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Chapter 1 – The Curse in the Forest.
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The warlock did not like mornings. He didn’t like birds, didn’t like dew, and most of all, didn’t like the cheer that came with the sunrise. Morning was loud. And hopeful. He detested hope. Hope got you cursed.

Bartholomew Blackroot stood on the crooked porch of his moss-choked cabin, scowling at the sunrise like it owed him money. He cradled a chipped mug filled with something that smelled like boiled regret and roasted bark. It was his own brew. He was proud of it.

A squirrel scurried up the railing and chirped.

“Touch my toe again and I’ll turn you into soup,” Bartholomew muttered.

The squirrel blinked. It had seen worse. Still, it fled.

Satisfied, he turned toward his day, which was carefully constructed to avoid anything resembling people, conversation, or joy. He had herbs to grind, a grimoire to argue with, and a hexed goat to check on. Nothing unusual.

Then the wind shifted.

It wasn’t a normal wind—not the kind that tugged at cloaks or rattled shutters. No, this one giggled. Bartholomew froze. He sniffed the air like a bloodhound trained in doom.

Vanilla.

Sugar.

Optimism.

He dropped his mug.

“No,” he said to nobody. “No, no, no.”

It was happening again.

The last time something smelled like vanilla and optimism, it had been a bard who played a ukulele made of starlight and wrote sonnets about mushrooms. Bartholomew had needed three cleansing rituals and two exorcisms to get the glitter out of his beard.

He backed into his cabin and slammed the door. A few moths fluttered down from the rafters. The fireplace hissed. His spellbook, The Tome of Probably Forbidden Stuff, rustled as if trying to sneak out the window.

Bartholomew whispered a spell under his breath. The windows shuttered themselves with a groan. The door locked with a click. The curtains yanked closed.

He exhaled.

Safe.

Then a knock. Two knocks. Then singing.

“Oh, forest so green,
So twisty, so wide,
I’ve skipped all your curses
With joy as my guide!”
Bartholomew’s left eye twitched. The door had not opened in three years. Not for goblins, not for debt collectors, not even for the Witch King of Ventrala, who had politely brought muffins.

But now... it creaked open.

And there she stood.

Dripping with sunlight. Literally. Her hair glowed like honey set on fire. Her boots were muddy but danced. Her eyes—too bright. Her smile—illegal in five kingdoms.

“Hi!” she said, stepping inside without permission, the way curses always did. “I think I’m lost. Or fated. Or maybe both!”

Bartholomew stared. “Why are you singing to my trees?”

“Oh, that was for them. They looked bored.”

He pointed at her like an accusation. “You’re cheerful.”

She nodded. “I know! Isn’t it weird?”

“It’s disgusting.”

She looked around at the cobwebs, the stained walls, the taxidermied chicken that doubled as a candleholder.

“Ooh, rustic!” she chirped. “You’re a hermit, aren’t you? I’ve always wanted to meet a real grumpy recluse. Wait, let me guess—you’re under a tragic curse?”

He sighed through his nose. “I’m under a tragic person.”

“Do you have tea? I smell bark. Is that bark? I bet it’s bark.”

Bartholomew considered setting himself on fire just to get out of the conversation.

Then his goat trotted in.

“Gerald,” he said, addressing the goat. “We have a problem.”

The goat looked at the girl, then at him, and fainted.
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Chapter 2 – Enter the Sunshine.
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The girl made herself at home like it was her house and she was the welcome mat, the chandelier, and the overenthusiastic interior decorator all at once.

Bartholomew watched in horror as she opened his cupboards, poked his spell jars, and patted his unconscious goat.

“You named him Gerald?” she asked, voice like wind chimes in a sugar rush. “That’s adorable.”

“It was meant to discourage affection,” he said.

She giggled. “It didn’t work.”

She was rummaging through his pantry now—his pantry—and humming a tune that made the shadows in the corners curl up like dry leaves.

“I’m going to pretend this is a bad dream,” he muttered, “and when I wake up, you'll be gone and my goat will still have dignity.”

“Dreams are lovely!” she said brightly, holding up a jar. “What’s this?”

“Toenails of betrayal.”

She blinked. “You’re joking.”

“I’m really not.”

“Still... nice label.” She grinned, shook the jar, then put it down—next to his soulbinding salt. He lunged.

“Do not mix the ingredients!” he barked. “This isn’t a bakery, it’s a deathtrap with shelves!”

She leaned in, eyes wide. “So you’re like... a wizard?”

“Warlock.”

“Ooooh. Is that like a wizard but grumpier?”

“It’s like a wizard, but with better taste in robes and worse social skills.”

She beamed, then extended her hand like she was at a village fair. “I’m Marigold.”

He stared at her hand. Then at her face. Then back at the hand, like it was a weapon that fired compliments.

“I don’t shake hands.”

“Because of the curse?” she asked, deadly serious.

He blinked. “What curse?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said, cheerfully honest. “But you look like someone who’s been cursed. You’ve got that whole, ‘don’t touch anything, don’t feel anything, definitely don’t smile’ energy. Very tragic. Very broody.”

“I’m not cursed,” he said, lying with the confidence of a man who once turned a prince into a potato out of spite.

Marigold dropped her hand. “Well, tragic or not, I’m staying.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“This is my home.”

“I know. Isn’t it fun?”

Bartholomew pointed toward the door. “Out. Now.”

She didn’t budge. “I would, but the forest won’t let me.”

He stopped. “Excuse me?”

“I tried to leave.” She twirled a little, like the idea of being trapped forever in a cursed glade with a short-tempered warlock was just adorable. “Every path I take circles me right back here. Like some kind of enchanted loop.”

Bartholomew’s spine went stiff. His cabin was protected—layered with wards, old blood oaths, and one very sarcastic spirit who hated solicitors. But the forest never trapped people.

Unless...

“Did you touch the mushroom ring?”

“The sparkly ones? Yes! They sang.”

He groaned. “You danced in them, didn’t you?”

“Well, they were playing my favorite rhythm—‘chaos with a hint of marimba.’”

“You absolute menace.”

She smiled proudly, as if “menace” were a compliment.

Bartholomew rubbed his temples. He could feel a headache crawling into place behind his eyes, pulling up a chair and getting comfy.

The mushroom ring was ancient. Fae-grown. No one stepped inside it unless they wanted to get spirited. Now, thanks to her, the spirits had apparently spirited her into his house.

He looked at Marigold again. Sunshine incarnate. Shoes muddy, hair glowing, eyes too wide to be sane.

Trapped.

With him.

Possibly forever.

He slumped into his old, squeaky chair.

“This is a nightmare.”

“No, it’s a story!” she said, gleeful. “A grumpy warlock and a lost sunshine girl, trapped together in a magical forest. We bicker, we bond, we battle some big bad evil thing and save each other. Eventually, you smile. It’ll be beautiful.”

He stared at her, deadpan. “You’re insane.”

“And you’re lonely.”

He froze. The room went very still.

Even the spellbook shut itself quietly.

Then Marigold skipped over to the hearth and poked at the fire with a spoon.

“So!” she said. “Do you want to start our doomed friendship with tea or with a complete inventory of your cursed relics?”

Bartholomew groaned. Loudly. The kind of groan that summoned rainclouds.

This was going to be a long eternity.
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Chapter 3 – Forced Proximity.
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Bartholomew tried exorcism first.

Not on Marigold—on the house.

If the forest wouldn’t let her leave, maybe the house would throw her out. He muttered incantations under his breath, burned some herbs that smelled like disappointment, and even smeared salt in a perfect circle around the living room.

Marigold stepped right through it. “Are we playing hopscotch?”

He threw the salt bowl across the room. It burst into flame. His spellbook snickered.

Plan B was silence. He would ignore her until she lost the will to be annoying and wandered into a portal or puddle of sentient quicksand.

Unfortunately, Marigold considered silence an invitation to talk.

“Did you know your books are alive?” she called from the loft, where she’d taken up residence like a sparkly fungus. “One of them just tried to bite me!”

“Then stop reading it,” he muttered.

“Too late! We’re bonded now. I named it Steve.”

Bartholomew ground his teeth. “That book eats souls.”

“Steve has good taste.”

By day three, she’d redecorated the kitchen.

He walked in and stopped dead. There were dried flowers hanging from the rafters, his jars had been rearranged by color, and a tea towel had been embroidered with the words: Curses & Kisses in bright pink.

“What,” he said slowly, “have you done?”

“Tidied!”

“You’ve created a cheerful apocalypse.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”

“I’m literally cursed. Dramatic is the default.”

She hopped onto the table and swung her legs. “You know, for someone who hates company, you have way too many chairs.”

“I was stockpiling for the eventual return of solitude.”

Bartholomew turned to leave—but tripped over something. Or... someone.

The goat.

“Gerald, move.”

The goat blinked, made a noise like a deflating balloon, and flopped onto its side.

“I think he’s depressed,” Marigold offered. “He misses being the weirdest one in the house.”

Bartholomew ignored her and stormed outside. The forest pressed in—thick, twisted trees, dark ivy, a sky that rarely showed its face. This place had kept others away for years. He had kept others away.

Now?

He looked back at the cabin.

Laughter echoed from inside. Her laugh. Bright and unshakable.

He grumbled.

A soft rustle in the leaves warned him.

“Show yourself,” he growled.

A shimmer appeared in the underbrush. A face half-formed of bark and fog slithered into view—an old forest spirit, one of the ones that didn’t bother with names.

“You summoned us?” the thing hissed.

“I want the girl gone.”

“The girl has touched the ring.”

“Yes. Fix it.”

The spirit chuckled, voice like rotting leaves. “She is bound, little warlock. Not by us. By fate.”

Bartholomew’s face twitched. “Fate?”

“She brings the undoing. And the healing. She is storm and sunlight. Let it unfold.”

“I didn’t ask for an unfolding. I asked for quiet.”

The spirit melted back into the trees with a rattle of dry laughter.

Bartholomew trudged back inside.

Marigold was baking.

“Did you put
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