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1
The Lost Lover


I stared at Esmer, knowing she told the truth and yet still afraid to believe it. This was all just too much of a coincidence. 
My internet friend was from Therador. Her real name was Esmerine. And she was once considered the ‘one true love’ of Octavian, the Lion Warrior—a man with whom I’d had my fair share of romantic entanglements over the last few days.
And a man who thought Esmerine was dead. Who’d apparently forgotten her, even though he was still aware of the hole she’d left in his heart.
How was it possible that Esmerine was here, now? Before that mysterious invitation from the Crestwood brothers had shown up at my door a couple of weeks ago, I’d had no idea that Therador even existed—and I’d have laughed at anyone who suggested that there was another, magical world out there. But Esmer and I had met online several years before that.
Was it some impossible coincidence? Or was it fate?
Isaac was looking between the pair of us, pure bafflement on his face. Finally, he said, to no one in particular, “Esmer is from Therador?”
“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” Esmer—or was it Esmerine now?—gave Isaac a wry smile.
For all Isaac’s enthusiasm about magic and other worlds, he seemed reluctant to believe it. “But…you’re so normal.”
“That’s the first time I’ve been called that in my entire life.” Esmer crossed her arms.
“You know what I mean.” Isaac looked to me for support. “Is this some sort of joke? Are the two of you fucking with me?”
Part of me wished it was a joke—it would have been a lot easier. But I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s a joke.”
“Of course it’s not a joke,” Esmer said. “You think I’d bullshit you about something like this? What kind of person do you think I am?”
“But we’ve been friends for years,” Isaac pointed out. “And you never said anything.”
“It never came up.” Esmer shrugged. 
“Um, what about anytime during the last couple of weeks before now?” he countered. “What about when Marigold went to that masquerade? Or when she told us about the brothers’ curse? Or when she disappeared and you and I were trying to figure out what the hell we were supposed to do?”
Esmer shrugged again, but she looked a little shamefaced as she said, “I had my reasons, okay? And be real—you would’ve just thought I was crazy.”
But Isaac was shaking his head. “It’s too much of a coincidence. How do we know you’re really our friend? Maybe you did something to the real Esmer and took her place.” His eyes widened as he turned to me. “What if she’s one of them? One of the Circle? Maybe this is all an elaborate ruse to trick you into trusting her.”
“Oh please,” Esmer replied. “Do you really think if the Circle was here they’d go through all that trouble? I’m me, I promise.”
Isaac still didn’t look like he was convinced, but Esmer cut him off the moment he opened his mouth.
“Need me to prove it?” she said, raising one arched eyebrow. “Several years ago when we first started chatting, you thought I was a dude. For like, two and a half months, I think.”
Isaac half-coughed and half-choked. “In my defense, you were writing Blaze Emperor fanfic at the time.”
“Girls like Blaze Emperor, too,” Esmer said. “But would a member of the Circle know all that?”
Rather than answering, Isaac looked over at me. Esmer did, too.
“I believe her,” I said quietly. The truth was making my head spin and my stomach twist and clench. “But I have questions.”
Esmer exhaled a long breath, nodding solemnly. “That’s fair.” She looked resigned—like she’d been dreading this moment but saw no other way forward. “But I’m going to need something a little stronger than coffee.”
“I’ve got some cheap whiskey on top of the fridge,” I offered.
“That’ll do,” she said. She started to rise, but I beat her to it. 
“I’ll get it,” I told her. My eyes flicked to Isaac. “What about you?”
He glanced at his watch. “What the hell. It’s three o’clock back home.”
Which made it noon here on the West Coast. I’d been passed out on the bathroom floor for longer than I realized.
Another stab of guilt hit me. That meant it had been hours since I’d left the brothers behind in Therador.
You can’t help them now, I told myself as I went into the kitchen. Torturing yourself over it isn’t helping anyone. I had to focus on what I could do in this moment—and that meant, first of all, hearing what Esmer had to say. And then deciding what all of this meant for her—and for Octavian, and for Therador.
And for me.
I grabbed the bottle of whiskey from the fridge and pulled down three glasses from the cabinet. Before I did anything else, I poured myself a generous shot and downed it in a single gulp.
It burned going down. And it brought back some of my earlier nausea—though not enough to stop me from pouring myself a glass along with the others. I plunked some ice cubes in each one and returned to the living room.
Esmer had risen from her seat. She was facing the corner of the room, where the portal had been.
“Is something wrong?” I asked. “Besides the obvious, I mean.”
She glanced back at me. “No. At least, I don’t think so. I just…feel something.”
I set Isaac’s and my glasses on the coffee table and carried Esmer’s over to her. “Like what?”
“I don’t know.” She took her whiskey and turned back to the corner. “Just the shadow of the portal, I guess.” Her gaze moved across the empty air, as if she might see it if she looked hard enough.
And perhaps I should have been trying to feel or see whatever it was she was sensing, but instead, I found myself looking at her.
I still couldn’t get over how stunning she was. She had that same sort of it factor that Octavian did—that thing that made it hard to pull your attention away from her.
I could see, without knowing any of the rest of their story, why Octavian would fall head over heels for her. She was effortlessly beautiful and charismatic, and on top of that she was sharp and funny and more than a little kickass.
I’d have been lying if I said I didn’t feel a pang of jealousy. More than a pang, really.
I buried my nose in my whiskey, taking another sip. Esmer, still staring at nothing, downed her entire glass in one long gulp.
Then she turned to me. “I guess this is the part where I tell you my life story, huh?”
I gave her what I hoped was an encouraging nod, even though my insides were still all twisted up. If she knew the truth of everything that had happened between Octavian and me…
Esmer went back over to the chair, and I returned to my spot on the couch next to Isaac. He’d been typing furiously on his laptop, and he hadn’t even touched his drink yet.
His fingers paused on the keyboard when I sat beside him. For a long moment, none of us said a word.
And then, because I couldn’t bear the silence, I said to Esmer, “You’re from Riversend, aren’t you?”
Esmer looked down at her empty glass. “I’d almost forgotten that name.” She gave a sad, angry laugh, then added, “Fuck, they had me fucking convinced it was all in my head.” Her eyes met mine, dark and anguished and fierce all at once. “They told me I’d made it all up, that I was sick and I’d somehow invented everything, but I knew…” She stood abruptly. “I’m going to need more booze.”
She didn’t wait for me to rise. She marched into the kitchen and returned with the whole bottle of whiskey. She poured herself at least a double shot’s worth and drank it down before setting the bottle on the table.
“You have no idea how much this is all fucking with my head right now,” she said, starting to pace. “Therador’s not supposed to be real. It’s supposed to be some sick, twisted fantasy that I invented to ‘protect myself from past trauma’ or some shit.” When she passed the whiskey, she reached down and grabbed it again. This time, she took a swig right from the bottle before turning to face us on the couch once more. “Just when I’d almost convinced myself I was normal, too.”
She was unraveling before my eyes, and I had no idea what to do. It was like now that she’d acknowledged the truth of who she was out loud, everything she’d kept bottled up for god knows how long was bursting free, and she was practically shaking as she took another swig of the whiskey.
“Stop, it’s okay,” I said, standing. “We can do this later.”
I didn’t even realize Isaac had risen too until he was suddenly beside Esmer, taking the bottle from her hands and setting it gently back on the table. Then he took her by the arm and led her towards the couch.
Gentle, protective Isaac. As kind as I’d expected him to be. Considering he was the only person in this room who hadn’t seen Therador in person, he was taking all of this in stride.
“You don’t have to explain anything now,” he told Esmer. “Just calm down and breathe.”
“I know you didn’t just tell me to calm down,” she snapped back, exasperated. “Gods, you guys, I don’t need to be coddled.”
Hearing her say Gods—the same expression I’d heard the brothers utter on more than one occasion—shook me just as much as everything she’d said so far. As if I needed more proof of how strange and complicated this all was.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
She looked up, confused. “We already told you. Through Isaac’s weird hacker friends.”
“No, I mean—how is it that we’ve been chatting for the last several years? You—who’s from Therador. And me—who’s also…sort of…from Therador. At least by blood. That has to be more than a simple coincidence.” I thought back to the very first time we’d chatted. “You reached out to me about my first Thrones and Kings fic.”
“I didn’t know anything about your ancestry, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said. “I just liked your story, that’s all.” Her eyes went thoughtful for a moment, then she added, slowly, “I remember really enjoying what you did with Siera. And her adventures in the Lost Village. It reminded me of…home.” Her gaze met mine, sharp once more. “I didn’t purposefully seek you out, if that’s what you’re thinking. How would I even know who you are or what you could do with the portals and all that shit?”
“I don’t know.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “It just seems…” Not suspicious, not exactly. But too meaningful to be simple chance.
“Like calls to like,” Isaac said, interrupting my thoughts. “It’s not surprising at all, honestly. It’s the same way the Crestwood brothers recognized you, Marigold. You were all bound to be drawn to each other eventually. According to my research, a lot of magic works that way. Like calling to like.” A crooked smile spread across his round face. “Who knows? Maybe I’m from Therador, too. Either of you feel particularly drawn to me?”
“Is that your new pickup line?” Esmer asked, reaching across the coffee table for the whiskey.
Her tone was light, not malicious, but Isaac’s cheeks still colored slightly.
“You never know,” he said, deflating a little. “A week ago, Marigold had no idea that magic existed. And now apparently she’s a powerful sorceress. There’s still a chance I have some power in me, too.”
“I guess anything’s possible at this point,” I said, watching Esmer. She was drinking straight from the bottle again. I knew I should probably stop her, but…I didn’t blame her for being a bit screwed up over all this. I hadn’t even heard her full story yet, but the bits I did know made me suspect what she’d been through had been truly horrific.
And here I am, still kind of jealous of her. Which made me feel like a bitch in more ways than one.
Suddenly her head jerked up, and she twisted around to face the corner of the room once more.
I opened my mouth to ask her what was going on, but then I felt it too—a shiver. Coming from the exact spot where my portal had been.
Esmer had already stumbled to her feet, whiskey sloshing out of the bottle, but I was rooted in place as, before my eyes, a speck of golden light appeared, then began to grow.
“Holy shit.” Now Isaac was on his feet, too. “What is that?”
“A portal,” I whispered, still shocked.
“Are you doing that?” he asked.
“No.” At least, I didn’t think I was. And yet it was spinning, growing, pulsing with golden light.
“Esmer?” I said frantically.
“You think I know how to make one of those things?” She stumbled back, nearly falling into Isaac. “That’s not me.”
And then, while the three of us stood stunned and frozen, someone stepped through.
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2
Fell


The portal pulsed as a man emerged from the golden light. 
My heart leaped when I saw his muscled arms and broad shoulders—but my stomach dipped again a split second later when I realized this wasn’t one of the three brothers I’d come to know so well. No—this man was someone I’d never seen before.
He was nearly as brawny as Octavian, but stockier in his build—wide from his shoulders all the way down to his thick legs. A warrior, through and through.
He was clearly proud of his physique, too, judging by his snug, fur-lined tunic and bare arms. But perhaps not as proud as he was of his beard, which was thick and sandy blond and boasted at least half a dozen complicated braids that trailed all the way down his broad chest. He had one of those faces that made it hard to tell whether he was twenty-five or forty-five. His eyes were such a clear, vivid blue they were nearly violet.
And I could tell, even without the nature of his arrival, that he was a powerful sorcerer. I could feel it, just like the brothers had mentioned being able to feel others’ ability with essence.
Which meant he could probably feel me, too.
I don’t have my pearls. I’d completely forgotten about them, even though Alastor had shoved them into my hand only a moment before Octavian had pushed me through the portal.
I glanced down at the carpet. There they were—the string of Safarian pearls, half-buried in the shaggy taupe carpet fibers. There was no way to grab them without everyone in the room seeing me.
And it was too late, anyway. When I looked up, the man’s violet eyes had honed in on me.
The sheer amount of power this man exuded, the fact that he’d found a way to follow me through the portal, the hungry way he was looking at me now… He could only be one man.
“Mordren,” I whispered.
The man’s thick beard trembled as his mouth stretched into a wide, vicious smile.
“That vile bastard wishes he was me,” the man said.
Esmer stumbled back a couple of steps, nearly bumping into me. The man’s violet eyes flicked to her, lingering for a moment.
“Now this is interesting,” he said. He spoke in a very slow, deliberate way—like he was used to being sparing with his words. “I only expected one of you.”
Without even thinking about it, I reached out and grabbed Esmer’s hand. Her fingers gripped me right back, her many rings digging into my skin.
Meanwhile, Isaac—with his laptop still in his hands—shifted, placing himself more or less between us and this new arrival.
“Kindly state your name and business, sir,” he said. “As you’ve barged into my friend’s home without invitation, I believe you owe us that much.”
I almost grabbed Isaac and shoved him out of the way—as much as I appreciated his instinct to protect us, he had no idea how powerful this man was—but then I remembered that this man’s magic was useless here, same as the brothers’ had been.
The bearded man seemed to realize it at the same moment. His mouth dipped into a frown, his violet eyes growing shadowed.
“What is this place?” he demanded.
“I asked first,” Isaac retorted, growing bolder. “Answer our questions and perhaps we’ll consider answering yours.”
For the first time, the man studied Isaac. His eyes roamed down my friend’s body, lingering on his soft stomach and khaki shorts.
“You are a warrior?” the man asked. His eyes narrowed at Isaac’s laptop as if it might be some sort of strange weapon.
Isaac, to his credit, played the part well, drawing himself up and taking a more wide-legged stance in front of Esmer and me. “Answer my questions or find out.”
The man said nothing, but he seemed to consider this. And he studied us and my apartment like a general studying a battlefield. Or perhaps, more accurately, some sort of Viking warrior deciding how and where he should swing his axe.
He stepped away from the still-glowing portal behind him, but he didn’t approach us. Instead, he slowly started to circle us as if we were a pack of unpredictable wild beasts that needed to be handled with care.
But I was growing impatient.
“If you aren’t Mordren, then who are you?” I demanded, proud of how commanding and self-assured I sounded—not even a week ago, I would have been cowering in a corner, but in this moment, I knew I had the upper hand. He was in my world. “I know you’re one of the Circle.” He had to be, with as much power as I could feel.
His eyes were on me again, unnerving with their relentless, violet focus. I was grateful I’d never meet this man on a battlefield somewhere.
“They call me Fell.” Another curl of his mouth, not so much a smile but a bearing of teeth. If Octavian was an oak tree and Radven was a deadly panther, this man was a bear, burly and deadly when provoked.
“And how did you create a bridge to this world, Fell?” I asked, pleased with the continued steadiness of my voice.
“I created nothing.” He’d stopped circling. “You left it open.”
“No, I didn’t,” I insisted. I remembered all too well the way the portal had collapsed on my hand, nearly crushing it, and my bruises were proof enough that I hadn’t imagined it.
He didn’t argue—didn’t say anything—but the look in his eyes was more convincing than any words he might have uttered.
“But it was gone,” I said, confused. I looked to Isaac and Esmer for confirmation. “There was nothing there.”
“I felt something.” Esmer’s fingers tightened on mine. “I told you I felt something, but I never thought…” She looked even more shaken now than she did a moment ago, like all the blood had drained from her face. Her eyes were locked on the swirling golden light that was still pulsing and spinning in the corner of the room.
I didn’t fully understand, but there was no reason for both of them to lie. Maybe the bridge hadn’t collapsed all the way—maybe there’d been a speck, a single magical thread, that had remained, too small for the naked eye to see.
“How did you make it big enough to step through?” I asked him.
He gave no answer. But he said to me, “You’ve caused quite a stir back home.”
“And that’s why you’re here? To kidnap me before one of your friends does?”
Again, no answer. But he shifted his weight, as if bracing himself for an attack.
I was confused until I felt Esmer’s grip loosen on my hand. 
“Wait, what are—” I didn’t even have the chance to get the question out before Esmer’s hand slipped out of mine.
She moved faster than I thought possible—shoving Isaac out of the way, sprinting across the room, and leaping through the portal before I even had the chance to react. Even Fell seemed shocked as she disappeared within the golden light.
But he didn’t leap instantly to action as I expected. As Isaac scrambled back to his feet, laptop hugged against his chest, and I racked my brain for what to do, Fell just turned his violet eyes back to me.
Was this some sort of trap? Or was he simply willing to let Esmer go? I couldn’t decide whether he’d left the path to the portal open on purpose or whether it simply never occurred to him that she—or any of us—would actually jump through.
Well, I wasn’t willing to let Esmer go. Not after the way I’d left things.
I must have made some subtle movement as I made that decision, because Fell said, “I won’t stop you from following her.”
Definitely a trap.
But what was I supposed to do? Let Esmer charge into the unknown by herself? I mean, it wasn’t that I didn’t trust that she could handle herself—she was from Therador, for crying out loud—but if Octavian, Radven, and Alastor were to be believed, Therador had become much more dangerous in the last decade. It was eating me up inside to know I’d left the brothers in peril. I refused to let Esmer face the danger alone, too.
When I glanced toward the portal, I found Isaac staring at me. One look into his eyes and I knew he’d made his choice, too—he wasn’t willing to abandon Esmer to Therador any more than I was. 
“Go,” I said quietly. “Follow her. I’ll be right behind you.”
He glanced toward Fell. “I’m not leaving you alone with him.”
Isaac had no idea how poor a match he was for a member of the Circle. Not that I was in a much better position, but at least I had one advantage: I, theoretically, could open and close the bridge. If I could close it—properly this time—once I was on the other side, I could potentially trap Fell here, in this world. Then Esmer and I could make a plan from there—together.
“Go,” I told Isaac again through gritted teeth.
He must have seen something in my eyes, because this time, he didn’t argue. After casting one more glance at Fell—as if he expected the large man to try and stop him—he turned and crossed to the portal. He stuck his hand out hesitantly—like he was nervous that the golden light would hurt him somehow—but as soon as his fingers passed through the swirling light without incident, he hurled himself through, disappearing quick as a blink.
Leaving me alone with Fell.
“Still not going to tell me why you’re here?” I said, edging closer to the light. I didn’t expect him to answer, but it was worth a shot. 
He simply bared his teeth at me again in that vicious expression that seemed to pass for his smile.
If he wasn’t going to talk, then it was back to the only plan I could think of—the one that involved me figuring out how to close the portal the second I crossed through and trapping him here.
But either he guessed what I intended to do, or he had a plan of his own, because he began to move toward the light, too.
I broke into a run—but he was fast, despite his size. He reached the light just as I did, blocking the bridge with his muscled bulk. And then he snarl-smiled again.
“We go together,” he said, grabbing my arm.
I tried to wrench myself out of his grasp, but I was no match for a Viking bear. He didn’t even have to struggle to keep his grip on me.
And the minute we got to the other side, he’d overwhelm me with his power and I’d be screwed.
My mind scrambled as he pulled me toward the light. And then I saw them—the Safarian pearls, still mostly buried in the thick carpet fibers.
I couldn’t reach them. But as Fell yanked me forward, one of my bare feet was dragged past them and—
I curled my toes around them. At the exact moment that Fell jerked me through the portal.
And I was jerked back into Therador.
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3
The Root of Power


I tumbled face-first onto the forest floor. 
My only consolation was that my captor stumbled, too. He dropped to his knees—but somehow managed to keep his grip on my arm.
It gave me an opening, though. In the scramble to get up, I managed to grab my string of Safarian pearls and slip them surreptitiously into the pocket of Fell’s tunic.
I had no idea if the pearls would even be effective if they weren’t pressed directly against his skin, but there wasn’t time to second-guess my quickly formed plan. We were back in Therador—his turf, where his power was at its full force—which meant I needed every advantage I could wrangle for myself. 
The moment he jerked me back to my feet, I twisted toward him and kneed him as hard as I could in the balls.
Fell doubled over with a grunt—and released my arm.
And I ran.
Without any shoes, the terrain was treacherous. We had to be in the exact same place I’d stood with Octavian and Alastor only hours before, but there was no sign of the brothers or the vulgen or anything from last night.
I didn’t see Isaac or Esmer, either.
But there would be time to find them later. Right now I needed to put as much distance as I could between myself and Fell.
That’s when I felt it—the shiver on my skin that suggested a rising swell of essence, emanating from behind me. From Fell.
I didn’t know how to protect myself against an essence attack. Or any attack, really. But I swerved as I ran, praying essence was like alligators and couldn’t change direction easily.
The essence spiked, and suddenly the roots of a tree rose and grabbed my legs.
I stumbled. And the roots twisted around my ankles like manacles.
Fell hadn’t hurled a blast of essence at me the way Mordren had blasted the great tree of Ring-Around-the-Hill. No—he was using essence to control a freaking tree.
I twisted around and clawed at the roots, but that only made them grip tighter, squeezing my ankles and digging into my skin. In the distance, I could hear Fell’s heavy footsteps crunching on leaves as he stalked toward me.
“What did you do to my power?” he roared through the trees.
Clearly, the Safarian pearls were having some sort of effect—if not enough to completely rob him of his ability to use his power, then at least enough for him to notice. That edge might be the only thing that could save me—assuming I could break free of these roots. 
Meanwhile, my body was starting to physically respond to being back in Therador—already, a shiver that had nothing to do with Fell was rippling across my skin. Without the pearls to dampen it, I’d be overwhelmed quickly.
But it also gave me an idea.
I didn’t know a lot about essence, but I remembered how Octavian had explained it—that everything had essence, and that certain people had the power to manipulate it. I barely understood how to use essence from within myself, let alone “manipulate” it within anything outside of me, but if I was as powerful as everyone seemed to believe…
I’d figured out how to open a freaking bridge between worlds. How hard could it be to move some roots?
Doing my best to ignore Fell’s ominous approaching footsteps, I turned my attention to the roots. The shiver in my skin was growing, strengthening, but I tried to focus solely on the essence of the tree.
Tried being the operative word.
The essence moving along my skin was overwhelming. How did I hone in on a particular bit of essence when it was everywhere? It was like trying to distinguish one bit of air from the rest.
The roots twined further around my legs, constricting me like a pair of boas. And Fell was almost upon me. There was no time to flail about helplessly—if I was going to get out of this, I had to act. Now.
I gripped the roots with my hands. There was no way I’d ever be able to rip myself free, but if I touched them like this, I could feel the shiver intensify in my palms, its rippling strongest where the rough surface of the roots was directly against my skin. I focused on that sensation as I squeezed my eyes shut and willed the roots to release me.
Nothing happened.
Fell was only about fifteen paces away now. And the shiver on my skin was building to the point of pain. It was already too late—
But I hadn’t survived this much, come this far, to give up now.
I closed my eyes again, drowning out everything else. There was only me, and the essence, and the tree—
Go beneath the pain.
I couldn’t imagine that controlling a tree was anything like opening a bridge between the worlds, but maybe that sort of magic started in the same place. So I let my consciousness slip deeper, to ride beneath the shiver down my body and to the place where the roots held me.
And then, without my asking it to, my consciousness slipped into the roots.
I gasped as I felt that part of me stretch beyond my body. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I was still here, within myself, and yet…not. I could feel the power—the essence—of the tree coursing through me, just as I was somehow coursing through the tree.
I could have stayed there for hours, just marveling in that strange, expansive feeling—like I was everywhere and nowhere, intimately connected to this living thing beside me—but through the tree I could sense that Fell was upon me, that there was no more time.
It was a simple thing, then, to move the roots. I didn’t even feel like I was controlling them, no—they were me, and I was them, and our will was the same. All it took was a thought, a nudge from my mind, and they started to untwine themselves.
I opened my eyes then. Fell stood over me, his huge form blocking out the light that spilled down through the branches above. He had that snarl on his face, like I was a rabbit in a snare, and it wasn’t until the roots withdrew completely from my legs that his eyes even dropped to my ankles.
His smile disappeared instantly.
Even though I was no longer touching the tree in any way, my consciousness still lingered there, stretched along invisible threads. So I felt the very moment that Fell’s consciousness slipped into the tree as well.
It felt like someone else was in my head. And it hurt.
I snapped back into myself instantly, and the air whooshed out of my lungs as if I’d suffered a physical blow to the chest. I collapsed onto my back, gasping for breath.
And the roots were moving again, grabbing my feet and twisting upwards—
I had to fight it. I kicked and writhed as I tried once more to find that place beneath the pain, that part of me that could combat this.
When I found it, I slid along my body again, seeping into the roots where they gripped my legs. I knew I’d find Fell there, and this time I braced myself for the shock and the pain.
But he was ready for me, too.
I could feel his consciousness pushing back against me—like pressure against my very self. I may have been powerful—or so everyone kept telling me—but he’d been manipulating essence for a lot longer than I had. If this was a battle of power and will, I was no match for him.
If this is how powerful he is with seven Safarian pearls in his pocket, then what is his normal ability like? It had to be unfathomable.
But I fought anyway. Because there was no other option.
And as I pushed against him, struggling to take the dominant place within the tree, I felt the oddest thing.
It took me a moment to realize it was him.
It wasn’t just his sheer power I could feel. And it wasn’t his thoughts—not exactly.
But it was him—his emotions, his past, the things that made him, well, himself. It was like I could feel his memories without even seeing them—I couldn’t have told anyone a thing about his life, not in any detail, but in that moment I knew how his life, his memories, had shaped him, and what hold they still had on him even today. There was desperation and loneliness in this man. And a terrifying ruthlessness, and a need for control, and—
With an animal roar, he threw his consciousness against me, knocking me back into myself again.
The roots tightened around me as I fell back.
And I knew it was over, that I’d never be able to wrestle control away from this man. I was still reeling from what I’d felt when my consciousness was pressed against his, knew there was weakness beneath his rugged, Viking-esque exterior, but I had no idea how to use what I’d learned against him.
In other words, I was screwed.
And then a loud crack! sounded above me.
I looked up just in time to see Fell’s eyes roll up in his head. And then he collapsed in a heap beside me.
What the…?
As I scrambled to sit up, I caught sight of Isaac, standing just behind where Fell had been, gripping his laptop like a weapon and looking sheepish.
“I think I just voided the warranty,” he said, glancing down at the computer in his hands. “But it was worth it.” His face spread into a wide grin.
I laughed in spite of everything, relieved and delighted that one of Therador’s most powerful sorcerers had been taken down by a nerd with a computer. But I didn’t want to wait around to see how long it would take for Fell to regain consciousness.
I let my consciousness slide into the roots again, delighted to find that Fell was no longer inside them. It was easy work to make them loosen their grip and slither back to where they were supposed to be around the base of the tree.
Isaac’s mouth dropped open as he watched them settle back into the ground. “Did you do that?”
“Yeah. Don’t ask me how. I’m still a little confused about that myself.” I took his offered hand as I climbed to my feet, then glanced down at the unconscious pile of Fell. His big chest was rising and falling very slowly beneath his thick, braided beard.
We could kill him. That would be the simplest—and probably the smartest—way to ensure he wouldn’t come after us.
But he never actually hurt you, a little voice in my head pointed out. He’d certainly had the means and opportunity to kill me, if that had been his aim. Sure, he’d attempted to kidnap me, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of killing this man while he was unconscious—no matter how powerful he was and what he wanted with me.
Decision made, I acted quickly. I reached out and pressed my hand against the bark of the tree beside us, and almost instantly I was able to slide my consciousness back inside it.
I only gave myself a couple of seconds to bask in the pride of how easy and natural it felt this time. Then I imagined the roots moving, and following my thoughts, they lifted from the ground once more and wrapped around the unconscious Fell, trapping him in place. I wasn’t naive enough to think they’d hold him for long—he’d already shown he could control them even more easily and skillfully than I could—but they’d slow him. And we needed every extra minute we could get.
There was one thing I couldn’t forget, though.
Bending down, I reached between the roots and rifled along Fell’s tunic until I found the pocket where I’d stashed the Safarian pearls. They were too valuable to leave behind, and I had a feeling I still needed them.
I could definitely feel it, now—the difference the pearls made, the shift as they passed between us. Both within myself and within Fell. The world around me felt different too, like my senses were dulled.
One sense—your connection to essence. I was starting to understand, starting to recognize the nuances of this world’s strange magic.
When I stood up again, Isaac was still looking a little stunned. “What do we do now?”
“We get as far away from him as we can.” And see if we can find out what happened to Octavian, Radven, and Alastor. “Where’s Esmer?”
Isaac shook his head. “I don’t know. I couldn’t find her when I came through.”
That made things a lot more complicated. Even though she probably had the best chance of surviving in Therador on her own, she was still my friend and I refused to leave her. But first…
“I have to close the portal.” I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.
We set off through the trees, back in the direction from which we’d come. Up the rise, the very same slope I’d climbed with Alastor and Radven last night as we’d fled the vulgen.
There was still no sign of them—no bodies, no blood. It was unsettling. A terrible thought occurred to me—I’d assumed, up until this point, that time passed at the same rate both here and back home. But what if I was wrong? What if days, or weeks, or even years had passed since I was last here? 
One more problem to worry about later, I told myself, quickening my pace. My bare feet protested every step over the sticks and leaves that littered the forest floor, but the pain was another thing I didn’t have time to worry about now.
I retraced my steps as best I could, moving quickly through the trees until we reached the place where I was pretty sure the portal had been—both last night and again just now, when we’d come through.
There was nothing there.
“It was here, right?” I asked Isaac. “I’m not crazy?”
“I think it was here,” he replied, studying our surroundings with an intent expression. “If I knew more about the native flora of this world, or perhaps our directional relation to the sun, then I might be able to give a more accurate answer.”
That wasn’t exactly the overwhelming assurance I’d been looking for.
Both Esmer and Fell could still sense the portal, even though it was invisible to the naked eye. Maybe I could, too.
“Isaac, hold these,” I said, shoving the Safarian pearls toward him.
He fumbled his laptop into one hand and wrapped his other around the string of pearls. “What are you doing?”
“Magic stuff,” I told him. Then I closed my eyes and felt.
That first flood of essence was as overwhelming as always—everywhere, all around me, rippling up my skin. At first it was impossible to distinguish one bit from another, but then I started to notice subtle differences—like how the essence of the air against my hands was distinct from the essence of the dirt beneath my feet.
Eyes still closed, I stretched my hands out in front of me. If a speck of that portal still hung in the air, if I could just touch it, then maybe…
I shuffled forward, feeling for any change around me, any tug or ripple that differed from the rest.
And I stumbled straight into a tall, hard body.
“Isaac, what are you—”
Strong hands caught me, and a voice that wasn’t Isaac’s—but was intimately familiar—demanded, “What are you doing back here?”
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Reunion


My eyes flew open. 
In front of me, so close I could smell his cedar-with-a-touch-of-citrus scent, was Alastor. And he was looking down at me with a dark, commanding expression that made his dissatisfaction plain.
“You’re alive,” I breathed.
Because despite how prickly his glare made me, the primary thing I felt at seeing him was relief.
“What about Octavian? And Radven?” I added quickly. I was almost afraid to ask about the latter, given how we’d left him to fend for himself against a pack of vulgen, but I had to know.
“They’re fine.” Alastor’s frown deepened. “You’re supposed to be away from here.” His sharp gaze flicked to Isaac standing not far behind me, and even though I couldn’t see my friend, I could sense him flinch under that regal glare. “Who’s this?”
“Isaac,” I explained. “He’s my friend.”
Alastor’s dark eyebrows drew even closer together. “He doesn’t belong in Therador.”
“He’s from my world. He came here to help me. And to help—” I cut myself off, unsure of whether I should mention Esmer—Esmerine—to him before I better understood how she’d ended up in my world in the first place. Did Alastor even know who Esmerine was, or what she meant to his brother? The way Talon had told it, she was gone before Octavian had ever even met Alastor and Radven—so perhaps not. Either way, it wasn’t my story to tell.
“Our other friend is here, too,” I told him. “We have to find her.”
“You shouldn’t have brought them here,” Alastor said coldly. “This is extraordinarily reckless, even for you.”
His words immediately tempered all the goodwill I’d felt at learning that he and his brothers were alive.
“It’s not like I planned this!” I snapped back. “One of the Circle showed up at my apartment!”
His dark eyes widened. “What? How?”
If I told him I’d somehow accidentally left the portal open, I knew I’d get a lecture—and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to deal with any of Alastor’s pompous, judgy bullshit right now.
“I’ll explain everything later,” I told him. But in the meantime… “Do you feel anything strange here? In the air?” I waved my hand in the general area where the portal had been.
He shook his head, his brow furrowing. “Why?”
I didn’t respond. Instead, I closed my eyes once more, trying to lean into my new ability to kinda-sorta make sense of the essence all around me.
I felt nothing but air.
Maybe it’s actually gone this time, I thought. I hoped so—I didn’t want to linger here any longer than I had to.
“Have you seen a girl about my age around here?” I asked Alastor. “Dark hair, partially shaved head, looks like a badass?”
“We can worry about her later,” he said dismissively. “The Circle is our priority. Tell me exactly what happened.”
He was starting to piss me off. “Don’t worry—we took care of him. For now, anyway.”
That furrow in his brow deepened. “What’s that supposed to mean? Took care of him how?”
Fortunately, before I was baited into another snippy response, a familiar form appeared through the trees.
Octavian.
He stopped mid-stride the moment his eyes landed on me. I could feel the fire of his gaze even from here.
And then he rushed toward me, not even sparing a glance for his brother or for Isaac.
“You’re back.” He didn’t sound angry or upset the way Alastor had. Instead, he sounded…astonished, as if he hadn’t dared hope he’d ever see me again.
Part of me wanted to leap into his arms and throw my hands around his neck, but another part of me was all-too-aware that Esmer was—hopefully—somewhere nearby.
“Uh, this is my friend Isaac. From my world,” I said, tearing away from Octavian’s gaze to indicate my friend behind me. “Isaac, this is Octavian. And Alastor, since you haven’t been officially introduced.”
Isaac gave an awkward half-wave, and for the first time, Octavian frowned.
Is he jealous? I wondered. Or, like Alastor, simply angry that I’d brought another person from my world?
Before I could investigate that question, Alastor spoke up again.
“The pleasantries can wait,” he said. “You said a member of the Circle came after you. Who was it? Where are they now?”
“He told us his name was Fell,” Isaac offered, apparently unwilling to be consigned to the background forever. “I knocked him out and Goldie used her magic to restrain him with some tree roots. You should’ve seen it.”
Both brothers were too stunned to say anything for a moment, but Alastor recovered first.
“Where did you leave the bastard?” he growled.
I was shocked by the strength of his reaction—normally Octavian was the one I’d expect to get all snarly and protective—but I pointed back the way we’d come.
Alastor was already stalking in that direction. “Oak, get these two to Rad. I’ll be along shortly.”
“Wait, where are you going?” I asked.
He didn’t respond.
“Wait!” I said again, starting after him, but I only made it a couple of steps before Octavian caught me by the waist.
In the next instant I was scooped up in Octavian’s arms like a baby. Then he spun on his heel and started walking in the opposite direction to Alastor.
“What is he going to do?” I demanded, writhing in Octavian’s grip. With every wiggle, though, he only gripped me tighter.
Octavian ignored my question, instead throwing the barest of glances in Isaac’s direction.
“Follow me,” he ordered my friend without breaking his stride. “Or not. It’s up to you.”
Isaac glanced at me, his uncertainty plain on his face. Whatever he saw in my expression made him lift his laptop again, as if silently asking me if he should do in Octavian the same way he did Fell.
I gave a quick shake of my head over Octavian’s arm, and Isaac lowered the laptop and hurried after us. But just because I didn’t want Isaac to go up against Octavian didn’t mean I was content with being carried off.
“Put me down,” I told Octavian, writhing again. “I mean it.”
He didn’t respond.
“Is this what you’ve become now?” I said. “The sort of brute who lugs a woman around without her consent?”
He finally looked down at me, that intensity still burning in his azure eyes.
“I’ll put you down if you promise you won’t go after him,” he rumbled in that deep voice. Then, with a heavy, thunderous sigh, he added, “We’re trying to protect you, Marigold.”
I let him carry me a few more paces before I asked, quietly, “Alastor’s going to kill him, isn’t he?” I couldn’t say exactly why it bothered me so much—the Circle seemed pretty evil, after all, and Fell had tried to kidnap me—but I hated for there to be yet another death because of me. And maybe, just maybe, during that brief moment where my consciousness had butted up against Fell’s in that tree—when I’d felt the weight of his memories, felt his loneliness and desperation—I’d acquired a little empathy for him.
Octavian didn’t answer my question. Which was answer enough.
I twisted in his arms again. “He can’t! Put me down!”
“If Fell is restrained as you claim, then Alastor can handle himself.”
That wasn’t what I meant at all, but clearly Octavian had no intention of listening.
I glanced back at Isaac. He was stumbling faithfully along after us, still looking uncertain, and when he caught my eye he squared his jaw and lifted his laptop again, signaling that he was ready to jump into action at my sign. 
But I preferred a different tactic. 
Ever since I’d met these brothers, I’d been helpless—the one who needed to be saved, and protected, and sheltered from the dangers of Therador. The one who brought death and danger down upon others—not because of my direct actions, but because I wasn’t strong enough to defend myself against those that would do me harm. Those brief hours I’d been back home, I’d been sick with the weight of that knowledge. But now…
Now, I was starting to see how I could change things. And it began with showing Octavian and his brothers that I wasn’t completely powerless anymore.
With Isaac still holding onto the Safarian pearls, I could easily feel the shivery pulse of the essence all around me. When Octavian carried me beneath a particularly low-hanging branch of a tree, I reached up and grabbed it.
I was nearly jerked out of his arms, and Octavian stopped short.
“What are you doing?” His deep voice vibrated through me, but it couldn’t drown out the distinctive shiver of the tree that coursed up my arm from where I clutched the branch. I let my consciousness stretch into the tree, just as I’d done before, and this time, it was nearly as easy as breathing—so simple, so natural, that I almost couldn’t believe I hadn’t been doing this all along.
Octavian’s grip tightened on me, and I knew he could sense what I was doing. “How did you—”
His words cut off as the tree’s roots rose from the ground and wrapped around his boots.
This was my chance. While he was distracted, I elbowed him in the ribs and then twisted myself right out of his arms.
“Marigold!” He grabbed for my arm, but I ducked out of his reach and hurried back the way we’d come, leaving my consciousness stretched into the tree roots. 
Isaac fell into step beside me.
“I don’t understand,” Isaac huffed as he ran at my side. “Shouldn’t we want these guys to kill the evil Viking man?”
“Maybe,” I admitted. “But…it’s complicated, okay?”
Maybe I was being naïve again, but I couldn’t forget some of the things I’d felt from Fell’s essence. And I couldn’t shake the thought that—
“Arrgh!” I stumbled as my consciousness snapped back fully into my body—but not before I felt a shock jolt through the tree’s essence. It wasn’t quite painful, but it stunned me just the same.
When I spun around, I saw Octavian slicing the last few bits of roots away from his boots with his sword.
“Go,” I told Isaac, spinning back around and shoving him forward.
We ran. And Octavian called after us.
We had a good lead, but Octavian was fast for his size—and I was still very out of shape and in bare feet.
He caught me by the arm.
“Marigold, please,” he said, spinning me back toward him. “We’re trying to keep you safe.”
And I could see it in the way he looked at me—the fear, the desperation, the overwhelming need to protect me above all else. In that gaze was every bit of pain and guilt he carried over the love he couldn’t remember, that dire need to make up for lost sins.
My heart ached for him, for that anguish I saw in his gaze. I reached up to touch his cheek, to assure him that I didn’t need him to take on the burden of my protection any more than he already had, but he misread the gesture.
His arms tightened around my waist, pulling me closer.
“I thought I’d never see you again,” he murmured, his deep voice breaking on the final word. “But I told myself it was better that way. That you were safe. If you came to harm now…I’d never forgive myself.”
And then his lips crashed down on mine.
His kiss was every bit as desperate as the one he’d given me the moment before he’d pushed me through the portal. And I couldn’t deny the way my body responded—the flush of heat across my skin, the galloping of my heart, the delicious swell of shiver through me. I wanted to melt into that kiss the way I had before, and yet…
I can’t do this. Not now.
I tore my lips away from his, pushing gently against his chest. He looked surprised and confused by my rejection, and my heart twinged at causing him any additional pain, but—
Something moved between the trees to my right.
I pulled further out of Octavian’s arms, suddenly remembering my poor awkward friend nearby, but it wasn’t Isaac I’d seen moving out of the corner of my eye.
It was Esmer. And she looked as furious as she did heartbroken.
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Cursed Heart


I pulled completely out of Octavian’s arms, unable to tear my eyes away from Esmer’s haunted, anguished expression. 
It took Octavian a moment to notice what had captured my attention. He turned, looking toward the place where Esmer stood among the trees, and my heart stuttered as I watched their eyes meet.
I don’t know what I was expecting—maybe for some spell to break, for Octavian’s expression to suddenly light up with recognition at the sight of his lost love. All the blood had run out of Esmer’s face, and the anger in her eyes had melted into something more open and vulnerable—it was clear, at a single glance, that no matter how much time had passed and how much had happened in between, she still loved this man deeply and completely.
But Octavian’s face showed nothing but surprise—and then guardedness. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to brandish it the moment Esmer made the wrong move.
“Who are you?” he demanded in that deep rumble. “State your business or be on your way. These woods are dangerous for a lone traveler.”
The openness in Esmer’s expression disappeared in a blink, replaced by hurt and confusion.
“Oak,” she said quietly, sounding nothing like the self-assured, badass girl I’d known back home. “I know it’s been a while, but…I haven’t changed that much, have I?” She paused, then raised a hand to her hair, thumbing one of the blue streaks. “Okay, maybe I’ve changed a little. But I would’ve thought you, of all people, would recognize me.” She flashed a tentative smile, and a glimpse of the Esmer I knew shone through. “I know I’ve accused you of being thick-headed a few times, but I never thought you’d actually try to live up to that title.”
“I’m sorry.” Octavian spoke slowly, his voice like a deep river coursing down a mountainside. “Have we met?”
The last rays of hope in Esmer’s eyes slid away. “We’ve done a little more than meet.” She crossed her arms. “Gods, if this is some sort of joke, then it’s not funny.” Her gaze flicked to me for the first time, and I couldn’t decide whether she was planning how she’d kill me or silently begging me for help. I decided to bank on the latter.
“Esmer,” I said, approaching her slowly, “there are a few things you need to know.”
“You know this woman?” Octavian asked.
“She’s our friend,” Isaac spoke up for the first time. He was already on his way to Esmer’s side, protective as always. “She came through the portal with us.”
“But she’s originally from Therador,” I added, never taking my eyes from her. “It’s complicated.”
I stood in front of her now, and I took her gently by the arms. Her hands were curled into fists at her sides, and I prayed she wasn’t waiting for the right moment to punch me.
“Esmer, look at me,” I said softly. “There’s something strange going on here. I don’t understand it. But Octavian is…” Lost. Just like his brothers. “He doesn’t remember you.”
She jerked out of my grip. “If this is some sort of twisted prank—”
“It’s not,” I said firmly. “It’s the truth.”
Her eyes slipped away from me again, past my shoulder to where Octavian still stood. I heard his heavy footsteps behind me as he approached.
“You believe we’ve met before?” he said, and I wasn’t sure whether he was speaking to me or Esmer. “That I simply don’t remember?”
Esmer shook her head. “Forget it. Clearly I’m just crazy.” She turned away from us.
I started after her, but Isaac got there first. Taking her by the elbow, he shot me a look over his shoulder to indicate that he’d take care of things. Clearly I was doing a crappy job of it, so I was willing to let him give it a go.
Which left me to deal with Octavian.
I still didn’t know exactly what to say. How did you tell someone that, for reasons unknown, they’d forgotten the love of their life? Especially when that someone had had their tongue down your throat only moments before their lost love appeared?
When I turned to look at him, he was watching Esmer and Isaac, the oddest expression on his face. He still looked perplexed, but there was something else there, too—like he was stricken to the core by this brief meeting, even if he didn’t understand it.
Maybe a part of him remembers after all.
I felt it, then—another sharp pang of jealousy, and the bitter guilt that accompanied it. I had no delusions about Octavian—he’d been upfront about the nature of his heart from the start, had pushed me away on more than one occasion because he knew he couldn’t love me—but it was one thing to know that intellectually and another to be standing here like this, caught between the two of them. And watching Octavian watch Esmer like he knew, in some deep place inside him, that she carried a piece of his soul.
“You feel it, don’t you?” I said softly.
It seemed to take him a great effort to tear his eyes from her and turn them to me. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t remember her and yet…some part of you does. Even if you can’t explain it.” The back of my throat burned, but I thought I did a pretty good job of keeping my voice steady.
His mouth dropped into a frown. “No, I don’t remember her at all. When did I supposedly meet her before? And how do you even know all of this?”
I didn’t believe him—I had eyes, after all. And I recognized that perhaps I wasn’t the best person to answer his other questions.
“You should talk to Talon,” I said. “He’ll explain everything.” I was having trouble looking at him again, not wanting to see the truth in his face.
You’re such an idiot, I chastised myself. What did you expect would happen, coming back here with her? Octavian was never yours. You have no claim to him. No excuse for your jealousy. It’s your own fault for letting your feelings get all tangled up in—
Octavian’s strong hand gripped my chin, lifting my face up toward his.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing,” I insisted. “It’s complicated.”
“You keep saying that,” he rumbled. His azure eyes searched mine, and I knew my expression couldn’t hide the truth—that I was all twisted up inside. That my envy and shame were impossible to choke back. I never wanted to be the sort of girl who went all weak and emotional over a man, or who competed with her best friend over a guy’s heart. And yet here I was, standing in a magical world where I had extraordinary amounts of power, a world where incredible dangers and wonders lurked around every bend, and somehow, in this moment, everything had shrunk down to this—to the pain that came from knowing that this man would never truly love me the way he loved her, that the way he looked at me now, the way he tenderly brushed my hair out of my face, the way his fingertips skimmed over my lips, was all a lie.
A beautiful, wretched lie.
I pulled away from him when he started to lean closer as if he might kiss me again.
“Talk to Talon,” I told him.
“You can’t tell me yourself?”
I shook my head. “Please. Talon will explain everything.” Or at least, he’d explain to Octavian who Esmerine was and what she’d meant to him. How or why Octavian had forgotten her, though, was as much a mystery to Talon as it was to me.
“Marigold.” Octavian had closed the distance between us again, his large body blocking my escape. “What’s wrong? What’s upset you?”
Everything, I wanted to yell. I can never be yours. One of my best friends is the love of your life, and I’m caught between you.
And I couldn’t fix this. I couldn’t make things right for Esmer, or for Octavian, or for my stupid, aching heart.
“Gods, what mess have you stumbled into this time?” came a familiar voice from just past Octavian’s broad shoulders.
Octavian twisted, revealing his brother Radven standing there. As usual, he’d managed to sneak up on us without making a sound.
And even though Alastor had assured me he was alive and well, relief bloomed through me. I broke away from Octavian and ran over to Radven, throwing myself at him and looping my arms around his neck.
Even Radven seemed a bit taken aback—he didn’t strike me as the hugging type—but he wrapped his arms around me just the same, using my momentum to swing me around before depositing me on my feet again.
“You’re okay,” I said breathlessly, pushing my hair out of my face as I looked up at him. He looked a little worse for wear—there were bruises and cuts on his face that hadn’t been there before—but he was mostly in one piece. “Last I saw of you you were fighting off an entire pack of vulgen by yourself.”
“That was nothing,” he replied, his green eyes flashing. “Hardly a scuffle.” Judging by the wicked curve of his lips, he’d enjoyed the fight a little too much.
“Still.” If he’d known how much I’d beaten myself up over leaving him to that fate…
“Aren’t you supposed to be back home?”
“Yes, well. Things got a little crazy.” I rocked back on my heels, embarrassed again. “Apparently I didn’t close the bridge all the way and someone slipped through.”
“Fell,” came Octavian’s rumble from behind me.
“Ah, Fell. I always found him amusing,” Radven said, one side of his mouth curling higher as he slipped a dagger from his sleeve. “He reminds me a little of you, Brother—or at least what you might have been, if you weren’t so bloody noble all the time. And if you had the ability to grow a luscious beard.”
Octavian grunted in response.
“I’m assuming those two over there are harmless?” Radven said, indicating Isaac and Esmer with his chin. He watched them like a cat watching an unsuspecting pair of mice, his finger trailing along the blade of his dagger.
“Yes, they’re safe,” I said quickly. “They’re my friends. They came back through the portal with me.”
“Just what we need—more out-of-worlders making things complicated.” Despite the dryness of Radven’s tone, he sounded more amused than exasperated. “And where is our dear friend Fell?”
“Dead.”
All three of us turned to see Alastor marching toward us, cleaning the blade of his sword.
The bottom dropped out of my stomach. “You killed him?”
It was a stupid question—and one to which I already knew the answer. But no matter how many ways the brothers tried to explain it to me, or how the logical part of my mind tried to convince me that killing him was the smart thing to do, the only way to keep me safe, it was still hard to stomach.
Alastor was watching me closely as he came over to us.
“It had to be done,” he said in that stiff, cold way of his.
“Don’t you think I know that?!” I snapped back, then immediately felt ashamed at my tone. These brothers were only trying to protect me—the same way they’d protected me time and again—and I was acting like a spoiled brat who hadn’t gotten her way.
Except this is about a man’s life, the other side of me argued. Another life lost because of you, to protect you…
“Esmer, wait!” Isaac’s shout drew me from the spiral of my thoughts.
“I said to leave me alone!” she yelled back. “You don’t belong here, Isaac. Just go the fuck home.” 
I spun toward them. Esmer was already stalking away through the trees, throwing an arm back to bat aside Isaac’s entreating hand.
They’d wandered farther away from us than I’d realized. Far enough that by the time I’d hurried in my bare feet to Isaac’s side, Esmer had already disappeared into the thick forest.
Isaac looked devastated.
“I was just trying to help her,” he said. “But whatever happened to her here…was bad, Goldie. Worse than I imagined.”
Another twist in my stomach, another stab of guilt.
“We’ll get her back,” I assured him. “This is all just…a lot. For all of us.” Before anything else, Esmer and I needed to have a long, long talk. To get everything out in the open. Then I might actually be able to make this situation right somehow.
Isaac suddenly gripped my arm. “Did you hear that?”
“No,” I told him. But I cast a glance back in the direction of the brothers. They were approaching together, speaking softly to each other. No doubt trying to decide what to do about Esmer and Isaac. And me, since I’d failed to do as I was told and stay out of the way.
That’s when I heard it—a blood-chilling, keening sound that was only too familiar after the events of last night.
The vulgen.
And judging by the direction from which that wretched sound came, I wasn’t the woman they were targeting this time.
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6
That Sweet, Cruel Thrill


The vulgen were coming for Esmer. 
There was no time to think. I shook out of Isaac’s grip and said, “Stay back,” as I took off through the trees in the direction our friend had run.
“Marigold!”
I couldn’t have said which of the brothers had shouted my name—perhaps all of them. But I didn’t slow, didn’t stop. Last night, when the vulgen had closed in on me, I’d been helpless. Useless. And I’d been beating myself up about it ever since.
But this time I wasn’t powerless. This time, I could fight back. I could defend my friend the way I hadn’t been able to defend the brothers, or any of the people of Ring-Around-the-Hill who’d been hurt because of me.
I could already feel the shiver of essence building up along my skin again, already feel a thrill rising inside me at the thought of using my power once more.
Footsteps sounded behind me, but I didn’t look to see who followed. Still, it was easy work for them to catch up to me in my bare feet.
“Marigold.” Octavian, curse him, didn’t even sound out of breath.
He caught me by the waist, lifting me off the ground while my legs were still swinging.
“Put me down!” I demanded. I was already reaching for the closest tree, trying to grip one of the branches so I could move the roots to help me escape, but
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