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1
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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6
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
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