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1
The Familiar

ESMER


The sun beat down on the back of my neck, making sweat bead on my skin as I rode up the hill. Every once in a while, one of those beads would slide down the back of my dress. 
The whole thing made me very cranky.
You’re not actually cranky, I told myself. You just don’t want to admit that you’re fucking scared. 
Scared about returning to my hometown. Scared that Lady Noya, who lay unconscious in the cart rolling along beside my horse, wouldn’t make it that far.
Scared of what I’d left behind.
I’d been a coward, running from the hunters’ camp without saying goodbye to Oak. I’d told myself that it was about Lady Noya, that I needed to get her to a proper healer as soon as possible—and that much was true—but in reality, I’d been only too relieved to run away from the complicated quagmire that was my relationship with the man I’d left behind.
I never should have let myself get involved with him again in the first place. And now I had plenty of time—too much time—to think about my mistakes as we traveled over the hills toward Riversend.
Gervain, my childhood friend, drove the cart as it clopped steadily up the grassy hillside. Though he mostly looked like the young man I remembered—sandy-blond hair long enough to tie back, sharp chin, lithe frame—he’d changed a lot since we were kids. His time with the hunters had hardened him. He had more creases and edges than he did before.
I’d changed a lot, too. But being banished to another world by a bunch of crazy fucking sorcerers and being forced to fend for yourself for a dozen years or so changes your perspective on the world. So does returning to find that the love of your life—the only person you’ve ever loved that way throughout your shitshow of an existence—has forgotten you exist. Has forgotten all of your life together before you were ripped away from him against your will.
I didn’t care why Oak had forgotten me. Logically, I knew that I had no right to his heart. I’d been as good as dead, to him and to everyone here in Therador. And even if I hadn’t been, hearts could change. People fell out of love with each other and fell in love with other people all the time.
So it didn’t matter that Oak and I still obviously had a connection—physically, if nothing else. And it didn’t matter that he was carrying a torch for Marigold, my friend. He had every right to his own feelings, and I had more important things to think about.
Like saving my friend’s life.
In the cart beside me, Lady Noya let out a soft moan. I looked down at her, looking for other signs of consciousness, but she didn’t stir.
Ahead of us, Gervain stopped the cart and raised his hand, indicating that I should stop as well.
Instantly, I went on alert, reaching for the knife I had tucked into my belt. Lady Noya’s sword was in reach, too, but despite all of my training with her, I didn’t feel confident enough to wield the longer blade on horseback. I turned my head, scanning the hills around us for signs of movement.
These hills were dangerous these days. The roving beasts had grown more plentiful during the time I’d been trapped in that other world, and they’d been growing bolder, moving closer to the human settlements. Out here, in the wilderness, they were an ever-present threat, and our small party—with only two people who were conscious enough to defend themselves—would look like an easy target to them.
Quietly, Gervain drew his sword and climbed down from the cart. His usual horse was tied alongside, already saddled and ready to mount should he need to fight. Depending on what beasts attacked us, it might be better to have the advantage of horseback. I gripped Acorn’s reins firmly, ready to guide her at a moment’s notice.
But as I followed his gaze across the hills to the south, I saw nothing. No movement across the open, rolling landscape. No strange shadows or shapes.
“What is it?” I asked him finally, quietly.
He didn’t answer me for a moment, then finally shook his head and lowered his sword.
“Nothing,” he said. “I’m just seeing things.”
I cast another glance to my left. I didn’t take Gervain for the sort of man to jump at shadows. If he’d been working with the hunters—and if he’d survived this long—then he had to have good instincts.
But there was nothing there. And I heard nothing but the wind.
Gervain climbed up onto the cart again.
“How much farther?” I asked him as we began moving.
“We should be there by supper,” he said. “If our luck holds out.” He didn’t sound especially hopeful about that.
I didn’t blame him. We’d been traveling for two days and we hadn’t encountered any roving beasts. Some would call that lucky. But with our experience, Gervain and I were both just waiting for the other shoe to drop. I longed to take a swig from the bottle of liquor hidden in my saddlebag, just to take the edge off my nerves, but I didn’t dare do anything that might dampen my senses.
Yet another reason I was so fucking cranky.
We traveled for another hour or so before Gervain slowed again, this time looking off to the north.
This time I felt it, too—the sense of something watching us.
When I spotted nothing to the north, I looked around in other directions—to the west ahead of us, to the south, then back behind us. Finally I looked up. Considering that Lady Noya was only in this state because the phoenix we’d been hunting had dropped a boulder on our camp, we couldn’t be too careful.
But I still didn’t see anything. And neither, apparently, did Gervain.
The feeling didn’t leave me, though, even as the day wore on and the sun began to sink in the sky.
The land was starting to flatten, which allowed us to move faster with the cart. And small groves of trees began to spring up here and there, too—until eventually we came to some scraggly farms. 
Gervain didn’t pause again, but he never took his hand off his sword.
I was starting to recognize where I was. When the borders of the fields melted into an ancient forest, we found an old, well-worn cart path, and as we rode beneath the trees, a deep sense of familiarity settled over me. I’d walked through these same woods many, many times growing up. Maybe even this same path, just further along.
We were well into the woods when the ground shook.
It was just a tremble—subtle enough that we might not have noticed if we hadn’t been so alert. The trees shook, but no more than they would from a strong wind. And the horses nickered, their nostrils flaring, but no more so than they would have if they’d caught the scent of a wild boar—enough for them to be nervous, but not enough for them to bolt.
“What was that?” I asked Gervain.
“I don’t know. But I don’t like it.” He was scanning the trees, same as I was, but the woods looked normal. There were birds fluttering about in the canopy, squirrels hunting for acorns in the dirt, insects buzzing through the sunbeams that broke through the branches. If they’d noticed the ground rumbling, they’d already decided it was safe again.
But it didn’t feel safe.
“Something big and heavy enough to make the ground rumble should be hard to miss,” I muttered. Wickerskin could disguise themselves among the trees, but even tall as they were, they didn’t make the ground shake.
“Let’s keep going,” Gervain said, his gaze still darting about like mine. “Riversend isn’t far now. And whatever it is, I’d rather not meet it out here alone.”
I doubted the people of Riversend would be much help against whatever could make the earth shake like that—I’d grown up with them, after all, and as hardy as they were I knew they weren’t fighters—but I didn’t say anything. Right now, Lady Noya was my priority.
I could hunt all the monsters I wanted later.
As the afternoon sun sank deeper and the shadows grew longer, my sense of familiarity grew, too. And long-buried memories from my childhood began surfacing without warning.
That’s the tree I used to climb when I was hiding from my chores.
That’s the clearing where I discovered that rabbit with the broken leg.
That’s the little creek I used to walk beside with Oak, back when—
The ground shook again.
This time, it was strong enough to make the cart rattle and creak. Lady Noya moaned. 
I yanked out my knife. Gervain did the same with his sword as he leaped down from the cart. The horses danced, frightened as the ground shifted under their feet. It was all I could do to keep Acorn from rearing. 
This time, when the rumbling stopped, the woods had gone still around us. Not a bird chirped nor animal stirred.
But still I saw nothing. And I didn’t like this. At all.
“We have to go,” I told Gervain. “Now.”
We’d been so worried about getting attacked by some roving beast that I hadn’t even considered any of the other possible causes until now—like an earthquake. Or a member of the Circle, performing some terrible magic. It hadn’t been so very far from here that those bastards had snatched me for their dark purposes.
Thankfully, Gervain didn’t argue. He jumped back onto the cart and flicked the reins at the horse, who lunged forward.
We pushed as fast as the cart could go, driving toward Riversend. Lady Noya groaned again, stirring.
“Don’t move,” I told her. Not that she was in a position to listen.
The ground shook again. Acorn whinnied and broke into a gallop, and I tugged at her reins as she bolted past the cart. I needed to stay with Lady Noya, protect her while she was vulnerable.
As I managed to slow my horse, I caught sight of something through the trees ahead—a wall.
I frowned. That hadn’t been here the last time I’d been in these woods.
It was mostly made of stacked timber, but filled in with mud and stone. Despite its crude construction, it was easily twice the height of me on horseback, and it extended as far as I could see in either direction. Both the base and top of the wall were lined with shards of wood that had been sharpened into spikes.
There was a gate where our path ended at the wall. It was closed.
“Open the gate!” Gervain yelled as we drew close.
But his words were swallowed by another rumbling of the earth. On the far side of the wall, I heard screams and cries as the ground shuddered.
“OPEN THE GATE!” Gervain roared a second time.
The ground was still rolling, rattling the cart, terrifying the horses.
There were more shouts on the other side of the gate, then a head popped up over the top.
“It’s Gervain!” the man yelled down when he saw us. “Open it! Quickly!”
It took me a moment to recognize him—his beard was a lot thicker than I remembered, his head a lot balder. Jon was Riversend’s blacksmith.
Does that mean… 
As the ground settled once more and the huge gate began to creak open, I looked down the length of the wall. This was where Riversend was supposed to be, but there’d been no wall when I’d been taken. No need for the blacksmith to guard a huge gate.
The gate opened just wide enough for us to slip inside. I let Gervain take Lady Noya and the cart through first while I turned and looked at the woods behind us one last time.
Even though the earth had gone still again, I still felt that tingly sensation as if something was watching us. Otherwise, from this angle, the world looked exactly the same as it always had—before I’d been snatched away, before there’d been a wall. If I’d closed my eyes and let my memories take over, I probably would have been able to find my way through the ancient trees without a second thought.
As if I’d never left.
“Girl!” called Jon. “Are you comin’ through or what?”
It took me a moment to comprehend that he was referring to me.
He doesn’t recognize me, I realized.
And I didn’t feel like introducing myself again. I just turned and led Acorn through the gate, bracing myself for the place I’d once called home.
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2
The Healer

ESMER


Riversend was a stranger to me. 
The village where I’d been born—the only place I’d ever lived in Therador—didn’t look that different on the surface, once I was inside the new wall.
As far as I could tell, the buildings still stood where they’d stood before. The main street was still uneven and overgrown with weeds along the edges. The inn still hadn’t been repainted, even though its pale blue exterior was cracked and chipped. The cooper’s sign still hung at an angle. And that was just what I could see from the open area just inside the gate.
But it felt different.
Life had never been easy in Riversend—not like it was easy for the wealthy merchants who lived in places like Ring-Around-the-Hill, or the nobles in their palaces like the one in Cleris—but it had been simple and happy. People worked hard here, but they didn’t starve. They had enough energy to gather in the tavern at the end of the day and enough stores and firewood to make it through even the longer winters.
But there was an air of tension around here now. Everyone looked haggard and exhausted. 
And everyone carried weapons. Even if they were makeshift ones like wooden clubs or farming tools.
But I didn’t have time to gawk or try to puzzle out a good twelve years of history that I’d missed. I had more urgent business.
“Our friend needs help,” I said, climbing down from Acorn. There was a small crowd gathering, and I couldn’t let Lady Noya be forgotten among everything else that was happening. “Where’s Lisbeth?”
Lisbeth was Riversend’s healer. She’d patched up a number of my childhood scrapes and taught me more than I’d wanted to know about my body when I’d gotten my first period at twelve.
But I was only met with confused, startled stares.
Until someone said, “You mean Rosie. Lisbeth’s been dead these eight years.”
“Let me see,” came a female voice as someone pushed through the crowd. She was young—my age, maybe—with her dark hair tied up messily on top of her head and a flush on her light brown, freckled cheeks. And she was powerful, even for a healer. Not powerful enough to interest the Circle, but I could sense the strength of her ability with essence.
The oddest thing, though, was that I didn’t recognize her. She hadn’t grown up in Riversend, which meant she’d only come here since I’d been gone, and yet she held a respected position within the community.
She came up to the side of the cart, her attention focusing immediately on Lady Noya’s leg. We’d wrapped her foot up as best we could, but even with the makeshift tourniquet, the fabric had soaked through with blood.
“What happened?” the new woman demanded without looking at me. She reached out and felt Lady Noya’s skin with the back of her hand.
“Her foot was crushed. By a boulder,” I said.
The other woman looked up sharply at me.
“I dug her out,” I said. “And we did what we could to stop the bleeding. But we didn’t have many options.”
The woman—Rosie, I assumed—had reached for Lady Noya’s wrist and was checking her pulse. There was something odd about the top of her ear—like a small wedge had been clipped out of the cartilage.
“Get her to my home,” she ordered, addressing no one in particular. “Quickly. She needs immediate care or she won’t make it through the night.”
Everyone moved out of the way as Gervain directed the cart forward.
I walked along beside it, still leading Acorn. I couldn’t do much to help at this point, but I didn’t want to leave my friend alone with strangers, either.
“Esmerine?”
That soft, quavering voice behind me stopped me in my tracks.
My chest tightened. I’d known this moment was coming—I was just hoping I’d be able to put it off for a little longer.
I turned around.
My mother, like everyone else in this accursed place, looked both the same and like a stranger. She was shorter than I remembered, and thinner, but her dark eyes were just as bright. Her black hair was streaked with gray, but not nearly as much as I would have expected. She looked younger than I thought she would—but also like she’d experienced a lifetime in the twelve years or so I’d been gone.
“By the gods,” she whispered. “It is you.”
There was no point in denying it. “Yeah. I’m…back.”
Back wasn’t anywhere close to the right word. It wasn’t nearly enough to encompass all of the shit that had happened since the last time I’d seen her.
But my acknowledgment, inadequate as it was, still seemed to break something in her.
She screamed—wailed—and then collapsed to her knees.
And I stood frozen. Sure, I’d charged right up to wickerskin and basilisks with my blade swinging, but faced with my distraught, sobbing mother, I had no idea what to do.
Others rushed over to her, trying to comfort her or at least understand what had upset her, and I heard someone say, “Go find Alger.”
My father. Gods, I wasn’t fucking ready for this.
Everyone was so focused on my mother that they didn’t notice me slipping away, hurrying down the street after the cart carrying Lady Noya.
Only Acorn seemed to notice my distress, and she flicked her ears judgmentally at me.
“I know, I know,” I muttered. “I’ll deal with them eventually. Just…not now, okay? I need a minute.”
Once again, proving to the world that you’re a fucking coward. I couldn’t even pinpoint exactly why I was so afraid of speaking to my parents—we’d had a good relationship growing up, and it wasn’t like I’d chosen to get kidnapped and banished by the fucking Circle—but I knew that I didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with it right now. Maybe after I knew Lady Noya would be all right and—
The ground quavered under my feet, making the bits of loose stone and gravel on the road dance. Behind me, someone near the gate screamed again.
“What is that?” I heard Gervain ask Rosie. “That wasn’t happening the last time I was here.” They’d stopped the cart in front of the small, pale yellow cottage that had once belonged to Lisbeth. Apparently Rosie had taken over the house as well as the job.
“We don’t know,” Rosie said, tucking back a strand of dark hair that had come loose from her messy bun. “That’s what makes it so worrisome. It’s been happening on and off these last two weeks but no one knows the cause.”
“Has anyone gone to investigate?” Gervain demanded. “Jon or the others?”
“We’re not hunters,” Rosie said, and I detected a hint of judgment directed at Gervain. “The people of Riversend are just trying to survive. Chasing after every strange thing we hear is suicide, and most of us have had enough of death.”
“Ignoring danger is suicide as well,” Gervain protested. “Someone has to step up and—”
“We can argue about this later,” Rosie said. “Help me get her inside.”
By now, I’d tied Acorn’s reins to a fencepost in front of the cottage, and I went over to help as well. Together, the three of us managed to get Lady Noya inside with as little jostling as possible, but my unconscious friend still groaned in agony as we laid her out on the bed in the front room.
“Tell me again exactly what happened,” Rosie said, going over to a shelf lined with jars and vials. “Leave out no details. And I want to know exactly what’s been done for her since the injury.”
I respected a woman who liked to get to the point and get shit done. And so I did what she asked—described how the phoenix had dropped a boulder on our camp, how Lady Noya had tried to get out of the way but been too late, how I’d dug her foot out as carefully as I could. I explained the basic first aid we’d done for her—the best we could manage under the circumstances—and how Gervain and I had come straight here to get her the care we could.
As I talked, Rosie was getting out an assortment of herbs and oils. She mixed a few ingredients together in her mortar before coming over to the bedside.
“Hold her mouth open,” she said.
I did as she asked. Gervain stood back, just watching as Rosie tipped her concoction into Lady Noya’s mouth, then rubbed her throat to make her swallow.
“That will help bolster her strength,” she said, before moving to unwrap our makeshift bandage around Lady Noya’s leg.
I waited quietly while Rosie made her assessment. Finally, the young healer sat back with a sigh.
When she looked at me, I already knew it was going to be bad news. And Rosie didn’t mince words.
“You have a choice,” she told me. “Save your friend or save her leg. I would suggest you choose your friend.”
“You have to amputate.” It wasn’t really a question, but I needed to hear her say it.
“From the knee down, at the very least.” Rosie had already risen again, going back to her shelves to gather her supplies. “It won’t be pretty. If I’d been there when it had happened, then maybe I could have done more. But even at my best, I can’t reconstruct an entire appendage from the shin down.”
Given how powerful I could sense she was, I believed her assessment of her own skills.
“I’ll need both of you to help me,” she said, in a tone that suggested she was used to people obeying her, despite being a Riversend outsider and relatively young for her position. “Or if you don’t think you can handle the blood, go find someone who can. This is going to be gruesome.”
“I’ll be fine,” I assured her. I ached for a long drink from that liquor I had stashed in Acorn’s pack outside, but there would be time for heavy drinking afterward.
Gervain said he was willing to help, too, though he looked less certain. Especially when Rosie pulled out her bone saw and other tools.
“One of you on either side of the bed,” she said. “I need you to hold her down.”
You’re doing this to save her life, I reminded myself as I looked down at Lady Noya’s waxen face. She’d do this for you.
And so I took a deep breath and placed my hands on my friend, promising myself that when it was over I’d drink myself into oblivion, where I could temporarily forget about blood and strange earthquakes and my mother’s wails, and the only problem I had to face was my own shame.
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Oblivion

ESMER


“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Gervain asked me. 
We were sitting in Riversend’s sole tavern, a small dark establishment named The Lost Sheep that hadn’t changed a smidge since I’d last been here.
Not that I’d frequented it as a child or anything. But The Lost Sheep had always been a gathering place, and I’d spent a few late nights here listening to stories and sipping on mugs of warm cider in the wintertime. I knew the crooked mantle, and the wooden beams across the ceiling, dark with wood smoke. I knew the smell of the lamb stew—a recipe passed down through four generations—and the sound of Johbun, the owner’s, off-key whistle.
Johbun was still here. And like everyone else in this place, he looked exhausted. His round cheeks had sunk into thick jowls, and his thick, rich beard—which had always been his pride—was scraggly and unkempt. He still whistled, but if tonight was any indication, he’d given up attempting the lively jigs and had decided to murder dour old ballads instead.
He didn’t recognize me, but then again I kept my hood up while he brought us multiple rounds of his strongest ale. In the past, he’d never hesitated to pepper visitors—or returning travelers like Gervain—with questions, but after the briefest exchange with Gervain, he’d left us alone. Apparently he was too exhausted even for gossip.
I drained the last of my latest mug of ale. I’d been sneaking sips of liquor between each round, hoping to get drunker faster.
“I’m fine,” I told Gervain. And the fact that I didn’t slur the words was proof that I wasn’t going hard enough. I’d never reach the comforting numbness of oblivion at this rate.
Gervain was not amused by my indifference to his concern. “We need to have our wits about us if those tremors return.”
“And what exactly do you plan for us to do when they do?” I replied, slipping my liquor out of my bag again and taking another swig. “We still have no idea what’s causing them.”
We hadn’t felt one of the “tremors” in hours. I’d been terrified, during the grueling procedure in the healer’s cottage, that one of them would happen during the worst possible moment, like when the saw was—
Nope. Not going to think about that shit. 
I took another swig—a long one—before corking and tucking the liquor back into my bag.
Rosie had shooed us out after it was done, claiming the tonic she’d given Lady Noya would keep her unconscious for half a day at least, and honestly, I was grateful for the excuse to put it—and everything else—out of my mind for a little while. I was not coping well with any of this shit.
“We need to be ready,” Gervain said. “I’m planning to put together a small hunting party in the morning to go out and investigate. You should be there.”
“I’ll be fine by then,” I assured him. I was used to functioning with a hangover these days.
I gestured to Johbun for another round. He nodded in acknowledgment and brought us two fresh mugs a moment later.
The tavern wasn’t busy tonight. I wondered if it was ever busy these days, or if business had died as the village’s troubles had grown. I’d have thought it would have been the opposite. Or was I the only person who tried to drink away their problems anymore?
The door swung open, bringing with it a gust of unseasonably chilly night air. 
I buried my face in my mug, not bothering to look up—not caring who’d just come in—until the newcomer stopped just in front of my table.
And when I saw him, I sputtered, spitting ale all over the table.
My father was staring down at me, a look of consternation in his dark eyes.
As with my mother, he seemed so much smaller than I remembered, despite his broad frame and muscled build from a lifetime of manual labor hauling sacks of grain for the mill. His hair was more white than black now, but his eyebrows were just as dark and heavy as they’d ever been, and they were just as good at putting me in my place when I’d done something wrong.
“All this time,” he said in that same rich, deep voice that had both comforted me and lectured me as a child. “And you don’t even come by the house? You leave your mother sobbing in the street?”
Gods, it was like I was twelve again and he was chastising me for sneaking out with Oak and the others for some childhood mischief. Even now, his disappointment cut into me.
I stumbled to my feet. “I can explain—”
“You’re drunk,” he said, his disappointment turning into disgust. “I taught you better than that, Esmerine. I taught you better than any of this.”
“Look,” I said, suddenly wishing my head wasn’t so fuzzy. All the alcohol was finally hitting my system at the worst possible moment, making it hard to think straight. “I know I should have come home immediately, but—”
“But nothing,” my father sputtered. “Do you know what you did to your mother when you left us?”
I’d already opened my mouth to defend myself, but my response tumbled right out of my head. Did my father actually think I’d left them on purpose? That I’d chosen to disappear without a word to anyone?
My father clearly interpreted my silence as acknowledgment, accompanied by rightful daughterly shame, because he kept going.
“And not just her,” he said. “Do you even realize what you did to the rest of us? To this village?”
My legs felt wobbly, and I sank down into my seat, pissed that he could even think such a thing of me but also…hurt. 
Even if it’s somewhat true? No, I hadn’t willingly left Riversend, and I certainly hadn’t chosen to spend twelve years in another world, just trying to survive—but when I’d returned to Therador, I hadn’t been in any hurry to come back here. Even knowing that my family would be missing me. That they’d endured all of this time without any sort of explanation…
The backsides of my eyes burned. So did my throat. Gods, I shouldn’t have had so much to fucking drink. 
“And that poor boy,” my father was saying. “Did you ever stop to think about how it would break his heart? Oak became a different man after you left. He—”
“Knows the truth,” came a familiar, rumbling voice from the doorway. “Or at least enough of it to know that she has nothing to apologize for.”
Shit.
The low murmur of voices in the tavern had fallen completely silent as everyone—including my father and, begrudgingly, me—turned toward the door.
Oak stood just inside, looking massive beneath the low beams of the room’s ceiling. And he wasn’t alone.
Radven stood just behind him. Radven—who we hadn’t seen in weeks. Where the hell had he come from?
There was a young woman with them, too. I didn’t recognize her, but she was petite with creamy skin and thick red hair tied in a messy braid. Her eyes were bright and curious and cunning.
“It’s the Lion Warrior,” I heard someone utter in shock. “He’s returned to us.”
Oak ignored that comment. And the others that followed. He strode straight over to us, his eyes on my father.
“Your daughter has been through an ordeal,” Oak said. “We all have. She deserves your sympathy, not your scorn.”
“I don’t want sympathy,” I said—or at least attempted to say. My tongue wasn’t working quite right.
Oak cast a glance at me before looking back at my father. My father, who’d found it so easy to berate me upon seeing me for the first time in more than twelve years, was gawking at Oak as if he was seeing a ghost.
“There will be time for explanations in the morning,” Oak told him. “I know there’s much for you to discuss with your daughter, but we’ve had a hard journey. Esmerine most of all.”
My father’s gaze traveled back to me. And in that moment, as he looked at me, I saw his anger fall away, revealing the true emotions underneath—
Pain.
Shame.
Grief.
He looked at me as if I was his little girl again, his precious child, the one he’d sworn he would protect. And his face crumpled, as if he was collapsing under years and years’ worth of suppressed emotion.
I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t watch him fall apart.
I struggled to my feet. And then I shoved past Oak and the others and stumbled toward the door.
“Esmer,” Oak called after me at the same time Gervain called, “Esmerine.”
I ignored both of them. I staggered out into the street, struggling to make my legs do what I wanted. My head was swimming, and the bottle in my bag was calling my name again, asking to carry me away into the oblivion it had promised.
I reached down into my bag, fumbling around until my fingers found the cool neck of the bottle.
“Esmer.”
Oak had followed me outside. Maybe the others had, too, but I didn’t look. I popped the cork out of the bottle and tipped my head back, taking a long gulp.
Oak put his hand on the bottle, making me lower it. I still didn’t look at him, but I put the cork back in the bottle.
“So,” I slurred. “You survived. Did you kill it? The phoenix?”
“It’s dead,” he said. He didn’t elaborate.
“You gotta learn how to tell it better,” I said. “You’re the Lion Warrior. People expect good stories.”
“We have a room at the inn,” Oak said.
“Good for you.”
“Where are you sleeping, Esmer? I think you need some rest.”
“Oh, so now you’re the one with the healthy coping skills, hm?” I tried to point at him, but he’d moved. “Don’t talk to me like you know what I need.”
I tried to walk away, but my feet got tangled up in each other. Then the toe of my left shoe caught on a cobblestone and I tripped forward, falling onto the road with a shatter of glass.
Ouch.
When I pushed myself up, there was blood on my hands. And my sleeves were wet. My liquor bottle had broken into a thousand pieces, spilling what remained of its sweet poison all over the ground.
Fuck.
Two strong hands picked me up off the ground. Oak lifted me up into his arms, then carried me down the street.
“I’m fine,” I told him.
He gave me a look. “You’re bleeding.”
I glanced down at my hands. “Just a few cuts. They don’t even hurt.” 
“They will.”
“I don’t need you to fucking rescue me.”
His eyebrows drew together. He didn’t like me cursing at him.
“I’m not rescuing you,” he said finally. “I’m just…here.”
I don’t know why that was the thing that did it. Why those handful of words were what broke everything loose. But the why didn’t matter. All I knew was that I couldn’t hold myself together anymore, and I leaned my face against his big, broad chest and sobbed.
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Curse-Break

OAK


“So when are you going to admit it?” Rad asked. 
“Admit what?” I asked my brother. We were at Riversend’s inn, in one of the two rooms we’d taken for the night.
Esmer lay on the bed in front of us, sleeping heavily. She’d passed out in my arms even before I’d made it to the inn, her tears still wet on her cheeks. The cuts on her hands had been superficial, but I’d cleaned and bandaged them anyway.
There would be hell to pay when she woke up and found herself here, but she needed to sleep somewhere, and I didn’t think it was wise to leave her with her parents for the night. Or Gervain, for that matter. Better here, with me to watch over her.
“When are you going to admit that this is about more than ‘doing the right thing’?” Rad said.
He was too bloody observant. As usual.
“When are you going to tell me the truth of your arrangement with our new friend?” I asked him, indicating the next room with my chin. He’d been very tight-lipped about whatever agreement he’d made with the mysterious Novalee, and while I wasn’t surprised that my brother had secrets, I was surprised that he was keeping this particular secret from me. I was also surprised he’d left her on her own in the other room, given what he had told me about her, but Radven had always been a good judge of character, and if he trusted her alone, based on whatever terms they had between them, then so did I.
“I asked you first,” Rad said with a twisted grin. He went over to the room’s sole chair and sat down, propping his feet up on the little wooden table next to it. When he was settled, he reached down gingerly into the pouch on his belt and carefully pulled out the little red squirrel who had taken shelter there. I’d been shocked to see my brother, of all people, with any sort of pet, but he insisted that the creature had followed him from Novalee’s cottage, and now, against all odds, he seemed attached to the animal.
I glanced toward Esmer. She’d shifted, and now she was snoring softly. Some of her hair had fallen across her face, and while I considered going over to her and brushing it aside, I didn’t want Rad reading into that gesture.
“I feel…responsible for her,” I said. “Not just for this current situation. For everything.”
“You see, that I believe. Because I know a guilty bastard when I see one.” He was still grinning, but his eyes were intent. “So at what point after I left did the two of you start sleeping together?”
“Rad,” I warned.
“Excuse me,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender as the squirrel crawled around on his lap. “When did the two of you start making love?”
“That’s not what this is about,” I growled.
“Fine,” he said. “Keep your secrets, Brother. I’m just trying to catch up on everything I missed. The last time I saw you, you were pretty hung up on Marigold. I’m just trying to figure out what happened.”
“What happened is that I realized I’m a fucking bastard,” I said. “And it’s time for me to make things right.”
I walked over to the bed, no longer caring what my brother thought, and brushed that wayward strand of hair out of Esmer’s eyes. Asleep, all of the hardness and anger had fallen out of her face. She looked softer. And years younger.
Something tugged at my mind—a shadow. A whisper of something far away.
A memory of a memory.
But the moment I turned my attention to it, it slipped away, fading into the recesses of my mind.
Radven was watching me when I turned, but when he caught my eye, he threw his hands up again.
“I didn’t say anything,” he said. The squirrel was sitting on his shoulder now, and it chittered at me, as if defending my brother.
I sighed. There was nowhere else to sit—I didn’t dare sit on the bed and risk waking her—so I began to pace instead. If there’d been room, I’d have pulled out my sword and gone through a few exercises, just to work some of the tension out of my body.
“If you don’t want to talk about her, then why don’t you tell me about that thing in your pocket?” Rad said after a moment.
I stopped. How had he known?
“You haven’t been very subtle about it,” he said, as if he could read my thoughts. “You reach into your pocket and touch it at least a dozen times a day. Are you afraid you’ll lose it or are you looking for some other kind of reassurance?”
I should have known I wouldn’t have been able to keep this a secret from Rad.
“I didn’t want to say anything in front of…” I silently gestured toward the other room again. “You might trust her not to betray us, but this is different.”
Radven dropped his feet back to the ground, sitting forward. The squirrel was fussing with his hair, which currently hung loose.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the phoenix’s wish. The small, golden orb was as warm as it had ever been and it sat neatly in the center of my palm.
“You’ve heard the stories, I presume,” I said. “About what happens when a phoenix dies.”
Surprise registered in my brother’s eyes. “The wish?”
I nodded. “The legends were true after all.”
Except the legends said that the phoenix gave the wish to whomever was strong enough to cast the killing blow. I hadn’t been able to do it. I’d stood over the phoenix, raised my sword, but I hadn’t been able to end that magnificent creature’s life.
It had given me the wish anyway. It had claimed I was worthy of it, but I didn’t feel worthy. Then or now.
Radven was looking at my face instead of the wish.
“You haven’t used it yet,” he observed.
“No.”
He rose slowly to his feet. “Not even to see if it can undo the curse?”
I knew it could undo the curse. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew.
Rad saw the truth in my eyes.
“Why not?” he asked. There was an edge to his tone now. “Don’t you want to undo it?”
“Of course I bloody do,” I said. “But—” How could I explain it to him?
Radven, per usual, didn’t need any explanations. 
“I know you’re struggling, Brother,” he said. “But this is bigger than you. And I don’t just mean me and Alastor. This is about Therador. Whatever reckoning you need to have with yourself, do it later. We don’t have the luxury of wresting with our shame before we take action.”
He was right. Of course he was right. But it was more than that.
I was well aware of what I’d become—quick to anger, and not the righteous sort of anger that had guided me when I was truly the Lion Warrior, the so-called legendary hero of Therador. I’d become jealous. Embittered. Angry for all of the wrong reasons. And even though I could see it now, I couldn’t simply make it stop.
So what would happen when I had access to the beast inside me again? In the past, I’d only barely managed to control myself in that form—if I was now this angry, this unrestrained as a man, would I have the strength of will to stop myself from doing something unforgivable if my power returned?
Rad stopped right in front of me, his gaze sharp and discerning.
“You’re afraid,” he said.
“Yes,” I admitted. 
He shook his head, and I knew he was angry. He had every right to be.
“What do I have to do?” he said. “Hold a knife to your throat? Steal the wish and do it myself? Because I will.”
I knew he meant it.
“No,” I said, closing my fist protectively around the wish.
“Whatever you’re afraid of, you can’t let it rule you,” Rad said, still watching me closely.  Even though I couldn’t see his hand under his sleeve, I knew he now held one of his daggers. “We’ve spent too long as prisoners. It’s time to take back what is ours. And by the gods, Oak, if you refuse this now, then you are not the man I thought you were. And I will do what is necessary, because it will mean that you no longer stand with us.”
And maybe that was what I needed to hear. The cold, hard truth of the matter.
I still had my doubts. And part of me was still convinced that this was the wrong decision, but another part of me agreed with my brother completely.
There was one choice. There had always been only one choice. And I just had to deal with the consequences, whatever they were.
And so, with Rad watching me like a hawk, I tightened my fist, closed my eyes, and wished.
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Change of Heart

MARIGOLD


“There has to be  something we can do,” Isaac said. “Because this is insane.”
We were currently in my room in the royal palace of Veridaea. Isaac was sitting on the bed, a stack of his notes on his lap as if they miraculously held the answer to all of our problems. Even though he was wearing the uniform of a palace servant, he looked like he should have been hunched over a laptop, just as he’d been on that final night back in our own world, before we’d jumped through the portal that brought us to the world of Therador.
I stood at the window, looking down at the city below. As the capital of the kingdom of Veridaea, Cleris was always bustling, but the city was livelier than usual in the wake of the coronation. The celebrations would continue for some days, maybe even weeks, and we could hear them all the way up here in the palace on the hillside.
In fact, they were even louder here than they’d been when I’d watched them from my old room—the one in Alastor’s personal suite in the royal wing.
I’d been kicked out of that room this morning. When Alastor had announced that our “engagement” was over.
I was still reeling. The engagement had been a ruse, of course. An excuse for why I was here, and a reason for me to keep close to Alastor’s side.
But something had changed on the night of the coronation. Alastor had changed.
At first I’d thought it was some weird plan of his, another ruse that he just hadn’t explained to us yet, for whatever reason. But as the days crept by and he didn’t change—and it got worse—I was forced to admit that it was all real.
Alastor had fallen passionately in love with Lady Willadora. So passionately that he’d basically ignored me since, despite all our plans. It was as if he’d just decided to say, ‘Screw it!’ and move on with his life—never mind that we’d come here to look out for his brother Rathius and his kingdom against the conniving families of the Veridaean nobility and the machinations of the Circle. Never mind that Octavian and Radven, Alastor’s brothers in spirit if not by blood, were out there somewhere, counting on him to keep his head.
“I mean, Rathius has got to be able to talk some sense into him, right?” Isaac went on, running a hand through his mousy brown hair. It had gotten longer since we’d come here, and the waves were starting to get unruly.
Rathius—now King Rathius—was the only reason I was still at the palace. Alastor was so distracted by Lady Willadora that he probably wouldn’t have noticed or cared if I’d ended up on the street, but Rathius had taken pity on me and given me this room in the guest wing of the palace.
Yes, Rathius was definitely aware that something weird was going on with his older brother. But since the coronation he’d had other things to think about—like his new responsibilities. And the endless parties.
“He loved you, Goldie,” Isaac said. “Everyone could see it. You don’t just turn love on and off like a light switch.”
“I have to agree,” added Talon. He’d been so quiet that I’d nearly forgotten he was here. “Though I’m not sure what a light switch is.”
Talon came over to the window to stand next to me. He had grown up with Octavian—and Esmer—in a place called Riversend here in Therador, but he was my friend too now, and his special skills and whisper networks had been invaluable to both Alastor and me here at the palace.
“He loved you,” he said, echoing Isaac’s words. “Men—and especially men like Alastor—don’t change their hearts so quickly.”
A flicker of cold shivered its way up my spine, but I suppressed it. I was getting better at fighting back against these little bursts of Vela’s power, but I knew all too well how easily I could fall victim to her again. Even if I managed to guard myself against being possessed by her, I didn’t like her manipulating my emotions.
One unsolvable problem at a time, Goldie, I reminded myself. 
“Whatever this is, it isn’t natural,” Talon went on, his dark eyes watching me with their usual discernment. In the midmorning light, the scar across the right side of his jaw stood out starkly against his golden-brown skin. “It’s magic of some sort. Are you certain you don’t know what—or who—could have done this? Lady Willadora doesn’t even have enough ability to reheat a cup of tea.”
I knew what he was getting at. He’d seen me with Deric, King Rathius’s royal bard who was also—secretly—a member of the Circle. A member of the Circle would certainly have been strong enough to do this to Alastor—or so I understood, since despite being naturally powerful myself I barely knew how to use my own abilities—and though I couldn’t rule out the possibility, it didn’t make sense.
What would Deric gain from doing this? If it was simply an attempt to get to me, he needn’t have bothered—I was already taking secret lessons from him and doing secret favors for him. There were far easier—and subtler—ways of manipulating me. 
And besides, I had another theory about how this had happened.
I reached into the pocket of my dress and wrapped my fingers around the small vial there. Lady Willadora had given it to me just before the coronation, claiming it was a love potion to use on Alastor. 
At the time, I hadn’t even been sure if it was real, since everything I’d learned about magic in this world fell into one of two camps: stuff that had to do with the manipulation of essence, which was all around us and required certain natural skill to use, and then stuff that had to do with the powers of the Mythic Ones, the gods of this world. The Circle of the Hidden Stars was made up of the most powerful essence-wielders in this world—and my own innate ability was what had made me a target for them—but the powers that Alastor, Octavian, and Radven had possessed before they were cursed were gifts from the Mythic Ones.
No one had ever mentioned magical potions when explaining either of those two types of power to me before, and given that Lady Willadora’s offering to me had come just after I’d joined her at some strange, witchy women’s circle in the middle of the night, I’d assumed that it was more akin to the healing crystals and chakra-clearing candles I could buy back in my world, rather than something that could actually change a man’s personality overnight.
But it was too much of a coincidence to ignore.
Still, I had a million questions. For one thing, Lady Willadora had told me the vial she’d given me was specifically for use on Alastor—it had required some of his hair, which she claimed to have gathered herself. Why give me a love potion for Alastor if she intended to use it herself and steal him away from me?
Of course, that assumed she was telling the truth about what was in the vial. What if it was something entirely different, like a potion to make him hate me? Did such things even exist?
I hadn’t used it, obviously. And I certainly couldn’t trust it now. 
And to think—I’d been worried that she was going to try something with Rathius.
“Marigold,” Talon said. And I remembered I hadn’t answered his question.
Lady Willadora had said something else to me when she’d given me the love potion. She’d reminded me that she’d invoked a blood promise during the women’s circle, calling upon the Mythic Ones.
Remember, she’d told me, you mustn’t tell anyone about the love potion. Or about anything else we discussed that night. Or the gods will punish you. One day, when we have a little more time, I’ll tell you the story of what they did to the last woman who betrayed our trust.
I’d seen what the betrayal of a blood promise could do, what punishments the gods could wield. I’d seen both Alastor and Octavian suffer greatly for breaking the blood promise they’d made about me, and I could only guess that Radven might have experienced something equally terrible.
I didn’t know if or how the gods would punish me for simply trying to do the right thing. And I didn’t know if Lady Willadora’s blood promise would be binding for me if my own blood hadn’t been spilled. Even asking Talon to explain that much to me would technically violate it.
Sometimes, I was coming to realize, there was no straightforward “right” choice. Especially here in Therador. Sometimes, in order to serve the greater good, you had to keep secrets from those you cared for. And sometimes, you had to risk telling secrets, even when the consequences could be horrific.
This situation felt like the latter.
And so I took a deep breath and pulled the vial out of my pocket. And then I told Talon and Isaac what I knew.
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Strange and Stranger

ESMER


I needed to remember the next time I decided to get stupid-drunk that there was no ibuprofen in Therador. And also no sports drinks full of vitamins and electrolytes to take the edge off your bad decisions. 
I was cursing at myself even before I opened my eyes, even before I remembered anything about the night before. I knew what post-bender regret felt like even without the accompanying memories of my bad choices.
And judging by the pounding in my skull, I’d made some bad choices last night.
With a groan, I sat up in bed. In addition to the throbbing, angry feeling in my brain, my stomach was roiling. Back in that other world, I would have rolled up to the closest fast-food joint and smothered that feeling in french fry grease. But Therador didn’t have french fries, either.
As my head cleared a little, I realized that I didn’t remember how I’d gotten to bed.
Hell, I didn’t even know whose bed I was in.
The last thing I remembered was…getting chewed out by my father in front of the entire tavern. But as I rubbed my eyes, I didn’t recognize the room around me. This wasn’t my childhood home.
“Good morning,” came a male voice to my left.
I leaped out of the bed, reaching for my knife.
There was a man I’d never seen before leaning casually against the wall, his arms crossed. He had skin so pale it almost glowed, and his straight, silver-blond hair hung in a long braid over one shoulder. His face was long, his features angular. And his eyes were a shade of bright green that I wasn’t aware actually occurred in nature.
“What the fuck,” I said, holding my knife out in front of me. I’d stabbed men before, and I wasn’t afraid to do it again. “Who the fuck are you and where the fuck am I?”
Gods, please do not let this be some sort of drunken hookup. I should cut his balls off for even considering touching me when I was so far gone.
The man looked surprised by my aggression—was he so fucking sure of himself that he expected me to wake up and thank him for the experience?—but then he chuckled.
“Oh. Right,” he said.
He lifted his hand, and all my instincts cried out in alarm.
I threw my knife.
I had decent aim, but he was fast. He dodged my blade easily, swerving out of the way as he came toward me.
“Esmer, I—”
“Stay the fuck away from me,” I said, grabbing the nearest blunt object—an empty bowl on the bedside table—and chucked it at him.
This time, I nearly got him.
By the time he had straightened again, I’d hurled a vase at him. It grazed the side of his head, but he kept coming. 
“Stop,” he said, reaching up again. “Let me—”
“Stay back, you fucker,” I said, grabbing the room’s only chair. It was too heavy to throw, but I could swing it.
Suddenly the door burst open, and Oak stood on the threshold, with his sword in his hand and an expression that said he was ready to kill someone if necessary.
Where the hell did he come from? Last time I’d seen him, he’d been riding off to kill the phoenix. Why the fuck was he here?
And if he insisted on bursting in out of nowhere, why the hell was he just standing there instead of helping me? In fact, he visibly relaxed again after taking in the situation.
“We’ve just had a little misunderstanding,” the silver-blond stranger said to Oak.
“Like hell we have!” I said.
The stranger lifted his hand and grabbed a bit of hair just behind his ear, and then he gave it a tug.
Before my eyes, the silver-blond braid began to shorten and darken in color.
I released the chair, stumbling back. What the fuck?
As I watched, his braid continued to shrink, the silver darkening to gold and then chestnut. By the time the hair had shortened to shoulder-length the strands were nearly black.
And when I looked back at the man’s face, other parts of him had changed, too. Back into someone I recognized.
Radven.
Wait, Radven was here?
He flashed a devilish smile. “Sorry to scare you. I forgot what I looked like for a moment there.”
“How did you do that?” I demanded. It wasn’t just the hair and the eyes that looked different—it was the entire freaking shape of his face.
Radven glanced at Oak. Who was looking at me, his lips parted as if he was trying to figure out what to say.
“Just tell me,” I urged.
“I suppose there’s no reason to keep it a secret from you,” Oak said, but clearly he wanted to keep it from others, because he glanced down the corridor before coming fully inside and closing the door behind him.
He looked at me again. And then he said, simply, “We have our powers back.”
“Your powers,” I repeated. My hungover brain throbbed. “Wait, does that mean you figured out a way to break the curse?”
“More or less,” Oak replied.
“Both of you?”
Oak hesitated. “I haven’t had a chance to test mine yet, but I have every reason to believe that yes, I can access mine again as well. Alastor should be able to do the same.”
This was big. Huge. I’d never known Oak with his powers—I’d loved him before he was ever the Lion Warrior—but I knew how much this meant to him. And I could guess how much it would mean for Therador.
So why did I suddenly feel so…sad?
“And you, what, kidnapped me to break this news to me?” I said, rubbing my temple. “Where the hell are we, anyway?”
“At the inn in Riversend,” Oak told me. “I…did not think it wise to leave you with your parents last night. Considering the state of you.”
“I saw you last night?” Gods, I should have remembered that. I glanced toward Radven. “You too?”
“Yes,” Radven said, bending over and picking up the broken pieces of the vase I’d thrown. “And I have to say, you were much friendlier when you were drunk.”
“I’m sure I was a real peach,” I said, running a hand through my hair, which was a tangled mess.
Now that they’d mentioned it, my memories of last night were getting a little clearer. I remembered my father berating me, then Oak suddenly appearing, and—
“There was someone else with you,” I said. “A woman.”
“Novalee,” Radven said with a nod. He paused, then said, “I’m not sure the two of you would get along.”
“I’ll be the judge of that, thank you,” I said. I glanced back at Oak, who’d gone silent again, and my stomach twisted as I remembered something else. “Lady Noya?”
“From what I’ve heard, she’s stable,” Oak said. “Still sleeping.”
I nodded. That was a relief.
There was a basin in the corner of the room—if I’d been closer to it earlier, I probably would have thrown it at Radven’s head—and I went over to it and quickly splashed some water on my face. It was only then that I noticed my hand was bandaged. And now that I’d given it attention, there was a sharp stinging pain across my palm.
More drunken stupidity, obviously.
I’d take a closer look at the wound later. I also needed a real bath, but that wasn’t going to happen here in front of these two.
In the meantime, I used my damp hands to tame my hair a little. There was a pitcher filled with clear water and mint leaves nearby, and I swished some around in my mouth until my tongue didn’t taste like booze anymore. My dress was a hot, wrinkled mess, but acceptable for public viewing. 
“Well, thanks for giving me a place to sleep for the night,” I told them. “I’m sure you guys have lots of important stuff to do, now that you have your powers back.”
“Rad,” Oak said without looking away from me, “will you give us a moment?”
Radven just nodded, then slinked out the door with his usual brand of dangerous grace.
When he was gone, Oak said, “That’s it?”
“What’s it?” I asked. “I’ve thanked you for last night. Were you expecting a parade?”
“I was hoping for at least a proper conversation before you ran away again.”
“Excuse me? Before I ran away? Last I remember you were the one who rode off after the phoenix.”
“Because you told me to,” he said. “And then, when I returned the next morning, you were gone.”
“To save my friend’s life.” I crossed my arms. “You’d rather I’d have stayed and let her suffer a little longer so you could get a ‘proper’ goodbye?”
He was getting pissed. And I remembered what had happened the last time we’d gotten pissed at each other. Fuck, my body was going all soft and warm just at the thought of it. 
And I didn’t have the patience for this shit. Not right now.
“I want to go check on Lady Noya,” I told him.
I moved toward the door, but he blocked my path.
“What, so now you’re going to keep me from leaving?” I demanded.
“I just want us to talk,” he said.
“About what? Shouldn’t you be out there somewhere, playing the hero again? That’s what you’ve wanted all this time, right? To be the real Lion Warrior again? So why aren’t you out there doing it?”
Oak’s face had gone stony. 
“Are you angry with me?” he asked. “What have I done this time?”
Gods, I couldn’t answer that.
So I just looked up at him and said, “I’m angry at everything. I’d have thought you’d know that by now.”
He was silent for a long moment. And then he just stepped aside, letting me pass.
But the moment I put my hand on the door handle, I felt him grab my wrist.
I turned back. “What—”
He yanked
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