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A Note From Ember


Curse & Kingdom is an ongoing fantasy romance serial, and this volume holds the complete third season. For the sake of all my lovely readers enjoying this series in book form, I’ve given this volume its own title—Wrath & Warrior—but it’s truly one ongoing story, so make sure you start with the first book.

In the original serial story, the chapters in this volume appeared as Episodes 115-167. To prevent confusion, I’ve renumbered them here as Chapters 1-53. The titles of the episodes/chapters remain the same in both formats, so if you’re switching between the two it should be easy to find your place.

I release new episodes of Curse & Kingdom twice a week on my Patreon page (patreon.com/emberblackthorn), if you wish to follow along with the story in serial form as I write it. In the meantime, I hope you enjoy this sensual tale of magic, monsters, love, and longing.

xoxo, Ember
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The Hunt for Home

ESMER


If I closed my eyes, the morning air almost smelled like hope. 
I allowed myself one deep inhale, breathing in the crispness of the breeze and the earthy musk of the horses as our hunting party rode across the dew-kissed valley and away from Cleris. 
And then I snorted at my own idiocy. I wasn’t usually this sappy—Marigold must have rubbed off on me.
Still, I had to admit there was something in the air today. For the first time in over a decade, it felt like my life was in my own hands again. I was back in the world where I belonged, beholden to no one but myself. There was a freedom—and yes, a hope—in that.
“Girl!” Lady Fresna barked from the back of her horse, just ahead of mine. “Bring me my scarf!”
I sighed, my brief illusions of freedom once again quashed by reality.
Plastering a complacent smile on my face, I pulled Lady Fresna’s silk scarf from one of my horse’s saddlebags and then trotted forward to hand it to her.
“My lady,” I said, offering it to her.
She snatched it from my hand without even a glance in my direction, then wrapped the fabric around her shoulders with a scowl.
Some of us enjoyed the cool morning air more than others.
We’d set out just before dawn, when the eastern horizon was just blushing pink. There were fifteen total in the party—six members of the Cleris nobility, and nine attendants. Apparently even those lords and ladies who thought themselves worthy of hunting down a legendary phoenix still needed a small army of servants to wait on them hand and foot on their trek through the wilderness.
Some were better than others.
Lord Hassian, the leader of this expedition, had only one attendant—a young man whose primary role appeared to be managing His Lordship’s large collection of weapons and hunting gear. And Lady Noya, the only other noblewoman besides Lady Fresna, had brought no one at all. She carried her own bow and most of her own gear upon her own horse, and though I hadn’t exchanged two words with her, I liked her already.
But I’d been assigned to Lady Fresna. Because apparently the universe had decided I hadn’t suffered enough already.
I wasn’t even sure why Lady Fresna was here, except maybe because she’d gotten caught up in some romanticized notion of the adventure of it all. Her brother, Lord Randolf, was among the party as well, but they hadn’t spoken once since we’d set out, so I doubted she was inspired by any sort of strong familial bond. She couldn’t have been more than twenty, which only made her insistence on calling me ‘Girl’ even more stupid. And she was probably more sheltered than Marigold—without Marigold’s cheerful nature and incessant optimism. We hadn’t even left the valley yet and I had a feeling Lady Fresna was already regretting her decision to join.
Go ahead, I thought silently in her direction. Turn back. It would certainly make this journey easier on me. I wasn’t planning on staying with the hunting party all the way to the end, but I preferred to suffer as little as possible in the meantime. I didn’t mind having to work along the way—better than traveling alone—but if I was going to have to pamper Miss Prissy Pants the entire time I was going to shoot myself.
I let my horse fall back, until I was riding among the rest of the servants again. The sun was well over the horizon now, casting peach-colored light on our backs, but judging by the clouds sweeping in, we’d see rain before the morning was done. We were currently skirting the edge of the valley’s fruit orchards, heading towards the thicker forest where the phoenix was last spotted, and if we were lucky, we’d reach the trees before the sky opened.
“My lord!” one of the other servants called up to Lord Hassian. “Someone else is coming!” 
I glanced back over my shoulder towards the palace. There was indeed a rider approaching, though they were little more than a smudge on the green landscape at this point.
“Probably Lord Voth,” Hassian said with a hearty laugh. “I knew that bastard wouldn’t let himself miss out on the fun. Likely overslept, the lazy sap. Keep going—he’ll catch us when he catches us. I wait for no man.”
That drew a round of laughs from the other nobles, including Lady Fresna—though her lips quickly dropped into their usual pout again after.
I couldn’t care less, really. One more noble meant one more person to clean up after in the short term, but otherwise it didn’t affect me much. I was more focused on that delicate, tingling sense of freedom that increased the farther we rode from the palace.
The farther we rode from him.
Because he still had a hold on me. After all this time, after everything I’d been through, Oak still had a fucking hold on me.
Meanwhile, I might as well not even exist to him.
He’d changed. We’d both changed—it was inevitable, after the bullshit we’d been through—but I’d never expected Oak to be so cold towards me. Even if he’d moved on, even if he’d fallen in love with someone else, the Oak I’d known never would have been so heartless. So much of his behavior over the last few weeks had made him a stranger to me.
And still, in other ways, he was exactly the man I remembered. Exactly the man I’d fallen in love with half a lifetime ago.
You’re not supposed to be thinking about him, I reminded myself. That was why I’d had to leave—because as long as I was there, near him, he would continue to have that hold on me. I’d never escape him, never heal enough to rebuild my life once again.
But he wasn’t the only reason I was here, with these people.
I needed to go back to Riversend, where I’d grown up. The hunting expedition would take me most of the way there, and I intended to break away and go the rest of the way on my own once we were in the mountains.
I’d let myself get distracted since returning to Therador, but I could only run from myself for so long. Just the thought of returning to my hometown—of seeing my family and old friends again—filled me with a wobbly but promising warmth. Maybe there, among all the love and memories of my childhood, I’d figure out what the hell I was supposed to do now.
Gods above, I had no idea what I was going to do if I didn’t.
“Girl!” Lady Fresna called again. “Bring me my other gloves! These reins are going to give me blisters!”
I rolled my eyes and fished through her things again. I only had enough personal belongings for one saddlebag, so the other pack on my horse was filled with Lady Fresna’s “essentials.”  Some of the mountain trails would be too narrow for carts, so most of our supplies were laden on the backs of a handful of pack horses. Everything else was carried by the servants’ mounts.
I fished through Lady Fresna’s things until I found the gloves—a soft leather pair that would be ruined at the first touch of rain. Next to them was a small green bottle.
Emerald Nectar.
Emerald Nectar was far less popular than other varieties of Nectar, primarily because it was syrupy-sweet with a strong anise seed aftertaste. But I’d always appreciated the flavor.
Maybe we have something in common after all, Lady Fresna.
I glanced around, making sure no one was watching me, then plucked the bottle from the bag. I popped out the cork and took a quick but generous swig of the beverage before returning it to the pack.
Just a little pre-payment for all the stupid things I’m going to have to do.
I nudged my horse ahead again as I grabbed the gloves, passing them to Lady Fresna just as the first misty raindrops landed on my skin.
“Ugh!” she whined, glancing up at the sky. “No one warned me we would be getting wet!”
“Your cloak, my lady?” I asked, already unfastening it from the back of my saddle. 
She tore the cloak out of my hands, wrapping it quickly around herself and pulling the fur-lined hood up over her long, dark hair. She’d worn her hair down today, for some unknown reason—apparently she was too vain to realize that loose, waist-length locks were not only highly impractical on a hunt but also potentially dangerous—but I had a feeling she wasn’t interested in my two cents. 
As I fell back again, I stole another quick sip of the Emerald Nectar.
The rain was already starting to come down harder, and others were beginning to pull their hoods and cloaks tighter around their bodies. At the head of the party, Lord Hassian spurred his horse a little faster, leading the charge to the protective cover of the forest.
I didn’t mind the wet. It was a reminder that somehow, against all odds, I was still alive. The rain smelled different here in Therador than it had in Marigold and Isaac’s world—it was familiar and comforting.
Like home.
But that word—home—felt wrong. I’d thought returning to Therador would feel like coming home, but it hadn’t. I hadn’t belonged in Marigold and Isaac’s world, but now that I was here, I didn’t feel like I truly belonged here anymore, either.
Just get to Riversend, I told myself. Then everything will make sense again. A few days ago, I hadn’t even been sure I wanted to go back there, but now it felt like I had no other choice.
The rain began pouring, pounding down on us, and I finally relented and lifted my hood, if only to keep the water out of my eyes. Behind me, I could hear the wet, heavy hoofbeats of the approaching rider. He’d finally caught up with us. He rode right past all of us servants, and I didn’t even glance at him as he guided his horse up to the front of the group, presumably to speak with Lord Hassian. I just kept my head bowed and my hood tucked close against the rain, and I debated whether or not it was worth stealing another sip of the Emerald Nectar.
Nothing else matters, I told myself. Not the idiocy of the nobles, and certainly not anything—slash anyone—I’d left behind me at the palace. Right now, the only thing that mattered was getting back to Riversend, where maybe—if the universe didn’t decide to fuck me over again—I’d finally find home.
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2
The Key

MARIGOLD


“He’s  gone?” Isaac said. “Where?”
He and I stood just inside the terrace doors of the palace suite I shared with Alastor, watching the rain fall outside. Below, the hillside sloped down from the palace toward the bustling, manicured streets of Cleris, and beyond that, the neat, green rows of the orchards stretched across the valley.
“I don’t know,” I told my friend. “All Talon said was that Octavian left Cleris. And that he probably won’t be back for a few weeks or more. Talon couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tell me any more than that.”
Isaac shrugged. “Well, I can’t say I’m sad to see him go. Not after what he did.”
He was talking about my cheek—which was still swollen and purple where Octavian had punched me two nights ago.
“He didn’t mean to,” I said softly.
Isaac gave me a look. “That’s what they all say, Goldie.”
I didn’t want to get into this again—I’d already heard Isaac’s full opinions on the incident more than once. And I didn’t blame my friend for being pissed and protective. Maybe, if I’d been on the outside looking in, I’d have felt the same way.
But he hadn’t been there. He hadn’t seen it happen.
I had. I’d seen the look in Octavian’s eyes in the split second before his fist hit my face—seen the flicker of recognition, the alarm. And through the haze of blinding pain that had followed the impact, I’d seen the expression of horror on Octavian’s face. I knew that none of us could judge Octavian for what had happened as deeply as he judged himself.
There was no convincing Isaac of that, though. No chance of forgiveness or understanding from him. Octavian had hit me. And even though I was the one who’d thrown myself in front of that punch and I was the one who’d gotten in the middle of an altercation between Octavian and Alastor, everyone still blamed Octavian.
No one else understands, I thought, reaching up and gingerly pressing my fingers against the tender skin of my cheek. But I did—I knew what it was like to accidentally hurt someone I cared about. One of the first times I’d deliberately tried to use my power, I’d lost control of it and knocked Isaac unconscious. I’d thought I’d killed him. I still carried the horror and shame of that incident in my heart today.
And yes, you could argue that Octavian’s punch wasn’t “accidental,” and that he shouldn’t have attacked his brother in the first place—but in my mind, our two events weren’t so very different.
Still, I hadn’t spoken to Octavian since the night of the feast. Octavian had avoided me, and I’d made no move to remedy that—aside from consult the deathless rose, which had been aggravatingly silent on the matter. And now Octavian was gone, and there was no chance to make things right between us.
“Everyone’s leaving,” Isaac said, with a glumness that suggested he wasn’t thinking about Octavian anymore.
He was thinking about Esmer. We’d said our farewells to her early this morning, before she’d left with the hunting party, and though Isaac had tried to convince her to stay, I’d already made my peace—mostly—with the inevitability of her departure. At least, I couldn’t begrudge my friend the chance to do whatever it took to make herself whole again, however much it pained me to see her go—and to have no idea when and if I’d ever see her again.
Isaac had offered to go with her. But Esmer had just laughed and said that I needed him more. I couldn’t honestly argue with that—and the fact that Isaac hadn’t pushed the issue further meant he couldn’t argue with it, either. So we were both here, and Esmer was off in the world, and we had to find some way to survive without each other. 
“So we’re stuck with just the grumpy one now, huh?” Isaac said.
He meant Alastor. Who, yes, had been even grumpier than usual these last two days. To say he was furious at Octavian would have been the understatement of the century.
Alastor had spent most of the last couple days doing damage control with the court, spinning stories to explain away his brother’s wild behavior. I had no idea if anyone was buying them. And I had no idea if he and Octavian had spoken since the incident. Given the fact that Octavian was still alive…probably not. Though I couldn’t help but wonder if some conversation between the brothers was what had driven Octavian to leave. 
I, meanwhile, was confined to the suite. Alastor didn’t want anyone to see how bad my face was, and while part of me was disgruntled about being punished for something that—mostly—wasn’t my fault, I honestly had no desire to waltz around court looking like this, either. I wasn’t in the right headspace to deal with the stares or the rumors.
It didn’t help that Alastor mostly ignored me, too, and when he did finally return to the suite in the evenings, he could hardly bring himself to look at me. When I spoke to him, he answered in short, clipped sentences.
“He needs to get his head out of his ass,” said Isaac, who’d witnessed more than a couple instances of the grumpy awkwardness between Alastor and me over the past few days. “He’s acting like you did something wrong when you’re the victim here.”
“Maybe.” While I absolutely wouldn’t argue that Alastor needed to get his head out of his ass—that was a given—I had a feeling that Isaac had it all backwards.
I’d seen my face in the mirror. I knew how bad my cheek looked. And I’d seen Alastor’s expression change whenever he glanced in my direction—seen his eyes go right to the bruise, seen his entire face tighten with barely repressed anger. I didn’t consider myself an expert on the Prince of Veridaea or anything, but I was pretty sure his avoidance of me had more to do with him than with me.
Well, mostly, anyway.
Because I hadn’t forgotten what had happened at the ball before Octavian had lost his mind—Alastor and I had fooled around in the pleasure gardens. And then he’d confessed his love to me.
I still found his entire confession absolutely absurd. Too ridiculous to give more than a passing thought. But the logical part of my mind reminded me that people generally didn’t respond well to rejection, and if Alastor needed some time to nurse his wounds, then so be it.
“He has no reason to be pissed at you,” Isaac said.
I still hadn’t told Isaac what had happened between Alastor and me. I’d thought about it, more than once, but something had always stopped me.
“I don’t want to talk about Alastor anymore,” I told him. 
“Fine,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe we can—”
He was interrupted by a knock on the door.
Instantly, we both went on alert. Everyone in our little group had their own coded knock. Which meant this was someone else.
“Delivery for Princess Marigold,” came a soft voice from the other side of the door.
We’d occasionally have messengers and servants show up at our door unexpectedly, but this was the first time one had appeared while Alastor was gone. Assuming it was just a servant or messenger and not a member of the Circle or some other enemy sent to catch me while I was vulnerable.
“You can leave the delivery out there,” I called back to the girl on the other side as I bent down and grabbed the dagger from the hidden sheath strapped to my ankle. I’d grown tired of feeling defenseless and decided to start wearing this little knife at all times.
Isaac produced a dagger of his own and edged closer to the door.
“If you please, Your Highness,” said the serving girl on the other side, “I was told to place it directly in your hands.”
This was growing stranger by the second, but I had to admit my curiosity was piqued.
I motioned for Isaac to go behind the door, within easy stabbing distance if it came to that. Then I unlocked the door and opened it just enough to peek through.
The servant on the other side was as young and unassuming as any I’d seen—which didn’t mean she wasn’t dangerous.
“Your Highness,” she said, dropping into a curtsy. “This is for you.” She held up a tiny red enamel box, no bigger than her outstretched hand. It was edged in gold, but otherwise unadorned.
“Who sent it?” I asked her.
“I don’t know, Your Highness. It was given to me by the head steward, who simply told me to deliver it to you personally. Perhaps there is a note inside?”
This was getting increasingly suspicious, but if there was one thing I’d learned from years of reading and writing fantasy stories, it was that you ignored mysterious gifts at your own peril.
At any rate, the girl seemed to be suffering no harm from the box itself, so I reached out and took it from her hand.
“Thank you,” I said, then closed the door again quickly.
Instantly, Isaac was next to me again. “What is it?”
“You know as much as I do.” I carried the box deeper into the room, studying its glossy red surface. There was a tiny latch on the front, but it didn’t appear to be locked. “Do you think it’s safe to just…open it?”
“I don’t know.” He eyed it skeptically. “What if it’s protected by some sort of spell? Or what if it contains some sort of dark magic or curse? Maybe the reason she had to hand it to you and you alone is because it’ll affect whoever opens it first.”
That seemed a little far-fetched, but given how many curses were flying around this place, it wasn’t worth taking any chances.
“Okay,” I said, holding the box at arm’s length. “Undo my dress.”
“What?”
“So I can take the Safarian pearls off,” I said. “They’re under my dress. If I’m going to open this, I want to be able to throw up a magical shield or something.”
“Do you know how to do that?”
“Technically…no,” I admitted. “But it’s better than nothing. Come on.”
He stepped around behind me and undid the laces on my gown, exposing the chain of Safarian pearls I had strapped around my waist. As long as I wore them I couldn’t access my ability to manipulate essence, but in the meantime they kept others from detecting just how strong I was. I was taking a small risk by removing them, but that was better than being caught unaware by whatever was in this box.
As soon as Isaac unclasped the chain of pearls, I felt like I could breathe again. The entire world came alive as the essence of everything around me sparkled with life and energy. Everything was brighter, more beautiful. More powerful. I could get drunk on the feeling.
But I focused on the box.
“Interesting,” I said. “It doesn’t feel like there’s any sort of strong concentration of essence on it or anything. It feels just like a normal box.”
“Maybe it’s got some sort of spell on it that keeps you from detecting anything.”
“Maybe.” I moved toward the terrace doors, not even caring that the back of my dress was flapping open. “We’ll open it outside.”
It was still raining, but we’d be quick. I set the box on one of the small tables sitting on the terrace, making sure to turn the box so that it opened away from us. Just in case that would make a difference. It was ridiculous, yes, and probably overkill, but better ridiculous than dead.
And then, bracing myself to throw up a wall of essence, I flipped open the top of the box and jumped back.
Nothing happened.
There was no difference in the essence around me, no noticeable ripple of power in the air. I let out a breath of relief, and even though Isaac couldn’t feel essence like I could, he, too, visibly relaxed when nothing jumped out and attacked us.
I stepped close to the box again and peered down inside it.
It held a key. Simple, unadorned, and made of what appeared to be tarnished brass. There was also a small piece of folded parchment.
Delicately, I lifted the parchment, unfolded it, and read,

Dearest Princess, you might be needing this soon.

That was it—no signature, no further explanation. No indication of what the key unlocked, or why I might need it.
“That’s…definitely suspicious,” Isaac said. “You absolutely shouldn’t trust mysterious keys that show up out of nowhere.”
“I agree,” I said. And I had no reason to believe that I had any friends here at the palace outside of our immediate circle of trust. But still… “I should still hold on to it. Just in case.”
“What if it’s cursed?”
“It’s not overflowing with essence or anything,” I said. “It feels like a normal key.” But he had a point. The only other sort of power I knew about, in the most general sense, was the kind that had given Alastor, Octavian, and Radven their special gifts—but I wasn’t sure I’d recognize that when I felt it. And I certainly wouldn’t put it past the Circle to know other kinds of magic and curses that I didn’t.
“I won’t carry it around with me or anything,” I assured Isaac. “But until we have more information, we won’t know if it’s important.” I picked up the box and brought it back into the suite, out of the drizzling rain.
“I still think you’re better off just getting rid of it,” Isaac said.
“We’ll ask Talon about it,” I said. “He might know something. Alastor, too.”
“I bet they’ll tell you the same thing as me.”
“Hey, look at that—you and Alastor might finally agree about something.”
“This isn’t a joke, Goldie.”
“I know it isn’t.” I reached down into the box and picked up the key for the first time. It still felt like an ordinary key. “But we came here to figure out what’s going on with Therador and the Circle. Which means taking a few risks and seeing what we can discover. Alastor brought me along for exactly this reason—because he knew my presence might draw out the people we’re looking for. It’s time to step up and take some initiative.” I looked my friend in the eyes. “So the question is—are you going to help me solve this mystery or not?”
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3
On Her Own

ESMER


The rain was still pounding when we stopped to camp for the night. Not even the thick trees of the forest provided much protection against the raging storm overhead, and the ancient branches above us creaked and groaned against the force of the wind. We were all soaked to the bone, and probably would be for days. 
“Girl!” Lady Fresna sounded defeated, but somehow she still managed to maintain a little attitude just for me. “Help me down from my horse!”
I thought about stealing another sip of the Emerald Nectar first, but decided against it. I’d been sneaking swigs all day, and any more and it would become noticeable.
“Right away, my lady,” I said, sliding down off my own horse and landing heavily. I was stiff from a full day of riding in the cold rain, and the regular sips of Emerald Nectar had left me a little wobbly. That shit was much stronger than the other stuff.
When I reached her horse, Lady Fresna held out her hand to me, fingers wiggling impatiently. The soft leather of her gloves was indeed stained and discolored by the rain, just as I’d predicted it would be.
“Come on,” she clipped.
Suppressing a sigh, I took her hand and helped hold her steady as she swung her leg over the horse. Despite her much more elaborate clothes, she slid off her horse with much more grace than I’d managed. Then she went to work straightening out her hunting gown.
“Quick,” she said, her voice hushed this time. “Am I presentable?”
She looked like a drowned rat, same as all of us. Her waist-long dark hair had been tucked beneath her hooded cloak, but bits of it still hung in damp clumps around her face and down her back. Her eyes had lost a little of their childlike spark after a day spent scowling in the saddle, but she still had that creepy, doll-like quality about her. I was beginning to wonder if my earlier guess about her age was wrong—right now, she didn’t look a day over sixteen.
“You look fine, my lady,” I told her. Because I had a feeling she wouldn’t take the truth well and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with it.
“Good.” She patted her cheeks, bringing a little more life back to her golden-brown complexion. “No one warned me the Lion Warrior would be joining us.”
I’d already been turning away from her, but I jerked back around.
“Wait—what did you say?” When she shot me a look, I quickly added, “My lady.”
“You’re not very observant, are you?” she said, with an arched eyebrow that suggested she expected nothing better from a servant. “He joined our party late morning. Just as the storm broke.”
No, I hadn’t noticed. At least, I hadn’t recognized that the latecomer to our group was the very man I’d joined this expedition to escape from.
Shit. I tugged at the edges of my hood, making sure my face was completely hidden, before turning and scanning the rest of the party.
Our budding camp was a hive of activity, with attendants desperately trying to erect tents before the lords and ladies lost their shit. Everyone was still hooded against the rain, but now that I knew who I was looking for, it didn’t take me long to locate one figure who was noticeably larger and broader than any of the others.
Even without seeing his face, I’d have known Oak anywhere. I recognized the way he carried himself, the way he moved. I should have recognized him when he’d joined our party earlier, but I hadn’t given the newcomer more than a glance. I’d assumed he was Lord Voth, late and lazy, just as Lord Hassian had said.
You have to be fucking kidding me. I’d finally worked up the freaking willpower to walk away, to move on with my life, and he fucking followed me.
But wait—if he’d followed me, then maybe…
I snorted at my own stupidity, at letting myself hope, even for a second, that he’d come here for me. He’d spent the last few weeks ignoring me and rejecting my handful of attempts to bridge the gap between us. Why should he start caring about me now? No, more than likely he didn’t even know I was here, and this was all just a cruel joke of the universe.
“Girl!” Lady Fresna snapped. “Bring my things!”
The last thing I wanted to do right now was deal with Lady Fresna. But it gave me a way to keep busy while I figured out what the hell I was supposed to do now.
I went over to my horse and unfastened the saddlebag holding Lady Fresna’s “essentials.” I could always just take my horse and go back to the palace. But while that would get me away from Oak in the short term, he’d probably just return there when the hunt was over. And I’d be no better off than before.
Besides, now that I was here I was determined to get to Riversend—my future was ahead of me, not behind.
So go to Riversend on your own, I told myself, trekking through the mud with Lady Fresna’s pack slung over my shoulder. You were going to split off from the party eventually anyway—just do it now instead.
But I’d been counting on the protection of the group for as long as possible. The wilderness of Therador had never been a safe place, but now it was more dangerous than ever. Not only did beasts roam where they shouldn’t, but the Circle was even less predictable than before—I might not have been a target like Marigold or Oak or the others, but I’d already fallen victim to them once. And I wouldn’t underestimate them again.
I wasn’t helpless—I knew how to use a weapon, and I wouldn’t hesitate to kill if necessary—but I wasn’t stupid, either. I’d spent the last twelve years in a world without beasts and magic wielders, and even before then, when I was growing up here, I’d only rarely ventured beyond Riversend. Attempting to transverse the wilderness for weeks by myself was suicide.
So what the hell do I do?
As far as I could see it, there was only one option. If Oak didn’t know I was here, then I could just stay out of his way. Hell, we’d hardly spoken two words to each other on the journey to Cleris—it would be even easier to ignore each other now, where no one knew we had any connection to each other.
Just ignore him. I can do that.
I’d reached the tent that would be Lady Fresna’s, and as one of the other servants hammered in the pegs to hold it against the wind, I pushed the flap aside to tuck her pack inside.
And then, while I was hidden from the outside world, I crouched down and grabbed the bottle of Emerald Nectar, stealing one more swig for the road.
Footsteps sounded just outside the tent.
Shit.
I quickly corked the bottle and shoved it back into the bag, then I threw myself back out of the tent flap before anyone could question what I was doing.
And I ran smack into the person standing there.
“Hey, watch—” I cut myself off when I remembered Lady Fresna or any of the other nobles probably wouldn’t appreciate any attitude from me. But it wasn’t Lady Fresna I’d run into.
Oak stared down at me, rain dripping off the edge of his hood, and any stupid, lingering hopes I’d had that he’d come here for me flew right out the window with one look at his face.
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4
The Ultimate Prize

ESMER


Oak stared down at me, suspicion in his cobalt eyes. 
“What are you doing here?” he growled. “Did you follow me?”
“Hardly.” I shrugged myself out of his grip. “Believe me, Oak, if I’d known you were planning to join this expedition, I wouldn’t have come.” I didn’t even bother pointing out that he was the one who’d joined the party a couple of hours after the rest of us had set out. I turned away, not wanting to engage him any more than I already had.
But Oak quickly fell into step beside me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“What do you think?” I stopped and spun towards him again, despite my better judgment. “You’ve made your feelings towards me perfectly clear. I’m many things, but I’m not sad and pathetic enough to chase after some guy who has no interest in me whatsoever.”
There. I’d said it. And it felt really fucking good.
“If you’ll excuse me,” I said, “I have shit to do. Lady Fresna doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
I moved away from him again, back towards the horses, but once again he kept pace. The rain battered down on us for several seconds before his deep voice rumbled through.
“Talon didn’t send you to watch me?” he asked.
I would have laughed if I weren’t so pissed. Without looking at him, I said, “First of all, I’ve been with the hunting party since they left the palace—at least two hours before you decided to grace us with your presence. And I decided to join it days ago. Talon had nothing to do with that decision.” Not in the way he meant, anyway. “And secondly, if Talon wanted to check up on you, he has plenty of other spies who would be much less conspicuous.” I indicated the trees above us, even though any birds up there—spies or not—would have taken shelter from this rain long ago.
Oak didn’t say a word, but he continued to follow me. And he’d given me a bit of information—Talon had known he would be joining the hunt. I wondered how long our mutual friend had known Oak was coming. It would have been nice to have had a heads up.
Or the bastard’s meddling again, I thought bitterly, wiping a wet strand of hair away from my forehead with the back of my hand. Talon had been pretty good so far about staying out of this mess between Oak and me, but I knew it had been hard on him. Maybe he’d finally found a way to pull a few strings while I was too far away to strangle him for it.
We’d reached the horses, and I continued to ignore Oak as I unfastened the next of Lady Fresna’s packs to be moved into the tent. The horses were picketed beneath a large oak, protected from the worst of the rain, but some of it still managed to trickle down through the branches.
Oak stood just behind me, as if somehow he could intimidate me into a confession if he just hovered for long enough.
“Look,” I said, hoisting the pack over my shoulder. “Let’s just make a deal to ignore each other while we’re here, okay? That’ll make both of us happy, won’t it?”
Before he could respond, Lady Fresna stalked around the front of the horse, her fur-lined cloak clutched tight against the rain.
“Girl, why are you taking so long with my—”
Her voice cut off with a squeak when she noticed Oak.
“My lord,” she said quickly, dropping into a curtsy. “I didn’t see you there. What an honor to formally make your acquaintance.”
Oak hardly spared her a glance.
“If I’d known you were going to be joining the hunt,” Lady Fresna went on, “I would have—”
“If you’ll excuse me,” Oak cut her off, “I’m in the middle of a conversation.”
Lady Fresna was too taken aback to even hide her shock.
“A conversation with a servant?” she said, as if she couldn’t even wrap her head around the idea. “I assure you, this girl—”
“Is speaking with me,” Oak rumbled. “Now leave us.”
I’d have bet my ass that no one ever spoke to Lady Fresna that way, which was probably the only reason she stumbled back a step and quickly retreated. That, or she was afraid of rocking the boat with Oak—who she’d clearly set her sights on—by annoying him any further.
I crossed my arms, looking up at him through the rain dripping off the edge of my hood.
“Are you done being all macho man?” I asked. “Because I’m busy. You can boss people around all you want, but I’m the one who’ll face the consequences for not ‘remembering my place’ and stepping out of line.”
He frowned. “You know I won’t let anyone punish you for this.”
“I don’t need your protection,” I snapped. “And you’re completely missing the point. So once again—I’m not here to spy on you. I’m perfectly fine with ignoring each other. I’m just trying to go to Riversend.”
His frown deepened. “My hometown.”
“Our hometown.” How he could remember that place and not remember me I still didn’t fully understand, but I was over trying to make sense of all of this. “The hunt will get us close. And I don’t care if you think I have some ulterior motive for being here—I’m not going back to the palace.” I wasn’t going to let this man dictate my choices anymore.
He was silent for so long that I found myself growing annoyed. So I turned and started off toward the tents again.
Once more, he fell into step beside me.
“You’re running,” he said.
“No, I’m just going home.” That word still sounded wrong. “If anyone’s running here, it’s you—I know what happened with Marigold at the feast.”
He stumbled, which was so out of character for him that I knew I’d hit him where it hurt. I almost felt bad.
But he recovered quickly.
“I’m making it right,” he growled, so low his voice might as well have been thunder gathering in the distance.
I didn’t even glance at him. “Good for you.”
“What is it you want, Esmer?”
Gods, had he always been this obtuse? Had I just been blinded by love when I was younger?
“What I want is to get on with my life,” I said. “So it would be great if you let me do it. Clearly we both have our reasons for being here, and I have no intention of turning back just because you’re uncomfortable with my presence. If you’re so upset, then you can leave. But I’m staying.”
We’d reached the tents, and I spotted Lady Fresna hovering just inside the opening to hers, waiting. She was watching us, and I was sure she wasn’t the only one.
Oak seemed to be aware of it, too.
“I’m not going back,” he said finally.
“Fine,” I said, hoping I sounded indifferent. “Then let’s just ignore each other and get on with our lives.”
He didn’t say anything else as I stalked away toward Lady Fresna. And this time, he didn’t follow.
Honestly, I wanted to go process this shit by myself somewhere, but I couldn’t ignore Lady Fresna, not when I had her bag slung over my shoulder and she was watching me so closely.
But I did my best to pretend everything was normal as I carefully handed her bag into the tent.
“Is there anything else you need at present, my lady?” I asked her.
For someone who looked like a life-sized doll, her gaze was surprisingly withering. “What was that about?”
“What do you mean, my lady?”
“Don’t play me for a fool, girl. Why was the Lion Warrior talking to you?”
I so was not in the mood for this bullshit right now. But I tried to look contrite.
“I don’t know, my lady. Lords don’t usually speak to me.” When it was clear that wasn’t enough, I added, “I thought it was just terrible the way he spoke to you, my lady.”
She softened a little, apparently susceptible to flattery.
“Yes, I thought he was quite rude,” she said, pushing her long, damp hair back behind her shoulder. “I’d heard he was a bit wild and unconventional, but I expected better.”
“Better to learn his true nature now, my lady,” I said. “We can do our best to ignore him for the duration of the hunt.”
“Ignore him? Whatever for?” She shook her head. “No, we’ll just have to learn how to soften his edges a little. Men can always be molded.”
She sounded suspiciously confident for someone who wasn’t old enough to have had that much experience with men. She was in for a rude awakening when she learned how men really worked.
“And you’re going to help me, girl,” she said. Apparently somehow she’d suddenly decided we were on the same team. “I want you to learn everything you can about him.”
“My lady, I—”
“If he speaks to you, I want to know everything he says,” she interrupted, ignoring me. “If you overhear him speaking with someone else, I want to know that, too. I want you to watch everything he does and report it to me.”
How ironic that only moments after Oak had accused me of being a spy, Lady Fresna was trying to recruit me to do just that. And giving Oak even an ounce more of my attention was absolutely the last thing I wanted to do.
But I couldn’t exactly refuse Lady Fresna, either. After all, as long as I was here, I was just a lowly servant. My position here was reliant on my pleasing her—and I didn’t put it past her to send me back if I pushed things too much.
Lady Fresna stepped past me to the opening of the tent, looking out into the rain again. I followed her gaze to where Oak’s huge, cloaked form was stalking away through the tents.
“We’re going to win him,” she said, the matter already decided in her mind. “I’m coming home from this hunt with the ultimate prize.”
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5
Delightfully Absurd

MARIGOLD


It was the following day before Alastor was around for long enough for me to ask him about the key. In the meantime, I kept the lacquered box on the little table beneath the window in my bedroom, right next to the still-frustratingly-silent deathless rose. 
When I heard Alastor rustling around in the common area of our suite, I grabbed the box and went to the bedroom door.
He started when he heard the door swing open. There’d been a bit of an unspoken agreement between us that we didn’t interact after a certain hour, but this was too important to put off.
“I think I have a lead,” I told him.
He frowned. “What?” He’d been looking a little haggard since the night of the feast, and I was beginning to wonder if he was even sleeping at all. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, and the furrows in his brow seemed deeper than usual. For a man who usually kept his emotions hidden, he was doing a fine job of wearing his worry for all to see.
And I didn’t miss the way his gaze found the bruise on my cheek and then flinched away again.
“Someone sent me something,” I said quickly, because I couldn’t bear that look—or the awkwardness that seemed to cling to us like cobwebs now. “It arrived yesterday afternoon.”
I stepped toward him, holding out the box.
Immediately, he was on alert. His dark eyes laser-focused on the box as he stepped toward me.
“Who sent it?” he demanded.
“I don’t know. The girl who delivered it said she had no idea. And there was no signature on the note.”
He grabbed the box and, holding it at arm’s length, flipped it open. The corners of his mouth continued to dip lower as he picked up the note, then the key, holding the latter up towards the closest lantern as if the light might illuminate its secrets.
“Do you know what it unlocks?” I asked him. Maybe, since he’d grown up here in the palace, he’d recognize it.
But he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s too risky to pursue the matter.”
“What do you mean? Isn’t this why I’m here, to draw out this sort of behavior?”
“But not to put yourself in danger. You never should have accepted this so-called ‘gift’ in the first place. You have no idea what sort of danger you might be facing here.”
“You’re kidding, right?” I said, more than a little annoyed by his attitude. “You’re the one who convinced the others to let me come here with you. You’re the one who trusted me to make my own decision, but now you’re going all overprotective on me, too? Honestly, you’re getting as bad as Octavian.”
I shouldn’t have said his brother’s name. I knew it the moment it left my lips, but it was too late to take it back.
He went very still. And he was suddenly gripping the lacquered box hard enough to make the veins on the backs of his hands stand out.
“I shouldn’t have compared you to him,” I said quickly. “But I’m not apologizing for anything else I said. It’s all true.”
I braced myself for his argument, but instead, his shoulders sagged, the tension falling out of them.
“Do you lie around at night thinking up ways to torment me?” he said.
I opened my mouth to defend myself when I noticed the hint of a smile on his lips.
“Wait,” I said. “Are you joking? Are you trying to make a joke?”
“Not a joke,” he said with a small shake of his head. But there was still the surprising yet unmistakable glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “Just an observation. You seem to always know how to keep me off-balance.”
I eyed him. “I can’t tell whether you consider that a good thing or a bad thing.”
“An inevitable thing is perhaps the most accurate way to describe it.” He glanced down at the key again, which was still clasped in his hand. For a long moment, he didn’t speak. And then he said, “You’re right—I did tell you I trusted you. And I will. But we still have to proceed with caution.”
I was relieved, of course. But also still reeling a bit from the sudden shifts in his mood. This man was giving me whiplash.
“So…” I said, testing the waters, “You mean waltzing around the palace and trying every lock until we find the right one isn’t an option?”
That earned me another almost-smile. “Perhaps not our wisest course of action.” He spun the key between his thumb and forefinger, an uncharacteristically fidgety gesture for him. “This doesn’t look like most of the palace keys I’ve seen. They’re much more ornate.”
“And it’s not like we can just ask people about the key, either.” I took a seat in one of the tufted armchairs, propping my feet up. I had to admit, I was secretly enjoying the fact that I finally had something real to do here, finally had a puzzle to solve.
Alastor nodded. He took a seat across from me, setting the box and key on the table between us.
“So really,” I went on, “our best bet is to wait and see who approaches me.” I considered a moment then said, “I’ll make some friends and see if I can’t get them to give something away. If I can convince them I’m too innocent and trusting to understand their court games, maybe they’ll get over-confident and let something slip.”
When I glanced over at Alastor, I found him looking at me oddly.
“What?” I asked. “I know everyone loves to remind me that I’m out of my depth here, but I’m not a complete idiot. And why not use my inexperience to my advantage?”
“I didn’t say anything,” Alastor said, raising his hands to profess his innocence. “I was simply…marveling.”
“Marveling,” I repeated, confused.
“It’s just that, given your skills…” He straightened up, then began again. “I can imagine you excelling naturally at many things, Marigold, but I never would have predicted you’d take to the games of the Veridaean court.”
“Well, I might not have any hands-on experience,” I said, feeling my face warm, “but I’ve spent half my life studying court intrigue. In books, anyway. Those are usually my favorite fantasy stories. And a couple of my fanfics focus heavily on court politics too, so I guess I have experience writing this sort of thing as well.”
“I don’t think you’ve ever actually explained to me what these fanfics are,” he said.
“Fanfiction,” I clarified, then realized that that probably wasn’t enough for someone from Therador—even someone who’d spent years in my world and who’d had a whole library of books in his mansion’s secret lair. “It’s like…when people are really into something, like a book series or a TV show or a movie, sometimes they’ll write their own stories about the characters or the setting or whatever. Sometimes they’ll write stories about side characters they loved, or maybe they’ll write a romance between two characters who they think belong together but who never actually got together in the original story. Sometimes they just want to play more in their favorite fictional world.” I shrugged, suddenly feeling embarrassed. “It sounds silly, I know, but…it’s fun. And it can be weirdly fulfilling.”
There was no judgment in Alastor’s face, but his pensive curiosity was almost worse, like he was both skeptical of and intrigued by the very concept I was describing.
“It’s how I met Esmer and Isaac,” I went on, needing to fill the silence. “We were all writing fanfiction on one of the big sites and started reading each other’s stories. Our friendship grew from there.”
“And you wrote about this so-called ‘court intrigue’?” he asked me.
“I wrote about lots of things,” I admitted. “But yeah—I loved writing court intrigue. My main fic was based on this really popular series called Thrones and Kings. It was originally this massive book series, then it became an animated television show for adults—which was amazing—and then… Wait, you know what TV is, right?”
Alastor gave me a mildly exasperated look. “I lived in your world for a decade, Marigold. Of course I know what television is.”
“Okay, so it was this awesome TV show, then they did this spin-off graphic novel series, then a couple of movies and a video game, too. That’s how Isaac got into it—through the video game. Then he went back and read the books and got into those, too. Though it was never his primary fandom.” I was digressing, so I looped back around. “My Thrones and Kings fic had some court intrigue, but I really got into all the courtly secrets and games and backstabbing with my Empire of the Fae story.”
I paused there, only to find Alastor watching me with one raised, arched eyebrow. I hadn’t meant to talk this much, but once I started nerding out on something, it was hard to stop.
“Empire of the Fae is newer than Thrones and Kings, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to be even bigger,” I explained. “Right now it’s a bunch of interconnected book series in the same world, but I hear they’re developing a TV show. I’m really into this one subseries of Empire all about young women who have to marry fae royalty. And Esmer has a long-running fic about the Fae queens that’s…really steamy.” Again, I was letting myself get off track. “But as you can imagine, the Fae are masters of secrets and manipulations and all that good stuff. So yes, I’ve had some experience writing it. Not that I expect that to translate exactly into the real thing, but…”
I ventured a look in his direction again, and once again, he had that amused little smile on his lips, like he was silently laughing at me.
“What?” I asked, mildly offended. My cheeks were flaming hot.
“Nothing,” he assured me. He paused, then added, “Sometimes I just forget how…delightfully absurd you are.”
From anyone else, that would have been an insult. But from Alastor…somehow, it wasn’t.
Still…
“I don’t know how you can call me absurd,” I said. “Have you met your brother? You and Rathius share the same blood, so you know you’ve got some of that crazy in you, too.”
He actually chuckled. Chuckled. And suddenly the awkwardness between us dissipated, and after everything that had happened these last few days—the incident with Octavian, Esmer leaving, everything with Alastor in the garden—it felt good just to laugh again. To find, as Alastor had so eloquently put it, some “delightful absurdity” in life again, if just for a moment.
And with Alastor of all people.
But as I grinned back at him, that familiar sense of cold spread through me, dampening my delight. I didn’t bother fighting it—what was the point?—and by the time my laughter died I was already numb, back to that familiar but safe place of bland neutrality.
Alastor’s laughter died, too.
My face cooled, and I had a hard time remembering what I’d been so flushed and embarrassed about in the first place. Everything was fine. What was the point in getting worked up about anything?
I hadn’t forgotten why I’d come out here in the first place, though.
“Well, I guess everything’s settled then,” I said, rising. “When my face is healed, I’ll start making friends and see what I can discover about this key.” I went over and picked up the box and key.
Alastor said nothing. All amusement had gone from his face, and he was watching me with a blank expression.
“I’m going to bed now,” I said, turning away from him.
I’d made it nearly to the bedroom when a knock sounded at the suite’s door. Talon’s coded knock.
Alastor rose and stalked over to the door, unlocking it and yanking it open.
“What?” he barked.
Talon looked taken aback by the prince’s tone, but he recovered quickly. He stepped past Alastor and motioned for the door to be quickly shut again behind him.
“Sorry to disturb you at this hour,” he said. His eyes danced around the room, lingering on me for a moment before jumping back to Alastor. “But I have some news about Rathius.”
“Out with it then,” Alastor growled. I had no idea why he was suddenly so irritable, but I couldn’t bring myself to really care.
Talon leveled his gaze at Alastor. “He was taken ill after supper.”
“Probably too much drink and too much smoke,” Alastor said dismissively.
“No. I don’t think so.” Talon said. “I believe he’s been poisoned.”
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The Nightmare Stirs

ESMER


The second day of the hunt dawned damp but sunny. A fine, silvery mist hung over everything, but yesterday’s rain was gone. 
I took my breakfast quietly, ignoring the chatter of Prudie, the young woman sharing my tent. She’d been brought along for her exceptionally good cooking skills—and I had to admit, breakfast was far better than I’d expected—but it was too early for conversation.
It didn’t help that I’d been awake half the night. Prudie snored, which I could’ve gotten over, but it was the unexpected developments of last night that had left me tossing and turning. Now I had a raging headache and a very limited supply of patience. I was already dreading dealing with Lady Fresna today.
Fortunately, most of the other members of our hunting party appeared to be similarly exhausted this morning. A full day of riding through wet, stormy weather had a way of dampening even the most enthusiastic of spirits, and I noticed more than one lord moving a little stiffly as the camp was dismantled.
Even Lady Fresna was quiet and bleary-eyed when I brought her breakfast, and she didn’t order me around when I helped her dress. But as I brushed out her waist-length hair, she said, “I’m going to ride next to the Lion Warrior today.”
I didn’t look up. I just kept dragging the brush down through her hair. Clearly she wanted validation, though.
“That sounds like a wonderful idea, my lady,” I told her.
“I want you to stay close,” she said. “In case I need you.”
Need me for what? I wanted to ask. Instead, I just rolled my eyes behind her head and kept brushing.
“Of course, my lady,” I told her. I could always let myself fall back and claim they were better riders and I didn’t know how to keep up with them. I had a feeling it wouldn’t take very much to convince Lady Fresna of that.
A short while later, as I helped her mount, I caught her looking this way and that, searching for Oak among the others. I kept my head down. I didn’t want to even think about him, not if I could help it.
But Lady Fresna wouldn’t let me off the hook.
“Where is he?” she said. “Girl, help me find him.”
I made a show of glancing around, even though I had no intention of helping her, or even laying my eyes on him if I could help it. If being the operative word, because now that I knew he was along for the hunt, it took conscious effort not to seek him out or know where he was at all times.
The fucker just wouldn’t get out of my head.
But even in my casual non-perusal of the crowd, it was clear that he wasn’t among the others.
That’s a good thing, I told myself as I mounted my horse. Maybe he’s changed his mind and gone back to the palace. Or set off on his own.
So why did it feel like the other shoe was about to drop?
“Lord Hassian is missing, too,” Lady Fresna noted, and the way she said it made it sound like she took it as a personal affront that the two of them had gone off somewhere without her.
But no sooner had her mouth settled into a pout than the two men came riding out of the trees just ahead, grinning and laughing with each other.
Interesting development, I thought. Lord Hassian didn’t strike me as the kind of guy Oak would want as a friend. Maybe Oak was simply sizing him up, but again…why? Why was Oak even here? If all he wanted to do was get away from Marigold and Alastor, he could have gone anywhere. He wasn’t like me. He didn’t need to worry about being on his own in the wilderness. Why here—why this hunt?
The Oak I’d fallen in love with had never been the sort to harbor secrets. But the Oak before me now was different.
Oak looked up then. And his eyes landed right on mine.
Shit. I looked down at my reins. After I insisted over and over again last night that I wanted nothing to do with him, I couldn’t let him catch me staring at him. I nudged my horse closer to Lady Fresna. “My lady, if—”
“This way, girl,” she said, kicking her horse forward.
I had no choice but to follow her, but I took my sweet time about it.
“I hope you gentlemen don’t mind a little female companionship up at the front of the party today,” Lady Fresna was saying sweetly to Lord Hassian and Oak by the time I joined them.
Lord Hassian grinned at her. It was a cocky, wolfish sort of grin that instantly made me want to punch him.
“I always welcome female companionship,” he said, in a gross, grandiloquent sort of way that annoyed me even more than his punchable smile. “But I must warn you, my lovely lady, that the front of the line is the most dangerous position in the entire party, especially if we catch one of the roving beasts unawares.”
“Then I must count on you fine lords to protect me,” she said, batting her large eyes in Oak’s direction.
Oak didn’t respond. Even out of the corner of my eye I could tell that he wasn’t looking at her. But he wasn’t looking at me, either. He seemed completely disinterested in the conversation.
Guess he’s taking the ‘let’s ignore each other’ agreement to heart.
But when the group set out moments later, he stayed at the front, riding in line with Lord Hassian and Lady Fresna.
I let myself fall back a little. Not far enough to give Lady Fresna any reason to cause a scene, but far enough that I didn’t have to hear what the three of them were saying to each other. I tried not to look at them, either.
I considered reaching into Lady Fresna’s bag for some of that Emerald Nectar, but as much as I’d have loved a sip right now, it wasn’t worth the risk. Instead, I looked around at the forest, determined to put everything else out of my mind.
I missed Theradorian trees.
There were plenty of beautiful things about the world where I’d been exiled, but there were certain parts of Therador that couldn’t be matched. This world had a life and vibrancy that Marigold’s world didn’t. Or maybe the difference came from the simple reality that I was surrounded by essence again. I’d never been talented enough to manipulate it much, but I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed its presence.
“Girl!” came a shout from up ahead. “Where are you?”
I was only a couple of horse-lengths behind her. I sighed and begrudgingly pressed forward. “Yes, my lady?”
“My handkerchief,” Lady Fresna demanded. “Quickly.”
Apparently something had dripped from one of the branches above onto her hand, and she held her arm out in front of her as if the offending drop was some sort of toxic sludge that might spread. I rifled through her bag until I found an embroidered handkerchief and held it out to her.
Rather than take it from me, she shoved her hand in my direction, clearly expecting me to wipe up the sludge for her.
I was just muttering a silent curse in my head when Oak suddenly pulled his horse up short, throwing out an arm to indicate the rest of us should stop.
“Wait,” he ordered in a low tone.
Everyone stilled. Even the horses. I was about to protest that I didn’t need him to interfere between Lady Fresna and me when I realized he was intently watching the woods around us. He’d seen—or heard—something.
I turned my head, scanning the trees. Behind me, the rest of the hunting party had fallen still and silent. Somewhere in the distance, a hawk screeched. And off to the north the wind rattled through the trees. But otherwise the forest was quiet—the kind of quiet that meant trouble.
I pulled out my knife. Oak’s sword was already out of its sheath, and Lord Hassian scrambled to do the same. Lady Fresna clutched her reins to her chest, her big eyes wildly scanning the trees.
“What is it?” she whispered. “What’s out there?”
No one answered her. But Oak edged his horse forward slightly. His mount’s ears flicked back and forth, and my own mare tossed her head, nostrils flaring. Whatever was out there, clearly the horses sensed it.
A shiver moved down my spine. I’d done everything in my power to forget about my recent experience with the vulgen, and I’d mostly managed it within the stone walls of the palace at Cleris. Alcohol had helped, sometimes.
But out here, with the trees pressing in and the threat of beasts on the breeze…
Get your shit together, I told myself. You’re better than this. Gods, I needed a drink. The Emerald Nectar was calling to me from the saddlebag.
But there was no distracting myself from the prickle at the base of my skull. I could lie to myself all I wanted—about many things—but this feeling, this fear, was why I couldn’t just set off on my own. Why I’d endure weeks of Lady Fresna rather than try to make it to Riversend by myself.
I’d escaped the vulgen once, but only because my friends had come to rescue me. This time, there would be no one. And it didn’t matter how much self-defense training I’d had or how handy I’d become with a knife—one look in those creepy-ass blue eyes and I knew I’d fall right under their spell again.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t endure that again. I’d kill myself before I let them take me.
I forced myself to breathe out heavily through my nose. It was a trick one of my many therapists back in that other world had shown me—she called it “yoga breathing” or something. Deep, slow breath in, hold for six counts, long breath out. Over and over again until my nervous system settled.
That woman had been full of shit when it came to most things, but she was right about the breathing.
I did it again, counting the beats in my head as I scanned the trees once more. I still couldn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary, and Oak still urged his horse gently ahead, braced as if he expected something to burst out of the trees at any moment.
And then, silently, he pointed his sword ahead and slightly to the south.
My eyes followed the point of his weapon, terror creeping up my spine.
It’s not the vulgen, I told myself, exhaling another long breath through my nose. If it was the vulgen, you’d have heard them by now.
Even with Oak’s silent direction, it took me a moment to see what he’d spotted. Everything was trees and shadows—until one of those trees moved.
Fuck.
My horse was getting jittery. And it wasn’t the only one. All around me, the party’s mounts were nickering and tossing their heads, and some were shifting on their hooves, ready to bolt.
“What is it?” Lady Fresna asked again, and this time there was a tremor in her voice. “I can’t see anyth—”
“Hush,” Lord Hassian snapped at her.
His harsh tone only appeared to add to Lady Fresna’s terror. She jerked at her horse’s reins, trying to get it to back up, but with the rest of us behind her, there was nowhere for her frightened mount to go.
“My lady, stop,” I hissed at her, as loud as I dared. “Don’t move.”
But she didn’t listen. She kicked at her horse, which only made the poor creature panic.
“My lady.” I tried to grab at her reins, but Lady Fresna snatched them out of my reach.
“Don’t touch me!” she shouted at me, yanking her reins hard to the side. “Get out of my—”
Her horse reared.
Cursing, I guided my horse out of the way. Lady Fresna clung to her horse’s saddle, and it was a testament to her riding skills that she managed to keep her seat. 
But I wasn’t worried about Lady Fresna falling and getting a few bruises.
I twisted back around, scanning the trees again, looking for the one that wasn’t quite what it seemed. There was no way it hadn’t seen and heard us now.
Which meant we were well and truly fucked.
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The First

ESMER


The first—and only other—time I’d ever encountered a wickerskin was when I was fifteen years old. 
I’d been charged by my mother to carry fresh milk to our cousins in the next village, half a day’s walk through the woods, and Oak had insisted on accompanying me. “For protection,” he’d said, even though back then we hadn’t expected the woods to be dangerous. Sure, we’d all heard the stories—but for the most part, the beasts and the monsters stayed high in the mountains or deep in the darkest, most impenetrable forests. Nowhere near the highly populated areas. And certainly not in the cheerful woods between Riversend and Springhollow.
I hadn’t thought I needed protection. I’d argued with Oak, insisting I could accomplish such a simple task on my own, but he’d been stubborn.
We’d been fighting about something else, too, but in the years since I’d completely forgotten what. But I remembered the weeks leading up to that day—how our life-long friendship had gone strange and sometimes sour, how we’d been arguing more and more about the stupidest things.
When we’d set out that morning, I’d hardly been speaking to him. But he’d trudged along beside me, big and silent, stubbornly refusing to go back. We’d made it nearly to Springhollow before he’d suddenly grabbed my arm.
I’d started to protest, and then I’d spotted it, too—
The wickerskin.
It wasn’t even ten paces away. And it was horrifying—part tree, part beast, but also disturbingly humanoid, like its branches had grown up through a decomposing corpse and the pieces had come together all wrong. It had two milky eyes, one on either side of its trunk-like head, which it blinked thickly at us.
I’d heard the stories. We all had. I’d known what would happen if we let it catch us.
And that was the first time, during my simple and relatively uneventful upbringing, that I’d truly understood what fear was.
But Oak had been prepared to protect me from the start. Back then, he’d carried a simple sword made by Riversend’s blacksmith—nothing like the fine weapon he had now. And I’d had a little knife, nothing more.
Wickerskin were mostly blind. They couldn’t see you unless you moved, but their hearing was uncanny. And they were fast, chasing down and snatching up their prey with their scythe-shaped branches like a praying mantis.
It was a miracle we’d seen this one before we’d become its dinner.
Slowly, on that morning so long ago, Oak had edged in front of me. The wickerskin’s milky eyes had tried to follow him, and then its mouth had peeled open, revealing a thick gray tongue that it clicked against its teeth.
Like a bat, I’d thought as it clicked at us. We could be as quiet and still as we were able, but it still had its ways of finding us.
At fifteen, looking up at that terrifying creature, I’d been paralyzed. But Oak had reached around behind him with his free hand to touch me. His fingers had trembled against my skin, but there’d been a promise in that touch—that he would die protecting me.
That moment came back to me now, in the woods outside Cleris, when I spotted the wickerskin through the trees ahead. 
Only this time I couldn’t count on Oak sacrificing everything for me.
Lady Fresna’s rearing horse landed hard on its front hooves. And then it bolted forward. Any advantage we’d had of distance or stillness was gone as horse and rider went tearing through the trees.
Oak muttered a curse. And then he charged after her.
Lord Hassian was only a moment behind him. I suspect our intrepid leader would have preferred to ride in the other direction, but he wasn’t about to let the Lion Warrior show him up in front of his own hunting party.
“Let’s go!” he shouted, hefting his sword above his head. “Kill the creature!”
Sure, I thought as the other horses surged around me, Let’s make even more noise while blindly charging the beast that hunts by sound.
But no one had asked my opinion. And I had no intention of sitting here alone.
I kicked my horse forward, knife clutched in my fist as my eyes scanned the trees. The wickerskin had moved. Probably towards Lady Fresna, but I couldn’t spot the creature among the trees. 
But I saw Oak veer off toward the left. Did he see it? Was he charging straight toward it, or trying to circle around it from the back?
I still saw nothing. Unless—
There.
It was pure luck that my eyes landed on the creature the moment it moved, or I wouldn’t have been able to distinguish it from the surrounding trees. Oak was indeed heading straight toward it, and the entire hunting party was charging behind him. 
And I was about to follow when I heard Lady Fresna scream. And I saw another streak of movement through the trees.
There are two of them. Two wickerskin. 
I’m not sure what got into me then—I’ve never confessed to having any heroic instincts. And there was a large part of me that absolutely would have delighted in watching Lady Fresna, in all her stupid glory, get devoured by some hideous beast in the woods. But somehow I found myself steering my horse in her direction, galloping towards her as if I had even the slightest chance against a wickerskin by myself.
A horse fell in beside mine.
“Go at it from the back,” came an unfamiliar female voice. “If she keeps screaming like that, it’ll be too focused on her to even notice us coming.”
I glanced over past my whipping hair to see Lady Noya riding beside me, a hunting spear in her hand.
Up ahead, Lady Fresna had been thrown from her horse. Her mount crashed through the trees, running for its life, while Lady Fresna scrambled to her feet and stared in terror at the creature towering above her.
And yes, the crazy bitch was still screaming.
We only had seconds before it struck, if that. Lady Noya, with a grace and athleticism that had me pondering my sexuality, lifted her spear and sent it arcing through the air toward the wickerskin.
It struck the beast squarely in the back of its head, piercing straight through the flesh-bark and coming out the other side.
But that wasn’t enough to bring it down.
The beast twisted around, those milky eyes blinking, bits of flesh-bark flaking off its head. It staggered on its trunk-like legs but didn’t fall.
And now we were the ones in its sights.
Its swollen gray tongue slipped between its lips, clicking against its teeth, and I felt the horror of that day from so long ago well up in my mind. Not horror at the beast itself, terrible though it was, but at the memory of the aftermath—of Oak lying in my arms, bloodied and broken. Of realizing just how close I’d come to losing him.
Lady Noya pulled out her sword, a weapon to rival Oak’s. I still had nothing but my knife, but I intended to go down fighting.
The wickerskin lunged forward, grabbing for Lady Noya, but she deflected its scythe-branches with a deft swing of her sword. More flakes of flesh-bark fell away, but the creature still lived and fought fiercely.
I tried to guide my horse around the beast while it was distracted, to its backside where I had some chance of striking the damn thing, but my mount was too terrified to listen to my silent commands. The horse danced and bucked, wanting to bolt, and I didn’t have the skill to get it to do what I wanted.
“Kill it!” Lady Fresna screamed at us, as if we weren’t trying to do just that. “Kill it!”
The wickerskin whipped around towards her again, and my horse reared in terror, tipping back and throwing me out of the saddle. I landed hard on the ground, and my mount crashed to the earth beside me, inches away from crushing my leg.
I scrambled to my feet, knife still in hand, ignoring the throbbing pain that emanated from my hip. 
The wickerskin stood over me, green sludge oozing from the wounds in its flesh-bark, and once again I was back in those woods near my hometown, on that morning so many years ago, looking up at the same sort of creature and realizing that I was about to die. That the guy I loved—the guy I hadn’t even realized I loved until he was bleeding out in my arms—was about to die, too.
He’d lived. And yet I’d still ultimately lost him.
I’d lost him once when the Circle banished me to that other world, then lost him a second time when I’d returned here and realized I was nothing to him anymore, that I’d been completely erased from his mind. It didn’t matter how or why he’d forgotten me—the result was the same. He was no longer mine.
The wickerskin lurched toward me. It was slower than it had been—and now Lady Noya was off her horse as well, and driving her long sword into the beast’s side.
All at once all of my rage surged up inside me, all of my grief and horror melding into a fury that drove me forward, knife raised.
I stabbed the creature right in the abdomen, right where its skin looked especially like human flesh, and then I pulled out my knife and stabbed it again.
And again.
And again.
And again.
Even when it staggered and fell, I went with it, still stabbing. And every time the point of my knife pierced its skin, I pushed all of my rage behind it.
This is for that morning when I was fifteen.
This is for what the Circle did to me.
This is for what Oak did to me.
Over and over again until the green ichor oozing from its wounds coated my knife completely. Until the flesh and the blood and even my knife became one big colorless blur before my eyes.
A hand came down on my arm. I jerked back, ready to slash out, but I managed to stop myself when I saw it was only Lady Noya.
“It’s dead,” she said simply.
My head felt fuzzy. I wiped my knife on the grass, getting off the worst of the sludge before rising on shaky legs.
We weren’t alone over the wickerskin’s body now. Several other members of the hunting party had found us, and a couple of them tended to a near-hysterical Lady Fresna.
And five paces away from me, watching me in stoic silence, stood Oak.
It was clear from the state of his sword that he’d killed the other one. And then rushed over here without even pausing to clean his weapon.
I let my gaze skim right past him. “I need to find my horse.”
I stalked away through the trees. Fortunately, my mount hadn’t gone far. I prayed she hadn’t hurt herself too badly when she fell.
She was trembling, but she let me approach her. Murmuring soft words, I moved around her, my fingers gently trailing against her side and checking for injuries. She had a few cuts and scratches, but nothing a good healing salve couldn’t fix in a few days. No broken bones that I could find.
“That’s my girl,” I said, coming around to stand in front of her. She snorted at me, her nostrils flaring, and I realized I probably smelled like the wickerskin. My skin and clothes were covered in its blood.
“Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’ll scrub myself extra vigorously tonight.”
A twig snapped to my right, and I looked up to find Oak standing there, watching me. I knew him well enough to know the sound had been intentional—he hadn’t wanted to sneak up on me.
“You did well back there,” he said.
“I didn’t die,” I admitted. “Lady Noya did most of the killing.”
He was silent a little longer before asking, “Was that your first time seeing a wickerskin?”
“No.” My heart sank a little. I almost didn’t elaborate, but honestly, I had no more fucks to give. “I’ve encountered one once before. Years ago.”
I looked for some glimmer of recognition in his eye, but there was nothing. He simply nodded.
“I’ve only fought one once before, too,” he said. “When I was much younger. It was in the woods near Riversend. It nearly killed me.”
A small bubble of hope rose in my chest. Maybe, in some weird subconscious way, he knew I was there. Maybe Marigold was right, and a part of him did remember me.
Again, I searched his face for something. Some speck of acknowledgment, some hint of the connection that comes from a shared emotional experience. He remembered that day, so long ago. He remembered where it happened, how he’d fought and nearly died.
And yet, somehow—I could see it in his face—he didn’t remember me. The bubble of hope burst.
It was like he was telling the story to a stranger. Even knowing that he was the one whose memory was wrong, it made me feel crazy.
“Well, good thing you survived,” I said finally.
“It’s funny, but I’m not sure how I survived back then,” he said, his cobalt eyes drifting off to the forest behind me. “I remember thinking I was going to die. I remember my injuries. I could even point out the scars from that encounter. But I don’t remember how it ended.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked him. 
His gaze made its way back to me, and he frowned slightly.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I haven’t thought about that day in a long time. But I guess it was a turning point in my life.” He looked down at his sword, still in his hand. Still covered in greenish sludge. “I believe that was the first roving beast I ever killed.”
I said nothing. I was done letting myself get upset over this man.
But as he turned and moved back through the trees, I couldn’t help thinking after him, That day wasn’t your first kill. It was mine.
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The Cage Opens

MARIGOLD


“As you can see, I’m perfectly well now,” Prince Rathius said, making himself comfortable on the sofa in our suite. He’d shown up unannounced, just after the servants had taken away the remains of the very late breakfast Alastor and I had ordered, and now he propped his hands behind his head and kicked his feet up on the low table in front of the sofa. “Never been better.” 
That was a blatant lie, even though he did look pretty good for someone who’d been poisoned only the night before. A touch green in the cheeks, sure. But his eyes were bright, his dark hair as glossy and flawless as ever, and there wasn’t a button out of place on his clothing. He certainly didn’t look like someone who, according to Alastor, had spent half the night vomiting.
Alastor certainly didn’t look convinced. He’d gone straight to his brother’s suite after Talon’s news last night, and he’d stayed there well into the wee hours of the morning, finally stumbling back when the earliest birds were singing to raise the sun. He’d assured me in a handful of words that his brother would survive, and that he was recovering well, and then we’d each fallen into our separate beds, him on the sofa and me in the bedroom. Sadly, I never learned whether Rathius’s personal bard had been there with them during the night, providing a musical backdrop to the crown prince’s vomiting.
“It was just some bad fish,” Rathius said dismissively. “Nothing to worry yourself over, Brother. In fact, I think we should order some tea and cakes brought up. I’m famished.”
“I can’t believe you aren’t taking this seriously,” Alastor said. “With your coronation so close—”
“It’s best that the court knows that everything is well,” Rathius interrupted. “If it was an assassination attempt, then they have already learned that they failed. If not, then there’s no need to trouble those who are none the wiser to my state of health last night.”
Rathius was ridiculous ninety-five percent of the time, but every once in a while he’d say something that made me wonder how much of his usual persona was just an act. Or maybe there was a tiny part of him that recognized when it was time for duty and responsibility to take precedence.
“Well,” Alastor said, begrudgingly conceding that point with a tilt of his head, “then we have other things to discuss. Like how to ensure your safety until the coronation. And after.”
“They’ll settle down after,” Rathius said with a wave of his hand. He was back to his usual, flippant self, the seriousness of a moment ago disappearing again. “They’re just playing around and testing my strength. Once I’m crowned it won’t be an issue.”
“That’s not how these things work,” Alastor said, sounding slightly exasperated. “If they were willing to assassinate our father—”
“Rumors,” Rathius said. “There will always be rumors when a king dies, especially if he wasn’t publicly ailing beforehand. But our father was not a young man, and my investigators found no evidence of foul play.”
Alastor leveled his dark gaze at his brother. “Surely you can’t be so naïve—”
“Forgive me, Brother, but I’m the one who’s been at court all these years. I’m the one who’s spent my entire life around these people, while you were off gallivanting—”
“I was not gallivanting—”
“My point is, of course, that I know these people and their motivations. Far better than you.” Rathius inspected his fingernails as if he were growing bored with this conversation. 
Alastor, on the other hand, was clearly struggling to control his ever-growing frustration.
“Even in my short time here,” Alastor said, trying another angle, “I’ve noticed behavior from both the Cascaldians and the Elvers that gives me pause—”
“The Elver line has always been ambitious, but no one else considers them true contenders for the throne,” Rathius said. “The Cascaldians have more support, but not enough to be a true threat. And they’re shifting their attentions toward a different route to power.”
Alastor considered this, then said, “You mean marriage.”
“I am quite eligible,” Rathius said, flashing that toothpaste-commercial grin of his. “You won’t believe how many offers I’ve had since Father’s death. Every lord wants to marry me to his precious virgin daughter. I’ve even had a couple of offers for you since your return, Brother. And I suspect I’ll get a few more before this is over, if you and lovely Marigold happen to decide your little arrangement no longer works for you. Though I can’t imagine why you’d give that up.” He turned his smile toward me, the first time either of them had acknowledged my presence during this conversation.
Even Alastor looked a little surprised to be reminded I was still here.
“Out of the question, of course,” Alastor said quickly. “For me. But have you considered any of these offers for yourself?”
“Considered, yes.” Rathius wiggled his fingers. “But I have my sights set much higher.” He pulled his boots down off the table, sitting up straight again. “The princess of Nestlyn comes of age this winter. What better way to expand the power of Veridaea than by uniting myself to our neighbor?”
I was reminded of something Rathius had said to me in the pleasure gardens on top of the ballroom on the night of the feast. He’d mentioned that it was his intention to unite all five kingdoms of Therador under one banner again, with the throne of Veridaea—his throne—reigning over it all. I had no idea whether his ambitions were a good thing or a bad thing for Therador.
Alastor said nothing, and I couldn’t tell whether he was surprised by this information or not.
I continued standing awkwardly to the side, feeling like I was intruding on a conversation about a situation I didn’t fully understand—and that wasn’t really my business, at the end of the day. I was here to help ensure Rathius and Alastor maintained their positions here in Veridaea, and to draw out any members of the Circle trying to manipulate affairs. The larger politics of Therador were way above my pay grade, so to speak.
I wondered, briefly, if we should ask Rathius about the key. Maybe he’d know something Alastor didn’t. But unless and until Alastor raised the subject, I’d keep quiet. I still had no idea if we were supposed to trust Rathius or not.
“All this talk is getting dull,” Rathius said. “Why haven’t we ordered those cakes yet? Marigold, come sit next to me. It’s been ages since we’ve seen each other.”
It had only been a handful of days, but I had to admit that it did feel like I hadn’t left this suite in a very, very long time. I was beginning to feel restless, especially now that I had the mystery of the key to solve.
“We need to finish our conversation,” Alastor said to his brother.
“We will, we will.” Rathius flapped his hand at Alastor, then patted the cushion beside him. “Come, Marigold.”
I couldn’t exactly refuse the crown prince. And frankly, I was a little desperate for the entertainment he provided. I walked over and took a seat next to him.
“Rathius,” Alastor said firmly. “This cannot wait.”
Rathius made an exasperated sound. “It can wait a few moments, can’t it? Unless you believe an assassin is climbing over the terrace railing as we speak to make an end of me.”
“We must take this seriously—”
“No, what we must do is eat some cake.” Rathius grinned at his brother. “I’ll make you a deal, Brother—go fetch a servant to bring us some cake, and when it arrives we can talk about whatever you wish.”
Alastor clearly wanted to refuse. But maybe he knew he wasn’t going to win this battle, because he finally turned and stalked towards the door. He left the suite without a backward glance in our direction.
And the moment he was gone, Rathius turned to me. After our conversation in the pleasure gardens the night of the feast—and the reveal that my relationship with Alastor wasn’t exactly what it seemed—I hadn’t been sure Rathius liked me. Right now, though, he regarded me with the same over-the-top charm and amusement he had on our very first meeting.
“You must be bored out of your mind in this place with only my dull brother for company,” he said.
“It’s…not the most exciting,” I admitted. “But I can’t exactly go out until this heals.” I gestured towards my face.
“Yes, dreadful business that.” He shook his head in distaste. “I’d expected better from the Lion Warrior.”
I didn’t have an answer to that, so I said nothing. Reminding Rathius that Octavian had meant to punch his brother, not me, wasn’t likely to change Rathius’s opinion of the event.
“But there’s no reason for you to stay locked up here all day,” Rathius said. 
“I know, Your Highness,” I said. “But I’d prefer not to put myself at the mercy of the court just yet.”
“Of course not,” he replied. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t visit me. If my brother continues to insist on lecturing me on a regular basis, I’d prefer to have you for company while he does it.”
I couldn’t help but smile at that.
“And there are a few other places where you might be able to find some solace,” he went on. “This palace is large, and there are certain corners left largely unused. Wear a hood or veil if you like, but at least you’d have the chance to stretch your legs and breathe a little fresh air.”
In spite of myself, I was intrigued. “What sort of corners?”
“You might enjoy the records library, on the northern end of the palace,” he said. “Most of our scholars prefer the main library in the southern wing, as it has a much larger and more diverse selection, and anyway everything in the records library was copied for the main library long ago. There’s also a little garden near there that’s often empty.”
I was sold. And desperate for a change in scenery. Besides, maybe this records library held some clue to the key now in my possession. “How do I find it?”
“It’s easy.” He proceeded to describe a route that had about four too many turns to be easy, but I committed it to memory.
“Go right now if you like,” he told me, just as Alastor returned.
“Go where?” Alastor demanded instantly.
“Oh, don’t look so cross,” Rathius said. “I just told our sweet Marigold about a few places in the palace where she might go undisturbed. A flower as lovely as she shouldn’t stay cooped up all day.”
“Where?” Alastor repeated.
“Just the old records library,” Rathius said. “She won’t find any trouble there.”
Alastor relaxed slightly.
“I’ll be careful,” I assured Alastor. I was already up and heading to the bedroom to grab my cloak. I’d made up my mind, and I didn’t need his permission to go.
If Alastor had any protests, he kept them to himself. But he still didn’t look exactly pleased by the idea of me leaving as I returned with my cloak around my shoulders. I pulled the hood up over my head, obscuring my face in shadow.
“While she’s gone, you and I can have our ‘serious conversation’,” Rathius said to Alastor from the sofa. “You cannot keep your pretty little bird locked up in a cage over another man’s sins.”
I was already halfway to the door, but I stopped next to Alastor.
“I won’t do anything reckless,” I promised him. Softly, I added, “Feel free to send Talon after me if you wish.”
He nodded. “I trust you. But if there’s even a hint of trouble—”
“I won’t stick around. Promise.”
“She’ll be fine,” Rathius called over to us. “She’s not the one with assassins after her.”
Alastor’s mouth pressed into a hard line, and I stifled a laugh.
“Have fun, you two,” I said.
And before either of them could change their minds, I slipped out the door to freedom.
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The Valley of Secrets

MARIGOLD


Until this moment, I hadn’t let myself acknowledge how much I needed this. 
I’d spent the last few days stewing about Octavian and missing Esmer and worrying that I was wasting valuable time instead of being useful. Isaac’s frequent visits had helped, but they’d only offered a distraction, not a solution.
And visiting the records library wasn’t exactly a solution, either, but at least I was getting out for a little while. And I was going to keep an open mind about what I might find there.
Rathius’s directions, complicated as they were, turned out to be fairly easy to follow. I only passed a handful of servants on my way through the winding corridors, but I kept my hood up and my head down, and all of them hurried past on their business without more than a passing glance in my direction. I reached the old records library without incident.
It was apparent at once why no one used it anymore.
I’d passed the main library of the palace once in the days before my confinement, and I’d managed to steal a peek inside. The main library was breathtaking—it was nearly the size of the grand ballroom, with arched ceilings, multiple stories full of books, and a sea of winding shelves, with plenty of ladders and raised walkways and winding staircases to help people reach all those gorgeous leatherbound volumes housed there. There were quiet nooks for study and large, inviting armchairs for those who just wanted to curl up and read in front of one of the massive fireplaces.
The records library, on the other hand, looked more like a long-forgotten storeroom. It was dim and dusty, with the books piled haphazardly on the shelves and even a few ancient cobwebs dangling from the ceiling. I took two steps inside and immediately sneezed.
Well, I told myself, if I were writing this place into a story, this would be where all the secrets were kept. I stepped over to the nearest shelf and picked up a book. The worn brown cover boasted a thick layer of dust that clung to my fingertips as I flipped it open.
This book appeared to hold census data for Veridaea—or was it all of Therador?—for some year well in the past. There were notes about the population of various towns and villages, tallies of sheep and cows and chickens, estimates of crop yields. Both fascinating and kind of dull at the same time.
I put that book back and tried another. This one was about the contents of the royal armory. The next book detailed various trade routes and the goods exchanged along them.
I wandered down the rows of shelves. This library was significantly smaller than the main library, only a single story tall and honestly about the size of the sitting room in Alastor’s suite. But even though the shelves were only half full, it would still take me some time to open all the books and see if I could find anything useful.
It can be your project, I told myself. A way to keep busy and be useful until you can move freely around the court again.
I flipped through a few more books, most of them full of notes and numbers. I wasn’t opposed to scouring ledgers for information if I thought it would be useful, but nothing seemed especially relevant to my current needs.
And then I picked up one—a particularly ancient-looking volume—that began with a detailed account of various building materials. As I flipped through, I came upon a few later pages bearing what appeared to be intricately sketched blueprints.
For the palace.
“Bingo,” I whispered, grinning. This book was a record of the construction of this very palace—and what better place to begin my hunt for answers about a mysterious key?
Tucking the book under my arm, I continued toward the back of the room, looking for a place where I might sit and read for a little while. But there were no chairs in this musty, forgotten room. Even the fireplace had clearly gone unused for some time.
There was a desk, tucked away into a back corner, but there was no place to sit at it. Still, I discovered some yellowed parchment and some long-abandoned writing utensils—even a pot of ink with a little bit still in the bottom—so I grabbed whatever looked useful and stuffed it in the pockets of my cloak. It would be helpful to have a way of taking notes.
I didn’t want to return to the suite to read—not when I’d finally regained some freedom—but I remembered Rathius mentioning that there was a garden near the records library that was rarely used. Maybe I could sit there for a little while as I read.
It didn’t take me long to find it. Only just down the corridor from the library was a door that led outside. It opened onto a narrow, sheltered garden that ran along the back side of the palace, on a strip of ground that ran between the palace and the rocky, moss-covered face of the hillside.
Both the palace and the hillside towered above me on either side, and I felt like I’d suddenly stepped into some lush, slender valley. Because it was lush—as verdant and enchanting as the pleasure gardens on top of the ballroom. And as I followed the stone path, I started to suspect that this place held just as many secrets.
The pale stones of the palace wall were soon obscured by moss and tangled vines, until I wouldn’t have known the man-made wall from the natural one on the other side. The trees that had sprung up in this strange sliver of land were larger than I expected, big and wide enough to obscure the sun completely in some places, casting the “valley” beneath in rich shadow. At one point, someone had clearly taken the initiative to landscape this place—as evidenced by the stone-lined garden beds—but like the pleasure gardens above, these had been left to grow as they pleased. Some of the plants thrived in the shade, exploding unchecked beneath the trees, while others reached for the sunny spots, and the result was something that felt remarkably like an enchanted forest.
I’d wandered for a few minutes—this garden was much longer than I’d realized—when I heard the trickling sound of running water, and the soft tinkle of wind chimes. 
I followed that music, passing several mossy stone benches that would have been perfect spots for some private reading. I could flip through my book later. Right now, I was hunting down the magic of this place.
Eventually, I found the source of that enchanting music. And the end of the garden.
Here, where the rocky face of the hill finally curled around and met the ivy-covered wall of the palace, a large, oak-like tree offered shelter and shade. But between its twisting branches, sunlight filtered down to cast beams of light on the scene beneath—where water appeared to seep right out of the rock itself to trickle down into a small, natural pool below. At the base of the rock, carved into the stone wall at the edge of the pool, were three little grottoes, each about as high as my waist. And each held a small altar.
To the three Mythic Ones. I still knew far less about them than I wanted to, but I recognized their names: Leonaris. Erys. Vela. 
The sunbeams poured into each of the little grottoes, filling them with light, and if I hadn’t known any better I’d have said that someone had designed it that way, had somehow convinced the huge, ancient tree above me to grow just so to allow the light to filter through at just the right angles. The jingling music I’d heard came from the tree, too—there were a dozen different wind chimes and bells dangling from the oak’s mighty branches.
There was also a stone bench by the edge of the pool, so I finally sat, resting the book on my lap.
But I didn’t read it. Instead, I just sat there and breathed it all in. I felt like I’d stumbled into some sacred place, and it felt almost disrespectful to ignore that sensation. I desperately wished I could remove the Safarian pearls tied around my waist beneath my dress—I would have done anything to be able to feel the essence around me just then—but it was too risky.
Why does no one from the palace ever come here? I wondered. In my opinion, it was just as lovely as the pleasure gardens—but admittedly it lacked the temptations and invitations to indulge. If this place invited anything, it was reflection.
Sitting here, in this beautiful, tranquil place, I felt a peace I hadn’t known in some time. Under this tree, with the sunbeams shining down, I could almost believe that everything would be okay, that it would all work out.
Sunlight glittered off the smooth, flat stones at the base of the leftmost altar, the one built for the Mythic One they called Vela. And something caught my eye.
I rose from the bench, drawing closer to the little grotto along the edge of the pool. There was something glinting on the stones beneath the altar.
I had to crouch down to see into the little alcove. The sunbeams spilled around my shoulders, lighting up the space within. Water dripped down the walls of the grotto and drops clung to everything like tiny fallen stars. The sparkling thing I’d noticed was a little jeweled rose, with a gold-plated stem and petals inlaid with polished, blood-red stone. It had fallen off the altar.
Carefully, I picked it up, intending to return it to its rightful place. It seemed only right, even though I had no connection to Vela or any of the other deities of this world.
As I moved it, I noticed something else—something pale peeking out from beneath the stones under the altar.
I set the rose gingerly back where it belonged and reached for the second object, determined now to set everything to rights in this sacred, forgotten place.
But as I shifted the stones aside, I saw that this was no jeweled offering like the rose. This was a little bit of parchment, about as long as my hand was wide, curled up like a scroll. It was stained from the mud and the damp, and crushed and wrinkled from however long it had spent beneath the stones.
It can’t have been here long, I thought. Otherwise it would have dissolved into nothing by now.
I unrolled it. The ink was smudged and hard to read in places, but with a little squinting, I was able to make out the words:

I’m not sure how much longer I can bear this.

My breath caught. I’d been expecting an invocation, or a psalm, or some sacred words of praise for Vela. Not a personal lamentation, not these words of despair.
Because even through the mud stains and the damp-smudged ink, I could still see the despair in that handwriting. I could still sense the agony in those harsh, jagged lines.
I never would have read it if I’d known it was something so personal. I probably shouldn’t have been snooping around this altar at all, but now that I’d seen this, I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t.
Someone in this palace had come to this forgotten, mostly abandoned garden and left these words of desperation here. Maybe because they’d had nowhere else to go, no one else they could speak to. And they’d done it recently.
Maybe I should have just curled the desperate prayer right back up and tucked it back beneath the stones. Maybe I should have pretended I’d never seen those words, never intruded upon this unknown person’s private despair.
But I couldn’t. I didn’t know who they were, or what had led them to this point, but I couldn’t just walk away without doing something.
I reached into the pocket of my cloak and pulled out the writing implements I’d stolen from the library. And after a moment’s thought, I wrote the following message on the bottom of the paper:

I am not Vela. But maybe there’s a reason I found this.

I paused. It felt silly to imply that fate or magic had brought me here, but if these last few weeks had taught me anything, there were greater powers at work in this life than I ever could have imagined. I wasn’t going to question that.
So I continued:

I can’t promise you that things will get better. Or that your pain will go away. If I had the power to give you hope, I would. I would tell you that there’s light and beauty to be found even on the darkest of days.

I paused again, and then:

But without knowing anything about you and your circumstances, what I can offer you is this: if you need to share your burdens with someone, I will listen. I can’t promise any insights, but I will listen.

I considered signing it, then decided against it. Given everything that was going on, it was better not to expose myself to some stranger here at court.
Carefully, I rolled it up and I reached down and pulled out the little knife I’d taken to wearing under my skirts. Then I cut a little bit of lace off the bottom of my gown and tied it around the parchment. I scrawled “Read me” across the outside of the scroll then returned it to its place beneath the altar—only this time I set it on top of the stones instead of hiding it beneath them.
It didn’t guarantee that the original writer would find it and open it—I didn’t even know if they intended to return to this place—but it was all I could do.
“I hope you don’t mind, Vela,” I said.
And as if in response, the sunbeams moved across the jeweled rose, making it shine.
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Vices

ESMER


Blue eyes burned into me, calling to me. 
I could feel their power burning down into my soul, seeping into all the secret parts of me, clawing all of my defenses aside. I fought it as best I could, shoved back against it with everything I had, but it didn’t matter. I was losing control, losing myself.
Fear spiked up my spine as I felt myself slip away, felt those blue eyes and their power conquer everything. The other time, I’d only felt peace and connection while under their power. I’d given myself willingly to the monsters, because at the time their illusions had promised me an escape from the shitshow that my life had become.
But I knew better now. Or maybe, somehow, I’d found a reason to keep fighting. Because this time, there was no peace. I was aware of every bit of me that I lost, fully conscious of the horror of what was happening.
I won’t let it happen again.
I’d seen the look in Marigold’s eyes when I confessed to her that I’d let the vulgen have me. That I’d been willing to give up everything for the relief, the peace, offered by their spell. I didn’t know what had changed—maybe it was seeing what my fate would have been if my friends hadn’t rescued me, or maybe it was something else—but I knew I’d die before I let them take me again. My life was still a shitshow, but what the vulgen had planned for me was worse than death.
With the last bit of control I possessed, I managed to grab my knife. And then I brought it to my heart. This time, my friends wouldn’t save me. This time, I had to save myself.
I fought against the control of the vulgen's spell, pressing the knife down until I felt it break the skin.
And then I jerked awake on my cot.
Relief poured over me, as cool as the night air creeping into the tent.
Just a dream. My body was slick with sweat, but there was no knife-point against my heart, no invasive power rolling through my veins. I was myself, in complete control of my thoughts, feelings, and consciousness.
But the relief slid away quickly, replaced by frustration and shame.
I’m stronger than this.
The nightmares had been horrifying the first couple of nights after I’d emerged from the vulgen nest. But they’d gotten better—thanks to the sedative effects of alcohol. I didn’t dream when I was passed out drunk.
But now, out here, they were getting bad again. I should have predicted that. I should have come prepared.
I shouldn’t have been so fucking weak.
I rubbed my face. In the other cot, Prudie was still snoring loudly. If I hadn’t been so exhausted from another long day in the saddle, she might have kept me awake and saved me all this trouble.
Without a sound, I slipped off my cot, shoved my feet into my boots, and pulled my cloak around my shoulders. I bent over and grabbed my knife from beneath my pillow—I wasn’t stupid enough to get caught unarmed these days—and padded to the tent flap.
Outside, our camp was still and silent. The unlucky soul who’d been appointed sentry for the night stabbed at the embers of a dying fire, and the horses nickered from their picket lines nearby, but otherwise the world was still asleep. Even the crickets had gone mostly quiet, signaling that we were closer to dawn than to dusk.
The fresh air felt good on my face. And even though I was still physically exhausted, I had no interest in sleeping any more tonight.
I had no interest in talking, either, but I knew better than to sneak around the camp while someone was on guard.
Holding my cloak closed, I walked over to the sentry. When I was about ten paces away, I hit my toe on a tree root sticking up out of the ground and he jerked his head up, startled.
It’s a miracle the roving beasts haven’t killed us all with guards like these. It had only been a couple of days since we’d encountered the two wickerskin, and even with all of us on edge, this guy was slacking off on the job.
“I just need the privy,” I told him.
He nodded, then went back to poking at the embers with his stick.
And I made my way over toward the horses, taking a detour past the hoard of food supplies left foolishly unattended. Forget the roving beasts—it was a miracle our provisions hadn’t been invaded by scavenging forest creatures during the night.
But it was a boon for me. I picked through our supplies until I found myself a bottle of liquor to keep me company. And a couple of carrots.
By the time I reached the horses, I was already several swigs deep, and the terror from my dream had faded away to a distant memory. My sweat had cooled on my skin.
But even though my fear had settled and my heartrate had mostly returned to normal, I wouldn’t let my guard down, not even for a second. I knew better.
Most of the horses were dozing on their feet, but a handful were awake and alert. Between the dim light cast by the fire and the moonlight filtering down through the trees, I was able to find the mare I’d been riding.
They’d told me her name was Acorn. Not the noblest name for a horse, but she was a sweet girl. She nickered softly in greeting as I approached.
“You’re starting to know me, huh?” I whispered to her, rubbing her under the chin and slipping her the carrots. I took a long drink from the bottle in my other hand, letting its syrupy heat warm me.
I was just about to whisper more sweet nothings to my horse when I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye.
In an instant, I yanked out my knife and spun towards the dark shape moving toward the trees. Whatever it was, I’d kill it without hesitation. I wouldn’t let beast or man take me again.
But it only took me a couple of seconds to recognize the figure moving towards me through the dappled moon-shadows.
I’d know him anywhere.
“That’s a real asshole move, sneaking up on someone in the darkness,” I told Oak.
He stopped a few feet away from me, and his deep voice seemed to come from the darkness itself. “I heard something among the horses. I was coming to investigate.”
Huh. I couldn’t really fault him for that. “I didn’t realize you were on guard duty.”
“I’m not,” he said, then stepped closer. “But frankly, someone needs to do it. I have no interest in letting something attack us in the night.”
I smiled, in spite of everything. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who questioned the security around here.
And yes—I did feel better knowing Oak was watching out for us.
“And you?” he said, after the silence had drawn out between us again. “Why are you awake at this hour?”
“Couldn’t sleep,” I said with a shrug. There was no way I was going to talk about my nightmares with Oak.
He said nothing, though I’m sure he knew there was plenty I wasn’t saying. And things were feeling awkward again, so I turned my attention back to my horse.
But Oak didn’t leave. He just watched me in the dark.
“Do you have something else to say?” I asked finally. I’d come out here for some fresh air and solitude, not uncomfortable non-conversation.
“No, I don’t,” he admitted. “I’ll leave you then.”
He turned and started to walk away, but something made me call after him.
“Why are you here, Oak?”
He turned back. “You know that already. I needed to get away from…court.”
“But why here?” I pressed. “You could have gone anywhere. And don’t give me some bullshit excuse about suddenly developing a passion for hunting.”
He looked at me for a long moment, then said, “I’m good at this—slaying roving beasts. It’s how I can best serve Therador at this moment.”
I wasn’t buying that for a second. “You can slay beasts anywhere.”
“Not the phoenix.”
Gods. “You can’t tell me you actually believe in that shit about it granting you a wish. That’s just a myth.”
He paused for just long enough to make me suspect he was ashamed—or at least a little embarrassed—before he said, “Many myths are based in truth.”
I couldn’t believe it. Was he really so desperate that he’d hang his hopes on some silly tale?
And what is it you plan to wish for? I almost asked, but I stopped myself. I knew I wouldn’t like the answer, and I didn’t feel like rubbing salt in my wounds.
Instead, I drank from my bottle of liquor, relishing the burn. This stuff was good and strong—it wouldn’t take much more to make me forget about my troubles again.
But when I lowered the bottle, Oak was still there, still determined to remind me with his presence of just how fucked everything was.
“What?” I demanded.
“Are you drinking? At this hour?”
“We all have our vices,” I replied with a shrug. Then took another drink to show him I didn’t care what the hell he thought about it.
“Do you really think that’s wise?”
“Oh, spare me the judgment,” I spat. “You’re not perfect either, oh Lion Warrior. But at least my flaws don’t hurt other people.”
It was a low blow, but I was tipsy and pissed and done with this conversation.
Oak didn’t move. Not even when I made to shove past him. My arm slammed against his, my bottle sloshing over and spilling on his shirt.
And he grabbed my arm, as if he was afraid I’d fall over.
“Let go,” I said, jerking out of his grip. “I’m fine.”
He didn’t say anything. Instead, he stared down at his hand.
“It was just a little bump,” I said, annoyed. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
“No,” he said, without looking at me. “You didn’t.” And then, “I’d forgotten what that was like.”
It took me a moment to realize what he meant.
He’s thinking about Marigold, I realized. He can’t touch her without unbearable pain because of that stupid blood promise between him and his brothers.
And this was why I should have walked away the moment I recognized him among the shadows. It would always come back to her. As long as I kept interacting with him, I’d keep experiencing this pain. Over and over and over again.
I didn’t say another word. I just walked back to my tent, without bothering to return the liquor to the supply.




[image: image-placeholder]
11
Message in a Bottle

MARIGOLD


It was a couple of days before I could return to the narrow, forgotten garden near the records library. Heavy rains kept me indoors for most of that time, and I was still mostly confined to the suite, but I managed occasional visits to the reference library just to stretch my legs. 
I’d been working my way through the book I’d found—the one that chronicled the building of the palace—looking for any hint about the strange key I’d been sent. I’d skimmed over the lists of building materials and costs, then slowed down to study the plans and detailed blueprints of the initial structure.
I’d known the palace was huge, but it was another thing entirely to see it laid out in this way—with all the suites and bedrooms sketched out and numbered, with a detailed map of the warren of storerooms down below, with things like the number of fireplaces (331!) counted and listed at the end. There were multiple ballrooms and over a dozen “leisure” rooms, which I could only guess were now being used as smoke chambers. And there was also an entire page mapping out the dungeons, which were apparently built into the hill itself.
Maybe the key goes to a dungeon cell, I thought. But I wasn’t about to charge in there and start trying the locks.
So while the book gave me a better understanding of the palace in which I now resided, it hadn’t provided any particular leads just yet. 
I pondered this as I returned to the garden. The rain from the last couple of days had left puddles on the stone pathway, and leftover raindrops dripped down from the trees and down the back of my dress as I made my way to the very end of the little manmade valley, where the shrines sat in their little shallow caves.
I tried to temper my expectations. It had only been two days—two rainy days at that—and there was no knowing if the person who’d written that prayer to Vela had ever planned to return. I told myself that, most likely, my note would be exactly where I’d left it. Just maybe a little soggier.
But as I drew close to the shrines, I saw at once that my note was no longer sitting where I’d left it.
I crouched down next to Vela’s grotto, searching the stones for the parchment—maybe it had rolled somewhere?—but it was nowhere to be seen.
There was something else, though.
Tucked behind the lefthand side of the altar, hidden unless you were crouched at just the right level, was a small, corked bottle made of blueish glass.
Maybe it was a private offering. But I wanted to be sure. I leaned forward on my knees and picked it up.
As I turned the bottle in my hand, the sunlight streaming down through the oak branches bounced off the decorative ridges. The glass was a little cloudy, but there was no denying it—there was something inside.
Well, you’ve got a choice, Goldie. Do you assume this is someone’s private gift to Vela and put it back? Or do you succumb to your curiosity and look inside?
Curiosity won out.
Biting down on my lip, I eased the cork out, then upended the bottle and shook its contents out into my hand.
It was another rolled-up bit of paper. A message in a bottle.
Please don’t let me be intruding on some other poor soul’s privacy, I thought, not sure who, exactly, I was praying to.
I unrolled the bit of parchment with care.
Because this note had been in the bottle, it had been protected from the elements and was a lot easier to read than the first one I’d found.

Kind stranger - 
I know you mean well. But I’m afraid that the suffering I’m currently experiencing cannot be solved by kind words. And it cannot be made lighter by telling it, however sympathetic the listening ear. But I will take your offer of hope.

I sat back on my heels. It appeared my message had found its intended recipient. And they’d written back—which was something, at least. 
Their despair was still plain, though. And I still wasn’t entirely sure I could help them in any meaningful way.
But they were open to the possibility of hope. That was a start. 
I carried the message over to the little stone bench and laid it out on my lap. I’d preemptively brought along my writing implements, just in case, and I pulled them out and set the little pot of ink on the bench beside me.
After a moment’s thought, I flipped over the note to the back and wrote:

Without knowing the details of your life, I can only offer observations from my own. I won’t pretend I’m particularly wise, but

I paused there, wondering what I, of all people, had to offer this poor soul.
But then I remembered the words Esmer said to me when she told me she was leaving: Maybe it’s time to start seeing your naivete and innocence as an asset—your wide-eyed determination in the face of all this shit might be the very reason people are drawn to you. After we’ve been through hell…sometimes we want to believe in innocence and wonder again. Sometimes seeing that it’s still alive in someone else—in you—is a reminder of what we’re fighting for.
I didn’t feel right holding myself up as some sort of “miracle cure” for hopelessness or whatever, but there was something powerful and wise in my friend’s words. So I gripped my pen and finished the sentence:

a friend recently reminded me of the power of wonder. And I think she was right—there is hope in wonder. In recognizing the beauty and magic in something as simple as a sunbeam, or an ancient tree, or music on the wind.

Was that too cheesy? Too…? But no—as I tilted my head back and listened to the bells and wind chimes tinkling in the branches of the oak above me, it didn’t feel cheesy at all. It felt…right.
So I continued:

I won’t pretend or presume that that alone is enough to end your suffering. But maybe it’s a start. A glimmer of hope when everything seems dark.

After another pause for thought, I added:

If you wish to write more openly about your problems, you may. Or if you simply need a friend, and you’d prefer to discuss other things—beautiful or wondrous or happy things—then I am yours as well.

I almost signed it—it felt only right to sign something so personal—but it was still too risky. So instead I doodled a little flower—a marigold, for Marigold—and rolled the paper up again. Then I stuffed it back into the bottle, replaced the cork, and went back to the shrine.
I’d found it behind the left side of the altar, but I returned to the opposite side, tucking it not-quite-out-of-sight in the back right corner of the little grotto. That way my mysterious pen pal would know at a glance that I’d been there and there was a response waiting.
And then I stood up, brushing the dirt off my gown. It was a small thing, this correspondence—and yet it gave me a bit of a purpose when otherwise my life was in something of a holding pattern.
“Please keep that safe,” I said to the air, because it only seemed right to address Vela. “And please make sure it ends up in the right hands.” After a moment, I added, “And please help them, whoever they are. I suspect you have a better chance of giving them hope than I do.”
I’m pretty sure it was only a coincidence, but as soon as the words had left my mouth the wind picked up behind me, sending the bells and chimes dancing against each other and filling the garden with a swell of otherworldly music. Raindrops pattered down from the branches around me, and where they hit my bare skin, they seemed to fizzle with energy. It sent goosebumps rippling across my scalp and made all the little hairs on my arms stand up. 
Almost as quickly, though, the feeling was gone again—swept away by the wind, maybe. And breathless and dizzy and a little chilled, I hurried back inside.
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Wicked Games

RADVEN


Every morning, Novalee made us eggs fried in animal fat for breakfast. For such a small woman, she certainly enjoyed her food. Which meant I ate well, even as her prisoner. 
And as far as prison cells went, this one could have been far worse. Novalee’s cottage was clean and cheerful, with dried herbs hanging from the ceiling and vases of fresh flowers she replaced every few days. She kept the windows thrown open all day, letting in the light and the birdsong, and she swept the floors clean every evening after supper, whisking the day’s dirt and dust out past the front stoop.
It had been just under two weeks since I’d woken in her cottage, lashed to a chair. In the time since she’d given me slightly more freedom of movement—a man must use the bathroom eventually, after all, and she wanted no part of that—but even during those times I was out of the chair her magic still bound me.
When she freed my hands to allow me to feed myself, invisible shackles still held me by the ankles. When I laid down on my pallet by the fire every night, she allowed me to settle into a comfortable position before tightening the bindings on both my arms and my legs. And when she had to leave the cottage—to get things like the eggs or the fresh flowers or other supplies—she put me back in the chair, so that I could hardly move at all.
But as the days passed, she allowed me more freedom little by little. In part because the effort of keeping me in essence-wrought chains at all hours was clearly physically exhausting her, and in part because, I’d come to believe, keeping prisoners was not something she did often. I was beginning to think she didn’t have the heart to maintain cruelty or exert control over someone for long.
In fact, I was quite certain that if I hadn’t broken free and attempted to strangle her to death shortly after waking up in her custody, she might have done away with the essence shackles days ago. Even now a few dark shadows of bruises lingered on her neck, a visual reminder of how dangerous I could be to her if she let her guard down. 
And so she kept me bound. Even though I could sense a barrier of some sort around her cottage—a ward to keep me in. And to keep others out.
I’m not sure I would have attempted to flee either way. There was too much to learn here.
“Catherine,” I guessed as she spooned two large eggs onto a plate for me.
She shook her head, her mouth tilting up. “You’ve already guessed that one. And it’s still no.”
“Mareth?” I tried again.
“You’re getting worse at this,” she said. She set the plate in front of me on the table, her eyes glinting. Those eyes were unusual—emerald with a gold ring around the outer edge of the iris. “It’s hardly even enjoyable anymore.”
Her eyes said that was a lie. She was enjoying our game, simple as it was.
She’d made me a deal on that first day—she would give me her real name if I could guess it. And guess I did, dozens of times a day. In the meantime, I called her Novalee, the name she’d given me when we met in that inn a few weeks ago. And she called me Elric, the name I’d given her, even though I knew she knew my real one.
Some might have argued that there were more important bits of information I should be seeking, but I’d always believed that one’s true name held power. And anyway, attempting to learn her true name didn’t preclude me from gaining other information in the meantime.
For instance, I’d gathered from our brief conversations that she hadn’t been part of the Circle for very long. That wasn’t a profound discovery, but it was the start of unraveling her motivations.
Because she still hadn’t told me why she’d brought me here in the first place.
Despite the table of torture implements set up next to my chair, Novalee had yet to use any of them on me. But she still lashed me down with her power every evening after the supper dishes had been cleaned and the floors had been swept, and she asked me the same question.
“Where is it?”
Initially, my answer was always the same, too—I told her, honestly, that I didn’t even know what “it” was, let alone where it might be now. After a few days, though, she altered her line of questioning, asking instead how my brothers and I had returned to Therador.
I had no interest in answering that, either. But the question alone gave me further information—that she, and perhaps some other members of the Circle, didn’t know about Marigold’s ability to create bridges between worlds. Maybe some of them didn’t even know about Marigold at all.
Little by little, I tried to tease out what she knew and what she didn’t, but it was slow, careful work. She was inexperienced at interrogation, but she wasn’t a fool. And she was suspicious. She watched me like I was a wolf that might leap for her throat at any second, and when I spoke to her, I could see her questioning every word behind her gold-ringed green eyes.
Still, she never used any of the implements laid out on the table. But she kept them out, a silent, ever-present threat.
Why? I asked myself for the eight-hundredth time as I spooned up my eggs. She’d released my left hand so I could feed myself, but my right hand and legs remained bound to the chair. Does she simply not have the stomach for it? Is the answer that straightforward?
I was enjoying this slow investigation, this unraveling of her truths, but every day I remained here was another day I was away from my brothers. There was something important here—something my gut told me was a vital piece of information—but this detour hadn’t been in my plans. And I couldn’t shake the niggling thought that Alastor and Oak might need me at their side.
Novalee took her place across from me at the table, her plate of eggs in front of her. I pulled my eyes away from the tools of torture, not wanting her to think I found them threatening.
“Emeris,” I guessed.
She shook her head with a smile. “No.”
I racked my brain, finally settling on a name I’d heard in Marigold’s world, even knowing it was unlikely. “Karen.”
She made a face, shaking her head more vigorously. “Now you’re just making up words.” A bit of her thick, red-gold hair fell out of its braid, and she tucked it behind her ear, revealing something I’d noticed on my second day here.
Her ears were notched. On both sides. It didn’t look like a natural deformity, but instead like someone had taken a sharp blade or a pair of clippers to them and cut a tiny wedge away.
It wasn’t a practice I was familiar with, and to my knowledge it wasn’t common practice in any part of Therador. Which both told me something and raised more questions at the same time.
“Lily,” I guessed.
“You’re never going to guess it,” she said. “I don’t know why you’re even bothering.”
She said nearly the same thing every day, and yet she still smiled every time I made another attempt. She was enjoying this game, just as much as I was. Maybe the reason she hadn’t tortured me was because she got too much pleasure out of this—this dance between us, this give-and-take where we each tried to tease out the secrets of the other.
I got pleasure out of this, too. But I could only play for so long. I couldn’t waste any more time—I had to take some calculated risks.
“What about…Laitha?” I asked.
Her eyes jumped to mine, instantly sharp and suspicious.
I’d put her on alert, but I’d also gotten a reaction. And by throwing out a name belonging to another member of the Circle—and arguably the most powerful one, too, and one who’d already tried to take Marigold—I thought I might learn something more about Novalee’s relationship to the others.
“Do you really believe I’m Laitha?” she asked. The sharpness had gone from her expression, and now there was a curious, playful look in her eyes as she licked a runny bit of egg yolk off her finger.
“Maybe,” I said with a shrug.
“No, I don’t believe that,” she responded. “I believe you know exactly who Laitha is and what she looks like.”
“Maybe you’re Laitha in disguise,” I said. “Maybe you’ve transformed your appearance. I’m not a sorcerer. I don’t claim to know what people can do with essence these days.”
She rolled her eyes. “Are you amusing yourself?”
“A little,” I admitted. Feeling bold, I decided to push it a little further. “You’re powerful enough to be Laitha.”
She gave me another sharp look. She’d been wearing Safarian pearls the night we’d met, so I hadn’t been able to feel her strength. Now, though, she'd taken them off by necessity—it was the only way to maintain my essence-bonds—and there was no hiding how much power she had within her. As much as Laitha, certainly. Or Marigold.
She shoveled another spoonful of egg into her mouth and didn’t answer. She knew I was trying to bait her.
But I saw no harm in continuing to push—it gave nothing of myself away.
“Laitha always had a soft spot for other sorceresses,” I said. “But she also never struck me as the sort to enjoy any true competition. Does she see you as a friend or a rival?”
“I know what you’re doing,” she said cheerfully, rising from her seat. “And I’ll save you the trouble—we won’t be discussing this. Remember, my handsome Elric, that I’m the one who asks questions around here.”
I didn’t say another word. But she’d already given something away—I’d seen the tension in her mouth when I asked her friend or rival. Whatever their relationship had been, there was tension there now. 
Novalee took my empty plate and hers and carried both over to the basin she used to wash dishes. Then she danced over to the fireplace and poured a mug from the kettle set over the flames.
On the first day, I’d refused to drink the strange brew she kept simmering there. But then she’d looked at me, something odd and almost sympathetic in her eyes, and she’d told me it would calm the voice in my head.
She never told me how she knew.
On that first day, she’d taken a sip herself first to show me that the draught wasn’t poisoned and that it wouldn’t cause any unsavory effects. I’d still been skeptical. I continued to refuse it for two or three days after, until I couldn’t take the voice in my head anymore, until I was certain the madness would consume me completely. Only then had I been desperate enough to take the risk.
And the brew had worked. The voice in my head—the twisted perversion of my mother’s voice, singing me a terrible, haunting melody over and over again—had quieted. Slowly at first, but now I rarely heard it at all while awake.
Sleeping was a different matter.
I took the offered mug from her, sipping at the steaming contents. It tasted of earth and herbs. She let me watch her make it whenever she brewed a new pot. I’d seen her take sage from the bundle dangling from the ceiling, but I wasn't familiar with any of the other plants she used. Still, I committed their appearance, scent, and taste to memory, just in case I needed to find them on my own someday.
Now I drank two mugs a day—one first thing in the morning, and the other with supper. So far I’d identified no ill effects, just relief from the gnawing madness.
Novalee took the seat across from me again, watching me drink.
And then she said, “What if I told you that I want to keep it out of Laitha’s hands?”
She didn’t have to specify that she was referring to the mysterious it that she’d been asking me about for days. And now I had an opening.
“If you tell me what it is,” I said, “then I have a better chance of telling you where it is.” She looked as if she would refuse again, so I added, “If you believe I’m lying and that I already know, what harm is there in saying it out loud?” I hadn’t been so forward with her before—she was far too suspicious of me. And our game was built on subtleties. But something had shifted, now that Laitha’s name had been mentioned.
And maybe she realized that as well, because she didn’t argue.
“You’re right,” she said, so quickly that I immediately went on alert. “We’re friends now, aren’t we?”
She rose again, and there was something wild in her eyes—something I’d glimpsed once or twice before, that made me reach instinctively for the daggers that were no longer hidden beneath my clothes.
“We’re friends, right?” she asked again, more firmly this time. She’d moved around the table to stand at my side.
I hadn’t realized she actually wanted an answer. “That depends on your definition of the word.”
She lifted herself up onto the table, settling herself right next to my mug with her legs dangling. If I’d wanted to, I could have reached out and grabbed her thigh. Normally she didn’t get this close to me unless I was completely bound.
Her legs kicked back and forth, almost like she was a child on a swing. “Have you at least begun to realize that we might be on the same side after all?”
“What side are you on?” I countered, still on alert.
She didn’t answer that. She just kept swinging her legs, and then she said, as quietly as a breath, “We both want to keep the Skull of Bethanel out of Laitha’s hands, don’t we?”
I kept my expression flat. I’d never heard of this Skull of Bethanel but if she spoke of it like that—and if the Circle wanted it so badly—then it was important.
“Yes,” I told Novalee. “We both do.”
“So you’ll tell me where it is?” she said sweetly. Sometimes, when she spoke like that and looked at me the way she was looking at me now, she looked so young it was hard to believe her capable of anything manipulative. It was how I’d gotten taken in by her in the first place—that and the voice in my head, driving me to insanity.
But the voice was gone now. And I wouldn’t make the mistake of listening to my cock’s opinion of Novalee ever again.
“I can’t tell you,” I told her. I watched her eyes, her expression, for even the tiniest of movements. “But I could lead you there.”
She pursed her full lips, then shook her head. “Too risky.”
“You won’t be able to find it on your own.”
“Let me be the judge of that.”
I closed my hand around my mug. My brothers and I had learned the game of chess while stranded in that other world, and I’d grown rather good at it. Alastor and I had played it for hours. This felt a bit like that, only I couldn’t read Novalee the way I could read my brother. Every time I dismissed her as inexperienced or thought her too weak-hearted to know what she was doing with me, she proved me wrong.
She hopped off the table without waiting for me to say anything.
“I can wait,” she said, twisting her thick braid around in her hand. “But you will tell me.” Her eyes flickered to the table of torture implements.
I took another sip from my mug. Maybe I could make up a location and send her off on a wild goose chase. Or maybe I could tell her the truth, that I’d never even heard of this Skull, just to see what she’d do. I could take this game in many directions.
But time was slipping away. I needed to get back to my brothers.
Novalee stepped close to me again, even though my left wrist was still unbound. And then she leaned down over me, strands of her red-gold hair coming loose to trail across my face.
I could have grabbed her. Reminded her of the physical strength I had in even a single hand. There were ways I could kill her like this, even.
But I didn’t.
“Oh, Elric,” she said, her voice a teasing sing-song. “What fun this is.” And then she dipped her head a little lower, her mouth hovering just over mine.
She was fucking crazy, but I was still a man. And my cock pulsed as her breath washed across my lips.
And then she laughed and pulled back again, looking too pleased with herself.
“Drink up,” she said, indicating my mug. “We wouldn’t want you to go mad again before you help me.”
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An Unexpected Offer

ESMER


“Well?” Lady Fresna demanded, pulling her horse in line with mine. She looked over at me expectantly, eyebrows arched. 
“Well what?” I asked. Then quickly added, “My lady.” It was way, way too early for this shit, and after years and years of highly caffeinated coffee in Marigold’s world, even the most prized of Therador’s teas just didn’t cut it in the mornings.
If Lady Fresna noticed the edge to my tone, though, she wisely ignored it.
“Have you spoken with him at all?” she asked me.
Him meant Oak. And yes, against all my intentions, he and I had had a few conversations without Lady Fresna present. But I had no interest in getting into all that.
“No, my lady,” I told her. “He spends all of his time with Lord Hassian.”
Which was true—while our hunting party was on the move, Oak spent most of his time up at the front of the group, riding at Lord Hassian’s side.
Lady Fresna let out a huff. It had been four days since the encounter with the wickerskin, and she was mostly back to her usual self. Against all odds, I was actually pretty impressed that she was still with us and hadn’t insisted that someone take her back to the palace.
“I’d hoped we would have more time together,” she complained. “But he hardly even acknowledges me.”
What the hell was I supposed to do about that? I wanted nothing to do with the guy.
But I said, “I’m sorry, my lady.”
She straightened in her saddle, chin rising. “We’ll just have to take matters into our own hands then, hm? I’m tired of waiting for him to come to me.”
She’s determined, I’ll give her that.
“Very good, my lady,” I said, ready for this conversation to be over. And craving a swig—or three—from that swiped bottle hidden in my saddlebag.
“You must arrange for me to sit beside him during the midday meal,” she said.
I couldn’t force Oak to do anything—and didn’t particularly want to try—but I said, “I’ll do my best, my lady.”
I hoped that was the end of it, but she stayed beside me, clearly still thinking and plotting.
And then, finally, she said, “Were you there when it happened?”
“When what happened, my lady?”
“When he struck Prince Alastor’s betrothed,” she said. 
My stomach turned. “No, my lady.”
“But you heard reports of what happened?”
“I think everyone did, my lady.”
That apparently wasn’t enough for Lady Fresna.
“I was outside when it happened,” she said. “On the terrace. I missed it all.” She sighed. “Everyone who speaks of it tells it differently. Some say he was arguing with Prince Alastor and the princess threw herself between them. Others say the Lion Warrior struck the princess in a fit of jealousy. Still others say he was so smoke-addled that he thought she was one of the wandering beasts and he was just trying to protect us all.”
“That sounds unlikely, my lady.” I really, really did not feel like discussing this bullshit right now.
“What are the servants saying?” she asked me. “In my experience, they usually know more than anyone else.”
I hadn’t expected Lady Fresna to put the word of servants above the gossip of court. That was an interesting surprise. Too bad I didn’t really have an answer. I’d been so distracted during those last few days at the palace that I hadn’t kept my ears open.
But I said, slowly, “I think, if we consider the Lion Warrior’s character, we can guess at the truth.” The Oak I knew would never, ever hit Marigold on purpose. And Marigold herself had insisted that it wasn’t intentional. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t at fault for what had happened. Far from it.
“Hm,” Lady Fresna said, but she looked a little relieved by my answer, despite its vagueness. “He is noble, isn’t he?”
Not as noble as he once was, I thought, my eyes drawn to him involuntarily.
Fortunately, Lady Fresna was apparently reassured enough to drop the conversation after that, and eventually she nudged her horse forward to ride next to her brother. I’d had a handful of interactions with Lord Randolf over the last few days, but he appeared to be a man of few words, speaking little to anyone but his younger sister. Which was fine by me—one less snooty noble to make demands of me.
And now I had some blessed time alone. I managed to sneak a few sips from my bottle of stolen liquor before another horse fell in next to mine.
To my surprise, it was Lady Noya, the woman who’d fought the wickerskin at my side—and who possessed no small amount of skill with the sword that hung at her side. I’d been impressed by her presence—and her collection of weaponry—since we set out from the palace, but I hadn’t had any interactions with her outside of the wickerskin incident.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” she said, shocking me still further. “But Fresna keeps you busy, doesn’t she?”
I didn’t say what I really wanted to say. I just smiled and diplomatically replied, “Just doing my duty, my lady.”
“Mmph.” She smiled, as if she knew my true thoughts. Her eyes were small and dark and direct, but there was a kindness in them. “I wanted to thank you for helping me against the wickerskin the other day.”
I almost snorted. “Pretty sure it should be the other way around and I should be thanking you.”
“Let’s call it a team effort then.” She brushed a fallen twig out of her hair. Unlike Lady Fresna, who wore her hair long and loose despite how stupidly impractical that was, Lady Noya wore her black hair in a braid that was pinned up around her crown. “Where did you learn such skills?”
I wouldn’t have called what I had skills. I’d just done what I needed to survive over the years and had picked up a few things along the way. Sure, there’d been some self-defense classes in Marigold’s world. And some knife-throwing lessons from Ary in Talon’s crew, but the rest was just survival.
I shrugged. “The world is a dangerous place. You learn what you must.”
Lady Noya regarded me with those small, direct eyes. There was something very forthright about her face, which was unusual for the Cleris court. I didn’t trust anyone here, but I had to admit that I liked something about Lady Noya.
“How would you like to learn more?” she asked me.
“What do you mean?”
She smiled. “I find myself in need of a sparring partner. I don’t want my skills to get rusty out here.”
I’d seen her practicing in the early mornings and the evenings, often by herself at the edge of camp.
“I can’t believe I’m the most qualified person out here,” I said. “Won’t any of the others spar with you?”
“Yes, but that means putting up with them far more than I have to,” she said, smiling. “And believe me, most of the lords here would not react well to getting beaten by a woman on a daily basis.”
I found myself smiling back at her. But this still felt like an odd proposition. “What about the Lion Warrior?” Oak wasn’t without his issues, but I couldn’t see him refusing—or getting pissy over—practicing with a woman.
Lady Noya gave me a look that I couldn’t read. Finally she said, “I’m not interested in testing my skills against the Lion Warrior. But I’m interested in teaching you. What do you say?”
It was an unexpected offer, and one I probably should have been suspicious of. But I liked Lady Noya, and I needed a distraction, and above all, I wanted to get better at protecting myself. I’d be a gods-damned idiot to refuse.
“I’d like that, my lady.”
“Good,” she said, grinning. “Why don’t we start at lunch?”
The timing couldn’t have been better. So when Lord Hassian called for us to stop for the midday meal, I went and found Lady Fresna.
“This way, my lady,” I told her. “Quickly, before someone else claims the Lion Warrior’s company.”
I led her over to where Oak and Lord Hassian were speaking.
“My lords,” I said, dropping into a cursory curtsy. “My lady has requested the honor of dining beside you today.”
“Of course,” Lord Hassian said immediately. “The honor is ours.”
Oak looked like he wanted to say something, but didn’t. But I felt his eyes on me as I laid out Lady Fresna’s blanket. A couple of the other servants were already unpacking the food. 
I helped Lady Fresna into a graceful seated position, then spread her skirts out around her.
Finally, Oak spoke. “Forgive me, my lady, but I was actually going to take my meal alone today.”
Lady Fresna looked crestfallen, but fortunately Lord Hassian was having none of it.
“Oh no, you’re not sneaking off,” he told Oak. “You promised me we’d discuss your exploits down south. We can do that in front of Lady Fresna. I’m sure she’d love to hear.”
“Oh, I would, my lord,” she said, sounding like a child begging for a bedtime story.
Oak wasn’t usually the sort of man who’d let himself be controlled by social conventions, but for some odd reason, it appeared that he didn’t want to anger or insult Lord Hassian.
“I’d forgotten,” he said in his deep rumble. “Of course I’ll stay.”
That was settled then. But when I finally let myself look at Oak, he was staring back at me with an accusatory expression, like I had somehow trapped him into this.
I just shrugged and went to find Lady Noya, who was already waiting at the edge of the clearing.
“Good,” she said. “I was worried you wouldn’t be able to sneak away.”
“I wouldn’t miss this,” I assured her. In fact, I was more excited than I cared to admit.
She smiled, obviously pleased. “I thought we’d start with some basic stretches and exercises. Once we get an idea of your starting range of motion we can go from there.” She glanced down at my dress. “Remind me tomorrow, and I’ll give you something else to wear.” She herself was technically wearing a gown, but when she widened her legs into a fighting stance I could see the slits in the skirt—two in the front and two in the back, revealing a pair of slim, light pants underneath. It clearly allowed for a lot easier movement.
“Now copy me,” she said, bending her knees.
I mimicked her movements. And as I did, I happened to glance back to where the others were sitting. Most weren’t paying any attention to us at all—or even outright ignoring us—but one pair of cobalt eyes was locked on me.
Nope, not my problem. It didn’t matter whether Oak approved or disapproved of these lessons. I was going to do them anyway. I had a new distraction, a new goal, and maybe even a new friend.
And it felt fucking great.
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Precious Instrments

MARIOLD


It was strange, being out among the court of Cleris again. 
The bruise on my cheek wasn’t entirely gone, but it had faded enough to be covered up with the powders Talon had brought me. So here I was, primped and polished and attending one of Prince Rathius’s gatherings in one of the palace’s many ornamental courtyards.
Alastor was on edge this afternoon. In fact, he was always on edge these days, visibly suffering from the strain of these last few weeks. The dark circles beneath his eyes grew darker every day, and he moved stiffly, as if his muscles had been cramped up for so long he couldn’t remember any other way.
This afternoon, he was glued to his brother’s side. Rathius was his usual self, behaving as if someone hadn’t tried to poison him only days ago, but Alastor was watching everyone and everything, as if he expected another assassination attempt to come at any moment.
I, meanwhile, was left to mingle and see what I could learn—whether about the Circle, the threats against Rathius, or the mysterious key now in my possession.
I had another, secret project as well—to see if I might be able to learn the identity of my new pen pal. I hadn’t told anyone—not even Isaac—about the correspondence yet, but my heart felt a need to find the author of those prayers, to see if I could help them in a more substantial way. Of course, I had absolutely nothing to go on—I didn’t even know their gender, and I had no idea if they were servant or noble or anywhere in between—but there was no harm in keeping my eyes and ears open.
Lady Willadora of the Cascaldian Family had sought me out the moment we arrived here, calling me her dear friend and insisting we stroll around arm-in-arm. The courtyard was large and open to the sky, getting enough sun to support the citrus trees planted at each corner and the manicured beds of flowers between them. There were a couple of burners bearing sweet gansy, but I thought I could avoid them if I was careful. At the center of the courtyard, surrounded by a floor of decorative cobblestones, was a large fountain featuring a flock of stone birds—doves, maybe?—taking flight. Water trickled down across their spread wings and dripped from their feathers into the large, tiled-lined basin below.
The basin was probably twenty feet across, and I spent at least half an hour strolling around and around and around it again with Lady Willadora, while she pried for details about Octavian and the incident at the feast. I played dumb and innocent, expressing how distressing I found all of it but refusing to give her any real answers about anything.
I asked her in return if she was excited about the upcoming coronation, hoping she might give something away, but her expression was perfectly pleasant and controlled as she told me she was looking forward to the occasion. Then, remembering the discussion between Alastor and Rathius, I tried a different approach.
“Do you think Prince Rathius will marry quickly after ascending the throne?” I asked her.
If I hadn’t been so attentive, I probably wouldn’t have noticed her hand tighten slightly on my arm as those words left my mouth.
“What a question,” she said with a calculated titter. “Of course, a king must marry.”
I decided to play up my naivete. Might as well press my advantage. “Who do you think it will be? Someone from court?”
“Princess,” she said, clearly feigning her shock. “As your friend, allow me to give you some advice. It’s gauche to discuss such things openly at an event like this.” She waved her gloved hand vaguely in the direction of where Rathius and Alastor were standing, surrounded by a circle of fawning nobles.
“So these things might be discussed in private, then?” I asked discretely in return. “With no breach in etiquette? Forgive me—I am still learning the ways of your court.”
“Perhaps they may,” she said, her dark eyes watching me closely. “Perhaps I will arrange to have you over to my suite for some refreshments this week.”
It was an unexpected invitation, and one I could almost certainly use to my advantage.
“That would be lovely,” I said.
“But I’ll admit, I am curious about your interest in the matter,” she said. “Don’t tell me you wish to give up one brother for the other?”
I recognized the spark in her eyes, even though it was only there for a millisecond.
She’s jealous.
“Not at all,” I assured her quickly. “I adore Alastor and can’t imagine myself marrying any other. But Rathius will soon be my brother, and whoever he marries my sister. I only wondered who that might be.”
If my assurances were enough for Lady Willadora, her expression gave nothing away.
“Oh, there’s Lady Allethia,” she said, spotting someone beyond my shoulder. “If you’ll excuse me, she and I have something we must discuss.”
And then she slipped away, abandoning me for her next victim—or accomplice. I didn’t know the court well enough to know which, yet.
I watched her walk away. Lady Willadora was clearly ambitious and heavily invested in the games of court, but did that make her dangerous? Maybe I’d read too many books, but she seemed almost too obvious to be the real threat here.
It’s always the person you least suspect, isn’t it? I thought, my gaze moving around the courtyard. Like Lord Voth, maybe—I’d only met him twice and he’d been drunk off his ass both times. In fact, he was currently leaning against one of the fruit trees, trying to keep himself upright.
Or maybe Lady Bethan, who always stood meekly at her husband’s side, never saying a word. She’d married into the Cleris nobility, originally coming from some other region of Therador—I hadn’t caught the exact name of her home kingdom. But she was small and pale—almost pasty—with butter-yellow hair, standing out among the golden-brown complexions and dark hair found in most of the Veridaean noble families. There were a handful of other family-members-by-marriage among those gathered here today, and in my humble opinion, we needed to watch them just as closely as we were watching the prominent families Alastor and Talon had named for me.
Or maybe I’d just read too many books.
Now that I was free from Lady Willadora for a little while, I took the opportunity to sneak away for a moment, stealing a goblet of Ruby Nectar from a passing servant before ducking beneath the arches of the colonnade surrounding the courtyard.
I wasn’t the only one who’d had that idea. As I sipped at my drink, I glanced over to find Deric, Prince Rathius’s personal minstrel, tucked into the shadows beneath an archway drinking heavily from a bottle. His harp was propped against his slender knee.
If there’s anyone who’s likely to know what’s really going on here at court…
I wasn’t sure if it was “proper” for a princess to chat with a minstrel—or bard, or whatever his official title was—but if someone made a fuss about it, I’d just play dumb again. So I made my way over to him.
He straightened when he saw me approaching, tucking the bottle behind his back and lowering himself into a bow. I’d always had a hard time guessing how old he might be, but up close now I thought he was probably about my age, maybe a little younger. He had that sort of gangly look that some guys hold onto well into their twenties.
“Your Highness,” he said. “How may I be of service? Do you want a song?”
“No, that won’t be necessary,” I told him. “You deserve a break. I assume you don’t get too many of them.” I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring, even conspiratorial, smile.
Deric instantly relaxed. But he still glanced over his shoulder before saying, “Thank you, Your Highness.”
I took a sip from my cup, trying to decide how to proceed. “Prince Rathius seems to enjoy your talents quite a bit, and I must agree—your songs are truly beautiful. Very different from the music we have back in Pelovia.”
He instantly perked up.
“I’ve never heard any Pelovian music,” he said. “I gather songs from all over the world, and I’d love to add some Pelovian songs to my collection. I don’t suppose you know any of them well enough to sing them for me?”
And…this was not the direction I was trying to take this conversation. The last thing I wanted was to stand here making up songs on the spot. But Deric looked so excited, I didn’t want to shut down this discussion right as he was opening up.
“Oh, I couldn’t sing them here, in front of half the court,” I said. “But maybe later? When there aren’t as many people around? I’m afraid I don’t have a beautiful voice like you.”
My flattery hit its mark. As did my offer.
“Of course, Your Highness. I would be absolutely honored. Honored.” He gave me another quick bow.
And I intended to keep going while I was riding on such good will.
“Have you been in Prince Rathius’s service long?” I asked.
“For three years,” Deric said proudly. “He overheard me giving a performance during a festival down in the city, and he stopped his carriage and promised me that if I came to the palace, I’d never want for anything again.”
There was only wonder and gratitude in his eyes as he relived that moment. However ridiculous and even annoying Rathius might be, however much he ordered the poor, harried Deric around, the young man in front of me obviously still saw himself in the prince’s debt.
“I trust he’s kept his word, then?” I asked.
“More than,” he said. “I have my own suite, and the finest instruments I’ve ever seen.” He reached down and lovingly stroked his fingers along the back of the harp. “Perhaps you’d like to see them?”
“Now?” I said, surprised. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was here, but I was pretty certain it wasn’t proper etiquette for a princess to wander off alone with the court minstrel for a private viewing of his “instruments.”
Deric seemed to have realized his mistake as well, because his cheeks had darkened.
“Forgive me, Your Highness,” he said. “I didn’t mean to offend. It was only because you seem so interested in music and…” He trailed off, dropping his head. “Please don’t tell Prince Rathius. I meant no offense, I swear it.”
And now I felt terrible.
“Of course you didn’t mean any offense,” I said. “And I didn’t take any. There’s nothing to tell anyone.” I gave him another smile. And now I was torn, because on the one hand, it was clearer than ever that I shouldn’t go running off alone with this guy, but on the other…there was a tiny bond of trust between us now, in addition to the good will, and I’d have been a fool to walk away from that without seeing what I could learn.
“Perhaps Prince Alastor and I could come see your collection together,” I offered.
“Of course, Your Highness,” he said formally, bowing again. “Whatever you wish.”
I was losing him. I needed to turn this around quickly. Then maybe I could wheedle out some of his observations about the rest of the court.
“Why don’t you tell me about the harp you have here?” I said. “It’s a beautiful piece. When you were playing earlier, I marveled at its…clarity of tone.”
His shoulders loosened again. “It’s indeed a fine instrument, Your Highness. The prince has gifted me many harps over the years, but this was the one I was playing when he first heard me, and simple though it may be, it’s still my favorite.”
He set down his bottle beside him and picked up the harp in its stead, running his slender fingers across the wood.
“Did you make it yourself, then?” I asked.
“As a matter of fact, I did. When I was but a wandering bard.” He said it as if he couldn’t quite believe it, as if the making of it was some sort of magical act that he couldn’t quite explain. He looked up, his warm brown eyes meeting mine. “Would you like to try it?”
It felt like he was offering something very personal, something he wouldn’t let just anyone do.
And I don’t know why that was the tipping point, but it made me suddenly wary.
I thought of some of the stories I’d read—fairy tales where people touched the wrong thing and turned into mice or found themselves otherwise cursed—but I wasn’t sure if that was even a thing in Therador. Maybe I was just being paranoid. I didn’t want to refuse him—not if this would establish a friendly relationship between us—but I also knew better than to assume anything in this world was safe at this point. If my instincts were telling me to be careful, then I didn’t want to ignore that. 
So rather than step forward, I found myself looking at him more closely.
He looked just as he always had—lanky frame, boyish face. He still had that slightly harried expression, like he was used to being yelled at and ordered around, like he was ready to be reprimanded for even the slightest infraction.
But there was something else there, too.
I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Maybe it was just a feeling. But it was like some part of me just knew.
Deric wasn’t simply some poor, beleaguered bard, starry-eyed with gratitude for the prince who’d pulled him out of obscurity.
He was one of the Circle.
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I could tell the exact moment Deric realized I recognized who—or  what—he really was.
He still looked as boyish and disenchanted as ever, but his brown eyes were suddenly alert. Even inexperienced as I was, I could feel the shift in the air between us.
I couldn’t feel his power. I was wearing the Safarian pearls beneath my dress, as usual, which meant that my perception to essence was dulled.
He must be wearing some too, I realized. Otherwise everyone else would have known what he was from the start.
But just because his power was controlled didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous.
“Wait,” he said as I stepped back. “We have much to discuss.”
Yeah, like that’s going to happen. I glanced back toward the courtyard, looking for Alastor. Should I run? Or yell? Or—
Deric was suddenly in front of me, but he didn’t touch me.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “In fact, I’m not here for you at all.”
I wasn’t about to trust anything that came out of his mouth now. But that said…wasn’t this why I was here in the first place? To draw out the Circle and learn what their intentions were?
My eyes found Alastor among the crowd. He and Rathius had moved closer to the fountain, and Rathius had leaped up onto the edge of the fountain’s basin, giving an exaggerated performance as he told a story. Other nobles were still scattered around the courtyard, holding private conversations beneath the citrus trees or sampling delicacies from the servants’ silver trays. 
I could get someone’s attention, if I wanted—or needed—to. But I could also hold a private conversation with Deric here. As I still had no intention of going off alone with this man, it was now or never.
I looked back at him. There were a dozen ways I could play this, and I didn’t know the best way to go up verbally against one of the Circle. So I started with the strategy that had served me best so far—playing dumb.
“Why would I think you were here for me?” I said. “You’ve been here for several years, and no one in Cleris even realized my country existed until I arrived here a few weeks ago.”
He smiled, his long fingers drifting lazily across the strings of his harp. “If that’s how you wish to play things, then very well, Princess. But I think we can be of more use to each other if we’re honest.”
“Is this what people call honesty in Veridaea?” I countered, growing a little bolder. “Pretending to be bards?”
“I’m not pretending my musical ability.” His fingers danced a quick melody across the strings. “Talent like mine cannot be feigned. Music is in my blood, in my body, and no other part of me changes that.”
That was interesting—he got defensive at even the mildest implication that he was musically unskilled. Was that enough of a weakness to use against him?
The fact that that thought had even occurred to me—that I was contemplating how to exploit someone’s weakness—was almost as shocking as everything else.
Keep your head in the game, Goldie, I chastised myself. Now isn’t the time to get all noble and forget who you’re up against.
“If you want honesty,” I told him plainly, “then it must start with you. Who are you really?” Let him say it out loud. The brothers and Talon had named all of the members of the Circle that they knew, and none had matched Deric’s description—but a lot had changed since the brothers had been banished to my world, and even Talon, with all his resources, admitted that the Circle had been more secretive than usual these last few years. Some of them—like Laitha, and Mordren, and another man named Scabius—were well known. Others preferred a more solitary life—or were, perhaps, given duties that kept them relatively hidden. But if I learned Deric’s real name, that would be a start.
Unfortunately, he decided to be a dick about things.
“I am precisely what I am,” he said. “I’m the royal bard of Cleris, the personal attendant of Prince Rathius himself. And I have more in common with you than you initially realized.” Again, his fingers moved across his harp, plucking out a delicate melody.
Would I be able to tell if he was casting some sort of spell with that harp? I wondered. I still didn’t know what was possible with essence, since there was no one to teach me. But if he was in fact wearing Safarian pearls, maybe that was enough to prevent him from doing anything with his power.
Since my first question had revealed so little, I asked another one.
“Why are you here, if not for me?”
His hand stilled and he smiled again. “That, Princess, is the question, isn’t it?” His gaze drifted toward the courtyard. “But perhaps it would reassure you if I told you that I believe, given what I’ve seen of you and your companions’ actions since your arrival here, that our goals are aligned.”
“And what goals would those be, exactly?” Let him say it.
His eyes grew dreamy for a moment, then fluttered closed as he brought his harp up a little higher. He played the first few strains of a song I recognized as one of Rathius’s favorites.
As he played, he said, “I am in Prince Rathius’s service. His goals are my goals. And his interests are my interests.” He opened his eyes then, his gaze meeting mine as he finished, “We all want nothing more than to see Rathius crowned king, do we not?”
I didn’t get a chance to respond to that. From across the courtyard, Rathius was calling, “Deric! Where have you gone off to?”
“If you’ll excuse me, Princess, my prince beckons.” He gave me a quick bow.
And I stood where I was, watching him stride through the manicured beds toward Rathius, more confused than ever.
He was probably lying, of course. I wouldn’t trust anything that came out of the mouth of any one of the Circle. There had to be a trick, a manipulation.
But still…it wasn’t beyond comprehension that one or more members of the Circle might want Rathius on the throne. There were dozens of reasons why they might prefer one king over another—maybe they thought he would be easy to manipulate, or maybe they had some dirt on him that they could use to blackmail him into doing what they wanted, or maybe his political views simply aligned with theirs. Maybe, for all I knew, one or more members of the Circle were already openly working with Rathius.
The Circle was broken—I’d heard it said again and again. That meant some—or all—of them had different goals from each other, and that some were actively working against each other…which meant it was virtually impossible for all of them to be outright deplorable, right? If there was such conflict among them, then surely some of them had to be on the “good” side, whatever that was. 
The whole thing made my head hurt.
“Party too much for you?”
I jumped at the voice behind me. Alastor had managed to sneak up on me while I was lost in thought.
“It’s not that,” I said quickly. “It’s…” I glanced over toward the fountain, where Deric had launched into some epic song about a warrior-prince.
We were alone—there was no point in keeping this discovery to myself.
“Deric is part of the Circle,” I said.
Alastor stiffened, his eyes darkening. “What? How do you know? What happened?”
“We were talking and I just…knew,” I said.
“You could feel his power?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know how to explain it, but my gut told me.” Radven would have been so proud of me, listening to my body for once. “And he as good as confirmed it.”
“What did he say to you?”
I gave Alastor a rundown, relating every detail I could remember. Alastor’s jaw grew tighter and tighter with every word until there was a vein bulging at the side of his neck.
“We have to tell Rathius,” he said. He looked like he wanted to charge across the courtyard and do it right then.
“Wait,” I said. “Maybe we…shouldn’t.”
He looked at me sharply.
“I mean, not yet,” I said quickly. “And at least not in front of Deric himself. Maybe we can, I don’t know, use this information.”
“If a member of the Circle is manipulating my brother, we need to put a stop to it immediately. No good can come of it, even if he wants my brother on the throne.”
“Okay, but what if there’s some other member of the Circle here, pulling strings from the shadows, and they want someone else on the throne? Don’t we want at least one of them working on our side?”
Alastor’s eyes narrowed at me, and for the first time in a long time, I saw something in his eyes that made my stomach turn.
Distrust.
And yeah, I got it. This was the Circle we were talking about, and I was willing to believe one of them might actually be on our side. And this was Alastor’s brother—and his kingdom—at stake. But I still felt like emotion might be clouding his judgment here. 
Another thought occurred to me. “If he knows who I really am, maybe he’s the one who sent me the key.”
“All the more reason we cannot trust him.” His words were clipped. He was still looking at me like I was a stranger, like I’d betrayed him somehow. And maybe, in a way, I had.
“I don’t mean it like…” How was it that I could think clearly when trying to get information out of Deric but now I was tongue-tied? I’d never met anyone who confused me as much as this man, and yet I couldn’t bear to have him look at me like that. It made my chest all tight. I found myself reaching instinctively for that cold, numbing feeling—it was habit now, whenever Alastor got me all riled up. It made things easier.
“I know you’re looking out for your brother,” I said gently as a lick of cold spread down my spine. “I just want to make sure we explore all the possibilities, that we don’t act rashly and end up shooting ourselves in the foot in the process.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but I cut him off.
“You brought me here to do this,” I reminded him for the umpteenth time. “To find these people and see what I can learn. And I think I can learn more from Deric. What good is it if we scare him off without ever learning his true motives? This is our chance to get to the root of this. And I think I can do this. I need you to trust me to do this.” I wasn’t sure where this confidence had come from, but I wasn’t going to let it go.
And, to my shock, something softened slightly in Alastor’s face.
“You always find some new way to surprise me,” he said.
Something loosened in my chest. And that cold that had been slowly making its way down my body moved a little quicker.
“I do think I can do this,” I repeated.
“I see that.” He started to say something else, then stopped himself. Instead, he just looked at me.
And there it was again—that expression I’d seen only a handful of times before, and one that made my heart beat faster every time. It was the look of a man who’d chosen to let go, to put his faith in me. The cold was slipping up my neck, inviting me to slip into its peaceful embrace.
“The first time you looked at me like that,” I heard myself say softly as that comforting chill spread down my arms, “you said something to me.”
He shook his head. “I don’t remember.”
“It was back in my world. Right after I opened the portal.” I remembered that day vividly, even though it felt like an eternity ago. “You said, Ahsto alare’in tothla cla.”
I was pretty sure I butchered the words. But Alastor’s eyes widened all the same and he went very still.
“What does that mean?” I asked him. My fingers were tingling with the chill. Part of me wanted to fall into the peaceful feeling it promised, but another part of me, for some reason, was fighting desperately to stay here, with the sudden tight feeling in my chest.
“It’s an old saying,” Alastor said. “In the ancient Veridaean tongue.”
“Which means…?”
He answered so softly I could hardly hear him. “Hope wakes the frozen heart.”
Oh.
I wanted to say something in response to that—my lips parted, and the words made it all the way to the tip of my tongue—but then the inclination fell away. Instead, I found myself embraced by comforting numbness, and all the worry and tension of the last few minutes felt so silly.
I almost laughed. It was so freeing, to not be so damn angsty all the time. Every time I gave myself over to the cold it felt even better, and I wondered why I even bothered resisting.
And I wondered why we were skulking around in the shadows, talking about cheesy old sayings.
“Well, okay then,” I said. And then, “Maybe we should return to the party.”
Alastor said nothing. His expression had suddenly closed off again.
I waited a handful of seconds, then got bored.
“Suit yourself,” I told him with a shrug. And then I turned away and strode toward the group around Rathius.
And if Alastor watched me go, well, I never bothered to look back.
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Now that I was well enough to show my face in public again, my social calendar was full. The very same night I realized the truth about Deric, Alastor and I were invited to join Rathius to enjoy a “small performance” by a traveling troupe. 
Alastor was even more irritable than usual all afternoon—which was saying something—but he made no attempts to talk me out of attending, so I mostly just ignored him. 
When Talon came by late afternoon, Alastor updated him about Deric. Talon promised he’d discover what he could about the bard and his history at the palace. He’d also arranged to be at the evening’s performance, so we’d have an extra set of eyes on Deric until we knew more.
“Until then,” Talon said, “we need to ensure that Marigold is never alone with him.”
“What good is that?” I countered. “He’s never going to tell me anything if there are other people around.”
“She’s right.” Alastor sounded exhausted. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought he was hungover. He looked even more haggard than he had this morning, and the circles beneath his eyes were even darker. “Besides, it doesn’t look like she’s his true target.”
Talon nodded, running his thumb along his scarred jaw. “He’s attached himself quite skillfully to Rathius, hasn’t he?”
“I need to find out if he’s already been whispering in Rathius’s ear,” Alastor said, rubbing his face. He sat on the sofa, hunched over like he didn’t even have the energy to sit fully upright. “I’ll be speaking with my brother tonight. And trying to limit his contact with Deric as much as possible.”
“Until we know more,” I said. “If Deric is trying to ensure Rathius ends up on the throne, that’s a good thing, right? At least in the short term? As long as his goals align with ours, why not use that to our advantage?”
“It’s risky, but not necessarily more risky than exposing him now,” Talon agreed. “But we have yet to verify if he was telling you the truth.”
“Just because he’s in the Circle doesn’t mean he’s inherently evil, right?” I asked. “Just powerful and manipulative and working towards some cause we don’t know?”
“More or less.” Talon nodded.
Alastor, though, scowled. “They may not consider themselves to be evil, but as far as I’m concerned everyone in the Circle is my enemy. Now and forever.”
His words hung heavy in the air for several seconds afterward.
It was Talon who finally broke the tense silence. “Deric cannot have been in the Circle long. He’s too young. It’s possible they didn’t have a chance to have a corrupting influence on him before they fractured.”
Alastor scoffed, then heaved himself onto his feet. “Make whatever excuses for him you like—that man is my enemy. Our enemy. And everyone here would do well to remember that.” He gave me a pointed look and then stalked out onto the terrace.
“Don’t mind him,” I told Talon. “He’s had a stick up his ass all day.”
“Hm.” He was looking at me funny.
“What?” I demanded.
“I don’t know,” he said, dragging a hand through his hair. “Normally you’d be a little more upset over his behavior.”
I shrugged. “Maybe I’ve just decided that I can’t control anyone else’s behavior or feelings, and that getting upset about it solves nothing.”
“Hm,” he said again, clearly unconvinced. “Maybe.”
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The “small performance,” like many court functions, ended up being much larger than promised. But the traveling troupe was entertaining, performing a series of songs and skits and tumbling acts that clearly delighted the gathered nobles of Cleris.
And Rathius—who’d clearly pre-gamed with quite a bit of booze—appeared to be the most delighted of all. His cheers and shouts of adulation could be heard well above the rest of the crowd, and when the performance was over he leaped up among the performers and declared that they were the best he’d ever seen, and that they were welcome at his court any time. He practically ordered them to perform again at his coronation in a week’s time.
Alastor sat tensely beside me the whole time, back rigid and hands clasped tight on his knees as if he was physically restraining himself from leaping up there and dragging Rathius back down to his seat.
Deric was also here tonight, but on the far side of the crowd, near the back. I’d spotted him as soon as we sat down, and my eyes had wandered back to him multiple times over the course of the performance, just to make sure he was still there. The third or fourth time, I found him staring back at me.
My first instinct was to quickly avert my gaze, but instead, I forced myself to acknowledge him with a nod. It felt important to show him that I wasn’t afraid of him.
I lost him when we rose from our seats after the performance.
“The night is still young!” Rathius declared. “Come, Brother, let us retire to the smoke chambers for a little fun.”
“Why not the gardens instead?” Alastor suggested. “I could use a little fresh air. And the smoke chambers don’t really suit Marigold.”
“You’re right, they don’t.” Rathius grinned at me, swaying slightly on his feet. “But the kind of fun I’m craving tonight isn’t appropriate for women anyway. Well, not the sort of women you marry, anyway.” He winked at no one in particular.
“Your coronation is in a week,” Alastor reminded him. “Do you really think it’s wise to—”
“No, no lectures tonight,” Rathius brought his hand down heavily on Alastor’s shoulder. “You’re right, Brother—my coronation is in a week. Which means this might be my last opportunity to indulge myself for a while. Forget the smoke chambers—let’s go down into the city. To one of the parlors. It’s been months since I’ve had a proper night out.”
“I must insist that you reconsider—”
“And you,” Rathius said, clapping his other hand down on Alastor’s other shoulder to trap him—or maybe just to hold himself steady. “You’ll be a married man soon, Brother. This is your opportunity to sow your wild oats one last time.” He winked again.
“I have no interest in sowing my oats. Or going to a smoke parlor,” Alastor said firmly. “And you’re already well into your cups—”
“Bah, if you won’t come with me then I’ll just find someone else,” Rathius said, releasing Alastor abruptly. “You never were much fun.”
He was already turning away, but Alastor grabbed his arm. “Brother, surely there’s something else we can—”
“Where’s Deric?” Rathius said, shrugging him off and scanning the crowd. “I want some music for tonight’s festivities.” He twisted his head this way and that, shouting, “Deric! Deric, where have you gone off to?”
Alastor glanced back at me, desperation shining through his exhaustion. “Marigold, I must go with him. But you—”
“I can find my way back to the suite by myself,” I assured him.
“I have a better idea,” came an overly sweet voice at my side.
Lady Willadora had appeared as if out of nowhere. Tonight, she was wearing a peacock-blue gown with a neckline that made me feel painfully un-endowed.
“Some of the other ladies and I are gathering in the moon chamber for some cake,” she said, turning her head between me and Alastor. “We’d love to invite the princess to join us.”
Spending the rest of the evening with Lady Willadora and her friends sounded exhausting, but it would be the perfect opportunity to gather more information about the court, Deric, and maybe even my mystery key.
“I’d love to join you,” I said.
I couldn’t tell whether Alastor was relieved or concerned by this development, but he had more pressing concerns—like the fact that Rathius was staggering across the room, still shouting for Deric.
“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “Have a pleasant evening, my love.”
Lady Willadora had already hooked her arm through mine, steering me away from Alastor. 
“Goodnight,” he said, his dark eyes darting between me and his brother, as if he couldn’t quite decide which of us he needed to rescue first.
I’m fine, I mouthed at him, and then I let myself be pulled away. I didn’t envy Alastor’s task tonight—corralling Rathius was hard enough when he was mostly sober.
And now that I had agreed to this, weirdly enough, I found I was actually looking forward to trying myself against Lady Willadora and her friends.
Look at you, I thought. It wasn’t too long ago that you babbled your head off every time you got the least bit nervous. Now you’re playing the game. 
But there was a reason for that. I was performing a part here, putting on a show, acting out situations like those in stories I’d read or written. Yes, the stakes were real—I never forgot that, even for a second—but it was like I’d put on the costume of a different girl, a character, and that gave me a strange sort of confidence. Or at least, I felt less vulnerable.
“Forgive me for saying so, but Prince Alastor looks positively dreadful these days,” Lady Willadora said as she led me toward the door. “Aren’t you letting the poor man get any sleep?”
It was obvious what she was insinuating, so I just threw back her words from earlier today. “Isn’t it gauche to discuss such things at an event like this?”
She laughed. “Oh of course, Princess. How quickly you’re learning.” As we stepped out into the corridor, though, she leaned toward me conspiratorially. “But don’t you worry—where we’re going, we can speak openly about all manner of things. In fact, I think you’ll find tonight’s festivities quite…liberating.”
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This evening was digressing quickly. 
As I followed Rathius through the streets of Cleris, an entourage at our heels, I couldn’t believe things had come to this. I’d set out for Veridaea with both Oak and Radven, determined to save both my kingdom and my brother Rathius from those that would do them harm. Now Oak and Radven were gone, and I was traipsing about with a party of drunken fools, heading for Cleris’s pleasure district.
My head had been throbbing all day, and I suspected it would only get worse before the night was done.
But I’d had little choice in the matter. I had to keep an eye on Deric, the snake among us. The “bard” was currently dancing along at our side, strumming his way through all of Rathius’s favorite songs. I still wasn’t convinced that keeping his true identity from Rathius was the best course of action, but at least I could prevent Deric from getting my brother alone, or from whispering dangerous things into his ear.
Cleris had changed since the last time I’d been here. I’d been old enough to visit the pleasure district then, but I honestly hadn’t understood the appeal. If I wanted to indulge myself, there were far easier, cleaner, and more discreet ways.
But Rathius, only a couple of years my junior, had been sneaking out into the city from the moment he’d been old enough to take an interest in nightly pleasures. He’d been experimenting with smokes and indulging in drink when many had still considered him a child.
I’d hoped he’d grown out of it. Even back then, despite his proclivity for debauchery, he’d taken his role as heir seriously, and I’d thought that with the right guidance he’d make a fine king some day.
Now, though, I was having my doubts.
The pleasure district was larger than I remembered, and far livelier, too—though I suspected the impending coronation was at least partially responsible for the crowds. People had been pouring steadily into the city for the last couple of weeks, and clearly they were looking for amusements until the festivals and celebrations began in a few days’ time.
And they certainly had their pick of diversions. There were dozens of new smoke parlors lined up along the cobblestoned street, spilling every flavor of fragrance from their open front windows, and vendors had set up little stalls out front, selling smoked sausages and candied nuts and meat pies to patrons as they stumbled in and out of the buildings.
There were taverns at intervals as well, their painted doors thrown wide open to reveal music and laughter and sometimes the sound of a brawl. And I knew that if we turned down into any of the alleys, we’d find ourselves in a private garden of one of the pleasure houses, where people could entertain whatever carnal delights suited them. Some of the pleasure houses burned red clovera in such large amounts that wisps of burgundy-tinged smoke hung about the lanterns, waiting to be dispersed by the next breeze.
“Here first!” Rathius declared, lurching toward the nearest smoke parlor, whose bright blue door and charming exterior belied the world of debauchery it held within.
I prayed there would be no second stop of the night. With luck, Rathius would have his fill here and be carried back to the palace in a drunken stupor before he could make any further bad decisions. The blinding pain in my head had already turned into a throbbing behind my eyes, but I knew better than to try and counsel or lecture him any more than I already had—Rathius was likely to do the opposite of what I wanted simply to show he wouldn’t be ordered around.
Our little party poured inside, and the plump-cheeked patroness guided us to a private room near the back of the establishment. Fortunately, Rathius hadn’t objected to having guards along for his protection, and one of them stationed himself outside the building. The other two would stand watch outside the door of our private room.
I hope they have a high tolerance for this poison, I thought. Even in the corridors between the rooms, the mingling scents of the various smokes were overwhelming.
The room itself was clean, at least, with an assortment of long sofas and cushions for lounging. There was a table where we might play cards if we were so inclined, and a fireplace with a low fire, but otherwise little of note. The room’s single, narrow window opened onto an alleyway.
“Would you like to start with your usual, Your Highness?” the patroness asked Rathius.
“Of course.” Rathius was already sliding into a seat at the table and grabbing a deck of cards. “Here, Brother—let’s see if you’ve gotten any better at Double Up since you’ve been gone.”
Double Up was a two-person game, so I took the seat opposite him. The rest of his friends—six, already in various states of intoxication—took places on the various cushions and sofas, laughing with each other. Deric took a seat in the corner and began a new song, singing softly along with his strums.
As Rathius shuffled the cards with a surprising amount of coordination, the patroness returned and began filling the smoke burners throughout the room. 
I tried to parse the combination of scents. It was obviously a custom blend, and I detected no small amount of sweet gansy, as well as some pepperbite.
There’s red clovera in there, too. I couldn’t smell it, but there was a distinct burgundy tinge to the smoke that began to rise from the burners.
I cursed silently to myself. I hadn’t let myself go anywhere near red clovera since the night of the feast. It had reduced me to a fool of the highest order, and I refused to let it take me again. Returning to my suite—to Marigold—with red clovera in my system was out of the question.
Gods, I never should have agreed to come here. There was a stabbing pain in my temples now, and the throbbing behind my eyes was beginning to make my vision blurry.
“Your start,” Rathius said.
I picked up the cards he’d dealt me. In the corner, Deric’s song shifted into something a little livelier. I was in the perfect position to keep an eye on him from here, assuming this blasted headache didn’t blind me first.
“You’re in a mood tonight, Brother,” Rathius said. “Aren’t you having fun?”
“This is hardly my idea of fun,” I told him.
“Oh, don’t worry. We’ll get to the good stuff later.” He grinned. “There’s a pleasure house just behind this place that I believe even you will find diverting.”
Vela help me, has he no shame?
“I have no interest in pleasure houses,” I told him plainly as I laid down my first card. “I’m betrothed.”
“How did you become even duller while you were off on your ten-year adventure?” he said, countering my card with one of his own. “No one here will judge you for indulging yourself a little, if that’s your concern.”
I rubbed my temple. “That’s hardly my concern.”
“Then what is?” His gaze was impressively sharp given his state of intoxication. “I know you care for our lovely Marigold, but all men need to explore their other tastes sometimes. What will it be? Some lovely plump thing with golden hair? Or a dark-haired beauty and her twin sister? Maybe a young, well-muscled lad?”
I refused to even respond to that, instead simply playing my next card. I was tired of this game already, and the tightness in my skull was making it difficult to concentrate.
But Rathius was relentless.
“It’s true then,” he said in a low voice. “You do care about her that much.”
I would not indulge this line of conversation. “It’s your play.”
He leaned across the table toward me. “You’re faithful to her, even when you allow her this arrangement with the Lion Warrior?”
He was referring to the lie Marigold and I had given him the night of the feast, when he’d told us of the rumors circling the court about Oak and Marigold. I had intended to never address the matter again, but it seemed that my brother wouldn’t let it go.
“My relationship with Marigold is my own affair,” I told him. “And the Lion Warrior is gone.”
“For now.” He played his next card, never taking his eyes off me.
“I have no desire to visit a pleasure house,” I assured him once more, before he could suggest it again.
“Is she satisfying you then?” My brother’s grin had turned lascivious. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed how exhausted you’ve been of late. Are you the one keeping her up all night, or is it the other way around?”
I was exhausted; there was no denying it. But not for the reasons he so lewdly suggested. “That is hardly your affair.”
My brother’s words had planted a seed, though. I could not have Marigold, however much I wanted to. She was not for me—my original bargain with Vela had ensured that, and the blood promise with Oak and Radven had cemented it. But that did not mean I was destined to a life of celibacy, or that I couldn’t partake in comfort and companionship for a single night. Perhaps allowing myself the pleasure of another’s touch would take the edge off my desire for the woman who would never be mine.
I shook my head, chasing the ridiculous thought away. Gods, was the red clovera getting to me already? Something was having an effect on my body, at least. The pain in my temples had loosened somewhat, and the throbbing behind my eyes was duller than it had been only moments before.
The muscles in my shoulders eased, and something in my mind tried to ease as well. I played my next card without even looking at it.
“Well, you are welcome to do whatever you like,” Rathius said. “As long as you don’t try to talk me out of doing what I like.” He looked over his hand twice before selecting his next card, laying it on top of mine. “And do not judge me too harshly, Brother—it is a lonely position I find myself in.”
He didn’t have to tell me about loneliness—he wasn’t the one bound by a bargain with one of the Mythic Ones, a curse laid by the Circle, and a blood promise made in a moment of desperation. He wasn’t the one who’d been given a purely symbolic position upon his birth and forced to spend the better part of his youth in an isolated castle on the edge of a forgotten sea. Loneliness had been my companion for a large part of my life.
But this was the first time I’d ever heard my brother admit to such a feeling. And when I looked at him now, I saw something that made me suspect this wasn’t just one of his dramatic exaggerations. Rathius was always surrounded by people, always throwing parties. I’d never considered the kind of loneliness he might experience in that position—different than mine, perhaps, but no less painful. People often saw a prince as a prince first, a man second.
“It’s been worse since Myridas’s death,” he said, his words edged in softness. I’d never heard him speak so openly, but perhaps his drunkenness and the smokes were bringing out the truth. “You never really knew him, did you?”
Myridas, our youngest brother. While it was a name I’d known for a large part of my life, I’d only ever met Myridas four times. He’d been sickly from birth, sent away as a baby to live at a temple to Vela in the northern mountains. Another son bound by tradition and circumstances outside his control.
“We became close before his death,” Rathius explained. “They’d thought he was finally cured. He spent his last couple of years here at the palace. And then he was just…gone.”
I’d been saddened to hear of Myridas’s death upon my return, but it had been a removed sort of sadness. My youngest brother had always been a stranger to me. But it was clear that even years later, Rathius was still experiencing the grief of that loss. The recent death of our father had likely only dragged that grief forward again.
Thoughts of my father brought a familiar stabbing sensation through my abdomen, but this wasn’t the time or place to dissect my own reaction to the man’s passing. Rathius and I had spoken very little of our father since my return, and in my opinion, the man deserved even less than the attention we’d already given him. Especially when there were more important things at hand.
“Perhaps, while I am here in Cleris, you can tell me more about Myridas,” I said to Rathius. “I would have liked to have known him better.”
His gaze had grown soft, even wistful, and there was even what might have been the glimmer of a tear in his right eye. “He was a good young man. Shit with a sword, and even worse with women, but a good young man.” He cleared his throat.
I wished I had some words to offer. If Marigold were here, she would have known just what to say. She was one of the most genuinely compassionate people I’d ever met, with a natural inclination for lifting people out of their own despair.
But I tried to put her from my mind. It was easier not to think of her, to turn my attention away from her as much as possible. Because when I thought of her I was only reminded of what I was doing to her, how I was changing her, how even the barest hint of kindness or affection from me turned her into something cold and empty. It took less and less every time.
I was destroying her, a little more every day, and all because of that bargain I’d made with Vela so many years ago. Vela was not needlessly cruel, but she was just, and she kept her word. It was my own errors, my own weakness, that was doing this to Marigold. She was paying the price for my sins.
My head was suddenly pounding again. Gods, I had no idea how I was going to make it through the night.
Across the table from me, Rathius snapped his head up. Grief still made his eyes glimmer as he slammed his fist down on the table.
“This smoke isn’t strong enough,” he declared. “I feel nothing.”
The rest of his entourage of noblemen didn’t seem to be having the same problem. They were laughing so loudly at each other that none of them even seemed to notice Rathius’s sudden outburst.
But as I regarded my brother, I began to understand. To see the truth in his eyes. Rathius enjoyed his pleasures, certainly, but that wasn’t the only reason he indulged in smokes and parties and other distractions. It was no coincidence that he seemed especially partial to sweet gansy, the smoke that generally caused high spirits and uncontrollable laughter. He was suffering. For different reasons than I, but perhaps just as deeply.
I couldn’t understand the specific pressures of being heir, but I understood what it meant to be royal, to be tied to a kingdom by blood and duty, to carry a weight that no one else could see. And I understood how it felt to have so much and yet be consumed by such profound, devastating loneliness.
Rathius stood abruptly.
“I’m bored with this,” he announced. “I’m going to the pleasure house.”
Several of the men on the sofas cheered and leaped up, eager to join, but Rathius simply turned and looked at me.
“Are you coming, Brother?”
I’d disapproved of indulgence for most of my life. But where had that gotten me? I was no better off than Rathius. We both suffered, but at least he had found ways to temporarily dull the pain.
Besides, I had no intention of leaving my brother alone, now more than ever.
There was nothing for it, then. I rose from my chair, and I nodded.
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Rituals By Moonlight

MARIGOLD


The moon chamber was a marvel. 
It was at the top of one of the palace’s towers, with rounded walls and a ceiling that opened up to the sky, exposing the moons and the stars above. There were balconies, too, encircling the chamber on all sides, and a series of plush silver lounges along the edges of the room where people could recline and observe the constellations above.
The center of the room was bare of furniture, though, revealing a tiled floor depicting a series of celestial events in shades of colored glass. A ring of cushions had been placed around this elaborate mosaic. Several ladies were already seated on the cushions, and this is where Lady Willadora led me.
“Make yourself comfortable,” she said. “Take off your slippers, if you like.”
And indeed, several of the other ladies were already doing just that, sliding out of their silk and velvet slippers and tucking their bare feet up beneath their skirts as they took their places on the cushions around the ring. I kept mine on, intrigued but still not entirely sure if I was going to need to make a run for it at some point. As I positioned myself on my cushion, I did another, deeper scan of the room, making quick mental notes:
Two smoke burners. Burning starsleaf, if I had to guess, based on the fact that I didn’t recognize the scent. I’d never tried starsleaf, but according to Talon, it had milder effects than many of the other smokes—it was primarily used to help people achieve meditative states. Still, I needed to be careful.
One door, aside from those leading out to the balconies. The only way back down to the palace was the way we’d come. There had been a handful of other doors along the long, winding staircase that had brought us here—doors that made me itch to try my mystery key, even though it was too risky with Lady Willadora at my side—but this part of the palace seemed oddly quiet, nearly as empty as the wing with the records library.
Thirteen women, including myself. Most young—ranging from late teens to mid-thirties, if I had to guess. I recognized a handful of them—Lady Juleth and Lady Allethia were both Willadora’s friends, I believed. And there was Lady Bethan, the quiet, yellow-haired woman who’d married into Veridaean nobility.
I expected Lady Willadora to take the cushion beside me, but instead, she went over to one of the smoke burners, lifting it by its chain from its hook on the wall.
“Take your seats, ladies,” she said. “It’s time to begin.”
Those who were still standing quickly found cushions, and the quiet conversations fell away into an expectant silence.
“Tonight, we welcome a new sister into our circle,” Lady Willadora said. “Princess Marigold.”
My skin prickled at the word circle, and again when all of the other women in the room looked at me. Some wore warm, friendly expressions, while others simply studied me. If anyone was displeased by my appearance, they didn’t show it—but given that I’d arrived on Willadora’s arm and she appeared to be in charge of this little gathering, I wondered if any would have dared to show their reservations, if they’d had any.
Lady Willadora walked through the ring of cushions to stand at the center of the circle. She still held the chain of the smoke burner in one hand, trailing the silvery smoke of the starsleaf behind her, and in the other hand I now saw she held a book.
It was an ancient-looking thing, with yellowed pages and a battered cover that had clearly seen better days. Either it was nearly as old as the books in the records library or it had been heavily used—or maybe both.
“We enter now into a bond of trust,” Lady Willadora said, reverence entering her tone. “Everything said or witnessed here tonight is done so under a veil of secrecy. And may the gods exact their punishment on those who betray us.”
If the starsleaf and the circle weren’t evidence enough that this was not simply a tea-and-cake social gathering, this was. But why the hell would Lady Willadora bring me, someone she hardly knew, into some sort of secret meeting?
“Let us begin by offering our gratitude to the great Mythic Ones,” Lady Willadora continued, tipping her head back to look up at the open sky. “First to Leonaris, the protector, guardian of our world, giver of strength and courage.”
“To Leonaris,” the other women echoed, and I realized with a start that they were all mimicking Willadora, faces tipped back to look at the sky.
I did the same, tilting my chin up and casting my eyes up and out to the darkness beyond. It was a clear night, and even with the light of the moons, there were thousands of twinkling stars visible against the inky midnight blue of the sky.
“Next, to Erys,” Lady Willadora continued. “The ever-changing, the keeper of the liminal places, the trickster and the holder of truth.”
“To Erys,” the others repeated in chorus.
“And finally to Vela,” Willadora said. “The righteous and the just, the protector of the light, the giver of wisdom and the mother of creation.”
“To Vela.” The name echoed around the round chamber.
“May we offer our blessings so that we may accept theirs in turn.”
“Blessings,” the other women repeated.
“And may the blessed light of the moons shine down on all of us in this sacred moment.” Willadora began walking around the circle now, her eyes no longer turned skyward. “May the essence that is in all things remind us of the connection between us all.”
Her voice had taken on a solemn, almost devout tone, so different from her usual.
And I was feeling more uncomfortable with every word that was spoken. I hadn’t realized this would be some sort of religious event. I wasn’t against religion—not in the slightest—but this bait-and-switch left me feeling a bit ambushed. Was this some sort of Theradorian cult or something? What if I didn’t want to drink the Kool-Aid?
Lady Willadora strode past me, still trailing the starsleaf smoke, and I got a big lungful before I could turn my head away. I could already feel it working on me, giving the entire gathering an odd, hazy glow. 
“Sisters,” she said in the same uncharacteristically soft tones. “We will proceed now with the Ritual of Secrets.”
She stepped back into the middle of the circle again, then set the smoke burner gently near her feet. Then she knelt down, that ancient book held open on her silk-draped lap. From somewhere in her skirts she drew a slender, silver dagger.
Is this where I run? I thought, eyeing the door. What was stupider—calling attention to myself by leaving abruptly, or staying and pretending to go along with whatever was happening here? I’d already decided that the moment I noticed any sort of buzz or intoxication from the starsleaf I’d be making up an excuse and booking it out of here, but in the meantime, I needed to learn as much as I could.
Willadora began to chant then, her lips shaping words in an odd language that made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Then she pricked her finger on the point of her knife and pressed the blood into the dark leather cover of her ancient book.
My heart rose into my throat. Is this some sort of blood promise? What the hell was happening?
“May those who break our trust be punished as the gods see fit,” Willadora said.
“As the gods see fit,” the others echoed. If anyone noticed I didn’t join in, they didn’t say anything.
“Now,” Willadora said, rising and letting her gaze roam over the group, “is there anything anyone here feels called to share tonight?”
There was a brief moment of silence, then Lady Juleth said, “I feel called to share.”
Lady Willadora nodded encouragement in her direction.
Lady Juleth remained seated on her cushion, and everyone else sat silently, watching and waiting for her to begin. 
“Lord Voth cornered me after the party the day before last,” she said at last, her voice soft but firm at the same time. “Once again he tried to get under my skirts, despite my many attempts to refuse him.”
Small sounds—of dismay, or support—rose from the throats of the woman around me.
Lady Juleth continued, “So I used a bit of the potion we crafted last time. Put a couple of drops in his drink.” Her eyes took on a new light. “The poor bastard suddenly couldn’t get it up.”
Around the circle, other ladies broke out in titters or gasps of delight.
“He’s so embarrassed he couldn’t even look at me today,” Lady Juleth continued. “And he looks terrible. You’d think he was sick with drink, but I know the truth.”
That pronouncement drew another round of laughter, and Lady Juleth sat back with a satisfied look on her face.
Her story was only the beginning.
As the night unfolded, woman after woman shared her story. Some shared stories of grievances big and small, others shared stories of victories. Some spoke of heartache with tears in their eyes, others spoke of small moments of wonder or joy. With every word spoken, every story shared, this felt less like some weird cult and more like a group therapy session. Or maybe even just…a women’s circle.
And as my fear that I’d be asked to help sacrifice a virgin—or worse yet, be the virgin sacrificed—slipped away, I found myself marveling at the fact that, despite the many and vast differences between Therador and my home, so many of their stories sounded so familiar. The struggle was real, even here.
Funny, too, that in a court known for its games of secrets and struggles for power, these women would be so open with each other.
This was all assuming they were telling the truth, of course—it was always possible they were simply acting out lies for their own amusements. But why would Lady Bethan lie about fighting with her husband? Or why would Lady Allethia admit to her feelings for Lord Gregorus Elver? With Lady Willadora, notorious court gossip, at the head of it all? These were more than just secrets they shared—these were vulnerabilities. And they discussed them as easily and as openly as they discussed the food at last night’s party. Was that weird “Ritual of Secrets” or whatever really enough to protect everyone here? Or was there some true thread of friendship and trust among them?
Either way, I was learning more here tonight about what was going on beneath the surface of the court than I had in all the social gatherings I’d attended. But it felt icky and wrong to think of using this information to my advantage, like I was betraying my very womanhood to even consider it. As I looked around the circle at the other women here—despite having no idea why I’d been invited among them, and despite not even knowing all of their names—I felt a connection, a strange sort of kinship, as they shared the secrets of their hearts. 
And they were only supportive of each other. At times, in response to the others’ confessions, they offered advice or sympathy, and sometimes just a listening ear. In other cases, though, there were other tools at play. Usually that meant a “potion” from a collection tucked in a box under one of the lounge chairs.
What sort of magic is this? I wondered as Lady Bethan was given a small vial containing a pale violet elixir. Are these potions created with essence? Or with the power of the Mythic Ones? Or something else? I silently cursed the string of Safarian pearls around my waist that kept me from learning the truth. I also cursed the starsleaf, which was still giving everything and everyone a pale, glowing aura.
Lady Willadora apparently noticed my confusion.
“Do not be alarmed, Princess,” she said. “It’s all from the book.” She lifted the well-worn volume in her hands.
“We have nothing like this in Pelovia,” I said. It felt like a safe-enough admission. In all my time in Therador, with all I’d heard about essence and blood promises and patrons and the Circle, no one had ever said anything about magical potions.
“They have nothing like it anywhere that I’ve ever seen,” Lady Willadora said proudly. “We call upon an ancient wisdom, long forgotten in this world.” She leaned a little closer to me, allowing me to glimpse the yellowed pages she had open in front of her, but I couldn’t read them in the dim light.
“The men think we’re just being silly,” she continued. A couple of the other women nodded. “They think we’re just amusing ourselves, playing childish games.” Her hand stroked one of the pages. “But they can think whatever they like. We all know who holds the true power here.” She cast a knowing smile.
Maybe, I thought. Assuming these potions actually work. Had these women stumbled across some ancient magical secrets? Or was there simply some sort of wishful thinking or confirmation bias at play? Lady Juleth seemed to believe the potion she’d been given had caused Lord Voth’s impotence…but if he was as much of a drunkard as he appeared, there may have been other reasons for his erectile issue.
But if I could get my hand on one of those vials…
“What about you, Princess?” Willadora said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Is there anything you feel called to share tonight?”
I froze. I hadn’t considered that they’d expect me to say something. I didn’t have a story prepared.
“There’s no reason to be nervous,” Willadora pressed. “We treat everyone’s stories with care and respect.”
Was this why she’d brought me here? To pry my secrets out of me? On the other hand, this was a potential opportunity to get one of those potions.
“Princess.” Willadora’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “It cannot be easy to find yourself in a new place, so far from your home and family. And given the events of late…” Her dark eyes drifted to my cheek, making it clear exactly what events she was referencing. “There are some things, perhaps, you cannot openly discuss. Even with Prince Alastor. Or especially with Prince Alastor. Come, let your sisters help you.”
You don’t have to tell the truth, I told myself. Just play the game. Make up a story, or just feed their expectations, and see what you can learn from them.
I had to think quickly. And the starsleaf, while not causing the same sort of mindless intoxication some of the other smokes had, still left me feeling a little…unsettled. It was hard to feel normal when everything was subtly pulsing with light.
And so I decided on a truth-adjacent story—one that was sufficiently juicy to sound like a confession but that wouldn’t put Alastor or me in a vulnerable position.
“Nothing said here will ever leave this room,” Lady Willadora reminded me.
I wasn’t going to count on that—not with Lady Willadora at the head of this effort. She was a different person in this room of sisterhood and sharing, sure—but which version was real? The scheming, gossipy Lady Willadora of the court or the Lady Willadora who led secret rituals under the moons? I was assuming the former.
And so I took a deep breath and confessed, “I’m afraid I’m not good enough for Prince Alastor, and it’s tearing me apart.”
If they were hoping for some sordid details about Alastor or even Octavian, they must have been disappointed. But I made a believable enough show of distress because several of the ladies made sounds of sympathy.
“I didn’t think coming here, so far from my home, would be easy,” I went on. “But I never expected to feel so out of my depth. This palace and everyone in it is so grand, and I don’t even know what I’m doing most of the time. It’s nothing like my home.”
Willadora leaned down and gently stroked my hair, but she said nothing, giving me the space to continue.
“Alastor is so patient with me,” I said. “He’s so noble and… and respectful, even when I mess up. He still trusts me.” A wisp of cold tickled down my back, a reminder of the last conversation Alastor and I had had about trust. “And when I see him here, in this palace, and with his brother, I wonder how someone like him could ever fall for someone like me.” It was a lie, an exaggerated show of self-deprecation and humility…and yet that little vein of truth was there, enough to make me want to squirm. “He’s the Prince of Veridaea. He’s royalty through and through, bound by an honor I can’t even fully comprehend, and I’m just…a princess, yes, but nothing like him. I’ve never had to bear the burden he carries. I’ve never had people look to me the way they look to him.” That cold inside me was growing stronger, and I reached for it, leaned into it, pulled it around my heart like a blanket.
“Princess,” Willadora said, and she sounded genuinely sympathetic. “If Prince Alastor is truly all you say, then is he not wise enough to know his own heart? Would he betroth himself to a woman he thought was beneath him?”
Several of the other women murmured in agreement.
“Both of you have claimed this is a love match,” she went on. “Are you telling me that was a lie?”
I wouldn’t let her catch me so easily. “It’s not a lie. And I don’t believe he would betroth himself to someone beneath him. But…sometimes others see us differently than we see ourselves. And I fear one day he’ll wake up and realize this was all a mistake.”
“Give her a love potion,” Lady Allethia said. “Let her put a few drops in his drink and then she’ll never doubt his feelings again.” Others quickly offered their agreement.
“We’ll have to brew it special,” Willadora said, her dark eyes on me. “According to the book, love potions must be brewed with the specific target in mind.”
My heart pulsed in my throat. This was even easier than I’d thought it would be. “If it isn’t too much trouble…”
“It’s no trouble,” Willadora assured me. “Allethia and I brew everything ourselves. We can have it ready for you within days. You simply need to bring us some of Prince Alastor’s hair.”
That made me pause. Whether these potions were real or not, I wasn’t sure how I felt about handing over any bits or pieces of Alastor’s body to Lady Willadora.
But I could deal with that part later. Right now, I needed to play along.
“All right,” I told her.
My agreement seemed to satisfy her. And I was allowed to sit quietly for the rest of the gathering—which included one last invocation to the Mythic Ones and a simple “Closing Ritual” involving more chanting. No signs of any sacrifices or calling upon demons or anything, but I was still relieved when Lady Willadora announced that things were concluded for the night.
I slipped out with the others, not letting myself be cornered by Lady Willadora. I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d just participated in, and I wasn’t sure how deeply involved I wanted to get. Playing at being witches was one thing—who was I to judge how these women coped with their lives in this world?—but this was dangerous so long as I didn’t know the difference between what was pretend and what was real. I needed to talk to Alastor and Talon.
I was still turning everything over in my head when I got back to the suite. The world still had that odd glow from the starsleaf, making it hard to concentrate.
But all thoughts fell out of my mind the moment I opened the door.
Alastor was standing in the middle of the room. And one look at him told me that the starsleaf—and everything I’d just witnessed in the moon chamber—was the least of my worries.
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The Fourth Option

ESMER


I woke in a cold sweat, grasping desperately for my knife. It took two big gulps of cool night air to remember where I was—safe, in my tent. And far from the reach of the vulgen. 
Another fucking nightmare. They’d been getting worse and worse every night. To the point where I found myself dreading going to sleep, despite how exhausted I was from our long days in the saddle and my lessons with Lady Noya. Often the bad dreams were about the vulgen, but sometimes dreams about the Circle would creep in, too. Or dreams about those first couple of desperate years in Marigold’s world.
I sat up in my cot, pushing my damp hair back from my face. A few feet away, Prudie was snoring, louder than ever. There wasn’t a hint of light peeking in around the tent flap, so I guessed it was still at least a couple of hours until dawn. Maybe more.
I eased my grip on the knife. With my other hand, I felt around on the floor beside me until I found the bottle of liquor I’d been working on before I fell asleep. If I’d drunk a little more or a little faster, maybe I’d have done a better job of knocking myself into a dreamless coma.
I took a swig now, but the liquor was heavy and stale on my tongue. And I knew it wasn’t going to be enough.
Maybe if I flirt with Lord Randolf I can convince him to let me share in some of his smokes. Lady Fresna’s silent, weird brother had apparently brought along a small collection of herbs with him. Most of the party wasn’t interested in sharing—by the end of the day, they just wanted food and sleep—but Lord Randolf wasn’t deterred by their indifference. Or maybe he was just too much of a smokehead to go without it for a few weeks. He’d started closing himself up in his tent just after dinner every night and burning his herbs for himself alone, often stinking up the surrounding tents with the smoke that leaked out from around the seams.
A heady dose of silver lullweed was exactly what I needed. And I wouldn’t have said no to most of the others, either. Anything was better than what was currently going on in my head.
But I wasn’t desperate enough to go to his tent in the middle of the night. I’d feel him out tomorrow, but for the moment, I needed to find another way to ease my mind.
I tucked the bottle away again and instead reached for my stick.
Lady Noya had found the stick for me the other day. It was as long as one of her swords, and mostly straight, and she said it would have to do for a practice sword until we found something better. Both of us knew I wasn’t ready for the real thing.
But the exercises she’d been showing me were a good distraction. And if I could become even moderately proficient at fighting then that meant a little bit more control over the things in this world that could do me harm. And over myself.
A moment later, my feet were in my boots, my cloak was around my shoulders, and I was striding through the silent camp, stick in hand. No surprise, the man on watch for the night had fallen asleep next to the fire, but that just saved me the trouble of having to talk to him.
I found an empty strip of grass just beyond the last row of tents. The moonlight cast enough light for me to be able to do some exercises without blindly running into anything, and my eyes adapted more to the dim light with every passing minute.
Taking a deep breath, I began. But I only managed to make it through a single set of basics before I felt myself being watched.
My hand went to my knife, even though I knew who it was several seconds before I spotted his huge form in the dark.
“What do you want?” I asked Oak.
He didn’t answer. But he made himself comfortable, leaning against a nearby tree. “Another sleepless night?”
“Apparently I’m not the only one.” I held my stick out in front of me again, ready to go through the exercise once more, but I didn’t want an audience. Especially not him. “I’m busy.”
He didn’t move. “At least you’re not drinking.”
I made an exasperated sound, lowering my stick. “Are we starting with that bullshit again?” The last time we’d had this conversation, I’d reminded him of how he’d lost his temper and hit Marigold—leaving both of us upset and pissed.
After bad sleep and worse dreams, I was not in the mood to replay that conversation.
“Look,” I told him. “We all deal with our shit in different ways. Some people—the perfect, obnoxious ones—deal with it in healthy ways. They meditate, they pray, they eat right and exercise until all of their issues go away. The rest of us—the ones who aren’t perfect, or whose issues are too big to fix in therapy—do what we can to get by. Which usually means one of four things—drinking, smoking, fighting, or fucking. I get to pick my coping mechanisms, and you get to pick yours.”
“Are you suggesting those things help?”
Gods. Was Oak really trying to go all moral police on me? Now?
“Of course they don’t help,” I snapped back. “I’m not stupid. And most people who resort to those things aren’t, either. But they’re desperate. And those short-term distractions might be the only things that get them through the day.”
His face was cast in shadow beneath the tree. “Are things…truly so bad for you?”
That was a big question. And one I didn’t feel like answering.
I turned away and lifted my stick again.
“Esmer.” His voice rumbled from the darkness.
“What do you want me to say?” I spun toward him once more. “That I’m doing all this for attention? Or for shits and giggles? Or maybe you just think I’m being too sensitive, that I should get over my problems as easily as you’ve gotten over yours.”
He felt the sting of that last remark. I saw him stiffen in the shadows beneath the tree.
But he didn’t attempt to argue, or even to respond. So I, once more, went back to my exercises.
It was several minutes before he moved. I saw it out of the corner of my eye, and I expected him to leave, but instead he stepped closer.
No. No no no. I was shutting this down before it even started.
“I don’t need your help,” I told him. “I know you’re the big warrior hero, but Lady Noya is my teacher, not you.”
“I wasn’t going to—” He cut himself off. After another excruciating pause, he said, “What happened to you?”
I was about to clap back with a snarky comment—who the fuck just asks about it like that?—but he spoke again before I could say anything.
“What happened between us?”
I nearly choked on my own breath. Oak had never, ever shown any real interest in “us” since my return to Therador. In fact, he’d made it clear on more than one occasion that he didn’t want to have any sort of relationship with me, that he couldn’t care less about our previous life, that he couldn’t even be bothered to learn all the things he’d forgotten about us.
“You really want to know?” My voice was unusually soft, the question frustratingly tentative. I hated that I sounded so damn weak, but I couldn’t take the words back.
“I promised Marigold I would ask you about our past,” he said. “It was very important to her.”
And there it was—the wrecking ball, the lead weight straight to my belly. He wasn’t asking because he wanted to know, or even because he was experiencing a moment of compassion for me. He was asking because of Marigold. It always came back to her.
And I was too exhausted, on every level, to activate my self-preservation and walk away.
“The short version?” I said. “You and I grew up together in Riversend. Fell in love. Talked about getting married. You are—were the love of my life, or so I thought. And then one day, I was coming back from visiting my aunt when some members of the Circle found me.” I looked down at my left hand in the moonlight, at the stumps of my last two fingers. “I fought back, but I could only do so much against their power. When I woke up, I thought they’d killed me, but it turns out, they’d just sent me somewhere far, far away. Somewhere I could never return from on my own.” My eyes rose to his, which were dark orbs in the night. “I was in that other world even longer than you were. And I didn’t have any friends or brothers to help me. I didn’t get to have a family or live in a mansion. I just had to…survive.” I wasn’t about to be any more specific than that. Not with him. “And eventually, after years of survival, I managed to convince myself that everything that had come before had just been a bad dream. And I rebuilt something of a life. Until you came back into it again.”
I paused, but he still didn’t say a word.
“I spent so long convincing myself that all my memories of Therador were bullshit,” I whispered, “that at first I wasn’t ready to learn that they weren’t. Do you know what it’s like to be told you’re crazy for years? To believe it yourself? And then, when you finally get your shit together and cobble together a relatively stable existence, to have it all upended again? It’s a mind-fuck.” I sucked in a big breath. “But when I realized I could come home, and that you were still alive, and that I might be able to have my original life back, I… I stupidly let myself hope. To believe that, despite everything I’d been through, that I might have a chance to…” My throat started to ache, so I swallowed down the rest of that sentence. “But it turns out we lost more than just those years we were apart. By some sort of cosmic joke, you don’t even remember me.” And you’re in love with my friend instead.
There, finally, he started to say something, but I cut him off.
“It doesn’t matter why,” I told him. “We can’t go back. None of us. That life I had—that you and I had—is gone forever. It might as well be the hallucination that I thought it was. And now that I’m here again, my life in Marigold’s world is dead, too. There’s nothing for me there, and there’s little more for me here. So forgive me if I have a drink every now and then while I figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to do now.”
His gaze lingered on my face for a long moment before he said, “For what it’s worth, I apologize for any—“
“I don’t want your apologies,” I told him firmly. “I just want you to stop judging me for the way I’m dealing with things you don’t understand.”
“I don’t judge you.”
I snorted.
“And you’re wrong,” he said. “About me not understanding. The way I see it, you and I are dealing with many of the same…challenges.”
No, I wanted to say. Because I remember you. I know what we had. I feel the loss of it every time I look at you. That challenge, that burden, was mine and mine alone. As were the years of loneliness in Marigold’s world, the years of questioning my own sanity, the years of doing unspeakable things just to get by…
“We’ve both become untethered,” he said. “From the people we were and the lives we had before.”
My breath left me again. In that, at least, he was right.
“Well,” I told him, “I won’t judge you for however you decide to cope with it. Enjoy all the smokes and liquor you like. I don’t care. Though judging by your past behavior, you’re one of the ones who prefers to fight it out. Fight with your brothers, fight with a roving beast, it shouldn’t matter to you—just as long as you can beat your feelings out.”
He answered that with another long stretch of silence, but I could feel the energy of his gaze sharpening on me.
“And what if I don’t want to fight anymore?” he said finally. His voice was unusually gravelly, but his question sounded genuine. “And what if I’m not interested in smokes or liquor? What about your fourth option for unhealthy coping behaviors?”
What had I said? Oh right—drinking, smoking, fighting, and…
Fucking.
Heat washed down my spine.
“If you need a fuck buddy, then you should ask Lady Fresna,” I said. “She’s certainly interested.”
“Lady Fresna is a child,” he replied.
“Then Lady Noya,” I said, regretting the words as soon as I said them. Lady Noya was my only friend on this expedition, and I wouldn’t be able to look at her if I knew she was sleeping with Oak.
“I don’t think Lady Noya has any interest in me,” he said.
“Well, then I’m sure you’ll find someone.” My entire neck was hot now. “You’re the fucking Lion Warrior. I’m sure there’ll be a dozen young women in every village we pass who are willing to help you fuck your feelings away.” And as much for my own sake as for his, I added, “Just in case I’m not being clear—fuck whoever you want. I don’t care. But just so you don’t get any ideas in your head, I prefer to cope with my shit by myself. I don’t care how much you believe we’re dealing with the same challenges.”
Having said my piece, it was time to go. This was not a conversation that was going to get any better.
I’d turned around and was starting to walk away when he said, “If you change your mind, let me know.”
I froze. I could pretend I didn’t get what he was hinting at before, but there was no ignoring it now—and I was not interested in being his rebound, or his fuck buddy, or his magical healing vagina, or whatever it was he was looking for. I glanced back over my shoulder.
“You’d do that to Marigold?” I asked him. “Sleep with one of her best friends to get over her?”
I hit my mark. Bringing Marigold into this, and reminding Oak of his honor, was the only way to nip this in the bud. He’d changed in so many, many ways, but deep down, he was still as loyal and honorable as he’d always been.
“I thought so,” I said. And then I left.
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His Nightmare and His Light

MARIGOLD


I’d never seen Alastor look so terrible—not after the attack on Ring-Around-the-Hill, not after the incident with Octavian. Not even on the night when he tore the bedroom apart. 
His normally pristine clothes were disheveled, even torn in a couple of places. His shirt hung all the way open, his belt dangled unclasped. His thick, wavy hair, usually so well groomed, was a rat’s nest—wild and tangled and going all the wrong directions.
But it was his eyes that did it. In the span of a night they’d managed to sink into his head, to become two flat, dark pools looking back at me from a stranger’s face. His golden-brown skin was dull and sallow—except for under his eyes, where the dark circles that he’d been wearing for weeks still lingered, more purple than I remembered. How could one night of drinking and partying with Rathius turn him into this?
Except it’s been more than one night. I’d noticed the changes in him day by day—the tightness, the exhaustion, the weariness and wariness he couldn’t just power through. But he’d been trying. And his natural determination and regal bearing had prevented me from seeing how bad it truly was.
But now…
He looked utterly defeated. Like he’d been to war and crawled back on his hands and knees. Even with the starsleaf I’d inhaled giving him a silvery aura. 
“I couldn’t do it,” he said. His voice was like gravel.
And I was confused. “Couldn’t do what?”
He just shook his head. He stood near one of the armchairs, his hand braced on the back, and he was so hunched I wondered if he could even stand by himself.
I stepped a little closer. I could smell the night on him—a mix of booze and smoke that made my stomach curdle.
“Are you…intoxicated?” It was a stupid question—he’d gone to the smoke parlors, hadn’t he? “What did you have?”
“Does it matter?” Those hollow eyes looked at me. “I didn’t do it. I couldn’t.”
“I don’t know how to help you if you don’t give me more information.”
He shoved away from the chair then, staggering toward me. I stood my ground, wondering if I should reach out and help him or if I should run and find Talon before this dissolved into something far worse.
He stopped just in front of me—not touching but close enough for me to see the flakes of dirt on his chest. Close enough for me to be able to distinguish some of the various smoke scents emanating from his clothes.
And close enough for me to see a speck of something in those otherwise flat, sunken eyes.
“What have you done to me?” His voice was low and rasping, a death-whisper.
“I haven’t done anything.”
“You have,” he insisted. “You…are my torment, Marigold. My torment and my salvation. You are my nightmare and my light.”
Cold spiked through me, leaping up into my throat like a panic.
“No,” he said sharply, reaching out and grabbing my hand. “Come back.”
Coldness surged up my arm from where he clutched me, spread out through my body in a welcome wave of comfort.
“No,” he choked out again, his dark eyes sharpening with something that might have been fear or anger. He tipped his head back, and he yelled up at the ceiling, “Vela! Let her go! Damn it, do not punish her for my sins!”
His grip was like a vice, tightening to the point of pain. I tried to yank my hand away, but he held tight.
And I welcomed the cold in deeper, letting it chase away my panic and confusion. Letting it sweep away the agony I felt at his desperation.
He released my wrist immediately, instead bringing his hands up to cup my face—gently, so gently, that the pads of his fingers might as well have been the kiss of butterfly wings against my skin.
“Come back to me.” His voice was soft, pleading, desperate. “Wherever she’s taking you, don’t go. Stay with me.”
I had no answer to that. No idea what he was talking about. Everything was cool and peaceful and fine inside me. I couldn’t remember why Alastor was so upset, but it felt like far too much trouble to follow any of the thought-threads that might have led me to recall.
“Marigold.” His voice cracked around my name. “How am I supposed to do this without you?”
He released me, and then he tried to step back, but he stumbled, ending up on his hands and knees at my feet instead.
I didn’t move. Not to help him or to step away.
He stayed where he was for a long moment, on his knees with his head bowed.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen to you,” he said without lifting his head. “No one was supposed to suffer but me.” He reached out, his hand closing around the bottom hem of my dress. His thumb ran slowly back and forth across the fabric, and he stared at it as if somehow it held all the answers of the universe. “I can accept that you’ll never love me. I don’t need your love. But I need…you.”
“My body?” I heard myself ask.
“No.” He gave a bitter, pained laugh. “I want your body. I want it more than you can even possibly imagine. I want to learn every inch of you with my fingers and taste every piece of you with my tongue. I want to bury my cock—” He cut himself off there, his shoulders sagging with weariness again. Finally, he said, “Want and need are different things.” He lifted his head, his dark eyes looking up, up into mine. “I want your body like I want to feel the sunlight on my skin. But I need you like I need air to breathe. To live.”
I blinked down at him.
“You,” he repeated. “Just as you are without me. Compassionate and joyous and just so…alive. You are the hope my heart longed for. My deliverance. My…” His fingers tightened on my skirt. “You are the spark that lit the fire within me. And even if I cannot have your love, or your body, or any part of you for myself, it wouldn’t matter—I could bear it—if you were still you.”
He lifted his head still higher, his dark eyes shining up at me. He reached up and took my hands—one of mine in each of his—and his grip was gentle this time, and startlingly warm against the cold of my skin.
“Come back to me,” he pleaded again. “Come back to me, Marigold.”
“I’m right here,” I told him.
But he shook his head. Without looking away from my face, he said, “Vela, if you can hear me, I beg you to release her. I’ll do whatever you ask of me. I’ll pledge whatever you want. I’ll give anything.”
The words bubbled up out of me from the cold depths of my heart. “Even your kingdom?”
Alastor’s grip tightened, his shoulders stiffening. He stared at me like I’d suddenly turned blue.
And I was bored of this now.  
I tugged my hands out of his. “Are we done? Can I go to bed now?”
He said nothing, so I took that as consent. I stepped around him on the floor and strode across the room toward the bedchamber.
“Vela,” he called after me.
Something in his voice made me pause, glance back. “You keep saying that name like she’s here. But it’s just me. I’m me, whether you believe it or not.”
He’d dragged himself to his feet, and for a moment, all of his exhaustion seemed to melt off him.
“You can’t have her,” he said, and I knew he wasn’t talking to me. “I’m going to fight for her.”
I shrugged. “Okay. Goodnigh—” My voice was cut off by another bubble of cold rising up from my chest, bursting through me with startling brightness, dancing across my vision like ice crystals and mingling with the silvery bloom caused by the starsleaf.
Alastor was bolting across the room to me, reaching for me, alarm written across his face.
But the ice crystals were so pretty, glittering with fractured light, blanketing my field of vision like fresh, sparkling snow, filling my head with their shimmering beauty.
And so I let go, falling into them until my entire world was nothing but iridescence and peace.
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Bad Ideas

ESMER


“You’re distracted today,” Lady Noya said. 
It was just after dinner, and we had just enough light—and energy—to sneak in a quick practice session before bed in a clearing near the camp. My legs were sore, my back ached, and my right shoulder throbbed, but I was determined, if only to take my mind off Oak.
Which clearly wasn’t working. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since our talk about coping mechanisms and I couldn’t get my mind off of it. I needed coping mechanisms for my coping mechanisms.
“I’m sorry,” I told her, lowering my stick.
“I wasn’t criticizing,” she said. “Just commenting. But I guess we’ve all had an exciting day.”
She was referring to the day’s big discovery—a phoenix feather, found alongside a creek several miles back. The feather was as long as a man’s arm, with barbs as sharp as needles, and it glinted in the sun like bronze. Lord Hassian had been carrying it around like some sort of trophy, even though the phoenix itself was nowhere in sight and Lord Hassian hadn’t even been the one to find the feather in the first place—that honor belonged to Lady Fresna’s brother, Randolf.
“Yeah, exciting day,” I said, resetting my feet to try the exercise again.
Lady Noya caught my sarcasm, and her eyebrow lifted quizzically.
“Not excited about the day’s victory?” she asked sardonically.
“Call me old-fashioned,” I said, “but I believe you have to actually do something in order to claim any sort of victory.”
She smiled. “Can’t say I disagree.”
I was liking her more and more every lesson we had together. 
“So what is it then?” she asked as she led the way through the exercise.
I sighed. “Let’s just say men are idiots and leave it at that.”
Another smile from her. “You’re just figuring that out?”
I grunted in response.
We moved through her next exercise in relative silence, and then she said, “Tell me about it.”
I shook my head. “I wouldn’t put you through that.”
“You think I can’t handle it?” She turned to face me, lowering her sword slightly. “I won’t force you to tell me anything, but I think it would be good practice.”
“Practice for what?”
“In my experience, enemies and monsters don’t wait for you to be perfectly focused and emotionally stable,” she said. “Sometimes you’ll have to fight when your mind is full of other things. Better to practice in that state rather than assume you’ll have the time to calm your mind or the luxury of only encountering roving beasts when everything else in your life is going well.”
“That’s kind of the opposite of everything anyone’s ever told me about fighting,” I told her. “Not that I’m questioning you.”
“My methods might be unconventional,” she admitted. “But so am I. So it works.”
“All right then,” I told her, squaring up again. “What do I do?”
“Go through the movements we practiced before,” she said, “while telling me how and why the Lion Warrior’s gotten you so agitated.”
I was more than a little pissed that I’d been so obvious—did the whole fucking hunting party know what was going on between Oak and me?—but swinging my “sword” around sounded like the perfect way to work off that energy. And yeah, it would be nice to have someone to talk to.
I didn’t tell her the whole story, of course. I wasn’t about to scare off my new friend by telling her I’d spent the last twelve years or so in another world. But I gave her the gist—that Oak and I had been childhood sweethearts. That we’d been separated while he was on his adventure “across the Wide Sea.” That when we were first reunited, it was clear I meant nothing to him anymore. And, yes, I mentioned that last night he’d hinted at something physical happening between us now.
By the time I was done, I felt…not exactly better, but at least less like I wanted to punch the nearest tree. The confession didn’t exactly improve my performance, but I could see Lady Noya’s point—that rather than try to suppress what I was feeling, it was better to acknowledge it and work with it.
“Need me to make him back off?” Lady Noya asked me.
I shook my head. “I can handle him myself.” Honestly, I needed to handle him myself, for my own self-respect. “Don’t worry—he’s too noble to push things too far.”
“The man who punched Princess Marigold in the middle of a feast is too noble?”
“He didn’t mean to hit her,” I said. “He was trying to—” I stopped. I was too exhausted for this conversation. “I’m not worried about that. And if he tries anything he shouldn’t, I prefer to knee him in the balls myself.”
“As is your right,” Lady Noya said, grinning. “But if you ever—”
“Girl!” Lady Fresna’s shrill voice rang out over the camp. “Girl, where are you?”
I sighed. “Looks like I’m done for the night.”
“If you can handle the Lion Warrior, you can handle Fresna,” Lady Noya said.
“We’re talking about two completely different kinds of crazy,” I replied, which only made her laugh.
Tucking my stick under my arm, I begrudgingly tramped across the camp. Lady Fresna stood on her toes near her tent, looking around for me.
“I’m here, my lady,” I said, hoping my annoyance wasn’t too obvious.
“Come here, quickly,” she said, ushering me into her tent.
I knew immediately that this was going to be a bad time. Three steps into the tent and I got a strong whiff of red clovera. She must have gotten it from her brother.
“My lady,” I said, eyeing the ornate silver burner in the corner, “why are you burning that?”
“Because tonight is the night,” she said. “I’m going to sneak into the Lion Warrior’s tent and seduce him.”
You have to be fucking kidding me.
“My lady, do you really think it’s a good idea to—”
“I’m tired of waiting,” she said, rifling through her things. “Clearly the subtler approach is not working. But when he finds me in his tent, ready and willing, he won’t be able to refuse me.” She finally straightened, pulling out a slinky gown that was entirely impractical for an expedition like this. Why the hell was that even in her luggage?
“My lady,” I said, as gently as I was able. “Certainly there must be something in between the subtler approach and appearing uninvited in his tent. Maybe you could just…tell him how you feel.”
“Why would I ever reduce myself to something like that?” she said. “Come here—help me dress.”
I couldn’t exactly refuse. I had to play along until I figured out how to talk her out of this ridiculous plan.
Why do you care so much? I asked myself as I helped Lady Fresna out of her riding dress and into the slinkier gown. You don’t actually believe he’ll fall for this stupid seduction attempt, do you? Oak had made it clear how he felt about Lady Fresna. He wasn’t interested. But given our conversation last night—and the way I’d refused him—maybe he’d be rethinking his other available options.
Which would solve your problem, I told myself. If he can “cope” with Lady Fresna, then his attention will be off you. Isn’t that what you want?
“My hair next,” Lady Fresna said. “There can’t be a single tangle.”
I found her brush and brought it to her long, flowing locks.
“My lady,” I said. “Perhaps if I arranged a few more meals between you and the Lion Warrior, you could—”
“No. It must be tonight. While we’re all celebrating.” She held up the small mirror she’d brought along with her, studying her doll-like face from several angles. “Men are always more open to seduction when they’re feeling victorious. It makes their blood burn hotter.”
I kept brushing. In this small, enclosed space, the red clovera was already having a mild effect on me, making it harder to mentally assemble effective arguments. And my skin was starting to feel hot and flushed. The rare handful of times I’d been around red clovera had taught me I was pretty sensitive to the stuff, and I had no interest in finding out what it would do when I was already so damned worked up over the whole Oak situation.
“My lady,” I said softly. “If this is what you truly want to do, then why are you burning red clovera? Don’t you want him enough on your own without the extra…help?”
“Of course I want him,” she snapped. But the red clovera was clearly starting to work on her, too, loosening her tongue, because when I didn’t respond, she confessed, “This isn’t about wanting. I just needed to relax a little first. Randolf said this would help me ease into the right state of mind.”
And that’s not at all creepy for a brother to say, I thought, rolling my eyes. But I got why she felt like she needed it, now—I could already feel the lowering of my own inhibitions, which made me a little bolder in my questioning.
“Can I ask you something?” I said finally, going over a section of her hair again. “Why did you come on this expedition in the first place?” She’d told me before that she hadn’t known Oak would be coming along, so that couldn’t have been her motivation.
“I was tired of life at the palace,” she told me. “I wanted adventure.”
“That’s all?” She wasn’t fooling me—I’d seen how much she hated the long days riding, the ever-changing weather, and being forced to sleep on a cot every night. Lady Fresna was not cut out for adventure. She loathed living like this. “Is it because of the phoenix? The wish?”
“I just didn’t want to be at the palace anymore,” she said, sounding a bit like a spoiled child. “I was tired of letting my mother decide everything in my life.”
Her honesty startled me—but that was the red clovera for you. The growing heat in my body was beginning to pool in my lower belly, making it hard to concentrate, but I tried to ignore it and keep brushing.
“Randolf was the one who told me to come,” she went on. “He said my mother would never dream of joining, and that it was our only way to escape her.”
Huh. Had things really been so bad that Randolf thought his sister would prefer this to her life back at the palace? So bad that, despite how obvious it was that Lady Fresna detested every part of this hunting expedition, she refused to turn back?
She released a ragged sigh, and it was only then, in the reflection of her mirror, that I saw a tear slide down her cheek.
And as much as she annoyed the shit out of me, I couldn’t help but feel a tiny trickle of pity for her.
“My lady,” I said, setting the brush aside, “Whatever you’re looking for out here, I don’t think you’ll find it in the Lion Warrior’s tent.”
“And how would you know?” she lashed out. “You’re just a servant.”
Gods, keep me from murdering her. I’d been frustrated even before I’d entered the tent, and now I was growing increasingly hot and antsy from the red clovera. I was this close to snapping and doing something stupid.
“I know this much,” I told her. “I’ve been listening to him, just as you asked me to. And I can tell you he’s far too noble to take advantage of a young woman. Especially one who’s intoxicated.” I glanced toward the burgundy-tinged smoke.
“I’m not intoxicated,” she insisted. “And I don’t know why I would ever listen to you.” Even as she said the words, though, her shoulders sagged. “Do you really believe he’ll refuse me if I go?”
I deserve a damn medal for dealing with this shit, I thought, choosing my words carefully. “I think his fear of taking advantage of you would overwhelm any of his desires.”
She sighed again, heavily. Then practically threw herself down on her cot.
“What shall I do?” she wailed. “How do I get him to notice me?”
In her current state, I couldn’t tell her the truth—that I wasn’t sure Oak would ever look at her the way she wanted him to. But as much as I generally advocated for the tough-love approach to such things, I wasn’t prepared to deal with the fallout of telling her what I really thought.
“First things first,” I said, walking over to the burner, “we dispense with this.” I slid the metal lid over the bowl until the smoke was smothered. “Secondly, you go to sleep. You shouldn’t be making any decisions right now.”
Lady Fresna sniffed loudly from her cot.
“Thirdly,” I said, “if you want to seduce him, start by talking to him more. And go from there.”
She sniffed again. And she wasn’t getting up or arguing with me, so I took that as a good sign. I grabbed her blanket and draped it across her body.
“Sleep,” I told her.
She made a sound and buried her face in her pillow. I was pretty sure she’d started crying again, but she clearly didn’t want me to see.
And this was already way above my pay grade, so I wasn’t going to push it.
“Goodnight, my lady,” I said, and slipped out of the tent again while I had the chance.
The sky had completely darkened while I was inside. A number of people were still sitting around the fire—they were drinking and singing for once, enjoying the “victory” of finding the phoenix feather rather than collapsing straight into bed—but I avoided them, going around the outside of camp toward my tent on the other side. I looked for Lady Noya, but she was no longer where I’d left her.
Which sucked, because I really could’ve used the opportunity to work off some of this energy.
Knowing what Lady Fresna had planned had done a number on me. As had the red clovera smoke. My body was all hot and bothered now, the heat in my lower belly spreading down between my legs, and I knew my usual vices wouldn’t be enough. Alcohol wouldn’t be strong enough, more smoke of any kind was a bad idea, and fighting wouldn’t be of much use with my sparring partner already in bed. My body was really only interested in one thing right now: fucking.
Normally, I’d have just gone to bed and taken care of myself. But that wasn’t an option when sharing a tent with someone else. Prudie was a heavy sleeper, and I considered myself fairly kinky, but I drew the line at fingering myself in someone else’s presence without their consent.
But gods, I was going to go crazy if I didn’t get some release.
And so I trudged off into the woods—still within earshot of camp, since I wasn’t stupid enough to separate myself from the herd with roving beasts about—until I found a dark, protected hollow beneath a tree. And then I settled down, drew my skirt up my legs, and slid my fingers down to the place that ached desperately for human touch.
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His Help

ESMER


I had no shame. 
Sitting there, in the darkness beneath that tree with my dress pulled up around my thighs, I probably could have put the blame entirely on the red clovera. But the truth was it was so, so many things—my frustration, my grief, and my anger had all come together, making me feel wild and desperate. I needed relief, or just some way to release all of this pent-up energy from my body, and this seemed as good a plan as any.
My fingers slid up my thigh, wasting no time pushing aside my undergarments, aiming for the slick heat between my legs. At the very first touch, a tremor of pleasure moved through my body.
Fuck, I need this.
And once I’d started, there was no stopping me. I moved my hand across my bare flesh, stroking myself, seeking still greater and greater sensation. My head fell back against the trunk of the tree as I reacquainted myself with my body.
I was no stranger to self-pleasure. But it hadn’t exactly been a priority these last few weeks, which was probably how I’d ended up in this state of desperation and madness in the first place. A girl needs regular orgasms to keep herself sane.
And I knew what I liked. I knew how to get myself there. And it wasn’t long before I was dipping my fingers fully inside myself, working myself up into a frenzy. My heels moved against the ground, and I bit down on my bottom lip to keep from moaning aloud. Only a handful of soft grunts managed to escape as I pressed the palm of my hand fully against my body, burying my fingers deep.
But though I’d done this hundreds of times before, though I knew my body and its intricacies better than anyone, something wasn’t working. I couldn’t get myself there.
I shifted slightly, altering the angle of my fingers, trying to get the friction just right. I changed the speed of my strokes—made them faster, then slower, then alternated, but it didn’t help.
A sound of frustration escaped me, but I was too worked up and too desperate to stop now. My mind was focused on one thing—bringing myself to the very peak of pleasure, giving my body the relief it craved, soothing the ache inside me that had become unbearable.
Which was why I didn’t notice him until he was right in front of me.
“Shit!” I said when I recognized the huge, muscled form in the darkness ahead of me. “What the fuck are you doing?!?”
I yanked my hand away from my body and desperately pulled my dress back down over my legs, praying it was too dark for him to have seen anything. Heat spread through my body—part shame, part anger, part arousal—as I scrambled to my feet.
“You shouldn’t be here,” I snapped at Oak.
“I heard something,” he rumbled from the darkness. “And I came to investigate. I thought it might be an animal. Or a roving beast.”
“Yeah, well clearly it’s not.” I didn’t even want to think about what sort of sounds I was making to make him think I was a roving beast. “So you just decided to hang around and enjoy the show, then?”
“I wasn’t enjoying—” He cleared his throat. “At least, I didn’t realize what you were doing right away.”
“Well the show’s over now,” I told him. “You can stop perving on me and go back to minding your own business.” My anger had far outstripped my shame, and now I was just pissed. Pissed that he’d managed to ruin even this. Couldn’t I get one fucking moment to myself without Oak ruining everything?
Thankfully, he’d already turned and started walking away. But he only made it a few feet before he said, “You know, my offer still stands.”
“I’m not fucking you,” I said.
“Not fucking, then,” he said. “Just helping. You looked like you could use some help.”
He can’t be fucking serious. But even as he said the words, something clenched inside me, and I could feel my body responding. My legs were already shaking, my knees threatening to collapse beneath me, and the tree trunk against my back was the only thing keeping me from collapsing into a pile of quivering, horny goo. Maybe, if I hadn’t recently inhaled a bunch of red clovera, I’d have found it easier to say no. Maybe, if I hadn’t already been midway through the act, and struggling so much to get myself there, I wouldn’t have been so stupid and desperate. Maybe, if it hadn’t been him, and I hadn’t already known how his touch felt on my body, I would have stood a chance.
But at the end of the day, we’re all just dumb animals, and sometimes, our urges win out.
I could have reminded him about Marigold. I could have said a dozen different things that would have made him turn away. Instead, I just repeated, “No fucking.”
“No fucking,” he agreed, taking a step closer to me.
“And I’m not offering to return the favor,” I told him firmly.
He took another step closer. “I never asked.”
“And this isn’t the start of anything,” I told him. “This is just a one-time thing. And we will never, ever speak of this again.”
“If that’s what you want.” He was right in front of me now, looming over me in the darkness, and I tipped my head back to look up at him.
“It is,” I assured him.
He reached out then, grabbing my dress and pulling it up my legs. My thighs spread apart without my even thinking about it. My body was beyond my own control now.
Maybe, with Marigold, he would have hesitated. Maybe he would have taken his time, eased her into it, made it something romantic.
But with me, there was none of that. One hand held up my skirt, and the other dipped between my legs. One stroke against my skin, my slickness, and then he buried two fingers inside me.
A moan spilled out of me before I could stop it.
And then there was nothing to hold either of us back. He withdrew his fingers and then plunged them in again, and then again, and within moments I wasn’t sure how much longer my legs would hold me.
All the tension and all the pleasure that had been building up inside me began swelling again. I don’t know what made his fingers feel so different from my own, what made his touch so much more powerful, but I didn’t care. I just wanted the release only he could give me.
But it still wasn’t quite enough.
As he buried his fingers into me again and again, I writhed against him, moving my hips to try and find just the right spot. He was doing all the right things, stroking and teasing and plunging his fingers into me until I was mewling, but my release was just as elusive as ever.
But Oak had never been one to back down from a challenge. He hooked his other arm around my waist, starting to lift me up, to find a way to go deeper, but I had a better idea.
“No,” I told him breathlessly. And then I spun around, facing away from him and wrapping my arms around the trunk of the tree. Then I shifted my hips back, offering myself to him again.
He didn’t need any more instruction than that. His fingers found my entrance again, slipping in easily, and this time I wasn’t the only one who moaned as he drove them deep.
This was what I needed. This purely animal, purely carnal act of pleasure. Oak looped his arm around my waist again, holding my lower body tightly against his, and while his fingers drove in and out of me, fucking me in the only way I allowed him to, I could feel the organ they simulated straining against his pants, pressing against my ass cheek.
All you have to do is say the word and he’d bury that inside you instead, I thought. And gods, my body wanted it. But my head and my heart wouldn’t allow it, not even now.
And in the meantime I let him do whatever he wanted with his hand, to drive into me until there were stars dancing across my vision, until my pleasure threatened to drown me.
My orgasm hit me suddenly and shockingly, knocking the breath out of my lungs, and I pressed my cheek against the rough bark of the tree and let it carry me off into the night. Oak leaned forward, his chest against my back, and found the place where my shoulder met my neck. And then he bit down hard, like the animals we were, and sent another ripple of pleasure through me.
He stayed there, pressed fully against me, even after the final tremors of ecstasy had left me. I still clung to the tree trunk with both arms, not trusting my legs to hold me up. And I could still feel the hard length of him pressed against my ass as he pulled his fingers out and away from me.
He turned his head, pressing his face into my hair, and he breathed in deep. I could feel the tension in his muscles, feel the restraint of his body. He wanted more, wanted to do something about that hard cock pressed against me, but he was too noble to ask me after I’d already told him there wouldn’t be anything more.
He took another deep breath, this one more ragged.
And then he stiffened suddenly, jerking away from me.
“Red clovera,” he growled.
He must have smelled the smoke. It liked to cling to hair and clothes.
“Yeah,” I admitted, drawing myself up shakily into a fully upright position, still holding on to the tree for support. “Lady Fresna had some burning in her tent.”
“Was that what this was?” His voice was deeper than usual. “You should have told me.”
“I don’t see what the big deal is,” I told him, pulling my dress back down over my legs. “Neither of us was under any illusions that this was anything but physical. How is this any different than two people fucking each other’s brains out to deal with their problems?”
But I knew what the real problem was. Hell, I’d explained this very thing to Lady Fresna less than an hour ago.
“I’m not intoxicated,” I assured him. “I’m still lucid enough to know exactly what I was doing.”
He said nothing. I could feel him seething, though.
And now I was pissed again, too.
“You were the one who offered to help,” I reminded him. “I knew what I was agreeing to, and I have no regrets. If you do, then…I guess you’ll need to find another way to deal with your problems.”
I pushed away from the tree, relieved to find that my legs were stable enough to let me walk.
“Not that it matters, anyway,” I added. “Since we already agreed this was a one-time deal.”
He made a sound that might have been a growl.
I wasn’t backing down. I’d meant every word I said. And I didn’t feel like being growled at or judged, not when he was the one who’d intruded on my “me time.”
But as I stalked back to camp, ignoring the heat of his gaze on my back, I wondered how, after such an explosive physical release, I still felt as tense and agitated as ever.
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The Vessel

MARIGOLD


I woke to the soothing warmth of sunlight across my face. 
“Mmm.” The sound was involuntary, a sigh of pleasure. I snuggled deeper beneath the covers, not ready to rejoin the world of the living just yet.
My alarm hasn’t gone off yet, I told myself. I have time to sleep in. Eventually, I’d drag myself out of bed, make myself a big mug of coffee, say good morning to my succulents, and get dressed and ready for work. But for now, I was going to stay all cozy and wrapped up in my blankets.
“Goldie?”
That voice snapped me fully awake. There’s a man in my apartment.
But as I looked up at the ornate ceiling above my bed, I realized that I wasn’t in my apartment at all. I was—
In Therador. In the palace at Cleris.
I scrambled up into a seated position, arms flailing against the tangle of sheets.
And I found myself looking at Isaac, standing next to the bed in his servant’s uniform, watching me. The worry in his eyes faded into relief when our gazes met.
“You’re awake,” he said.
“Yeah.” I rubbed my eye. “Why? Did you need me for something? What time is it?”
“Just past lunchtime,” he said.
“Lunchtime? Why didn’t anyone wake me up sooner?” I glanced toward the window, where early afternoon sunlight streamed through in all its golden glory.
“We tried,” Isaac said. “You wouldn’t wake up.”
I frowned at him. “Really?” I’d never been an especially deep sleeper before. “I guess I was just really tired.” I tried to remember what we’d done yesterday, but my head was still fuzzy. Maybe once I was up and moving it would all come back.
I swung my legs over the side of the bed, and it was only then that I noticed I was wearing a gown, not one of my nightdresses.
“Was I drunk or something?” I asked him. A terrible thought occurred to me. “Oh crap—was there smoke?” Flashes of memory filled my head—of Lady Willadora and the moon chamber, of odd rituals under the stars. Shit. If I’d made a fool of myself in front of Lady Willadora…
“You weren’t drunk or intoxicated,” Isaac said. “At least I don’t think so.”
“Lady Willadora probably knows,” I muttered. Was it possible she’d drugged me? I couldn’t remember taking any food or drink from her, but maybe there was something in the smoke she’d been burning in the moon chamber…
I climbed out of the bed and hurried over to the wardrobe. My legs felt slightly wobbly, but my mind was getting clearer by the second.
“Go find Talon,” I told Isaac. “If I did something stupid in front of Lady Willadora, the entire court probably knows by now. Maybe if I…” I looked up from the gown I’d pulled out to find Isaac looking at me weirdly.
“So you’re just…normal now?” he asked.
“I mean, I feel like I just got a full twelve hours of sleep, if that’s considered ‘normal’,” I said with a shrug. “Honestly…I feel pretty great, actually. I guess I had some sleep debt to work off.”
“Um, Goldie,” he said. “You were asleep for a lot longer than twelve hours. And I’m not even sure I’d call it asleep. More like unconscious.”
The gown nearly slipped out of my hands. “What?”
“It’s been about thirty-six hours, give or take,” he said. 
“That’s not possible.” Even if I’d been drugged, I wouldn’t have been out for that long, would I? And I wouldn’t have just woken up feeling normal and well-rested, right? “What would even cause that?”
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Isaac glanced toward the door, then said, in a lower voice, “Alastor seems to believe you were possessed by one of their gods.”
I laughed. Both in disbelief and discomfort. “Is this a joke?”
“I wish I could tell you.” Isaac stepped over to the small table where I kept the deathless rose, where there were stacks of his handwritten notes. He’d apparently been hard at work while waiting for me to wake up. “Alastor seems pretty convinced, though.”
“Wait, so some god just…” This didn’t make sense. The very idea made me nauseated. “I thought the gods were… I mean, I know there’s this whole mythology around the ‘Mythic Ones’ and all that, but…” It had been easy not to think too closely about the religion of this world when it had been just another different and fascinating layer of Therador’s culture. One more aspect of the magic. But this…
“This goes beyond my initial theories about how this world works,” Isaac said.
“And what did I do when I was ‘possessed’?” I asked, dreading the answer. That couldn’t actually happen, right? A god couldn’t just take over my body without my knowing, could they?
“Alastor’s been pretty tight-lipped about that part,” Isaac said, thumbing through his notes. “At least around me. He might have told Talon, though.” He stopped and pulled one page out of the stack in his hands. “All I know is that he claims it was Vela. And he says, and I quote, ‘she did it to punish me.’” He looked up at me. “You don’t by chance remember any of this, do you?”
Vela.
I tried to think back, but I honestly couldn’t remember anything after that weird gathering with Lady Willadora and the other noblewomen in the moon chamber. I remembered leaving the moon chamber, walking down the winding steps of the tower, and then…nothing.
So I shook my head. “I don’t even remember how I got back here. I definitely don’t remember seeing Alastor.”
Isaac nodded, scribbling down this information. “And I think it’s safe to say you didn’t inhale any starsleaf smoke that night?”
“I—wait. I did.” That, I could remember. “It wasn’t much, though—it didn’t make me feel intoxicated or anything. It just gave everything kind of a silvery aura. Why? What does that mean?”
“When Alastor and Talon were talking, Talon said he’d only heard of this sort of thing happening a handful of times, and only ever with people who’d been inhaling starsleaf and inviting the Mythic Ones into their bodies. But it sounds like they were all willing vessels.”
“Well I didn’t invite Vela in,” I said. My breaths had become short and shallow, and I tried to breathe deeply again, to ease the sudden jittery feeling in my limbs. “What if I don’t want to be a vessel? How do I stop this from happening again?”
“Well, definitely stay away from the starsleaf for starters,” Isaac said, scribbling away again. “I’m still trying to work out exactly how the religion in this world works. I mean, they have their own gods, with actual powers, that can actually interact with people. Gods that don’t exist in our world at all, at least as far as I know, and if my theory about multiple worlds is right—” His voice cut off and his pen stopped when he saw my face.
I could only imagine what he saw. As everyone was always quick to remind me, I wasn’t very good at keeping my feelings out of my expression, and right now I was feeling like I was going to vomit.
This wasn’t like when I’d been kidnapped by Laitha. Or the attack at Ring-Around-the-Hill. Or any of the other times I’d felt useless and helpless against the powers of this world. All of those events had been terrible, yes, but at least I’d been aware of them. And at least I’d still experienced them as myself.
But this…this was a violation on an entirely different scale. She’d been inside me. Taken over my consciousness, my memory, my body… God, she could have done anything while she was in there, made me say or do anything…and I still didn’t even know the full story of what had happened. What if she’d made me do something unthinkable? What if the reason Alastor wouldn’t say anything was because it was so awful that—
Isaac was suddenly right in front of me, pulling me against his teddy-bear chest.
And I folded right into him, wrapping my arms around his waist and squeezing him tight. My eyes ached, but I felt too nauseated to cry.
“It’s okay,” he said gently.
“No, it’s not,” I said into his shirt. “This is not okay.”
“You’re right,” he agreed with a sigh, squeezing me tighter. “But I swear, Goldie, I’m going to find out everything I can. We’re going to stop this from happening again.”
And if we don’t? I’d endured sorcerers and monsters in this world, but this might be the one thing that I couldn’t bear, the one thing terrifying enough to scare me back into my world.
“I need to talk to Alastor,” I said against my friend’s soft chest. He might have refused to tell Isaac what I’d said and done, but he couldn’t refuse me. I’d make him tell me the truth, no matter how deplorable it was. “Where is he?”
“With Prince Rathius, I think,” Isaac said. “Talon says he’s trying to convince his brother to move up the coronation.”
“Why?” I asked. “Because of…what happened?”
“I don’t know,” Isaac said. “You think either of them ever willingly tells me what’s going on? The only reason I know anything is because I’ve learned to sit quietly and take notes on everything I see or hear.”
Then I’d just have to make them tell me that, too.
“Goldie…” Isaac said after a moment. “I was thinking…”
I pulled away from his chest, looking up at him. “Thinking what?”
“It’s just… Do you think we should go home? It’s one thing to go up against the Circle or dragons or other monsters. But a god…”
He wasn’t wrong. My head agreed with him, and had a few points of its own to add. But my heart…
“I don’t want to go home,” I blurted. “I know that might sound dumb, and I know it might be the only way to defend myself against Vela, but…I have unfinished business here. And I won’t let anyone, god or not, intimidate me into running away.” Because that’s what it would be—running away. Running back to safety and boredom and purposelessness. “I can’t help but feel like I’m here for a reason. I’m still figuring out exactly what that is, but in the meantime, I can’t go. I won’t go.” I met my friend’s eyes again. “If you want to go, I’ll make a bridge and—”
“No,” he said quickly. “Honestly…I’m not ready to go either. But I’m not the one getting chased by the Circle and used by some god.” He stepped back, holding me by the shoulders. “We were all so worried, Goldie.”
“Well, I won’t let myself go near any starsleaf again,” I assured him. “And as soon as Alastor shows his face again, I’ll make him tell me everything he knows.”
“He’s…not in a good place,” Isaac said. “He’s hardly slept or eaten since it happened. He only left your bedside to go talk to his brother.”
“Then there’s absolutely no excuse for him not telling me the truth,” I said, even as my stomach twisted with guilt. What had I said or done while in that trance?
But Alastor wasn’t the only one I needed to talk to. In fact, I knew exactly what I needed to do.
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True Power

MARIGOLD


My secret garden was, as usual, empty. 
I’d sent Isaac down to the kitchens for some food and sneaked out as soon as he was gone. I knew he’d never let me go wandering through the palace by myself, not after I’d been unconscious for almost two days, but this was one thing I needed to do on my own.
I had a feeling Vela wouldn’t communicate with just anyone.
Clouds had rolled in over the last half hour, and the little valley-garden was gray and shadowy, and several degrees colder than usual. There were a handful of birds in the trees, but they were unusually subdued, and the trickling of the waterfall was more chilling than cheerful. Could the very earth feel that something had shifted? 
The altars to the Mythic Ones were just as I’d left them, with one exception—the green glass bottle where I’d left my note had been moved again, meaning my secret pen pal had been back.
I knelt down in front of the little grotto dedicated to Vela, bracing myself before reaching inside for the bottle. I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen—for Vela to try and take over my body again, or to use some other part of her god-powers against me—but I didn’t breathe again until the bottle was safely in my hand and I was several steps away from the altar once more.
I uncorked the bottle and poured the note into my hand.
It read:

Friend - 
You say you aren’t wise, and yet you have touched upon something— 

The hyphen at the end of that line was thick, jagged, and written with such pressure the pen had nearly torn through the paper.
The note continued, a couple of inches further down the page:

Yes, then - I will accept the ‘beautiful or wondrous or happy things’ you offer.

And that was it. It felt unfinished, somehow. And even though it mentioned nothing of the despair or hopelessness that had colored the first couple of notes, I found this message almost more disturbing—I couldn’t put my finger on why, exactly, except that it felt like there was even more than usual left unsaid.
Or maybe it was that today, of all days, it was difficult to think about the beautiful or wondrous or happy things I’d promised to discuss in my last note. Today, of all days, I felt as if my life was outside of my control, as if I were a speck of dust thrown around by the wind, at the whims of powers so much greater than me that I wondered if I’d ever truly had a say in what was happening here. What if it was simply luck that I’d made it this far with any semblance of optimism intact? What was hope in a world where people were just the playthings of gods?
No. I won’t let Vela win. 
I didn’t have any great insights today. And I’d have been hard-pressed to describe anything wondrous for someone in a state of despair. But a few words popped into my head, and stuck, and they were what spilled from my pen onto the paper now:

Ahsto alare’in tothla cla.

I probably butchered the spelling. And I didn’t want my friend to think I was writing gibberish at them, so I included the translation beneath:

Hope wakes the frozen heart.

A tickle of cold moved up my spine, and goosebumps rippled across my arms. Above me, the sky seemed to darken as a sheet of gray cloud cast the garden into a deeper gloom.
I rolled up the note and shoved it back into the bottle. This wasn’t what I’d come here to do. And if I didn’t do it soon, I’d chicken out.
I moved back toward Vela’s altar, kneeling down once more and returning the bottle to the right back corner of the little grotto. And then I sat back on my heels.
“Well,” I said to the altar. “I’m here. And there are a few things I need to say.”
There was no answer.
“If you want something with me, then I prefer you tell me outright,” I went on. I wasn’t sure whether I should be addressing the altar or the air or something else entirely—though I guessed it probably didn’t matter. If Vela could find me in the palace, she could find me here. “Whatever it is you plan to do with me—I don’t want any part of it.”
There was still no response. Not even a breeze. Behind me, all the bells and chimes hanging from the ancient oak tree were as silent as death.
So I stood again, looking up at the gray sky.
“Do you hear me, Vela?” I called up to the clouds. “I refuse to be your vessel, or your puppet, or whatever it is you want. You’re not my god. And I will never serve you, not willingly.”
In the distance, thunder rumbled. But it was too far away to be some sort of divine threat, or anything more than a coincidence of the weather.
“Do you hear me?” I demanded again. “Whatever it is you’re doing, leave me out of it. Or at least have the balls to talk to me first.” Emboldened—or maybe just frustrated—I continued, “That’s what this is, isn’t it? You’re either too weak or too cowardly to do this on your own, so you’re forcing your will on me.”
Still, there was no response. 
“Vela!” I called again, louder than I should have. “Answer me, you bitch!”
Behind me, a single bell rang out in the tree.
I spun around, bracing myself for some sort of divine retribution. But there was no raging goddess standing beneath the tree.
Only Deric, royal bard and member of the Circle.
“Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your…prayer.”
A million questions entered my mind at once—had he been spying on me? Did he follow me? Or was it chance that had brought him here, now—was it possible he was even my secret pen pal?
A few drops of rain fell out of the sky, dappling my skin. But I didn’t move.
“Why are you here?” I asked him outright. I didn’t like being alone with him. My hand went to my stomach, where I could feel the string of Safarian pearls beneath my dress, but there was no way to remove them without undressing first.
“I like solitude,” Deric said. His eyes flicked up toward the falling rain, and he moved deeper beneath the tree, holding his harp protectively against his chest. “I come here to practice sometimes.”
Then how have we never crossed paths before? I wondered, and I thought again of the hidden notes and my anonymous friend. Deric didn’t seem especially despairing or hopeless—but then again, you could never really tell what was going on inside someone’s head.
“And you?” he asked me. “Do you often come here to…express your displeasure with the Mythic Ones?”
“Not usually,” I told him. I wasn’t going to share any more than that. “I’m done now. So I’ll leave you to your solitude.”
The rain was starting to pick up, and if I didn’t get back before Isaac he’d give me hell for leaving the suite alone.
Unfortunately, I had to walk right past Deric in order to leave. He waited until I was within a few steps of him before he said, quietly, “I can help you, you know.”
“I’m not interested in your help,” I told him automatically, not even letting myself stop.
“You have enough power to stand up to Vela,” he replied. “If you use it properly.”
That made me stop.
It’s a lie, I told myself. A trick. He’s trying to manipulate you, to offer you false promises so you’ll do what he wants.
But again—this was why I was here, wasn’t it? To learn what he and the rest of the Circle wanted. Which, as I’d explained to Alastor and Talon on many occasions, meant taking some calculated risks.
“And how exactly would that work?” I asked Deric.
“Sheer strength of ability is only one aspect of true power,” he said, strumming absently on the strings of his harp. “The other is skill. Creativity of mind and soul. The cunning and skillful will always have the advantage over those who are merely strong.”
“That didn’t answer my question.”
“You’re forthright, Princess,” he said with a smile. “That will serve you well in some contexts, but less so in others.”
I wasn’t interested in getting into a battle of riddles with one of the Circle.
“Unless you have something specific you’re offering me,” I told him, “I need to go.”
Already, the rain was starting to pour—even with the protection of the trees and walls of this valley garden, I’d be lucky to make it back inside without getting soaked.
Deric, on the other hand, seemed in no hurry to go anywhere. “I’m offering to teach you, Your Highness. Take off those Safarian pearls I know you have hidden against your skin and let me show you how to use the power I know you carry inside you.”
“And why would you offer to do that?” I asked him. What’s in it for you? As much as I longed to learn how to use my power—to do something useful with this ability I’d somehow inherited, rather than let myself be used by others—I knew no offer from the Circle came without strings attached.
But he was too clever to be caught so easily.
“As I assured you before, Princess,” he said. “You and I are on the same side. And why shouldn’t I want another sorcerer to know how to use her innate abilities?”
“I can think of a few reasons,” I said, trying to decide how far I dared push this conversation. “As you just said—the skillful will always have the advantage over the merely strong. Why give me that advantage?”
“Because not all of us are so distrustful,” he said, his fingers plucking out a jarringly merry tune on his harp. “Some of us see this bond of power as a link between us, something that should be nurtured. I have no interest in competing with my brothers and sisters in power. I seek only harmony.” He played an especially beautiful chord. “And I still believe in the Circle’s original purpose—to protect the land and the people of Therador. That is not a mission a single man, even an especially powerful or clever one, can undertake on his own. It is a difficult and sometimes arduous purpose, and one that requires the wisdom and work of many.”
He was saying all the right things. But I was wary of silver-tongued speeches.
“If you do not wish to join me in my purpose,” he went on, seeing my hesitation, “I bear you no ill will. But as I mentioned before, it would be worth learning how to use your power to help with other, more personal situations.” He gestured toward Vela’s altar.
“How, exactly?” I crossed my arms across my chest, bracing my shoulders against the chill of the rain. I was starting to get damp, and the rising wind wasn’t helping.
“There are ways,” he said. “But I cannot discuss them here.”
Of course, I thought. God forbid anyone actually tell me anything useful.
I’d had enough of Deric and his deliberate vagueness. I turned to go again.
“Think about it,” he called after me. “When you change your mind, you know where to find me.”
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The only thing worse than a looming, grouchy Oak was one who was looming, grouchy,  and sexually frustrated.
After our ill-advised, one-sided pleasure party in the woods, I went back to steering clear of him as much as possible. But even though we didn’t interact, it was impossible to ignore the huge, burly thundercloud of a man riding at the head of the hunting party who stomped around like an earthquake whenever we stopped.
“I see you had a chat with the Lion Warrior,” Lady Noya commented as she rode beside me.
I responded with a grunt. I didn’t want to talk about him. Not even with her.
The truth was, despite what I’d told him after the big event, I did regret what had happened between us. I never should have let myself lose control like that. I’d had a hold of myself, more or less, and now I’d let him back in. For all my talk about self-respect and boundaries and moving on with my life, I was just as pathetic as every other pitiful idiot pining after their ex years later. Or convincing themselves something was just about “getting off” when in reality they were just too weak-willed to cut all ties and walk away. I was supposed to be better than that.
And I absolutely could never let anything sexual happen between us again. Not if I wanted to maintain the last scraps of my dignity.
Fortunately, the universe offered up a distraction.
As the late afternoon sun shone down through the trees, a large shadow passed overhead, temporarily blocking the light.
“The phoenix!” Lord Hassian shouted. He whipped out his sword and swung it over his head like he was waving a standard. “After it! Quickly!”
After trudging through the woods for so long without any action, no one needed to be told twice.
And as little as I cared about the actual goal of this expedition, I found myself caught up in the energy of it all. I squeezed Acorn with my heels, urging her to keep up next to Lady Noya and her steed. My new friend had drawn her sword, and she guided her horse deftly through the trees, her dark eyes alight with the thrill of the hunt.
Even Lady Fresna appeared to be caught up in the chase. Her long, straight hair streamed behind her like a banner, and her golden-brown cheeks were flushed dark as we whipped through the trees. She had no weapons, no way of bringing down the great phoenix herself, but one look at her and it was clear that she had no intention of letting everyone else have all the fun.
We hadn’t spoken of the incident in her tent or her plan to seduce the Lion Warrior. But seeing her now, I could almost believe that, for once, it wasn’t the primary thing on her mind.
The phoenix swooped over our party once again, then veered toward the south—toward the mountains that had been our destination. Lord Hassian was convinced we’d find its nest there. 
“Come on!” Lord Hassian roared at us. “Don’t let it escape!” 
We wouldn’t catch it—not like this. Not even Lord Hassian was stupid enough to believe we had any chance of landing a killing blow from down here. But the phoenix’s flight path was proof that his nest theory held water, that we were heading the right way.
The forest had already started to thin these last couple of days as we’d neared the mountains. The ground had become hillier, then rocky in places, the woods parted by large clumps of boulders or ridges of stone. As we chased after the phoenix, it became slightly more treacherous, the packed dirt and sparse underbrush giving way to loose dust and pebbles that shifted under the horses’ hooves. Within an hour we were forced to slow our exhausted horses, even though we could still see the huge, dark shape of the phoenix soaring against the blue sky in the distance.
Even Lord Hassian drew up his stallion, though he was obviously pissed about it.
“We can’t let it escape,” he barked, as if the rest of the expedition was conspiring to do just that.
We’d reached the lower slopes of the mountains, where there were as many boulders as there were trees dotting the land ahead.
I didn’t like it. Maybe it was the consecutive nights of bad dreams, or maybe it was just a deeper familiarity with the forest, but it felt like there were more places for something sinister to hide here. The lengthening afternoon shadows made this place look more like a cemetery full of stone crypts, waiting for the sun to fall.
“Esmer.”
Lady Noya’s firm voice drew me out of my thoughts. When I glanced over at her, she was holding her spare sword out towards me.
“You might need this,” she said.
Apparently I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like the feel of this place. Even with the deep blue sky overhead, something just felt…off.
In spite of myself, I glanced toward Oak.
He was riding at Lord Hassian’s side at the head of the party, and unlike our fearless leader, he was on full alert, studying our surroundings with the focus of a man who was used to encountering—and conquering—threats wherever he went. He felt it, too.
Aside from the crunch of our horses’ hooves against the graveled earth, and the occasional, distant cry of an eagle, everything was silent. I laid Lady Noya’s sword across my lap but kept my hand firmly wrapped around the hilt, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice. It was much heavier than my stick, and I was nowhere near ready to go up against anyone who knew even the tiniest bit about swordplay, but I was glad to have a real blade to use against whatever beasts might be lurking here. It was better than my knife.
Slowly, the shadows lengthened toward dusk. And the boulders got bigger as the ground sloped upwards, until there were hardly any trees at all, and barely enough of a “trail” for the horses to follow.
It was only at Oak’s urging that Lord Hassian finally ordered us to stop for the night, earlier than planned, at a place where the slope flattened out a bit. There was just enough space for us to set up our camp, and the mountain jutted up sharply behind us, the slope rising in a nearly sheer wall about ten feet tall above the last row of tents.
The camp was assembled in relative quiet. The excitement of the hunt was gone, replaced by collective foreboding, and even Lord Hassian was glancing over his shoulder constantly during supper, as if he expected a horde of beasts to descend upon him at any moment. There was no drinking or cheerful banter tonight, the way there’d been after the discovery of the feather. Even Lord Randolf went straight to bed without indulging in his usual smokes.
I didn’t go to bed at all. I didn’t even go for the bottle of liquor stashed in my bag. I sat outside my tent, Lady Noya’s sword across my lap, and it wasn’t long before Lady Noya herself came along and sat down beside me.
“This place gives me the creeps,” she said.
“You ever been out this far before?”
“Not in this direction,” she said. And then, “I think the mountain knows why we’re here. Maybe it means to protect its own.”
I could believe it. The air felt heavy and charged, like there was a presence here we couldn’t see. Some claimed that there were places in the world—very old places, usually—that were steeped in essence, that had a power of their own. Like that hidden pool not far from Riversend—the locals always said it was older than the river, than the hills, than the forest itself. They said it saw things and knew things, and that if you swam in it your body wouldn’t be able to withstand the flow of essence and you’d drown. Oak and Talon and I had gone to look at it once when we were younger, and it hadn’t looked or felt any different than any other body of water. We’d decided that the stories were just stories, but none of us had been brave enough to dive in and test that theory for ourselves.
But this place felt different. I longed for the oblivion that a few long swigs of liquor could give me, but I was also afraid of what might happen if I gave up even the smallest bit of control of my senses.
And we weren’t the only ones. Oak was awake, too. He paced back and forth on the far side of camp, a dark, stalking shape in the shadows, walking back and forth as he kept watch.
As the night crept on, the feeling got thicker, heavier, until I started to get antsy.
Fuck this.
I climbed to my feet. “Care to spar? If we’re going to be up all night, I’d rather do something productive.”
“Of course.” Lady Noya grinned in the moonlight, rising deftly to her feet beside me. “But let’s start with some simple exercises first. I want to see how you do with the weight of a real sword.”
Turns out, I was awful with a real sword. My wrist just couldn’t handle the weight, even during the slow, simple exercises Lady Noya had taught me. But I only made it through a couple of sets before she suddenly put her hand on my arm, stopping me.
“Hear that?” she whispered.
I listened. Twenty feet away, the logs on the main campfire popped and settled. And behind us Prudie’s deep, whistling snores escaped through the cracks around my tent flap.
But beyond that…
There was scrabbling. Scratching. Like sharp claws against stone.
Fuck.
And there I was—back in the vulgen nest, those monsters all around me, their nails digging into the cave floor as they circled me.
I bit down hard on my cheek to make the image go away, to shock me back into the present.
The sound was coming from up the slope—along the top of that ten-foot wall of stone above us. The moons offered only the barest light tonight—the Darkest Night was only days away—and I couldn’t see anything moving. Just the large, black shapes of boulders against the night.
I risked a glance across the camp toward Oak. He’d frozen in place, and he was watching the slope above us. He’d clearly heard it, too.
It’s not the vulgen, I assured myself. The vulgen weren’t quiet like this. Not while they were hunting. But my palm began to sweat around the hilt of my sword. And my wrist and shoulder ached from the blade’s weight.
And then I saw it—movement. There was something big on the slope above us.
Instinctively, I moved toward it, ready to fight—but Lady Noya grabbed my arm, then pointed across the camp.
Oak was no longer where I’d seen him last. And before I could locate him in the darkness, his roar—of rage, and of pain—split the air.
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I tore myself out of Lady Noya’s grip. 
People spilled out of their tents as I raced across the camp. Oak’s bellow had sounded the alarm, shattering the unsettled quiet of the night, and now there was chaos. Men struggled to pull on their boots, servants hurried to get their lordships’ weapons, and somewhere behind me I heard Lady Fresna’s unmistakable shriek.
But I was focused on one thing.
I dodged and swerved and leaped across the camp, Lady Noya’s beast of a sword still in my hand, until I reached the place where I’d last seen Oak. Someone in a nearby tent had grabbed a lantern or a torch, spilling orange, flickering light across the nearby terrain, but I didn’t see Oak, or whatever he’d been fighting.
Just a dark, unmistakable puddle.
Too much blood. Fuck, if Oak had managed to get himself fucking killed…I’d drag him back from hell myself, then kill him again just for being such a fucking idiot.
But there was no body. If there was no body, then there was still a chance I’d only have to give him the regular kind of ass-kicking.
In the meantime, something was still out there.
“Wait.”
Lady Noya caught up to me right as I was clambering up the rocky slope beside our camp. 
“Only cocky fools go after roving beasts alone,” she said. “And we’re neither of those things.” She eyed the dark puddle near her feet before scrabbling up beside me and crouching down.
I squatted beside her, grateful to rest my sword arm for a minute.
“What is it?” I asked her in a low voice. “Have you spotted it yet?”
“Whatever it is, it’s big,” she said. “And I think there might be more than one.”
We remained crouched where we were, ignoring the shouts and chaos of the camp at our backs, scanning the darkness ahead of us for any movement. My tongue felt very thick in my mouth, but my mind was sharp, alert.
And then Lady Noya nudged me, then pointed up the slope into the dark.
Her eyes were better than mine. It took me a moment to see what she’d seen—a great, dark shape, moving slowly through the dark.
No sign of Oak.
“Basilisk,” she murmured to me.
“You can tell that from here?” I’d never seen a basilisk, but like every child who grew up in Therador, I’d heard the stories. They were large, reptilian creatures who hunted by moonlight—and while they rarely ventured into human lands, instead keeping to the rocky cliffs of the Snowcrowns, there were tales about them dragging people away and feasting on their insides. Or at least that’s what mothers like to tell their children who wouldn’t go to bed when they were supposed to.
“I’ve seen one before,” she told me grimly, her voice barely audible. “The hump on its back is unmistakable.” She added, “Avoid its claws and teeth. Its venom will kill you faster than the blood loss will.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I wasn’t sure how the hell I was supposed to get close enough to skewer the damn thing without getting in range of its claws, but I’d figure that out. Already, my left hand felt around for my stashed knife, making sure it was there. I could always throw it if I needed a ranged attack.
“Follow me,” Lady Noya said, rising from her crouch but keeping low.
I did the same, following her up the slope, sneaking from boulder to boulder.
The basilisk was distracted. With what, I didn’t want to think about. As we neared, I could finally make out the shape of it—big as a boulder with a humped back and thick, muscled legs and tail. What little moonlight there was caught on its claws—which were easily five inches long and viciously curved.
It was feeding on something, tearing into it with its rows of sharp teeth, and whatever it was—big and dark and unmoving—was obviously dead.
It can’t be Oak, I told myself. That bastard is too fucking stubborn to die like this. I refused to believe it was him.
But if it wasn’t him, where the fuck was he?
“Its scales protect its back,” Lady Noya told me, her voice barely audible. “But its throat and belly are vulnerable.”
Great—so we just had to get within clawing-range without getting slashed, then somehow get our swords underneath it. Not fucking hard at all.
“I’ll go left, you go right,” she said. “On my signal—”
“Up there!” came a shout from the camp below us. I recognized Lord Hassian’s arrogant tones. “After it!”
The basilisk had been content to ignore the clamoring of the camp while it was feasting on its prey, but it lifted its head at the sound of those shouts, twisting its reptilian snout around to look down the slope toward the lords charging forward with swords and crossbows raised.
And then the beast turned its head, finally seeing us.
“Shit,” Lady Noya muttered.
We no longer had the element of surprise on our side. And the basilisk seemed to realize that the threat to its safety outweighed the call of its morbid feast.
Lady Noya charged forward with a shout, her sword swinging. And I followed, gripping my borrowed sword in both hands, boots sliding over the loose stones and gravel as I aimed for the beast’s opposite side.
Her first swing struck true, slashing the beast across the side of the neck. It wasn’t a killing blow—she was right, its scales were like armor—but it drew blood. And it distracted the creature enough for me to take a stab at its other side, low and towards its belly.
I threw all of my weight behind the blade, pushing through its tough hide where its scales were weaker.
It spasmed, lashing out toward me, and I released the sword, falling backwards in an attempt to avoid its flailing claws.
And I tripped over the lifeless thing it had been feasting on.
I landed in a pile of warm blood and entrails. But there was something else—the shreds of a hide covered in coarse hair.
This wasn’t Oak. The basilisk had been eating a horse.
My relief only lasted a split second. The beast was focused on me, now, tearing over the still-warm corpse of its kill to slash at me. I scrabbled backwards, trying to get my feet beneath me again while reaching for my knife.
I grabbed it just as the creature managed to catch the edge of my skirt with its curved claw. And then I stabbed upwards, burying my dagger in the softer flesh on the underside of its jaw.
The basilisk reared back, and Lady Noya was there, sword slipping expertly under and driving right up beneath the beast’s ribs.
And that was it—the creature tried to throw her off, but it was already weakening. Its muscled legs gave out beneath the weight of its body, and it collapsed on top of its kill, the last of its blood gushing out as Lady Noya withdrew her sword.
The others had reached us then, and the lords went to work, hacking at the basilisk with their swords, apparently needing to make sure it was dead dead. Or maybe just not trusting that two women had been the ones to bring down the beast while they’d been struggling to get their boots on.
Lady Noya crouched down beside me. “Did it get you? Scratch you anywhere?”
I pushed myself up, then dragged my skirt up my legs a bit. I was definitely going to be wearing some fresh bruises, but I didn’t see any scratches on my skin. It had torn up my dress, nothing more.
“Where’s Oak?” I asked her. Then quickly corrected, “The Lion Warrior.” He wasn’t among the crowd. And he wasn’t dead on the ground in front of me—
“I’m here,” came a deep voice from the darkness further up the slope.
We all turned and looked at him.
He trudged down the slope, dragging two huge forms behind him, one tail in each hand. Even with his lingering limp from the sea dragon fight, he still looked every bit the conquering hero.
“I think there were only the three,” he said, hauling his prizes forward.
Fucking idiot. While we’d been tag-teaming this basilisk in front of us, he’d taken on two by himself. Like some stubborn, pig-headed bastard who was willing to do something immeasurably stupid as long as he got to look like the hero.
I was going to kill him. I was going to tear his balls off for letting me think, even for a second, that he might be dead. 
Lady Noya helped me to my feet just as Oak piled his two basilisk corpses next to the first one.
“What the hell were you thinking?” I demanded of him before I could even stop to think about what the rest of the hunting party might think of a servant going off on the Lion Warrior. “Why didn't you tell us you were going to—”
“It’s fine,” he told me.
“No, it’s not fine.” I was back in the woods again, fifteen again, watching the wickerskin bear down on me, fearing the love of my life was about to die in my arms.
“I’m fine,” Oak said, more firmly, but as he did his weight shifted slightly, and he wobbled toward me.
I caught him by the arm. “You could have been—” It was then I noticed the gash across his side, the dark blood staining his shirt. There was another, deeper wound across his left thigh.
He sagged against me, his breath suddenly ragged. 
The venom. He’d let himself get fucking slashed, and now—
“Esm—” He choked on my name, and I grabbed him with both hands, trying to keep him upright, but it was a useless endeavor.
He collapsed, taking me down with him.
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It was late when Alastor returned to the suite, Talon beside him. 
Isaac was with me. He’d refused to leave me alone, choosing to stay through dinner. Now we were playing a game with little glass pieces that we’d found in the lacquered sideboard cabinet. Neither of us had any idea what the rules were, so we’d made up our own.
But the game was forgotten the minute I saw Alastor. Something flashed in his eyes when he saw me, but he covered it up again quickly.
I rose. “So…I’m awake. Though I guess that’s obvious.”
No one said a word. I guess we were all waiting for Alastor to say something, but he seemed frozen in place.
“Isaac,” I said after a moment, “will you and Talon leave us for a little while? There are a few things I need to discuss with Alastor.”
Isaac started to protest, but I just shook my head. And Talon gave me a look of approval before ushering my friend out the door.
Alastor looked awful. The more I studied him, the more I noticed—the sallow skin, the unkempt hair, the disheveled clothes.
And as I stared at him, a flash of memory came back—of me returning to the suite to find him looking just as terrible, stinking of smokes and alcohol. Of him being distraught, of him dropping to his knees in front of me…
He was the opposite of distraught now. He was perfectly collected, his expression closed off and composed. His dark eyes, sunken though they were, watched me intently, as if I were a bird that might startle and fly away at any second.
And since he wasn’t going to start the conversation, that meant I had to.
“What happened?” I asked him.
He still watched me, his eyes focused but his expression otherwise blank. “What do you remember?”
The longer I stood here, looking at him, the more images I saw in my mind—even though they were just flashes, I was starting to put them together.
“I remember…” You on your knees, begging me for…something. “You were upset. You’d come back from a night in the city with Rathius and you smelled like smoke and booze.”
He waited for me to go on.
“I…remember you calling me Vela,” I said, surprised by that sudden recollection. “And I told you that she wasn’t here, that it was just me.” Was that it? Had that been the extent of the possession?
“And after that?” he asked me.
“I was going to bed,” I said, walking across the room to where I’d been standing that night. “I was trying to leave and…” Things went fuzzy there.
“And after that?” he prompted once more.
After that, nothing came.
“What happened?” I asked him again.
Alastor exhaled a long breath. He still hadn’t moved from his position just inside the door. “My brother won’t move his coronation. I spent all day trying to convince him, but he won’t budge.” When he looked at me again, his face softened slightly—not enough to be called an actual expression, but close. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, too. “Marigold, you need to go home. Back to your own world.”
“No.” I shook my head. “Isaac and I discussed this already. I’m not going.” I started toward him. “What happened when she possessed me? What did I say? What did I do?”
“You must go,” he said. “It’s the only way to guarantee your safety.”
“I’m not running away,” I told him. “Alastor—I’d been inhaling starsleaf that night. In the moon chamber, with Lady Willadora.”
Surprise managed to break through his composure. “You did?”
I nodded. “I didn’t know it might lead to… But I’ll stay away from it from now on. I won’t give her the opportunity to slip inside me again.” I thought of my conversation with Deric in the garden and added, “And maybe there are other ways to defend myself against her.”
Alastor actually seemed to consider this. But then he shook his head.
“No,” he said. “It’s better you go. It’s the only way I can be certain she can’t reach you.”
“Well, it’s not your choice, is it?” I asked. “You can kick me out of the palace if you want, or even exile me from Veridaea, but you can’t make me open a bridge if I don’t want to.” And since he’d avoided the question again, I asked him once more, “What did she make me do?”
He didn’t say anything, but his face closed off again. 
“Alastor,” I said. “I deserve to know the truth.” I stepped closer to him, but he turned away.
Every time he avoided the question, the knot in my stomach grew larger. If he was afraid to tell me, it must have been horrifying.
Desperate, I tried a different approach.
“Why did she even target me?” I asked him. “Why me?”
That drew him back to me.
“You’re right,” he said. “You deserve to know that, at least.” His gaze captured mine, his eyes flaring to life again. “She targeted you because of the bargain I made with her.”
“Then this is about the blood promise?”
He shook his head. “I’m talking about my original bargain with her. The one that gave me my powers.”
I stared at him, waiting for him to elaborate.
He sighed, then gestured that we should sit. He’d gone from being rigidly composed to looking almost…nervous. After I’d taken a seat on the sofa, he sat in the armchair next to it, then raked a hand through his hair, disheveling it further. For someone who usually maintained such control over himself, the fidgety gesture spoke volumes.
“Do you know how my brothers and I obtained our powers?” he said. “The ones the curse has stolen from us?”
“I’ve gathered bits and pieces,” I said. “But no one’s ever told me the full story.”
“Years ago, each of us was desperate enough to seek out one of the Mythic Ones,” he said. “I wasn’t even sure it was possible when I set out, but I’d heard stories. And as I said, I was desperate.”
“Why?” I asked him.
Given how little Alastor liked to reveal about himself, I wasn’t expecting a real answer. But he gave me one.
“Veridaea was on the brink of war,” he said. “We were being raided in the north, and tensions with Nestlyn to the southwest were reaching a breaking point. And it wasn’t just us. The situation extended all the way across Therador. It was untenable, and all it would take was one errant spark to set the whole world ablaze and reduce it all to ashes.” He jerked his hand through his hair again. “I’d been the Prince of Veridaea for a few years at that point. I was useless politically, trapped in my palace, unable to do anything. And yet due to that very same role I could feel Therador’s pain.” He raised his fist to his chest. “I could feel it physically, like it was my flesh that was wounded and burning.”
I remembered the seal he’d shown me on the ship on our journey to Cleris—the symbol of his power, the object that he claimed bound him to the very land of Therador. I hadn’t realized that this was what he’d meant.
“Vela has always been important to my family,” he said. “She is the guardian of all kings and queens, the giver of wisdom. She is called the righteous and the just, and thus she has long held a special place in my family’s traditions. Which is why, when I set out, I sought her. And she let me find her.”
“Wait—so your gods aren’t like, up in the sky somewhere? They’re here, physically? You can go find them?”
He hesitated.
“Not anyone can find them,” he said finally. “I don’t know where they reside normally, but I was able to find her. But only because she let me, and because I passed her trials. The Mythic Ones do not let just anyone find them. First they test you and strip you bare.”
“What sort of trials?”
He didn’t answer that question. He no longer seemed nervous, but there was a weary, haunted look in his eyes, like he’d lived through things I couldn’t even imagine. “I asked her for help. Begged her to give me the power I needed to set things right for my people and my kingdom. And she said she was willing to strike a bargain with me and give me the power I sought.”
“Your visions,” I said.
He nodded. “She said she’d give me the power of blessed foresight, so that I could use that wisdom to protect Therador. And it saved us. I used what I saw to draw Therador back from the brink of war. And to circumvent a number of other tragedies, including the assassination of my father.”
“And Octavian and Radven made deals, too,” I said. Just saying their names sent a pang of worry through me—I’d liked it better when we were all together. But one thing at a time.
“Yes,” Alastor said. “Oak made a deal with Leonaris, and Radven with Erys. But I didn’t meet them until after.” He leaned forward in his seat, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “And we’ve never discussed the details of what happened to each of us at those encounters.”
He didn’t say why, but he didn’t have to—the look in his eyes was enough.
“When we returned to Therador and realized our powers were gone,” he continued, “my brothers and I discussed seeking out the gods again. Oak and Radven were willing to endure any trials again for the chance to be whole once more. But none of us truly believed they would let us find them again. It is the sort of favor the gods only grant once. Everything else happens on their terms.”
“What about the blood promise?” I asked.
“The blood promise was a vow made between my brothers and me,” he said, wincing. “In the presence of the Mythic Ones, not with them. In the same way people in your world may make their marriage vows before your God. But in our case, we used our connection to our gods to bind our promise, and we asked them to punish us for breaking our vow in whatever way they saw fit. They obliged.”
“Why make any bargains with them if they’re so…vengeful?” I asked.
He looked surprised. “They’re not vengeful. They are the creators and protectors of this world. But they abide by a moral code and set of strictures beyond humanity. They are less concerned with the suffering of any single human and more concerned with keeping balance in this world.” He paused, then said, “Which isn’t to say they don’t sometimes meddle.”
“Is that what Vela is doing now?” I said. “Meddling?” That felt like such a dismissive word for what she’d done to me.
He hesitated again.
“Even if we cannot access our powers, my deal with her remains,” he said finally. “And gods take their bargains very seriously. It is the price we pay for daring to possess even a sliver of their power. Vela made it clear to me when I entered into that contract with her that the bargain I made with her could not be undone under any circumstances, that once my choice was made it was unbreakable. It was not a bargain she’d offered anyone before. And it was not to be entered into lightly. And I was young and desperate and foolish enough to think that the price she demanded of me in exchange for my power was nothing—something I wouldn’t even miss.” 
“And what was that?” I asked him.
There was a strange look in his eyes as he gazed at me now. “Oak is the only other person who knows the answer to that,” he said. “But I don’t see how telling you could make this any worse.”
My stomach tightened, though I wasn’t sure why. I guess it was obvious that it had something to do with me, though for the life of me I couldn’t figure out how.
“In exchange for my power,” he said. “I gave up the ability to ever have someone fall in love with me.”
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No one would ever fall in love with Alastor. 
That…was not what I expected. By a long shot.
“That’s awful,” I told him. “That’s so…” lonely, I wanted to say. It reminded me of what Radven had confessed to me ages ago: that he’d given up the ability to ever fall in love. This was the other side of that coin, and no less terrible.
But Alastor didn’t look like he wanted my sympathy. Instead, he stared at me expectantly, like everything should make sense to me now. Like he’d laid out the only answer I’d ever need in regards to this whole Vela situation.
“I don’t understand,” I confessed. “What does this have to do with her…possessing me?”
He sat back. “I was wondering if you’d even know,” he said quietly, almost more to himself than to me. “But of course not. Why would you? If you were conscious of it, it wouldn’t be working, would it?” Again, he began raking his fingers back through his hair.
And I was a little slow, and still really confused, but I wasn’t completely stupid.
“Are you suggesting that this bargain you made with her affects me because it’s somehow…” I fumbled for the words, “…blocking me from loving you? That Vela is somehow inside me and manipulating how I’m feeling?”
His face was a blank mask again, as controlled as it had been when we began this entire conversation. He was no longer fidgeting, and every word that came out of his mouth felt careful and deliberate.
“Answer me this,” he said slowly. “When I confessed my love to you on the night of the feast, you laughed at me. Why?”
“Because the very idea was absurd,” I said. “Because you were obviously joking, or…”
He wasn’t joking. That was obvious just from the way he was looking at me now. And some of the things he’d said in the time since to me—including on the night of the possession, fuzzy though those memories were—those things weren’t jokes, either. Alastor wasn’t the kind of person to make up stuff like that.
The knot in my stomach unfurled, untangling into tendrils of familiar, comforting cold that danced up my spine.
And Alastor grabbed my hands.
“It’s happening right now, isn’t it?” he said, his eyes searching mine.
“What’s happening?”
“The bargain,” he said. “Vela’s power is affecting you.”
I laughed. “How?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I can see it in your eyes.”
“My eyes?”
“Yes,” he said grimly. “They’re…cold.”
Cold. That word sent a strange shiver through me. I suddenly felt uncomfortable, though I couldn’t exactly explain why. I stood up abruptly.
Alastor stood, too, then took my hands again. “Try to fight it.”
“Fight what?” I asked. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to be fighting.”
But even as I said those words, a part of me knew. That familiar cold was spreading through my body, and my body welcomed it—except a little voice in my head, a whisper from somewhere deep inside me, slipped through, and it said, This is wrong.
“Marigold,” Alastor said, squeezing my hands. He no longer sounded desperate—instead, a fire burned in his eyes. He looked ready to fight his way through hell to help me—just as soon as he figured out exactly what he was fighting.
That look took my breath away. But the cold swooped in in its stead, spiking higher, spreading further.
And I tried to fight back, to push against it. But it hurt. It felt like I was shoving against an immovable boulder with all my strength—it didn’t even budge, and my body felt like it might break apart if I pushed any harder. It made my head throb and my vision go blurry.
“Marigold.”
I shoved him away from me. “I can’t… I can’t be here. I can’t…” Can’t fight back. Can’t make sense of this. Can’t even think.
The cold was everywhere, taking over my insides, and I couldn’t…
Alastor reached out for me again.
“Don’t touch me!” I shouted at him, stumbling back. I needed to get away from him. It was worse when I looked at him, worse when he tried to help.
I backed toward the door.
Alastor saw what I intended.
“Marigold, wait,” he said. “Don’t leave.”
“I…I can’t be here,” I told him. I needed to get away. Needed fresh air. Needed…
“It’s not safe,” he said.
“It’s not safe for me here!” I cried. “No one out there in the palace can do worse to me than what Vela can.”
He had no answer to that. Because there wasn’t one.
So I left, staggering half-blind from the room, shivering and aching and dizzy. The harder I fought it, the worse the cold became, until my fingers and toes started to go numb.
So I stopped fighting it. As I fled down the corridor, I gave up the struggle, letting the cold do what it wanted, giving in to the familiar comfort it promised.
Getting away from Alastor helped, too. The more distance I put between us, the more I felt like I could breathe again.
And soon, even my mind eased, surrendering to the numbness, letting all my worries disappear into the cold inside me. I couldn’t explain why I’d ever been fighting it, why I’d ever resisted this.
But somewhere, deep inside me, there was a tickle. A whisper of a voice that couldn’t quite break to the surface.
I intended to go to my secret garden, to sit on one of the benches and breathe the fresh air and maybe look up at the stars, if I could be bothered. But instead, my feet took me in a different direction. I didn’t question it. I didn’t care enough to think about it too much—I just let my legs carry me wherever they wanted. They seemed to know where they were going.
Eventually, they led me to a place I recognized—the parlor where Rathius liked to retire after supper for drinking and other amusements.
Rathius was here tonight. Apparently, even though his discussion with Alastor had not gone well—from Alastor’s point of view, anyway—Rathius was still intent on enjoying himself well into the night. The door to the parlor was cracked, and the sounds of merriment and music spilled out into the corridor.
But it wasn’t Rathius I’d come here to see. I knew that, innately, just as my feet had known where to go.
Through the sliver of open door, I glanced around the room until I spotted Deric in the corner.
He was playing a lively tune on his harp. But he must have felt my gaze, because as I watched him, he suddenly looked up, his eyes meeting mine across the room.
I stepped back, dimly aware that I couldn’t just go barging in.
Fortunately, Deric had his own plan.
He plucked a couple of notes on his harp, then let the song drop in the middle of a stanza.
Not a moment later, Prince Rathius exclaimed, “Keep playing! We must have music!”
“Forgive me, Your Highness,” Deric said. “One of my strings broke. I’ll have to run back to my quarters for another.”
“Well, be quick about it,” Rathius replied.
A moment later, Deric slipped into the corridor.
I was waiting a couple doors down, trying to not look too suspicious to anyone who might be passing by. Fortunately, there were few people around at this hour, and I spotted no one else in either direction as Deric came toward me.
“May I be of assistance, Princess?” he asked me.
My insides were still wrapped in cold, my mind relaxed and slow. Why had I come here? More than anything, I just wanted to find somewhere quiet to sit and shut out the world for a little while.
But that whisper from deep inside me somehow found the strength to break through.
“I’ve reconsidered your offer to teach me,” I said. “And I accept.”




[image: image-placeholder]
29
Fever Dreams

ESMER


Fucking idiot. 
I stared down at Oak’s unconscious form, torn between wanting to beat the shit out of him and wanting to—
It didn’t matter. There was nothing I could do to help him. He’d done this to himself, played the hero and let himself get slashed by the basilisks in the process, and all I could do was stand by and pray that the healer knew what she was doing.
After the basilisk attack on our camp, we’d ridden through the night and half of the following day until we reached the nearest village—a cluster of less than a dozen buildings that called itself Haven. It was dumb luck that they had a healer—most villages of that size didn’t—and it was only by some miracle that Oak was still breathing. Lady Noya said that basilisk venom killed most people within an hour or two, and by my calculations it had been at least six. Maybe eight.
To say that the morale of our little hunting party had taken a nosedive was the understatement of the century. Even Lord Hassian and the other most eager among the lords were clearly in no hurry to return to the hunt—either because they were ashamed that the Lion Warrior had been injured on their watch, while they hadn’t even bloodied their swords, or because they were damned spineless cowards who were now afraid to face the mountains without him.
Lady Fresna was beside herself. She’d been sobbing since the attack, sometimes loudly and sometimes silently and sullenly, and she’d been taking out her grief on me, snapping orders at me until Lady Noya took pity on my situation and positioned herself between us, attempting to offer a distraction.
Lady Noya tried to offer me some of the same, but I brushed her off. I knew if I opened my mouth I’d end up saying something I regretted.
Oak was currently laid out in the healer’s cottage, spread out on a cot in her back room. He barely fit. The cottage itself was barely large enough to hold half a dozen people at a time, and the healer had chased everyone out long ago. But I’d offered to help—to fetch her whatever she needed, to run errands, whatever—and by the grace of the gods, she’d let me stay.
“Fresh rags,” she croaked at me.
I grabbed her three or four scraps from the basket in the corner and returned to her side, holding them out to her. She took them in her gnarled hand without even looking at me.
Her name was Helania, and I was impressed with how agile and sharp-minded she was for her age. Her skin was like wrinkled crepe paper, her snow-white hair long and ratty where it had escaped from her bun. One of her eyes had gone milky, but the other was dark and bright and observant.
“More water,” she said.
I took the bowl from in front of her and went to the window, dumping the used water outside. And then I crossed over to the fireplace, to the large pot sitting over the flames. I refilled the bowl with fresh, steaming water and returned to her side.
She was perched on a stool beside Oak’s cot. The little table beside her held her tools. Beside the pile of rags was a mortar and pestle, the bowl holding a poultice I’d watched her make using herbs and powders from her cabinet.
“To draw out the death and the rot,” she’d said.
This was after she’d spent some time sucking at his wounds with her thin, flaking lips, then spitting into another bowl she’d had me put to the side.
“He shoulda been dead,” she’d crooned at me more than once. “But he’s strong, and he’s fightin’.”
And so she’d gone to work, cleaning his wounds one by one, first with her lips, then with fresh water, and finally with the poultice, which was thick and gray and smelled like shit. I felt the buzz of essence as she worked, and I acknowledged again that we’d been lucky, finding someone with her skill here in the middle of nowhere.
After both wounds had been caked with her poultice, she finally sat back.
“I’ll bandage him up once that’s dried,” she said. “For now, that’s all I can do.”
“That’s it?” He still looked like shit. In fact, he’d gotten even paler since we’d carried him in. His bare chest was flushed red around his wounds and pasty everywhere else. Despite her efforts and the hum of the essence still vibrating through the poultice on his skin, it didn’t feel like nearly enough.
“Now it’s up to him,” she said, standing and stretching her crooked back. “Him and the gods.”
She hobbled past me toward the front room.
Times like this, I almost wished we were back in Marigold’s world—somewhere with hospitals and anti-venom and medical technology the people of Therador couldn’t even fathom.
But what could they even do? I thought. They’d throw you back into the asylum for showing up at the ER claiming he’d been attacked by a basilisk.
When Helania didn’t return, I sat down on the stool next to his cot.
He’d been feverish for a while. Helania had said that that was his body fighting, and she’d put a damp cloth across his forehead and left it at that.
“Arrogant fucking bastard,” I muttered, looking at his face. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you? Every time I escape your power over me, you fuck everything up again.”
He stirred slightly, his eyelids twitching. Helania had warned me not to get my hopes up about any of those subtle movements. She’d said his body was just as likely to exhaust itself fighting as it was to pull through.
“This is just payback, isn’t it?” I said. “You’re punishing me for pushing you away. As if I don’t have anything better to do with my life than wait around pining after you.” I leaned over him, staring down at his pale, waxy cheeks. “You had your chance, Oak. Many chances, actually. I fucking tried, and you chose Marigold.”
He stirred again, and this time, his lips moved.
“Oak?” I bent closer. “Can you hear me?”
He said nothing.
Exhaling, I sat back again. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t keep getting my hopes up over—
“Rrmm,” Oak mumbled.
I grabbed his hand. His skin was clammy and hot as I squeezed his fingers in mine. “What was that? Can you hear me?”
His eyes shifted back and forth beneath his eyelids, and his lips moved again, making shapes but no sound.
He was dreaming. Definitely not conscious. But it was the most I’d seen him move since he’d collapsed against me.
“Oak,” I squeezed his hand again. “Come on, you stupid idiot. Say something.”
He fell still again.
Exasperated, I sat back once more. I was going to murder him for putting me through this. If by some miracle he managed to pull through, then I was going to—
His hand tightened on mine.
“Mmm,” he moaned.
I put my other hand over his, squeezing his with both of mine.
“Marigold,” he breathed.
I jerked back. He might as well have smacked me upside the head.
But his grip tightened on mine.
“Marigold,” he muttered again. “Marigold…”
I tried to pry my fingers out of his, but even unconscious, he was ridiculously strong.
And then his eyes flew open.
I jumped up, kicking the stool over onto its side in the process, and he sat up abruptly, like he’d been shocked. He still gripped my hand.
“I have to help her,” he said, staring at me with eyes that were both fever-bright and hollow. “She’s… She’s not…”
He collapsed back on the cot just as Helania came scuttling back into the room.
“What’s he done now?” she asked me.
His hand was still locked on mine, refusing to let go. “I thought he might be waking up, but—”
“Fever dream,” she said. She patted each of his cheeks with the back of her gnarled hand.
He was muttering again, eyes twitching behind his lids.
“That’s good, that’s good,” Helania said, mostly to herself. To me she said, “Keep watching him.” And then she scurried out again.
I muttered a few choice words at Oak as I reached down and propped the stool back up with one hand.
Of course he was dreaming about her. It was always her. Just when I found myself softening to him again, just when I let myself feel something…
I sat down again. I didn’t want to be here anymore. I was done mooning over him, done kneeling at his bedside like some sort of pathetic, pitiful stalker. I needed to breathe some fresh air. Swing swords with Lady Noya. Or find a very strong bottle of liquor.
Which reminded me…
There was a low shelf nearby, holding a collection of powders and concoctions within easy reach. I’d taken note of one of the bottles she’d used when making the poultice—it was made of amber glass and had a distinctly alcoholic smell.
I picked it up now, popping the cork out with my thumb and bringing the bottle to my nose.
Yep, definitely alcohol. Exactly what kind was up for debate, but I was desperate enough that I was willing to play a little Russian roulette. And if it blinded me or something, well…I could live with that. Better than staring at Oak’s pale face and wondering when he was going to start crying out for Marigold again.
I tipped my head back and put a small bit on my tongue. Whatever it was, it was slightly thicker than most liquor, and it was bitter enough to make me grimace. But it had that familiar, comforting burn as it slid down my throat.
Just one more taste, I promised myself, pouring just a little bit more on my tongue. I was desperate, but I wasn’t so much of an asshole that I’d drink all of Helania’s supplies after she’d done all she could for Oak.
Fortunately, the alcohol—whatever it was—was good and strong. Or maybe there was something else in there that went straight to my head, because it wasn’t long before I had a good buzz going and my emotions had dulled enough to make Oak’s continued grip on my hand almost tolerable.
Asshole, I thought, watching his lips move soundlessly. Just wake up already and put me out of my misery.
Helania returned a short while later with a plate of food, but when she noticed our linked hands she set it beside me and said, “Whenever you’re ready to eat.” If she noticed I was riding a buzz, she didn’t comment on it, just looked Oak over and went along on her way. Apparently, she felt like she’d done her part and now I was stuck with the job of watching him day and night.
Eventually, others came by—Lord Hassian and a couple of the other lords dipped their heads in to check on his progress, and even Lady Fresna visited with her brother, though she sobbed the whole time and barely seemed to hear Helania’s explanations of his condition.
Lady Noya came by, too, though I guessed that was more for me than for Oak. I watched her dark eyes take in our still-locked hands before sliding away again.
“I’m not good at this,” she said after a moment.
“Good at what?”
“Being…reassuring,” she said. “Comforting.”
“Neither is anyone else around here,” I told her.
She half-smiled. She shifted her weight and said, “I’m sure he’d be comforted to know you’re watching over him.”
“You already admitted you’re bad at this,” I told her. “Don’t force yourself on my account.”
She nodded, then stepped forward, uncharacteristically awkward. “Well, I have something for you.”
She pulled out a long, curved claw and held it out toward me.
“Don’t worry—I cleaned it up. The venom’s long gone,” she said. “Think of it as a trophy.”
“You landed the killing blow, not me,” I reminded her.
“It was a joint effort.”
I took the claw. Funny, how something the size of my hand could bring down a man the size of Oak.
“Lord Hassian and some of the others have taken over the headman’s cottage for the night,” she told me. “But I’ll be in the big barn on the southern end of town, if you need to work off a little steam later. Or just catch some shuteye away from all of this.”
“Thanks,” I told her.
She started to say something else, then stopped herself. Then she left without another word.
And I was once again alone with Oak, the claw in one hand and his hand in the other.
He looked almost peaceful now. And younger. Clean up his hair and shave off his stubble, and he’d have looked just like the young man I’d loved all those years ago.
“Why do I keep doing this to myself?” I muttered. Without even consciously making the decision, I dropped the claw in my lap and reached out and grabbed Helania’s bottle of syrupy alcohol again. I’d just popped the cork out when I heard steps behind me.
“How’s he doin’, then?” Helania croaked at me. “Any changes?”
I quickly hid the stolen bottle under the fabric of my skirt. “Not really. He’s not moving around so much, though.”
“Hmm.” She stooped beside me, leaning over him. “He’s breathin’ easier, looks like.”
She ran a crooked finger over each of his wounds. The poultice had hardened like a clay mask, and it cracked slightly under her touch.
“I’m going to go gather more comfrey,” she said.
“Now?” I glanced toward the window. It was well into twilight, with full darkness falling fast.
“The best time to gather is by moonlight,” she said. “Don’t mind me, I know what I’m doin’.”
And I wasn’t about to contradict the old bitch.
“Talk to him while I’m gone,” she ordered.
“About what? He can’t even hear me.”
“I want him fightin’,” she told me. “Give him somethin’ to fight for, even if it’s just a voice to follow out of the darkness.” She fetched a basket from the hook on the wall. “Do it, girl.”
And then she scuttled out without waiting for me to agree.
The moment the door closed behind her, I fetched the bottle from under my skirt and gave myself a generous helping before returning it to the shelf.
“Fuck it,” I said, bending toward Oak. “I guess we’re doing this, then.”
He remained perfectly still.
“I know you’re hoping for Marigold,” I said. “But you’re stuck with me, so deal with it. I might not be as cheerful as she is, but I can talk your ear off if I have to.”
Whatever was in that alcohol was doing its job, which made it easier to ramble.
“Lucky for you, I’ve seen a lot of shit,” I told him. “So I have a lot of stories.”
And so I began.
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I started with the easy stuff—stupid, lighthearted stories from my past. Bad jokes. I even summarized some of the cheesy sitcoms I’d watched in Marigold’s world. 
Eventually, though, I found myself veering toward the real shit. Maybe because I knew I’d never actually get the chance to talk about any of it with him when he was conscious.
I told him about our past—about the reckless misadventures from our youth, about the awkward fumblings of our early relationship, about figuring out the whole sex thing together. Spurred on by the buzz of Helania’s alcoholic concoction, I got over my fear of being sappy and described what it was like to be sixteen and in love, to know I’d found the man I wanted to marry.
And then, when I couldn’t avoid it any longer, I told him about the day the Circle found me.
I could have stopped there, but what was the point? He couldn’t hear me, and it felt good to finally get all of this off my chest—to tell him about what happened when I found myself in Marigold’s world. To share the things I still hadn’t told Marigold and Isaac, the things I hadn’t planned to tell anyone, ever. But they were there, fucked up as they were, and I was just this side of drunk, so out they came.
Oak was mostly still and silent through it all, though occasionally his eyelids would twitch or he’d mumble nonsense sounds.
The perfect boyfriend, I thought wryly. He listens quietly, doesn’t interrupt, doesn’t argue…
His fingers were still entwined with mine. As the night wore on my hand started to cramp, but I still couldn’t figure out how to pry myself free.
Maybe not perfect then. I prefer someone who requires a little less hand-holding.
Helania was still gone. I wasn’t sure how long she’d expected her moonlight gathering to take, but I wish she’d told me. I could have used a stretch and a bathroom break. Or a nap.
“I didn’t have to do this, you know,” I told Oak. “I could have let someone else deal with you.”
His fingers tightened almost imperceptibly on mine.
“Yes, I know, you’re needy,” I told him. “Don’t worry—I’m not going to abandon you. Just making sure you know what a pain in the ass you’re being.”
Another light squeeze.
“Careful,” I told him. “I’m starting to think you can actually hear me.”
His head shook slightly, his lips moving.
I knew better than to get my hopes up, especially after the last time. But then his eyes opened.
He didn’t sit up. Didn’t start crying out for Marigold. Instead his gaze moved back and forth across the ceiling above—like he was waiting for his eyes to focus—before flicking around the room.
There was an alertness in his gaze that hadn’t been there the last time. He took in the small room—and me—with the focus of a warrior scanning his surroundings for threats.
Finally, he turned his attention on me fully.
“Where are we?” he asked. His deep voice was raw with disuse, his tone matter-of-fact.
“We’re in a village called Haven,” I told him. “In the healer Helania’s cottage.”
He frowned. “What happened?” Still direct and to-the-point, like a cop in one of those procedural shows the people in Marigold’s world loved so much.
“Well, let’s see…” I said. “You decided to take on two basilisks by yourself and got yourself venomed.”
He absorbed that bit of information. “And then?”
“Then what? You collapsed and we brought you here.”
“There were three basilisks,” he said.
“Lady Noya and I killed the third one,” I told him.
His eyes refocused on me. “And you’re okay?”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “But yeah, she and I are both okay.” I lifted the basilisk claw Lady Noya had given me and showed it to him. “You’re the only one who was stupid enough to take on two of those things on your own.”
“I was protecting everyone else,” he insisted.
“You were being reckless,” I told him. “You knew Lady Noya and I were awake. There was no reason for you to go charging into the darkness on your own. You could have sounded the alarm before you did.”
“No one else in our party could handle a basilisk.”
“Except we did,” I said, getting more pissed off every time he opened his mouth. “We killed one. And we didn’t nearly get ourselves killed in the process.” Small lie, but no way in hell was I going to tell him about falling over that horse’s corpse. “You just had to play the fucking hero.”
Surprise flared in his cobalt eyes. “Are you mad at me?”
“Of course I’m fucking mad! I’m furious! What aren’t you getting? You nearly died. You should have died, according to Helania, and instead you decided to freak us all out by hovering on the brink of death.”
He started to sit up, and that’s when he finally seemed to notice that our hands were locked.
I released my grip immediately, and his fingers finally relaxed and fell away. 
He only made it up onto his elbows. His gaze traveled down his body, taking in his wounds with that same hunter-warrior intensity, then he looked at me again.
“Thank you,” he said.
“No.” I shook my head. “We’re not done talking about this. You did a stupid, reckless thing, and I’m allowed to be pissed about it.”
“Then thank you for caring enough to be pissed.”
“That’s not what this—arrrgh. You’re a fucking bastard, you know that?”
“Don’t worry, I’m well aware.”
“Then admit that what you did was stupid.”
“Whether it was stupid or not, I’d do it again,” he said. “A man in my position can’t stop to think if something is dangerous before he does it. It’s always dangerous. But I’ll always do it. Because someone has to.”
And that was the cockiest, most main-character-syndrome hero bullshit I’d ever heard.
“That attitude will kill you someday, you know,” I told him.
“Yes. And I made my peace with that long ago,” he said.
I could see that he meant it. He’d thought about this before. And yeah, I got it—he’d built himself up into this hero, become a legend that all of Therador knew about, and he wasn’t going to let go of that now, no matter how forcefully I asked him to. He’d become something else, something bigger in the time we’d been apart. A legend and a stranger.
But there was something else in his eyes, too. Something I recognized because I’d felt it myself not so very long ago.
“Part of you wants to die,” I whispered.
He didn’t deny it.
“Why?” I demanded. “Is this because of what happened at the palace? You made a mistake, yes, but we all know—”
“It’s more than that,” he said. “That was simply…the final straw.” He pushed himself up a little further, wincing as the movement pulled at the large wound along the side of his chest. But when he fixed his eyes on mine again, his gaze was intense. “I’m not trying to die. But I don’t know why I’m alive anymore.”
Everything in me went cold.
“People need you,” I reminded him. “You’re the Lion Warrior—”
“Am I?” he asked. “I’m still cursed. I don’t have the mythical powers they all think I do. I’m completely useless—”
“Are you?” I demanded. “You just took down two basilisks on your own, even without your powers. Do you think anyone else out there could do that?”
“I’m half of what I was,” he said. “Not even half. Less than that. Look at me—all I ever wanted to do was help people, and now I’m the man who punches women and gets injured every time I fight anything larger than a boar. There was a time when I could take down a dozen basilisks, with their queen, without even a scratch. Now look at me.”
“You’re still helping people,” I pointed out.
“And I will continue to help people, to fight, even if it kills me,” he said. “Because it’s the right thing. The honorable thing. You’re right—it probably will kill me. But I don’t know anything else, and I don’t want to be anything else. Either I use the phoenix to break this curse once and for all or I die along the way—those are my only options.”
“Bullshit,” I muttered.
His eyes sharpened. “What?”
“I said that’s bullshit. And so is this pathetic woe-is-me thing you have going on.“ I started to stand, but the alcohol buzz made me a little wobbly. “Believe it or not, Oak, your powers are not the entirety of your identity. And neither is this hero bullshit. Claiming that it’s the only thing that makes your life worthwhile is the same thing as saying that everyone out there who’s weaker or more helpless than you has nothing to live for. And given that basically everyone out there is weaker than you, that makes you sound like a giant dick.”
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
“There are people out there who’d kill for your strength, even as it is now,” I told him. “There are people who’d give everything to have even an ounce of your ability so they could protect those they care about. And not only that,” I added, “but acting like that’s the only thing that matters about you is an insult to everyone who’s ever cared about you as a person, not just as a ‘legend’ or a ‘hero’ or whatever. Some of us knew you before any of this was even a thing, and we liked you just fine.” Loved you, even.
He looked at me without a word.
“Some of us don’t care if you’re a hero or not,” I told him. “But you’re no good to us if you’re dead. Believe me, Oak, I’ve been where you are. I still have no idea what the fuck I’m doing with my life. But at least I know better than to try and get myself killed now. I deal with things.”
“That’s right,” he said coldly. “The drinking and the fighting and the fucking and all that.”
“Is that what you want?” I demanded. “Is that what you need to get this stupid death wish out of your head? Because if that’s the missing piece, then fine. Fine, let’s do this.”
I grabbed the front of his shirt and lunged forward, planting my mouth on his.
At first, he was too shocked to respond. Meanwhile, my body exploded with heat at the moment of contact.
Gods, he still tastes the same. Even freshly conscious and reeking of basilisk blood and Helania’s poultice, there was still a sweet familiarity to him that brought everything rushing back.
And I refused to let go, even when he didn’t initially move. He’d asked for this. He’d offered to fuck. And if this was the thing that would draw him back from the brink, then I wasn’t going to go easy on him.
When he finally grabbed me by the arms, I expected him to push me away. Instead, one of his hands slid up underneath my hair, to the base of my scalp. The other one yanked me closer.
And then his mouth opened beneath mine with a ravenous growl, and it was clear what his answer was.
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The Fire and the Fury

ESMER


Oak kissed like he did everything else—with a rawness and physicality that was probably too much for most people. 
Not me.
Even in his condition, he was strong enough to hurt me. His lips crushed against mine, and his fingers dug into my scalp. I’d guessed right. No man, not even one as stubbornly self-pitying as Oak at the moment, could fail to feel the spark of life again when lust was coursing through his veins.
I yanked my face back from his.
“Promise me you won’t try to get yourself killed,” I demanded, panting.
He was already dragging my mouth back to his. “I’ll make no promises.”
I caught his arm, stopping him. “Then I have no reason to fuck you.”
“Is that all this is?” he growled at me. “A bargaining tool?”
“If it’s the only way to get stubborn idiots to listen to me, then—”
He kissed me again, and I let him. Because my anger and frustration had nowhere else to go, and because fuck it, he was alive and I didn’t even care that I was supposed to be stronger than this.
He tasted like the forest. Like the places we’d explored together when we were young. It was so achingly familiar, but at the same time there was something else there, too—a newness. A strangeness. A hint of everything that had changed, of everything he’d been and done in the time we’d been apart.
I pulled back again. “You better not be getting any fucking ideas.”
“What ideas?” he growled.
In response I kissed him again, and he yanked me right off the stool and practically on top of him. The basilisk claw clattered off my lap onto the floor.
“I’m only doing this to prove a point,” I told him between his attacks on my mouth.
His teeth closed down around my bottom lip, and he took his time dragging them across it as he pulled back and looked at me.
“What point is that?” His voice was low and dangerous. “That you were right about coping mechanisms?”
I shoved against his chest, and he fell back onto his elbows, partially reclined again.
“Yes,” I told him. “I’m right about a lot of things. You should listen to me more.”
His cobalt eyes burned at me. He hadn’t looked at me like that in…gods, way too long.
“Tell me then,” he said. “What is it that you know so much better than me? I’m listening.”
His tone was smug, and skeptical, and somehow still dripping with lust. And it made me want to say so many things that I knew I could never take back.
So instead I gripped the front of his shirt.
“Just shut up,” I told him. And then I leaned down and slammed my lips against his.
He was ready for me this time. Our mouths had hardly touched, all tongues and teeth and ragged breath, before he gripped me by the waist and pulled me fully onto the cot with him. And then when I was sprawled on top of him, he grabbed my left thigh and pulled my leg across his body until I was effectively straddling him.
I pushed against him, sitting up. “You’re injured.” Already some of the dried poultice on his wounds had flaked off against my dress.
“I know,” he said. “And I’m not complaining, am I?”
“You nearly died,” I reminded him. “If you get some sort of infection because you can’t control your—”
He yanked me down to him again, one hand in my hair, the other against my back.
I spit out between kisses, “You…are…a…fucking…idio—”
“Stop calling me that,” he snarled.
“Then stop—”
He sat up suddenly, still holding me against him, so that when he was upright I was sitting in his lap, one knee on either side of his hips.
“You told me you didn’t care how I coped with my shit,” he said, his breath hot against my face. “You’re very angry for someone who claims not to care.”
“And you’re very annoying for someone who’s trying to get laid,” I informed him.
“So it’s just me then?” he asked, his lips brushing against mine as he spoke. “You’re not enjoying this at all?”
“For the last time, if this is the only way to get you to listen to me—”
He kissed me again, stealing the rest of my words away.
And I gripped his back, trying to push him away but instead digging my nails into him and pulling him harder against my body.
He was bigger than he’d been when I’d loved him. There’d still been something boyish about him back then, but now he was all man, his back and shoulders corded with developed muscle, his frame broader. He hadn’t had facial hair back then, but now he had thick, tawny stubble that had grown during his time here on the hunt. It scratched at my cheeks and jaw as our mouths battled.
He wasted no time in pulling my dress up my legs, and I lifted my hips to let him get the fabric of my skirt out from between us. I could feel his cock beneath me, straining at the fabric of his pants.
I was as idiotic as he was. Worse, honestly. He knew exactly what this was for him—physical release, a way to work all the tension of these last few weeks out of his body so he could find some semblance of normalcy again.
For me, it was the opposite. Or close enough—it was an undoing of the wall I’d tried to build up between me and him, a weakness that I couldn’t manage to escape. It followed me fucking everywhere. It wouldn’t let me go. And no matter how much I drank or smoked or swung swords around, it still haunted me.
I was fucking exhausted. I was tired of fighting it.
I reached down between our legs, wrapping my hand around his cock through the fabric of his pants. He bucked against me, and I responded by shoving him down onto his back once more, then tugging at the laces that held his pants closed, freeing him completely.
His hand slipped beneath my skirt, between my legs, his fingers repeating what they’d done when he’d found me in the woods by myself.
I shifted my hips, waiting for him to replace his fingers with something a little larger, when there was a crash behind me.
“What are you doin’!” came a wild screech. “Get off him, you hussy!”
A basket thwacked me hard in the back. I scrambled off Oak, tumbling to the floor beside the cot. Helania stood above me, her white hair wild around her face, her one good eye bright with anger.
I raised my arms defensively as she lifted her basket again. “I wasn’t—”
“I know exactly what you were doin’!” she cried, swinging her basket at me again.
Oak’s hand shot out, grabbing her by the arm before she could hit me a third time.
“Don’t you dare strike her again,” he rumbled, his voice dangerous.
Helania’s arm went slack, and she lowered her basket again. Most of the comfrey she’d gathered was now scattered on the floor around me.
“You’re awake,” she said in shock. She stepped over me and deposited herself on her stool. “How long? Is there any pain in your chest?”
“Of course he’s awake,” I said, dragging myself up. Did this old bitch really think I’d been grinding on top of him while he was still unconscious? Gods, no wonder she’d hit me so hard.
She spun on me. “You were supposed to look after him, not climb on top of him.”
“It’s not her fault,” Oak said. “I initiated it.”
She ignored him. “Out of my house,” she croaked at me. “Out! Out!”
Oak started to argue on my behalf, but I shook my head at him. Honestly, her sudden appearance had sobered me up real fast, and I was all too aware of what I’d been about to do.
Real fucking smart, Esmer, I thought as I hurried out of her cottage toward the main road through the village. What the hell has gotten into you?
But I knew the answer to that: stupidity. Sheer fucking stupidity. With a side of sexual frustration to make it even more freakin’ exasperating.
I was fucked. And not in the fun way. Definitely, absolutely not in the fun way.
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New Rules

RADVEN


Novalee had made a mistake. 
She’d been so wary and careful around me that at first I assumed it was a trap. A test. But that wasn’t how Novalee played. More likely, it was simply exhaustion that had led to the error.
She’d left the cottage a short while ago to go get more food for us. And as usual when she left the cottage, she’d tied me down in my chair.
Normally, she enhanced the ropes that held me at my wrists and ankles with a bit of her power. When she was here with me, she could manipulate essence into invisible shackles that didn’t require physical rope at all, but it was clear that using her power in such a way required continuous concentration and quickly drained her, so she’d started reserving its use for when ropes were completely impractical—like when I relieved myself. Otherwise, she simply used essence to strengthen the physical knots she’d made to hold me.
But for some reason—again, I assumed exhaustion from our continued standoff—she’d only enhanced three of the four knots with her power today. She’d forgotten about the fourth, or else assumed she’d already done it. And so my left wrist was bound with nothing more than ordinary rope.
I wriggled it, testing. To her credit, the physical knot was strong on its own. But I’d gotten myself out of worse before. And I knew I wouldn’t get this chance again.
It took me ten minutes and some careful contortion of my hand, but I did it—I got my left arm free. 
Shaking out my wrist, I surveyed the other bindings. They were going to be trickier, since I didn’t have the power to undo what Novalee had done with essence.
Trickier, but not impossible.
I couldn’t break the bonds. And I preferred not to break my wrist or ankles. But I could break the chair.
One thing I’d observed during my time here: Novalee relied too much on her power to protect her, which meant that despite her carefulness around me, she’d also left a number of useful tools out in the open.
For example—she kept a small hatchet with the logs next to the fire.
Using my free hand, I dragged myself and the chair around the table, chair legs squeaking against the stone floor, until the hatchet was within reach.
It wasn’t very sharp, but it would serve its purpose. So I grabbed it and turned my attention toward my still-bound right arm. And then—very carefully—I hacked at the wood beneath that arm until the wood split. Chunk by chunk, I worked delicately at the chair’s arm until it fell apart in pieces. 
The splintered wood slipped out of Novalee’s carefully bound rope. Which meant there was plenty of room for me to slip my wrist out as well, leaving the circle of rope—and the essence-enhanced knot—perfectly intact. It fell to the ground, unbroken.
Passing the hatchet to my right hand, I worked on the legs next, chopping at the chair until I could slip my feet out through the remaining bonds. I left the chair in a pile of ruins and splinters, hooked the hatchet to my belt, and went over to the locked chest Novalee kept at the foot of the bed.
I was pretty sure she’d hidden my daggers and other weapons in there. But a quick study of the chest and lock suggested the entire thing was protected by essence, and I didn’t want to spring a trap on myself—especially when there were other tools at my disposal.
I walked over to the kitchen shelves next, then gathered up every knife I could find. My baldric was probably in the chest with everything else, but I’d learned other ways of hiding blades within my clothes over the years.
There was also the table of torture implements. It would be too cumbersome to try and carry them all but I plucked a long, iron poker with a pointed end from the table and kept it in my hand as I went over to the open window.
I’d gotten glimpses of the outside world, since Novalee liked to keep the shutters open. A more thorough inspection didn’t reveal much more than I’d already gleaned—that this cottage was in the middle of the woods, with no other habitations in sight. An overgrown path, just wide enough for a narrow cart, led from the door into the trees. A couple small beds of herbs, both overgrown with weeds, stood to either side of the doorway, catching what little sun they could.
I couldn’t see the essence barrier Novalee had erected around the dwelling, but I could feel it.
That might prove to be an issue.
As I considered this, a flash of movement below the window caught my eye.
I stepped back as a little red squirrel jumped up onto the windowsill.
This wasn’t the first time I’d seen the little beast—Novalee had taken to feeding it nuts and bits of food. Which was probably why it now looked at me expectantly, its tail twitching and its tufted ears flicking back and forth.
“I don’t have anything,” I told it. “Shoo.”
It chattered at me, then held out a single paw. 
“Go on,” I said, waving a hand at it to scare it off. The squirrel jumped down off the windowsill, squeaked at me angrily, then scurried off into the trees. 
As if there weren’t a barrier of essence there at all.
Hmm. Maybe my original assumption about the invisible boundary had been wrong. Maybe it wasn’t a physical barrier to keep me from escaping after all. Maybe it was some sort of protective ward instead. Perhaps it allowed Novalee to feel when or if something passed through it, warning her of any unexpected visitors—or escapees. Or perhaps it blocked those outside the cottage from hearing what went on inside—or from feeling the amount of power Novalee possessed.
Either way, it was further confirmation that Novalee was just as concerned with threats from outside as she was with me.
A butterfly flitted toward the window, before swooping away on its orange-and-gold wings into the trees again. If something as delicate as that could move through the barrier, then there should be no reason I couldn’t, too.
The question was—did I want to?
I hadn’t learned nearly as much as I’d wanted to during my time here, but I’d learned one very important thing—Novalee was searching for something called the Skull of Bethanel, whatever that was, and Laitha was, too. Even with only the barest handful of details Novalee had let slip, I was starting to believe that this Skull of Bethanel might be at the heart of the Circle’s conflict, the very thing that had caused it to split in the first place.
Which meant, naturally, that my brothers and I needed to find it before any of them did. A feat that would be difficult with only a name to go on.
I moved away from the window, walking back over to the fireplace. The special draught Novalee brewed for me to keep the voice in my head at bay was sitting in its usual pot over the flames. There was enough for another day, no more. Even though I’d taken stock of the herbs she used to make it, there was at least one I only knew by sight, not by name, and I didn’t know where I’d be able to find it.
So steal her supply, I told myself, looking up at the bunches of dried herbs dangling from the ceiling. Take what you need and go. There was enough here to last a while, assuming I trusted myself to brew the concoction on my own.
Still, I hesitated.
Chittering at the window drew my attention again. The little red squirrel was back, and more insistent than ever.
I rummaged around in the cabinet until I found a small bag of nuts. There were some other useful bits in here, too—strips of dried meat, dried grains for stew, and a hunk of hard cheese.
I took the nuts over to the window, then scattered a few on the sill for the squirrel. It grabbed them up quickly, shoving as many as it could into its mouth at once.
No, I can’t go yet, I told myself. I needed her.
Still, I gathered up some supplies for travel—food, flint, and whatever weapons I could find. And when I heard Novalee coming back up the path, I grabbed the iron poker again and hid myself behind the door.
When she came in, I was ready for her.
I caught her with an arm around the neck, pinning her against my body with the point of the poker against her throat. She struggled, but she was too small and weak to overcome me physically. And she still had the Safarian pearls hidden under her clothes, which meant she couldn’t use essence against me, either.
“As fun as this has been,” I murmured into her ear, “it’s time for a new game. And this time, I make the rules.”
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The First Mistake

ESMER


Oak recovered quickly once he was awake. Apparently even without his full powers he was still tougher than the average man, and it was only a couple of days before he was up and about and ready to return to the hunt. 
I spent those two days practicing with Lady Noya, attending to Lady Fresna, and avoiding Oak at all costs.
Weirdly, despite all the advanced technology back in Marigold’s world, it was so much easier to ghost my sexual bad decisions there.
When we finally left Haven and headed back toward the mountains, I rode next to Lady Fresna. She’d gone from completely inconsolable to only moderately needy over the past couple of days, and though her eyes were puffy from extended bouts of crying, she was otherwise in pretty good spirits by the time we set out. She only snapped a handful of frivolous orders at me, and she didn’t complain once about having to spend all day in the saddle again.
“Do you think the Lion Warrior will let me sit with him today?” she asked.
“There’s no harm in asking, my lady,” I told her.
She lifted her chin, looking up the line of horses ahead of us to where Oak rode next to Lord Hassian. “Ride up and ask him for me, will you?”
“Perhaps you should ask him yourself, my lady,” I told her. “It would be much harder for him to refuse you, especially in that gown.” She, for gods-knew what reason, had made me dress her in a cornflower blue silk gown this morning. And I had no desire to talk to Oak. This whole thing was a lot easier when he and I were pretending each other didn’t exist.
And when I hadn’t gotten a taste of how much better he’d gotten with his tongue in the time we’d lost.
Gods, I cursed at myself. Tell your lady bits to calm down. You’re better than this.
But sex-starved as I was, I honestly didn’t trust myself. I needed to start getting myself off on a regular basis. Or maybe find some other partner to help me work off this pent-up energy, because being around Oak in this state consistently led to bad decisions.
“It must be you who asks him,” Lady Fresna insisted. “He’ll never respect me if I’m too forward.”
Says the girl who wanted to sneak into his tent in the middle of the night. Fuck, there was no reasoning with her.
“We won’t be stopping for a few hours,” I reminded her. “We’ll figure out something before then.”
But when the party finally stopped for lunch—near the very mountain where we’d been attacked a few days ago—Lady Fresna still insisted I be the one to extend the invitation.
You don’t actually have to ask him, I told myself as I led our horses over to the temporary picket line. Just say you did. Tell her he politely declined.
Yeah, and then I’d have to deal with her moping for the rest of the day.
So tell her he said yes, I thought. Let him deal with it.
But there’d be fallout from that, too, and plus if Oak figured out I’d avoided talking to him he’d think this was all a bigger deal than it actually was. Or that I was afraid to exchange a few words with him. 
Which meant there was no way around it. I just had to bite the bullet, put on my big girl panties, and get this over with quickly.
Oak’s horse was already wiped down and picketed by the time I was done dealing with Acorn and Lady Fresna’s horse. And when I glanced back toward the rest of the party as they settled down on their blankets, he was nowhere to be seen.
Lady Fresna gave me an impatient look, flicking her wrist to indicate I should go find him. I just shrugged and continued looking. He’d probably just wandered off to use the bathroom or something.
Eventually, though, I spotted him near the bank of the anemic little stream threading through the rocks and scraggly trees. It was dumb luck I’d seen him at all, since he was mostly hidden behind a tumble of large boulders. He was crouched down on the bank, a good fifty paces from the rest of the group.
With a sigh, I stalked off after him.
He heard me approach, and he rose and turned to face me. He held his waterskin in his hand, and the tawny stubble on his chin glistened with drops of water.
“No fresher water in all of Therador,” he said, then took another swig from his waterskin.
I was more interested in taking a few swigs from the bottle hidden in my saddlebag, but whatever. “Lady Fresna has requested that you take lunch with her.”
He wiped his sleeve across his mouth. “Did she.”
Gods, of course he was going to be a stubborn ass about this.
“I know she’s a lot to deal with,” I told him. “But it would make my life a hell of a lot easier if you just said yes.”
“Will you be joining us?”
“I’m sure she’ll expect me to hand-feed her bits of cheese or something.”
He turned away and crouched down again, refilling his waterskin once more. “Tell her I need some solitude, but I’m happy to join her on a different day.”
“It’s just a meal,” I told him. “If you don’t do this then I’m going to have to deal with her yelling at me for the rest of the day. And then crying to me once we’re alone in her tent tonight. You can’t humor her for an hour?”
“It won’t end there,” he said. “If I encourage her, it will give her false hope.”
“And you’re too damn honorable for that,” I said, rolling my eyes. Fuck. I knew this was going to blow up in my face. He had every right to refuse, but I had to deal with the fallout.
As I turned to go, though, he said, “I have something of yours.”
When I glanced back, he pulled out the long, curved basilisk claw Lady Noya had given me.
And honestly, if it hadn’t been a gift from my new friend—if anyone else had given it to me—I would have just told him to keep it. But it felt like I was insulting her to refuse it. 
I walked over and took it from him, then tucked it into the pouch hanging from my belt. “Thank you.”
When I turned away from him again, he said after me, “Stay for a minute.”
“Lady Fresna’s expecting me,” I reminded him.
“She can wait.”
I turned fully to face him, crossing my arms. “People will wait for the Lion Warrior. They don’t wait for servants.”
“We both know that’s not what you really are,” he said. He almost smiled as he added, “The position doesn’t suit your…temperament.”
I rolled my eyes again. “As grateful as I am for your opinions on my current situation, I have shit I need to take care of.”
“We have ‘shit’ we need to take care of.”
So we’re doing this here? Now? Really? “Look, I can’t believe I have to tell you this, but there’s nothing between us.”
He just stood there, looking at me, a little half-smile on his lips.
“I told you before,” I said, “I don’t care who you fuck. But it won’t be me.” 
“So what happened back in Haven was…?”
“Temporary insanity. I was glad you were alive, and I was pissed at you, and that’s it.”
His smile grew a little broader, and there was no denying the heat in his eyes. “Then I should piss you off more often, if that’s the result.”
“What the hell aren’t you getting?” I demanded, marching back up to him. “How many times do I have to say it before it gets through your thick skull that I—” My hand closed around the fabric of his shirt and I yanked his face down toward mine.
He was ready. Even as his lips crashed down on mine, his arm looped around my body, hauling me up hard against his chest.
No, I thought as his mouth moved against mine, as his tongue pushed through my teeth and sought out my own. You’re stronger than this. But even as I thought it, I was hooking my arms around his neck, pressing against him, letting him lift me.
He pulled me right off my feet, his hands sliding beneath my ass and across the backs of my thighs as he pulled my legs around his waist. And then he carried me over to the nearest boulder, pressing my back right up against it without ever breaking our kiss.
Every second my mouth was against his, every second his hands roamed over my body, I grew angrier. At him, for having this kind of power over me, but also at myself, for being too gods-damned weak to say no.
Fuck him. Fuck him fuck him fuck him.
Because even as the words echoed through my head, I was clawing at him, biting at his lips, trying to get closer to him. Even as he was pulling my skirt up my legs, I was grabbing for his belt, desperate to free him.
We were forced to tear our mouths apart to get the fabric out from between us. I knew it would be my only chance to say anything.
“This doesn’t mean anything,” I reminded him. “This is just a coping mechanism.”
“I’m counting on it,” he growled back.
“And this won’t happen again.”
His breath was hot and ragged. “We’ll see.”
“No, we won’t see,” I insisted. “Once we get this out of our system that’s it. I don’t care how much you want it or how much you piss me off, I won’t…”
The rest of that sentence fizzled out because he’d lowered his head to my throat, nipping at the delicate skin with his teeth. And then he shifted his hips just a little, pulling the thin fabric of my undergarments aside as he took advantage of his freedom, and then with one deep thrust he was inside me.
Holy shit.
He must have felt it, too, because he actually froze for a second. As if he couldn’t believe that after all this fucking buildup, it had finally happened. His entire body was rigid, his muscles quivering. 
And then his control completely shattered.
We’d been together before, when we were younger. It had been desperate and fumbling, of course, but also sensual and sweet—like he’d been afraid of hurting me, like he cared for me too deeply to do anything but make love, nothing more.
He obviously had no concerns about that this time.
Just like in the woods, just like in Helania’s cottage, this was more animal than anything else. Now that we’d opened this cage, now that we’d set this free, we couldn’t stop it. Couldn’t do anything but claw and bite and thrust at each other, trying to go deeper, go faster. Anything to ease the desperation, calm the ache, release the pent-up energy that had been driving us mad.
I wanted to scream, to moan and groan and cry out with the wild fury inside me, but a sliver of my mind was still dimly aware that the rest of the hunting party was close enough to hear if I actually let myself loose.
Oak stifled his grunts by burying his face in my neck, by continuing to bite at me while he thrust himself inside me again and again and again with an untamed wildness. His fingers dug deep into the backs of my thighs, hard enough to hurt, and his broad, hard chest forced me back against the boulder, nearly crushing me. Every breath was right on that razor’s edge between pleasure and pain, every thrust pushing me closer to agony and ecstasy, until I wasn’t even myself anymore. Just pleasure and fury and pain and lust.
When he came, he slammed me back against the boulder, burying his roar in my hair as he spilled himself deep inside me. I dug my nails into his back, riding every pulse of him inside me. 
And then he released my legs, and we both slumped against the rock.
Fuck, that was… Intense. And a huge fucking mistake.
My heart was still pounding and my breathing still uneven as the truth of what had just happened hit me. Fuck. I needed to do some damage control.
“Well, there you go,” I said, wriggling out from beneath him. My legs were wobbly, but they held. “And that’s the end of that.” Gods, I was a mess. These undergarments were useless, and my thighs were slick with the evidence of what we’d done, but I’d have to ignore it until I could sneak off and clean up. 
Oak let out a sound that might have been a snort or a scoff. His eyes burned with cobalt fire as he said, “That was just the beginning.”
“I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you,” I said, bending over to straighten out my dress with my still-trembling hands. “How would Marigold feel if she knew what we just did?”
Marigold had tried to assure me, on more than one occasion, that she wouldn’t stand between me and Oak. But this wasn’t really about Marigold. My words hit their true target, just like the last time. Oak’s face darkened.
And I left him to deal with his half of the mess on his own.




[image: image-placeholder]
34
A New Alliance

MARIGOLD


My lessons with Deric began immediately. He proposed we do them in his suite, and even showed me a hidden passage near the old records library that spit me out near his door, bypassing the busier corridors. It was still risky, but at this point,  everything was risky, including inaction. I’d ignored my power for too long.
Still, I was nervous. I hadn’t told Alastor or Talon what I was doing or whom I was meeting—Alastor would have just tried to stop me, and Talon probably would have wanted to tell Alastor. But I wasn’t stupid enough to meet Deric without telling someone—just like, if I’d ever had the balls to meet up with someone from a dating app, I never would have done so without giving the guy’s name and contact info to someone I trusted—so I’d told Isaac.
He had his reservations, of course. And he’d wanted to come with me. But we both knew that Deric would never reveal anything of importance to me if Isaac was there. And Isaac, despite his concern for me, was just as curious about my magic as I was. He already had pages of notes on his theories.
And so we’d made an agreement—he’d cover for me, but if I wasn’t back in two hours he’d tell Alastor and Talon exactly where I was and who I was with.
Which led me to this moment, at Deric’s door. With a stomach full of butterflies.
He answered on the first knock.
“Come in,” he said with a smile.
His brown hair was tousled today, and he’d traded his usual embroidered tunic for a loose shirt and pants. He looked kind of like one of those rich college guys who spent his summer sailing the Mediterranean on his daddy’s yacht. 
His suite was simple but refined, as I’d expect from someone who wasn’t nobility himself but who’d gained the favor of the soon-to-be-king. As he’d mentioned before, he had quite the collection of instruments, many displayed with the care and respect I’d have expected from a museum.
But no matter how many harps and flutes and drums were on show, there was no forgetting that Deric was more than a practiced musician. As I crossed the threshold into his suite, a faint shiver passed down my spine, even though I was wearing my Safarian pearls.
Deric noticed the look on my face.
“That ward is for our protection,” he said. “It keeps others from feeling any essence wielded within these rooms.”
“You can do that? And people can’t feel the ward?”
“Only if they pass through it,” he said. “If they’re sensitive enough. Which is why I’m particular about whom I invite here.” He smiled. “It’s a trick some of us find quite useful. One I can teach you, in time.”
That would be useful. Assuming Deric could actually be trusted.
“Who are you worried about noticing you?” I asked him, rubbing my arms. “Or us?”
There was a deeper question within my question—whether there was another member of the Circle at the palace. But Deric was too clever to be caught like that.
“People in our position must always be careful,” he said, taking a seat on the sofa and indicating that I should do the same. “It’s the same reason you wear Safarian pearls.”
Today, rather than wear the pearls around my waist like usual, I’d looped the chain around my wrist and hidden it under my sleeve. I wasn’t sure whether or not I’d need to remove them for our lesson. But he raised a question I’d been meaning to ask him.
“How did you know who—what—I am?” I asked him. I’d only rarely removed the pearls since I’d arrived here, and I’d never used any large amounts of essence anywhere near the palace.
“I’d heard a few rumors about the sudden appearance of a young woman of unknown origin with large amounts of power,” he said. “And lo and behold, only a few weeks later, a young woman shows up at the court claiming to be from the country of Pelovia on the far side of the Wide Sea. Mysteriously coincidental, don’t you think?”
“Sounds more circumstantial to me.”
His boyish smile widened. “And of course, I did feel the unshielded presence of a person of immense power on a couple of occasions after your arrival. I can only presume you removed your pearls once or twice? One thing you should know—those who are especially sensitive to essence can feel the unshielded presence of a sorcerer from up to half a league away or more. They can certainly feel them from across the palace, unless certain precautions have been put in place.” He gestured toward the air, indicating the ward he’d already mentioned.
So those handful of times I took off the pearls—even for the couple of minutes it took me to listen to the deathless rose—I was exposing myself to Deric. And possibly whatever other members of the Circle are at the palace.
“Of course, I had my suspicions at that point,” Deric said. “But then it was confirmed in the conversation where you finally recognized me for what I am.”
What he didn’t confirm was whether or not he knew I was from a different world. But maybe he’d let something slip in time.
“And now you’ve offered to teach me,” I said. “With no ulterior motive than to help a ‘sister in power’.” I used the same phrase he’d used toward me once.
“Everyone has ulterior motives, even yourself,” he replied, reclining back casually against the sofa cushions. “Never assume otherwise. But that is my primary motivation, yes.” His slender fingers thrummed on the back of the sofa like he was playing an instrument. “You’re more of a risk to everyone, myself included, as long as you remain untrained. First, because you don’t know how to control your enormous power, and secondly, because it makes you a target for the machinations of others.”
“You mean other members of the Circle, who may have different goals than you.”
“Oh, I try to avoid saying that name here,” he said. “That name only brings trouble. Besides—it no longer exists, or haven’t you heard?”
“And what is it that the other…sorcerers want that’s so different from your own goals? Why should I learn from you and not one of the others?”
“How many offers have you received?”
I wasn’t about to answer that, and he knew it. With another one of those smiles, he stood and walked over to a pedestal holding a lute made of pale, golden wood.
“As I told you before,” he said, “our current goals align. We both want Rathius on the throne, don’t we?”
“I know why I do,” I said, “but why do you?”
“Because he’s the rightful king, of course.” Deric plucked the lute from its stand. “And because it’s what’s best for Therador.”
More vague non-answers. “Do other members of the Cir— Are there others with certain influence who want someone else on the throne?”
Deric strode back over to the sofa, fingers dancing across the strings of the lute in a merry tune.
“Always,” he said, sitting down again with the lute in his lap. “Which is why we should stick together.” He played a few more notes before saying, more seriously, “I’ve already foiled three attempts on Prince Rathius’s life in the last week alone.”
“Three?” I knew about the attempted poisoning, but none of the others.
“His Highness would be dead half a dozen times over if it weren’t for me,” he said. “If he’d held with tradition and had the coronation sooner, some of those incidents could have been avoided—especially with the return of Prince Alastor to bolster the family’s position. Prince Alastor and your other friends are doing what they can, but they’ve been outside of the Cleris court for too long. They don’t know where the real threats lie.”
“Where are the real threats?”
His fingers plucked a lively strain of music from the strings. “Prove to me that I can trust you, and I’ll tell you.”
“How exactly do I do that?”
He stopped playing abruptly, then set the lute aside and rose once more, extending his hand to me.
“Let’s begin our first lesson,” he said. “When we are done, if I am satisfied with your skill, then I will ask a small favor of you. Do this favor for me, and I will tell you anything and everything you want to know.”
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Hiding a hickey when you’re out in the middle of nowhere, in a world where high-coverage concealer doesn’t exist, is a big pain in the ass. Maybe, if we’d been back in Cleris, I’d have been able to find a cold compress to speed the healing process along. But out here, my only option was to hide the damn thing with my hair and cloak. 
In reality, it wasn’t just a single hickey. It was half a dozen of them. But five of them were small and could almost pass as shadows against my brown skin. The sixth was almost two inches across, and unmistakably purple. I was damn lucky I caught a glimpse of it in Lady Fresna’s mirror before anyone else noticed it.
“Your hair looks very odd like that,” Lady Fresna informed me the first day I wore it down. “It doesn’t suit you.”
I mean, she wasn’t wrong. The shaved side of my head had grown out a decent bit these last few weeks, but it still took an annoying amount of fussing to hide my very un-Theradorian hairstyle. And now that I had a giant-ass hickey to hide as well, I looked ridiculous. I compromised by keeping my hood up as much as possible.
It had been two days since Oak and I had fucked each other’s brains out to the regret of all. At least this time he’d gotten the hint, and he seemed to be as determined to ignore me as I was him.
Lady Fresna was still up to her usual shit. She’d been upset that her plans to seduce him over lunch had never come to fruition, but I’d fed her a story about how he’d gone for a walk and no one could find him. Fortunately, he’d stayed away from the rest of the party until it was time to mount up again, so she had no reason to guess what he’d really been doing.
I almost felt bad for lying to her. But I was still mostly just pissed with myself for all the usual reasons.
We were well into the mountains now. I’d been hoping we’d stay in the foothills awhile longer, get a little farther west before turning south, but Lord Hassian had his eye on the prize. And it wasn’t like anyone cared about getting me Riversend more efficiently anyway.
Which meant I had a decision to make. Riversend was to the southwest of here by at least a week on horseback, probably closer to ten days. And that was assuming I didn’t get lost along the way. I could easily steal a map for myself, and maybe even a compass, but I’d grown soft in Marigold’s world, relying on GPS to tell me exactly how to get anywhere I wanted to go. There weren’t even real trails out here, just occasional landmarks.
And then there were the roving beasts. If our expedition so far was any indication of what I could expect, I’d never make it to Riversend alive. 
Which is worse? I asked myself. Facing another wickerskin, or putting up with Lady Fresna, Lord Hassian, and Oak for another week?
Our progress was slower than before, and the terrain much less forgiving, but we were getting closer. We’d spotted the phoenix several times, each instance bringing about a frenzy of shouting and chaos until someone—usually Oak—reminded the rest of the group that it was really fucking stupid to try and gallop our horses across steep, rocky slopes.
We hadn’t seen any more basilisks. But we all kept an eye out for them, and the nightly watches were doubled. Hell, they even started staying awake for them, too.
On the third morning after the Very Bad Decision, just after dawn, we spotted the phoenix again. And not long afterwards, we spotted something else.
Oak was the first to see them.
“Hold,” he told the party. And everyone—even Lord Hassian—listened to him.
Oak pointed toward the west, down the slope toward the foothills.
There were more trees in that direction. But they weren’t thick enough to be called a forest, and the terrain was open enough for us to see what he’d seen—people. Traveling in a party nearly as large as ours. They were all on horseback, just like us, except strung up and carried between two of the horses was the lifeless body of a basilisk. And a pair of carts at the back of the party contained what looked like giant crossbows.
Ballistas.
These weren’t travelers or wanderers. These were hunters, like us.
I glanced toward the front of our line. Lord Hassian looked pissed. And deeply concerned. Oak’s expression was flat, but his hand had moved to the hilt of his sword, even though the other party was still a few miles away.
Talon had mentioned that “hunters” were popping up everywhere these days. As he had gathered his crew around him to protect Therador in Oak’s absence, others had taken to hunting the roving beasts for sport or profit. It was dangerous work, and few hunters survived the business for more than a year or two—if the beasts didn’t get them, their competition did—but that wasn’t enough to deter the foolhardy or the fortune-seekers. According to Talon, “natural artifacts” like bone, teeth, and hides from roving beasts had become hot commodities on the black market, and apparently, no matter which world you were in, there were always people willing to do stupid and crazy things for a buck.
Or a mythical wish.
“We should ride on,” Oak said. “Try to keep out of their sight. With luck, they haven’t spotted us yet.”
It would take more than a little luck. Up here on the rocky slope, we were much more exposed than the party below. If we’d spotted them, then most likely they’d already seen us, too.
But Lord Hassian gave the order, and we kept going.
“Who are they, do you think?” Lady Fresna asked me when we were moving again. “Are they dangerous?”
I was so shocked that she was talking to me like a real person—like someone who might know something she didn’t—that I didn’t notice Lady Noya riding up on my other side.
“They’re as dangerous as any of the beasts we might encounter out here,” Lady Noya said. “Maybe more so, because they’re smarter and less predictable.”
“What do they want?” Lady Fresna asked, dark eyes wide.
“Same thing we do, I’d think,” Lady Noya replied. “If they’re here, I’d bet they’re chasing the phoenix. And anything else they can kill along the way. If they think we’re in their way, they’ll do whatever they have to to stop us.”
Lady Fresna shrank back into the folds of her cloak. “They’d kill us over a giant bird?”
“They’d kill us over the wish,” Lady Noya said. “Or at least over the gold they think they can get from its corpse.” After a moment’s pause, she added, “They’d kill the men, at least. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what they’d try to do to us.”
Lady Fresna shuddered again.
And I found myself reaching toward my dagger, thinking of all the things I’d do to any of them who tried to lay a hand on me.
Lady Noya’s sharp eyes met mine, and she nodded subtly at me, acknowledging that her thoughts likely mirrored my own.
We rode for another ten minutes or so—faster than we had been, but by necessity still slower than most of us would have liked—before Oak pulled us up again.
“They’ve seen us,” he said. “They’ve changed direction. They’ll catch up to us within the hour.”
“We’ll just have to move faster,” Lord Hassian said. “We’ve already got a head start on them.”
Oak shook his head. “They’ll still catch us eventually. We might buy ourselves a few more hours, but we’ll have to stop and make camp at some point. Better to face them now than let ourselves be ambushed in the dark. Or when we’re too exhausted to defend ourselves.”
Lord Hassian looked like he wanted to shit himself. “Then what are you proposing we do? Fight them?”
“If we have to,” Oak said. “Maybe we can intimidate them into backing down. Or persuade them by other means.”
“You mean pay them?” said Lord Lawther. He was paunchy and ruddy-faced and looked disgusted by the whole ordeal. “If we offer them money, they’ll just kill us to try and get more. These filthy criminals are ruthless.”
“I don’t suppose any of you consider yourselves particularly skilled at negotiation?” Oak asked, then sighed heavily before anyone could answer.
“Why are we afraid of fighting them?” asked Lord Randolf, speaking up for once. “We have the Lion Warrior, don’t we? Can’t he just shift forms and chase them all away?”
His suggestion was met by a chorus of assent. And in that moment, over their enthusiastic agreement, Oak’s eyes found mine.
It was the first time he’d looked at me in almost three days. And I had no idea what he wanted me to do. It was his choice whether or not to tell them that he’d lost access to his power.
“We’ll try to avoid fighting at all costs,” he said. “But if we must defend ourselves, we will.”
His statement seemed to bolster the courage of the lords gathered around him. Marigold and Talon both liked to talk about Oak’s natural charisma, how he could inspire anyone to do anything when he put his mind to it. And they were right. Two minutes ago, these guys had been cowards. But now they looked like they were eager to tear a few hunters’ heads off.
“The women will go ahead,” Oak announced. “We can’t let the hunters know they’re here.”
Beside me, Lady Fresna exhaled in relief. She still looked terrified, but no longer on the verge of hysteria.
Lady Noya, on the other hand, looked disappointed. But she gave me another nod, and I understood what she didn’t say aloud—that even though both of us would have loved to stay and kick some ass, someone needed to protect Lady Fresna. And Prudie, who was putting on a brave face but clearly out of her depth.
We rode forward, Lady Fresna keeping her horse close to mine. I had no idea when she’d decided I was her bodyguard as well as her handmaid, but I’d take this over brushing her hair any day.
Lady Noya took the lead.
“We’ll keep going south,” she said. “Descend into the next valley and turn east. If we can find a defendable spot, we’ll wait there for you.”
Oak nodded. “And if we aren’t there by sundown—”
“We’ll hide until morning,” Lady Noya said. “And then, if the coast is clear, we’ll head back toward Cleris around the other side of the mountains.”
Oak looked pleased with her answers. But he looked at me as he said, “Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Lady Noya said, clocking the look Oak was giving me. “We’ll go now. While we can.” She nudged her horse forward, and Lady Fresna, Prudie, and I followed.
I kept my eyes forward for as long as I could. Until finally I couldn’t fucking take it anymore and glanced back over my shoulder.
But none of them was watching us anymore. Not even Oak.
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Tonight was the Darkest Night. The coronation was set to begin at sundown, several hours from now, and at long last, Prince Rathius would be crowned king of Veridaea. 
And I had to do something unthinkable.
The “favor” Deric had asked of me, small as it seemed on the surface, required me to lie to those who trusted me most. If he was telling the truth, then it would be worth it. But if he was not…
“Oh, there you are! Princess!”
I’d been heading to the narrow, secret garden near the records library to think through my options, but the familiar—and unwelcome—voice of Lady Willadora stopped me in my tracks. 
I pasted on a smile and turned to face her.
“My lady,” I said with a nod. “What a pleasure to run into you.”
“I’ve been looking for you for days,” she said. “You’ve been quite the recluse, haven’t you? I haven’t seen you at any of the parties.”
I wasn’t about to tell her I’d spent almost two days unconscious because she’d burned starsleaf at her little gathering and opened me up to possession by one of their gods.
“I wanted to be well rested for the coronation tonight,” I told her.
“Mm, of course, Princess.” She glanced up and down the corridor, and then, seeing we were alone, stepped closer to me. “It’s better that I caught you alone. I have that gift I promised you.”
I had no idea what she was talking about until she pulled a little glass vial, no longer than her thumb, from a secret pocket in her gown. The liquid inside the vial blushed a pale rose pink.
“Your love potion,” she said, placing it in my palm and wrapping my fingers around it. “For His Highness.”
“I… I thought you needed some of his hair,” I said. That had been my plan to get out of this.
“Well, when I couldn’t find you, I had to take matters into my own hands,” she said, fluttering her lashes with feigned innocence. “When I encountered him in Prince Rathius’s sun parlor the other day, I took the liberty of stealing a few strands off the shoulder of his coat. I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”
She patted my closed fist, giving me a smile somewhere between conspiratorial and patronizing.
“Just a few drops of that in his drink, and he won’t be able to resist you,” she said. “You’ll never have to doubt his love again.”
That’s the least of my problems, I thought, and just the reminder sent a trickle of cold down my spine.
“Oh, don’t you worry,” she said, misinterpreting my expression. “I’ve brewed love potions before. And I believe I’ve finally perfected the recipe.”
I still didn’t know enough about the magic of this world to guess whether or not I could trust her claims about its potency, but that was something I could ask Deric. I certainly wasn’t going to test it out myself.
“Thank you,” I said, ready to end this conversation. “I won’t keep you, then.”
I tucked the vial into my dress, but Lady Willadora stayed where she was. When I turned to go, she fell into step beside me, then hooked her arm through mine as if we were old friends.
“Aren’t you excited about the coronation tonight?” she said. “Prince Rathius is going to look so handsome, don’t you think?”
“I’m sure he will, my lady,” I said, not sure how to extricate my arm without being rude.
“I’ve heard a rumor that he intends to betroth himself soon after the coronation,” she said. “How wonderful that would be for Veridaea. Have you heard anything to that effect?”
I remembered Rathius and Alastor discussing Rathius’s prospects—and Rathius mentioning his interest in the princess of Nestlyn, wherever that was. I also remembered them suggesting that Willadora’s family, the Cascaldians, were seeking power through a marriage alliance. Whether that meant Willadora or some other woman in her family, I didn’t know.
“Prince Rathius has never discussed anything like that with me,” I lied.
She sighed. “Well, you must let me know if you hear anything. Since we’re friends now.”
One weird women’s circle in the middle of the night did not make us friends. But maybe, if I pretended, I could learn something.
“And what have you heard?” I asked her. “Who does he have his eye on?”
“I don’t know if I trust any of the rumors enough to pass them along.”
“But surely someone as observant as you has a few guesses of her own,” I said. Then, feeling bold, I added, “I haven’t known either of you for very long, but I’ve always been struck by your…rapport with each other. I’ll admit I’ve wondered if he has his eye on you.”
She looked at me through her lashes, assessing. “Is that what you believe?”
She was testing me. And I had to keep up or lose the game.
“I’m so new to this place I don’t know what to believe,” I told her, leaning into my naivete. “This is nothing like the court back in Pelovia. But I’ll admit I’d wondered. And you’re so beautiful, how could you not catch his eye?”
My flattery—or perhaps just my practiced ignorance—seemed to soften her suspicions, so when something else occurred to me, I couldn’t hold my tongue.
“Besides,” I said quietly, carefully, “you have the power to make any man fall in love with you, don’t you?”
It wasn’t an open accusation—I didn’t dare—but with the freshly brewed “love potion” pressed against my skin, I had to know whether or not she’d attempt something similar with Rathius.
Her eyes betrayed her shock.
“Of course not,” she snapped, releasing my arm. “Why would I need to do such a thing?”
But I’d seen the flash of anger in her eyes, and I knew, deep down, I’d hit on something. Was Lady Willadora actually going to—or had she already attempted to—use a love potion on Prince Rathius?
“Oh no, I didn’t mean to suggest that you needed to do anything,” I told her, still trying to play up my innocence. “I just meant, well…you have so much influence, and I see what you’re doing for all of these women, and…”
She softened again, but her guard was still up.
“We women must stick together,” she said. “All of us.” She looked as if she was about to walk away, but instead she bent close to me again. “Remember—you mustn’t tell anyone about the love potion. Or about anything else we discussed that night. Or the gods will punish you.” She whirled on me, her dark eyes gleaming. “One day, when we have a little more time, I’ll tell you the story of what they did to the last woman who betrayed our trust.”
Only then, with a satisfied nod, did she turn and strut away.
Leaving me with yet another problem.
Her threat still hung in the air in front of me. The gods will punish you. After everything with Vela and Deric in the last few days, I hadn’t given much thought to what had happened that night in the moon chamber.
But now I remembered the final words of the Ritual of Secrets, led by Willadora—may those who break our trust be punished as the gods see fit. Willadora had even drawn her own blood, using it to seal the ritual.
Did that mean I was bound by some sort of blood promise, just as Alastor, Octavian, and Radven were? I’d witnessed exactly how the gods had been willing to punish them for violating that sacred pact—would they do the same to me?
I’d slipped up already, revealing to both Isaac and Alastor that there’d been starsleaf involved that night, but I hadn’t been punished for that. Was I in the clear because I hadn’t actually spilled my own blood or agreed to anything? Or was it simply that mentioning the starsleaf wasn’t a large enough transgression to be perceived as “breaking the trust” of the other women, the way that telling someone about the love potion would?
Either way, this added a major complication to things. If Willadora was going to try something on Rathius, then I needed to warn him—or at least give a heads up to Alastor. But was there a way to do that without bringing the wrath of the gods down on me? 
One dilemma at a time.
I’d have to keep an eye on Willadora, but in the meantime, I had to decide what I was going to do about the “favor” Deric asked me to do tonight.
Our first lesson, brief though it was, had opened my eyes to the possibilities of what I would be able to do once I could properly use my power. My instincts about how to manipulate essence had been right, the few times I’d attempted to use it in the past, but Deric was already showing me how to maintain control over what I was doing, to guide and shape the essence instead of getting overwhelmed.
And now that I’d had a taste of what it could be, I was starving for more.
I was finally accessing a side of myself that had always been there but never been accessible to me in my world—and it wasn’t until now, until I felt what it could be, how I could feel, that I realized that I’d been suffering from the absence of it all my life.
Back home, I’d been drifting, dreaming, treading water in a life that was always “fine” but never any more than that—but now that this part of me had been awakened, now that I actually had the chance to explore it, to nourish it…I felt more alive than I ever had before.
Now I understood what Alastor, Radven, and Octavian meant when they said that losing their powers was like losing a piece of themselves—this power was my missing piece, the thing that made me whole, the thing that would help me become the truest, best version of myself.
The part that finally gave me purpose.
And Deric was offering me the chance to explore that part. I just had to trust him and do one little thing.
There are eyes everywhere in the palace, he’d told me. And ever since the day you realized who I am, your friends have ensured that I am never alone with Rathius, not even for a moment.
That much was true, of course.
There are things I must reveal to Rathius before he takes the crown, he’d continued. Things I must say to him and him alone. But I need your help to make that happen.
He’d claimed that there was only one moment that he could be ensured of the complete privacy and secrecy that discussion required—tonight, during a part of the coronation event known as the King’s Vigil.
The coronation, I’d come to understand, would be an all-night affair. The ceremony would begin at sundown in the throne room, where priests and priestesses of the Mythic Ones would bestow their blessings and read from the sacred texts. After that, there would be a feast for all in attendance—except for Rathius himself, who would spend the next three hours partaking in the King’s Vigil. Only after that, having mentally prepared himself for the responsibility to come, he would descend and, in the darkest hours of the night, he would be officially crowned.
The King’s Vigil took place on top of the peak above the palace, in a sacred courtyard accessible only to rulers of Veridaea. There was only one way up and down, and not even the future king’s own guards were allowed to join him there.
Only members of the future king’s family were allowed to witness the vigil, to offer their silent support of the rising king. That meant Alastor and, by extension, his betrothed. Me.
All I ask, Deric had told me, is for you to distract your beloved Prince of Veridaea so that I may speak to his brother alone.
Naturally, I’d been resistant to the idea of allowing the one thing Alastor and Talon had been working so hard to prevent. We still didn’t know if Deric was a threat to Prince Rathius or not.
But Deric had read my concerns on my face.
If I intended to harm His Highness, the bard had said, then I’ve had many, many opportunities. Especially before you arrived here in Cleris.
What is it that’s so important you must tell him now? And in secret? I’d countered. If you truly want to help Rathius, then including Alastor in the conversation would—
Would never work, and you know it, Deric had interrupted. Alastor doesn’t trust me. He won’t let Rathius listen to a word I say. If Rathius wishes to share what I tell him with his brother, then that is his choice. But I serve Rathius first. He’d paused there, then added, I will tell you this, in case it settles your mind—during that conversation, I also intend to reveal my true identity to him. So he will know of the power I possess, and that he is speaking with a sorcerer. I aim to help Rathius, not deceive him.
I wished I could know that for certain. I didn’t think Deric meant to harm the prince—he was right, he’d had many opportunities to do so if that was his goal—but that didn’t mean his intentions were good. What if he intended to use this secret conversation to manipulate Rathius before he took the throne? What if he’d learned one of Rathius’s dark secrets—he’d certainly been close enough to discover something—and meant to blackmail Rathius? What if this was just the first step toward setting up Rathius as some sort of puppet king while Deric pulled the strings from behind the scenes?
What I have to tell him may save his life, Deric had told me. And all of Veridaea—even all of Therador—itself. 
I wished I knew what I was doing. I wished I had some way of knowing whether or not I could trust Deric.
You trust him enough to let him teach you, I reminded myself. To sneak off and meet him behind Alastor’s and Talon’s backs. I was already betraying my friends’ trust—in the service of what I thought was right, and because my gut told me that learning how to use my power was the best way to both defend myself and help them. Wasn’t this more of the same? A calculated risk, a small betrayal, in the name of helping Rathius and perhaps even Therador?
That was the question at the heart of this dilemma—was I willing to risk their anger, to lie to them, if it ultimately served Therador?
I hate this. I wasn’t made for this sort of quandary. I was too inexperienced, too trusting, too naive, too…whatever to successfully navigate the complexities of the Cleris court politics. It didn’t matter how much court intrigue I’d read or written—it was different when there were real people and real loyalties involved. I could wish all I wanted for some happy solution, for some perfect plan where no one got hurt to fall magically into my lap, but that wouldn’t happen.
I’d reached my narrow secret garden. But I only made it a few steps down the path before a figure stepped out from the shadows beneath one of the trees.
I froze. And then I recognized the face that emerged into the faded sunlight.
“Goldie,” Talon said, with uncharacteristic seriousness, “we need to talk.”
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“Talon,” I said, both relieved to see my friend and concerned by the look on his face. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?” 
“Maybe you can tell me,” he said. He glanced past my shoulder to the doorway behind me and then gestured that I should follow him deeper into the garden.
I had a sinking feeling about this. If Talon had something private to say, then why would he corner me here, instead of waiting until I returned to the suite? Something didn’t add up.
Still, I followed him down the narrow, winding path beneath the trees, until we were well out of sight and earshot of the door. Only then did he turn to me again, his dark eyes studying me closely.
“What is it?” I asked him again, my stomach tight with nerves. “Is this about Alastor?” Maybe that was why he couldn’t discuss this in the suite.
But Talon shook his head, his eyes never leaving mine. “You’re not a fool, Goldie. And you’re a friend, which is why I’m going to give you the chance to explain yourself.”
“Explain what?” I said automatically, but even as the words left my mouth, I understood. He knew. About Deric. 
The look he gave me in response to my question only confirmed it. That look said, Are you kidding me?
“I have eyes everywhere in the palace,” he reminded me. “You’re being discreet, yes, and I don’t believe anyone else has noticed yet, but someone will eventually. And they’ll wonder why the Prince of Veridaea’s betrothed is sneaking off to the room of the royal bard.”
“I…have my reasons,” I said, hating how thin and stupid that sounded even as I said it. “I know I’m taking a risk, but I believe it’s a necessary one. And I believe it will ultimately help us.”
“Normally I prefer to stay out of others’ affairs,” he said, “but in this case, given our complicated circumstances and Alastor’s recent…behavior, I feel the need to point out that you engaging in a romantic entanglement with Deric is probably not the best—”
“Wait—that is not what’s happening,” I quickly assured him. “There is no romantic entanglement. At all. He offered to teach me how to use my power. That’s it.”
“Ah.” Talon finally looked away from me, only to turn his gaze on a little sparrow that swooped down from one of the trees above. The bird chirped excitedly, circling Talon twice before coming to land on his shoulder.
Talon reached up, stroking the sparrow on its tiny feathered head with the pad of his finger. And he relaxed slightly, as if something had righted itself again now that he had one of his companions near.
But he still gave me a look as he said, “He’s manipulating you.”
“Possibly,” I admitted. Then, “Okay, probably.” I stepped closer, dropping my voice lower even though we were alone. “But this is my best chance to learn how to use my power. And to learn what he knows and what his goals are.”
“You think he’s foolish enough to let something slip?” Talon rubbed his friend beneath the beak, and then his eyes flashed with understanding. “You think he’ll tell you outright?”
“Maybe.” As Talon had pointed out, Deric was probably manipulating me. And possibly feeding me lies, for all I knew. But even lies might contain a kernel of truth, or at least clues to lead us to the truth.
Talon was shrewd enough to see what I didn’t say. “He’s asked you to prove yourself to him.”
I nodded, not daring to acknowledge it out loud. But at the same moment, I realized that this was it, far sooner than I’d anticipated—the moment where I had to decide what to do and where my loyalties lay. What was I willing to do to help Therador?
“Is it something that puts you in danger?” he asked. A second sparrow swooped down from above, flapping about in sheer joy before landing on Talon’s other shoulder.
And I couldn’t lie to him. I wouldn’t lie to him—that line was pretty firm in my head and heart. But I couldn’t tell him everything, either.
“I don’t think so,” I told Talon. “Not directly, anyway. And not me. I don’t think he wishes me harm at all.”
“But what he’s asking you to do might cause someone else harm? Who? What is he asking of you?”
I opened my mouth to tell him, then stopped myself. If I told Talon, I was certain he’d consider Deric’s “favor” too risky. And though I shared some of his concerns, I was learning to trust my own gut, too. And I realized, as I looked up at Talon, that my gut was telling me that the risk was still worth it. It was my gut that had brought me to Deric, my gut that had led me down this path, and now that I recognized it, I wanted to listen to it.
“Can I ask you something?” I said to Talon. “Do you believe all members of the Circle are inherently evil?” I’d asked him something similar when we’d first learned the truth about Deric’s identity, but I wanted him to confirm his views again.
Talon hesitated, then said, “Inherently evil, no.”
“And you agreed that it was important to play this out,” I reminded him. “To see what we could learn.”
“That was before I knew you were sneaking off alone with him.”
He didn’t trust me. Or at least—he didn’t trust my judgment or my ability to navigate Deric’s manipulations. And honestly, I didn’t blame him. Given my track record, I probably would have assumed the same as him—that the inexperienced girl from another world was the least likely to be able to handle one of the Circle one-on-one.
“But that’s why it has to be me,” I said softly. “He wouldn’t even consider doing this with anyone else. As long as he underestimates me, as long as I’m seemingly vulnerable to his manipulation, I’m the best chance we’ve got to learn anything. It’s why he’s trusted me as much as he already has.”
Talon’s expression softened. It was clear that, even if he’d assumed the worst of me at the beginning of this accusation, he was only looking out for me now.
“I can help you,” he said.
“Not without me breaking his trust,” I said firmly. “And once I do that, this game is over.”
Talon looked at me for a long moment, an odd look on his face. He hardly even glanced up when a third sparrow flew down onto his shoulder. And I knew, then, that he saw it, too—that resolve I’d found inside me, that firmness in this choice I’d made, however ill-advised it might seem at first glance. Alastor, with his insistence that all members of the Circle were his enemy, would never have understood. But Talon… Talon knew.
“You’ve changed a lot these last few weeks,” he said finally. His mouth curled up in a smile. “It’s not a bad thing—but I think you will surprise more than a few people.”
“Then you trust me?” That was important to me, even now—I hated disappointing my friends, and Talon had only ever been a friend to me from the start.
“I do,” he said. “But you’re going to have to be careful, Goldie. And eventually, I—and Alastor—need to know exactly what’s going on. Sooner rather than later.”
“I know,” I told him.
“And if you find yourself in trouble, you come to me. I don’t care whose trust it breaks. And if I think you’re in trouble, I’m not going to hesitate to step in.”
Another sparrow flew down, this one even noisier than all the rest. But he ignored it.
“I understand,” I told him. “Actually—there is one thing.”
“What?” He tried to hush the new sparrow with a wave of his fingers.
“It’s about Lady Willadora,” I said. “I think she may be planning to—” I cut myself off, not daring to say more until I understood whether or not her threats about spilling her secrets held any weight. “Actually, first—what do you know about blood promises?”
“Well, they—” He stopped, then jerked his head toward the newest sparrow, which was chirping incessantly and flapping around and around Talon’s head. Talon’s eyes widened, and then he looked back at me.
“She’s found him,” he said.
“Found who?”
“Radven,” he said. “About a week south of here. And he’s not alone.”
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After a couple hours of riding, we’d descended far into the valley to the south. The valley was greener than the surrounding slopes, with sparse woods and mossy glades and crystal-clear streams flowing into hidden pools. If it weren’t for the sharp, gray peaks stretching into the sky above us, it would have been easy to forget where we’d been only this morning. 
We rode in relative silence. Not even Lady Fresna had anything to say, thank the gods. I probably would have punched her if she’d tried to order me around right now.
I listened for the sounds of fighting behind us—shouts, swords clanging, anything. I could tell Lady Noya was listening, too, but there was nothing to hear.
She’d given me her extra sword again. It was tied to my saddle, within easy reach.
Lady Noya often led our horses through the stream beds, sometimes making us travel for half a mile at a time through the water to obscure our tracks as much as possible. Eventually, she turned us back toward the edge of the valley. Here, there were often large mounds of boulders and fallen rock, which meant more places to hide.
The sun was getting longer before we found ourselves riding alongside the base of a sheer cliff, its gray surface nearly obscured by lichen and moss. Eventually, just past a couple of huge boulders, we found the entrance of what appeared to be a cave.
“Stay here,” Lady Noya told us, climbing down from her horse. To me, she added, “Watch our backs. And if I tell you to run, run.”
She crept into the cave, sword raised. The rest of us hung back, waiting. I scanned the surrounding woods. There was a little stream nearby and a couple of dense thickets of bramble bushes, but not much else. I had a clear line of sight to the south and the east, and the cliff face protected our backs to the north. The pile of boulders hid us from the west—the direction we’d come—but it also kept us from spotting anyone approaching from that direction. If we wanted to be safe, we’d need to post a watch—maybe from the top of one of those boulders.
Lady Noya returned a moment later.
“We’re good,” she said. “It’s empty. No sign of any recent animal or beast activity—just some dead leaves. There’s just enough room for all of us and the horses.”
The mouth of the cave was just large enough for a single horse to fit through at a time.
“Easier for just the two of us to defend,” Lady Noya told me.
The cavern beyond was bigger, and it was dry and relatively warm. I set up makeshift beds for everyone while Lady Noya and Prudie dealt with the horses. Lady Fresna huddled against the side of the cave until I waved her over and helped her out of her cloak.
It was too risky to have a fire, so we munched on dried rations. Lady Fresna barely touched hers, but I had bigger things to worry about than spoon-feeding her.
I took a quick, stealthy swig from the bottle in my saddlebag, then I trekked back outside.
Lady Noya was already out there, coming back around the boulders.
“I set up a couple of quick traps,” she told me. “They’re not much, but they might alert us to someone coming from the east.” She looked up at one of the huge chunks of rock above her. “I’m going to climb up there. See what I can see.”
“I’ll join you.”
It was tricky work to climb when I could only get a decent grip with my right hand and was encumbered by her heavy sword hanging from my belt, but I managed. I scrabbled up just behind Lady Noya.
“We’ve got a good view from here,” she said. “We’ll see them long before they see us.”
She was right. It was nearing twilight, and the shadows of the mountains had already cast this valley into relative darkness, even though the sky was still pale above us. But we had a clear line of sight in every direction. The trees weren’t thick enough here to offer much cover.
“It’ll be harder to see anything once the sun goes down,” she said. “But that’ll be true for them, too. Darkest Night tonight.”
Fuck, that’s right. I’d forgotten.
We stood in silence for a moment. A flock of birds whisked past overhead, squawking as they flew toward their roost for the night.
“Do you think it’s over by now?” I asked her.
“Has to be.” With an exhausted sigh, she lowered herself down into a seated position.
There was plenty of room up here for both of us, so I sat down, too, then settled my sword across my lap.
“Do you think we won?” I asked her.
“I’d stake career hunters against the lords of Veridaea any day,” she said. “But we have the Lion Warrior on our side, so I suspect that tips the scales in our favor.”
“Even as he is?” I asked her. When she shot me a look, I clarified, “Even if he doesn’t shift?”
She was too smart not to get what I was hinting at. “Maybe. He brought down two basilisks as he is, didn’t he?”
“And nearly got himself killed in the process,” I muttered, chucking a pebble as far as I could into the trees.
She gave me a knowing smile. “Made you realize a few things, hm?”
“That he’s a reckless idiot? Yeah.” I knew what she really meant, though. “It’s not like that between us.”
“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you’re a terrible liar.” She picked up a pebble of her own and tossed it, even farther than I had. “Those marks on your neck aren’t very good liars either.”
I cursed, slapping a hand against the side of my throat. Not that it mattered at this point.
“It was just one time,” I said. Only one time that counted, anyway. The past was ancient history. “I just needed to burn off some steam and he was there. It could have been anyone.”
“Anyone?” Her eyebrow went up. “If Lord Hassian had been the one to show interest…?”
“Maybe, if I was desperate enough.” Fuck, she was right—I was really fucking bad at lying. About this, at least. “Okay, maybe not. But I just needed a little release, you know? I’ve been dealing with…a lot.”
“I’m honestly impressed you’ve made it this far without murdering Fresna in her sleep,” she said. “But yeah, I understand.” She tossed another pebble up into the air, then caught it in her fist. “Though I can’t say I’ve ever been desperate enough to be with a man. Not since the first time, anyway, when I discovered it wasn’t for me.”
I’d had my suspicions about Lady Noya, and it was comforting to know my instincts weren’t completely unreliable, despite my many lapses of judgment of late.
And maybe Oak and Lord Hassian weren’t the only options out here.
I’d been with women before. And I understood the appeal—we were soft in all the places men weren’t. And often a lot wilder once the clothes came off.
When I looked at her, she just shrugged at me, a half-smile on her lips. She wasn’t going to force the issue, or even suggest anything. The ball was in my court—even though there were no balls anywhere near here.
I threw another rock into the trees. The sky was getting darker with every passing moment, and with the darkness my brain got louder. Messier. My nights these days had become an endless parade of bad dreams and bad decisions.
But maybe this woman next to me was the answer. Or at least an answer. Lady Noya had treated me with nothing but respect from the beginning, and she often seemed to know my thoughts and feelings before I did. And I’d seen her fight. She was precise, controlled, in perfect harmony with her body. It wasn’t a stretch to assume she’d be as graceful and talented in other, non-combat physical scenarios, too.
What the hell, I told myself. There are plenty of enjoyable ways to burn off steam that have nothing to do with Oak.
I set Lady Noya’s sword carefully on the boulder next to me, then twisted my body around fully to face her. She’d been watching to the west, but her eyes shifted in my direction when I leaned toward her.
I reached up, sliding my hand around the curve of her neck, pulling her face slowly toward mine. She let me pull her toward me, her eyes watching mine the entire time. 
“I wasn’t propositioning you, you know,” she said, her voice huskier than usual.
“I know,” I replied, then pulled her lips against mine.
Her mouth was warm and soft and welcoming. She tasted like fresh air and steel, with a little bit of sweetness underneath. And she kissed like someone who knew her way around a woman’s mouth—moving gently at first, letting me lead, and then a little more forcefully.
When her arm slid around my waist I let her pull me closer, and when her tongue slid along my bottom lip I opened my mouth, letting her in deeper. My fingers slid over her hair, twining through the careful braid pinned on top of her head, and she responded by burying her own hand in my loose strands.
I let her guide me, lead me. She was different and delicious, comforting and warm. But…
I pulled back.
“I’m sorry,” I told her, dropping my hand from her hair. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” I leaned back. “It’s not you. You’re—”
“Not him,” she said, releasing me with a sigh. “Don’t worry—I understand.”
“Believe me,” I assured her. “A year ago, in another time and place, I would have—”
“You don’t have to justify yourself to me,” she said.
“No, I do. I’m the one being an asshole here.”
She laughed. “Asshole? I’ve never heard that one before.”
Yeah, because Theradorian slang doesn’t have a word for what I am.
“I’m the one being a tease when I…” Fuck, I wasn’t going to finish that sentence out loud. “You’re my friend, and you deserve better.”
“I knew what this was before I kissed you,” she said, leaning back. “I’m not some innocent young maid, Esmer. I’m a grown woman. And I’ve seen how you look at the Lion Warrior. Believe me, I expected nothing. I was just enjoying the moment while it lasted.” She flashed me another smile that was genuine enough to relieve most of my guilt.
I sidled back over to where I’d been sitting before, pulling the sword up into my lap again. “This isn’t going to make things awkward between us now, right?”
“Gods, it better not,” she said, laughing again. “You’re the only thing keeping me sane among all these fools and bastards.”
Good. I hadn’t lost my only friend, at least. Once again, my instincts had been way off base, and I wasn’t sure I could deal with losing our friendship. I’d miss her when I split off to go to Riversend.
“Hey,” I said to her. “Just to let you know—”
“Hush.” Her hand shot out, grabbing my arm and silencing me. And then I heard what she’d heard.
Sounds to the west—voices.
Someone was coming.
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Lady Noya and I rose into a crouch atop our boulder, weapons in hand. Below us, to the west, the voices were getting louder. 
It was still early evening, but down here in the valley, darkness had fallen quickly. And there were no moons to offer light tonight.
I craned my ear, listening for Oak’s familiar deep voice. I’d know it anywhere, at any distance. But I couldn’t hear it.
I nudged Lady Noya with my elbow.
“Recognize anyone?” I asked her in an undertone.
“No.”
We hadn’t discussed what we’d do if the other hunters found us. We didn’t really need to. It was real fucking simple—we’d hide for as long as we could, and if they found us, we’d kill as many of them as we could rather than let them take us. Nothing more needed to be said.
I twisted, looking back down over my shoulder at the entrance to the cave below. It was hard to see in the dark, especially if you weren’t looking for it. But it was still exposed.
If we were lucky, the hunters didn’t even know we existed. They wouldn’t be looking for us. They’d just traipse on by, completely oblivious to our presence.
But I’d lived through too much shit to believe in luck. And in the meantime, Lady Fresna and Prudie were vulnerable.
I squeezed Lady Noya’s arm again, then signaled that I was going to go down and defend the cave. She nodded.
Climbing down the boulder without making a sound, in the dark with that heavy-ass sword banging against my leg, was a feat. I deserved a fucking medal. Once I was down on solid ground, I darted over to the cave and ducked inside.
The cave was pitch-dark. We’d decided it was too risky to have a fire or light any lanterns. I crept slowly forward.
“Prudie,” I whispered. “Lady Fresna.”
“Yes?” Lady Fresna squeaked from the darkness. “What is it?”
The only sound from Prudie was a snore. I shuffled forward another few steps then crouched down, feeling around until my hand met her shoulder. I softly shook her awake.
“Wha—”
I clamped my hand down over her mouth, silencing her.
“Someone’s coming,” I whispered to them. “Stay quiet. I’m going to wait near the entrance.”
I rose and crept back to the front of the cave. Then I pulled my borrowed sword out of its sheath and waited.
The voices were louder and closer now. I couldn’t see Lady Noya from where I stood, but she was our first line of defense. I trusted her to make the call of whether to move or stay still.
“…camp soon,” came one of the voices through the trees. “It’s too bloody dark to keep going.”
“Quit your whinin’,” came another, gruffer voice. “You get any softer and we’re leavin’ you behind.”
Definitely not the Cleris lords. Fuck.
They were very close now. I could hear their horses clopping through the underbrush. They weren’t trying to be sneaky.
“It can’t be much farther,” said another man.
Suddenly, the horses stopped. I couldn’t see anything through the darkness, but I could hear the jostling of leather and metal and the heavy thud of someone dismounting.
Shit. Had they seen us?
There was still no sound or movement from Lady Noya, so I waited, squeezing the hilt of my sword until my fingers cramped.
Someone was coming toward the cave. I couldn’t see anything more than a dark shape, but I could hear his footfalls against the ground.
Behind me, Lady Fresna whimpered softly.
I lifted my sword. This was definitely a “stab first, ask questions later” scenario. The man kept coming closer, and I bit the inside of my cheek to quiet my breathing, wondering when I should just charge and swing at his head while the element of surprise was still on my side. 
He was only a few feet outside the cave entrance when Lady Noya leaped down from the boulder, landing with a heavy thud. He spun toward her.
This was my chance. While she distracted him, I charged out of the cave, swinging at his back.
My blade met flesh. And a deep curse echoed through the night.
I stumbled back, staggering beneath the wait of the sword. The man turned back, coming toward me, and I swung again—but this time he dodged.
Fuck. I wasn’t skilled enough to go up against someone who knew what he was doing, especially in the dark.
But what I lacked in skill, I made up for in sheer scrappiness. I swung again, then again. He dodged every swing, but all I had to do was keep him off balance while Lady Noya made her move.
And pray that we could take him down before the rest of the hunters descended on us. I could already hear them charging through the trees, and Lady Noya shouted.
“Wait!” the man in front of me growled, then cursed again when I nearly got him in the side.
The next part happened too fast for me to see. One minute I was lifting my sword again, the next he had me by the wrist, forcing me to drop it.
I fought him, writhing and kicking and scratching, remembering the moves I’d learned in my self-defense class. With a grunt, I brought my knee up hard between his legs.
He cursed again, but he didn’t release me. He grabbed me with both hands and lifted me, pressing my back up against the wall of rock.
“Esmer,” he growled, his voice still edged with pain. “Stop. It’s me.”
It took a couple of seconds for his words to sink in. 
All of the fight sagged out of my body. “Oak?”
Now that my eyes were starting to adjust to the darkness, I could see his shape and size more accurately. And now that I was quiet and still, I could pick up on his familiar scent. And the familiar feeling of his hands against my bare skin.
His face was close to mine. I could feel his hot breath against my cheek, and it reminded me too much of the last time he’d had me pressed up against a rock.
“What the fuck?” I demanded. “Put me down!” I wriggled in his grip. “Why did you attack us?”
He set me back on my feet again. His breathing was still ragged, and it was nice to know he was as out-of-breath as I was from our little scuffle.
“You attacked me,” he pointed out. 
“You should have said something!” I told him. “Announced who you were!”
“I didn’t even know you were there until you charged at me,” he said. “I heard something and came to investigate. For all I knew, we’d stumbled upon a basilisk den.”
Beyond him, Lady Noya had stopped fighting as well. I heard her speaking quietly with someone.
The implication of this meeting finally sank in. “You guys won.”
“No,” he said in a low voice.
Others were talking now—men whose voices I still didn’t recognize.
“We never got the chance to fight,” Oak explained. “While we were waiting for them, five basilisks attacked us.”
“Fuck. Five?”
“We were barely holding them off when the hunters arrived,” he said through gritted teeth. “They helped us dispatch them.”
I could hear the anger in his voice—not at the hunters, but at himself. The idiot was pissed that he hadn’t been able to kill all five basilisks himself, while being freshly recovered.
“And then what?” I asked, trying to see around him. In the darkness, I could see the shapes of men and horses moving through the trees—far more than just our little hunting party. Then a spark of flame flared to life as someone lit a lantern. “You decided we’re all friends now?”
“There were casualties on both sides,” Oak said. “They lost two men, we lost Lord Lawther. They said they were attacked just yesterday by two more to the west of here. Someone suggested we travel together for a while.”
“And you agreed to this?” I asked. “Lord Hassian agreed to this?”
“Lord Hassian would be dead himself if one of the hunters hadn’t killed the basilisk that attacked him,” Oak said. There were more lanterns and torches behind him now, backlighting him with an orange glow. “Perhaps he believes he owes them his life. Or maybe he’s realized how vulnerable we are after all. Most of the men in our party were raised on sword-sport. Few have ever encountered one of the roving beasts before this expedition.”
“So we’re just trusting these hunters?” I asked, incredulous.
“No,” Oak said. “I don’t trust them. But…they’re not what I expected, either. For the moment, at least, everyone has decided we need each other.”
Gods, this was going to end badly.
“Are they after the phoenix, too?” I asked. “What happens when—Oak? What’s wrong?”
He’d sagged a little, catching himself against the wall.
“Nothing,” he grunted.
“This isn’t nothing,” I insisted. The last time this happened, he’d fallen unconscious and nearly died.
“Just a little blood loss,” he said, pushing himself fully upright again. “I just need some food and rest.”
Blood loss? Oh…fuck. Of all the idiotic…
“You should have told me I hit you,” I said to him, grabbing his arm and bracing it over my shoulder.
“I assumed you knew. It didn’t feel like an accident.”
“Very funny.” I could feel his blood seeping through my dress where our sides were pressed up against each other. I helped him back toward the others. Everyone else was already hard at work, setting up a camp for the night.
Lady Noya’s dark eyes widened when she saw us.
“We need to clean him and stitch him up,” I told her. I hadn’t even looked at the wound yet, but I was going to assume the worst. “See if you can find—”
“I’ve got him.” A slender young man I’d never seen before appeared in front of me. “We’ve got a healing kit. And I can stitch him up.”
When I’d imagined the hunters, I’d pictured brawny, filthy men with unruly beards, hard muscles, and clothes made out of animal skins. While there were certainly a few guys fitting that description here, the man in front of me was clean and well-dressed, his sandy-blond hair braided back neatly. He was almost scrawny, with a sharp chin and brown eyes that looked at me with curiosity, and then—
Holy shit.
Recognition hit me at the same time I saw it register in his eyes.
“Gervain?” Fuck, he looked almost exactly the same. Older, sure, with a few sun-worn creases across his tanned brow, but…
“I…I thought you were dead.” He looked positively shook. And he shot an almost accusatory glance at Oak. “I’d heard the rumors about Oak’s return, but you…” He grabbed my free hand. “If your mother knew you were here… If anyone knew you were here… Where have you been all these years? We did the burial rites for you. We…”
“We can talk later,” I told him. “We will talk later.” Why was someone from Riversend here, with these hunters? And why the fuck didn’t Oak warn me about our old friend?
Because he doesn’t remember his past with you, I reminded myself. And because he was too busy dealing with the fact that you stabbed him.
I tried to pass Oak over to Gervain for support, but instead he shrugged away from me.
“It’s just a scratch,” he insisted. “I can walk by myself.”
“This way,” Gervain told him.
“I’ll be right there,” I said. I needed to go check on Lady Fresna and Prudie first. And take a minute to come to grips with Gervain, of all people, showing up out of fucking nowhere.
“What’s the story there?” Lady Noya asked as they walked away.
“It’s complicated,” I told her. My eyes were on Oak’s back, where his shirt was torn and dark with blood.
“Well, whatever it is, I wouldn’t leave them alone together for too long,” she said. “Not with the way our Lion Warrior was glaring at him.”
Does Oak even realize why he hates him? I wondered. But I shut down that line of thought fast.
I was too fucking exhausted for hope tonight. 




[image: image-placeholder]
40
An Old Friend

ESMER


By the time I got to Gervain’s tent, he’d cleaned and stitched up Oak’s wound, and he was just finishing up bandaging it, wrapping thick gauze around Oak’s bare, muscular torso. Oak looked sour, but he was conscious and sitting up, so that was what mattered. 
It was really freaking weird to see the two of them together after all this time. I didn’t even know where to begin.
“Well,” Gervain said when he saw me. “Does this mean I’m finally going to get some answers? Oak won’t tell me anything about where you’ve been.”
I glanced at Oak. He was watching Gervain’s every move like a lion watching a rival stalk ever closer.
Gods. It didn’t matter how many years had passed or how many memories forgotten—men always found a way to turn everything into a pissing match.
“I’ve been…around,” I said finally. “It’s a long story.”
“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Gervain said, coming over to me. “Esmerine… I never thought I’d see you again. You were dead.”
“Obviously not,” I said with a snort.
He caught me by the shoulders, forcing me to look at him. He’d always been so serious, so contemplative, but there was a deeper wisdom there now, the kind that came only with age. And there was a wistfulness in his eyes as he looked me over.
“How could you leave us?” he asked, unable or unwilling to keep the hurt out of his voice. “How could you go without a word? Do you have any idea what you did to us?” He turned his head partway, not quite looking at Oak. “I’m surprised he still speaks to you, after what you did to him.”
I pulled myself out of Gervain’s grip. “It wasn’t my choice,” I said. “It was…” Fuck, I really, really did not want to get into this shit now. I wanted to leave it all behind me.
But I knew this was just a preview of what I’d experience when I made it back to Riversend. I’d have to give an explanation sooner or later.
“It was the Circle,” I told him.
His eyes widened.
“I’d really rather not talk about this right now,” I told him. “But please believe me when I say I was taken against my will. I’ve only just now made it back here and I was actually on my way to Riversend.”
Gervain was twisting his fingers around each other. He’d always done that when he was thinking, like he was trying to mimic the thoughts whirring through his head.
“How did you get free of them?” he asked. “We’d heard the Circle was broken of course, but…”
“As far as I know, they’ve long forgotten about me,” I told him. “I don’t think I was ever their true target. Just someone who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” I’d had a lot of time to think about that, and these last few weeks had only made me more certain of that. Maybe they’d already had their eye on Oak when they ambushed me, but I doubted it. He hadn’t even met Alastor and Radven yet, hadn’t gained his powers.
“You sound different,” Gervain said, still studying me. “You look…the same. And yet different, too.” He reached out like he wanted to touch my hair, but Oak made a sound from the cot.
“As touching as this reunion is, we should secure the camp,” Oak said, rising with a grunt.
“My friends are doing just that as we speak, I assure you,” Gervain said.
“How did you even end up with these people?” I asked him. Gervain had never exactly been the outdoorsy type. Or even mildly athletic. If he’d been born in Marigold’s world, he would have absolutely been that nerd who lived in his mother’s basement and spent his evenings reading books and avoiding the sun. He was a thinker, not a fighter.
“Things have changed a lot these last few years,” he said. “We’ve all had to learn how to fend for ourselves.”
“But…hunting?”
He looked offended. “I’m performing a service. Why is it that when Oak kills a beast he gets hailed as a hero, but when I do it I’m judged?”
“Because I don’t do it for gold,” Oak said, stalking over. If he was experiencing any pain, he didn’t show it.
“You certainly weren’t opposed to accepting gold when it was showered upon you,” Gervain said. “You were happy to bask in the rewards and glory.”
“Boys,” I said, “can we do this some other time? I’m exhausted.”
“I was just leaving,” Oak grumbled, then stomped out.
“And I should probably make sure he makes it to his tent,” I said. “But you and I should finish this talk later.”
I ducked out of the tent. Why the fuck were men always so dramatic? And they wondered why women were so tired of their shit.
I caught up to Oak easily. “You can go easy on him, you know.”
“I was going easy on him.”
I sighed heavily. The camp was mostly set up now, with the hunters’ tents on one side and the lords’ on the other, with the corpses of four basilisks tied up in between. The hunters’ side also featured rows of drying bones, stretched out hides, and a mysterious chunk of meat sizzling over a campfire.
“Do you even remember why you dislike him?” I asked.
Oak’s eyes tilted in my direction. “I don’t dislike him.”
“Sure. If you say so.”
Oak was silent as we crossed around behind the line of dead basilisks. They smelled like shit.
“I remember him being quiet,” Oak said after a moment. “Unassuming. Not overly friendly, but respectable. He stepped up as best he could when his father died.”
“And seeing him here with these hunters has changed your opinion of him?”
“No,” he said. “He’s probably the only reason I agreed to go along with this…”—he gestured to the hunters—“…truce.”
“Hm.” We’d come to Oak’s tent and stopped, looking out across the camp.
It was lively, considering the day’s events. The hunters were laughing and drinking around their fires, and the lords were doing the same, each side keeping an eye on the other.
“He kissed me once,” I said to Oak.
I wasn’t looking at him, but I could feel his gaze snap to me.
“He and I were friends. He didn’t have many. But I got to know him pretty well because my mother would always send me to their place with bread and jam.” We looked out for our own in Riversend, and life had been hard on Gervain’s family after his father’s death. “You and I hadn’t told anyone about us yet. And it was Midsummer, and he had no one to dance with, so I asked him. And then he kissed me.”
Oak said nothing.
“I told him I wasn’t interested in him that way,” I said. “And he apologized and backed off…mostly. He never tried to kiss me again, but you accused him of playing upon my sympathies to spend time with me.”
“You mean I was jealous.”
“You claimed you weren’t,” I told him. “You said you knew I’d never betray you, but you didn’t like him disrespecting our love. You said he was manipulating me by making me feel sorry for him.”
“So I was a jealous ass even back then.” He sounded disgusted with himself.
“You were only sixteen,” I pointed out. “And for what it’s worth, I think you were right. I don’t think he was intentionally doing it, though.”
“I find it hard to believe you ever let anyone manipulate you,” he said.
“People change,” I replied. “Life has a way of beating the shit out of you, and you have to adapt.”
“Not always for the better,” he said, and it was obvious he was talking about himself.
“Well, if you’re an ass, then I’m one, too.” I was too exhausted for introspection, though. Instead, I looked up at the sky. Even with the light of the campfires around us, I could feel the dark of the moonless night. And yet…the stars glittered like jewels, more visible than ever, brighter for the darkness that surrounded them.
I looked down, suddenly conscious of the silence that was stretching between Oak and me.
“How’s that wound doing?” I asked him. 
“I’ll live.”
“You’re lucky I’m complete shit with a sword,” I told him. “Just wait until I actually know what I’m doing.”
He actually smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”
“In the meantime, try not to get yourself hurt anymore,” I said. “You’re becoming a little high-maintenance with all this constant healing you need.”
“You make it sound like you’re the one maintaining me.”
“Close enough.” That felt dangerously close to admitting something, though, so I added, “Just try to stay out of trouble for a little while. Please.”
“Be careful,” he said. “I might start to think you care.”
I didn’t realize I was the one whose feelings were up for debate. He was the one who’d forgotten about us, not me.
“Esmer,” he said, his voice dropping. “Do something for me.”
My stupid heart sped up, but I didn’t let it show. “Hm?”
He was no longer looking at me. Instead, he was watching the hunters on the far side of camp.
“I don’t want you ever going off alone when we’re with them.” He glanced back at me and added, “You or any of the women. Whatever I feel about Gervain is irrelevant. It’s the rest of them I’m worried about. Ruthless men who haven’t laid eyes on a woman in weeks…”
I glanced across our half of the camp. Lady Noya had already set herself up in front of Lady Fresna’s tent, and I spotted Prudie next to a campfire with one of the male servants.
“Don’t worry,” I told him. “I won’t do anything stupid. And I can take care of myself, as that chunk that’s missing from your back can tell you.”
“I mean it,” he said.
“So do I,” I snapped. “I’ve been taking care of myself for a very long time without you.”
The silence stretched out between us. The orange firelight bounced off his bare arms and shoulders, making him look like he was glowing gold. His hair had grown longer and scruffier during our time out here, and it currently hung loose to his shoulders like a lion’s mane. He was breathtaking.
“What happened to you?” he asked finally.
“What even is that question? Everything happened.” I needed to calm the fuck down. A few people were starting to look our direction, and I didn’t want people to start making a big deal about why a servant was yelling at the Lion Warrior. “I’m assuming you can handle yourself from here. I’m going to bed.”
“Alone?”
“If that’s an invitation, the answer’s no,” I hissed at him, careful to lower my voice. “We did our thing, and we’re not doing it again.”
“This isn’t about sex,” he said. “This is about your safety.”
“I’ll go sit with Lady Noya.”
He didn’t have an argument for that. But I only made it a couple of steps before he said, “Why do you hate me so much?”
I stopped. “I don’t hate you.”
“You’d fool me.”
“I told you about our past,” I told him. “Do you think I made it up?”
He took his time before he spoke. “No, I don’t.”
“Then that might give you an idea of why I act the way I do around you.”
“You blame me for not remembering.”
“No, that’s—” This man was going to fucking kill me. “I fucked you, didn’t I? Clearly I don’t hate you.”
He stepped closer. “In my experience, you can hate someone and fuck them at the same time.”
“Your experience?” I echoed.
He stopped right in front of me. His bare chest above the gauze was mere inches from my face.
“I don’t like this,” he said. “I don’t want things to be like this between us.”
“That’s not entirely up to you.”
“Let it out,” he said. “Whatever you blame me for, whatever your grievances against me, tell me. Say them out loud.”
“Saying them won’t fix anything,” I told him.
“No, it won’t.”
“Then what the hell is the point?”
He didn’t reply, but when I looked at his face, I knew the answer.
“You blame yourself for all of this shit, too,” I said. “This is just another way of punishing yourself.”
He didn’t respond.
“Why?” I demanded. “What’s the point of all this self-flagellation? What’s it getting you? Do you really hate yourself that much?”
“You tell me,” he said, his cobalt eyes reflecting back the flame of the campfire behind me.
“You’re doing this on purpose,” I said. “You’re intentionally pissing me off.”
“If that’s what you think,” he said, his voice low and deep, “then what are you going to do about it?”
This was a trap. I knew it was, and I didn’t care.
I shoved him backwards into his tent, and then I followed.
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Under Her Control

ESMER


Oak’s tent was dark. But we didn’t need light. 
The moment the flap fell down behind me, my hands found him in the darkness. His arms looped around my waist as his mouth crashed down on mine.
I let him kiss me until I was breathless, and then I tore my face away.
“I know what you’re doing,” I told him. He’d already dropped his lips to my neck, and he was kissing his way across my throat. “I know you think you got one over on me—”
“I don’t think anything,” he growled against my skin.
“I know you made me mad on purpose,” I told him. “If you think you can just piss me off every time you want to—” My words dissolved into a gasp as he licked me from the base of my throat all the way up to my jaw.
So yeah, about lust overriding all your common sense and blah, blah, blah…
He was already fumbling with my dress, yanking up the skirts around my hips.
“Easy there, tiger,” I said. “Why don’t we—”
He hoisted me up in the air, then carried me over to his cot. Part of me was absolutely ready to have him ravish me, but I wasn’t about to let him think he’d won. I needed to show him that he wasn’t in charge of this, no matter what he might think from the way I threw myself at him.
As he climbed on top of me, I reached down between us, finding his cock. He groaned as I squeezed him.
“Get up,” I told him.
He didn’t want to. I could tell. But when I shoved against his muscled shoulder with my other hand, he sat back. And I pulled myself out from beneath him and then climbed down to the ground beside the cot.
“Take off your pants,” I told him.
He obeyed. I could feel the heat radiating off his body as he removed the only article of clothing he was still wearing, then lowered himself into a seated position again.
I sat on my heels next to the cot. I couldn’t see anything but the rough shape of him, but the energy had shifted the moment he was naked.
“You should be more careful who you piss off,” I told him. “Some women might not handle it well.”
“Is that a threat?” His voice was deliciously deep. A challenge.
“Is this what you want?” I asked him. “For a woman to use you? For you to use her?”
His deep, throaty chuckle sounded almost feral. “No one’s using anyone at the moment.”
“Then obviously you haven’t pissed me off enough yet.” I leaned forward, finding the hard length of him and wrapping my fingers around it.
He groaned. Right here, in this moment, I was in control, and I was going to enjoy every sweet, addictive moment of it.
I bent my head down and took him between my lips.
The sound he made this time was more animal, practically bestial. His hands buried themselves in my hair, curling against my scalp, and though I could feel him wanting to guide me, subtly trying to direct my speed and my motions, I didn’t let him.
I’d learned a few things in the years we’d been apart.
So I tortured him. For everything he’d done to me, for all the pain and the agony he’d caused, I let him experience some agony of his own. By the time my tongue was done with him, his body would never let him forget me ever again. And every time he wanted to punish himself, he would remember how I was punishing him now.
His grip tightened on my hair, and I could feel his groans vibrating all the way down through his body, all the way into me. I was going to take him right to the brink. And then I was going to—
He pulled my head back.
“I don’t want to finish like this,” he rumbled down at me.
“Then hopefully you know how to control yourself,” I said, leaning toward him again.
But he caught me under the arms and lifted me up, then deposited me into his lap so that I was straddling him.
“You’re not in charge of this,” I told him.
“No?” Another challenge.
“Believe it or not,” I told him, “not everyone’s life revolves around pleasing the almighty Lion Warrior. If you think I’m going to let you—”
He kissed me, and I temporarily forgot how to breathe.
I shoved back. “If this is what you want, then fine.” I lifted up my hips, repositioning myself and dragging the fabric of my skirt out from between us. “But we’re doing this my way.” When I lowered myself again, I sank down onto the length of him, drawing him deep inside me.
Fuck, he felt good. Infuriatingly good.
I braced my hands on his shoulders and moved against him, riding him up and down and grinding my hips against his. He started with his hands on my hips, then soon began loosening the laces at the back of my dress.
“You have too many damn clothes on,” he growled at me. He practically tore my dress off over my head. My muslin underdress went next.
And then we were skin to skin.
It was the first time in more than a dozen years. And I wasn’t ready. It didn’t matter that we’d already had sex. This was different. Being naked in front of him meant being vulnerable in a way I hadn’t prepared for.
And gods damn him, he sensed that weakness immediately.
He gripped me by the hips and flipped me over onto my back on the cot. And then he was on top of me again.
“I never said I was done with you,” I said, but I sounded so breathless there was no bite behind the words.
And Oak was already sliding down my body, pushing my legs apart, dropping his head between my thighs.
Heat pooled between my legs even before he could touch my flesh with my tongue. My body was throbbing, aching for this.
But I grabbed his head, stopping him before he could put his mouth on me.
“No,” I told him firmly.
I could feel his confusion in the dark. “You don’t want me to—”
“No,” I said again. I couldn’t explain it to him—couldn’t even put it into words for myself—but this felt even more dangerous than being naked for him. And I had to hold onto some boundary, however tenuous. “Do anything else you want with me, but not that.”
He moved slowly up my body again, a beast in the dark. And when his face hovered over mine he bent down, almost tentatively, and put his lips against the side of my throat.
One after another, he laid tender kisses against my neck, until I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed the roughness back. The desperation. My mind had too many places to go in the quiet.
“I’m not a virgin,” I snapped at him. “You don’t have to treat me like I’m scared of sex.”
He lifted his head. “Forgive me, but you’re sending some mixed signals.”
“I told you you could do anything else you wanted with me. How is that a mixed signal?”
He propped himself up with a sigh. “I—”
“Arrrrh,“ I groaned at him, shoving him off me as I sat up. “Here, let me show you.”
I grabbed him and kissed him, hard enough to bruise. My teeth closed down around his bottom lip.
At first, he seemed stunned by my forcefulness. But then his arms came up around me and he was suddenly kissing me back, as fiercely as I was kissing him.
I clawed at his back above his bandage, trying to get closer to him. This was what I wanted—this blinding heat, this desire that drowned out everything else. Fuck feelings. Fuck logic. Fuck everything but this.
And now that he saw I wasn’t going to shrink away from his touch, Oak was wrangling for control again. He forced me back down onto my back, pinning me beneath him, and I let myself drown in the heat of his body all around me. 
I wanted him inside me again. Now.
And he got my hips’ silent hint.
With an animal growl he buried himself deep inside me. And I arched against him, unable to stifle my cry of pleasure.
I met him thrust for thrust, gripping him hard by the shoulders, until he paused just long enough to grab me by the wrists and pin them against the cot above my head.
And doing that—claiming complete physical control over me—seemed to break whatever final limits he’d placed on himself.
He didn’t hold himself back anymore. He fucked me like the beast he was, unleashing his full passion into me, thrusting with such force that the cot threatened to buckle beneath us.
And my body welcomed him in, absorbing every shock of pleasure, every wild thrust that bordered on pain. I was no longer in control of my body or my mind—there was only hungry lust, obscuring everything else, and its quest to wring every last drop of ecstasy from the man above me.
I went past pleasure into something almost transcendent, something that threatened to pull me right out of my body. Only when Oak came, with a sound as primal as the roar of a roving beast, did I snap back into myself, into my hot, sweaty, trembling body.
He went slack on top of me, but I could tell from the way his arm muscles quivered he was still trying to hold the bulk of his weight off me. There wasn’t enough room on the cot to lay side by side.
And as I came down from the physical high of what we’d just done, the perspiration on my skin turned chilly. My mind—and that little voice that told me when I needed to check myself, step back, and slow down—took center stage again.
Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.
“Get off,” I told him.
He rolled onto his side with a grunt, allowing me to wriggle out from beneath him.
My knees shook as I crouched down and grabbed my dress from the ground. Oak sat up on the cot as I fumbled it over my head.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“My own tent, obviously,” I said. “It’s not like we can both sleep here.”
“I don’t want you to be alone.”
“If Prudie’s not in our tent, then I’ll go sit with Lady Noya.”
He rose. Unlike me, he didn’t seem the least bit self-conscious about his own nakedness, but maybe it was just the dark. “You’d be safer here.”
“I’ve survived plenty worse on my own,” I reminded him.
“Esm—”
“I don’t need a protector,” I snapped. “If you wanted to protect me, you should have done it when the Circle got me twelve years ago.”
As soon as I said it, I knew I’d fucked up. I wasn’t sure where those words had come from, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to wait around for his response.
And I didn’t.
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The Coronation

MARIGOLD


I’d thought the feast in honor of Alastor’s return was spectacular. But it didn’t even come  close to tonight.
There were more people in the palace than I’d ever seen in one place in my entire life. And not just the palace, either—they were camped out all the way down the hill into the city proper, and the city itself was overflowing, the streets nearly impassable. There were tents set up outside to house those who couldn’t find space in the inns, and temporary stages built by traveling troupes of actors and musicians, eager to entertain the lively crowds. We could hear the music and the cheering all the way up at the palace.
The palace itself had been utterly transformed.
Apparently Rathius had decided that the Darkest Night was not only the perfect date for his coronation—it was also the perfect theme.
Everything had been decorated in black. The grand ballroom had been draped entirely in dark fabric—walls, ceiling, everything was covered in rich, velvety cloth. It made the huge room feel like an expensive, luxurious cavern—down to the way it all glittered when the light hit it just right, like the tiny iridescent minerals in stone. Or like stars in a midnight sky.
Even the lights were kept at a minimum—there were floor candelabras set at regular intervals, but their flickering, golden flames provided more shadows than illumination. And though the doors to the terrace were thrown open, there was even less light coming from outside.
The guests seemed both nervous and entranced. They spoke in hushed, reverent tones, as if they were afraid they might awaken some long-sleeping spell. Even the music, celebratory though it was, had the air of something sacred and ancient.
I might have been enchanted by it all, too, if I weren’t so anxious about what I was going to do.
I felt like I couldn’t breathe, and I could only partially blame the bodice of my gown. The dress was beautiful beyond words—with layers of magenta skirts that darkened to dusty crimson at the bottom and hundreds of fabric roses that trailed from my waist all the way down to the floor in a cascade of texture. The bodice itself was adorned with intricate gold embroidery like delicate vines. I felt like an enchanted garden come to life.
Alastor was dressed to complement me—or perhaps the other way around—in a suit of a similarly dusty crimson with golden embroidery along the lapels and along the bottom hem of his long coat. His family crest—a stag’s head breaking free from a circle of chain—was stitched on the back of the coat. And the gold circlet around his brow, simple though it was, was so polished it shone like a star in this big, dark room.
I myself had no circlet at all tonight—but my hair was held back by a jeweled comb with gold roses and studded with huge rubies.
On any other occasion, decked out like this, I would have felt beautiful. But it felt silly and frivolous to think about my appearance at all tonight. I felt like I was going to vomit, and if I did, this stunning gown was going to be collateral damage.
Alastor, meanwhile, was being even weirder than usual. He refused to leave my side, even for a moment, and yet he hardly even looked at me. Instead, he watched Rathius with the rigid jaw and stiff-backed alertness of someone who expected something to go wrong at any moment.
I understood that feeling perfectly. But I also knew that anyone who was paying attention would think we’d had a lovers’ spat or something. The awkwardness between us was palpable. 
I wished Talon or Isaac were here. Or Radven. Each of them, in their own way, had the ability to mitigate some of the tension between Alastor and me when things got too weird. But Radven was still days away, and traveling with some woman neither Talon nor his birds recognized. And though both Talon and Isaac were out there somewhere in the dark ballroom, acting as servants for the event, I couldn’t approach them without drawing attention, even if I could locate them in this sea of people.
And what would I even say? Or do? I’d already had my chance to tell both Talon and Isaac the truth about what Deric had asked me to do tonight, and I’d chosen not to. And now I was on my own.
Deric himself was nowhere to be seen. He wasn’t among the musicians against the far wall, and he wasn’t acting as Rathius’s shadow like he normally did. I couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.
A servant whisked by bearing a tray full of Nectar, and I eyed it longingly. If I’d been a little more desperate or a little more stupid, I would have drowned myself in goblet after goblet of the stuff until all of my problems felt small and meaningless, but I didn’t dare consume anything that might intoxicate me even a little bit—I wanted to do everything possible to ensure I wasn’t vulnerable to Vela. I was nervous enough already about the small amounts of smoke being burned in this huge ballroom, even though Talon had confirmed that the blend didn’t contain any starsleaf.
“It’s time,” Alastor told me.
He meant that the ceremony was about to begin.
We moved toward the throne room, and the crowd parted for us, their hushed voices taking on an excited buzz as we passed. Rathius strutted ahead of us, resplendent in all black, already carrying himself like the king he was to become tonight.
The throne room was surprisingly unadorned, but there was a regalness to its simplicity. Huge stone columns held up the arched ceiling, and two banners bearing the royal crest hung behind the dais, but otherwise the only thing of any visual interest was the throne, which was carved out of dark wood and inlaid with precious jewels and bits of polished stone. Two men and a woman, all in priests’ robes, stood to the side of it.
Rathius ascended the dais but did not take the throne. Instead, he turned and looked back toward the rest of us. Alastor guided me onto the dais—still not touching me—and directed me over to the far side of the platform, indicating where we would stand. We were mostly out of the way, but we’d have a clear view of everything as it unfolded.
There was no way everyone in the ballroom would fit in this smaller chamber, but many certainly tried. They pushed and squeezed their way in, pressing as close as they could in their giant gowns and stiff suits, eager to witness the spectacle of the coronation.
Even though I was safely up on the dais, with an entire line of guards between me and the crowd, the whole thing made me feel claustrophobic. I’d never been one for big concerts back home, but I’d seen pictures of mosh pits, and this was just as bad. Rathius was clearly enjoying watching the people try to press in closer to the dais—I’m sure, if he’d known what a rock star was, he would have felt like one.
But all of this just made me anxious.
“Are you all right?” Alastor asked me under his breath. It was one of the few times he’d acknowledged me all night, and the first time he’d seemed more concerned with my wellbeing than his brother’s.
“I’m fine,” I assured him, even though my chest felt a little tight. I just needed to breathe. This was supposed to be the easy part of the night.
I wiped my palms on my skirt. I’d endure this all night if it meant skipping the King’s Vigil and the choice I would have to make. Despite what I’d said to Talon in the garden, and despite what my gut had told me during that conversation, I was back to thinking that going along with anything Deric asked me to do, no matter what my reasons, was a terrible idea. I’d never be able to forgive myself if he did something to betray Rathius or my friends.
But you don’t know that he’ll betray them, that voice in my head reminded me. I scanned the crowd below, looking for the royal bard, but I still didn’t see him anywhere. He claims to be helping them. And many people agree that the Circle’s motivations are…complicated. Plus, he’s still your only opportunity at present to learn how to use your power.
The priests and priestess were beginning now, chanting in words I couldn’t follow. Each of them represented one of the three Mythic Ones, and each would bestow a blessing upon Rathius in turn.
Deric is your only chance to protect yourself from Vela, I reminded myself. If she can take you at will, then none of the rest of this matters. You’ll be a puppet, a tool for a goddess’s whims. You must protect yourself at all costs.
Even as those words passed through my mind, fingers pressed softly against the small of my back.
I jumped. But it was only Alastor, who was looking down at me with concern written all over his stress-worn, exhausted face.
“What is it?” he asked me softly.
“Nothing,” I said. He was absolutely the last person I could talk to about Deric—it was clear he couldn’t be unbiased when it came to the Circle or to Rathius, but I couldn’t fault him for that. He was also the one who would be the most betrayed by what Deric had asked me to do.
But looking at him now—at the way he studied my face with such worry, at the way he risked touching me, despite all the potential complications for him—I felt nothing but guilt for even considering Deric’s offer. He was supposed to be watching and protecting his brother tonight, but instead he was looking at me, worrying about me…
A familiar cold began to spread up my spine, but this time I recognized it. I tore my gaze away from Alastor, internally clamping down, fighting the spread of that chill—
In front of us, next to Rathius, the priestess was giving her blessing. I hadn’t really been paying attention to the chanting, but I knew, instantly, which of the Mythic Ones this woman represented.
Was Vela watching me here, now? Would she attempt to possess me in front of all these people?
My fear chased away the cold at least. Until Alastor gently touched my back again and whispered, “Marigold—”
“Don’t touch me,” I hissed reflexively, loud enough that several members of the crowd closest to us turned away from the priestess and Rathius to watch us instead.
Alastor withdrew his hand, standing rigidly beside me once more. And I was battling a fresh spike of cold, fighting it back with all of my inner strength. I knew I was nothing against a goddess, especially with my power suppressed by the pearls, but I refused to just submit to her. I refused.
I have no idea how long the blessings went on. I was lost in my own world, struggling against that invisible force, and everything else seemed to fade away. It was just me pushing back against that cold, refusing to let it spread another inch. I fought until my skin was slick with sweat, until my temples were throbbing, until my hands, squeezed tight at my sides, began to cramp.
I was hardly even aware of the cheers of the crowds when the blessings ended. Or of Rathius turning and leaving through a doorway behind the throne.
Alastor, without touching me, leaned toward me and said, “We must follow him.”
My legs moved stiffly, but they moved. Through the doorway, down one corridor and then another. Rathius was waiting for us in a small antechamber with a handful of his guards, and he and Alastor spoke softly before Rathius turned, took a lantern from a hook on the wall, and went through a small, unassuming doorway.
A few minutes later, after Rathius’s footsteps had faded away to nothing, Alastor took a second lantern from the wall and said, “We go, too.”
He went first, and I followed him numbly. Behind the plain door was a narrow stone staircase leading up into the darkness.
We ascended. The air smelled musty and damp, and it was clear these stairs were rarely used. They were also narrow enough to make me start to feel claustrophobic again, the stone walls and ceiling closing in tight on all sides.
But that panicked, walls-closing-in feeling helped. It broke through the cold, chased it back down to almost-tolerable levels again.
And I felt like I could breathe once more.
You’ve got this, I told myself. Vela can’t possess you without starsleaf to open the way.
Which meant I was back to focusing on my initial worry of the night—what I was going to do about Deric.
The stairs went up for what seemed like forever, long enough that my breathing was labored and my legs were shaky by the time we reached the top. I was out of shape enough that Alastor had to slow down so he wouldn’t leave me behind in the darkness.
But it still wasn’t long enough for me to come to a decision about what I was going to do.
Still, I was grateful to get a face full of fresh air when I stepped through the door at the top and into the sacred courtyard reserved only for the royal family. The wind was sharp and cold up here, but its crisp bite was invigorating, waking me up and clearing the last tendrils of numbness from my mind. I took another deep breath and—
Coughed.
No. Not here, not tonight—
Panic was already settling in, even as I tried to hold my breath.
Alastor looked back at me, and in the light from his lantern I watched as the confusion in his face turned to realization.
Rathius was burning starsleaf. And I’d just inhaled it.
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The King's Vigil

MARIGOLD


Panic was hot and sharp in my throat.                                                                                                                                                                    
“I can’t—” I was already backing toward the stairs, ready to run. I couldn’t give Vela the chance to possess me again. I refused. “I have to leave.”
“You can’t,” Alastor said. “At least—you won’t be able to go through the door at the bottom. It will be locked and guarded until the three hours of the Vigil are done. For Rathius’s safety.”
Then how does Deric plan to get in? I wondered. But the thought disappeared beneath more pressing matters.
“I’ll just go down the stairwell as far as I can,” I told him. “I’ll wait there until they unlock the door again.” At least it would keep me from breathing in any more of the starsleaf.
“Not alone,” Alastor said. He took a step toward me, looking as if he meant to join me, but then he stopped and pivoted away from me, clearly torn. “I should douse the—” He cut himself off, feet stopping again.
And I understood his indecision, his pain. We weren’t supposed to speak to Rathius during the Vigil. We couldn’t even see him from here.
The open-air “courtyard” was long and organic in shape, its form determined by the hill and not by men’s hands. There were trees here, but most were little more than glorified shrubs, dwarfed next to the huge stone statues of what I could only assume were the kings and queens that had come before, their crowned heads pointing up toward the stars. At the far end of the courtyard was a small shrine, enclosed on four sides but open to the dark sky. That was where Rathius was—and that was the origin of the starsleaf smoke.
We were just supposed to wait here, serving as silent support and witnesses to his soul-searching. For Alastor, a man who prided himself on his duty, breaking the rules tonight, of all nights, must have been unthinkable.
“I’ll go wait below,” I told him again. “You stay here and do your duty.”
The choice still haunted him. I could see it in his eyes.
“I’ll be fine,” I assured him, backing toward the stairs again. I told myself that I couldn’t have inhaled very much—we were outside, it was across the courtyard, and I wasn’t seeing silvery auras around everything yet—so maybe I’d be okay. As long as I didn’t keep inhaling the smoke.
“No,” Alastor said firmly. “The risk is too great.”
And given that he was the only one who’d witnessed what had happened the last time Vela had possessed me, I was willing to trust his judgment.
Now that his decision was made, Alastor wasted no time. He marched across the courtyard toward the shrine.
He’s willing to break the rules to protect me. That thought brought a twinge of guilt, a flutter of warmth, and then, quite suddenly, a lick of cold up my spine.
No! I crouched down, wrapping my arms around myself. No, no, no! Get out! Get out!
The cold didn’t spread, but it didn’t leave, either.
No, I kept repeating, over and over again. I don’t consent to this, Vela! I reject this! I reject you! I didn’t know if there were some magic words to shut out a goddess, but I’d try anything. I deny you! You will never have me!
I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that words would be enough. And so I mustered my will as well, pressing back against the cold as I’d done the last time. Deep inside me, even though I wore my Safarian pearls, I could feel my power stirring, too, as if it was waiting for the chance for me to set it free and allow it to fight back.
“Marigold?”
Alastor’s voice above me startled me out of my silent struggle. I glanced up from where I crouched in a puddle of my crimson skirts. The fabric roses on my gown rustled in the breeze, as agitated as I was.
“What’s happened?” he asked, crouching down in front of me so that we were eye-to-eye. He reached out to touch me but then remembered himself and drew his hand back. His gaze searched mine desperately, and I knew what he was looking for. Who he was looking for.
“It’s me,” I told him. “Just me.”
His shoulders eased slightly, but he still watched me carefully.
“What’s happened?” he asked me again.
“I felt…” Even as I said it, I realized the cold had disappeared. I’d done it. I’d somehow successfully pushed Vela’s magic away.
And I was so relieved I grinned.
“I’m fine now,” I told him, rising again. “I promise, I’m fine.”
He rose too, but it was clear that he didn’t believe me.
“I put out the smoke,” he said slowly, still watching me as if I might snap if he said the wrong thing or moved too quickly.
“So I guess all we have left to do is wait, then,” I said cheerfully.
Alastor clearly did not appreciate my attempt to lighten the mood.
And honestly, despite my immense relief that Vela’s cold was gone, I was still nervous. I crossed my arms, my fingers running over the bare skin beneath my gown’s draped, off-the-shoulder sleeves. Was that a faint, silvery aura around Alastor, or was I imagining things?
“We should sit,” Alastor said stiffly, indicating a long stone bench nearby.
We both walked over in silence. There was enough space for us both to sit without touching—if it weren’t for my gown with its wide, sweeping skirts. The gown brushed up against the side of Alastor’s knee, and even though it was only fabric, he shifted, angling his legs away from me so that we didn’t touch at all.
I didn’t blame him—it was safest not to touch, I knew—but I was still a little hurt, like I’d been rejected somehow.
The man just broke the rules for you, I reminded myself. You know what that cost him. That meant a lot more than a touch.
But the compassion that came with that thought was quickly followed by another flush of cold deep inside me.
No! 
I pushed back, hard, fighting against it. But it was stronger this time, sharper. And its chilly tendrils began to spread outward through my body.
NO! 
I wrapped my arms around myself, bending over as I strained against that foreign power inside me. My head throbbed with the force of my exertions, and my vision blurred in and out.
I can’t fight it. Panic slithered up my throat with the cold. I can’t—
But I had to. I had to. I couldn’t let Vela in. Couldn’t let Vela win. 
Deep inside me, my power moved. Like it was begging me to let it go free, begging me to let it go up against the goddess’s power.
In the meantime, I had nothing but my will, my inner strength, whatever I wanted to call it. My skull was pounding so hard that everything outside my own body seemed muffled, like I was underwater.
I have to fight it.
Sharp pain stabbed through my head, and I felt myself cry out—but I didn’t hear it. When I opened my eyes, I was on the ground, my cheek pressed against the dirt, and something—someone—was tugging at my arm, rolling me over.
Alastor. And this time the silvery aura around him, faint though it was, was unmistakable.
“Don’t touch me!” I snapped at him, just like I had earlier tonight. I struggled up into a sitting position, panting and sweating.
But the cold was gone.
I glanced up at Alastor. He’d settled back on his heels, watching me carefully.
“What happened?” I asked him. “Did I—? Did Vela—?”
“You cried in pain. And then you fell over,” he said. “I didn’t know if— Did you feel her? Vela?”
“Her power is gone now,” I told him. Relief wasn’t as sweet this time, especially because I could still see that silvery glow—around Alastor, but also around the nearby statues. “I think I fought her off again.”
“Again?” 
I struggled to my feet, ignoring the hand he offered. I had to be more careful. I had to keep her from getting in in the first place. I couldn’t keep counting on sheer effort and dumb luck to keep her at bay.
This is why I need Deric to help me. He would show me how to use my power to protect myself, just as long as I did what he asked of me tonight.
When I looked up at Alastor’s face, though, I was flooded with white-hot shame. This man had already broken the rules for me tonight, had already been shirking his role of “silent witness” for his brother to help me. To protect me.
Could I live with myself if I lied to him about Deric’s plans, even by omission? Especially when it came to something as important as this?
I had so much to gain by doing this favor for Deric, by distracting Alastor long enough to let Deric speak to Rathius alone. And not just me—I still believed in my gut that Veridaea would gain from this, too—that Rathius having a former member of the Circle on his side, as his advisor, would help him and the kingdom against whatever the other, more violent members of the Circle had planned.
I’d already made my decision. It was the right decision, a decision that, to the best of my knowledge, served the greater good.
But looking at Alastor now, all those arguments went out the window. Maybe, deep down, after all the experience I’d gained here in Therador, I was still that soft girl who put her feelings above all else. 
“There’s something I have to tell you,” I said. It might already have been too late—I had no idea when or how Deric meant to pull this off—but I had to say something. “Deric—”
“Wait,” Alastor said, holding up a hand to silence me. His fingers hovered just shy of my lips. “Hush.”
He was looking toward the sky, his eyes flicking back and forth as if searching for something.
And then I heard it, too—a soft, familiar whirrr that I hadn’t heard in weeks. That I’d nearly forgotten about.
Zhesper drone. One of Laitha’s flying spies was nearby.
I’d hardly even spotted the small, dark shape against the sky—and only then because it was outlined in that silver aura—before Alastor grabbed me and yanked me into the shadows beneath the closest statue. 
It didn’t surprise me that Laitha knew we were here—news of Alastor’s return to Veridaea would have spread far and wide by now—but nothing good could come of her watching us. How long had her spies been buzzing around overhead, watching what we were doing? I’d grown complacent, caught up in other concerns and ignoring the threat that had followed me from the moment I’d set foot in Therador.
I didn’t dare ask any of my questions out loud, not with the zhesper hovering so close. I tried not to breathe and pressed deeper into the shadows.
And closer to Alastor.
Hiding as we were, there was no way to keep from touching. No way to avoid being pressed right up against him, like we were lovers stealing a private moment in the shadows.
And maybe it was the hard planes of his chest beneath my hands, or the heat of his breath in my hair, or maybe it was that sudden flood of compassion I’d felt for him when I made the decision to tell him the truth, but in that brief unguarded moment I found myself suddenly thinking of those stolen moments in the pleasure gardens on the night of our feast—not with the detached numbness I’d felt in the time since but with the heat and desire of the moment.
It was like I’d gasped and a rush of feeling had somehow found its way in.
A sound spilled off my tongue involuntarily—a sigh, maybe—before I could stop it. And Alastor pressed his fingers against my lips to silence me. 
That warm touch made it worse. And I was overwhelmed, and—
The cold was back, flooding through me, chilling me from top to bottom before I could even take in a full breath. Silvery, sparkling ice crystals bloomed across my vision.
Alastor grabbed my arms, as if he could see what was happening to me.
“Marigold,” he hissed, trying to keep his voice low. “Stay with me, Marigold.”
But as the pretty crystals danced across my vision, growing brighter and more beautiful every second, I was too enchanted, too relaxed, to care.
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Truth & Consequences
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No one has ever accused me of being good at interpersonal shit. 
The morning after my visit to Oak’s tent, I was up early. I took a couple swigs from my hidden bottle as we packed up, and though I’d have loved a few more, I didn’t want to be drunk or even tipsy today. Oak crossed a few boundaries when he tried to go all “overprotective ass” on me, but he was right about one thing—we couldn’t trust these hunters. And I wasn’t going to let my guard down.
Lord Hassian and the leader of the hunters—a bald, bearded, muscular guy with a neck as thick as a tree trunk—decided we should continue south together through the mountains. Lord Hassian had been eyeing those ballistas, and even though they’d slow us down as we crossed the rocky terrain, they’d be invaluable against the phoenix.
Not that there was any chance the hunters would loan him one just so he could get the killing blow…but maybe he was thinking he’d let them shoot down the great bird with one of their huge bolts and then charge in and claim the wish before anyone could stop him. Or some equally shitty plan.
I rode next to Lady Fresna, and Lady Noya took a place just ahead of us, nodding to me in unspoken agreement. Prudie was riding a little ways back, in between several male servants.
The hunters seemed a lot less concerned about their personal safety—but then again, they didn’t really have any vulnerable members of their party. They were laughing and throwing jabs at each other from the moment we set out.
Oak, oddly, gave up his usual place at Lord Hassian’s side at the head of the line. Instead he rode among the hunters, and I even heard him laughing and joking with them.
Keep your enemies close, I guess.
After we’d been riding for a couple of hours, hoofbeats approached behind me, and Gervain pulled his horse up next to mine. Another one of the hunters—a surprisingly handsome man with flowing chestnut hair and sharp cheekbones—was just behind him.
“I was hoping I’d get to talk to you a little more,” Gervain said to me. “It’s been too long.”
“You know this man?” Lady Fresna asked me, and it sounded like she was both disgusted and intrigued.
“We grew up together, my lady,” I told her. “He’s from my hometown.”
“Forgive the intrusion, my lady,” Gervain said, bowing his head. “We only request a few moments in your lovely company.”
“Hmph,” she said, looking him over with her doll-like eyes. “I’ve never understood commoners.”
“Don’t be so hard on us, my lady,” said Gervain’s friend with a wide grin. “No matter our station, some of us were born to look for beauty wherever we could find it. We aspire high above our humble beginnings.” He bowed his head deeply, sweeping his arm out dramatically. “I am Trumaine, my lady, but they call me True.”
“True used to be a traveling player,” Gervain told me. “In case that wasn’t obvious.”
“And my travels took me on adventures all across Therador,” True said, gesturing as if to indicate the entire world. “I’ve performed before kings and criminals, farmers and sorcerers. And I’ve never seen beauty like yours, my lady.”
Lady Fresna gave another humph, but her cheeks flushed.
“How did a traveling player end up as a hunter?” I asked him.
The light dimmed slightly in True’s eyes. “My troupe was attacked by a boarlath on the road to Ring-Around-the-Hill,” he said. “It killed six of my friends before I managed to kill it. The troupe disbanded, and I found a new mission—killing as many beasts as I could.”
“I admire that,” Lady Fresna said, shocking me. “Better the beasts were all dead.”
“I’m doing what I can, my lady,” True replied, flashing her a flirtatious smile.
“And what about you?” I asked Gervain. “You never really gave me a real answer about why you’re here.”
“I needed the money,” he said bluntly. “The rewards are unmatched. And I was tired of waiting around in Riversend for the respect I deserve.”
Whoa, boy. I was on the verge of opening a can of worms I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Gervain had been my friend, but it was clear he’d developed a bit of a chip on his shoulder in the time I’d been gone.
Not that I could talk, though. I wasn’t exactly Little Miss Healthy Outlook these days.
“And you?” Gervain asked me. “Why are you here? Did you suddenly develop a taste for killing? Or are you bound by something else?”
He either meant Oak or Lady Fresna, possibly both. But the jab was at me—at the fact that I hadn’t gone home.
“Actually,” I told him, “I’m trying to get back to Riversend. I joined this expedition because it would get me close, and I didn’t want to travel there on my own.”
“Really?” Gervain perked up.
On my other side, Lady Fresna said, “You’re going to leave me?”
Shit. I’d forgotten that I hadn’t revealed that part of my plan to her yet. Honestly, I’d been planning to just sneak off and leave someone else to deal with the aftermath.
“I haven’t been home in twelve years, my lady,” I told her. “This might be my only chance.”
“You’re my servant,” she insisted. “How will I get dressed without you?”
“I’m willing to assist you with whatever you need, my lady,” True said, his grin widening. “Just say the word.”
Gervain jabbed his friend in the ribs with his elbow, then turned back to me.
“If you want to go to Riversend, I can take you,” he said.
“Really? What about all this?”
“Take him. We don’t want him here anyway,” True said with a laugh. “He’ll probably just—”
Gervain jabbed him again, harder this time. True doubled over, still laughing.
“I can always rejoin them later,” Gervain told me. “Once we deal with the phoenix, we’ll be heading down into Nestlyn to sell our goods at the Tarisfar market. I can meet up with them there.”
“Did the Lion Warrior refuse to accompany you there?” True asked, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. “All the stories say he’s all about protecting the weak.”
“No,” I said quickly, ignoring the implication that I was weak. “He’s not coming. His priority is the hunt.”
“How disappointingly ungallant,” True said. “He’d let his lady love go off on her own? Just so he could hunt?”
“I’m not his lady love,” I said sharply. “Who the hell gave you that idea?”
“Um, Gervain,” True said, pointing to his friend. “And the fact that half the camp saw you go into his tent last night. I don’t know what that means among the fancy folk but—”
On my other side, Lady Fresna let out a wail.
Fuck. I turned to look at her, and she was covering her face with a handkerchief.
“My lady—”
“How could you?“ she shrieked. “He was mine!”
Okay, so she was delusional. But I still felt like shit. I reached out toward her. “My lady—”
“Get your hands off me!” she snapped. “I can’t believe you’d betray me like this!”
Other people were starting to notice her outburst. Ahead of us, Lady Noya twisted around to look back at us.
“My lady,” I said in a low voice. “Please, let’s discuss this—”
“No,” she sobbed. “I’m done. I’m done with all of this. I hate it out here.”
“My—”
Lady Fresna jerked her reins hard to the right, steering her horse out of the line. And then she dug her heels into her mount’s sides. The horse surged forward and galloped into the trees.
Cursing, I followed, turning Acorn after her.
“Lady Fresna!” I called, nudging my horse into a run.
But she was already out of sight, charging on her own into the dangerous wilderness.
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I rode after Lady Fresna, shouting her name. 
Behind me, several other members of the party had joined the chase. I heard Lord Hassian calling her name, and I caught sight of Lady Noya out of the corner of my eye, quickly catching up with me.
“She rode off to the east,” Lady Noya called to me. “I’ll veer to the left, you go to the right, and hopefully we’ll catch her between us.”
I urged Acorn forward, pushing her as fast as I dared through the unfamiliar terrain. The trees weren’t very dense here, but the valley floor was uneven and strewn with fallen rocks, so it could be treacherous.
It wasn’t long before I caught a glimpse of Lady Fresna’s dark cloak ahead.
“My lady!” I called. 
But she didn’t even slow.
I pushed Acorn a little faster, silently cursing at myself for letting it come to this. I’d made some bad choices, been weak and stupid, and the consequences were coming back to bite me in the ass.
Little by little, the ground began to climb. I was gaining on Lady Fresna, but she’d had a good head start.
“My lady!” I called again. “It’s dangerous out here! You shouldn’t go off on your own!”
Shockingly, that seemed to do the trick. She stopped, then threw herself down off her horse.
My relief was short-lived. When I broke through the trees, I realized we’d ridden up a small ridge at the edge of the valley, and on the other side, the ground fell away in a sheer cliff.
Lady Fresna stood on the edge of this cliff, sobbing.
“Don’t come any closer!” she wailed when she saw me. “Or I’ll jump!”
Fuck fuck fuck. I wasn’t prepared to talk someone off the edge of a cliff. I glanced back for Lady Noya or any of the others, but they weren’t here.
Slowly, I climbed down off Acorn, then held my hands out to her, placating.
“My lady,” I said gently. “Please don’t do this.” What little I knew about crisis management—from being on the other end of it—didn’t really extend to this.
Lady Fresna’s doll-like face was blotchy from crying, her eyes puffy. Her long black hair was tangled and wild from her mad dash through the forest.
“Why did you do it?” she asked me. “How could you do this to me?”
Telling her “it just happened” felt like cliché bullshit, even though it was the first thing that popped into my head. It was an excuse, a way of deflecting the blame from where it really belonged: my own, pathetic weakness.
“It’s complicated,” I told her. Not that that was a much better answer, judging by the way her face scrunched up. “The Lion Warrior and I grew up together,” I explained. “We were childhood sweethearts.”
My explanation only seemed to upset her more.
“It’s not fair!” she cried. “Nothing is fair!” She turned back toward the cliff and took a step closer to the edge.
“My lady, please—”
“No! Don’t stop me!” Her hands curled into fists at her side. “Why shouldn’t I do it? Who would care if I died?”
“Lots of people,” I assured her. “Your brother—”
“I’m tired of people treating me like my thoughts and desires don’t matter,” she said, ignoring me. “Like I must be coddled.”
Are you kidding me? After I’d spent most of this expedition catering to her ridiculous whims?
“No one wants me here,” she said. “I hate it out here! I hate the stupid wilderness and the stupid beasts and all of it!”
“Forgive me for asking, my lady, but if that’s how you feel, then why did you even choose to come?”
“Because I don’t want to be back there!” she yelled as if it was obvious. She sniffled, dabbing at her face with the back of her gloved hand. “I was supposed to find a husband out here…”
Whoa boy. How did I even begin to address this?
“My lady.” I took a couple of careful steps toward her, and she didn’t seem to notice. “You’re young and beautiful and rich. I’m sure there are many men who’d love to marry you. And surely there are easier ways than coming out here and doing this.”
She sniffled again, shaking her head. She didn’t seem angry anymore, just sad and defeated.
“This was the only way I could think of,” she said. “It was the only way to get away from my mother. She would have had me marry Lord Barthew. Have you seen him? He’s old and disgusting.”
This was way beyond my capacity to solve. So I just said, with sincerity, “I’m sorry, my lady. That must be hard.”
“No one cares about what I want,” she said, dabbing at the tears on her cheeks again.
“Your brother cares, doesn’t he?” I thought I remembered her telling me that he was the one who’d encouraged her to come along. “And I care, my lady. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here talking to you right now.”
She turned back toward me, hope entering her eyes.
“So you won’t see him again?” she said. “You’ll let me have the Lion Warrior?”
Well, fuck. I’d walked right into that one.
“You must promise me,” she pressed, her face tightening with anger again. “He’s not yours. You’re just a servant—”
And as much as I wanted to save this chick from doing something stupid and pointless, I also wasn’t about to let myself get bullied or manipulated by guilt or tears.
“He’s not mine,” I assured her. “Which means I can’t give him to you. He’s his own person who gets to make his own choices.”
Her eyes flashed, and she stepped toward me. “Then promise you’ll never be with him again. That you’ll never say another word to him unless I direct you to.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going to promise that.”
She screamed in rage, then charged toward me with her hands outstretched like claws. But before she reached me, someone darted from the trees and caught her by the waist.
Lady Fresna screeched and fought against her captor, and with all the flailing it took me a moment to recognize it was Lord Randolf, her brother.
And he wasn’t the only one who’d come to the rescue. Oak was here as well, and he helped Randolf grab and hold her. As soon as she recognized the object of her outburst holding onto her, she stopped fighting.
And then she dissolved into tears again.
As Randolf guided Fresna back toward the trail—with Lord Hassian and others quickly coming to offer their support—Oak looked over toward me.
I wonder how much of that he heard.
I wasn’t about to ask him, though. Instead, I found Lady Noya, who was waiting next to Acorn on her own horse.
I mounted up beside her.
“Tell me the truth,” I said. “How bad is it?”
“Which part?” she asked. “You kept Lady Fresna from getting herself killed, so I’d say this was a victory.”
“And how many people know what’s going on between me and the Lion Warrior?”
She gave me a sidelong look. “Do you really want to know?”
The implication of that question made me want to steer Acorn right around and run off on my own.
But then I saw Gervain. He and True and the rest of the hunters had mostly hung back, though many of them were watching the still-sobbing Lady Fresna with either exasperation or open amusement.
Gervain was just watching me.
And the look in his eyes said it all—maybe it was better for us to head to Riversend sooner rather than later. There was nothing for me here.
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Oak knew. 
I could tell just by the way he looked at me. He knew I was planning to leave. And soon.
Gervain said it could be as early as tomorrow night, depending on how far our party traveled—he knew the forests between the mountains and Riversend well these days, and he said the easiest route would be to join up with the Clearwater River where it came down from the peaks and follow its path through the woods.
We were planning to sneak away. Gervain would mention his plans to True, and I planned on saying something to Lady Noya, but otherwise we hoped to slip away without drawing too much attention to ourselves.
We couldn’t leave soon enough. Things in the party had been incredibly uncomfortable since Lady Fresna’s outburst. She was currently riding next to her brother, her hood pulled low over her eyes so that no one could see her face. She hadn’t said a word to me or anyone else since we’d started moving again.
But I preferred her sullen silence to the mocking commentary of everyone else. The hunters, especially, seemed amused by our group’s drama. They never said anything within earshot of Oak, of course—none of them had a death wish, despite their occupation—but they didn’t seem to mind that I heard every single crass remark and every crude joke.
It only died down after a pair of basilisks caught us by surprise. Our group was able to dispatch them quickly, but after that everyone realized they needed to be more alert. There were roving beasts everywhere. And we hadn’t caught a glimpse of the phoenix in more than twenty-four hours.
When we finally stopped to camp for the night, the group was surprisingly subdued. I still overheard a few vulgar remarks about me, but fewer than before. Lady Fresna, who still hadn’t acknowledged anyone but her brother since the incident, closed herself up in her tent without eating. A little while later, though, I caught a whiff of silver lullweed.
At least she’s trying to relax, I told myself. I still felt like shit about the whole thing, but I wasn’t the sort of girl who lingered on past mistakes. I found it self-indulgent. The only way through was forward. 
Wherever the fuck that led me.
Perhaps the only good thing about the hunters was that they actually set up proper watches, with each man—even their leader—scheduled for turns. And there was no way that Lord Hassian would let them outdo us—or take the advantage over us while our eyes were closed—so he assigned watch shifts among the Cleris nobility as well.
Lady Noya was on first watch, and though I—as a lowly, and therefore completely incapable servant—wasn’t given a shift, I joined her for company.
She, thank the gods, did not offer any commentary or even bring up my current Oak-Fresna situation. We mostly just sat in companionable silence at her post—which was atop an outcrop that allowed us to watch the camp below us in one direction and the forested hills to the west in the other—at least until the next watch came to take her place.
It was Oak. I hadn’t known he’d been assigned to relieve her or I never would have come. Or at least I would have left before he arrived.
But clearly he was expecting to find me.
“Can we talk?” he asked me.
Lady Noya cast a look at me, and I felt her silent question.
“I’m fine,” I told her, even though I was already dreading this.
She nodded and headed toward camp, moving down the slope through the trees and boulders.
Oak waited until she was out of sight among the shadows of the trees and well out of hearing range before he said, “You’re leaving. Soon.”
There was something accusatory in his deep voice.
“I always planned on leaving,” I reminded him.
“Not like this.”
“Like what? We’re as close as we’re ever going to get to Riversend. It’s time.” I rose from the low, flat boulder where Lady Noya and I had been sitting. “Listen—I know we’ve had our fun, but it’s not like you have some magic cock that’s going to make me forget why I came out here in the first place.”
“You’re running away.”
“So are you,” I reminded him. “Haven’t we had this conversation before? The only difference is that this time you think I’m running away from you.” I sighed. “Honestly—I just want to go home.” It still felt strange calling Riversend home, like the word didn’t quite fit.
But Oak clearly heard something in my voice.
“I know,” he said, gentler than before. “I’m not trying to stop you.”
I snorted. “You’d fool me.”
He stalked a few steps toward me, then stopped. “I just don’t like the idea of you leaving with him.”
Well, that wasn’t a surprise. 
There was a big tree behind me, and I leaned back against the trunk, crossing my arms. “I thought you were trying to move on from the whole ‘jealous dude’ thing.”
“It’s not jealousy,” he insisted. “It’s… We haven’t seen Gervain in years. And as you’ve informed me, I can’t even remember at least one significant piece of my past with him. And now he’s with a group of hunters. How do we know we can trust him after all this time?”
“You’re the one who said the entire reason you agreed to this,”—I gestured to the camp below—“was because of him. For fucks sake, you called him respectable.”
“Maybe I’m starting to question that judgment,” he said, closing more of the distance between us. “I just don’t like the idea of you going off alone with him.”
“As I’ve told you many, many times already, I can handle myself. Especially with Gervain. And right now, he’s my best chance of surviving the wilderness between here and there, simple as that.”
Oak took another step toward me. It was no longer the Darkest Night, but there were only the barest slivers of moon to see by, so I could only guess at the look he was giving me right now.
“Let me take you,” he said.
I was honestly shocked by his offer. “You’d give up your chance for the phoenix’s wish? The whole reason you went along with this farce in the first place?”
He answered me with silence.
“That’s what I thought,” I said.
“I’ll take you after we find the phoenix,” he clarified. “We’re close. It’ll be days at most.”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with all this bullshit for a few more days. I was already over all the crude comments and suggestive looks from the men. And I was waiting for the moment Lady Fresna recovered enough to decide I needed to be publicly punished for my indiscretion. No fucking thank you.
“It’s time,” I told him. “There’s nothing for me here anymore.”
“Nothing?” That word contained multitudes.
And I was not here for it.
“Oh, do you need one last ego stroke before I go?” I asked him mockingly. “Do you want me to drop down onto my knees and tell you I don’t know how I’m going to survive without you? How I’d do anything to feel you inside me just one more time?”
“This isn’t a joke,” he growled.
“Am I laughing?”
We just stared at each other in the dark, and I realized how hard I was breathing. I was pissed again, and I knew from experience how that was going to end if I couldn’t get control of myself.
“I’m going to bed,” I told him, walking past him toward the camp.
“Wait.” He grabbed my arm as I passed, stopping me.
And then he pulled me into his arms and kissed me.
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Weak-ass that I was, I melted into Oak’s kiss. 
He held me against his chest, claiming my mouth with his, and my entire body flooded with heat and sweet, seductive desire. This man had some sort of animal, chemical hold over me, no matter how hard I tried to fight it. All it took was one touch, one kiss, and the fight went out of me.
What harm is one last time? I asked myself as my lips opened beneath his. After tomorrow night, you’ll be out of his life for good. What’s one more stupid decision?
Maybe releasing some of this tension in my body would clear my head for the hard days ahead of me. Once I left with Gervain, there’d be no more “coping” with toe-curling sex. I’d have to deal with my issues in other ways.
And he would, too.
Oak twisted me around, backing me up until my back hit the tree trunk where I’d been leaning a moment before. His hands roamed over my body, down across my waist and hips, following the shape of me in the dark. And his tongue delved between my lips, as if he wanted to taste the deepest depths of me.
I didn’t want him to think he had the upper hand, though—that he’d found a way to control me.
I reached between us, feeling for the hard length of him that was currently pressed against my thigh. He groaned when my fingers curled around it through his pants.
I pulled my face away from his. Our breath hung hot in the air between us.
“Aren’t you supposed to be on watch?” I asked him breathlessly. “What will they say if they find out you’re distracted at your post?”
He caught me by the waist.
“We can’t have that,” he rumbled. “I guess you’re going to have to help me.”
“What do you—”
He pulled me away from the tree and then spun me around, so that I was facing away from him.
I reached out, bracing my arms against the tree trunk. “How does this help anything?”
He leaned forward, pressing his chest against my back, until his lips met my ear.
“You watch to the left,” he murmured against my skin. “And I’ll watch to the right.”
I turned my face to the left, looking down across the camp below. A couple of campfires still glowed orange in the night, casting dancing shadows against the dark shapes of the tents. A handful of people still moved around, but all of them were too far away to see or hear what we were doing, even if I could see them from up here.
Oak straightened again, then took me by the hips and pulled them back until my ass was cradled right against his crotch.
Oh. Oh yes.
He was slow and deliberate now, dragging my dress up my legs and exposing me to the cool night air. His warm hands dipped beneath the fabric, his fingers trailing up the backs of my thighs to the curve of my ass.
“Spread your legs,” he ordered.
I wasn’t about to say no to that.
Once my thighs were a little further apart, his fingers resumed their course. He pulled my undergarments aside and slipped his fingers into me from behind.
I released a little whimper, letting my head fall forward until my cheek rested against the bark of the tree.
And Oak teased me, stroking me with tantalizing slowness, exploring my body just as he did on that first night he caught me pleasuring myself in the woods—except this time, it wasn’t just the position that was different. Something else was different, too.
He moved his hand against my body until I was squirming, until I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Aren’t you going to fuck me?” I asked him.
He leaned over me again, pressing the hard muscles of his chest against my body.
“When I’m ready,” he told me.
I tried to grind my ass back against him, but he held me firmly by the hip with his free hand. His other hand kept up its torturous ministrations between my legs, until I had to wrap my arms around the trunk of the tree to keep myself upright.
“Oak…” I hated how needy, how desperate I sounded. But apparently that small plea was enough.
He removed his fingers from between my legs, and a moment later, I heard his belt come undone.
A moment after that something very different was between my legs.
I sucked in a breath as he slipped inside me, burying himself to the hilt.
I thought he would finally let go and release all control the moment his cock was inside me, but he didn’t. Instead, he gripped my hips and moved with the same deliberate slowness he’d used with his fingers.
He was torturing himself, too. I could feel it in the hard tension in his grip, hear it in his deep, labored breathing. He was in as much agony as I was, maybe more.
I couldn’t take it. I pushed back against him, but he just squeezed down harder on my hips, stopping his long, rhythmic thrusts.
“Don’t,” he said.
“So you’re just going to keep torturing both of us?” I said. “You’re punishing yourself as much as you’re punishing me.”
“Yes,” he said.
I realized what he meant.
“You’re doing this to yourself,” I said. “You’re punishing yourself on purpose.”
He’d resumed his thrusting, and while he wasn’t moving any faster than before, there was more force behind each thrust now.
“So you’re fine with making me suffer,” I said, panting. “As long as you get to work out your own shame by being miserable and—”
He drove into me hard enough to make me gasp.
“Did it ever occur to you,” he growled at me, even as he began moving harder and deeper, “that you talk too much during sex?”
“If it pisses you off so much, then we can just stop and—”
He didn’t give me the chance to finish that. Because whatever control he’d been managing to hold over himself snapped.
I was shoved up against the tree with the force of his thrusts, but I didn’t care. I was getting what I wanted, finally getting to lose myself in the wild, frenzied heat of animal fucking. And Oak was meeting me there.
One last, wild fuck, I thought. We better make this one count.
My cheek scraped against the rough bark of the tree as he thrust into me again and again and again, and below, the campfires and the dark tents bounced up and down as my body moved. Oak was squeezing my hips hard enough to hurt, hard enough to bruise, but I liked it that way.
Maybe this was my way of torturing myself.
His breathing was heavier now, his grunts barely contained by his barrel of a chest. And my own breath was coming out in little gasps, occasionally punctuated by a moan of pleasure that I couldn’t hold in.
He was growing more frenzied by the second, losing himself to the hot lust, and it was all I could do to press back against him, to keep myself from collapsing into a pile of shivery jelly beneath his sheer power. He wouldn’t last much longer.
And I was just trying to hold on. My vision blurred and unblurred, the campfires below multiplying into specks of orange light across the darkness. I was floating in the stars, falling through the night, and—
And there was a huge, dark shape gliding through it all, deeper black against the blackness of the night sky.
Death on wings.
Even as my body threatened to come undone, I blinked, trying to clear my vision. That dark shape wasn’t a trick of my eyes. That was—
“The phoenix,” I said, shocked.
And it was heading right towards our camp.
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Oak pulled away from me. Our connection broke with a shock as he pulled out of me. And my knees wobbled as I struggled to pull myself fully upright. Behind me, Oak jerked his pants back up. 
And the phoenix was coming closer, a huge dark smudge against the wild sea of stars. It must have been a trick of the darkness, but it looked even bigger than I remembered.
Oak cursed. “It has a boulder.”
“What?” I scrambled to put my dress back in order, but Oak was already taking off down the slope toward the camp.
And that’s when I realized why the phoenix looked so big—it had a huge rock clutched in its talons.
“Shit.” I picked up my skirt and ran after Oak, skidding down the slope behind him.
He was already shouting, warning the camp. But even as he roared the alarm, the phoenix swooped low, then released the boulder over the tents.
The ground shook when it hit. My heels slid out from under me, and I fell backwards onto my ass. My legs still hadn’t recovered from what Oak and I had been doing.
The shouts were already starting as I scrambled to my feet again. The dark shape of the phoenix swept overhead, temporarily blotting out the stars above me.
It would be back. It knew we were coming for it, and now it had decided to fight back.
The camp was fully awake now, the hunters shouting to each other as they snatched up their weapons and lit their torches.
The lords’ side of the camp was chaotic, too, but for a different reason.
That’s where the boulder had landed.
It had crushed one tent and half of another. The lords were yelling, and several of them were trying to get into the second tent, where someone was screaming in pain.
“Help him!” someone shouted. “Get His Lordship free!”
It was Lord Hassian’s tent. And by the sounds of his screams of pain he had survived—but not without major injuries. The other tent, the one that had been completely crushed…
Was Lady Fresna’s.
I stumbled again. Maybe she hadn’t been in there. Maybe she’d gone to Randolf’s tent for a little while. 
But as I approached the tent, I couldn’t make myself believe it. If she’d been alive, she’d have been screaming by now.
A loud curse drew my attention to the base of the boulder, where someone was lying.
Fuck.
“Lady Noya.” I hurried over, crouching down beside her. 
She was sprawled out on her back, and her left foot was crushed beneath the huge boulder.
“It killed them,” she said. She sounded dazed. “Didn’t it?”
“You mean Lady Fresna?” My mind was still trying to process that part.
“And her brother,” Lady Noya said. “He brought her more silver lullweed because she couldn’t sleep.”
Gods.
Anyone who’d been in that tent was absolutely dead. But I didn’t answer her. I was looking at her foot—it was wedged deep under the boulder, and obviously I couldn’t just lift up the stone and free her.
“I tried to warn them,” Lady Noya said. “I heard the Lion Warrior shouting and saw it coming, but I was too late.”
My mind had gone very quiet. I’d been in this place before—where survival took over and my thoughts narrowed down to a single point. Do what you have to do. Survive.
“I’m going to try and dig you out,” I told her.
“Tell me the truth,” she said, staring up at the sky. “How bad is it? Because it feels bad.”
“You’re going to live,” I told her, pulling out my dagger. “But this is probably going to hurt like hell.”
“My ankle’s broken. I can feel it.”
More than your ankle. But she knew that already.
She fell silent as I tried to decide how best to proceed. If I could loosen the dirt and stone beneath and around her heel, I might be able to slide her foot back.
“You’re very calm,” she said. “I’m impressed.”
I’m not the one who may never use my foot again.
I dug carefully at the ground to the left of her foot. The dirt was soft enough, but it was full of chunks of rock—it was going to be a bitch to dig her out.
But I saw no other options, so I kept going, chipping away at the dirt and rock until I’d freed some space around her heel.
She was wearing boots, so I couldn’t see the state of her ankle and foot. Probably for the best. I’d need to remove or at least loosen a lot more of the dirt before I could even attempt to move her, and even then her pain was going to be unbearable.
I glanced back toward her face. In the flickering light of the torches, her normally golden-brown complexion looked waxen. Her eyes were still open, staring up at the sky, but her lids fluttered like she was fighting consciousness.
Shit.
“Lady Noya,” I said. “Talk to me.”
“I didn’t want to distract you,” she said. Her voice was shaky, but there was a touch of humor in her tone. “You’re doing important work.”
“And I’m going to get you out of here,” I assured her.
“Well, be quick about it,” she said. “I think I might be sick, and I don’t want to throw up on my…” Her voice trailed off as her eyelids fluttered again. 
She’s in shock. 
“Lady Noya,” I said, “stay with me.”
“I’ll…try.”
“If you stay conscious, maybe I’ll kiss you again,” I told her.
“Don’t make promises you don’t want to keep,” she said weakly.
The very fact that she was conscious was a feat all on its own. But I had to keep her mind occupied.
“If you stay conscious, I’ll tell you about the Lion Warrior,” I said.
“About…what the two of you…talked about…after I left you?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Though I’m not sure you want to know all that.”
“Sure…I do,” she said.
“Maybe I’ll start by telling you a few dirty secrets from his childhood,” I said, starting to dig again.
I told her about some of the more ridiculous misadventures of our youth, pausing often to ask her questions and make her talk to me. All around us, the men were still running and shouting and trying to get their weapons in order, but at least Lord Hassian’s screams of pain had quieted. I didn’t let myself think about whether that meant he was rescued or dead.
“It’s coming back!” someone yelled. “Be ready!”
“You should…run,” Lady Noya said.
“Why?” I asked her.
“I wouldn’t…recommend…getting a boulder…dropped on you,” she said. “It’s…not…fun.”
“It’s not going to drop another boulder in the exact same spot,” I told her. “If it’s smart enough to try and crush us in the first place, it’s smart enough to aim for the people it hasn’t hit yet.” Still, I found myself looking up towards the sky and marking the dark shape of the phoenix as it blotted out the stars.
But I couldn’t let myself get distracted.
“And anyway, I’m not going to leave you,” I told Lady Noya. “If it weren’t for you, I’d have been killed by that basilisk. Or the wickerskin before that. So I figure I owe you one.”
“You…owe me…two.”
I smiled feebly, resuming my work. “Yes, two.” I was getting close to being able to pull her free. “I’m almost done—stay with me.”
Another shout went up, this time from the hunters’ side of the camp. The ground rumbled as another boulder hit.
“Arggghh!” Lady Noya cried through gritted teeth as both her body and the boulder trembled.
“You’re almost free,” I told her. “Just stay with me.”
“It’s circling back around!” one of the hunters shouted. “Ready, men! This is our chance!”
“I don’t know how they think they’re going to kill it from here,” I said to Lady Noya as I used the point of my blade to dig out a rock the size of a chicken egg from beneath her boot.
“The…ballistas have…quite a range,” Lady Noya reminded me.
I sat back on my heels, wiping my dagger off on my dress. “I’m going to try and pull you out now.”
“I’m…ready.”
As I shifted my position and grabbed her leg, someone appeared above me.
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Oak said.
“It’s not like I’ve been hiding,” I said. “You were the one who ran off ahead.” I gestured for him to lean down. “Help me get her free. I loosened the ground beneath her foot so we should be able to just pull her out.”
Oak bent down and took her gently but firmly by the shoulders, and I adjusted my grip on her leg just above her boot.
“On three,” I told him. “One, two, three—”
We both yanked her back, and she let out another grunt of pain and then instantly passed out.
But she was free.
Oak scooped her up, rising.
“Wait for my signal!” shouted the leader of the hunters. “Hold! Hold!”
As I stood, I looked up at the sky, once again spotting the dark, deadly wingspan of the phoenix as it swooped low over the camp, obscuring the sky beyond. If I hadn’t been so fucking exhausted, and if I hadn’t just had to dig my friend’s leg free, I might have found it beautiful.
“Now!” the leader of the hunters roared. “Now, now!”
There was a loud twing! and then another as the ballistas fired. I couldn’t see the bolts in the dark but I could hear them whistling through the air toward the great bird.
And I heard at least one of them sink into the creature’s flesh.
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The phoenix screeched, and I slammed my hands over my ears as the sound waves hit me like a physical force. My brain felt like it was rattling around inside my skull. 
But though the phoenix was obviously in pain, it kept flying, swooping past the camp and off into the darkness.
The hunters were still shouting to each other. And then I heard someone shouting my name.
I spun around. Gervain was running toward me.
“Thank the gods,” he said. “You’re all right.” He looked me up and down. “We should leave. Now.”
“Now?”
“They’re going to follow the phoenix east,” he said, gesturing toward the direction the great bird had flown. “They’ve drawn blood, and now the real hunt has begun. We won’t be getting any closer to Riversend. And no one will miss us if we go now.”
“Maybe your people won’t,” Oak rumbled from behind me. 
“He’s right,” I said to Gervain. “My friend is hurt—I’m not going to run off until I know she’s all right.”
Gervain didn’t look happy about that, but he seemed to understand on some level, because he nodded. His eyes slid over to the boulder, then down to the remnants of the tent sticking out beneath it.
“How many did you lose?” he asked quietly.
“Two, I think,” I said.
“Three,” Oak corrected.
I spun toward him, chest constricting. “Is Lady Noya—”
“She’s still alive,” Oak said. “But Lord Hassian isn’t.”
Shit. 
“You lost your leader?” Gervain’s eyebrows rose.
Oak didn’t answer him. He turned and walked away, Lady Noya still in his arms.
I followed.
There were several people still standing around the ruins of Lord Hassian’s tent. Lord Hassian—or at least what was left of him, lay at their feet. No one had bothered to cover him yet.
I’d been in numb, get-it-done survival mode since discovering Lady Noya. But seeing Lord Hassian’s half-crushed body, his lifeless face staring up at the sky, made me falter.
I’d seen death before. Many, many times. But I’d never get used to it. Only a few hours ago, Lord Hassian was getting himself raucously drunk over dinner, acting out his victory over the phoenix as if it was some sort of fucking foregone conclusion—karma was certainly a bitch.
And at that same meal, Lady Fresna had stared at me coldly from across the camp, then turned her nose up at me and stalked away when I glanced in her direction. That was the last time I’d ever seen her alive. The last time I’d ever see her, period, since it seemed unlikely anyone would ever be able to retrieve her remains from beneath that boulder.
I wanted to grieve her, and yet—
I didn’t have the emotions to spare for her right now. For any of them.
I sped up, falling into step with Oak.
“What are you going to do?” I asked him.
“I’m taking her to my tent,” Oak said. “Where there’s a cot. I only have a basic healing kit, but it’s the best we have right now. We need to apply a tourniquet as soon as possible.”
We needed to get her to a proper healer. But that wasn’t what I’d meant when I’d asked him that question.
“Are you going to let the hunters get the phoenix?” I said. “After you’ve come all this way for that wish?”
“The wish is probably a myth.”
“Yeah, which is absolutely why you went through all this fucking trouble, huh?”
He didn’t respond to that.
When we reached his tent, he laid Lady Noya down on his cot, careful not to jostle her foot any more than was necessary. In the flickering lantern light, I could see that the leather of her boot had split, and the glimpses I got of what remained inside made me nauseated.
Oak grabbed a leather strap and quickly wrapped it around her leg, just below the knee, pulling it tight until Lady Noya moaned.
“That will slow the blood loss,” he told me. He pulled a blanket up over her body, then went over to one of his bags and rustled around in it until he found a small vial.
“This will help her with the pain,” he said.
“We have to get her to a real healer.”
“I know.” He tipped the vial against her lips, then straightened again. “Maybe we can cobble together a stretcher, or better yet steal one of those carts from the hunters. The terrain is too rough to simply throw her across the back of a horse. Not to mention agonizing for her.”
And even then, it would be difficult to move her in the dark. With roving beasts roaming the wilderness and the nearest village at least a couple of days away.
Oak was quiet again, and I had a feeling he was no longer thinking about the difficulties of getting Lady Noya down out of the mountains.
“You should go after them,” I told him.
He looked at me.
“The phoenix,” I clarified, though it wasn’t necessary. “Go get it before the hunters do.”
His eyes moved back to Lady Noya.
“Oh, stop being so fucking noble,” I said. “You can’t do anything for her right now. Go get the phoenix—it’s why you’re here. No one will judge you for it. You’re the fucking Lion Warrior—everyone expects you to run off and slay monsters. And given what that thing did to our camp, everyone will praise you as a hero for it.”
“And you?” he asked. “Will you praise me as a hero?”
“When did you start caring about what I think of you?” I said. “I think I’ve been pretty clear about what I think about a lot of your decisions, and that’s never stopped you before.” I realized those words fell a little flat when my inner thighs were still slick with bodily fluids, but the point still stood.
Still, he wavered.
“This is what you want, isn’t it?” I said. “This is your last chance to get that wish and redeem yourself. So stop fucking standing around here and go do it.”
For some reason, me getting worked up about it seemed to do the trick.
“You’re right,” he said. “This is my last chance.”
“So go then.” I didn’t mean to sound so pissy, but I didn’t have the energy to draw out this conversation, either.
Oak just nodded at me. In the lanternlight, his eyes seemed to glow with blue fire, but his mouth was turned down in a scowl as he marched across the tent.
He stopped at the exit, the tent flap raised with one arm, his silhouette outlined by the orange light of the fire and torches beyond.
And then he turned, crossed to me in two strides, and yanked me into his arms, his lips crashing down on mine.
His kiss was rough, angry. And it was over just as quickly as it had begun.
He released me again just as suddenly, and then, without another word to me, turned and left the tent without another glance in my direction.
And I was left with bruised, tingling lips and a huge wad of anger and nowhere to direct it.
I paced back and forth next to the cot, but I couldn’t shake out the fury that was boiling up inside me—fury at the unfairness of it all, at everything that had happened tonight, at Oak for being so fucking—argggh.
And fury at myself—for letting my emotions get the better of me, for being weak at the worst possible moment, and for letting myself get distracted, even briefly, from what I’d come out here to do in the first place.
I stopped and let out a roar of rage, let everything come flooding out of me. I was fucking done. With all of this.
Even amid the chaos outside, my scream didn’t go unnoticed. Within seconds, Gervain burst into the tent, sword in hand.
“What’s happened?” he said, looking around for the threat. “Are you all right?”
I’d already deflated, the anger sinking down and pooling in my belly. “I’m fine.” My eyes wandered back over to Lady Noya. “But she’s not. We need to get her to a healer as soon as it’s light—where’s the closest village?”
“Honestly, Riversend is our best option,” Gervain said. “It’s the closest community large enough to have a proper healer.”
There it is, then, I told myself. There are no fucking excuses anymore.
It was time to go home. I hadn’t even realized I was avoiding that decision until now.
“We need a way to transport her,” I told Gervain, nodding toward Lady Noya. “We might be able to convert the cot into a stretcher, but if we want to get her across this terrain we’ll still need some way to—”
“A cart,” Gervain said, understanding. “I’ll see what I can do.” He looked at my friend, then back at me. “You’re making the right decision, Esmerine.”
I wasn’t sure which was worse—him calling me Esmerine when I’d been Esmer for so long, or the fact that he could see how much I was struggling.
“We leave at first light,” I said.
Gervain actually looked surprised. “You’re not going to wait for… To see if our friends are victorious?”
It was obvious what he was really asking.
“Lady Noya’s life is more important,” I told him. Let him read into that whatever he wanted.
“I’ll go see about the cart, then,” he said.
After he left, I went to the tent flap, looking out toward the east.
All I could see were dark trees, and above them, the dark sky. There was no phoenix blotting out the stars, and the hunters were long out of sight.
I hadn’t realized when I’d forced Oak to go after them that I might never see him again.
But it was too late for regrets now. 
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I despised hunters. 
Slaying beasts had never been a sport for me—it had always been a necessity. A calling that was about protecting the people of Therador, not cutting down living creatures for fun and profit.
Still, I never felt more alive than I did when I was on a hunt. Maybe it was my connection to the beast caged deep inside me. Or maybe it was simply an undeniable part of my nature.
I shouldn’t have left her.
But as much as I wanted to deny it, as much as I wanted to pretend I was something better, when it came right down to it, I was a hunter, too. Just as bad as the men riding ahead of me.
Right now, with the scent of blood in my nose, I could think of little else. And after these last few weeks, I didn’t want to think of anything else. I wanted blood. I wanted the release that only this could give me. When my sword was in my hand, I knew who I was. I knew what I was supposed to do.
I was the Lion Warrior.
The Mighty Oak.
The legendary hero of Therador.
And when I slayed the phoenix and got that wish, I would be my full self again. I would live up to all of those titles once more.
The others had a good head start on me. But despite their experience and their eagerness, they couldn’t compete with me. This was my domain and no one else’s.
The phoenix’s nest would not be far from here. It hadn’t attacked us before tonight because it hadn’t seen us as a threat until we’d come too close. And now that the hunters had injured it, there would be no element of surprise on our side. Assuming the creature made it back to its nest, it would be waiting for us—and aggressive.
There was an old tale, the same one that claimed the phoenix would give a wish to whomever slayed it, that told of the beast’s origins. The story claimed that the phoenix was created by Leonaris, who had watched Vela create all the other creatures of the world—from the fish in the sea to the game in the forests—and been both charmed and disgusted by her decision to give humans so many playthings.
Beasts should not exist merely to be in the service of humans, he declared. Some beasts should exist purely for the glory of themselves. Then he created the very first of the roving beasts—some terrible, some majestic, but none for the service of anyone but themselves.
Among these was the phoenix. Vela was displeased with most of Leonaris’s creations, but she became besotted with the beautiful phoenix. And Erys, ever the trickster, gave her a suggestion: to give the phoenix the choice to help humans, but only with its dying breath. And only if it deemed its slayer worthy.
That was how one story went, anyway. Others didn’t mention the wish at all, or gave the creature other powers, or claimed that Vela or Erys created the phoenix from the start. The Mythic Ones never bothered to settle the score, and they had better things to do than to correct the ever-evolving stories humans told about them. And phoenixes were too rare for humans to have learned such things on their own.
And yet I’d put everything on this. Rested all of my hopes on the possibility that this one tale might be true. If I failed, or if it all was just a story…
I wouldn’t let myself think of such things. 
There were shouts ahead of me. I dug my heels into my horse, urging her as fast as I dared across the dark terrain.
Everything came down to this—my salvation, my redemption, my very soul. I could let nothing deter me from my goal—not doubts, not hesitation, not thought of anyone or anything else.
But try as I might to focus on the action ahead, my mind kept tugging back to what I’d left behind.
I shouldn’t have left her. Not like this. Not with so much left undone and unsaid.
She was right when she’d called me a coward, when she’d accused me of running from my problems. I was still running. Maybe I’d always be running.
But it wasn’t fair of me to stay, either. Because she’d been right about one other thing, too—I’d been using her to punish myself.
For my own weakness.
For everything that had happened between me and my brothers.
For Marigold.
A loud SCREE! split the night, drawing me back into my body. Into the sword in my hand.
There would be no more punishing tonight. Tonight, I would end this—and I would make up for everything I’d done.
The terrain opened up ahead of me, the trees falling away into a clearing at the base of a large, rocky outcrop. On the tip of that outcrop, overlooking the length of the valley below, perched the phoenix’s nest, a dark, round shape silhouetted against the starry sky above.
The phoenix was in the air, but clearly struggling to keep itself aloft. It swooped overhead, teetering unevenly as it dropped stones on the hunters below. Some of the hunters had brought torches and lanterns, and the flickering flames cast wild, jerking shadows, giving the whole clearing the look of some sort of pit of doom.
The hunters themselves had split into two groups—some remaining in the clearing to hurl spears and arrows at the great winged beast from below, some abandoning their mounts to clamber up the rocky slope toward the nest.
After a quick assessment of the situation, I decided the latter had the way of it. The phoenix wouldn’t be able to hold itself up for much longer, and the nest, on its narrow outcropping of stone, would be easier for it to defend than anywhere else it might land around here. It would retreat there when it could no longer fight from the air.
I dismounted, leaving my horse beneath the protection of the trees as I ran toward the slope, my sword in hand.
The hunters were tenacious, but none of them could match me for speed or sheer athleticism, even with the injuries I’d earned over the last few weeks. I gained on the slower ones quickly, climbing easily past them over the loose rocks and boulders of the slope.
The third hunter I tried to pass, though, didn’t take kindly to the competition.
“The beast is ours!” he growled at me, slicing his sword in my direction.
I had to lunge back to dodge his swing, nearly losing my footing in the process. But I regained my balance quickly. I’d fought in far worse conditions than this, and in two moves I’d disarmed the man, sending his sword clattering down the slope below us.
As he cursed and scrabbled down after it, I kept going.
But he wasn’t the only one who saw me as an enemy. Just past a large stand of boulders above, three of the hunters jumped me at once, coming at me from all directions with knives and swords drawn.
I dispatched the first one with a targeted swing of my elbow. But the other two were more skilled—and the smaller one was fast.
I grunted as the smaller man slipped through my defenses and slashed me across the back with his dagger, in nearly the same spot where Esmer had stabbed me. At the same time, the other man kicked me in my bad leg, sweeping my legs out from beneath me.
It was an old trick, and one I should have seen coming. I cursed at myself as I hit the ground, but I jumped to my feet quickly, even as fresh pain jolted up my thigh.
Inside me, my own trapped beast reared at his cage, desperate to be free. I’d come here to kill the phoenix, not these men, but I’d do what I had to.  Nothing and no one would stop me from this. Nothing would keep me from redeeming myself—from saving myself—once and for all.
The small man went down with a quick jab from my blade. But as I turned to face the final hunter, a rumble from above us caught my attention.
A boulder was tumbling down the slope. And with it came a small avalanche of loose stones and debris, picking up speed as they fell.
I dove out of the way, protecting my head as I was pelted with bits of rock. A chunk of stone the size of a melon struck my leg, sending another jolt of pain shooting up toward my hip.
I kept my arms over my head and neck, guarding my most vulnerable areas as the stones rained down. The worst of the rockslide went right past me, but I was still sporting some fresh bruises when everything finally began to settle.
Lifting my head, I checked my surroundings. The huge boulder had missed me, but the hunter I’d been fighting hadn’t been so lucky. He was sprawled nearby, moaning in pain, his legs crushed beneath the rockfall.
I looked up the slope. That boulder hadn’t fallen by chance. And it hadn’t been the phoenix’s doing, either.
The leader of the hunters, a big man known as Hoyd, stood above me, his hard face cast in stark relief by the torch in his hand. One look at him and I knew he’d set the boulder loose on purpose. He’d meant to kill me, but he didn’t look overly concerned that he’d struck his own man instead.
I’d seen this coming. It would always have come to this—man against man, hunter against hunter. There could only be one killing blow, after all. One chance at the wish.
Hoyd glanced toward the rocky outcrop where the phoenix’s nest waited. I turned my head, looking too.
The phoenix landed heavily in its nest, its body heaving with exertion. The shaft of the ballista bolt that had struck it still protruded from its chest, and dark blood spilled down its bronze feathers, which shone dully in the dim light from the torches.
Hoyd was nearly level with the outcrop already. He looked at the phoenix, then back towards me, and then he bolted toward the great beast.
I chased after him, scrambling up the slope, ignoring the throbbing pain in my leg. My sword was still in my hand, already stained with blood and ready for more.
I wouldn’t let him take this from me. Not now.
I was the Lion Warrior.
The Mighty Oak.
The legendary hero of Therador.
I wouldn’t be bested by some hunter—just as I wouldn’t be bested by the Circle’s curse. Or by jealousy against my brothers. Or by my own bloody weakness.
I would fight it all until my last breath. And I would defeat it all, because I was the fucking Lion Warrior.
With the distance between us and my own injuries, I never should have caught up to Hoyd. No other mortal man would have been able to.
But I did.
I caught him mere paces from the nest, and I slashed him across the back of his thighs. He stumbled and fell.
But he wasn’t entirely unskilled. He rolled and scrambled to his feet, dodging my next swing even as his legs threatened to give way beneath him.
“It’s MINE!” he roared.
He tried to run past me, to get to the phoenix before I did, but I blocked him. He had to throw up his sword to stop my next swing. 
“Get out of my way,” he demanded, sweat pouring down his bare head. He’d dropped his torch when he fell, but it still burned where it lay, the flames dancing madly, making the light around us shake and quiver.
“I do not want to kill you,” I said, even as a part of me longed for just that—another swing of the sword, another outlet for my rage at the world. “You will not keep me from this.”
“And why should it be yours?” Hoyd demanded. He swung at me, but I dodged easily. He was a skilled fighter, but he was exhausted. This night’s events had been kind to no one.
And I wasn’t inclined to be kind, either. Not tonight. Not with everything at stake.
“Because I’m better than you,” I told him in response to his question. “And nothing will keep me from reclaiming what is mine.”
I didn’t give him the chance to answer. The next sweep of my sword struck him in the side. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it was enough to knock him off the side of the outcrop, down across the rocky slope below.
And then I was alone with the phoenix.
I turned toward the great bird. It sat there in its nest, its chest heaving, watching me with those dark bronze eyes. But it showed no signs of aggression, or even defense.
It was as if it knew it was over.
I stepped closer. The creature was enormous up close, its neck as thick as the trunk of an oak tree. The easiest—and most merciful—way to do this would be to slice it quickly across the throat.
One sweep of my blade, and it would be done. I’d get the wish, break the curse on my brothers and me, and be restored to my full, true self again.
I’d be a full man again. A man finally deserving of the title hero. A man deserving of his brothers’ forgiveness.
A man deserving of a woman’s love.
The torch was starting to die out. And the phoenix still watched me, waiting.
So I took one step closer. And raised my sword.  
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This isn’t right. 
As I stood over the phoenix, my sword raised to make the killing blow, everything suddenly felt wrong.
This wasn’t honorable. I’d killed my way through the hunters on the strength of my own rage, and now I stood ready to strike down a creature who’d done nothing but defend itself. And for what? Hatred of my own inadequacy.
All I could hear as I looked down at the great bird was Esmer accusing me of running, accusing me of punishing myself. And now I would punish this creature as well.
Killing this phoenix wasn’t honorable. It was as cowardly as everything else, and more despicable because it meant taking a life not in the protection of myself or others but out of fear and greed.
I was despicable for even considering it in the first place.
I lowered my sword, and then I spun around and hurled it away from me with a roar, sending it clattering against the rocky slope.
And then I fell to my knees.
I wasn’t a hero. I didn’t deserve the title of Lion Warrior. I’d come out here for redemption, to make myself whole again, but I was still the same man who’d fought my own brother because Marigold had chosen him over me. I’d chased after blood and my own selfish needs when there was someone back at camp who needed me.
I’d chosen my pride over my honor.
When I looked up, the phoenix was still watching me. To the east, dawn was starting to break over the horizon, and the first pale light of the sun reflected off the great beast’s bronze feathers.
And my heart suddenly broke for this majestic creature, that it should be yet another victim of men’s greed and folly.
“I am sorry,” I told it. “For the part I played in this.”
Do not weep for me, lion-brother, said a voice in my mind. Death is but a fleeting thing.
I straightened. Had the phoenix just called me brother, after everything?
We are both sons of Leonaris, are we not? replied the creature in my head. With everything that entails.
“Yes,” I said grimly. “We are, aren’t we?”
The phoenix stirred, settling his wings with a heavy sigh. Its breath was noticeably ragged now.
Time is short, brother, he said. Don’t you want your wish?
So it was true. There was some small wonder in that, even if it mattered little now.
“I will not kill you, brother,” I told him with a shake of my head.
Even if I am already dying?
“Even then.” I climbed to my feet, feeling stiff and heavy in my body. “I will do no more than I have already done. And I will not take your last breath away from you.”
The creature cocked his great head at me, and his dark bronze eye caught the growing sunlight.
You do not have to take my dying breath, he replied. The wish is mine to give to whomever I choose.
“Then choose another,” I told him. “There are many far more deserving than I.”
There are some who would say you deserve it for that sentiment alone, he replied. But I choose to give it to you because I know you will use it for something truly worthy.
He began to writhe then, his neck jerking as if he was choking. But then he opened his beak, revealing something sitting on top of his dark pink tongue.
It was an unassuming object at first glance—small and round and dark brown like polished wood. But as the dawn sunlight hit it, its surface glowed with swirls of dark, almost liquid bronze.
Take it, said the phoenix.
I reached out and took it from his tongue. It was warm to the touch, and small enough to rest easily in my palm.
This was it. After all this time, after more than a decade under the Circle’s curse, I finally had the means of becoming whole again. And making my brothers whole again, too.
But after tonight, the desire felt hollow and cold. Tainted.
And I hesitated.
You do not have to use it now, the phoenix told me. Your heart will tell you when the time is right.
Now was the right time. Now, before the Circle did anything else to harm my brothers or those we’d promised to protect. Now, while I still had the time to save them all.
In front of me, the phoenix spasmed. Death was coming quickly for him now.
I reached out, placing my hand on his head. Though his feathers looked like they were forged from metal, they were soft and warm under my palm. His breath shuddered out in a heavy rattle, and the blood flowing out around the ballista bolt had slowed precipitously.
My shame and grief swelled anew. It was worse now, after this brief moment of connection.
“I am sorry, brother,” I told him again, stroking his head gently through his final, ragged breaths. “You deserved better. From me and from everyone.”
And again, he told me, fainter than before, Death is but a fleeting thing.
My hand stilled. I understood him this time. “You are immortal?”
I will return, he replied, his bronze eyes already going glassy. Not tomorrow, or the next day, but maybe the day after that… Or perhaps next spring…
He let out one last great, shuddering breath, and the life slipped out of him, carried away on the dawn light.
And I staggered back a step, saddened and ashamed and…renewed, somehow. Like I’d been given a fresh start. Or at least the possibility of one.
The wish was still warm in my hand. I looked at it, ready to say the words, to release the curse, but it felt wrong to do this now, next to this beautiful fallen creature. Like I was taking advantage of his death.
A shuffle of boots behind me made me turn.
A couple of the hunters had scrabbled up the slope. One had an obviously broken arm. The other was covered in dried blood.
“It is done,” I told them flatly. “We are finished here.”
I stalked toward them, bracing myself for an attack, but neither moved. They were looking at the dead phoenix behind me.
“Was it true?” one of them asked me.
I knew what he was asking. And I almost told him the truth. The truth was usually the honorable thing, and if I was to be good and honorable again, I had to start now.
Instead, I said, “No. There was no wish.”
Let them take that knowledge and spread it among their friends. Let it spread across all of Therador. Let no one ever hunt down this creature ever again.
As I shoved past, though, I heard one of them say to the other, “Its feathers will be worth something at least. And its bones.”
I reached for my sword as I turned back toward them, but it wasn’t there. I’d forgotten I’d thrown it away from me in my rage.
I needn’t have troubled myself, though. As the two men stepped closer to the phoenix, one of them cursed.
The sunlight was building quickly now, spilling over the horizon, and as its beams hit the body of the phoenix, the edges of the creature’s bronze feathers came alight with thousands of tiny sparks. The sparks spread upwards, crackling and splitting away as they burned, leaping like tiny golden flames until the breeze caught them up and carried them off across the valley.
In the matter of seconds the body of the phoenix was gone. Not even the bones remained. The only remnants were bits of sparkling dust on the wind.
I turned away again, slipping the wish into my pocket for now. I found my sword a little ways down the slope, and I found a groaning but still living Hoyd just a little beyond that. I picked up the sword and left the man for his fellow hunters.
I had something more important to do.
My horse was still waiting beneath the cover of the trees, and she seemed relieved to see me and even more relieved to leave this place. I didn’t blame her.
I nudged her forward through the trees.
“I know it’s been a long night, girl,” I told her. “But I have some unfinished business to attend to.”
And then I turned her toward the camp I’d left behind.
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I woke to the kiss of sunlight on my face. But there was no warmth behind that caress, only gentle, detached coolness. 
“Mmph.” I rolled over, burying my face in my pillow. I wasn’t ready to get up yet. I’d been having the strangest dream…
“Goldie?”
Isaac’s voice stirred me to full consciousness. The last time I’d woken to find him next to my bed…
I scrambled up into a sitting position as the memories came rushing back.
The King’s Vigil.
The zhespers.
The starsleaf smoke…
“It happened again, didn’t it?” I said. “Vela took me.”
Isaac was sitting in an armchair next to my bed, his hair mussed and dark circles under his eyes. He nodded grimly.
“How long have I been out this time?” I asked, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. Just like last time, I felt physically refreshed, like I’d gotten a full night of very good sleep. But emotionally…
“About two days,” Isaac said. “Like before.”
That was something, at least. 
“And what’s happened?” I asked anxiously, hurrying over to the wardrobe. I was still wearing my crimson rose gown from the night of the coronation. “Was Rathius crowned? Did—” I was about to ask about Deric, but it was better to keep my knowledge of that to myself until I better understood the situation. “Did Alastor say what happened to me this time?”
“Rathius was crowned,” Isaac said. “As far as I know, he doesn’t even realize what happened to you. Everything with the coronation’s been proceeding as normal. In fact, the parties are still going on.”
Now that he mentioned it, I could faintly hear the music and crowds down in the city.
But that was all good news. Rathius was okay, and Deric—well, I couldn’t know if Deric had succeeded or not until I spoke with him. And he had no reason to deny me the truth, since I’d never had the chance to tell Alastor about his plans.
My stomach twisted itself into a knot. I should have told Alastor. I should have gotten the words out, whatever it cost me. But maybe he’d forgive me if I brought him some bit of important information from Deric that we never would have gotten otherwise.
“Turn around,” I told Isaac as I yanked a fresh gown out of the wardrobe. “I need to change.”
Isaac did as I asked, and I wrestled myself out of the crimson gown. When I was finally free of it, I threw it on the rug, no longer wanting to touch anything from that night.
I was dreading the answer to this next question, but I had to know.
“What did Alastor say?” I asked him as I pulled a clean muslin shift over my head. “About what I did or said this time?”
“He was just as vague as before,” Isaac said. But something in the tone of his voice caught my ear.
I turned my head. Isaac still had his back to me—he was too good to try and spy on me while I was changing—but even from this position I could tell that he was fidgeting.
“What?” I asked, shoving my arms through the shift’s sleeves. “What is it you’re not telling me?”
Isaac sighed. “Goldie…”
“It’s bad enough that Vela has done this to me a second time,” I said, grabbing my new gown. “I want to know the truth. As long as people refuse to tell me, my imagination will come up with an infinite number of terrible possibilities.”
“He didn’t tell us what you said or did,” Isaac said. “He refused. Just like last time. But maybe Talon got something out of him when I wasn’t around.”
He was still fidgeting. Still keeping something from me.
And so I marched over to him, not caring that I still wore only my shift. “Look at me, Isaac.”
He tentatively turned his head.
“Whatever it is, just tell me,” I urged him. “Please, Isaac. If you’re worried about what Alastor might say, then don’t be. Believe me, I’m about to march out of here and demand he—”
“It’s not about what you did,” Isaac said. “Honestly, I have no idea about that. It’s about Alastor.”
My breath caught. And then a tickle of cold raced up my spine.
No, I thought, pushing back against it. Not now.
To Isaac, I managed to spit out, “What happened? Is he okay?”
“Well…I guess that depends on your definition of okay,” Isaac said.
“Is he hurt?” I demanded.
“No, no, he’s fine, he’s just… He’s weird, Goldie. Different.”
Instantly I thought of the way he’d broken down in front of me before, the way he’d been looking so exhausted and beaten-down recently…
“Because of me?” My words were a whisper. “Because of what Vela did to me?”
But to my shock, Isaac shook his head.
“No,” he said. “That’s what makes it so weird. It’s like he’s a different person. One who… It’s really hard to explain. I think you need to see him.”
I was already pulling the gown over my head. And fighting down that persistent tickle of cold along my spine.
“Help me with the laces,” I told Isaac, turning so he could help me get dressed faster.
In moments I was dressed and bursting out of the bedroom into the main room of the suite. But Alastor was nowhere to be seen.
“He’s not here,” Isaac said.
“Then where is he?”
Isaac looked like he’d prefer not to answer that, but he said, “I have an idea.”
Gesturing for me to follow him, he led me out into the corridor, and then down the steps across the royal wing of the palace until we came to a door leading outside.
I’d been this way before—this door led out into the royal family’s private gardens. Like many of the gardens around the palace, these had tall hedges and low-hanging trees and plenty of secret pockets for private meetings.
I could hear laughter and conversation as we moved through the flowering hedges, as well as the familiar strains of Deric’s harp.
Isaac raised a finger to his lips to indicate I should be quiet as we crept closer.
“To the new king of Veridaea!” someone proclaimed. “And perhaps the future king of all of Therador!”
Their toast was met with a series of cheers and a clinking of glasses.
Isaac stopped us at a place where the hedge parted just enough for us to see through. On the far side was a small courtyard with a fountain at the center and pretty benches placed at intervals atop the lush green grass.
There were about ten nobles gathered here—and by the looks of it, they’d been here for some time. Many were lounging on the benches, or even on the grass, with half-eaten platters of bread and fruit scattered around them and plenty of Nectar to go around. There were at least two smoke burners, each emitting wisps of something that smelled like a blend of herbs.
Rathius was there. He had an elaborate gold crown resting atop his dark, glossy hair and a dazed, happy look in his eyes as he drank deeply from his goblet.
Deric sat nearby, in his usual spot in Rathius’s shadow, strumming contently on his harp. If he noticed me—or if anything had changed between Rathius and him since last I’d seen him—I couldn’t tell.
I recognized a few of the other nobles, too, but I didn’t understand why Isaac thought Alastor would be here, of all places, until—
He sat on a bench on the far side of the courtyard. And there was a woman sitting in his lap.
There has to be a reason, I thought. He’s playing the game, trying to get information out of her…
She was looking down at him, her back to me, but I recognized her anyway. It was Lady Willadora. And Alastor was looking up at her with the oddest expression on his face.
He was smiling. Something so rare that I told myself, once again, that it had to be fake. A ploy.
But the longer I watched him, the deeper my stomach sank. It wasn’t just the smile. He looked…well-rested. Healthy. Happy. Like a completely different person than the haggard, beaten-down version of him I’d last seen. He no longer looked like a man carrying the weight of Therador on his shoulders.
The cold was back, slinking up through my body, but I fought it. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, but…
I understood what Isaac meant, now. 
As I watched, Alastor reached up, his fingers twining through Lady Willadora’s hair, and there was what looked like genuine tenderness in his eyes. And then he pulled her lips down to his.
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She was gone. 
By the time I arrived back at the camp, Esmer was nowhere to be found. Neither was Lady Noya. Or that weaselly little Gervain.
One of the lords said he thought he’d seen them go off over the hills with a cart, which confirmed what I’d already suspected.
They’d left for Riversend.
Why didn’t she bloody wait for me?
The camp itself was not much changed from the night before. Many of the lords had given up on the phoenix entirely and didn’t even ask about the creature as I marched through the wreckage, scavenging supplies. It had only been sport for them, and with their leader dead, they’d lost the taste for it.
Lord Hassian’s body had been draped in canvas, ready to be transported back to Cleris. If they’d tried to retrieve what remained of Lady Fresna and Lord Randolf from beneath the boulder, I couldn’t tell. The huge rock had not been moved.
I said a few silent words to the Mythic Ones, asking them to watch over the souls of the departed, before mounting my horse again.
I was not particularly inclined to go to Riversend. But I wasn’t ready to go back to the palace until I’d made what amends I could out here.
The wish still sat in my pocket, warm enough to feel through my clothes. At any moment I wanted I could take it out and use it.
But I didn’t.
Because part of me knew that I still didn’t deserve it, that despite the phoenix’s words my anger still burned too hot and too deep to be trusted.
The sun was beating down overhead when I set out across the hills to the west. I could have caught up to Esmer and her cart quickly if I pushed my horse, but after the night we’d had, I gave the mare some rein, letting her choose our speed as we traveled across the gently sloping terrain.
It gave me time to think.
And I grew careless during my thinking, because I almost missed the pair of figures chasing after me until they were nearly upon me.
I spun my horse around, whipping my sword out from its sheath. I was bone-weary from the night’s events, but I could still easily take down two men. They were probably some of the hunters, coming after me to see if I’d lied about the wish and see if they could steal it for themselves.
But as they drew closer, it quickly became clear that at least one of the riders was a woman. And the other—
I dug my boots into my horse’s sides, guiding her forward and urging her faster for the first time all day.
Of all the people to run into out here…
I had no idea who the woman was, so I kept my sword in my hand. But the closer I came to them, the more I could tell from my brother’s body language that he wasn’t under any duress.
In fact, Rad was grinning at me.
“Brother,” he called out to me. “Fancy stumbling onto you out here.” He gave me a once-over and said, “You look like you’ve had quite a time of it.”
“So do you,” I said, already leaping down from my horse.
In two strides we were in front of each other, grasping each other in a hug. I clapped him on the back.
“Where the hell did you disappear off to?” I demanded. “What have you been doing, off on your own like that?”
“I could ask the same of you,” Radven said, with a look that suggested he’d been up to some trouble. He glanced up at the woman on horseback beside us—a small, pretty thing who was watching me very carefully—before he grinned at me again. “It sounds like we both have some stories to share.” 
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Broken hearts and broken curses…
The fourth book in the Curse & Kingdom series, Blood & Beloved, is coming soon!

Can’t wait until then? I release episodes (a.k.a. chapters) twice a week as I write them on my Patreon page (patreon.com/emberblackthorn). Start with Episode 168 to pick up right where this book leaves off.

In the meantime, make sure you join my VIP List at EmberBlackthorn.com to be notified when the ebook and print editions of the next book go live, as well as to receive special bonus stories and exclusive extras.

xoxo, Ember
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Also by Ember



Curse & Kingdom 
Curse & Kingdom
Rose & Covenant
Wrath & Warrior
Blood & Beloved (coming soon)




The following books were written as Ember Casey:


The Cunningham Family Series
His Wicked Games
Truth or Dare
Sweet Victory
Her Wicked  Heart
Take You Away
Lost and Found
Completely (short story)
Their Wicked Wedding
A Cunningham Christmas
Their Wicked Forever
Always Wicked
The Cunningham Family Bonus Stories


The Fontaines Series
The Secret to Seduction
The Sweet Taste of Sin
The Lies Between the Lines
The Mystery of You
The Thrill of Temptation


The Devil’s Set Series
Claiming His Treasure
Hunting His Jewel
Protecting His Prize
Defending His Heart


Royal Heartbreakers Series
(with Renna Peak)
Royal Heartbreaker
Royal Mistake
Royal Arrangement
Royal Disaster
Royal Escape
Royal Wager
Royal Secret
Royal Surrogate


Standalone Novels
The Billionaire Escape Plan
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