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CHAPTER

One

“Your first set of dice should come as a gift. It’s tradition.”

Liam fishes into the pocket of his chinos and draws out a small velvet pouch. I shift from where I’ve sunk into the plush cushions of his couch, suddenly uncomfortable. My palms start to sweat, the can of beer slick in my right hand.

“You’ve already given me too much, Liam,” I say. A plane ticket from New York to Texas. Groceries for the last two weeks. Free rein to drive his grandpa’s old Civic. His guest room to stay in for the foreseeable future. I smile crookedly and shake my head. Finally agreeing to play Dungeons & Dragons with my best friend for the first time after years of him begging is a small price to pay in the face of such generosity. “Really, the least I can do is buy myself some dice for your game.”

“Oh hush, Sadie. This is my favorite part.” He holds the bag aloft, obviously waiting for me. Eventually I set aside my beer and hold out my hand, and he shakes the dice into my palm. I’m immediately charmed. They’re sparkly and shimmering, made of clear resin with specks of gold and white glitter suspended inside. They look like little gilded nuggets, seven in total, all different shapes. I’d only ever seen six-sided ones when playing old-school board games, but apparently you need all sorts of dice for D&D.

“I’ll explain what they each do later, but take the d20 for a spin,” Liam says.

“The big one?”

His lips twitch with amusement under the fluff of his ash-blond beard. “The big one, yes.”

I pluck out the large twenty-sided die and swirl it around in my palm, testing its weight. Without ceremony, I drop it onto the coffee table, where it bounces noisily among the stacks of D&D guides, stray papers, and cartons of takeout noodles. When it lands, the number 17 is face up, inked in bold white lines. I turn to Liam. “That’s good, right?”

He looks pleased. “That’s good, especially for your first roll. The closer to twenty you get, the better.” He reaches for a fortune cookie from our pile of snacks and shoots me a grin. “Maybe they’re lucky dice. Or maybe you’re lucky.”

I can’t help it; my mood immediately darkens, like a cloud blotting out the sunny giddiness of my first roll. The beer turns sour in my stomach, and I glance away, tossing pale curls out of my face. “Unlikely. But it’d be nice if my luck swung in the other direction for once.”

Liam is quiet for a moment, fiddling with the end of the paper fortune sticking out of the cookie. He cracks the cookie in half, pops it into his mouth, and spins the slip between his fingers. When he finally lets out a slow, measured sigh, I know he’s about to hit me with some hard truth. We’ve been friends for fifteen years; I recognize his tells.

“People get laid off all the time, Sadie. It happens.”

“I know,” I say sullenly. “But that doesn’t make it suck any less.”

Since college, I’d lived the dream. For years, I’d trekked every morning—in heels—through the grimy streets of Midtown Manhattan to a gleaming beacon of a skyscraper where I’d worked as an associate at Incite Media, one of the top marketing agencies in the nation. I’d loved throwing that name around, loved seeing the raised eyebrows from Tinder dates and my parents’ fancy friends. So impressive!

It had seemed too good to be true. Sometimes I felt like I was dressing up in someone else’s pencil skirt and magenta blazer, showing off someone else’s flashy résumé full of glowing recommendations and compelling statistics. I kept waiting for somebody to out me as an impostor, to yell, Who let her in here? But I stuck around, and I did good work. My campaigns were inventive and effective. I was devastated when I was let go.

I was also—just slightly—relieved.

But I wasn’t ready to admit that out loud. And I definitely wasn’t ready to tell Liam the whole truth about why I lost my job.

It was his idea for me to leave New York and stay with him in Texas for a while. He’d known something was wrong after a week of me ignoring his texts. He’d known something was really wrong when I stopped sending reactions and emojis to dumbass memes he sent me through social media. So he’d made up an excuse to fly up to visit his mom, who still lives on the same street my parents did in the small town in Connecticut where we’d both grown up. He’d hopped on the train and shown up at my apartment building in Queens one Sunday morning, stale donuts from my favorite hometown bakery in one hand, a couple of duffel bags in the other. I’d opened the door with a scowl and a messy bun, wearing sweatpants I’d had on for four days. After a few hours of stuffing my face and crying, I hashed out a half-assed plan with Liam, and we decided I’d finally take the trip down to visit his new place in the Wild West.

Just a month, I’d told him. Just a month, and I’ll be back on my feet.

But with another look at my blotchy eyes and the state of my neglected apartment, Liam had put a hand on my elbow and gently encouraged me to stay for the summer.

“I know it sucks,” he soothes, bringing my attention back to the present. “But try to look at it as an opportunity.”

“Is that the advice your fortune cookie gave you?”

Liam gives me a flat look. “No. But it’s stale advice, I know. Listen. It’s awful, and it’s going to hurt for a while. But think of it as a forced vacation.” I wince, but he presses on. “That job was running you ragged. You never took time off, never explored the hobbies you said you would, never came to visit me . . .” He’s smiling now, teasing, but guilt pinches at me. He’d moved to the tiny town of Heller, Texas, five years ago, but since college, I’d only ever seen him on his trips back to New England.

He squeezes my shoulder. “Enjoy it. Take a pause. Think about what you want to do next. Let me show you around, introduce you to my friends, and distract you with a fantastical adventure.”

It’s the perfect subject change, because I’m certainly not yet ready to think about any future further than this D&D game. “The adventure. Okay. Remind me how this is going to go?”

Liam leans forward, and the light of excitement in his eyes nearly makes the lenses of his glasses flare. He’s played D&D since high school, and nothing gets him fired up more. “At this stage, all you need to do is create a character,” Liam explains. “You can play as whomever you like—a haughty wizard intent on learning new magic, a farmer who decided to pick up a sword and seek out fame and fortune, a sneaky thief who dreams of stealing a crown . . . anyone.” He sets before me a pencil and a sheet of paper covered in an overwhelming number of tiny blank boxes. I adjust my glasses and squint at the paper as Liam continues. “Once we fill out this character sheet, it will tell you everything you need to know: what spells your character can cast, how strong they are, whether they’re dexterous and good at picking locks or charismatic enough to persuade a crowd, and so on. I’ll walk you through the details, and then over the next week before our first game, you can think through your character’s backstory.”

I nod and tap the pencil’s eraser against my lower lip. “What types of characters are the others playing?”

“So far we’ve got a barbarian with a big axe, a clever knife-wielding rogue, and”— he briefly pauses, then huffs out a quick laugh—“a bard.”

I narrow my eyes. “Like a musician?”

“Sort of. You’ll see.” Liam bends over the character sheet again. “The guy playing the bard is new to town, too, and he seems like a good egg. I think you’ll like him.” His tone is entirely too nonchalant in a way that makes me immediately suspicious.

And then, like he’s dangling a carrot, Liam adds, “He’s cute.”

Fine. I’m curious.

“I’m excited to meet everyone,” I say evenly, fighting the smile that tugs at my lips as I take another drink of beer. Warmth spreads to my limbs, chasing away some of the tension from earlier. “And you’re not playing a character, right?” I clarify. I still haven’t wrapped my head around how the game works. “You just run the game?”

“Right. I’ll be the Dungeon Master.”

“Sounds kinky.”

Liam shoots me another flat look. “I run the game,” he explains. “I build the world, create a compelling plotline . . . think of it as the storyteller role. I create the map, and the players choose which paths to explore. Does that make sense?”

“Not really, but I’m sure it will next weekend.” I let out a rush of air and nod. “Okay. It sounds like this adventuring party could use a healer. A cleric.”

There’s something like approval or pride in the way Liam’s eyes light up. “That’s a great idea.”

I smile. “Good. Let’s call her Jaylie.”

For the next hour, Liam walks me through filling out my character sheet, and together we sketch out the bones of who Jaylie is. We pick out her spells, determine her background, and sprinkle in some charisma for fun. Drafting out our ideas reminds me in some ways of my old job, where I’d begin campaign planning by first brainstorming a handful of words I wanted the project to capture. Adventurous, curious, bold, I think. Jaylie is someone who’s embarking on something new and exciting—someone who hasn’t royally fucked up her life. Someone with luck on her side.

Someone I’d like to be again.

I’m still scribbling ideas down when Liam stands to stretch, not bothering to cover his loud yawn. “Early day tomorrow,” he says. He’s teaching summer school again this year. “Let’s take a pause here?”

But ideas for the game still flood my thoughts; it’s the most inspired I’ve felt in months. “I might keep noodling away for a bit, actually.”

“Of course.” Liam disappears into the bathroom, and as the whine of his electric toothbrush drones in the background, I take another look around his new home. It’s so unlike the apartments we shared in college. The house is fucking massive, frankly, and Liam’s given me full rein of the second floor, while the first-floor master bedroom and game room are his. He inherited the house from his late grandpa, and it’s still furnished with an odd mix of Liam’s clean, modern taste and his grandpa’s rugged old country boy aesthetic. I look up the stairs, and a mounted deer head gazes imperiously down at me from where it’s positioned next to a fantasy landscape I painted for Liam as a birthday gift years ago.

I frown at the landscape. I haven’t painted in ages, but still— I could do much better work now.

Liam’s elderly orange cat, Howard—another inheritance from his grandpa—lumbers carefully down the stairs and curls up at my side. In just the last couple of weeks, we’ve become good friends. He croaks a meow at me, sounding like a growly old engine. I run my thumb along the cat’s forehead, between his eyes, and he immediately begins to purr.

“Hey,” I call down the hallway. “Thank you again, Liam. For everything. I mean it.”

The sound of running water cuts off, and the buzzing stops.

“Josephine Sadie Brooks.” Liam comes out of his room with one hand on his hip and the toothbrush gripped menacingly in his fist. He always uses my full name when he’s pretending to be cross. “You’re my best friend. It’s nothing. I’m glad to have you here.”

His expression softens.

“You’ll figure it all out. We can’t control the wind, but we can always adjust the sails,” he says sagely.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Now that’s definitely from the fortune cookie.”

Liam’s eyes sparkle. “You caught me.” He passes me the small slip of paper before disappearing into his bedroom.

I look at the fortune then set it aside and turn back to my notebook and Jaylie’s character sheet. I can’t ignore the itch that there’s something missing, some aspect of her character that I haven’t captured yet. Again my eyes skim the painting I made for Liam all those years ago.

Even as a knot of apprehension tangles in my chest, I trudge upstairs with Howard close on my heels. Ignoring the mess I’ve made of Liam’s guest room—bed unmade, clothes scattered on the floor—I dig into the bottom of my duffel bag and retrieve my sketchbook. It was the last thing I’d grabbed before Liam shepherded me out of my apartment. I hadn’t touched it in months, but I remember that tug of uncertainty, the feeling that I couldn’t bear to leave it behind.

I sink to the floor and open it in my lap, flipping about midway through to a blank section. Already I imagine Jaylie coming to life on the page as colors and lines swim behind my eyes.

Before I begin, I tape Liam’s crinkled fortune to the top of the page and read it once more.


We can’t control the wind, but we can always adjust the sails. Lucky Numbers 34, 23, 67, 5, 40, 17



As I set my pencil to the empty page, a brief flash of optimism settles in my chest. Maybe my luck is turning after all.







CHAPTER


Two


The morning of our game’s first session, it’s easier to get out of bed than it has been for weeks. Rather than having the day stretch out before me, intimidatingly empty and directionless, I’ve got an agenda. I’ve got—


“Coffee, Sadie!” Liam calls up the stairs.


That, too.


I roll out of bed, careful not to disturb a still-sleeping Howard— whose alliance with me I suspect might have Liam feeling jealous— and trot downstairs to the kitchen, where Liam stands leaning against the counter. He’s got on dark shorts and a green button-up, short hair already carefully combed in a stylish sweep to the side. Liam has never dressed casually a day in his life.


“Morning.” He’s not entirely successful at hiding the surprise in his tone when I appear so shortly after his summoning. He’s probably grown used to me reheating my coffee closer to noon—but that’s when today’s game starts. “You excited?”


“Something like that,” I tease. I grab for my coffee, which isn’t in its usual mug, but in a paper takeout cup. “What’s this?”


“A latte from Busy Bean down the street. Best in town, and I thought we deserved a treat today.” He pauses. “You should check them out sometime—or we can go together.”


I nod distractedly and take a sip, not registering much taste beyond hot.


I hadn’t picked up on it the first time, when Liam asked me a couple of weeks ago to water his plants in the backyard while he was at work. Or the day after that, when he asked me to drop off a few letters for him at the post office. But eventually I noticed how he seemed to have one small, innocuous errand for me every day. Some tiny excuse to get me out of the house—or even just out of the guest room. I’d resented it at first and ignored it more than once. But somewhere along the line, I’d started to look forward to my little daily quests.


“Wake me up next time,” I offer. “I’ll go with you.”


Liam straightens and smiles. “Okay.”


But those errands are small potatoes compared to the big weekly commitment I’ve signed myself up for—participating in fantasyimprov with a bunch of strangers. I glance toward the front door, half expecting them to barge right in.


When I take another drink of coffee, it’s bracing.


“Walk me through who’s playing again?”


Liam rolls his own cup between his palms. “They’re all beginners like you—never played before.” It was the first thing he’d assured me of when he initially pitched the idea of starting a summer D&D campaign. “I recently met the bard, Noah, and we connected over online gaming; the other two I know from work. Julie teaches orchestra at the middle school, right down the hall from me.” He winces at what I’m guessing is the memory of children sawing away at out-of-tune stringed instruments. “And Morgan works at the bookstore downtown. After summer school hours, I like to pick up shifts there to keep myself busy.”


I huff out a laugh through my nose. Running ourselves ragged for work is something Liam and I have in common.


Well. Had in common.


Before my sullen silence has a chance to stretch and fill the kitchen, Liam continues seamlessly. “Should probably get dressed, Sadie. I told Jules she could come early to prep snacks.”


I glance down at my cotton PJ shorts and oversized high school marching band shirt. Maybe not the best choice for my very first adventure. “I’ll fetch my cloak and sword,” I tease dryly.


I hike back to the guest room, and as I tug on a tank top, a car pulls up outside of the house. Curious to catch my first glimpse of the other players, I inch up the window blinds with a fingertip and peer down at the driveway.


But it’s not Julie who’s arrived early—instead, a burly man climbs out onto the pavement and waves at the driver before the car pulls away.


This must be Noah.


The bard.


I can’t help but snort. I would never call this lumberjack of a man cute—at least, not in the boyish, clean-cut way that Liam normally means.


Brawny, maybe, I think, noting how the thin fabric of his green flannel stretches across his broad shoulders. His hair, long and bound in a messy bun at the back of his neck, shines copper-penny red in the sunlight, darkening to a muted red-brown as he steps under the shade of a tree. I can tell he’s tall just by the way he has to duck. He scrubs a hand over his red beard as he glances down at his phone and then up at the house, probably to make sure he’s in the right place.


Just as I decide on the scientific classification of ruggedly handsome, I swear he hears my thoughts and tips his head up to meet my gaze—surely I imagine the way his teeth flash a white smile in the tangle of his beard. I jerk back from the window just as another car arrives.


I shake my head, feeling chagrined. No more spying. Time to meet this adventuring party face-to-face.
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“I’ll make you rich.”


The merchant drops a burlap sack on the table—where it lands with a heavy thud—and slides it toward Jaylie. The clink of coins inside is enough to make Jaylie inhale sharply in surprise. But it’s not enough to convince her.


“I’ve heard that before, Dorna,” she says airily. “But I’m not after the money.”


Dorna smirks and rolls her eyes upward toward the dusty rafters of the old tavern. “All you priestesses are the same, claiming you’re above earthly temptations, hm? But I know the church of Marlana could use the money, and you won’t turn away a donation of this size. You take this job, and there’s much more than that in your future. I suppose it’s your lucky day, isn’t it?”


Jaylie withholds a sigh. As a cleric of Marlana, the Goddess of Luck, she’s heard that joke many times before. But Dorna’s not wrong. She could use the money.


“Anyway,” the older woman continues, tracing the pad of one ring-laden finger around the rim of her mug of ale, “this job is specially made for you, Jay. And I’m even giving you a team.” Dorna’s muddy brown eyes spark as she leans forward, resting the bulk of her well-muscled figure on top of the table. Her leather armor creaks with the movement.


Interesting. Jaylie isn’t used to working with others. “When can I meet them?”


“Right now.”


Jaylie’s brows shoot up, and Dorna looks smug to have caught her off guard. “Wait here, aye?” Before Jaylie can protest, Dorna’s already on her feet and out the door of the small private dining room. The wood of the door is so old and warped that she can’t shut it all the way behind her.


Jaylie winces. Dorna has brought her solid job opportunities before, but it’s always a wonder that she insists on conducting her business in such an absolute shithole.


On a whim, Jaylie reaches for the merchant’s mug and takes a quick swig of liquid courage—or liquid sewage, from the taste of it. Marlana’s mercy, that’s awful. Trying not to gag, she presses the back of her hand to her mouth and shoots up a prayer to her goddess instead, hoping she can make a good impression on this group of strangers. She needs this to work out—every coin counts. Suddenly aware of her travel-worn appearance, she twists the messy golden waves of her hair into a quick bun just as the door creaks open again.


Dorna reenters and steps aside as an assortment of dusty travelers files in. Jaylie is surprised to discover that she and Dorna are the only humans in attendance, but from the way the newcomers size one another up, Jaylie assumes this is the first time they’re meeting, too. Good—she’s not at a disadvantage. As everyone moves to find a seat, Jaylie casts a sidelong glance at the purple- skinned giant of a man who sinks into the chair to her immediate left. He bares his fanged teeth at her, and Jaylie can’t tell if he is smiling or snarling; she’s far too distracted by the obsidian bull- like horns jutting from his temples to get a good look at his face. A tiefling! She’s heard stories about tieflings, and how you can recognize them by their horns or pointed tails. Supposedly they’re the descendants of the devils of Hell, or the products of dark infernal magic. Spooky as the stranger might appear, though, she knows this man’s devilish heritage gives him power—and rippling muscles, it seems. Badass.


“My friends.” Dorna stands at the head of the table and spreads her arms wide. All eyes swing to look at her. “How glad I am to finally get you all in the same room. I know we’ve had our separate business relationships, and all of you have worked with me as mercenaries for years. But for an opportunity like this, well—we could use a bit of teamwork.” She straightens suddenly and snaps her fingers. Annoyingly on cue, a tired barmaid sweeps in with a tray full of new mugs of ale. Internally groaning, Jaylie prays for a strong constitution to face such poison again while Dorna smiles beatifically. “Introductions are in order. First off—”


“That’s sweet of you, Dorna, but it’s unnecessary. I’m sure I need no introduction.”


The elven stranger speaks with a smooth, lilting accent before Dorna can continue, and while the merchant’s smile freezes on her face, she seems unsurprised. Amused, Jaylie turns toward the speaker sitting across from her, and she swears his green eyes twinkle as they meet her gaze. He rises from his seat and regally inclines his head toward the crew like a lord presiding over his court. “But, if I must—I am Loren. Loren Rosewood.”


He pauses dramatically, as if waiting for applause. But Jaylie has never seen this man in her life; she would have remembered someone so striking. She’s met many pretty elves in her time—all elves are pretty, with their ageless features and bright eyes—but he’s got to be the handsomest one she’s ever seen.


Loren looks like he belongs on a stage, not in some dank room in the basement of a tavern. His clothing favors shades of green, brown, and gold in a combination of silks, delicate embroidery, and fine leather. His polished boots come up to his knees, and his frilly shirt is unlaced practically to his navel, showing off an impressive collection of necklaces and overlapping pendants. He has a ring on each finger and several gem studs pierced through his pointed ears. But it’s his hair that draws Jaylie’s gaze—it looks as if it’s on fire. At first she thinks it’s a rich auburn, but when he leans forward, the table’s lantern highlights threads of vivid copper and gold. Half of his wavy hair is pulled into a loose knot, leaving the rest to tumble over his shoulders, deliberately styled to look effortlessly messy. Jaylie strains not to roll her eyes at the pretense.


But before she can do that, her gaze narrows on the neck of a polished lute peeking over Loren’s shoulder.


Bard.


Of course.


“I’ve never heard of you,” Jaylie announces sunnily, flashing him a sweet smile. The others murmur agreement, their tones reflecting varying degrees of agitation and amusement.


Loren is unfazed. “Ah, then someday down the line, you can tell my fans that you were among the first to know me.” His gaze flicks down to the holy symbol strung on a thin chain around Jaylie’s neck: an amulet with the gold coin emblem of Lady Marlana proudly displayed. He winks. “Lucky you.”


Jaylie snorts, but her smile lingers on her lips. Arrogant asshole.


Handsome, though.


“Well, if you’re quite done . . .” drawls a smooth voice to Loren’s right. The dwarven woman sports a small half smile as she toys with one of the rings braided into her long, dark beard. Her hair is much shorter, braided close to her scalp and threaded with gold clasps. An assortment of leathers hugs her dark skin, and Jaylie spots a couple of knives sheathed at her thighs. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all, loves,” she quips. “I’m Morgana. I’m looking forward to working together.”


A beat of silence stretches out and hangs uncomfortably in the air, but once Jaylie realizes that the tiefling man to her left is in no rush to fill it, she speaks up. “I’m Jaylie Amberlight. I’m a priestess of the Church of Marlana.” Calling it a church is a bit of a stretch. The Lady of Luck is hardly as uptight as some of the realm’s other deities, and her places of worship aren’t the traditional lofty and expensive cathedrals that other gods boast but cozy temples scattered across the land. “Dorna typically hires me for my healing abilities. I’ll keep you alive—if my Lady wills it,” she teases.


“And what if I’m looking for luck in other areas of my life?” Loren, of course.


Jaylie arches a brow and fixes him with a stare. “You’ll admit you can’t get by on skill alone?”


He only grins. Morgana lets out a ringing laugh, and the tiefling flashes a fang in what might be a smile. Jaylie counts it as a win.


Dorna clears her throat and gestures to the tiefling. He’s the only one who has touched his ale, and he makes the group wait as he drains the mug dry. Then he tosses his head with a grunt, his long ink-dark ponytail swaying with the movement. His voice is a rumble in his chest. “Kain.”


A few seconds pass.


He says nothing more.


Jaylie jumps when Dorna claps her hands together, bringing everyone’s attention back to her. “Well, then! I’ll give you all time to get to know each other, but before that, I know you’re waiting for me to cut to the chase.” Jaylie feels the air shift slightly as everyone at the table takes in a breath at once, and Dorna smiles slowly, savoring the suspense. “We’ve got our muscle, one of the realm’s most talented rogues, some entertainment, and our very own lucky charm. I imagine you’re all wondering what in the Hells I have planned for such a diverse group of talent.”


With a flourish, she withdraws an envelope from her pocket, its blue wax seal already broken. As Dorna slides out the thick card and lays it flat on the table for everyone to see, Jaylie catches the delicate scent of lilies wafting from it. Reading the looping cursive letters embossed on the parchment, she lets out a puzzled laugh.


It’s an invitation to a wedding. Tomorrow.


[image: display image.]


“And that’s a wrap on session one! What did we all think?” Liam asks.


I have to shake my head for a second to clear it. I put so much effort into embodying Jaylie that it takes some time for my imagined tavern scene to fade, revealing Liam’s game room. In place of what I pictured as the worn wood of the tavern table is a white fold-out piled with character sheets, multicolored dice, and empty cans of craft beer. Liam stands just as Dorna had, with his hands braced on the tabletop and his bearded face stretched into an expectant grin.


“I loved it.” I’m surprised that Julie is the first to speak, considering that she barely strung together five words for the entire three-hour session. “I want to play more, right now. I don’t want to wait another week for next Sunday.” I immediately liked her when she arrived with a tray of brownies and a pitcher of sangria. I had complimented her sweater— it had little cats all over it— and she’d proudly claimed that she knit it herself.


She is absolutely adorable, which makes it that much funnier that her character is Kain. He’s all brooding purple muscle and devilish menace, while Julie is all sunshine, pastels, violet cat-eye glasses, and curly, pink-streaked brown hair. Her voice is also delightfully high-pitched, so I’m impressed that she gives such a convincing performance of Kain’s gravelly masculine tone.


Even with her head bowed low over her notebook as she scribbles down the last of the session’s notes, Morgan looks amusingly like a taller, beardless version of Morgana—which I suspect is the point. According to Liam, she decided to join the game last minute, so most of her character- building involved little more than tacking on an extra letter after her name. Long braids frame her face, and her beauty is enhanced with sparkling, bold makeup. She finally looks up at Liam with a smile. “You know, I had my doubts about D&D, but . . . it was a good time. A really good time.”


I open my mouth to say something, but the bard beats me to it.


“Fucking epic, man. I’m excited. Invested! Absolutely here for it.” Even though Noah has dropped Loren’s Zorro-esque Spanish accent, his deep voice draws my attention back to him in the same way Loren’s had drawn Jaylie’s. His grin is bright, and he stands with his hands gripping the back of his chair, buzzing with excited energy. If anything about him is cute, I’ll admit it’s his contagious enthusiasm for the game.


Liam’s about as short as I am, and seeing them side by side, I can tell Noah’s got at least a foot on us both. Frankly I’m surprised he isn’t playing a warrior-type character or a great big bear of a druid to match his bulk, but I’m charmed by Loren.


And maybe his player, too.


“Sadie?”


I dart my eyes back to Liam, hoping he didn’t notice how I was staring. But Liam just looks at me expectantly, and I can see a little tension in the way his brows knit together, despite his smile. He won’t be satisfied unless he’s assured that everyone had fun. It’s what makes him a great host—and an even better Dungeon Master.


“All right, fine.” I lean back in my chair as I raise my half-finished glass of sangria, toasting him. “Fantastic stuff, Liam. I can’t believe I held out on you for so long. I wish I’d been playing for years.”


He does a little fist pump of victory. “Good. Excellent. I’m so glad to hear it—and it only gets better from here.” He takes a long look at each of us, pleadingly, as if afraid we’ll ghost him after one session. “We’ll meet again next Sunday?”


“You know it,” Noah booms, clapping Liam on the shoulder.


Liam and I follow the others as they shuffle toward the front door and out onto the driveway. While Morgan and Julie chat animatedly as they walk to their cars, I linger near the doorway and marvel again at the way Noah’s hair lights up as he steps into the sun. He catches my eye and gives a friendly wave before Liam shuts the door.


With everyone gone, I turn back to Liam for his honest opinion. “Was that a good game?” I ask. “Did we do all right? I don’t really have a frame of reference.”


Liam stands in the entryway, staring out toward his front yard. I let him process for a minute before he finally turns toward me with a wide grin on his face. “Oh, it was fantastic. Beginners are my favorite. I get to use all my old tricks that my veterans usually see through.”


My shoulders sag slightly. “You’ve told this story before? The whole wedding invitation setup?”


He presses a palm to his chest, offended. “What? No, of course not. I create a new story for each group.” His eyes twinkle. “But still, new players are easier to surprise.”


I’m not sure what he means, but I assume it’s something like reading too many books of the same genre. After a while, you get used to the same old plot twists. I elbow him as I follow him back to the game room. “Maybe we’ll surprise you, too.”


Swirling the last dregs of sangria in my glass, I meander around the room as Liam cleans up the mess from the table. It’s the only room I hadn’t been in until today, and from what I can tell, it’s the one room that Liam has fully claimed for himself. The bookshelves are full of brick-shaped fantasy paperbacks, game figurines, chess club trophies, and old photos. I smile at the framed pictures of our friend groups from both high school and college, dressed for academic competitions, anime conventions—god, I’d really fucked up that cosplay—graduation, and more. My blond hair had been much longer then, before I’d chopped it off after college to curl in a bob right at my shoulders. In one photo Liam and I pose after a middle school Quizbowl tournament, and with our matching pale hair and glasses, we almost look like siblings. There’s even a picture of Liam and his first boyfriend at our high school scholarship ceremony, though neither of them had been out at the time.


The walls are decorated in the nerdiest way possible, with beautifully illustrated special-edition maps from books and video games, a tapestry from Skyrim, and another Sadie Brooks original: a painting of Garzoth the Wise, Liam’s beloved character from the MMO Legends of Lore, posed in his fancy wizard’s robes as he holds a glowing orb aloft. It had been my college graduation gift to Liam, and when I first arrived at his house, I was touched by how many of my pieces he’d kept and shipped here all the way from Connecticut.


“They were great,” I say eventually. “The other players, I mean. I loved everyone’s characters.” Liam hums a happy agreement, and my gaze strays to Garzoth’s shining green eyes, which remind me of Loren’s own playful wink. “Tell me again how you met Noah?”


Liam waggles his eyebrows. He knows I’m intrigued.


Asshole, I think fondly.


I huff and busy myself with gathering the dishes into a pile. Liam follows me into the kitchen, where Howard greets us with an offended meow; he hates being shut out. But if we let him in, Liam says he’ll knock all the dice off the table, turning critical hits into critical failures. I set the plates down and soothe the cat with chin scritches.


“I met him at a bar,” Liam says, his mouth quirking up at the corner.


“. . . On a date?”


“Yes. Well—no, not on a date with Noah, but . . . yeah. I was there on a date a few months ago. Noah was bartending.”


“Bartending?” I swing to face him, grinning. “And you, what— you just invited him to play after meeting him for the first time?”


Liam spreads his hands wide and lets out a surprised laugh. “Look, I know it’s random, but he seemed cool. Honestly, I had a better conversation with him than I did with my date. And he’s new here, too, Sadie. He seemed eager to make friends.” He pauses.


“. . . And he also likes Legends of Lore.”


The fastest way to Liam’s heart.


“Well, as long as you’re sure he won’t axe-murder us after earning our trust,” I tease as I snatch up the keys to the Civic. “I’m going to go grab a few groceries for the week. Do you need anything?”


Liam hesitates. “I’ve still got leftover pasta and some frozen pizzas, if you want them.”


But he’s been more than generous enough—especially on his teacher’s salary—and I’ve got an unexpected urge to cook for myself. I’d thought socializing with strangers for the first time in weeks would be draining, but I haven’t yet come down from the unexpected high of how much fun I had. Besides, Sunday has always been grocery day for me, and a step back into a routine feels . . . good. Maybe next week I’ll even get back into running. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine for this week, Liam. I appreciate it.”


He gives me a quick nod and a plea to pick up some toilet paper as I swing open the front door. The Texas summertime heat is like a slap in the face, and the sticky, oven- like humidity is almost enough to make me turn around. Instead, I persevere.







CHAPTER

Three

Speak of the devil.

Or, well, the elf.

Noah sits on the curb next to Liam’s Prius, scrolling lazily through his phone. It’s been at least twenty minutes since everyone else left, and his flannel lies discarded in the grass. Seeing him in just a tank top, I can tell he’s no stranger to the sun, with his tanned, freckled (and wonderfully broad) shoulders. I bet he’s regretting wearing flannel and jeans, too. Maybe he’s waiting on his ride—or maybe he waited for everyone to leave so he could axe-murder Liam and me, just as I suspected.

He turns and sees me hovering behind him before I can make up my mind about his motives.

“Sadie!”

We’ve known each other for only a few hours, but Noah greets me with the enthusiasm of a big fluffy dog who can’t help but treat every stranger he meets as a potential new friend. He unfolds from the curb like a pop-up book, rising to his feet until he looms over me. Privately, I’m thankful for the shade provided by his silhouette. His smile is bright, and his eyes are the same hue as the cloudless sky above him.

It’s hard not to smile back, so I do. “Noah. Your ride bail on you?”

“Not quite. I usually bike, but she’s in the shop today, so— I Ubered.”

I wince.

“Exactly,” he confirms with a sigh. “Heller’s so tiny, there aren’t any available drivers at all. The one I matched with is still . . .” He checks his phone again as he runs one hand over his thick hair. The sunlight catches on a little silver hoop pierced through his left ear. “Eighteen minutes away.”

“Bummer. Good luck with that, yeah?” I turn on my heel and head toward the Civic.

Kidding.

I set my axe-murderer concerns aside and take pity. “Do you want a ride?”

Noah’s eyes go soft at the suggestion. “Would you?”

“I would.” He bends to grab his backpack and flannel off the grass and follows me to the car. “Where to?” I ask.

“I’ve actually got work in an hour, and not much time left to change, so straight to Alchemist Brewing, I suppose.”

“Where’s Alchemist?”

“Sadie, you haven’t been yet?” He feigns a wounded tone.

I like how often he uses my name—how often he uses everyone’s names. There’s an immediate familiarity to it. As I fish the keys from my bag, I say, “Just haven’t had the excuse to yet, I guess.” Or the expendable income. Or the will to leave the house.

But today’s a new day.

As soon as I get the car started, I blast the AC—the interior is hot enough to bake cookies in—and key the brewery’s address into my maps app. The inside of the car seems to shrink when Noah sinks into the passenger seat, his long legs bending awkwardly around the discarded cups and tote bag I’d left on the floorboard. Good-naturedly, he helps me transfer most of it into the back seat along with his backpack, though he pauses with my sketchbook in hand.

I press my lips together. I forgot I’d brought it with me on one of my Liam-mandated side quests to return his books to the library. I’d paused in the shade of their small backyard garden, doodling mindlessly as I sat on an old worn bench.

“You draw?” Noah asks.

I keep my eyes on the road as I pull out of the driveway. “A little.”

It’s something of an understatement.

“Like what? Moody still lifes? Graphic design sketches?” He pauses. “It’s all naked anime men, isn’t it?”

That earns a half grin. “How did you know?”

“I know your type.” There’s a smile in his voice, and when I glance at him, the playful glint in his eyes suggests I am also the type. “Can I see?”

Despite the many years I’ve spent creating art, it never gets easier to share it with anyone. Of course, it’s easy to post to social media, where I can share pseudonymously with a crowd of fans, friends, and mutuals. And in Liam’s house, no one knows any of the pieces he has are mine because I hate signing art; a little scribbled “S” at the bottom feels like it’s subtracting from the piece. With Noah sitting close enough that I can easily gauge his reaction as soon as he opens the cover—close enough that I’m getting distracted by whatever woody cologne he must be wearing—well. It could be awkward, if he doesn’t like it. He doesn’t strike me as a good liar.

But I can’t help feeling like I want to impress him, so I take the risk.

“Sure.”

As he opens the worn sketchbook, I glance over at the pages, though I already know all the drawings within. It’s my moodiest sketchbook, with a sticker on the cover spelling out vibes in bub-bly letters. In this one, I draw whatever makes me happiest. I have others, of course, for figure studies, concept work, and more—but there’s a reason why this was the only one I’d brought with me to Texas. The Vibes book is just for me. It’s both the worst place Noah could start, if he wants an idea of what I’m truly capable of, and the best place, if he wants to get to know me.

For one, he’s not totally wrong about the naked anime men. I’ve doodled plenty of my favorite cartoon and video game protagonists, drawn in a series of different poses or in compromising positions with other characters. But alongside sketches of Kylo Ren with his pants pulled up to his nipples are charcoal drawings of my mom, tiny watercolor wildflowers, and one painstakingly rendered floor plan of what my dream apartment in New York might look like.

“These are really good, Sadie.”

I make a noncommittal noise as I keep my eyes on the flat road before me, though I sit a little straighter, pleased.

“No, really. This is modern art at its finest.”

The road’s clear, so I risk a sidelong look. Noah holds up a page with a series of portraits of the beloved wizard Gandalf: Gandalf the Blue (sad Gandalf with a drooping hat), Gandalf the Black (Goth Gandalf with thick black eyeliner), Gandalf the Pink (Barbie Gandalf with a bow in his beard), and Gandalf the Green (stoner wizard, obviously, complete with swirling pipe smoke).

“You’re too kind.”

“You could do it professionally, if you wanted to. Honest.”

“Oh yeah? You think the Tolkien estate would be interested in my work?” I turn an earnest, hopeful gaze toward Noah as the car rolls up to a stop sign.

I like the way his eyes crinkle at the corners. “I would. I’d pay you for this.”

I chew at the inside of my cheek, biting back a smile. I’m flattered, even though his comment doesn’t take root in my mind. I know better than to give too much hope to ideas like that. “Turn the page.”

I’m rewarded with a sharp inhale of surprise as Noah takes in my latest sketch. A woman lounges lazily on her side across the span of the page, her chin cupped in one beringed hand, a glass of wine balanced in the other. Wild honey-blond curls escape from a pink-and-turquoise headscarf, spilling over the revealing folds of a cream-and-gold-colored robe. Her telltale golden amulet nestles between her breasts. I’d used lots of different colors and quick, free- form lines to sketch out her curves, lazy perch, and coy half smile. It’s not the sort of practiced and perfected drawing that I could sell, as Noah suggested, but I like the way I’d captured her for the first time. She’s a jumble of scribbled lines, full of possibility and potential, waiting until I’m certain enough of her character to outline her in bold, sure strokes.

“Jaylie,” he says, recognizing her immediately. “She’s lovely.

” My cheeks warm as if he had complimented me instead.

“Thank you,” I hum happily. Another stop sign. There’s a field to my right and two houses to my left, and I’m struck by how far I can see toward the horizon. I’m still getting used to how wide the landscape feels—how flat. I peek at Noah again.

As his finger hovers over Jaylie, his lips part. It’s like he’s got something to say, but then he shakes his head and it’s gone. After a beat of silence, he continues, “So you don’t do this professionally, then, as shocking as that is to me. What do you do, Sadie?”

“I’m in marketing.” I’ve said it so many times, my answer is automatic. But then the pain of realization hits, a sharp reminder that—“Well, I was in marketing. I lost my job a few weeks ago.”

I wait for the sympathetic wince I’ve seen on every face since I’ve started admitting that fact, but Noah’s expression stays open and curious. “Trying something new?” he asks.

“I’m . . . taking some time off.

” “That’s good.”

A bolt of annoyance flashes through me. How could he know whether it’s a good thing for me? The harsh disappointment at losing what I’d thought was my dream job twists beneath my ribs again, and I have to clear my throat before I continue. “Just for the summer, though. I’ll be back to work in New York soon enough.” I nod once—sharp, decisive—and try to relax. “What about you? Liam said Alchemist has only been around for a couple of months. Is that when you moved here?”

“Yeah. A buddy of mine from college always dreamed of opening a brewery. Dumbass kept trying to brew in our dorm room before they caught him,” Noah says fondly. He shrugs one shoulder. “I didn’t really have anything else going on, so I said I’d help out.”

I stare at the license plate of the car ahead of us to hide my surprise. Until recently, I hadn’t known what it was like to not really have anything else going on, so I just ask, “Do you like it?”

“So far! It’s so new to me, it’s hard to tell. But I like meeting new people. And the free booze doesn’t hurt.”

“And how do you like Heller?”

“Heller’s great!”

I don’t try to suppress the laugh that bubbles up. “Really?” I say dryly. “Liam says that Alchemist is the most exciting thing to happen to this town in the past decade.”

“That makes me something of a local celebrity, then, doesn’t it? No wonder I’m enjoying myself.” Noah’s tone is light with amusement, and it reminds me briefly of Loren.

Finally we reach the brewery, and as I weave around cars in its half full parking lot, I’m afforded my first glance of Heller’s newest gem. A wide deck wraps around the front of the building and extends into the back, with twinkling fairy lights and hanging orange canopies stretched over top. Paired with the late afternoon sun now warming the horizon, the budding lights and neon “A” sign buzzing over the door paint a welcoming invitation.

But Noah hasn’t moved yet. He’s still lounging in the passenger seat, elbow propped on the center console. “What about you? Do you like Heller?” he asks, his head tilted.

“It’s so new to me, it’s hard to tell,” I say, echoing his earlier assessment. “It’s . . . hot,” I add helpfully. Grumpily.

He laughs, but his smile lingers. “Maybe we can explore it together.” His tone lilts up at the end, turning it into a question. His gaze skates across the horizon like he’s mapping it all out.

And then he trains his clear blue eyes on me.

His suggestion hangs in the air between us, humming with possibility. I’m caught off guard, but I can’t help the flash of intrigue that blooms in my chest. It would be nice, maybe, to explore this town with someone who’s as displaced as me—someone who looks at Heller as an adventure to be had, ripe with undiscovered magic and opportunity. Already Noah’s cheerful company has been a welcome distraction, and it doesn’t hurt that he’s so easy on the eyes, either.

Maybe I could use some of his sunshine to chase away my storm-cloud perspective.

Noah tosses his chin toward Alchemist. “Start here. Come in for a minute and see the place.” The brewery’s fairy lights reflect in his eyes when he offers, “First drink’s on the house.”

I consider it. Even from my car I can hear the jaunty crooning of a folk song carrying from the speakers set up outside, and the temptation of a beer to relax the tension in my shoulders almost has me reaching to turn off the ignition. I can’t lie and say I’m not eager to quiz Noah about how he ended up in Heller. I wonder, too, if I’m imagining the hopeful note in his invitation—but then again, Noah’s overt friendliness is likely what entices many patrons through those glass doors in the first place. It’s probably the same charm he turned on Liam, enough to be invited to our D&D group.

It’s hardly a charm I’m immune to, but for today, I’ve reached my quota for new experiences. Reminders of my joblessness and all the groceries I said I wanted to buy circle my thoughts, and I shake my head. I’m just not there yet. Anxiety pools in my stomach.

“I’ve got to make a grocery run,” I say lamely, my smile feeling forced as it stretches my cheeks wide. “I told Liam I’d pick up the TP this week. I’m his only hope.” Unwilling to completely shut the figurative door, I add hopefully, “Next time?”

“Next time.” Noah reverently sets my sketchbook on top of the dashboard before reaching to pat my forearm. He gives it a brief squeeze. “Drive safe, Sadie. And thanks for the ride.”

He shrugs back into his flannel and exits the car, giving a two-fingered salute before he disappears into the brewery.





CHAPTER

Four

I’m running calculations. Midway through my fourth week of unemployment and a third of the way through my fifth cup of instant ramen this week, I sit at the guest room’s tiny desk and squint at my bank account totals. Although I’ve always kept some savings set aside for emergencies, it turns out that my rainy-day fund accounts for only a light drizzle—not the steady downpour of facing a whole summer with no work. Even with Liam’s generosity and weeks of ramen and PB&Js, I won’t last longer than another month or two at best without some additional income. Not when I’m still paying my roommates rent for the NYC apartment that I’m not even living in.

I need a new plan.

When I lost the job at Incite, I had only a handful of options. In theory, I could have stayed with my parents in Connecticut, but that was immediately out of the question. I wouldn’t be able to handle the pressure of the old high school medals hanging above my bed, my mom peeking through my door and softly asking, “Are you all right, Sadiebug?,” and my dad’s stormy glances from across the kitchen table . . . it was too much to think about. As an only child, I felt that the weight of their expectations for me was heavy enough. I could have gone back to my manager and asked her to reconsider her decision to let me go, but the thought of that had filled me with cold dread. I’d considered trying to find something else in the city, something I could work part time until I got back on my feet again. But instead, I’d stared blankly at my ceiling for a week, paralyzed by indecision and disgust until Liam came to the rescue.

Among my banking and budgeting browser tabs, I spot the threatening bubble of an unread email. But it’s just from an old nosy co-worker.


Subject: Just Checking In!

Josephine!

How are things going?? I know it’s been a while since we’ve had the chance to catch up over happy hour (you’re in TX now, right?) but I miss having you around. I told my manager about you, and he said he reached out a couple of weeks back to set up an interview but hasn’t heard back from you yet. You should hit him up—you know I’d KILL to work with you again.

I’m not sure what happened at Incite, but I’m here if you need anything. I’ll keep you posted if I have any other leads. We’ll have you back in the city in no time!

x Darcy



Despite spending a few lunch breaks together and sharing a cubicle wall, Darcy and I had never been close while she’d worked at Incite. I know this outreach is only her attempt to fish for juicy details to pass around at her next office happy hour. I don’t bother to look at the link she’s attached to the recruiting website.

Instead, I sit with the email for a few heartbeats, allowing the anxiety to grip my chest in an icy fist. When I first got the job at Incite straight out of college, my manager had called me Josephine by mistake, referring to my HR paperwork. No one except my grandma ever called me Josephine. I’d always been Sadie. But in the moment, I’d liked the sound of it and hadn’t bothered to correct her. Josephine seemed like a chic big-city gal, ready to take on the world—a name I could grow into. Seeing the name again now just adds another layer of sour resentment.

I roughly scrub one hand through my hair. Ignoring a handful of other emails like Darcy’s, I pull up the social media accounts I created for my art and idly scroll through, looking for any distraction. I used to be proud that my accounts were fairly popular, as I’d kept up-to-date with posting fanart for trending shows and games. It wasn’t unusual for superfans to reach out and ask me to draw their faves, and I’d taken on a few paid requests when the mood struck. So, despite half a year of inactivity, I’ve still got a backlog of DMs and requests: Are you currently accepting commissions?

I tilt my head slowly to the side and then go still. Into the quiet silence of the room, I let out a single contemplative “Hm.”

There are plenty of ways I could make enough money to get through the rest of the summer. I could be the Uber driver Heller so desperately needs, or pick up shifts at the grocery store. Since they’re brand-new, Alchemist is probably hiring, I think wildly, before waving away that idea—even though working at Alchemist would be a safer plan than the one currently taking root in my mind. Everything has felt so foggy lately that this small seed of inspiration feels like a ray of sun piercing through the clouds—impossible to ignore.

Before doubt can poison my sudden rush of enthusiasm, I accept all of my pending commission requests, including a pet portrait for a birthday gift, a bust of someone’s Legends of Lore character, and a NSFW drawing of my least favorite Marvel hero, Captain America. But hey, the spicy art will undoubtedly bring in the most money—and even the most boring of the Avengers will be a treat to draw nude. For years I’ve done commissions just to keep my skills fresh, but this is the first time I might actually be relying on the income. And despite my nerves, it feels good.

I smile to myself. Is this what Noah imagined when he suggested I pursue art professionally?

Regardless, America’s ass is a lot easier to focus on than my real career falling apart.

I carefully close my laptop and set it to the side, trading it for my drawing tablet and pen.

[image: display image.]

“Hi, Sadie.”

Noah stands silhouetted in Liam’s doorway, early Sunday afternoon sunshine beaming bright and merciless behind him. His face is shiny with sweat, loose curls sticking to his temples as he lifts off his helmet and clips it to his bike. I open the door wide enough for him to roll it inside and rest it against the wall of the entryway.

“Just in time, Noah. Can’t have a wedding without any music,” I tease. It’s not that he’s late—everyone else just arrived sheepishly, eagerly early, to Liam’s delight.

“Worst case, Kain would fill in for me.”

I laugh. “You think so?”

“I’m sure he’s got a nice baritone.”

“Bass,” Julie calls from the kitchen, correcting him. “But he’d kill you first before ever agreeing to perform.”
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