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Her eyes burned when she awoke. The dream was already fading, but its sting remained. Lady Elizabeth Bryne—Liz to her friends—stood at the washroom sink and splashed water over her face. The cold did little to ease the ache, and she stayed unsettled, too awake to go back to sleep. 

She braced on the sink and breathed through the pain. After a few minutes, it was a bit better, though she didn't expect it to last. The dreams were becoming more frequent: battle, fire, smoke, and a dark figure atop the ruins of an old castle. When their eyes met, a stabbing pain shot through her, and then she awoke. The dream left her with a sick certainty that something in her past was trying to reach her, and that she was running out of time to understand it.

Liz lifted her head and looked in the mirror; the redness of her eyes made the emerald green and silver seem dark and vivid. She reached for a towel with a resigned sigh, then stumbled back into her bedroom. Her blanket and sheets were crumpled on the bed. City lights streamed through the partly open blinds, and cars rumbled down the street. Liz sank onto the bed and watched them, hoping it would calm her thoughts. Still, her mind stayed fixed on the dream. If it was her memory returning, she needed to know for sure, and why it was returning now. 

The healers had told her to be patient with such things, but her memories had stubbornly remained locked away. Despite her frustration, Liz knew she wouldn't get far if she didn't get a decent night’s rest soon. She needed to be sharp for the social calls and business waiting in Ravenwood, especially if her dream was a hint that something waited somewhere in the city for her. She let the towel fall to the floor, slipped beneath the blankets, and stared at the clock on the mantle.

Liz let out a soft groan as she turned over, hoping to find a comfortable position. She knew that if she called Mrs. Pital, the hedge witch who served as her family’s housekeeper, the older woman would have something ready in a flash to help her rest. But Mrs. Pital was already fretting over her enough, and Liz hated feeling like another burden. 

Liz clenched her jaw. No, she was going to tough this out. She had to prove she didn’t need coddling, even if it left her worse by morning. As sleep finally claimed her, she hoped she wouldn’t regret that vow or the weakness it would leave her hiding the next day.

~*~
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THE NEXT MORNING, A summons from her great-grandmother gave Liz a reason to leave before Mrs. Pital could see the damage her lack of sleep had caused. The short walk to the townhouse steadied her a little, and by the time she reached the door, the only sign of her unease was smoothing the fabric of her coat as she knocked. 

A stern-faced human greeted her as soon as the door opened. “Milady?” 

“Dworran, is she in?”

“Yes, she’s in the drawing room with the king,” he said, stepping aside to admit her. 

She allowed him to take her coat before pulling off her gloves and setting them on a small table beside the door. She started toward the stairs at the back of the entrance hall, then paused. “Is she still receiving people, or is it a private discussion?”

“I was given no instructions that said they were to be left alone,” he replied. 

“Terrific.”

“Shall I announce you?”

“No, she should be expecting me.” She started up the stairs. Since he likely had other matters to attend to, she let the conversation end there and followed the route she knew well, determined to find out what her grandmother wanted and get the meeting over with. 

She passed large tapestries as she went up the stairs. Most were solid colors to contrast the neutral walls, while a particularly large one displayed a series of images commemorating events spanning her great-grandparents’ fifty years on the throne.

On the second floor, a plush carpet muffled Liz’s footsteps. Statues and other art were scattered along the corridor. Muted voices came from behind a door with two footmen stationed outside, and they straightened as she approached. Before she had a chance to pause, they opened the double doors.

Liz balled her fists as she stepped inside the room. Her grandfather, King Alexander, stood to greet her. 

“Liz!” 

“Grandpapa.” She curtsied, then kissed his cheek, beaming. “Grandmama.” She approached the older woman seated in the corner. Gnarled hands clutched a silver walking stick. Wise gray eyes studied Liz as though looking for something.

“How are you, my dear?” Her great-grandmother, Siana, greeted.

Liz curtsied to her. “I’m doing splendidly. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to stop in yesterday. The train at the station was running behind schedule, and it was late in the evening when I got in.”

“It’s fine.” Siana seemed agreeable, but Liz knew better; the matriarch hated being kept waiting. Years of Segen and the rest of the world rushing to meet her needs had made her expectant, even though she hadn’t ruled for a decade. “Your grandfather and I had some business that kept us occupied.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Oh, no,” Alexander was quick to reassure her. “We were just finishing up.”

“It wasn’t too serious then?” Liz asked in a thinly veiled attempt to get more information. Thanks to the dreams, she wanted to know everything in case it could help her decipher them.

“Nothing that can’t be handled after his trip, or so he thinks,” Siana said, her tone tense despite her assurances.

“We won’t know anything further until I go and see how things look firsthand,” Alexander replied.

“I can’t believe you’re still going personally. You should send some of your ministers instead. Everyone knows the border situation between Mystam and Eria is tense, and if those rumors are meant to draw others into their bickering, they could spread the problem farther.” Siana snapped, and the danger at the border suddenly sounded far too close to home. 

Liz kept still and waited. If she drew attention to herself now, they would likely shut down the discussion. The silence felt like the safest course of action, but it also made her feel shut out and uneasy.

“You know it’s necessary; the border needs a firm and direct hand,” Alexander insisted. “So there’s no reason to subject Liz to that unpleasantness.” His words carried the weight of a decision already made, making the danger feel all the more real.

“If you have things to talk about, I don’t mind.” Liz tried to keep her voice calm. “I was the one who didn’t let Dworran announce me.”

“Trust me, my dear, you’re better off in the dark on this one. Besides, you and I have more immediate things to discuss.” Liz heard the warning in her tone as if the conversation itself could turn dangerous if pressed further.

“Oh, yes, your note.”  

Siana smiled, though there was a lingering tension. “The Duke of Caya is hosting a gathering this evening to celebrate the start of the social season. It would do wonders to have a stronger presence there. Unfortunately, my grandchildren have other obligations, and your grandfather is scheduled to leave in a few hours. Therefore, I was hoping you might accompany me.”

The command was barely disguised. “What time?”

“Seven o’clock. I’ll meet you at Caya’s house, so you don’t have to travel across the city again.”

Liz nodded and stood. “I’d best get ready then.” 

King Alexander rose as she walked toward the door. She paused to give him another kiss on the cheek. “Have a good trip. When will you be back?”

“I expect it won’t take too long, a month at the most,” he replied.

“I look forward to your return. Safe travels.”

“Thank you, my dear.”

“Try not to be late,” Siana called over to her. “I will see you tonight.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Liz lied, making her escape as calmly as possible. Once she was outside, she began to breathe easier, glad to have a moment before the evening’s obligations. 

~*~
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AFTER LIZ LEFT, ALEXANDER and Siana remained silent for a few minutes in case of further interruptions. The older woman pursed her lips in irritation. “And you’re sure we’re wise to keep things from her any longer? I dislike the thought of her being caught unprepared. If what we’re hearing is true, Liz could be walking into trouble without warning, and that could put her directly in harm’s way.” 

“We have everything handled. Why should we worry her over rumors?” he replied, slumping slightly in his seat, though the strain in his voice suggested he was worried. 

“If it's only a rumor, why are you rushing down there?”

“Because sometimes it is necessary to know your enemy before they cause trouble. Besides, if I can head them off, it might stop the current course of events in its tracks.”

“I know this. You don’t believe that I didn’t have to take similar measures when I was queen? Still, I can’t help but worry about what lies ahead.”

“Oh, Mama. Segen has weathered far worse than this and come out on top. And Liz is much stronger than most give her credit for.” He said it as reassurance, though the words sounded practiced. If the situation worsened, he knew that she would need that strength more than ever.

“Then why aren’t we telling her?”

“If the choice had to be made, we know she would shoulder that burden. But we all agreed that we would only force it on her if we had no choice. If it helps, it’s exactly like when you wouldn’t let me get involved in official business until it was absolutely necessary. And like back then, the wrong timing could make everything worse.” 

“I will concede, for now. I just hope you’re right in your assessment of the situation.” 

He chuckled and refilled his teacup. “So, you’re taking Liz out on the town.”

“Indeed, I am. You get so few invitations at my age. She’ll be entertaining company, even if our hosts are dull.”

“I know you, Mama; you have alternative motives.”

“I’m doing it as a favor for her parents! They wanted her to get out after being cooped up all winter.” Siana knew her tone was exaggerated, but her son wouldn’t call her on it. “If we happen to see a suitable match while we’re socializing...” 

He shook his head. “Well, as much as I would like to see your plans unravel, I’m also glad I’ll miss it.”

“Who is to say it will?” She huffed in a rather undignified manner. 

“Because Liz is Liz. She couldn’t be less interested in society if her life depended on it.”

“She can’t hide from the expectations for her forever. Some things might have modernized, but women still are expected to take a husband, especially in our family.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

As King Alexander glanced at the clock, he said, “I’d best be off. There are still a few stops I have to make before I leave.” She stood and embraced him fiercely. He pulled away, unshed tears shining in his eyes. “Do take it easy on Liz tonight. Otherwise, we might never get her to an event again.”

“I make no promises. One man’s hard time is another’s easy one.” The smile on her face faded. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

He kissed her cheek. “Always, Mama. Always.”

~*~
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LIZ BREEZED THROUGH the door to the Blood Moon. The host stepped forward to take her coat, but she politely declined. Her eyes scanned the room until they found who she was looking for, Morrigan Nightshade, the co-owner of the establishment. Morrigan leaned against the dark wood of the bar, her emerald eyes on the lookout for anything out of place. Her burgundy hair shone beneath a jeweled headband. Slender fingers absently played with several long necklaces that dangled down her front. Their eyes finally met, and Morrigan nodded toward the door in a shadowy corner of the room, where her office was. Liz stepped inside and settled into the informal seating area to wait.

Morrigan burst through the door, grabbing a stack of papers on her way over to Liz. “I thought I’d have to leave a note at Briar House to get your attention. If that didn’t work, I’d settle for physically dragging you over here.”

Liz burst out laughing. “That would have been a sight; Lady Elizabeth dragged through the streets by the owner of the Blood Moon. Then again, perhaps I should give you the chance. It would get people talking about us, and we want that.”

“That we do,” Morrigan agreed.

“Still, I haven’t been that bad. I only arrived yesterday, and you know I had a summons waiting for me.”

“If you say so.” Morrigan gave her a critical look as she sorted through the papers. “First things first: the orders I mentioned in my letter.”

Liz took them. “Yes, mentioning those was a bold move on your part. What if someone else opened your message?”

“Why would they? It was addressed to you.”

“You’d be surprised. I’ve had to track down so much correspondence while helping Mama this winter. One sister ended up with a stack of letters, and my brother with another. And it was all addressed to Mama.”

“I see your point. Why don’t you tell them you own the Blood Moon with me?”

“Papa knows, though he hasn’t said anything. Mama might know, too, since she knows everything. I can’t bring myself to even consider telling my siblings. They might be fine with it, but why open myself to more ridicule?”

“It’s not that bad, is it?” Morrigan asked.

“I’m certain my dear siblings believe that my lack of memory has addled my brain. Most days are fine, but things like family honor get thrown around if I act in a way they think isn’t socially acceptable.” 

Liz stared at the two piles she had made as they talked. “I’d say this one is our priority.” She slid the right stack toward Morrigan. “Of course, it would be best to take care of it all at once.”

“No, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Morrigan cut her off. “We knew this would be a slow process, and you need your allowance for your own expenses, especially if you’re going to be in Ravenwood for any length of time this Season.”

“Fine, but the end of the month is coming up, and I will give you what I have left.” Her tone left little room for argument.

“I’ll accept those terms,” Morrigan agreed. She set the papers aside. “Are any more of your family coming to town this Season?”

“Only Papa is, but he’ll be busy with the Council of Lords.”

“At least you’ll have some quiet time then.”

Liz laughed. “I doubt it. Great-Grandmama already summoned me to accompany her to the Duke of Caya’s get-together tonight. I’m fairly certain she’s hoping to have me catch an eligible bachelor while we’re there.”

“Why? You’re not the heir, so what’s the pressure?”

“Alliances and ties.” Liz leaned back in her seat and offered her friend a smile. “If there’s one thing the royal family takes seriously, it’s that. Unfortunately, the grace period my injuries afforded me is up, so I’m officially considered a spinster again. Say, you’re going to this event, aren’t you? I could use an ally. Or at least someone I want to talk to.”

“No, I haven’t been invited, sadly.”

“Really?” This took her by surprise. While not a noble, Morrigan was a respected business owner, and her magical talent for illusions was valued. 

“You said it’s at the Duke of Caya’s, correct?” Morrigan asked.

Liz nodded. 

“Well, that explains it. He never thinks highly of anyone who isn’t one of the gentry,” Morrigan explained.

Liz offered a thin-lipped smile. “And yet, he’s commissioned things from you.”

“Well, some things are easy to overlook when you need a task done for you.”

“How true.” Liz frowned. “Now I regret agreeing to go. He’s probably going to be insufferable.”

“Come up with an excuse not to go.”

“If only that would work. She’d find a way around any excuse I’d come up with.”

“She’s that determined?”

“Determined doesn’t even begin to describe my grandmother. The earliest I’ll be able to slip away is during cocktails.”

“Come back here when you’re able to get away. The others are going to stop by tonight as well.”

“How can I refuse? Then you can properly catch me up on all the gossip.”

Morrigan smiled at her and outstretched a hand that Liz clasped. “Then I’ll hold you to that.”

~*~
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LIZ RAN A HAND OVER her dress to smooth the fabric. The pale blue material was silky beneath her fingers. It was a bit longer than was fashionable, falling to her knees, but she didn’t mind. It was a far cry from the elaborate ball gowns and tight corsets her sisters had described wearing just five years earlier. According to them, the corset didn’t get you, but the gowns threatened to trip you if you weren’t careful. Liz studied her face in the mirror and picked up a makeup brush. If she was going to be on time, she’d best get moving.

The sun was low in the sky by the time she left the house. One by one, the streetlamps bathed everything in a dim glow. Her car pulled up to the curb, and the driver hurried around to open the door. She smiled as she settled inside. The car lurched forward, then stopped. It lurched once more before joining the line of traffic. The noise of the engine was broken only by the occasional horn blast. As she rode, she used the time to gather her thoughts for the night ahead.

“Milady.” Liz struggled to keep from jumping when the driver spoke. He waited with the door open, but she wasn’t sure how long he had been standing there. 

She stepped out only to suck in a sharp breath as a rush of cold air hit her. Snowflakes fell silently over the nobles as they ascended the steps to the Duke of Caya’s home. Although spring was officially here, winter still had at least one final say. Liz offered a polite smile to those around her and joined the procession.

The duke’s home wasn’t too different from her grandmother’s. Its rooms were spacious and filled with expensive works of art. The foyer was crowded with footmen and nobles alike; the former relieved the latter of their outerwear in a precise choreography that was just shy of chaos. Liz shrugged off her coat and straightened her gloves. 

She looked around for a familiar face. Two Faeren lords cut across her path. They were so deep in conversation that she was the one who had to stop abruptly to avoid colliding with them. 

From the foyer, the attendees spilled into the formal drawing room. Her great-grandmother was still nowhere to be seen, but that wasn’t entirely unexpected. She had a reputation for being fashionably late to events since leaving the throne. Several people looked in Liz’s direction as she walked through the crowd, but none approached. Most would find it unnerving, unsure of what they had done to deserve such shunning. For Liz, however, it meant she could control which interactions she would have, which, hopefully, meant she wouldn’t have to deal with anyone.

“Lady Elizabeth,” a cool voice greeted. 

Liz dipped into a curtsy and looked up at the tall man before her. The Duke of Caya looked human, but from what she had heard, his personality was that of a typical Faeren. He wore a crisp set of tails, which Liz knew had been freshly tailored for the event. His dark hair was smoothed back and tied in a long tail at the base of his skull. The only jewelry he wore was a large signet ring on his left hand. “Duke Caya,” she greeted him.

“I’m so pleased you were able to join us this evening. You have been sorely missed.”

“I made sure I kept this year’s schedule open since I felt well enough to travel.” She crossed her fingers. He seemed to believe it since he beamed at her.

“I’m very glad you did.” Something behind her caught his eye. “Have you had the pleasure of meeting Lord Arclac?” He motioned for someone to join them.

“Only by reputation, Your Grace,” Liz replied. 

Her father had dealt with Lord Arclac on numerous occasions. Most nobles had gained their titles as Liz had, by birthright. Lord Arclac had gained his through business savvy. His ships sailed along Segen’s coast, offering a wide variety of goods to the cities there.

The man bowed to them. His light brown hair, like the duke’s, was tied back in a tail, but he kept his beard trimmed in the latest fashion. “It’s an honor to meet you,” he told her.

“And you. My father speaks highly of you. Your crews are apparently among the best behaved, and you’re always fair in your business dealings,” she offered with a smile. 

“It’s our policy. You’ll find yourself without ports to dock at if you don’t have some form of manners.”

“Of course.”

Duke Caya politely smiled at them. “If you two will excuse me, duty calls.”

Left alone with Lord Arclac, Liz felt an unfamiliar silence wash over them. She knew she was failing as a courtier, yet she struggled to find any worthwhile conversation. Anything she thought of seemed too dull for this particular lord. His storm-gray eyes darted around the room as though searching for something. When they settled on her, she saw restrained curiosity in their depths.

“Are you staying in Ravenwood all Season?” Liz asked, playing it safe. 

“Not all of it. I base myself out of a little village near the southern mountains, so I prefer the warmer weather.” He looked at her. “Do you prefer Ravenwood to Briar’s Port?”

“I don’t. While I spend a good deal of time here because of the family, I prefer Briar’s Port. I can only take so much of the bustle of the city.”

He considered her for a few moments in silence. “Odd,” he commented at last. 

“What’s odd?” Liz asked.

“Most people your age and status would prefer Ravenwood without question. It’s the social hub, and anyone worth marrying would be here.”

“I suppose many would like nothing more than to find a match during the Season and settle here. I do not need any of that at the moment.”

“I take it you don’t care for the dance of courtship or society?”

For some reason, his words set her teeth on edge. “I never said that. I prefer to keep things simple and do not need to pursue a husband right now.”

“Her Majesty, Queen Siana, Queen Dowager!” a voice announced before he could reply. There was a soft rustle of cloth as the room hushed, offering her the greeting she deserved. Liz rose and noticed her companion had bowed stiffly, as though he wasn’t used to the motion. It seemed unlikely, given what she knew of Duke Caya. Only those with the best manners would receive an invitation. Then again, maybe he was really talking about himself when he said he didn’t care for society's dance. She offered him a polite smile. “If you’ll excuse me, Lord Arlac, I should go and greet my great-grandmother.” She made sure to use the familial title so he wouldn’t feel she was leaving him to rub elbows with someone of a higher rank. 

“Of course.” He withdrew with a bow. 

Alone again, Liz wandered through the socializing nobles. Most were huddled in close conversation so they could be heard in the crowded room. 

“Liz, darling,” her great-grandma greeted her. 

Liz curtsied. A rather haughty-looking couple dressed in their finest stood beside Siana. They looked more than a little annoyed at their time being interrupted. “How are you, Grandmama?” 

“Very good. I love having good company, but the best thing is having family at these events. I just wish your grandfather could have accompanied me.”

Liz recognized a cue when she heard it. “Well then, I hope I can be an acceptable replacement.”

“I’d like that very much, my dear.” She turned to the couple. “Where are my manners? Have you met Lady Liz yet?”

“We haven’t had the pleasure,” the man replied. 

“Well then—” her grandmother started. 

“If Her Majesty, my lords, and ladies would be so kind as to give me a moment of your attention,” Duke Caya called from across the room. “I’m happy to announce that dinner is served.”

“We should follow,” her grandmother told her; she turned to the couple. “We’ll chat later.”

They nodded to her but fell in behind the pair. Beyond the far door lay the formal dining room. A long table was centered to let guests move easily as they sought their seats. Liz glanced at a place card and saw that seating was arranged by perceived importance, though rank also played a role. Her grandmother was seated near their hosts in the center, but Liz’s name was nowhere to be seen. The Faeren lord and his wife wasted no time taking their seats beside Siana. Liz silently retreated farther down the table, toward where she was likely to be seated. She began to doubt when she saw a makeshift card bearing her name at the very end. Her companions were minor lords and ladies with only small holdings and influence. In other words, people who were deemed too unimportant to be part of the conversation near the hosts. Liz settled into her seat, hands folded in her lap. Only the men would remain standing, since her great-grandmother, the highest-ranking noble present, had already taken her seat. Eventually, the seats around her filled.

“Lady Elizabeth,” a man greeted her as he took his place at her side. “A pleasure to see you here.”

“You as well, Lord Bilarn.” He was the ruler of Brookscavern. Like Lord Arclac, he bore signs of sun exposure and hard labor, both of which explained why he was seated at this end of the table.

“How has your esteemed father been? I’ve heard the winter hasn’t been kind to him,” he asked.

“He’s doing much better, thank you for asking. He will be in the city for the Council.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I can’t imagine a Council session without him being there.”

“I don’t think he’d let one pass without appearing at least once,” she told him.

Any reply was cut off as the men took their seats and the soup course began. Footmen filled wine and water glasses while others ladled the soup into pristine bowls. Liz dipped her spoon into the creamy concoction. It was full of mushrooms and rice, perfect for the weather. She waited for the others around her to take their first bites before beginning to eat. The clink of silver against porcelain filled the air for a long time.

“Have you heard,” one of her other direct companions, Lord Aelnor, broke the silence, “about the troubles in the South?”

“I have.” Lord Bilarn seemed to consider his words carefully. “There have been invasions and revolts in Mystam and Eria. Frankly, I wonder what we can honestly do about it all. Nothing has worked so far.”

Liz straightened in her chair. She opened her mouth to encourage them to continue speaking when Lady Aelnor inserted herself into the conversation.

“Enough of that talk. What if Queen Siana hears you? The king just went down there to see what aid he could offer. And what of Lady Elizabeth? She must be worried about him as well.”

“Thank you for your concern, Lady Aelnor, but I understand the danger all too well. So does my great-grandmother—the needs of the whole realm outweigh concerns for our personal safety at times. King Alexander believes he can help the situation, and so we must hope that’s the outcome.” Liz set her spoon back in its proper place and arranged her expression into as solemn a one as she could manage.

“Of course,” Lady Aelnor agreed. 

A large tray of fruit appeared at Lord Aelnor’s side. He scooped out a bit before dismissing the servant. Liz took some for herself as well, though she noticed that Lady Aelnor and Lord Bilarn partook only of the wine that accompanied the course. Liz averted her gaze. As a rule, Segen nobles didn’t drink for pleasure in public. It was clear that her companions were using the current course to avoid appearing improper. 

“Lady Elizabeth,” Lady Aelnor began. “What in the realms have you been up to these days? I swear I haven’t seen you at
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