
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance praise for Level Up for Love

			“Level Up for Love has all the fun of Roll for Romance while feeling like entirely its own thing. The interweaving of the D&D campaign with the main love story makes for a thoroughly entertaining read, and I loved the dynamic between the main characters. I really enjoyed this and am eagerly anticipating whatever Lenora Woods writes next!”

			—M. Stevenson, author of Behooved

			“An utter delight! Woods gives us a singular rivals-to-lovers romance with the perfect blend of sexy tension, emotional growth, and a journey that deeply satisfies—even though you’ll want it never to end.”

			—Kristen Vale, USA Today bestselling author of A Tale of Mirth & Magic

			“Level Up for Love is absolutely swoonworthy and fun, delicately blending life’s lighter and heavier sides. Lenora Woods delivers plenty of banter and heart, and just enough gaming to create the perfect geeky romance.”

			—Shameez Patel, author of Next Level Love

			“Lenora Woods gives us the best of both worlds: a tension-filled second-chance romance between former college rivals, and a delicious tale between enemies in a lush fantasy setting, combined in one couple you can’t help but root for. It is everything I wanted in a D&D inspired romance—and so much more!”

			—Jenny L. Howe, author of On the Plus Side

			“Packed full of delightful enemies-to-lovers tension and a well-drawn emotional arc, Level Up for Love is cleverly funny, deliciously swoony, and charmingly nerdy. Another absolute knockout of a romance from Lenora Woods!”

			—Maria Millage, author of Cut to the Ending

			Praise for Roll for Romance

			“Is this real life or is it just fantasy? Roll for Romance is a novel with a little bit of both…. Immersing the reader in both Sadie and Noah’s romance and the adventures of their D&D characters, Roll for Romance is two swoony stories for the price of one.”

			—WBUR

			“There’s a charming Ren-Faire energy to this D&D-themed romance about second chances, luck, and unexpected love.”

			—Paste

			“Woods’s debut is an extended love letter to D&D and the perfect entry point for readers with only a cursory knowledge of the iconic fantasy game, allowing them to understand the beats of playing through a campaign. Yet it’s the inclusion of parallel narratives that really makes the novel sing. Jaylie and Loren’s romance plays out in an immersive fantasy timeline alongside Sadie and Noah’s more grounded contemporary story, and it’s clear to see how the former influences the latter as these two fall for each other over time. This cozy D&D-infused romance doubles as a swoony summer rom-com.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“This lighthearted romance has just enough D&D to delight role-players and also welcome unfamiliar readers. Romance fans will be drawn to the growing friendships and blossoming love interest that will keep them engaged from start to finish. A natural 20 on both story and sizzle.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“Read [Roll for Romance] if you love romance with charmingly geeky vibes.”

			—Fangirlish

			“The perfect summer accessory…If you’re looking for a nerdy romance, then it’s time to place your bets on Roll for Romance.”

			—Culturess

			“Lenora Woods seamlessly creates two worlds in her debut, balancing reality and fantasy in one. Full of low-stakes cuteness with a serious side, Roll for Romance is a swoony and nerdy romance.”

			—Geek Girl Authority

			“Sweet, charming, and wonderful! Roll for Romance is written with such affection for its characters and for D&D that you’ll feel like you’ve made friends for life!”

			—Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Spellshop

			“What a delightful debut! Roll for Romance is full of wit and charm, with a satisfying side of finding yourself while pretending to be someone else. Watching Sadie and Noah—as well as their in-character counterparts—fall for each other was as satisfying as rolling a natural 20!”

			—Jen DeLuca, USA Today bestselling author of Well Met

			“As cozy as it is utterly charming, Roll for Romance is a loving ode to the bonds formed between D&D players and the magic of finding your own community. Woods lands a critical hit with this adorable romance.”

			—E. B. Asher, USA Today bestselling author of This Will Be Fun

			“Roll for Romance lands a critical hit! This swoony and nerdy romance had me kicking my feet and blushing the entire time. Sadie and Noah’s real-life and in-game romance is full of charm, healthy communication, and genuine friendship. This book is such a beautiful love letter to all things fandom, nerd culture, and gaming.”

			—Mallory Marlowe, USA Today bestselling author of Love and Other Conspiracies

			“Roll for Romance has me fully under its spell! With a sweet love story and charming friendships, this delightful debut will make readers fall in love with both the human characters and their D&D alter egos. A completely successful campaign!”

			—M. Stevenson, author of Behooved

			“A scintillating, sexy romance filled with spells and self-discovery, Roll for Romance will charm you and have you willingly failing your saving throw. The alchemy between Sadie and Noah is out-of-this-world electric, and their adventures at and away from the D&D table will have you whipping through pages to find out what happens next. Hold on to your dice, because Woods’s debut will absolutely disarm you.”

			—Tara Tai, author of Single Player
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			To all of the worldbuilders.

			Don’t stop creating. Your story matters.
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			I was promised one night off from the bane of my existence. Yet here he is, soaking wet and shivering on my front porch.

			Wesley Locke’s hands are shoved deep into the pockets of his dark pants, his shoulders hunched up to his ears. His short sandy hair, usually gelled back in a slick wave, hangs in dripping curls across his forehead. He’s still as buttoned-up as ever, always hiking across campus looking like he got caught on his way to a date or church or a job interview. His poor blue linen shirt, with its sleeves rolled up his forearms, is soaked through and clinging to his chest. Rain continues to fall in sheets behind him, and a roll of thunder rumbles forebodingly through the dark sky. The perfect entrance for a villain.

			Professor’s favorite, brilliant, asshole extraordinaire.

			Shock flashes across Wesley’s clean-shaven features, and his thick brows draw together in confusion. Then there’s that coy smirk, drawing a lopsided line across his face and dimpling his right cheek. I still remember how I admired him and his charming smile on that first day of orientation four years ago—before he opened his mouth and shattered the illusion.

			“Reagan Riley.” His voice is thick with amusement. “I didn’t know you lived here. This is your party?”

			I shut the door in his face.

			I swing to confront my living room, which is packed with most of the students from my cohort. “Who the hell invited Locke?” I snap.

			The music’s so loud that half of them don’t hear me, but I narrow my eyes against our strobe lights and scan the expressions of those who do. Eddie’s round face creases with confusion; my roommate, Nali, widens her dark eyes first in concern and then in amusement; and Owen scowls in solidarity with me. But a ginger-haired kid from my animation class—Garrett, I think—rubs the back of his neck and avoids my eyes.

			I pin my gaze on him and wait.

			“You threw a graduation party for the whole department, Reagan,” he finally says, exasperated. “How was I supposed to know Wesley wasn’t invited?”

			“Oh, come the fuck on. You think I’d ever want him in my house?”

			People are starting to take note of the tension. Some dancers have slowed to an awkward sway, looking toward us in the front room, while couples chatting in the kitchen hesitate before dipping their Solo cups into the bowl of jungle juice Nali and I brewed.

			“I don’t know,” Garrett groans, uncomfortable with the sudden attention. His glasses slide up as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “He overheard me talking about it with Eddie,” he says with a sigh. “But the semester’s over, and you’ll never have to see him again. Can’t you just…let it go? For tonight?”

			No, I want to growl. Tonight is supposed to be a celebration—my celebration. In my defense, I hadn’t invited everyone in our state university’s Game Design program. Since we attended the largest school in Connecticut, that would’ve filled my house three times over. So Nali and I had invited just our inner circle: Eddie and Owen—who, as a business major, wasn’t technically in the program but had taken so many electives he might as well have been—plus a few of their friends, and some of the others I hadn’t minded so much, maybe even a couple juniors, and…

			Okay, I suppose it was an open invitation. Regardless, everyone here has been subjected to enough of my and Wesley’s arguments in every seminar, workshop, and class from the last few years that I figured my feelings about him were obvious. It never crossed my mind that anyone might actually invite him.

			“Well, I kept my promise, Rea. I did not invite him,” Nali says. “But…”

			“He’s here now. And I feel a little bad for him, standing out there in the rain.” Eddie flashes me an apologetic look as he squeezes past me toward the front door. He’s always been nicer than me—but he’s always been my friend first. So he hesitates with his hand on the knob and looks to me for permission.

			“Fine,” I say, flexing my fingers irritably at my sides. “Fine! It’s fine. Let him in.”

			Eddie opens the door, and for a moment, I hope that in the hundred or so seconds that have passed since I shut it, Wesley decided to bother some other house. But he’s still there, relaxed, his hands casually dipped into his pockets as if he always expected to be allowed entry eventually. It’s the same expression he wears whenever he’s listening to another student’s glowing feedback in seminar, or a professor’s confirmation of his correct answer: unsurprised, expectant, and mildly amused.

			Only when he straightens do I realize he was leaning forward, listening.

			I exhale once, sharply, and imagine smoke billowing from my ears.

			Nali steps up. “Welcome to our humble abode,” she drawls as she gestures him inside.

			Humble is a good word for it. Like every other old house on the block, ours has seen the cycles of mistreatment and unreturned security deposits that inevitably come when you rent solely to college kids. But Nali and I have made the most of it. Our walls, with their patches of cream-on-white paint, are covered in cheap tapestries and posters. Plants are crammed on the windowsills to distract from the fact that the windows fall out if you try to open them. Mismatched rugs stretch across the worn hardwood floors, which are scuffed from dragged furniture and feet from dozens of parties, ours included.

			“It’s warm. Cozy,” Wesley says, his gaze pinballing among all the decorations—from the chunky knit blanket balled up on the couch to the flower-shaped floor lamp in the corner—before finally landing on me. It’s the same thing he said in seminar about the woodland creatures–themed farming sim demo I made junior year. His tone had been sweet, patronizing—before he launched into a blazing criticism and tore the game apart.

			But all he says now is, “Where can I put this?” He shrugs off a backpack and draws out two tall bottles: watermelon vodka and Sprite. Nali and I step to the side as Eddie kindly leads him into the kitchen.

			Coming to a party alone is a brave thing to do, but Wesley isn’t alone for long. Never mind my vendetta against him—most of my cohort couldn’t care less about our rivalry. He’s greeted with claps on the back and easy grins as he makes his way into my house, and in no time at all he’s circled by a group of people I don’t know well who bend toward him like flowers to the sun.

			Nali presses a plastic cup into my hand, interrupting the angry line of my laser-beam gaze on the back of his head. I hadn’t even noticed her step away to fill up from the dangerous pink punch bowl. “Leave it, Rea,” she says as she tilts her head toward the living room, a clear command for me to find a distraction. It’s our party, isn’t it?

			I don’t argue.

			Two Solo cups later, everything is noise and pulsing light as Nali and I join the dancers in the living room. I glance at where Wesley leans against the wall, engaged in a loud debate with Garrett and his friends. A shorter girl whose name I can’t remember hovers in Wesley’s shadow, nodding enthusiastically at everything he says. But I don’t let my attention linger. The best part of throwing a party at your house is picking the playlist, and I’m too gratified by how many people are dancing to worry about how much of a fucking pain it’ll be to clean up these sticky footprints tomorrow. I dance with everyone—I always do. Dozens of weekends out over the last eight semesters have left Nali and me with nearly choreographed routines to all of the hits, and we drag Eddie to the center of the room, where he belts out choruses with abandon. When Owen is brave enough to join us, he skates his palms lightly over my hips, and I let him. It’s not the first time Owen has tried to nudge our long friendship in a different direction, but I haven’t made up my mind about whether I’m willing to risk ruining a good thing. So instead, I put it out of my head, my eyes fluttering closed as I lose myself to the beat.

			Days could have passed like this. But when I open my eyes again and find Wesley disappearing down my hallway, I immediately grow suspicious. I take a step backward, and Owen lifts his head from where he’s nuzzled it against my shoulder. “Where are you going?”

			“I need to check something.”

			I weave through the press of bodies, past the people huddled around my tiny TV playing Super Smash Bros. and the group giggling at one another in the wide mirror of the bathroom Nali and I share. I look down either end of the hallway. Nali’s door remains shut, but mine is gently cracked.

			I shove it open.

			Wesley doesn’t even look up.

			My tiny desk lamp fills the room with a weak yellow glow, barely enough to see by, and he leans in to examine my bookshelf. It hardly lives up to the name, given that it’s more cluttered with figurines, trinkets, gaming reference guides, and board games than books. Wesley’s thumb idly strokes down the spine of my Dungeons & Dragons Dungeon Master’s Guide, and my hands curl into fists at my sides.

			Finally, he looks over his shoulder and grins at me. “This makes a lot of sense, you know.” He flicks the guide. “I bet you’re a great Dungeon Master.”

			I ignore him. “What are you doing in here?”

			“I was looking for the bathroom,” he says mildly. He doesn’t even try to sound convincing.

			“Wrong turn, Wesley.”

			But he’s already moved on to strum his fingers along my collection of tabletop roleplaying games. Pathfinder, Vampire: The Masquerade, Cyberpunk…“Is this where it started for you, Reagan?”

			“Where what started?”

			“You know,” he says. His lazy tone turns brisk, impatient. Keep up, it demands. “Gaming. Did your love for it start with board games?”

			Those aren’t technically board games, I scoff internally, but I’m suddenly too distracted to pick the fight. A fond old memory swims behind my eyes: my sticky kid fingers gripping hard at a d20 die, my dad’s rolling laugh at my sister’s in-game antics filling the kitchen. “Not entirely,” I say. “I’ve always loved both.”

			“Is that right? Let’s see.” He spins on his heel and moves to turn on my PlayStation where it’s nestled against the wall opposite my bookshelf. Somehow, though, his audacity stretches only so far: he squats in front of my TV rather than sinking into my beanbag chair. The screen paints his face blue, highlighting where his blond hair is still slick and wet.

			He murmurs to himself as he picks up a controller and begins to scroll through my library of games. As my collection fills the screen, one corner of his lips remains tugged up. Briefly, the alcohol seems to wash over me in a warm wave, and I’m tempted to fall into the beanbag chair and watch him. Does he have the same titles? Is my collection more extensive than his? But it’s the slight narrowing of his eyes and the arc of his slow, sardonic gaze that reminds me who exactly has invaded my space. He’s already opening his mouth to criticize something.

			But I won’t be picked apart like this—not by him. Not in class, and definitely not in my own fucking house.

			“Get out of my room, Wesley,” I snap.

			“But I’ve only just—”

			“Out.”

			He settles a tiny frown on me like I’m the world’s greatest killjoy. Like we were playing a game, and I’m ruining it. His eyes shift to the door, still open; pulsing red lights streak the hallway walls. The furrow in his brow deepens, and his jawline tenses.

			“Just one, Reagan,” he says, and there’s almost a pleading note in his tone. Some of his air of casual laziness has slipped away, and I notice for the first time a hint of discomfort.

			“One what?” I ask.

			“One game. If I win, you let me stay. Just for a while.”

			But why? And then I see the way his nose scrunches as he looks back toward the party. “Who are you hiding from?” I ask.

			“People,” he says vaguely. “I just need a breather, okay?”

			Even though I can sympathize, I let out an exasperated scoff. “You came to my party,” I remind him. “Why come if you didn’t want to socialize?”

			Wesley says nothing—just gives me a long, drawn-out stare. I can’t read his face, can’t imagine the thoughts simmering behind his dark eyes.

			I huff. “You could leave,” I suggest cheerfully.

			He breaks out of whatever trance he was in and waves a hand. “You don’t scare me, Reagan.”

			I should, I think, seething. But that old competitive itch is crawling under my skin again, and as I look down at the controller he’s holding out toward me, I can’t help but ask, “What happens if I win?”

			Wesley shrugs. “Then I’ll go.”

			I could just kick him out. I don’t have to take this bet, I know that. My house, my rules, and whatnot. But I’ve always had a hell of a time backing down from a challenge.

			Especially one from him.

			“Pick one, then.”

			He selects an older classic fighting game that pits different gods and heroes from Greek mythology against one another, then murmurs, “Always wanted to try this one.” It’s an old favorite of mine, though I haven’t played it in years—not since high school, sitting with my sister, Ramona, in her hospital room every weekend. Lucky guess on his part—or unlucky, considering the way I’m about to destroy him. I shut the door to my room and settle down onto the beanbag chair. Wesley sinks to the floor.

			As the game loads, I realize that this is the first time I’ve ever actually played a game with Wesley. We’ve spent the last four years playing each other’s creations, arguing over the merit of classics, and debating engines, but we’ve never played a game together.

			It doesn’t last long—the first fight is over quickly.

			His shoulders stiffen as my Athena lances her spear into his Poseidon’s chest. When he looks back at me, his eyes are shadowed. Darker.

			His voice is low and tense. “Best of five?”

			And so it goes, with Wesley alternating characters while I stick with the goddess of war. But the same scene keeps playing out in different flavors: Athena with her foot on Apollo’s neck; Hades brutally sent back to the Underworld; Ares on his knees before her, chin tilted forcefully up by the blade of her sword. With each new duel, my heart rate rises to a gallop, a rush of adrenaline flooding my veins as if I’m the one holding the weapon. As I win again, after insisting we play out all five games, just for the hell of it, I have to bite my lower lip to hide my grin.

			Wesley stares at the screen for a long, silent moment before he turns to face me. “Fair’s fair, then, isn’t it?” And he braces his hands on his knees and moves to stand.

			God help me, I hate to admit it, but—I’m enjoying this too much. I hold up a hand.

			“Let’s make this more interesting,” I suggest. “Let’s play a different game.”

			“A different game?” His expression is wary, but he responded far too quickly to sound anything but eager.

			I nod. “A drinking game. Clearly you haven’t got a chance of winning otherwise.”

			A muscle in his jaw feathers. “Go on.”

			I let him make the first rule: for the next game, I take a drink every time I make Athena use her most powerful ability (I still win, but I drink twice). We decide that the loser gets to decide the next rule, and it takes him only three more rounds to win for the first time.

			As Wesley catches on quickly enough to finally make our battles feel competitive, I realize I am tipsily, viciously delighted. I tuck a smile into the corner of my mouth where I hope he can’t see it.

			Even through the haze of alcohol, I can recognize that he’s quite good. I knew that already—he’s good at everything—but it’s another thing entirely to see it in action. No matter the game, I’ve always got practiced mechanics and clever strategy on my side, while Wesley relies all on instinct and great timing. No wonder he lost the first few rounds; he was still learning the game. But as he grows more familiar with it, even my most perfectly executed combos shatter in the face of him simply hitting the right button at the exact right moment. As the playing field evens out and we take turns coming up with increasingly complex and extravagant rules that result in more drinks—him from his vodka Sprite and me from my punch—the realization sinks in.

			We’re both very good, but we play very differently. We’ve got different strengths.

			If we were playing a game where we didn’t have to kill each other, we’d make a great team.

			As the vodka burns its way down my throat—whoops, wrong drink—I become less concerned about winning despite managing to keep the lead. My timing is thrown off when my thumbs grow sloppy and unwieldy, and Wesley laughs as he fumbles with the buttons of his own controller. As I slouch to the side, wobbling toward him, I let myself remember what it was like to play this game with my sister, pressed shoulder to shoulder in her bed. I let myself have fun. I forget how annoyed I’m supposed to be to have Wesley here at all.

			I don’t know when Wesley adjusts his position so that his upper arm presses against my thigh. I hardly recall when I scoot to make room for him on the beanbag, or when he crawls up—I note only the chill dampness of his shirt, at odds with the warmth of his skin as he leans against me. I don’t realize when his playful shove after losing another round ends with us nestled side by side on a beanbag that’s meant for only one person. He smells like rain and the remnants of expensive spicy cologne, and I find myself taking deeper, slower breaths as I try not to let it get to my head.

			I don’t know how much time passes before Wesley gingerly sets his controller down on the carpet.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever had my ass so thoroughly handed to me.” He’s not even talking to me. His attention is still on the screen. And then, when he turns, it’s a full-body thing. His shoulders are square with mine. At first, his lips are pressed tightly together, his features tense and unreadable—and then something gives, and his dark eyes soften as he raises his gaze to my face.

			There’s a little knot of concentration between his brows as he studies me, swaying slightly. I don’t think we’ve ever been this close before. He’s looking at me like I’m a complicated puzzle of machinery and he’s trying to figure out what exactly is making me tick. I feel his eyes almost like a physical touch, tracing the arch of my brows, darting between each individual freckle, sweeping across my forehead along the blunt line of my bangs. I hope my room is dark enough to hide the way heat blooms under my skin in the wake of his attention, a blush I can’t explain climbing up the sides of my neck and warming my cheeks. And then his gaze dips lower, to my lips. Involuntarily, my mouth parts, and I suck in a breath.

			Finally, he speaks.

			“Can I kiss you?”

			The question stuns us both into silence. Wesley looks surprised that he even said it at all.

			“Why?”

			My tone isn’t as sharp as it was before—isn’t as sharp as it’s supposed to be. It’s a gentle exhale into the rapidly narrowing space between us. I hang suspended in the moment, waiting for him to cut me free. But his gaze keeps me pinned, rooting me to the spot.

			“Because I want to.” His eyes are half lidded, almost dreamy. Delusional, I think, with more amusement than bite.

			The desire to deny him anything he wants is instinctual, but it’s muted this time. He shouldn’t always get what he wants, just because he wants it. It’s a sleepy, half-hearted grumble of a thought. And he lost, anyway.

			But what if I want it, too?

			A rush of heat spears through my chest, and I realize there is one way I can deny him, at least—by making the first move.

			I let myself sway from side to side, then tip forward until my lips crash into his.

			He tastes like candy, I think wildly. Watermelon-sweet. Are archenemies supposed to taste like candy? But then the warmth of his mouth moving against mine chases all thoughts out of my head entirely, and all I want is to taste more.

			I quickly discover that Wesley kisses the same way he argues. For every move I make, he has to have a pointed response of his own. As I roll off the beanbag to straddle his hips, he winds his arm behind my waist and flips me onto my back until he’s braced above me. As I deepen the kiss and tangle my tongue with his, he makes a sound low in his throat and nips at my lower lip. The moments blur until they’re just color and sensation, hastily murmured questions of Is this okay? and Does this feel good?, and groans I never thought I’d hear from Wesley’s lips. Somehow we stumble to our feet, and I guide him until the backs of his legs are pressed to the edge of my bed. I don’t know where my socks go, or my skirt—or Wesley’s damp pants and linen shirt. All I know is the warmth of his palm pressed against my ribs, of his thumb gliding underneath the fabric of my bra, as we tumble onto the mattress.

			I’m briefly horrified to let him see me flushed and giddy. Vulnerable.

			But he’s coming undone, too—his outfit wrinkled and discarded, his control unraveling in the face of undisguised desire. I can’t remember a time when he looked so unguarded.

			I’m thrilled to see him thrown so far off his game—a game I feel like I am somehow winning—but before we go any further, I stop to take a breath as the reality of the situation takes root in my brain.

			Wesley Locke is half naked in my bed.

			Delight, shock, and a knot of other conflicting emotions swell in my chest. But Wesley distracts me, turning my face to his and tucking a strand of my long dark hair behind my ear.

			“What are you doing this summer, Reagan?” he asks.

			He doesn’t have to say where he’s headed. He shared it often enough in class as soon as he was hired. After graduation, he’ll start immediately at Hurricane Studios in Boston, the titan video game studio best known for the hugely popular MMO Legends of Lore, among other games.

			“I’ll be here.” I keep telling myself I want to work on my own projects and spend a few more months with Mona and my family before signing my time over to a studio. It distracts me from the fact that I still haven’t heard back from Uproar Games after my interview last week, and none of my other applications have gotten me anywhere.

			Yet, I tell myself, it’s only been a few weeks since I started applying. It’s still early.

			Wesley clears his throat. “Boston’s not so far away.”

			“It isn’t, is it?” I muse softly.

			We hold each other’s gazes for a long moment, and I wonder what he’s implying. I wonder if this is the closest he’ll get to asking me to visit.

			His eyes dance away from mine. “Imagine a summer off, where we’re not competing, not always at each other’s throats.”

			“I like it when you’re at my throat.” I’ve never gone so far as to admit this to myself, but as soon as it’s out of my mouth, I know it’s true.

			“Do you?”

			Experimentally, Wesley presses his lips to the side of my neck, right under my ear. His nose dips to trace the crook of my shoulder, and he runs his teeth along my collarbone.

			I swallow, eyes wide, intensely distracted. “Competition’s a big motivator for me,” I say with difficulty.

			“You were the only one who could ever keep up, Reagan.”

			I huff, and I’m not sure if it’s a laugh or a scoff. I think about protesting that he was racing to keep up with me at least half of the time, that we were often completely, infuriatingly evenly matched, how—

			But by the soft curve of his mouth, by the appearance of that damned dimple—he already knows. He’s goading me.

			He’s always goading me.

			“Fuck you,” I say fondly. I’m slurring my words, but it’s hardly the alcohol at this point. Sleep fuzzes the edges of my vision. I feel deliciously wrung out and cozy with Wesley’s head curled on my shoulder. I don’t know if I want to sink into sleep or find out what’s under the thin layer of clothes he still has on. He hums a laugh into my sternum and—always the one to ruin a good time—begins to gently extricate himself from our tangle of limbs.

			I make a groan of protest, but he smiles and shakes his head. “Just going to grab some water, okay?”

			“Mm.”

			Pillowing my cheek against my arm, I watch as Wesley bends to pluck his clothes from the floor. The flickering screen of our paused game makes his pale skin glow, highlighting the way his lips press into a thin line of discomfort as he slowly unpeels his shirt from his pants, both still damp from the rain.

			I snort. Bending over, I fish a shirt and sweatpants from the drawers under my bed frame. “Here.”

			“The second rescue of the night.”

			He balls his clothes together and tosses them to the corner of the room. Given that he’s got only a couple inches on me, it’s amusing how well my clothes fit him. The black sweatpants hang loose from his hips where they’d normally hug my curves, while the faded blue fabric of the shirt stretches across his shoulders. He turns, and I see the shirt’s white logo, a twenty-sided die bracketed by two palm trees under the words Miami Dice, splayed across his chest. It was a gift from my dad, who found a local game store on one of his many business trips to Florida. I smirk seeing Wesley in it.

			He stands over me and runs his fingers through my hair. I lean into his palm and shut my eyes again.

			“I’ll bring you some water, too,” he says.

			I probably need it, considering how much my head continues to swim. But it’s only a gentle churning, a current easing me to sleep. Music flares briefly as Wesley opens the door and steps into the hallway, fading to a murmur as the door snicks shut.
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			I don’t know how much time passes before I wake up again, curled to one side of an otherwise empty bed. The sunlight isn’t its usual gentle glow from my window but two bright knives shoved straight into my eyeballs. I don’t know if it’s the hangover or dehydration—probably both. I need—

			Water.

			Confused, I frown and briefly wonder if I dreamed the whole night up. But there’s no ignoring the tangled sheets at the foot of my bed, the pile of now-dry clothes thrown into the corner, or the still-flickering screen of our paused game.

			Icy realization slides cold fingers down the length of my spine.

			Rage first: Surely he wouldn’t have. This would be low, even for him. Surely I’ve misunderstood.

			Then, sour bitterness: I should have known better.

			I’m out of bed in an instant, shoving my legs through a pair of shorts and my head through a hoodie. I throw the door open, following the path Wesley would have taken out of my room, through the hallway, around the couches and the dancing bodies in the living room, and into the kitchen. Wearing my clothes. Had he winked at his friends? Had Owen tried to talk to him? Would Nali have accused him of murdering me and stealing my stuff, since the last thing in the world she would have believed is that we’d—

			The living room’s a mess, but it’s empty, save for the bundle of blankets on the couch where Owen or Eddie sometimes crash after a rowdy night. Owen is alone in the kitchen now, heating up a Hot Pocket in the microwave. He turns to me, and the pity and slight betrayal in his eyes has me feeling immediately sick.

			“He left hours ago,” he says.

			“Oh,” I say.

			Into the silence that fills the kitchen, the microwave beeps three times.

			I never hear from Wesley Locke again.
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			Six years later

			“Are you here yet?”

			I’m standing in a stranger’s bathroom, yell-whispering into my phone.

			“Your location shows you’re in an alleyway.” My sister, Ramona, squeaks into my ear, her voice high-pitched and stressed. “He didn’t actually ditch you in an alleyway, did he, Reagan?”

			“Jesus, Mona, no.” I try to peek through the tiny window in the shower, but the glass is frosted and opaque. I scowl. “It’s a black apartment building…I think.” I squint, trying to recall the details. Through the fog of my memories, I remember only a shining neon sign piercing the cloudy sky: a donut illuminated like a halo. “There’s a donut place across the street!” Last night, I considered going there instead of following Tyler—Taylor? Trevor?—up to his apartment.

			“Oh! Yes! Okay, I see it. I’m here.”

			“I’ll be right down.”

			Three naked bulbs poke out from the wall above the mirror, though only two of them light up when I flip the switch. The stark white light is unforgiving, highlighting the eyeliner and mascara smeared under my eyes. My outfit, at least, still kills: black sports bra, faux-leather miniskirt, chunky boots, and mesh crop top that shows off the black floral tattoos that spiral up my left arm.

			It’s a great look, but perhaps not suitable for a Sunday morning.

			My grown-out curtain bangs bend in awkward swoops toward my ears, and my dark hair poofs out in a cloud around my head and shoulders. On my best days, Ramona tells me it looks like a cool, artsy shag. On days like today, well—the layers just make it look like a huge mess, and the dark maroon dye is half faded. I lick the tips of my middle fingers, swipe them under my eyes, and twist my hair into a knot at the back of my neck. I wrinkle my nose at an old toothbrush lying near the faucet, but after some digging under Tyler-Taylor-Trevor’s sink, I find half a bottle of mouthwash behind a basket of razors and Q-tips. It’ll do. I take a mouthful, spit, then march out of his bathroom and down the hallway to his bedroom.

			As I lean in the doorway and stare at how his bare ass and one leg poke out from under his navy comforter, I feel the familiar urge to simply walk out. Why wake him? He probably needs his sleep.

			My phone buzzes in my hand.

			Mona:

			
				hello???

			

			
				does he have you trapped? do i need to call the police???

			

			Time to go. I refuse to sneak out—I’ve got no reason to be embarrassed. I rap my knuckles twice, hard, against his bedroom door. He wakes immediately, his shaved head popping up from under the covers. I’m pleasantly surprised to see that he’s just as handsome in the weak morning sunshine as he was in the flashing blue lights of the club.

			“I’m heading out,” I announce.

			He squints blearily at me. “Okay?” He’s barely awake. “Do you…want some coffee or anything?”

			Admittedly, I’d kill for coffee, but not here.

			“I’m good,” I say, propping one hand against my hip. “Thanks for last night. I really enjoyed it.” And I had, for the most part. If nothing else, he’d made up for a lack of skill with stubborn enthusiasm, and I always admire that quality in people. Stubborn enthusiasm has gotten me far.

			He pulls the comforter back from the other side of the bed in an invitation, his white teeth flashing against his olive skin. “Doesn’t have to end so soon, sweetheart.”

			“My ride’s here.”

			He shrugs easily. “Fair enough. What was your name again?”

			I offer him a sweet smile and a small, fluttering wave. “See you around.”

			I hear a huff of a laugh behind me as I stride back through the narrow hallway and into the living room, passing his mounted TV and a sad little bookshelf with a few scattered pristine-looking paperbacks. Untouched. Still, the ghost of a smile passes over my lips as a piece of Mona’s advice regarding one-night stands comes to mind: If they don’t own a bookshelf, don’t sleep with them.

			Not that Mona’s one for having one-night stands, happily partnered as she is. But I’ve got rules for these things, and she helped me create at least half of them. I text Mona their address, because I never bring them to my apartment. Ideally, I leave right after, but failing that, I leave at least before 10 a.m. If they don’t have a bookshelf, I run home. I always say goodbye, but I don’t get friendly. Never mind that the hookups have happened only a handful of times since the Cataclysm—I never break the rules.

			During the elevator ride down, I stand in silence next to an elderly woman and her panting pug, and I let her shuffle out ahead of me before following her into the sun.

			The crisp early autumn air is a shock to my bare legs and stomach, motivating me to stride quickly to where Mona leans halfway out the window of her ladybug-red Kia Soul, crooning to the woman’s dog. “Hi, sweetie pie! Good morning, little pumpkin!” Twin golden braids hang past her shoulders, and her headscarf is patterned with bright green flowers. I share a cringe with the elderly woman as she looks back and forth between me and Mona, trying to connect the dots between my ray-of-sunshine sister and me. I flash her a smile she doesn’t return and climb into the Soul’s passenger seat.

			An upbeat song I don’t recognize bubbles cheerfully through the speakers, but Mona’s already talking a mile a minute over the music as she pulls out into the street. “Well, how was it? His apartment tower looks nice! It’s got to be new, right? Maybe he just moved here over the summer. Does he go to Yale?”

			It’s always this way with her, but at this hour, I can barely string a sentence together to keep up. “Don’t think so. It was fun.”

			Mona gives me a knowing look. “Coffee?”

			I sag into the seat. “Please.”

			“You got it.”

			Now that fall semester is in full swing, downtown New Haven is usually bustling with students—once the city wakes up, that is. This early, the streets are still wonderfully sleepy.

			It’s not always worth the parking hassle to come downtown, but Mona and I love finding excuses to visit. On one side of the street, glossy new apartment towers like Tyler-Taylor-Trevor’s stretch toward the pink sky. On the other, Yale’s pale castle-like walls peek between the lush leaves that have only just begun to change with the season. Any other day—when I’m not wearing a wrinkled miniskirt at 9 a.m.—Mona would just park in the first space we found, and we’d spend the morning wandering the streets, window-shopping and slurping down coffee. But thankfully, she pulls into the tiny parking lot of one of our favorite cafés—tucked in between a yarn shop and a new gaming store—and tosses me a cardigan from her back seat. I laugh and throw it on. The chunky blue-and-green-striped knit doesn’t quite go with the rest of my outfit, but it’s the best I’ve got.

			We walk in, and I hover behind Mona like a ghost as she orders our favorites before finding us a table in the corner of the shop. My sister knows me well and gives me grace as my latte slowly brings me back to life. She chirps through a dozen conversation topics—the new instructor at the yoga studio where she teaches, the cute beekeeper who’s started vending at the farmers market, Mom’s latest kitchen disaster—and takes all of my hmms, mms, and ahhs as the signs of encouragement and interest that I intend them to be.

			Once I’ve downed at least half of my coffee, she draws me back in. “Well, would you see him again?”

			“Who?”

			Her eyes bug a little. “The guy from last night, Rea.”

			He was perfectly cute, sure, but—“I don’t want to see him again,” I say before taking another sip. “I never see them again. ‘Don’t get friendly,’ remember?”

			Mona wrinkles her nose. That rule was one of my ideas, not hers. “You could see them again without getting friendly, though,” she argues. “I’m sure plenty of people would jump at the chance to keep things casual.”

			I hum noncommittally. “Maybe. But I’m not there yet.”

			She gives me a soft look. “Reagan, it’s been almost a year since you two broke up.” She curls her fingers around my wrist. “Not every guy will be like Owen.”

			I’m suddenly very focused on picking at where the saucer under my coffee mug is chipped. “I know.”

			“And not every guy will be like Wes—”

			“I know,” I snap.

			Nope, I haven’t consumed nearly enough coffee for one of Mona’s pitches to get back out there and date again—and it’s too early for a stiff drink. But not even a hundred drinks would make me want to talk about my ex, or…him.

			Even after all these months, the reminder of Owen’s betrayal still stings. In college, he had seemed so sweet and steady, and when we both moved to New Haven after graduation, it just made sense that our friendship would develop into something more. I still don’t know where I went wrong.

			Regardless, it’s the last thing I want to discuss. I need to change the subject.

			“Hey, do you want to stop in there?” I bounce my head to the right, where the craft store is. “You need more yarn for Mom’s Christmas scarf, don’t you?” Mona always plans these things early.

			She purses her lips, but I watch as the corner of her mouth twitches. Twice. I’ve almost distracted her, but then I notice her foot bouncing under the table. Has it been doing that this whole time?

			Something’s on her mind.

			“Actually…” She draws the word out in a harmonic singsong as she rocks forward. “I do need more yarn, but—No. No, I want to talk to you about something else.” Her mouth bends down in a frown. “It has been a year, Rea. And sure, you don’t have to date until you’re ready, but…” Her head tilts to the left. “Can we go into Game Knight?”

			I don’t know what she’s talking about, or how these two things are connected. “Where?”

			“Game Knight. The game store next door,” she clarifies.

			My eyebrows bounce upward. “Oh. Okay, sure.” But I can’t imagine she wants anything that I don’t already own. In my apartment, I have about as many games as she does skeins of yarn. Board games, card games, TTRPGs, every book and guide published for the latest edition of Dungeons & Dragons, probably hundreds of dice—not to mention my video game collection. “Do you want to pick up something new?”

			Mona clasps a hand over mine. Nervously, she scratches at my thumbnail, where my dark purple polish is badly chipped. Her green eyes are wide, and her lips are pressed in a pitying pout—it’s her Bad News face, the one she always wears when she tells me that she finished my last bottle of wine, or that my least favorite uncle has confirmed he’s coming for Thanksgiving.

			“I want to sign up for one of their D&D games,” she says gently.

			I blink owlishly. “Sign up?” When Mona and I play—played—D&D, it’s always with our friends at my apartment. I know some people love the easy accessibility that store-hosted games offer, but I’ve never played in one before.

			Granted, store-hosted games ensure that a campaign isn’t killed by the real D&D villain: scheduling.

			Mona nods quickly. “You remember Shay, right?”

			“Of course.” I haven’t met Shay yet, but Mona has mentioned her plenty of times now; they met at one of Mona’s sunrise yoga classes over the summer and have been dating steadily since. Mona’s eyes get dreamy every time she brings her up.

			“She invited me to play with her and said that the game she joined through Game Knight is looking for a few more players. I know you’re not ready to start a new campaign after what happened to our last one, but—but I really miss playing, and I’d really like to play with her, and…” She bites her lip. “Is that okay? Would you mind?”

			But we always play together. Since we were kids, when Dad used to run games for us on the weekends. Since high school, after the divorce, when I stepped into the role of Dungeon Master and started creating my own campaigns, narrating the adventures of Mona and our friends. No one else ever wanted to DM, so it became my go-to role, one I kept up in college and beyond. Mona has been in every single one of my D&D games since the beginning.

			But it’s my fault we haven’t played since the Cataclysm earlier this year, when our friend group imploded so spectacularly that I ended our game—and my romantic relationship with Owen—in an arcane explosion that leveled an entire kingdom, killing most of the world’s inhabitants…including all of the party members.

			Unsurprisingly, the only relationship that survived is the one I have with my sister.

			I’ve hardly been in the mood to run another game after everything that happened, but I didn’t realize Mona was missing it so much. So much that she’d want to play with a group of strangers.

			That she’d want to play without me.

			I’m reminded to answer when I feel Mona’s fingers weave through mine. I clear my throat. “I don’t care,” I snap. Nope, too harsh, and categorically untrue. More gently, I say, “No, Mona. I don’t mind.” There’s still a funky little ache in my chest when I say it, though. Some of it is guilt, I know—it’s because of me she hasn’t played in months; it was my decision not to start another game with new people. But I feel some wistfulness, too. I also miss playing.

			I squeeze her hand and stand up. “Let’s go check it out.”
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			It’s barely past ten, so the store’s empty. When I push open the glass door, holding it ajar for Mona, the jingling entryway bells echo in the silence. The employee leaning his elbows on the checkout counter to the right doesn’t even look up from his phone. All I see are his wide hunched shoulders and dark curls overgrown past his ears. “Welcome to Game Knight. Let me know if I can help you find anything?” His voice wavers with fear and uncertainty, like interacting with us would be his worst nightmare. Mona decides to do a lap, saving him from his dreaded confrontation for at least a few extra minutes.

			All things considered, it’s an adorable store. They’ve playfully leaned into the medieval “knight” theme: the store’s heraldic helmet logo is emblazoned on several teal banners fluttering from the ceiling, weapon replicas are mounted on the walls, and a shiny suit of armor stands guard near the entryway. To the right side of the store, dozens of shelves show off wares suited for gamer geeks of all types: board games, card games, unpainted figurines, an enormous collection of dice, art prints of popular franchises made by local artists, game mats, and much more. To the left stretches a handful of charmingly mismatched tables that are likely full of patrons during peak hours, along with shelves displaying games available to rent by the hour. Past the checkout counter, a stairway descends into darkness, a sign above it proclaiming Rooms Available for Reservation.

			It’s immediately clear that pre-Cataclysm, Mona and I might have made Game Knight a go-to haunt for our game group, or a regular stop on our Sunday latte walk. But in the months since everything happened, I’ve stuck with online orders and kept away from gaming spaces that would only bring up bitter memories. Now, however, the smell of cardboard and bound books has me feeling nostalgic and a little giddy.

			We meander past the graphic novels, comics, and dice until Mona finds a huge chalkboard calendar mounted on the wall detailing all of the store’s events and hosted games for the month. Her bright eyes fixate on the line written in bold at the bottom.

			New D&D campaigns beginning october! 
Players wanted

			What follows is a list of all their campaigns: Tavern Tales: Beginners Welcome!, Wizard Academy, A Pirate’s Lament, Kingdom Heist…

			Every single one is crossed out and marked Full save for the last on the list. Mona points at it and grins. “That’s the one!”

			Blood of the Tyrant: 
For advanced players looking for a challenge!

			She hums a note of intrigue. “Maybe there’s a reason it hasn’t filled up. Must be really difficult, huh?” Her tone is teasingly sarcastic. She’s played too many high-level games with me to let that note intimidate her.

			My gaze is caught on the looping cursive letters of the word challenge. Something in my chest unfurls, unwinds—and wakes up. My eyes narrow with interest.

			Why do they consider this game to be a challenge, I wonder? Is it designed to be rewardingly difficult, with every encounter requiring the characters to think ahead and use all of their resources and cleverness to win? Or is the Dungeon Master, who runs the games and creates all of the combat scenarios, a tyrant themself who likes to feel powerful by crushing every player at their table?

			If it’s the former, then Mona’s in for a treat—and I can’t help but itch with curiosity and a twinge of jealousy. It makes me want to compare notes with this mystery DM—or, better yet, beat them at their own game.

			But the latter possibility makes my jaw tighten. I open my mouth to warn Mona, but when I turn, she’s already disappearing around the shelf. I follow in her wake as she sashays up to the counter and pins her most dazzling smile on the nervous employee. “I’m here to sign up for Blood of the Tyrant,” she announces.

			He blinks once, twice, and I can almost picture all of his thoughts broadcast in a text bubble floating above his head. Thoughts about her sunny smile, braided pigtails, fuzzy pink sweater. “Are you sure?” he says slowly. “The Dungeon Master for that one, Warlock—his games are known for being especially brutal. And you’re…” He trails off pathetically.

			Who the fuck is out here calling himself Warlock? Does this DM want anyone to play his game or not? I glance at the employee’s plastic name tag, half expecting him to sport the ridiculous name himself, but it simply reads Colin.

			I look sidelong to Mona, wondering if this mystery edgelord has scared her off, but she just seems amused. I turn back to Colin.

			“She’s what?” I ask. My tone could freeze the ocean. I swear, if he’s about to bring up some awful outdated stereotype…

			Colin pales and audibly swallows. “…new. She’s new,” he finishes lamely.

			My eyes narrow.

			When he speaks again, his voice sounds slightly hoarse. “We also, uh. We start at level five.” His gray eyes bounce between us, as if wondering whether we’re capable of that.

			“We?” Mona asks curiously.

			He gives a shallow nod. “I’m playing in this campaign, too.”

			Fucking hell.

			I thread my elbow through Mona’s arm and draw her a few steps away until I can talk without Colin overhearing, despite the temptation to give him a piece of my mind.

			Sure, most D&D games start with the players’ characters at level 1, to give players time to learn the game as they level up. But starting at level 5 is perfectly doable, especially for advanced players like us. Mona and I have played all the way up to the max level of 20, and more than once.

			I hunch down slightly as I bend toward her ear. “Are you really sure about this? I could help you and Shay find another game, Mona. One that’s not so…gatekeep-y and elitist? Tyrannical?” I shake my head. “Or maybe I could—” But the words dissolve in my mouth, and suddenly, I can’t speak past the lump in my throat.

			I want to offer to run a new game for her myself, but I’m just not ready.

			Mona lays her palm on my arm. “It’s fine, Rea. These are Shay’s friends. She’s played with them before.” She darts a glance toward Colin and smiles. “He’s a little awkward, but that’s okay. I want to play.”

			My lips twist. “But have you met any of the others? Do you know who they are?”

			“No, but I trust her. It’ll be fine.” She turns back toward Colin and raises her voice. “Maybe Shay mentioned I was coming to sign up? I’m Mona, her girlfriend.”

			“Oh.” Realization dawns on Colin’s face, and then his cheeks and neck turn red as his spirit practically vacates his body. I assume he’s beginning to understand how much of an ass he’s made of himself over the past five minutes. “Shit. I’m so sorry. No, yeah, uh, I made sure to save a spot for you. I’ve been trying to scare people away from signing up, to make sure there was still space. That’s why—god. I swear I’m not always like that.”

			I’m not entirely convinced, but Colin’s tone—which had my hackles raised this whole time—doesn’t even seem to touch Mona. She smiles cheerily. “Great! No worries, I get it. I only hope you give the boys trying to join the same spiel.”

			“I do,” he says earnestly.

			I keep Colin pinned under my gaze. “How many spots are left?”

			“After her?” He clears his throat. “Just one.”

			Before I can overthink it, I say, “Put both of our names down.” Despite Mona’s and Colin’s assurances, I still have reservations. I’m not about to let her play with this Warlock alone.

			Colin looks just about ready to wither away, but Mona’s eyebrows bounce high on her forehead. “Really? But you never play, Rea.” She sounds delighted, and it’s true—I haven’t been in the player role since Dad’s games when we were kids.

			“I do now.” It sounds like a threat. And to be fair—it is.

			Colin ducks under the counter to shuffle around in its drawers. When he emerges again, he hands us each blank character sheets and character backstory questionnaires. He gives us a rushed rundown on how the game will work. “Starting this week, we’ll meet Thursday nights at six until the holidays at the end of the year. You’ll only have to pay toward the fee we charge for booking a room downstairs. Just fill out those sheets and bring them with you to the first game, and you should be all set.” Suddenly eager to be of help, he asks, “Any questions?”

			Mona and I bend our heads together over the sheets. A smile curls at my lips.

			“No,” I say, failing to hide the edge of anticipation in my voice. “I think we’re all set.”

			“Well, then! We’ll see you here on Thursday.”
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			Later that evening, I sit with my feet tucked under me on Mona’s plush couch while she waters the dozens of plants cluttered on her shelves, humming under her breath.

			In our cozy house in New Haven’s East Rock neighborhood, Mona and I have perfected our living arrangement. We’re both too independent and too picky to share an apartment—we’ve tried that—but as soon as she finished undergrad at Quinnipiac and the unit directly below mine opened up, she moved right in. She’s close enough that I can borrow her clothes whenever I’m feeling particularly peppy or colorful, but far enough that we can both enjoy our space when we need it.

			Now I pepper her with questions from the game’s character sheet and backstory questionnaire. In the questionnaire’s intro, the DM provided information about the campaign and the world within it, painting a compelling, high-stakes picture of a shattered kingdom, a gothic setting, and a dark curse spreading throughout the realm. It gives us lots of elements to incorporate into our characters’ stories.

			“Character species?” I ask.

			“Orc.”

			“Ooh, a new one for you. Class?”

			“Druid.”

			I huff a laugh. “Druid? Again?” This would be her third druid, a class known for its love of nature and ability to shape-shift into various animals.

			When Mona doesn’t answer, I look up from the sheet of paper. She sits on a cushion next to her impressively tall monstera with her eyes closed and breath held, lit pipe in hand. She finally releases a thin thread of smoke out the window, then turns to fix me with a half-lidded and slightly reddened deadpan stare. “Sue me, Reagan.”

			It’s a fitting class, I’ll give her that.

			“Name?” I ask.

			“Moss.”

			I laugh. “Cute. And we want our characters to be friends, right? We’re establishing that they’ve known each other for a long time?”

			“They’re practically sisters,” Mona confirms.

			“Of course,” I say warmly. Honestly, I’m kind of buzzing with excitement to actually play with my sister for the first time in years. While I’m still a little worried that this “advanced players” game will just be a miserable, combat-heavy dungeon crawl, the fact that this character creation form is so detailed has me feeling tentatively optimistic. When I see one particular note near the bottom of the page, I grunt a noise of surprise. Impressive.

			“What is it?” Mona asks.

			“Since we’re starting at a higher level and it’s supposed to be a difficult campaign, the DM is letting each player choose a powerful magic item from a list to start the game with. There are two left to choose from.”

			“Huh! Nice.” Mona crawls onto the couch and peers over my shoulder. “Give me that one,” she says, pointing to the description of a vine-wrapped wooden staff that will help her character heal more effectively.

			“Noted,” I say. “I’ll take the sword.”

			Mona eyes me sidelong, her face creased with amusement. “You still haven’t picked a class. What will you be? Barbarian? Fighter? Ooh, a paladin?”

			“…I’m working on it.”

			I continue to pepper Mona with questions as I fill out her backstory form. As she outlines her character’s motivations, personality, history, and goals, I can’t help but stitch together ideas for my own character—someone who would be the perfect adventuring companion for Moss. As a spellcaster, Moss will need someone to protect her, so I choose a fighter. My character will be brutally efficient, strong, and entirely capable of handling whatever monsters this Warlock cooks up. As I finish building her out, I write her name at the top of the page: Sindra.

			After I’m done, Mona starts to fidget restlessly with the tassels on a throw pillow, casting curious, searching glances at me every ten seconds or so. I smile, and without looking up, I ask, “What?”

			She does a little shimmy of impatience, narrow shoulders twitching. “Well, are you finished? Are you finally going to show me?”

			“Show you what?”

			She makes an exasperated noise. “You know.”

			Right. I forgot.

			“Tomorrow?” I try.

			“No. Tonight. You promised.”

			I did. “Fine,” I say with a laugh. “Let’s go.”

			Mona jumps up and scurries out the door, beating me up the flight of stairs leading to my unit. Although she has a key to get in—we both have each other’s keys, just in case—she waits for me on the landing. I laugh as I climb the last few steps and unlock the door.

			When I walk in, I can’t fully hold back a sigh. It’s been nearly a year, and I still haven’t gotten used to my apartment’s makeover. It’s the same layout, of course, but after the Cataclysm, Mona helped me reshuffle my furniture and redecorate completely. We replaced my old sofa with a dark gray sectional so that I wouldn’t always have to be reminded of where Owen once sprawled with a book propped in his lap, or see the indention in the cushion where his dog, Bowser, once slept. While I of course kept my PlayStation and game collection, we thrifted a dark wood entertainment center and filled its shelves with books and trinkets alongside the games. The once-sage-green walls are now a muted mauve, and there are bits of Mona all over the place—in the pink-potted spider plant on the windowsill, the poetry magnets on the fridge, the gluten-free pasta in my pantry.

			For the most part, all evidence of Owen and our ex-friends Eddie and Lauren has been scrubbed away, the framed photos of our old D&D games replaced with art prints and tapestries. Of all my friends from college, Eddie had always been the kindest, and he was the last one I expected to lose. But there is one place where their ghosts still linger—and it’s in the room Mona races to first.

			I open the door to my cramped office. Mona slides past me and sits in the desk chair in front of my computer, hurriedly powering it on. But my attention, as always, is pulled toward the opposite end of the room, to my gaming table.

			I couldn’t bear the thought of replacing it. It’s a beautiful thing, a Wyrmwood original made of dark cherrywood, with features like cupholders, charging ports, and a removable cover that reveals a large felt playmat perfect for rolling dice and setting up elaborate maps. Dad gifted the table to me for my college graduation, and I’ve made countless memories there since. I’ve followed the popular brand for long enough to know that it must have been extraordinarily expensive, but given that he hadn’t visited for years—even for my graduation—I’d figured it was owed and accepted it without complaint. I used to keep it in my living room, hosting every Sunday evening D&D session there, but I’ve since moved it in here, and I’ve covered it with a messy array of books and other random shit until I can’t recognize it anymore.

			I turn my back to it and face Mona, the bright computer monitors—all three of them—lighting up her wide eyes. I lean over her shoulder and launch my latest creation.

			I might not have achieved the game studio career I once imagined for myself—no, my software engineering job for the local hospital system is remote, flexible, and much more financially and emotionally stable—but that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped creating games.

			Most of my creative energy used to go into DMing D&D, leaving only a few extra hours here and there to toy with different video game projects. But after losing that outlet this past year in the Cataclysm…I’ve had a lot of time to pour into a new solo project.

			It’s the most energy I’ve put into a video game since college. It’s half baked and raw and experimental and weird, and I’ve scrapped and restarted it at least half a dozen times. But I can’t stop coming back to it, and I can’t ignore how it keeps occupying my mind. For months I’ve gushed to Mona about it, and for months she’s begged to play, but until last week, I claimed it wasn’t ready. After all, it’s not even close to finished. But I’ve finally gotten it to a place where you can at least play a very rough demo version, and I doubt I can hold Mona off much longer, anyway.

			I suck in a breath as Mona presses Play.
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			I fled the room almost immediately after the game launched to life. “Let me know when you’re done,” I said before retreating into my bedroom to try to distract myself.

			Nestling into my many pillows, I curl up on my side and begin to mindlessly peruse social media, my phone’s screen casting a bubble of light around me. I scroll past pictures of my mom with her arms around my three young stepsiblings dressed in their first-day-of-school best; a photo of Mona in scorpion pose in her living room, the sun painting her plant collection orange behind her; an ad for a local convention in a couple weeks; fanart for a livestreamed D&D game I used to watch religiously; and a link to an article about the recent layoffs and collapse of a branch of Hurricane Studios. I frown and open the link, skimming through the headline summarizing Hurricane’s cancellation of their game Lorekeeper, which had been intended to be a single-player offshoot of their hugely successful MMO Legends of Lore.

			Case in point: layoffs, project cancellations, and team restructurings have become everyday occurrences in the video game industry. Nearly everyone who works in games experiences a shake-up like this at some point in their careers—it’s something our professors and internship managers prepared us for. Just last year, I was on the phone with Nali for hours, soothing her through her own terrible news before she landed safely at her current studio.

			I continue reading, and my scowl deepens with each new line. Hurricane cut nearly 10 percent of its workforce…hundreds of employees left without jobs…CEO promises that this leaves the studio in a more agile position than ever, despite a few unfortunate tweaks to its team…

			I’m suddenly aware of a ringing in my ears from grinding my teeth together too hard. “Tweaks”—what a shitty way to describe people’s actual lives. I can’t help the fury I feel every time I see news like this. It makes me wonder if I know any—

			My brow furrows.

			Hurricane. Wasn’t that where—

			Uninvited, his cocky half grin flashes to life in my mind.

			Wesley Locke.

			Boston’s not so far away.

			But the moment he’d disappeared, it might as well have been a million miles.

			Oh, I’ve done my level best to erase every trace of that asshole from my life. But in a world as connected as ours, I haven’t been able to escape the occasional tagged photo of him and a mutual friend—it used to sting that he and Nali keep in touch—or a post from an old classmate playing one of his games, or a shared story of him shoulder to shoulder with his Hurricane team, celebrating before an annual game award show, sharing teasers of the upcoming Lorekeeper.

			Well. He won’t have any more photos like that now. Maybe not for a long time.

			Some of my old anger cools, momentarily replaced by melancholic resignation over just how cutthroat the industry can be. It’s been six years since we graduated; only a handful of our cohort had actually gone on to work in games, and along with Nali and a couple others, Wesley was one of the few left standing.

			Not anymore.

			It doesn’t matter. Fuck him.

			“Reagan?”

			I flinch and swing to face Mona, who stands silhouetted in my doorway. I’ve lost track of how much time has passed since she started playing. I open my mouth to ask, but she beats me to it.

			“I love it,” she says.

			I sit up. “Really?”

			“Really.” Mona plops down on her stomach next to me. Her messy bun, bound on top of her head, bounces as she nods enthusiastically. “I mean, the theme is kind of dark, but that’s sort of your vibe right now.” I frown, but she ignores me and continues. “I think you should keep going. I think you should try to finish it.”

			“Really?” It seems to be the only word I’m capable of saying. Mona is always honest with me; if she thinks I’ve got a shit idea, she’ll tell me, so when I’m not sure whether I want to fully commit to a project, I let her be the judge. She’s always a good compass for me.

			“I do. Honestly…” She draws out each of the three syllables as she spreads her hands toward me, almost in offering. “Honestly, Rea, I think you should try submitting it to NEWT this year.”

			No. The word sits on the tip of my tongue, but instead of spitting it out, I press my lips together and taste the bitterness of it.

			New England Worldbuilder’s Tournament—NEWT, for short—is an annual Boston-based indie games festival. One of the many contests they host is for games still in development, which I know is the one Mona’s got her eye on for me. Each demo competes for a variety of awards, and the winners receive a cash prize to help them finish the game, huge marketing opportunities on the best-known games marketplace site, and lots of chances to connect with players and other developers—and, in some cases, even publishers. It’s a great opportunity that could kick-start any creator’s career.

			It’s not the first time Mona has suggested NEWT for one of my games. Honestly, with the number of half-baked ideas I’ve come up with, I could have submitted something for the last four years. It’s not that I don’t feel confident in my games. I’ve even published a few online for people to buy. They’re short, and cheap, and the sales are pretty shit—but what reviews I do have are glowing. I’ve just never put in the time, money, or marketing support they would need to really succeed.

			But submitting to NEWT feels like a commitment. I know how I get with competitions; I want to win. Submitting would mean taking game dev seriously for the first time since college. It would mean pouring all my resources into making the best game that I could possibly create and fully committing myself to finishing the game after the contest—hopefully, after I won. I’d have to take a chance on it and be willing to see it through afterward, or there would be no point in competing at all.

			And despite my newfound well of free time to devote to an endeavor like this, Mona knows how I feel about commitment right now.

			“I’m not sure,” I say, carefully casual.

			But since it’s not an immediate no, Mona leaps into her campaign with only more vigor. “Just one year, I want you to try submitting. You don’t even have to finish the game! It’s a demo contest. If you win, they’ll literally pay you enough prize money to finish it.”

			That’s the part I’m worried about. I exhale slowly through my nose. “I’ll think about it.”

			She squeezes my hand before standing. “That’s all I’m asking.”

			After Mona leaves, I return to my office and watch the colors of my game swirl across the screen. I should go to bed. It’s past eleven; I should be tired. But it’s not like I have anywhere to be in the morning other than the gym, and truthfully, my start time for my job is pretty flexible.

			Daydreaming about NEWT and our new D&D game has me feeling inspired and wired, so I take a seat in my desk chair and sink back into my latest creation.
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			When I show up to Game Knight on Thursday evening, I find my sister already gushing about her character to Shay, whom I recognize from the many pictures Mona has shared with me.

			When Mona sees me, she waves frantically, vibrating with excitement. “Reagan! Finally. I’ve been waiting to introduce you two for ages.” She turns to rest her palm gently on Shay’s upper arm. “This,” she says, “is Shay.”

			Shay’s easy grin with Mona shifts to a friendly close-lipped smile as she turns to me with an outstretched hand. “Hi, Reagan. I’ve heard so much.”

			“So have I,” I tease. “I’m looking forward to playing together.”

			Shay strikes me as different from the women Mona usually goes for. Mona tends to date often and briefly, spending a few bright weeks with fellow eccentric artists, quiet academics, or thoughtful musicians, relationships that fizzle out as soon as the newness wears off. But my first impression of Shay is sleek and businesslike. Her straight dark hair, parted to the right, falls in a smooth wave and ends in a blunt line at her chin. She must have just come from her job—Mona mentioned she works part-time at a lab between her senior-year classes at Yale—or she simply has impeccable style, with her thin gray turtleneck tucked into dark maroon-and-black-striped wide-legged trousers. Her heeled boots bring her of a height with me and Mona. Even though her smile seems genuine, I can’t help but note how calculating her dark eyes are as she sizes me up.

			Her handshake grip is strong, and something about her seems vaguely familiar, though I can’t pinpoint what.

			“Thanks again for inviting us to play,” I say, though she really invited only Mona. “Do you always play at Game Knight?”

			“No, this is my first time,” Shay admits. “Our group used to only play together online, but then Colin got this job and our DM moved more local. It was his idea to play here, to shake up our group dynamic with two new players and a brand-new campaign.” There’s a line of tension between her dark brows, and I wonder whether perhaps Shay wasn’t always on board to open up the group. But then she looks to Mona, and her expression softens. “I think you’ll both have fun. I’ve been playing with this group for years, and they’re all fantastic.”

			Oh good. That’s one point in favor of our mystery edgelord. “So you like the DM?” I press. I will not use his ridiculous code name. I refuse.

			Shay nods vehemently, sending her hair swaying. “He’s the best one I’ve ever had. You’re lucky you got the open spots.”

			Mona checks the time on her phone and jumps a little. “Oh! We should head down.” She threads her arm through Shay’s. “Tell me again about your character? Her name is Vera, right?”

			Shay begins to describe what I gather is her human ranger character, and I let her and Mona lead the way, winding among Game Knight’s shelves and into the store’s basement. At the foot of the stairs, a long hallway leads us past several colored doors. One is closed—though I can hear raucous laughter within—but when I peek into the next two empty rooms, it becomes clear that each is decorated with a theme. One has star-speckled galaxy wallpaper and LED lights outlining every corner and table edge, making it look just like some sci-fi starship’s observation room, while the other has an elaborate mural of a fantasy forest on its walls, a crystal ball on the table, and plastic leaves and fairy lights dangling from the ceiling.

			But I know immediately when I enter our room that it would have been my first choice, too.

			Gray foam bricks line the room’s walls to give the impression of the interior of a castle—or a medieval dungeon. A dark chandelier hangs from the ceiling, lit with fake flickering candles, complementing the plastic torches propped in each corner of the room. A stuffed dragon’s head is mounted above the head of the table, and dark shelves are packed with game reference guides, supplies, maps, and everything else we could possibly ask for. From the room’s hidden speakers hums a dark gothic chant, further setting the mood for the challenging adventure we’re soon to embark on.

			I’m already impressed.

			Three men sit at the central table, though I recognize only Colin; he glances up and gives a half-hearted wave to me and a full smile to Mona. Sitting across from him is an older bearded man with a graying ponytail wearing a Hartford Whalers shirt. His eyes crinkle when he sees us, and I immediately recognize his calm expression and measured smile from Shay’s face; he must be her dad.

			“Hey, guys,” the man says, voice gruff. “I’m Arthur.”

			I feel an old ache in my chest—a bitter, heady mix of nostalgia and resignation. I wonder how long they’ve been playing together. Did Arthur introduce Shay to the game, too? Did he DM games for her growing up?

			“Hi, Arthur. I’m—”

			“Oh, hi!”

			As I go to shake Arthur’s hand, my introduction is suddenly cut off by Mona’s shrill, cheerful greeting—this must be her first time meeting him.

			I smile and take a step back. Arthur’s not the one I’m most curious about, anyway.

			I look to the man sitting in the DM’s chair, his expression hidden behind a trifold screen separating him from the rest of the table as he pores over his notebook and open laptop. I have a screen just like it at home; many DMs prefer to keep their plans secret from their party for added dramatic effect. From over the screen, I can see only the top of his head of thick blond hair and the shoulders of his light olive-toned sweater, though I’d say it’s still too early in the season for it. I expected the infamous Warlock to have a much more sinister air about him, maybe even a trench coat, but there’s nothing sinister about a waffle knit.

			I brace myself with a quick inhale. “Hey,” I say, shoving the worst of my assumptions about him aside and trying at friendliness. I set my and Mona’s character backstory sheets on the pile of others stacked next to him. “I’m Reagan. I’m looking forward to your game.”

			His shoulders immediately tense, his hands freezing where he was writing something in his notebook. He’s slow to straighten, slow to lift his eyes, like he’s moving through water.

			Finally, he looks up, and his gaze locks onto mine. “Reagan?”

			Every muscle in my body tenses.

			I know those eyes. Dark and rich brown, like a cup of strong black coffee first thing in the morning. I’m used to seeing them narrowed in challenge or emphasized by arched eyebrows. But in this moment, they are blown wide with shock.

			He looks a little different. His shoulders are broader, his short hair is overgrown and not as immaculately styled, and he doesn’t look nearly as put together as he used to. But despite everything that’s changed, I know those eyes.

			Realization hits me like white-hot lightning.

			Oh, fucking hell.

			Not Warlock.

			Warlocke.

			I can barely hear Shay’s introductions over the buzzing anger building in my skull. “You’ve already met Colin,” she’s saying, “and this is—”

			“Wesley Locke,” I say, interrupting her. My voice is flat, toneless. My knuckles are white against the edge of the table. I don’t remember grabbing it.

			Six years ago, I would have paid good money to watch him flounder in front of a group of people the way he is now, his skin several shades paler and his mouth hanging silently open.

			But today? I’d pay good money to never see him again.

			Shay blinks. “You know each other?”

			“No,” Mona says with a gasp, swinging to face me. “Wesley Wesley?”

			She has never met him, of course. But when I was in college, he’d been the subject of plenty of FaceTime catchups and rants over text. So, of course, when I nod, Mona—bless her—immediately turns, gently touches Shay’s forearm, and says, “We can’t stay.”

			Shay blinks again, bewildered. “Why not?”

			I glance between them. Shay’s shoulders slump, the stack of game guides and notebooks tucked under her arm hanging limp. Mona’s eyes are creased and apologetic, but the line of her mouth is set firm. “Because—”

			“Because Mona thinks I can’t get over some old school-days rivalry.” I stride toward the opposite end of the table, each step feeling like I’m walking into battle.

			Mona’s eyes flash to me, alarmed, because Wesley and I weren’t just college rivals. It’s more than that—even Wesley’s answering wince confirms that it’s more than that—but no. I don’t walk away. I won’t walk away.

			“You went to school together, huh?” Arthur asks.

			“College,” Wesley says absently, eyes still trained on me. It’s the first time he’s spoken since he gasped my name. He clears his throat. “Just a few towns up.”

			I bare my teeth in what I hope passes for a grin. “It was a long time ago. Wasn’t it, Wesley?”

			Finally, his jaw closes with a snap, and underneath dark brows knit with uncertainty, his eyes narrow at me. He knows what I’m doing. I’m issuing a challenge. I’m willing to stay and play nice, at least for this first session—but is he? If he’s a shit DM, I’ll leave. If anybody gives Mona or me grief, we’ll leave. Hell, if he asks me to go, I will.

			But there’s a sparkle in Mona’s eye when she looks at Shay, one I haven’t seen in a while. It’s not Wesley I’m giving a chance—it’s her.

			And when he casts a sidelong glance to Shay, who drums her dark nails nervously against the cover of her notebook as she frowns at the room’s sudden tension, I know he’s thinking the same thing.

			Wesley looks back at me. For a moment, all of our history and everything left unsaid seems to fill the space between us—it’s just as much of a battleground as the D&D game we’re about to play. But as he slowly leans back in his chair and toys with the twenty-sided die lying on top of his notes, he nods to himself, just a little.

			“Sure,” he says eventually, his tone neutral. “It was a long time ago.”

			I sink down into my chair before looking at Mona, who still stands uncertainly. “It’s fine, Mona,” I say. “Let’s play.”

			“But—”

			“It’s fine.”

			Wesley’s gaze is steady on my face as I settle in at the opposite end of the table from him. He doesn’t look surprised anymore—if anything, there’s an edge in his eyes that I can’t quite identify.

			I’m sure he’s realizing all over again that, despite everything that happened, I’m not one to retreat from a challenge or disappear at the first sign of difficulty.

			Not like he did.

			And I’m sure he knows well enough already that both Sindra and I are perfectly capable of cutting him down.

			Save for the gothic melody still ringing from the speakers, silence stretches across the table. Wesley’s head is cocked slightly to the side, his eyes rapidly scanning through the backstory sheets I gave him. I wonder what he thinks of them and whether he’s changing his mind about playing after all. But then he speaks again, and all the shock and tension of the last five minutes fades out of his voice. His tone is resonant and rich, like he’s stepping into a different role entirely, lulling us into a different world.

			“And so our story begins, set against the backdrop of the ancient kingdom of Moros,” Wesley intones, and I find it difficult not to be pulled in by his lilting cadence. “We will begin, as we always do, with introducing our cast of characters. Some of you have spent your whole lives in this kingdom, and you have witnessed firsthand the way a dark, insidious curse has recently gripped your homeland. Some of you have traveled from afar, called to help solve the mystery of this land’s plight. And some of you are from a different realm entirely.”

			His eyes flash up to Mona’s face, then to mine.

			“You are drawn unwittingly into this plot and tasked with saving a strange kingdom, lest its curse spread and infect your own…”
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			“Do you think adventuring will ever get old?” Moss muses.

			“It hasn’t yet!” Sindra grunts as she jerks her sword out of the dragon’s eye socket.

			It always takes Sindra a few moments to come down from the rush after a battle. She pants out of flared nostrils, and her pointed tail flicks behind her in a pattern of excited restlessness. She flexes her hand around the grip of her sword, the leather worn and patchy after years of use. Her fingers are sticky with the dragon’s blood, but it’s difficult to see against the ruby-red tone of her skin.

			It had been a traveling bard who first brought news of the dragon to the forest druid enclave that Sindra and Moss call home. The enclave is situated at the base of the mountains along the very edge of their kingdom, and it isn’t unusual for travelers passing through to spend a night or two in their safe company. Seated near the cook fire, the bard had spun them a wild tale about a great horned beast prowling the skies. His words were entirely too fanciful—and the teller entirely too drunk—to be taken seriously. But when a small group of farmers from the nearest mountain village arrived with the same news a few days later, telling stories of how a young dragon was flying off with their flocks, the enclave listened carefully to their plea. As the self-appointed protectors of the forest, the druids considered restoring nature’s balance—by killing a predator terrorizing the local ecosystem—to be their duty.

			Sindra and Moss of course volunteered for the task of tracking down the dragon. After all, Sindra was one of the only people in the enclave who knew her way around a blade, and Moss was a skilled healer who enjoyed every opportunity she got to see the world and pretend to be an adventurer. When they accepted the quest, one of the older farmers had kneaded his straw hat in his hands as he warned, “Listen, somethin’s wrong with it. Somethin’s…off. Be careful, all right?”

			But so far as Sindra can tell, there is nothing that marks this dragon as different from any other—besides the fact that it is now very much dead. “Come on, Moss,” she says, wiping off her sword. “Let’s check out the hoard.”

			Every good, seasoned adventurer knows all dragons have a hoard, and though Sindra traded in her adventuring days as a knight years ago for a comfortable life protecting the enclave, her knowledge about dragons still rings true. They find the small pile of loot tucked against an outcropping near the mountain’s peak. As the dragon had been relatively young, the hoard isn’t especially impressive, but it has enough gold, gems, and shiny things to sustain a mountain village through the winter.

			Sindra reaches for a bar of gold, but Moss swats her hand away with a tsk. “We’re giving this back to the villagers, whom this creature no doubt stole from,” she chides gently. “We don’t need riches, anyway. Nature provides.”

			Sindra snorts out a laugh. “If I had a coin for every time you said that, I’d have a hoard ten times the size of this one,” she says dryly.

			“Am I wrong?”

			“You haven’t been yet.” After all, when Sindra had broken her oath and been stripped of her knighthood all those years ago, the enclave had accepted her into their community with open arms.

			Moss flashes her a teasing grin, her two small orcish lower tusks on full display. “Give me a hand, then.”

			The gold, of course, is the first to go—and then any weaponry, armor, or enchanted items that can be used or sold. But Sindra knows by now that Moss is always enamored with the shiny bits that are left behind, as dragons are known to hoard anything shiny. At a glance, Sindra spots sunlight sparkling off smooth pieces of cerulean sea glass, tiny silver lockets, and a large broken mirror. As Moss comes to stand at her side, Sindra regards their expressions in the mirror, their faces multiplied many times over in the broken glass: Moss’s cheery, tusky grin, bright against the spring-green tone of her skin and framed by the curls of her shoulder-length auburn hair; and Sindra’s own scowl, her dark brows drawn low over her pupil-less yellow eyes, startlingly stark against her red skin. Sindra lifts a hand to smooth down the fringe of ink-dark hair between her two horns, which spike upward from her temples. Although Sindra herself has never had anything to do with devils, her parents’ meddling in a cult of devil worship before she was born had been enough to leave her with the horns, tail, and other unique qualities that mark her as a tiefling.

			“Oh, stop pouting,” Moss says, reaching up to tuck a strand of Sindra’s hair back into its long braid. “I found something you might like.” She presses a dirty scabbard into Sindra’s hands.

			At first glance, it looks like junk—but Sindra’s eyes catch on the gleam of a sword’s pommel hidden within. She gasps in surprise as she unsheathes the longsword—she’s never seen a more gorgeous blade. Rubies and topaz shine along the gold of its hilt, and sunlight sparkles in blinding flashes along the sword’s sharp edge. Experimentally, Sindra swipes it upward, and it seems to sing as it cuts through the air.

			*Sweet gods, thank you! A thousand thank-yous for freeing me! You would not believe how stuffy—*

			It’s only thanks to her years of training that Sindra is able to bite back a shriek of surprise. Her grip tightens on the sword as she spins in a tight circle, eyeing the clearing for the source of the voice. “Who goes there?” she demands.

			Moss stands immediately, one hand on the staff strapped to her back. “What? What is it?”

			Sindra’s eyes dart around the empty clearing. “Did you hear that voice?”

			Moss shakes her head slowly.

			Sindra frowns and holds the sword out steadily before her. “I could have sworn—”

			*I am so very sorry, I never quite figured out how to make introductions easier!* A ringing laugh. *My my, you know a thing or two about wielding a blade, don’t you?*

			Sindra’s eyes grow wide and then narrow on the sword. “You?”

			Moss regards her with amused concern. She clearly can’t hear a thing.

			*Me! My creator dubbed me Brightmorn.*

			Sindra pauses, then thinks, Why can only I hear you? Oh gods, can you hear this? Can you see all of my thoughts?

			*Yes, I can hear you, but no, my darling, I cannot comprehend anything going on within your mind that you are not purposefully sharing with me.*

			Why can’t Moss hear you?

			*She is not touching the blade.*

			Sindra speaks aloud. “Moss, here, hold this—”

			*TURN AROUND.*

			The warning sounds like a gong inside Sindra’s head, echoing painfully against her skull. Sindra pivots immediately, raising the sword and standing in front of Moss on instinct.

			If she had waited even a heartbeat longer, the dragon’s teeth would have severed her arm as it lunged forward.

			Impossible. We killed it.

			*Not this time. I sense the curse on this one.*

			The curse?

			As Moss shouts behind her, Sindra readies herself for battle for the second time.

			Unsteadily, the dragon rises to its feet and roars loud enough to send the leaves in the branches above shivering. Its empty eye socket still weeps blood from where Sindra was certain she pierced through to its brain. Burning red light shines from the pit of the dragon’s remaining eye as it bares its teeth in a snarl. It shambles forward, and though it has difficulty keeping its feet given its mortal wounds, the crimson glow of unholy magic propels it.

			“How?” Moss cries. “It was dead.”

			*Decapitate it.* Brightmorn’s tone is fierce in Sindra’s mind. *It is the only way.*

			Sindra nods and quickly tosses her long braid over her shoulder. “Once more, Aramoss,” she pants. “Follow my lead.”

			Luckily, Sindra and Moss have fought together often, whether sparring at the enclave or volunteering for every excursion they can. They move in flawless synchronization, with Sindra distracting the dragon and making herself the primary target of its aggression while Moss chips away at it with claws that sprout from her fingertips or thorned vines that burst from the earth to trap it in place. This time, Moss focuses all her energy on guiding the roots of the surrounding trees to twine around the dragon’s limbs, pinning it down to give Sindra the perfect opportunity.

			With her old blade, it would have taken her several swings to carve the dragon’s head from its body, but with Brightmorn, it’s like a knife through butter. Immediately the great beast crumples to the ground, and Sindra falls to her knees to catch her breath.

			Moss hunches over, her palms braced on her thighs. Her green skin somehow looks greener as she takes deep breaths to avoid being sick. “What the fuck was that?” the druid says, gasping. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“I have no idea. But you should…Here.” Sindra grabs Moss’s wrist and lays her hand on the sword’s pommel.

			*Hello!*

			Moss shrieks. Sindra smiles grimly and waits as Moss darts a bewildered look toward her before delicately touching her fingertips once more to the sword.

			*Terribly sorry, I keep doing that. I am Brightmorn. And where I hail from…the dead do not always stay dead.*

			Moss asks the obvious question. “And where is that?”

			*The kingdom of Moros.*

			Sindra and Moss share a look. They know little of Moros, which isn’t unusual—no one knows anything about Moros. It may be their neighboring kingdom, but its closed borders means it rarely welcomes visitors, and when it does, they rarely return.

			“Are dragons common there?” Sindra asks, continuing to speak aloud for Moss’s benefit.

			*Not at all. But dark magic has recently taken root, and my kingdom is suffering from a deathly curse.* There’s a tense moment of stillness before Sindra hears Brightmorn’s voice again, whisper-soft in her mind. *We’ve been able to contain it, but there are some who worry that it is beginning to spread outside of our borders. The dragon may have wandered too close—close enough to catch it.*

			Sindra and Moss both take a large step back from the dragon’s headless corpse.

			*You must take me back home. Back to Moros.*

			“I mustn’t do anything,” Sindra huffs. “How long have you been here, anyway? It may already be too late.”

			*Please,* Brightmorn stresses. *You must return me to my master; they can solve this. I’ll reward you with your heart’s desire. Gold, riches, a castle, a title—name it and it’s yours.*

			“And who is your master?” Sindra asks.

			*I haven’t a clue.* A pause. *But I’ll know them when I see them.*

			“You’re really selling this.”

			But it’s Moss’s wide hazel eyes that capture Sindra’s gaze. “The enclave, Sindra.”

			The enclave that sprawls along the base of the mountains—the place they have both called home for an entire decade now—sits right on the border of Moros. If the curse spreads, the enclave will be the first to suffer.

			Never mind the enclave, though. Sindra has never been able to say no to those eyes.

			“Fine,” she says with a sigh. “We’ll gather what supplies we need, and then we’ll—we’ll give it a go.”

			*Come along, my dears. I will show you the way.*
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			Sindra and Moss don’t waste any time.

			After gathering supplies and warning the enclave, they head straight for the border along a nearby merchant’s road. When they arrive the next morning at a gate tucked into the mountains, two guards turn them away. “There’s a sickness spreading,” the elf on the left warns, “and visitors are not allowed. It’s for your own good—trust us.”

			*There must be another way,* Brightmorn whines in the back of Sindra’s head.

			Despite her temptation to take the guard’s advice and turn around, the sword’s insistence and Moss’s concern for the enclave convince her to press steadily on. And so they circle back, Moss using her druidic magic to compel the trees to part and guide them along a path less traveled.

			Without signs or guards to mark their journey, Sindra assumed it would be impossible to tell when they arrived in Moros. Instead, the transition between the two kingdoms is abrupt and frightening.

			The first difference is the light. It was a clear morning when they found the gate and the guards, but violent storm clouds fill the sky as they pass through the mountains, thick and dark enough to ward off the sun. The world around Sindra and Moss dims to a rich purple dusk.

			But it’s the plants that catch Moss’s attention. Nothing is green. The tall old pines thin in number until all that remain are leafless trees whose bark is gray and peeling, and the grass—where there is any—grows in brittle brown patches between the dark soil and the rocks. Immediately, Moss kneels and gently traces the drooping stem of a pale five-petaled wildflower. The flower perks up at her touch, as they always do, but the moment Moss removes her hand, it slumps toward the ground again.

			Sindra nervously grips Brightmorn’s hilt where the blade hangs at her side. “How long has it been like this?” she thinks aloud. But the sword does not answer.

			Brightmorn? she thinks. How long has Moros been so…dead? Are we still going the right way?

			But the weapon remains silent.
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			“What the fuck?” I say. “What’s wrong with it?”

			From across the table, Wesley steadily meets my gaze. “Brightmorn stops responding to you.”

			I blink—hard. “What do you mean?”

			He shrugs casually. “Sindra can no longer hear the blade’s voice in her head. It’s gone quiet.”

			I stare at him for a long moment. “Does it still seem more powerful than my old weapon? Is it still magical?”

			“Now that Sindra takes a long look at it…not really. It seems like any other sword. Some of its golden shine has faded.”

			My jaw tightens.

			“So you gave me a magic item that breaks as soon as the campaign actually starts,” I say flatly.

			Mona leans forward slightly, her hands folded atop her character sheet. “Maybe it’s just an effect of the curse?” she says uncertainly, trying to break the sudden tension.

			“Does Moss’s staff still work?” I ask.

			I watch a muscle twitch in Wesley’s sharp jaw. “Moss’s staff is unaffected.”

			I glance at Arthur, Colin, and Shay, whose expressions vary from uncomfortable to impassive. We haven’t even introduced their characters yet, but I’m not ready to let this go.

			“Why is my sword the only thing that’s broken?” I press.

			Wesley’s laugh is dry. “Why don’t you actually play the game to find out?”

			“Okay, fine. Sindra takes a moment to try to investigate the sword, to see if she can figure out what’s wrong with it, and—”

			“Sindra doesn’t have time to investigate,” Wesley suddenly snaps impatiently. “Because at that moment, a skeletal hand shoots up from the ground and grabs her ankle.”

			“Wow,” I say with a dry laugh, my tone dripping with sarcasm. “How convenient.”

			Wesley’s eyes harden, and then he says the words that signal we’re about to fight—as if I didn’t already know. His voice is a low growl.

			“Roll for initiative, Reagan.”
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			Sindra yells out a warning as a skeleton claws its way out of the dirt, its grime-crusted teeth snapping at her, the hand wrapped around her ankle jerking her to the ground. But before Moss can run to her aid, they’re both distracted by an unsettling clattering that echoes throughout the mountains.

			To Sindra’s horror, an entire swarm of undead begins to surround them, crawling from under the brush, pushing their way out of the ground, or descending from the mountain’s many caves. They are in various states of decay—some recently passed and disgustingly fleshy; others nothing more than ivory bones—but they all have the same glowing, burning red eyes as the dragon.

			Sindra shoves the first skeleton off of her and sends its jaw flying with a strike to its skull. It stumbles backward, giving her just enough room to push herself to her knees, swing Brightmorn in a wide arc, and shatter its rib cage. Sindra looks wildly around until she finds Moss battling an entire group of undead alone. The orc has them tangled up in a net of roots, slowing them down just enough to give her time to strike each skull with her staff when they get too close. Sindra races forward, cutting into them from behind and severing their spines.

			But they keep coming, climbing out from between the rocks and running down the mountain’s steep incline. Moss is the first to voice what Sindra already knows.

			“There’s too many of them.” Her voice is shrill. “Sindra, we can’t—”

			“You don’t stop fighting, Moss,” Sindra says steadily as she breaks through the group encircling the druid. She moves so they’re standing back-to-back as skeletons continue to reach for them, broken hands grasping. “You don’t quit.”

			Moss sets her jaw. “I don’t quit.”

			In the chaos of the battle, Sindra relies on her training, on the many years spent practicing techniques and then putting them to work on the field. There’s a peace in knowing that she’s doing everything she can—that even if this is it, she’s giving it her best. So even as bones crowd her vision and unholy screeching fills her ears, the peace—

			The screeching rises in pitch, and a sudden gust of air stirs her hair as the largest, ugliest bird she’s ever seen crashes into the swarm of undead. The vulture mows over half a dozen skeletons in one fell swoop, and Moss shrieks as an arrow explodes through the skull of the skeleton clawing at her neck. Bolts of arcane energy whistle overhead, and three skeletons shatter as the purple missiles land. Amid the chaos, Sindra sees a bulky hunk of wood in the distance, growing larger and larger until finally a man shoves his way through the horde, tall tower shield held out steadily before him.

			“Behind me,” he barks, his gravelly voice deep and sharp with command.

			Sindra bristles; it’s been a long time since she’s taken orders from anyone. But the dozens of cuts she’s sustained are beginning to sting, and her shoulders ache from holding Brightmorn before her. She nods and steps behind the man’s guard, she and Moss standing to either side of his shoulders.

			Even with the aid of the newcomers, it feels like whole days pass before the tide turns. But Sindra recognizes a well-trained swordsman when she sees one, and she quickly falls in sync with the older human currently taking the brunt of the attack, defending his blind spots and taking advantage of the openings he gives her. She notes the way his own sword occasionally glows with holy energy as he deals devastating blows to the skeletons, his eyes momentarily shuttering as if in prayer. A paladin, Sindra thinks, impressed.

			Moss is able to take a break from defending herself—fighting really isn’t her strong suit—and she focuses instead on knitting up the worst of Sindra’s and the stranger’s wounds. Her staff glitters with power, enhancing her spell, and green druidic magic glows in the cut on the back of Sindra’s hand. Tiny flowers burst forth from the wound, and when Sindra idly brushes them away, her skin is healed and whole again. As the undead’s numbers dwindle, Sindra searches for where the arrows and arcane bolts are coming from, but all she can see are two cloaked figures shrouded by a tree’s branches farther up the mountain. Her focus returns to the fight in front of her when the vulture squawks loudly again and pierces the skull of the nearest skeleton with its sharp black beak.

			As soon as the last skeleton is cut down, Moss immediately—and predictably—rushes to kneel next to the bird. “Hello, darling,” she croons. “Really saved my butt back there, didn’t you, sweetie pie?”

			As most animals tend to do in Moss’s presence, the vulture warms up to her quickly, slitting its eyes and pressing its wrinkly bald pink head into her palm. It makes a disconcerting hissing sound that Sindra thinks means it’s happy.

			One of the figures from the tree—the one with the bow—drops to the ground, and as the woman’s hood falls to her shoulders, Sindra sees dark hair framing a young face made older by dark circles under her eyes. They crinkle with mild amusement upon seeing Moss. “Have you made a new friend, Lord Gullet?” she asks. At the sound of his name, the vulture flaps his wings twice before perching at the woman’s side. Sindra has met rangers like her. Their connection with nature might not be as intimate as Moss’s, but a few of them respect the wild world enough to bond with animal companions who will fight at their side and obey their commands.

			“Hello!” Moss pants as she stands. “Thank you for your help, all of you. I don’t know what we would have done without…” She releases a shaky sigh. “I don’t know.”

			The older human does not turn to face her, not immediately. Not until he completes a full survey of the land around them to ensure that every undead has been dispatched. Only then does he regard Moss silently. His features are like a rough-hewn rock face, weathered and ragged, framed by overgrown hair that reaches past his shoulders. His brow sits low over clear gray eyes.

			After a beat of quiet, Moss tries again. She sticks out her hand. “I’m Aramoss. Moss, for short. This is Sindra.”

			“You’re not supposed to be here,” he says flatly.

			A beat of tense silence passes between them. The ranger is the first to break it.

			“I’m Officer Vera Ward, and this is my father, Captain Antoni Ward. You caught us on patrol.” Her features are younger and more refined, but there are echoes of the older man in her own gray eyes and dark hair—though his has gone more salt than pepper. Her expression is tinged with curiosity, but wariness lingers in the way she holds her bow loosely at her side. “My father is right, though,” she says. “They should have stopped you at the border.”

			“They tried,” Sindra says bluntly. “So we found another way around.”

			“But why?” Vera asks, bewildered. “Moros is dangerous to outsiders, as you quickly discovered. Why come?”

			Moss presses her palms together and offers a tentative, anxious smile. “We came to help.”

			Antoni looses a derisive snort, and a new voice joins the conversation.

			“To help!” There’s a high-pitched hoot of a laugh. “Your skull must be as empty as these if you came all this way just to help.” A bald halfling dressed in dark clothing approaches, shaking a skull teasingly in Moss and Sindra’s direction. There are two more tucked in the crook of his elbow.

			“Mortimer…” Vera sighs, her tone one of resigned amusement.

			The halfling—the last member of our rescue party, Sindra assumes—waves her off and fixes his stare on Sindra and Moss, his violet eyes wide with interest behind the thick lenses of his glasses. The dark leather spellbook holstered at his hip marks him immediately as a wizard, while his black-and-gray robes and the skulls hint at his specialty: necromancy. His sardonic grin is bright against his immaculately styled black mustache and goatee. “Come, now. Why are you really here?” he huffs. “You don’t look the altruistic sort.”

			Sindra pauses, and her fingers toy with Brightmorn’s hilt. If you’ve something to say, now would be a good time. Shall we trust them with your quest? Do you even care, or was it all a dream?

			The blade’s silence rings in her ears.

			Moss’s eyes flash to the sword, then to Sindra. Sindra quickly shakes her head, but internally, she sighs. She’s not about to try to persuade this group of strangers about the sword’s chatter when she can’t even convince herself she didn’t imagine it. The broken magic sword hardly matters, anyway—it’s not the only reason she and Moss have journeyed this far. It’s not even the most important one.

			“Honestly, I would love nothing more than to go back,” Sindra says. “But whatever is sucking the life from your kingdom is beginning to do the same to ours.”

			Vera inhales sharply, and Antoni’s eyes go wide. Mortimer looks up with undisguised interest.

			“We slayed a dragon yesterday that came back to life after we killed it,” Moss says, her voice tight with emotion. “And on our journey here, we saw how the borders are changing. Morphing. My enclave—our home—sits not a day’s journey from the edges of Moros. I will not let it spread, and I will not leave until I’ve figured out what’s going on.”

			“Let us help,” Sindra insists. “Maybe we can fix what happened here.”

			Silence settles around the party. Vera is the first to break it. “Not what,” she says quietly. “Who.”

			“Who?” Sindra snaps. “Someone did this?”

			Vera licks her lips. “Prince Vadrien Ashe,” she spits, her tone acidic with hatred. “He killed our king and stole the throne for himself. We tried to fight back, but the dark magic he wields is too powerful. The land withers, and the sun itself hides from him. Every soldier we lose rises again to fight for his cause. He drains the life from our kingdom to fuel his power and cement his control. A few more years of this, and I fear nothing living will be left.”

			“How?” Moss asks. “I’ve never met anyone with enough power to affect so much in so short a time. What is he? A devil? A lich?”

			“Worse,” Vera says bitterly. “A vampire.”

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]Chapter[image: ] 
Five

			I sit back with my arms crossed tight as the table erupts with energy.

			“Say it,” Colin teases Shay as he reaches across the table to poke her shoulder. “Out loud.”

			“A vampire!” Mona giggles. Shay rolls her eyes good-naturedly.

			Arthur claps Wesley on the arm. “Wonderful as always, Mr. Locke,” he grunts.

			Wesley grins and rolls his shoulders in a smooth, casual shrug. “Playing is so much better in person, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, you bet.”

			Shay jumps in. “And the way you described Moros, Wes—I felt like I really got a sense of just how fraught everything was.”

			Even Mona nods enthusiastically. “The perfect spooky setting for spooky season!”

			And they all continue to gush.

			Their words fade to background noise as an angry ringing fills my ears. I watch Wesley bask in the praise and think, So he hasn’t changed at all. He’s preening, exactly as he used to do in class. He leans back in his chair, long fingers folded over his stomach, lips curled in just enough of a self-satisfied smile to bring out that fucking dimple. I consider saying something that would make it disappear, consider speaking up to criticize how the combat wasn’t very well-balanced—a little too difficult for the first session, in my opinion. And, sure, the gothic forever-night vampire setting is compelling, but it’s not very inventive, is it? It’s not like it hasn’t been done a hundred times before. And how fucking fitting, for my character to end up with the broken magic item.

			Better to tell Wesley all of the things that are wrong with his game and his DM style than admit that once we started combat and I got in the zone, I…

			I might have had just a little bit of fun.

			As if he can hear that small admission amid the churn of my thoughts, Wesley’s curious eyes finally flick to mine. I’m the only one who hasn’t spoken up, after all.

			One by one, the others’ faces turn to me, and the atmosphere at the table suddenly shifts.

			Fuck it—I lean into it. “Can we chat?” I say each word slowly. The silence is so thick I don’t even need to raise my voice for it to carry.

			Everyone is filled with a need to be elsewhere as quickly as possible. Colin doesn’t even bother to finish his sentence in the conversation he’s having with Wesley and Arthur about necromancy mechanics; he practically skedaddles out of the room. Arthur lumbers out after him, exhaling a noise that might be a laugh. Shay hesitates, then places her fingers on Mona’s arm and offers to buy her the set of dice she had her eyes on upstairs. Only Mona stands firm, her jaw set and her eyes on me, a question written in every line of her face.

			“It’s fine,” I say. “I’ll meet you upstairs.”

			She and Shay file out as I prepare for the second combat of the evening. Wesley watches me warily with his mouth pressed in a neutral line, and I wonder what he sees when he looks at me. Do I look different? Does he even remember what I used to look like? His gaze seems to snag on everything new—the tense line of my triceps underneath my tight sleeves, my left wrist where my tattoos peek out, the hem of my cropped black shirt where it brushes my ribs—before he jerks his eyes up to mine again.

			As soon as we’re alone, I finally voice the question that’s been haunting me since I first learned about this campaign. I can’t keep quiet about it any longer.

			“Warlocke?” I scoff. “Really?”

			His serious expression breaks; there’s a flicker of amusement in the way his dark eyes flash. “I’m surprised you didn’t recognize it. It’s been my gamer tag since college. Since high school, even.”

			I shake my head. “We never played any games together,” I say. Except for that one night, I think. I would have had to add him as a friend on the online gaming portals to see his gamer tag. “I couldn’t have known.”

			“Would you have come tonight? If you knew?”

			“No. Are you going to kick me out?”

			Wesley pauses, then shakes his head. “No. Are you going to leave?”

			I glance away. I haven’t decided yet, honestly. I have to talk to Mona, have to see how the next few sessions go—have to see how this conversation goes. “Not yet,” I say, then my tone turns steely. “But if I do leave, I’ll be sure to let you know why before I disappear.”

			Wesley inhales sharply. “Reagan—”

			“Why didn’t you say anything?” I’m glad none of the old hurt seeps into my tone when I snap at him. The pain of the betrayal—a betrayal I should have expected from him—has faded over the years, leaving only disgust and bitterness.

			I watch his jaw work as he scrubs his hand through his hair. It’s not messy, not really, but the Wesley of six years ago wouldn’t have let it grow out so long. I’ll never be the one to tell him that the style suits him much better now, that it lets some of those golden curls breathe.

			“It was a long time ago,” he says, his voice a dull echo of my earlier words. “Wasn’t it?”

			“You really won’t tell me?” Coward, I think.

			“I barely remember that night, Reagan.” But he can’t even hold my stare—his eyes dance away from mine, and the corners of his lips tighten in a wince. I know he’s lying, and I’m about to call him on it when he speaks again. “Do you really still care that much about it?”

			My eyebrows rise so high they disappear underneath the sweep of my bangs. He’s daring me to give a fuck, to admit that he might have mattered to me—might still matter to me. I don’t want to give him that satisfaction.

			“I guess not,” I say flatly. “But I deserved to know why.”

			“That’s true,” he says, surprising me. He leans forward and braces his elbows on the table. “But if it’s all the same to you”—it’s not, I scream internally—“I’d prefer to start fresh.”

			I’d rather shoot myself into the stratosphere than start fresh with Wesley Locke, but—I saw the delight on Mona’s face today, the way she lit up every time Moss healed Sindra or Shay laughed.

			I’m not going anywhere.

			I force myself to release the tension in my shoulders, to uncurl my fingers where I unconsciously balled them into fists at my sides. It takes me a few long moments to get the word out, but then I finally huff, “Fine.”

			I stand and shoulder my tote bag, but then he speaks again.

			“So you’ve been here this whole time? In New Haven? I heard you got an offer from Uproar Games in L.A. after graduation.”

			The reminder still stings, even after all these years; I shake it off even as I bitterly wonder, Who told him? “No, I never left,” I say hollowly. We can both keep our secrets. “I stayed.”

			“Why?” he blurts out. “You were incredible, Reagan. Why did you stop making games?”

			Incredible? I barely register the offhand compliment before rage boils over. My spine goes straight, and my knuckles turn white where my fingers curl around the edges of the table. I’m so much stronger than I was in college—in more ways than one. I could flip it over without a second thought and send all of the miniature figurines arranged across Wesley’s carefully constructed battle map flying.

			“Here’s how this is going to go.” My tone is dangerously soft—at odds with the way my body is poised to spring. I avoid his question entirely, just like he avoided mine. “This”—I gesture to the space between us, to the dice and character sheets on the table—“is just a game, Wesley. This is the only game we will be playing. We are not friends. We were never friends. And I am only going to see you when I have to, on Thursday nights. I’m just here because Mona is. Okay?”

			I watch Wesley’s throat bob. His teeth are clenched so tight I could cut myself on the angular line of his jaw. “Okay.”

			Finally, I head for the door, and when he speaks again, I barely hear him.

			“I like her,” he says.

			“What?” I don’t even look over my shoulder, but I pause.

			“I like Sindra. She’s a good fit for this campaign.”

			“Right. Thanks.”

			I turn the doorknob, but I don’t open it. If anyone deserves the last word, it’s me. “It makes sense that you’d be a good Dungeon Master,” I say.

			“Does it?”

			I swing the door open. “You’ve always been great at controlling a narrative.”

			“That’s radically unfair, Reagan. I just—”

			I slam the door shut behind me.
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			Why did you stop making games?

			God, as if.

			Wesley must not have known me well at all to think that it was ever an option for me to stop. For as long as I can remember, I’ve filled my free time with building worlds, whether they’re fantastical D&D games for my closest friends or experimental video games to hone my skills. All this week, Wesley’s seemingly innocent question has haunted me, motivating me to spend extra hours building my game like I’ve got something to prove.

			“So you’re doing it, then? You’re going to enter NEWT?”

			I nearly jump out of my skin, flinging my headset off my ears and spinning my desk chair around until I face Mona, who stands grinning in my office doorway.

			“How long have you been standing there?” I ask. My voice comes out a little hoarse; I’ve holed myself in my office all day, alternating between my day job and my passion project. I think this is the first time I’ve spoken today.

			“Ten minutes.” She jerks her chin toward the door to my unit. “I let myself in.”

			Right.

			She steps into the office and leans against the Wyrmwood table. “By all means, don’t let me stop you. You’re clearly on a roll—it looks even better than it did last week.”

			I stare at the screen for a long moment; my eyes feel too strained to be able to tell for sure.

			“Yeah,” I finally say. “Yeah, I’m going to compete in NEWT.”

			As I say it aloud for the first time, I wait for the dread or uncertainty to flood in, but it never does. Instead, it just feels right, like I’m confirming something I knew I would do all along. I can’t pinpoint exactly when I made the decision—was it when I started this project immediately after the Cataclysm? When Mona played it for the first time, and her face lit up with wonder? Or during the several sleepless nights I spent poring over it this week?

			Wesley’s dark eyes, narrowed in challenge, flash in the back of my mind—but I shake my head to ward them off.

			And anyway, Mona has started squealing at a pitch only dogs can hear, which distracts me enough to burst into laughter as she squeezes me in a hug. “Oh my god, finally. Yes! You’ve needed this. I’m so excited for you. How can I help? Do you want to keep working? I can order us dinner.”

			She’s talking so fast it takes a moment to register her words. I glance at the time. “We can’t,” I say, still laughing. “We have to leave for D&D.”

			Mona pouts uncomfortably. “You really want to go?”

			Want is a strong word. “You don’t?” I ask.

			“We don’t have to keep playing. I’m serious, we can quit right now.”

			It’s not the first time she’s said it. But now that it’s Thursday night again, I’m not about to ghost the whole table an hour before our game’s session.

			“I’m not quitting, and I especially don’t want you quitting for me.” I look at her sidelong. “Didn’t you have fun last week?”

			Mona presses her palms to her cheeks and groans dramatically. “I had so much fun,” she admits. “But watching you glare at him across the table for three full hours, Reagan, I just—”

			“I was not glaring. I was…roleplaying. That’s just what Sindra looks like when she’s killing things.”

			Mona levels a deadpan stare on me. “Right.”

			I stand resolutely. “It was a good first session.”

			Mona looks unconvinced, and that’s fair—I sound more frustrated than convincing. Maybe I am irritated about how fun it was. Maybe I am a little mad that Wesley’s just as good at this as I knew he’d be. But despite the cold anger I still feel when I think about our conversation…

			“I want to see it through,” I say.

			Finally, Mona nods. “It’s not as good as your games, though,” she says quietly, as if to comfort me.

			She waits as I rush to get ready, throwing on an oversized pullover and leggings and tossing my notebooks into a bag. A gentle drumming noise fills the room, tapping at the roof above us. We both turn to look outside as rain spatters against the window.

			When I glance back to Mona, she’s idly scrolling through her phone with one hand and massaging her right knee with the other. I frown. “Hurting today?”

			“It’s the weather.” Mona shrugs, unconcerned. “It’s not too bad, don’t worry.”

			I think she hates my fussing sometimes, but I can’t help it. It’s been more than ten years since the car accident, but some days, it still haunts her—joint pain more than anything, which is a blessing considering how bad it was. In high school, she was in the hospital for weeks, and even after that, her brain injury forced her to be in and out of rehab clinics for months, relearning everything. How to walk, how to write. She missed the rest of her sophomore year and had to redo it all. It was my junior year, and I’d nearly failed, too, I was so worried and angry. But the yoga helps her—Mona started it when she was settling back into her body, and to this day, she swears by how healing of a practice it is for her.

			The accident haunts me, too, but in different ways. It haunts me that Dad and I walked away without a scratch. It haunts me that for those first forty-eight hours in the ICU, we weren’t sure whether Mona would walk away at all.

			I try to ignore the old tightening of my throat as we trot down the stairs and run through the rain to my car. My driving anxiety doesn’t show up as much as it used to, but on days like today, when the visibility is bad because of the weather, it makes even the ten-minute drive to Game Knight feel like it takes ages.

			When we arrive and descend into the Dungeon Room, the others are caught up in a lively debate about the latest D&D game guide release. Mona meshes easily into the conversation, and though I could, too—I have a lot of opinions on its proposed new rules—I hold back.

			I can almost picture my old friend group seated around this table, debating this very topic. Mona would say the same thing she’s saying now, that she’s always game to try new things and shake things up. Owen would scowl and refuse to change anything, too stubborn to learn anything new—and Lauren would agree with him. Eddie would do whatever the rest of the table wanted, though he’d crack a joke funny enough to break the tension and get us all back on the same page.

			My thoughts travel even further back to my dad; I doubt he would have cared about the new release. He was always the sort who made up the rules as he went along.

			“…Reagan?”

			I look up at the sound of my name, though I don’t know who said it. The feeling of Wesley’s eyes on me—of the whole table’s eyes on me—shakes me out of my reverie. I didn’t realize they were waiting on me.

			“Well?” My tone is impatient and embarrassed. “Let’s get started, shall we?”
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			“Where we’re from, it’s been centuries since anyone has seen a vampire,” Moss muses. “Really, he’s an honest-to-gods vampire?” She bares her teeth in a comical approximation, though her orcish tusks jut out from her lower jaw, not the top.

			Mortimer clasps his hands together in unnerving excitement, violet eyes made wider by the thick lenses of his glasses. “Yes! A necromantic marvel, truly!”

			Antoni hisses through clenched teeth. “Need I remind you that necromantic marvel is trying to kill us all?”

			“Ah. Right.” Mortimer passes his palm sheepishly over his bald head. “Perhaps that was insensitive,” he says, though he sounds more thoughtful than apologetic. He leans conspiratorially toward Sindra and Moss. “I’m not from Moros, either, you know. I traveled here to study—erm, help. They need my expertise.”

			Sindra eyes the skulls tucked cozily under his arm and wonders how far his expertise extends. She huffs a laugh and drums her fingers along Brightmorn’s hilt. “I’ll try to make use of my expertise, too.”

			For hours now the party has traveled together toward the heart of Moros, and if Sindra thought matters looked bad near the border, it was nothing compared to how the landscape withers as they journey deeper into the kingdom. Everything is gray: the ever-present dark clouds crowding the sky, the dried stalks of grass that have managed to punch through the ground, the bark on the skinny trees. Sindra finds herself glancing down at the ruby red of her skin just to remind herself that she can see color at all.

			It’s not hard to imagine how beautiful the kingdom must once have been. Behind them, the white-capped mountain range stretches across the horizon, threatening to pierce through the clouds. It’s late summer, and Sindra can picture the valley they’re walking through full of flowers and flooded with sunlight. But instead, she has yet to see the sun once, and no wildflowers decorate the dusty earth. Empty houses and barren farms dot the landscape from time to time, and though they’ve been traveling for half the day already, they haven’t encountered a single other soul.

			“How long has it been like this?” Sindra breathes.

			“Just a little over four years,” Mortimer says matter-of-factly. Sindra nearly trips over her own feet, she’s so stunned. All this devastation in only four years? Instinctively, she looks over her shoulder, back toward the enclave.

			Back toward home.

			How long do we have before the same thing happens to us?

			“What’s next?” Sindra says, her voice clipped. “What’s the plan?”

			“The plan,” Antoni says roughly, “is that you’ll come with us as far as the town of Zaska to replenish our supplies. We’ll decide where to go from there.”

			Not good enough. “But you do have a plan, don’t you?” Sindra presses. “To kill this vampire? To end the curse?”

			Earnestly, Moss adds, “To heal the land?”

			Vera seems to perk up at that, but Antoni keeps his hard, narrowed eyes on Sindra and Moss.

			Slowly, Mortimer says, “We have a theory—”

			“Quiet, wizard,” Antoni snaps.

			“Father…” Vera sighs. “If they’re just trying to help—”

			“Soon,” Antoni interrupts. His expression softens as he glances at Vera before returning his gaze to Moss and Sindra. “Once we make it to Zaska—if we make it to Zaska—we’ll determine how much is safe for you to know. Until then, no more.” Antoni turns on his heel and continues down the rough dirt road.

			Their winding journey through the mountains grows so difficult that the party becomes too focused on catching their breath to make idle conversation. From time to time, Antoni pauses to consult his map, and Sindra considers asking him when they’ll finally stop to rest. Even in Moros’s state of constant twilight, it’s obvious when true evening begins to settle in. The shadows cast by the skeletal trees lengthen and darken, and it becomes difficult for Sindra to keep sight of the path ahead. Howls echo eerily through the mountains, and it’s impossible to tell how close they might be. Vera and Lord Gullet, who have been scouting ahead, seemingly materialize from out of the darkness with identical grim expressions creasing their features.

			“It’s gone,” she reports.

			“Gone? It was here just last week,” Antoni says.

			“Come see.”

			Sindra follows the others through the trees until she sees it. The charred remains of a wooden hut lie in a crumpled pile against a rock face. The thick smell of smoke fills Sindra’s nose, and Moss swipes her thumb through the ash on one of the broken beams.

			“This was very recent,” Moss observes.

			Mortimer’s face has gone pale, and he stands very, very still. “Oh gods. Oh Hells—what will we do?” He casts his gaze around the space, as if another shelter will materialize through the trees.

			“That’s all right,” Sindra teases good-naturedly, trying for humor. “Moss and I are used to roughing it.” Understatement, really. Since she joined the enclave six years ago, she can count the number of times she’s slept under a roof on one hand.

			But she’s met with the tight, worried faces of the Morosians. Tough crowd.

			“That’s not the concern,” Antoni says through clenched teeth.

			Vera turns a pitying glance on Moss and Sindra. “Surely you’ve heard the tales, right? Vampires can’t enter a residence without an invitation.”

			Moss looks stunned. “That actually—that actually works?”

			Vera nods. “We’ve identified several safe houses across Moros that we use when we’re traveling, but their numbers are dwindling. This is not the first one we’ve found like this.”

			Silence settles around them, interrupted by another high-pitched howl in the distance.

			“Well,” Sindra says. “How close is the next shelter?”

			Antoni shakes his head. “We’d have to travel through the night, but there’s no guarantee we won’t find it in the same state as this one. And the things that emerge to prowl in the dark—the wolves, the undead hordes…” He shrugs out of his traveling pack and drops it to the ground with a heavy thunk. “Better to take our chances here with a strict watch than try to face the woods at midnight.”

			As everyone begins unfurling their bedrolls, Sindra feels Moss’s eyes on her, wide and round with worry. What a day, Sindra thinks, resigned. What a shitty first day. But she’s still eager to prove herself, still eager to gain everyone’s trust enough that they let her help, so she can get the fuck back home. Head resting on her pack, she reaches forward to pat Moss’s shoulder consolingly.

			“Don’t worry,” she whispers. “We’ve slept under the stars a million times, Moss.”

			Never mind that, even now, the clouds hang too thickly for them to see any twinkling lights. They had determined a fire was too dangerous, too obvious. Darkness smothers them.

			“Sleep,” Antoni commands quietly. “I’ll take first watch.”
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			Warmth blooms up the side of Sindra’s neck. A kiss, pressed against her skin where her pulse beats in the slow, steady march of sleep. She shifts in her bedroll, hums a note of surprise. But sleep tugs at her still. It finds her so rarely that she’s all too happy to sink back into it.

			It’s been a long time since I’ve had a dream like this…

			Then she feels the sharp sting of teeth in the side of her neck.

			Sindra gasps awake, and the stinging suddenly stops. She blinks blearily into the night, but the darkness is thick. A moment later, there’s a breath of warm air against her cheek, a gentle Shhh exhaled into her ear.

			She settles back into the warmth of her bedroll.

			When the sting returns—two small pinpricks of pain—Sindra barely feels it, as numbness spreads soon after. It’s a dull, tender ache that radiates warmth from her neck and flows languidly through her chest and each of her limbs. Her fingers flex, knuckles brushing against Brightmorn’s scabbard. But the numbness sends her back under, sends her eyelids fluttering closed again.

			It’s Antoni’s enraged roar that fully wakes her.

			Sindra jerks up, but the figure kneeling at her side moves even faster, raising his arm to casually bat away the downward swing of Antoni’s sword—an arc that should have decapitated him.

			“Your reflexes have always impressed me, old man,” the stranger drawls, his deep tone rich with disdainful amusement. She hears the smile in his voice rather than sees it; his features are shrouded in the darkness of his cloak. “See if you can keep up.”

			The stranger launches into action, moving so fast that he blurs before Sindra’s eyes. He fights with no weapons at all, yet his clawed hands parry Antoni’s strikes with ease and grace, as if this is nothing more than a dance to him.

			Antoni shouts again, and his gaze finds her in the dark. His gray eyes are wild with anger—and not a small amount of fear. “It’s him—Vadrien,” he pants. “To arms, you fool!”

			Lord Gullet looses a piercing cry from above, and Sindra turns to see Vera already kneeling behind a tree with her bow strung and ready. But Moss scrambles to Sindra’s side and slaps a palm to her neck. “Gods, Sin—what happened to you?”

			For the first time, Sindra touches her finger to her neck, where blood runs in a thin rivulet to pool in her collarbone.

			Moss’s hand lights up with healing magic, a spell she’s used on Sindra a hundred times before. But it doesn’t feel like its usual cool healing balm—it burns. Sindra has to clench her jaw to keep from crying out in pain. She stumbles to her feet, her limbs sluggish and heavy. “Later,” she says with a gasp. “I have to help.”

			Moss nods and turns to where Mortimer lies near the edge of their small camp, crumpled on his side. Sindra watches just long enough to see Moss raise a shaking hand to her mouth, then she tears her gaze back to where Antoni duels Vadrien, the paladin’s sword sparking with a golden light whenever it meets the vampire’s clawed hands.

			Sindra tightens her grip on Brightmorn’s hilt and surges forward.

			It’s hell keeping up with a vampire. Vadrien moves with a speed she’s never seen before, trading off strong blows between her and Antoni with all the ease of a seasoned knight among inexperienced squires. The shadows seem to cling closely to him, shrouding his movements until the last moment, when she has to arc Brightmorn upward to fend off the bright flash of his teeth or his shining claws. She can almost swear that every time her eyes catch on Vadrien’s cruel, piercing gaze, the wound in her neck throbs. Still, she falls in sync with Antoni the same way she did earlier that day; they may have had different training, but it’s clear both have seen enough battle to know how to dance together. Between the two of them and Vera’s well-aimed arrows, they hold their ground.

			Until one by one, Vadrien begins to pick them off.

			Mortimer, of course, had been the first to fall. Sindra can afford to spare him only a few glances between strikes, but it appears that, despite Moss’s efforts, he remains unmoving.

			Moss is next. As she stumbles to her feet to reach for Antoni, who bleeds from a deep slash to his temple, Vadrien steps between them and casually swings his arm outward, catching her in the ribs. His inhuman strength sends her sailing into the nearest tree trunk; Sindra’s name tears from her lips before she goes limp and falls to the dirt. Seemingly of their own volition, the tree’s roots arch upward to cradle her protectively.

			Sindra can’t help it; her vision goes red, and she yells as she races forward. When she gets emotional, when she gets desperate—she gets sloppy. Vadrien ducks easily under the arc of her sword, draws a thin dagger from his side—Gods, he’s had that this whole time and didn’t even need to use it?—and thumps the pommel against Antoni’s temple, sending the old man crumpling to the ground.

			Sindra and Vera share a charged look—and then the ranger begins to run.

			Vadrien is faster. With a quick strike to Lord Gullet’s long neck and a careless cuff against the side of Vera’s head, the two fall without fuss.

			Sindra stands panting, Brightmorn held out before her. To her left is Mortimer’s body, his skin deathly pale and his throat red and torn. The others lie farther out, but at least she can see their chests rise and fall with shallow breaths. Good. She’s the last one on her feet, but damnit, if she dies today, at least she’ll die standing.

			From the other side of the campfire they never lit, Vadrien regards her with cold, calculating interest.

			In the moon’s cool glow, she sees him clearly for the first time.

			His eyes catch her attention first—the bright red rings of his irises seem to burn right through her. His features are cut in straight lines, from his sharp cheekbones to his narrow jaw to the slash of his teeth as he mimics a smile.

			His razor-sharp white canines are longer than the rest.

			His skin has the pallor of undeath, but its smoothness reminds her of the marble busts she’s seen displayed in noble halls. His hair, too, is white. It’s tied back in a shining tail, except where it’s shorn close to the skin from his temples down to the underside of his skull, revealing a tattoo inked into his scalp. She can’t see the runic lines in detail, but the brutal strokes of dark ink cut from temple to temple, wrapping in an arc around the back of his head.

			The tattoo reminds her of an approximation of a crown.

			In this moment of stillness, she sees through a small part of Vadrien’s act. Though he stands in a ready crouch, the dark fabric of his cloak swirling around his legs, she notes the way he favors his left side. Finally, she sees evidence of the gashes and blows she and Antoni delivered as his dark blood runs sluggishly from each cut. Like her, he sways ever so slightly on his feet.

			Perhaps I stand a chance.

			Sindra bares her teeth in a snarl. “If you’re going to do it, then get it over with. Fight me.”

			Vadrien shifts onto his back foot, leaning slightly to the side as he regards the defeated party. His wrist twists in slow, lazy circles, as if swirling an invisible glass of wine. “You know, I don’t think I will. This was too much fun, and I’m curious to see if you all will try again. There are few left with the ability to catch me off guard.”

			Coward, she wants to say. Liar. This is a retreat, and they both know it. But her desire to survive wins out. She’s willing to let him walk away if it means she gets to do the same.

			If it means she’ll get another chance to end this one day.

			His voice is a whisper on the wind. “Had I wanted to,” Vadrien purrs, “I could have done much worse. But I’m interested to see what you do next.”

			“Is this how you greet guests to your kingdom?” Sindra asks.

			His answering laugh is harsh and high-pitched, like nails tracing from the base of her tail up her spine. “Always.”

			Without warning, his form suddenly shifts—and a small white bat takes his place, screeching as it flaps upward. The absurdity stuns her, the reality of all the scary stories of her childhood made real. Surrounded by the bodies of her companions, Sindra can’t help but let out her own humorless laugh, tracking the bat’s tiny shadow as it disappears into the sky.

			Moss would have liked to see that.
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			Even as the session ends, my vision of how the story played out doesn’t immediately fade.

			Not when Wesley still wears Vadrien’s arrogant, self-assured smirk. Not when he’s lounging against his seat, head tilted casually to the side, regarding the game board and our downed miniatures with half-lidded eyes.

			The first session was all about combat. Wesley immediately threw us into the fray, and we rolled dozens of dice as each of our characters chipped away at the horde of skeletons. It was a tough fight—too brutal for a first session, I still believe—but I’d grudgingly respected the way Wesley had designed the encounter. He’s always had a head for crafting compelling gameplay.

			But I didn’t know he could act.

			Every Dungeon Master has a different style of running their games. Some DMs rely on pre-written storylines published with ready-to-use plotlines, combat encounters, and a predetermined cast of non-player characters (or NPCs). Others, like me—and Wesley, clearly—prefer to create what’s called a homebrew campaign, where they build their own worlds and stories from scratch and construct the entirety of the adventure on their own, using only the game’s base rules to provide structure and stakes. Some insanely talented—or just insane—DMs will make everything up as they go, improvising session by session. But regardless of how they create their campaign, what distinguishes some DMs from the rest is how they engage with their world.

			In my games, I tried to strike a tonal balance between fun, humorous, and emotionally engaging. The first step to that, of course, was being willing to roleplay. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m pretty shit at accents, but despite that shortcoming, I embodied every NPC with as much personality and emotion as I could. My players got comfortable over the years with meeting me in that improvisational space. I’d even made Mona cry once when I delivered a confession of love from her character’s in-game paramour. Regardless of the game you’re playing, I believe the best stories are told only when you connect with the characters in them.

			It’s immediately clear to me that Wesley brings the same earnest energy to his own games.

			But he’s got more than that—he’s got skill.

			I should’ve realized that he’d be good at this; he could command our whole classroom’s attention with a charismatic presentation or a boisterous joke mid-lecture. I remember the way people were drawn into his orbit.

			But here, at this table, his effect is different. He slipped into Vadrien’s sneering, seductive character with ease. His low Eastern European accent was flawless, spoken with a threatening touch of condescension. There had been a dark, husky quality to it when Vadrien knelt at Sindra’s side, compelling her not to worry, just to close her eyes. I can almost feel the same heat crawling up the side of my neck. I can almost imagine the way those teeth must have felt when—

			Wesley’s eyelids flutter for a moment, as if he’s waking up, coming back to himself after embodying Vadrien. His eyes rise and then snap to me.

			I’m horrified to realize that I’m flustered—and then immediately angry. How dare I let him fluster me.

			This is getting out of hand.

			I tear my gaze away from Wesley and focus my attention on where Mortimer’s miniature figurine lies toppled over on the map.

			“What the hell, Wesley?” I snap. “A player death in session two?”

			Mona looks shocked, and I’m frustrated for more reasons than one, but everyone else appears remarkably calm. Even Colin just shrugs apologetically and says, “I told you it was a tough game.”

			“There’s a difference between challenging and unwinnable,” I say, seething. “What was the purpose of that?”

			At my tone, Shay straightens up in her chair. “Hey, now.”

			Mona winces.

			Wesley’s eyebrows, which were arched high on his forehead in surprise, drop down low. “Now everyone knows what’s at stake. Encounters like this give everyone an idea of how dangerous Moros is.” His tone is patient and—I know I’m not imagining it—a touch patronizing.

			Like he’s explaining something to a child.

			Colin mutters, “Things might have gone better for Morty if he’d had a stake…” Though Arthur rewards the joke with a snort, I’m too far gone to laugh.

			“You don’t think you proved that enough in the first session by forcing us to fight, like, forty skeletons?” I retort. “And you didn’t even give Mortimer a chance. He was the one keeping watch after relieving Antoni—he was wide awake! How come he couldn’t see or hear Vadrien’s approach at all?”

			“Because he rolled poorly on his perception check.” Now there’s a defensive edge to Wesley’s tone. “And Vadrien, being the game’s literal antagonist, is very skilled and very stealthy.”

			I could tear my eyeballs out of my head. Of course the villain is meant to be a powerful and challenging adversary, but it’s murder to make the players face the campaign’s strongest enemy in session fucking two. Once Vadrien killed Mortimer, he came for Sindra. I rolled the same die to determine whether she heard Vadrien’s approach and whether she would be able to fight off the vampire’s effect when he bit her. I’d rolled high, too—a solid 17 on my d20—but Wesley claimed I hadn’t rolled high enough to beat Vadrien’s stealth score.

			But when I look around the table, I see that no one seems to share my point of view. Wesley is frowning with his arms crossed, and Shay looks outright annoyed. Arthur has distanced himself from the conversation, opting instead to review his notes and character sheet. I’m stunned by how unbothered Colin is. If anything, he just looks amused by my defense of him, and maybe a touch flattered. Spots of color bloom on his cheeks.

			Even Mona, who always has my back, regards me with an uncomfortable half-hearted smile. “You did almost have him there at the end, Rea. We came close to killing him.”

			No, we didn’t. I clench my jaw. I’ve read every D&D guide that exists, and the rules swim to the surface of my thoughts now: a vampire can be killed only under a particular set of circumstances, like in sunlight, or by destroying its resting place, or…

			I look to Wesley’s chest, and my scowl deepens.

			A stake to the heart.

			I wish Sindra could have done more to save the others, at least. That was the whole reason I’d created her—to protect Moss and stand as a bastion between the party and danger. But even that was out of my control.

			“Okay, I—I’m sorry,” I huff, more for the benefit of the other players than for Wesley. I still believe this was poorly played on his part, but I’m clearly the only one who feels that way. “I can get…competitive. I hate it when the bad guy escapes.” I lock my eyes onto Wesley’s. “I should have expected he’d run just when things started to get tough.”

			Wesley tenses before releasing a slow, measured sigh. He regards me with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. His tone is frosty. “My bad. Next time, I’ll be sure to tone down the difficulty of my game that you signed up for, so Sindra can feel like more of a hero.”

			Silence smothers the table in the same way darkness had enveloped the camp. Thankfully, Shay is the first to break it—a second longer, and I might have turned six sets of dice into improvised weapons.

			“Well,” she says slowly, deconstructing the word into three separate syllables. Looking eager to change the subject, she turns to her dad. “Halloween?” she asks.

			He nods. “Halloween.”

			“Okay. Well. Colin already knows, of course, and Wesley’s never had a chance to come in person, but—our annual party is coming up in a few weeks, on Halloween Friday.” She looks earnestly at Mona. “You’re all welcome to come.” The look she turns on me is…not as earnest. I get it. She really wants Mona there, but she can’t invite Mona and leave her sister out, can she? Maybe she’s hoping that after tonight’s debacle, I won’t come. Maybe she thinks this is my last session in this game.

			After all, if this were my table, I’d have dismissed me by now.

			I wrap my arms around myself as my anger dissolves, leaving me feeling deflated and cold. Even if I am right, and Wesley’s play style is harsh and unforgiving, it doesn’t change the fact that the others are invested and having a great time. I’m the one making everything uncomfortable.

			I swallow and, for Mona’s sake, try to be friendly. “Is there a theme?”

			Arthur shakes his head. “It’s just…Halloween.” He gives me a bewildered look.

			Right.

			“Of course we’ll come,” Mona chirps. “Thank you for inviting us.”

			As the others gather their things, I start to feel like a rock in a river. Everyone flows past me, doing their best to ignore me as they banter about costume ideas and plans for how we’re going to face the next session with a dead party member. Their gazes slide away from me—even Mona’s—as they speak carefully, like they’re wary about what might set me off again.

			My righteous indignation fades to uncomfortable bitterness.

			I’d rationalized that, at the heart of it, I was sticking up for another player by pointing out the injustice of killing a character so early on in the game. But I’d do well to remember that these are Wesley’s friends first, and at the end of the day, this is Wesley’s game.

			I look to where he still sits behind the DM’s screen, bent over his notebook, and wish I were sitting there instead.

			I’ve spent so many years running my own games and telling my own stories that maybe I’ve forgotten how to let someone else take the lead.

			Maybe I’m not really meant to be a player.

			I rub idly at my sternum, feeling a phantom ache in my chest. I hate when this happens. I hate that, despite everything that went down, I still get caught off guard by how much I miss my friends, my games. I might not miss dating Owen, but I miss playing with him. Things were easier between us when we were pretending to be other people.

			I can’t pretend with Wesley. I’ve never been able to. I can barely conceal my frustration with him behind the thin veil of Sindra’s character motivations.

			And by the way he catches my eye now, regarding me with a guarded expression before turning away in a clear dismissal, I know it’s the same for him, too.

			I’ll have to find out whether we’re able to play nice, or whether I can play at all—and soon.
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			Owen had never liked that I go to the gym as often as I do.

			Who are you working out for, anyway? he’d tease. I love the way you look.

			Myself, I’d respond coolly.

			His eyebrows would rise skeptically. Dressed like that?

			What I’d never bothered to get into with him was that the only reason I’m able to keep even an ounce of my sanity is because of my strict gym routine. Maybe if I’d gone before D&D on Thursday, I would have been less likely to bite Wesley’s head off. My expensive gym membership is one of the luxuries I afford myself, and I adore my uncrowded, spotlessly clean weight lifting gym with so much equipment to choose from that I never have to fistfight a frat boy to claim one of the benches or squat racks. Even on a late Saturday morning like today, I have no issue finding a rack to use.

			I’m not at my best today, but I’m hardly at my worst, either. I’d gone out again last night, but the music and the company had been bad; I had only a couple drinks and ended up in my own bed before midnight even hit. I usually save my workouts for the weekdays, but when I woke up this morning feeling surprisingly fresh, I figured it was a good way to get the weekend off to a running start.

			Today I’m starting with bench press, and I ease myself through several warm-up sets to get my body moving. As soon as I’m ready to tackle my heaviest set—a weight I’ve never been able to manage before, though I’ve gotten close in the weeks leading up to this one—I look around.

			I like to imagine what the other gym-goers have blasting through their headphones to motivate them through their workout—I’ve got the battle-march-iest bits of the Lord of the Rings soundtrack on deck today—but it’s quieter than usual, which is unfortunate. I could really use a spotter for this set. Having a safety net present just in case helps eliminate a pang of doubt, and if I’ve learned anything about weight lifting, it’s that cutting out doubt before your lifts is crucial. Even the smallest twinge of uncertainty can be enough to throw you off your game.

			I finish putting the last weight onto the bar and linger with my hand on the plates, looking for any friendly faces I can ask—but the first face I find isn’t what I’d categorize as friendly.

			Well, shit.

			I cannot escape him.

			Wesley does a double take when he sees me, and his gaze bounces a quick triangle between the bench, the bar, and my face. Even as he crosses his arms over his chest, one corner of his lips curls up in an amused little smirk. I hate it.

			“Need a spot?” He asks like he’s expecting I’ll deny it.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“Working out,” he says dryly, with an isn’t it obvious? tone. “Shay lets me use her guest pass sometimes.”

			Fuck, of course. That’s where I remember her from—we’d exchanged nods once or twice, before I knew who she was. Time to go back to my regular weekday schedule to avoid run-ins like this again.

			Even in the gym, Wesley manages to look put together, wearing a pair of slim-cut sweatpants and a thin hoodie with its sleeves pushed up to his elbows. Perspiration has darkened the light strands of hair at his temples, but that’s his only sign of effort. He looks pristine.

			I restlessly flex my hands. This needs to happen now, or I’ll have to warm up all over again. “Yes,” I finally say. And then, grudgingly, “Please.”

			Wesley nods and positions himself at the head of the bench. I lie back, place my palms on the bar, and take a breath. Deliciously sharp citrus and amber fills my nose, laced with the slightest undertone of sweat—which somehow, awfully, only makes it better. God damn him for smelling this good at the gym. He’s clearly not working hard enough.

			I scowl and shake it off, then drum my fingers in the same rhythm I always do right before I attempt a lift. Everyone has a ritual, and I’m not about to let Wesley distract me from mine.

			I inhale sharply, lift the bar from its rack, and lower it to my chest.

			The only time I ever brought Owen here, I asked him to spot me on this lift. But he’d grabbed the bar at my first sign of struggle, as soon as the bar’s ascent slowed. He barely gave me a chance to try to push through it. Jesus, Reagan, you’re going to hurt yourself doing this.

			But now, as I begin to push the bar back toward the ceiling, even as it pauses at the midway point and wobbles slightly on its path upward, Wesley just stands calmly behind me, hands outstretched and ready but not sweeping in for a rescue.

			Not because he’s waiting to watch me fail.

			But because he recognizes that I’ve got this.

			With a harsh exhale, I press the bar the rest of the way up and rack it into place.

			“Nice job.” Wesley slaps a hand to the metal, and I wonder if I’m imagining the note of admiration in his voice. As he turns to leave, he says over his shoulder, “But I think you could go heavier.”

			And then he just…goes, before I can catch my breath enough for a retort.

			I sit there panting for a moment, letting the rush of hitting a personal best buzz under my skin, making my limbs feel light. It’s the feeling I’m constantly chasing, whether in the gym or elsewhere: How can I go further, push myself harder? Grudgingly, I admit that having Wesley here helped. Not just for the safety assurance, but…

			Hell, I wasn’t about to fail with him watching me.

			I catch my reflection in one of the gym’s many mirrors: my matching gray-and-black sports bra and leggings, hair bound in a loose knot, flushed cheeks, wide, surprised eyes, and hands still shaking with energy.

			There it is again—flustered.

			I rush to my next lift.

			I don’t see Wesley again until after I’ve finished my workout. He and Shay linger near the front desk, and though I waffle for a good five minutes waiting for them to leave—I’m not eager to confront the awkwardness of our last session yet—they stay put.

			Well. There aren’t any other exits, and I’m ready for lunch.

			“Hey,” I say finally as I approach. “Good workout today?”

			Shay nods, though her close-lipped smile is guarded. “Pretty good,” she says mildly. She glances expectantly at Wesley, a question in her eyes.

			He doesn’t look at her; his focus is on me. “Can we chat?”

			Shay nods a little to herself, and her satisfied expression immediately puts me on edge. “See you two around,” she says quickly, and disappears through the doors.

			I watch as she makes her way to the parking lot, then I turn to him. “Why?” I ask.

			“There’s something I want to talk to you about,” he says. His tall forehead creases, but he shakes his head quickly, and some of his hair falls across his brow. He owes a lot to whoever convinced him to stop slicking it back; it looks much better now, even if it makes me want to reach up and brush it out of his eyes.

			Stop, I snap internally.

			“About the game,” he clarifies.

			My stomach twists uncomfortably. Here it comes, the dismissal of the problem player. Maybe that’s what he and Shay talked about this morning. Maybe this was his plan all along, but he didn’t want to do it in front of everyone on Thursday. I get it.

			But I don’t want to do this now, when I’m sweaty and hungry and just a tiny bit hurt. “Could we do this later?” I try—but fail—not to sound sulky.

			“This afternoon? Tomorrow?” he offers. “My schedule is wide open.” There’s a hint of wry bitterness in his tone. Maybe a reference to his current unemployment.

			“Later today.” I doubt he’ll let me put it off for long.

			“Dinner?”

			God, no. “Coffee,” I suggest instead. “We can go to a place near East Rock. I’ll send you the address.”

			I don’t have his number, but I don’t need it. After the first session, Wesley put the whole D&D crew into a Discord server to share notes and updates. My eyes still roll into the back of my head every time I get a message from Warlocke.

			“Thanks, Reagan,” he says, actually sounding sincere. “I’ll see you there.”

			I nod and shoulder my way through the gym’s front door, grateful for the way the crisp autumn breeze, thick with the sweet earthy scent of fallen leaves, replaces the citrus-and-amber smell of him.
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			Wesley and I sit at opposite ends of a park bench.

			He’s relaxed—lounging, even—and turned toward me, with his arm draped across the back of the bench and one leg tucked comfortably underneath him.

			I sit stiffly, facing out toward the park itself, my knees pressed close together beneath my black denim skirt. It had been too busy at the coffee shop to sit down, so we wandered out here instead. Wesley’s coffee sits like a pathetic barrier between us, but I hold my maple latte in my hands and let its warmth seep into my palms.

			I’ve seen this park view a hundred times—I live only a few blocks away, though I haven’t mentioned that to Wesley—but the familiarity and the peace of it always calm me down. Leaves drift lazily on the wind with each passing breeze; autumn’s mid-October peak has turned all of New England into a devastatingly picturesque postcard. East Rock Park is one of the best parts of New Haven, letting you admire the view up close with its sprawling fields circled by trees in every shade of yellow, orange, and red, made especially vibrant as golden hour approaches. People wander the park enjoying the last hours of sunlight, and I avoid looking at the couples nestled together at the bases of trees sharing poorly concealed bottles of wine.

			“It’s beautiful here,” Wesley says, his tone tinged with suspicion.

			He’s right to be surprised. I really should have picked a better place for this conversation, like behind a dumpster in some narrow alley, but I wanted the freedom to retreat home quickly when things go south.

			“You’ve never been to this park before?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “I only moved here a couple of months ago.”

			“But even in college, you never visited New Haven?” Our college is farther north, but still, New Haven is popular enough to be worth the hour’s drive.

			Wesley looks at me sidelong. “I barely left campus. I’m not from here originally.”

			“Oh.”

			“Massachusetts,” he says.

			“Right.” I raise my latte to my lips and take a long drink before narrowing my eyes at him. “Why are you here now? Why New Haven?” It comes out more aggressive than I intend it to, but I don’t take it back.

			He tenses. “It seemed as good an option as any when I didn’t have many options at all, after what happened at Hurricane.” He doesn’t bother to clarify, and he’s not wrong to assume I would have heard about such industry-shaking news. “It’s where my friends were. Colin was looking for a roommate, and Arthur hired me for some part-time work fixing his website and picking up shifts at his hardware store.”

			Wesley settles a deadpan stare on me, his eyes tight with exasperation. “Can you believe it? When my life fell apart, I didn’t just move here to make yours more complicated.”

			Oof.

			I let the silence stretch for a few moments, punctuated only by the excited shrieks of playing children and the crunching of leaves underfoot. The air feels colder as the sun slowly dips behind the trees.

			“I am sorry,” I say eventually. “About your job.”

			“Sorry that I lost it, or sorry that it means I ended up here?”

			I release a measured exhale. “I’m sorry your game got shut down. I really am.” I loved playing Legends of Lore in high school, but it’s more than that. Having your game canceled is a fate I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, and Wesley’s probably the closest I’ve ever come to having one of those. It’s an awful reality of the industry. The game dev part of me wants to ask more—how far the game had gotten, what role he’d played in it—but we’re not on that level. I’m not sure we’ll ever be, especially after this conversation. But even so, just between two creators, I know enough to say, “I imagine it meant a lot to you.”

			Wesley sighs and looks away. His head bobs in a tiny nod. “Thank you.”

			I take another sip of coffee before speaking again. “So,” I say. “What about the game did you want to talk about?”

			I can’t for the world imagine why he starts smiling. It’s a half-hearted thing, a hint of amusement that tugs one corner of his mouth upward. When he meets my eyes, I see that his are crinkled in the corners. “Are you having fun?”

			I blink. “Am I having fun?”

			“Yes, Reagan.” There’s that old impatience. Keep up, his tone says. “Are you even enjoying yourself? I can handle it when you challenge me in-game”—there’s a weighted pause, an unasked Can you?—“but you seem miserable.” He takes a drink from his cup, holding my gaze as he does it. “Some of the other players have asked.”

			I exhale a doubting laugh. “They’ve asked whether I’m miserable?”

			“No. They’ve asked whether I’m going to keep letting you yell at me at my table.”

			I swallow. Here it is. “Are you?” I ask.

			“No. Are you going to stop picking fights?”

			Are you? I think sourly. I wet my lips before I speak. “I do think it’s bad form to have a player die so early in the campaign.”

			“Did Colin seem upset? Did he tell you something he didn’t share with me?”

			His tone sounds patient, but I know his questions are rhetorical. Colin is Wesley’s friend, not mine—and no, he hadn’t seemed even a bit perturbed to have his character drained dry.

			“I just…it’s not the kind of tone I would want to set for my players right at the beginning,” I say.

			He tilts his head to the side thoughtfully. “Are you always the DM in your games?”

			“Always,” I confirm. “I’m not used to playing a character.”

			“Of course. That makes so much sense for you.” He chuckles under his breath as his pointer finger idly scratches against the wood of the bench’s backrest, only a few inches from my shoulder. I try not to stare at it. “I remember all the books you had back then.”

			Back then, I think ruefully. When he was standing in my room, insisting I let him stay, just for a while. I remember how he brushed his knuckles along my collection of game guides and, later, down the line of my jaw. I swallow.

			“Why join a new game at all, then?” Wesley asks. “Is it because Shay invited Ramona, or do you just like D&D that much? Since we’ve already established you didn’t join for me.”

			Fine—I laugh, just a little. “Mona and I don’t play with our old group anymore.” I begin to tap a rhythm against the cardboard of my coffee cup. “If anything, Shay just asked at the right time. Mona really missed playing, but she felt bad about joining a new group without me. So I joined for her.”

			“What happened to your old group?”

			My fingers still, and I feel the tension expand in my chest before I let it out in an audible sigh. Am I really about to get into this? With him? Wesley’s looking at me curiously from under the sweep of his hair, and for a long moment, I watch the way the sunlight brightens its lightest strands.

			“I killed them.”

			He jerks back. “Excuse me?”

			“In-game, Wesley, Jesus. I killed their characters.”

			“But why?”

			I don’t know what exactly compels me to tell him. Maybe I want him to know just how messy it was, just how bad things had gotten that I had to force myself to join a new game—his game. Maybe I want to stress just how uncomfortable this whole situation is for me.

			“Do you want the long or the short version?” I ask.

			Wesley peers at me from under his unfairly long eyelashes. “I want as much as you’ll give me.”

			I don’t know what to make of that, so I ignore it and jump right  in.

			“The group was me as the DM, then Mona, two other friends, and Owen—my boyfriend at the time.” We’d played so many games together, sticking close to one another through college and beyond. Even now I’m still shocked they’re gone. “Eventually, Mona found out that Owen was cheating on me with one of the other players and that the other friend, Eddie…he knew what was going on between them, but he kept their secret. When Mona found out, she told me immediately, and it was…”

			A relief? An exit I’d been seeking for too long? A disappointment? I’ve gone through so many emotions about the whole situation that I hardly know the truth of how I feel anymore.

			I can’t gauge how Wesley feels about it, either—his expression has gone suddenly stormy, but I can’t tell if he’s feeling sympathetic on my behalf or if he’s just disgusted by the shit show of my previous group dynamic.

			Maybe he’s wondering whether I’ll destroy this group, too.

			“Anyway, it sucked.” I pick at my thumbnail, where my teal nail polish is already chipping. “So I figured out how I was going to handle it, I told Mona my plan, and she agreed. That next week, she offered to host our weekly game at her apartment; she lives on the floor under me. We made some excuse about maintenance needing to work on a leak in mine, which thankfully Owen didn’t question, since he lived with me at the time. He was just coming back from a trip to his parents’.

			“We were nearing the end of the campaign, and in-game, the party had just made it to the villain’s lair. The villain was a sort of—well, he was a warlock, and he’d been creating this magical weapon he planned to use to threaten the kingdom and take control. While they were fighting him, the weapon malfunctioned and exploded—a nuclear-level explosion. None of the party survived, and it completely wiped the map clean.”

			I smile wryly, though old bitterness makes my expression feel brittle. “Mona and I call it the Cataclysm.”

			Wesley leans forward. His brows are knitted deep in thought over his dark eyes, but I catch lines of tension in the edge of his jaw, and his knuckles have gone nearly white where his fingers are curled over the back of the bench.

			Is he…angry?

			I go on. “Everyone was understandably upset, until I told them why I’d done it. And then things got—nasty.”

			Memories of our fight rush to the front of my mind.

			Why the hell would you do this here, Reagan? It’s our business you’re airing out.

			I think it’s everyone’s business, Owen. It’s been your and Lauren’s business for a while now, hasn’t it?

			I swallow. “When Owen finally came back upstairs to our apartment, I’d already packed everything he owned. He didn’t even get to step foot through the door.”

			Wesley lets out a low whistle and slumps back against the armrest as his earlier tension seems to leave his body. He winces at me, but something in his eyes sparks.

			“That’s pretty badass.”

			“…What?”

			“Obviously it’s terrible what they did to you. But the way you handled it is kind of metal, isn’t it?”

			I eye him suspiciously, then look away. “I just—I wanted them all to have to face it somehow. I didn’t want to just cancel everything and disappear.” I reflexively squeeze my cup, denting it. It doesn’t matter; it’s empty. “I felt like my life had exploded in my face, and I just—I wanted them to feel that, too.”

			There’s a new softness to his features that has me on edge. Even his gentle tone makes my skin crawl. “How long ago was this?”

			“January.”

			Wesley nods, and his fingers twitch where his hand still rests along the back of the bench. He straightens, and for one horrifying moment, I think he’s about to try to hug me. But then, very carefully, he just touches his pointer and middle fingers to my shoulder. He strokes his knuckles down the sleeve of my knit shirt in a gesture that I think is meant to be consoling; it’s slow, apologetic.

			I don’t move a muscle, but every part of my body goes stiff. I feel the contact like a line of heat, and I try not to grind my teeth as the memory and the reality of his touch burn simultaneously.

			“I’m really sorry that happened to you,” he says before dropping his hand to his lap. Then his voice grows suddenly loud, his tone sharp enough to cut: “I can’t believe he would—” He swallows and then shakes his head. “I’m just sorry.”

			“Me, too. But it’s—it’s whatever.” It’s not. “It’s over.”

			“He took your game from you. They all did.”

			Something softens in my chest. Considering our shared history as game makers, I realize Wesley might be the only person in my world who could really understand how much this betrayal stung. Mona had raged at how Owen disrespected me, and Mom had cried about his audacity to hurt me like that. But I think Wesley sees immediately that it’s more than that. Owen had broken the trust of our whole group—they all had. And this thing that I loved, the game that I’d created for them and poured all of my stories and time and love into, they’d just—

			I lock my gaze onto Wesley’s, my eyes feverishly wide.

			He doesn’t look away.

			“I spent years building out that world,” I hiss. I’m angry all over again, but for once, it’s not with him. “We would do these long campaigns, with interconnected storylines and complex plots. I wrote it so that every campaign was set in the same world, and the events of one would carry into the next. The group changed sometimes, y’know.” When the players would bring in new partners, or friends, or co-workers, for one-off adventures or a few months at a time. “But Mona, Owen, Lauren, and Eddie were always at the core.

			“And with Owen, I’d—” I cut myself off quickly, not ready to share the depth of that hurt with Wesley. I don’t give voice to how I lived a dozen love stories with Owen, and how it hadn’t mattered who his character was—in every world, in every adventure, we always found each other. It was always us. I don’t say how, in a lot of ways, I think those stories were better than our real relationship. They made it so that Owen could make these great declarations of love or heartbreaking in-character sacrifices without bringing any of that dedication to our real story. Instead, I just flatly explain, “With Owen, I think he took the game more seriously than he took our relationship. He cared more about the story we were telling ourselves than the reality of the lives we were living. It’s part of why I wanted to kill the world and wipe it all away.”

			Way too late, I realize how much of an info dump this must be to Wesley. I realize exactly whom I’m sharing these secrets with.

			Horror and embarrassment swirl in the pit of my stomach. “It’s late,” I say suddenly, though the sun has barely begun to touch the horizon. Everything is painted serenely gold. “I should go.”

			But Wesley acts like I haven’t said anything at all. He bends toward me, our shoulders almost brushing. I don’t remember how we got so close; I don’t remember when my hip stopped touching the armrest on my side of the bench.

			“I won’t pretend that I know how hard that must have been for you,” he says quietly. “But I know how gutted I felt when they canceled Lorekeeper. We all felt this sense of loss that no one would ever get to exist in the world we’d built together. It was this space we’d been living in for years, and suddenly it just—didn’t exist anymore.”

			I don’t know where he’s going with this, but listening to him helps distract me from the pressure building behind my eyes. I tell myself it’s the seeds of a migraine, probably from being in his presence for this long, but I know it’s not. It’s been so long since I’ve talked about any of this, and it still feels raw.

			“He didn’t deserve the world you built for him, Reagan,” Wesley says. “I’m sorry that he tainted it for you. And I’m sorry that you lost it, all the same.”

			The familiar ache of loss curls deep in my chest, but for a moment, it’s lighter—warmer, like the first sip of mulled apple cider. But when my gratitude for the sincerity of his words fades, I’m left to grapple with the person who said them. I feel the bubble of our alternate reality begin to pop.

			“Thank you,” I say eventually, feeling big enough to be honest with him, at least. “Thank you for listening.”

			“Thank you for telling me. It explains…a lot.”

			Right. The game. I grab on to the subject change like a lifeline. “So where does that leave us?”

			“Well, you never answered my question.”

			“I don’t even remember what it was.”

			He tosses his head a little, and the crinkles in the corners of his eyes suggest he doesn’t believe me. But he repeats it anyway, slowly. “Are you having fun?” And then, more quietly, “Do you want to stay?”

			I take a long moment to consider.

			I miss DMing—I really do. I love building out worlds, plotting adaptive stories, and creating dozens of characters for my players to interact with. But I’ve had a few days to think about our last session, and despite my complaints, I have to admit that it’s been surprisingly enjoyable to do my level best to thwart Wesley’s schemes against us. It meant something to me that Sindra had defended herself and Moss against the skeletons for as long as she did before the others showed up. It meant something that she was the last one standing when they faced off against Vadrien.

			“I might be having a little fun,” I mutter, almost to myself.

			“Sorry, could you say that louder?”

			“I don’t hate your game,” I bark. And then, more quietly, “It’s not how I’d run mine, but it…challenges me. Makes me think about things differently.”

			I’d take it back immediately if it would wipe the sudden smug grin off his face.

			“Good, I’m glad. But if that’s the case”—his dark eyes go serious—“you can’t yell at me like that at the table. It’s not that I can’t take it—I can.” Hell, he almost makes it sound like an invitation. “But maybe save it for when we’re not playing, all right? From one DM to another, Reagan, I’m asking you to trust me enough to tell this story. Let the game play out as it will.”

			I release a long exhale from my nose. “All right.”

			Before I can dwell on it for long, Wesley stands without warning and smooths his palms down his thighs. “Thanks for meeting me. I know you’ve got a lot of other things you’d rather be doing with your night, and I have a new project I’m working on, so I’ll leave you to it.”

			I can’t help my spike of curiosity. “What sort of project?”

			His eyes flash to mine. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He shakes his head with a smile. “Just another game, Reagan.”

			I frown. It’s rarely just another game for either of us. Has he found a new job already?

			“See you next Thursday, then,” I say uncertainly.

			Even after Wesley disappears down the stretch of sidewalk behind the bench, I stick around to watch the golden light of sunset shift to the soft violet-blue of twilight. With the sun gone, it’s almost too cold to sit outside without a jacket, but I force myself to enjoy it for just a while longer. This season is my favorite, but it’s quick—I don’t want to blink and miss it.

			The memory of Wesley’s self-assured profile haunts me, and our fragile truce leaves me feeling on edge. I wonder if it will last us through the next battle.

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]Chapter[image: ] 
Nine

			I’m running late to D&D, yet I’m driving in the opposite direction from Game Knight.

			I was halfway there when Mona called and asked if I could grab her character sheet from her apartment—she was on the other side of town, out with Shay. I’d grumbled about it privately but resolved that I was the one closer to home and turned around.

			I’ve just pulled up to our building and made my way halfway up to Mona’s apartment when my phone buzzes again in the back pocket of my ripped jeans. I whip it out and press it to my ear. “What else did you forget?”

			“Reagan?” The voice on the other end of the line sounds surprised—and also gravelly, masculine, and very much not like Mona. I avoid these calls like the plague, so it’s been months since I’ve heard it.

			I sigh and deflate against the wall midway up the stairwell. “Dad.”

			“Hey, Rea. How are you? It’s been a while.”

			“Fine. I’m in the middle of helping Mona with something.” I stomp the rest of the way up the stairs and shove the key into her doorknob. “Can we talk later?”

			His tone turns concerned. “Is she okay?”

			My vision briefly flashes red, but I ignore it as I rifle around Mona’s messy coffee table until I find her D&D notebook. “She’s fine.”

			“Good, good. Okay, well, listen—I just wanted to check in, see how you were doing.” He’s talking really fast, like he’s waiting for me to hang up at any moment. He knows this dance as well as I do. “Have you given any more thought to the trip?”

			I’m proud of myself for managing to cover up my sardonic laugh with an uncomfortable cough. Dad finally settled down in Florida this year, and he’s been trying to get Mona and me to visit.

			“I’ll think about it,” I say for the dozenth time. “But I’ve really got to go.”

			“Okay. Okay. Well…let me know.” He clears his throat. “Love you, kiddo.”

			“Bye, Dad.” I hang up, turn off my ringer, and shove my phone back into my pocket.

			When I finally slide back into my car, I take a moment to check everything: the position of the rearview mirror, the adjustment on the seat, the sound of the ignition when I turn it on. I nervously twitch on the windshield wipers to clear the handful of leaves caught under them, and I probably look over my shoulder eight times as I carefully reverse out into the street. I might be late, but as I head back toward Game Knight, I don’t drive even the slightest bit over the speed limit. I never have, not since the accident.

			I try to focus on the road and the erratic patterns of other drivers, but every time I blink, the memory of that day flashes behind my eyelids.

			Mona and I had just gotten out of high school swim practice. I’d hated it; my sister has always been my best friend, but I resented how much better at swimming she was than me, especially because she was a year younger. Mom usually picked us up from practice after work, since I didn’t have my driver’s license yet, but for once, Dad was home from one of his business trips and offered to come. I was so excited to see him, to tell him how I beat Mona for the first time in a butterfly sprint. She moped the whole time, of course, so I offered her the front seat as a consolation prize and sat in the back behind Dad.

			How many days have I spent wishing I’d never budged?

			That day, Dad was loud. Excited. He’d just gotten home the night before and wanted us to catch him up on everything he’d missed. I thought he was just happy to see us. I didn’t learn until later that he’d come straight from happy hour with his work friends.

			I remember the way his pale green eyes—the ones I got from him—met mine in the rearview mirror as he asked, Has anyone asked you to prom yet? I held his gaze for so long that neither of us saw the car coming.

			I don’t remember the rest, not really, but the doctors explained everything afterward. Dad rolled through the red light, and a car hit us from the right. Dad and I were fine, but—

			Mona wasn’t.

			After that, we barely spoke. I blamed him, of course, and we grew even further apart after the divorce, though Mona eventually got better. Even after he’d apologized and made a hundred different amends, I just couldn’t bring myself to rebuild that bridge. I still can’t.

			My shoulders relax a little when I pull into Game Knight’s parking lot, and after a few bracing breaths, I do my best to shake it all off as I speed-walk through the store and down the stairs to the Dungeon Room.

			I’m only fifteen minutes late, but given the tense way I left things last time, my tardiness certainly doesn’t earn me any brownie points from the rest of the table. Arthur and Shay wear identical grumpy frowns, and Colin impatiently toys with his d20 while reviewing the character sheet laid out before him. Interesting—I wonder who his new character will be. Mona perks up gratefully as I pass over her notebook, though Shay’s features inexplicably darken further.

			Wesley’s expression is unreadable. I shot him a message to let him know I was running late, and he seemed understanding enough. But now he regards his notes and doesn’t look up until I’m seated.

			“My bad,” I say distractedly. I cast a quick glance around the table before meeting Wesley’s gaze. No fighting, I promise myself. “Let’s do this.”
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			The rest of the journey to Zaska is made in stony silence.

			Mortimer’s burial was a quick and brutal affair. Antoni explained that they wouldn’t survive another night out in the open, and they must move quickly to town. The whole ordeal was made worse by the necessity of separating Mortimer’s head from his body. “So he won’t rise again,” Vera said quietly. “It’s what he would have wanted.”

			Sindra wasn’t so sure, given the wizard’s interest in necromancy and reanimation, but what could she say? She’d known him for only a day. And besides, all of the undead they’d encountered had risen again because of the kingdom’s curse, not the necromancer’s magic. If his body couldn’t be used for arcane science, then perhaps he would not want it used at all.

			Moss and Sindra keep their questions to a minimum as the party begins their journey to Zaska. Sindra recognizes the lines of grief that crease Vera’s and Antoni’s faces—but she sees the signs of tired, long-held resignation, too. She can tell Mortimer isn’t the first person they’ve lost over the course of their campaign to save their kingdom.

			And they don’t expect him to be the last.

			The land grows flatter as they descend into the valley, and the signs of decay grow worse. Entire fields stretch out brown and barren, stalks and vegetation long since shriveled and dead. For the first time since they arrived in Moros, Sindra’s stomach rumbles, and immediately she wonders, What do these people eat?

			Finally, they approach the ramshackle gates of Zaska, where two soldiers stand a little straighter at their approach. After a flash of Antoni’s badge, the dwarf on the left simply grunts, “Captain,” and waves them inside.

			The town itself is surprisingly bustling. They’d traveled so many hours without seeing a soul that Sindra is surprised to find them all gathered in one place. It’s necessary for them to live like this, she realizes. To be alone is to make yourself vulnerable. They need community to survive.

			And…doors, it seems.

			What surprises her even more, though, is that at least a third of Zaska’s population are tieflings.

			Sindra has met only a handful of other tieflings. There are some in the druid enclave, but there weren’t many in the kingdom where she spent most of her childhood with her Aunt Bernadette, whose kind features were human and who didn’t share Sindra’s own devilish ancestry.

			When Sindra had asked where her traits came from, Auntie said, “It’s devil magic, my love,” and Sindra had gasped in horror. But Bernie had comfortingly ruffled the hair between Sindra’s horns. Bernie had always taught Sindra that it doesn’t matter where your magic comes from—it matters only how you wield it. “And devil magic is a rare thing. Sometimes tieflings are born because their parents bargained with a devil, and their child carries some of the bargain’s influence. Or the magic may simply be in the land itself, changing the people who walk upon it.” Bernie had given her a teasing smile. “Or, in special cases, when a mortal loves a devil very much…”

			But Sindra hadn’t been old enough for that conversation.

			In fact, it wasn’t until she was a young woman that Bernie told her the truth: Sindra’s parents were unrepentant members of a dangerous devil cult, and they’d lost their lives in the worship of it.

			So Sindra finds herself shocked to stillness upon entering Zaska, and she freezes just a few steps inside as she takes it all in. In the shadow of the town’s gate, two mounted guards patrol the street, the taller of them made even more so by the horns curving from his temples. A group of children runs ahead, two with their tails whipping behind them. Down the road, a tiefling blacksmith with sunset-orange skin and his hair in a knot sweats in front of a furnace as he hammers away at a chunk of metal. A throat clears politely behind Sindra, and she quickly steps to the side to allow a wagon carrying a tiefling family to pass, their petal-pink skin dusty from a long journey.

			“How?” Sindra wonders aloud. Even Moss, standing at her shoulder, looks surprised.

			“We’ll explain it all very soon,” Vera says tiredly. Antoni nods grimly. Sindra can’t determine whether they always planned to bring her and Moss into their circle of confidence, but with one fewer party member, they are running out of options. “We’ll stay in the chapel,” Vera says, even as Sindra’s brows knot in confusion. “From there, we’ll plan our next steps.”

			Moss tilts her head to the side. “You live in a chapel?”

			Vera’s lips press into a thin line. “Father used to have a house outside of town, but it was one of the first Vadrien targeted.”

			Sindra winces.

			They pass through the town square on their way to the chapel, and Sindra notes the raised wooden platform in the center. It’s falling apart, the wood near the middle sagging and unsupported.

			“What’s that for?” Sindra asks Vera. “Traveling bards?”

			She’s searching for a smile, but Vera only scowls and shakes her head. “Before Vadrien, things were…tense in Moros. Plots against the king, unrest in the streets. Criminals were tried and sentenced there, and the whole town would gather to witness. We don’t use it anymore. We lose enough people without killing them on our own.”

			Sindra and Moss exchange a glance, and the druid lets out a heavy sigh.

			They continue to wander the streets, and eventually, the cramped buildings spread out and thin, making room for the only patch of green that Sindra has seen since entering Moros. Upon the tiny field of impossibly lush grass sits a small gray chapel, its walls weathered but standing strong. Candlelight flickers through its lancet windows, silhouetting several moving figures inside. Above the dark wooden entry doors is a small but beautifully made stained-glass window, its circular design reminiscent of the stretching rays of the sun. Sindra recognizes the symbol immediately.

			It’s a chapel to Garren—the god of the sun and of hope. Knights in Sindra’s order often worshipped the more martial deities of duty and strength, but a few had chosen to champion Garren, finding comfort in his teachings of faith, perseverance, and light. Sindra glances sidelong to Antoni and notices him toying with a plain sun-shaped amulet hung around his neck. She had marked him as a paladin—a holy warrior whose chosen god grants them divine powers—from the moment she saw celestial light flash upon his sword. But now, she’s fairly certain he’s made his oaths to Garren specifically. Perhaps for him, this quest is one of duty not only to his kingdom, but to his faith.

			Sindra lingers behind Moss, and the druid gasps as she steps through the wrought-iron gate leading up to the chapel. Sindra’s eyes go wide. “What is it?”

			“Something’s…different here,” Moss breathes. “Can’t you feel it?”

			Sindra takes a hesitant step onto the grass—and the effect is immediate. Here, the air feels lighter and less oppressive. Even some of the wind’s chill is gone, and there’s a persistent warmth that reminds Sindra of the last days of summer. Tiny flowers dot the earth in shades of red and orange, and Sindra feels the ridiculous urge to simply curl up in a patch and fall asleep.

			“This site is under Garren’s protection,” Antoni explains. Even some of the wrinkles near his eyes and the corners of his mouth don’t seem as deep here. “It’s the safest place in all of Moros.”

			Vera stands at his side and raises two fingers to her mouth to let out a sharp whistle. Lord Gullet sweeps down from above to perch on the chapel’s roof. “Keep watch, my love,” Vera calls before she places her hand gently on Moss’s shoulder and steps past her. “It’s more than that, too,” she says as she drums out a specific rhythm on the door. After a heartbeat’s pause, the doors groan open, and Vera shares a small smile with the group. “It’s the seat of the resistance.”

			The interior of the chapel is bustling.

			To Sindra’s left, the pews are shoved against the wall to make space for a makeshift clinic, where priests and priestesses in daisy-yellow habits tend to tired-looking villagers. To the right, two tiefling men argue over the best route to take to deliver the sacks of supplies stacked in the corner of the entryway. Vera leads the party past them all and toward the altar, and Sindra notes the way each head springs upward as they pass to offer a nod of respect to Antoni and his daughter.

			At the altar, an orcish priest greets Antoni with a palm clasped to his shoulder. A small golden circlet fashioned with metallic sunrays sits upon his thinning gray hair, and his frayed habit looks to be more intricately embroidered than those of the other priests.

			“Good to see you back, Captain,” he says, not a small amount of relief in his tone.

			“Always a pleasure, Zevor,” Antoni says gruffly. “Any news?”

			Zevor shakes his head. “Not from me, but a friend of yours is here to see you. Been waiting since this morning.”

			Antoni’s bushy brows lower over his eyes. “Which friend?”

			“I’ll take you to him now.”

			Zevor leads them to a small door behind the altar. As he drums out a pattern of knocks different from the one Vera used to gain entry, Sindra finds her gaze drawn again to the stained-glass window on the chapel’s east-facing wall. She can only imagine how gorgeous it must have been in years past, when daylight would have brightened every facet of its red-, orange-, and gold-stained glass.

			When the door opens, Zevor magically summons a small sphere of light to guide their way down a winding staircase. Strangely, music echoes hauntingly along the stone walls, growing louder as the party descends. Sindra smells the room before she sees it—the air grows thick with the scent of hearty mushroom and potato soup and mulled cider.

			Finally, the space opens to reveal a room that Sindra would have expected to find in a tavern, not underneath a church. Several rows of tables and benches stretch from wall to wall, crowded with priests, volunteers, and even a handful of armed warriors. A bard sits on a stool in the corner, tempting the notes of a soothing melody from the strings of her harp.

			Zevor squints at the array of faces and finally nods toward a table at the back. “Ah. There he is.” He smiles before returning to the stairwell. “Let me know if you need anything, Captain.”

			Antoni nods, and they make their way to the corner of the room, where a hooded traveler sits hunched over one of five steaming mugs arranged on the table. He turns around at their approach and grins, removing his hood to reveal a bald head with excellent facial hair.

			Vera and Moss inhale sharply, and Antoni’s and Sindra’s hands dart toward their blades.

			Behind his spectacles, the man’s violet eyes widen in alarm, and his pale skin flushes pink. He holds his hands out before him, far away from the shiny spellbook holstered on a leather strap at his side.

			The dripping candle flickering at the table’s center illuminates his profile.

			He looks exactly like Mortimer.

			“Please, there’s no need to be worried,” he soothes. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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			“Who are you?” Antoni demands.

			The paladin’s gauntlet shakes where he holds his sword leveled at the halfling’s neck. Several people at the table next to theirs gasp and jerk away from the captain, and the bard fumbles one of her chords. There’s an uncertain rustling as other hands reach for their weapons.

			Drops of dewy sweat dot the halfling’s head. “Mortimer, of course.”

			“Impossible,” Vera breathes. “We saw you die. We buried your body.”

			“Cut your head off, too,” Sindra adds helpfully.

			Moss bites the inside of her cheek even as she flashes Sindra a warning look. Not funny.

			“This is dark magic,” Antoni says through clenched teeth.

			“I—well, maybe it is,” Mortimer concedes. “But please, let me explain.”

			“First, prove it,” the captain demands. “Prove that you are him.”

			Mortimer taps his fingers delicately on the tabletop, narrowing his eyes slightly as he considers. Finally, he smiles. “It took you three proposals and four years before Mrs. Ward agreed to marry you.”

			The captain’s lips twitch before he schools them into a scowl. “She shares that story often enough.” His voice is gruff, but there’s an unmistakable thread of fondness in his tone. “Plenty of people you could have learned that from.” There’s a rumble of nervous laughter from the nearby tables.

			Mortimer’s eyes sparkle. He glances to Vera before shrugging and continuing, this time in a voice pitched for their party’s ears only. “It was my own Master Kaelenas who officiated it in secret at your request, months before your wedding at this very chapel.”

			Color creeps up the side of Antoni’s neck as Vera’s brows fly upward. He looks to her sheepishly. “I couldn’t wait any longer,” he admits. And then, simple as that, he sinks down into one of the chairs and takes a sip from a mug. He claps a hand on Mortimer’s shoulder, a gesture that shakes the small halfling’s frame. “It’s good to see you, friend.” His gauntlets creak as his grip tightens. “But we still need to know how you’ve returned to us.”

			Following Antoni’s lead, each of the party members sinks into their own chair, their attention focused on Mortimer. The bard resumes her song, and the others gathered in the dining room return to their drinks, soups, and business. Sindra takes a curious drink from her mug and is delighted to realize it’s a mulled cider. The comfort of it nearly makes her eyes prick with emotion; she hasn’t had a proper rest since setting foot in this damned kingdom, where the cold has a way of seeping into your bones.

			“Antoni brings up a good point,” Sindra says after taking another sip. “How can we know that you’re not undead? That you’re not under Vadrien’s control?”

			Mortimer laughs. “If I were, I couldn’t be here.”

			Moss frowns. “What do you mean?”

			Antoni gestures up toward where the chapel looms above them. “The chapel of Garren sits on hallowed ground. Undead cannot enter, and the bodies interred in the catacombs and the graveyard cannot be raised by Vadrien’s curse, or”—his attention returns to the necromancer—“necromantic magic. Which brings me back to my point. What happened to you?”

			Mortimer scoots forward in his chair, practically vibrating with enthusiasm to tell his tale. But then his gaze shifts to Sindra and Moss, and he deflates. “How much may I share?” he asks Antoni.

			Antoni takes a long, deep drink from his mug before he raises his head to meet Sindra’s gaze evenly. “All of it,” he finally says. “If it weren’t for this one, we’d be dead. And we certainly don’t have your tricks, wizard, of coming back to life. If she and her friend are so keen to see this through, well. I’ll not turn them away now.”

			Mortimer nods. “Very well.” He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and turns to Moss and Sindra. “Master Kaelenas is one of Moros’s great wizards, and I traveled from far away to be his apprentice. Nowadays, due to a series of intriguing but unfortunate circumstances, he is no longer able to leave the confines of his tower.” The halfling’s expression brightens at that, his eyes shining behind his spectacles. “That’s where I come in, see? While advancing my own studies, I also serve to conduct the master’s business across the realm and further his research. It is why I accompany the captain and his daughter on their quest.”

			“Not simply for the good of the realm?” Sindra asks wryly.

			“Well, that, too,” he says absently. “But you must understand, the issue of Prince Vadrien is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! The necromantic power he wields, it’s beyond anything we’ve studied before, and—” As Antoni’s and Vera’s expressions begin to darken, Mortimer pauses and clears his throat. “Anyway. My master is well aware of the dangers of this mission, and of the fact that I am not nearly as powerful as he. Compared to him, I am still very much a novice. So, unbeknownst to me, he ensured a few fail-safes.”

			Mortimer straightens a little and leans back, gesturing down to his body. When he grins, his teeth are very white—too white. “He cloned me,” he announces happily.

			Sindra exchanges wary glances with the others around the table. She breaks the silence that follows with an expression that encapsulates what they’re all thinking:

			“What the fuck?”

			Moss lets out a shallow laugh. “Could you elaborate?”

			“There exists a very complicated, very time-consuming spell wherein you can clone a mortal’s body so that if they die, their soul is transferred to the clone, not to whatever afterlife lies beyond. For months, Master Kaelenas has been growing a new vessel for me in the depths of his tower, should I perish.” Mortimer’s voice is thick with admiration and wonder. “It is a very great gift.”

			Moss looks greener, and the others appear to have lost their appetites for the ciders set out before them. Absently, the wizard touches his fingertips to the handles of each mug in turn, and they begin to steam again with the heat of his spellwork. “Any other questions?” he asks cheerfully.

			“Many,” Antoni grumbles.

			“Can he do it again?” Vera asks.

			Mortimer purses his lips. “Theoretically, yes, of course. Realistically…I am not sure. It is a prohibitively expensive process and takes a great deal of time to prepare.”

			Moss blinks. “So does he have any extra clones of you left?”

			Mortimer opens his mouth, shuts it, frowns, and then opens it again. “He opted not to tell me.” His tone is high-pitched with pent-up frustration. “As he thought the knowledge might make me act recklessly, if I knew I had clones to count on. So I am operating under the assumption that there are no more left, or that none are ready, and that this is simply my lucky second chance—my last chance.”

			“Clever man,” Sindra muses.

			Moss leans forward, her fingers laced around her mug. “You seem very unbothered by it all, Mortimer,” she observes. “Dying, and being brought back.”

			His brow furrows. “And whyever should I be bothered? I have always had a very neutral outlook on dying, natural process that it is, and my studies have only served to rid me of any fears I had. I would have been left to the dirt in the end, as we all are, or Master Kaelenas would have used what was left of me to further his own research, which would have been a great honor in itself.”

			“Back to the earth,” Moss murmurs thoughtfully.

			Sindra chimes in. “I suppose it’s too much to ask for him to create clones of us all?”

			Moss looks stricken, and the Wards look a touch sick. But survival is survival, in Sindra’s book.

			Mortimer shifts uncomfortably. “I could ask,” he says uncertainly. “But even if he assented, it would take months to do.”

			Vera shakes her head grimly. “We don’t have months, or time to wait around.”

			Antoni leans forward. “Indeed. We have work to do.”

			Sindra tries to still her tail as it flicks anxiously behind her. “Is this the part where you tell us what you’re on about? How we kill the king and end the curse?”

			Vera glances away, muttering under her breath, “Prince Vadrien is not the king.”

			Moss’s brow knits. “How can he rule Moros and not be the king?”

			“He doesn’t wear the crown,” Vera says simply.

			Sindra feels the prick of eyes on the back of her neck; when she looks up, her gaze meets the bard’s. In the corner of the room, the red-haired woman cradles her harp on her lap and continues to play her song, but her attention is fixed on their conversation.

			“What’s a crown, when he’s king in everything else but name?” Sindra asks bluntly. “What does it matter?”

			“It matters to us. The people of Moros.” Antoni scowls. “We’ve already given up so much. Refusing to acknowledge his reign is something we get to keep for ourselves.”

			“But he could just…get a crown made, couldn’t he?” Sindra snorts.

			Vera shakes her head. “The crown of Moros, it’s—” She sighs, and it almost sounds wistful. Reverent. “It’s not just a piece of metal, or a symbol. It’s a powerful holy relic.”

			“How do you mean?” Moss asks.

			Vera clears her throat delicately, but she’s interrupted by a loud, resonant chord plucked from the strings of the harp. The bard begins a new melody, and just the first few notes are enough to catch the attention of every person in the room. Mugs are set aside, conversations die mid-sentence, and every pair of eyes turns toward the bard and her small, knowing smile.

			Vera smiles at Moss. “Listen,” she says. “You’ll see.”

			The bard begins her ballad, her voice surprisingly deep and sonorous.

			The land was broken, bloodied, barren,

			A wasteland full of devil-kind.

			Moros, nameless, not yet a kingdom,

			By death alone was it defined.

			Ev’ry year, the devil horde advanced,

			Pushing their borders farther out.

			The people fought, but the people fell,

			And still the devils carved their route.

			But one lone priestess saw them coming,

			Abella Callaster was her name.

			Her chapel stood next in their path, but

			Her home she would not let them claim.

			She knelt and prayed to her lord Garren,

			With hope in her heart, she called for aid.

			To his devoted he closely listened,

			He answered her prayers, and to her he bade:

			“The sun will rise and banish the dark,

			Stoke the flame, be the spark.”

			The last two lines are taken up by the others in the room, whispered in a fervent chant. Goosebumps raise the fine hairs along Sindra’s arms.

			Quietly, she leans toward Antoni and asks, “Is the chapel we’re in the same chapel Abella was from?”

			He shoots her a dark look for her interruption. “No, it was closer to the border, north of where you arrived. Now, hush.”

			Sindra glances at the others. Mortimer listens politely even as his attention wanders elsewhere, while Vera seems to cling to the bard’s every word, mouthing the lyrics from memory. She sways with the music of the song, and when her shoulder bumps against Moss’s, the ranger doesn’t move away.

			Sindra leans back in her chair, tail snapping, as the bard continues.

			Abella was not a warrior,

			But she took up sword and shield,

			And donned a set of rusted armor,

			Ill prepared, but refusing to yield.

			The first rays of dawn broke through the clouds,

			Bathing Abella in their light.

			She felt Garren’s presence there on the field,

			As he imbued her with holy might.

			Suddenly her armor shone bright gold,

			And a crown appeared on her head,

			Each spike shaped like a ray of the sun.

			Blessed, she raised her sword and said:

			“The sun will rise and banish the dark,

			Stoke the flame, be the spark.”

			Under her lead the first battle was won,

			And then the war, in the time in between.

			And when the devils were banished for good,

			Moros named its first Garren-blessed queen.

			Thus the crown is passed down her bloodline divine,

			A relic we won’t soon forget,

			Of Garren’s promise of hope and love,

			And a sun that will never set.

			The sun will rise and banish the dark,

			Stoke the flame, be the spark.

			Once again, voices join in with the bard’s for the ballad’s final lines, giving the song a hymnal, holy quality. Eyes in the crowd shine with unshed tears, and everyone claps uproariously as the bard bows. With their tense jaws and fierce smiles, Antoni and Vera look more determined than ever.

			And though she hates to ruin the moment, Sindra still has questions—but Moss beats her to the first.

			“Is that why there are so many tieflings here? Because of Moros’s history with devils?”

			Vera nods. “Exactly. It is said that the earth remembers.” She looks to Sindra and smiles slightly. “My mother has horns like yours, as do many Morosians.”

			“I want to know the rest of the story, though,” Sindra says, invested. “How did Vadrien come to be in power? What happened to the magic crown, and the sun?”

			Antoni takes a long drink from his mug before answering. “The crown was passed down through generations of Abella’s line, who were the only ones able to wear it; it rejected any others. During that time, the realm knew peace. Queen Abella’s bloodline was well and truly blessed by Garren—and the kingdom prospered from it, too. But there were those who did not respect that hers was the only bloodline destined to rule.”

			Vera exhales shakily. “The bards and the witnesses—what’s left of them—recall varying truths; no one knows exactly how it happened. Only that one night, the castle went dark, its inhabitants were slaughtered, and the crown was locked away; the reigning King Ursan’s head was displayed on a pike the next morning. From that day forward, the sun disappeared from the sky, the dead crawled from their graves, and Vadrien ruled in all but name. He started the curse, though we don’t yet know how.”

			Sindra idly taps her pointed fingernails at her lower lip. For the second time, with earnest hope in her wide eyes, Moss asks the question Sindra is thinking. “What’s the plan? What do we do?”

			Vera’s expression goes hard with resolve. “We take the crown back,” she says simply.

			Hope and optimism paint everyone’s faces bright—but Sindra winces, and doubt clouds her tone. “You seek to find the true heir?” Privately, she thinks, Would it even make a difference? Perhaps the people would rally behind the realm’s true monarch, but would it be enough? Sindra and the others fought off one skeleton horde, but just barely—and they were trained to fight. And that’s without even considering how the years lacking food and sunlight have weakened the kingdom’s citizens, or just how many undead Vadrien has at his command.

			Sindra’s yellow gaze scans the room, noting how few of these rebels look to be trained in combat.

			“If one even lives, yes. Vadrien killed every member of the king’s family,” Vera says impatiently. “But were you listening? The crown holds knowledge and power. It cleansed the realm of evil once, and it may do so again. That’s why Vadrien keeps it locked away—it’s the only threat to his power, and he can’t wield it at all.”

			Moss’s tone is gentle. “But only the Callasters can access the crown’s power, right?”

			Vera looks down at the table. “That is true,” she says slowly. “But we hope, given the circumstances, Garren may bless the people of Moros again.”

			Antoni suddenly stands. “Come. Let us go back upstairs to speak with Zevor and lay out our strategies.”

			Hope. It’s so little to go off of, Sindra thinks skeptically. It’s a terrible plan, just about as useful as ordering the clergy to start praying for a new crown, and gods know they’ve probably already tried that.

			“You’re putting a lot of trust in an empty wish,” Sindra says.

			“It’s all we have,” Antoni says bluntly.

			Moss nods. “Then it’s where we’ll start.”

			Internally, Sindra sighs as she and the others climb the stairs back into the heart of the chapel. Perhaps it’s time for her to start praying, too.
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			“Okay, okay, take it easy, Shakespeare,” Colin teases as he squeezes Wesley’s upper arm. “What the fuck was that, iambic pentameter?”

			Mona lets out a sharp laugh. “No, it wasn’t,” she says dryly. And then she’s quick to assure Wesley, “But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t good! It was good!”

			She may not use her English degree as much as she originally planned to, but it rears its head at the funniest times.

			After we finish cleaning up from the session, we linger on the sidewalk outside of Game Knight as Colin fishes a ring of jangling keys from his pocket and locks up the store. We’d gone on a bit longer than usual today, but in true D&D fashion after a good game, everyone wants to stay and unpack the events of the session together.

			As Shay and Arthur discuss their characters’ backstories and history with the resistance movement, I glance at Wesley. He’s glowing—figuratively and literally, the streetlight capturing him in its cone of warm golden light. And though I’m slow to admit it, he deserves the praise. It was an excellent session: a timely break from tough combat, chock-full of surprising twists, with plenty of rich worldbuilding and lore delivered in a creative and moving fashion.

			Fuck me, but he actually sang.

			Clever, cocky boy, I think ruefully.

			And as if he heard my thoughts, his gaze slides to me.

			He sways toward me until his shoulder bumps teasingly into mine. It’s cold enough at this hour that I’m a little tempted to lean into it, but instead, I stand very, very still. “You’re still having fun, aren’t you?” he accuses, his low voice only a touch above a whisper. His favorite table snack, I’ve learned, is an entire roll of SweeTarts; I can smell the chalky sweetness on his breath.

			“Fuck off,” I say, though I can’t keep the fondness out of my tone.

			I’m so caught up with Wesley that I don’t realize Mona’s telling the others about our weekend plans.

			“You all should come with us,” she says brightly. “We don’t mind.”

			We don’t? For weeks, I’ve been preparing to go with just Mona, trying to ignore the memories of when we went with our old crew. I’m not sure I’m ready to open it up again.

			But Wesley’s eyes shine.

			“ComicConnecticut? I had plans to go anyway.” He grins and focuses on me. “I’ll be there.”
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			Mona has outdone herself this year—and I’m far from the only person to notice.

			Wide-eyed and blushing furiously, a kid encouraged by her smiling guardian shuffles up to Mona and asks, “Please, can I take a picture with you? Your cosplay is amazing.”

			Mona obliges with a happy grin, and I admire her costume again as she poses for the photo.

			Mona’s blond hair is caught up in a bouncy ponytail, and her hot pink lipstick, sparkly blue eye shadow, and thick mascara scream Barbie. But her outfit comprises dozens of pieces of pink foam armor, complete with a heart-shaped chestplate and a short, flirty warrior’s kilt. Even her four-foot-long fake axe is a glittery pink, and as the preteen stands next to her for their pic, Mona offers to let her hold it.

			The entire outfit is spectacular. Barb-arian, she calls it.

			“Like I said, best one yet,” I say as Mona returns to my side, practically glowing from all the attention.

			Mona and I have been coming to ComicConnecticut without fail every year since we were kids, save for when she was in the hospital and during the pandemic. Dad had started the tradition—of course he had—back when the convention was just a jumble of tables in a single large reception room. It’s grown exponentially since then, with dozens of panel chambers and a sprawling convention floor crowded with actors signing autographs, artists, booths for various games and publishers, and more. And ever since Mona caught sight of her first cosplay, she hasn’t stopped creating her own.

			“Where to next?” she asks.

			I pull up the con’s map on my phone. I occasionally cosplay when the mood strikes, but I didn’t prep anything this year. Not to mention, I’m here to make an important introduction, and I want to be dressed as myself when I do it.

			“Well, I have plans to meet—”

			“Holy shit, Pickles is here?” Mona gasps. She snatches my phone from my hand and squints at the list of artists. “Oh my god, she’s so niche, I didn’t even know she did conventions! We have to go find her.”

			“Pickles? Who’s that?” Mona’s way more plugged in than I am.

			“She’s an online creator I follow, draws for all sorts of fandoms. Can we go?” Mona is literally bouncing on her toes. I have no idea where she found the pink faux fur for her knee-high boots to complete the look, but it’s holding up well in the wake of her restlessness.

			I retrieve my phone and glance back down to the map. “There’s a booth I want to check out first, and they’re closing soon. I’ll meet up with you later?”

			Mona is already walking away. “Yeah!”

			I huff a laugh through my nose and look back up to survey the convention floor. This area—the Dealer’s Room—houses mostly local and popular vendors who are here to sell merch. But they have a few tables set up to publicize other nerdy events happening throughout the year, including an anime convention, a horror-themed con, a cosplay contest, and, early next year in Boston…NEWT.

			I wind through the maze of tables, passing a merchant selling wigs, a child wearing a light-up Transformers costume, the entirety of the Lord of the Rings fellowship walking in a linked line down the aisle, and a crowded stall with buyers looking through collections of Magic: The Gathering cards.

			The cards remind me of Colin, and I briefly wonder where the others have run off to.

			I hadn’t wanted to invite everyone, not with things still so freshly awkward after my outburst last week, but Mona convinced me that this might be a good opportunity to smooth things over.

			I bite the inside of my cheek at the irony as I wander the booths alone, thinking about how well that went.

			We’d parted ways almost as quickly as we’d met up. Arthur and Shay had a long list of panels and presentations they wanted to attend, while Colin planned to camp out in the gaming room and crush every competitor who dared challenge him in Magic. Mona and I ran off on our own, content to people-watch and engage with whatever caught our eye first—it’s how we’ve always done it.

			I haven’t seen Wesley at all. Colin mentioned he wouldn’t be coming until later, but I’m not counting down the minutes. Lately, being near him has been…confusing. The moment of understanding we shared at East Rock Park really mixed things up for me, and the way he opened up the story in our last D&D session made me hungry, impatient to keep playing. Every time I want to settle into the comfort of being engaged in a game again, I have to remind myself exactly who is running it. It’s been only a few weeks, and already I’m interacting with him more than I ever did in college.

			So if I let him get the best of me again, especially after I let Owen do the same—

			Well, I’ve got further to fall.

			I try to shake him out of my thoughts as I reach NEWT’s booth. It’s at the end of the row, staffed by a woman with a bright purple bob and a shorter guy whose dark hair is slicked into a bun at the nape of his neck. Behind them hang several posters showing off some of their contest winners from past years. They have separate competitions for board games and video games, and some of the previous winning submissions are for sale at the booth.

			The purple-haired woman seems preoccupied with running the sales, so I approach the man standing behind his laptop. He adjusts his glasses and offers me a smile. “Hey there. How can I help you?”

			“I’m entering your demo contest this year; it’s my first time.” Technically, I’ve already registered online, but I figured stopping by the booth to introduce myself and check things out couldn’t hurt.

			His expression brightens. “That’s awesome. What kind of games do you make?”

			“Video games.” I’ve toyed with a few ideas for board games and other tabletops, but my skill set is better suited for video games.

			“Hell yeah, me, too,” he says. I glance to his name tag, which reads Jace. He passes me a sheet of paper crowded with text about submission guidelines, a QR code included for more info. “All you need to know is here. Submissions close on the last day of January, and we host our showcase and awards at the festival in March. Is this the first game you’ve made?”

			I shake my head. “Just the first I’m entering.” I look up at Jace, whose expression is open and friendly. He’s obviously familiar with this space; he might…

			I clear my throat. “I made After Dark, and Witching Hour?”

			His brows jump high on his forehead. “You’re Witch Riley?” he asks, nearly hiccuping over the name I publish my games under. “No way,” he says with a laugh. “I loved After Dark. My friends and I were obsessed with it, though we could only play during the day—got too scared at night!”

			I smile. “That’s how my sister has to play it, too.”

			“Wow, it’s so great to meet you. I can’t wait to see what you submit.”

			“Nice to meet you, too, Jace. I’m—”

			Before I can say my real name, someone beats me to it.

			“Reagan.” The voice comes from behind me, its tone thick with amusement and edged with self-assured satisfaction. I’d recognize it anywhere.

			Wesley.

			He approaches with his hands dipped into the pockets of his jeans, teeth flashing in that familiar crooked grin.

			“We have got to stop meeting like this,” I warn, and it sounds like a threat. Hell, maybe it is. At this point, I’m starting to wonder whether he’s following me.

			With Wesley all smiles and me trying to burn two holes into his skull with my laser-like gaze, Jace shifts uncomfortably in the rapid change of atmosphere. He offers up a hesitant smile. “Is this your partner?”

			“No,” I snap, too harshly. “I work alone. I’m in the solo dev contest.”

			Wesley’s eyes sparkle. I want to pluck them out of his head. “How funny,” he drawls. “So am I.”

			My field of vision narrows until the only thing I can see is Wesley’s fucking dimple, and the chatter around me dulls beneath the ringing in my ears.

			I have a new project I’m working on, he’d said.

			I should have known.

			Jace casts an uneasy sidelong glance toward me before launching into his pitch for Wesley’s benefit. I grip the info sheet so tightly at my side that the paper begins to crease.

			I try to calm my shaking hands, try to loosen my jaw where it’s locked tight. My chest feels like it’s on fire, and it takes a concentrated effort to keep my breathing even. What pisses me off, though, is the realization that I’m not angry at all.

			I’m excited.

			Wesley and I both know this battlefield like the backs of our hands. I can’t think of a better motivator than wanting to crush him to dust. It’s not wholly spite that has driven me to compete with him in the past. It’s the fact that I know he’s good—but I can be better.

			“Well,” Wesley murmurs, turning away from the booth and looking down at me with a rude coy smirk. “I’ve got my work cut out for me, don’t I?”

			I’m grinning back; I can’t help it.

			“You have no idea.”
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			I can’t wait to tell Mona. She’ll get such a kick out of this, and I know she’ll do everything she can to help me get the game ready by the end of January. I’ve done maybe five laps around the Artist’s Alley looking for her before I finally get her text.

			Mona:

			
				omg shay and i want to go to the dungeons & drag queens panel

			

			
				i’ll meet you at dinner?

			

			I text back, sure!!, though the double exclamation points look more chipper than I feel. I can’t help but deflate a little as I pause to look around. I’d left Wesley in the dust as quickly as I could. He’d looked like he wanted to talk more about the competition, but the second Jace had distracted him with a question about his game dev experience, I turned on my heel and disappeared into the crowd. Now I frown, my fingers tight around my phone, regretting letting all of my friends run off without me.

			Friends? I think. Is that what we’re calling them now? Even him?

			“Hey,” a woman’s voice calls from behind me, and I swing around to face an artist sitting alone in the booth I’m currently crowding, an empty chair next to her. She’s smiling at me apologetically, her eyes creased behind her gold wire-rimmed glasses.

			“God, I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to block your booth.”

			“Oh no, that’s fine. I was just going to ask—are you all right?”

			I’ve never been great at hiding my emotions. My face is a projector for whatever thoughts scroll through the inside of my skull. I can only imagine that currently, to everyone else, I look scowl-y, frustrated, and a little hurt. I try to relax. “Yeah, I’m good—just a change of plans.”

			“Okay.” She gestures to the assortment of art prints, key chains, and stickers on display at her booth, her expression earnest, if a touch nervous. “Well, if you want to take a look, feel free.”

			I’ve already spent my allotted con budget on the prints and crocheted owlbear plushie tucked under my arm, but at this point, it would be really fucking rude to walk away. I put on a smile and peruse her wares.

			It takes me only a few moments to realize just how excellent her art is. For the most part, her style is whimsical, bright, and colorful—reminding me of Mona—with a handful of moodier pieces in between. Like most of the artists who sell at cons, she’s done a great job of catering exactly to the intended audience, with a wide variety of original art and fanart, including Star Wars characters, video game protagonists, D&D d20 key chains, an amusing collection of Gandalfs, and several portraits of a white-haired vampire who isn’t Vadrien (he’s too pretty). I glance at the name of her booth: SadieSketches. I don’t recognize it.

			“Is this your first time at ComicConnecticut?” I ask.

			Her expression brightens. “It is! I’m originally from Connecticut, but I’m taking a road trip this year, selling at different conventions.”

			“How fun.” I smile. “Well, welcome. You picked one of my favorites.” I’m about to wish her good luck and go on my way when my attention snags on a small sign she has propped up on the table: 10 Min Character Sketches for $20! There are a handful of examples—a winking elf, a brooding tiefling, a sultry dwarven woman—all drawn in free-form colorful lines.

			“Actually,” I say, “are you free for a sketch?”

			“Of course!” She smiles up at me and quickly smooths a hand over her blond hair before pulling out a small square of paper, several colored markers, and her phone, setting a timer. “Whenever you’re ready, just start describing your character to me, and I’ll begin. I’ll ask some extra questions along the way, and we’ll go from there.”

			I think about how much Mona would love Sadie’s style, and how perfect Moss and her infectious grin would look sketched out in bright spring-green lines. But when I open my mouth, I say, “Her name is Sindra, and she’s my D&D character. She’s a tiefling fighter…”

			Sadie’s pen moves quickly as I verbally paint a picture of Sindra and her ruby-red skin, long black hair, blunt bangs, and narrowed yellow eyes. I throw in some extra details, such as her worn armor and the brand-new gold sword she found in a dragon’s hoard.

			“What is she like?” Sadie asks without looking up. “Her personality, attitude…What motivates her?”

			I pause before answering. “Well, she’s blunt. Confident. Very protective of her friends. Sometimes funny in a, like, irreverent way. Brash. Um.” The artist’s last question echoes in my mind. What motivates her? Other than the quest to save the enclave and protecting Moss, I’m—hell, I’m drawing a blank. More than anything, I created her to be a good companion for Moss and to fill the gaps in the party makeup.

			Maybe I haven’t developed Sindra’s backstory as thoroughly as I thought.

			“That’s good, I can work with that,” Sadie soothes. She’s adding in bold red lines now, to highlight Sindra’s confident smirk and ready battle stance. “What’s your D&D campaign like?”

			“It’s a gothic vampire campaign. The vampire has taken control of the kingdom and shrouded it in eternal night, and we’re trying to break the curse and defeat him.”

			“Ooh, is he, like—redeemable?”

			I blink. “What?”

			“In my last game, it turned out that the villain wasn’t as bad as we thought.” Sadie smiles sheepishly. “Or maybe I just really love a redemption arc.”

			“Enemies to lovers, even?” This time, the teasing words come from a low, masculine voice. I look up as a man sidesteps behind the booth and settles into the chair next to Sadie. With his purple robe, single silver earring, and longish dark hair pulled half up into a bun, his cosplay makes for an alarmingly convincing Gale of Waterdeep from Baldur’s Gate 3.

			“No,” I snap quickly. I don’t know why I’m blushing at the thought; I pull my turtleneck closer to my ears. “No, they are not lovers. Vampires are evil. She’s trying to kill him.”

			“Gale” shrugs, his teasing grin stretching his bearded face wide. “Shame.”

			Sadie playfully swats at his arm before she passes the sketch to me. “Sorry about him,” she says in a tone so fond it’s not the least bit apologetic. “Here’s your sketch.”

			Sindra grins up at me from the square of paper, looking infinitely more badass and self-assured than I’d ever imagined. There’s a funny little tug at the base of my chest, like seeing her captured this way has made me feel more connected to her. It makes me want to do her justice and get to know her better.

			“Holy shit,” I murmur. I clear my throat, then laugh. “Wow, thank you so much—I love it.”

			Sadie beams. “I’m so glad!”

			Before I leave, I grab a few D&D class-themed stickers for my group—ranger, druid, paladin, wizard—and even a DM one for Wesley. I waffle on whether to get a DM one for myself, too, and eventually pluck a fighter sticker from the shelf instead. I pay for them and tip well for the sketch.

			“Thank you again, and have fun on your trip.” I jerk my chin toward Sadie’s partner. “Nice cosplay.”

			He bends forward in a little bow, smiling all the while, and Sadie offers me a friendly wave before turning her attention to a teenager dressed as a blue-skinned tiefling who runs up to the booth.

			I trace my finger along the gold of Brightmorn’s blade on Sindra’s sketch before tucking the illustration carefully away.

			I can’t wait to show the others.
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Twelve

			Mona’s on her second bottle of soju when she suggests, “We should go dancing.”

			She’s changed out of her cosplay, but she still has the sparkly blue eye shadow and high pony; it swings as she looks eagerly around the table.

			I’ve met up with her and the others at a local Korean BBQ spot. It took a round of beer and shared appetizers, but the group seems to have relaxed around one another for the first time.

			Well. Relaxed around me.

			The stickers helped, I think. Arthur’s eyes had crinkled around the corners—he stuck the paladin sticker right to his shirt, like it was a name tag—and Shay asked me for Sadie’s info so she could commission her own portrait. Soon after, the whole table eased into talking about our game, which evolved into Wesley, Shay, Arthur, and Colin sharing stories about their old campaigns. I particularly enjoyed Colin’s recounting of his character’s romantic saga with a bugbear, and Shay’s story of how she managed to hide her character’s secret identity as an assassin for more than half of a campaign. I’d even admitted to everyone that this game is the first time I’ve played and not DMed in years, and something in Arthur’s expression shifted. It was like an epiphany struck as he muttered wisely, “All makes sense now.”

			At that comment, I caught Wesley hiding a smile behind his glass of beer; I rolled my eyes.

			Now Mona’s suggestion garners mixed reactions.

			“You want to ruin a perfectly good day with a crowded bar and sticky floors?” Colin snorts. “Absolutely not.”

			Shay reaches for Mona’s soju and pours herself a small glass, a grin tugging at her lips. “Sure, babe.”

			Mona looks to me, and I shrug. “You know I’m not saying no.”

			Wesley leans back in his chair and says, “I’m game.”

			I pause with my beer halfway to my lips, but I’m not going to back out on Mona now.

			Shay glances sidelong to her dad and waits silently—for him to back out, I assume. Arthur scoffs. “Your mother and I used to be the life of the party, Shay,” he says, feigning offense—though his mouth quirks up. “I could put that dance floor to shame.”

			“Save it for the Halloween party,” Shay begs.

			Arthur wrinkles his nose to the rest of us. “Not my scene, anyway.”

			We say goodbye to Colin and Arthur and meander down the street, which grows more crowded with each block we pass. Quiet restaurants give way to loud bars with music spilling out through open doors and from sprawling decks. Mona, extra bubbly from the soju, has begun to hum snatches of the songs that she can hear. Shay threads her arm gently through Mona’s and flashes Wesley a quick smile over her shoulder.

			I lead the way, assessing which venue will be a good fit for the four of us; after all, I’ve spent the last year visiting nearly all of them, exploring new things and, admittedly, numbing the pain of the Cataclysm. Zoë’s is the obvious answer, as it’s Mona’s favorite and the best gay bar in the city, with immaculate music and vibes—but there’s already a long line out the door, and it’ll be packed shoulder to shoulder on a Saturday night. Limbo has the cheapest drinks but a rank atmosphere, and it’s not like we’re trying to get shit-faced, anyway. Spirit Society, with its inventive cocktail menu and music played low enough for conversation, is where I’ve met many of my one-off connections, but its mood is a touch too romantic for current company. Not for Mona and Shay, maybe, but—

			I make a point of not looking at Wesley.

			No, what we really need is a small club with a fun, disco-y dance vibe, low pressure, and drinks that are yummy but not so delicious that I’ll be dropping fifty bucks on our first round.

			Wesley suddenly slows his gait, seemingly pulled into the orbit of a pulsing strobe light. His profile is painted in flashes of blue, purple, and red as he peers up at the bar’s sign, the lights shifting in sync with the beat thumping from within. I smile when I see the familiar looping text on the sign above the bar’s wide-open doors: Wizardry.

			Wesley is many things, and unfortunately, he is a man of taste. It’s the perfect pick.

			Without warning, I duck inside, and everyone follows after.

			The bar has a playful vibe, with a collection of disco balls hanging from the ceiling and purple and emerald velvet curtains draped along the walls. The music is funky and easy to dance to, and after shouting their orders in my ear, Mona wastes no time in dragging Shay out onto the floor. It leaves me stuck with Wesley with at least five other people in line before us.

			Shit.

			He gives the silence only a good ten seconds to stretch before he finally asks, “Are we going to talk about it?”

			“Talk about what?”

			“NEWT, Reagan.”

			I try to keep my tone breezy. “What is there to talk about?”

			Wesley lets out a low laugh. “Everything. I heard what you said to the recruiter, about the other games you’ve published. I didn’t even know you still made games. What was your handle again? Witch Riley? That’s cute.” The word echoes against my skull like the ringing of a bell. His smile turns sharp. “It’s fitting.”

			“Is it?”

			“Yes.”

			I press my lips together.

			“Is this your first time entering?” he asks. “Do you already know what you’re going to submit?”

			“I do.”

			Wesley shifts for a moment, anxious for the follow-up question I don’t ask—but he answers it anyway. “Me, too.” We shuffle forward. Only two people ahead of us now. “Well, what’s it about? What kind of game is it?”

			Something in his attitude is different. He seems less guarded, his reactions to my barbs less spiky. Ever since he learned we’re competing against each other, there’s a new fire in his eyes, and they’re lit bright with interest. He hovers close to my side.

			“I haven’t decided if I’m going to tell you,” I say.

			Wesley scoffs. “What? Why not?”

			“Because I want to win.”

			Finally, it’s our turn. I order the girls’ drinks, and then somehow Wesley and I both end up choosing tequila pineapples for ourselves. As the bartender makes our drinks, Wesley bends close to my ear so his words aren’t lost in the swell of the music. “I want to win, too,” he says in a low voice, breath warm against the side of my neck. “Telling you what I’m working on isn’t going to stop me from doing that.”

			As my shoulders stiffen, I feel the warmth of Wesley’s chest at my back when he reaches over my shoulder to hand the bartender his card before I even realize it’s time to pay. He flashes me a grin and leaves the tab open.

			I’m left feeling hot and bothered—and not in the fun way. I grab two drinks and don’t wait for him to follow as I move to stand at the edge of the dance floor, looking for Mona and Shay. Wesley appears at my shoulder soon after.

			He sees them first and points. “I think Shay’s really serious about Ramona,” he says, changing the subject.

			I watch them circle each other on the dance floor. Where Mona’s all giggles and laugh lines, punctuating every beat of the music with a jump, fist pump, or twirl, Shay orbits her like a moon, dark eyes sparkling as she looks at my sister like she hung the stars. Whenever anyone tries to come close to Mona, to catch her in a spin or shepherd her toward the bar, Shay smoothly winds an arm around her waist, drawing Mona to her side and matching her pace seamlessly.

			My spine, tense from Wesley’s proximity, softens as something in my chest relaxes. “I think Mona’s really serious about her, too,” I say. “I think—I think Shay can keep up with her.”

			“How do you mean?”

			I tilt my head from side to side as I consider my words, shaking a lock of hair loose from where I twisted it into a claw clip. Wesley idly reaches to tuck it back into place; his fingers are wet and cold from where he was holding his drink when they brush the back of my ear. I shiver at his touch, and Wesley goes still. I scramble to remember what question he asked me in the first place.

			I whip my attention back to Shay and Mona.

			“Look at her,” I say, gesturing to where Mona is poorly but enthusiastically trying to shuffle. Shay laughs, one hand steady on her back to keep her upright. “Mona’s always been so full of energy. She’s got these wild hobbies, these adventures she’ll embark on every few months to go visit the nation’s largest yarn ball or foster a whole horde of cats just because the shelter can’t take all of them on. When she’s into something, she’s into it. She’s just—she’s a lot,” I say simply. “And the women she’s dated in the past, they’d always get to this point where they thought she was ‘too much.’ ” I curl two fingers in sarcastic air quotes to show exactly what I think of that small-minded opinion.

			I glance to Wesley, but he’s not watching Mona—he’s watching me. He doesn’t look away when he says, “I think that’s what Shay likes about her. How spirited she is—how passionate.”

			Something in his dark, unblinking gaze makes me feel like he’s seeing too much. Like he’s not talking about Mona at all. I swallow. “I think so, too.” I take a sip to combat my mouth’s sudden dryness. “I think she can handle it. So far.”

			“You sound like her mom,” he teases. “Does Shay need your approval first to court her?”

			I tense. “I just don’t want to see my sister get hurt. I don’t know Shay.”

			“Well, I do. Regardless of how things go, I know she’ll treat Ramona with respect. Like any adult.”

			I don’t know why I say it. I don’t know if it’s just habit at this point, or if he’s standing too close and it’s just all a bit too much, or if I just can’t help but be defensive of Mona. But my tone is frosty when I mutter, “Forgive me if I can’t trust your word on matters like these.”

			Wesley’s eyes roll upward as he coughs out an exasperated laugh. “Reagan—”

			“I’m gonna go dance.”

			“Have fun.”

			I suck down the rest of my drink in a manner that’s unfortunately comically loud—I have to deepen my scowl to keep from laughing, but Wesley doesn’t hide his, which only furrows my brow further. I forcefully set down my empty cup on the nearest high-top, pluck Mona’s drink from Wesley’s hand, and march out to where the girls dance in the center of the floor.

			Mona’s squeal of delight is louder than the music blasting through the speakers, though I can’t tell if it’s my arrival or the beginning chords of a popular Chappell Roan song that has her excited. Maybe both, it doesn’t matter—the timing is perfect. I offer her the drink, but she shakes her head with an already tipsy smile. I smirk and claim it for myself.

			The rest of the world begins to fuzz around the edges, and I lose myself in the pulse of the lights and the music.
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			“I’m ready to leave,” Mona announces. Her smile is blissfully happy, but she’s so tired she can barely keep her eyes open. For the last hour or so, she’s been a trooper, dancing to every song and not sitting down a single time. Wesley joined from time to time, sometimes to belt along to the lyrics with the rest of us, sometimes just to stand as a barrier between us and the crowd as the evening grew wilder. Half blinded by the flashing lights on the dance floor, I wonder if I imagined the way his gaze would linger on me as I swayed with the beat, or how his hand would hover just barely over my waist. At some point, he retreated to secure a table for us, but when I look for him now, I see it’s empty.

			“Oh,” I say. “I can—”

			“No, don’t worry,” Shay interrupts. “I’ve got her.”

			I glance to Shay’s empty glass, and her smile fades as her lips press into a thin line. “I ordered an Uber,” she says, some defensiveness in her tone.

			I frown and pull out my phone. “I’ll just walk you out, then,” I say, drumming out a text to Wesley to let him know it’s time to go. Outside, it takes fifteen minutes for the traffic-cone-orange Subaru Crosstrek to arrive and whisk Mona and Shay away. Wrapping my arms tightly around myself hardly makes up for the fact that the thin fabric of my shirt offers no warmth from the brittle wind.

			What’s taking him so long?

			When I wander back into Wizardry, it feels somehow darker and more crowded, and I push myself past the bodies and back toward our table. The music has shifted from bubblegum pop hits to faster-paced electric house music with a stronger bass; I can feel the beat buzzing behind my eyes. Sweat-slicked skin brushes against mine as I shoulder my way across the dance floor, and like it does most every weekend, the temptation to lose myself in this chaos tugs at me. I think about how easy it would be to meet the eyes of the dark-haired man whose gaze has followed me since I stepped back into the bar, or to twine my fingers with those of the redheaded woman sitting in the corner and invite her to dance. Perhaps I could find someone already out here who could match me beat for beat until the lines between us blur.

			But tonight, they’re not who I’m looking for.

			Wesley’s not at the high-top anymore; instead, it’s been claimed by a boisterous group of college kids. I search everywhere for his sandy hair and maroon button-up: the long line at the bar, the packed dance floor, the narrow hallway leading toward the bathrooms, the small deck out back. I convinced myself he would be out there for sure—I remember how crowds aren’t always his thing. I’m walking through the small lounge area with its cozy couches and dim lighting, on my way to check the dance floor again, when a hand closes around my wrist.

			I’m about to swat it away angrily—it wouldn’t be the first time—but then I recognize the person it’s attached to. Leaning against the wall next to a tall table, Wesley looks up at me from under the sweep of his unruly hair. The strands at his temples and behind his ears are darker than the rest with sweat, and the flashing strobe lights turn his brown eyes different colors.

			“You came back,” he says, sounding surprised.

			“I never left.”

			“No?”

			“No, I texted you.”

			He checks his phone, then laughs. “Oh shit. I didn’t realize you were ready to go.” He nods toward the table, where two full drinks sit, sparkling with condensation. By the sunny yellow color of one of them, I suspect he ordered me the same thing again. “But it was last call, and then someone took our table, and…well. I wouldn’t have got them if I’d realized.”

			I purse my lips. Consider. This is dangerous, I think.

			But instead, I say, “I wouldn’t mind one more.”

			Wesley smiles and clinks his glass against mine.

			After a few sips—it is the same drink—I turn toward him. We both stand near the wall, making room as people continue to weave between the different sections of the bar. With my heeled boots, we’re the same height tonight. “Tell me, then,” I say. “If you’re so confident, tell me what your game’s about.”

			Wesley tilts his head to the side until it rests against the velvet-draped wall. “Will you return the favor?”

			I shrug.

			He watches me for a long moment, and eventually, I assume he’s decided to keep his secrets—which would, of course, be well within his rights. But then he says, “It’s a game about Vadrien, actually.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. In the game, you play as him, and the story starts years before our campaign, right after he was turned into a vampire. It’s a stealth game, mostly—you have to sneak around to hunt, and balance consuming enough blood to increase your power with the risk of losing yourself to the temptation of the curse and becoming feral. I’m calling it Blood Pact. It’s got a lot of his backstory, too, and—what’s so funny?”

			I don’t remember when I started laughing. Blame the drinks. “My game is also based on one of my D&D campaigns,” I admit.

			Wesley doesn’t say anything for a long time as he considers me. I can smell the mint from his mojito on his breath when he murmurs, “You must hate it.”

			“Hate what?”

			“How much we have in common.”

			I bite my lip to hide a sardonic smile; his eyes snag on the movement. “The irony is not lost on me.”

			“Let me at least guess what kind of game you’re making.”

			I shrug again, just to tease him, promising nothing.

			Eager for the challenge, Wesley pushes himself off the wall and stands with his arms crossed over his chest, suddenly shot with energy. “It’s not a racing game, or sports. Those aren’t your style, and they’re hardly fitting for a game based on a D&D campaign.”

			“That’s true.”

			He takes a sip of his drink. “I think you’d really like to make a full RPG, but you won’t, not for this competition. You don’t have the time or the resources.” He’s not even being rude; his tone is factual. I respond with a tight nod.

			Wesley rocks back on his heels, and when the momentum brings him forward again, he steps closer. “I think your farming sim days are behind you, for now; you want something you can sink your teeth into.”

			I don’t remember the last time I blinked, my gaze is so trained on him.

			“Survival?” he guesses.

			My head twitches to the side. No—but close.

			“It’s a puzzle game.” This time, it’s not a question—he sounds sure. “You did so many of those back in school. I think you like being a tough egg to crack.”

			The laugh bubbles out before I can stop it. “Oh, shut up.” I press my fingers to his lips, as if to physically cut him off—but he just wraps his hand around mine and holds it there, his thumb pressing into my palm.

			“I got it right, didn’t I?” he says, his mouth moving against my skin. I swear I feel sparks tingling under my fingertips.

			I don’t remember us getting this close. I don’t remember if he took another step forward or if I did. But suddenly, we’re chest to chest in a poor excuse for a standoff. My own lips brush against my knuckles; my hand on his mouth is the only thing separating us.

			Slowly, I lower my arm to my side, but I don’t step away.

			“You really want to know, don’t you?” The music is loud, but he’s so close, I don’t have to raise my voice above a whisper.

			“I want as much as you’ll give me.”

			It’s an exact echo of what he said at the park. But as his eyes slide away from mine and linger on my lips, I begin to suspect we’re not talking about games anymore. The club’s music is a hypnotizing murmur in the background. I’m dizzy with it.

			Without a second thought, I press my mouth soundly to his.

			Wesley doesn’t waste any time being shocked. After all, this is a conversation we’ve had before, and he picks it up right where it left off. With a strength that shouldn’t surprise me, he winds both of his arms around my waist and pulls me close until our chests are flush and I can’t distinguish the music’s pulsing bass from the heartbeats thundering under our ribs. His lips are warm where they glide hungrily against mine, and his hands dip under the hem of my shirt, fingers dragging lines of heat along my spine. I sigh into his mouth as we stumble backward against the velvet-cushioned wall, and I can’t help the way I arch my back to press myself closer. As Wesley deepens the kiss, he eases his leg between my thighs in a way that feels alarmingly good. His teeth catch on my lower lip, like he’s been waiting six years to find out whether I still taste the same.

			He doesn’t. He tastes like mint and rum instead of watermelon vodka, and in the back of my head, on repeat, is It’s happening again, it’s happening again—

			Then something about the sour taste of the alcohol hits, and the slow, cold realization sets in.

			It’s happening again.

			If I could close my eyes and pretend that Wesley is just another stranger I met at the bar, I would. But with the way he kisses me—the confident assurance, his fingers gripping my waist, that low sound in the back of his throat I’ve heard only once before—I could never imagine anyone other than him. In this moment, I don’t believe I’d ever want to. I’m so lost in the feel and smell and taste of him that I’m almost willing to set everything aside just so that he won’t stop.

			But Wesley is no longer just my adversary, or some guy sitting across from me in the classroom. He’s almost starting to be my friend, and I have so few of those now, and—

			Without warning, the lights of Wizardry flash on.

			Wesley and I both jerk backward, like two teenagers caught fooling around under the stands at a football game.

			The bright fluorescents make everything so much worse; they highlight his mussed hair, bright eyes, and swollen lips. I can’t imagine I look any different.

			But his expression—his thoughts flash across his features in wincing moments of horror. Uncertainty.

			Regret.

			“Fuck,” I say out loud.

			“Reagan—”

			“It’s time to go.”
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			I wake up wishing I were hungover.

			If I were hungover, maybe I could excuse what I did under the guise of too many drinks. If I were hungover, I could laugh it off—and maybe he would, too. Maybe the memories of last night wouldn’t be so crystal clear in my mind, like the way his mouth burned against mine, and how he’d cupped the back of my neck in his palm, and—

			I press the heels of my hands into my eyes.

			I can’t keep doing this to myself.

			It’s a ghost of a thought, and I’m quick to shove it into a box and lock it away in the back of my head. I’m not ready to unpack that right now. Instead, I pat my hand over my tangled sheets until I find my phone. I spend a long time drafting my message—I’m sorry about last night or I shouldn’t have done that or It won’t happen again—before I finally hit send.

			Reagan:

			
				What happened last night won’t happen again.

			

			I watch the three dots appear over and over again for five minutes as Wesley types out a response. When his message finally arrives, it’s straight to the point.

			Wesley:
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			Before I let that curdle in my stomach, I force myself out of bed and quickly throw on sweatpants and an oversized hoodie; it’s cold.

			I make coffee, sit my ass down in front of my computer, and throw myself into the only thing I know will distract me.
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			I wander the wasteland alone.

			As I run, my boots pound against the broken red earth, and I have to weave around the chunks of sharp clear crystal that punch their way up through cracks in the ground. Entire islands of trees have risen from the earth to float dozens of feet in the air, roots dangling beneath them. But it’s the bruised purple-and-pink sky broken by flashes of neon-green lightning spiderwebbing across the clouds that serves as the clearest proof of the apocalyptic explosion that killed my world.

			All my friends are dead, I haven’t met another living soul for miles, I haven’t unlocked the reason behind the explosion, I have no idea if I’ll survive the night, and yet…

			I’m bored.

			I tap the nail of my pointer finger restlessly against the scroll wheel of my mouse. On the screen, my character stands silhouetted against the vast broken landscape, her signature red scarf whipping in the brutal wind.

			I’ve been calling my NEWT game Afterwards. Inspired by the shit show of my last D&D campaign and the in-world arcane cataclysm that ended it for good, Afterwards is a postapocalyptic fantasy story about a lone survivor trying to piece together the mystery of what happened to the world she knew.

			Or, well, it’s supposed to be.

			Right now it’s just a lonely experience of running around in circles across a beautiful landscape with only the bare outlines of a quest to guide you.

			That’s okay, I tell myself. I’ve got time.

			I have lots of plans for Afterwards. I know, for one, that Wesley was right: it will be a puzzle game where the main character works through magical riddles to unlock the truth of the world’s history—and her own. I’d like to say I chose that strategy for how perfectly it complements the mystery narrative structure, but in truth, puzzle games are one of my strengths.

			I prop my chin up on my clenched fist and stare unblinking at the screen and that fluttering scarf. My mind wanders, of course, to him, and my nails instinctively dig into my palm. Is he also working on his game right now to avoid thinking about what happened last night?

			When I close my eyes, I can almost picture Blood Pact. I know from the alumni articles and social media posts that Wesley worked primarily as an animator for Hurricane, but it’s not his only skill. I’m a much better coder than him, but his visuals often blow mine out of the water. We both have a good head for narrative, too, though his storylines were typically fast-paced and fun, while mine leaned more thoughtful and brooding.

			As my lonely wanderer stands still on the screen, I picture Vadrien doing the same. Perhaps right now we’re both in the thoughtful and brooding camp.

			I had wanted to travel the same path Wesley did and work an industry job. But even with his strengths, I wonder if this is the first game he’s created on his own since college. It’s one thing to be a single cog in the grand design of an entire company, but to be the whole machine?

			I’ve been doing this on my own for much, much longer than he has.

			Regardless of how painful the loneliness of the last year has been, it’s given me plenty of time by myself to hone skills that give me an undeniable edge against Wesley. And if my cold dismissal of him this morning has pushed us further apart, then it’ll only serve to give me a better chance of winning this thing.

			I try not to think too hard about why that only makes me feel worse, and I dive back in.
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			I don’t hear from Wesley for the rest of the week.

			I try not to let it bother me—after all, I was the one who got us into this mess, then swiftly shoved us out of it. Can I really blame him for silently weathering the whiplash?

			I do my best not to let it distract me and throw myself into my work. During the days, I log so many hours in my day job—fixing the code for a bug in the patient chart application that is likely too minor for anyone to notice—that I earn myself Friday afternoon off to avoid going overtime. At night, I shift from one computer screen to the next, jumping right into Afterwards to try to untangle exactly why the game isn’t fun to play yet. Every morning I’m at the gym, blasting my headphones as loud as they’ll go. I see Wesley there once, taking a water break in the free weight section, but when I raise my head to say hello, he turns his back to me and resumes his rows, gaze locked on the floor.

			He pretends he doesn’t see me, but I know he did. I always feel his eyes like a line of heat on the back of my neck, and even now the heat lingers.

			I never get a text or an email dismissing me from the game, so I show up to Game Knight on Thursday half soaked from the rain, my bangs sticking to my forehead. I’m ten minutes early, but when I step into the room, the group is already caught in a heated discussion.

			For once, Wesley isn’t the one leading it. His eyes don’t even flick up when I walk to my seat, and half of his expression is obscured behind his DM’s screen. I get a few distracted nods from the others.

			I lean toward Colin, who’s on my left today. “What’s going on?”

			His chin rests on his laced fingers. “We’re trying to decide what to do next. Arthur just suggested we should—”

			“Storm the castle?” Mona’s voice is shrill with stress. “That’s a terrible idea. We’ll die. We’ll all die immediately.”

			Arthur shakes his head. “No, we won’t,” he says calmly. “Antoni and Vera can gather the soldiers we have at the chapel, prepare an assault, rally the townsfolk—”

			Mona guffaws dramatically. “The emaciated, dying townsfolk? Can they even fight?”

			Shay looks a little sheepish, but she eventually nods. “She’s got a point, Dad. How long will they last?”

			Colin jumps in. “What if we planned a distraction, something to draw Vadrien out of the castle?”

			Arthur frowns. “Like what?”

			“What if we gathered, like, a lot of blood in one place, and—and then maybe he wouldn’t be able to control himself, and then—”

			It’s Shay’s turn to snort. “Like some fucking blood ritual? Whose side are you on, Colin?”

			I smile, amused, and it seems to catch Wesley’s attention. His eyes dart to my face, but when I look back at him, he turns away again to listen to the others.

			Fine. I’m still deciding where Sindra would be the most useful in these plans, anyway. She’s primarily built for melee attacks, so she’d be the most helpful in Arthur’s suggestion of an all-out assault, though I agree with Mona that it’s a bad idea. Perhaps—

			“No, it’s got to be something else,” Mona says stubbornly, interrupting my thoughts. “What if we snuck into the castle? We could find some secret passageway and steal the crown without having to fight Vadrien. We’ve learned already we can’t beat him. Not yet.”

			“I don’t think our party is really built for stealth, babe,” Shay says gently. “We’re not very good at sneaking.”

			“I could shape-shift into a mouse,” Mona protests.

			“And you’d be a very cute mouse, but—”

			Colin speaks up again. “I think this is a trick,” he says. I almost laugh out loud at how everyone’s expressions fill with wariness again. “What if trying to go after the crown is a trap? Mortimer has been researching the necromantic magic behind Vadrien’s vampirism and the realm’s decay, and I think there’s something there. What if we tried researching that more?”

			“But that could take ages, and we don’t have any obvious leads,” Mona argues. “Red herring or not, the crown is the only lead we’ve got.”

			Arthur lets out a heavy sigh. “All right. So maybe we don’t launch a full-on attack, but perhaps if we gather a highly skilled strike team…”

			Over the noise of this argument and the haunting melody tinkling through the room’s speakers, I hear the unmistakable sound of rolling dice. The discussion fades to buzzing in the background of my mind as my eyes narrow on Wesley.

			He bends low so his face is obscured, but his shoulders shift as he continues to roll dice as quietly as possible.

			In the back of my head, something clicks.

			Any good DM knows that they have to give players agency to choose their own course of action.

			Any better DM knows, though, that sometimes it takes a little push to help them decide.

			Wesley is rolling for something. Maybe he’s rolling an enemy’s stealth check, to see whether they’re able to successfully sneak up on us before attacking. Or maybe he’s rolling to decide an environmental effect, like whether it’s about to storm. It’s impossible to know.

			But when he lifts his head, that’s when I really get worried. I recognize that expression; I’ve worn it a hundred times myself in his position.

			He’s smiling.

			Before he speaks, he finally meets my eyes—I’m the only one looking at him, the only one who’s noticed his antics. I know exactly what sort of DM game he’s playing.

			I can’t help it: I press my lips together in a small, private smile and nod.

			His cheeks twitch, and though I don’t see him grin, I do see that dimple. Interrupting the others’ conversation, he announces, “As you arrive back at the interior of Garren’s chapel, you hear a scratching sound at the window.”

			The others turn their eyes to Wesley, as if remembering for the first time that he’s there. Mona’s mouth hangs open, and she pauses where she’s been sketching out different plans of attack in her notebook.

			After a stretch of silence, I pick up the thread, eager to see what he’s cooked up. “Sindra looks out the window. What does she see?”

			“It’s night, of course—it’s always night—and difficult to see through the church’s stained-glass window. Shadows flit past, and you hear the scratching sound again at the window’s base. Then something thumps against the glass, shaking the window in its frame.” Wesley smacks his fist down on the table. Several sets of dice shiver at once, and I jump. “It’s followed by another thump”—he hits the tabletop again—“and then half a dozen more.”

			“Is it a bird?” Mona asks. She’s invested now, her notes forgotten.

			“Lord Gullet?” Shay guesses.

			Wesley shakes his head. “Moss, roll me a nature check.”

			Mona picks up her dark green d20 and takes it for a spin. She hums, pleased. “With the bonus I get to add to nature rolls…that is a twenty-four.”

			A resounding success, by every definition. Wesley clears his throat and leans forward.

			“From the size of the thumps and the high-pitched screeching sound, Moss is able to recognize exactly what sort of animal this is. You know that these are bats, and your suspicion is confirmed at the very moment that the window shatters.”
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			In a burst of sparkling glass, bats swarm into the chapel.

			Hundreds of furry black bodies flood through the broken stained-glass window. Every prayer candle and lantern is snuffed out under the rush of their wings, pitching the chapel into darkness. The screeching that fills the space is so loud that Sindra thinks for a moment her eardrums will burst in her skull. Tiny claws and teeth catch in her hair and prick at her skin; dozens of wings bat at her body. She nearly draws Brightmorn, but what good would that do? In the darkness of the swarm, she’s just as likely to kill Mortimer again as she is to kebab any of these terrible creatures. She drops to the floor with the others, folds her arms over her head, and crawls to the druid’s side.

			“Moss!” Sindra hisses.

			“What?” Moss’s head snaps up from where she huddles on the ground under the protective arms of Vera, who darted over to shield Moss with her body.

			Sindra tucks that interesting piece of information away for later.

			“Can’t you calm them down?” Sindra pants. “Talk to them or something?”

			“Oh!”

			Moss snaps her fingers, emitting a spark of green light into the darkness of the swarm. When she starts to shriek, Sindra’s sure something went wrong—until she realizes that the druid is simply speaking the bats’ language.

			Through the gaps between beating wings, Sindra watches as Moss’s eyes screw shut and her jaw goes tight. “They—they have a message for us,” she says through gritted teeth. As the bats continue to screech, Sindra can only imagine the way their speech must overwhelm Moss. “They come with a message for all of Zaska—all of Moros.”

			The shrieking rises in pitch until it’s one unbroken, inharmonious note. Suddenly, they go quiet, making no sound other than the rush of their wings as they surge out the way they came, an undulating ribbon of shadow winding its way up toward the sky.

			For several long, fraught moments, all Sindra can hear is the frantic thump of her own heart in her ringing ears.

			Mortimer summons a tiny flame to his fingertips and gingerly relights the nearest candle with a shaking hand. As flickering light illuminates the drawn faces of the party, Sindra sees the message Moss spoke of.

			The floor is littered with tiny scrolls.

			As the others each pick up a handful and break the blood-red wax that seals them, Sindra moves to stand defensively in front of the broken window, for all the good that will do. “They’re all over the ground outside,” she reports. “Hundreds of them.” Already some townspeople have warily stepped out of their houses to pick up the scrolls from the muddy cobblestone streets.

			Priests, rebels, and refugees sheltering inside the chapel study the text, their faces creased with warring emotions; bright spots of anger turn Antoni’s neck red, and Vera’s expression grows grim. Moss and Mortimer look at each other, their eyes wide with shock.

			“Perhaps he’s solved the issue of the crown after all,” Mortimer murmurs.

			Sindra whips her tail restlessly behind her. “Well? What does it say?”

			Vera frowns, her fury cutting deep furrows into either side of her lips. “It’s an invitation to Vadrien’s coronation,” she says stiffly, “in a week’s time.”
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			The party’s arguing continues late into the evening, until Sindra slaps her palm against a wall and begs for them to stop and resume the conversation after they’ve all had time to think and—gods willing—actually sleep through the night.

			At Antoni’s request, Zevor leads them back downstairs, through a series of tunnels that must surely lead to catacombs at some point, and shows them to a few rooms with neatly made narrow beds. Now, on the opposite side of their shared room, Moss snores cheerily, having slipped into sleep the moment her head hit the pillow. For Sindra, sleep is harder to find, and she spends hours replaying the events of the day in her mind. The memory of waking up to the warmth of Vadrien’s lips on her neck, and the cold horror that followed…Only Antoni’s assurance of the chapel’s barrier against all undead—Vadrien included—gives Sindra enough comfort for bone-deep exhaustion to finally carry her under.

			But she should have expected that bad dreams would haunt her in a place as cursed as Moros.

			Sindra stands shoulder to shoulder with a handful of strangers on a raised platform in a town square, the scattered crowd spread out below watching them. It takes a long time for her to recognize the town as Zaska, with the way the sweltering sunlight from a cloudless blue sky fills the square. Sweat trickles down her forehead, and she reaches up to wipe it but freezes at the sight of her hands tightly bound before her—hands she does not recognize. The skin is pale and missing the hard-won calluses she earned through years of training. She raises her bound wrists and feels at her face. Overgrown stubble covers her cheeks, and her oily hair is bound in a matted knot at the back of her neck. Her clothes are filthy and ragged and match the bland uniforms worn by the others arranged on the platform.

			Who am I?

			Several guards stand before the platform, and one with thinning ginger hair holds out a scroll.

			“You are accused of plotting conspiracy against your king, Ursan Callaster the Second. You have been tried and found guilty.”

			“Conspiracy,” the man to Sindra’s right scoffs under his breath. “Is that what they’re calling it now? Just trying to feed my family?”

			Sindra tries to dig into the memories of this body that’s not her own. But thoughts slip through her fingers like water, impossible to catch hold of. Only a few flashes surface: Images of a nobleman stealing from her shop, of her arrest when she tried to protest. Of her father, shivering on this very same platform not even a year ago—the last time she saw him.

			Not her father, of course—but her bitter resignation and rage toward the memories that are not hers feel real enough.

			The dozen or so other so-called criminals standing beside her range in age. An elderly woman at the end of the line rests her head against the shoulder of a hard-eyed young tiefling. A preteen boy scowls resolutely at the crowd, his shoulders thrust back to make him seem taller, while the middle-aged man next to him weeps into his beard.

			“As is custom,” the guard continues, “you will be banished from Moros and sent out of the valley through Frozenfang Pass.”

			Knowledge spikes into Sindra’s skull with painful clarity. The king keeps a tentative peace by calling it banishment, but everyone in Moros knows what it really is: a death sentence. Frozenfang is dangerous enough on its own, with a brutally steep climb and little to offer in the way of shelter. But if the elements don’t kill you, then the creatures that crawl the pass certainly will. Bears and wolves are known to make their homes deep in the mountains, but it’s the darker tales of dragons or worse that strike fear into the hearts of Morosians.

			As the criminals are escorted off the platform and down the street, Sindra numbly shuffling behind at the end of the line, they are met with the stony silence of the townspeople in attendance. There is no booing or vitriol, only the quiet disappointment and fear of a crowd wondering who among them will be next.

			As some guards begin to bracket the sentenced while others follow on mounts in their wake, Sindra considers running. She scans the crowd and the emptying streets, looking for alleyways she might slip down. But when she glances at a glass window, she stumbles to a stop.

			It’s him.

			In the window’s reflection, a younger version of Vadrien’s face stares open-mouthed back at her.

			Sindra stands frozen, her fists clenched at her sides—and then the dream begins to warp. The reflection strides toward her, Vadrien’s expression darkening into a glower as he approaches.

			The voice comes from behind her. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

			She spins and sees his reflection again in a different window, lips pulled back in a snarl that shows off his very white—and fangless—teeth. The hollows in his cheeks and the dark circles under his eyes make him look older than he is, but underneath the layers of grime and resentment, Sindra is struck by how terribly youthful and alive he looks.

			Human. He was human.

			In the reflection, blood rushes to his cheeks in an angry flush, and his chest rises and falls in a quick pant. His eyes are narrowed distrustfully, though they’re not the same blood red she saw the evening before—rather, they’re a dark brown.

			“Why do you sneak through my memories, outsider?” Vadrien hisses, this time from a window in a separate alleyway. Sindra jerks her head to either side, catching sight of his face in every window.

			“Believe me, it’s the last place I want to be,” she snaps. Her feet itch with the need to run—but where would she go? Ahead of her, the line of exiles is frozen in place. Time stands still, feet paused mid-step before they drag through the mud.

			Sindra turns again as steady clipped footsteps echo down the street, and a single figure approaches.

			Vadrien advances toward her, a mirror of the body she inhabits now: lank blond hair, tanned arms, bloodshot dark eyes. But with each step he takes, Sindra witnesses his vampiric transformation in real time. His hair pales to a sleek wave of white, and the color leaches out of his skin. His eyes begin to glow their signature red, and he doesn’t blink once as he comes to stand before her.

			Sindra balls her fists at her sides and realizes that she’s returned to her own body. Her hand flashes to her hip, where she keeps Brightmorn, but whatever magic brought her to this dream failed to arm her.

			Vadrien tsks. “You couldn’t kill me here if you wanted to.”

			Sindra tosses her hair over her shoulder with a jerk of her chin. “That wouldn’t stop me from trying.” But if he’s telling the truth, she doesn’t want to waste her time—especially when there are answers to be gained. “Why am I here?” she demands.

			“Your guess is as good as mine.” His gaze touches on different points of her face, lighting on her slitted eyes, sharp horns, and even sharper scowl. Lastly, his eyes lower to her neck. “But I imagine it has something to do with that.”

			His hand darts out to grip her jaw between his thumb and forefinger. She tries to jerk away, but he holds her fast, his supernatural strength pinning her in place. With aching slowness, he tilts her face so that her neck is exposed—still dotted with two puncture marks.

			Sindra bares her teeth as she hisses, “This connection hasn’t happened to your other victims?”

			“My other victims,” Vadrien says mildly, “have never lived to find out.”

			Sindra swallows. “Mortimer did.”

			Vadrien shakes his head. “No, he did not. In his research, he came a little too close to uncovering something I wish to keep hidden, so I made sure there wasn’t a drop left in his body. Trust me, he died in truth. I simply did not account for him having another body for his soul to flee to.”

			Vadrien reaches up then to press Sindra’s bite wounds with the pad of his thumb. Though his skin is cool, Sindra feels a numb warmth throb under the pressure.

			“So, no, Sindra. Our connection is unique,” he muses. “When I was turned into what I am, it took three bites to make the transformation stick.” He taps thoughtfully at the bite marks. “Perhaps it will be the same with you. I wouldn’t know; I’ve never tried.” His eyes flash up to hers. “I suspect that is what binds us together. Just one taste, and you are nearly half mine already.”

			“I am no one’s.” Sindra wrenches her head away and stumbles back.

			Vadrien laughs then, and the sound echoes through the streets. She sees his reflection—every version of him in every pane—cackling.

			Sindra screams and shoves her fist through the nearest window.

			Finally, the dream shatters.
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			Over the past few weeks, I’ve learned that Sunday evenings are unofficial video game nights for Wesley’s crew. Originally, he created our Discord server for discussing and organizing our D&D game, but it’s since grown into an all-things-go chat room where the others coordinate times to play video games together, share memes about our D&D game (mostly Colin, honestly), and more. Still uncertain of my position in the crew, I don’t participate much beyond posting emoji reactions and sharing a living document containing my very detailed notes from Blood of the Tyrant.

			Sundays always seem to come and go so quickly, and after meal prep and laundry, I’m desperate to use the last hours of this weekend to keep working on Afterwards—but I can’t stop glancing at the group chat on my leftmost monitor as messages flood in.

			BallinColin: @warlocke when you gonna send me your new demo, dracula?

			BallinColin: i vant to play

			sashayaway: me too

			TheOnceAndFuture: I also want to play

			missflowers: …can I play, too?

			I laugh at Mona’s uncertainty. It’s a fair question; I wonder if Wesley will risk the possibility of her sharing it with the enemy: me.

			warlocke: not til it’s ready. maybe later this week, after I make some updates.

			BallinColin: you say that every time and it’s always perfect

			sashayaway: YEP

			BallinColin: well if i can’t vamp it up, at least run a few dungeons in LoL with me?

			TheOnceAndFuture: I’ll join

			sashayaway: me too

			missflowers: I’ve never played LoL before

			BallinColin: WHAT?

			sashayaway: BABE WHAT?

			TheOnceAndFuture: Here we go

			As the others try to convince Mona to play Legends of Lore with them for the first time, I send a private message to Wesley.

			WitchRiley: You let the others play your game? You don’t keep it a secret?

			Wesley doesn’t respond, and though it’s what I expected, I’m surprised to feel a pang of disappointment between my ribs. Instead, he replies in the group server, saying he needs twenty minutes to eat dinner and then he’ll jump online with them.

			But immediately after that message comes through, a loud ringing blasts through my headset. It’s so unexpected that I nearly send my desk chair tipping backward as I jerk to sit up straight, and it takes me a moment to realize that it’s an incoming call from Wesley.

			I give the option of ignoring him only a heartbeat’s consideration, really, before I answer.

			“…Hello?”

			“Of course I let them play.” A thread of amusement weaves through his voice, despite the way he’s got it pitched quiet. Does he not want Colin to hear? “How else can I improve it if I don’t open myself up to feedback?”

			“If I do that too early in the process, I lose focus.” I don’t know why my voice sounds so breathy.

			“Mona hasn’t played?”

			“Mona doesn’t count.”

			“Do I?”

			I laugh. “You really want to know more, don’t you?”

			“I’m desperate to.”

			“You’ll use the knowledge against me.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not.”

			I toy with the cord of my headset as I idly twist my desk chair from side to side. “You hated my games back in college, Wesley,” I remind him. “You tore them apart.”

			His voice suddenly gets so loud I wonder if he’s changed the position of his microphone. “I loved your games. I only gave you critical feedback because I took you seriously. Because I knew you could make them even better.”

			I snort a laugh. “Can you even hear how shitty that sounds?”

			“It’s the truth.”

			“Huh. Right.”

			There’s a lull of silence between us. I clear my throat. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me after…” I hesitate. “After.”

			His answering laugh is short, sharp, and bitter, which makes the silence that follows it feel especially piercing. I pick at my black nail polish—still intact, for once—until he speaks again. “That’s not true. But I wasn’t going to cross a line that you drew, and it seemed like you wanted space.” He clears his throat. “After.”

			I rock backward in my chair and stare up at the ceiling. The words fill my mouth—the truth—and though I wince at the taste of them, I eventually let them out. I do still want to know why he left all those years ago, but…

			“It’s been…nice, starting fresh with you, Wes.” The nickname comes naturally, like I’ve never called him anything else. “It’s been nice being your friend, even though we’re competing. And their friend, too. I don’t want to mess that up.”

			Not like I did last time, I think. With my last group.

			With his headset’s mic so close to his lips, I hear the rush of his long sigh; I can almost feel it against my skin, and the small hairs on the back of my neck rise. “You’re not the type to make the same mistake twice, Reagan,” he says gently. And then, more directly, “Neither am I.”

			I part my lips to retort but pause. What does he mean by that? Does he mean that being my friend is a mistake, and he won’t risk doing that again? Or is he talking about the kiss? Is he saying that last time it happened, he ran, but this time—

			Already he’s changing the subject. “Do you play Legends of Lore?” he asks.

			It all feels too big to pick apart right now. So, with gratitude, I take this first exit off the overthinking highway. “Yes, though not as much as I used to. I’d have to create a new character, get used to the game again.”

			“Play with me?”

			I pause to consider, distractedly splaying my fingertips over my bright keyboard. Eventually I ask, “What about the others?”

			“We can make new characters together and join them after.”

			I rub my palm idly against my sternum, as if that will dispel the sudden warmth I feel spreading through my chest.

			“Okay.”

			I let Wesley guide me through character creation and tell me about the game’s latest updates: the changes to what fantasy races you can play, how classes like warrior and magician have evolved, and what new areas of exploration have been added. I know all of this already, but something about the passion in his voice has me wanting to let him talk all night.

			“I’m surprised you still play,” I admit as I scroll through dozens of hairstyle options for my purple elf lady.

			Wesley laughs. “It hurts my feelings how much love I still have for this game.”

			“Hate the publisher, not the game?”

			“…Jesus.”

			I finish creating my character and finally click Play. A lush forest full of pink and violet trees fills my screen, and nostalgia washes over me. This is something I’ve always loved about games—that transportive feeling you get when you enter a new world and witness it opening up before you. I love the escape.

			“If you ever want to talk about Lorekeeper,” I say, “I’d love to hear about it.”

			“Are you going to report me for breaking my NDA?”

			“Will it get me a job at Hurricane?”

			“Probably not, and anyway, can’t say I recommend it.” I hear the smile in his voice. “Toxic work environment.”

			“Eh, fair.” I laugh. “I won’t tell a soul.”

			There’s a long pause, but when he speaks again, it’s like he’s releasing something—this is a closely kept secret, a story he’s been legally barred from sharing with anyone. I can’t help but be touched that he’s trusting me with it. His voice takes on the same tone it does in D&D when he’s taking your hand and gently guiding you into another world.

			“So the story took place in the Forgotten Kingdom, before everything went wrong…”
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Sixteen

			Late Thursday afternoon, I log off early from work, and I’m struggling with building a puzzle for Afterwards when Mona calls. I can’t understand her at first, she’s talking so fast.

			“Hi, Rea—fuck.” She hisses through her teeth. “C-could you come to the yoga studio? I accidentally—” Then she sounds far away, like she’s lowered the phone and is speaking over her shoulder. “Miranda, no, please don’t call anyone. I’ll be fine.”

			I freeze. “What happened?”

			Silence.

			“Mona?”

			There’s more conversation on the other end of the line, and then I hear Mona gasp again. Her voice is pained. “Can you come?”

			“I’m on my way.”

			As I shove my feet into my boots and thunder down the stairs, yelping at how cold it is when I open the door—I forgot to grab my jacket—I list all of the things that might have gone wrong. Is an old injury bothering her? Did she break a bone? Did the building collapse? I’m ignoring the more rational half of my brain, which protests, Surely you can’t hurt yourself that bad in yoga, as I fumble to get the keys into the ignition of my car. It could be nothing—it’s probably nothing—but all I can hear is a panicked alarm blaring against the inside of my skull.

			Before I pull out onto the street, I shoot a quick text to Wesley.

			Reagan:

			
				might not make it to dnd tonight

			

			
				emergency with mona

			

			Almost immediately, my phone begins to buzz in my palm.

			Shit.

			Throw it into the passenger seat, or pick up? I don’t have time to think it through—I jam the green answer button with my thumb.

			“Hello?” I say.

			“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” A brief pause. “Is she okay?”

			“Um.” Fuck me, but I can’t keep the slight wobble out of my voice, that dissonance you get when you’re trying not to cry. “I don’t know. She said that there was an accident at the yoga studio and asked me to come.”

			“Do you need help?”

			I have no idea. It’s probably nothing, I think again. I don’t even know what to say.

			“I live pretty close by,” Wesley says gently. His voice sounds so close, and something in his tone has my shoulders relaxing by a marginal amount. “How about I meet you there? Just in case.”

			“Just in case,” I echo. This is suddenly too much, and I haven’t even put the car in drive yet. I won’t talk on the phone and drive; it’s one of my many rules. “Thank you,” I say, then hang up.

			The drive is a blur; I don’t even register familiar landmarks, seeing only the flashes of red and green traffic lights and flurries of yellow leaves against the brittle gray sky. I nearly hit another car as I swerve into an unprotected left turn, but for once, it doesn’t send me into a panic. I’m already there.

			Finally, I skid into the parking spot next to Mona’s Kia Soul and climb out of my car, but she’s nowhere in sight. I scan the parking lot for her, but instead, my eyes snag on Wesley’s golden head, facing away from me. I use it as a compass and weave through the cars toward them.

			I hear them before they see me.

			“…God, she always does this. I’m sorry—I probably freaked her out. You really didn’t need to come, Wesley.”

			“I don’t mind. She was worried about you.”

			He rolls his shoulders in an easy shrug, and I notice he must have forgotten his jacket, too—maybe more than his jacket. His blue T-shirt looks too thin for this weather, and I can see his feet are bare in his slides, peeking out from beneath faded gray sweatpants. He really must have rushed here.

			Something in my chest seizes, and it’s not the familiar grip of panic. It’s too warm.

			Finally, I see Mona hunched on the curb next to where Wesley stands, her right leg extended before her. I approach at a fast clip, and my tone is snappier than it needs to be. “Hey.” I pause, take a breath; it doesn’t help. “What happened?”

			“I sprained it.” Mona sighs. “I slipped during class. I’ll be fine, but I can’t drive.”

			I look down to where her ankle is swollen and red. It’s nothing, I try to tell my heart, which thuds at a frantic pace inside my rib cage. See?

			I force a laugh, and it comes out a little high-pitched. “Why didn’t you just say so, Mona?”

			She groans. “There was so much happening, my class was all worried, I just—I got overwhelmed. I’m sorry.”

			“Did you call Shay?”

			Weirdly, her eyes jump away from mine. “I think she’s at office hours for something.”

			For the first time, I turn to Wesley, who shields himself from the cold with his arms crossed tightly over his chest. He flashes me a quick smile. “I’m glad it’s not too serious,” he says.

			“Me, too. Thanks for coming anyway.” For once, I don’t try to bite back the warmth and relief in my voice.

			“Want help getting her into the car?”

			“That would be great, actually.”

			With only a bit of awkward maneuvering, we manage to get Mona standing, and we brace her on either side with our arms tucked under her shoulders. I curl my arm around Mona’s waist to keep her steady, and I’m hyperaware of where Wesley’s skin, chilled from the wind, touches mine—his knuckles brush against my side with each of Mona’s hop-steps to my car.

			“I’m sorry,” Mona whines again once we get her situated in my car. She’s looking at Wesley, her eyebrows bunched in an apologetic knot. “I’m going to make you late to the game and everything.”

			Wesley shoves his hands as deep into his pockets as they’ll go. My fingers are freezing, too, and I huddle next to the open passenger door to block some of the wind. “I’ve already canceled it,” he says.

			Mona winces. “You didn’t have to do that.”

			“We’re not going to play without you two,” he says gently. “And Arthur wouldn’t mind having more time to finish the skeleton circle before the party tomorrow.”

			I blink. “The what?”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			Mona releases a dramatic sigh and sheepishly drops her gaze from Wesley’s face—then freezes. Her lips twist into a puzzled smile. “I have that shirt,” she says suddenly. “Mine’s pink, though. Have you been?”

			Wesley looks down at his chest. In slow motion, his expression shifts from confusion to mild horror and gets stuck there, his lips half parted and his eyebrows so high they nearly float off his forehead. I’m fairly certain it’s not the wind that turns his cheeks pink.

			“I have not,” he finally says.

			I look to his shirt, and my eyes go wide. Much of the color has leached out since I last saw it, but even though the logo has faded, I can still make out the familiar words.

			Miami Dice.

			Mona cheerfully carries on. “You have one, too, don’t you, Rea?”

			It’s like I can hear the gears in my head clicking faster and faster as I do the math.

			“…I did.”

			The beat of silence bounces between the three of us, like a hot potato no one’s willing to catch. Then the realization hits Mona with a start. She presses her hand to her mouth just as I extend my pointer finger toward her, trying to preemptively cut off any smart remarks.

			It doesn’t work. Mona begins to giggle through her fingers. “Oh shit—”

			I spare enough of a glance to make sure all her limbs are tucked safely inside the car before I shove the passenger door shut.

			Wesley still hasn’t looked up.

			“You kept it?” I say.

			He swallows. “It’s a good shirt.”

			I’m biting the inside of my bottom lip so hard I expect to taste blood at any moment. “Yeah,” I say eventually. “It looks good on you.”

			And while it does look good, if I’m being honest, it doesn’t fit him well at all. Instead, it highlights all the ways he’s changed since I last saw him in it. The fabric still stretches across his shoulders, but even more so now; the sleeves, too, are tight around his upper arms, circling muscles his wiry frame didn’t have back in college. And it’s definitely not just the second time he’s worn it. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be that shade of faded blue-gray or have those tiny holes near the bottom.

			He starts, “You can have it back, I can—”

			“It’s fine. Really.”

			He holds my gaze for a second too long, then his eyes soften. “See you at the party, then?”

			I ignore Mona’s shit-eating grin as I place my hand on the driver’s side door. “Yeah. See you.”
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			“That boy is into you, Reagan.”

			I pause where I’m hunched over my laptop, keying in more ideas for Afterwards, and whip my head over my shoulder to look at Mona, who’s tucked into the corner of her couch, her ankle iced and elevated on the ottoman. She’s got a project of her own splayed out on her lap, and she mutters to herself as she finishes hooking together the last of a series of silver chain links.

			She’d felt bad about the whole ordeal yesterday, and I’d been more than happy to accept her offer to help me with the last pieces of my costume for Arthur’s Halloween party tonight. Mona has stabbed several of her cuticles in the process, but now that I can actually visualize the finished product, I think we’ll agree that it was worth all the effort she’s put in.

			I’m smiling to myself, imagining the finished costume—but then I remember her words. “He is not,” I protest. “Did Shay tell you that?”

			“No,” she says with a laugh. “It just so happens that I have eyes.”

			“Oh, shut it.”

			“You can’t be serious. You don’t see it?”

			Actually, I’ve been trying my best not to think about it for the last twenty-four hours.

			He kept the shirt.

			He kept the shirt.

			A thousand times I’ve imagined how the rest of that night must have played out for him. I wondered how many people in the house had seen him in my clothes before he left—how many of my friends. I pictured how he might have returned to his apartment and joked or bragged to his buddies about coming home in some girl’s clothes. I had always assumed that he just balled them up and threw them away. What else could I think when he’d never reached out to me again? Why would he have kept a constant reminder of me in his closet?

			Why the hell had he hung on to the shirt?

			And why am I so shaken by it?

			Really, it could be nothing. During the few months when Owen and I lived together, I remember pulling holey shirts with unrecognizable logos from the laundry basket and asking him why he still had decades-old tees from things like Freshman Frisbee Friday and Mountain Dewds. He’d look at me, bewildered, and say, “They still fit, don’t they?”

			I can’t blame Wesley for holding on to it. It’s a cool shirt, and if he hadn’t disappeared with it, I would have kept it. But it’s not just that I like the design. I have half a dozen shirts from my dad that don’t fit anymore, but I still keep them folded neatly in a corner of my closet.

			I wonder what sentimentality drives us both.

			Mona goes on. “I mean, look at you two. The D&D sessions, how he watched you dance at the bar, the way he raced to come help me out, the fucking shirt…He looks at you differently, Rea.”

			I press my lips together tightly. Sometimes, during quiet moments, like when I’m driving or when I’m half delirious from staying up all night working on Afterwards, I feel like I can still taste the mint and rum of his mouth on mine from that night at Wizardry. I don’t keep secrets from my sister, but…I haven’t told her yet. I’m keeping this one close to my chest until I’m confident I can talk about it without sounding a little breathless.

			I audibly swallow, wondering if she can see the truth on my face now. “He’s not weird at the D&D sessions.”

			We share a long look, acknowledging how it’s the only one of her examples I’m protesting.

			Mona’s eyes sparkle. “Why is it that Sindra is the one who got bit, huh?”

			“She wasn’t the only one!” I insist. “He bit Mortimer first and would have killed Sindra, too, if Antoni hadn’t woken her up. Vadrien attacked everyone.”

			“What about the sexy psychic bond? The special dreams?”

			I scoff. “It’s clearly baked into Wesley’s vampire lore. The character who got the connection was completely up to the dice.”

			“Uh-huh. Right. The dice. The lore.”

			I hang my head with a groan, knocking my forehead against the top of my laptop screen. “Even if you’re right…Whatever it is, it’s a bad idea. He’s bad news.”

			Mona hums an uncertain note. “Maybe,” she says. “Did he ever tell you why he left that night?”

			Thank god for that reminder. My insides had started to fill with bubbles, but Mona’s question is a sharp needle that pops every one of them. “Oh, I asked. He deflected, said he wanted to start fresh.”

			Mona snorts. “And you just let him? You didn’t push? It’s not like you to let that slide,” she observes thoughtfully. She says it like maybe there’s a reason I’m making an exception for Wesley. I’m combing my mind for an excuse and am horrified to realize I don’t have one when she asks, “Has he, though? Started fresh?”

			I pause. Slowly, I say, “Yes and no.”

			“Explain.”

			“Where the D&D game is concerned, yeah, I think he has. We get along well enough now, and I feel like the group is more comfortable than when we first started. Everything feels friendly, right?”

			Mona nods. “Right.” I pretend not to notice her poorly concealed relief at that fact.

			“But then other moments between us feel just like old times—like nothing has changed at all. When D&D first started, I could tell we were holding each other at a distance, and for good reason, until…”

			“Until?”

			“NEWT. Now that we’re competing again, it’s just like it was before. He’s always pushing me for details about my game, and telling me I could do better, and bragging about how effortlessly he’ll win. It’s just like college all over again.”

			“But you’ve changed.”

			I purse my lips. “How do you mean?”

			Mona shrugs. “It doesn’t sound like you hate him for goading you anymore. It sounds like it’s motivating you.” She waggles her eyebrows. “Is this a new strategy? Keep your enemies close?”

			My eyes roll toward the ceiling, and I drop my head back onto the couch cushion. Mona just laughs and pats my shoulder consolingly. “Whatever the catalyst,” she says, her tone suddenly earnest, “I’m just glad to see you so…passionate about creating again, Reagan.”

			There’s an uncomfortable truth to her words that makes me want to sink farther into the sofa.

			Until recently, I hadn’t fully realized how sad I was. Breaking up with Owen had felt so freeing and right that I hadn’t taken stock of how painful losing my group—and the story I’d written for them—had been. Since high school, I’ve always had some sort of project taking up space in my brain—whether it was the half-baked fantasy novel I wrote when I was fifteen, or the games I made, or the D&D campaigns I orchestrated in college and beyond. But after the Cataclysm, I’d just kept my head down and cycled through work, the gym, and mind-numbing partying and hookups, rinse and repeat. Having a competition to tackle and a well-matched competitor to battle against…it feels like waking up.

			It’s infinitely annoying that Wesley is to thank for that.

			But sometimes Mona’s starry-eyed optimism really freaks me out. She gets herself in trouble that way, and I’m the one who has to tug her forcefully back down to earth.

			The last thing I want her to get excited about is Wesley.

			Especially when my feelings about him are this complicated.

			“I can’t wait to replay Afterwards when it’s finished,” she muses. “I’ve always loved your games.”

			I know, I think. I’ve always made them for you.

			Suddenly aware of an unwelcome tightness in the back of my throat, I gesture to where Mona’s costume is laid out on the couch. “Are you going to tell me what Shay’s dressing up as yet?”

			Her grin is impish. “That,” she says, “is a surprise.”
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Seventeen

			Mona whistles under her breath. “Fuckin’ spooky.”

			I shiver, unsure if it’s due to the frosty autumn air on my bare skin or the chilling scene before me.

			Fog rolls out from the windows on either side of Arthur’s front door, lit from within by pulsing green and purple lights. Speakers hidden behind the bushes lining the front porch croon eerily, alternating between playful melodies and haunting soundtracks. I can hear laughter and the voices of dozens of people echoing from within as I rattle the plastic gargoyle knocker hanging on the door.

			When Shay opens the door, Mona watches me with a giddy grin while I double over in laughter.

			“Welcome to Duloc!” Shay declares.

			She is dressed in a red velvet tunic with puffy gold-slashed shoulders and a matching beret. Her cape of the same color flutters dramatically as she extends her arms. Her dark bob, which she usually clips back on one side in a sleek style, frames her grinning face with perfect symmetry.

			She makes an alarmingly convincing Lord Farquaad.

			“Fucking incredible,” I say with a laugh before turning to Mona. “This is your couple’s costume?”

			Mona smiles and adjusts the green ears sticking to either side of her head. “It is now.” With dramatic flair, Mona winds her arms around Shay’s waist and draws her into a kiss. Aside from in the deep, dark corners of the internet, I never imagined I’d have the opportunity to witness Lord Farquaad and Shrek locked in such an intimate embrace.

			After they part, Shay laces her fingers with Mona’s and tugs her into the house. I follow behind, eyes on where Mona limps a little on her way in.

			From the moment I step inside—careful not to let my sword bump against the doorframe as I enter—it’s clear that love is etched into every nook and corner of the home. Pictures of Shay and her parents are plastered on every wall, alongside decorative mirrors, floating bookshelves, and even a longsword mounted above the unlit fireplace. Despite being a big house, it’s crowded with people. While we were getting ready, Mona told me that according to Shay, Arthur’s Halloween parties are legendary. He’s hosted them every year without fail since Shay was old enough to walk, shifting from a kid-friendly candy extravaganza to a preteen-welcome haunted house, even hosting a horror movie party over Zoom during the pandemic. Now that their friend groups have grown older, the crowd consists mostly of adults, and Arthur’s in the kitchen filling a cooler with beer and hard seltzers.

			I stand back as Mona warmly greets him and his wife—Hana, I think. Their costumes look just as high-quality as Shay’s, though the theme is much more romantic. Hana wears a wide-sleeved pale green gown, and small latex elf ears stick out from under the delicate silver circlet sitting atop her long dark hair. Arthur sports a perfect replica of Aragorn’s crown from The Return of the King and a full breastplate over a real chain-mail hauberk. It’s an impressive display, especially when I’ve only ever seen him alternate the same four T-shirts with his faded jeans.

			Arthur shoots me a quick wave and a smile just as a knock comes from the front door. He bounces his eyebrows apologetically at me, and I nod and circle back to let in the latest guest; Mona and Hana are engaged in an excited conversation about hobbits, and I don’t want to interrupt.

			I open the door to reveal a villain.

			But unlike at my college party all those years ago, the memory of which overlaps with this moment in my mind, I feel no urge to shut him out.

			Looking quite at home against the backdrop of Arthur’s fog machines and haunting music, Wesley stands in the doorway wearing that fucking dimple and a costume that suits him all too well. His floor-length dark maroon cape rests atop a billowing white shirt that looks so silky it begs to be touched. The shirt is tucked loosely into form-fitting black dress pants, and where Wesley’s hands are dipped casually into the pockets, I spot silver costume jewelry sparkling on each finger. His muted gold hair is slicked back in the style he favored during school, but for this costume, it works.

			The clothes, the hair, the self-satisfied smirk—every inch of him screams Vadrien.

			When Wesley registers it’s me who opened the door, he looks for a moment like I’ve impaled him with my sword: he stumbles as he steps back, his mouth falling open just enough to reveal two sharp fangs stuck to his upper canines. I swear his eyes burn behind the bright red of his contacts as he takes in my costume.

			Tight folds of velvet cling to my curves, hugging the tops of my thighs all the way up to where my dress ties in a halter behind my neck. A pointed red tail is pinned to the back of my waist, and two red horns sprout from my dark hair, which I painstakingly styled to hang in a silky sheet down my bare back. A classic devil costume—but it’s more than that. I’m also wearing my favorite knee-high heeled black combat boots, and I strapped dark leather bracers to my forearms. The rest is thanks to Mona’s skill; she strung a shimmering belt across my hips and arranged delicate ropes of silver chain mail to drape perfectly from the scaled pauldrons on my shoulders. I flex my grip on the foam sword stuck through the belt on my side.

			The moment feels charged, the air thick with the anticipation of how two enemies might move against each other—until a plush creature’s head appears over Wesley’s shoulder. Colin grins at me from the mouth of a bright blue dragon onesie, the head barely managing to fit over his curls. His eyebrows fly upward as he looks over my costume.

			“Okay, Slay-gan,” he says.

			Jesus.

			That seems to break Wesley out of his spell, and as we all laugh, Colin pushes past me into the house. Wesley lingers outside, his gaze softer now. “Hey.”

			“Hey.”

			My lips twist into a coy smile. “Same idea, huh?”

			“Same idea.”

			“Perhaps I should cut you down where you stand,” I muse. “Win the campaign while I have the chance.”

			“You of all people know that playing D&D isn’t about winning,” he says. “And you can’t kill me for good while I’m outside of my coffin.”

			A thrum of tension stretches between us. Antagonism? Banter?

			Is Wesley flirting?

			His eyes sparkle as he watches me. “Well?”

			“Well, what?”

			His gaze snakes across the doorway, and I finally realize why he’s still standing on the porch.

			“Oh, fine. Come in.”

			We follow Colin’s spined dragon tail as he shuffles into the kitchen, leading us to the coolers and snacks. I hear the door open again, and when I turn to look over my shoulder at the group that walks in, I freeze. I step—unconsciously, I swear—toward Wesley.

			His hand rises to hover over my bare back, though he hesitates right before his skin makes contact. “What is it?”

			I shake my head infinitesimally, but it’s enough to jostle the horns on my head.

			“Owen is here.”
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			Motherfucker.

			Before I have time to think about it, I hook my elbow through Wesley’s arm and steer us toward the drinks. God knows I’m ready for one now.

			I’m struggling to open a can of seltzer—Mona convinced me to wear long black press-on nails—when Wesley takes it from my hands and pops the tab. He plucks his beer from the counter and then directs us into a hallway somewhat out of sight from the entryway. I consider grabbing Mona to warn her—knowing she’ll make a distraction if I ask her to—but she’s still deep in conversation with Shay and her family.

			“Which one is he?” Wesley asks. He presses his shoulder against the wall, nearly knocking into a framed photo of Arthur in plate armor. Wesley forms a barrier between me and Owen, blocking me from his sight.

			I perch up on my toes to glance over his shoulder. My eyes nearly roll into the back of my skull. “Jon Snow.”

			Wesley huffs a laugh. “Oh. I didn’t see him, but that sounds fitting.”

			I frown. “How do you figure?”

			“From the little you’ve told me, it’s clear he doesn’t know anything.”

			I feel a surge of affection that I rush to stomp down, so I glance again in Owen’s direction. It’s enough to rile me back up. “I don’t know why he’s here,” I snap, exasperated.

			Wesley shrugs. “He’s probably played at Game Knight before. Maybe he met Arthur or another mutual friend there?”

			That…makes sense.

			“We could leave,” he says.

			I straighten my spine. “I’m not leaving. He’s not going to make me leave, not when we just got here.”

			“Okay,” Wesley says evenly. “What do you want to do, then? We could just ignore him.” He crosses his arms over his chest and rests his head against the wall. I still don’t know if Owen has even noticed me, but I imagine his stare boring through Wesley like a laser, trying to see through him to me.

			Wesley shifts closer until his face is mere inches from mine. If it weren’t for my heels, he’d be looming over me. His voice is soft. “Do you want to piss him off? Make him jealous?”

			Oh.

			My jaw tightens. It’s a fun proposal that I would have accepted from any random stranger I’d met at a bar—I might have even suggested it myself. But from Wesley?

			I say, “I don’t need you to do that for me.”

			I think, I don’t know if I can handle you doing that for me.

			“I know,” he says quietly. “But I will, if you want me to.”

			I peek over his shoulder again. As I suspected, Owen’s eyes are trained on us, a divot between his eyebrows betraying his confusion and annoyance. I snap my gaze back to Wes.

			“Okay.”

			“Tell me what to do.”

			I like that he doesn’t immediately assume. I sway forward a little, close enough to see a fraying white thread on the top button of his shirt. My lips hover over his neck. “Can you put your hand on my back?”

			I feel his fingertips hot on my skin. Experimentally, they trace a line down between my shoulder blades to rest respectfully right above my waist. Then I feel the weight of his palm as he settles it snugly against my bare back, fingers curling in a way that’s almost…possessive.

			“Is this okay?” he murmurs.

			I suppress a shiver. “Yes,” I breathe.

			But then I realize how awkward this might look—me standing frozen with my hands at my sides. If Mona were watching, it would immediately set off alarm bells that would have her stomping over to confront Wesley for his audacity. I can only pray that she’s so engaged with Shay’s parents that none of them sees us at all. But if we’re going to make a convincing show of it for Owen’s sake, Wesley can’t be the only one acting.

			I splay my fingers over his ribs, feel the hard plane of his chest underneath the soft fabric of his shirt. With my other hand, I touch his collarbone, gliding my pointer finger up to his neck. “Your paint is smearing.” Why do I sound breathless? “Your bite marks.”

			“Fix them for me?”

			I lick the tip of my middle finger and draw it down his neck, touching up where his sweat smeared the red body paint. I almost want to leave my fingertips there, press them into his skin until I feel his pulse. Is it racing the way mine is? I’m just keyed up, I tell myself. Annoyed. It’s been months since I’ve seen Owen, and I don’t want to talk to him.

			It is not because of the way Wesley’s looking at me from under those long lashes, his eyes half lidded and dark. It’s most definitely not because of the way his hand is sliding lower, dipping to where my belt circles my waist. Just the slightest rock forward, and I could press my lips to his. It’s not like we haven’t done it before.

			By the way his gaze dips down to my mouth, I can only imagine he’s considering the same thing—or making a very convincing show of it.

			Such a good actor, I think again, with a heady mix of admiration and regret.

			I look over his shoulder again, but I don’t see any sign of Owen. I exhale through my nose. “Okay,” I say. “I think he’s gone.”

			Like magnets being pulled apart, we move in slow motion, struggling against the unseen gravity drawing us together. I wrap my arms around my middle, cupping my elbows in each hand, while Wesley blinks a few times as if clearing his vision.

			Just as he tips forward slightly, I start, “I’m going to go find—”

			“I think I need another—”

			We both pause, and Wesley lets out an awkward laugh. “Let me know if he bothers you again, okay?”

			“Sure.”

			Wesley takes three steps backward before turning on his heel and returning to the kitchen to join Colin, who’s deep in a loud, heated conversation with someone I don’t recognize about Legends of Lore.

			Air, I think suddenly. Air would be good.

			I weave through the guests until I find my way out the back door of the house, where the party continues on Arthur’s sprawling deck and in his lush backyard. A small garden sits to one side, and games like cornhole and a gigantic Jenga tower litter the rest of the lawn. Spooky music pumps out from a speaker, and groups of people cluster together, laughing at Arthur’s gargoyle-shaped lawn ornaments and—

			Aha. The skeleton circle, of course.

			Plastic skeletons ring the entirety of the backyard, and at its center bubbles a cauldron of something I’m sure is dizzyingly alcoholic. I admire it from the deck, leaning against a banister as the chill autumn air cools my still-burning neck and cheeks.

			A warm, wet nose presses insistently at the back of my calf, and I look down to meet the wide eyes of a very sweet elderly chocolate Lab wearing Yoda ears.

			“Hello, Solo,” I say formally, smiling despite myself. With how many pictures Arthur, Shay, and sometimes Mona share of him in our group chat, I’m familiar with him at this point. “And how are you doing this evening?”

			I bend down to pet the dog’s head, and he licks my wrist happily. As I move to straighten his costume ears, a bastard’s shadow falls over us.

			I look up and scowl.

			Owen must have been waiting for this moment, biding his time until Wesley stepped away. His shoulders aren’t nearly wide enough to pull off a convincing Jon Snow, and his faux fur–topped cloak looks particularly bedraggled. While his beard suits the costume, his overgrown mousy brown curls just look unkempt.

			He would have made a better Littlefinger. Traitor.

			I stand immediately. Solo sniffs Owen’s cloak and then trots away to find attention elsewhere. He’s clearly a dog of taste.

			Owen regards me with a sullen scowl. “Really, Reagan? You’re here with Wesley Locke?”

			I set my jaw. “I’m here with my D&D group, actually. He plays with us.” What a strange way to phrase our complicated relationship. It erases so much of the context that is Wesley.

			Shock flashes across his features. “You’re running a game again?” I wonder if I’m imagining the note of betrayal in his voice. It doesn’t matter; of all people, he has no right to feel that way.

			“I’m playing this time, actually. Wesley DMs.”

			Owen releases a hollow, unhappy laugh. “From what I saw in the hallway, it looks like he does more than DM.”

			I feel an ugly twist of satisfaction in my chest. Good. Our little show worked. “Maybe,” I say. It’s not exactly a lie. “But that’s not really any of your business anymore, is it?” None of it is—not whom I’m spending my time with, or the details of my new D&D game. I feel the loss of everything we used to share all over again, the chasm he tore in both our relationship and our friend group. Underneath the layers of anger and resentment, despite how I’d almost convinced myself I’d healed, the old wound aches.

			For a moment, I think my words are enough to make him storm off. But instead, he takes a step forward and drops his voice. “You know, I heard about Hurricane. You really think he’d care about you now if he wasn’t at rock bottom?”

			That’s too far.

			With enough determination, I’m sure I could make my foam sword into a formidable weapon. I could send this boy crawling back to the North. But I refuse to flinch, despite the way unease worms its way into my chest. “Everything looks like rock bottom when you’re sitting there yourself,” I say coldly.

			The door squeaks behind me, and suddenly fingers brush aside the silver chains of my costume to press a calming touch between my shoulder blades. I drop my shoulders immediately; I hadn’t realized how close they were getting to my ears. The hand shifts upward to circle securely around the back of my neck.

			Behind me, Wesley says, “I got your seltzer,” though I hadn’t asked for another one. “Everything okay here?”

			Owen’s pale eyes shift to look at Wesley over my shoulder.

			And then, inexplicably, Wesley inhales sharply, and his hold stiffens.

			For a long moment, no one speaks, but I’m done with this. “Everything’s fine,” I say. “Owen was just leaving.” I fix him with a glare.

			Owen’s jaw flexes, like he’s trying to work himself up to say something, but then he just stalks off with a sigh.

			When Wesley doesn’t move, I spin to face him. Emotions war on his features: annoyance, determination, and, most puzzling of all, confusion. He looks down at me, brows knitted together on his forehead.

			“That’s your ex? The same guy from college?”

			“You knew him?” Owen certainly knew who Wesley was, from all the shit I used to talk about him, but Owen wasn’t in a lot of the advanced classes I had with Wes. Their paths might have never crossed.

			“I—not really,” he says. “I didn’t know his name. But wasn’t he there that night?”

			I don’t have to ask which night he’s talking about. “He was,” I say slowly. “Why?”

			“I just…I wasn’t expecting to recognize him. That’s all.” His gaze is distant for a moment before he blinks and is back with me, concern etched on his face. “Are you okay?”

			It’s cold enough that I can see my breath when I release a long sigh. “I’m fine. Miserable people say miserable things.” I glance to where Wesley toys with the stem of a wineglass, a change from what he had earlier. Red wine. Of course. After all that discomfort, it feels good to laugh.

			“You’re really committing to the bit, aren’t you?” I tease.

			He flashes me a smaller version of that famous lopsided smile. “The first beer was for me. This is for the costume. I don’t even like red wine.”

			God damn him, but it’s cute.

			“Thank you for that,” I say eventually, looking down. “You didn’t need to.”

			“If anything, I did it for him.” His tosses his chin in the direction in which Owen walked away, his tone playful and rich with sarcasm. “I could tell you were about to tear into him. Would’ve really killed the party, honestly.”

			As the moon rises higher in the sky, the air grows colder. I’m more aware of what my costume doesn’t cover as goosebumps dimple my skin. I hug my arms around my middle.

			Without saying anything, Wesley unties his cloak and drapes it over my shoulders. With its overlapping shades of red and maroon, it matches my outfit perfectly.

			I try to scowl—I really do. “Hey,” I accuse. “I’m supposed to be the knight in shining armor.”

			“You saved me once at a party,” he murmurs. “I’ve been meaning to repay the favor.”

			This time, the reminder of it doesn’t sting as bitterly as it usually does.

			It’s worse, actually. Because I’m not remembering the way my sheets felt cold when I woke up, or the tense silence when Owen told me Wesley had left. I’m remembering everything that came before.

			As I look at Wesley’s face, his features soft and wondering, I see him the same way I did when he was sitting on the floor of my room all those years ago. With his slicked-back hair so reminiscent of our college days, I remember the way my TV’s light painted his pale skin blue. He’s looking at me now just like he had back then: the sheepish twist of his mouth after I’d beaten him at the game we were playing, his expression softening from that competitive edginess to something more admiring. And he’s got the same intensity in his dark eyes, the same question: Will you play with me again?

			I take a half step forward, press my shoulder against his. “Wes…”

			I cut myself off as my voice hitches. He doesn’t move, doesn’t blink—only watches me with his eyes trained steadily on my face. “Yes?”

			Not here, I think. And then, more resigned, Not again.

			My subject change is awkward—forced. “I don’t know what we’re supposed to do next.” It’s an honest admission in more ways than one, but then I clarify, “In the game. In Tyrant.”

			His eyelashes flutter a little, and then his expression shifts. “I did leave it pretty open-ended; there are several paths the party could take.” His head falls slightly to the side. “What would Sindra do?”

			“She’ll probably go along with whatever the others want to do most.”

			“Like she’s done this whole time?”

			“Excuse me?”

			Wesley crosses his arms over his chest, making the deep V of his billowy shirt more obvious. It takes me some effort to tear my gaze back to his face. “Well, she hasn’t really pushed for anything, has she?” he says. “She clearly doesn’t want to be in Moros and only follows because of Moss.”

			My jaw works for a moment, but no sound comes out. And then: “She—she and Moss have a very close sisterlike relationship. Of course she cares about what Moss wants! It makes total sense that would be her primary character motivation.”

			“Maybe,” Wesley muses. “But I think that’s an excuse.”

			I’m so pressed that I’ve forgotten entirely what it felt like to nearly fall into the darkness of his eyes—right now I’d deny it ever happened.

			“Well, spit it out,” I say. “What are you getting at?”

			“You’re playing like a DM.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re not investing enough in Sindra and what she wants,” he says. “You’re placing the stories of the other characters above hers and only using her and her skills to fill in the blanks.”

			The seltzer sizzles against my teeth as I take a drink. “I don’t want to be the sort of player who hogs the spotlight,” I argue. “I’m sure you know as well as I do how difficult they are to manage.”

			He laughs. “You’re too self-aware to be at risk for that, Reagan.” He rests his wrists on the banister; the silk of his sleeve brushes against my upper arm, and I try not to shiver. “You should stop worrying about the others. Relax. Play. The DM exists to lift up the stories of the other players, to build a narrative where every character has a chance to really shine. And right now—” He pauses to hook his finger under one of the chains of my pauldron, tracing where it rests against my triceps. “That’s not your job. It’s mine.

			“So, with that in mind—what would Sindra do?”

			I open my mouth at the same moment the screen door screeches open.

			“Reagan!” Mona yells into the night before she clocks us standing at the edge of the deck. She blinks twice, tilts her head, then shakes away whatever thought crossed her mind. “Reagan,” she tries again. “I need you to help me crush Arthur in beer pong.”

			“Do you really think us destroying your girlfriend’s dad will help your case?”

			“It’s the only way I’ll earn his respect.”

			I look at Wesley—and then take a measured, purposeful step back. Before I can come up with something to say, he saves me from it. “Duty calls,” he says.

			“So it does.”
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Eighteen

			The rest of the evening passes in bursts of color and sound. While I’m careful to have only another drink or two—I’m not about to get messy in Arthur’s house, despite the fact that he’s called rides for a couple of people, including one partygoer whose face was so green that it no longer matched the pasty bald cap of her Pitbull costume—I can’t remember the last time I felt this…drunk. There’s a warmth in my chest that feels new, and my limbs feel light and bubbly, like I could float away at any moment and disappear into the stars.

			I’m happy.

			Tonight’s the most fun I’ve had in ages. With my help, Mona does crush Arthur in that game of beer pong, though he has the last laugh. Later, feeling cocky, I challenge everyone to a test of strength: arm wrestling. I beat Mona, Colin, Wesley—who flushes a bright red when he loses—and Shay, who puts up a surprisingly good fight and lasts much longer than the others. But it turns out Arthur has hidden strength underneath his baggy shirts and jeans, and I’m only too happy to surrender my title to the High King. Colin gets the drunkest of us all, and Wesley has a hell of a time speaking to him in a cartoonishly high-pitched version of Vadrien’s Eastern European accent, which has Colin bent over as he releases laughter so loud and shrill that I can compare it only to a screeching eagle.

			After a while, I disappear into the bathroom to fix my lipstick, but I have to pause for a few extra minutes when my eyes start to flood unexpectedly with tears.

			“Shit,” I mutter. “Shit, shit, shit—”

			I’d left the door cracked open, and at the worst possible time, Shrek materializes in the mirror behind me. Mona takes one look at my face, and her eyes go wide. “Oh my god, what happened? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine, I swear.”

			“You’re fucking crying, Reagan, what’s—”

			“I’m not, not really, I—” I stare up at the fluorescent lighting and blink rapidly. “God, this is embarrassing,” I say with a laugh. “I’m just—I’m having a lot of fun. Aren’t you having a lot of fun?”

			“Oh, honey,” Mona says. She passes me some toilet paper, and I press it under my eyelashes, catching the tears before they fall. I won’t ruin my makeup for this.

			“I hate it, but I miss them sometimes. I miss the friends we had,” I admit, and the admission makes the pressure build behind my eyes all over again. “Or at least, I miss when we got to do things like this. I know it’s new and that half of them probably still hate me, but it’s just…it’s nice. For tonight, it’s really nice.”

			“Reagan!” Mona croons my name sympathetically and folds me into a tight hug. “I miss them sometimes, too. But tonight has been so fun, and honestly, nobody hates you. We just take a bit to warm up to, don’t we?” She laughs again, and then her eyes narrow playfully. “But speaking of warming up…I followed you in here to ask what you two were doing out there.”

			I wince. “Colin was the one who challenged me to the chugging contest, I didn’t—”

			“Not what I’m talking about.”

			I coyly purse my lips and continue to dab on color. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

			“Are you trying to seduce the villain, Reagan?” Mona teases. “Is that how you’re going to defeat Vadrien?”

			The door creaks open wider, and Colin, of all people, shoulders his way into the bathroom. “Oh my god, are we talking strategy in here?” His eyes are feverishly bright.

			Mona dissolves into a fit of giggles as I grin and shake my head. “Well, not quite—”

			“Because I have a really good idea,” Colin interrupts before pitching his voice in a dramatic whisper. “But you can’t tell Wes.”

			“Didn’t your last idea involve filling a pit with blood?” I ask.

			Colin scoffs. “This one’s different,” he insists. The slurring of his words makes them extra convincing. “Are you going to hear me out or not?”

			“Please,” Mona says. “Do tell.”

			“Oh, I will.” He sways a little as he locks eyes with Mona. “Because if this really works out, Moss is going to be the one to save us all. Here’s how it needs to go…”

			We spend the rest of the night sitting cross-legged on the bathroom floor, drunkenly hatching a plan to save the kingdom. It will take effort on Mona’s part, but it may just work.

			Even after Arthur kicks us out with a booming laugh, for the second time that night, I can’t remember when I last had this much fun.
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			As a tiny spear sinks into her thigh and draws blood, Sindra’s hand flashes to her side on instinct, where her sword would usually be. But the tailor just smiles up at her apologetically and continues making alterations, promising to be more careful with her needle.

			Sindra clenches her fists at her sides, tail flicking irritably behind her. For the thousandth time, she has to remind herself that this was her idea.

			For much of the week, the party had argued over their course of action, circling through the same ideas they’d had before the bats arrived. But when Sindra spoke up for the very first time, they had gone slack-jawed at her suggestion.

			“I think we should go to the coronation,” Sindra announced.

			It had been Mortimer who broke the long silence to politely inquire, “Are you quite out of your mind?”

			“I mean it,” Sindra said, slapping her palm on the table. “I think we should go.”

			Vera and Antoni scoffed at the same moment, and Moss asked, “But why?”

			Once they read through the invitation, which detailed a masquerade ball that would be held in celebration of the coronation, it became obvious that the event was, of course, a trap. Prince Vadrien hadn’t even gone through the effort to hide this fact. Already skeletons had begun to circle Zaska, more of them than Antoni confessed he had ever seen in one place. They didn’t attack, not yet, but no one had attempted to leave, either. Great hulking, stinking undead creatures prowled the streets, and Sindra suspected that on the night of the masquerade, many of the townsfolk and Vadrien’s select special guests would be shepherded to the castle.

			She couldn’t say what plans he had for them. But she didn’t want to find out, so they had to get the crown before then. It might be their last chance.

			“For one, we haven’t got much of a choice,” Sindra admitted. “But it would also allow us to merge our ideas, yes? We’ll split the party—”

			Gasps all around. “Split the party?”

			“—yes, and we’ll each have a separate task. Part heist, part secret strike team, part attack, and…” She had paused in that moment to take a breath. “Part distraction.”

			At their wide-eyed, frazzled stares, she grinned. “It’s our best chance of success. And can’t we admit that it might be—just a little bit—fun?”

			Once she laid out the details of her proposed plan, their protests became less vehement. Antoni and Vera were pensive, and Mortimer looked dangerously giddy.

			Grinning with her tusks on full display, Moss had been the one to point out, “You’ll need a dress, then, won’t you?”

			The memory fades as the tailor holds up two different fabrics against Sindra’s skin. Sindra points to the one on the right and looks over her shoulder to ask, “Are you two finished?”

			For their part in the plan, Mortimer and Antoni needed costumes of their own. Antoni gives an impatient nod while Mortimer runs the pad of his thumb along the midnight velvet of his coat’s sleeve. He was the first to endure alterations, and he hasn’t taken his costume off since. He looks, truth be told, quite fetching in it.

			“I believe so!” the wizard affirms.

			“In that case, could I ask you two something?” Sindra casts an apologetic glance to the tailor. “Privately?”

			The tailor murmurs, “I’ll fetch the last of your fabric,” and disappears behind a curtain.

			Antoni steps closer, salt-and-pepper brows drawn low over his eyes. Mortimer clasps his hands behind his back and waits for Sindra to speak.

			Sindra quietly clears her throat. “Do you know if Vadrien lived in Moros? Was he a citizen here, before everything happened?”

			Antoni’s expression turns dark. “Not to my knowledge.” He huffs. “If so, how could he do such a thing to his own people? Why do you ask?”

			Sindra wets her lips. The vampire’s words, spoken with unsettling assurance, still echo in the back of her skull: You are nearly half mine already. She suspects that, even after everything, the captain’s trust has its limits. If he gets it in his head that Vadrien has any sway over her, he might cut her down just to be safe.

			But the information she may have is too important to keep to herself.

			“He visited my dreams—not on purpose, I think. I believe the bite…connected us somehow. I witnessed one of his memories. He was exiled to a place called Frozenfang Pass. Was that something that used to happen?”

			Mortimer’s violet eyes sparkle with interest behind his spectacles. “Yes, it happened all the time, from what Master Kaelenas told me. King Ursan was known for exiling all of his perceived enemies, guilty or not.”

			A shadow passes over Antoni’s features. “King Ursan was not as beloved as some of those who came before him,” he says slowly, “but he did what he thought he must to protect the kingdom.” Sindra can’t help noting his tired tone, like he’s used this excuse so often that it’s lost its shine. Is he trying to convince himself? “Who are we to question the will of Garren’s chosen?” he finishes bitterly.

			Mortimer scratches his ear and looks down at the ground.

			“You should question everything,” Sindra says harshly. “Always.”

			Antoni’s mouth twists into a scowl. “I did. Perhaps that is why I did not recognize Vadrien,” he says darkly. “I attended every sentencing I could; it felt like my duty, to witness it. But they sent me on so many scouting missions in those days. Said I asked too many questions.” He heaves a heavy sigh. “So I suppose it’s possible that he could have been one of them.”

			Sindra crosses her arms over the bodice of her gown. She wants so badly to pace, but the dress needs to be hemmed, and she’s wary of tripping over her feet.

			“What difference does it make?” Antoni speaks up again. “Morosian or not, Vadrien has made himself an enemy to everyone in this kingdom by bleeding the land dry. He has to be stopped.”

			“It means we must ask ourselves where his power came from,” Mortimer says matter-of-factly. “He only claimed the throne a few years ago; how is it that he went from exile to near monarch? We know nothing of his allies or how far his influence reaches. We need to know if putting an end to him will be enough to end this curse.”

			The color drains from Antoni’s face, despite his expression remaining hard and determined.

			“It’s not a question we can answer now,” Mortimer murmurs. “But after tomorrow, I hope we may see things more clearly.”
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			Sindra has been to battle many times, yet this feels like the most dangerous thing she has ever done.

			The bridge leading up to Vadrien’s stronghold is crowded with guests and undead. As she advances slowly forward, with Antoni and Mortimer standing to either side of her, her long skirts rustle against her legs.

			Like a great monster, the castle rears up before them.

			Dozens of spires reach upward to pierce the sky, silhouetted against a horizon that bleeds a dark, angry red, staining the clouds like a bruise. Mist rolls out across the moat and from between the branches of the trees that stretch out behind the castle, seeping through the iron bars of the gate and snaking around their feet. The castle itself might have been beautiful if it hadn’t fallen into such disrepair. Its gray stone is blackened with age, and the remnants of dying vines cling to its walls. Half of its windows are shattered, leaving the wind to whistle through them in a haunting, echoing cry.

			The other guests shuffle nervously, waiting for the gates to swing open. In some cases, it’s obvious to see who has been under Vadrien’s thumb for a long time. They—noble people, mostly—crowd near the gates, dressed in extravagant finery, eager to meet the only person with the ability to promise them even a semblance of power. They see this evening as an opportunity, perhaps, to make a deal with their kingdom’s newest devil.

			But others were clearly rounded up against their will. Blacksmiths still dressed in their leather aprons and bakers with flour-white fingers wring their hands and cast nervous glances at the skeletons that line either side of the long bridge leading up to the castle’s gates.

			A single screeching note rings out from inside the castle, then a squat skeleton shuffles out, violin braced on its shoulder. As it launches into a dark romantic melody, the gates swing open.

			Those at the front rush through; bone-white skull-like masks are forced upon any guest who arrived without a costume. Sindra lingers as the crowd parts around her, and before Antoni makes his way ahead of her—he has his own goal to accomplish; they all do—he murmurs a reminder at her shoulder.

			“Don’t forget your mission, Sindra. Your entire purpose here is to distract him. Do whatever you must.”
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Nineteen

			“Can you stay for a sec, Reagan?” Wesley asks.

			I pause in gathering my things. “What’s up?”

			I catch Mona’s gaze; she smirks, then tosses her head toward Shay. Oh, hell. I assume she means they’ll ride together. They follow after Colin and Arthur, who are arguing good-naturedly about a divisive D&D character build.

			Wesley waits until the door snicks shut behind Mona before he speaks. “I wanted to ask you for a favor, for NEWT.” He pauses. “And maybe for some help with skeletons, too.”

			“More skeleton circles?”

			“Not quite.”

			He gestures toward the table, which is bare of the usual battle map we display during combat sessions. Wesley often uses an assortment of miniature figurines and toy-sized environmental obstacles to help us picture where our characters stand in relation to the enemies. “I only have a handful of skeletons, and there’s a chance I may need more for next week’s session.”

			“Should we be worried?” I tease.

			“Nah.” He looks at me, and I swear I see a hint of pride creasing the corners of his eyes. “Sindra’s plan is foolproof.”

			It is absolutely not—it’s borderline insane—but I tried to take his advice this time. I tried to lean in to what I thought Sindra would want to do.

			For better or worse, it turns out she’s not so risk averse as I thought.

			I circle the table and prop myself on its edge, looking down my shoulder at where Wesley still sits. “What do you need help with for NEWT?”

			Wesley laces his fingers on the table, just a few inches shy of my thigh. “I have an idea that could be advantageous for both of us.”

			He’s always used this dangle method. I’ve seen him employ it on professors and other students and also in D&D, to tease people and make them intrigued. You hear a rustle in the bushes to your left, he’d say in-game. Or, There’s a large ornate chest tucked into the corner of the room.

			What else is there to do but investigate?

			I’ve long suspected that he likes using this strategy on me the most, because I can never help myself. I can’t leave a stone unturned, even if it’s a trap.

			But I can grumble about it.

			“I don’t need whatever you’re offering to win,” I say airily.

			“Probably not, but it wouldn’t hurt.”

			“If you’re asking for my help, just say so.”

			A muscle twitches in his jaw, and his eyes go a little hard; it’s the same knee-jerk reaction I have to all of his challenges, mirrored on his face. But then he takes a breath and admits, “I do need your help, actually.”

			I have the sudden urge to sweep his hair aside and see where he’s hit his head.

			“Really?”

			“Really, really.” He’s not smiling, but I hear it in his voice all the same. “I want you to play.”

			“It’s not enough that I’m already playing one of your games?” I tease despite my flare of curiosity.

			“You’re enjoying it, too,” he reminds me. “But no. I want your feedback on this game.”

			“Why?”

			“I’ve never made a game like this,” he says. “Not since college. And you’re incredible at them.” He stands and curls two fingers around my wrist. “I can’t program like you can, Reagan. You’re a fucking wizard at it.”

			I’m staring at his hand on mine, the way his fingertips drum excitedly against my pulse. Can he feel the way it’s picked up? “You never told me that,” I say quietly.

			“I never needed to. You knew. You know.”

			Sure, I did—I do. But it would have felt good to hear it from him. Back then.

			I look away, but Wesley’s grip tightens around my forearm, grounding me in the moment, drawing my attention back to his face. He dips his chin down to make sure he catches my eye. “I played your games, Reagan. The Witch Riley ones.” I open my mouth to retort, but he talks over me. “They’re fantastic. They’re so good. Shay and Colin and Arthur have been helpful with their feedback on my game, but…I want your critique.”

			I swallow carefully; I can’t remember when my mouth went dry. “You mentioned a strategy advantageous for both of us,” I remind him.

			“Well. For one, you’d get to see what I’m working on, so you’ll have an advantage on at least one competitor. And if you let me play yours…I’ll give you my feedback, too, for whatever it’s worth.” His eyes sparkle with challenge. “Don’t you want to know exactly what you’re up against?” he murmurs.

			“Not as much as you do, it seems,” I say dryly.

			“Listen. I know things between us are…” We’re both searching for a word for it. Tense? Complicated?

			Charged?

			We let the silence hang in the air.

			Wesley continues. “Maybe this could be…a tentative truce. Until the competition.”

			“Until the competition,” I repeat.

			He nods, never once breaking eye contact.

			Finally, I stick out my hand—the free one—toward him. “Fine. Deal.”

			His grin is far too wide. “Deal,” he confirms. “Saturday?”

			“Sure. Where?”

			Wesley chews at his lower lip. “Colin’s girlfriend is in town this weekend. I suppose you could come to mine, but it just might be a tad cramp—”

			“Colin’s what?”

			Wesley laughs. “That’s rude, Reagan.”

			“No!” I protest. “No, I swear, he’s never mentioned her!”

			Wesley is enjoying my discomfort too much. “He’s a very private person.”

			“Right. God, well. I suppose—”

			I let myself sit with it for a moment. The reflex to protect my space and eject everyone from it is still there. But underneath that, there’s this soft, tentative desire to let someone in. I used to love hosting. I miss the way my couch filled up on movie nights, and the all-but-assigned seats my crew had at the gaming table.

			Back in college, I’d bristled at Wes coming close enough to see the parts of my home that were the most me—it hurt more than I’ve ever let anyone know when he turned his back on that. But this is for Afterwards—a game that I daydream about during work, a project that’s captured me in a way nothing else has all year. Maybe I can trust myself to let him in for that, just a little.

			Just enough.

			“You can come to mine,” I finally say.

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah.” I take a breath. “So. The skeletons?”

			“Right. Colin said there may be more minis stored away. Help me find them?”

			Wesley finally lets go of my wrist—I’m not sure either of us had realized he was still holding it—and I follow him down the hallway to the storage closet. He stands aside for me to step in, then pulls on the string dangling from the lightbulb above. The door swings shut behind us.

			The light glows weakly, flickering.

			“Why is it so fucking dark?” I complain.

			“I don’t think they use this closet often; Colin said he’s been meaning to replace the light for a long time.” His mouth quirks. “That was when I first moved here.”

			I realize I never asked. “When did you move to New Haven?” If I remember correctly, the Lorekeeper cancellation happened earlier in the summer.

			“August,” he says as he leads me toward the back of the closet. I stumble after him, one hand on his elbow.

			The light above our heads suddenly whines, flickers warningly, and then goes out completely. “Really?” I groan. Wesley pulls out his phone and turns on its flashlight beam, illuminating part of the closet. It’s so stuffed to the brim with oddball collections of nerdy shit—dice, Warhammer figurines, paint, plastic castles, and dozens of board games—it might as well be a Bag of Holding. Finally, he finds a few shelves that seem reserved for D&D supplies and begins to sort through them.

			I stick close to his left side—the phone’s flashlight isn’t all that powerful, and I have to follow its path exactly to identify whether any of the figurines are skeletons. Orcs, liches (close!), cultists, elves, beholders…nope. I stick to the lower shelves while Wesley examines the taller ones.

			“I meant to bring your shirt back today,” he says offhandedly. “Washed it and everything.”

			As my cheeks warm, I glance up at him. “Keep it. It suits you.”

			“What did you think of Miami? I’ve never been.”

			“Me, neither, actually. My dad went on a business trip there and brought them back for me and Mona.”

			Wesley grins; I notice it only because his teeth flash in the dimness. “He must know you well, to make a pit stop for you two at a game store.”

			The nostalgia aches between my ribs like an unhealed wound. “He would have gone anyway,” I say with some distant fondness. “He’s the one who introduced us to gaming.”

			“Really?”

			I nod. “When I was a kid, we’d spend every holiday playing something.” Holidays were the only times he was ever home for more than just a handful of days. “He’d help Mom do the dishes on Thanksgiving just so he could clear the table and set up a mini campaign for me and Mona. At Christmas, our presents under the tree were always games.” I pause, then laugh a little. “He would like Blood of the Tyrant. He’s really competitive.”

			“Suppose you had to get it from somewhere, right?”

			“Hey, now.” I turn to face him and lean back against the shelf, crossing my arms over my chest.

			He runs his tongue over his front teeth as he grins. “Am I wrong?”

			“No, but—”

			“Here they are.”

			Wesley steps close enough that his chest brushes against mine. He winks at me before his gaze slides over the top of my head to the mess of clear plastic containers clustered on the top shelf behind me. The sleeve of his knit sweater brushes my cheek as he reaches past my face to grab the box of figurines. When he draws back, he does so slowly, but I can hear the figures clatter against one another.

			And then we’re standing nose to nose, and his dark eyes stutter around my face. His breathing slows, his throat bobs as he swallows, and his gaze slips lower—

			As I brace my elbow on the shelf—I need to steady myself, need to feel grounded so I don’t let myself fall forward—I knock his phone from where he placed it to cast a weak bubble of light around us. It tumbles to the (thankfully) carpeted floor, landing flashlight side down, smothering us in darkness.

			Wesley doesn’t move to pick up the phone—he doesn’t move away at all. I can’t see him, but I heard his inhale of surprise as it fell, and I still feel the lingering warmth of his breath against my cheek. My lungs are full of his citrus-and-amber smell.

			“You okay?” he asks. I don’t know why he’s whispering. It’s not like we’re hiding. The low, husky tone of his voice has the small hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

			“Yes,” I breathe back, just as quiet.

			Tentatively, I press my palms flat against Wesley’s chest, if for no other reason than to assure myself of exactly where he stands.

			There’s something about being wrapped in this darkness that feels…freeing. I can’t see his expression, can’t read the thoughts in his eyes. I can only feel the carefully measured rise and fall of his breathing under my fingertips and hear the way he inhales a little more deeply when my head brushes against his cheekbone. It makes me want to lean closer, to do things I wouldn’t be brave enough to do in the light. I can almost pretend that we’re in a separate world entirely, one where we don’t have to think about our history, or our motivations, or our competition.

			Or the consequences.

			Wesley lowers his hand until his fingertips brush the crown of my head, and his knuckles experimentally trace down my jaw and neckline in the dark. His skin feels feverish against mine, leaving a burning trail in its wake.

			His fingers flex, and then he settles his thumb and forefinger on either side of my chin.

			I suck in a small breath. Hold it.

			“Please.”

			The word is barely exhaled from Wesley’s lips, yet it comes out ragged with need, his breath hot against my cheek.

			I dip my head in a tiny, shallow nod.

			We both make the decision at the same time. Our lips meet, and I swear the darkness fills with stars.

			Wesley steps forward firmly, guiding me back until the base of my spine presses into the shelf behind me. He slides the hand circling my jaw back into my hair, biting back a groan against my mouth as he tangles his fingers in my curls. Heat spikes in my chest as want pools low in my stomach, and I gasp at the intensity of it. In a rush, I fist my hands in the thick knit of his sweater and glide my tongue against his, drawing him farther down. We communicate without words, but it goes as all our conversations do: we interrupt each other constantly, like we’re racing to finish our sentences, to make ourselves heard before reality hits and one of us changes the subject.

			Wesley knocks his shin loudly on the shelf, and when he parts my knees with his thigh, I feel him firm against my leg. I bite back a moan as I rock my hips forward along his, arching my back against the shelf. I take his full lower lip between my teeth and bite, and he hisses into my mouth and digs his fingernails into the skin along my ribs.

			“Wes,” I say against the corner of his lips.

			“Mm?”

			“Could I—” I’m sliding my fingertips under the hem of his sweater when I hear the familiar chorus of screeching eagles.

			Something about Colin’s unmistakable laugh, even as it echoes all the way from upstairs, sends me hurtling back down to earth—and at that exact moment, the light above us shudders back to life. My mouth is stuck open as I flick my gaze from the shelves to the flickering bulb, then to Wesley’s disheveled golden hair and his dumbstruck grin.

			At my stunned expression, his smile drops. As if he were handling a skittish animal, he slowly extends his hand toward me, setting it gently on my elbow. “Reagan,” he says carefully, “don’t—”

			“I should go.”

			“Listen—”

			There’s really no good way to put it: I flee.
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Twenty

			I don’t get very far.

			I hear Wesley’s heavy footfalls echoing behind me in the hallway leading from the closet to the Dungeon Room. I finish stuffing my notes and dice haphazardly into my bag before I turn to look at him. He stands silhouetted in the doorframe, the plastic torches mounted to the wall flickering ominously on either side of his head. He’s holding on to his composure by a thread, his hair unruly, hands shoved stiffly into his pockets, and cheeks spotted with color. His shoulders visibly rise and fall with each breath, like he’s struggling not to pant. I can’t tell if he looks frustrated or just hurt.

			With deliberate slowness, Wesley shuts the door behind him.

			“Reagan,” he snaps, the desperation in his voice making his tone hard. “Sit. Down.”

			This nearly unravels me. My heart thunders against my sternum, my knees turn to jelly, and I feel an unexpected but not entirely unwelcome spear of heat straight to my core.

			He pauses, and his voice softens to a strained whisper. “Please.”

			I fall heavily into the chair I occupied during this session and all the ones before it—the one that sits across the long table from Wesley. Slowly, he lowers himself into his own spot, the DM’s screen shielding him from view.

			Although our jaws are locked shut, sound fills the room. Wesley arrives to each session with a bespoke soundtrack prepared, and long, drawn-out notes from an organ croon hauntingly through the speakers, the perfect mood for a masquerade—and the perfect encapsulation of the tension strung tight between us.

			We might as well just grab our dice and roll for initiative.

			Instead, Wesley folds the DM’s screen shut with a snap, lays it down on the table, and laces his hands atop it. There’s nothing between us now, nothing to shield me from the piercing stare of his dark eyes.

			Finally, he speaks.

			“We can’t keep doing this.”

			I swallow thickly; my throat has gone tight. “It won’t happen again,” I say, a hollow echo of my words from just a few weeks ago.

			But Wesley shakes his head. “That is not what I’m saying. I don’t want to keep dancing around each other like we don’t want this. This”—he gestures wildly toward the door, toward the hallway I stormed through on my way back into this room—“is exhausting.”

			I stare at him.

			“Can you tell me I’m wrong?” He’s asking almost nicely, like it would make everything so much simpler if I could just say yes. His pupils are blown wide enough that I can barely see the sliver of chocolate brown that rings them. “Can you tell me that you truly don’t want it to happen again?”

			Fuck me, but I can’t. I can’t say that the intensity of his stare isn’t making my blood pound in my ears, that the sight of his swollen lips doesn’t make me want to kiss him harder.

			“It’s a bad idea, Wes,” I insist. The words don’t even taste convincing in my own mouth. “Every time, it’s a bad idea.”

			“Why?”

			My jaw works for a moment. “It could throw off the table dynamic.”

			He laughs—actually laughs. “Oh, come on. Shay and Mona are hardly weird. Why would we make things uncomfortable?”

			But I’m not thinking of our current group—I’m thinking of everything that went down with my last one. Maybe if Owen and I hadn’t gotten so wrapped up in each other, maybe if I’d set better boundaries, I wouldn’t have ruined it all.

			I try another excuse. “It could complicate things with NEWT.”

			He rolls his eyes before setting an even gaze on me. “There’s not a thing on earth that could stand between you and something you’ve set your mind to, Reagan,” he says dryly. “Not even me.” The corner of his lips ticks upward, and his voice drops lower. “And for me—I’d find it more motivating than anything.”

			The compliment spurs my heart to a gallop again; I have never found him more attractive than I do in this moment. But I can’t get distracted. I have more reasons for my uncertainty—plenty. Ones I refuse to say out loud.

			I don’t want to be the thing you return to only when you’re at your lowest.

			I don’t know if I can trust that you won’t change if you win.

			I can’t be sure that you won’t just leave again.

			“It’s a bad idea,” I say slowly, enunciating every syllable, “because of what happened last time.”

			“At the bar?”

			“No. In college.”

			His eyes melt from flints of obsidian to syrup in an instant. It’s the last reaction I expected. He rises from his chair, rounds the table, and sinks down into the seat to my left. He leans close enough to tuck my knees between his and circle my wrists with his hands. As he holds my gaze, I can see every sliver of color in his eyes: the dark umber, threads of caramel, and specks of gold only a few shades off from his hair.

			He takes a long inhale before slowly releasing it in a shaky sigh.

			“I was going to come back, Reagan.”

			He looks down then, which is a relief; I might have caught fire under his stare if he’d held it any longer. He toys with my hands, turning my fingers this way and that, running his thumb along the chipped black paint on my nails.

			This is it, I think. He’s about to tell me the truth. Only now I don’t know how to feel. It’s an answer I’ve always wanted from him—but what will I think after he’s laid it all bare? What will be left?

			Wesley swallows, and his grip on my hands suddenly tightens.

			“I was filling your water bottle in the sink when—when Owen found me.”

			I suck in a sharp breath. “What?”

			I understand now why he’s knotted our fingers together; as I try to jerk my hands back, he holds tight.

			“Please. Let me say this. Owen found me. He saw me coming out of your room, and I knew—I could tell he liked you by the way he watched you dance, and refused to leave your side all night.” I’d never known Wesley had paid such close attention to me at the party. “And in the kitchen, he told me that—”

			Here Wesley cuts himself off, and his gaze jumps away. His pale cheeks glow lightly pink, and his expression fills with shame.

			“He told me that it was all a game to you. That dating, relationships, hookups, all of it…” He sweeps a hand messily through his hair as he recites the words woodenly. “He told me that I was a game to you. That you never took anyone seriously, that your walls were impossible to break down, and that you’d throw me to the curb the second you were done with me.

			“I know I shouldn’t have cared what he said—I didn’t know him—but…I was so young and dumb, Reagan. I had so much pride, and at the time, something about it just…got to me.”

			Wesley’s words and the crescendo of the music fade to a low buzz in the back of my head. Fury is a familiar emotion for me, one I can grip on to with both hands and hone to make myself stronger. Fury is what I should feel in the wake of Wesley’s confession—but I just feel…

			Empty. Hollow.

			I’m disappointed that Wesley was so easily convinced—but more than that, I’m overcome by bitter hate, which spikes through me, directed straight at Owen. Owen, who was one of my closest friends through college, who never missed a D&D game and played every demo I’d ever made. Falling for him had felt easy, like a simple shift in perspective to realize he’d been by my side all along.

			But now—how much of our life together had been built on his jealousy and manipulation?

			Wesley’s speaking again, and my focus returns to him just in time to hear: “At the time, I couldn’t handle the thought of that being even the slightest bit true—not when I’d spent all four of those years falling for you.”

			My mind is wiped suddenly blank. For the second time in the span of sixty seconds, my world tips on its axis. I’m holding hard to Wesley’s hands now, if just because they’re the only thing keeping me grounded in this moment. All the air in my lungs escapes in a rush.

			“What?”

			But he doesn’t say anything at all, doesn’t repeat himself. He just watches me.

			“That’s not true,” I say. “You hated me in college.”

			“I didn’t. You hated me, maybe, but—I’ve never hated you, Reagan.” Damn him and the way his eyes have gone soft again. “Do you remember when I asked you to come with me to the holiday party sophomore year?”

			My jaw tightens. “Your friends dared you to do that. Nali told me.”

			“You intimidated everyone in our class; of course they dared me. But I wanted to go with you all the same.”

			“What about the time you stole the topic you knew I wanted to do my project on, because you got to pick before me?”

			He grins ruefully then. “Sure, maybe that one was selfish. But only because I wanted to see what you would do when you had to work outside of your box. Remind me how that went for you?”

			I’d gotten best in class, but I stay silent to spite him.

			He goes on. “Do you remember when I tried to join your group during the last workshop in our final semester?”

			“You wanted to sabotage us from the inside.”

			This time, though a smile curls at his lips, his stare turns deadpan. “I’m not that cartoonishly villainous, Reagan. I am capable of some sincerity.”

			“You weren’t that night,” I accuse.

			His face falls. “You’re right,” he admits. “I wasn’t.”

			“Because all of this, and whatever Owen said—it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t excuse the way you ghosted me. I—” I try to claw a hand through my hair, but my fingers catch in my curls. “I tried to text you. I called once, very late one night the week after. Fuck, Wesley, I even emailed you.”

			I didn’t think he could get paler, but his face turns an ashy gray. “I know,” he says quietly. “I saw it. I deleted it.” His fingers tighten around my wrist, and then he releases his grip entirely and pulls his hands back to his lap. “I was so stupid back then. I didn’t want to hope, and I didn’t want to let myself be…distracted.”

			He doesn’t have to elaborate; I understand. Whatever we might have meant to each other at the time, our creative dreams—our goals—meant more.

			They still do.

			The silence between us feels weighted with uncertainty—and possibility.

			Maybe he was right when I confronted him after our first session—does this even matter anymore? Should it?

			“Do you feel the same way now?” I ask.

			I have to know.

			“Stupid? Absolutely.”

			“No, that’s not what I meant.”

			Do you still feel the same way about me? I think.

			Wesley is quiet for a moment. “It’s been a long time, Reagan. So much has changed. I’m not the same person I was back in college, or even last year. These last few months have been some of the hardest of my life.” He lets his head fall slightly to the side, his sad smile a little crooked. “You’ve changed, too.” He sounds admiring when he says it.

			“God, I hope so.”

			“In good ways, I mean.”

			“Thanks for clarifying,” I say dryly.

			So he doesn’t feel the same, then. I can’t decide whether I feel disappointed or relieved, but at the very least, I can be grateful that it won’t complicate things.

			Wesley turns my hand over in his and traces the lines of my palm. “Listen. What if we just give it until the competition? See what happens?”

			His earlier words echo in the back of my mind.

			A tentative truce. Until the competition.

			“We can be allies, like we agreed, and give each other feedback. And in the meantime, we…” His eyes dip down. I feel their path like a line of fire across my collarbone, tracing over where my dress clings to my breasts, my hips, my thighs. He lingers there, then flicks his gaze back to mine as he clears his throat. “We explore.”

			After the year I’ve had, I’ve grown so used to jumping headfirst into these things. I’ve spent the year listening to my body, indulging every temptation and new experience I can. Anything to get me out of my head. And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t aching to bury my hands in his hair again, to feel the mind-numbing pressure of his hips on mine.

			All year, I haven’t denied myself anything that felt good—let alone this good.

			And yet—

			“This is a lot,” I say.

			“Okay.”

			“I need some time. To think about it.”

			“All right.”

			I stand carefully, like I can’t fully trust that my knees will hold me. His own knees still press against either side of mine, and he moves his hands to curl lightly around the backs of my thighs.

			Gently, I reach forward and press my fingertips against his cheek, drawing them down until my thumb rests where his dimple would be if he were smiling. As if I could make it appear just by pressing down.

			Lightly—so lightly—I swipe the pad of my thumb along his lower lip.

			His mouth parts, and I feel the urge to bend forward and kiss him again. But I can’t trust the way my thoughts swim, the way the memory of him from six years ago is stained against the back of my eyelids every time I blink, overlapping with how I see him now. I have to clear my head.

			“I’ll see you Saturday, okay?”

			“Okay.” Wesley lets his hands slide down my legs before he drops them to his sides.

			I shoulder my tote bag and don’t look back as I turn and leave.
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Twenty-One

			“Do you want to get high and play Baldur’s Gate with me tonight?” Mona asks.

			I laugh, careful not to let my phone fall from where it’s tucked between my ear and my shoulder. It sounds tempting, honestly. “I thought you and Shay were going for dinner.”

			“Ugh, no. She said she has more work to do on her applications.”

			“On a Saturday night? What sort of applications?”

			There’s a beat of silence before Mona releases a dramatic sigh that fuzzes through the speaker. “Some scholarship things, I think. Come on. I’ll order pizza.”

			I bite back a smile and glance to where a freshly delivered pie waits on my countertop. The aroma of pepperoni fills my kitchen. “Can’t. I’ve got plans.”

			“What plans?” Her tone is hilariously accusatory.

			“Wesley and I are working on our games for NEWT.”

			“You do that every night. Take a break.”

			“No, we’re working on them together.”

			“…Oh.”

			I hear the telltale creak of the stairs, and I wonder for a moment if it’s Mona coming to snoop. But the steps are too measured, and they’re soon followed by a soft knock. Mona never knocks.

			“He’s here. Gotta go.”

			“I swear, Rea, you’d better tell me every detail tomorrow, or—”

			I disconnect the call, toss my phone onto the couch, and open the door.

			Wesley stands in an olive-green crewneck and jeans. His hair looks damp and just the slightest bit overworked with product, like he tried to smooth down the grown-out strands and lost the battle halfway.

			Fine with me—I prefer it like this.

			“Hey,” I say.

			“Hey. Hungry?”

			“Oh, shit.” I notice his hands are full; a four-pack of beer from the brewery down the street dangles from his left while he balances a pizza box on his right. I laugh and point to the one I ordered.

			“Great minds, huh?”

			“That’s what this whole night’s about, isn’t it?”

			Isn’t it?

			If that’s all it’s about, why would he bother styling his hair, or wearing jeans that hug his thighs in a particularly distracting way? Why would I bother wearing a fucking skirt in my own home? (Though it is the comfiest one I have: ribbed, knit, and clingy.)

			I put it out of my mind for now.

			“Right,” I say. “Shall we get to it, then?”

			“Where should I set up?”

			I direct Wesley to prep his laptop on my living room coffee table; I’ve already got Afterwards pulled up on my office desktop. We set plates of pizza next to each of them, my pepper pepperoni and Wesley’s square grandma pie. Wesley sinks into my plush desk chair and takes it for a spin, a boyish grin curling at his lips as he admires the space. “You’ve got a proper battle station in here, don’t you?”

			“Are you surprised?”

			“Not a bit.”

			We agree to reconvene and discuss after we’ve each had a chance to play through the other’s game. I leave him to it and am several steps out the door when I hear Wesley hiss, “Is this a fucking Wyrmwood table?”

			I glance to my dad’s sorry-I’m-never-around graduation gift; I’m not surprised Wesley recognizes the brand. I turn and prop my hip against the doorframe. “Yes.”

			He looks at me wide-eyed, like he’s just uncovered a crime scene. “And you’re just using it to hold junk?”

			“I haven’t needed it since the Cataclysm.”

			That cools him down a bit, though his eyes are still bright with excitement. “We could use it for Tyrant.”

			“Slow down, Wes,” I say dryly. “It was hard enough for me to let you in here.”

			Wesley holds his hands up in a sign of surrender. “Sure, sure. I’ll try to make the most of it.” He swivels back to my desktop, where the shifting clouds of Afterwards’s opening menu glide across the screen. “Shall we?”

			“Let’s.”
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			As I sink into the world of Blood Pact—the world of Moros, I remind myself—I feel like I’m in another one of Sindra’s dream-memories. I play as a freshly turned and desperately hungry Vadrien as he prowls the narrow alleyways of Zaska, grappling with how to sate his newfound lust for blood. The world is rendered primarily in gray scale, save for the blood, which is always a vivid red. In fact, the longer Vadrien goes without feeding, the brighter his potential victims glow with a hazy crimson light. The hungrier he is, the more distracting the people are, and the more difficult it becomes to use stealth as you fight against his instinct to attack.

			From both a design and a mechanical perspective, it is very, very clever. I’ve always known that Wesley’s strengths lie in art and animation, but to see how far his programming skills have come, too…It’s intimidating.

			And inspiring.

			When Wesley first told me about this game, I initially wondered why he would let the others play it—since it revealed Vadrien’s backstory, I assumed it would be a spoiler for the campaign. But the NEWT competition we entered is exclusively for demos; the idea behind the contest is that the winner receives a boost of money, resources, and networking opportunities to help them finish their game. Since Wesley’s demo takes me through only the first moments after Vadrien’s turning, it reveals very little about his circumstances or history.

			It does reveal, however, Vadrien’s horror and terror at his own monstrous vampire form, which I can’t help but be curious about. Surely he wasn’t always as evil as he is in Tyrant. But what did that descent into darkness look like, and what was its catalyst?

			Blood Pact, I think, will be Wesley’s answer to those questions—once it’s finished.

			If he finishes it. If he wins.

			I’m on my sixth playthrough of the game and my fourth page of notes for Wesley when I feel cold fingertips caress the back of my neck.

			I bite down a yelp as I’m jerked back into reality. Wesley gestures to my notes and asks, “Writing me a scathing review?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Was the pizza that bad?”

			I glance to where my plate sits untouched on the coffee table and let out a quick laugh. “Honestly, that’s probably the highest compliment I could give you,” I grumpily admit. “I started playing and forgot all about it.” I reach for a slice now; it’s not any less delicious cold.

			There’s plenty of room on the couch, but Wesley drops onto the cushion right next to me. His dark eyes are bright, and his hair is spiked up, like he’s been running his hands through it. I can’t tell if he’s anxious or just shot with energy. He opens and closes his mouth several times before I impatiently snap, “Well?”

			His mouth curls into a small close-lipped smile.

			“It’s fantastic.” He says it quietly, like it’s a secret.

			“Yours, too.” We’re both whispering.

			“Some of your puzzle designs could use some work—”

			“Your attack mechanics are a little repetitive, and—”

			“—it shouldn’t be that difficult at the beginning. You’ve got to warm people up to a challenge, Reagan, but—”

			“—it can’t just be pretty; it has to be clever, too, so—”

			We both shut our mouths at the same time—and then burst into laughter. I didn’t catch a word he said.

			Wesley smiles. “Again, but slower? We’ll take turns.”

			“Okay.”

			“So. The opening frame…”

			As he talks, he lays his palm atop my knee and scratches his fingernail idly down the ribbed fabric of my skirt. He gestures animatedly with his other hand, splaying out his fingers as he describes the way I’ve built the world, or tracing them in the air when he outlines the mechanics of the puzzles. Something in my chest squeezes tight enough that I feel myself get a little breathless. I can’t remember the last time I felt this understood—this seen. It’s one thing to hear Mona tell me my game is fun. It’s another matter entirely to listen as Wesley cuts straight to the heart of how my strategies, styles, and skills weave together to make my game work brilliantly. When he shifts to criticisms, some might assume them to be too harsh, but I hear them for what he really means.

			You took the easy route with this particular mechanic, but you can handle doing this the hard way.

			You can afford to trust your players more than you do.

			If you want to compete with me, you need to take this to the next level—but you’re amazingly skilled and more than capable. Challenge yourself.

			At the same time, my attention feels split between his thoughtful feedback and the warmth of his skin through the thin fabric of my skirt as his fingertips caress the curve of my thigh. I don’t know when this sort of casual touching became normal between us. The Halloween party, maybe?

			Regardless, it’s alarmingly easy to settle into.

			Hours pass like this: switching spots between his laptop and my computer, playing each other’s games and working on our own, brainstorming over cold pizza on the couch. I’ve been making good progress on Afterwards over the past few weeks, but tonight feels different. Errors are especially glaring, solutions click into place more quickly, and Wesley is able to identify problems that I spent days fumbling through on my own.

			I’m almost frustrated I didn’t let him play earlier, when he first asked. I could have gotten further so much faster.

			Long past midnight, I feel like my eyeballs are about to melt out of my head, but I’m still playing. We haven’t touched the beer, but I’m absolutely buzzed—with energy, inspiration, and something like anticipation. It’s been a while since I’ve seen Wesley, so I pad over to the office and pause in the doorway.

			He sits with his chin propped in his palm. He’s not even playing the game anymore; he’s just watching the colors shift as the orange and purple clouds glide across the screen and admiring the way the red-scarfed wanderer idles around, sometimes lifting her hand to shield her eyes as she peers into the distance. His eyes are half lidded and dreamy, and I doubt he even realizes he’s smiling. I can imagine the bittersweet, whimsical background music tinkling in his ears.

			Slowly, decisively, I feel a different puzzle piece click into place.

			I have to slip the headset off his ears to finally get his attention. He blinks a few times, like he’s waking up. “God—sorry. I got distracted.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “How late is it?”

			“Almost one.”

			“Fuck. I should go.”

			Gently, I reach down and run my fingers through his hair, erasing the indent left by the bulky headset. I have to wet my lips before I say, “You don’t have to.”

			“My brain is totally fried, Reagan. I can’t work anymore—”

			“We don’t have to work.”

			He looks at me evenly, his eyes so dark I feel like I could fall right into them. “Do you want to play another game?”

			I lean back onto my desk and stretch out my legs in front of me; my calf brushes against his where my ankles cross near the base of the chair. “No,” I say. “No more games.”

			Wesley’s body goes taut with tension. He rises out of the chair, and I half expect him to turn on his heel and walk out, but he stands utterly still. His hands drift up, then drop to rest on the tops of my thighs. His fingers feel stiff, like he’s trying to restrain himself from doing anything further, but then he guides my legs apart so that he can step between them.

			Wesley arches his neck down so that his disheveled hair falls into his eyes. Gently, he brushes his forehead against mine, tracing the sharp line of his nose across the curve of my cheek. Through lowered lashes, I watch him worry his bottom lip between his teeth while he keeps his gaze latched to my mouth.

			“Yes?” he murmurs.

			I nod.

			He rests his hands on either side of my face, and his palms are warm against my skin despite how my cheeks feel on fire. His fingers curl behind my neck, teasing the small hairs at the base of my scalp, while his thumbs sweep back and forth under my eyes, over my freckles. With a touch of pressure, Wesley lifts my face upward toward his and holds me there.

			My legs ache with the strain of holding my position on the desk, and my neck starts to burn at the sharp angle Wesley has it tilted. I wish I could claim that gym soreness is what’s making my knees feel so weak, but I know it’s the way he’s studying me with that dark, thoughtful gaze. I’m impatient for him to make a move, any move.

			“Please,” I breathe.

			I don’t even know what I’m asking for—for him to make up his mind about what comes next, or to let me go. I tell myself it’s the angle of my jaw that has my voice sounding so breathless.

			Wesley’s lips curl into a slow, satisfied smile before he finally—finally—lowers his mouth to mine.

			For the first time, there’s no frantic rush between us—no race to give in to what our bodies crave before our brains catch up. There’s no taste of alcohol in the back of my throat to fuzz away the details, no pitch-black closet to hide in, no excuses or exceptions. This time, I don’t mask my want, and Wesley kisses me with slow deliberation, like he’s reminding me he chose this—I chose this. His tongue slides along mine as he gasps into my mouth, and his teeth catch onto my lower lip and bite down. I don’t bother to swallow down the moan that hums in the base of my throat.

			With careful consideration, Wesley nudges my keyboard and one of my monitors to the far side of my L-shaped desk—he recognizes how good my equipment is and wouldn’t dare risk my wrath by damaging it. He doesn’t give my D&D notebook the same gentle treatment, though, tossing it impatiently to the floor.

			I break away long enough to pant, “What are you—”

			“Shhh.” His hands drag down my sides and settle around the curves of my hips. His fingers knead at my thighs before his grip tightens, and with one seemingly effortless move, Wesley lifts me up and shoves until the backs of my knees hook against the edge of the desk. I’m not used to being handled like this—especially not in my own home—but something about the confident assurance in Wesley’s every move sends a spike of fierce desire radiating through my chest.

			He doesn’t let us disconnect for a single moment; as I wind my arms around his neck, he tugs me forcefully forward until our chests are flush. Lowering his head, he brushes his lips up the line of my shoulder, along the curve of my neck. He casts a distracted glance at where my computer monitor glows with orange-and-red light; I see sparks of it reflected in his half-lidded eyes. “You’re brilliant, you know?” He exhales a sharp laugh from his nose, and the rush of air down my neck leaves goosebumps in its wake. “Who am I kidding? Of course you know.”

			I can’t help it; as I fist my hand in his hair and draw his head back down, I let out a low, satisfied laugh against the corner of his mouth. “I know,” I murmur. “But I like hearing it from you.”

			Wesley knots my skirt in his hand and tugs it up past my knees, up my thighs. When he pulls me tight to him again, I part my legs on either side of his hips, and there is suddenly very little fabric between us. I can feel how hard he is through his jeans, and I don’t waste any time in reaching for the dull silver button at his waistband. But in an instant, his hands are circling my wrists, pinning them against his stomach.

			Wesley lets out a low chuckle against the side of my neck. “Impatient, aren’t you?”

			“Please, Wes, take them off.” I refuse to feel shy about the needy bite to my tone.

			“Later,” he promises. “But if I’ve waited this long,” he adds darkly, his voice rough, “you can wait a little longer. I’ve thought too much about this.”

			I’m about to ask him what he means by this when I feel his hand glide up the inside of my thigh.

			I suck in a breath to try to trap the whine that climbs out from my throat. But Wesley muffles it himself with another achingly deep kiss, his lips tracing a burning trail from my mouth down my jawline. His fingertips feel molten against the soft skin between my thighs, and I go still as they brush against the edge of my panties.

			“For so long, I wondered,” he murmurs against my neck, teeth scraping the sensitive skin under my ear. “I wondered if it was just me.”

			His fingers trace over me again, pressing hard against the thin fabric of my underwear. He hooks it to the side with his thumb and dips his middle finger under the lace. What he finds as he presses his fingers to my skin has him humming a low, pleased note into my collarbone, and that sound lets me know just how obvious my desire is to him.

			“Look at you,” he murmurs, tracing lines of wet heat between my thighs. I can’t help but shudder under his touch, and I draw my lip into my mouth to try to still the way it trembles. “How long have you wanted this, too?” he whispers into the shell of my ear.

			I shakily hook my arm behind his neck and tug his mouth back down to mine, if for no other reason than to kiss that smug smirk right off his lips. But he only laughs into my mouth and slowly, slowly sinks two fingers inside of me. I’d thought to smother his laugh, to tangle his tongue with mine, but as his thumb circles me at the same moment that his fingers curl inward—the whimper torn from my mouth is involuntary. Instinctual. I buck against the heel of his hand.

			His voice is an exhale against my hair. “Tell me, then. Tell me if you want me to stop.”

			Like everything with Wesley, it sounds like a challenge.

			And it’s one I’m losing—badly. Wesley’s fingers press in and out with the same patience and precision that I’ve seen him bring to every game, every competition. With each of my outbursts, each stuttering roll of my hips, he keeps that same unending rhythm, meeting the chaos of my impatience with deliberate control. He sighs raggedly into my hair, and I can feel his cock straining against my thigh through the stiff denim of his jeans.

			Any more of this, and I’ll come apart completely.

			I twist my head to the side, and my mouth is so dry from panting I have to swallow twice before I can speak. “Do you have a condom?”

			I feel Wesley nod; his lips are still moving against the skin between my shoulder and my neck. “Do you want me to stop? Do you want me to go get it?”

			“You were always too arrogant,” I say, but it sounds much less biting than I want it to. My voice is taut, strained with the effort of keeping myself from falling over the edge.

			His voice is thick and syrupy. “I’ll take that as a no.”

			And yet he stops anyway.

			He withdraws his hand, straightens, and takes a full step back. The air is cool on my heated bare skin, and I feel chilled by the loss of him.

			But then he sinks to his knees on my hardwood floor, and moisture floods my mouth.

			Wesley presses a kiss to the inside of my knee, the top of my thigh. He runs one hand along the swell of my hip and splays his palm against my lower back, pulling me forward until I sit on the very edge of the desk. With his other hand, he tugs my underwear off and drops it to the side. “You’re so pretty like this,” he murmurs, looking up at me through those unfairly long eyelashes. “Stay right there for me, won’t you?”

			It’s hard to remain still when he lowers his head and brushes his lips against me. It’s nearly impossible when he flattens his tongue against my clit. I don’t know how I manage it. I hardly know how we got here. I can barely remember my name.

			His, though—I repeat it like a chant in my head, the only thing keeping me grounded to this moment.

			I shiver with the effort of balancing on the desk, poised on the edge in more ways than one. I roll my hips forward, desperate for the swirl of his tongue. He breathes a laugh against me, and the rush of that cool air against a spot so sensitive lights up my nerves. He glides two fingers down my center and sinks them slowly inside. I hitch in two stuttering breaths before I gasp out, “Wesley.”

			“There’s a good girl,” he says, and then his mouth is moving against me again, his tongue a torturously slow circle that leads in only one direction.

			I used to hate how Wesley would wind me up, how he would goad me in the way only he could until I lost my temper, or my patience, or my control. I used to hate how no one could press my buttons like him, how no one else was capable of bringing my emotions so immediately to the surface. Sometimes it felt like he was specially designed to pick me apart and unravel me.

			Now—with his forearm a heavy bar across my waist, pressing me down even as my hips lift upward, keeping me secured and controlled while he sets the pace—I realize that I was right. I wonder whether I knew it all along. As my heels dig into his shoulders and I feel the pressure build in my core, he makes a low sound in his throat, sensing how close I am.

			Fuck me, but he was made for this.

			I suck in a gasp, and then I’m lost.

			Sometimes, it feels like being caught in a tidal wave or seizing a moment—but this time, it feels like letting go. I let him guide me through every whimpering pulse as bliss and heat suffuse my limbs, until I’m lying limp on my own desk. I shudder instinctively as Wesley passes his tongue in one more slow, simmering circle before he rests his head against my thigh. His eyes burn as he looks up at me, and for once, I admit he’s allowed the self-satisfied smirk that curls at his lips.

			But I don’t want to just sit in this moment, don’t want to wait for that wonderful ache to fade away. Instead, I push myself up onto my hands.

			“Go get it,” I say.

			It takes a few heartbeats—I can still feel my pulse thudding in my ears, my chest, my core—for his heavy gaze to clear, for the haze to fade away. Wesley stands, and then, very casually, he dips his hand into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out his wallet. He thumbs through its sleeves and draws out that familiar square of foil.

			I am trying my very hardest not to grin; I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. “The whole time?”

			“The whole time.”

			I splay my hand against his chest and push him solidly back before shouldering past him on unsteady legs into the living room. “You are not fucking me on the desk.”

			Behind me, I hear his quick steps and his laugh. “Haven’t I already?”

			Damn him.

			I’m swiftly learning that the most effective way to shut Wesley up is to occupy his mouth with other activities. As soon as we get close to the couch, I lace my fingers behind his neck and pull his lips back down to mine. He hums a note of amusement into my mouth as I skate my palms down the front of his shirt until my fingers find the button of his jeans again. I make quick work of the zipper, then I’m palming him over the fabric of his black briefs. I slip my hand beneath his waistband and fold my fingers around him, thrilled to hear his laugh cut off as his breath hitches.

			“Fuck, Reagan.”

			I can’t help but shiver to hear him utter my name like that, half groaned like I dragged it out of his throat myself.

			With my lips pressed to his collarbone, I murmur, “Sit down.”

			One of his eyelids flutters open. “Excuse me?”

			“Sit down, Wesley.”

			As I pull my head back to get a better look at his face, I see the spark of rebellion in his eyes. Not ten minutes ago, he had me splayed out before him, hanging on his every whispered word and firm direction. He’s debating now whether he’s going to pass over that control.

			His forehead creases as he deliberately detaches himself from me. But then, slowly, he lowers himself onto the couch.

			I nod to his pants, his shirt. “Take it off. All of it.”

			His eyes don’t leave my face as he reaches to pull his crewneck over his head. After he eases out of his jeans and briefs, he goes rigid, as if ready to spring.

			I give myself a moment to admire him—his messy hair falling over his eyes, his broad shoulders, the curls of light hair trailing down his chest, the corded muscle that I know from experience takes years of training and discipline to earn, the stiff curve of his erection. Despite the way he lounges against the couch—one arm draped across its back, a leg stretched out lazily before him—lines of tension stand out along his skin.

			He dips his eyes down and paints my own body with his gaze. Slowly, I slink out of my skirt and draw my tight tank over my shoulders, letting it all fall to the floor. He strokes himself as he watches me, and I have to swallow back the way this makes my mouth flood.

			Striding forward to stand between his legs, I drag my nails through his hair before curling my hand around the base of his neck. I use this grip to anchor myself as I straddle him, my knees pressing into the cushions on either side of his thighs. After I smooth the condom over him, I run my hand up his length again and hold him positioned right at my entrance. My face hovers just above his; I can feel each of his panting breaths against my neck.

			“Is this what you want?” I whisper.

			His mouth is hot where he presses it between my breasts. His fingers dig into my thighs. “God, yes.”

			I lower myself onto him.

			We both gasp at the same moment, feel the air catch in our throats. I have to widen my legs to make room for him and control my descent as it reawakens the ache deep in my core. The lines of tension in Wesley’s body have grown only more taut, like he’s trying to restrain himself from bucking his hips upward or just pulling me down himself. I run my thumb along where his jaw has gone sharp and tight.

			An unspoken understanding passes between us.

			We’re going at my pace now.

			But I’m impatient, too.

			I roll my hips forward until we’re fully flush, until I have to swallow a whimper at just how ridiculously good it feels when he fills me entirely. Experimentally, I circle my hips—underneath me, Wesley’s legs twitch forward, and he bites out a curse.

			“Fucking hell, Reagan.” His voice is ragged.

			I could get used to this.

			In time, he can’t help himself—his blunt nails dig half-moons into my skin, holding me in place as his hips jerk upward to rise and fall in time with mine. I arch myself forward again, and with each stroke, I increase my pace. I don’t have any of Wesley’s slow patience or careful control—I never have. Not when I have him right where I want him, not when each thrust has my mind going blissfully blank of everything other than him, and this. His lip looks so good where he holds it captured between his teeth that I arch my neck down to kiss and bite it myself.

			Wesley groans into my mouth, and I tangle my fingers in his hair as his movements grow more frantic. I lose all sense of who’s in control of this encounter, of who’s setting the pace. But, like always, I find his rhythm and match it. We are neck and neck in the same race, and when I feel him nearing his own edge, I push him over it.

			Wesley’s long fingers dig into my lower back, and he shudders against me, holding me painfully close as his hips twitch upward with each aftershock of pleasure. When he’s finished, he lets his head fall and presses his sweat-slicked temple against my chest, his breath escaping him in pants.

			“Do you have any idea,” he murmurs against my skin, “how incredible you are?”

			I smile against his hair, then I gently fall to the side and pull him down with me until we’re both horizontal on the couch, his face burrowed into my neck. He presses messy kisses into my collarbone, and I feel deliciously wrung out and languid.

			I’m half awake when he starts to rise, pushing himself onto his elbows. “Give me a sec to go clean up, okay?”

			My stomach twists.

			If I close my eyes again, I don’t know if you’ll still be here when I open them, I think.

			“Don’t go.” By the way my tone lilts up at the end, it almost sounds like a question.

			Wesley’s eyes soften. “I won’t.”

			The last thing I see before my eyes shutter closed is a rectangle of light coming from the bathroom, then Wesley shuts himself inside.
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Twenty-Two

			He’s still here.

			I wake up, and he is still here.

			We’re tangled together on my sectional, Wesley practically lying on top of me—the best sort of weighted blanket—with his legs overlapping mine and his arm thrown across my waist. My head is propped up against the armrest, and his is burrowed, perhaps purposefully, against the side of my chest. One of my checkered throw blankets covers us half-heartedly, from my middle to the tops of my calves. The sun behind my gauzy silver curtains is bright, and I can hear shrieking kids at the park down the street, so it must be late morning at least.

			I usually take Sundays pretty slow. Without Wesley here, I’d probably turn over and fall back asleep. But despite his promise, I’m still so stunned to find him here that I’ve never been more awake.

			In time, I relax and gently settle my arms back around him—one across his shoulders, the other around his lower back. Rays of sunlight slide through the gaps in my curtains, making dust motes sparkle in the light and setting the palest strands of Wesley’s hair to gleaming gold. It’s wonderfully messy right now, sticking up in swoops and cowlicks all over his head. His cheeks have the slightest hint of a shadow to them, and I realize I’ve never seen him anything but completely clean-shaven. A mild thrill runs through me to see him so…disheveled.

			I can’t help but will this moment to freeze in time so I can lie in the stillness of the morning and admire Wesley without him knowing. So I don’t have to wonder what he’s thinking, or what his goals are, or whether I can trust him this time around. We love to banter and bite and argue, but the quiet is nice for once.

			As if he can hear my thoughts—as if, even in sleep, he cannot bear to let me get away with anything—his long eyelashes flutter before he slowly blinks awake.

			But he doesn’t say anything at first, as if he, too, can sense how precious this moment is; he just holds my gaze with a sleepy half smile and brushes a strand of hair from my face.

			“Hey, you,” he says finally, and the sleepy huskiness of his voice makes something in my chest melt.

			“Hey.”

			He twines one of my curls around his fingertip. “Coffee?”

			“I’ll make some.”

			But I don’t move. How could I, when his arm is winding slowly around my ribs, pushing me deeper into the couch? When our bare bodies are still pressed together, and I can feel him hard at my hip?

			Coffee does come later, though Wesley does an admittedly excellent job of waking me up before then.

			Afterward, the morning is marked by uncharacteristic patches of comfortable silence as we ease into the afternoon. We share my small kitchen to put together a brunch that’s half pizza, half random shit I have in my fridge (which is mostly empty since it’s grocery day), and he peppers me with questions like What do you usually eat for breakfast? and, holding a mug from my extensive collection, Where did you get this one? When we’re done eating, Wesley settles back onto the couch without asking and turns on his laptop to continue his work, as if this is the most normal thing in the world. As if we do this every Sunday afternoon.

			As if he belongs here.

			I return to my office to resume working on my game as well. Once I’m finally in a room that he doesn’t also occupy—I will not make eye contact with that section of the desk—it dawns on me that I’ve broken all my rules.

			
				Never bring them to my apartment

				Leave before 10 a.m.

				Say goodbye, but don’t get friendly

			

			I haven’t just tiptoed over the line in the sand—I’ve leapt over it in abandon, sprinted my way to the other side. Wesley had been the inspiration for the last rule especially, all those years ago, though I’d never admitted that to Mona. Instead, I’d just promised myself to never run like he had.

			And now, for him, I’ve thrown all my rules out the window.

			I cast a glance over my shoulder and into the living room. Wesley catches my eye and shoots me a smile.

			Shit.

			And fuck me, but I can’t help myself—I smile back.
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			“We should do this again,” Wesley says. He stands in front of my apartment door, backpack slung over his shoulder.

			“Which part?” I tease.

			He runs a palm down my left arm, pausing to press his thumb into one of the peony tattoos right under the crook of my elbow. A single brow arches upward. “All of it, I hope.”

			“I’d like that.”

			I keep my hand on the doorknob, but I smile under his lips when he kisses me goodbye. He’s halfway down the first flight, each old stair groaning under his weight, when I hear the echoing creak of someone ascending.

			There’s really nowhere else to go, nothing to do but wait until Mona is standing on the same landing as Wesley.

			“Oh!” she says. Her eyes dart to Wesley’s stunned expression, then up to where I stand in a sleep shirt and no pants in the doorway. “Oh. Oh my god.”

			It’s not the first time Mona’s seen me like this—hair mussed, makeup smeared, clothes wrinkled—but it’s the first time she’s seen me like this here. With him.

			For a good five seconds, we all just look at one another. And then we speak at once.

			“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow—”

			“Let’s not make this weird—”

			“Hah! It was bound to happen eventually.”

			Wesley smiles sheepishly, waves to us both, and quickly trots down the rest of the stairs.

			Mona turns, very slowly, to me. Her grin takes up the whole lower half of her face. I wish I had something soft to throw at her, but I can’t help the way I start to grin, too.

			“I need new rules,” I admit.

			She cackles so loudly it echoes against the walls of the stairwell. “Oh, I bet you do.”

			No use in turning back at this point.

			Instead, I find out over the next few days that Wesley does, in fact, mean all of it. Later that evening, we join the others for another session of Legends of Lore, though Wesley and I linger in our own private call for hours, long after the others have logged off. On Monday, we text each other updates as we dive back into work on our games. This weekend may have revealed many things, but the one I can’t ignore after playing Wesley’s game—and helping to make it better—is how much work I have cut out for me. Tuesday morning, Wesley meets me at the gym, and he spends so much time pinning me with his heavy stare across the weight room that I invite him over that night to finish the job. Wednesday and Thursday pass by in a rush, punctuated by more coding marathons and work from my day job that I’d been putting off. No one asks any questions when Wesley and I show up to D&D at the same time, though I notice the way Mona’s eyes gleam and how Shay carefully bites the inside of her cheek to keep from snickering.

			No secrets between them, I guess.

			But Colin’s got more important things on his mind. He reaches for Wesley’s phone and cues up a song on the game playlist. Within the first few chords, I recognize it for what it is: a funeral dirge.

			“We’re all going to die tonight,” Colin announces cheerfully.

			Arthur releases a loud sigh through pursed lips. “I agree.”

			Admittedly, I’ve still got a bit of a haze about me when I say, “It’s fine, it’ll be fun. I think we have no choice but to play this more creatively than usual.”

			Colin and Arthur exchange a glance. Arthur shakes his head, Colin shrugs, and Mona grins.

			“Let’s give it a go, shall we?” she says.
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Twenty-Three

			Anyone looking upon the castle’s exterior would see only the foreboding lair of a villainous prince, with cloying mist clinging to its foundations and bats shrieking as they circle its spires.

			But the extravagance of the masquerade inside—gods, it’s more than fit for a soon-to-be king.

			Beneath the folds of her dress, Sindra’s footsteps are swallowed by the plush burgundy-and-gold carpet that lines the hallway leading into the ballroom. Dark velvet tapestries drape from every wall, separated by great columns of gray stone. Hundreds of candles float close to the ceiling, casting bubbles of warm yellow light on the awestruck upturned faces of those gathered below. Sindra catches an echo of the violin song she heard when they first entered. The music seems to draw her forward, beckoning her into the heart of the castle, even as Antoni and Mortimer disappear down separate hallways.

			Sindra’s thoughts drift to their other friends and her fierce hope that Moss and Vera’s secret mission is going well. Moss especially had spent every free moment leading up to this evening in meditation, striving to commune with Moros’s dying natural world in the hopes that, when the time is right, she can play her part.

			The crowd thins as Sindra progresses, branching off into dim side rooms or lush feasting halls. The tables are piled high with food of all kinds: tender chicken submerged in a dark gravy, herb-crusted roasted vegetables so perfectly ripe she’s certain they can’t be from Moros, entire crisp gray-eyed fish laid out on wide platters. Skeletons stand frozen in every corner, holding trays cluttered with glasses of dark red wine. Why? Sindra thinks. This isn’t food Vadrien can consume. Why hoard it, when so many go hungry daily?

			The citizens rush toward the tables, and her painted lips press into a furious line when she realizes the truth. After tonight, they’ll still remember their hatred for this monster who usurped the throne—but they’ll also remember it as the last time their bellies were full.

			Like every display of expensive art and wealth in the castle, this is about power. Control.

			The pointed tips of Sindra’s short tiefling fangs prick at her bottom lip as she grinds her teeth. Finally, she passes through the archway into the ballroom itself.

			Music and laughter envelop her, and for just a moment, the sound is so hauntingly sweet that she forgets where she is and why she came. The temptation to lose herself in it—to fall into step with the couples twirling in hypnotic patterns across the dance floor—tugs at her. As a skeleton clatters past, Sindra plucks a wineglass from its tray, if for no other reason than to distract herself with holding it. She won’t risk taking a drink, even as its heady aroma floods her nostrils.

			The weight of Brightmorn at Sindra’s back is a comfort. She had refused to enter the castle unarmed, and though Mortimer grumbled about it for days, he’d finally relented and used a rare spell scroll gifted to him by his master to render the blade invisible. Knowing the sword’s cold metal is close at hand grounds her as she surveys the wide ballroom.

			Stained-glass windows as red as Sindra’s own skin stretch from floor to ceiling, casting a weak moonlit glow in shades of muted scarlet. Mosaic tiles in sparkling pale gray and charcoal circle the floor in dizzying patterns blurred by the dozens of pairs of feet that dance upon them. Most of the townspeople who were unwillingly shepherded here have found other corners of the castle to hide in; those who gather in the ballroom clearly want to be seen and heard. Merchants dressed in silk converse nervously on the outskirts of the dance floor, wondering how Vadrien managed to procure such a feast. Noble people peacock about in their finest gowns and suits, hoping that no one will notice where hardship has worn their clothing thin. Behind their fraying feathered masks, their gazes roam the room hungrily, searching for their host, who has yet to make an appearance.

			Never mind how they might resent his rule; like flies to a carcass, they are drawn to Moros’s only seat of power.

			Sindra’s long nails tap impatiently at her glass as the music shifts, swelling into the beginnings of a waltz. She’d always secretly loved dancing. The forms, the dexterous grace, the close attention to the movements of your partner—dancing is not so different from fighting, after all. It’s a matter of perspective.

			Sindra is beginning to sway along with the cello when she hears his voice at her back.

			“You are a vision.”

			Her spine goes straight, but before she turns around, Sindra cannot help the indulgent smile that creeps onto her lips. She is, isn’t she? Upon looking at her, it would be impossible to tell that the tailor managed to create a costume so divine out of only silver fabric and bits of glass. The dress hugs tight to her chest and waist before flaring out loosely around her legs. She’d made sure to keep her arms bare and requested a dangerously high slit up the side of her thigh; no matter the occasion, she always dressed prepared for a fight. Glass is strung together across her waist in a shining belt and on either of her shoulders like shimmering pauldrons, an echo of the suit of armor she wishes she had on. Bits of glass glitter in the mask that she wears across her eyes, two blade-sharp pieces spearing upward to mimic her horns. Half of her ink-dark hair is pulled back in a nest of delicate braids, while the rest is left to sweep in a dark curtain down her back.

			Sindra finally casts a glance over her shoulder, and the way the breath leaves her lungs feels like a betrayal of the highest order. Vadrien wears a midnight-black suit tailored perfectly to his lithe form, with a heavy half cape draped over his right shoulder and secured by a shining silver chain strung across his chest. A ruby the size of an infant’s fist nestles within the white folds of the cravat at his neck, and small dark gems are embedded into the rings circling his fingers. His snow-white hair is freshly trimmed and oiled, bound into a sleek tail behind his head.

			He is, unfortunately, devastatingly handsome.

			When she reminds herself of what he is and why she’s here, she says, “Even a pretty mask cannot hide what you are.”

			Vadrien is not wearing a mask—he is the only one not wearing a mask—but all the same, his elegant attire is a disguise for the monster that lies underneath.

			“How very kind of you, my dear,” he murmurs, “to accept my invitation.”

			“Is it really an invitation when your guests have no choice but to attend?”

			His shoulders rise and fall in a careless shrug. “You strike me as clever enough to disappear if you wanted to. My kingdom holds no power over you, and you could leave at any time. But you didn’t; you came anyway.”

			His slitted eyes are dark with hunger, and she has no doubt that as soon as he secures his hold on Moros, he’ll look further; hunger for power is never satiated. But lightly, she says, “My curiosity got the best of me.” And it might kill me yet.

			“Fascinating creature.”

			Prince Vadrien strides toward her until he is within an arm’s reach, then extends his hand. As he tilts his head, his hair falls over his shoulder, stark against the dark fabric. “Dance with me?”

			“I’d prefer to leave this party alive.”

			His voice is a delighted purr in the back of his throat. “You really think I’d harm you here, in front of all these people?”

			“Yes,” she says without hesitation. “It would be the wise thing, to get me out of the picture. Of all of them, I’m the only one here who has a chance of stopping you, and I think you know that.”

			Me, and the rest of my party, she thinks. Keep your eyes on me, bloodsucker. Give them time to do their jobs.

			Vadrien’s dark red eyes suddenly widen, his eyebrow twitching upward, and Sindra freezes. Surely their minds are not so intertwined that he would catch the echo of her thoughts? But then he impatiently beckons her again, his hand outstretched. “Well?”

			Her gaze drifts higher. He is, as ever, uncrowned, save for the tattoo that circles his temples. This close, she finally recognizes the runic language for what it is, and the realization sends a wave of cold fear through her veins.

			The devil’s tongue.

			She had tried to forget many of the lessons her parents had taught her before Aunt Bernie had whisked her away, yet her knowledge of the language had stuck. But even now it’s difficult to read the stylized ancient script. She’ll need to be closer—much closer—to pick it out.

			Make use of every opportunity you have, she chides herself.

			“Fine,” she bites out, slipping her hand into his icy grip. “Let’s dance.”
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			Prince Vadrien is as excellent a dancer as he is a fighter.

			His preternatural grace, cold confidence, and inhuman strength make him a formidable partner, and Sindra has to work hard not to lose herself in the music. Instead, she focuses on every position that makes her vulnerable: when his forearm wraps against her lower back, caging her in; when he presses their chests together so he can spin her off her feet; and when he dips her so low that the ends of her hair brush the floor. In this moment, she’s hyperaware of how bare the red column of her neck is.

			Vadrien draws closer to her collarbone, and Sindra strains to arch her back so she’s farther away from his pointed teeth. But he only exhales a laugh.

			“There aren’t many who can keep up with me,” he murmurs.

			“Do you say that to all the women you’ve failed to kill?”

			“There aren’t any others,” he says, lips close to her neck. “Only you.” His hand shifts then, gliding up her spine as he pulls her back to standing. She feels his knuckles pause as they come into contact with Brightmorn’s sheath, invisible though it is.

			This is it, she thinks. It’s over. I hope I gave them enough time.

			But Vadrien just smiles. “You’re armed.”

			“So are you.” The fangs count, in her book. She can see them now, poking out of his smug grin.

			The music shifts into a waltz again, and couples take to the dance floor. She can feel all of their gazes on her, can read their thoughts by the way they purse their lips or tighten their eyes: fascination, fear, jealousy—and a hint of relief that they are not in her place. She and Vadrien sway in silence, the eye in a storm of swirling dresses and flapping coats as the dancers spin in a wide berth around them.

			Vadrien’s gaze grows distant, drifting upward. When it returns to Sindra, he looks almost wistful. “I’d like to show you something.”

			Sindra swallows, and the captain’s words echo in her head. Your entire purpose here is to distract him. Do whatever you must.

			But she can’t be certain that she will survive a moment alone with the prince. She needs her party at her back if they’re going to fight—and she doesn’t know how deep the bite’s connection truly goes.

			She’s not sure if she can trust herself to test its limits.

			Luckily, the decision is made for her when a chorus of gasps and screams echoes down the hallway behind them.

			Vadrien turns his head sharply toward the chaos. A pale servant rushes to the vampire’s side and stutters, “M’lord. The undead, they’re—they’re attacking one another. We can’t get them to stop.”

			Sindra’s ears prick up at the familiar sound of metal on metal coming from the castle’s depths: combat. Immediately following it, Sindra hears a maniacal eagle-screech of laughter.

			Please, she thinks. Stay safe.

			“M’lord, please. They’re swarming the—”

			“I’ll take care of it,” Vadrien snaps. His red eyes burn with suspicion when he fixes them on Sindra. “I’ll be back for you,” he threatens.

			Sindra sinks into a deep mocking curtsy. “I’ll be waiting,” she lies.

			The prince disappears down the hallway faster than she can blink, and a gruff older voice speaks over her shoulder.

			“My lady. May I have the next dance?”

			Sindra turns and fixes Antoni with a shining smile. “Of course, Captain.”
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			Sindra and Antoni sprint through the hallway opposite the one Vadrien disappeared down; they can’t afford to waste even a moment. They’d kept up the appearance of waltzing only until the dance carried them toward the ballroom’s nearest exit.

			“The others?” Sindra asks between panting breaths.

			“Successful so far,” Antoni reports. “The map Zevor supplied was correct. Vera navigated Moss through the castle’s tunnel system, and you saw as well as I did how successful Mortimer’s distraction was.” He huffs a breathless laugh. Turning Vadrien’s undead against him using strong necromantic magic is serving as more than just a distraction—it also keeps the hallways clear as Sindra and Antoni rush through. “Now, if all goes according to plan, we’ll find Moss just around this—”

			A loud, demanding meow interrupts Antoni’s words.

			Standing in front of a set of heavy double doors is a sleek black cat with sparkling green eyes. Around its neck, a ring of keys clinks merrily. It again yowls its triumph, and Sindra rewards Moss with a playful ear scratch as she retrieves the keys.

			“Very well done, my friend,” she says, her voice thick with relief. “Now, go check on Vera, will you?” She prays she’s waiting in the tunnels as promised.

			The cat lets out a chittering sound that resembles a laugh and disappears around the corner.

			Antoni glances down to the map in his hand, then up to the doors. “This should be it.”

			It’s tradition, they learned from the bard, to keep the crown in the armory. It honors Moros’s history, as the crown is the last remaining piece of Queen Abella’s armor—the armor she used to defend the realm and drive out the devils. When Sindra unlocks the door and pushes it open, she’s momentarily stunned by the impressive collection of suits of armor, weapons, and beautifully wrought shields.

			But the captain has eyes only for the sparkling gold crown sitting atop a dark pillow on the room’s central pedestal.

			He regards it with slate-gray eyes shining with unshed tears, his creased face slack with awe. Sindra watches as he extends a shaking hand to reverently touch the diamond set in the crown’s center.

			A moment passes, and Antoni’s brows knit in confusion.

			“Wait. No.”

			His fingers tighten around the crown, its spokes digging into the meat of his palm; with his other hand, he clings to the sun-shaped amulet hanging from his neck.

			“What is it?” Sindra asks uncertainly. “What’s wrong?”

			“This isn’t Abella’s crown.” His voice shakes with barely concealed anger. “It’s a replica. A fake.”

			“How do you know?”

			Antoni’s stormy eyes flash to hers. “I know what the presence of my god feels like—and there is nothing of him in this.” He grips the crown again, as if to assure himself of the truth—then flings it against the stone wall. The illusion shatters like glass, and when the crown falls back to the floor, it’s little more than a dull brass circlet.

			In the back of her head, the gears of cold logic begin to click into place. They’ve known from the beginning that Vadrien could never have worn the crown; he was not of Abella’s bloodline, never mind that, according to Antoni, Garren would have smote any cursed undead creature who attempted to don a holy relic.

			It doesn’t make any sense. “Why have a fake at all?” she asks aloud.

			It takes Antoni a long time to answer. He keeps his gaze fixed on the floor, his hands shaking at his sides. “There were rumors.” His voice is hoarse. “Rumors that King Ursan was not blessed by Garren—that he was too cruel, too selfish to don the crown, despite having Abella’s blood running in his veins. But they had said the same thing about his mother, too. Surely…surely they wouldn’t—”

			Sindra gives voice to the words he can’t find. “Do you think the Callasters created the replica? So that they could keep the throne?”

			Horror washes over her in a wave. If that’s true, then the true crown may be lost for good. At the very least, they wouldn’t know where to look—not in time to stop Vadrien’s coronation.

			A dark laugh echoes from the hallway, followed by the sound of slow, measured footsteps pacing into the room. Vadrien regards them with a sharp-toothed smile as he locks the door behind him.

			“I thought I might find you here.”

			When Sindra turns to meet Antoni’s gaze, she watches the last light of hope gutter out of his eyes.
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Twenty-Four

			“I think Wesley might actually be evil,” Colin muses. “Vadrien must have rubbed off on him.”

			“For ending us on that brutal cliff-hanger last week?” I guess.

			“That, and forcing us to sit outside until this game’s over. It feels like we’re in fucking Moros.” Colin squints up at the darkening sky above his apartment, shivering where he stands in his backyard.

			He’s right; it’s not even 5 p.m., and the sun has completely disappeared. I love living in New England, but every year, the daylight savings shift is like a punch to the gut, a foreboding omen for the long season to come. I never get used to it—it always makes me feel like I need to brace for something.

			Mona and Shay look equally grumpy where they sit on the deck, but Wesley just rolls his eyes. When he catches my gaze, he smiles and shakes his head.

			Unofficial Sunday game night is starting to feel fairly official. But instead of us winding down the weekend by logging in to an online game, Colin and Wesley graciously invited us to their apartment to play live. Their first-floor unit comes with full use of a small but charming outdoor space, and we spent most of the late afternoon enjoying the fading rays of warm sunlight under a tree with that mid-fall bedraggled half-naked look. Arthur had been invited, as always, but he’d preferred to spend the afternoon with Hana at a local orchard before all the trees were picked bare.

			By now everyone’s cold and tired of the obscure poker variation Wesley insisted on playing. We’re all ready to head inside for a couch co-op game, but Wesley sits utterly still and considers his cards.

			Shay casts an irritated look at our captor. She and I are the only two left who haven’t folded. “Wes—”

			He holds up one hand and fans out his cards with the other. “After this last one, we can go in.” For the next ninety seconds, he makes a show of deeply considering his next move before the corner of his mouth ticks up in a small smirk.

			He sets his cards face up—four grinning Kings; fitting—and in doing so, he wins the hand.

			Shay huffs. “Okay, rude.”

			“You let that drag out on purpose.” Colin doesn’t even make it sound accusing—if anything, he sounds impressed.

			“I did. It’ll make you lot grow some thicker skin in more ways than one, eh?” Wesley barks out a gruff laugh. “It’s hardly winter.”

			We file back into their apartment and settle in front of the TV. Colin claims more than half of the sectional, immediately stretching out his long legs, and Mona and Shay snuggle into the cushions that are left, leaving the secondary love seat for me and Wesley.

			When I fold into the couch, Wesley reaches to curl his fingers over my thigh on instinct. For a reason I can’t name, I feel my lungs seize, and I bolt back to standing.

			“I forgot to grab a drink,” I say quickly. “Do you—do you want anything?”

			Wesley pauses, then casually folds his hands in his lap. His expression is unreadable. “I’m good, thanks.”

			I blink rapidly as I make my way into the kitchen and open the fridge. I almost jump out of my skin when I feel a hand on my shoulder, but when I turn, I see that it’s Shay.

			“Hey.” Her expression is less guarded than usual; she’s smiling a little. “I finished playing Afterwards.”

			“Wait, really?”

			Wesley and Mona—separately—had been encouraging me to share the game with the other members of our crew. After all, everyone’s played Blood Pact, and Mona loved it so much that she got sheepish when I asked her which she liked better. I acquiesced, but only a little—I shared it solely with Shay for now.

			“Really.” Shay nods. “It’s beautiful, Reagan.”

			I don’t know why I’m suddenly uncomfortable—probably because Shay’s eyes have gone soft and gentle and just a little bit pitying. “Ramona told me the backstory behind it,” she goes on. “And I think it’s lovely how you turned the story around.”

			I feel the sour burn of betrayal for a moment, that Mona shared something personal to me with Shay. But then I remember just how personal and hurtful the whole experience was for Mona, too—it’s not mine alone. They were our friends.

			“I…” I spin the beer can I retrieved from the fridge between my palms. “Thank you, Shay. Thank you for playing it.”

			“Of course.” She leans close enough to whisper, “I liked it better than Blood Pact.” She straightens and laughs. “But I also love puzzle games.”

			“I, too, like puzzle games!” Colin calls over his shoulder. “You know. Whenever you feel like sharing.”

			Wesley laughs. “Is she still holding out on you?”

			“Of course. Reagan still holds the first day we met against me. I think this is punishment,” Colin says.

			I scoff dramatically. “Only because you were being fucking weird, dude.”

			He jabs a finger at me over the back of the couch. “Yeah, but that’s just how I am before I get to know someone! You thought I was being sexist!”

			Shay turns toward me, her brows arched. “Did you really?”

			“What the hell else was I meant to think?” I laugh. “He suggested we weren’t cut out for such a brutal, high-level game. Asked us, like, three times if we were sure we were up for it.”

			Shay plants her hands on her hips. “Colin!”

			He lifts his hands in the air and splays them wide. “Hey, now, it wasn’t like that! You told me to save one seat for your girlfriend, and I didn’t know what she looked like. Then this scary lady wearing black pleather on a Sunday fucking morning marches in and demands to join the roster, and—I was just being protective of my friends, see?” He jabs that finger at me again. “You scared me.”

			Mona’s doubled over giggling, and Wesley’s face is caught somewhere between an odd wistfulness and a half grin. Shay shoots me a teasingly suspicious sidelong look.

			I spread my hands outward. “Okay, fine, my mistake—but it was an honest one, okay? A miscommunication. I know you better now.” I pause, then offer an olive branch. “I’ll send you Afterwards.”

			Colin snaps his fingers. “Good. We’re all cheering for you. Or, well, both of you, as awkward as it is. So one of you had better win.”

			Wesley and I smile briefly at each other. I sit back down next to him, and this time, he doesn’t try to touch me again.

			Shay’s gaze flashes between us. “What will you do?” she asks. “If you win.”

			Even before I turn my head, I can feel his eyes on me. “Huh,” he murmurs. “I can’t believe I haven’t asked you that yet.”

			I haven’t asked him, either. I’ve barely asked myself.

			I blink a few times and clear my throat. “I mean—I’ll finish the game, I suppose. I’ll probably do that no matter what happens, but with the prize money and extra resources, I guess I’ll finish…faster?”

			Colin laughs a little into the sudden silence that follows my dull answer, and Wesley regards me critically. “You won’t do another competition?” he asks. “Or try to take it to the next level?”

			I shrug. “I haven’t thought that far,” I say. Wesley’s gaze is suddenly so intense, so focused, that I know the answer to my question before I ask it. “Have you?”

			“Of course. There’s all sorts of things I’d do. I’d try to find a publishing partner, or a group of people who would want to help me launch it and make it better. Or maybe the buzz from the competition will help me make connections, so I can find my next position.” He lets out a laugh that sounds only a bit forced. “I can’t work with Art forever, and I don’t want to. I need a job. Winning this will help me find what’s next.”

			There’s no good explanation for why my energy seeps out of my fingertips, leaving my chest feeling hollow like a deflated balloon.

			I feel shitty. For me, this competition has been all about the race, and I’ve been careless about the destination. It just meant something for me to be able to run again. But for Wesley, it’s clearly more than that.

			And the destination might take him a lot further than it would me.

			I don’t know when this conversation became just between us, but when I glance around at the others, they’re all looking elsewhere. Mona is biting her lip and looking intently at something Shay’s showing her on her phone, while Colin has turned on his console and is queuing up Mario Kart for us.

			Wesley still has his eyes fixed on me. While their heads are turned, he presses the side of his knee against mine. “Hey. What is it?”

			But I just smile, close-lipped.

			“May the best game win,” I say weakly.
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			“Sorry—you’re playing D&D with who?”

			The last time Nali and I caught up was at the end of the summer. Since college, she’s been all over the place, hopping from game studio to game studio or contract to contract. We try to make time to see each other whenever our schedules overlap—like in March, shortly after the Cataclysm, when I visited her for a couple of weeks in Seattle—but failing that, we at least try to have regular video calls. I can’t believe it’s already been a few months since we talked.

			I can’t believe how much has changed in that short amount of time.

			She looks funny now, trapped in the little box of my phone screen. Her dark braid winds across her shoulder and down her chest, and her ear’s pressed up close to her camera, like she’s trying to make sure she’s hearing me correctly.

			“Wesley Locke,” I repeat.

			“And he lives in New Haven now?”

			“Yes.”

			“And he’s also making a demo for NEWT?”

			“Yes.”

			“And he’s your…Dungeon Master?” She makes it sound kinky as hell.

			“Yes, but Jesus, Nali, it’s not like—”

			“Sorry, babe, you know I never really understood your D&D shit.”

			Suffice to say, we’ve caught up on everything.

			Well. Not everything.

			“God, I can’t imagine how terrible it’s been for you,” she says with a laugh. “What fresh hell, right?”

			I pause carefully. “It hasn’t been as bad as I thought it would be.” I turn my head away from my phone’s camera for a moment, glancing toward my empty passenger seat. Only half an hour ago, after we visited the gym, Wesley was sitting there with his hand down my leggings before I’d shooed him off to go prep for tonight’s session and give me time to catch up with Nali. “It’s been kind of fun, honestly.”

			The stunned silence has me whipping my head back to look at my phone. Nali’s got her face pressed up close to her camera again, and all I can see is the intense arch of her thick brows and her brown eyes blown wide.

			“Reagan Riley,” she says. “Are you sleeping together?”

			My face gets so hot I almost reach to turn off the car’s heat. “Why would you say that?”

			“Look at your fucking face!” she shrieks. “I know you.” She gasps, then dissolves into giggles. “I thought you hated him!”

			Soon enough, my shoulders are shaking with laughter, and I’m wiping tears out of my eyes. “I did! I really did, but—god, Nali, maybe I didn’t know him that well at all.”

			“Maybe that boy has grown up,” she muses. “We keep in touch, you know. Barely, and mostly just for work stuff, but—he’s been nice enough to me. Just be careful, all right? This is messy, honey, even for you.” She says this while sounding utterly delighted.

			I glance to my dashboard; if I don’t leave soon, I’ll be late to the game. I wince. “I really didn’t think all my drama would take up this much time,” I say. “We haven’t even talked about your job. Is it any better?”

			“Oh! Honestly, I might quit soon.”

			“What? But you just found this one. Why—”

			“Hold on.”

			Her eyes go unfocused for a second, like she’s checking some notification on her phone. Her face creases. “Ah, shit. I’ve got to take this. Can we chat again soon? I have so much to tell you, and I’ve got to hear more about your…situation.”

			I laugh. “Of course.”

			She pauses for a moment, her expression sobering. “But tell me the truth—are you really serious about this NEWT stuff, Reagan?”

			This question has haunted me all week, especially after Sunday’s game night. It’s kept me up late as I key in more code to the game, wondering where this road will lead me and whether it’s worth it. But despite not knowing the why yet—

			“Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

			Her eyes sparkle. “Well. Watch your email, and we’ll talk more soon, okay?”

			“Email? What for?”

			But she’s already waving and blowing kisses at the screen. “You’ll see! Gotta run!”

			I shake my head, amused. “Miss you.”

			“Yeah, yeah, miss you, too. Now go kiss your Dungeon Master, or seduce the villain, or whatever the fuck it is you do.”

			She hangs up before I can tell her how close she came to hitting the mark.
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Twenty-Five

			“That’s a critical hit,” Wesley announces.

			He lifts the edge of his DM’s screen to prove it, and sure enough, his black twenty-sided die sits with the 20 facing straight up. The entire table erupts in groans and curses, with Mona’s high-pitched voice coming in an octave above the rest: “Are you fucking kidding me? On your first roll of the night?”

			This bodes well.

			Rolling a 20 for an attack means that the attack will do twice as much damage as usual. And since the first thing Vadrien did when he found Sindra and Antoni was rush into action…

			Colin turns and claps his hand on Arthur’s shoulder. “It’s been nice knowing you, Captain.”

			Wesley’s villainous grin looks even more foreboding than usual, especially since he’s turned off every light for today’s session, save for the chandelier and the wall torches. He claimed he wanted to set the mood, and so far, the mood is bad.

			“Well, let’s see.” Wesley meets my eyes. “Do you think you can save him, Sindra?”
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			Sindra cannot move fast enough.

			Vadrien shoves her back, sending her sailing into the nearest marble column. The impact dazes her, and as she struggles to catch her breath, the vampire turns his attention to the captain.

			“No,” Sindra gasps, “don’t—”

			It’s brutally quick work, though Antoni doesn’t go down without a fight. He runs for a shield and sword, reaching for any of the dozens stored along the armory’s walls, but Vadrien is unmatched for speed. Without his armor and weapons, the paladin is defenseless, and each vicious swipe of Vadrien’s claws tears deep wounds in Antoni’s chest, thigh, and shoulder. Within seconds, he falls to his knees before crumpling to the floor.

			The captain’s lips move soundlessly—calling the name of his god, perhaps—and a dull golden glow lights at his chest. Though some of his wounds begin to heal, blood still pools under his body, and he soon falls unconscious.

			Vadrien eyes the spreading crimson with fierce hunger—but at the last moment, he tears his gaze away and fixes it on where Sindra holds her sword with shaking hands.

			“He means something to you,” Vadrien observes.

			“Yes.” She can’t remember when the shift happened, when she started to care for these people, but she can’t deny it now.

			Vadrien rips a spear from the wall and holds it poised at Antoni’s throat. Sindra freezes with Brightmorn outstretched. The prince tsks at her again, and that condescending click of his tongue against his teeth makes her want to cut it out of his mouth.

			“Drop your weapon, Sindra,” he commands, “and come here.”

			Internally, she seethes. Antoni would want me to keep fighting. He would want me to risk it all—even his life—if I thought I had a chance of killing this monster.

			But even if she could manage the feat, just the thought of having to break the news to Vera sends her sword clattering to the floor. Like a puppet on strings, she stumbles toward Vadrien.

			“Good,” he murmurs.

			She keeps her gaze trained on Antoni, counting each shallow rise and fall of his chest. Vadrien makes a disgusted noise and jerks her chin up with his free hand until her eyes meet his. “Do you remember what I told you during our dance?”

			“You had something to show me.”

			“And you, clever girl, have nearly found it already.”

			Vadrien presses his palm to the empty pedestal where the false crown sat. The marble glows a dull red before it seems to shimmer. As the illusion magic falls away, a compartment at the pedestal’s top folds out to reveal a second crown—but not the one they’re seeking.

			No, the silver of this crown looks cold and sharp, and darkness swirls in its central ruby. Etched on the interior of the crown is text identical to the runes inked into Vadrien’s skull. Though many of the words still elude her, one leaps out: pact. “More infernal runes,” she mutters.

			“Very good.” Vadrien reaches up to touch the side of her horn; Sindra flinches back. “Tell me, Sindra, what is your story? Did one of your parents lie with a devil?”

			At first, she doesn’t answer—she doesn’t owe him her history. But then, casually, Vadrien presses the point of the spear against Antoni’s neck. It’s enough to draw a thin rivulet of blood.

			Sindra hisses. “No,” she spits. “They worshipped devils. The magic they indulged in changed them irrevocably.” And me, she thinks.

			“Sinful creature,” he murmurs. “Is that where you got your name?”

			She grinds her teeth near to breaking. “The devil tried to claim me once, but I chose my own path.”

			“And I chose mine.”

			This close, Sindra can see the madness in his eyes, the way the bloodshot veins branch out from his burning ruby irises.

			It dawns on her then, and she gasps. “That’s what happened to you, isn’t it? All of the questions, the runes in your skin, in the crown…” she breathes. “You’ve made a deal with one, haven’t you?”

			His gaze is steady on her, even as his eyes narrow dangerously.

			“Have I hit close to home, my prince?” He bares his fangs at her now, but still she continues. “What were you seeking? Power? Control?” That’s almost always the case, she’s learned. It was with her parents.

			“I didn’t want to control the people of Moros,” he says, seething. His eyes darken suddenly, and for a moment, Sindra swears she sees a flash of the warm brown they used to be. “I wanted to protect them. Look. Look.”

			He wraps a hand around one of her horns and wrenches her forward until her forehead knocks painfully against his. “Ursan tried to have us killed for stealing food, Sindra—many of us. You think me a monster, but you know nothing of monstrosity. You were not here,” he snaps. “I escaped Frozenfang Pass. I found the cave. I freed this whole fucking kingdom.”

			This time, it’s not the slow ease of sinking into a dream. Instead, Sindra’s vision turns black, and painful pressure builds behind her eyes as Vadrien forces her to witness another memory.
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			He has almost accepted his inevitable death when he sees the light.

			After his exile, Vadrien wandered for days through the darkness of Frozenfang’s cave systems. He tried to stick with the others, working together to survive, but one by one, their numbers dwindled. Some were lost to the wolves, others to the cold. Some left to scout the dark caves ahead and never returned. Just this morning, Vadrien had one companion left, but starvation had seen the end of him before the sun even rose.

			Vadrien’s own hunger claws at his empty stomach, makes him slow and delirious. The caves are so dark that he begins to imagine shapes and shadows. When he finally sees a glow at the end of the tunnel, it feels like hope. And so he follows it, even as it leads him deeper and the air begins to swelter. Even as the heat grows oppressive.

			By now he has counted dozens of bends, and he has just begun to believe that it was simply a figment of his imagination when the light suddenly blinds him.

			The bonfire surges upward from a pit at the cave’s center, filling it almost entirely. It’s impossible to tell what fuels the flames—it is as if the earth itself has cracked open to release the fire, though Vadrien sees scatterings of bone-white wood at the edges of the pit.

			Or perhaps that is not wood at all.

			Vadrien carefully clears his dry throat. “Hello?”

			“Welcome.”

			He feels more than hears the voice, like a rumbling that begins underneath his feet and makes every step unsteady. Vadrien looks around for the source, but the fire overtakes his vision; he can see nothing beyond the flames.

			“I saw your fire like a beacon when I entered these caves. I thought I might—” He winces as a pang of pain shoots through his arm. He’d injured himself badly when he slipped down a ravine. “I thought I might find safety here.”

			The answering laugh is like nails clawing at his spine—it grates at Vadrien like a warning. If he had any energy left, he might have run.

			“I may be able to grant you what you want,” the voice muses.

			Impossibly, the firelight casts hundreds of shadows against the cave’s walls. Vadrien spots humanoid silhouettes but also flashes of spine-tipped wings, the arcs of horns, the whip of a tail. It makes the cave seem as if it is filled with beings, and each shape is more horrific than the last.

			“What do you want, boy?” the voice demands.

			“I—I just need somewhere safe to pass the night.”

			The voice hisses angrily, and Vadrien finds himself cowering, his knees gone soft. “More. Do not lie to me, human. What do you want?”

			Vadrien licks at his cracked lips. The heat is stifling—almost unbearable.

			“I just want to live,” he insists. In Zaska, with my family, surrounded by the friends I’ve lost. With a full stomach. And my sister, safe. Peace—finally, peace.

			“Closer,” the voice rumbles. “This is the last time I will ask: What do you want?”

			Vadrien stares into the fire as it crackles and burns. His heartbeat begins to surge, and so do the flames, roiling as they stretch toward the ceiling. He feels their heat in the pit of his stomach, and an awful rage flares to life.

			He’s always carried this anger with him: to every sentencing, every protest, every posting of a new and worse decree in the city square. With every customer who could no longer afford his tailoring services, every dinner spent hunched over a nearly empty bowl, his hate has grown. It expands now to fill his chest—to fill the whole cave.

			“I want King Ursan gone. I want him dead,” Vadrien snarls. “I want him to pay for what he’s done to us—him and his whole line—for years.”

			As Vadrien stands with his fingers curled into fists, the cave fills with silence.

			Finally, someone steps out from the bonfire.

			Not someone, Vadrien realizes with horror. Something.

			The creature is impossibly tall and corpse-pale, with ink-dark veins tracing jagged lines underneath its skin, down to its blackened feet and clawed hands. Black horns sprout from its hairless head, and torn leathery wings extend from its hunched back. Its pointed tail drags along the rock behind it as it approaches Vadrien. It’s not until the creature looms before him that Vadrien sees the black liquid that stains its mouth and neck.

			Vadrien recognizes this beast immediately for what it is. It should not exist, not when his kingdom spent decades warring to purge this creature’s kind from their lands. But at this point, he is too far gone to care—the wanting consumes him.

			The devil smiles so wide Vadrien can count almost every single one of its long, sharp teeth.

			“But are you willing to pay the price in blood?” the devil asks. It reaches forward and traces two fingertips along the side of Vadrien’s neck, where his pulse roars under his skin. Despite the suffocating heat, the creature’s touch is cold as ice.

			He is not certain what the devil means, but it does not matter anymore. This rage, this hunger—it devours him entirely.

			“Yes,” Vadrien pants. “As much as you need.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Sindra stumbles away from Vadrien until her back is pressed to the wall.

			“Blood? That’s the price?” Her yellow eyes are wide and wild as she flings a hand toward the cursed crown. “You’ll kill everyone, for this? Is that why you’ve brought them all here?”

			“I won’t take their lives, my dear. Just a drop from each is all I need, enough to hold…sway. Enough to secure my reign, so that no tyrant can rule over me or Moros ever again.” He stalks forward until he looms over her. His voice rasps in her ear. “That’s the price.”

			“Look at what you’ve done to your kingdom—you think you’re some savior? You’ve become the very thing you claim to hate.” Horror dawns on her, and her pitch lowers to a hoarse whisper. “Why are you telling me this?”

			Vadrien reaches forward to stroke his knuckles down the side of her cheek; Sindra shivers. “I want you on my side. At my side. I’ve seen you fight, and you’re good, devilkin, but imagine how much better you’d be if you had access to the kind of power my master offers. We could be allies.” His voice darkens. “Companions.”

			It doesn’t matter what she says, Sindra realizes. He’s giving her the illusion of an option, playing pretend at giving her agency. It’s not so different from the offer the devil had given him—granting Vadrien’s greatest wish, and all he had to give up was his soul. His control.

			Sindra searches Vadrien’s eyes for the memory of the earth-brown tones she’d seen before. “Don’t do this. Surely you’ve learned the truth. Surely some part of you knows.”

			But his frantic eyes shine bright red like the ruby at his throat. “All I know is that, very soon, I’ll have everything I’ve ever wanted.”

			Her voice doesn’t waver when she says, “I won’t let you do this.”

			“I thought you might decline.” Vadrien leans forward to whisper in her ear. “But remember, Sin. I offered you a choice.”

			And then he sinks his teeth deep into the side of her neck.
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			Mona slams her fist on the table hard enough to make her green dice shiver. “I swear I will cancel all of my plans right now if it means we can keep playing.”

			It’s already late, way later than we usually play. It’s easy to lose track of time in the Dungeon Room, which has no windows, especially since the sky was already dark when we arrived.

			“Sindra and Antoni are about to die, and you’re telling me we need to stop?” Mona protests.

			Truthfully, they had been about to die for only the first half of the session. After our scene with Vadrien paused, Colin, Mona, and Shay spent the rest of the night stumbling around the castle trying to find where our characters disappeared to. If I’d known I would spend most of the night watching drama unfold while our characters’ fates hung in the balance, I would have brought popcorn to share with Arthur.

			Colin huffs and leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “I told you we shouldn’t split the party.”

			Wesley nods sagely even as he grins. “Everything takes longer when you split the party.”

			Shay laughs and lays a hand on Mona’s arm when her eyes nearly bug out of her skull. “But Thanksgiving is next week,” Mona goes on. “You’re going to make me wait until after to find out what happens?”

			Arthur—who, like me, has watched the others with amused detachment—finally raises his hand for the table’s attention.

			Wesley jerks his chin toward him. “On that note,” he says, “Art has an announcement.”

			Arthur clears his throat, laces his hands on the table, and leans forward while Shay looks on with a pleased smile. “Obviously, we won’t have a session next Thursday,” he says, “and I hope you all have plans that involve eating well and spending time with loved ones. But if you’re available during the weekend, I’d love to invite you out to our family’s cabin in Vermont. If you’re game, I figured it’d give us another chance to play—and a change of scenery. A nice little retreat, if you will.”

			Mona’s eyes find mine across the table. “It would be a good excuse to leave,” she says bluntly, and I can’t help the laugh that bursts out of me. Mom goes all out for Thanksgiving and hosts more people than her small house has room for. While it’s one of my favorite times of the year, always leaving my heart and stomach so full that I think I might burst, it can be…a lot.

			She won’t mind a weekend getaway, I don’t think. Not if we’re there for the main festivities.

			Colin stretches in his chair, his sneakered feet knocking against the table legs. “You know I don’t have any plans.”

			Wesley nods. “I can come.”

			Behind his beard, Arthur smiles. “Then we’re all set. I’ll send the details this weekend.”

			Wesley casts his gaze around the table, finally settling his eyes on me. “Then I’ll see you all in Vermont.”
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Twenty-Six

			On Saturday night, we’re at Wesley’s apartment. Colin’s away for the weekend, visiting this mysterious girlfriend of his, and Wesley was only too happy to host.

			I don’t know what’s got me feeling so worked up tonight. We’d spent most of the evening in bed, and though Wesley had tried to draw me in for a cuddle afterward, I’d slipped out from under his arm and returned to his computer, feeling wide-eyed and awake. Now I perch on his desk chair wearing his sweatpants and nothing else while he lies naked on top of his comforter and watches me with sleepy eyes. I try to focus on Vadrien when he kills again; text unscrolls at the bottom of the screen as Vadrien monologues to himself despairingly after taking another life.

			Suddenly, I say, “I think you need to voice some of these lines.”

			Wesley laughs. “I don’t have the time to hire a voice actor—or the money.”

			That gets my attention. I spin to face him. “You’re kidding, right?”

			He blinks, confused. “I’m…not? I make fine money helping Arthur for now, but—”

			“Not what I meant. You need to voice some of these lines, Wes. Who else would be Vadrien?”

			He glances toward the ceiling, looking thoughtful. “I’d never thought about it before,” he says eventually. “I don’t know how to act.”

			I can’t even spare a glance for the game anymore; he has my full attention. “You have to be joking, Wesley.” I go to sit on the edge of the bed and fold one leg underneath me. “Yes, you do. You do it every Thursday.”

			His smile turns crooked. “Poorly.”

			“Very convincingly.”

			“My accents are terrible.”

			“They’re not!” I’m honestly offended. “Vadrien’s is so good.”

			He traces his thumb along the underside of my breast, looking distracted, then drums his fingers thoughtfully against my side. “Colin tells me I sound like Count von Count.”

			I snort—loudly. “From Sesame Street? I promise you don’t.”

			He clears his throat and affects a posh British accent. “You really think I manage all right? This isn’t some cheeky setup to make me embarrass myself recording for Blood Pact so that Afterwards inevitably wins?”

			“I don’t need to cheat to win, Wesley,” I say dryly. “If anything, I’m helping level the playing field by giving you excellent advice.”

			He hums thoughtfully to himself. “Hmm. Voice acting.” He glances sidelong to me, his stare still heavy with suspicion—or something else. “Wasn’t really my department back at Hurricane.”

			“Of course not. But was any of this?” I gesture back to where Blood Pact still glows on his screen.

			The big game studios excel by recruiting people who are experts in very specific areas, then putting them all together to make a great game. It’s why Blood Pact is so impressive to me. Wesley may have spent the last six years only animating for Hurricane, but he’s clearly kept his other skills sharp enough to create something this compelling on his own.

			I’m opening my mouth to say as much, but I can tell he’s already moved on. He’s watching me with a glint in his eye, and he winds his arms around my waist and tugs me forward to lie on top of his chest.

			His voice shifts to a deep Irish brogue. “You really like this, darlin’? I’ve been practicing this one, too, for another idea I have.”

			I try to school my expression to seriousness even as my heated cheeks give me away. “Okay, yes,” I admit. “You should save that one for our next campaign.”

			It takes me a moment to register what I let slip so easily.

			Our next campaign.

			Shit.

			I can’t help the way I go stiff, tensing on top of Wesley. My eyes bounce away from his face, but he only tightens his grip and spins us to the side until he’s the one on top and our legs are tangled in the sheets.

			He dips his head and nudges his nose along the side of my jaw until I turn my face back to his. He’s smiling, and his eyes have gone half lidded and thoughtful again. I open my mouth to take it back or make an excuse to get back to work, but he silences me with a kiss. As his hands weave into my hair and his hips press mine down into the mattress, I start to forget what I’d been so worried about in the first place.

			Wesley brushes his lips against the shell of my ear. “What about this one, hm?” Wesley whispers sweet nothings in a dramatically thick Boston accent, and my chest immediately seizes with a laugh. “Is this still working for you? Is this what you like?” He nips at my earlobe; I can hear the grin in his voice.

			“Oh my god, Wes, stop,” I wheeze, trying to squirm out of the cage of his arms. “I want your voice. I don’t want you to be anyone else when you’re with me.”

			He hovers over me, his elbows to either side of my shoulders. I think he’s about to tease me again, but then he asks softly, “You’d really play another game? With me?”

			I would, I think, but I feel a twisting ache in my chest, like I’m missing something I haven’t even lost yet.

			How much of this is a game to him? Will he still want to play once he’s resecured his spot in the industry? Will he still create things of his own?

			I lift my chin. “Maybe I’ll start DMing again instead,” I joke, avoiding the question.

			His answering sigh is so small and so quiet that I barely catch it. It’s just an exhale and a shift in his shoulders as he deflates slightly. Then something in his eyes changes, and he’s playful again.

			This is safer ground for us, I think. I won’t pretend that I’m not craving a different sort of distraction.

			“I don’t know, Reagan. I think,” he says slowly, his tone low and goading, “you like it when someone else is in control for once.”

			I release a sarcastic laugh. “Oh, so you’re that kind of Dungeon Master, huh?”

			“Is that the kind of Dungeon Master you want me to be?”

			“Oh my god, shut up—”

			But then he laces his fingers with mine and draws both of my arms above my head. He leans forward until our noses are touching, until he’s putting just enough pressure on my wrists to pin them in place.

			It’s such a terrible joke that I’m ready to buck him off of me, but after a moment’s hesitation, I savor the ache as it builds in my shoulders, in my core. On second thought, I hook my ankles together behind his back and draw him closer.
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			I’ve started to enjoy Sunday mornings like this.

			Wesley and I are up so late that we sleep in, which works well, since the sun is already high in the sky and warming his backyard by the time we’re ready to enjoy our coffee. He pulls out two chairs for us and sets out a couple of throw blankets, but at the last moment, he hooks an arm around my waist and pulls me into his lap.

			He’s nuzzling my hair when he asks, “Have you been to Vermont before?”

			I sip my coffee and pause to peer at its milky brown color. This is my first time staying over at his place, and the first time he’s made me coffee. How’d he get it right? “A few times, in college. Nali really likes skiing.”

			“Do you?”

			I smile and shake my head. “I’m more of a lodge girl.”

			“Really? You give me snowboarding energy.”

			“You know, you’re not the first person to say that.”

			“Will I see you again? Before the trip?”

			His fingers have started tapping out a rhythm on my thigh. The gesture distracts me, reminding me of the other times his fingers have settled into twitchy patterns—when he’s brainstorming a new idea, or when he’s working himself up to something.

			Wary, I bite at the inside of my cheek. “Maybe not,” I say, genuinely apologetic. “Mona and Mom have a lot planned, and I told them I’d help out this week.” God knows how much I’d rather spend that time working on the game, or letting Wesley distract me from it.

			Only a few more months of this left.

			Wesley nods. “At D&D, Mona made it sound like something you two wanted to avoid. I get that.” Then he takes in a careful breath, and my shoulders tighten on instinct. “You could come with me if you want. Instead.”

			“To Thanksgiving?” The coffee, which Wesley made perfectly sweet, turns bitter on my tongue.

			He nods. “At my grandparents’, in Massachusetts. It’s on the way to Arthur’s cabin.”

			I already know what I’m going to say, so I don’t know why I’m entertaining him when I ask, “Is it, like, a big family thing?” Mine always are—by turns warmly welcoming and stressfully dramatic.

			Wesley’s thumb toys anxiously with the handle of his mug. His smile is a little sheepish. “No, we—we keep it really low-key, honestly.”

			I nod slowly. I don’t know if that makes it better or worse. I can’t decide what turns my stomach more: the thought of Wesley with me on his arm, introducing me to dozens of family members, or the intimacy of a tiny table where we’d have to carry the conversation for hours.

			It doesn’t make a difference. My answer would be the same.

			“I’m not ready for Thanksgivings, Wes.”

			He presses his lips together. Takes a slow sip of lukewarm coffee.

			For a moment, I think that’s enough. We’ll let the awkward moment pass and move on to the next thing. It’s been our typical way of handling these things. But then, when he turns his face to me, I see his eyes have gone hard.

			“What are you ready for?”

			I blink. “I thought we were just giving this until the competition.”

			“And then you brought up playing again.”

			I purse my lips. I hoped he’d let that go. “We were joking, and it just—slipped out.”

			“But what if I want to play again? Or hold your hand in front of our friends?”

			My head’s reeling so violently I feel like I might fall off his lap. “You also said you wanted a new job, to get back out there. You can’t have both, Wes.”

			“You don’t want that, too? You’re too good not to want that, Reagan.”

			Uncertainty swirls in the pit of my stomach. I’ve had too many people telling me that lately, reminding me of my old wish-upon-a-star dream that did nothing but let me down and distract me from what really mattered. It feels like no one recognizes how hard I’ve worked in spite of it to build a life for myself that’s smart and secure, a safety net I can catch everyone I love in, if I have to.

			I hate being told what I should and shouldn’t want.

			Sometimes, I hate wanting at all.

			Some of my irritation fades as I look back to Wesley. The sincerity etched into every line of his face is far too genuine, and it’s almost painful to look at.

			“I can’t miss Thanksgiving,” I say eventually. “It’s too important to my mom. But maybe…maybe we could ride together to Arthur’s cabin. I could pick you up on the way, and—and I could stop for breakfast.”

			It’s not much, but it’s something. And judging by the way Wesley’s shoulders relax by a degree, it’s enough for now.
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			At the gym Monday morning, I run on the treadmill, cursing myself with each slap of my shoes on the belt.

			I tend to dread any form of cardio that doesn’t involve dancing or getting naked, and today is no exception. Unfortunately, I was cursed with a kind, caring stepdad whose only real flaw is that he insists upon a family Turkey Trot every Thanksgiving. It’s an annual sacrifice Mona and I make at our mother’s request.

			Monday isn’t one of Wesley’s usual days, and that’s partly why I’m here. Maybe I don’t want him to see how bedraggled I look as I limp my way through the last half mile of this 5K practice run.

			Or maybe I need a little space after yesterday’s tense conversation.

			Despite my desire not to be seen red-faced and sweaty after my painful jog, I run into Shay in the locker room. She’s already in her work clothes—fitted navy pants and a loose white sweater—though her hair is still damp from the shower. She smiles when she sees me.

			“Hey. Tough one today?”

			“I hate running,” I say with a groan. “But after Thursday, I’ll be free.” I open my locker and shrug into my hoodie. “Are you going anywhere fun for Thanksgiving?”

			“To my aunt’s, in Springfield. Mom’s so glad she doesn’t have to cook this year.”

			“Hah, I get that. Wesley told me he’s traveling up to Mass, too.” And then, because I can’t help my curiosity: “Have you met his parents before?”

			Shay gives me a strange look. “His parents?”

			“Yeah, he said he was visiting family, at his grandparents’? I just assumed—”

			“Wes’s parents passed when he was a baby,” Shay says slowly. Her head cocks sharply to the side. “He grew up with his grandparents. You didn’t know?”

			The floor falls out from under me. “No, I…I didn’t.”

			How has it never come up? How have I never asked?

			Shay’s looking at me like she’s wondering the same thing. As if to drive the point home, she says, “He mentioned you’ve been spending a lot of time together.”

			I nod. “Working on our NEWT games, yeah.”

			She doesn’t look convinced, which is fair; I don’t sound convincing, and she knows better. I try changing the subject.

			“Blood Pact’s incredible, isn’t it? It sounds like it’s been a good thing for him to focus on after everything that happened.” That’s what Afterwards has been for me, too, and I can’t help but feel like Wesley and I have bonded over that. I’m obviously trying to inject more optimism into this horrifically awkward exchange, but Shay stays quiet as she tucks her things into her backpack. I swallow and turn away to grab my coat.

			When she speaks again, her voice is low—but in the silence of the empty locker room, she might as well be yelling.

			“You have no idea how devastated he was, do you?”

			In the wide mirrors, I meet her accusing stare.

			“What?”

			“Wesley. After Hurricane canceled his game and fired him.”

			I try to clear my throat, but my mouth’s too dry. “I’m sure it shattered him.” I can only imagine; it would have crushed me.

			“But he doesn’t talk about it with you, does he? He hasn’t shown you that side of him.” She doesn’t say it like it’s a question; she’s sure. “You didn’t see what he was like after that happened, Reagan, but the rest of us did. This whole NEWT thing…it’s not just a chance for him to compete with you again for old times’ sake. It’s not a distraction or a one-off passion project like it is for you.”

			Her assumption hits way too close to home. I wonder how she could know me so well, but then I realize, of course: Mona.

			Hurt and regret twist my stomach into knots. I haven’t given Shay nearly enough credit. She’s not just my sister’s girlfriend; she’s Wesley’s closest friend. And she cares about him.

			“Wesley needs this win a lot more than you do,” she says flatly. “This is his lifeline. It keeps him going.”

			Silence stretches between us, heavy and thick. Both of us flinch at the sound of a shower turning on, and Shay flushes a gentle pink. She’s probably wondering how much of a scene we’re making. I can’t bring myself to care.

			Despite the way it guts me, I know a fair critique when I hear it.

			Shay sighs and scrubs a hand through her hair. Quietly, she says, “You care about Mona, right?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“I’m doing my very best to do right by her,” she says evenly. “And the way you care about Mona is how I care about Wesley. He’s like a brother to me, and he’s been through a lot. Just—take some more care with him, okay? He’s not as tough as he pretends.”

			She turns to leave, then snaps over her shoulder, “And don’t tell him we talked about this.”

			“I won’t.” As she walks away, I add, “I’m sorry,” without knowing exactly which part I’m apologizing for.

			After all, it’s a long list—and I have no idea where to start.
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Twenty-Seven

			“I’m glad you could join us for a quick breakfast, Reagan,” Wesley’s Grandma Lynn coos, and after my first bite of her homemade biscuits, I almost wish I’d come sooner after all.

			Despite the delicious food, the difference between visiting Wesley’s grandparents and the evening I had with my family is like night and day.

			It was easier to leave Mom’s than Mona first suspected. Her invite list grows with every year that passes—just the way she likes it—and this year, our stepdad, David, invited more of his family from New Jersey to visit. Mona and I were left squished together on the corner of the couch, smirking at each other over our glasses of wine, as Mom watched over her crowded living room with stars in her eyes.

			She was so preoccupied with hosting that I’m not sure she even noticed when we slipped out that evening. Even if she had, I know she would have been grateful. It was easier for us to head out—me to my apartment, and Mona to Shay’s—anyway; our childhood rooms had become the kids’ almost as soon as we’d moved out, and with so many people in town, Mom would have been hard-pressed to find us a spot to sleep.

			When I pulled into Lynn and Stuart’s driveway this morning, I was immediately struck by how comparatively calm everything was. They live in a small blue house with a perfectly manicured yard, so unlike the flower beds my mom lets run wild.

			The first thing that hit me when I walked in was the cloying waxy smell that comes from burning too many candles. It clings to everything in the house: the gray-green sofa, the quilted throw blankets, the lacy curtains that flutter at every window. Otherwise, their home is cozy, and I find myself wondering which room is Wesley’s and whether they’ve kept it up for him. But rather than giving a tour, Lynn quickly ushers me into the dining room instead, guiding me toward the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

			“So sweet of you to stop by,” Lynn continues. “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting any of Wesley’s friends since he got back from Boston.”

			No pressure.

			“Thanks for having me,” I say.

			Wesley’s not helping with this conversation. I don’t know if he’s just recovering from all the food he ate yesterday or if he hasn’t had enough coffee yet, but he’s been unusually quiet, only occasionally butting in to add context or agree with something his grandparents say.

			But the way his eyes had softened with relief when he greeted me on the doorstep—he could stay silent for the whole meal, and the trip still would have been worth it.

			“What do you do for work, Reagan?” Stuart asks as he spears a cantaloupe cube.

			“I’m a programmer for a local health-care system. It’s mostly remote, but it keeps me busy.”

			Lynn’s eyebrows bounce upward just as Wesley’s lower moodily. I’m immediately aware that I’ve somehow misstepped.

			“Wo-ow. Very cool,” Lynn says, humming. “You wouldn’t happen to be hiring, would you?” She chuckles and jostles Wesley’s elbow with hers, as if he’s in on the joke. But he doesn’t laugh. He just stares into the milky depths of his coffee mug.

			I’m annoyed, so, despite Lynn’s hospitality, I can’t help but opt for snark. “Why, are you looking for a job?”

			Lynn looks mildly exasperated. “No, but this one is.”

			“He’s not,” I say—not a job like mine, anyway—at the same time that Wesley grunts, “I’m not.”

			Lynn looks between us skeptically. “Remind me again how you two met?”

			“College,” Wesley says.

			But I take it a step further. I shouldn’t want to antagonize Wesley’s grandma as much as I do in this moment, but I’ve got too much momentum now. “We were in the same game design program.”

			Lynn presses her thin lips into a line. “Well, that’s all well and good, but did you go off and join one of those studios?”

			“I didn’t.”

			“So wouldn’t you feel better if he settled down? Like you have?” She looks between us meaningfully, and her implication is clear. Wesley opens his mouth to correct her, but I put a hand on his wrist to still him. I’m too caught up on her other assumption to even begin untangling that.

			Like you have.

			“Do you have any idea how talented your grandson is?” I ask quietly. “How much I looked up to him in college? How much we all did?” I pause to take a slow sip of my coffee, though I don’t drop my eyes from Lynn’s stunned face. “He’s got, like, an entire page dedicated to him on the recruitment website for the game design program.” Maybe I’d never gone so far as to scroll through his social media profiles after graduation, but I’d sometimes visit that page, if only to see what new projects he was working on. “I don’t regret any of the choices I’ve made, or the fact that I never went on to work in games, but you have to understand that we all considered Wesley to be the best of us. Still do.”

			Stuart has lowered his gaze to study his plate intently, though he’s all but licked it clean. Lynn’s jaw is set tight, and she adjusts where her glasses are sitting on her nose before returning her eyes to mine. “It doesn’t say much for that program of yours if the best of you has been out of steady work for months,” she says with a sniff.

			I’m about to see how far I can throw this biscuit when Wesley gently lays two fingers on my wrist. “We should head out,” he says. “It’s a long drive.”

			It’s less than three hours, but I recognize the signal for what it is: Stop. Let’s not get into this.

			Something shifts for me. Lynn and Stuart and their pastel house fade slightly into the background, and suddenly Wesley is more in focus than ever before. I see the unease in the two wrinkles along his forehead, in the tightness at the corners of his eyes. It’s clear he hasn’t mentioned NEWT to his grandparents; Lynn certainly would have brought it up—or Wesley might have, in defense of himself.

			Maybe he doesn’t want to let her down if he loses.

			Or, as Shay suggested, maybe I haven’t reckoned with all he stands to gain if he wins. All of Wesley’s stakes are real, and mine…

			Mine aren’t.

			I stand stiffly. “Thanks for breakfast. It was delicious.” With my sour tone, it sounds the opposite.

			We exchange tense goodbyes, but as Wesley and I grab his things and head out, I notice that he’s wearing a small pleased smile for the first time this morning.

			He’s going to hold this over my head for months, but for once, I can’t find it within myself to mind.
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			“That,” Wesley says, “was very sexy of you.”

			I laugh as I toss my head to the side, nudging my bangs out of my eyes so I can see better. It’s a short road trip but an idyllic one. Driving up from Connecticut to Massachusetts was pretty enough, with handfuls of orange and brown leaves still clinging to the trees or lining the highway. But as we cross into Vermont and begin to climb the winding mountain roads, the view becomes breathtaking. Every time I start to think about moving elsewhere or trying something new, it’s always fall in New England that keeps me rooted where I am. Who would leave this? Who could?

			Wesley’s the only thing that could get me to look away from this scene, and when I steal a glance at him out of the corner of my eye, I’m rewarded with his signature half grin. He looks especially cozy today, wearing a dark navy knit sweater that hugs his shoulders and chest. He looks so good in it, I consider asking Mona to teach me how to knit so I can make him ten more.

			“So was that…” I pause. I consider whether there’s a kinder way to ask this, but we’ve grown to appreciate each other’s bluntness. “Is that what all of Thanksgiving was like for you?”

			“Yep.” I see a flash of teeth from Wesley, but I’m not sure if it’s a grin or a grimace.

			“God, Wes. I’m sorry I didn’t come.”

			I can’t imagine enduring several hours of Lynn’s condescension—thirty minutes was plenty for me—and I’m guiltily relieved I didn’t have to spend too much time navigating her implications about being her grandson’s “friend.” But if I’d realized how bad it would be for him…Maybe I would have come. Maybe I could have invited him to mine, at least.

			“It’s okay. I’m used to it. Every year is pretty much the same.” He eyes me sidelong. “How was yours, though?”

			“It was good. Kinda hectic, but cozy, y’know?”

			It occurs to me then that he probably doesn’t.

			Wesley reaches over the center console to casually lay his hand on my thigh. He’s learned that I won’t hold hands while driving, but this gesture is comforting. “What game did your dad run this year?” he asks.

			“…What?”

			His long lashes flutter for a second, and a wrinkle appears over the bridge of his nose. “You told me you played games with him every holiday. I assumed it was a tradition.”

			Right. I forgot I’d told him that.

			Sweet of him to remember—though I’m pricked with shame again to realize how little I know about his family or his own traditions.

			“That was a long time ago,” I say slowly. “We haven’t spent—” I pause, clear my throat. “I haven’t seen my dad in years,” I admit. “My parents got divorced around the time I went to college.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not,” I say definitively. “It was for the best.”

			Silence settles between us, free of any expectations or pressure. I watch the trees ahead sway in a sudden gust of wind that sets dozens of leaves spinning off of their branches.

			Finally, Wesley asks, “Do you want to tell me about it?”

			It’s been so long since I have talked about it, and I’m surprised to find that I do. And if I’m more open about these things…well.

			Maybe we both can be.

			“Dad traveled a lot for work when I was a kid,” I begin. “I think part of why our games became so special to me was because those were some of the only times he was home. He was gone so much that every holiday became this huge event where he’d plan elaborate adventures for me and Mona. They were so fun, I didn’t notice how the stress of all those days in between was getting to Mom. And Dad had some other issues, but they’d never really touched us. I didn’t even know he had a drinking problem. Or—or maybe he never did, and it was just one unlucky afternoon of poor judgment. I don’t know. It doesn’t make a difference.”

			I do another quick check of my car, a routine I find myself repeating all the time when I drive. Speed limit: good. Mirrors: good. Hands fisted on ten and two: good.

			“He got into an accident when Mona and I were in the car. We didn’t learn until after that he’d just come back from drinks with his friends.” I’m surprised by how even my voice is. “I was fine, but Mona was in the hospital for weeks recovering. That’s how she found yoga, actually,” I say, like it’s a neat trivia fact. “Afterward, it helped her get more in touch with her body. The brain injury made it so that she had to relearn so much. But she was young, which they said was good. So.”

			I shake my head a little and sip in a quick breath. “We all blamed Dad, and things were already tense between him and Mom. Had been for a long time, honestly. The accident was the tipping point.”

			I don’t know how long Wesley has been tracing circles on my leg, but the slow rotation calms me down. I begin to match each breath with the movement of his finger.

			“I’m so sorry, Reagan,” he says eventually. “That sounds…awful.”

			I remember when I first got accepted into college. Before Mona’s accident, I always assumed I’d use college as an excuse to travel far from home and try something new. But I couldn’t stand the thought of being so far away from her and my mom after everything that happened. And after the way I’d bombed junior year stressing about everything falling apart, I wasn’t sure I’d have a lot of options for college, anyway.

			But when I got into the game design program…even then, the first thing I’d wanted to do was tell my dad. He’d moved out by then, and we texted only sparingly. But even with my mom’s openhearted support and Mona’s shared love for games, I knew my dad would have been the most excited. He would have understood better than anyone what it meant to me.

			“Do you really want to know why I didn’t go to L.A., Wes? To work at Uproar?” My voice is so soft that I don’t know at first if he hears me.

			“Yes.” His voice is so earnest.

			“I panicked. I’d visited Mona at college during her freshman year, and she got appendicitis. It ended up being fine, but something about—” Even now I have to slow my breathing to try to ease my heartbeat back down. “Something about how scary the ambulance ride was, and then being in a hospital with her again, I just…What if I hadn’t been there? What if I hadn’t been visiting that weekend?”

			“Reagan…”

			I ball both of my hands into fists, digging my nails into the cracked leather of the steering wheel.

			“I just couldn’t do it. I felt like—I felt like my mom had moved on, started seeing this guy with three young kids, had her hands too full with them to really see us anymore. And we were adults by then anyway, weren’t we? We could handle ourselves.” I can’t help the way my tone turns bitter. “And then Dad moved away, not that that came as a surprise. We were barely talking to him at that stage. He was always gone—he always left.

			“I just didn’t…I just didn’t want to be another person who left.”

			His hand is warm where it squeezes my knee. “So you stayed,” he says simply.

			“Yeah. I stayed.”

			Mona had never asked me to—she would never ask me to—but I’d done it anyway. Never mind that the car accident and the appendicitis were both freak, one-off things. She’s fine now, she’s okay—it’s a mantra I find myself repeating sometimes, when a nightmare catches me off guard in the middle of the night—but I still feel like I want to be here, just in case. And anyway, I love New Haven. I love how weird and complicated of a city it is. I love how it’s only twenty minutes from Mom’s. It feels like home. It is home.

			But at the end of the day, I just really love Mona. She’s never had any desire to leave, and even when I’ve had an inkling to, it’s been easy enough to bury it under a new job, a new friend group, and dozens of distracting games.

			Until this year.

			Finally, Wesley speaks again. “You show up for her in big ways. With the sprained ankle, and joining the game…”

			“Yeah, I do. I can’t help it.”

			“You put a lot of responsibility on yourself when it comes to her.”

			“That’s not how I look at it,” I correct. “It’s not some hardship for me.”

			“I didn’t say it was.” He nods a little, but his voice sounds far away. I wonder if telling him so much has shifted his opinion of me or created distance between us.

			“That was a lot,” I say suddenly. “I’m sorry, Wes, you didn’t need—”

			“Yes, I did,” he interrupts. “Don’t apologize, Reagan. I like it when you share things that help me understand you better.”

			I nod a little and find myself wanting to keep this door open—to see him more clearly, too.

			“Shay told me you grew up with your grandparents,” I say slowly.

			There’s a beat of silence—surprise, maybe. “Yeah,” he finally says. “My parents died when I was young.”

			“I’m so sorry, Wesley.”

			“It’s okay. I was so little I don’t even remember them.” He looks sidelong to me and smiles a bit. “It’s okay. You can ask.”

			“What happened?”

			“It was also a car accident.” He must see the horror on my face, because he quickly jumps in to clarify. “Not…not like yours. It was late, and Mom fell asleep at the wheel while they were coming to pick me up from a weekend at Gran’s. Swerved and hit a tree, and—that’s it.”

			“That’s it,” I echo hollowly.

			He exhales a quick laugh. “It is funny, though. Gran and Grandpa told me my dad liked games, too. Gave me all of his old comic books and nerdy magazines when they thought I was old enough. I think Gran still has some of his early-edition D&D books tucked somewhere in my room.”

			My hands tighten on the steering wheel in mock fury. “And you didn’t show me?”

			I shoot an affronted glance at Wesley, though my expression softens as soon as I see the sparkle in his eyes.

			“Maybe next time,” he murmurs.

			Next time.

			As we continue up the mountain and fall into a companionable silence, I try not to notice how comfortable I feel with the chillhop music playing in the background and Wesley’s broad palm tucked between my thighs.

			I could get used to this, I think.

			And that’s what scares me the most.
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 Twenty-Eight

			“Holy shit,” I say at the same time that Wesley says, “What the fuck?”

			Arthur and Hana’s cabin sits at the very top of a winding driveway, and it’s maybe the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. It’s a certified Bob Ross special: an honest-to-god log cabin with a red roof and a wraparound deck, a large lawn dotted with clusters of fallen leaves and happy little trees, and a mountainous landscape sprawling behind the house itself. The sky is so blue today it makes every other color bleed until the whole damn view looks like a painting.

			Arthur and Colin are nursing beers on the deck while Mona and Shay unpack their stuff from Shay’s car.

			“Took you long enough,” Mona calls, though they can’t have beaten us by more than ten minutes.

			“We picked up cider and rum to make up for it,” I say with a laugh.

			“Hm.” Mona considers. “Forgiven, then.”

			We follow them into the lodge, and behind me, Wesley releases a low, impressed whistle through his teeth.

			“Whatever he’s paying you at that hardware store,” I tease under my breath, “it’s not enough.”

			According to Arthur, his entire extended family shares this cabin, which was a passion project between him and his two brothers. Throughout the year, they trade off who gets it when, except during Christmastime, when they all stay here together with their families. So it makes sense that the interior is a cozy mismatch of different style preferences, from the antlers mounted above the fireplace to the shield hung from the wall. There’s a warm ruggedness to the space, especially in its log beams and woodsy smell.

			“Ladies on the second floor,” Shay instructs before bouncing her eyebrows at Wesley. “You’re downstairs next to Colin’s room.”

			“You know how to make me feel right at home,” he says.

			After I drop my stuff on the bed in my tiny room, I head out to the backyard. It’s only midafternoon, but the sun sets fast nowadays; better to get the fire going now.

			Arthur involves everyone in dinner, assigning us each a different task: Colin stays close to Arthur’s side as he walks him through grilling the steaks, Wesley and I are tasked with cutting the vegetables, and Shay and Mona are left to prep the apple pies Hana baked before she left to spend the long weekend visiting New York City with her sister. It quickly becomes clear that Wesley’s much more skilled with a knife than I am—okay, hot—and given the chill of the crisp mountain air, I head back inside to start making hot cider. The kitchen and backyard are full of music and laughter, and we leave the windows open so we can still shout to one another while we work.

			It’s bitingly cold once the sun sets, but in some unspoken agreement, we bundle up in hoodies, jackets, and beanies and crowd around the fire, food carefully balanced on our laps. When our plates are licked clean and it gets too cold to stay outside any longer, we relocate to the massive dining room table, and Arthur excuses himself to go to bed, muttering, “Can’t keep up with you kids.”

			I make sure the cider stays flowing as we settle in, and Colin runs his palm along the smooth wooden table. “What do you think, Wesley? Is it as good of a setup as Game Knight?”

			“Maybe not, but I’ll make do,” he teases.

			He’ll more than make do. The hardest part of the ride up here had been trying to pack up his elaborate battle map without crushing it.

			Colin nods. “I like this whole D&D getaway thing; we should plan more of them. I had a bud who rented out a whole castle somewhere in the UK.”

			“If you want to LARP so bad, Colin, you know my dad will take you with him,” Shay says.

			He shakes his head. “Hell no. I just want to sit in cabins all weekend and play.” Colin looks to Shay and grins. “Maybe they’ve got one out near the Three Sisters we could try?”

			Shay’s eyes go wide, and Mona busies herself with heading into the kitchen to get us more cider. I hear a thump under the table, followed by Colin’s immediate “Ow!”

			I blink uncertainly, confused. “What are the Three Sisters?”

			Shay and Wesley exchange a quick glance before Wesley returns his attention curiously to Colin.

			“Just some mountains I heard were cool,” Colin grumbles after a moment. “Always wanted to visit.”

			Eventually, Shay leads a giggling and tipsy Mona up the stairs and into their shared room. Wesley and I watch them together, my hand curled against his thigh underneath the table. After a moment, I squeeze his knee regretfully, stand, and ascend the stairs in their wake.

			Perhaps if I’d been more honest with the others—or more honest with myself first—about what’s unfolding between us, we might have shared a room, too, and my bed would feel a little less cold. Instead, I don’t see Wesley again for the rest of the night.

			Not until I arrive ready for battle the next morning.
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			It’s easier to fight off Vadrien’s bite the second time.

			Before the same dangerous languor can settle into Sindra’s limbs, making her numb and pliable, she wrenches herself backward and out of the vampire’s grasp.

			He runs his tongue along his lower lip, still wet and shining with her blood. His eyes are very bright. “That’s two now, my darling.”

			“You won’t get another.”

			“We’ll see.”

			He lunges forward but freezes at the sound of frantic footfalls approaching the armory doors. Sindra doesn’t waste a moment of his hesitation—she lunges for Brightmorn and curls her fingers around its hilt.

			In the hallway, someone shouts, “Stand back!” and Sindra’s heart seizes with hope as she recognizes Moss’s voice.

			The door to the armory explodes.

			The thick planks of wood burst apart in a shower of flame and splinters, and on the other side, Mortimer stands with sparks still licking at his palms.

			His grin stretches even wider than his extravagant mustache. “Gods, I’ve always wanted to do that.”

			A squad of purple-eyed undead rushes into the room on his command, quickly followed by Vera, Lord Gullet, and Moss, back in her orcish form. As the skeletons swarm toward Vadrien, the druid hurries to Antoni’s side. One touch of her vine-wrapped staff and the captain sucks in a great breath of air, looking healthier already. Moss flashes him a bright smile as he sits straight up and wastes no time in arming himself.

			“Don’t you recall the last time we met?” Vadrien pants, studying the party as they form a loose ring around him. His fingers flex at his sides, silver rings sparkling. “You’ve only made this easier for me, gathering in one place.”

			“We’ll see,” Sindra growls.

			Antoni steps forward until he’s shoulder to shoulder with her, and together, they race forward with blades held high.

			Time seems to stretch, and Sindra loses track of it, instead measuring how many times her blade comes into contact with Vadrien’s marble-like skin, and how many times his clawlike nails gouge burning trails down her arms and ribs, through her dress. Antoni’s own sword glows with a dim holy light that he channels from his hands, and every time it connects with Vadrien, the vampire hisses in anger and pain. Together, paladin and fighter keep the prince fenced in, distracting him and trading blows while Vera fires burning arrows into his suit and Mortimer’s skeletons charge forward. Moss flits where she can, knitting wounds with small sprouting vines as quickly as she’s able.

			For the first time, the party members fight in perfect harmony with one another—but as the battle rages on, Sindra sees that their efforts will not be enough. Even as they chip away at Vadrien’s defenses, scoring wounds into his skin that don’t bleed, he’s still faster. He dodges between attacks, ducking under her defenses and taking her apart with each new strike. Blood and sweat run into her eyes, but even so, she can see that she’s losing. They all are.

			I do not quit, she reminds herself.

			But there’s more at stake than this fight alone—a battle that still needs to be fought. Sindra feels her strength flagging as she shoves Vadrien backward, giving her enough time to turn to Moss. “Go. Find help. Go back to the chapel, or the enclave. Find whatever allies you can.”

			Moss’s tusks jut forward as she bares her teeth. “I won’t leave you, Sindra.”

			“Someone has to warn them, Moss.” Sindra swallows. “Please.”

			The druid stumbles back and looks to the others. Mortimer flips frantically through his spellbook, his magic reserves low. Antoni’s shield has nearly broken in two, but still he holds it before himself and Sindra in a stalwart defense. Vera kneels on the ground, still firing arrows despite the deep wound Vadrien managed to tear into her thigh.

			“No,” Moss mutters. “No, I can—just let me try—”

			She extends an open hand toward Vadrien.

			“Please work,” she gasps. “Please—”

			Sunlight floods the room.

			It bursts from Moss’s outstretched palm in a great sparkling beam, bubbling outward into a glowing sphere. Sindra has grown so used to the darkness that she has to briefly shield her eyes from the blinding light. Still she presses forward, Brightmorn held shakily before her.

			But the scream torn from Vadrien’s mouth is enough to make her hesitate. Pain thrums along whatever cursed bond they share, and Sindra feels echoes of agony rippling across her skin. Seizing on Sindra’s pause, Vadrien lashes out with a clawed hand, and Brightmorn clatters to the floor; sunlight dances sparkling arcs over the blade as it slides to the other side of the room. Antoni races after it, but as Vadrien looms over her with a snarl, Sindra knows there’s no way the captain will get it back to her in time. Vadrien lunges forward, and Sindra raises her arm to protect herself as bloodshot red eyes and long fangs fill her vision.

			A second pulse of sunlight fills the room—but it’s a thousand times more brilliant than the first, and Sindra doesn’t have a chance to close her eyes.

			Everything goes white, and then eerily silent.

			Like a bell, a single word echoes in the back of Sindra’s ringing skull.

			*Finally.*
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			“Okay,” Wesley says, closing the lid of his laptop as he stands. “Let’s pause for an hour or so, and then—”

			“You sit your happy ass back down,” Shay says in a warning tone.

			He blinks. “You don’t want to break for snacks?”

			“I don’t want to break for shit,” Colin says. “What the fuck was that?”

			“Who the fuck was that?” Mona corrects.

			Even Arthur shifts impatiently in his chair. “You said all this happens when Antoni picks up the sword?”

			Wesley protests with a little laugh. “But I’m hungry. Aren’t you all hungry?”

			“No time for a short rest,” Shay singsongs. “Finish the scene.”

			As the others continue to pester him, I stand and make my way to the kitchen. After a few moments, I return to the table and perch at Wesley’s shoulder. With a thud, I set a newly opened beer next to his pile of dice and a snack board in the center of the table behind the battle map, full of candy, cheese, chips, veggies, and little fruits. Mona had really outdone herself prepping it this morning.

			I place my hand gently on Wesley’s shoulder; he’s probably the only one who notices the way my nails teasingly press into his skin.

			“Wes,” I say, digging deep for all of Sindra’s determination and strength. “Sit. Down.”

			He meets my eyes then, the memory of when he used those words on me passing between us.

			Mona, ever kind but ever demanding, pipes up with a quiet “Please?”

			I think something about his players putting him under a pseudo-lockdown just to finish a scene has him feeling a little smug. I can see it in the way his growing grin presses his dimples back into his cheeks. I can’t blame him; I’d feel the same.

			Wesley spreads his hands and leans forward.

			“All right. As you all look to the light at the center of the room…”
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			The afterimage of that explosion of light is seared onto the backs of Sindra’s eyelids. Even when she blinks rapidly to try to regain her sight, all she can see is the brilliant spear of Brightmorn’s blade. Antoni’s form is silhouetted against it.

			Though her vision is blurred, Sindra swears she sees rays of heat spiking off the captain’s head.

			Eventually, the light dims, revealing Vadrien slumped against the stone wall, wisps of smoke trailing from where the sunlight touches him still. Moss holds a remnant of the spell she summoned in her hand, and she keeps it directed at him, as if to pin him in place.

			But he’s not looking at her. Vadrien’s red eyes are slit with hatred as he stares up at Antoni.

			“Father?” Vera takes a hesitant step forward. Antoni stands with Brightmorn’s point trained on Vadrien’s chest. Sindra is deeply satisfied to see their roles reversed.

			And yet, she barely recognizes the man she sees.

			Like her, Antoni arrived at the masquerade undercover, dressed in a muted dark emerald suit. Now the fabric has been replaced with a brilliant golden suit of armor. Emblems of the rising sun are etched into its every surface, bursting from his chest piece and rising over the pauldrons on his shoulders. Moss’s mote of sunlight dances off Brightmorn’s blade like water, shimmering in the air. Suddenly, the metal seems to spark with life, and a comet of gold light bounces off Brightmorn’s hilt, spirals up Antoni’s arm and neck, then circles several times around his head before settling into his salt-and-pepper hair.

			A crown sits atop Antoni’s head, spikes fashioned like the rays of Garren’s rising sun.

			*Finally,* repeats the voice Sindra recognizes as Brightmorn’s. *Home.*

			From the way every head looks up at once, it’s clear that Brightmorn’s reach extends to each of them, its melodic voice singing in their ears.

			Antoni’s shaking hands trace the patterns in his plate gauntlets, reach up to feel the weight of the metal resting on his temples. “What is this?” he asks roughly, his throat tight with emotion.

			*Your blood sings, Captain—I knew it the moment you took me in hand. You are one of Abella’s. I would recognize you anywhere.*

			“That’s impossible.” He clears his throat with difficulty. “I knew my parents. I know my bloodline. It’s not—”

			*I care not for the lies humans tell, or for the false records you possess. You are one of Abella’s. If you do not trust me, trust your god.*

			All eyes are set on Antoni, watching his haggard features twist as his expression wars between faith and uncertainty. No one is looking at Vadrien but Sindra. He is either too injured to stand and escape or too wary of what Brightmorn’s touch might do to him. But his eyes—she’s never seen so much hostility, so much venom. Some of the red has faded, and in its absence, his dark eyes look younger, despite the way they’re creased in pain. Whatever this reveal means to Antoni, it’s cut Vadrien deeply.

			Antoni sets his jaw. “I saw the false crown. They made a replica of you. Why?”

			*It is true that every member of Abella’s line is blessed—but not all are worthy. Goodness is not always something passed down from parent to child; it must be stoked within our own hearts. Do you think each and every cousin could wield me? Do you think they were all capable of handling the burden of the crown?* Brightmorn makes a noise that Sindra recognizes as a scoff. *They tried, and when they couldn’t, they disposed of me in a deep cave. For centuries I’ve only had that blasted dragon for company.*

			Vera’s face goes white as a sheet. “Centuries?” Her tone is caught somewhere between awestruck and confused. “But I thought…Garren gifted Abella with a crown, not a weapon. Have you always been able to change shape?”

			*Yes, that is true. But remember, he gifted her armor, too. Garren grants us what is needed,* Brightmorn insists. *Sometimes, hope is a symbol—but when necessary, hope is a sword.*

			At the words, Antoni swallows thickly, and Vera’s eyes go dewy. But Sindra has to ask—she can’t wait any longer.

			“Why the fuck have you waited this long to say something? This whole ordeal, this whole adventure…well, it could have been a lot shorter.”

			The Wards—no, the Callasters—stare daggers at Sindra, but Mortimer hides a delicate laugh behind his hand.

			Brightmorn releases a tinkling chuckle. But then the sword’s tone grows somber. *Whatever curse of darkness grips Moros, even Garren’s sunlight cannot pierce its veil. Without my connection to him, I am nothing but steel. You have your druid to thank for summoning the sun, for a time.*

			Moss nods, looking to the fading mote of sunlight in her palm. She fists her free hand. “Well. I won’t be able to hold this spell forever. While we’ve still got you, let’s get this over with.”

			She turns to Vadrien.

			He grimaces and holds up a shaking hand. “Please, wait.”

			“Give us one good reason,” Moss growls.

			Antoni is already advancing. “I don’t need one. I don’t want to hear any of his poison.”

			Vadrien squeezes his eyes shut and turns his face away, and in that moment, Sindra watches the vampire’s shadow stretch out long in the wake of Antoni’s light. From his shadow sprout horns, torn wings, a pointed tail…

			Sindra’s stomach twists. Fuck.

			She steps in front of Vadrien. “No. There’s more we need to know.”

			Antoni’s eyes flare golden as his brow draws low. “If his connection to you has grown so strong, Sindra, I won’t hesitate to cut you down. In the end, you’ll thank me for it.”

			But it’s Mortimer who steps into the space next to her and holds out his hand frantically, even as Antoni holds Brightmorn poised to stake through Vadrien’s heart.

			The halfling squints against Antoni’s armor, which continues to shine like the sun. “We still don’t know about the curse on Moros,” Mortimer protests. “We don’t know if killing the prince will end it.”

			Antoni’s expression darkens as the mote in Moss’s hand continues to dim. “Why wouldn’t it? Where else could it originate from, if not him?”

			Sindra frowns at Vadrien. She plucks a sword from the wall and weighs it in her fist before pointing it down at the vampire. She sets the blade’s point underneath his chin and tips his head upward until his hateful gaze finds hers. “Tell them,” she says. “It may be the last chance you ever get.”

			The vampire stays stubbornly silent until Antoni rests the tip of Brightmorn’s blade on the tattoo lining his temple. It sizzles against his pale skin, and Vadrien gasps out his answer.

			“Just like your sword,” Vadrien spits, “I serve a higher master. There is one devil left in Moros that Abella forgot—Nosferoth. It is his power that chokes this kingdom—not mine. I am but a herald for his arrival.”

			Vadrien’s words are spoken monotonously, but Sindra feels an undercurrent of emotion, a thrum along their bond aching in her neck. Resentment.

			“When?” Moss asks. “How do we stop him?”

			Vadrien looks up at her wryly. “It is a long story. And you are running out of time.”

			Even now darkness creeps into the room, settling back into its corners, reaching shadowy fingers toward them. Moss’s mote of sunlight is but a prick of a star floating in her palm. “I can’t cast this spell again without time to rest,” she says in a worried tone. “It was difficult enough the first time.”

			Antoni’s fingers flex on Brightmorn’s hilt. “It’s now or never, then. We’ll have to figure it out on our own.”

			“No.” Mortimer’s hands shimmer as he casts his arms in an arc around the room. Suddenly, every magical item in the vicinity—Moss’s staff, a ring on Mortimer’s finger, Brightmorn, and more—begins to glow with different auras of color. Mortimer points to the silver crown still waiting on the central column, which now shines with a hazy red light. “Take the crown, Sindra. It’s the other half of his pact; I can tell from its arcane signature.”

			Sindra blinks. “I don’t know what the hell that means.”

			Mortimer rolls his eyes. “We can use the crown to control him; he doesn’t have to die yet.”

			Vadrien strains beneath where Brightmorn still presses into his skin. When Sindra touches the crown, her fingers go numb with cold, as if she’s submerged her hand in glacial water. In the darkness, the ruby winks at her.

			“We’ve a long night seeking answers ahead of us,” Mortimer says. “We should take time to heal before we get them.”

			When the sunlight winks out, Vadrien still doesn’t move. His eyes are locked onto where Sindra grasps the silver crown.

			She scowls. “I’ll take first watch.”
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Twenty-Nine

			Less than a minute after I send the text, there’s a soft knock at my door.

			I swallow. He must have been waiting for me to message—there’s no other explanation.

			Wesley steps quietly into the room, and with his thick flannel pajama pants, Game Knight pullover, and mussed hair, he looks adorably sleepy—but his dark eyes are alert and a little wary. Neither of us has slept yet, I’d bet on it.

			I pull aside the comforter, and he crawls in. We both lie on our sides, staring at each other, not touching.

			“That was incredible,” I say.

			He exhales a quiet laugh. “Did you really ask me to come to your room at two a.m. to tell me that?”

			“So what if I did?”

			“Maybe I wish you had other things in mind.”

			“I can contain multitudes, Wesley.”

			He sneaks his hand closer to me and lays it flat on the gray sheets in the space between us. I fold my fingers over his. He relaxes some.

			“Do we really have to kill him?” I ask.

			“Vadrien?”

			“Obviously.”

			He tilts his head from side to side. “Probably.”

			“He’s so well done. I don’t want to kill him; it’s like—I want to help.”

			“That’s the tragedy of him, isn’t it?” Wesley muses. “In some ways, he just wanted to survive and fix his kingdom. But the pact he made and the power he gained corrupted him irreversibly.”

			I pick at a loose thread on my pillow. “Irreversibly?”

			His gaze is steady on me, but I watch the dimple on his cheek pop in and out of existence. “Yes,” he says.

			I press my lips together.

			He curls his fingers against my ribs playfully. “This is textbook lore, Reagan. You know this,” he teases. “Vampires are inherently evil creatures. Whatever humanity he had is gone now. Some would argue he doesn’t have a soul anymore at all.”

			I pin him with a flat look. My tone sounds like an eye roll. “The whole point of Blood Pact is to see whether the player, as Vadrien, can resist succumbing to monstrous tendencies. The fact that it’s a fight at all implies that it’s possible for him to overcome them.”

			“Does it?” His eyes gleam in the darkness. “You don’t know how it ends.”

			But I’m already shaking my head. “Neither do you,” I accuse. “Determining the ending this far ahead goes against your gaming philosophy.”

			Wesley draws back in surprise; a puzzled smile curls his lips. “What do you know about my gaming philosophy?”

			Everything, I think. Because it’s the same as mine.

			“I’ve watched how you play, Wesley—how you create, how you DM. I think, for you, the beauty of games—good games—is that the player has a hand in how the story shapes out. It’s not some predetermined thing, the way it is in a book or a movie. In D&D, or in a video game, the players get to make choices that affect the course of their adventure. And I think you respect that agency too much to have already decided Vadrien’s fate.”

			Gently, Wesley traces a knuckle down the side of my face. “You do pay attention, don’t you?”

			“To you? Always.”

			His expression is gentle and wondering, even as his eyes grow distant. He traces his thumbnail against one of the inked thorns of the rose tattooed on my shoulder. “I still don’t believe that you invited me up here solely for an academic discussion.” He tweaks my chin. “As much as I enjoy having them with you.”

			“Are you going to make me say it?” I murmur, slipping my hand underneath his shirt. “That I just wanted to see you? That I missed you?”

			My playful tone seems to only push him further away. Even as his fingers curl against my neck, his eyes drift away from mine. “I don’t know. Are you only ever going to say it in the dark?”

			My hand stills against his stomach.

			His gaze returns to my face, and even in the darkness, I see shadows ringing his eyes.

			His voice is small. “Do we really have to keep playing? Pretending?”

			I hear the questions he’s not asking. Pretending that we’re okay with hiding this? Pretending that this doesn’t mean anything?

			I release a long sigh into my pillow. “It’s what we’ve always done.”

			“But is that how it always has to be? Always games between us?”

			I can’t hold his stare. I curl inward, squeezing my eyes shut as I fold into Wesley’s chest. He wraps an arm around me, pulling me tightly to him for a long moment before his hold goes slack. Taking my silence for an answer, he presses his lips to the crown of my head before he slides out of bed.

			Some tender part of my chest cracks—and breaks.

			I could let him go, and he’d understand. He wouldn’t let my decision affect how the rest of the campaign plays out, and he would treat me with perfect respect as we push to finish our NEWT demos before the January deadline. But fear sinks like a stone in my stomach. I feel like if I let him go this time, everything will be different between us. If I let him go…

			He won’t come back.

			And I want him to stay.

			At the last moment, I reach forward and touch his arm.

			He hesitates, and I say, “No. No, it doesn’t.” I swallow. “No more games. No more hiding.”

			His voice is so soft I almost don’t hear it. “I want to believe you.”

			“I want you to believe me, too.”

			His gaze searches mine. He’s not trying to walk away anymore—but he’s not moving closer, either.

			Gently, I draw him back down and cup the side of his face with my hand. “Trust me tonight.” My voice wavers with how hard it is to let the words out, to drop the wall I’d built for years. But it comes out stronger when I speak again. “Trust me that things could be different tomorrow.”

			Cool air glides across my skin as Wesley pulls back the comforter and sinks into bed next to me again. He watches me carefully, and when I realize he’s waiting for me, I press my lips firmly to his.

			We move slower, far slower than the pace we’ve grown used to. Wesley follows my lead this time, leaning into my palm when I lift it to cup his jaw, raising his arms when I tug up the hem of his shirt so I can draw it over his shoulders. Each touch is gentle and searching, an ask and an answer. As we take turns undressing each other, Wesley clings to me in the moments in between, like I might disappear in the dark, like he’s worried my words are just a fragment of an imagined dream.

			Against the skin of my neck, he murmurs, “Is this really what you want?”

			“Wesley, I want you.”

			I want to do more than tell him—I want to show him all the ways I mean it, both tonight and after. For now, tonight will have to be enough.

			I kiss him with a tenderness that I’ve never let anyone else see from me, and he murmurs my name against my lips as his mouth glides against mine. There’s something newly reverent in the way his fingers thread into my hair and how he presses his forehead to my temple. As I press my body to his and our legs tangle together, I feel my chest swell with an emotion I can’t name, the pressure of it building behind my sternum and suffusing my limbs with an ache so sharp it steals the breath from my lungs.

			I feel him hard against my stomach—not where I want it. I want him closer still. I need him closer.

			Suddenly, I sit up, and Wesley makes a noise of protest low in his throat as I pull back. He pushes himself onto an elbow, but I gently press him back down with a hand on his shoulder.

			“Stay,” I murmur. “Please.”

			Slowly, he lies back down, and I lift my leg to straddle his thighs. I reach to palm him in my hand, and I’m rewarded with his sharp intake of breath and his fingers digging into my knees where they rest to either side of his hips. But it’s not enough to hear and feel him tensing underneath me. I want to see more than just our silhouettes and shadows in the dark.

			I want to see his face.

			I reach for the curtain hanging from the window above the bed and flick it open just enough for a sliver of moonlight to slice through. It paints him in a pale silver beam, catching on his lowered golden eyelashes, on the divots and grooves of his abdomen, on the flash of his teeth as he draws his lower lip into his mouth.

			“Reagan…” he breathes.

			His gaze rakes over me, too, and I feel heat and pleasure rise to the surface of my skin as his eyes light on the swell of my hips, the curves of my breasts. I raise myself onto my knees, and his gaze snags on where I position him between my thighs.

			Before I go any further, I lean forward until my forehead presses against his and stroke the bridge of my nose against his brow. “I want you,” I say again. I don’t bother to hide the desperation in my voice, or the way it shakes; for him, I’ll lay it bare.

			His voice comes out ragged. “I’m yours.”

			I straighten and brace myself with my hands on his thighs. I sink slowly onto him, and it takes everything in me not to cry out as he fills me completely.

			When I rock forward, rolling my hips against his, we draw in hitching gasps at the same moment. Wesley releases a strained breathy laugh, and when I can’t help but smile, he reaches up to touch it. His thumb swipes along my swollen bottom lip, and his gaze grows tender.

			“So beautiful, baby,” he whispers.

			I’ve never let anyone call me baby, but somehow, hearing it from Wesley’s lips…

			I bite back a groan as I arch forward again. He presses his thumb into my mouth, but just as I begin to run my tongue along his skin, he withdraws—and then lowers his hand to circle my clit. At the same moment, he lifts his hips up in a shallow thrust, spreading me open in a way that has me seeing stars.

			I roll my hips exactly in time with the rock of his, and we move together in less of a give-and-take and more of a duet. It doesn’t take any time at all for us to find our rhythm. Maybe it’s because we’ve done this so many times now, or maybe I’ve just never had anyone understand my body—understand me—the way that he does. Even now I feel an ache building in the strain of my hips and the center of my core.

			“Wesley,” I whine. I’m already so close.

			“I know, love. Come here.”

			Without warning, he sits up until his chest is flush with mine, winds a strong arm around my waist, and rolls me onto my back. His momentum builds as he surges forward and deeper, and he shifts the orientation of his wrist where it’s lodged between us until his thumb glides down to find me again. Something about the way he hasn’t shut his eyes, or maybe the way he continues to press soft kisses against my temple, my cheek, and the corner of my mouth as I suck in lungfuls of air, has my chest aching with something I refuse to put a name to. It takes only a few steady, purposeful strokes of his thumb before I’m burying my mouth against his neck, biting back the moan building in the back of my throat as the dam in me breaks.

			I shudder in his arms as each pulse of pleasure rocks through me and clenches around him, and by the gasp that he muffles into my shoulder, I know he can feel it. He chases the aftershocks of it, and I feel both full and hollowed out as Wesley’s pace grows frenzied and desperate.

			I realize I love to see him lose control like this, allow himself to fall apart with me. I love when it shatters for him, and I press my mouth to his and swallow his own moan when he unravels, too. I love that in this—and in so much more, I’m coming to realize—we’re not so different after all. I love—

			My mind goes blank. I try to chase all thoughts from my head and focus only on the comforting weight of Wesley’s body as he collapses onto me and gasps into the side of my neck. I try not to think of anything at all as inexplicable pressure builds behind my eyes; instead, I fold my arms around him and pull him close. Something about tonight…it’s an intimacy we haven’t allowed ourselves until now. Something has shifted, and by the way we’re clinging to each other, limbs winding tight, we both know it.

			Moments or hours pass. Time doesn’t seem to exist here in the aftermath. I don’t know what compels me to speak; maybe I half convince myself Wesley fell asleep, and that makes me brave.

			“What happens next?” I ask into the darkness.

			Wesley runs his palm over the crown of my head, smoothing down my hair until his hand cups the back of my neck and draws me close so our foreheads are touching. “We could find out.”

			I don’t know if I believe him, but I want to. In the cage of his arms, I almost imagine it’s the truth.

			I fall asleep before I make any promises I can’t keep.
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Thirty

			Wesley and I sit on the deck and watch Arthur’s SUV crunch its way down the gravel driveway. Shay had insisted on breakfast at the diner in town—something about a tradition—and we’d encouraged them to leave. I’d claimed a stomachache, and Wesley told them he’d keep me company.

			And honestly, that’s all I really wanted.

			We haven’t yet talked about last night or what it might have meant. But this morning, the look he gave me had been so extraordinarily tender, and I descended the stairway at his side, unconcerned with the implications given that his room is a full floor away from mine.

			I’ll do anything to stay in this perfect moment for as long as I can.

			My shoulder is pressed against his as we huddle together on the porch swing, steaming mugs of coffee warming our hands while we peer out at the sky. It’s a pale shade of blue. The crisp air surrounding us feels especially still. It’s the kind of sky that warns of snow.

			“I got an interesting email this morning,” Wesley says.

			I feel a twist of annoyed fondness in my chest. He’s always daring me to bite. And, as always, I do. “Yeah?”

			“From Nali.”

			He looks at me expectantly.

			“What?”

			“She told me she sent it to you, too. Did you see it?”

			I vaguely remember seeing her name on my phone’s notification screen when I woke up and checked the time. But then I’d set it aside and curled back into Wesley’s chest. I feel a prick of unease at the base of my skull. I remember Nali telling me to look out for something from her.

			But why is it something she shared with Wesley, too?

			“I haven’t opened it yet; what was it about?”

			Wesley’s finger strokes idly at the inside of my wrist. “Actually—why don’t you read it later, and we can talk about it on the way home?” When he looks up at me, his smile seems a little forced. “I don’t want to ruin the vacation vibes with work stuff.”

			Work stuff.

			I’m immediately on edge.

			My laugh is slightly too loud; Wesley’s eyelid twitches at the sound. “Well, now I’m curious,” I insist. “Just tell me.”

			His finger taps at the base of my palm. He takes a breath. “Apparently, her boss at their studio is sick of working with their publisher and told Nali he’s quitting to build something of his own. He promised to bring her along with him and asked if she knew anyone who might be interested in helping them launch a new studio. Anyone she’s worked with before, or who has promising game ideas.”

			I break eye contact and pick at my fingernail. It’s fine, I tell myself. This is what I’ve been preparing for. This is why we originally agreed not to think further than the competition.

			This is what he’s worked for—what he wants.

			I’d just thought that maybe last night had changed things for him. For us.

			“Where?” I ask.

			“Near Seattle, I think.”

			The air leaves my lungs. “So you’re going.” It’s not even a question. This was the whole reason he entered NEWT, after all. I try to hold my mask together, even though it feels like everything’s beginning to crumble around me again. Things had gotten better. I’d found a new group and new friends. But without Wesley—

			I should never have let things get this far with him. Now it’s complicated, messy. Just like last time.

			But Wesley laughs like I’ve made a joke, until he sees something in my expression that makes his eyebrows slant together. “I mean, I don’t know. I’m thinking about it. But did you hear me? She invited you, too.”

			I scoff. “C’mon, Wes. Nali’s my friend, she’s being polite; she sends me shit like this every blue moon. I’ve never worked in the industry. They wouldn’t know what to do with me.”

			The way his face has gone slack, I wonder if he needs a hard reset. “What?” The word cracks like a whip. “What are you talking about? What else have we been working on these last couple months? You don’t think that speaks enough for you and what you’re capable of?”

			I set my jaw and look away.

			“I thought you’d be excited,” he says.

			“When have I ever given you the idea that I want to go anywhere? That I’m anything but happy exactly where I am?”

			“I thought maybe this was something we could do together! I thought things had…changed.”

			It’s a warped echo of my own thought—but his perspective is all wrong.

			“That was never the plan, Wesley.”

			He seems to realize something then—like he’s let something slip that he didn’t mean to. But then his eyes go hard, and his jaw tightens resolutely. “There was never any plan at all, Reagan. You won’t let me make any.”

			“From the very start, we agreed to keep things simple—until the competition.” My tone is as icy as the freezing air around us. “Quitting my job and moving across the country to join some risky studio startup is the opposite of simple.”

			Specks of snow begin to drift down from the sky, and everything goes quiet, the way it always does when it snows. Wesley doesn’t even glance away from my face to look at it; his eyes are like twin coals burning into mine.

			“Simple.” He laughs once, without humor. “I don’t think you’re being honest with me, saying you still want that. Not after last night.”

			We could find out, he’d said. I wonder if this is what he imagined when he whispered those words into my skin.

			Things might have been easier if he hadn’t acknowledged it. If he hadn’t said it out loud. But now I feel the need to pick the scab off the wound.

			“You said your feelings changed after college. You said you don’t feel the same way.” My voice is small, but it sounds so loud in the silence.

			Wesley looks like I’ve speared him through with Brightmorn: shocked, and a touch exasperated. “Of course I don’t feel the same way. The way I felt about you in college can’t even begin to compare to the way I feel about you now.”

			My breath freezes in my lungs. I can’t remember how to inhale. My heart beats thunderously against my ribs in a frantic march.

			“After finding you again, after all that we’ve battled and built…I l—”

			“Stop.”

			I won’t let him say it. I can’t hear it, I won’t.

			I don’t feel the cold anymore. Even as the snow falls around us, sticking to my hair and drifting into the empty deck chairs, I feel none of it. The heat in my chest makes me sweat.

			I can barely look at him. I can’t stand to watch as his expression shutters closed again—as his look of unabashed hope and vulnerability melts in the face of uncertainty.

			Very quietly, he asks, “Tell me, then. Have your feelings changed since college? Tell me I haven’t imagined how things have shifted.” He lowers his head to meet my eyes. His voice goes whisper-soft. “Tell me this wasn’t all a game to you.”

			It’s a perfect echo of Owen’s words to him—the words that had caused him to run in the first place.

			I reel back like he physically pushed me. Cold dread washes over me, followed inexplicably by an eerie calm.

			Wesley’s eyelids flicker and then open wide. “No, wait. That wasn’t—”

			“You still believe that.”

			He’s stumbling over his words now. “That wasn’t fair, I just—I’m trying to talk to you about this, and you keep avoiding—”

			“I’m not avoiding anything! You’ve made all these assumptions about what I want to do, and where I want to go, and how I feel—but you won’t listen to me. You have no idea what I might have done back then, Wes; you didn’t know me. Maybe I would have kicked you to the curb, or maybe I would have given things a try, but you didn’t stay long enough to find out. You didn’t know the whole me then, and you clearly don’t now.”

			“I’m trying, Reagan! I keep trying to get to know you better, but you won’t let me.” He audibly swallows. “Please. I swear, this whole time, I’ve been trying to tell you I—”

			“No, you don’t. Loving someone isn’t leaving them.” It’s not running in the middle of the night on the word of some loser you barely know. It’s not sending dozens of gifts from across the country to make yourself feel better about never being at home. It’s not inviting your daughters to all of your new family functions but never making time to see them alone. “It’s not something you do from far away, where no one else feels it but you. Loving is staying.”

			“Is that what you tell yourself every time you turn down another perfect opportunity so you can stick close to Ramona, just in case she stubs her toe? Just in case she needs someone to hold her hand?”

			The whole world gets very, very small. I feel every ounce of my peripheral vision disappear until I’m just staring down a narrow tunnel at Wesley’s eyes, which have suddenly become flinty and hard. I can’t remember standing; I can’t remember him following me, can’t remember how we got nose to nose.

			“That’s too far, Wesley. That’s enough,” I say dangerously.

			“Is it? Is that what you think?”

			“Is that what you think?” I throw back. “That you’re the perfect opportunity?” It’s a nasty thing to say, but I’m too far gone. My rage is like a white-hot sword. “The game designer who just lost his job and is looking for any possible way to squeeze back into the industry that didn’t want him in the first place? The guy who’s about to join a startup that has an even better chance of failing and letting him down than Hurricane ever did? That’s what you want me to bet on?”

			“You don’t mean that.” His voice is small, too.

			I don’t know what I mean. Before I have time to think it through or consider whether I even want to take it back, I storm back into the house. Wesley doesn’t follow me, and thank god for that. It takes me only five minutes to stuff everything I brought back into my duffel bag. Before long, I’ve grabbed my keys and shoved my feet into my boots, and I’m shouldering my things out to my car.

			Wesley’s frozen in shock for a moment, and he angrily—or anxiously—runs a hand through his hair.

			“Reagan, don’t. I’m sorry, hold on. Let’s start this over. I didn’t—”

			“I don’t want to. I want to go home.”

			He swallows. “Don’t go.” He says it like a plea.

			I remember when I said the same thing to him, but right now that feels like such a long time ago.

			I say nothing and continue to throw everything into my trunk. I suddenly feel very dumb and very silly trying to swipe my windshield clean of snow so I can make my dramatic exit. But in the back of my mind, the refrain run, run, run plays over and over, despite the dull, painful ache that threatens to cleave my chest in two. I try to ignore it; my whole body buzzes with the need to get out of here.

			He tries one last time. “It’s staying,” he says, his voice cracking on the last word. “You said as much. Loving is staying.”

			I finally look at him. I don’t know what he sees: the angry blotches of heat on my cheeks, or the way tears cloud my eyes, or the line of determination on my forehead. But all I see is him with his shoulders hunched and his head hung low, looking smaller and more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen him. I have to take a long, measured breath before I say, “I know it is.”

			I hesitate for a moment with my hand on the car door. But I don’t turn around, and I talk just loud enough for him to hear. “Whoever you ride with—be careful on these roads. They’re hell in the snow.”

			I fall into the car, shove the key into the ignition, and don’t look back.
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 Thirty-One

			
				Hi all!

				We’ve still got a few sessions left, but it looks like everyone’s holiday schedules got busier than anticipated, so we’ll be postponing until after the New Year. Keep an eye out for a new scheduling email to come soon.

				Happy holidays!

				Cheers,

				Warlocke

			

			His email comes through the day after I get home, and its cheery professionalism makes me sick. My stomach churns with an uncomfortable mix of anger, regret, guilt, and resolve, and I try to swallow it all down.

			Before the weekend at the cabin, Wesley would have just shot us a casual message via Discord and not bothered with the official Game Knight email account. But of course, if it weren’t for what happened at the cabin, Wesley wouldn’t have needed to message us at all. We would have just kept playing as usual. I doubt we have more than a session or two left.

			I think of Vadrien, immortal after all, frozen in a story that doesn’t have the chance to end.

			Now the Discord channel sits awkwardly silent, and for a while, I don’t talk to anyone—not even Mona. I pick up extra projects at work, buy the last of my Christmas gifts, and throw myself into finishing Afterwards. I stop sharing files with Wesley and cut him off completely from seeing the changes and updates I make to the game. Feeling petty, I even buy a month pass to a more crowded commercial gym. I refuse to miss my workouts—if anything, I push myself harder now than I ever have. With every new present I wrap for my stepsiblings, cousins, and more, I try not to think about what the holiday will be like for him—what questions Lynn and Stuart will press him with this time.

			I even go out one night for drinks with work friends, and I think about trying to meet someone while I linger at the bar. But I keep seeing him everywhere, thinking that the flash of a crooked smile or the reflection of lights on pale hair in the crowd might be him, until the person turns around and I find myself disappointed and lonely. I sip at my cranberry vodka—so festive! I think bitterly—and stick to myself.

			On Christmas Eve, after the little ones have gone to sleep, Mona and I sneak out from the basement guest room we’re sharing to put the presents under the tree, at Mom’s request. When we were little, we’d ruined the Santa secret for ourselves pretty early. The tree was tucked into the same corner every year, and one year, we crawled out of bed and hid among the gifts underneath branches heavy with handmade ornaments. We watched, wide-eyed, as Dad walked in after midnight and began placing even more presents, these wrapped in different paper and tagged as “From Santa.” We might’ve gotten away with it if Mona hadn’t burst into tears shortly after.

			Now, after arranging the kids’ presents in a semicircle around the tree, next to our gifts to each other and the unopened cards Dad mailed, Mona and I lie down and scooch back until our heads are underneath the tree, the wine bottle we’ve been sharing left off to the side. We squint up at the multicolored lights as they wink above us, ornaments swaying over our faces. Carving out some time for ourselves on Christmas like this has become something of a tradition.

			“Do you think this is what cats feel like when they crawl under these?” I ask.

			But Mona’s not looking up—she’s looking at me.

			Her eyes are so wide and earnest that I can see dozens of lights reflected in their depths, and it reminds me of the way Wesley looked at me on the porch swing—before it all fell apart.

			Unease twists in my stomach.

			“What is it?” I don’t bother to keep the resignation out of my tone.

			“We have to talk.” I set my jaw, but she shakes her head gently. “Not about Wesley—though I hope we will talk about that eventually.” She takes a deep breath. “Rea…I couldn’t find the right time to tell you this, but—Shay got into grad school. In Portland.”

			“Maine?”

			Mona shakes her head. “Oregon.”

			My heart squeezes. “Oh, Mona. I’m so sorry.”

			“Sorry?”

			“I know how well things were going. I just—she’s really leaving? Are you okay?”

			“Of course I am. I’m so happy for her.”

			“But what about you?”

			“Reagan—” Mona pauses to wet her lips, and I suddenly notice the way she’s steeling herself. The way her narrow shoulders are pushed back and down, the way her brow knits and unknits across her forehead.

			She exhales in a rush. “Reagan, I’m going with her.”

			“Oh.”

			I turn my head back up toward the Christmas tree. The lights seem to swell and brighten, the halos around each one glowing as I stare, unblinking. Reds and greens swim in my vision, bleeding together like watercolors. Two trails of heat seep out of the corners of my eyes and run down my face into my ears, but still, I don’t blink.

			I hear Mona’s voice as if from underwater: distorted, wobbly. I’m picking up only pieces of what she’s saying. I think she’s crying, too, but I haven’t looked at her.

			She’s been working on applications, but I didn’t want to tell you about it because there was no guarantee she’d be accepted. I didn’t want you to worry.

			I know it’s super far, but this program was her top choice.

			We wouldn’t move until the summer, so we still have plenty of time, okay?

			I feel terrible.

			I thought if I could help you find another D&D group, or a new group of friends, it might make this easier.

			So she’s known, then. They’ve been planning this for a long time, and she hasn’t brought it up until now. Is this what they’ve been talking about every time Shay disappears or shows Mona something on her phone?

			Is this why Colin suggested we play D&D near the Three Sisters? Does he know?

			Does everyone know?

			And here Mona is again, being the one to finally tell me what everyone else in the D&D group was too cowardly or too nervous to. Only this time, she was the one keeping the secret from me.

			I’m suddenly so, so tired. “Could we talk about this later?” I ask. “After Christmas?”

			“…Okay.”

			Mona crawls out from underneath the tree and descends back into the basement.

			After she leaves, I reach for my card from Dad, like I’m looking for more reasons to feel bad. But when I slide it out from underneath Mona’s, I see that her envelope has already been opened.

			I frown, set it aside, and open mine. It reads like the sort of card you’d pick up at the drugstore, full of empty platitudes and happy holidays. But I don’t hate the gift card for a luxury gemstone dice crafter tucked inside. I’ll put that to good use when—

			If I play again.

			It’s an awful thing to do, but after tucking my card away, I read Mona’s.

			
				Ramona, darling!

				I hope your holiday is full of lots of sweets, fun, and maybe a new set of dice…? Enjoy time with the family, and don’t let Mom make you work too hard. ;)

				I also just wanted to say how happy I am for you and Shay. I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding a yoga studio in Portland—hah! I can’t wait to visit one day.

				Merry Christmas, sweetheart.

				All my love,

				Dad

				PS: Tell your sister I’m thinking about her.

			

			I stay there for a long time sitting among the presents, the tree looming large behind me. Hours later, I finally return to our shared room, and I’m relieved that Mona’s fast asleep as I slip into bed beside her.
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			My local coffee shop is busier than I expect it to be the day after Christmas; the line is so long that I consider turning around and just going for a cold, miserable walk instead. It would certainly suit my mood.

			But the café is blessedly warm, and the smells of their signature dark roast and freshly baked pastries fill my nose. So I secure myself a table, brave the line, and wait patiently for a mug to warm my fingers on.

			The barista flashes me a friendly smile as they hand over my mocha before turning to grab another order. They hold out a to-go tray with three drinks and a muffin and call out the customer’s name.

			“Arthur?”

			I freeze and turn.

			Arthur gives me one of those thin-lipped almost smiles, his expression nearly disappearing into his overgrown vacation beard. He’s a little young, but honestly, he could make a passable Santa.

			I sigh through my nose. “Hey, Art.”

			“Merry Christmas, Reagan,” he says as he takes his order. “How’s it going?”

			I rub the back of my neck. “It’s been hectic.” It hasn’t. “The holidays were fun.” Not really, but they were distracting. “How are you?”

			“I can’t complain. I’m bringing the girls their favorites; they were in the mood for a treat. Just waiting on the bacon-and-egg now.”

			“Do you want to sit while you wait?” I ask awkwardly. It occurs to me that I’ve barely spoken to anyone outside of my family all month. I haven’t even mustered up the bravery to get back to Nali—about the opportunity or about current events.

			I feel out of touch.

			Arthur levels a gaze at me, and I can’t help but feel like he’s looking through me, peering into my head. There are a few beats of silence before he finally nods. “All right.”

			As we settle in at my table, I find myself hoping the barista calls out his finished order soon. Seeing Arthur again just reminds me of the last time I saw him and everyone else, in Vermont. I remember how proud Arthur had been to show us around the cabin, and how at dinner, Colin made Shay laugh so hard that Diet Coke had come out of her nose. I remember how tightly Mona gripped the table during each in-game reveal, and the night I shared with Wesley afterward.

			I’ve tried to forget the way his voice broke when he said, Loving is staying—and the way his face had fallen when I left anyway.

			There’s a sudden pang in my ribs and a tightness behind my eyes.

			I clear my throat. “Hey, congratulations to Shay. Mona told me about her acceptance.”

			Arthur’s eyes start to shine. “Thank you. We’re very proud of her.”

			“Will you miss her?”

			His laugh is gravelly and a little wet. “What kind of question is that? Of course we will.”

			“Has she ever lived that far away?”

			Even with his rugged features, Arthur’s expression turns gentle. He knows where this is going. “Nope. My girl’s never lived outside of Connecticut.”

			“Mona, neither.” Me, neither. I pick at the chipped wood of the table. “I’ve never lived farther than twenty minutes from her before.” I take a shuddering breath. “We’ve just always been there for each other, y’know? I’m handling it badly.”

			“Do you want an old man’s advice?”

			“Probably not, but I’ll take yours.”

			He flashes me the ghost of a smile. “Good one. Listen, if I’ve learned anything by talking to Shay about this, it’s that maybe the best way you can show up for her is by letting her go. Respect what she wants and what she’s trying to achieve. Show her that you trust her to make the best decision for herself, and that you believe in her.” He looks sympathetically at me. “Won’t make you any less of her sister. She’ll never stop needing you.”

			I nod and sip at my coffee, which has gone a bit cold. I curl my fingers around the mug’s base. I shouldn’t ask, but I do. “How’s Wesley?”

			“Hurt,” Arthur says bluntly.

			“Has he…talked to you about it?”

			“Nope, but it’s not hard to tell.”

			The barista calls Arthur’s name, but he doesn’t move, just holds my gaze. “I don’t know what happened between you two, but despite the hotshot persona that boy puts up sometimes…I think he’s having a rough go of things. He can take things real personal, and I don’t think he’s going to come to you first.” Internally, I sigh. We have that in common, I think with some resigned fondness. And yet, Arthur regards me with a measure of respect, even as he stands. “You seem like the sort who’s got a little more mettle. If you want to fix things, it might have to come from you.”

			His beard twitches again, and I see a half smile. “And I hope you do, y’know, want to fix things. Would be a real shame if I didn’t get to see my character claim his secret birthright prophesied by his god,” he says casually.

			I laugh lightly. “Did you know he was going to do that? Was that part of your backstory?”

			He lets out a low whistle. “Hell no. I had no idea.”

			“He’s good at what he does,” I admit.

			“The best I’ve seen. He’s a treasure.” Arthur gives me another nod before picking up his sandwich and heading on his way.

			I sit in the coffee shop for a long time after Arthur leaves and let my mind wander. Eventually, I take out a pen and the blank journal I got for Christmas from an aunt I don’t know well, and I lay them atop the table. It’s not my usual medium of keyboard and screen, but something Arthur said about Wesley sparked an idea in the back of my mind, and I want to get my thoughts out before they fade away.

			Five text-and-doodle-filled pages later, I set the notebook aside. Figuring out how to fix things with Wesley is going to take time. But with my sister?

			I text Mona, Do you want to come have coffee with me? I want to catch up and hear more about Portland.

			Her reply is immediate.

			I’d love to.
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Thirty-Two

			“What are you doing here, Reagan?”

			I don’t expect Wesley to open the door before I even have a chance to knock. His tone is as bitterly cold as the winter wind that whips my snow-speckled hair from my face, and I nervously tug hard on the scarf wound around my neck.

			“How did you know I was—”

			“I saw you drive up. You’ve been sitting in Ramona’s car for the last fifteen minutes.”

			And standing on his grandparents’ porch for the last five.

			“Oh.”

			His expression is stony, so I try not to let my mind stray to how adorable the rest of him looks standing in front of the cheery wreath hanging on the front door in his red flannels and pullover, his hair messy, and—oh god, it looks like it’s been days since he shaved. I want to touch his face, where the shadow of a beard grows, but I fist my hands in the pouch of my hoodie.

			Wesley’s shoulders are tense, his arms crossed tight. “What do you want?”

			I glance briefly to where Mona had parked on the curb, but she’s since driven away, off to occupy herself until I’m through with whatever this is.

			I’d first hashed out my plan with her at our coffee date two days ago, which ran so long we were kicked out when the shop closed, after which we walked to the Mexican restaurant next door to continue our teary heart-to-heart over a plate of loaded nachos.

			We talked for hours.

			About Portland, about Dad, about us, about Wesley—all of it.

			I just didn’t want to worry you, Mona said. You take so much responsibility for things you don’t have to. You put so much on your plate.

			You keeping secrets from me is what worries me in the first place.

			Well, then, if we’re being honest, I’m worried about you. What happened in Vermont, Rea?

			There’s still so much left for us to unpack, but it’s a start. When I showed her the ideas I’d outlined in my notebook and told her about how I wanted to fix things with Wesley, to show up in person and make things right again, she pointed out that Shay had mentioned he was in Massachusetts for the holidays.

			“I’ll drive, then,” I said, resolute.

			Her expression softened. “It’s supposed to snow.”

			I hate driving in the snow. Despite living here all my life, after Mona’s accident, I’m ready to spiral after hitting one patch of ice or a slick spot of road. It had been a testament to how angry I was that I’d managed to white-knuckle my way home from Vermont.

			Then it was Mona’s turn to become resolute. “I’ll drive you, Rea. Let me help. Let me be the big sister this time.”

			My heart swells at the memory, even as my hands begin to shake. I take in a breath that grounds me back in the present moment and meet Wesley’s gaze. “I want to play a game.”

			His eyes jump away from mine, dull, annoyed. He shakes his head. “I don’t think I have it in me to play any more games with you, Reagan.”

			I nod quickly, my throat tight. “I understand. I—I made something for you. You could play it by yourself, or with others, or not at all, if you don’t want to.”

			Silence wraps tightly around us. I keep my eyes on my boots where they stand on the Ho Ho Ho! doormat, poised right at the threshold.

			Not without an invitation.

			Finally, I look up. “I fucked up, Wes. Badly. I came here to apologize.”

			I count the seconds that pass—eleven, twelve, thirteen—before Wesley sighs. He takes a step back and gestures me inside. I don’t see Lynn or Stuart as we take a sharp left and ascend the stairs, and Wesley leads me into his room.

			It’s a paler, sweeter, more pastel version of the room he has at Colin’s, with a double bed topped with a green-and-blue quilt. The walls display old pictures of Wesley I’m desperate to scrutinize, as well as posters of games and movies not so different from the ones I loved as a kid. The desk is bare save for his laptop, which glows with Blood Pact’s signature red, black, and white style.

			He’s had all month to work on it, I realize. It looks better than ever.

			Without saying anything, I gently nudge his laptop to the side and pull my own out of my tote bag. I snap it open, click through a few prompts on my screen, and gesture for Wesley to sit.

			When he does, I lean over his shoulder to navigate the cursor. When my forearm brushes his elbow, I dart a glance at him and flinch away. But Wesley doesn’t react, just sits stone-faced as my laptop screen fills with a familiar battle map.

			It’s a digital re-creation of the map he used for our last session, when the party was fighting Vadrien. There are tokens for each character—party members, skeletons, and Vadrien—arranged carefully across it.

			He frowns. “Tell me what I’m looking at.”

			“It’s a digital D&D platform,” I say. “As the DM, you can build out the entire map of a battle or a city on here, and the players can navigate through it on their own. You can also do things like set up traps, add in music, and connect it directly to your video call…well, theoretically. I’ve only just started working on it. I know there are already a ton of other digital D&D platforms that work perfectly well, but this one, I—” I push past a sudden lump in my throat and continue. “I made it with you in mind. Fully customizable, based on your style and how you run your games.”

			“You don’t like my maps?”

			“What? No, I love them, but I know you played with Shay, Colin, and Arthur remotely before you moved to New Haven. And with Shay and Mona moving away—” I pause, but the words and maybe you, too get stuck behind my teeth. “Anyway. I thought it’d be good to have if you still want to game together.”

			He nods. He scrolls for a bit, toys with clicking on the character tokens and moving them around the map. But his expression hasn’t changed, and when he turns toward me, he looks tired. Impatient.

			“Spit it out, Reagan.”

			“What?”

			“Why did you make this?”

			He turns to face me, his left arm pressed against the arm of the small wooden desk chair. My fingers flex where they still curl around the chair’s backrest.

			“I don’t want to stop playing with you, Wesley. I don’t want to stop gaming with any of you. Whatever studio you go to, wherever Mona and Shay end up…I’d like us to have the option. If we want it.”

			His eyes tighten. “But is that all you want to do? Just play?” His tone turns rough. “I can’t pretend that things haven’t changed, Reagan. Don’t ask me to.”

			Gingerly, I take a step back from him. I wish there was another chair to sit in, or that I could drop onto his bed. But his room suddenly feels suffocating, and I can’t bear to touch any of it. It’s too intimate, and I haven’t earned that yet. So I just stand at its center, digging my toes into the rug through my socks.

			“No,” I say quietly. “Not anymore.”

			I clear my throat—and then release it all in a rush. “One of the first things my dad shared with me when I said I wanted to start DMing was, ‘You have to be open to the ending changing. You have to give the story room to grow—to tell itself.’ ” I rub idly at my sternum before crossing my arms over my chest, like the gesture could be enough to keep my heart from jumping right out. “For years, I took that advice very seriously, and my games were better because of it.

			“But I never extended the same courtesy to you.”

			I scrub at my face with my hand. “Except where my players are involved, I’m not great at navigating change. I’m not great about giving people a chance to change. And you’ve changed so much. Ever since I saw you sitting at the head of the table before that first session, the ghost of who I thought you were in college has haunted me. I didn’t want to think that you’d changed, didn’t want to admit that maybe I’d been wrong to hate you for the last six years. It was even harder to admit to myself that I’d changed, too.

			“What I said back at the cabin…”

			He stiffens reactively. I wince.

			“Wes, it was so fucked. I’m so sorry.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever told you how brave I think you are and how much I admire you for it. You’ve never let anything stop you from creating. Not Hurricane, or your grandparents, or the fucking pandemic—you just keep going. You’re always making something, and it’s always incredible.

			“When I turned down the offer in L.A., I never tried again. I put my games up online for a fraction of what I should’ve charged and never invested in seeing if they could actually go anywhere. And when my last D&D campaign ended…” I shake my head and look away. “I never told Mona this, but I wasn’t sure I would ever play again. I was really afraid it would fall apart if I tried. I was afraid of all of it.

			“And then, joining another campaign, making these games together, doing all the things I’d thought for sure I’d left behind…

			“Wesley, falling in love with you has scared the shit out of me.”

			For the first time, something in his face changes. His expression cracks and then crumbles; his eyes widen, his brows lift to disappear beneath the fall of his hair, and his lips part in a small surprised “O.”

			“I didn’t know how to handle it,” I continue. “I didn’t know how to carry something that suddenly felt so big and momentous and different, and—I fucked it up. I didn’t trust it. I let it go. And I’m sorry for it.”

			The silence that fills the space between us feels like a tangible thing, like a weight pressing down and keeping us apart. It’s so thick that even when Wesley speaks at a whisper, it sounds like he’s yelling. “You didn’t fuck it up.”

			My vision grows blurry, and I try to blink away the building tears. “Didn’t I?”

			Where he’d folded his hands tightly in his lap, they now fall open, palms up, on his thighs. He lifts one toward me. “There were things I said that I also regret. But no, Reagan. You didn’t fuck it up.” The corner of his lip twitches. “Not irreversibly.”

			I look out the window. It’s snowing again. I can’t bear to look at him, like staring at that bright hope for too long would blind me as surely as would staring at the sun. But gently, he circles his hand around my wrist and draws me close to him.

			He’s smiling—just a little—when I finally look back at him. He glances to my laptop. “It still needs a lot of work,” he finally says.

			I nod. “Yes.”

			His eyes flash up to mine. “We could work on it together.”

			I’m blinking rapidly, but it’s no use—the tears fall anyway, twin streams of warmth down my cheeks.

			“Yes,” I say quietly, ignoring the wobble in my voice. “I’d like that.”
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Thirty-Three

			We don’t play Blood of the Tyrant again until the end of January.

			Arthur plans a long anniversary trip with Hana on a whim, and when Shay’s invited to visit her new campus for the first time, Mona insists on going, too. For the hell of it, Colin takes an extended vacation to visit his girlfriend, leaving Wesley and me to focus on finalizing our games before NEWT.

			In those fragile first few weeks of the year, we take things slow.

			Wesley and I tentatively dance around each other, exploring just what this new phase means for us. When I work on the game at his apartment, I make sure to at least stay for coffee the next morning. When we go out for a drink after work, instead of folding my hands between my thighs, I trace his knuckles where his hand lies flat on the table before lacing my fingers with his. I bring him to restaurants we’ve never been to before, introduce him to my old friends from home, and lean into his side when he winds his arm around my waist.

			As for our NEWT games, we haven’t shared them with each other again, not yet. There’s an unspoken understanding between us. We know we need this last month to ourselves to determine what exactly we want our games to be. What are our individual visions for them—and where do we want to take them next?

			On the day of our last D&D session, Wesley is at my apartment helping me gather everything together. He’s wearing the deep red sweater that Mona knitted for him as a belated Christmas present.

			I love the way he looks in a sweater.

			“Are you sure about this?” he asks for the dozenth time.

			“Yes. It’s fine.” My body is halfway lodged in my bookcase when I answer him. Where the fuck did I put my notes? “Did you order the pizza?”

			“Over an hour ago.”

			As if summoned, a demanding knock sounds on the door.

			Wesley asks, “Want me to—”

			I stand and brush myself off. “No, no. It’s fine.” As I pass him, I rise onto my toes to plant a peck on his cheek as an extra assurance, then I unlock my door and swing it open.

			Colin shoulders his way in first, followed by Arthur, Shay, and a grinning Mona. She wraps me in an unexpectedly tight hug as the others set their things down in the front room, where yesterday Mona and Wesley helped me dust off my Wyrmwood table and prepare it for today’s session. All night—well, not all night, I think, tugging up my turtleneck—I’d followed Wesley’s careful directions as we remade the battle map he’d originally created at Game Knight.

			Wesley flashes me a smile as he takes the pizza from the slightly stunned delivery person.

			“Well,” I say, clipping my hands to my hips. “What do we think?”

			Shay and Arthur are admiring the rest of my home while Colin runs his hand along the gleaming wood of the table. “I think you’ve been holding the fuck out on us, Reagan.”

			When he’d told us that we couldn’t use the Dungeon Room anymore—our game was never meant to go past the holidays, and Game Knight had already filled our slot—hosting at my apartment suddenly seemed like the most obvious thing in the world.

			I didn’t even need to think it over before I invited them all to come.

			As we settle in, I catch a few glances at the way Wesley presses a kiss to my temple—Arthur’s eyes crease at the corners, and Mona’s have literally turned into heart emojis. Shay even meets my eye for long enough to give me a pleased nod of approval, and I melt a little to see genuine joy in her small smile as she looks between me and Wes. But after that, we draw out our character sheets and notebooks and ease into our usual routine.

			It feels like home.

			From the head of the table—a spot I’d been only too happy to relinquish for today—Wesley knocks on the playmat to get our attention. “Depending on how this battle goes,” he says, “this could be our last game, folks. Thank you for trusting me with this story and with your characters. It’s been a damn good ride.”

			I can’t help but laugh, and the others join in with enthusiasm.

			“The best,” I agree.
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			Mortimer spends most of the night using his spellcraft to unearth the extent of Vadrien’s pact with Nosferoth, and come morning, he lays out the facts for the rest of the party. They gather again in the armory, where Vadrien watches them from where he’s bound on the ground, red eyes slitted with bitterness.

			“As I theorized,” Mortimer says, “the terms of this pact were bound in the infernal runes that mark both the metal of the crown and the ink on our dear prince’s head. Had he indeed been coronated last night, along with the ritual he had planned for every guest, it would have increased his power and Nosferoth’s immeasurably.”

			As soon as the party secured the silver crown, something in the castle had shifted. The skeletons and undead had frozen in place, pausing halfway through their tasks as if awaiting their next orders. Antoni had been quick to appoint some undercover rebels from Garren’s chapel to help shepherd the guests out of the castle, with instructions to board their homes and let no one in—not until this was finished.

			“The coronation ritual was dark, powerful magic that would require every guest to prick their finger and offer a drop of blood to the new king,” Mortimer continues. “The crown’s ruby would then be dipped into the offering and returned to the crown, which would be placed upon his head to seal the pact. Just those single drops would have granted Nosferoth—and, by extension, Vadrien—power over them. It would have been enough for them to control the population for years to come.”

			Moss wrinkles her nose. “Nasty work, blood magic.”

			“Theoretically,” Mortimer says mildly. “In the right hands, blood magic can actually be quite beneficial. During my studies with Master Kaelenas, I—”

			“Later, Mortimer,” Antoni interrupts. “What’s next?”

			“Oh! My apologies. Well, theoretically, we use Brightmorn to shatter the crown. It will vastly weaken Vadrien, but the arcane reverberations of its destruction will likely summon Nosferoth himself. And then, ah, we kill him…or we die trying,” he says brightly.

			It seems a good enough plan—as in, the only one they’ve got.

			“What about Vadrien?” Sindra asks.

			Vera’s lips thin. “We ought to kill him before destroying the crown, just so it’s a sure thing.”

			Antoni’s eyes narrow. “I say we save it; he’s no threat to us now. And the people deserve to see justice served when this is all over.”

			Sindra is reminded of a memory that feels like her own: standing before a crowd with wrists bound, waiting for death. Her tail lashes irritably behind her, but she says nothing.

			“As you say, Your Highness,” Moss says cheerfully.

			“None of that.” Antoni looks shaken by the address. “We worry about that when our work here is done.”

			As the others make their way out of the room, Vadrien calls out quietly, “Sindra.”

			She pauses and looks over her shoulder.

			Vadrien doesn’t move, doesn’t try to fight against his bonds as he had when they first defeated him. He looks resigned, and somehow older.

			“Whatever you do, don’t let Nosferoth speak.” Vadrien’s voice is gravelly and parched, nothing like his silken tones from the night before. “And if he does, don’t listen.”

			“Why are you helping me?”

			“I’m not. I only wish someone had told me the same.”

			She holds his blood-red gaze for a moment longer before turning on her booted heel and following the others.

			Sindra suggested they stage this in the ballroom; she knows a thing or two about picking her battlefield, and all of its columns and space will leave their spellcasters and ranger plenty of hiding spots while Sindra and the captain get up close to do the dirty work.

			“Are we ready?” Mortimer asks quietly.

			“As we’ll ever be,” Sindra says, her tone all determination and grit. Her hands flex on the swords at her side, taken from the armory after their last fight.

			Moss closes her eyes, clasps her hands to her chest, and summons the sun once more. Brightmorn is bathed in light, and again, Antoni’s armor glows as if lit from within.

			He raises the sword and brings it crashing down directly onto the ruby in the silver crown’s center.

			It shatters—and then the castle begins to shake.

			There’s a great crack as the earth opens and a rift splits the marble floor of the ballroom in half. Fire bursts forth from the gash, and a clawed hand pierces through the broken stone as a creature drags itself up from the bowels of the Hells themselves. Sindra sees a vision of what Vadrien could become: a gaping mouth full of pointed teeth, red eyes slitted with unending hunger, skin pale and cracked from centuries hiding away from the sun.

			The devil rears up before her—the first true one she’s ever seen.

			“You’ve taken this kingdom from me once,” Nosferoth hisses. “I will not let it go again.”

			With a yell, Sindra thrusts her blades into the air and surges forward.

			To a group of gods viewing from above, moving her and her friends through each wave of fighting like chess pieces on a board, the fight that determines her fate—and that of all Moros—might last only a matter of hours. But as with every battle, Sindra cannot tell if it lasts for a few heartbeats or a matter of years. What she does know is that she fights with every ounce of her training, and more than that, too: with a fury buried in her chest that has never shown its face until now.

			She fights for Moss, for the druids, and for a home that she refuses to see tainted by this devil’s hunger for power. She hates Nosferoth for his corruption of this kingdom and of Vadrien—just as she hates the devils who corrupted her parents, too.

			She fights so that others will be free to make their own choices, to plot the course of their lives free from the influence of corruption and tyranny.

			As she casts her gaze around the ruins of the castle’s heart, she’s moved that the same fight propels her party forward. They are no longer a group of wary strangers struggling to determine who to trust as they navigate the cursed night, but a force synced in perfect harmony.

			To her left, Mortimer stands atop a pile of rubble to direct his skeletons to assail the devil. Sharpened finger bones claw at Nosferoth’s wings, distracting him enough to keep him grounded and within reach. Mortimer points to Nosferoth’s chest with a shout, and brilliant white lightning flashes from his hands and spears the devil in a dozen different places.

			As he howls, Vera fires three arrows in quick succession that punch through the creature’s jaw, shoulder, and wing. From her vantage point on the ground with the devil towering over her, Sindra hears the wounds hiss as acidic poison drips from the ranger’s marks. Lord Gullet follows each arrow like a guide, swooping in to tear at Nosferoth’s skin with his talons and beak.

			Sindra sees Moss out of the corner of her eye as the druid darts close to check whether she’s hurt—but Sindra’s shocked to realize that she’s not. In fact, though the devil has managed to score some of their party with his claws and teeth, they are, for the most part, surface wounds. Moss bellows out a passionate roar—literally, as she casts her orcish form aside to leap into the fray as a bear, sinking her jaws into the devil’s thigh.

			“Enough!” the monster bellows. “You are mine.”

			The devil’s gaze latches on to Sindra, and as its crimson eyes narrow to slits, she swears the bite marks piercing her neck begin to burn, and her vision goes dark. Her ears ring and her head feels near to bursting as the devil worms his way into her mind. Horrifically, her body begins to answer his call, the very blood in her veins bending to his will.

			She turns then and faces the rest of her party.

			*End them,* Nosferoth’s voice booms inside her skull. *End them, and I shall grant you more power than you’ve ever dreamed.*

			Sindra meets each of their gazes in turn: Vera’s horror, Mortimer’s resignation, Antoni’s resolve, Moss’s fear. But it’s Brightmorn in Antoni’s fists that captures her attention. Brightmorn, who shines like a beacon against the night, illuminating the faces of those who have grown to be her greatest allies—and fiercest friends.

			“I already have everything I could ever want,” she says, seething. “You will never have me!”

			“Sindra!” Antoni shouts, pulling her from her single-minded focus. “As we practiced, yes?”

			She nods once, hard—and the devil’s control breaks.

			Sindra spins, extending her blades at her sides as she approaches Nosferoth at a run. Ducking under a swipe of his massive arm and narrowly missing his teeth as he rears down at her, she plunges her blades into his stomach. It’s not enough to kill him—but that wasn’t her goal.

			All she needed to do was give the captain an opening.

			Antoni climbs the monster’s back, pulling himself up between Nosferoth’s torn leathery wings as he ascends. The creature flails, attempting to wrap his claws around Antoni, but he cannot reach. The pit the devil clawed out from spits fire upward, searing Antoni’s eyebrows and making his eyes water. It’s bright, but it’s nothing compared to the weapon of sunlight he wields.

			Sindra sees his intention before the others do—she knows how to recognize it. Her face drains of color. “No,” she whispers, but no one hears.

			Nosferoth stumbles back, racing for the rift he crawled from. But Antoni won’t let him retreat.

			He raises the sword above his head, poised over the creature’s neck.

			“I do this for you, my darling,” he says to Vera. “For Moros.”

			Vera’s bow clatters to the ground as horror dawns on her face. “Father, no!” she cries.

			A sound like a bell tolling rings through the ballroom, shattering the windows, when Antoni sinks the blade into Nosferoth’s neck. The creature writhes as he dies, black blood spurting from his throat.

			And when he falls back into the rift, he takes Antoni with him.
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			The effect of Nosferoth’s death is immediate.

			A sudden white brilliance floods the room as sunlight bursts through the jagged remnants of the stained-glass windows lining the eastern wall. The undead freeze, wobble, then crumble to clouds of dust that sparkle in the golden rays. Moss peers outside and gasps as, past the walls of the castle, the withered black trees begin to heal, their twisted trunks stretching toward the sun, leaves unfurling from their branches in welcome.

			But no one else is looking out the window at the robin’s-egg-blue sky that’s visible for the first time in years. Everyone peers down into the dark rift left behind by the devil, searching for a sign, for a wink of Brightmorn’s blade or Antoni’s armor. The sun warms Vera’s tear-streaked face.

			Already, they can hear shouting outside, gasps and sobs of surprise.

			“Someone has to tell them,” Mortimer says, his voice wavering. “Someone has to tell them what happened. Someone has to lead them.”

			“We can vouch for you, Vera,” Moss says gently. “We can let the people know what we saw. You could be their legend reborn—something for them to believe in again.”

			But Vera shakes her head vehemently, her blue-black hair swaying with the motion. “No. Despite Abella’s honor and legacy, even her bloodline was corrupted. I won’t do that to Moros again. Our people deserve to choose who rules them, now and forever.” Her face crumbles as she peers down into the pit once more. “It’s what he would have wanted.”

			The ranger-princess turns to Moss. “Will you stay with me? For now, for this?”

			The druid nods and gently laces their fingers together.
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			It falls to Sindra to deal with Vadrien.

			She strides into the small room where they’ve imprisoned him and carefully locks the door behind her.

			He’s backed himself into a corner, and his warm brown eyes are wide and panicked as his gaze darts around the room. On instinct, he bares his fangs at the sound of Sindra’s clattering armor, but he stills once he realizes it’s her. “I can feel it. Nosferoth is gone, isn’t he? You’ve killed him?” He blinks, and Sindra wonders at the shift in his eyes—and whether he’s returned to himself.

			Vadrien’s expression turns grave. “Is it time?”

			Sindra rests her hands atop the swords hanging at her hips. “Yes. You must choose.”

			“Choose what?”

			“The people of Moros demand your blood for all you’ve taken from them. And they’re right to.” Sindra sets her jaw and lowers her voice. “But perhaps you were slain already, in the battle that was fought here. Perhaps you didn’t survive the shattering of your pact. There would be no one who could say otherwise.”

			His dark gaze, empty of its red-tinged hate, is steady on her yellow eyes. “You’d let me go free.”

			Sindra’s grip tightens on her swords’ hilts as a thrill of danger runs down her spine. She knows she’s taking a risk. “Moros was not the only realm plagued by devils. I’ve a mind to explore the mountains you spoke about, where the sun does not touch. If I can find more rifts like these, I want to seal them, so poor fools aren’t tricked out of their souls by monsters in caves.” Her eyes flash. “And there is no one who knows more about the dangers of devils than you.”

			A beat of quiet passes between them.

			“And the others approve of this?” he asks.

			Sindra is silent. As far as she’s concerned, they’ve both broken pacts now. Long ago, when she swore her oath for knighthood, she thought nothing could break it—until her queen asked her to conquer the land where the druids lived. She’d broken her oath then and there, and she’d never turned back.

			For so long after, she’d felt empty of purpose, unsure of how to lead her life without the edict to serve and protect. Even at the druids’ enclave, she continued to follow an echo of that broken oath, but to the druids. To Moss.

			Now, truly free for the first time, she’s of a mind to find her own path.

			“No,” she says quietly. “We would be gone before they knew what transpired.”

			“You’d leave them? Even the druid?”

			She swallows. “For now, our paths lead us in different directions. She wants to stay and fix what you broke.” And in my own way, she thinks, I want to see if I can help you do that, too.

			“You are too clever for this, Sindra,” he says tiredly. “How could you trust me?”

			“I don’t.” Not yet. “But I trust myself.” The corner of her lips twitches toward a sharp smile. “And I think I’ve shown you enough times now that I’m more than capable of besting you, should you give me no other choice.”

			Vadrien looks at her for a long time—and then his mouth curves up, too.

			“You have helped me achieve the only wish I ever had,” he says quietly. “To see this kingdom free. Nosferoth may be gone, and his power over me is broken, but…the curse remains. The hunger, the power—now that I’ve had a taste, I don’t know that I can let it go.” Fear tightens his eyes, and his voice grows hoarse. “I don’t know if it’s something I can overcome. It might destroy me.”

			“It might,” she agrees. “So. You can choose to die—or you can choose to fight. The choice is yours.”

			You don’t quit.

			She has always wondered what might have happened if her parents had been given a second chance to remedy the mistake that killed them. She muses, too, on what might have happened to her if the druids had not shown her mercy and grace when she confessed her quest.

			What Vadrien decides now, she thinks, will prove just how much humanity remains in him after all.

			For a long time, Vadrien regards her with a new spark in his warm brown eyes, and not a small amount of respect. “I was not lying when I said you’d make a most formidable companion,” he murmurs. He lifts his bound hands for her to cut his bonds. “Very well, my lady. Let us go on the hunt.”
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			Eight months later

			I’m walking back from the farmers market on Sunday afternoon when I get the call. I’ve been expecting it, which is why I’m taking the long way home. This time, I don’t wait until the last ring to pick up.

			“Hey, Dad.”

			“Reagan.” He hasn’t stopped sounding a little bit relieved every time I answer, even though we’ve been doing this every few weeks. “How are you?”

			“I’m good. I’m really good.”

			“Yeah? How’s Seattle?”

			“Great so far, but it’s only been a month. How’s Miami?”

			“The same. Slowing down from the summer, at least,” he says. “And how’s the boy?”

			I find it funny that he refuses to refer to Wesley in any other way. I can’t help a short laugh. “He’s good. I don’t think I could have done this without him, honestly.”

			“So he’s treating you well?”

			“Very well.”

			I don’t realize how obviously I must be smiling until a mother passing by with a two-tiered stroller gives me a bemused look and a friendly nod. I step to the side of the pavement to give her more room. My cheeks feel hot.

			Dad goes on. “When’s the last time you saw your sister?”

			“Not since Wes and I first moved in.” She had driven up from Portland to help us unpack, which mostly consisted of her going through my things and providing a running commentary on where exactly she thought it should all go. “But we have plans for a long weekend visit with her and Shay next month in Portland. I think they’re throwing a Halloween party.” I laugh to myself. They already have so many friends, and Shay has a tradition to carry on, after all.

			“Right! She told me about that.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			I let the conversation lull. I still haven’t figured out how much I want to let him into my life. He’s better at navigating these awkward silences than I am, and he stays patiently quiet, letting me choose where we go next. I clear my throat and retreat to safer ground, to something I know is easier for me to talk about. “Played any good games lately?”

			“You know, there’s this talented girl I know who came very close to winning a big competition earlier this year…”

			I shake my head and release an amused exhale from my nose. “Is that right?”

			“She made the short list and everything! Her game was fantastic; I really think she should have won.”

			The memory is still crystal clear: Wesley and me sitting in the audience at NEWT, holding each other’s hands in a bone-tight grip as they prepared to announce the winner, refusing to let go until it was time to clap. The short list of five had been announced a week earlier, with Afterwards and Blood Pact nestled right next to each other—and we’d both felt so on edge.

			Neither of us won, which stunned us into silence—and then into fits of laughter at our shared audacity.

			“So you played it?” I ask. A big part of the competition’s voting structure had been based on fan response, which meant that despite not winning, I’d gotten a lot of eyes on the game’s demo.

			“Of course. I played that one, and your others, too. Reagan, you…you are so, so immensely talented. Are you going to finish it?”

			“Yeah, for sure. It’ll just take me longer, probably. Work keeps me busy.”

			There’s a long pause, and then, like he’s sharing a secret, Dad whispers, “You love it, don’t you?”

			Cue another cheek-splitting grin. “Yeah. Yeah, I really do.”

			“I knew you would.”

			Despite losing, making NEWT’s short list had gotten Wesley and me enough attention—from both eager new fans and some of the competition’s judges—to impress Nali’s boss and the rest of their team. A week later, they asked us to join them. We’re only a skeleton crew for now, fewer than a dozen people, which has been an adjustment. I thought it would freak Wesley out, as someone coming from a company of hundreds, to work for a fledgling studio so small—but I should have known better. Working in a space where every voice gets to be heard suits us both very well. It’s such a small team that we get lots of opportunity for overlap, so it helps that NEWT forced us to really hone lots of adaptable skills. Wesley even joked that someday down the line, he would try convincing them to let him record a few lines for a character. And sure, I do feel anxious to know we currently have only enough funding to last our first year, and that we have to deliver promising work fast if we’re going to survive—but it’s motivating, too.

			In some ways, it’s just another competition.

			“It’s been…a lot to adapt to, but it feels good. It feels right,” I say. “I’m still getting used to it, but Wesley has been great. Mona, too.” And therapy, I think wryly, though I don’t say that part out loud. I probably could have used that a long time ago—but hey, it’s helping now, and that’s what matters.

			“I know it’s a lot of big changes, Reagan, but I think this really is the perfect opportunity for you. I can’t wait to see what comes next.”

			I feel a soft swell of warmth in my chest. I allow it; I’ve been working on not shoving it down under old feelings of bitter resentment. “Thanks, Dad.” I finally push through the doors of my apartment building, and I pause in front of the elevators. “Well, Wes and I have plans tonight, but thanks for the call.”

			“Another D&D game?”

			I smile to myself. “Maybe.”

			“Have fun, then. Love you.”

			“Bye.”

			After the ride up and the long walk down the carpeted hallway, I finally arrive at our apartment, unlock the door, and shoulder my way inside. I’m immediately enveloped in the scent of baking sourdough—the housewarming starter Mona gifted us, no doubt—and the warmth of Wesley’s strong, flour-specked arms.

			“Hey, baby,” he says into my hair. “Got lost?”

			“Not this time,” I say, even though I have several times.

			“I thought I’d have to tell them you chickened out.”

			I pull back enough to look him in his eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

			He presses his lips to my forehead, then the corner of my mouth. “I wouldn’t,” he says fondly.

			For the next half hour, I scramble through putting away our groceries while Wesley finishes baking the bread and cooking Lynn’s French onion soup recipe. If I’d known he had learned such incredible cooking skills from her, I wouldn’t have waffled on the moving decision for as long as I had.

			Finally, he carries the dishes into our office, where our desks are nestled cozily side by side. I follow behind him and set down opened cans of beer from our new favorite microbrewery at each of our keyboards.

			“I got everything ready for you,” he says. Our old Discord and the new virtual D&D platform we built—together—are already open on my screen.

			When Wes pitched the new campaign to everyone, it hadn’t been a question of whether they wanted to play, but when. We’d introduced them to the platform, and over the last few weeks, they’d sent through all of their character sheets.

			All that’s left is to play.

			Without sitting down, I lean over the desk to toy with some of the settings on the platform, shuffle through my brand-new notebook, and scroll down a document pulled up on my second monitor until—

			With two hands on my shoulders, Wesley gently pulls me back upright and spins me until I’m facing him.

			“Hey, hey. Stop fussing. Everything’s already perfect.” His eyes are tender, but that damned dimple betrays his amusement at my antics. “I love you. They love you. It’s going to go great, all right?”

			“Are you just saying that so I won’t yell again?” I tease.

			He smooths the hair out of my face so he can brush his lips against the arch of my eyebrow. “If anyone’s going to be yelling, it’ll be me.”

			I laugh, squeeze his hands, then settle into my desk chair. We both slip on our headsets.

			As I log in to the call, I’m greeted by the grinning faces of our friends, arranged in four boxes on the screen: Arthur sits in his home office with an honest-to-god shield mounted on the wall behind him; Colin is in his same New Haven apartment, but with his hair newly cut into a shaggy mullet (it suits him alarmingly well); and Mona and Shay squeeze together on their couch so that we can see both of their faces on Mona’s laptop screen.

			“We brought a guest!” Shay announces.

			I freeze a little. I hadn’t prepared for—

			With a grin, Mona lifts a tiny black kitten with brilliant green eyes toward the camera. As soon as their view fills with its round little head, it yowls in protest.

			“We named her Moss! Look at her eyes!” Mona’s voice has gone so high-pitched it’s nearly in the register only dogs can hear.

			“Oh my god.”

			“Look at that sweetie!”

			“Well, can she wild shape?”

			My headset fills with the rush of everyone talking at once, eager to coo and aww and catch up after months apart.

			I smile to myself; I’ve missed them, and I could listen to this inane chatter for hours. But finally, Wes gives me a look, and I know it’s a signal.

			“Are we all ready, then?” I ask.

			I get a slew of thumbs-ups and enthusiastic affirmations, and a proud smile from Wesley.

			“Ready when you are, DM,” he says.

			I clear my throat and begin.

			“You find yourselves waking up at your campsite, stranded in the middle of a wasteland. It’s familiar to you. It’s what is left of your kingdom after an arcane explosion leveled everything you knew just a few years ago. But somehow, you’ve survived. Somehow, you press on.

			“In the cracks of the earth, where nothing has grown for a very long time, you see the first shoot of green. You look around, and you see that you are not alone. Somehow, despite it all, life finds a way to bloom. You do not think of the Cataclysm as an end anymore.

			“You think of it as a new beginning.”
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