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            Interstitial

         
         
            Mythria’s Royal Wedding! Heroes, Hugh, Happiness (& more!) Reign in Queendom Revel!

            by Celine Hazelton, Mythria Spectator staff reporter
            

            Our Queen Thessia’s splendid reign never showed glamour and joy more than YESTEREVE, when Mythria’s most honored guests gathered
               for what was surely the realm’s finest celebration—the queen’s wedding to Sir Hugh Mavaris at the royal palace under the Queendom
               night!
            

            If word has not yet reached you of the magnificent events preceding this marvelous marital development—or if you have merely
               forgotten, which would be well understood given the very many quests and romances scribed of these days—fear not. The Mythria Spectator is here to catch you up on every delightful detail and incandescent insight leading up to this point!
            

            Among notable nuptial attendees, the revel featured the REUNION of THE FOUR, Mythria’s famed heroes, including Beatrice, Clare,
               and Elowen, who had returned from defending the realm from dark evil once more. We’d heard whispers from Vermillion Vale of
               “Claretrice” getting back together . . . While what happens in the Vale sometimes stays in the Vale, the royal wedding offered heartwarming proof of the couple’s reunion. Newly honored hero Vandra Ravenfall appeared on the arm of Miss Elowen True, each of whom, it must be said, looked enchanting in their magenta one-piece suit and green gown, respectively. Other guests included songster Sir Noah Noble, shadow play star couple Everell Smythe and Hardwicke Hunter, horseball favorite Zevan Wintersmith, starlet songstress IDOL, celebrity culinarian Jed Flame, and even Vestriyan crown prince Ezio Vestras. 

            Yet no revel roster could surmount the centerpiece of the wedding—the undeniably deep love the queen shares with her heroic
               husband. Thessia spent the evening dancing with the dashing Hugh, locked in his embrace. The looks of love they exchanged
               left no doubt of the couple’s enduring happiness. Even the remaining Four would agree. “Thessia’s happiness is enough to possibly
               inspire me to take another turn at matrimony. One day,” Beatrice of the Four told us. It is of note that Clare Grandhart,
               standing nearby in glittering black, ensured this scribe had gotten Beatrice’s remark on the record. Miss Beatrice—whom realm
               rumors inform Mythria Spectator is recently separated from provincial nobleman Robert de Noughton—dazzled in pale pink. Divorce suits her, if we may say!
            

            The event featured desserts, from liqueur-filled cream cakes to fancy ice cream sculptures, prepared by competition-winning
               Mythrian culinary hand magicians. Musicians played popular odes, shuffled in with old favorites. “My Home Is Mythria” left
               no eye dry in the palace. Guests were momentarily displaced when rain fell on the dance floor, only for hand magic to change
               the droplets into rose petals. What royal enchantment!
            

            Flowers and frosting weren’t the only surprises guests—or the realm—experienced on the wedding eve, however. None could imagine
               Queendom’s astonishment when, in the early hours of the morning, mysterious magic wrought the return from death itself of
               none other than GALWELL THE GREAT, the hero who fell in combat a decade ago. (This scribe would love to inquire with the hero
               what face oils he uses. He hasn’t aged a day!)
            

            Will Galwell’s return complicate matters of the heart for Queen Thessia? Is “Thesswell” in the past? This eye witness to the wedding must state her conviction: Watching the queen with her new husband, enraptured and in love, I believe “Thugh”* is here to stay! Thugh is the future!
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            1
Galwell

         
         Galwell felt grateful.

         
         Very grateful. Common gratitude would not capture how he felt in the seat of honor, under the rapturous hush in the darkness of
            one of the finest halls in Queendom, the heat of packed spectators perfectly fending off the cool of the mountainous city’s
            evening.
         

         
         Yes, Galwell felt very grateful watching himself die.

         
         Not literally, he corrected himself. He was watching the actor portraying him die onstage.
         

         
         Gratitude fit the moment, Galwell the Great concluded. The chance to attend a play premiere about your life and death? Assuredly
            an opportunity for appreciation. Witnessing the performer exaggerating Galwell’s own death gasps and gurgles in front of an
            audience of hundreds? How wonderful.
         

         
         Galwell had become quite good at gratitude in the week since he was “brought back to life”—although from his perspective,
            he never really died in the first place. Instead, his dear friend Beatrice had used time-walking magic no one knew she possessed
            to rescue him from the moment of his killing. She had pulled him into the present, which was ten years in his future. Ten
            years during which Mythria had grieved his loss, only to have him appear alive and well—and decidedly youthful—again.
         

         
         Oh, it was all so confusing, and Galwell was just oh so grateful. Galwell the Great-ful.
         

         
         Under the enchanted conjuration of a lightning-racked sky in the theater, Galwell the Great-ful focused on the scene. This was, he felt, the best play he’d ever seen. It was the only play he’d ever seen. Well, no—there was the performance his younger sister Elowen put on in the dining hall when she was seven, drawing inspiration from her favorite shadow plays. Or rather, his formerly younger sister. Elowen was now older than him, just like the rest of his friends.
         

         
         The women seated near him stifled sobs. Distracted, Galwell gazed out over the dark performance hall—the audience was weeping.

         
         He turned to his friend Clare Grandhart to voice his bafflement. Clare, Galwell found, was wiping tears from his eyes.

         
         Grandhart had passed the performance leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped in concentration. Galwell had seen
            other men watch horseball this way, as if they were participants. As if their enthusiasm or judgment could vary the physical
            outcomes unfolding in front of them—or, in the present case, the predetermined dramatic ending.
         

         
         It could not, of course. Nonetheless, forward Clare leaned.

         
         Gazing out over the hall of hundreds of Mythrians weeping in commiseration with the characters onstage, Galwell privately
            wondered whether he was the only person who did not know how the performance made him feel.
         

         
         To the crowd, this pantomime, written by one of Mythria’s greatest playwrights, was stirring up the grief they had felt for
            years. To him, it was—
         

         
         No. He wouldn’t let himself interrogate the feeling.

         
         To entertain bitterness or envy for the version of himself dying onstage—the hero who achieved his purpose—to mourn himself the way everyone else mourned
            him . . .
         

         
         It wouldn’t be right.

         
         Instead, Galwell the Great fixed his expression pleasantly, watching his dramatic personae perish. The performer was passable, he found. He resembled Galwell well enough. Flowing auburn wig. Strong, muscular shoulders. His eyes were presumably spelled blue to match the uncommonly piercing shade of Galwell’s. 

         
         He was giving it his all, which was what mattered most, Galwell reasoned. Were Galwell himself ever to command the stage,
            he would give the performance his all, as well.
         

         
         It was enough for Galwell to deem him the best performer of himself he’d ever seen.

         
         The man wailed. Galwell watched.

         
         While he could not remember his own death, he expected it involved less weeping. At least he hoped it did.

         
         Collapsing to his knees, the actor clutched the gaping wound that Todrick van Thorn, leader of the nefarious Fraternal Order,
            had dealt. Imitation blood poured down the man’s front. The crowd gasped.
         

         
         The effect was marvelous. Galwell would inquire with Elowen how magic had accomplished it.
         

         
         He quelled the quiet frustration this question produced in him. It was just exhausting how everything had advanced. He had no idea how to use the “message tapestry” Elowen had gifted him. He only vaguely understood her explanation of “spell
            service.” He recognized none of the celebrities in the copies of Mythria Magazine in his friends’ homes, knew none of the popular songs they hummed—of which, he gathered, a considerable number were about
            Grandhart.
         

         
         The incompetence was not what upset him. He could learn how to use spell service. Eventually. What wounded him were the incessant
            reminders of the years he’d lost. The past decade of his friends’ lives. His parents’ lives. Everyone’s.
         

         
         “Thessia!”
         

         
         The cry pulled Galwell from his rumination.

         
         While he understood the writerly choice, Galwell would not have uttered the name of the queen of Mythria in the moments of his death. Not for lack of affection for the young regent,
            of course! She had been his fiancée. However, their betrothal had been the product of promises made by their noble parents.
            In truth, he loved Thessia like a friend.
         

         
         “How tragically we have been torn apart, my love!” the performer lamented. Wistful hope flickered in the man’s Galwell-blue
            irises. “I will wait for you, for our reunion at the Ghost’s Gate! I’ll love you forever.”
         

         
         The audience recoiled.

         
         Galwell noticed. The weeping ceased. The reaction now was different. Discomfort.

         
         He understood it well. The audience had not wished for this reminder of their queen’s tragic “love triangle”—Galwell had learned
            the term from Elowen, who’d explained its recent coinage in Mythria Magazine when three shadow play characters were crossed in love.
         

         
         The unfortunate coincidence of Galwell’s resurrection with the royal wedding left Mythria worried. For Galwell, their hero
            whose former paramour wed another. For Thessia, their queen pulled to her first love. And for poor Hugh, their newly beloved
            soldier facing an unkind fate.
         

         
         In reality, Thessia loved her groom. Hugh had nothing to fear. And Galwell was . . . Galwell.

         
         He was not waiting for Thessia at the Ghost’s Gate. He was here. Watching her have her fairy tale with another man.
         

         
         Despite everyone in Mythria’s concern, it was the one aspect of his present position for which Galwell did not need to practice
            gratitude. He was genuinely glad Thessia had moved on, found hope instead of heartbreak. While he’d never loved her the way
            she loved him in her youth, he’d only ever wanted her happiness.
         

         
         Hugh was her happiness now.

         
         Quite literally right now. Galwell could not help glancing from the stage to the box where Thessia was seated with her new
            husband. Hugh’s arm wrapped comfortably around the queen’s shoulders. She leaned into his sturdy side.
         

         
         Thessia’s long chestnut hair flowed over the contours of her dress, which even Galwell—no connoisseur of fashion—could see
            was exquisite. On the other hand, Hugh’s confusingly modern doublet looked like it did not know what to do with the powerful
            former soldier’s frame inside. The poor fit only made Galwell like Hugh more.
         

         
         They were perfect. The queen, the gem of Mythria, with her new king like the shield she was set in, the work of the finest
            weaponeers in the realm.
         

         
         Over the past week, Galwell had wrestled with whether to confess his lack of feelings for Thessia. Thessia would know she
            could love Hugh without reservation. The realm would release their “love triangle” discontent.
         

         
         He could not, he’d decided. He didn’t need to hurt her feelings ten years after the fact. Better to hope Mythria forgot and
            embraced Hugh.
         

         
         Which seemed the way things were going, until this play, which had uncomfortably emphasized the love between Galwell and Thessia.

         
         The Galwell actor had now perished, fortunately, ending his cries of “Thessia!” and their uneasy implication. No, Galwell corrected himself. The Galwell actor had performed his character perishing. The man himself had not perished!
         

         
         What was important was that the performer had ceased wailing the queen’s name and kissing the actress portraying her with
            far more tongue than Galwell would ever have used. Far more than he ever had used. In his experience, heroics did not leave much room for . . . tongue.
         

         
         The curtain fell. The enchanted stormy sky inside the hall dissipated. The audience applauded halfheartedly.

         
         Clare—a man for whom tongues were certainly used in heroics—leaned over, unperturbed. It was one of Galwell’s favorite qualities
            in his friend. Galwell had the courage to face fear. Clare Grandhart had the courage to never entertain it.
         

         
         “Not his finest, I’m afraid,” Clare whispered cheerfully.

         
         Galwell glanced down, finding the his of Clare’s commentary on the playbill in his hands. Sir Cheswick Chestlewitt.

         
         The portraiture rendered the current favorite playwright of the realm rather dashing. In his third or early fourth decade,
            Chestlewitt half squinted with perspicacious scrutiny. Dark ringlets framed his sharp features. He was unsmiling, yet somehow
            seemed prepared to smile.
         

         
         Galwell’s friends shared enthusiasm for the plays of Chestlewitt, who had risen to prominence in Queendom and the realm after
            Galwell’s death. Everyone praised his unusual skill in equal measure for writing sorrowful plays—the famous The Weeping Widow, The Weeping Widow Still Weeps, and The Weeping Widow: She’s Still Weeping—and comedies. One could not restrain Clare’s enthusiasm for Dog Noblemen or The Lament of Frederick the Flatulent: It Ends in Fire.
         

         
         “I’m certain this would’ve gone over much more enjoyably had it come out two weeks ago,” he offered in the playwright’s defense.

         
         Clare smiled as if he wished to indulge his friend’s forced generosity.

         
         The contemplative measure of Clare’s expression struck Galwell. Contemplation was unfamiliar to the rambunctious, reckless
            Grandhart he’d once known. Such moments startled him most, like no unrecognizable song or uncomfortable play could—the realization
            that his friends and his sister had . . . grown up.
         

         
         He found himself now the youngest of the Four he used to lead. It shouldn’t have made a difference, but it did. He was used to being their leader, the one with all the answers. Now he was the one confused and not sure how to use a message tapestry. 

         
         He was the one they had saved. Galwell was practiced in being the rescuer. He didn’t know how to be the one rescued from the death he’d just watched
            onstage.
         

         
         “Still,” Clare commented. “Good to get out and experience Mythrian culture, no?”

         
         “I’m . . .” Galwell paused, meeting the eyes of Chestlewitt’s portrait. Remembering Thessia with her new husband seated overhead.

         
         He was what? What was he?

         
         “Grateful I had the chance,” he finished.

         
         With the crowd, they processed toward the exit under the iron chandeliers’ lavender glow.

         
         “What plans have you tomorrow?” Clare inquired gamely. “We could catch a horseball match? I think the Farmount Falcons could
            take the Realm Chalice this year.”
         

         
         Galwell paused. He knew the invitation was well-meant. It was Galwell’s other favorite quality of Grandhart’s. Roguish though
            he pretended to be, nearly everything with the former brigand was well-meant.
         

         
         Why, then, did Galwell feel like the same sword dramatized onstage had just pierced his heart? Why did he feel like they were
            still rescuing him even now?
         

         
         “Clare,” he said slowly, piecing out his own emotions in words. “I’m very grateful for all the time you’ve spent with me,
            but surely you’d rather spend the day with Beatrice. She hates horseball. Unless”—he considered the illuminating, unsettling
            possibility—“that has changed since I died.” Honestly, nothing would feel the same if Beatrice had embraced the fast-paced sport.
         

         
         Comfortingly—discomfortingly—Clare hesitated. Whew. Beatrice definitely still hated horseball.
         

         
         The mention of his beloved undoubtedly reminded Clare of the endless romantic and intimate pursuits he would rather get up
            to tomorrow. Galwell did not resent them their happiness. Just like he was happy for his parents, who had found new lives
            for themselves in the past decade.
         

         
         The Trues had endured loss with a fortitude that even Galwell, who possessed hand magic of strength, found remarkable. The
            results, though, were somewhat unexpected. They’d embraced the practice of florabee cultivation, raising the hive-minded insects
            to produce flavored honeys in every color. On their visit home, Elowen and the perplexed Galwell had been fed new purple winterberry
            honey, which was, indeed, delicious.
         

         
         He was happy for them. He was.

         
         Grateful for their contentment.

         
         They were grateful for him, he knew. Grateful he was alive. They were overjoyed! Delighted!

         
         Everyone said it so many times. Yet Galwell knew they had . . . adjusted. They’d found comfort in their home, their new lives.
            In remembering his legacy fondly. In cultivating florabees. While they loved him, they didn’t need him.
         

         
         No one did.

         
         He had slept in the guest room, his parents having converted his childhood room into the studio where his father now painted
            landscapes. Days into the visit, Galwell could ignore the feeling no longer: He was in the way of the routines they had made
            for themselves.
         

         
         He did what heroism and duty demanded. He smiled and hugged his parents and promised to visit them soon. He simply had much to do in Queendom, he explained.
         

         
         It was not untrue, strictly speaking. Galwell didn’t like lying. The moment he’d returned to Queendom, he scheduled numerous visits to an esteemed hair magician in order to avoid lying.
         

         
         Now he spent his days wrestling with questions. Not the manner of questions he knew how to confront, either, like How will we invade this fortress? Or, Can our horses outrun those ogres? Or, What soaps will maintain the lusciousness of one’s hair while on the road questing?

         
         Easy questions. Galwell questions.

         
         Instead, he faced conundrums he could not resolve. What was his role now? His purpose? The realm didn’t need saving. His friends
            had surpassed him in wisdom, not to mention skill with modern conveniences.
         

         
         Said friends, of course, knew him well enough to understand his misgivings. They met the challenge by keeping him busy.

         
         The play had been Clare’s idea. The Ogre’s Chess tournament yesterday, Elowen’s. He’d helped Beatrice cook dinner.

         
         He wondered whether he was to be passed from friend to friend forever, or until he figured himself out.

         
         And so Clare was proposing horseball. Under ordinary circumstances, Galwell loved horseball. Now?

         
         He couldn’t stand the idea.

         
         “I think not,” he replied gently. “Take Beatrice out instead. Return home to Farmount. Feed your eagle. I’ll visit you eventually.”

         
         Clare’s conviction continued to waver, though the mention of his pet momentarily made him smile. “Are you certain?” he asked
            Galwell eventually. “What will you do?”
         

         
         Self-sacrifice came easily to Galwell, like horse riding and wall climbing. “Oh, so much, my friend,” he said honestly. “I
            didn’t fear dying. Nor do I fear living.”
         

         
         “How,” Clare replied, “are you this good at catchphrases?”
         

         
         Galwell laughed.

         
         Under the lavender lighting, he watched Clare make his decision. The right one, Galwell knew. Clare crushed him into a hug. “I’m so proud of you, friend,” he said, his voice full of emotion. “Thank you.” 

         
         The words knotted Galwell up. In honesty, he dreaded being left with only his own ruminations for company. But he said nothing,
            following Clare outside into the pleasant chill of the Queendom night.
         

         
         In the past week, Galwell found he loved the Queendom rebuilt in the decade following the Fraternal Order’s destructive overthrow.
            The city had responded to disaster with redoubled vitality, community, and hope, creating a cosmopolitan wonder from the rubble.
            The polished stone castle shone in the mountaintop moonlight. In the flourishing neighborhoods, chaotic mélanges of wood and
            marble housed high-piled complexes of restaurants, pubs, song halls, fashionists, fortune-tellers, fortune-changers, featherbenders, fizz dens, glass portraitists—everything.
         

         
         He’d expected the crowd on the wide boulevard of theaters. Nightlife dazzled in Queendom. Everyone was eagerly heading to
            the night markets, where one could find every manner of food, drink, and entertainment.
         

         
         What Galwell had not expected, however, was a voice rising over the crowd, calling his name. Reedy yet insistent.

         
         “Galwell. Galwell the Great.”

         
         It was Sir Cheswick Chestlewitt.

         
         Galwell found the black-maned playwright hustling in his direction. Scribes, who’d surrounded Chestlewitt to make inquiries
            and notes for their scribesheet pieces, followed. They’d pursued Galwell constantly in the days since his resurrection, shouting
            questions like What was it like to die? Did you hear about Thessia’s wedding? Do you have a favorite shoemaker? Galwell had struggled to answer, until Elowen explained that he didn’t have to. More worldly wisdom from his famous sister.
         

         
         Chestlewitt looked uncomfortable, like he knew reviews would not be kind. Instant pity struck Galwell. His own complicated
            feelings on the play mattered not. He sympathized with Chestlewitt’s professional frustration. The playwright had worked for
            months, even years on his piece. One resurrection later, his hopes were dashed.
         

         
         “Your presence honors me. I hope my play was a fitting tribute to your great legacy.” Chestlewitt’s eagerness verged on desperation.

         
         Legacy.

         
         The word rattled in Galwell like a farthing dropped down a mineshaft.

         
         “I’m afraid my legacy is now rather unfinished, is it not?” he mused out loud.

         
         The next moment, he realized it was the wrong comment. The playwright’s smile soured.

         
         “Unfinished,” Chestlewitt repeated. “Undone, some might say,” he continued under his breath.

         
         Galwell’s brow furrowed. “Would you have preferred I died?” he inquired in genuine wonderment. He took no offense at Chestlewitt’s
            frustration. Indeed, Galwell himself was not quite certain how to weigh legacy against a life unfinished.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t you?” Chestlewitt replied with more insight than Galwell had given the writer.

         
         Galwell felt himself speechless. The answer was not simple. He didn’t wish to be dead, but he also didn’t wish to be . . .
            this. However, how could he answer with his characteristic honesty in front of his best friend?
         

         
         Chestlewitt spared him, laughing suddenly like his question was mere jest. “Ghosts no,” he reassured Galwell dourly. “I only
            mean a certain . . . rightness may be found in things remaining how they have ever been. Like my play.”
         

         
         “It was a wonderful ode to what was,” Galwell concurred, shaken but sympathizing entirely with the poor artist. “I hope everyone sees it,” he added, raising his voice. 

         
         The praise worked. Approving nods passed through the crowd.

         
         Galwell retreated from the scene with Clare. “I fear I’ve ruined his play,” Galwell fretted.

         
         “He’ll survive,” Grandhart replied.

         
         Though meant in irony, the words rung uncomfortably with Galwell. He’ll survive. Then what? Galwell mustered his smile, forced himself to nod. Deep down, the idea of determining how to fill every questless
            day . . . exhausted him.
         

         
         They proceeded down the street. Clare undoubtedly read the darkness in Galwell’s contemplative quiet. “You really don’t want
            to go watch some horseball?” he pressed.
         

         
         Weariness provoked unusual irritability in Galwell. “I may not be your leader anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’ll have you
            telling me what to do,” he said. “I’m fine.”
         

         
         Of course, his push for finality only concerned Grandhart further. Great!

         
         “It will get easier,” Clare reassured Galwell calmly. “After . . . well, after everything, we all struggled with what to do
            with our legacies. You’ll find something,” Clare promised. “You’ll find yourself.”
         

         
         Galwell could only conjure the imitation of heroic confidence.

         
         “Of course I will,” he replied hopefully.

         
         “Perhaps you should seek out what you never got to experience before dying,” Clare offered.

         
         Galwell forced himself to consider the suggestion. Indeed, there was much Galwell had never experienced in his twenty-seven
            years. Including some rather embarrassing omissions. Ones he would never hear the end of from the famous rogue he walked with
            were he to confess them.
         

         
         Clare was . . . right, Galwell recognized with the funny feeling he’d experienced more and more often recently. What made him hesitate wasn’t reasoned doubt or pedestrian laziness. It was simpler, and harder to face. 

         
         He was scared.

         
         Galwell the Great could fight evil without flinching. This . . . was different.

         
         “I know just where to start,” Clare declared.

         
         Despite himself, hope glimmered in Galwell. He looked to his friend.

         
         “Let’s get Harpy and Hind,” Clare proposed. “They’ve invented a new pumpkin cream since you died.”

         
         Galwell laughed, gratitude for his friend finally coming easily. It was, he reckoned, the best idea he’d ever heard.

         
         “Yes,” he replied. “That’s the perfect place to begin.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2
River

         
         You’re only as good as your next target, River Pricemark reminded herself, tucked into a narrow pocket between food stalls as she tracked a man through Queendom’s
            bustling night market.
         

         
         Whenever the spindly vines of doubt began rooting in her conscience, this mantra helped River to push forward and complete
            her assignment. If she didn’t finish, there would always be another assassin—younger, more willing—to do what River could
            not. It had taken River a long while to get assigned the jobs for which an assassin could actually gain a bona fide reputation.
            To miss a target would be to start over at the bottom, spending years regaining the guild’s trust. To pass on a target altogether
            would be to betray the guild completely. River would never do that. No matter how difficult this particular job was, she could
            not bear the thought of turning on the Deathrose Guild.
         

         
         She had to kill Galwell the Great.

         
         His legacy loomed so large over Mythria that to see him walk the streets again, River could not help but note how ordinary he looked. Perhaps because she had no attraction to men of his kind—the beefy, overly earnest ones who did things such as bow when a “lady” walked into a room. River didn’t have an attraction to many men at all. But Galwell was not the mythical legend that all the songs and tales had made him out to be. He was just a person, chatting with his friend Clare Grandhart as they sipped brews, the foam leaving a mustache above Galwell’s upper lip that he wiped off with no shortage of embarrassment. 

         
         River would not waste time reflecting on what it meant for him to be killed again. Regret was tedious. Unnecessary. If the guild believed Galwell to be a worthy target, then he was.
         

         
         “There he is!” someone yelled.

         
         “Hurry, before he’s gone!” called out another.

         
         The group of scribes who had been tracking Galwell all night had found him again. They’d been following Galwell for as long
            as River had, making it impossible for her to find a good moment to complete her assignment. They were relentless, greedy
            for answers about the current state of Galwell’s life. His relationship with Queen Thessia. Anything. Some of the conspiracy
            scribes believed he’d never even died at all, and they wanted to know where he’d been hiding for the last ten years.
         

         
         Galwell kept his lips pressed together in an uncomfortable smile as Clare, ever the consummate showman, dealt with the situation.

         
         “Listen up, and listen good,” Clare said, smiling with his usual roguish charm, even though he gripped his foam brew so tightly
            that it had started to leak onto his knuckles. “Galwell has been nothing but polite with all of you, but it’s gone on long
            enough. I don’t ever want to hear another person question whether he really died. Ever. I did not live through the pain of ten years without him to have you ask if all of us were faking.” There was a raw edge
            to his voice, the threat of tears clear. “Surely you’ve got plenty to write about that play we all just saw. So why don’t
            you go on home and do that, and let my friend have a quiet night for once?”
         

         
         The scribes nodded, scattering in different directions.

         
         Good.

         
         With them out of the way, River could finally work. She rummaged through the satchel fixed around her waist, deciding on a poison dart as her weapon of choice. It would be quick. Galwell would barely feel it. And River could finally go home. A win for everyone, really. Except perhaps the crowd of civilians who would have to witness their beloved hero die again. Ah, well. 

         
         Life was complicated. And so was death.

         
         But when River returned her gaze to the spot where Galwell had been set to take his last breath—his second last breath? His
            last last breath—all new faces surrounded the Harpy & Hind.
         

         
         “Damn it,” River said, not bothering to whisper anymore. Galwell the Great was nowhere to be found.

         
         She slipped out of her hiding spot, pulling a hood over her chin-length brown hair and adopting a casual pace, scanning the
            crowd while pretending to be transfixed by the variety of stalls and shops lining the avenue. There were people everywhere.
            Unfortunately, not one of them was Galwell. For all River knew, she was walking in the wrong direction.
         

         
         Sighing, she retreated into another dark corner.

         
         She needed to teleport.

         
         Her head magic gift was impressive, but it was not without its faults. River could transport herself to anywhere she wanted,
            so long as she had a clear mental image of the intended location. Often all she needed was the image of someone’s face, and
            she could reach them. Thanks to a decade of looking at portraits and statues of Galwell True everywhere, she could practically draw the man in her sleep.
         

         
         The problem with her power was, she could not control exactly where she landed when teleporting. Which is precisely how River ended up tangled in the highest branch of a tree, hovering directly above Galwell and Clare as they strolled down an empty road chatting about—of all things—the majesty of the night. River fought off the urge to shout expletives as tree bark dug into her flesh. Hanging upside down as she was, she must’ve looked a bit like a brushwalker—the wily tree-dwelling animal known for wrapping its paws around a branch in order to sleep under it instead of on top. 

         
         If River let go now, she would land on top of Galwell. Everyone knew he had been born with the hand magic gift of uncanny
            strength. River didn’t dare attack him in this way. Besides, Clare Grandhart would want to do something ridiculous, too, like
            joust. It would be quite the production. No, River had to stay in this uncomfortable and inconvenient location, waiting for
            Galwell and Clare to stop waxing poetic and move farther down the alleyway. How could two men find so much to discuss about
            the wonders of the realm?
         

         
         Finally, after what felt like ages, Galwell and Clare parted ways, though not without several declarations of brotherly love
            between them. Clare traveled left down an alley as Galwell continued forward. River released her hold on the branch. She rotated
            three times in the air, spinning with her arms tucked tight into her chest, then pulled her feet down to land in a perfect
            squat, effortlessly absorbing the force of her jump.
         

         
         “Ghosts! Do you fall out of trees a lot? That was flawless.”

         
         A woman stood a few paces back, her face cloaked by the very night that Clare Grandhart had just called “rich and alluring.”

         
         “Be gone!” River commanded, yanking a small dagger out of her satchel to scare the woman off.

         
         The woman retreated into the shadows, and River continued onward. In another life, perhaps she would have entertained the
            compliment. If the woman was willing, and the chemistry was right, River would have even taken her out for a drink. Shown
            her the other things she was flawless at. But River did not live that life. She was an assassin—only an assassin—and right now she needed to assassinate.
         

         
         Galwell turned down a side road. River quickened her pace to reach him, drawing the poison dart from her satchel once more. The closer she got, the more she realized Galwell really was exceptionally muscular. One dose might not be enough to take him down. She was using a new poison purchased for her by the guild from overseas, and she wasn’t positive of its efficiency yet. No matter. River kept several darts on her person. An assassin could never be overprepared. 

         
         Thanks to years of acrobatic training, River could use both hands with equal strength and capability. It proved to be quite
            useful in cases such as this one, where two darts needed to be thrown at the exact same time.
         

         
         Eyes narrowed on her target, River brought her weapons up near her ears, elbows bent into launching position.

         
         “Stop!” a woman yelled.

         
         The disruption did not shake River’s focus. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to complete an assignment with a protesting
            audience. So long as the woman didn’t see River’s face, it was fine. River released both darts with the exact speed and precision
            she intended.
         

         
         The woman’s interruption did, however, cause Galwell to crouch down just in time to escape being hit.

         
         Curse his heroic instincts.

         
         And because no one got the name Galwell the Great without running toward danger, Galwell turned and used his crouching position as a start to a sprint, heading in River’s direction.
         

         
         “Shit,” River said, scrambling away, but not before making direct, unflinching eye contact with Galwell.

         
         Galwell saw her face. She was compromised.

         
         Frantic, River turned—and crashed right into the woman who’d interrupted her assassination attempt.

         
         “It’s you,” the woman said.
         

         
         All sense left River. Her legs, the very ones that had allowed her to leap and spin her way out of a very tall tree without
            any injury, turned wobbly. Of all the people, in all the realm . . .
         

         
         “Celine?” River asked. Her voice dared to tremble. How traitorous. She hadn’t seen Celine Hazelton since they were teenagers. Now here they both stood,
            full-grown adults, and River’s heart still dared to beat that same wild, erratic rhythm that always started up whenever Celine
            was around.
         

         
         There was no time for further pleasantries. If River was going to escape Galwell’s pursuit, she needed to teleport. But Celine
            was here, standing in her way, determined to interrupt. Galwell had seen River’s face, and Celine knew River’s name.
         

         
         River was, to put it lightly, fucking screwed.

         
         She did the only thing that came to mind. She wrapped her arms around Celine, trying to ignore her surprising warmth, which
            was nearly impossible, with their bodies pressed together as they were. River teleported them away. They landed in the front
            yard of what River remembered to be Celine’s home.
         

         
         At least, it was the home Celine had lived in as a teenager, in a small hamlet right outside of Queendom. River hadn’t been
            able to think of somewhere better to go. More accurately, she didn’t have the sense to do so. She was so overwhelmed by Celine’s
            presence that she could not redirect her focus.
         

         
         More than once, River had imagined what it would be like to see Celine again. She’d hoped to come off as cool and confident,
            finally knowing how to speak as eloquently as Celine always had. Instead, River could manage only the linguistic grace of
            a toddler, telling Celine, “Go into here now,” and pointing to the house. “Forget everything you saw. Forget you know me at
            all.”
         

         
         “You were going to kill Galwell,” Celine said. She had the audacity to search River’s eyes for some kind of understanding,
            compassion bleeding out of her, as if River was being made to do this against her will.
         

         
         “I was not,” River protested. “Go inside.”
         

         
         Celine stepped back, scanning River from top to bottom. “You’re an assassin.”

         
         “I am not.”
         

         
         “You’re in all black. You’re wearing a satchel around your waist that’s full of weapons. You have on sensible shoes, fit for
            jumping out of a tree. You threw two darts at Galwell when I called out to stop you, likely full of poison. You are obviously an assassin.”
         

         
         “What if you’re the assassin?” River fired back. She had no idea why she was entertaining this conversation. She’d failed her assignment,
            which was bad enough. Now here she was, chatting up the only witness.
         

         
         Celine was very clearly not the assassin. For one, her flowy blouse was tucked into a skirt that went right down to her ankles.
            An inconvenient ensemble for assassinry. The skirt would surely get tangled. Even in her youth, Celine had possessed a chaos
            that bubbled out from the seams of her clothes, like all her dreams and ideas could not bother to be contained inside her,
            thus skewing the already messy bun atop her head, caramel-colored curls haloing her face, and untidying the tuck of her blouse.
            It was a lovely kind of mess, impossible to recreate. She also held a large notebook, which would make for a most impractical
            weapon.
         

         
         Ghosts. A notebook . . .

         
         She was a scribe.
         

         
         “I’m not the one of us who is trained as an acrobat,” Celine said. “Nor am I the one who can teleport.”

         
         “Well, you’re much smarter than I am,” River said. “Surely you could somehow kill people with that memory of yours.”

         
         Something curious flashed on Celine’s face—regret? Embarrassment? She’d always been known for her head magic gift of perfect memory. In their teenage years, Celine was quite proud of that fact, touting it so often that some of their classmates took to calling her Miss Memory. That was obviously how Celine recalled the fact that River knew acrobatics in the first place. 

         
         “Surely you know I must report your actions to the royal guard,” Celine said. “And then I will write about them.”

         
         This was already bad enough. Celine seemed determined to make it worse. If River teleported, she might end up on top of a
            tree again. She couldn’t chance two risky jumps in one night. She was in her thirties now. Her knees could only handle so
            much.
         

         
         What she needed to do was kill Celine. But River wasn’t that kind of assassin. No member of the Deathrose Guild took out innocent
            people, no matter how troublesome they were.
         

         
         River would be punished for this increasingly bad situation.

         
         So much for rising in the ranks.

         
         “I don’t suppose you want to help me instead?” she asked, trying out a sly grin. She’d been told that, on occasion, she had
            a sort of ragged charm about her. Not that Celine Hazelton was the type to be easily charmed.
         

         
         River hadn’t worked with a partner since Vandra Ravenfall, and that was years ago. She found she preferred to go about this
            kind of job alone. There was much less distraction. Yet here she was, requesting company. It was the only way out of this
            that didn’t involve losing her position in the guild.
         

         
         “You think that I want to help you kill off our realm’s greatest defender? The man who made Mythria whole again?” Celine asked.

         
         Ghosts, Celine looked lovely like that, so full of righteous frustration.

         
         Still, it shocked River to hear Celine admire Galwell with such vigor. Then again, he was probably the exact kind of man for whom a woman like Celine should pine. She deserved someone earnest, someone who would bow for her when she walked into a room. Someone who could earn the softness she kept hidden under her bullheaded determination. 

         
         “Are you obsessed with him or something?” River asked. “One of his worshippers? I wouldn’t take you for a Galwellian.”

         
         This time, there was no missing the expression on Celine’s face. She was angry, her cheeks blooming fiery red. “I am not a Galwellian.” She paused, fidgeting with her notebook as her hand moved toward the quill she had tucked into her hair bun.
            “Did you make that up, though? That’s actually quite good. I could use that.” She shook her head. “Never mind. That’s not
            my point. I do not worship him. I just happen to know that our lives would be significantly worse if he hadn’t saved Mythria
            a decade ago, and the last thing he deserves is to be killed off again. Hasn’t he suffered enough? Haven’t we all? How could you murder him?”
         

         
         “We in the assassin business don’t like the word murder,” River said. “We find it very uncouth. We’d prefer you use kill or assassinate, if you don’t mind.”
         

         
         “So you are an assassin,” Celine said.
         

         
         River bit her lip.

         
         “You’re in the Deathrose Guild, aren’t you?” Celine continued. “Isn’t their sole purpose to rid Mythria of nefarious figures?
            Name one nefarious thing that Galwell True has done.” She used her hands and her notebook to punctuate her points, even going so far
            as to nudge River with the notebook in exasperation.
         

         
         Yes, this was definitely the Celine River once knew. Eerily astute. And unrelentingly ambitious in her pursuit of answers.
            When they were in school together, Celine often stayed after hours to read library books on subjects related to whatever they
            were being taught. It made sense that she’d channel all of that into being a scribe. And that she’d be the last one to go
            home for the night, trailing Galwell through the darkness in hopes of finding the best story possible.
         

         
         “I’m not the one who decides the targets,” River said, shrugging. “Why don’t you find that person and annoy them with your questions?” She regretted the use of annoy. She wasn’t annoyed at all. If anything, she could stand to be substantially more annoyed by all of this.
         

         
         “You think I don’t know that your heart is good,” Celine said, low and even.

         
         “You’re wrong.” River placed her dagger on Celine’s throat. “I could murder you right now, in front of your childhood home.”
            She really did hate saying that word. But she needed Celine to stop with the belief in her goodness.
         

         
         River Pricemark was not a good person. Not even a little bit.

         
         “Do it,” Celine dared.

         
         River would have. She really, truly would have. Except Celine kept talking, prolonging the task.
         

         
         “Go ahead and murder me, a friend of yours, after failing to murder Galwell the Great. Villainize yourself for no good reason
            at all. It must be worth it to you.”
         

         
         It wasn’t the villainizing bit that stopped River. She was fine with being seen as a villain, though in this case, it wasn’t
            true. The guild must have had a good reason to want Galwell the Great dead, and River just hadn’t been told of it. That wasn’t
            her part of the job.
         

         
         It was the fact that Celine had called herself a friend.

         
         “I don’t have time for this.” River retracted her dagger and sulked off down the once-familiar road, a place where she’d spent
            a year of her life feeling like maybe, just maybe, she belonged.
         

         
         She couldn’t deal with the Celine of it all anymore. She needed to return to Galwell and finish her assignment. If it came
            to blows with him, at least River would die attempting to rid the realm of someone as dangerous as Galwell surely must be.
            In River’s line of work, it would be as noble a death as Galwell’s supposedly was ten years ago.
         

         
         “If you go back to Galwell right now, I will tell everyone in Mythria what you did,” Celine said, following River down the street. “As I’m sure you’ve already figured out, I write for the scribesheets. I can have it published as early as tomorrow morning. I’d be the first to break the news.” 

         
         “Which scribesheet?” River asked, feeling like she might need to go read every piece Celine had already written. Just to see
            how bad this whole thing was, of course.
         

         
         “Mythria Spectator,” Celine said, chin high.
         

         
         River could not swallow back her surprise. “You write for a gossip pamphlet? Those things are filled with nothing more than mindless lies.”
         

         
         River had threatened to murder Celine not one minute ago, and Celine hadn’t even flinched. But this made her stop dead in
            her tracks.
         

         
         “Oh, now you’re done stalking me? But what if you get a detail of my attire wrong? In the gossip pamphlet,” River said mockingly. Now that she knew it was a bruise, she also knew she had to press on it, if only to prove to Celine
            that they were not friends.
         

         
         River had no friends.

         
         “And I thought you wanted to be an acrobat in your family’s troupe. How is this where you’ve ended up?” Celine asked. “You
            told me once how much you loved climbing the ladder they’d rig up in the tents, because you could jump off the highest step,
            flipping and spinning through the air with a harness around your waist. You said there was no feeling like it because you
            got to fly while knowing exactly where you’d land. You knew that no matter what, you would be safe. And that was the only
            place in your life where that was true.”
         

         
         River felt as though her head might explode, hearing Celine recite long-dead dreams River had given up on years ago. She began walking again. “Stop trying to make me feel guilt, or regret, or whatever it is you’re aiming for, using your perfect memory as a weapon to pull upon heartstrings that cannot be pulled. We knew each other for a year when we were teenagers. I hardly remember it at all.” That was not even remotely true, but River wished it was, and that was essentially the same thing.
         

         
         “It isn’t magic that’s made your presence stay with me,” Celine replied, keeping pace. “I’ve kept you in my memory because
            you’re worth holding on to.”
         

         
         This, regrettably, made River trip, the toe of her sensible shoe getting caught on a stray rock.

         
         “I won’t stand by and let you destroy your life by taking Galwell’s,” Celine finished.

         
         “What exactly do you think happens to me if I don’t go through with these orders?” River asked, glossing over the whole tripping
            ordeal. If nothing else, she would not be embarrassed tonight. “I am as good as dead if I don’t do this. The guild will never
            let me get away with turning down this assignment.”
         

         
         Celine pressed a hand onto River’s forearm. Her touch was warm, and her grip was sure, even after all the trouble River had
            caused her. “Then I will protect you,” she said. Worse, her eyes—that dangerous kind of brown, welcoming and soft—gazed at
            River with surefire conviction.
         

         
         River laughed. One did not simply protect someone against the finest assassins Mythria had to offer. And certainly not a writer for one of the realm’s least respected
            scribesheets. “And how do you think you’d pull that off?” she asked. “Checking out a library book on how to exit organized
            crime?”
         

         
         “It’s very possible they have one. The library has a book for everything.”

         
         “You’re not capable of taking on an entire guild of assassins on your own,” River told her.

         
         “You have no idea what I’m capable of when I’m determined,” Celine said.

         
         Years ago, when River and Vandra would pass time together on assignments, waiting out their target, Vandra used to tell stories
            of Galwell’s sister, Elowen True. Elowen had the heart magic gift of sensing other people’s emotions. River had often thought
            that to be a tedious power. What good could ever come from knowing other people’s feelings? But for the first time, River
            found herself wishing she could have such a gift. She was desperate to know why Celine cared this much.
         

         
         “You’re pathetic,” River spit back. She didn’t mean it. Not even the tiniest bit. If anything, Celine was too brave for her
            own good. But River needed to shake her off, so she could go kill the shit out of Galwell the Evil.
         

         
         Celine folded her arms, hardening all the softness in her features. “Fine. I get it. You can’t be swayed. But every scribe—even
            the ones who write for gossip pamphlets—knows you never accept a story at face value. You dig. And then you dig even more, until you’re positive you know exactly what you’re writing about. Surely you’ve done that in
            your own profession. Surely Galwell True should die. Because the River I know wouldn’t kill an innocent man.”
         

         
         River couldn’t hear another word. Or waste another second. She teleported herself away.

         
         She’d meant to take herself to Galwell. But that’s not where she ended up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3
Thessia

         
         “What spell did you use on your hair, Your Majesty?”

         
         Thessia of Mythria winced. There it was. The question she’d known was coming.
         

         
         The scribes and conjurists who packed the throne room of the Queendom royal castle watched her with undisguised scrutiny.
            She preferred them to Fraternal Order invaders, obviously, the cunning treasonists who had twice nearly toppled Thessia’s
            rule with their own reign of terror. Nevertheless, their presence discomfited her.
         

         
         Her fingers were cold in her new husband’s hand. This was her first formal interview after her wedding to the man seated beside
            her, Sir—now King—Hugh Mavaris. The opportunity was meaningful, her press positioner had reminded her. The chance to establish
            themselves, to invite the Mythrian people into their lives, to help everyone heal after the Fraternal Order’s recent resurgence.
         

         
         Yet Thessia was quietly panicking.

         
         In her mind, she dressed up the question about her hair into something interesting. Just pretend you’re fighting . . .

         
         What did heroes fight? She didn’t know. Pretend you’re dragon riding, she counseled herself. Pretend the realm’s most fearsome dragons won’t relent unless you explain the state of your hair.

         
         Perhaps this was true of dragons. Thessia wouldn’t know.

         
         She mustered her most polite smile. “My facemaker did it. You would have to ask him,” she replied.

         
         When the scribe’s eyes narrowed doubtfully, Thessia’s stomach snaked. Oh, how she wished her body double could manage press conferences for her, the way her counterpart handled public events whenever Thessia was ill or her life was threatened. Tabitha, who had been Thessia’s double since girlhood, would know what to say. 

         
         Of course, Tabitha would not have been in Thessia’s unfortunate position to begin with. She’d never have done something this
            impulsive, this embarrassing. Thessia’s facemaker had spelled the queen’s hair this morning, trying to salvage what Thessia had done herself in the middle of the night.
         

         
         “Your facemaker,” the scribe repeated.

         
         “Yes.” Thessia nodded.

         
         The scribe hesitated.

         
         “Very . . . daring,” he finally commented.

         
         The queen nearly snorted. She was sure it was the first time someone had said those words—even unknowingly—of Thessia of Mythria.

         
         Desperate to exert some control over her life, Thessia had, in the middle of the night, poorly spelled her chestnut hair in
            shades of unnatural yellow. She’d wanted to look like a shadow play star whom she loved—a woman who lived her life recklessly
            and fearlessly, whom everyone admired and desired.
         

         
         Unfortunately, the queen had no skill for magic herself. None.

         
         The irony was never, ever lost on Thessia. The woman with everything, queen of the realm, lacked the manner of magical gifts
            nearly every Mythrian possessed—whether heart magic in matters of emotion and intuition, head magic of vision or insight,
            or hand magic of physical capacity and capability.
         

         
         Therefore, she’d used multiple bottles of the potion sold in the markets, which produced an uneven, streaky disaster. Her facemaker—once he’d stopped hyperventilating—remedied the damage, using his hand magic to soften the hues into the shimmering color the queen wore now. 

         
         They were calling the color “spun gold.” Her press positioner recommended the “aspirational” moniker, which, she’d explained,
            distracted from the impulsivity of the change in ways “the queen spelled her hair blond” did not.
         

         
         The scribe sat, half satisfied. Thessia could not help contemplating how many, many more questions like his would follow.
         

         
         The sunlight dancing outside the palace window beckoned to her. Thessia knew Queendom’s charms at this hour. Before she was
            queen, when her mornings were her own, she would often roam the streets of the city. Her city.
         

         
         Except it wasn’t truly her city. Queendom was the city of the corncake crafters who enchanted their dough with mouthwatering
            cinnamon sugar, filling the stone avenues with sumptuous scents. The city of the old men who played Ogre’s Chess in the courtyard
            from morning until night. Of the brewstands from whence she’d pick up a cup of caramel honeybrew on her way home to the royal
            castle.
         

         
         Of possibility. Of freedom.

         
         That city felt far from her comfortable, luxurious confinement in the formal, hushed room she found herself in now.

         
         Hugh lightly squeezed her hand, calling her back. She found expectant faces eyeing her. She realized she’d missed something.

         
         “Pardon me,” she said. One more error, she remembered instantly. The press positioner did not like the queen requesting the
            pardon of her guests. Oh well. “Would you please repeat the question?”
         

         
         Fortunately, this scribe’s smile was kind. Sometimes they smiled like sandwalkers scenting prey.

         
         “What was your favorite part of the wedding, Your Majesty?”

         
         Thessia seized on the query like it was a rope saving her from fraught waters. “Dancing with my husband,” she replied.

         
         She felt Hugh’s adoring gaze on her. He was perfect. Utterly perfect. Of course, he charmed every scribe just like he’d charmed her. 

         
         “She’s the best dance partner a person could have,” he replied. “I’m lucky she’s mine forever.”

         
         The whole room swooned. Thessia herself swooned a little, too.

         
         She smiled, finally genuine in her gladness. If she could not have freedom, she could have the sweet memories of dancing under
            the rose-petaled sky with the man seated next to her—
         

         
         “King Hugh.” A scribe’s voice rose eagerly from the crowd. “How did you feel when you faced the dastardly Myke Lycroft in
            battle?”
         

         
         Thessia fought to keep her smile while Hugh recounted the duel in Vermillion Vale where he—alongside the members of the Four,
            Mythria’s grandest heroes and some of Thessia’s dearest friends—slew the Fraternal Order’s dangerous second-in-command.
         

         
         The scribes listened, enraptured. Hugh was a hero. He deserved the recognition. She just could not help noticing how he received questions about his heroism while she
            received questions about their wedding. Her hair.
         

         
         She knew why. Queen Thessia had no heroism to speak of. While she’d been rescued—several times—she’d never ventured on quests
            of her own.
         

         
         Indeed, she did not even do much ruling. The innumerable councils who gathered in the Queendom castle governed the realm.
            The Economic Council, the Magistration Council, the Magizoology Council, the Interrealm Council, the War Council. Oh, the
            councils. Thessia knew their functions yet received no invitations to participate in them.
         

         
         Instead, Thessia served in the role of Mythria’s figurehead. The lovely, loving queen who embodied the realm. Who sometimes
            needed rescuing. Mythria’s favorite damsel in distress.
         

         
         Always the damsel, never the hero. Excitement for Thessia looked like spelling the shit out of her hair, for Ghosts’ sake.

         
         She did not resent Hugh for his heroism. No, the root of her new identity crisis, like the drop of Deathrose poison in the
            cunning potions her spymasters used, was elsewhere.
         

         
         It was—

         
         The next scribe spoke, still to Hugh. “It must be somewhat a relief,” she ventured, “to find yourself a hero in your own right
            on the eve of the return of Galwell the Great.”
         

         
         It was that.

         
         Galwell.

         
         Her smile slipped, finally bested.

         
         Hugh’s, fortunately, did not. When the press positioner chastened Thessia later for the reaction, she reckoned Hugh would
            receive praise for his heroic composure in response to the uncomfortable question.
         

         
         “Well, of course,” he replied confidently. His deft showmanship really was something, Thessia could concede. “It should be
            no surprise it takes a great man to be worthy of our queen.”
         

         
         The inquisitive scribe looked to Thessia. “We must ask, Your Majesty. Is your heart . . . rent in half?” she inquired. “To
            have your first love return right when you’d married someone new? How are you coping with it all?”
         

         
         What a question.

         
         Thessia nearly replied with unvarnished honesty. She nearly confessed that Galwell’s return, though joyous, had ripped Thessia’s story from her own hands. She was no longer a young and driven ruler. She was a girl in a tragic love triangle.
            Nothing she could say or do would ever surmount the power of such a story.
         

         
         “By going blond, obviously,” she blurted.

         
         Everyone laughed.

         
         Thessia smiled. She hadn’t been joking. However, she recognized it was preferable if everyone thought she was. Much, much preferable to the realm learning the queen was struggling.
         

         
         “I am very happily married,” she went on. “Galwell, Hugh, and I only wish to move on with our lives. The past is in the past.”

         
         “Not to Galwell,” the scribe pointed out. “It was only a week ago to him that you were betrothed.”

         
         “What a nice observation,” Thessia retorted.

         
         Hearing the strain in her voice, the scribe had the grace to look regretful. Other scribes frowned in disapproval of their
            colleague’s pressure. For this, Thessia thanked her cherished reputation. The press did respect their queen’s heart and discretion,
            mostly.
         

         
         The next scribe to speak redirected the discussion gently. “What of your honeymoon, Your Majesty? What plans have you?”

         
         Despite the well-meant question, Thessia found she could not recover her composure. The mention of Galwell—the reminder of
            their eternal interconnection—unsettled her in ways she hated to reveal.
         

         
         The response should’ve come easily, for the honeymoon had occupied much of Thessia’s week. The planned voyage was political
            opportunity and marital occasion in one, with Thessia and Hugh to tour Mythria’s picturesque countryside.
         

         
         Thessia needed only to describe the public receptions her domestic councilors had planned, where the couple would wave to
            village visitors from their country inn windows.
         

         
         She found she could not. Nervousness mounted in her. Undoubtedly every villager would look at her and speculate about her
            tragic love triangle.
         

         
         It would be torture.

         
         Her poet-rhapsodized eyes fled to the window. Heart pounding in her chest, she felt suddenly she needed to be somewhere else.
            Somewhere far away . . .
         

         
         Past the window. Past Queendom. Past the very border of Mythria itself.

         
         She thought of the Sweetwater Sea. Of Vestriya.

         
         In the waning days of her mother’s illness, the former queen recounted to Thessia stories of the most wondrous voyage in her
            four-decade reign. The way she described the distant land had enchanted the twenty-two-year-old Thessia—distracting her, if
            only momentarily, from the pain of her mother’s frailty.
         

         
         Thessia had never journeyed there herself. She had only her mother’s stories of her diplomatic voyages to negotiate trades
            and treaties. Relations were so peaceful between the two lands, the Vestriyan crown prince, Ezio, had voyaged to Mythria several
            times, including to Thessia’s recent wedding. Given Thessia’s proneness to being kidnapped, she’d never had the opportunity
            to return the visit.
         

         
         She went there now, in her mind. Imagining cities thousands of years old, wrought in stunning stonework using arcane hand
            magic. Of sleepless streets where powerful drink flowed without end. Of masquerades and fashionists’ balls, where magic gave
            fascinating life to the couture.
         

         
         Of shadow-kissed promises spoken in darkness. Of unimaginable possibility.

         
         Of freedom.

         
         Hugh seemed to notice her contemplation. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. When it did not prompt her response, Hugh, once
            more the hero, spoke up.
         

         
         “We plan to—”

         
         The queen interrupted him. Going blond wasn’t enough, she decided.

         
         She needed more.

         
         “We are going,” she announced, “to Vestriya.”

         
         Gasps rustled through the room.

         
         Thessia understood the reaction. The original honeymoon would offer scribes plenty of pleasant conjuration opportunities and
            charming stories of local visits. A royal honeymoon tour of Vestriya, however? She would be far away from the Mythrian press.
         

         
         Few Mythrian scribes would follow them on the expensive, weeklong voyage crossing the Sweetwater Sea. Her retinue of guards
            could be reduced. Mythria had only peaceful relations with the neighboring continent to the west, and former foot soldier
            Hugh could protect Mythria’s favorite damsel. While she wished she did not need protecting, she knew wishing alone would not
            convince the Interrealm Council or the Queenship Council.
         

         
         Yes, she had her own council. They never consulted her.

         
         At her declaration, Hugh’s head whipped in her direction. Change of plans, husband, she could not say out loud.
         

         
         Despite his surprise, Hugh did not contradict her whim. There were some benefits to being queen.
         

         
         “But who will rule?” a scribe called out over the commotion. “What of Mythria?”

         
         The councils. Oh, the councils, Thessia wished she could say. She’d been directed, however, to uphold the image of her own leadership, which Mythria—she’d
            been told—found comforting.
         

         
         She thought quickly. She would give them something equally comforting, she decided. “Beatrice and Clare of the Four will fill
            in for me on official queenly matters,” she stated.
         

         
         Beatrice will hate this, she thought remorsefully. Clare, on the other hand, would probably spend the remainder of the year calling himself “Good
            King Clare” or some Ghosts-damned nonsense.
         

         
         “What of Galwell?” one courageous scribe ventured. “Won’t he miss you greatly?”

         
         Thessia smiled. In Vestriya, she wouldn’t be asked that question. It would be perfect, she knew.

         
         “Thank you for coming,” she said. She felt confident now, enough to project finality. Queenly. “My husband and I have much
            to do before our trip. We leave”—what was one more impulsive decision?—“at this week’s end.”
         

         
         With frantic whispering and quills scribbling, the scribes complied. Each of them rushed from the room to wherever they could
            summarize the conference’s events in uninterrupted longhand, then magic the contents over to their editors—Thessia had witnessed
            the ritual often.
         

         
         Finally, only the wedded pair were left.

         
         Hugh broke the silence.

         
         “We’re honeymooning in Vestriya now?” he inquired politely.

         
         He released her hand. Thessia released her regal performance. “Will it be a problem?” she replied wearily.

         
         “Of course not, my love,” Hugh said without hesitation.

         
         My love.

         
         The words grated. She faced her husband fully.

         
         His calm, clear gaze remained on her. Hugh was classically handsome, with inviting rugged flourishes, like the dark stubble
            now coloring his prominent chin after he’d shaved his wedding beard. His black hair looked ever windswept. His brown eyes
            were warm and framed with laugh lines. He was rather remarkably handsome, in fact. It was her second-favorite quality of her
            husband’s.
         

         
         The first was the sturdiness she found in everything he did, in every expression his perfect features formed. Not humorlessness—she’d
            known of Hugh’s unpretentious wit since the day she met him. Just . . . calm.
         

         
         My love. She echoed the words in her head. From the moment she first saw Hugh Mavaris, she knew he was exactly what she needed. Sometimes, in her weakest moments, she even let herself believe the royal fairy tale. 

         
         “You don’t need to do that when no one is around,” she informed him.

         
         “I don’t mind it.”

         
         “I do,” Thessia said.

         
         Other men might have resented the rejection. Instead, her husband’s dashing features showed something worse. Relief. Hugh was a wonderful actor, which was why he was here. Nevertheless, Thessia knew how their charade wore on him. Like it
            wore on her, but differently.
         

         
         She pretended it did not sting.

         
         Hugh rose from his throne, stretching his six-irons-one frame. “Is there anything else you need from me today?” he asked.

         
         The words were polite, formal. The tone the rest of Mythria never heard him use with her. Not the councils. Not the Four.
            Not their families, for they had none. Nobody.
         

         
         “No,” Thessia replied. “Do whatever you wish, but put together a list of what you would like packed, and the servants will
            make sure it’s done.”
         

         
         Hugh nodded.

         
         With nothing more keeping him, he strode down from the dais to the doorway, where he paused.

         
         “I meant it, you know,” he said from the far end of the echoing room. “When I said you’re a wonderful dance partner.”

         
         Thessia smiled past the pain of his kindness. Some gifts she preferred not to receive. “Me too,” she replied, grasping onto
            honesty where she could. “You’re very skilled.”
         

         
         She did not expect the quick delight in Hugh’s expression. “I have a gift for music,” he shared.

         
         “Do you? Are you a hand magician?” What a question to ask one’s husband. Entire diplomatic crises would commence were someone to overhear their unfamiliarity with each other.
         

         
         “No, a heart magician, Your Majesty. Through singing I can inspire emotions in the listener,” Hugh replied. “I learned harp
            and many other instruments to accompany myself.”
         

         
         “I’ve never heard you sing,” Thessia replied, momentarily letting herself imagine Hugh on a stage, a harp in his hands. It
            would suit him. Yes, it would suit him very well.
         

         
         Somberness flickered in Hugh’s features. “I haven’t sung since . . . I haven’t sung in years.” As if to close off the topic,
            he continued. “Do you have magic?”
         

         
         “Royalty has no need.” The words fell without thought from her lips, the press positioner’s prepared response for whenever
            Thessia received this question. Hugh’s eyes dimmed further. Promptly, she felt guilty. She’d ended the pleasant genuineness
            of their conversation. “Thank you for sharing, though,” she continued weakly, hoping to salvage the connection.
         

         
         It worked, for Hugh was kind. “I do hope we will develop a friendship,” he offered.

         
         Thessia smiled. “I know we will, Hugh.”

         
         He nodded once more. Something seemed to hold him momentarily, a hesitation in which Thessia felt the glimmer of inexplicable
            hope.
         

         
         Then he walked from the room.

         
         Her gaze returned to the window.

         
         The view looked different after her conversation with Hugh. Queendom lay in the peace of ignorance. Mythria surrounded them
            in the contentment of deception.
         

         
         For the past week, the realm had thought Thessia was wrestling with the impossible love triangle now detailed in literally
            hundreds of scribesheet stories. Thessia, Galwell, Hugh.
         

         
         The truth was much, much worse.

         
         Galwell the Great never loved her. Yes, Thessia was young when they were betrothed, but she knew enough to understand Galwell
            felt only duty for his fiancée. Had he survived the Four’s quest, he would have married her out of obligation, to fulfill
            the promises his family had made hers.
         

         
         For the princess, it would have been enough. She’d loved Galwell in the manner of many young women—dreaming of the realm’s
            greatest hero coming home to her. She would have settled for whatever he would have given her and hoped one day he would feel for her the way she felt for
            him.
         

         
         When he died, her one-sided love had haunted her for the next decade. She took the throne and began her reign, and Mythria
            never, ever forgot her doomed engagement. So how could Thessia?
         

         
         Until one day, she decided she needed to move on.

         
         Which she could not do unless everyone moved on. Her love story was Mythria’s infatuation. She could not release the ghost of Galwell from her heart until Mythria
            saw more in the queen’s future than the pain of the past.
         

         
         She needed someone to distract them.

         
         Hence, Hugh. Their arrangement.

         
         No one knew. Not even the Four. Not even the councils.

         
         It was perfect. Until Galwell was resurrected. Suddenly, the morning after Thessia’s wedding, instead of the queen who’d moved
            on with her handsome fake husband, Thessia was now the most envied woman in the realm—with two handsome heroes pining for her.
         

         
         If only!

         
         No, Thessia was entangled in no tragic love triangle. The tragedy was the opposite. A loveless triangle. Neither man loved Thessia. She could not get two heroes to love her—couldn’t get one hero to love her, couldn’t get one person to love her.
         

         
         Oh, everyone in Mythria loved the queen, of course. It was Thessia no one held dear.
         

         
         She was a figure. Replaceable with a character from a drama, a mention in a song, a body double. She was reminded of it in
            every scribesheet story and Cheswick Chestlewitt play and gossip-filled whisper. Yes, no dulcet countryside honeymoon with
            Hugh would do.
         

         
         She needed to escape.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4
River

         
         River had spent a full day observing the only person she’d ever known to successfully leave the Deathrose Guild—her former
            partner, Vandra Ravenfall. River had been trailing her on and off, waiting for the perfect opportunity to speak. By nightfall,
            she realized there would be none. Vandra never spent a moment away from her girlfriend, the famous Elowen True.
         

         
         So from a neighboring rooftop, chewing on a mint leaf, River watched the two of them.

         
         Vandra was wearing knee-high heeled boots and a shimmering maroon bodice, while Elowen was in her coziest nightclothes, both
            of them nestled atop a mountain of pillows and blankets they’d constructed into some kind of backyard fort. As long as River
            had known Vandra, she’d never dressed practically for anything. They’d once spent days together casing Archibald the Limb-Cleaver.
            Days in which Vandra insisted on wearing a rotating collection of velvet capes in bright jewel tones.
         

         
         “Just because I’m an assassin doesn’t mean I have to look frumpy,” she’d explained, plucking a hemalia flower in the same
            shade of purple as her cape, then tucking it behind her ear.
         

         
         The comment was probably a note for River, or maybe even an insult, but River didn’t take it personally. River and Vandra cared about different things. Vandra had an eye for aesthetics. She noticed the tarnish of a villain’s jewelry or what exact shade they’d had their nails charmed. River was an expert at
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