended the stairs.
         

         
         From her wine fog, she suddenly remembered why she had avoided the main stairs in the first place. They were crowded with
            guests celebrating the end of Beatrice’s marriage, sipping wine from the manor’s fanciest glasses. Her head ducked, Beatrice
            evaded the guards while keeping herself inconspicuous. Until—
         

         
         Halfway down the steps, she collided with someone. Someone large. Someone male. Someone whose jostled drink flung flecks of
            wine into her soapy hair. Well, she couldn’t look worse.
         

         
         “Shit, sorry—” she started.

         
         “Beatrice.”

         
         The sound of her name—in that voice—stunned her motionless like not even the realm’s darkest magic could.
         

         
         She looked up. For the first time in ten years, her gaze met with the eyes of her closest-guarded fantasies, his irises crystal blue like the waters of the Galibrand Strait, though the storminess in them held more in common with the cruelest winds of Mount Mythria. The years had not drawn on him. He was intolerably handsome. 

         
         “There you are,” Clare Grandhart said.

         
         There you are? Like he was looking for her? Here, at Robert’s banquet? Or here, in front of him, despite the years and the distance they
            carefully maintained, entrenched in rage neither of them would ever forsake? There you are, at last. She didn’t know.
         

         
         Oh, she was struggling. Only resilient instincts, combined with the power of inebriation, kept her coherent in the face of
            the man who’d occupied her dreams and shattered her heart. “Did you expect to find me at the party being held in honor of
            my eviction?” she said witheringly.
         

         
         With her own words, she faltered, realizing. When her eyes went wide with indignation, Clare smiled, politely grim or perhaps
            grimly polite.
         

         
         “Did you journey here to celebrate my divorce?” she shouted.
         

         
         In fact, the notion of handsome eligible men coming to this party eager to cheer her singlehood rather pleased her. What did
            not was the idea of this man. If there was one person in Mythria who had no right to revel in Beatrice’s new relationship status, it was Clare Grandhart.
         

         
         He watched her carefully. When she shouted, she could have sworn she caught something flicker in his expression.

         
         Unfortunately, her exclamation had the one result Beatrice did not wish. The musicians halted with resinous squeaks of their
            strings. Everyone stared. Here was Beatrice of the Four, in her favorite enchanted robe, standing drunk, uninvited, in the
            middle of her ex-husband’s banquet.
         

         
         Whatever emotion crossed Clare’s expression was gone in fleeting moments. While the guests gawked, he only shrugged. “I was invited to a nobleman’s party,” he offered with unconvincing nonchalance. “If I happened to notice the name and the neighborhood on the invitation . . . well . . .” Once more, his warmthless smile. “Your ex-husband’s idea of roasted grawk likely wouldn’t have justified the journey. Commemorating your unhappiness, however . . .”
         

         
         She gaped. Not in surprise, exactly. Nothing Clare was saying contradicted the way she understood them to have left their
            ruined relationship. She’d just never expected to feel his unforgiving disregard in person. Why end their decade of spiteful
            silence now? She could hardly believe the golden-haired, glaring ghost of her past was here.
         

         
         “You and Robert should form a club,” she returned. “Beatrice’s Greatest Mistakes. You could wear sashes.” The words tasted
            deliciously bitter on her tongue. It was unconscionably tempting to keep going, to open up old wounds on the staircase of
            her freshest injury. To see just how much she could hurt.
         

         
         Clare leaned forward, like he, too, was pulled to the pain pulsing between them. To yell, to curse, to clench, to dig his
            fingers in deep, to—
         

         
         He glanced to the side. Conjurists were conjuring their image, preserving the way their heads leaned together forever. It
            would reach Mythria’s gossip pamphlets forthwith, she knew. The scribes would love this. The Four’s contentious couple, reunited
            and . . . fighting.
         

         
         Curious or not, masochistically or otherwise, Beatrice did not want to deal with conjurists. She stepped back, forgetting she was on the stairs.
         

         
         Clare caught her.

         
         The closeness hit her white-hot, hurtling her past and present into one impossible collision. How could his hand, on her for only one steadying instant, feel exactly the way she remembered when everything else was devastatingly different?
         

         
         Then he released her. The moment was over, its hint of chivalry—of fucking compassion—erased. In its place, however, Beatrice
            was darkly delighted to notice him uncomfortable. It felt like points scored in a game she didn’t understand.
         

         
         While she waited, Clare squared his shoulders. His demeanor, she noted, was changing. Inexplicably, he was putting on something
            like formality. It fit him like poorly smithed armor.
         

         
         “You—look well,” he said, standing straighter for their spectators.

         
         Beatrice knew Sir Clare cared for his celebrity more than he cared for anything or anyone. The three of them had been offered
            knighthoods in recognition of their quest. Beatrice wanted no involvement with the guilt-ridden spectacle. Elowen had by then
            practically vanished from the realm. Only Clare showed up—strutting and smiling for every scribesheet.
         

         
         Beatrice, however, cared nothing for the scribesheets. She didn’t then, and she didn’t now. She wouldn’t play nice just so
            he could look gallant. “Do I, Clare?” She gestured to her pink robe, to the calamity of her hair. “Do I look well?”
         

         
         “I didn’t say you were dressed well . . . but you—” He coughed. “You’re lovely as ever.”

         
         The compliment soured her stomach more than too much wine. How dare he try to be nice to her in front of an audience. What an absolute scoundrel.
         

         
         “Same old Clare Grandhart. Enjoy the party,” she said loudly, intending to leave him behind for the second time in her life.

         
         She stepped successfully down the stairs while everyone watched. Beatrice heard murmurs of “Claretrice,” which made her want to shrivel up. She’d on occasion heard the “couple name” Mythria’s popular scribes had coined for her
            and Clare’s unfortunate liaison during their quest, like they were shadow play stars or something. It grated on her, one more
            way her heartbreak had become nothing but the source of others’ entertainment.
         

         
         The herald in the great hall’s entrance was likewise struggling with the surprise of her presence. “Esteemed guests,” he started
            unsurely, speaking to the crowd. “Lady Beatrice of the Four, hero of the realm!”
         

         
         With her confidence starting to ebb, Beatrice reminded herself she’d faced worse. She stopped and managed to curtsy. “Just
            ‘hero of the realm’ is fine,” she said loudly. “No longer a lady.”
         

         
         When she surveyed the room, she caught the eye of Robert, standing motionless near the roast. She recognized the look of quiet
            fury vibrating on his face.
         

         
         In her ex-husband, she’d eventually noticed the hunger she knew to lurk in other meek men. To be looked up to. To have women
            listen to him. When he couldn’t make himself look grand, he settled for making others look small.
         

         
         “No longer much of a hero, either, by the looks of you,” Robert remarked loudly.

         
         Uncomfortable laughter rippled over the room. Despite the arrow her ex-husband had successfully shot into one of her sorest
            spots, she didn’t let her features fall. “Well, sharing your bed for eight years certainly required heroics,” she replied.
         

         
         When new laughter rang out, she watched Robert seethe. His features screwing up, he waved one finger forward, summoning guards.

         
         Beatrice flung up her hands in surrender. “Don’t bother,” she said. “I’m leaving.”

         
         “Beatrice—” she heard Clare say.

         
         “I’m leaving,” she repeated harshly.
         

         
         With whispers following her—damn “Claretrice,” gossip she knew every guest would eagerly share for probably months to come—she pushed her way through the crowd, head
            low.
         

         
         The entry hallway was in sight, the cooling forgiveness of the night within reach—when, damn it, she felt a grip on her elbow. It could only be Clare’s. Frustrated, she whirled.
         

         
         Leaving her caught off guard by the depth in his eyes. They looked . . . earnest. Sincere. Rogues weren’t supposed to look
            sincere. Men who hated you weren’t supposed to look sincere.

         
         “Can we begin again?” he started, his voice rough, like he was inexperienced in the subject matter.

         
         She laughed. “It’s ten years too late for that.”

         
         His jaw tensed. “I mean tonight. Let’s have peace. People change. I’ve changed.”
         

         
         “You’re standing in the middle of my husband’s divorce banquet,” she seethed, “saying you’ve changed? Why would you want peace with me anyway?”
         

         
         The combative smolder in Clare’s eyes—this, she recognized. “Because we’ll have to see each other at the queen’s wedding soon. We should be civil,” he said.
         

         
         Surprise left the half-drunk Beatrice without words.

         
         Clare went on, sounding flustered and half frustrated with himself. “It’s—I—we shouldn’t mar the festivities with our discord,”
            he explained. Mar? Discord? She wondered why he was speaking like the fancy characters in shadow plays. “We must mend our . . . fighting, and go to the
            wedding properly. It’s what . . .” He faltered. “It’s the right thing to do,” he finished.
         

         
         Beatrice narrowed her eyes. She could not understand why Clare Grandhart was offering this play of propriety.

         
         However—drunk or not—she finally knew what to say.
         

         
         “I decline your suggestion of peace,” she informed him, “on the grounds that I’m not going to the queen’s wedding.”

         
         In the weeks since she had received the formal invitation to the wedding of Mythria’s Queen Thessia, she had not once stopped
            feeling horrible for discarding the heavy paper, deciding instantly she would not attend.
         

         
         She wished Queen Thessia nothing but joy on her wedding day. While they hadn’t spoken in years—one more effect of Beatrice’s
            guilt, one more reason for it—she did consider the young queen one of her few real friends. Beatrice found the thirty-two-year-old
            ruler of Mythria uncommonly caring even despite everything she’d lost.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Beatrice couldn’t stand to see her former friends, her former flame. Couldn’t stand to relive everything they
            went through. Worse, the wedding would coincide with the Festival of the Four, the upcoming celebration of ten years since
            the deeds of Beatrice, Galwell, Elowen, and Clare. Beatrice did not need magic to foresee scribes on every corner chasing
            them for interviews, fans screaming their names . . .
         

         
         Just more commemoration of the worst thing that had ever happened to her. No, she would not be joining the festivities. She
            couldn’t.
         

         
         Confusion contorted Clare’s eyes. “You have to go,” he said.

         
         “I don’t, actually,” she informed him sharply. “Good night and have a good life!”

         
         She strode for the door.

         
         He gripped her arm once more, gently firm. Urgent. She shook off the heart-racing memories the contact left her with.

         
         “You don’t want to forgive each other, fine,” Clare said, his voice low, his effete diction gone, the rogue she remembered leaping out in his whipcrack sentence. “But don’t rob Thessia of her happiness. Not after all she’s been through.” 

         
         The hurt of his reference stunned her. She lifted her eyes to his once more, feeling betrayed. It shouldn’t have surprised
            her, in hindsight. Betraying her was something of Clare Grandhart’s specialty. In the look they shared, of secret wounds,
            the hallway full of gossiping guests watching them disappeared.
         

         
         “The Beatrice I knew would’ve come,” he pronounced.

         
         She wrenched her arm from his grip.

         
         “You were half right. I guess some people change,” she said.
         

         
         Then she proceeded out of the house she once called home.

         
         The manor’s front door closed behind her before she let hot tears sting her eyes. She hated how Clare had pushed on regrets
            he knew would hurt, which they did. She hated how true her ex-husband’s words rang. What was she left with? Just fame for something
            she did a decade ago, already drying up.
         

         
         Fame, and guilt.

         
         In the deepest part of her heart, Beatrice felt the prickle of scars from wounds of memory she refused to let close. Ones
            Clare had touched with familiarly effortless fingers.
         

         
         Many in Mythria possessed magic of one of several types. Hand magic was useful in controlling the material world, whether
            in the form of culinary gifts, powers to shape metal, rock, or other materials, or gifts of manipulating the body. Heart magic
            pertained to understanding or controlling matters of emotion or inclination. Head magic related to gifts of memory or perception.
         

         
         While some magical gifts were minor or specific enough that they weren’t much different from simple skill—intuition in the
            kitchen or resonance on the harp, for instance—others could yield considerable, rare power.
         

         
         Beatrice possessed uncommon head magic. With her gift, she could revisit memories of her own, or others, like she was living or reliving them herself. Which she’d become obsessed with doing, immersing herself in just one memory, over and over. Robert de Noughton had grown impatient with her exhaustion, her irritability, her preoccupation. 

         
         She didn’t care.

         
         For while everyone knew Beatrice had helped Galwell the Great defend the realm, no one knew he’d died because of her.

         
         The guilt never let Beatrice go. Galwell was special. He wasn’t just her girlhood crush, her best friend’s brother, or her
            lover’s best friend.
         

         
         He was . . . hope incarnate. In the eyes of many, he was the man on whose example Mythria could become kinder, stronger, nobler.
            He was their hero.
         

         
         He was dead now. Because of Beatrice.

         
         Every night in bed in the room she just revisited, she would return to the battlefield where she would relive the moment when
            he died before her. It was part masochism, part vain hope she might understand what she could’ve done differently. She’d found
            a hundred little things that could have prevented his death, and yet, still, she could not stop submerging herself in the
            memory, searching for respite.
         

         
         Tonight, of course, would be the same.

         
         Don’t rob Thessia of her happiness. Not after all she’s been through.

         
         Beatrice clenched the tears from her eyes. Reminding herself she was no hero made her feel honest. Remembering whom she’d
            failed, however, just hurt.
         

         
         It wasn’t just Elowen, who’d lost her brother, then eventually forsaken the entire fabric of her life. It wasn’t just Mythrians, whose idol was gone. Thessia had been betrothed to Galwell the Great. Oh, how she had loved him. Beatrice remembered the fawning look in the young royal’s eyes, full of feelings Beatrice fondly recognized from her own youth. 

         
         She remembered the princess’s scream when they returned from the final fight with the Order, the gutted sound of someone who’d
            known bad news was coming. It was pretty much the only thing Beatrice remembered from their day of victory.
         

         
         She sighed out loud, hoping it would ease some of the pressure in her chest. No, she was not the hero the people of Mythria
            deserved. Still . . . Clare’s words rang in her head, consuming her completely in the way only he could. If she was not the
            hero the realm deserved, she did not have to be a coward, either.
         

         
         Not when her cowardice would wound Thessia.

         
         In the end, she came to the worst conclusion. She hated it when this happened. Infuriating or not—ridiculous or not, showing
            up here to her ex’s divorce party—posturing or not, Clare Grandhart was right.
         

         
         This wedding was her chance to be part of letting light into Thessia’s life instead of darkness. If she were to hide from
            the celebration, she would close the door on sharing Thessia’s joy, maybe for the last time.
         

         
         She couldn’t. She needed to go to this wedding. Guilt would weigh on her forever, but she could give her kindest efforts to
            one of her only friends in the world.
         

         
         This time, she honestly didn’t know if she’d lived through worse. She just knew she’d live through this. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Elowen

         
         Elowen True lived high above the ground, her dwelling built atop the most precarious branch of the tallest tree in the isolated
            woods she called home. Reaching Elowen required—among other things—traversing a cursed forest, climbing three formidable ladders,
            and pledging loyalty to a prickly brushwalker named Morritt. It was a nearly impossible task, getting to Elowen’s front door.
            Which meant Elowen never had human visitors.
         

         
         Just the way she preferred it.

         
         She did, however, have shadow plays. They were stories performed by the best actors in Mythria, conjurated for viewing five
            times a week via head magic. Elowen had begun watching them as a child. At thirty, they were the sole thing from her youth
            she’d held on to. Her favorite was called Desires of the Night. It followed a family who spent all of their time fighting with one another and romancing their various love interests.
         

         
         Desires was Elowen’s window into the world she’d left behind. She could immerse herself in the viewing experience without fear of accidentally absorbing any of the emotions. Elowen had been born with a heart magic gift of sensing people’s feelings through close proximity and soaking up their emotions through touch. Elowen hated her powers in general. Emotions were so fickle, for one. People could feel one way and act another, and it seemed to be more of a burden than a benefit to know how often their hearts betrayed their heads. With her shadow plays, however, Elowen never had to physically carry the characters’ disappointments or their failures. She could be completely alone while still witnessing the full range of emotions life had to offer. 

         
         And she could interact with other fans using a magical message tapestry without ever having to let them know who she really was.
            She was just an anonymous, impassioned Desires of the Night fan to them, not Elowen of the Four, lauded hero of the realm.
         

         
         As the latest episode of Desires of the Night started to come to an end, the conjuration swelled, dramatic music building for a huge reveal—Elowen’s favorite character,
            the long-dead Domynia, had been resurrected!
         

         
         Elowen shot out of her armchair. “Ghosts alive!” she cheered as tears streamed onto her daygown. “She’s back!”

         
         When the shadow play had first killed off Domynia years ago, Elowen had purchased all of Domynia’s original costumes in order
            to cope with the loss. It had cost Elowen a small fortune—all of the farthings she had ever saved in her life, to be exact.
         

         
         Elowen’s message tapestry pinged constantly, her fellow shadow play fans reacting to the reveal. Right as Elowen set out to
            respond, someone knocked on her front door. Her nearly impossible to reach front door.
         

         
         “Elowen?” a booming voice called out.

         
         When Elowen first moved into the treetops, she’d fashioned several weapons of protection and hidden them around her strange,
            cluttered home. Beneath her armchair was a sword made from a stick. Elowen wrapped her hand around it, tamping down any anxieties
            she had about interacting with someone face-to-face, much less attacking them. It had been ages since Elowen had a combat
            lesson. She used to be a decent fighter.
         

         
         She used to be so many things.

         
         Elowen found that the longer she had to think, the worse her fears became. The intruder needed to be confronted quickly, so Elowen, gripping her wooden sword, took three long strides to her front door and threw it open. 

         
         She did not know whom she expected to find on the other side, but it was certainly not a man with muscles the size of boulders
            and eyes the color of precious dumortierite. He was the kind of person others would call strapping, covered in dirt with bleeding
            nicks and scrapes all over his face. The damage managed to perfectly showcase the many struggles he’d faced to reach Elowen’s
            door. He wore the royal crest on fabric that pulled taut across his bulging pectoral muscles. A guard of Queen Thessia. Seeing
            him, Elowen could sense his feeling of triumph. It was no small feat to reach her door, and he surely assumed the hardest
            part was over. If she could read minds instead of feel hearts, she’d know what brought him to her home in the first place.
            The Festival of the Four, most likely. But no, all Elowen could do was sense how thoroughly pleased he was with himself, and
            that did her no good at all.
         

         
         “Ugh,” Elowen said, all her fear morphing into rather potent frustration. “Please go home.”

         
         “I’m afraid I can’t,” he thundered. His voice had bass notes so rich it actually vibrated the creaky floorboards. “I almost
            lost my life reaching you.”
         

         
         “That sounds like a personal problem.” Elowen moved to close her door.

         
         The guard pressed an impossibly strong hand against it, keeping the entryway open. He peered his gemstone eyes at her, squinting
            them into something like a smolder. Elowen knew the expression well. The men on her shadow plays were always smoldering like
            this at their love interests. She sensed the man wanted to woo her.
         

         
         “You’re my personal problem,” he said.
         

         
         Ah, yes. He even had the disposition of the shadow play performers. That stormy, defiant energy. This man was practically
            designed to make certain people swoon. Not Elowen. No man had ever made her so much as look twice.
         

         
         Women, on the other hand . . .

         
         “I am no one’s problem but my own,” Elowen assured him.

         
         The guard laughed like she meant it to be funny, when in fact she meant it as truth. “Surely you know how difficult it is
            to reach your dwelling,” he said. “Many have tried and failed. I am the first to complete this valiant quest.” He pressed
            his large hand over his heart, expecting Elowen to be as impressed with him as he was with himself.
         

         
         She was not. She was annoyed.

         
         “I come with an invitation for you,” he continued. “You have been cordially invited to the wedding of our royal highness,
            the honorable Queen Thessia of Mythria.”
         

         
         Elowen swallowed back her surprise as hot tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. Once upon a time, Queen Thessia—then a
            princess—had planned to marry Elowen’s older brother, Galwell. Thessia and Galwell were the peak of romantic tragedy. Every
            shadow play attempted to recreate their sad story. Thessia was a kidnapped princess in danger. Galwell was the noble hero
            who rescued her, then died while attempting to save the realm afterward. On paper, it was perfectly heartbreaking.
         

         
         In reality, Galwell had been too virtuous to admit he didn’t love Thessia the same way she loved him. Not that it mattered
            anymore. He’d been gone ten years, and there was no one in all of Mythria who would be interested to learn that the most famous
            tragic love story of all time had actually been a lie. Only Elowen carried the burden of knowing that particular secret.
         

         
         Even without the personal drama attached, Elowen could not believe Thessia would dare invite her to a wedding. Weddings were about love and community and the promise of the future. Three things Elowen had very intentionally removed
            from her life.
         

         
         “I decline,” Elowen told the guard matter-of-factly.

         
         Frowning, the guard looked down at the shiny, sturdy paper in his hand announcing Queen Thessia’s upcoming nuptials. “Queen
            Thessia said securing your attendance was required.”
         

         
         Elowen closed her eyes, giving herself a moment to think. She wanted to see her brother, and the only place he still lived
            was inside her mind. Galwell the Great, once known for having the most impressive, flowing copper hair anyone in Mythria had
            ever seen. Elowen’s hair was equally as long and thick, yet Galwell was the one who received all the praise for it. That was
            the case for most everything when it had come to the two of them.
         

         
         If the roles had been reversed—Galwell living while Elowen perished—and Elowen’s former romantic interest had invited Galwell
            to a wedding, he would have gone. He probably would have hosted the after-party. But it was Elowen who lived and Galwell who
            died. Elowen was not forgiving, even when she should have been. After all, if Thessia hadn’t gotten kidnapped, Galwell wouldn’t
            have felt compelled to go on a valiant quest in the first place. He wouldn’t have believed he needed to save the realm.
         

         
         He would still be alive.

         
         “My no has turned into never,” Elowen said as she slammed her front door shut.
         

         
         “If you don’t attend, the queen will cut off your hero’s salary, effective immediately!” the guard yelled from the other side.

         
         “I bid you good day!” Elowen shouted in return, fighting off the rise of panic that swelled inside her. “Best of luck with the brushwalker! He will want to collect your fingernails on your way out, if he hasn’t taken them already!” 

         
         Elowen pressed her back into her door as her mind raced. In recognition of how they’d saved the realm, the queen had offered
            Elowen, Beatrice, and Clare a monthly payment as a gesture of thanks for all they’d done to protect Mythria. Beatrice had
            rejected it outright. Clare accepted heartily. Elowen took it with no small amount of shame. She didn’t like being beholden
            to the queen, but the money allowed her to live the life of solitude she desired. It was rather expensive to have all her
            essentials delivered to her treetop home via carrier birds.
         

         
         Without that stipend, she had no other viable options. Her parents were well-off, but they refused to support her isolation.
            She’d have to live with them again to gain access to their money, which would be fine if they weren’t so social. They threw parties and held gatherings and made up a thousand reasons to invite friends over for random events. Elowen had
            barely tolerated it as a child. As a full-grown adult? She’d rather wither to dust.
         

         
         Just then her small magical tapestry let out a different ping—the sound of someone messaging her privately. You’re the biggest Desires fan on here, the note read. Do you know anyone who makes good replicas of Domynia’s original costumes? I’m desperate to get my hands on them now that
               she’s back. I’ll pay anything.

         
         Elowen’s eyes went wide. If she sold her Domynia costumes, she would have more than enough money to sustain herself for at
            least a year, if not longer. Best of all, she would be free of her ties to Queen Thessia.
         

         
         What incredible fortune. Her shadow plays never let her down.

         
         Elowen’s hands shook as she used magic ink to scribe a response. I can do you one better. I can give you the real costumes.

         
         Deal, the other person wrote immediately. Do you happen to be near Featherbint? That’s where I am.

         
         Elowen gasped. Featherbint is very close to me. I could give you the costumes today if you wanted. We can discuss the price there.

         
         That would be a complete delight. Let’s meet at the bookshop in an hour! I’ll be the woman seated in the back. I’ll have a
               purple hemalia flower on my cloak.

         
         Granting herself no time to consider her actions, Elowen gathered up the costumes and put them inside a large satchel. She
            threw on her darkest cloak, pulled up the hood to cover her red hair and fair skin, then shielded her eyes with dark sunshifting
            spectacles.
         

         
         In her humble but correct opinion, everyone else had exaggerated the struggle of reaching her treetop dwelling. It was not
            that difficult to enter or to exit. With the proper shoes, a satchel full of trimmed fingernails for Morritt, a steady soundtrack
            of hummed tunes to chase off the threat of head magic nightmares, and the spine-tingling adrenaline rush of losing your sole
            source of income at the exact same time that your favorite character returned to your favorite shadow play, it was a downright
            breeze.
         

         
         “People are so dramatic,” Elowen muttered as she passed the strapping guard. He was screaming, dangling from a thorn-riddled
            vine at the edge of the cursed forest. He would be released soon. The vines never held anyone for long. They weren’t evil,
            just mischievous, which made them misunderstood by most. Elowen herself had hardly broken a sweat, and she only had two lingering
            nightmares attach themselves to her. No matter. They would keep her other nightmares company.
         

         
         Featherbint was a tiny village of specialized shops such as a used horseball shoe store and a rare crystal boutique. At high noon, the sun shone directly onto the faded paint that covered every building, emphasizing the years of neglect. The village hadn’t seen an update since Elowen last ventured through years ago. 

         
         Glancing through the bookshop’s unwashed window, Elowen saw a woman sitting alone in the back. Her hair—which blocked her
            face—was a shade of freshly polished black tourmaline that matched her elegant apparel. The exposed parts of her warm brown
            skin had been coated in a shimmery lotion that made her seem to sparkle. There was a purple hemalia flower woven into the
            hood of her cloak.
         

         
         Elowen’s heart started to beat in double time. It had been a long while since she’d gotten anywhere near an attractive woman.
            Attractive women were, regrettably, her biggest weakness.
         

         
         Elowen left on her sunshifting spectacles as she reached for the bookshop’s front door. It was rude to wear them indoors,
            but she couldn’t risk someone seeing the birthmark beneath her right eye. Many said it was heart-shaped; in reality, it was
            just a tiny blob. It would be recognizable as Elowen’s all the same. And her eyes, blue as her brother’s had been. They’d
            show her hand faster than her hair ever would. She’d become Elowen of the Four again. People would shout. They loved to shout at her. Things like “Use your magic and touch me!” or “Can you feel how much I love you?”
         

         
         It would be disastrous.

         
         A tiny bell chimed when the door opened. The fellow fan’s eyes shot up at the sound. Elowen looked away, overwhelmed by the
            intensity of the gaze and the sense that this woman felt . . . excited? Was that right? It seemed like a level of eagerness
            that went beyond what Elowen would expect from even the biggest of Desires fans. Elowen was very glad to have the spectacles on her face. They disguised the heat that crawled to her cheeks. If this attractive woman found Elowen attractive, too? The situation would move beyond disastrous into something far more terminal—it would become charming.
         

         
         Elowen hated being charmed.

         
         She walked forward with her spectacled eyes fixed on the ceiling, examining the rotting wooden beams that held the bookshop
            together.
         

         
         “What? No greeting for an old friend? I really hoped you’d smile at me. I rather like your smile, and you so rarely offer
            it.”
         

         
         Either the nightmare that had attached itself to Elowen had begun altering her reality, or her lack of sleep was creating
            the same effect. The glass of the storefront had obscured Elowen’s ability to see what was now very clear—it was not a fellow
            Desires of the Night fan sitting alone in the bookshop. It was another woman entirely. A woman with the world’s most dazzling face, complete with
            tiny dimples that pinpricked into the umber of her smooth, perfect cheeks.
         

         
         “Vandra,” Elowen whispered in disbelief, yanking the spectacles off her face. The name fell out before she remembered she’d planned
            to never say it again. It had been her own self-inflicted punishment. She was no longer allowed to delight in the way those
            syllables tasted. Vandra. Such a perfect name. Delicious and bright. Like biting a cold bramberry on a hot day.
         

         
         “The one and only,” Vandra responded proudly. She stood up to reveal herself in full, putting her hands on her hips as if
            to say, Here I am, take it all in.

         
         A beat of stunned silence passed between the two women. There was no one else in the bookshop, Elowen realized with distant
            concern. Where was the bookseller? Where were the other patrons? Had Vandra done something to them?
         

         
         “My dearest, it’s not polite to stare with your mouth open,” Vandra said. “If you keep on like that, it might hurt my feelings. I so hate to have my feelings hurt.” 

         
         Despite the clear instructions, Elowen continued staring anyway, unable to quiet her shock. The bowed lips. The dark hair
            and eyes. The bosom. A heaving one, at that. It was all there. Vandra Ravenfall, the dangerous and delightful assassin, stood
            in front of Elowen for the first time in years.
         

         
         Their shared past roared to life. Stolen kisses between campsites. Nights fumbling in the dark together, touching one another
            with feverish urgency, knowing at any moment someone would come looking for Elowen and they’d need to split up. They never
            had to speak about what they were to each other, because there was never anything to communicate. They were adversaries who
            enjoyed each other in their downtime. When the quest ended, Elowen hadn’t even said goodbye to Vandra. Why would you bid farewell
            to someone who wasn’t an official part of your life in the first place?
         

         
         Dazed, Elowen turned on her heel. “I must be on my way at once,” she announced.

         
         “I’m afraid you won’t be going anywhere without me,” Vandra called out after her. “Certainly not when you look as lovely as
            you do.”
         

         
         The compliment tripped Elowen up. Vandra’s relentless flirtation had always unmoored Elowen, a feeling she distinctly disliked.
            It was worse when Vandra touched her, as she did now, putting a hand on Elowen’s shoulder.
         

         
         Fuck. Elowen hadn’t been touched in so long. It felt tingly and strange and overwhelming. It rooted her in the moment. This was
            not the work of nightmares or curses. This was real.
         

         
         Worse, it felt good. Too good. Elowen had spent a decade convincing herself she enjoyed constant solitude. She believed that she required no other human interaction to have a fulfilling life, and day by day in the trees, she proved herself right. One single touch—full of history and passion—exposed the fragility of her beliefs. She hadn’t really been living. She’d been surviving. Now that she remembered the difference, she had no idea how to recover fast enough to convince Vandra to leave her alone. 

         
         “You see, Queen Thessia knew you would be the hardest to get. She tasked me with the distinct honor of bringing you to her
            wedding in case her other plan failed. Naturally, it did,” Vandra explained. “I was told I may have to give up my fingernails
            to get you, and I’m thrilled to be able to keep them. I quite like the shade of pink I had them charmed. Don’t they look lovely?”
         

         
         Just then, Vandra pressed her mouth to Elowen’s ear, and the insistent pressure of the contact made Elowen feel all of Vandra’s
            desire, hot and urgent. “It’s been quite a long time, hasn’t it? It’s wonderful to see you,” Vandra cooed.
         

         
         Elowen’s knees nearly gave out. She had to disconnect from their shared touch, or she’d do something unforgivable, like run
            her finger across Vandra’s cheek. Or slip her tongue into Vandra’s mouth. Instead she wiggled out from under Vandra’s hand,
            freeing herself from Vandra’s desire. She focused all her attention on the cursed forest in the distance. She needed to run.
            She hadn’t done it in years, but she had to try. Adrenaline and delirium were surely a great recipe for success. She could
            make it happen.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of running,” Vandra said. “I’ve just had my boots waxed. I’d hate to get a nightmare stuck
            on them when I don’t need to.”
         

         
         Elowen turned around. “I can’t go with you,” she reasoned, as if that would be enough to stop Vandra from chasing her. To
            explain more would be to expose Elowen’s own loneliness. Elowen could admit it to herself, but she could never say it aloud.
         

         
         Vandra frowned. A rare sight, and done more for effect than an expression of truth. “Aren’t you pleased that I work for the
            queen now?”
         

         
         “I’m insulted,” Elowen said honestly. “I can’t believe my supposedly sovereign ruler would ever hire the likes of someone
            such as you.”
         

         
         Elowen hoped to cut deep, and cut deep she had. A glimpse of real emotion burst forth on Vandra’s carefully trained face.
            The quickest shadow of hurt, gone as fast as it came. Truthfully, Elowen hadn’t even meant what she’d said.
         

         
         Ten years ago, Vandra had been hired by a rather annoying man named Bartholomew, one of Galwell’s childhood nemeses who wanted
            to thwart Galwell’s quest. It was a unique job for Vandra. She hadn’t been tasked to kill Galwell, only to inconvenience him
            so that Bart could rescue Thessia first and be declared Mythria’s hero instead. Vandra found the Four at every turn, adding
            an extra layer of difficulty to their already difficult tasks. Sometimes Vandra succeeded, throwing the Four off the trail
            for a day or two. Other times, she failed. Vandra conceded the losses with grace all the same, knowing full well she planned
            to meet up with Elowen afterward so Elowen could make some concessions of her own. Bartholomew, for his part, never came anywhere
            close to rescuing Thessia, and last Elowen heard, he hadn’t paid Vandra for her services, either. She was certainly a nuisance
            to the Four, but she was never a bad person.
         

         
         Dangerous, on the other hand? She’d always been that.

         
         “Talent is talent, my darling,” Vandra told her, settling right back into her natural cheerful state. “She asked me to do whatever is necessary to get you to the wedding, so long as it didn’t involve violence. Which was irrelevant, of course, because I don’t do violence anymore. Much has changed since last we saw one another.” She leaned in, cupping her manicured hand beside her mouth as if telling a secret. “That should intrigue you, by the way. I am not the woman you once knew.” 

         
         Her breath, so close, pricked up the hairs on Elowen’s neck.

         
         Vandra was indeed different from how Elowen remembered her to be. Ten years could do that to anyone, but this went beyond
            what Elowen would have expected, had she known she’d see Vandra again. She’d always been a bubbly, self-assured person with
            a flair for spontaneity. The self-assuredness still existed, but the rest of her energy had settled.
         

         
         She seemed . . . steady. Her emotions didn’t bounce around as quickly as they once had, and her attention remained fixed on
            Elowen without wavering. It did intrigue Elowen. More than she wished it would.
         

         
         “Queen Thessia wanted me to use my mind to gather you,” Vandra continued. “So I developed a scheme far wiser than anyone else
            could ever dare dream up. All it required was advanced knowledge of the subject. The subject being you.” She took a weighty
            pause. “No one else in Queendom knows you like I do.”
         

         
         “You don’t know me at all,” Elowen hissed out instantly, fighting to ignore every romantic feeling Vandra threw her way. Just
            because Vandra no longer worked as an assassin did not mean she’d given up on using her distinct charm to manipulate others.
            After all, killing bad people was only one small part of her previous occupation. Most of her work involved luring the bad
            people out, earning their trust only to betray them in the end. Now Vandra was using that gift to get Elowen to attend the
            wedding, and that hurt.
         

         
         “Thessia would’ve sent me to get you in the first place,” Vandra explained, ignoring Elowen’s comment. “But too many men volunteered for the job. The one who reached your dwelling? His name is Carl. When he sent an urgent conjuration saying you rejected the invitation, I knew it was my time to shine. You see, I’ve been following you on the Desires of the Night tapestries for years. I knew if I could just lure you out of your little treetop, I could get you to the wedding . . .”
         

         
         “You’ve been watching my activity on the message tapestries for years? That’s a violation of my privacy,” Elowen snapped,
            desperate to sound tough when all she really felt was vulnerable. She had worked so hard to stay hidden. She didn’t use her
            real name on the tapestries. In fact, she’d concocted an alter ego with an entirely different life. Vandra finding her anyway
            really was a feat. Elowen would have been impressed, if she wasn’t so exposed. And she would have been flattered, if she wasn’t so terrified
            of letting Vandra get closer to her. Why had Vandra bothered to keep an eye on Elowen at all? They’d both cut each other off
            with no contact.
         

         
         “Of course I’ve been reading your messages,” Vandra said. “You’re right to think I don’t know you anymore. But you can’t deny
            that we once knew each other quite intimately. And I’m being honest when I say I might just want to know you again.”
         

         
         It was Elowen’s turn to ignore the comment. There was no need for Vandra to lay it on this thick. “Is your plan to kidnap
            me against my will?”
         

         
         “It would be lovely if you’d consent to it,” Vandra replied. “It would make things so much easier for us both, as this is
            ultimately in the name of a joyful affair. I love weddings myself. And you and I both know you don’t have any other options.
            You need the monthly salary.”
         

         
         Elowen looked down at her sack of Domynia costumes, now useless. “Let’s get on with it, then,” she said, outmaneuvered. “Go
            ahead and take me.”
         

         
         Vandra let out a gasp of delight. “You’re really letting me kidnap you?”

         
         “I am,” Elowen replied. She was not the hero Mythria believed her to be, and frankly, she never had been. That had always
            been Galwell. Elowen was just a tagalong sibling who followed her brother everywhere, even straight into a realm-saving quest.
            When she was younger, she’d been less aware of her own limitations. She was willing to try things even when she wasn’t sure
            she’d be successful at them. That was no longer the case. Elowen possessed no ability to outsmart a woman as cunning as Vandra.
            Not without sufficient preparation. She had walked herself right into a trap, and in that moment, she had neither the time
            nor the energy to come up with a way out of it.
         

         
         Beaming, Vandra threw Elowen over her shoulder, a move that resulted in Elowen staring directly at Vandra’s perfectly full
            rear end. What a view.
         

         
         What a situation.
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Clare

         
         For the third time this month, Clare Grandhart recognized neither the bed in which he woke nor the woman who slept next to
            him. When his eyes fell on brassy curls splayed on white sheets, his heart leapt.
         

         
         Beatrice?

         
         No. He remembered now, the feeling not unlike falling from his horse. Last night had not gone at all the way he had hoped.
            Two days ago, when he’d heard Beatrice de Noughton was divorced, Clare had used the revelation to push past the grudges they held against each other—hers callous and unjustified,
            his entirely reasonable, of course—and do what he knew the queen’s wedding invitation demanded. He jumped on the first wagon
            to Elgin.
         

         
         When Beatrice met him bitterly on the stairs, he let his worst impulses grab hold of him. They were easier than . . . whatever
            other feelings she might provoke in him. Feelings she certainly would never share, never even entertain. Very well—he could
            un-entertain them the same way. If Beatrice wished, they could exchange remarks like they were crossing swords.
         

         
         Had he expected she would run into his arms after so many years apart?

         
         Ghosts, no.

         
         Had he thought the years of silence between them might have resulted in Beatrice missing him even a little?

         
         Possibly.

         
         He shouldn’t let her rejection sting. Clare was no stranger to Beatrice’s disdain. He had everything he could possibly want—fame,
            wealth, companionship both sexual and friendly, a lovable eagle named Wiglaf. So what if one woman in all of Mythria despised him!
         

         
         She was his decade-old—no, he would not say heartache. Beatrice was his decade-old headache. How dare she hate him, when Clare’s callousness or promiscuity was nothing compared to the way she’d wounded him? It wasn’t the end of the realm,
            especially to someone who had literally faced down the end of the realm.
         

         
         And yet . . . to Clare, it might as well have been.

         
         He hadn’t expected the knifelike urge in him the moment he saw her. How much he wanted her, even when he couldn’t forgive
            her. How desperately a part of him hungered for her forgiveness, her pride, her care. He wanted her to be the living proof that he was worth loving.
         

         
         He needed to put her out of his mind. Focus on everything he did have. Like the lovely lady currently in his—or someone’s—bed. With hungover effort, he connected the naked shoulders half exposed from the coverlet with the woman who’d refilled
            his drink after Beatrice had walked into the night. He’d been hurting. She’d promised to distract him.
         

         
         They’d had fun. Or, she’d had fun. Clare Grandhart always made sure his partners had fun.
         

         
         Him, on the other hand . . .

         
         He exhaled, hating the discontent quietly pervading his chest, spoiling the golden morning.

         
         It wasn’t this lady’s fault, of course. It was him. It was Beatrice. It was how he had everything except
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