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      Wildwood. Noun.

      wild·wood | \ ˈwī(-ə)l(d)-ˌwu̇d  \

      Definition of wildwood: a wood unaltered or unfrequented by humans.

      
        	Definition from the Merriam-Webster dictionary.
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            The Woodsorrow Lumbermill

          

        

      

    

    
      Where was the blood coming from? Korinne Woodsorrow stood in the river’s white water, the morning sun burning her neck, watching her blood muddle the milky water around her feet to a pink swirl.

      She followed the dripping to a deep gash on her forearm and groaned. “Well, doesn’t this day just keep on getting better?”

      “Sorry, what was that?” a deep voice asked from behind her.

      She switched her frown to a smile as she looked over at her younger brother. “Nothing to worry about, Matt. I’ve cut myself.” She showed him her arm.

      “Ouch! How did you do that?”

      “Probably on the saw blade. Or on one of those axes of yours left lying around,” she replied. As she said it, she figured out where the cut could’ve come from. Their father had been waving his broadaxe while scolding her as they worked. Could it have nicked her arm? Probably. Her fear and anger would’ve ensured she didn’t feel the pain. The more important question was if it had been an accident.

      Probably not.

      She shook the memory off and raised an eyebrow at Matt, trying to look stern. “If you spent half as much time working as you do sharpening those battle axes of yours, the lumbermill might actually make some gold and not be on the brink of ruin.”

      He laughed. “I just love having the sharpest, shiniest tools in town.”

      He didn’t correct her on the fact that they were battle axes. He pretended to their parents that they weren’t, that they were simple woodcutter’s tools like her father’s broadaxe or her own hatchet. Korinne, however, knew he fashioned them to resemble the battle axes from the illustrations in the fairy tale books that came by ships and were handed down from villager to villager until Korinne traded favours for the books and hoarded the precious reality escapes in crates under her bed.

      Matt had studied those illustrations and imagined himself the brave knight who slays the dragon with the sharpest battle axes in the kingdom.

      She shook her head, making some of her black curls fall out of her braid to annoy her further. “Sharpest axes in town? Astorcia isn’t a town, Matt. It’s a tiny village.”

      “Really? Um. Yes, I suppose you’re right. My point still stands,” he said with a grin.

      Korinne laughed. “That it does.”

      Her beloved brother had so much in his big heart and in his massive muscles but, she had to admit, not so much in his head. All the women loved Mattiver Woodsorrow’s handsome face and broad build. All the men loved his good humour and willingness to help. Well, some of them loved his handsome face, too, no doubt.

      Only her parents couldn’t stand him. The only one they liked less was Korinne.

      “Father wants to talk to you,” Matt said, as if he’d known who she was thinking of.

      Her jaw tensed. Would this be another demand that she marry rich to save Woodsorrow Lumbermill? Her reluctance to do that had angered their father before, when he waved his axe and cut her arm.

      “All right.” She got out, shaking droplets of briny water off her feet before putting her boots back on. All she’d wanted was a short while alone, to cool down in this thick summer heat and daydream about how this river led to the sea. And how that led to the world beyond this place.

      Only one moment where she decided what to do with her time.

      She shrugged off those selfish thoughts. She had to go see to this gash on her arm, then report to her father. Then back to work.

      Matt was eyeing the cut on her arm, his forehead furrowed. She smiled at him again, the smile coming from the bottom of her heart. “It’s fine. Now come on, you big lug. Let’s go get this cleaned and bound. Then I’ll see what Father wants.”

      Most likely to ask where something is. You’d think it was my mill, not his and Mother’s, she thought bitterly.

      “He probably wants you to do something,” Matt said. “Most likely the same things he and Mother want us to do every day.”

      Korinne sighed as she took the first steps along the path back to the mill. “Yep, probably the same cursed things.”

      She regretted her words and thoughts. She loved her parents and shouldn’t be so disrespectful.

      They walked in silence for a while. Then Matt stared down at his feet and mumbled, “I’m sorry they’re pushing you to wed and settle down. I’m sorry they make you stay here when it’s so clear you want to go.”

      “That’s all right. Just a little longer, then you’ll be of age like me.”

      “Then I can take over the mill and run it on my own,” he said.

      She tried to not let her face show how unlikely that was. How much of an impossible dream that was for them both. “Sure. Mother and Father will retire to some small farm and live off its produce and the gold you pass on to them while you’ll have the mill and a wonderful wife who’ll be mad enough to bear you forty-two children.”

      He glanced over at her. “And when that all happens, where will you be?”

      She checked her arm, which she was holding high to stem the flow, making sure the blood didn’t ruin her tunic or trousers. Not that they weren’t already dirty. “Hm. Maybe out exploring. Or learning a trade in some faraway city.”

      He lit up. “You could work with metal! Be a blacksmith or something posher, like a silversmith?”

      They had been through all of this. Matt liked to list off her options for the future, finding a new profession for her each day, acting like they hadn’t talked about this endlessly. It was sweet, but the impossibility of it made its sweetness sour for Korinne. She was bound to this place for at least two years, until her brother was a grown man in the eyes of Astorcian society. Then it was a question of if he was capable and mature enough to run the lumbermill. So far, he wasn’t anywhere near proficient with numbers, customers, or any form of responsibility, which always made him panic.

      “Perhaps,” she said, brushing sawdust off his shoulder. “We’ll see.”

      They walked the rest of the way in silence.

      When they were finally home and inside the cottage, Matt helped clean off her wound with fresh water and a splash of brandy. After much searching for something to dress the cut, Korinne found some unused linen shoved in a drawer.

      “Don’t we have any proper bandages?” Matt asked.

      “I think Father used them up when he got his foot caught under that timber pile.”

      Neither of them addressed that most parents would have restocked something so important. Instead, Matt tore the linen into strips. The fabric was cheap and old enough to have gone from white to the same corkwood colour as Korinne’s skin. It would have to do; it looked clean at least. She bound the wound tight, Matt helping her tie it up. It wasn’t perfect, but it would stop the bleeding and keep the worst of the dirt and sawdust out of it.

      She nodded at her brother, making the worry lines on his forehead smooth. “There! Thanks for the help. Now, let’s go find Father.”

      He held the door open for her, and she stepped out. She got about three steps towards where her parents stood by the mill’s saw blade when something above her blocked out the sun. It was huge, black as coal, and faster than anything that size should be.

      Its giant, feathered wings whooshed over them at a great speed. Then it was gone again, flying towards the Whispering Wildwood. That was right in the direction of the sun, so Korinne had to squint until the beast was lost amongst the wildwood’s tall trees.

      “What was that?” Matt asked.

      Korinne tried to shake off her sudden unease. “I don’t know. Perhaps—"

      Her words were cut off by her father’s shouting. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she saw him point to the roof. To be exact, he was pointing to where their house ward had been. The raised holder where the safeguarding artefact, in the shape of a head-sized tarnished gold droplet, had sat was now empty.

      Korinne recoiled. She saw her parents stare at the empty space, her father still shouting and her mother wringing her hands.

      Matt took a stumbling step. “The house ward? It’s gone? B-but that keeps us safe!”

      “Yes,” she replied, fighting panic.

      “Without it, we’ll have no protection against the red plague.”

      “I know, Matt,” Korinne said, wishing she knew how the house ward magic worked.

      Ever since childhood, they’d been told not to question it, not to mention it. The house wards marked out the properties that were safe. If you couldn’t afford to buy a house ward, or you were new and didn’t know you’d need one, you soon caught the red plague. It was the worst danger in Astorcia, which was saying something considering the village lay between the Whispering Wildwood, a sinister, mystic forest, and the White Sea, an expansive and unforgiving ocean so salty its waters turned white.

      Memories of their great-aunt Kathrynne and her family, all dead due to the red plague, came flooding back to Korinne.

      Matt banged his fist against his tree trunk of a thigh. “I’m not standing by while my family bleeds from every hole in their body until they’re dried husks.” He squared his shoulders. “I’m going after that overgrown raven and taking the house ward back!”

      “No, wait. You and I both know that gigantic monster wasn’t anything close to a raven. It was obviously…” Well. Here was another thing they weren’t meant to speak of.

      “One of the magic beasties from the Whispering Wildwood,” Matt quietly filled in, his angry stance slumping into dejection.

      She cleared her throat, uncomfortable at talking about this. If their parents heard them, they would say they were calling the creatures down by mentioning them.

      “Yes. It was. And it has our house ward.” She rubbed her forehead. “And we cannot afford to buy another one. Let’s see what they think we should do,” she said, moving closer to their parents, who were still quarrelling over what to do. No surprise there; they argued over everything.

      When they got close enough, their mother snapped her head towards them. “You two! Why wasn’t the ward covered?”

      Korinne and Matt halted. Korinne couldn’t stop her gaze from going to the empty spot on the roof. Why hadn’t the ward been under the sheath that protected it from weather damage and being fouled by birds?

      Matt shifted from foot to foot. “I must’ve forgotten to cover it after I was up there polishing it this morning,” he mumbled.

      Their father stomped his heavy, iron-capped boots so that a branch under them snapped. “I cannot believe you, Mattiver! The village idiot wouldn’t even do a thing like that.” He put his hands square in the middle of Matt’s broad chest and shoved him. “At times like this I wonder if your mother cheated on me with him and that was how you were born. Or no, perhaps it was with a goat.”

      Their mother said nothing; she was more focused on the empty spot on the roof than her shouting, red-faced husband. She tended to not listen to him, so perhaps she hadn’t heard the accusation.

      Matt stepped back like a beaten child, despite being almost twice the size of their father. “Sorry. I’ll go get it back!”

      Their mother had clearly heard that, as she laughed derisively. “What? Into the wildwood?”

      “Yes,” he said, gaze on the ground. “Anywhere I need to go to get the ward back.”

      “No Astorcian goes in there unless they’ve lost their mind. Why would you even say such a dim-witted thing?” their mother snarled.

      “For once in her life, your mother is right,” their father said through tight jaws. “Besides, you’re not clever enough to put a sheath back over one of the most precious things we own, and you think we’ll trust you to go into the wildwood and retrieve it? Don’t make me laugh, you waste of space!”

      “I’ll go,” Korinne said.

      Matt put a hand on her shoulder and whispered, “No. I can’t let you risk it. This is my fault, I should go.”

      “You made a mistake. Anyone could do that,” Korinne reassured him. “You’re probably needed here; I’ll go get the ward.”

      “He’s never needed anywhere unless there are heavy things to lift,” their mother snipped, now wringing her hands again. “I’ll tell you another thing, Korinne Woodsorrow. You’ll be nearly as useless going after that thing. It was the size of our shed. And look at you, as tiny and pathetic as that little hatchet of yours.”

      Korinne tried to not roll her eyes since that would get her a slap across the face. She was not tiny. Sure, she was small compared to her brother, but she had more muscle mass than the other young women of Astorcia, even the farmer’s daughters. Certainly much more than her mother, who never lifted a finger.

      Stomping his iron-toed boot again, their father said, “We don’t have time for this. Every moment without a ward could mean our death. We can’t afford a new one, nor wait weeks while it gets imbued with magical blood.”

      Korinne thought of arguments why she should go and not Matt. He’d never survive this alone.

      Their father spat on the ground and picked up his broadaxe. “Both of you will go, then the odds are better that one of you might return with the ward.”

      Korinne was flooded with relief.  “Good thinking. The monster hasn’t gotten far, I saw the direction in which it flew, to the south end of the wildwood. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two to locate such a big creature. We’ll start right away.”

      “No, you will not, lass. You’re as rash as your arse of a father is,” her mother said. “You’ll go to the docks and locate a guide. You can’t find your way in the bloody Whispering Wildwood on your own. Here.” She reached into the hidden pocket of her tunic and took out a handful of coins, mainly silvers. “This should buy you the services of a guide for a day. Do not spend it on anything else.”

      “No, Mother,” Korinne and Matt said in unison. The idea of them spending the coins on anything else was ludicrous, but there was no arguing with their mother when she was upset.

      Korinne put the coins deep in her pocket; they weighed on her more than simple metal should be able to.

      Her father pointed his broadaxe at her. “Don’t come back without the ward, and don’t get eaten, cursed, or poisoned. I’m not losing our house ward and my only two workers in one day.”

      My only two workers. Not my only two children.

      “All right, Father,” Matt said, his voice quiet and shamed.

      “Let’s go pack some provisions and weapons,” Korinne said, taking her brother’s arm and leading him away.
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      They had a knapsack each and Korinne had made sure they both packed a sheathed knife, a light blanket, some rope, one set of clean underthings, and a spare tunic. She could only hope this didn’t take longer than a couple of days. The wildwood didn’t look all that big from out here and that monster had been huge, surely two days would be enough? If not, lack of packed belongings would be the least of their problems.

      Matt had blushed when she told him to pack his underthings. He was going to have to grow up fast if they were going to survive the wildwood.

      She tucked her hatchet into her belt, wishing she had time to sharpen it. Unlike Matt’s, her axe was used for work and was therefore dull and dented. She surveyed the food rations. Two large canteens of water, seed-covered rye hardtack, and some dried meats wrapped in linen.

      She looked over at her brother who was currently fashioning a back harness for his axes out of leather straps. His guilt-laden heart and robust body would need more substance. She tapped her fingers against her knapsack while deciding, then strode over to the jar of sweetly spiced cherryroots set aside for celebrations. She put a third of the small treats into her knapsack, planning to dole them out to Matt when he needed them. Her parents could shout at her for taking them when she got home if they wished. She worked hard to fill their food stores, unlike them.

      Matt mumbled, “Well, this would’ve been useful if my wretched brain had remembered it before,” while packing a small parcel into his knapsack. His bag was much bigger than hers with plenty of room to carry the house ward. If they got it back. When they got it back, she corrected herself.

      “You ready, Matt?”

      “Yes, let’s go.”

      They said farewell to their parents, who were arguing again.

      As they walked away from their parents, the lumbermill, and their rundown little cottage and headed for the docks, a weight began lifting off Korinne.

      “Why are you smiling?” Matt asked.

      “It’s pleasant to get away. Even if it is only for a while.”

      He eyed her with confusion. “We’re going into a terrifying forest to find a giant, magical monster and somehow steal a life-saving artefact back. If we fail, we not only die; the lack of a house ward will make our parents grow ill and die an excruciating death too.”

      “Yes. You’re right. It’s not pleasant at all,” Korinne admitted, now feeling awful for her relief at leaving.

      Matt heaved a large, overhanging branch out of his way while Korinne simply walked around the tree. The height of summer made the bushes and wildflowers around them bloom so heavy with scent that it dizzied Korinne.

      Matt cleared his throat. “Changing the topic here, while I’m glad to be with you, I’m sorry about them not letting you go alone. I know you prefer not being around people.”

      Now Korinne felt even worse. “You’re not people, Matt. You’re my brother and best friend.” When her words seemed to cheer him a little, she added, “Also, you’re my connection to the outside world. Without your knack for talking to people, I wouldn’t know what’s happening in Astorcia. Everyone could be turned into toads by the creatures of the wildwood, and I wouldn’t have a clue!”

      She grinned and bumped his arm with her shoulder, not moving his broad frame in the slightest, but he didn’t smile back.

      “It’s not just talking to people that bothers you, though, is it?” he asked, fiddling with his knapsack straps. “You hate having to be with them. Like when you had to work with the neighbours to fix the storm damage last season.”

      Her body tensed. “I guess I…” she searched for the words, never any good at this sort of thing, “I guess I don’t like having to rely on people. Having to trust people.”

      “Mm, it worries me,” he said, his already low voice deepening with concern. “How will you make friends? More importantly, how are you ever going to get betrothed?”

      “Stop sounding like Father. I don’t need to wed anyone. Ever.”

      Matt frowned, clearly wrapping his head around a new concept. “What? Don’t you want to at some point?”

      “No,” she said with a mirthless laugh. “Look at how miserable wedlock has made our parents. They fell in love, married, and had children. Now they hate each other, us, and the lumbermill. They feel as trapped as I do but refuse to even consider changing. They’ve forgotten how to be happy and how to be free.”

      “Mm, I guess. But, Korinne, you can’t be alone for all of your life.”

      “I’m not alone. I have you. And our parents.”

      “You know that I mean a different sort of relationship. It’s not that you have no interest in romance, like Ardaric.”

      Korinne was developing a headache from this. “Ardaric?”

      “You know, Ardaric, the baker’s apprentice?”

      “Ah, him. Did he ever learn to make that barley bread you like so much?”

      “Yes, he—” Matt stopped. Then frowned. “Wait, you’re changing the topic.”

      “I was trying to, yes.”

      “Well, don’t. You confuse me. Anyway, you do enjoy romantic love, you read about it in your books all the time, and you’ve said you wished you could experience what the couples in those books have.”

      Korinne massaged the spot between her brows. “I don’t have time for romance, Matt! Nor does Astorcia contain anyone I want to woo or be wooed by.”

      She thought about the times she’d shown more than passing interest in a person of her age. Every single time, her parents had mocked her and bombarded her with vulgar jokes. The next instant, they were pressuring her to wed someone rich. Romance was only a positive thing in books, not in life. Besides, she really didn’t have the luxury of time for romance. She had to do all the work her parents didn’t. And some of the work Matt couldn’t.

      She kicked a pebble in her path. “Anyway, we don’t need to worry about that now. We need to worry about those woods, that creature, and the house ward.”

      Matt gave a single, curt nod and looked down to where he was putting his big boots. Korinne kept her gaze on the horizon.

      Fields surrounded them, ones that produced exactly enough grains and housed enough cattle to supply their village. The people of Astorcia had carved out a pretty good life, considering the village was wedged between the wildwood and the White Sea, where you took your life into your hands if you ventured in. Astorcians avoided all danger, striving for safety and consistency.

      Sailors from other shores came to trade but usually didn’t stay long. Astorcia was too far away and too dull for them to bother. It didn’t help that the intolerant Astorcians avoided strangers and made a point of making them feel unwelcome. Astorcia was all but forgotten by Halken, the small country it belonged to.

      This meant no wars had reached their shores. No religious crusaders. No new inventions. They rarely even had news about or from other places.

      Yes, this pinprick of a village was safe, it would do anything to stay safe, but that meant it was also incredibly tedious. Worse than that, it sucked the curiosity and energy out of Korinne. It boxed her in. She couldn’t breathe. How could she be so badly suited for a place where she’d been born? Where generations of Woodsorrows had lived and worked? How could it suffocate her like this?

      “Korinne?”

      “Mm?”

      “Why do we call the Whispering Wildwood the mystic woods or a magical forest and not an enchanted forest like in one of your books?”

      “I suppose ‘an enchanted forest’ sounds like something beautiful and inviting, not the terrible, deadly, dark place the wildwood actually is,” Korinne muttered, trying not to think of what might eat them in there. Or what could be worse than being eaten. Her imagination was too creative for her own good.

      “Right,” Matt said, sounding sorry he asked.

      “Hey,” he said a short while later. “I know what’ll make you stop looking like the saw blade slashed your breakfast egg. I heard some jokes about swords last night when I was having a tankard at the Canterwells’ house. You ready to hear them?”

      Korinne wasn’t ready. She’d never told her brother, partly because he loved socialising with all the villagers and partly because he became fiercely protective and she didn’t want him to hurt someone or be hurt, but the Canterwell brothers made a sport of bothering her when he wasn’t around. They would jeer at her whenever she walked past them, shouting so all could hear that she’d end up alone, dried up, and finally die from boredom or overwork. Calling her dull and a know-it-all. Sometimes they even said she was ugly, which was strange since they’d both tried to get her to go to bed with them on several occasions.

      They were annoyances more than a threat, though, as unimaginative as they were mean, so she ignored them. Furthermore, they told dreadful jokes; sometimes even lacking punchlines. She cast a glance at Matt’s hopeful face and said yes to hearing the jokes anyway.

      “Great,” he said, clapping his hands. “All right. So, the weaponsmith has been trying to make me purchase a new circular sword he made. But I, wait for it, couldn’t see the point!”

      She groaned in response, making him grin and launch into a pointless pun. Then another one. And yet more sword jokes. It wasn’t until he said, “I refuse to swordfight anymore. It keeps giving me this sharp, stabbing pain!” that Korinne actually chuckled. Her brother held his fists up in a victory gesture and carried on walking without further jokes.

      A while later, Korinne smelled the sea. A little more walking up a hill and the smell of the tarred wood from the boats anchored in Astorcia’s docks joined the saltwater scent on the air.

      They’d arrived.

      Despite their grave undertaking, Korinne’s stomach tingled with not only fear but excitement. The docks. Astorcians didn’t spend time there, not more than they must for trade and such.

      You were as likely to get robbed down there as you were to catch a sickness, her mother always said. She could hear her voice now: “Stay away from those cursed docks, Korinne! No daughter of mine will be caught dead there.”

      So, of course, Korinne had often sneaked close to it. Only to watch the vast sea with its powerful waves, the many ships, and the throng of foreign people.

      She’d never dared to do more than watch, though. She had never been a part of that noisy, busy, dirty world. That would change today.

      Excitement buzzed not only in Korinne’s stomach now, but throughout her body, flexing her muscles and warming her softer parts. The sensation bordered a little closer to arousal than she’d ever admit to anyone.

      She felt awake. No, that wasn’t quite right. She felt alive.
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      They paused on a hill. When Korinne snuck away from their village and its boring little smithy, bakery, tannery, and the farms—and of course their lumbermill—this was where she went. From here you could see the White Sea and the strip of harbour known simply as the docks.

      Korinne had seen this view many times but knew that her brother, with his lack of curiosity, had never seen the point in coming here. He was a good son and did what their parents told him to do, especially if that involved staying away from danger.

      Now she watched the people who lived and worked at the docks through his eyes. The people here weren’t normally from Astorcia. There were only a few outcasts from their village, and they normally survived by begging or trying to be fishermen, which was hard since few fish could survive in the salt-whitened sea.

      Most of the people here came from other shores: traders, pirates, and explorers, the latter always leaving with disappointed expressions after seeing the docks and the inhospitable, dull village.

      She had seen that they sometimes went into the Whispering Wildwood, of course. Korinne didn’t know if they were still disappointed then; people who went in there didn’t tend to be heard from again.

      Matt watched them with mouth slightly open, and Korinne understood why. These people were different from Astorcians, with different accents, different clothes, different body languages. They were a more diverse group, of course, since they came from various shores. Sometimes their skin was darker, but more often it was lighter. Their hair and eyes tended to be lighter too. Their morals tended to be much lighter.

      All those people milled around the strip of salt-crusted buildings, which ranged from tatty fishing huts to elaborate boat wharfs. This place was so close to home, and yet it might as well be a different country.

      What are you waiting for? Get down there!

      She quickly redid her unravelling braid and straightened her tunic, then she took her brother by the arm and led him down the hill.

      As they walked along, taking in the row of buildings, Matt slowed and asked, “What’s that stink?”

      Korinne caught it too. Ale and urine. It came from a man in rags lying flat on the ground. A woman stumbled over to him, looking almost as careworn. She kicked at the man’s ribs, something which led to them spewing vile curse words at each other. Korinne could only hope Matt hadn’t heard them.

      Looking away from the pair, Korinne noticed a building painted brighter than its neighbours and with a lot more people coming and going. Above its door, a swinging sign squeaked in the wind, its letters faded.

      “The Cooked Star?” Matt read.

      “The Crooked Scar,” Korinne corrected. “The small print below says it has served ale and mutton for the last hundred years.”

      Matt raised his eyebrows. “Is this what Mother calls a tavern, then?”

      “Yes.” Korinne tried to look in through one of the grimy windows. “It looks busy and less down on its luck than the other establishments we’ve passed. I wager we’ll find a guide here.”

      “You’re not sure? Haven’t you been in here when you snuck down to the docks?”

      “No,” Korinne mumbled. “I haven’t gone into any of the buildings.”

      She didn’t want to go into details and divulge that the times she’d adventured away from the village, she’d only watched from the hill, like a bird peering over the nearest branch because it was frightened to leave its nest.

      The things Astorcians claimed went on down here—the violence, the robberies, the strange codes in which people spoke, the curses being laid on decent people who ventured here—echoed in her mind. She tried to look beyond it and take in her surroundings without prejudice. She knew how the frightened villagers gossiped and made things up.

      Still. The different people, the salt-crusted strange buildings, the foreign languages she heard from those passing, the dangerous sea beyond it all, now that she was in it and not watching it from afar… it petrified her.

      How should she act around these strangers? She had always been surrounded by people she knew. The same villagers, generations of the same families.

      She struggled to remember what she’d heard and read about meeting a stranger. How did one greet them? How should she speak to them? How would she know whom to trust? She’d have to figure it out. Fast. Their house being unprotected was all that mattered right now; that danger was more absolute than any presented by these strangers.

      She drew herself up, trying to look as confident as she wished she was, and headed for the door of the Crooked Scar.

      From a few steps behind, where Matt was lumbering after her, Korinne heard a honeyed female voice say, “Well, hello there, tall, dark, and handsome. Are you lost? Perhaps you could use my services?”

      Korinne froze. Her parents had spoken of the sort of services women cooing at men around the docks’ taverns were offering.

      She turned her head a little, and from the corner of her eye saw a woman with long, unnaturally crimson hair flowing unbound. She also noted scandalously tight-fitting clothes in shades of red before she quickly averted her eyes. Yes, this must be what her parents, inappropriate as they were, would call a harlot. They had always warned that “one of those immodest people” would swindle someone as trusting as Matt out of all his coins and give him the pox if he ever went down to the docks. Not to mention that he should be saving himself for his wedding night. A lad’s virginity was serious matter in Astorcia.

      Korinne’s stomach lurched. She was more worried about Matt catching a disease or being used than about the state of his virginity, of course.

      “No, thank you. He’s not interested,” Korinne quickly said and grabbed Matt’s sleeve to bring him into the tavern.

      “But she seemed nice,” he whispered as she pulled him inside. As soon as they were in the door, a stench of ale, sweat, mould, and old ash from uncleaned fireplaces hit Korinne’s nose. Everything in the Crooked Scar was dark and made of wood in different states of dry rot.

      Korinne was as tense as a rabbit on the chopping block as she walked farther in. “I’m sure she is. She’ll think all your gold is nice too.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind, Matt. I’m sure she’s lovely; I just don’t think she’s safe. Now, please focus on what we are here to do. We must get a guide and then hurry into those cursed woods!”

      “Woods?” a gravelly voice interjected. “Did you say going into the woods? Not the wildwood, I hope?”

      Korinne should’ve known that someone would eavesdrop. They stood out like two wounded mice in a cave full of starving bears; every scoundrel in here would be scheming to get their hands on their coin. Or worse.

      She swallowed. “Yes. We’re looking for a guide to take us into the Whispering Wildwood.”

      At least they were getting right into the meat of the question without any small talk. She could appreciate that. What she couldn’t appreciate was that she had to talk to this man with food in his beard and a shifty look in his eye, instead of the kind-looking barmaid ten steps away.

      Why didn’t I keep my mouth shut? she berated herself.

      He shook his head, chuckling. “Ah, see now, there’s a reason it’s called a wildwood and not just some regular woods. Do you know the difference, lass?”

      “No.”

      “A wildwood is a forest untouched by men…” He looked her up and down, lingering on her chest a little too long. “And women. Do you know why the Whispering Wildwood is untouched by people? At least, by clever people?”

      He had turned to Matt now, who shook his big head.

      “Because clever people want to keep breathing and not end up as breakfast for some monster with poisoned fangs or soul-sucking eyeholes,” he said with a grin that showed as much food in his teeth as in his beard. “I’d rather take my chances as a fucking pirate than ever go into the wildwood.”

      Matt jumped at the curse word and almost toppled the tower a woman was building out of playing cards while drunkenly singing.

      “All right. Well, we won’t bother you anymore, then,” Korinne said, relieved to be rid of the bearded man but worried that this was the response she’d get from everyone. She quickly marched over to the woman behind the bar and greeted her.

      The barmaid smiled at them. “Welcome to the Crooked Scar. What can I getcha?”

      “Oh,” Korinne replied feebly. Should she order something? Would it be rude not to?

      Matt took a step forward. “Can we just have some, um, answers to questions that we might have? Or do have. Or no, wait, it’s only one question, really.” He scratched his head, making his thick hair stand up a little, and added, “Unless you ask it wrong. Then maybe it’s more than one?”

      “Information,” Korinne explained as she quickly reached a hand up to smooth his hair. “He means we’d like some information.”

      “I see,” the barmaid said, her eyes glazing over and the smile vanishing.

      “We need a guide for going into the Whispering Wildwood.” Korinne tapped her fingers against her pocket, thinking fast. “I’ll gladly pay a copper to the person who gives us a lead to someone trustworthy and knowledgeable.” She got a copper out of her pocket and held it out.

      The barmaid’s eyes lit back up. “Well, I have a name for ye all right.” She took the coin and added, “The best and most charming wildwood guide around happens to be in Astorcia today, right, chaps?” She was throwing the question to two older men who were propping up the greasy bar.

      “Aye, I heard Velvet Vick made shore earlier,” one of them said, looking surprisingly hero-worshipping for a man whom age had left with only one eye, about three teeth, and no hair on his head.

      “Velvet what now?”  Korinne asked him, unable to hold back her judgemental tone at the silly nickname.

      His companion, a man with both eyes and more teeth intact, looked stunned. Whether that was due to Korinne’s lack of knowledge or her disrespecting tone, she wasn’t sure.

      “Velvet Vick,” he whispered. “The Scourge of the Seas. The Bane of the Blacklands. The Ace of Hearts.”

      “Not anymore. Ace of Spades now,” said his one-eyed companion.

      “Really?” He turned to his friend. “Despite all the red? Huh. Hearts would be a better colour, methinks. Or diamonds.”

      The one-eyed man shrugged. “Ace of Spades, now. Heard it last week.”

      The barmaid tucked her coin into her cleavage. “Call Velvet Vick whatever you wish. The fact is that there’s no one better to take you into the Whispering Wildwood.”

      “No, and few people would agree to do so anyway,” toothless one-eye added. “There’s only about three wildwood guides left alive.”

      “Did you say scourge of the seas? Isn’t that a pirate moniker?” Korinne asked.

      “Aye, lass,” the man with all his teeth said. “Make no mistake, though, Velvet Vick is more honourable than anyone in here, pirate or no.”

      Korinne chewed her lower lip. A pirate. Should she continue searching for someone more reputable? If such a person existed in the docks. Or should she accept the guide that these three all favoured? That last option meant she could leave this stinking place and the strangers in it, who nearly stunk worse. Baths, scent oils, and tooth tonics were clearly not popular in the Crooked Scar. Also, she could see far too many swords and knives on display. There were more weapons in the tavern than she’d seen in one place in her entire life.

      “All right, thank you. Where can I find this Velvet Vick? You said he has just arrived back from his travels. Is he in here?”

      “Where he is?” The barmaid’s eyes twinkled, and she gave a naughty smile. It annoyed Korinne as it made her sure that this “Bane of the Blacklands” would be some criminal, self-loving womanizer.

      “Oh, last time I checked, Vick was right outside,” the barmaid said, returning to filling tankards with ale.

      “Thank you. Let’s go, Matt.”

      Her brother nodded and rushed to the door to open it for her, perhaps with a little too much haste and without his normal tempering of his strength, as the cursed thing came off the hinges.

      “Don’t worry about it, big lad,” the barmaid called over. “Everything in the docks comes unhinged at least once a day.”

      The Crooked Scar’s clientele all laughed. Then someone said they should make Matt pay for the door. That was when Korinne pulled him out of there, only allowing him a moment to gently rest the loose door against the wall.
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      They dashed out, happy for the fresh air even if the salt stung one’s nose.

      Korinne looked around. So many people! How was she meant to find Velvet Vick in this crowd? She should’ve asked for a description. She’d have to find him somehow and do it fast. The longer their house was unprotected, the more likely the red plague would take hold.

      She cleared her throat and called, “Excuse me? I’m looking for someone.”

      No response, not even anyone meeting her eye.

      “I said, excuse me, I’ve got a job for Velvet Vick?”

      “That would be me, love,” said a honeyed voice.

      Korinne turned and then groaned a little. That was why the barmaid had given that cheeky smile. It wasn’t due to lust, it was because Velvet Vick wasn’t a “he” like Korinne had assumed. A fact that had clearly tickled the barmaid.

      No, Velvet Vick was very much a woman. Not just any woman, though. She was the one in red that Korinne had “saved" Matt from before they went into the Crooked Scar.

      “Marvellous. How much worse can this day get?” Korinne said under her breath, punched in the gut by how ill-equipped she was for all of this.

      “What?” her brother said from somewhere behind her.

      “Oh, nothing important, Matt.”

      Korinne took a closer look at the woman she’d only seen from the corner of her eye, as she strode towards them with confident steps. Velvet Vick was definitely not from Astorcia. Not only did she have the moonlight-pale skin of most foreigners, whom Korinne thought usually came from the Blacklands, but everything about her looked... wrong.

      She was dressed in tight, red velvet trousers and an equally red velvet bodice that revealed far too much of her bust. Both garments were so worn and dusty that they looked brownish when she moved into direct light. Only a few less tatty patches still showed that the garments were, in fact, velvet.

      The most impractical and scandalous thing about her appearance was that she wore her hair down in public! Its wild waves varied from brightest orange and saffron to the richest vermillion and carmine. Her feet and legs—up to her thighs—were clad in long, scarlet leather boots, which were scuffed badly. The right one had wine-coloured leather straps holding a long knife sheath, the handle carved out of some sort of blood-red wood.

      Korinne sniffed. The man in the tavern had been right: Ace of Hearts would fit her better with all that red. Velvet Vick smiled, showing off a crooked, smug grin. She looked like danger to Korinne. But then, everything here did. That should make her want to leave, not increase that sensation of being wide awake.

      What is wrong with me?

      “Well, hello again.” Vick put her hands on her hips. “I was about to ask if you needed help with anything earlier and warn you off from going into that maggot hole of a tavern, but you rushed away from me.”

      Korinne’s cheeks burned. “Ah, yes. I—”

      “She was trying to protect me,” Matt said, trying to help but unaware of how this would surely lead to follow-up questions.

      Despite the hot day, Velvet Vick picked up a scarlet leather coat which had been draped over a barrel. “Protect big, strong you from little old me? Why?”

      Korinne groaned under her breath. And there was the follow-up question I didn’t want.

      “I’m not sure, actually,” her sweet oaf of a brother said. “Why was that, Korinne?”

      Korinne cleared her throat. Could she pretend that she had thought Vick was a thief? No, that was much worse than what she had thought Vick was.

      “I’m afraid my father, who is not a very nice person, told me that women lingering at the docks wearing tight clothes, with their hair down, speaking sweetly to men were… selling their, um, amorous services.”

      “Selling their amorous services?” Velvet Vick quirked an eyebrow which had a deep scar through it. Then she laughed. “That’s an expression I’ve never heard before.”

      “Oh. I don’t know the right words for these things,” Korinne said, sounding as much of a simpleton as she felt. “Well, anyway, I’m sorry for thinking you were a har—” She stopped herself, unable to say the word out loud.

      “Harlot? Oh, don’t be.” Velvet Vick waved that away. “It isn’t my chosen term, I prefer pleasure seller, but the occupation in itself isn’t an insult.” She looked very tired for a moment. “Despite that society always tries to make it so, instead of caring for those who, for different reasons, find themselves in that profession.” Her carefree expression reappeared. “I was one once; then I realised that pirating, or braving the most dangerous mystic forest in existence, was actually safer.”

      “Those things are safer than the men who hired your services?” Korinne asked, confused by how blasé this woman appeared. Was it an act?

      “Not always, but often enough to make me change professions. Besides, I wanted to try something different, like wrestling with the sea or with magical monsters. But enough about me, let us speak of something more—”

      She was interrupted by Matt who exclaimed, “Did you say h-h-harlot? Isn’t that illegal in Halken?”

      “Ah, Mr Tall, Dark, and Handsome has caught up,” Vick said, sounding teasing but not unkind. “Yes, it is. So is pirating. Thieving. Forging documents. Selling wares that haven’t been taxed by the crown. And anything else going on in this harbour, except for the fishing.” She looked around at it all, like a mother proudly watching her baby. “Safe little Astorcia, despite pretending that the docks area isn’t part of their village, has the joy of having a harbour with the most crime in all the kingdom.”

      “Queendom,” Korinne instantly corrected.

      Vick glanced back to her. “What?”

      “Her Royal Majesty Kleanne was crowned Queen of Halken last harvest time, yes? That makes our country a queendom.”

      “True.” Vick gave her a shrewd look. “I think I’m starting to see how the dynamics of our enterprise would work, Ms Clever. One with brains, one with brawn, and me with the boldness. So, what sort of task is it you want from me? Perhaps to ‘import’ some forbidden goods? Sneak you onto a ship heading to exotic shores?”

      “No,” Korinne said. “We need a guide to take us into the Whispering Wildwood.”

      Vick’s eyebrows rose. “Well now, colour me intrigued. Why would proper and sensible Astorcians want to go there?”

      Korinne told her about the huge, winged beast that had swooped down on their house and made off into the wildwood with their house ward.

      Vick hummed. “This thieving creature… Very large and black, did you say? Did it go straight for the shiniest and most magical thing around? Feathered all over with a face you couldn’t make out?”

      Korinne thought back. “Sounds about right, but I didn’t see its front, so I don’t know about the face. Matt, did you see its face?”

      He shook his head. “It was a black blur.”

      “Mm-hm. It would’ve been,” Vick said. “Kraunts have no real faces. Only eyes and a single, small hole, which they use for both air and their sustenance, which is blood by the way.”

      Korinne shivered. “What did you say it was? A kront?”

      “Close. A kraunt. They’re big but brainless, nothing I can’t handle. In fact, their size means we should find the beast simply by rambling around the wildwood.” Vick clicked her tongue. “All right. For a certain price, I offer you my services, Ms Clever. I’ll guide you through that forest and get your house ward back for you. My price is twenty silver, half paid upfront and half after the job is done.”

      Her confidence and directness caught Korinne by surprise. “Would you accept such an undertaking just like that? Despite our rocky start?” she asked, still taken aback by the Ms Clever nickname, which she wasn’t sure was meant as an insult or a compliment.

      Vick brushed away some black dust stuck in the scratches on her leather coat. “It wasn’t that rocky, love. Besides, I only sailed here from Cocoa Quay two nights ago and—”

      “You’ve been to Cocoa Quay?” Korinne spluttered involuntarily. She’d seen the giant and lavish ships that sailed from there and heard rumours that it was the farthest port from Astorcia you could get to. It was also said that the roads there were golden and that the sun always shone, but she assumed those were exaggerations from bored villagers.

      Vick shrugged with nonchalance. “Yes, the captain of the Sleeping Lady, who is moored behind us by the way, needed my contacts in the taverns there, considering their high taxes on strong drink. We dropped off casks of cherryroot gin and made a good deal of coin. So, it’ll be a recurring commission. As soon as the captain can localise enough gin.”

      “You smuggle booze?” Matt asked.

      Another shrug. “I’ve smuggled worse. Anyway, the point is that while the captain digs up locals who have made gin, or some other strong liquor, I’m stuck here and in need of employment. A trip into the wildwood sounds invigorating!”

      “Invigorating? What sort of unhinged person would call such a place invigorating?” Korinne said, immediately surprised by her own words. Hadn’t she herself been finding this all exciting?

      “Sure. Nothing like some danger to remind you, and make you appreciate, that you’re alive,” Vick said with a smile. No, a smirk. “Guiding people into the wildwood is my favourite job of all the ones I’ve ever held down. For one, it’s the only place in little Astorcia, which is as dull as watching mould spread, where you won’t get bored.”

      Korinne decided not to reply to the taunt about their home. Or to bring up this woman’s questionable sanity and caution.

      The ridiculously nicknamed Velvet Vick and her overconfidence were maddening, but was that a reason to turn down her offer to guide them? Korinne searched her feelings. She was annoyed by Vick’s personality but, more than that, she wasn’t sure if she could trust her. She hadn’t expected to find someone wholesome and entirely reliable down here at the docks, but a pirate? That was basically a thief on water, right? And she was a smuggler too.

      Vick’s smirk faded. “Look, I know the wildwood. Most people on the docks don’t. They might’ve stuck their toes in on a drunken dare or stumbled in by accident once. I’ve actually gone in there and retrieved things; my hair oil and my coat are proof of that.”

      Korinne looked from the unnaturally red hair to the equally unnatural red leather coat.

      Vick sought her gaze and locked eyes with her. “I can recover your little magical insurance policy so you can stick it back on your roof. Rare as kraunts are, I’ve bested some before and can do it again.”

      “You have?” Korinne asked. That would certainly speak on this woman’s behalf.

      “Absolutely. Those things are as predictable as the waxing and waning of the moons. Which is why I’m surprised you only saw the kraunt.”

      Matt tipped his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “It usually serves a master and doesn’t venture far without it. Often the master can be found riding the kraunt, like a mix between a horse and a guardian.” She shrugged again; it seemed to be her go-to gesture. “Perhaps this particular kraunt has gone mad. Or is braver and therefore dared move farther away from its master. We’ll find out together. If you’re hiring me?”

      Korinne’s hand tapped against her leg. She looked to Matt, who looked back. They communicated in their own silent way, as always able to read each other. He wanted her to decide.

      Precious moments passed as Korinne dithered. She stared into Velvet Vick’s face, trying to gauge something about her character, but only seeing what looked like a polished façade of daring and nonchalance. The practised look of the adventuring rogue from the storybooks. Those characters normally ended up having a heart of gold and saving the day. But those were stories. This was real life.

      She stared a while longer, considering if she had any other option. Then she saw it, something in Vick’s eyes, in the way she now held Korinne’s gaze.

      Whatever it was, it was enough.

      Without a word, Korinne slowly counted out the silvers and handed them over.

      “Brilliant.” Vick put the coins into a pocket in her ridiculous velvet trousers. “Then the next part of the process will be me finding out what to call you.”

      Matt replied before Korinne had time to. “Call us? We’re Astorcians.”

      “Yes, mate, I meant your names. ‘Velvet Vick’ is short for Vicktoria of course.” She looked conspiratorially to Korinne. “I prefer Ace of Spades if you’d like to use one of my more colourful monikers. Which, I hasten to add, weren’t my invention.” She chuckled. “I mean, Scourge of the Seas and Bane of the Blacklands are both so cumbersome. Also, the Blacklands are fine. I left them with barely a scratch.”

      Korinne, flummoxed by their guide’s torrent of words, stuck to pointing to Matt and saying, “This is Mattiver Woodsorrow; most call him Matt. I’m Korinne Woodsorrow, his older sister. We run the village’s lumbermill with our parents.”

      “Well, Korinne does, I only do as she and our parents say. Korinne is the hardest worker in Astorcia,” Matt said with pride in his voice.

      Velvet Vick looked amused. “You chop down the trees, then slice up their wood and you’re called ‘Woodsorrow.’ Isn’t that a little on the nose?”

      “I don’t know,” Korinne shot back. “Is the village’s tailor being called Robyn Taylor or the blacksmith being called Willem Smith a little on the nose?”

      “Yes, actually, it is.” Vick held up her hands. “Nevertheless! I take your point. Astorcia traditions and all that. You are an old-fashioned, insular lot. Sweetly naïve too. Which isn’t all bad. We can perhaps use that in our negotiations.”

      Matt tilted his head. “Negotiations? With the kraunt?”

      “Uh, no,” Vick said, giving him a look. “They don’t really negotiate, mate. They more… kill and maim. I meant with a trader I know. He has a certain artefact we should get before we leave for the wildwood.”

      Korinne’s heart was racing, the stress becoming too much. “Why? We don’t have much time.”

      “Listen, what you’ll need to overcome a powerful, bloodsucking giant like a kraunt is a melodian. They’re shiny, which kraunts enjoy, and they play music which tends to distract these beasts.”

      “The artefact plays music?” Matt asked, sounding enamoured.

      “Yes. It sounds like there’s a small harp player shoved in the metal box. Like most works of magic, they run on magical blood, so they’re rare.”

      Korinne surveyed her. Was Vick the type to go into the wildwood to kill magical animals for their blood? Everyone said only the worst knaves did that. The bravest ones, sure, but also the cruellest.

      Unaware of her thoughts, Vick said, “Anyway, the trick of distracting kraunts with melodians is well-known amongst those who hunt them. Most of the time, it works, but sometimes, especially if you’re impatient or don’t know what you’re doing, it doesn’t.”

      “What happens if it doesn’t?” Matt asked.

      “You die, and the kraunt gets the melodian, adding a new, shiny thing to its nest. I know because I took a mass of them off an old kraunt I came across in the wildwood last year. Brought them to a trader here on the docks. He’s been selling them off ever since.”

      Korinne tried to sound patient. “All right, how are we to get this melodian? We’ll be spending nearly all our coin on hiring you!”

      It was true. On the walk from the lumbermill Korinne had counted the handful of coins her mother had given her, twenty-two silvers and seven coppers. Minus the copper they had given the barmaid. Granted, their coin was all to be spent on a guide, but Korinne liked to be careful with her expenditure. Expenses had a way of creeping up on you; she’d learned that as soon as she was old enough to understand how and why the lumbermill was haemorrhaging gold. It was a lesson her parents had never grasped.

      Vick was biting her red-tinted lower lip as she considered. “If you cannot pay the normal way, the trader might be happy to accept verbal payments. He’s always desperate to clear out his stores before the Astorcia guards raid his shop, anyway.”

      “They raid his shop?” Matt asked, mouth slightly agape.

      “Yes. He has many magical antiques that he sells in the back of what is officially a shop for writing implements. Parchment, paper, and quills don’t fetch much coin, though. The mystical artefacts are what earns him a living.”

      “Only the crown is allowed to sell magical things,” Matt said.

      To her credit, Vick didn’t mock Matt’s tendency to state the obvious; she only smiled. “Exactly. That is why he’s always eager to move that merchandise fast. And I know his two biggest weak spots: coin and secrets.”

      “Secrets? Was that what you meant by verbal payments?” Korinne asked, scepticism sneaking into her tone. “How would that even work?”

      “I don’t think we should be discussing this in public. Too many open ears. You’ll have to trust me,” Vick said. “I’m gathering that trusting me won’t be easy for you, Ms Clever, but you have little choice.”

      Korinne deliberated for a heartbeat. “All right. Take us there and I’ll see what this trader wants in return for the melodian and if we’re willing to pay it.”

      “Brilliant!” Vick buttoned up her coat with a smile. “Follow me.”
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      After a while of walking behind Vick—and the swoosh of her ridiculous coat which she must have been sweltering in—Korinne heard a gurgling sound. She knew that noise well. It was her brother’s stomach, and when that grumbling began, he’d soon be famished. It took a lot of snacking to keep that big body going.

      Without comment, Korinne reached into her knapsack, picked up the packet of dried meat, unwrapped it, and handed him a slice.

      He took it with a worried expression. “Can we afford for me to eat so soon? Don’t we need to save our rations to last all day?”

      Korinne smiled at him as she wrapped the rest of the meat up and replaced it. “We’ll be fine for you to have one slice. There’s plenty.”

      She surveyed him. His usually light-brown skin was ashen, and there was a deep worry line across his brow. She’d almost forgotten that as scary as all of this was for her, for him—who never left the village—this must be terrifying. Moreover, he was carrying the guilt of being the reason their parents were currently in peril. All because he forgot to cover up the house ward once. Once. That was all it took to put the entire family’s lives in danger. And he was always so careful to not put anyone in danger or cause any harm.

      Korinne stood on her tiptoes so she could smooth down his hair, which was sticking up again. “You know what? Why don’t you stay out here and eat? Vick and I will carry on to this trader and get the artefact for the kraunt.”

      His eyes widened. “No! I can’t do that, Korinne! I’m meant to be protecting you and helping.”

      “And you are, Matt. You’ll be no good to me hungry, though. You know what you get like when you’re peckish, all dizzy and sullen.” She caught his eye and stuck her tongue out at him. When he laughed, she added, “We’ll get this errand done quicker if there’s only two of us, anyway. Right, Vick?”

      She threw a meaningful glance at Vick, who seemed to catch her drift. “Yes, the trader’s shop is rather small, so it might be good if only the two of us go in there.”

      Matt rubbed the back of his neck in an embarrassed gesture. “I do tend to knock things over in small shops. And I suppose I could use a moment to get my mind settled and eat a little.”

      “It’s decided, then,” Korinne said. “Stay here and feed up all those kraunt-fighting muscles. If I need you, I can always shout for you.”

      He smiled, sitting down on a large boulder. “All right, I suppose that makes sense. It’s not like I won’t hear you. You’re quite the screamer.”

      At that, Vick burst out laughing. Korinne wasn’t quite sure why. Well, she had a vague idea, but she didn’t want to entertain such filthy thoughts right now. She glared at their guide.

      Vick swallowed her laugh and said, “The shop is right over there, so you can also help by keeping an eye on the door.”

      “Sure!” he said. “Wait, what for?”

      “To ensure that the crown’s guards aren’t coming by for another raid. You can’t miss them. They’ve got a menacing air and wear tabards with Queen Kleanne’s insignia. If you see them, shout. As loud as your sister apparently would.”

      “Consider it done, Velvet Vick,” he said with another smile.

      Korinne winced. She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t like that nickname. She realised that she hadn’t quite liked thinking about their guide as Vick, and it felt even worse when she heard it out loud.

      “Matt, can you call her Vicktoria, please?”

      “Sure, whatever you think best,” he said to his sister, taking a bite of his dried beef.

      Korinne felt the burning of Vicktoria’s gaze. She couldn’t return it. If she did, would Vicktoria be wearing a puzzled expression? Or have that annoying, all-knowing smirk and eyebrow raise in place? Would Vicktoria know why Korinne didn’t want to call her Vick? If so, it would be nice if she explained it to her.

      This day kept on getting stranger, and they hadn’t even made it to the Whispering Wildwood yet.

      Matt shook her out of her thoughts by saying, “Remember, shout if you need me. Otherwise I’ll be here on my boulder, whistling a merry tune and keeping an eye on the door.”

      She waved at him as she and Vicktoria headed for the shop. Its exterior looked innocent enough with its salt-stained wood, much like the buildings on either side of it. It had a sign claiming it sold writing implements, as Vicktoria had told them it would. Imagine pretending that enough people in Astorcia could write for there to be need for a such a shop; she almost admired the nerve.

      Korinne threw one last glance back at her brother, who was eating and looking less scared now that he had something familiar to do with his hands, and followed Vicktoria in.

      The interior of the shop wasn’t as innocent and bland as the exterior.

      The walls were unpainted and unadorned except for a few sconces with thin candles that struggled to illuminate even the smallest area. The right wall was covered with dark, wooden bookshelves holding some rolls of parchment and paper tied into packs. There were also a few shoddily bound notebooks that reminded her of the lumbermill’s balance books. Was this where her mother bought those?

      The left wall held similar shelves, these even more sparsely filled. Only a few

      pots containing quills and stacks of glass inkwells were gathering dust.

      Dust. Korinne wrinkled her nose. Dark wood had been a bad choice; it showed the dust on the shelves. No wonder this place’s cover was blown so often.

      Korinne decided to try buying some of the quills and paper if she dared come back here. They were precious things and deserved better than to be mere props for a magic smuggler. What else did the shops down here hide? Maybe there was a place where she could get her hands on more books.

      Out of the corner of the dimly lit room stepped a man. He was unusually tall and gaunt, with charcoal-grey stubble on his head and chin which Korinne first mistook for shadows falling across his face.

      He nodded at Vicktoria. “Well met. It has been some time since I’ve had the pleasure of your custom. Selling or buying?”

      “Well met, Doriam,” she answered. “Buying. Or rather trading, as my client here is low on coin. I told her that you take other kinds of payment.”

      “I do. Those of us with an interest in magic artefacts know the value of three things above everything else: true names, blood, and secrets.” His voice lowered. “We really shouldn’t be talking about this here. Come with me.”

      He pulled on what had looked like an empty wall sconce, but was clearly a lever for a hidden door, as an opening to a concealed room was revealed. Moving soundlessly like a cat, he stepped inside. Vicktoria and Korinne followed him.

      In here, the walls were neatly stained black with symbols in gold as decoration. There was a faint smell of burning hair. There was also a strange sound, like the low buzzing of hundreds of tiny wasps. Korinne couldn’t tell where exactly the smell and sound came from. It could be anything on these shelves, which, in contrast to the ones outside, were well stocked. The shelves held vials containing liquids of all colours, some of them blood red.

      There were wooden boxes, looking like small treasure chests, with scrawled labels. One of them was close to Korinne, and she could make out the words “Thistlenir Hearts” on its label. There were also plenty of glass jars, some appearing empty and some containing smoke in greyish shades of lavender and rose. They all had labels that began with “Breath of…” followed by names of things Korinne couldn’t decipher.

      A bronze statue of what looked like the night monkeys from fairy tales caught her eye for the unnerving reason that Korinne thought it moved, but it must’ve been a trick of the light streaming from the many glowing objects on the shelves. Some of these objects were shaped like gemstones but shining white and yellow. Some looked like fire but in shades of purple, blue, and quite a few as vivid as the brightest apple green.

      It was a stark contrast to the dark, drab room outside. However, its owner looked just as he did outside—intimidating and abnormal. Perhaps it was Doriam’s extreme height and slenderness; perhaps it was his ashen skin and ice-blue eyes. Perhaps it was the strange sense Korinne had that he wasn’t breathing.

      Either way, he made her skin crawl.

      Humans couldn’t have magic. That was only for creatures and artefacts, the latter imbued by the blood of the beforementioned creatures. But if someone told Korinne that there was one human who did possess magic, she would think it was Doriam.

      Korinne subtly stepped back and moved closer to Vicktoria, sheltering behind her and the fact that she would now be in the centre of this man’s attention. Was this why Matt always walked behind her? Was he doing what she was doing right now?

      Vicktoria was taller than her, so her nose was against the red leather on Vicktoria’s shoulder. The scarred, old coat smelled more of woodsmoke than leather. The scent mixed with a sweet smell from Vicktoria’s hair. The two scents were soothing somehow. Perhaps due to the fact that they blocked out the room’s smell of burning hair, or perhaps because they felt as comfortable as Vicktoria looked.

      Natural and comfortable. Like she always belonged wherever she planted those high boots.

      Korinne tried to remember when she’d ever felt utterly comfortable and at home in a place or a situation. It was easier to think of that than to focus on the strange shop and its equally strange owner.

      Then Vicktoria reached for a fist-size metal box. “Ah, a melodian! I hoped you’d have some left from that haul I got from that knackered, old kraunt. What do you want in trade for it? The lady gives her name voluntarily, so I guessed you wouldn’t want that.”

      “No.” He sniffed. “She has rendered that powerless if she gives it so easily.”

      “Mm. And I’m loathe for you to take any blood from her. We’re going into the Whispering Wildwood.”

      He hissed as if the name of the woods burned him.

      Vicktoria ignored it and kept talking. “Subsequently, she’ll need all the blood she has. You know how bloodthirsty some of those creatures are.”

      “Indeed.”

      Vicktoria was toying with the melodian, not nearly as solemn as Doriam. “So, that leaves us with secrets, which I told her that you would probably take as payment for the melodian.”

      “Secrets. Yes. I love them.” He stepped to the side so that he could make eye contact with Korinne. “The drawing out of a person’s best-hidden secret is like eating a rare and pricy dessert. There is nothing quite like it. Knowing a person’s biggest secret has power. Power like the artefacts around us.”

      Vicktoria tossed the melodian up in the air. As she went to catch it, she had to move to the side a little, meaning that she once again was between Doriam and Korinne, blocking their eye contact. Was that intentional? Was she aware that Korinne had been hiding behind her and that she now helped her continue to do so?

      Shame for having hidden crept into Korinne. If she hid from a normal man who only wanted to trade something, how would she handle the monsters and creatures of the Whispering Wildwood?

      She moved next to Vicktoria, right into Doriam’s sightline. “Does it have to be my biggest secret?”

      He licked his lips. “Yes. And I am an excellent judge of character.” His eyes glimmered in the strangely coloured light. “I will know if you feed me a lie. Or a secret that is not monumental to you. It must be something that runs deep into your core. Something that… hurts.”

      The words left Korinne in the beginnings of a cold sweat.
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      Korinne steeled herself. “Right. So this is how it has to be? My best-kept secret in return for the melodian?”

      “Yes,” he said in a low voice, sounding intoxicated. Or was that something like arousal? She knew little of either, as she rarely drank or gave herself time for playful things like arousal.

      It didn’t matter. She had to focus on the task at hand. At least she didn’t have to put any work into thinking of what to tell him. Her biggest secret was often at the forefront of her mind. She was irked to say it out loud, though, almost as irked as she was with herself for thinking it. She could still feel the coins in her pocket, and suddenly that seemed like a better idea.

      “I see. What would it cost if I paid with coin instead?”

      He looked at the box in Vicktoria’s hand, sucked his teeth, and said, “That’ll be around forty silvers.”

      Korinne scoffed, but Vicktoria leaned close to her and whispered, “That’s actually a low price for such a magical object. I suggest you tell him a secret.”

      Their gazes connected, and Vicktoria must’ve seen the reluctance in Korinne’s eyes. She lowered her voice even further to say, “He won’t do anything with it. No gossip, no blackmail. He’s kept secrets that he’s drawn from most people around the docks, including me.” She put a reassuring hand on Korinne’s arm. “All he does with the secrets is enjoy the power of having them. I can step outside and you can voice it to only him if you like.”

      That sounded like a good idea. Korinne certainly couldn’t pay forty silvers, and if she had to spill her secret, she certainly wanted as few people to know about it as possible.

      However, she was again getting the scent of Vicktoria’s hair and coat, and once more it blocked out the room’s harrowing smell. The steady confidence of Vicktoria soothed the anxiety in her belly and in her quickening heart. The hand on her arm, warm even through the fabric of Korinne’s tunic, was heartening too.

      Korinne made her decision. While she didn’t trust either of these people, it seemed safer and more prudent to have Vicktoria remain. After all, she had a reason to keep Korinne safe and happy: getting the rest of her payment and a possible repeat customer. Moreover, Vicktoria knew this Doriam and how to handle him.

      “No, stay. I will whisper my secret to Doriam, but I should like you to remain close.”

      Vicktoria smiled, and this time it was nothing like her previous cocky grins; it was reassuring and understanding.

      “Of course.” She took a firm grip of the melodian and leaned against the wall, laid-back but vigilant.

      Doriam moved closer to Korinne and made her nearly retch. The smell of burnt hair came from him, not the magical artefacts, and it was overpowering when he was this close.

      Korinne found herself looking back at the opening to the shop. Outside was her sweet brother, eating and patiently waiting for her. She wanted to run to him and take him home to the mill, which was a burden and dull but safe. Instead, she was in here about to betray him.

      This is the only way to keep your family safe. Get it over with, she told herself.

      She clenched her fists and forced out the words that formed the truth she loathed so much.

      “I love my brother. More than anything. But sometimes I hate him so much I can barely look at him. Because,” shame burned her cheeks, but she kept talking, “because if he was more reliable, independent, smarter—in general better able to run our lumbermill—our parents would happily let me leave and start my own life. They’ve said that they’d prefer that. I’d prefer that. Even my brother would prefer that; he loves the mill and staying in Astorcia for life would make him happy.” She sucked in a pained breath. “But he’s useless, unable to even look after himself, so even when he soon comes of age, I must run the mill with my parents over my shoulder. I can never leave. Never make my own choices. Never find somewhere to feel at home.”

      She wanted to say more. Wanted to explain that she knew many people felt that way when they had to take over the family farm or run the family bakery. They still did it without complaint because it was how life worked. She wanted to explain that she knew she was being spoiled and selfish. That she hated herself for her thoughts.

      However, Doriam had clearly heard what he wanted. A giant grin grew across his face, and quietly, oh so quietly, he said, “You hate the one you love the most, possibly even the only person you love. Thinking him inferior. Mm. Yes, that is a delicious secret. That will do as payment.”

      Korinne was breathless. Her confession made her feel like filth. Her brother was the best person she’d ever met. Sure, he wasn’t the sharpest blade in the armoury, but his lack of wits was more than made for up by his kindness, humour, loyalty, openness, and patience.

      More than that, he was hers to protect and love. She had adored him ever since he was a baby. Back then, she’d held him and told him stories whenever their parents got tired of his crying. How could she tell people that she sometimes hated him? That she thought him useless? How could she admit to herself that those times were increasing in frequency?

      She rubbed her chest, which was hollow and sore all at once. She still wasn’t breathing right.

      “Well,” Vicktoria said before clearing her throat. “We have the melodian and you have your secret, Doriam. We’ll be on our way.”

      She put her warm hand at the small of Korinne’s back, shoving a little to wake her out of her stupor. Korinne forced herself out of her thoughts and walked through the shop ahead of Vicktoria.

      When they were finally outside in the fresh air, Vicktoria removed the hand, cleared her throat again, and said, “I get why that secret must be terrible for you. Although, if you’ll permit me to be forward, it only takes a moment in your company to know how much you love and support your brother. He can have no complaints. Most people I’ve met have far worse secrets.”

      Vicktoria had heard her then. No wonder. Considering how hard those words had been to say, she hadn’t been watching the volume of her voice. Humiliation prickled under Korinne’s skin and only allowed her to growl, “You’re right. That was forward. Moreover, you don’t know me well enough to judge. Let’s get Matt and hurry into those woods before the red plague hits our cottage and he and I come home to dead parents!”

      Vicktoria gave a curt dip of the head. “Of course.”

      They headed straight for Matt, who stood to greet them. “How did it go? Did you have to give a secret?”

      “It went well.” Agitation made Korinne’s palms sweat; she hoped he couldn’t read her as well as he normally did. “Yes, um, I told him…” She’d been about to say that she told him how she didn’t want to stay and run the mill. After all, that was part of her secret.

      However, she was spared having to economise the truth as Matt said, “No. Don’t tell me. You’re allowed your secrets from me, like I’m allowed mine from you.”

      Korinne jolted. He had secrets from her? How? When? Why?

      Matt peered at the box in Vicktoria’s hand and Korinne, still reeling, followed his gaze. The melodian was even prettier in sunlight. It looked like a trinket box made of aged silver and decorated with swirling, deep-set lines framing three words in the middle.

      Many Astorcians couldn’t read, but Korinne had always been drawn to storybooks as a child and had begged any literate villager she saw to teach her to read. Word by word, she conquered reading and then writing. Then, of course, she taught Matt. As much as he’d let her before he tired of it. It was enough for him to slowly get through the books about knights and want to emulate them. Their ability to read meant they could both make out the words on the box: “Blood has music.”

      Matt ran his fingers over the pretty lid. “So, any chance we can simply give the kraunt the melodian and it will give us our house ward back?”

      “I’m afraid not, honeycakes,” Vicktoria said sadly.

      “She told us before, remember?” Korinne said, understanding his clinging to optimism, but not sharing it. “Kraunts are mindless beasts who only steal, kill, and maim.”

      “Exactly. They’re smarter than animals but less so than humanoid creatures. The stealing and hoarding of shiny things they do for their own baffling pleasure,” Vicktoria said. “The killing and maiming they usually do to feed or because their masters order them to.” She looked down at the box. “If you handed this over to a kraunt and began talking to it, it would understand you, but not care. It would simply kill you, drain your blood, and then fly off with the melodian, probably putting it next to your house ward in its nest.”

      “Great. Are all the creatures of the wildwood bloodthirsty and impossible to reason with?” Korinne asked.

      Vicktoria’s eyebrows rose. “Oh my, you really don’t know anything about the forest you live off of, do you?”

      “Live by, not off,” Korinne corrected. “We fell trees that aren’t part of the wildwood.”

      “Interesting. I can’t tell if that’s wise or just superstition.”

      “Maybe both?” Matt said with a smile.

      She chuckled. “Maybe! Anyway, to answer your question, Korinne, some of the creatures in the Whispering Wildwood are humanoid, or at least sentient.”

      “What does sentient mean?” Matt said.

      “Like humans. Having emotions and being intelligent and aware enough to be reasoned with,” Korinne answered.

      “That’s about it,” Vicktoria agreed. “Some wildwood creatures can even be kind and compassionate. Not kraunts, though. Like you yourself explained, they’re simple animals, usually serving a master who’ll beat them into obedience.”

      Korinne didn’t want to think about what sort of master could beat a creature like that into submission and live to tell the tale.

      “So, what are we meant to do then?” Matt asked.

      Vicktoria shot off that cocky, crooked smile. “If the kraunt doesn’t have a master, it rarely goes far from its nest. So, we search the wildwood and find the kraunt, follow it to its nest. Let the melodian play and distract the kraunt. Then, while it is distracted, we climb up into the tree and steal your house ward back. Non-violent and easy.”

      “Yes, it sounds easy. A little too easy. Life is never so straightforward,” Korinne said.

      “True, Ms Clever. However, if something goes wrong, I’ve bested kraunts before and know what to do. You aim for the eyes and hope you’re fast enough, and lucky enough, to kill it before it kills you.”

      Matt was still looking at the melodian. “How do you make it play? Open the lid? Say a spell?”

      “Nothing so innocuous,” Vicktoria said, scrunching up her nose. “I guess you can both read the words on the box?”

      “Blood has music,” Korinne said, pressing her lips together afterwards. She wasn’t happy with this constant theme of blood.

      Vicktoria nodded. “It’s dormant now. It needs blood to work. You see those deep lines?”

      “Yes,” Matt said.

      “You bleed onto the correct corner of the box’s lid, and the blood travels through the lines. When it reaches the words, the lid cracks open and music plays.

      Korinne groaned. “So one of us is going to have to cut themselves a little? Great. Why is everything about blood?”

      “Not everything,” Vicktoria said with a shrug and a wide smile. “I finished my monthly bleeding yesterday, so there’s something blood-related we won’t have to worry about. Glad I won’t be changing my rags in the middle of a bloodthirsty forest. Oh, are you bleeding at the moment?”

      Korinne gaped at her. Did she really talk about her bodily functions in public? With strangers? And was she really this light-hearted while discussing bleeding into the grooves of a box to ensure it did something unnatural to attract a magical monster, all in aid of getting a magical ward back to save a family?  Everything here was serious and deadly and way too much for Korinne. How could this cursed woman just smile and shrug like that?!

      Korinne bit her tongue and said, “No. I’m not.”

      “Except your arm,” Matt interjected.

      “She wasn’t talking about my arm, Matt,” Korinne said, not talking her eyes off Vicktoria.

      “No? What was she talking about?”

      They both slowly turned their heads to look at him. His handsome face showed only puzzlement. Then a blush crept into his cheeks. “Ah, that kind. That explains why you said ‘monthly bleeding.’ I’m used to Mother and Korinne calling it ‘woman’s pain’ and not talking much about it. Sorry,” he muttered.

      “It’s fine, Matt. I should’ve ignored Mother’s order of not talking about it in front of you,” Korinne said before turning back to Vicktoria. “Getting back to the melodian, how much blood will it need?”

      Vicktoria looked at the bandages peeking out from Korinne’s tunic sleeve. “Ah, is that the cut on your arm that Matt mentioned? See, nothing gets by Velvet Vick,” she said with overdone joviality. “In all seriousness, I do need to know these things. There are creatures in the Whispering Wildwood that are attracted to the scent of blood.”

      “Answer my question,” Korinne snapped.

      “Which one?”

      Korinne glared at her.

      “Ah. How much blood will it need? Yes. Well.” Vicktoria winced. “Quite a lot.”

      Korinne took a step closer to her. “How much is quite? That box isn’t all that big. Even if we fill it with blood, we won’t have lost enough for it to be dangerous for us, right?”

      “The melodian is magical, so, um, it requires more blood than you’d think.”

      Korinne stepped yet nearer. “What?”

      Vicktoria gave another of her shrugs; this one was smaller and more apologetic, though.

      “Am I being silly again,” Matt asked, “or does that sound like a bad idea for people who have to search, climb, possibly fight, and then try to get back out of a bloodthirsty forest?”

      “Not a bad idea, it sounds like a terrible one,” Korinne said. “Why didn’t we just bring a flute to distract the creature? Then when the music drew it out, we could have killed it. Why this elaborate waste of time, not to mention waste of blood?”

      “It won’t give a toss about some shitty flute. Look, I know what I’m doing. You hired me as a guide and aide. I can only perform that task if you trust me,” Vicktoria replied, for the first time showing a bit of annoyance. It was nothing compared to the frustration brewing in Korinne, though, and she was about to unleash some of it on this condescending woman when heavy footfalls rang out. She turned and saw six guards of the crown marching towards the shop.

      “That looks like a raiding squad,” Vicktoria muttered.

      The breath left Korinne’s lungs. “But we’re not in the shop, so we’re safe, right?”

      “Doubt it. I’d wager someone saw us go in there and come out with this,” Vicktoria held up the melodian, “and reported it to the guards. We better leave before Doriam drops us in it and we’re all arrested. Walk slow, like you have nothing to hide. Come on, you can shout at me later.”

      Vicktoria turned on her heel and walked away from the harbour and up the hill from whence Korinne and Matt had come. They followed. When Korinne turned her head, she saw that half the guards had gone into Doriam’s shop.

      The other half were marching right towards them.

      “Hey! You three! Halt,” a female guard, as tall and big as her male counterparts, called after them.

      “I’m afraid we’re in some haste, captain. Could this wait for another time?” Vicktoria called back, her voice sweet as honey and her boots still heading up that hill.

      “No, it cannot. Stop. You match the description of three people seen heading into a shop suspected with dealing in magical artefacts.”

      Korinne balled her hands into fists. Curse Vicktoria and her outlandish outfit. She stands out like a rose bush in a wheat field.

      Vicktoria turned to her patrons. “Well, it would seem walking as if we have nothing to hide is now an impractical idea. I suggest running like you’re being chased by rabid wolves,” she said, her tone conversational but her eyes wild.

      She didn’t wait for a reply before she sprinted up the hill.

      Matt followed suit, and then Korinne did as well. Korinne’s knapsack thudded against her back, almost as fast as her heart pounded in her chest. Distantly, she heard the shouting of the guards behind them.

      She was also aware that Matt was going too fast.

      They’d run together while playing all their lives, and she knew he was a good sprinter, fast and explosive, but he tired quickly. Partly because of his size and partly because he spent all his energy in the first few moments. Still, she was too panicked and already getting too out of breath to tell him to slow down. The thuds of heavy boots and the guards shouting, “Stop in the name of the crown,” grew louder.

      They ran for far too long. They passed farms and the few scattered buildings containing the blacksmith, the tailor, the baker, and such. They even ran past their lumbermill.

      Korinne was breathing hard, her lungs aching and her legs feeling like she’d been on her feet for days. She didn’t dare stop, though, or ask if they should hide somewhere. The guards were close behind them. And they were gaining.

      She hadn’t expected Vicktoria to be such a good runner, especially not while carrying a heavy but fragile artefact in one hand. Perhaps this was a skill you picked up as a pirate, or when you were a guide in a dangerous forest full of mystical creatures. The red leather coat slapped against the backs of her legs. Why did she put up with that cumbersome garment? Vanity, most likely. The coat sounded heavier than normal, like it had rocks sewn into it.

      Heavy coat or not, Vicktoria wasn’t the one Korinne worried about.

      Matt was huffing like a dying bull and had pulled the laces at the neckline of his sweat-soaked tunic open. She watched him stumble as if his feet were made of stone. His knapsack and those ridiculous axes were weighing him down, and she wished she could carry them for him or tell him to drop them, but she was struggling with her own bag and they’d need all the supplies. His sweating was reaching worrying levels, and his veins bulged alarmingly on his corded muscle, as badly as they did when he lifted tree trunks back home. He’d be too tired to carry on soon.

      Watching him, worrying about him, had made her slow down without realising it. Now, a guard’s hand was close enough to grab hold of the end of her braid.

      She shrieked, then ducked and shook her head, making the guard lose their grip. Several hairs were ripped out, but she barely registered the pain. She picked up her speed and hoped with all that she had that Matt had enough energy for another sprint.

      That was when she looked up and saw what Vicktoria was running them into.

      The Whispering Wildwood.

      Its unbelievably tall trees, grown so tight together that they seemed to hold only darkness, loomed with quiet menace. Vicktoria was heading to the left side of the wall of trees, constantly muttering as she ran. When the wind blew Korinne’s way, she could hear that it was the word “shit” over and over. Korinne was too exhausted and panicked to be vexed by Vicktoria’s use of bad language.

      She squinted to see what Vicktoria was running so determinedly towards. There was a gap in the trees, large enough to let a person through. A normal-size person—possibly not a broad heap of muscles like her brother? She hoped she was gauging the opening’s size incorrectly and kept running. She also hoped that the guards wouldn’t follow them into the wildwood. And if they did, that Vicktoria would know how to lose them. In general, Korinne was now trusting and relying on Vicktoria completely, exactly as the annoying woman had wanted.

      This was all a terrible nightmare. Korinne ran faster.
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      Korinne ran on, lungs now burning and heart beating so hard it was slamming painfully against her ribcage. Matt wheezed worse and worse, so much so that their parents might’ve heard him down at the mill even over the saw blade.

      Vicktoria scurried into the opening between the two trees. As she got closer, Korinne saw that both trees had markings carved into them. Were those signposts left by humans telling other humans where to enter? Or had the wildwood made them itself? She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know.

      They entered the forbidden forest she’d grown up next to, but Korinne didn’t have time or energy to note what the inside of it looked like. This despite that the wildwood had always loomed large and dark over them, like the village’s unmentionable shadow. Unlike the docks, it was much more frightening than it was alluring.

      Once, their father had cut down an oak behind the cottage. While growing on their land, it had sprouted from an acorn blown away from the wildwood. The timber from it hadn’t burned when they tried to use it as firewood, and they all had a sense of guilt and foreboding whenever they were around it. The first night after that oak had been felled, Korinne could’ve sworn she heard it hissing, low and menacing, until sunrise. The villagers had reproached their father. Everyone knew better than to touch the trees of the Whispering Wildwood, even if it was a mere offshoot growing on their own land. Those magical trees had been there long before the village had, they were not to be interfered with.

      That was why their parents had ordered them to find a guide among the outsiders from the docks. They didn’t have the same respect and fear for these woods as the people of Astorcia. There was always some reckless wild-brain of a foreigner willing to go in there for coin, even if most of them didn’t survive, or were driven mad or ill by the forest or its inhabitants. Either way, Astorcians didn’t want anything to do with those people, lest they anger the wildwood.

      There were tales of Astorcians who ventured into these woods, usually people who wanted to end their lives. None of those people were ever heard from again and so kept the wildwood a grim unknown.

      Now, Korinne was inside this mystery of a forest and vexingly too panicked and exhausted to fully take it all in.

      A few steps in, some trees branches smacking her face and body, some rocks to jump over, Korinne dared to look behind her. They weren’t being followed anymore. There wasn’t even a hint of the guards’ bright tabards.

      “There’s no one behind us,” she said.

      Vicktoria halted her running right away, so quickly that Matt and Korinne almost barrelled into her.

      “Good,” she panted. “I figured they’d be either too scared to come in here or simply certain we’d die here anyway, therefore having served the punishment for our crime.”

      Matt collapsed into a wheezing heap against a large pine.

      Korinne sat down next to him, trying to get her own breath back and hoping the stitch in her side would subside soon. She tried to ignore her aching body and her frazzled mind to take in the wildwood. The trees looked normal, albeit taller than any she had ever seen. It gave her vertigo to follow the trunks all the way up to the dense canopy of leaves. There were scuttling noises from small animals in bushes, and insect droning and birdsong, which all sounded similar to that outside these woods, but not quite right. And, of course, there was a sound like whispering.

      Must come from the rustling of the leaves, she thought.

      Mouth as dry as sand, she got the water canteen out of the knapsack, handing it to her brother first. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be,” he panted. “Just. Need. Air.”

      She patted his arm. “Take your time. You’ll be fine.”

      Vicktoria was drinking from the slimmest and smallest waterskin Korinne had ever seen.

      “Where did that come from?”

      “My coat has a multitude of hidden pockets holding all sorts of things, honeycakes. They’re sewn in a clever way so you can’t tell where they are.” She smirked. “And so that they don’t completely ruin the silhouette of my figure.”

      Korinne rolled her eyes at the vanity of this woman. The gesture didn’t stop Vicktoria, who was now stroking her coat as if it were a pet. “Also, the leather is made from an ironhide ox from this very forest. Their skin has magical properties that make it near impervious to penetration. This coat might look worse for wear these days, but it’s stopped many a knife and fang.”

      “Why. Aren’t. You. Out. Of. Breath?” Matt gasped.

      She shrugged, waving away a buzzing insect. “I have to run for my life a lot. It builds stamina.”

      Korinne harrumphed under her breath, more at the cocky tone than at the statement itself.

      Vicktoria stood by her side. She tossed the melodian up in the air and caught it again, asking, “Should this go in either of your bags, or would you prefer I carry it?”

      Korinne didn’t have to consult Matt. She knew his thoughts almost as well as her own. “We’d be happier if one of us took it,” she said. “I’ll give it to Matt since—”

      “I can carry more,” he finished the sentence.

      Vicktoria handed it over, making eye contact as her fingers grazed Korinne’s. “Keep it safe, Ms Clever. We don’t want that sprint from the guards to have been for nothing.” She bent down and whispered, “Nor the giving of your precious secret.”

      Then she went to lean against an elm, whistling as she ran her fingers through her mane of hair. It bothered Korinne how easily the tresses untangled. Her own would’ve taken three times as long. It also bothered Korinne that Vicktoria had the sort of effortless attractiveness every woman in Astorcia wanted.

      She buried her envy, ashamed of it.

      She handed the melodian to Matt, who put it in his knapsack with care.

      Moments passed as the Woodsorrow siblings got their breath back. Korinne’s stitch subsided, and, after her brother had taken a last sip, she packed away their water again. She caught a glimpse of the sun through the awning of leaves. How late in the day was it? She was normally the best in the village at gauging the time of day by the position of the sun, but in here it was harder. Perhaps Vicktoria would know, but Korinne didn’t want to ask out loud. It might stress Matt to know how late it was getting. He was almost breathing normally now, finally.

      “Are we ready to get going?” she asked instead.

      “Yes,” Matt said.

      “Brilliant! This way,” Vicktoria said, leaping with impatience. She hurried deeper into the dark woods as if honey and gold awaited her.

      Korinne and Matt followed slower, out of exhaustion and fretfulness. Everything felt different in here.

      As the path curved, there was an oddly cold breeze. Then a branch from a tree came out of nowhere, smacking Korinne right across the face.

      “Ow! Cursed stars and bleeding wolves! My head!”

      Matt laughed from behind her. “Better not let our parents hear you cursing like that.”

      “Oh, shush,” she muttered.

      He didn’t shush. He sniggered. “Did you walk into that tree? I thought I was meant to be the clumsy sibling?”

      “I did not! That branch, it came out of nowhere!”

      “I’m sure it didn’t. You must’ve just missed that it was there,” Vicktoria said.

      Curse her condescension. There was no branch there a moment ago!

      Korinne grumbled to herself for a moment, rubbing her aching cheek. After that she was more aware of her foreign surroundings.

      The dense growth of trees and bushes made it humid and impossible to see back out into Astorcia. The trees were of all the kinds Korinne knew, from thin birches to stout spruces, and they wore leaves or needles in every shade of green. Most looked robust, but there were a few as gnarled as skeletal fingers, reaching for the craved sunlight high above.

      It was like being encapsulated in another world. An older one. No fields, no buildings, no valleys, and no grass under her feet—only roots, soil, and thick moss.

      The usual sounds of civilization were long gone, replaced by eerie birdsong, scurrying unseen animals, trickling of water from somewhere out of sight, and that loud rustling from above. It smelled of sun-warmed dirt, decaying leaves, and a heavy perfume of flowers. Those flowers grew around almost every tree trunk. They were some sort of black lily, which smelled like… what was that? Korinne couldn’t figure out where she had smelled that scent before.

      Vicktoria lifted a branch and gestured for Korinne to pass under it. “May I, possibly, overstep once more?”

      “I suppose that depends on the overstepping,” Korinne said, giving the taller woman a warning glance as she walked under her arm.

      “Oh, nothing too invasive, just a few things that piqued my curiosity.”

      Korinne noted the word choices. Weren’t people in Vicktoria’s professions meant to be illiterate and not use fancy words like those? Then again, she supposed the same could be said for village woodcutters like herself.

      Matt lumbered into the conversation with a smile. “Ask away!”

      “You two help your parents run the family lumbermill, right? Aren’t you about the age when Astorcians start marrying and having babies, and at least one of you takes over the family business while your parents retire to some light farming or something?”

      “I’m too young,” Matt answered. “Korinne is of age, though, and could do so.”

      “Ah.” Vicktoria faced Korinne. “So, you’ve decided against taking a spouse, having a brood of clever babies with your attractively sharp bone structure, and running a village lumbermill. Not your cup of brandy?”

      “There’s no one in Astorcia good enough for my sister,” Matt enthused. She knew that he meant she was too good for them all and was being sweet, but it made her sound picky and snobbish.

      “I simply don’t like people,” Korinne said. “I keep away from them, like I keep away from discussing my love life with strangers.”

      Vicktoria nodded graciously. “Allow me to change the subject then. I was also wondering why you two are here instead of your parents? It’s their house ward. Their family to protect.”

      Korinne and Matt shared a glance. She could tell that Matt was about to say that it was all his fault and therefore his problem to fix. Korinne couldn’t stand to watch him utter those words, nor did she think it was the whole truth.

      “They don’t like to do anything physical that can be avoided,” she answered before Matt could speak. “Anything in the mill or in our house that we can do, including helping neighbours if needed, they tell us to do.”

      “Which we don’t mind,” Matt added. “We’re young and fit. They’re older.”

      Vicktoria’s expression oozed scepticism. “Older, yes. But if they have children your age, surely they cannot be as old as mountains?”

      “No, they’re not that old,” Matt agreed, looking to Korinne for confirmation.

      “Mother has turned forty and Father is a little older,” Korinne said.

      “Huh.” Vicktoria ducked away from a hanging vine. “I’ve met many a sailor older than that and still toiling hard.”

      “Yes, well, they’re not Astorcians,” Korinne hissed, unsure why she was so defensive.

      Vicktoria clicked her tongue. “No, but during my visits to Astorcia, I’ve seen farmers dying by their plough, or their loom, in their sixties. Could your parents’ reluctance towards physical labour have more to do with laziness than age?”

      Korinne stopped mid-step and glared at their guide. “You are very impertinent. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Vicktoria stopped too. “Ah. Yes, they have.” She lifted her hands in a gesture of contrition. “I have the bad manners of a pirate and the blunt honesty of a sailor. I mean no harm. Your parents are lucky to have such loyal and hardworking children.”

      “Thank you,” Matt said.

      Korinne said nothing at all.

      They walked on. Korinne kept her eyes trained for any movement around them, especially something big, feathered, and black flying overhead. The only creatures she discerned were the unseen things in the bushes, small by the sounds of their skittering, and birds so high up in the trees she couldn’t quite make them out.

      Vicktoria, who was walking first, stopped whistling. “With the risk of again being rude, my mind is stuck on how everyday life plays out in Astorcia.”

      “Oh, really?” Korinne said unenthusiastically.

      A strand from a spider’s web dropped with the largest and most terrifying spider Korinne had ever seen hanging onto it. Vicktoria smacked the thread so the huge, white spider flew onto a tree trunk, where it immediately scuttled away. “Mm. I cannot stop thinking about how old-fashioned and superstitious Astorcians are. I mean, house wards?”

      Korinne scoffed as she ducked under the giant spider’s web. “If we didn’t have them, we’d die from the red plague.”

      She could’ve sworn that a small smirk flashed on Vicktoria’s reddened lips before she replied, “Did it never occur to you that all the Astorcians with wards have both houses and enough gold to have an expensive house ward carved and then magically imbued? That the people getting the plague could be the poor and the homeless since they’re not sheltered, warm, and fed?”

      “It’s not that simple,” Korinne grumbled.

      Vicktoria threw her a glance over her shoulder. “Who says?”

      She had her there. Who did say? Well, their parents, for one. The neighbours, everyone said that. But they never went into detail or explained how the house wards worked. Thinking about it, there was no real proof, was there?

      Korinne stayed silent. The woods didn’t, in fact it grew ever louder.

      “Vicktoria. You’ve travelled a lot. Are all forests this noisy?” Korinne asked.

      “No, the wildwood” she replied, pointing up at the trees. “While wondrous in many ways, has its foibles. Other forests aren’t this noisy; they have a silence that feels ancient and somehow damp and dense, only broken by twigs under your feet or the sounds of wildlife. Maybe the wind blowing through the leaves.”

      “Like what we hear now? The rustling of leaves?” Korinne asked.

      Vicktoria stopped and stared her right in the eye. “Rustling of leaves? Is that what you think that noise is?”

      “Yes?” Korinne said.

      Vicktoria tilted her head. “Listen harder.”

      Korinne did. As she listened, the rustling focused and narrowed into whispering voices. Some were deep and rough, some high as silver bells. She couldn’t make out the words but somehow knew they were there, knew the trees were forming sentences. In her language, but just out of earshot. It wasn’t only eerie but also infuriating, like someone was talking about her, but she couldn’t make out what they said.

      “The Whispering Wildwood! It whispers, just like the name suggests!” Matt said, as if he’d just cracked an incredibly hard riddle.

      “Exactly, honeycakes,” Vicktoria said, striding off at greater speed.

      Korinne stepped over another grouping of the midnight black lilies, and wanting to distract herself from her sudden discomfort, said, “Hey Matt, have you seen these? Aren’t they beautiful?”

      “Huh? What? Oh, the black flowers? I’ve seen them growing at the outskirts of the wildwood a few times. You’re right, they’re pretty. Smell nice too.”

      Korinne chewed her lower lip as she breathed in. “Mm, I know that smell. But I don’t know from where.”

      “Her hair,” Matt said, pointing to Vicktoria who was still charging ahead.

      Korinne nearly tripped over a branch. He was right. The smell she had picked up from Vicktoria’s hair in Doriam’s shop, it was the same as the one coming from these flowers.

      “Oh. That’s it!”

      Matt chuckled. “Well, don’t sound so shocked, Korinne. I may not be the brightest dye in the tanning shop, but I can figure out where a smell comes from.”

      She smiled at him, reminded of how happy she was that he was with her. “You’ve always been observant of the most unexpected, wonderful things. I tend to focus on the big stuff and miss the small; that’s why I need you around. To point out what I pass over.”

      He raised his thick eyebrows. “I thought it was to carry heavy things?”

      “Well, that too.”

      He returned her smile, looking so much like he had when he was little. He used to smile that exact smile up at her while she made up nonsensical fairy tales to while away the time when their parents wouldn’t let them play because of their loudness.

      He bent, picked up one of the lilies, and handed it to her. “Here, you can put it behind your ear.”

      Korinne took it and breathed in the scent wafting from the bloom. She noted that up close, the midnight black petals had a reddish gleam. On the second inhale, she felt a little dizzy. Then her feet became clumsy and heavy. Her heartbeat slowed, so much and so rapidly that it terrified her. Her vision clouded before going black. The last thing she remembered was her body dropping down and big hands catching her.
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      When she came to again, there was a rag of some kind pushed over her mouth and nose. It smelt strong, almost like alcohol. As she blinked and groggily asked what had happened, she saw Vicktoria take the piece of cloth and put it, together with a silver flask, back in one of the many pockets of her coat.

      “You fainted. Worse than that, Vicktoria says you nearly died!” Matt said. “Do you feel all right now?”

      “I, um, have a terrible headache and my mouth feels like it’s made of wool, but otherwise I’m fine. What was that thing over my mouth?”

      “I drenched my handkerchief in cauldron brandy and let you breathe that in,” Vicktoria explained, crouched next to Matt. “It clears vapours and neutralises some toxins. Sailors always bring it on journeys. You never know what you might eat, be bitten by, or inhale. Cauldron brandy helps with most things.” She shook her head. “Even when some fool breaths in the scent of nocturne lilies.”

      “Is that what they’re called?” Matt said, staring at the black flower that now lay by Korinne’s side.

      “Yes.” Vicktoria kicked the lily away. “Why did you pick such a lethal thing without gloves? More importantly, why did you sniff it?! Don’t you remember the nursery rhyme?”

      “What?” Matt said.

      She looked incredulous. “You’ve never heard the nursery rhyme warning of the flower so black?

      He frowned. “Huh?”

      Through the haze of her headache, Korinne saw Vicktoria roll her eyes at Matt and then recite:

      Oh, little one, where do they tread, your dainty feet?

      Beware of where the nocturne lily grows, with beauty and smell so sweet.

      If you do not wish on the ground to lie,

      Sleeping sound until you die,

      Then from the flower so black, always you must shy.

      Korinne had never heard that in her life and she knew Matt hadn’t either. At this moment, she couldn’t recall any nursery rhymes ever being sung to them.

      “A word of warning, most things in the wildwood, no matter how pretty, are deadly,” Vicktoria said.

      Matt gesticulated wildly. “But-but your hair smells of those flowers! They must be safe to breath in!”

      “Well, yes. When they’ve been picked! By someone with gloves,” Vicktoria muttered with exasperation. “And then crushed and diluted by someone covering their mouth and nose. Then you can buy it as a hair oil to keep your hair fragrant and dyed either red or black.”

      “Oh,” Matt said, his mouth staying in the O shape afterwards.

      “Do you mean to tell me you’ve never heard the nursery rhyme? Or any of the fairy tales mentioning the danger of nocturne lilies?”

      Korinne made herself speak, to help her brother. “No. People in our village don’t talk about the things in the Whispering Wildwood, not even as cautionary children’s tales. Our stories warn of drowning, getting lost, or the peril of not doing your work out of laziness.”

      “Or the dangers of disobeying your parents,” Matt added.

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows, and Korinne noted that they were a reddish brown. “Huh. Well, I grew up travelling, but no matter where I went, there were always fairy tales or nursery rhymes warning of the things in the Whispering Wildwood. This forest is quite famous around the realm.” It was the first time Vicktoria had mentioned anything about where she came from, and Korinne forgot about her headache long enough to soak in the information.

      Vicktoria went from crouching to sitting down. “Whether you’re only over in the Blacklands or alighting faraway in Cocoa Quay, whenever you hear of the Whispering Wildwood, the nocturne lily is mentioned as something magical creatures will use against the humans venturing into their home. Or something that the humans will pick themselves and try to eat or sniff, like you just did.”

      Matt was eyeing the black flower, which had been crushed by Vicktoria’s boot. “We’ve been taught that it’s dangerous to talk about the creatures and plants in the Whispering Wildwood because if you do, you bring them to you. Probably when you sleep. Then they eat you. Or they… mate with you.”

      “More superstition,” Vicktoria said with a sigh. “If more of you Astorcians ventured in here, you’d have fewer misconceptions of how the wildwood works. These lilies aren’t going to sneak out and shag you while you sleep, Mattiver Woodsorrow, but they will slowly kill you if you breathe them in.”

      Korinne bristled. “Venture in here? These woods are too dangerous for Astorcians to ramble around in. We have work and responsibilities to see to. Moreover, we can’t all be so careless with our life and health as you.”

      “Shame.” Vicktoria brushed herself off and stood. “If you came in here more, you’d know that it is important to warn others of its dangers. You’d know that talking about creatures like the kraunt doesn’t mean they’ll come out and attack you. It only means you can walk these woods armed with knowledge.”

      “Or you can simply avoid the wildwood,” Korinne said. “You know, be sensible.”

      “Sure,” Vicktoria said, with the same amount of confrontation in her tone as Korinne had in hers. “Or you could be prepared for when a magical creature steals your house ward or when someone’s toddler stumbles in here. Or when some heartsore person enters to end their life. You’d know how to rescue them.”

      “Wouldn’t we be stealing your work if we did?” Korinne said, aware of her grouchiness but unable to stop it. The pain in her head and the arrogant way Vicktoria was talking down to them got her dander up.

      “Actually, you would leave me to do more adventurous work while you cleared up your own messes in here.”

      “Well, I’m terribly sorry to be an inconvenience, Scourge of the Blacklands,” Korinne said.

      Vicktoria looked down and fixed her with a glare. “It’s Bane of the Blacklands or Scourge of the Sea. And you know that!”

      “I do know that because everyone in the docks whispered it with inane reverence. I thought docks-dwellers were meant to be menacing, not fawning hero worshippers of… whatever you are. Pirate. Thief. Lady of the night. Adventurer. Smuggler. Guide. Criminal!”

      “Well, excuse me for not being just one thing. Some of us like some variation in our life, little woodcutter.”

      With effort, Korinne pushed herself up to standing against the tree. Anything so Vicktoria couldn’t look down at her anymore. “I didn’t choose the thing I am!”

      “Sure you did! By choosing to stay.” Vicktoria put her hands on her annoyingly shapely hips. Even more annoying, she was still looking down at Korinne due to her height. “You could’ve left, you know. It’s something people do. Everyone who grows up somewhere that they do not wish to be, they do this thing where they pack their bags and leave.”

      “Oh, they do, do they?” Korinne hissed. “They don’t stay and help the parents that fed and raised them?”

      “Ha! Like you stayed for the sake of your parents!” Vicktoria stepped into Korinne’s personal space before adding, “We both know why you stayed. We both know why you’ll continue to stay and why you’ll run that lumbermill and who you’ll do it with. Who you’ll do it for.”

      Korinne suddenly became very aware that her brother was standing a few steps away, hunched with a crestfallen expression. They’d never spoken about why she decided to stay. Thinking about it now, staying had seemed her only option. Had Matt felt the same? Did he ever consider that she was staying just for him? Was she? Or was part of her afraid to leave? Was part of her truly staying for her parents, despite how they treated her?

      She stood her ground, staring back up into Vicktoria’s eyes. “I stay because it is the right thing to do.”

      Vicktoria threw her hands out. “Fine. I don’t care why you stay. I don’t even know why we’re talking about this. I’m only here to help you get your ridiculous house ward back and make it out of here alive. So that is what I’ll do.” She began to turn away, then stopped. “However, you might want to consider if you’re actually staying because you feel you don’t deserve any better.”

      That was a surprise blow right to her stomach, and it sent Korinne reeling.

      How had that never occurred to her? She was smarter than to overlook a possibility like that, wasn’t she?

      She blinked away her shock. Her first instinct was to say something hurtful back, but Vicktoria’s voice had been kind at the end, not confrontational.

      Korinne rubbed her aching temples. All this was speculative anyway. The heart of the matter was that she should’ve known better than to stick her nose into strange things in a deadly, magical forest. As annoying and bad-mannered as Vicktoria was, she had just kept Korinne from sinking into a sleep so deep it would’ve killed her.

      Korinne cleared her throat. “Let’s not speak of all that. Thank you for saving me. I’m sorry that we acted rashly. We should’ve consulted you.”

      Vicktoria scratched the back of her neck, nearly looking embarrassed. “You’re very welcome. I’m sorry too. As I said before, I have the manners of a pirate.” She looked back to Korinne. “As I also said, I mean no harm by it. I need to remember how to behave around respectable folk again.”

      They watched each other in meaningful silence.

      “I’m glad you’ve called a truce,” Matt said cheerfully. He clapped his hands. “Let’s carry on looking for that cursed kraunt and not sniff any more murder flowers.”

      “Agreed,” Korinne said. She squirmed a little, feeling like she should give their guide another kindness after all the bickering during their short time together. “Oh, and Vicktoria…  the hair oil does smell really nice. And it does make your hair fascinating shades of red.”

      “Most of that red is natural, love.” Vicktoria gave her a smug smile and a naughty wink, as if Korinne had complimented her on something more intimate.

      With heating cheeks, she instantly wished she hadn’t reached out, or at least that she hadn’t said anything about that vain hair oil! The weather seemed to agree with her bad mood. Brooding storm clouds gathered with unnatural speed. Wordlessly, they all picked up their pace.
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      The sudden, cold rainstorm pelted Korinne’s head, making her braid as heavy as her drenched clothes.

      Would this unnatural downpour remove any tracks or other signs of the kraunt?

      The moss and soil beneath her feet were sodden, squelching and splashing with every step. She watched the lower parts of Vicktoria’s thigh-high boots go from red to shades of muddy brown; not even the rain was cleaning them.

      Vicktoria turned to say something and spotted Korinne’s gaze on her thighs.

      “Uh, your boots. They’re all muddy,” Korinne shouted over the wind and rain, in way of explanation to why she was staring at her legs.

      “Ah, yes. Unlike the coat, they’re not ironhide,” Vicktoria called back. “Just plain cow’s leather dyed red, so they take on dirt and damage differently. Anyway, I was about to say that the weather in here changes fast. This’ll cease soon.”

      “Good,” Korinne replied through chattering teeth. She looked down at her own legs where her boots and trousers were dripping with mud.

      Then, as if the skies had heard Vicktoria, the rain stopped. It didn’t take long before Korinne felt a warm breeze and could see the sun penetrating through the treetops, dappling the ground. She closed her eyes and tried to soak up the heat.

      Matt put an arm around her shoulders and said, “You’re shivering!”

      “Don’t worry, its only because I’m wet,” she reassured him. “It got warm again, so that’ll dry us all soon.”

      He nodded, still looking worried.

      He had a splash of mud on his chin, and she wiped it away for him. “I swear, you’ve been messy since the day you were born!”

      “Isn’t that what a big sister is for? To clean up my mess?”

      She pushed him away with a grunt and he laughed.

      Vicktoria stopped ahead of them, right by a giant puddle. “The wildwood’s weather has a mind of its own, as you’ve noticed. I’ve sometimes wondered if it is a magical creature in its own right.” She turned to Korinne, who was still shivering. “Ah, shit! Wearing only trousers and a tunic in here is far too little clothing for someone without the insulation of fat and muscle your brother has.”

      “Hey, it’s all muscle,” he groused.

      Vicktoria ignored him, gaze still on Korinne. “I should’ve mentioned the weather changes before we ventured in here, my apologies.”

      “It’s all right. We had to hurry thanks to those guards,” Korinne answered.

      It was nice to have an exchange with Vicktoria without bickering.

      Vicktoria removed her coat, shook it so the droplets of rain pearling on the ironhide leather flew off, and then draped it over Korinne’s shoulders. “Here, wear this until you’ve dried.”

      Korinne wrapped it comfortably around herself. It was warm, and the buttery leather still smelled of woodsmoke when everything else smelled of damp forest. It was also extremely heavy. How much stuff was in all these hidden pockets and folds?

      “Thank you,” Korinne mumbled. “Don’t you need it?”

      “No.” Vicktoria ran her hand over her threadbare velvet bodice. “Look. Dry as kindling.”

      It did look dry. And indecently tight, hugging every shape.

      “One day, I’ll make enough gold to buy myself a coat like that,” Matt said, eyeing the ironhide leather.

      Korinne said nothing, aware of how dire the numbers looked for the lumbermill. Astorcia just wasn’t big enough to need much lumber. Especially not when the foreigners on the docks imported cheaper wood from the Blacklands. It didn’t help that so much of their family’s saved coin had gone to their parents’ failed experiments with making ale—a venture which might, much like the lumbermill, have done well if their parents had been willing to put any effort in, she realised.

      Without warning, something changed around them in the forest.

      First, the whispering of the trees picked up. The hawthorn next to her was so loud now that Korinne could’ve sworn she could make out a few words. She was probably wrong, though, for why would a tree speak of family, revenge, and keep repeating a nonsense word that sounded like “Sweetblood?”

      Then, the skittering of small animals and insects grew in volume, too, as if they were excited. The birds changed from normal trilling to singing long, beautiful melodies.

      She noticed that every creature was watching the rainwater-swollen puddle Vicktoria had stopped by.

      Its placid surface stirred.

      The puddle began to widen, and by the looks of it deepen, until it was a pool of water complete with sandy edges. As if a tiny lake had always been right here. Korinne squinted at it, wondering if it had truly changed or if the wildwood was playing tricks on her. The still pool was strangely clear and blueish. More like the puddles the rain created back home, from which they collected water for drinking, than the chalk-white ocean and its rivers and tributaries.

      “Korinne, does the fact that it’s not white mean we can refill our canteens? I mean, is it safe to drink? I’m thirsty,” Matt said.

      “I think—”

      Korinne was cut off by the sounds of the forests picking up even more. There was another stirring in the new lake’s surface, causing ripples to grow.

      And grow.

      And grow yet further, until something breached the surface.

      Korinne stepped back, pulling Matt with her.

      A humanoid with ink-blue hair down to the shoulders arose from the water. What had looked like a fin changed to muscular legs as this being stepped onto land.

      He, Korinne guessed it was a “he” from his appearance, wore only leaves and seaweed, which were shaped into an extensive belt below his waist, hiding his bum and groin but nothing more.

      He was taller than Matt by quite a bit. He was slimmer, though, with a perfectly V-shaped torso and none of her brother’s bulginess. His muscles were instead chiselled, as if carved out of marble. His skin was bluish white with a slight gleam to it, like stardust had been finely sprinkled over powder-blue glass. His features were angular and regal, with a kind but dignified expression. He approached, moving like water, flowing, lithe and unstoppable.

      “Oh, it’s you. Hi!” Vicktoria said to him, as if she’d run into an old acquaintance on the street.

      “Well met, my dearest Ace of Spades,” the water being answered, a laugh at the back of his words.

      Vicktoria pointed over to her patrons. “This is Korinne and Mattiver Woodsorrow. They’ve hired me to take them into the wildwood and help them retrieve a stolen artefact.”

      He bowed to them. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “This is Riverrall, king of the seaborne,” Vicktoria said to Matt and Korinne. “He is one of the wildwood’s benevolent creatures. Fun fact, his name is where we get the word ‘river’ from,” she explained, surprisingly unfazed by this man’s unbelievable beauty.

      “S-seaborne?” Matt queried in a tone that showed that he was fazed. Who wouldn’t be?

      Even if one didn’t desire this man, it was impossible not to be stunned by his unnatural beauty.

      “Mm-hm. They’re powerful water creatures, who can live on land in intervals,” Vicktoria said, shaking drops of lake water off her boots. “They can control the water when in it. On land, their magic only lets them switch out their fins for limbs and gills to lungs. Most of their kind are female with only a handful of males. Sorry to speak of you like you’re not here, Riverrall.”

      “I do not mind.” He smiled, and it crinkled his eyes in the most endearing way. “I wish more humans would learn about us. Then perhaps they would understand us, and we might not need to hide from them as we do now.”

      “Hang on, you live among us?” Matt asked.

      “In a way. We used to live in the White Sea and its big rivers, but the villagers and people of the docks chased us away. So, now we mainly stay in the Whispering Wildwood’s pools and lakes, and in the rivers from the sea that are sheltered within the wildwood.”

      Korinne cleared her throat and bowed her head, shocked at how little she actually knew about her home. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Riv—wait, should we call you ‘Your Highness’ or ‘my liege’ or something like what we would call our royalty?”

      “No! Not at all, for the seaborne my title only means that I act as a sort of father for my kind. No need for any ceremonial things like bowing, curtseying, or titles. Simply call me Riverrall.”

      “As you wish,” she replied, embarrassed by how shy she sounded.

      “So, may I ask what brings you brave souls into the Whispering Wildwood?” Riverrall asked.

      Korinne and Matt once more explained how their house ward had been taken and how they had needed a guide to help them find it and to get them safely through the wildwood.

      “I see,” he said when they had finished. “Firstly, allow me to apologise that a creature from my home has stolen something so important to you. You must be worried beyond belief about your parents.”

      He sounded so earnest and kind that it made Korinne’s heart twinge. “Thank you,” she managed.

      He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Secondly, I’m afraid I know nothing of a missing house ward, nor have I seen a kraunt in these woods for quite some time. They are few in number and often roost in the faraway mountains beyond the wildwood. But there is little food up there, so they always return here to hunt.”

      “Would you be able to tell if a kraunt was hiding in these woods?” Korinne asked.

      “I should think so. They are huge, brazen, and…” He trailed off, staring right into her eyes. Korinne didn’t know where to look. Why was he staring at her like that? And how could any creature be that stunning? Were all of his kind this beautiful? Did they all have those intense, light eyes?

      “Do I have mud on my face or something?” she asked.

      He tilted his head as if observing some curio but kept his gaze locked with hers. “No. Sorry. It is just… The sun shone right at you then, and when it caught your eyes, it turned them from regular shades of brown to a multitude of copper, umber, and gold. Beautiful.”

      Korinne hated the fact that her cursed cheeks were heating up. Almost as much as she hated that she didn’t know how to reply. The attention and her insecurity made her heart race. What would someone worldly, someone like Vicktoria, say?

      “Um. Thanks,” she mumbled. “We should keep moving. We need to hurry to get our house ward back before the red plague comes to our door.”

      “Speaking of that,” Vicktoria said. “Riverrall, could you ask the other seaborne if they know anything about the theft or if they’ve seen a kraunt here lately? Those beasts are the size of a shed and never hide. Surely one of your sisters or brothers saw where it went?”

      He took his gaze away from Korinne, leaving her with the sensation that a warm light had been shone on her but was now removed.

      “Of course,” he said to Vicktoria. “I need to submerge myself anyway, far too much time on land today. I shall ask around and then return to you. When you come across a body of water, say my name. I will hear you and know where you are.”

      “Thank you,” Korinne said quickly as he stepped into the water, trying hard to remember her manners. And to not stare at his sculpted back as he waded in.

      When he was gone, Vicktoria whooped. “Such good news! Having a powerful creature on our side should help. Let’s carry on walking.”

      And so they did. Vicktoria whistled as she walked, her gaze casually skimming their surroundings, clearly looking for traces of the kraunt.

      Korinne and Matt both trod on in silence. She knew he was as struck by the stupefying presence of Riverrall as she was. How they had lived their whole lives so close to the seaborne and never been allowed the pleasure to know of them?
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      What felt like half a day passed, bringing a hailstorm, then some gale force winds, before finally returning to summer warmth.

      Korinne blinked a few times as she walked. Her dry eyes hurt from staring so hard at the woods around them, trying to see any movement or a flash of a black mass. Or perhaps it was the muscles around them aching from all the squinting? She rubbed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she saw it. The movement in the trees she’d been waiting for. It didn’t come from something black, though. It was a multitude of light colours and extraordinarily smaller than the kraunt.

      Korinne stopped. “What is that?” She pointed to the flash of colour. “Is it dangerous?”

      Vicktoria followed her gaze to what was now clearly a cluster of circling birds. “Oh, they’re a flock of coldwater calaris. They’re harmless.”

      “A cold what now?” Matt asked, staring at the creatures too.

      “A coldwater calaris,” Vicktoria repeated. “There are many kinds of calaris birds in the wildwood; you’ve heard them ever since you got here. Some breeds are bigger and some smaller. These, as the name implies, tends to live around water.”

      They looked like normal birds at first glance, small, winged creatures in shades of pastel. When they got closer, however, their magic became apparent. The light colours of their bodies glinted and shifted, iridescent like the inside of a seashell, as if their feathers were made of pale metal.

      “They’re beautiful,” Korinne said, looking to Vicktoria, who was distractedly picking a leaf off her bare arm as she watched the flying creatures. Only then did Korinne remember that she was still wearing Vicktoria’s coat. Embarrassed, she shrugged it off and handed it back to their guide.

      “Thank you, um, for lending me this. I’m much warmer now.”

      Vicktoria waved the gratitude off, still watching the birds. “No need to mention it.”

      Korinne gazed back at them too. They appeared to give off some sort of powder when they moved. It reminded Korinne of when a gust of air came into an unused room and wafted dust off of everything. Well, if dust could shimmer like whatever it was coming off these birds.

      One of them flew towards their group and hovered in front of Korinne. It landed on the edge of her shoulder. Then it took flight again, turned around, hesitated, and came back to land, closer to her face this time. Its tiny claws were gentle on her shoulder, barely noticeable through the fabric of her tunic. The bird gave a trill, almost like a human whistle. Korinne tried to reply, whistling back in as close an approximation as she could.

      Matt moved closer, surveying the bird. “It has feathers missing at the back, and its foot is deformed. Looks like it survived a bad attack,” he said.

      “Yes, well, that’s the Whispering Wildwood for you,” Vicktoria said. She carefully walked over, too, obviously not wanting to frighten the animal away.

      The bird moved closer to Korinne’s head and whistled again.

      “Well now, that is curious,” Vicktoria said. “They’re usually shy little things. It must really like you.”

      Korinne couldn’t avoid the pride blooming in her at Vicktoria’s impressed tone. Nor her pride at the fact that the skittish creature on her shoulder continued to trill. The shimmering, powdery substance hung in the air around it, and its colours, from cream to powder blue to the palest rose, gave it an innocent and sweet appearance.

      When she looked to Vicktoria to ask if there was something she could feed this thing, she saw a surprising look of wonder on her face. Gone was that polished façade of nonchalance, flirtation, or fearlessness. Vicktoria’s red lips were slightly parted and her auburn eyebrows were a little raised, highlighting that white scar that ran through one of the them.

      Korinne opened her mouth to ask about feeding the bird but found another question escaping her lips: “How did you get that scar through your eyebrow?”

      Vicktoria was still watching the calaris. “What? Oh, that. Displeased customer.” She waved her hand dismissably. “How are you making the calaris so comfortable with you? I’ve never seen them stay with humans this long. They follow us, looking for food, but keep their distance.”

      Not wanting to think about whether the customer was from Vicktoria’s old profession or one of her current ones, or how angry it made her that someone had hurt Vicktoria, Korinne focused on the bird as well. “I don’t know. I suppose I’m just lucky.”

      “No, animals tend to like her,” Matt said.

      “Hm. Well,” Vicktoria said, appearing to be shaking off her unguarded sense of wonder. “I have always said they were better judges of character than humans. Like when a shark bit off the arm of a particularly useless first mate on a trading voyage to the Blacklands last season.”

      Korinne remembered what she had actually wanted to ask. “What does this bird eat? Can I feed it some seeds or something?”

      Matt stepped closer, putting his hand in his pocket. Before he had time to retrieve something from it, Vicktoria answered. “Oh, you’re probably feeding it right now.”

      “What do you mean?” Matt asked.

      “I mean that the coldwater calaris lives off discarded fragments of soul.”

      “Be serious,” Korinne said, looking at the beautiful little thing on her shoulder.

      “I am. No need to look so alarmed. I told you they weren’t dangerous, and they’re not. You know how humans, like other animals, leave behind discarded pieces of skin wherever we go? And how we moult hair?”

      “Yes,” Korinne said, now eyeing the calaris with more care.

      “We do the same with our soul. As we live and change with each moment of our life, we moult away used or unessential pieces of soul as we grow new ones.”

      “That sounds ridiculous,” Matt said with a frown.

      Vicktoria shrugged. “More ridiculous than anything else you’ve come across in the wildwood?”

      Matt gave an unsure grunt.

      “Look,” Vicktoria said, “I was told by the skilful guide who first took me here that this, and water, were what the coldwater calaris lives off. I haven’t seen any proof to the contrary. And considering the parts of ourselves we humans leave behind, why should we not do the same with our soul?”

      The calaris gave one last trill and then took off, flying towards its flock perched on the branches of a tall hornbeam. Korinne wondered if the bird really could’ve fed on discarded parts of her soul. She didn’t feel any different, other than still having that sense of pride at having connected with such a shy and beautiful little creature.

      “Right, nature calls,” Vicktoria said, shattering the spell of the enchanted moment. “I’ll go behind those bushes over there. We’ll all meet up here when we’re done and carry on looking for this elusive kraunt of yours.”

      “Oh, thank the stars,” Matt said, running almost cross-legged behind a tree.

      Korinne shook her head at them both but in the end followed their example.

      Soon they reconvened and walked the broad path in silence. Well, they were silent; the trees continued to whisper, sounding like wind moving through sand.

      Korinne threw glances at the trees, reluctant to look directly at them for fear of catching them looking back at her. Were they communicating with each other? Or trying to talk to the humans walking through their kingdom of leaves, branches, and trunks? Either way, the sound raised the little hairs on Korinne’s neck. She put up with it for as long as she could before growling, “I can’t stand the incessant whispering of these cursed trees. Someone please speak and distract me.”

      “What? Oh, sure,” Vicktoria said. “Hm. Let’s see. Did I tell you about when I finally plucked up the courage to sign the ship’s articles and thereby become a pirate?”

      “No,” Matt said, practically bouncing with excitement. He put something away. Just as it vanished into the knapsack, Korinne saw that it was the melodian he’d been holding.

      Korinne didn’t answer at all. She knew that many had to steal, had to become thieves or pirates to survive, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t wrong.

      Vicktoria flashed a smile at the excited Matt. “I made a lot of mistakes when picking my first consignment,” she said. “The biggest and most important one was that back then I didn’t ask around about the captain and crew. Now I never sign up with anyone I know is incompetent or unnecessarily violent.”

      “Unnecessarily violent?” Korinne pressed.

      Vicktoria nodded. “Stealing doesn’t need to come with violence. Clever tricks, threats, and brandishing of sharp weapons normally suffice.”

      “Sounds sensible,” Korinne said, trying to not sound surprised that Vicktoria took precautions.

      “Mm. Well, as I say, I didn’t know to do that on my first go. So, I ended up with a crew who was incompetent to say the least.”

      “How so?” Korinne asked.

      “The captain decided we’d board a passing galleon. We did and managed to steal their valuables, their cargo, and free their slaves. Only when we had sailed away, leaving the raided galleon far behind, did the captain see what they’d been carrying. The barrels and crates were full of soil!”

      “What? Regular dirt?” Korinne queried with a laugh.

      “Yes, dirt! Straight from the ground,” Vicktoria said, laughing as well. “We later found out that the Cocoa Quay nobleman who’d charted the ship wanted to bring some of his homeland to his new holdings in the Blacklands.” She shook her head. “He must’ve been unhinged to spend that much coin on transporting dirt from one place to the other. However, we were the ones who felt like fools standing there with our useless booty.”

      Matt sniggered, then said, “Even if that escapade went wrong, you at least freed the nobleman’s slaves, and well, pirating still seems so adventurous. If you find a crew that isn’t too violent, like you said.” He paused to give a dreamy sigh. “I couldn’t do anything so daring.”

      Vicktoria smiled that crooked, charismatic smile back at Matt. “Oh, you’d make a great pirate, Mattiver Woodsorrow, if it just wasn’t for the fact that you’re far too honest and unselfish for stealing.”

      “Thanks, Velvet Vick,” he said.

      “I asked you to call her Vicktoria,” Korinne snapped.

      She knew now why it bothered her to use that nickname. It wasn’t that the moniker seemed created to make its wearer sound suave or cool. After all, Vicktoria hadn’t come up with any of these nicknames herself. No, it was the fact that calling such a remarkable woman Vick felt wrong to her. In Korinne’s mind, Vick was the man who’d owned the farm next to them when she was little. A potbellied man with a terrible smell and a wandering eye. Nothing like the glamourous puzzle of a woman standing next to her. No, Vicktoria suited her better. Not a nickname. A real name. A given name. The person Vicktoria actually was, not the persona she displayed.

      They reached a large gaping hole in the path, clearly dug by something huge with clawed paws, a detail Korinne tried not to dwell on.

      Without speaking, Matt easily jumped over the hole and held his arms out to Korinne. She got into his embrace, and he lifted her over like she weighed nothing. She nodded towards a boulder. He put her down on it, and she took the chance to inspect what it was that had gotten stuck under her boot earlier.

      Then Matt held his arms out to Vicktoria, who merely stared at him.

      Only then did Korinne realise that perhaps other people weren’t so used to being lifted or carried around as she was. Considering his air of embarrassment, Matt had figured out the same thing.

      “Uh, no, thanks, that’s all right,” Vicktoria said with a laugh. “I’m used to getting myself out of holes and ditches.”

      She leapt to the side of the hole and then back to the middle, clearing the hole in two agile jumps rather than one big one.

      “Sorry for my presumption. I’ve just been raised to use my size to help others,” Matt mumbled.

      “You help others because it is in your nature. There is nothing to apologise for in that,” Korinne said, patting her brother’s elbow with a defiant look at Vicktoria, daring her to disagree.

      “No,” Vicktoria granted. “It’s only that people tend to communicate more verbally. It’s surprising to those of us who haven’t grown up in your shared inner world to see you doing things without speaking. Thanks for the offer, though, Matt. You’re very sweet,” she said, walking on.

      After a while, Vicktoria stopped abruptly and stared at the ground.

      Was that apprehension on her face?

      Vicktoria pointed to tracks, indentations, and giant scrapes across the path. “Well, now we know we’re on the kraunt’s trail.”

      “Really?” Matt said, stepping nearer.

      “Indeed. There are massive claw marks and its characteristic huge, black feathers in that pool of drying blood. And signs of a struggle. Something put up a proper fight but bled profusely and was dragged along the ground until the kraunt alighted.” She hummed. “Odd that it didn’t just suck its victim dry right here, it’s not like a kraunt to take its food with it.”

      “Are you sure it was a kraunt?” Korinne asked, looking around for movement.

      Vicktoria prodded a set of massive feathers with her boot “Yes. Only they have this plumage and if you inspect the trees around us, you’ll see that something with a huge wingspan has damaged them in the lumbering way of a kraunt.” She bent over. “Well, well, well, look at that imprint where the other combatant fell. Now we know what the kraunt’s prey was, a sword-tailed poisoner.”

      “A what?!” Korinne squawked.

      “A sword-tailed poisoner,” Vicktoria replied calmly. “Like in the fairy tale about the bear cub who wandered into the wildwood and came out with a sword-tail?”

      Korinne and Matt just stared at her.

      “You never heard that one?”

      “No,” Korinne said. “The fairy tales we know were all from books that came by ship. They were of knights, princesses, and creatures from far away. Not of the wildwood or Astorcia.”

      “Oh. Odd. Never mind,” Vicktoria said. “Let’s move on. We know the kraunt isn’t far away now and we don’t want it to get even more of a head start!”
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      They walked on until Vicktoria paused to retrieve a tiny tin from a pocket and apply its red contents to her lips. Her stopping meant that Korinne was now leading their troupe. Korinne didn’t mind; it would help her see traces of the kraunt easier.

      From behind her, she heard Vicktoria say, “Matt, can I ask you a question?”

      He coughed in a startled manner, obviously deep in his own thoughts. “Yes?”

      “Back when that calaris landed on your sister’s shoulder, did I see you reach into your pocket to find something to feed it?”

      He grunted noncommittally.

      “As someone who keeps trinkets, tools, and what-have-you in pockets, I can’t keep from wondering what you’ve got in there,” she said, her voice honeyed and probing.

      He grunted again. Korinne didn’t turn back, but she knew he’d be wearing a sheepish look. She considered saving him but had to admit to also being curious as to what he’d reached for.

      “Come on, handsome,” Vicktoria crooned. “You can tell me what hides in those trousers.”

      Suddenly, Korinne was sure Vicktoria didn’t actually care about what was in the pocket. The cursed woman was flirting. It soured Korinne’s stomach a little, but she said nothing.

      “It’s honey-coated almonds,” Matt answered. “I bought them for, well, someone in Astorcia as a gift. But when we prepared for this quest, I figured we might need the extra energy.”

      Korinne laughed and turned her head to say, “I snuck out our last pack of spiced cherryroots for the same reason. They’re packed underneath our other provisions in my knapsack.”

      Matt laughed too. “Great minds think alike.”

      “Great hearts look after each other, more like,” Vicktoria said. “I’d wager good coin that you both brought those sweet treats for each other.”

      “Perhaps,” Korinne said, looking ahead again. The thought of sneaking the cherryroots out of the cabinet back home returned her to their reason for being in the wildwood. They had to hurry before the red plague hit the lumbermill. She picked up her pace, meaning she could only hear the occasional word from the two people behind her.

      I’d be willing to wager something, too, though, she thought. I’d be willing to wager that there is more flirting going on back there.

      It didn’t matter of course. Everyone flirted with Matt, and he took it in his stride, often mistaking it for regular friendliness. There was no harm in it. Yet this time it bothered her.

      She refocused her thoughts on something nicer. She contemplated the coldwater calaris and how Vicktoria had said they lived around water. Did that mean there was a body of water nearby? If so, would Riverrall be back with news from his kin about the kraunt soon? She longed to see him again, not only because he could help them get the house ward back, but because these dangerous woods felt less dark and menacing when he was around.

      She slowed to carefully tread over a mass of fallen branches when she heard Matt say, “Anyway, that is why I love Astorcia. Or Storcia as my friends call it. Or Astors.” He chuckled. “Our village has a few nicknames, actually. Not as many as you, though. You have loads! Why don’t you use your real name more?”

      “Firstly, names have power, so you want to be careful with who knows your full name. Secondly, I didn’t ask for nicknames or make them up. You do know that Velvet Vick isn’t a compliment?”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. The pirates coined it to make fun of my vanity in wearing an impractical material like velvet. When the people of the Astorcia docks heard it, well, I think they gave the name a secondary meaning when they learned more about me. Do you know what Astorcians mean when they call a woman a velvet-lover?”

      “I think so,” Matt mumbled.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t make you say it. It’s a derogatory term, referring to a woman who is addicted to or obsessed with making love to other women. Velvet being a euphemism for a woman’s sexual organ.”

      Korinne nearly swallowed her own tongue but kept walking as if she hadn’t heard anything.

      Matt gave that little hum he always did when he didn’t know what to say. “S-so you prefer women over men?”

      “Like most people from my part of the world, I’m drawn to all genders,” Vicktoria replied. “I’m not addicted to anything in particular, though. People just like to throw dirt at those they don’t like, those who don’t fit in, and see what sticks. See what hurts.”

      He was quiet for a while and then said, “I suppose I understand most of your nicknames now. Except Ace of Spades, which makes little sense to me.”

      “Would you be satisfied with that I enjoy playing cards?” Vicktoria asked impishly.

      Curious despite herself, Korinne was glad to hear her brother reply, “No. Can’t be that simple.”

      “True. Well, you’re always honest, so I shall answer you honestly. When I was a pleasure seller, I got the nickname ‘Ace’ due to my youthful belief that I was brilliant at everything and ‘of Hearts’ due to the fact that any hair on my body grows red.”

      Korinne felt her cheeks grow warm and her ears prick up further.

      “Years later, when I finally left that trade and became a pirate, the ship’s coxswain thought I needed a new name for my new life.” She hummed out a little laugh, tinged with nostalgia. “One day he and I played Blacklands Poker, and I cheated by hiding a card up my sleeve. He found it.”

      “Was he angry that you had cheated?” Matt asked in worried tones.

      “No, many other pirates would’ve punched my nose off, but he was a kind old seadog and thought it funny. He gave me the nickname there and then.”

      “So the card up your sleeve was the ace of spades?” Matt said.

      “No. It was the eight of clubs.”

      “Really?!”

      Korinne rolled her eyes at the same time as she heard Vicktoria chuckle. “No, Matt. I was joking. You were right; it was the ace of spades.”

      “Ah. Of course,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “I’m featherbrained as always.”

      “No, not featherbrained, you just take people at their word,” Vicktoria answered. “As I said, you’re an honest lad and you expect others to be equally honest.”

      “That and my mind is tired from nothing happening,” he groused. “I keep thinking I see the kraunt, but it’s always shadows or oddly shaped bushes. It’s making me sleepy.”

      Vicktoria hummed pensively. “Maybe a quicker pace and some more responsibility will wake you up. How about you lead our troop for a while?”

      “Really? May I?” Matt said, excited as a child.

      “Of course. As long as you call out if you see something out of the ordinary so I can gauge if it is dangerous or not. Sound good?”

      “Certainly,” Matt said and rushed ahead.

      Korinne wondered why Vicktoria had suddenly let their beloved trailing puppy be the lead dog. Sure, it might wake Matt up, but surely it made more sense that the guide who knew where to go and what things to avoid would go first? Fine, so Vicktoria had wanted a chance to flirt with Matt earlier and therefore let Korinne lead, but then why was she now sending Matt to the front?

      It quickly became obvious why. She’d done it to get to speak with Korinne in private, much like she had done with Matt before. Korinne wondered why they were getting this sudden one-on-one charm offensive. She doubted it could be just that Vicktoria liked them. After all, why would someone like Vicktoria like two inexperienced, dull villagers like them? No, there was some sort of scheming here.

      The two women kept step, not speaking. Korinne was hyper aware of Vicktoria’s closeness. The confidence in her movements. How the sun glinted off the multitude of reds in her hair. The warmth coming off her and that ridiculous coat.

      Vicktoria walked yet closer, bringing the scent of her flowery hair oil with her. “You know, hearing your secret in Doriam’s shop made me see you in a different light than my first impression.”

      “It did?”

      “Mm-hm. I saw a little of my own desire to wander, lust for adventure, and rootlessness in you.”

      “That was what you took away from my secret-spilling?” Korinne whispered, despite Matt being unable to hear them from so far ahead. “Not that I was a terrible person for loathing someone I love, but that I was adventurous?”

      “Like I said when we came out of the shop, I don’t think you’re terrible, Korinne. I think you’re human, with good and bad sides, and as bad sides go… yours is very light. No, I was more stunned by the fact that you and I are not so different after all.”

      Korinne looked this impressive, worldly, reckless creature who lived outside the rules up and down. “Really?”

      Vicktoria clearly misunderstood the inspection as she looked chastened. “Well, I mean, I know that I’m a mess of a person. A mess that I happen to like, mind you! But a mess. You on the other hand…” She put her hands in her coat pockets and looked up to the sky. “You’re everything I wish I was more of. Kind, tenacious, loyal, unselfish, disciplined, and so full of love that it’s basically wafting off that smooth skin of yours.”

      “Please don’t be so hard on yourself. You have many good qualities.” Korinne stopped, registering the last part of what Vicktoria had said. “Wait, what does ‘full of love’ mean? What I feel for most people is the opposite of love.”

      “I’m not talking about quantity but of quality. Look at what you’re like with your brother, what you were like with the calaris. You even seem to love your parents, and from what I’ve seen and heard, they have done little to deserve even a scrap of affection. Still, profound love pours out of you when it comes to the people you choose to love. I admire that.”

      “Oh. I, uh, thank you.”

      Vicktoria moved her head so she could lock her gaze with Korinne’s. Slowly a smile crept onto her reddened lips. It wasn’t the roguish half-smile she usually gave. This looked more real and warm.

      It vanished as soon as it had arrived, though, and Vicktoria said, “You’re handling being in the Whispering Wildwood very well. For all his current excitement, I see your brother sometimes looking like he’s walking to his own execution. You walk with curiosity and purpose. Head held high, gaze set firmly on your path, and those strong shoulders of yours pulled back.” She let the back of her fingers coast featherlight along Korinne’s shoulder before adding, “My kind of woman.”

      Korinne had the sensation of nearly swallowing her own tongue again. Was this flirting? She understood why Vicktoria would flirt with her lovely and handsome brother, but no one flirted with the boring, brooding Korinne Woodsorrow.

      “I try to stay brave and focused on what we’re here to do. It’s hard with the whispering, though. I feel like I should understand what the trees are saying, that I need to understand. But I… can’t,” she said, wanting to be honest about her own lack of courage. She didn’t add that she was sure the trees were speaking about her and Matt. In warnings. Or threats?

      “Don’t feel bad about that. The constant whispering unnerves most people,” Vicktoria said, putting her hands back in her pockets.

      Korinne looked ahead. She worried that if they locked gazes again, Vicktoria might read her thoughts.

      Did Vicktoria simply flirt with everyone, perhaps to wheedle her way into their trust or because she wanted to be able to ask for some favour later? Probably. Still, this flirting had been different than how Vicktoria had complimented Matt. This seemed genuine, kind, and honest, not the light-hearted and suave comments she expected from the infamous Velvet Vick. Was that merely because Vicktoria was adapting her flirting technique to her listener, fully aware that her seduction tricks wouldn’t work on Korinne?

      Whatever it was, Korinne thought of ways to stop it from happening again. Not only because she distrusted Vicktoria, even more than she normally distrusted people, but because the flirting made her uncomfortable. Almost as uncomfortable as when her father had talked to her about marrying.

      She could feel an iron trap closing around her, like her parents had been trapped by their marriage, doomed to forever fight and fill a home with hate and bitterness. An iron trap in which she could no longer do what she wanted to, in which she had to trust her life and her heart to another person. Not that she should be feeling all of this when Vicktoria was only buttering her up to use her for her own gains. That was what rogues did, everyone knew that.

      Korinne forced her shoulders, which had tensed up to her ears, down. “Vicktoria, are we close to water so we can ask Riverrall for news?”

      Instead of an answer, there was a massive noise from behind her. Korinne recognised it. It was similar to the sound of a diseased tree being pushed over, like the sick elms that had not needed to be chopped last season but simply shoved over until their dead roots were out of the ground and showing their decay to the sunshine.

      The sound from behind her had not been of one tree being uprooted, though, but dozens. In a flash, she realised that something else was different. She hadn’t heard the thud of trees hitting the ground, only the sound of deep ancient roots being dragged out of the soil.

      Dread made her turn slowly.

      When she had, she saw every woodcutter’s nightmare. The trees had moved. The path behind them was now a solid wall of oaks, junipers, pines, hazels, spruces, willows, and elms.

      “Have, um, have the trees closed in on us?” Matt said, his normally deep voice now high-pitched.

      “Ah, shit,” Vicktoria muttered.

      She didn’t look surprised. In fact, she looked more uncomfortable and furtive than anything.

      “Vicktoria,” Korinne said through gritted teeth. “What. Is. Happening?”

      “It’s nothing. Only the wildwood playing tricks on us. The path we need is still ahead of us,” Vicktoria said, starting to walk again.

      “Really?” Korinne said. “The blasted trees are moving, and you tell us it is nothing?”

      Vicktoria stopped. “Yes. I told you that you’d have to trust me, Korinne. The time to do so has arrived. Now come on. You were just saying that we need to get to a body of water to see if Riverrall has news about your kraunt.”

      With that, she stormed away, cutting conversation off with her heightened pace.

      Matt was staring at the trees as if they had punched him in the stomach.

      “It’ll be all right, Matt. Let’s go,” Korinne said.

      She didn’t believe her own words, though. She wished they didn’t have to trust this secretive and overconfident pirate, but what other choice did they have?
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      The path led them into a small glen. Korinne couldn’t remember ever being so happy to see trees thinning out. She leaned against a large rock and asked, “Can we rest for a while?”

      “Yes, please,” Matt whinged. “We’ve walked for ages.”

      “I’m tired and Matt is hungry,” Korinne added.

      “You really do speak for him a lot.” Vicktoria eyed them for a moment, then the trees around them. “Fine. We’ll have a break.”

      Korinne took her knapsack off and slid down the side of the boulder until she was seated on the mossy ground. “Matt, feel free to grab something to eat and hand me the water, please.”

      He went foraging in the knapsack right away.

      Korinne watched the clouds. They crowded the sky above the awning of leaves, making everything as dark as at nightfall. Not, it wasn’t just the clouds and the leaves. It was nightfall, but without the stars or the moons. Korinne shivered at the chill wind blowing around them, making the tree canopies dance.

      “I’ve gotten used to the weather changes, but I’m a bit stunned at how quickly it got dark,” Korinne said.

      “The weather isn’t the only thing with a mind of its own in the wildwood. Time is just as bad. I believe it’s evening out there, but who can tell what time it is here,” Vicktoria replied, holding her hair out of the way and rolling her neck until it gave a faint pop of release. “It might be morning in a moment or in a day or two. You can never tell.”

      Korinne sat up straighter. “Hang on, time works differently in here?”

      “Afraid so,” Vicktoria said, rubbing her bare, slender neck with her free hand.

      Korinne heard a thud. This time it was Matt who lost his temper as he threw the knapsack down and scowled at Vicktoria. “Why didn’t you warn us about that?!”

      “Because I assumed you knew something about the forest right on your bloody doorstep, mate!” Vicktoria snapped, facing him dead on.

      “Well, we didn’t. And you didn’t tell us.” Korinne tried to keep her tone civil. “So now here we are. Tired, cold, thirsty, and stressed about how long it’s been since we left our parents. I know we’re not paying you to fix that, Ace of the Blacklands, but perhaps you have some suggestion to alleviate our frustration?”

      Vicktoria stomped her boot. “We’ve been over this. It’s Scourge of the Seas, Ace of Spades, or Bane of… never mind. You’re just winding me up, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, being fed up makes me sarcastic,” Korinne growled as she pulled the laces at the collar of her tunic tighter to retain some warmth.

      “Well, that’s all very sad, but I cannot spoon-feed you every single tidbit of information, nor make you trust me and my judgement. I suppose I can provide some warmth, though. There’s this thing called fire. Have you heard of it?”

      Matt held out his hands. “Aha! Even I know that was real sarcasm!”

      He looked and sounded so theatrical that it took both Vicktoria and Korinne by surprise. They both stared at him for a moment, and then all three broke out in slightly embarrassed laughter. Clearly Korinne wasn’t the only one realising that the stressful day, extraordinary circumstances, and this cursed wildwood were getting to them all.

      “A fire does sound like a good idea,” Korinne said. “If we can risk drawing attention to ourselves in that way?”

      Vicktoria brushed her fingers through her hair to settle it in place. “Yes, that should be fine. Anything in this forest that wanted to attack us knows we’re here already. We’ve not been sneaking around. Besides, most of them hate fire.”

      “I’ll go get some kindling,” Matt said, before stomping off with his axes at the ready.
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      When he returned with the kindling, Korinne built the fire and, after much work, managed to strike a spark to light it.

      She and Matt gobbled down half the dried meat and rye hardtack before sharing a few of Matt’s honeyed almonds. Korinne wondered how long their provisions would last; she’d have to be conservative with their stores. Perhaps they should’ve hunted for something to roast over this fire, but what was safe to eat in the wildwood?

      Vicktoria had reached into her gaudy coat, which still somehow provoked Korinne as much as its wearer did, and retrieved her waterskin and a paper packet containing loads of long, dried blue leaves. She was eating them slowly, like she was contemplating their taste.

      The food and drink had calmed them all and taken the edge off of Korinne’s helpless frustration. It had also helped that she had taken her boots off to rub her aching feet.

      Now, she fed the fire some extra twigs and looked up at Vicktoria who was leaning against the boulder. “How can you not know how time passes in here compared to out there? Have you never taken note of it?”

      Vicktoria looked down at her boots. “No. To be honest, I’ve… never spent this long in the wildwood.”

      “What?” Matt said.

      “Look, the kraunt is usually an easy creature to find,” she said defensively. “It’s huge! You see it easily, and it never hides. I’m sorry to disappoint you. I really thought we would’ve found it by now.” She scratched her head in a frustrated gesture, setting locks of red dancing. “I figured we would’ve retrieved your house ward and been on our way out by this point.”

      The sound of rushing water broke in, and Korinne followed the noise to what had been only a tiny rivulet between two fruit trees but had now become a brook. Out of the flowing water, a form arose.

      “Riverrall! Thank the stars,” Vicktoria said, relief in every syllable. “Have you any news?”

      He shook his head solemnly as he stepped out of the water.

      “Nothing at all?” Korinne asked.

      “No. I went to my sisters, who are gathered in a river farther into the wildwood. They had neither heard of nor actually seen a kraunt around lately, and certainly no house wards.”

      “Do they know what a house ward looks like?” Matt said.

      Riverrall gave a hollow laugh as he sat down by the fire. “Oh, they know human belongings very well.”

      “How so?” Matt said.

      Riverrall took a long inhale. “As I mentioned, my remaining six sisters and our two brothers used to live in the White Sea, travelling through rivers, creeks, streams, and other bodies of water when the fancy took them. When humans made their residences around the sea many generations ago, our kinds became friends. We tried to learn about the humans, seeing them as younger siblings.”

      “Shame that couldn’t last,” Vicktoria muttered.

      Riverrall gave one single nod. “Our race is mainly female, ten women to one man. The White Sea was filled with my sisters before the humans came. Soon they had to leave. My brothers and I were driven away for requesting justice not long after. Those who were not killed.”

      “Why?” Korinne asked, saddened by the dismay on his face.

      “Humans were attracted to my sisters. Far too attracted to them. They found the female seaborne irresistible and therefore decided that they were evil.” He breathed out the last word as a sigh. “Humans decided that my sisters were luring their men into the water, where they would break their marriage vows by making sexual advances towards my sisters, often violating them. The men frequently drowned while swimming after my fleeing sisters, and this was also blamed on us.”

      Korinne and Matt drew back in repulsion.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Matt said.

      Riverrall had his gaze set on the fire. “The humans hunted and killed many of my sisters, and some of my brothers, because they believed that they ensnared human men. That they used magic to draw the men into the sea.” He closed his eyes. “No matter how much I tried to tell them that the seaborne can only use magic to change between limbs and fins on land, and to control the water when in it.”

      “I thought there was some slight mind reading too?” Vicktoria asked.

      “Occasionally we can feel thoughts and emotions of other seaborne, yes, but not humans. And we certainly cannot lure or enchant humans or any other creatures. If we could, we would’ve protected ourselves against the slaughter that followed.”

      The food sat uneasily in Korinne’s stomach now.

      Vicktoria scowled. “It’s the same old story. You have a beautiful creature just minding their own business, and an admirer who is overcome by his desire for the creature and blames said creature for his, or occasionally her, lack of self-control.” She threw a twig into the fire with fervour. “I’ve been on the receiving end of that, and if I could go and live somewhere where it didn’t happen, I would.”

      Riverrall opened his eyes. “Yes, my kind are usually safe here in the Whispering Wildwood. Most creatures in here feel neither lust nor love. Still, it angers me that the seaborne cannot come and go as they wish but had to leave their home.”

      Vicktoria slumped back. “Mm. It’s infuriating that entitled humans, or their jealous spouses, found it easier to kill the seaborne than to learn to curb their wretched appetites.”

      Riverrall gave her a faint smile, his chiselled face looking as wearied and exasperated as hers. “It is hard for humans to not succumb to their superstition when they are surrounded by magical creatures. However, it does seem that the superstition is sometimes used to excuse their own behaviour.”

      Korinne didn’t know where to look. She was ashamed on behalf of all humans, as she was sure Matt and Vicktoria were too.

      Riverrall took a long inhale and then said, “Anyway, let us speak of something nicer. After all, my remaining kind are safe here in the wildwood now. The seaborne were here before humans came and they will be here when humans have gone. We are older, stouter, and more adaptable, especially my sisters, who have the resilience of females of all species. We will reclaim our home when humans have faded away.”

      Korinne had never felt such joy and relief at the idea of mankind one day ending as she did then. She glanced up through the veil of her eyelashes at Riverrall, wondering if there was any way she could ever apologise enough for her species. Matt’s expression mirrored her emotions. He often spoke up against this sort of behaviour in Astorcia and would rather die than touch someone against their will, never mind chasing someone away from their own home or killing large numbers of an innocent race of people.

      “How did we not know about this?” he croaked.

      “Well, it’s common knowledge on the docks. I wager it was something Astorcians didn’t want to talk about, though,” Vicktoria said. “Either because they were ashamed of what they did or because they didn’t want their children to go looking for the beautiful seaborne and repeat history.”

      “I wonder if that was one of the reasons we were all ordered to stay away from the docks and the White Sea,” Korinne said.

      “Probably,” Vicktoria agreed.

      Riverrall, true to his word of wanting to change the subject, asked if they were hungry.

      “We were having a few morsels when you arrived,” Korinne answered, still lost in the harrowing story.

      His beautiful face scrunched into a worried frown. “Morsels? That hardly sounds enough. Why not have some of the pears and plums from those trees?” He pointed to the two fruit trees that flanked the brook he had arisen from. “They are safe to eat.”

      “Thank you,” Korinne mumbled. “Why, well, why are you so nice to humans despite what our kind has done to yours?”

      “Because you personally did not do anything to me, nor are you a threat. You are three gentle humans in need of help in a dangerous place. Besides, the only way to have more kindness in the world is to show kindness. I have tried fighting humans; it only makes them angrier and more violent.”

      That Korinne could easily believe.

      “Now, back to food,” Riverrall said. “It would be a moment’s work for me to catch us all some fish and cook it. Or I can pick some fresh riverweeds, a sort of seaweed that my people eat as treats?”

      “That was what I ate a moment ago. Those dried blue leaves,” Vicktoria clarified. “They’re sweet and surprisingly filling.”

      “I have some, too, but mine are fresh, not dried,” Riverrall said, grabbing some leaves off the hip area of his belt. “My last ones. Please, it would mean a lot to me if you tried them.”

      “Why haven’t you eaten them?” Matt asked, not being one to ever leave a favourite snack hanging around uneaten.

      “I eat mainly meat these days, to build up my strength. Nonetheless, the riverweeds are quite special. Please, try them.”

      He smiled at Korinne, and it made her warm all over. Then she realised the oddness of that he was offering them something to eat that he’d worn. He certainly wasn’t human or familiar with what was acceptable to humans. Still, neither Korinne nor Matt would ever be impolite, so they accepted the leaves. They were long and a similar inky blue to Riverrall’s hair. Korinne held one up for inspection, curiosity tingling. Would they taste like human herbs and spices? Or more like lettuce?

      She placed the leaf on her tongue and chewed with care. It tasted of rosewater but had an aftertaste of honey and wine.

      Matt chewed and swallowed his with a faraway look. He sat forward. “Riverrall?”

      “Yes?”

      “You can travel all the waterways around here?”

      “Indeed. I can only go a certain distance out into the ocean, but anything closer than that is not a problem. Why do you ask?”

      Matt looked down. “Our parents. We left them without a house ward. We don’t know how much time has passed since we’ve been in here. Or if time even moves the same way in the wildwood as it does out there. I worry that—” He stopped to draw in a sharp breath, like he was trying to control emotion by drowning it in air.

      Korinne reached up to put her hand on his shoulder. The touch worked as an incentive, and he carried on. “That they… might have caught the sickness.” He looked up with wretched but hopeful eyes at Riverrall. “There’s a stream that leads to the lumbermill. It goes into the wildwood. Perhaps you could travel via that and…”

      When he didn’t carry on, Riverrall suggested, “See if they are all right?”

      Matt hung his head again. “Yes. Oh, cursed stars, yes, please,” he whispered.

      Riverrall scratched his ear, and Korinne noted by the glow of the firelight that the ear was pointy at the top. “I suppose I could swim by. I avoid unknown humans, but as a favour to you, I can certainly have a look from the water to ensure that your parents are both on their feet.”

      “While you’re out there, could you satisfy my curiosity and check if it’s daylight?” Vicktoria asked, half busy applying that cursed hair oil of hers.

      It only annoys you because you like it, a chiding voice in Korinne’s mind pointed out. That only made her grumpier.

      “Of course,” Riverrall said. “I will do both and gather up more riverweeds on the way. Oh, and the water from this brook is safe to drink if you wish to refill your water vessels.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you enough,” Korinne said, truly meaning it. This man was as helpful as Vicktoria was unhelpful. No, that was a cruel thought. Vicktoria had been helpful, just not very forthcoming with information. Or very prepared.

      Riverrall stood. “No need to thank me. As I said before, my people believe in doing kindnesses to others. I suppose in a way we hope to make up for the cruelty of the wildwood’s other magical creatures.” He smiled and bowed a little. “I will take my leave. If I were you, I would rest while you wait for me.”

      He leapt into the brook and was gone before she could blink. The brook receded to a rivulet once more, and Korinne watched as her brother picked up their water canteens, asked for Vicktoria’s little waterskin, and went to refill them.

      Vicktoria got up and plucked some pears. As she did, Korinne sat back and took in her surroundings. She reached out and stroked a beautifully mottled, white-and-green leaf from the ivy growing on the nearest tree. The ivy covered its host so much and the night was so dark that it took Korinne a while to discern what sort of tree it was. She decided it was a cork oak.

      Korinne tilted her head and listened to the tree’s whispers. She had not forgotten how she had finally made out a few words when Riverrall had first appeared. Perhaps if she understood what they were saying, she would not be so bothered by the whispering of the trees. She listened harder. The whispering rose and dropped in volume, still unintelligible.

      She thought it had been louder when she was stroking that leaf, and so reached out again, her hand wriggling in between ivy leaves to touch the cork oak’s trunk. There! There was that word again, “Sweetblood.” The tree repeated it over and over. What did it mean? Was it a creature in the wildwood? Or another plant? Perhaps a nickname for humans? Perhaps one for her?

      The idea of the cork oak speaking louder when she touched it, the idea of the tree not only being able to move but also communicate, maybe even mark her out and give her a name, made her skin crawl. She yanked her hand away as if the tree had stung her, then moved closer to the fire, away from anything growing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          

      

    

    







            Tasting the Untasted

          

        

      

    

    
      Vicktoria came back to the fireside with her embrace full of pears. “Would you like one?”

      “Absolutely not,” Korinne replied on instinct. As soon as the words had left her mouth, she regretted them. Her distrust combined with her grumpy nature and being unused to kindnesses made her rude. She had to work on that.

      Vicktoria’s eyebrows rose but she sounded unaffected as she said, “Fine. More for me.”

      She bit into one of the yellowish pears, its juice spilling over her lips and down her chin, making her curse as she tried to stop the trickling fruit liquor and protect her clothes from staining. Just as Korinne was about to ask if she needed help, she managed it and sat back down, her long legs splayed out in an unladylike sprawl.

      Korinne watched her, realising that she liked not being the only woman who used her body more as a useful tool than a decoration. Not that the other village lasses were very ladylike, but they were normally more so than Korinne. More aware of how to be attractive. Perhaps her own failure at that was why she was never courted by anyone. Matt always said it was because she glared at anyone who got close to her. Perhaps it was both.

      Now, Korinne let her tense body unwind against the boulder behind her and the moss underneath. As vexing as waiting was, at least she could finally get the chance to rest. She could afford to close her eyes for a moment and so she did. The scents crowding the wildwood made her dizzy. Vicktoria’s overripe pears and that hair oil of hers, half-decayed leaves and moss underneath them, the fire, and her skin developing the salty tang of sweat, which would need to be bathed away soon. It was all overwhelming and she was so very wearied. She tried to block it all out, only for a while. A much needed moment of peace.

      She must’ve fallen asleep because when she opened her eyes, she was no longer in the forest but in a large and opulent room. It must have been inspired by the illustrations in her books because nowhere in Astorcia looked like this.

      Plush, inviting chairs stood by the windows. She couldn’t see out of the windows; they were covered with frost. Or perhaps with thick spiderwebs? There were velvet drapes and velvet rugs, all in a red similar to Vicktoria’s coat. More chairs stood in the middle of the room, framing tables where games were set up to be played but which so far remained untouched. On the tables stood long-stemmed glasses filled with liquids in crimson and gold.

      There was also a bowl of cherries that were a shimmering powder blue; they were the only things so far that she felt an aversion towards. She ignored them and looked to the walls, which were lined with shelves containing more books than she’d seen in her entire life. She had the irresistible urge to read them all, and with dream logic that seemed absolutely possible.

      In slow motion she saw her own hand pick up one of the glasses filled with the golden liquid. Whatever was in the glass smelt of fruit, moss, and a familiar, sweet scent. She drank deep, moaning with satisfaction as the liquid, suddenly thicker and warm as freshly harvested honey, filled her mouth. As she walked around, music —gentle and soothing—came from somewhere in the room, although Korinne couldn’t spot the musicians. In fact, she saw no other people. She was finally alone, finally able to decide what to do with her time.

      As foreign as this book-filled, velvet-draped room was, it felt safe. Even in the dream, Korinne halted as she tried to remember the last time she’d felt safe. Was this even safety? Or was it merely comfort, which her battered mind and heart mistook for safety? Either way, she wanted to stay.

      A cool hand rested on her warm shoulder. Wait, why was her shoulder naked? Where were her clothes, and why wasn’t she more worried that she was clearly undressed? Her dream self wasn’t only unworried, she was blissfully happy.

      That hand, not insistent or demanding, felt like a quiet display of care. As if she had a partner to support her. Someone who would be on her side and want the best for her. Someone that Korinne could lean on and who would understand her.

      The hand began caressing her shoulder. It felt good. It felt better than anything Korinne could remember feeling, half erotic and half reassuring.

      The person the hand belonged to laughed. It was a beautiful laugh, like the rippling of a newly thawed brook in spring. Korinne laughed too. She knew they were sharing a joke even though she couldn’t remember what it was. It didn’t matter; the person behind her was laughing with her and not at her and that was all that mattered. Korinne relaxed into the laugh and the touch on her shoulder. She touched that hand, stroking it. There was something on the skin. A starburst pattern?

      She was about to turn to look at the person behind her when the room faded back into the pink of her closed eyelids and then into a blink-hazy, firelit forest with her brother staring at her.

      He poked her shoulder with one of his thick fingers. “Hey! You awake? Hello?”

      “No. I am deeply asleep, you loon. Get that finger off of from me or I’ll bite it!”

      He laughed. “Sorry to wake you, but we’ve slept for hours, I think, and I woke up to see that you’ve bled through your bandages. I have something for that.”

      He reached into his knapsack and fished around. During her wait, Korinne looked over to Vicktoria. She was curled up on her side on top of her coat, eyes closed and four pear cores discarded by her side.

      I should’ve accepted one of those pears. They smell delicious.

      Finally, Matt took out the small mystery parcel she’d seen him find and pack before they left the mill. He opened it up, his rough, paddle-size hands as gentle as they could be.

      Korinne looked at the tiny vials, pots, and a needle and thread. “A medicine bundle? Where did you get that?”

      “From Natima,” he mumbled.

      “Who?”

      “Natima. The apprentice to Widow Tannsalor.”

      Korinne felt a grin creep onto her tired face. “Oh.”

      He blushed and busied himself with taking Korinne’s dirty bandages off.

      “Why is a young woman as capable and clever as a…” She had been about to say a witch’s apprentice, echoing her father’s words, but changed it to, “a healer’s apprentice giving you precious medicine bundles?”

      He gave a little half smile while throwing the dirty bandages into the fire. “She likes me.”

      “She likes you or does she like your big arms and broad back?” she teased, slapping said back with her good arm until he chuckled.

      “A bit of both, I guess. I don’t know why she likes talking to me,” he said while pouring liquid from one of the vials onto her cut. It stung. He replaced the vial in the bundle and added, “I have no idea what she’s talking about half the time, but I listen and try to learn. She says she loves my company, even when I don’t understand things.”

      Korinne’s nagging feeling about Matt having a secret from her subsided. Natima had surely been the secret. “So that’s where you’ve been sneaking off to lately?”

      He nodded, gaze still averted.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, you big lug?”

      “Um, well, you don’t like to talk about those sorts of things.”

      Korinne flinched.

      She collected herself, caught his eye, and softened her tone. “Well, she’s lucky to have your excellent company. And you and I are lucky to have that medicine bundle. Clever of you to bring it!”

      He smiled from ear to ear.

      Korinne looked down at her cut. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, so she probably wouldn’t need another bandage. She just had to be careful to keep it clean and not brush it against anything.

      She sat up more. “Wait, was that who the honeyed almonds were for? The ones you brought along for the trip but had actually bought for someone else? Were they a gift for Natima?”

      He blushed even more, pink covering from his cheeks down to his neck, answering her question without words.

      “Oh, dear. My brother is in love.”

      “Don’t say it like that! There’s nothing wrong with being in love.”

      She searched his open face. “No. For you, there wouldn’t be. If anyone can make love work, it’ll be you. Natima is considerate, patient, hardworking, and sharp-witted. You should make an excellent pair.”

      Korinne liked Natima so much that if she had to make a friend, she would choose her. Many of the villagers pitied the blonde for her limp and for her pockmarked skin. Nevertheless, Korinne could see the beauty of her features which, more importantly, was echoed in an even more beautiful heart and mind. Yes, her brother had chosen well. If love was a choice? Korinne was the last person to ask about things like that.

      Then it hit her. Perhaps with Natima at his side, Matt could learn to run the lumbermill after all. Perhaps there was hope for a life of her own one day?

      The rushing of water told them that Riverrall was back.

      “Well met,” he said, stepping onto dry land. Korinne wondered if she was the only one trying not to look at the droplets of water trickling down his skin much faster and smoother than it would’ve on human skin.

      “I brought some more riverweeds. And yes, before you ask, I went to the lumbermill. I saw two humans that looked like you two and were the right age to be your parents. They were entering the house and looked in full health.” He ran his fingers through the length of his silken hair with one hand and held out the other one, showing more of the long leaves.

      Vicktoria sat up, her face wearing its usual nonchalant mask but her body language agitated. “And what time was it out there?”

      “Twilight, but I cannot say if it is the twilight of the same day we’re experiencing,” he answered.

      Korinne whined. “Time is wasting! Our parents look healthy now, but for how long?” She turned to Matt. “Also, we only brought supplies for one day.”

      Vicktoria closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Korinne wondered if she was about to apologise.

      When she opened her eyes again, she looked more composed. “Well then, all the more reason to hurry up. I would say that we cannot see the kraunt in the dark and should make camp, but since time works differently, we might have sunrise soon.”

      “Not to mention that the kraunt is large enough to be noticed no matter how dark the night,” Riverrall said.

      Vicktoria gave a curt nod and picked up a large branch that had yet to burn more than halfway. She held it up as a torch. “Right, let’s keep moving.”

      Matt gathered up their belongings, and Korinne followed Vicktoria’s example in finding a branch that could be used as a torch.

      They suffocated the fire and left the small glen. Only then did Korinne remember the riverweeds. She ate a few, remembering how tasty they were. She should have enjoyed it, but that crippling fear was back and tainting everything, even the sweetness on her tongue.
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      They walked the dark woods for what must’ve been hours, at least judging by how many times they had to find fresh torches and the fatigue in Korinne’s legs and squinting eyes. It was a relief when the darkness morphed slowly into the bleak, grey light that precedes sunrise, despite that it should’ve been too early for morning.

      Matt was the one to state the obvious. “It’s getting lighter.”

      He sounded so drained that Korinne stopped walking. “Yes, it is. Let’s rest for a spell.”

      “Rest?” Vicktoria said sceptically.

      Korinne lowered her knapsack to the ground in the most defiant way she could. “Yes.”

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows. “Why?”

      “Because,” she threw a glance at her drooping brother, “Um, because I have questions.”

      Vicktoria put her hands on her hips, but the gesture had less verve than usual. She was tired, too, no matter how unaffected she pretended to be. “About?”

      “About how long we can keep walking without reaching the end of this forest. Might we be walking in circles?”

      “No, we’re not,” Vicktoria said.

      Korinne squinted her tired eyes at the taller woman. “You’re sure? I mean, I know the wildwood is large, but it is also magical and fools the senses by playing with time and moving around. How do you know we’re not walking in circles?”

      “I’d know,” Vicktoria said, her jaw tight. “I said I’d get you to where you needed to go and then out again safely. And I will.”

      Korinne held her hands up. “Fine, I meant no offence. It simply seems like a lot of walking for not a single sighting of this gigantic creature we are here to find.”

      Matt, who had sat down on the ground, said, “You would know if we were lost in here, wouldn’t you, Riverrall?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Our Ace of Spades is leading you along the biggest and safest route through the wildwood. No one is going in circles. This forest is merely much bigger than your village.”

      “How do you know this route if you’ve never been in this forest for this long?” Korinne asked Vicktoria.

      “Easy. The large path that is the most trodden is the one that cuts through the entire wildwood,” Vicktoria said, rubbing her eyes as if they were as tired as Korinne’s. “It is so trampled because it’s not only used by humans, but by all the larger magical creatures that don’t have wings or travel by water. Riverrall taught me that the day we met.”

      “I did. You were lost and I explained exactly that,” Riverrall said, looking as fresh and energised as if he had slept for days.

      “What if the kraunt is along one of the smaller paths?” Matt asked from his seat on the ground.

      Vicktoria stifled a yawn. “Then we could take that smaller path and end up either lost or eaten. The latter probably taking a long time since most things in the wildwood like to play with their food before eating it. Personally, I like the main path.”

      Matt said he was impressed by anyone who found their way in these woods, and Riverrall replied something about that Matt was clever enough to learn if he stayed here a while. He continued to compliment her brother, but she wasn’t listening anymore.

      Every little hair on Korinne’s neck stood up. “Shush for a moment. I think… there’s something else here.”

      They all quieted until only the whispering of the trees could be heard. Korinne took a moment to process what it was that had frightened her. It had been something out of the ordinary, something she had seen.

      It came back to her in a flash of unease. A flicker of movement in the corner of her eye, disturbing the stillness of the pale morning light. It had come from high up in one of the trees, a thick branch dipping and then shooting up, not the way it would if the wind was shifting it, but if something heavy had been weighing it down. As if something had been resting on it, observing her, and then dropped off the branch.

      Vicktoria stood next to her and whispered, “What did you see?”

      “In the trees. There was something on a branch, watching us. It’s not there anymore, but I know there was something in that tree!”

      “Don’t worry, I believe you,” Vicktoria murmured with reassuring calm. “This is the Whispering Wildwood. It would be strange if there wasn’t something watching us.”

      “Could it have been the kraunt?” Korinne asked her.

      “Afraid not. They don’t perch on branches. It would crush the tree.”

      The claws of fear eased their grip on her heart. “Well, whatever it was, it cannot have been just a bird. The way the branch moved, it must’ve been something much larger.”

      “Wait. Something heavy? Which made you uncomfortable without you even seeing it? And then dropped down from a tree?” Vicktoria asked. Her face shifted, a glint of concern coming over it before it went back to its normal composure.

      “Yes?” Those claws of fear pinched Korinne’s chest again.

      “Do you know what it might be?” Matt asked.

      “It could’ve been anything,” Vicktoria said, her tone a little too tranquil to be believable. “Lots of things live in these trees.”

      “Yes, but I know you have an idea.” Korinne got right into Vicktoria’s face. “Tell us! Should we be running?”

      Vicktoria placed her hand in the middle of Korinne’s chest, not pushing, only resting it there, probably to keep her back. “All right, I’ll tell you. If it is what I’m afraid it might be—and note that I said might—then I think it’s too late to run.”

      Korinne surged against that hand on her chest. “What is it?”

      “Hrygons. That’s only a guess, mind. I’ve never actually seen them. Riverrall?”

      “Hm. Hrygons?” He looked grave. “Yes. They are rare but would fit what Korinne saw. Even I do not know much about them. They are drawn to humans, you see, and normally ignore the rest of us. They do indeed hang heavy from branches, move silently, and evoke discomfort, though.”

      Vicktoria winced. “Shit, curses, and bloody double shit. Well, let’s hope it wasn’t them.”

      Korinne backed away from Vicktoria. “Why? What are these hrygons?”

      Riverrall gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. “They were humans once. Astorcians like you, probably.”

      “Astorcians?” Matt said. “Astorcians don’t come into these woods.”

      “Think, Matt. They do come in here for one purpose,” Vicktoria said, her tone pained and solemn.

      “To end their own lives,” Korinne whispered, staring around at the branches above her.

      “Yes,” Riverrall said. “Hrygons are humans that chose to die in the wildwood, but from a specific sort of death. You see, when a human comes in here to die, they either get eaten by a creature or starve to death or take the quickest ways out—drowning or hanging themselves.”

      Matt gave a sad gasp. Korinne knew how he felt.

      “If a human comes into the Whispering Wildwood and hangs themselves,” Riverrall said, “their body will be food for the creatures here soon enough. If the wraith bat bites them first and feasts on their meat, which is common since they can smell a dying body from the other side of the woods, the corpse changes.”

      “Changes?” Korinne asked, a lump in her throat.

      “Mm. I think it gets somehow infected by the saliva of the wraith bat. The corpse becomes a hrygon. A wraith that hangs from the branches like a bat,” Riverrall pointed to the now-empty branch Korinne had been staring at. “They also grow skin folds under their arms, which allow them to glide silently for a period, like wraith bats. Unlike the bat, though, they have the body and instincts of a human.”

      “Do they still have a mind? A soul?” Matt asked in a hoarse whisper.

      “No. That died when the person died. What you have left is a mix of a human carcass, a wraith bat, and residual magic. That magic has no outlet or purpose, thereby creating an air of uneasiness around the hrygon.”

      “It’s not right,” Vicktoria mumbled.

      “No,” Riverrall agreed. “It is an undignified way to spend your afterlife. That is why I prefer that when humans come here to die, they get eaten by one of the predators.” He sighed. “At least then their body will be at peace and help another creature survive. The hrygons… well, even the wraith bats avoid them once they have been made. They unnerve everyone.”

      “Even you?” Vicktoria asked.

      “Yes. Even me,” Riverrall said quietly. “They are not natural. Not a working part of the wildwood. They are… created things without a purpose. Not alive and not dead, never at peace.”

      The four of them stood there, still as statues, staring at the trees, their quickened breath and the tree-whisperings the only sounds. Korinne wanted to ask more questions, but her tongue was tied with dread. The light moved from predawn grey to daylight white. Nothing stirred in the trees. Nothing attacked.

      When the sunrise began shooting rays of yellows and reds across the sky, Vicktoria broke the silence. “If they are there, they’re not coming out. Let’s move on.”

      Everyone happily obeyed. They hurried down the path, heads down and quiet.

      Riverrall fell into step with Korinne and asked, “Are you all right? I understand how upsetting it must be to hear about the hrygons.”

      “Yes.” She looked up at the trees. “The creatures in here… they can be so beautiful or so utterly frightful. Aren’t there any creatures who are in between the two extremes?”

      “I am.”

      She gave him a sceptical look. “Really? You don’t think you might fit in the beautiful category?”

      “Only when I put flowers in my hair. Otherwise I am only average,” he said with such a wide grin that Korinne had to laugh.

      “Wildwood flowers are at least something unquestionably beautiful. Have you studied some of the blossoms in here?” he asked.

      She scoffed. “I studied a nocturne lily and paid the price for it.”

      “Oh dear,” he said pityingly. “Well, they are a bad example. Other flowers and flowering plants here are wonderful.”

      As the sun rose, Riverrall regaled her with information about bushes with buds that smelt like butter and brandy, and about flowers that filled the forest floor every winter, blooming in all the hues of the rainbow and turning the dead forest into a richness of colours. There was apparently a sort of rose that climbed up even the tallest tree trunks and flowered bright purple against the green leaves every spring before dying a mere fortnight later.

      Korinne watched the forest around her as she heard about the Whispering Wildwood from someone who didn’t see it as only a dangerous place. It was nice to discover the wildwood’s positive parts. Especially as something had begun seeping into her. A comfort, or perhaps a feeling of belonging here?

      As their own conversation came to a natural quiet point, Korinne could hear Matt and Vicktoria talking behind them. The subject seemed to be Vicktoria’s ridiculous coat, if you could really call that survival kit/suit of armour/figure-shaping thing a mere coat.

      “So that’s how it was crafted? That’s incredible,” Matt said. “Earlier on, you said the coat was hard to penetrate. I’m not sure I know that word. Does it mean when a thing pierces another thing?”

      Vicktoria hummed. “Well, yes, I suppose it does, but in general I’d say it means to enter something. Or, well, someone if you mean penetrating a lover. Hm, I’ve never thought of it as piercing something. Now I’m loathed to use it when speaking of sex.”

      Korinne knew she should stop listening to those two featherbrains speak, especially the one with the filthy mind. She should ask Riverrall something about the wildwood. Or the waterways. But he had walked farther ahead, whistling to a white bird above them, seemingly unaware of her presence. So, against her better judgement, Korinne tuned back into what the others were saying.

      “Words we use for both sexual purposes and everyday speech are strange,” Vicktoria mused. “Innocent and loaded at the same time.”

      “Mm. ‘Spose so,” Matt said, sounding embarrassed but interested.

      “And have you noticed how often the person being penetrated is seen as the loser in sayings and expressions?” Vicktoria said in the manner of someone just discovering it herself.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” Vicktoria answered him conversationally, “we say things like ‘oh wonderful, now we’re buggered,’ or ‘we’re screwed,’ and of course the more colourful ‘we’re well and truly fucked now,’ right?”

      Korinne spun around. “There is no need for that sort of language!”

      “Exactly, that’s what I mean,” Vicktoria said, clearly misunderstanding Korinne’s distress. “Why is it in our use of language seen as bad to be on the receiving end of penetration?”

      “All I can think of is the fairy tales Korinne reads to me. In them the kings always boast about how inpentr-impent-impenetrable their fortresses are,” Matt said, sounding as unsure as he did embarrassed. “The castle or fortress being penetrated means failure and weak leadership and poor defences. It lets the enemy in, leaves you vulnerable. It means you lose?”

      “Precisely!” Vicktoria exclaimed. “So, what is a woman, or a man, when they’ve been penetrated?” She hummed. “Thinking about it, we even use it for using one’s mouth… We want to tell someone to go burn and we say, ‘Blow me,’ indicating what sailors call a ‘blow job,’ or we say, ‘Suck my dick.’ Why is that? Why is it a negative thing to receive the good ol’ trouser stick in any way?”

      Korinne staggered. She’d never heard that many sailor’s words in one conversation. Those words had only come into her life when her father was drunk or when there was a screaming brawl between the village farmhands.

      Vicktoria, seemingly unaware that both Matt and Korinne were reeling, carried on. “I mean, did women invent these phrases? Or did men?”

      “Thinking of who I’ve heard say them, I’d guess men?” Matt mumbled.

      “Huh. Why would they claim that the worst thing to do was to pleasure their private parts?” Vicktoria queried. “Do they hate their dicks so much? Or is it that they see women and men who enjoy the company of other men as so much lower than them that anything those people do must be a bad thing? I don’t understand.”

      “Me neither,” Matt agreed, sounding sure of that at least.

      “I prefer it in the wildwood, where there isn’t as much language. Or as much gender, for that matter,” Vicktoria said. “I reckon our society should be less steered by the confining system of ‘men’ and ‘women.’ And by the assumptions made based on who gets penetrated and who doesn’t.”

      “I see,” Matt said, his utterly lost voice proving that he didn’t see at all.

      It was a stroke of luck that Riverrall re-joined them at that point, explaining about the white bird he had followed and then saying that ahead there was stream with sweet water from which they could refill their canteens. Without his interruption, Korinne wouldn’t have known what to say or do next.

      Vicktoria’s words wouldn’t leave her mind. Who spoke like that? So candidly. So filthily. So outside the norm of what an everyday conversation should be like. Was this how people spoke outside of Astorcia? If so, was it only younger people or everyone? The questions filled her head, growing her understanding of the world at a headache-inducing rate. It was as unnerving, but even more exhilarating, to see how much she had to learn.

      As they walked towards the stream, located in a clearing so bowl-shaped it could probably be called a valley, Korinne heard Matt quietly say, “Vicktoria?”

      “Mm?” she answered in her carefree way.

      “I don’t know the answers to any of your questions, but I know that I’ll think twice before I say that we’re ‘shafted’ when I mean that we are in trouble.”

      Vicktoria snapped her fingers. “Aha, you found another example!”

      “Yes, and I, um, I don’t think there is anything bad about someone being… penetrated.”

      “Neither do I, my sweet Matt,” Vicktoria said with a chuckle.

      “What are you speaking of?” Riverrall called back to them. “What has you two so animated?”

      “Oh, just discussing language with our handsome woodcutter here,” Vicktoria replied.

      Korinne was still disorientated by the conversation. She tried to focus instead on the beautiful birdsong around them and on soon getting to quench her thirst. When she saw the stream, she rushed down to it, cupped her hands, and was about to dip them in the cold water when she saw something in the reflection. Movement. In the enormous oak right behind her.

      The birdsong went quiet.

      Matt, Vicktoria, and Riverrall all silenced.

      Then, the trees no longer whispered.
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      Korinne watched in the reflection of the stream as dark things appeared on nearby branches. Hanging from nearby branches, limp and swaying a little in the wind.

      Her sense of unnatural dread returned, like ice gripping her stomach and spreading through her. She remembered this fear. It had been what she felt when she had seen a branch move but not seen what was on it. What had Vicktoria and Riverrall called these creatures. Hrygons? The corpses of dead Astorcians who, driven by grief, illness, poverty, and who knew what else, had gone into the wildwood, only to decide when they arrived that death by hanging was to be preferred to being played with and devoured by mystical creatures.

      Her fear ramped up as the hrygons stopped hanging and swaying. When they instead floated down to the forest floor, slow as if moving through the thickest sap. Soundless, even when they touched the ground and stood with wilting necks.

      The hrygons must have followed them all this way. Why? Had the one she noticed been a scout for the others? Or had the hrygons been hunting them? If so, why? To play? To learn about their prey? Did some part of these things enjoy seeing living humans, like they had once been? Or was it the other way around? Did they hate them for being alive?

      “Hrygons,” Riverrall confirmed grimly. “Many more of them than I have ever met before. They usually only travel in twos or threes. I count eight here.”

      “No one panic. Don’t run,” Vicktoria whispered.

      “What do they want?” Korinne whispered back.

      Vicktoria blew out a shaky breath. “They want to be with you. Well, us.”

      “Not to eat us?” Matt hissed.

      “They do not eat since they are not alive,” Riverrall reminded. “They are only flesh memory, some sort of instinct, and the darker side of magic.”

      Korinne slowly stood, turning so she looked right at the hrygons and not at their watery reflections. They looked like shadowy skeletons. No, not really skeletons, she amended, because the skin was still there, giving a semblance of an impossibly thin human figure. No flesh, hair, blood, or eyes, though. Just bone and ashy, hanging skin. A swirling, grey mist circled their forms. It all made them appear somehow sad and lonely and very, very dead. They stood still as statues. Staring without eyes.

      Every hair on Korinne’s body seemed to be standing on end. “What do they do then? What do you mean by them wanting to be with us?”

      It was Riverrall who answered. “They are drawn to living creatures, especially humans, which is I suppose why they have followed us, a group with three, red-blooded, living humans.”

      “Drawn to us? That doesn’t quite answer my question,” Korinne snarled, fear making her impatient.

      “They want to touch you. Put their bodies against yours. I suspect they like to feel your beating hearts. The warm skin. The moving breath. They want what we all do—life,” Riverrall said sorrowfully. “The people they used to be might have wanted to leave the land of the living, but their bodies are still here, searching for what they probably assume they need.”

      “Life?” Matt whimpered.

      Riverrall didn’t take his eyes off the hrygons. “Yes.”

      “I don’t want them to touch me,” Matt said, so quietly it was like he spoke to himself.

      “I won’t let them, Matt.” Korinne turned to Vicktoria. “Why in all the bloody curses did you say not to run? Running sounds like a marvellous idea to me!”

      Vicktoria was unnaturally motionless, as if using all her force to not shake or shiver. “Because I knew a man, a fellow guide, who ran from hrygons.”

      “And? What happened to him?” Korinne hissed, her impatience with Vicktoria’s lack of forthrightness coming to a boiling point. “What do the cursed hrygons do?”

      “If you run, they rush straight into you, magically morphing their bones and skin into your body. Obviously having two skeletons crammed into a body with force kills you,” Vicktoria said with a shiver in her voice. “Everyone assumes it’s accidental, that the hrygons just get so desperate to be close to you that they unintentionally become part of you, right, Riverrall?”

      “Right. While it is rare, hrygons sometimes mistake seaborne for humans and do the same to us.”

      A chilling thought struck Korinne, and while holding her breath, she searched the sombre, quiet faces.

      Her great-aunt Kathrynne had walked into these woods after the red plague claimed her husband and two grown sons. Kathrynne’s sons had still lived at home, in a house that for a few fatal days lacked a ward. The ward’s magical infusion had faded, and they needed to get it re-imbued with magical blood. That only happened every third generation or so, and most people were prepared for it. Kathrynne and her family hadn’t been. As soon as Kathrynne realised the red plague, which had infected her too but was developing slower in her, had killed her family, she went into these woods.

      Korinne had been a child and wondered if Aunt Kathrynne went here to disappear like her parents said, or merely to find more magical blood for her house ward. Now she knew that the lengthy and complicated process of house ward imbuing was only done by the specialist down at the docks. And, of course, that there would be no point for Kathrynne. She had already lost everything.

      Korinne kept scanning the faces, looking for skin the same colour as her own and the equally sharp jawline. She couldn’t look for Kathrynne’s sleek hair or kind eyes; those were long gone in the hrygons.

      It was impossible to be sure, but Korinne didn’t think she saw their aunt there. Kathrynne had always been a woman of action and bravery. Korinne could imagine her walking right up to the first magical creature she found and daring it to kill her.

      As Korinne watched them, the hrygons moved a little nearer.

      “What do we do?” Matt whispered.

      He took Korinne’s hand and held it tight with little, pulsing squeezes, like he had when he was little. She looked from their hands to the nearest hrygons, which was floating closer and closer to Vicktoria.

      It became obvious what she had to do.

      “You three,” Korinne said in a voice that allowed no discussion, “are going to slowly leap over the stream and then head for the path, sneaking as much as you can. I will walk towards the hrygons and let them come to me. Perhaps when they have touched me, or embraced me, or whatever it is they wish to do, they’ll let me go. If so, I’ll catch up with you.”

      “No! You can’t let them touch you!” Matt screeched. “What if they, I mean, they won’t… mate with her, will they, Riverrall?”

      “No. They have an instinct to be close, that is all. I have never heard of them having any physical appetites,” Riverrall said. “Nevertheless, I cannot let you sacrifice yourself, Korinne. I know of another solution that I tried once when I was younger.”

      “I’m assuming it worked then. What is it?” Vicktoria asked.

      “I can call the water through the stream into the hollow of this glen. That should flush the hrygons out of this valley and create a wave to carry them far away.”

      “May I ask why you haven’t already done that?” Korinne asked.

      He gave a sad smile. “Manipulating water uses up my energy. The amount of water I shall need to fill this valley and flush eight hrygons away will leave me severely drained. Too depleted to move or to protect myself, or you, if something else comes for us.”

      The hrygons moved ever closer and were now near enough to raise up their thin arms and reach for the living beings in front of them. One was so close to Vicktoria that she had to risk leaping back. If she hadn’t, the grey swirl emanating from the loose skin of the hrygon would’ve touched her.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to risk it, Riverrall,” Vicktoria said through clenched teeth.

      One of the hrygons got closer to Korinne now, so close that she could feel that grey mist, cold and wet as an icy stream in winter. She carefully, but rapidly, stepped back.

      “I’ll help you walk afterwards, Riverrall!” Matt shouted. “Curses, I’ll even carry you. Just get rid of these things before they get their dead hands on my sister.”

      Riverrall inhaled so deep and long that Korinne thought he might burst at any moment. Meanwhile, one of the hrygon’s empty eye sockets seemed to stare at her. The hrygon tilted its head in an almost human gesture, as if studying her, until it tilted it further than a living person’s neck could bend without breaking, making itself look utterly inhuman.

      Korinne glanced over at Riverrall.

      Come on, hurry, please.

      He was exhaling now, and as he did, the stream behind them broke its banks. It sloshed over the moss and dirt at their feet. The water was brackish, some coming from the rivers leading to the White Sea and some the clear freshwater from lakes and puddles.

      Korinne had no idea how he managed to combine bodies of water that were not connected, but now was not the time for her usual analysing.

      Korinne, Vicktoria, and Matt kept backing away from the hrygons, one careful step at a time to ensure the wretches didn’t rush at them, into them. The hrygons were so close that Korinne could smell them. They smelled of rot, soot, and dried blood. Everything in Korinne shouted to run, but she fought the urge. She tried to breathe slowly and, as always, be a good example for Matt. All they could do was keep taking measured steps backwards while Riverrall raised the water level slowly but surely.

      She watched the king of the seaborne, eyes closed tight and his gleaming skin turning matte as he worked. The water was rising above her ankles now, filling the valley would take longer than she had thought.

      The hrygons were still moving in their eerie way. They were slowed down by the water, though, unable to figure out how to steady themselves against the swirling around their legs. Did they even understand that they were in water? Did they mind getting wet? Could they feel it?

      How easy it was to pity these creatures. Almost as easy as fearing them.

      The water spread the stench of them, and Korinne tried to not breathe through her nose.

      “How will we keep from being flushed away with the hrygons?” she called over the sound of the water, which was now above her knees.

      “Easy. We have minds to plan with, they don’t,” Vicktoria said, some of her smug bravado returning. “Can you swim? If so, I say we swim for that.” She pointed to a thick weeping willow reaching its branches over the stream.

      Korinne found herself nodding before realising she would have to speak. “I can swim, probably not as good as a pirate, but well enough. And Matt… can make it to that tree, right?” She looked to him with encouragement.

      He grinned. “Yep, while I can’t really swim, I can certainly doggy paddle over there with the speed of lightning if it gets me away from those things.”

      The water rose to Korinne’s waist. She watched Riverrall. His skin hadn’t just lost its gleam now, it was turning bluer. His eyes were still closed and his lips pressed together in a tight line. He still stood firm.

      “What about Riverrall?” Korinne shouted to Vicktoria.

      “Oh, he won’t be flushed away. He’s becoming one with the water, like when he travels in it. The best thing we can do for him is take ourselves out of the situation so he doesn’t have to worry about us.”

      Vicktoria led them in an awkward, sloshing walk towards the weeping willow. Then the water rose too high, and Korinne began swimming like she was possessed. It wasn’t easy with her clothes getting heavy and the knapsack cumbersome on her back, but fear was an effective motivator.

      When she next opened her eyes, she had travelled quite a distance and Vicktoria was no longer ahead of her. Instead she found the pirate swimming behind her, hampered by one of her hands holding her coat above the water.

      Korinne shook her head, checked that Matt was all right, and kept swimming until she could grab the first branch and haul herself onto it. It was about the girth of her thigh and felt secure. She looked out at the waterlogged valley. Matt wasn’t far behind her since he was using his powerful arms and tree-trunk legs to power through the water in a doggy paddle that was neither efficient nor pretty, but surprisingly quick.

      Korinne shouted his name and pointed out a sturdy branch close to him. When he had grabbed onto it and swung himself up, wheezing like a broken pair of bellows, she shifted her focus to Vicktoria, who, despite having a nimbler swimming style than the Woodsorrows, was still lagging behind due to that coat.

      Korinne reached out her hand. “Here, throw that cursed thing to me.”

      Vicktoria hesitated but finally tossed the coat. Korinne caught the heavy garment, careful to not let anything fall out the many pockets, and hung it on a knobble on the willow’s trunk.

      She turned back to Vicktoria, who swam more easily but looked exhausted. Korinne gripped a branch above her and extended her free hand to the struggling woman. “Grab onto me and I’ll pull you in the last bit.”

      This time Vicktoria didn’t hesitate; her hand slipped immediately into Korinne’s. It was slippery, so Korinne grabbed onto her wrist instead.

      As she pulled the taller woman through the water, Korinne remembered her mother calling her too physically weak for this quest back at the mill and grinned a little. She engaged her back and chest muscles and hauled Vicktoria up and to her with such force that they collided. Korinne felt the thin, velvet-clad body hitting hers with a wet thud, then Vicktoria’s laboured breaths against her face and the waft of her sweet hair oil.

      The normally so formidable and dazzling pirate, now more like a scared, drenched cat, stabilised herself into a sitting position on the branch while shaking water out of her mane.

      They shared the branch, sitting close enough that their thighs pressed together.

      Vicktoria looked at Korinne, those long eyelashes still blinking away water. “Thank you.”

      “No need to mention it,” Korinne said, wringing out the edge of her tunic.

      “No. There is. I should’ve made a better plan, one that took into account my heavy coat with all the things I cannot afford to have drenched, and the fact that Matt isn’t really a swimmer. I need to learn to not just… wing it.”

      “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. It wasn’t like you had much time to formulate a plan.” Korinne didn’t mention that on other occasions, Vicktoria might want to take an extra moment to think things through.

      “No, that’s true. I didn’t,” Vicktoria said, slowly dragging her fingers through her hair, like she was pondering something important. Or perhaps she was just worried about her hair oil having worn off.

      Unsure of what to say next, Korinne waved over to Matt instead. Perched on the next branch over, he was busy checking the contents of his soaked knapsack. He happily waved back and then scowled down at what looked like soggy almonds in his hand.

      “Um, can I please have my coat now?” Vicktoria asked.

      Her voice was surprisingly vulnerable. So much so that Korinne finally understood something. This coat, it wasn’t only a carrying device and armour to its owner, it was shelter, a sort of home. Korinne got a funny mental picture of Vicktoria as a turtle, but with an ironhide coat instead of a shell.

      She immediately unhooked the coat and handed it over. “Of course. Here.”

      She helped Vicktoria tug it on, even though her wet velvet clothes would surely soak its inner lining. Korinne thought back to when Vicktoria had let her borrow the coat earlier. How hard had that been for Vicktoria? How much of a sacrifice had it been?

      The word sacrifice made her focus back on Riverrall. He was still in the middle of the whirling water, only the top of his head visible despite his significant height. Korinne tensed.

      Calm yourself. You know he has gills.

      Still, what good were gills if he was getting too drained to use them? Might he faint? Could this leave him depleted forever? She regretted not asking before.

      “Vicktoria? He said this would drain him. He’ll recover, though, right?”

      “Hm?” Vicktoria stopped checking the contents of her coat pockets and followed Korinne’s gaze. “Oh, I’m sure he will,” she said. “He’s not just any seaborne. He’s the king of his kind, stronger and more resilient than the others put together. He’s one of the oldest and most powerful creatures in the wildwood.”

      Korinne huffed out a sigh of relief.

      Vicktoria put a hand on her upper arm and squeezed. A smile tugged at her lips, one that looked… affectionate? No, that couldn’t be. It was more likely mockery.

      Korinne was about to ask if she was laughing at her for being such a worrywart when the growing whooshing made her look back to the centre of the valley.

      The hrygons were now all floating in the water, aimlessly, like twigs thrown in a pond by children. Korinne watched the water pulling back into a giant wave, which then surged forward and flushed the hrygons away. The sound of it was thundering. The wave took rocks, bushes, and smaller trees with it, and Korinne understood why Vicktoria had picked this massive willow for them to seek shelter in. That had been a good plan after all; she had to tell her that later.

      Korinne watched the wave for as long as it was visible to the human eye and then turned back to Riverrall. She expected to see him still standing there in the water, powerful, heroic, master of the waves, but he was gone. She scanned the drowned valley but saw nothing but floating debris and the occasional swimming rabbit or skunk.

      “Where did he go?” she asked Vicktoria.

      Vicktoria swallowed visibly. “I, um, I don’t know.”

      Korinne looked to Matt. He shook his head and then stood on his branch to see the entire valley. Korinne and Vicktoria did the same, but to no avail.

      The noble king of the seaborne was nowhere to be seen.
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      The water gradually receded, sinking into the ground and rushing the stream along to its tributary. The birds sang once more, and the trees whispered, including the willow they sat in, which had a deep voice that rumbled through the branch underneath Korinne. The sun had even come out, glinting off the water. Still, there was no flash of white-blue skin anywhere.

      “Should we swim around looking for him?” Matt asked, voice tinged with panic.

      “I think we might have to,” Korinne mumbled, still busy staring at every bit of the valley.

      Riverrall couldn’t be gone. He couldn’t have sacrificed himself to save them and then just be gone. Would the Whispering Wildwood really be that cruel to one of its own? Korinne’s breathing rasped, and she grew dizzy as her gaze flitted between every bit of debris in the water.

      “Wait! What’s that?” Vicktoria said, pointing to something behind their weeping willow.

      Korinne climbed around so she could see better. There was that whitish blue she’d been looking for. Riverrall lay slack, floating on his back with his eyes closed. His beautiful face was serene, making him look like he was sleeping.

      There was a scratch on his cheek, probably from the branches now floating near his face. Blood welled from it, and Korinne wasn’t surprised to see that the blood was midnight blue.

      “Riverrall?” Korinne called to him. “Can you hear me?”

      No response.

      “I’ll fetch him,” Matt said, jumping off his branch and making a huge splash. The water had receded enough that his head was above water, so he walked over to Riverrall. He gripped a bluish shoulder and shook it. “Hello? Riverrall? Wake up. Please?”

      “Check that he’s alive,” Vicktoria said. “He should either be breathing like a human or his gills should be exposed and moving.”

      Matt examined him with panicked hands, frowning. “I, um, I can’t tell!”

      “That’s all right,” Vicktoria soothed. “You’re doing great. Just stay calm. Check for a pulse instead. He doesn’t have a heartbeat where we do.” Vicktoria paused and chewed her lip pensively. “A seaborne I knew told me that their hearts were… oh, where was it? The conversation took place during lovemaking so I was distracted. Their hearts are…” She snapped her fingers. “In their backs! Close to the back of the neck. Check there!”

      Matt gently cradled the back of Riverrall’s neck in his hand and made that face he always did while in deep concentration. He lowered his hand a little, and then his furrowed brow smoothed. “I can feel something! There’s a quiet thud in there!”

      “That’s right,” Vicktoria said triumphantly. “They have something like a ribcage around the heart, so it would be faint.”

      “He’s definitely alive then?” Korinne said, hearing how her own voice wavered. If he died, it would be her fault for not sacrificing herself and their fault since the hrygons came for humans. She couldn’t bear it.

      “Yes!” Vicktoria jumped down and Korinne joined her, fully aware that her short frame would be submerged if she tried to stand like Matt and Vicktoria. She swam after the walking Vicktoria.

      When they reached Riverrall, Korinne was relieved to see his eyelids flutter and, after a few attempts, open to show glossy eyes. He was twitching unnaturally, though. Now that she was closer, she could see there were little folds of skin on his neck that were flapping.

      “Lower him into the water so he can breathe,” Vicktoria said urgently.

      Matt did as he was told, and soon Riverrall stilled. Another moment of waiting and Riverrall lifted his head above the surface, his eyes now normal and breathing like a land creature once more. His mouth opened, but it was clear he was struggling to speak.

      “You’re all right,” Matt said. “Just take a moment. I’ve got you.” And he did. He was holding Riverrall in his arms, like a groom carrying his new bride into their first home.

      Riverrall leaned his head against Matt’s chest and sucked in a few shallow breaths. He looked utterly exhausted, as if taking those tiny breaths was all he could manage.

      “Is there anything we can do for you?” Korinne said, moving closer now that the water had subsided enough for her to stand.

      “No,” Riverrall croaked. “Thank you.”

      Korinne couldn’t help it, she reached out and caressed his cheek with the back of her fingers. “No need to thank me. We should be thanking you. You risked everything to save us, and I’m so very grateful.”

      “You. Wanted. To. Sacrifice. Yourself. For. Us,” Riverrall replied, stopping between each word to gasp in breath. “It. Made. More. Sense. For. Me. To. Do. It.”

      Korinne wasn’t sure how to answer, as always unequipped for heartfelt conversations.

      Riverrall’s eyes widened. “We must go. Need. Safety.”

      “He’s right,” Vicktoria said. “Flooding this valley was something out of the ordinary. If anything draws the bigger and more dangerous monsters of the wildwood to you, it is the extraordinary. Soon we could be surrounded by creatures, and as Riverrall said before, he can no longer protect us.”

      Matt nodded. “Then point me to where the path is, and I’ll carry him until he can walk.”

      “Good lad. It’s over there,” Vicktoria said, pointing to their right.

      As they waded away, Korinne snuck a look behind her to where the wave had taken the hrygons. Were they gone for good? Or would they be drawn to the warmth of living humans again?
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      After they clambered out of the valley, they walked through an area where the trees flanking the path were so high and grew so densely Korinne could barely see through them. The absence of light and warmth did nothing to help with the lingering shock or their wetness. When they finally got to a part of the path where the trees were more spread out, Korinne was relived to feel the warmth of the bright sun on her face again. At last, something to dry the last water out of her clothes, hair, and squelching boots. She peered at the sun, wondering what time it was here in the wildwood and what time it was out in the real world. How much sleep had she missed out on by now?

      “I think I can walk,” Riverrall said. “At least with some assistance.”

      Matt put him down with care, huffed and puffed until he got his breath back, and then offered the taller man his arm, which Riverrall took with a nod of thanks.

      Riverrall’s skin still hadn’t regained its lustre, and he hung his head as if every moment he was awake took an inordinate amount of energy.

      Vicktoria cleared her throat. “So, we remain devoid of a single trace of a kraunt and we have all had a terrible time.”

      “I’ll say,” Korinne muttered.

      Vicktoria ignored her. “There are some good sides to all of this, though. We’re still alive. All the humans got a much-needed bath. Riverrall got to show off his skills. And we still have plenty of wildwood to search.”

      “Oh hurray,” Korinne intoned. “Can I pay you to stop being so flippant about all of this?”

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows. “I am not being flippant. I am trying to keep us from all sinking into a pit of despair. Self-pity will only sap us further, my dear.”

      Korinne shook her head so that her soaked braid bounced across her shoulder and splashed Vicktoria, who gasped as the water hit her face.

      “Oh. Sorry. Did I splash you? I surely hope that didn’t sap you further,” Korinne muttered.

      Matt sniggered, making Vicktoria look furious. Then she caught the laughter bubbling up in Korinne, too, and her angry expression morphed into playfulness.

      “Bring that braid here, Ms Clever, and I’ll wring it out for you. Right before I wring your pretty neck,” Vicktoria said, reaching for Korinne, who deftly jumped away.

      Matt used his free hand to take his knapsack off and shake it in the direction of the two women. Instead of splashing them, though, it only shot a few drops up into his own face.

      The mischievous mood, brought on by exhaustion and the rush of survival, was broken as Riverrall groaned, low and pained.

      “Are you all right?” Korinne asked him.

      “Yes, merely sorry for your wetness. I should have given you more warning so you could get to a safe place and ensure your belongings did not get soaked.”

      “That’s fine, you were in a bit of a hurry,” Korinne said with a smile.

      “Still. Some warning would have helped. Were your belongings all right? Did they get water-damaged? Did anything fall out of your bags?”

      It was kind, albeit strange, of him to worry so about their things. Korinne had been fretting over what her parents would say about water damaging her knapsack and clothes.

      Still, Korinne couldn’t help but wonder at the fact that Riverrall apologised so much for their belongings getting soaked, but not for never checking to see if they could swim.

      “Hang on, he’s got a point,” Vicktoria said. “Matt, is the melodian still safe and all right?”

      They all stopped. Matt led Riverrall to a tree he could lean against and then took his knapsack off. He crouched to open it, and after a moment of fishing around, he brought out the melodian. Unlike everything else they wore or owned, it looked fine. It didn’t even have droplets of water on it.

      “Oh good, it’s unaffected,” Vicktoria said.

      Matt looked to Korinne. “While we’re stopped and I’m down here, should I check over all our things?”

      “Like an inventory? Good idea,” Korinne said and took her wet knapsack off.

      “I’ll bring it over,” Vicktoria said. “I want to have a closer look at the melodian.”

      Korinne handed her the bag and watched her bring it to Matt. Vicktoria sat on a rock next to where Matt was crouching and inspected the melodian as if her life depended on it.

      Korinne noted that Riverrall, still leaning against his tree, also threw glances at the artefact. She was about to explain what it was and how they were meant to use it when a thought struck her. She’d never considered why the kraunt took the house ward. Was it just because it was shiny? Vicktoria had said they liked shiny things. But then, why hadn’t it taken the much shinier, new weathervane right next to the ward? Had the kraunt mistaken the house ward for something else? Or was it drawn to its magic?

      She was about to ask out loud when something landed on her nose. It turned out to be a small creature, about the size of a fly. Unlike a fly it was bright pink.

      Riverrall watched with a tired smile as Korinne tried to look at the bug without going cross-eyed.

      “Um, should I be scared of this thing? Is it poisonous or something?”

      “No,” Riverrall said. “It is safe.”

      Korinne waved it away. “What are they?”

      Riverrall blew a puff of air at one buzzing by him, making it fly in the opposite direction. “Insects who live in the boggier parts of the forest. My turning the valley into an instant swamp clearly attracted them, considering that they seem to be heading there.”

      “What are they called?” Korinne asked.

      “Oh, they don’t have a name. We all just call them the pink bugs and try to ignore them.”

      Korinne brushed one off her forearm. “You don’t kill them?”

      “No,” he said with a frown, as if such unnecessary bloodthirstiness confused him. “They live off water plants and algae. They are not a danger to us, merely a mild annoyance.”

      “I see.”

      A bug came close to Korinne, and Riverrall shooed it away, saying, “They like you.”

      “I must remind them of a bog,” she muttered, making him chuckle.

      It amazed her that she had made Riverrall and Vicktoria laugh a few times today. Normally, the only one who saw her jokey side was Matt. With everyone else, she always stayed quiet and sullen.

      Riverrall was still watching the flying dots of pink. “These bugs always make me recall one hot and humid year when I was a child. They had a bizarrely good mating season and swarmed all over the forest, turning the air pink. It was horrible and beautiful all at once.”

      “When you were a child? When was that?”

      “Oh. Hm.” He pursed his perfect lips as he pondered. “About eight or nine human lifetimes ago.”

      Korinne stifled a yawn. “Wow. You’ve been alive for that many human generations?”

      “Yes, and if I am lucky, I shall live for twice that long. Both my parents did.”

      A memory came back to Korinne. “My grandmother said that the creatures in the wildwood were immortal; my mother called her a liar. It was one of their many bad-tempered arguments.”

      “Oh? Well, we are mortal. We do die of old age at some point, but we have much longer lifespans than humans do.”

      “Wow. You know, it’s really nice that you’re so forthcoming. Not everyone is so obliging with information.”

      Riverrall must’ve caught her meaning as he glanced over at Vicktoria, who was now handing the melodian back to Matt and chatting to him. “Our dear Ace of Spades plays her cards close to her chest, as I think you humans say. Has she told you anything about herself?”

      “Some.”

      He brightened. “Ah, so you know the things that no one else does. Tell me! I have always wanted to know her age, her last name, and of course where she is from. She never says. She always deflects the conversation back to me.”

      He gave his warm smile again, the one that crinkled the corners of his eyes so sweetly. It gave the impression of a person who smiled and laughed so much that even his ageless face couldn’t help getting wrinkles there.

      Korinne looked from the smile over to the woman currently listening to her brother. Vicktoria did do that, didn’t she? She gave one tiny piece of information and then dragged ten out of you.

      “She does that with me too. Deflects the conversation back to me. Or talks about more frivolous things, like her adventures.”

      Riverrall hummed. “Ah well, let us be kind and assume she does that because she is more interested in others than herself.”

      Korinne thought about Vicktoria’s way of life, taking it day by day at her own whim and pirating other’s belongings and smuggling hazardous things. “I’d like to think so, but I’m not so sure. I wonder if good old Velvet Vick cares about anyone other than good old Velvet Vick?”

      “Of course she does,” Riverrall said with an impish look. “She also cares about the Ace of Spades. The Bane of the Blacklands. The Scourge of the Seas. Oh, and Vicktoria… Well, whatever her surname is.”

      Korinne laughed. Her fatigue made it hard to stop, and soon she was giggling much more than the silly joke warranted. When she turned back to Riverrall to see why he wasn’t laughing, too, she caught a strange expression on his face, puzzled and somehow shy at the same time.

      Korinne stopped laughing instantly. “Why are you making that face?” she said, trying but failing to not resort to defensiveness every time she was unsettled.

      “Your laugh. I like it a great deal. Unlike others human laughs I have heard, yours is warm but soft, like it is not sure it is allowed to be heard.”

      “There’s nothing special about my laugh,” she said. There was no need to tell him that her laugh had been louder until her parents had decided that it was too brash, and she had trained herself to laugh more quietly.

      His gaze was appreciative now, and Korinne found that someone liking her laugh and complimenting her on it thawed something frozen in her heart. Something she hadn’t known had grown cold.

      “I have to disagree, Korinne. Your laugh is unique, as you are. I think it might be my new favourite sound.”

      Korinne snorted to cover her bashfulness at the compliment. “You have favourite sounds?”

      He blinked, his eyes still glossy with fatigue. “Of course. You do not?”

      “No, I suppose I don’t.”

      Matt joined them, putting his knapsack back on and handing Korinne hers. “All checked. The food is ruined, except for the cherryroots, so I left everything else edible behind. The rest of our things should dry out. Luckily the medicine bundle was in a leather pouch that kept the water out.”

      “Oh good,” Korinne said.

      “What were you two talking about over here?” Vicktoria asked as she joined them.

      “Favourite sounds,” Riverrall said, brushing an insect off the cut on his cheekbone. “Do you have one, Mattiver?”

      Matt tapped his fingers against his belly as he considered, making a loud drumbeat that grated on Korinne’s tired mind.

      “Yes, actually, I do,” he finally said. “When skylarks sing. Or trill. Whatever it is they do.”

      Korinne smiled to herself, any annoyance gone. Skylarks nested in the trees next to Widow Tannsalor’s cottage, right where Matt must have been meeting his darling Natima.

      “There you go,” Riverrall said to Korinne. “Your brother has a favourite sound too. Now we must find yours, together.”

      Her gaze found his, and it made her jolt. He was watching her with such attention and admiration that it took her aback.

      Vicktoria got into one of her standard poses, hands on hips. “Huh. I note that no one asks me what my favourite sound is?”

      “Surely it is the clatter of coins?” Riverrall answered, winking to Korinne.

      Vicktoria scowled and snapped her newly reddened lips open as if about to fire off a volley of fiery insults at him.

      “Well, we’re all tired, so we should probably carry on,” Matt said, standing between them. “As you are still wearied, Riverrall, I suggest you lean on me.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Riverrall said.

      Korinne could see him squeezing Matt’s bicep as he took his offered arm and adding, “I have known many creatures in my time, but few have been as strong and yet still as gentle as you. I’m very grateful for your help.”

      “No need to mention it. You saved us,” Matt said with a warm smile.

      Riverrall returned it as they all began to walk again. “I would be happy to help such kind people in any way.”

      “Then can I ask a question?”

      “Of course,” Riverrall said, sounding surprised that Matt felt the need to ask.

      It was clear that Riverrall had never been hit over the head for asking too many questions, like Matt and Korinne so frequently had.

      “Is it just the flowers and the creatures here that are magic?” Matt said. “I mean, the trees look like they do back home.”

      Korinne regarded the tree she was walking past, a fir whispering in a high-pitched voice, and decided to barge into the conversation. “Matt, the trees whisper. And sometimes they move. Doesn’t that sound magical to you?”

      He turned to stick his tongue out at her. “You know what I meant. They’re all oaks and pines and such. The same species as outside the wildwood. Aren’t there any… exotic trees? Ones that can put a spell on you? Or make magic fruit?”

      “I certainly know what you meant; it is a good question. Oh, and I’m sure your sister meant no offence,” Riverrall said. He smiled at Matt and then brushed off some dirt stuck in the stubble on Matt’s sharp jawline. Matt jutted his jaw out to make the grooming easier, looking as happy and flattered as Korinne had ever seen him.

      “To answer your question, sweetest Matt, there are trees which are unique to the Whispering Wildwood,” Riverrall said. “In fact, I shall take you to some soon. It will be a good place for you all to sleep.”

      Matt’s head jerked back. “You think we’ll have time to sleep?”

      “I think you shall have to soon. You have been in here for a full day, walking and getting foul surprises,” Riverrall said.

      “Sometimes pleasant ones too,” Matt pointed out.

      “Yes. Nevertheless, my point is that you have had a full day of being on high alert and taking in new things. You have all shown signs of fatigue, and I think that at this point, you are carrying on with nothing but duty driving you forward.”

      “What he’s saying is: you’ll have to make time for sleep, silly human,” Vicktoria snipped.

      Riverrall turned to give her a look that Korinne couldn’t read; then he and Matt walked off a little faster, talking about trees in good cheer.

      Korinne was left with a still seething Vicktoria. She considered how to break the woman’s foul mood, especially as she for once wasn’t the cause of it. She didn’t get a chance though, as Vicktoria snarled, “You and Riverrall are getting matey.”

      “We’re getting acquainted, yes. He’s easy to get to know.”

      “Unlike you and me,” Vicktoria supplied, as if that was what Korinne had meant.

      “Me?” Korinne said in surprise. “I’m not hard to get to know. People just never ask me anything.”

      “Nonsense, honeycakes. You know you’re guarded and sometimes downright hostile. You wouldn’t even accept a bloody pear when I offered you one! You put up this wall of self-reliance, this air of stay away. I bet that’s why no one asks you anything.”

      Korinne bristled. “I don’t agree with that. I’m simply not a people person.”

      “Well, that’s true enough. However, that doesn’t mean that the right people won’t like you and want to get to know you. If you’d let them in. If you’d trust them,” Vicktoria muttered.

      Korinne thought back to what Riverrall had said about Vicktoria deflecting conversations back to the other person.

      You’re not getting away with that here and now, you pirate.

      “What about you, ‘Velvet Vick?’ Behind all your stories and nicknames, who is actually under all of that bluster?”

      “What kind of half-arsed question is that? If you have something you want to know about me, just ask it, Ms Clever.”

      That nickname had been hard to decipher as positive or negative before; now Vicktoria’s tone made it sound like a terrible insult.

      “All right.” Korinne huffed. “Let’s see. Oh, I know where we should start. You had a lot of opinions about my parents and their behaviour—”

      “Which is appalling and nothing like that of decent parents,” Vicktoria interjected.

      “Don’t interrupt,” Korinne said, mainly to cover up that she wasn’t sure if she could argue with that. Not anymore. Not now that she was away from their parents and spending time with other people. “We aren’t talking about them. I want to ask about your parents.”

      “Fine.” Vicktoria looked down at those audacious high boots of hers, and moments passed before she spoke. “My mother died giving birth to me, and so I was raised by my father, who was a high commander of the crown’s navy. Important enough that no one blinked when he brought along his young daughter, and some brave nanny he found in whatever port we were in, on the safer missions.” She chuckled softly. “He was very regimented and moral, always did the right thing. Despite being hard and correct, he adored and doted on me.”

      She quieted and looked pained, like the words were lodged in her throat.

      Korinne couldn’t understand why she spoke of her father’s gentleness as a bad thing. She would’ve killed to be doted upon. “That’s good, right?”

      “Most people would think so. I know I should think so. But you have to understand that… everything about him was wholesome. Sensible. Clean. Moral. He was a pillar of society. Me? I could never live up to that. I would push limits, break things, and hurt myself. You know, I sometimes wonder if I have a built-in desire to hurt myself.”

      Korinne’s attention heightened. “Hurt yourself? How so?”

      “I like seeing how much pain I can take. And I’m risk seeking, I suppose. When I was younger, I climbed things and, well, liked falling.”

      “Climbed things? Like the rigging of your father’s ships?”

      “Sure. Them and the fences or pillars of grand houses. Even some spires and towers in cities all over the world.”

      Korinne imagined seeing spires and towers. Or even just grand houses. They all sounded like things in books.

      Vicktoria shook her head with a melancholy smile. “I climbed it all and played rough with all the boys, usually winning the fights. When I got older? Sex, violence, drinking my brains away. I’d also gamble and spend time with people who were a bad influence.” She sighed. “As I grew up, my father understood less and less of my life but still tried to be kind and supportive. The more he did, the more I felt that I was disappointing him and being caged by his tenderness and worry. So, I left.”

      Korinne wanted to ask questions, but Vicktoria probably needed the space to open up. She’d goaded the woman to lay bare her past, and it was clearly a struggle. The last thing she should do was make it harder.

      “I lived alone and was finally free from the pressure of not fitting in,” Vicktoria said with a smile. “Made lots of coin through gambling, some slight thieving, and when I felt up to it, sex work. There was plenty of risk to be had, and I could sample my way through the darker parts of society, learning about myself and the darker sides of me.”

      “It suited you?”

      “It did. But as you can guess, it had plenty of downsides, and that sort of life takes its toll. Taking too much risk makes for too many scars. I decided that I needed to find a way to live that life in moderation, so I took a break and went to see my father who was stationed in the Blacklands. I should’ve gone earlier.”

      “Why?”

      Vicktoria rubbed her forehead hard enough to leave red marks. “When I got there, I found out he’d been shipwrecked on his last voyage. Obviously, he’d saved as many of his sailors as he could and then gone down with the ship. They held his burial at sea. No one knew how to contact me to inform me.”

      “Oh.” Korinne cursed that she’d started this conversation. No, that wasn’t true. She cursed that she was so ill-equipped to have it. That she had no clue what to say. “I’m… I’m so sorry.”

      Vicktoria gave a curt nod. “Not as sorry as I was. While I sorely regret not checking on him more often, I don’t regret leaving, nor the sort of life I led. Even though some of it damaged my mind even more than it did my body,” she said with a hollow laugh.

      Korinne watched her from under her lashes. Did she mean the violence, the drinking, or the sex?

      Vicktoria looked up at the treetops. “No matter the price I paid, I needed to live that life of risk and danger. I feel, I don’t know, suffocated if everything is safe, squeaky clean, and pure.”

      “Does it bore you?” Korinne suggested.

      “Sure, I get bored, but more than that, I get uncomfortable. Like my whole life chafes and itches. How can I explain it?” She waved her hand, like she was chasing the right words through the air. “It’s like a raspy woollen jumper that is so tight it cuts off blood supply, killing me slowly. I have to do something. Risk something. That’s why I live my life this way. I guide people into the wildwood—and occasionally go to get mystical things to sell or smuggle—and sign on to well-chosen pirate ships. I still take risks, but I take calculated risks, the ones I’m comfortable with.”

      “And are you happy?” Korinne asked before she noticed how intrusive the question was. “Sorry, you don’t have to answer that.”

      “I might as well. Yes, I’m happy. I travel. I explore. I take the risks I enjoy taking.” She looked Korinne straight in the eye. “I know I was supposed to stay with my father and have an ordinary profession, lead a safe and settled life with a spouse and possibly children, but I wouldn’t have survived like that.” She looked back up at the trees. “Living on the edge is part of me. That doesn’t mean I don’t go through times when I wish I could’ve been the daughter my father wanted. When I wish I could’ve made the choices he wanted for me. Maybe then he’d still be alive.”

      Korinne’s heart stung. “You shouldn’t think like that. Even if you had lived the way he wanted, I’m sure he would’ve still taken that voyage and still gone down with his ship.”

      “Possibly. I’ll never know,” she said, her voice wavering.

      Korinne tried to put as much sympathy in her voice as she could. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. It’s all in the past, and we must move forward. Speaking of which, now that I’ve opened up to you, perhaps you and I can move forward a little more smoothly?”

      “I hope so,” Korinne said softly. “I should like that.”

      “Good. Me too,” Vicktoria said, clearing her throat and trying to pull back that mask of nonchalance.

      Korinne looked away, giving her privacy to collect herself. On the outside Korinne busied herself with adjusting the hatchet in her belt; on the inside she was busy contemplating that she recognised some of Vicktoria’s needs. The wish to travel. The yearning to explore. And yes, even braving risk and danger. To test her own mettle and find out where her limits were. Perhaps even finding the darker sides of herself and daring to see just how deep they ran.

      A realisation hit her like a punch to the chest.

      One of the reasons Vicktoria grates on you is that she has the life you want but can’t pursue. Or daren’t pursue?

      It was so embarrassingly obvious now that it soured Korinne’s stomach. Of course, this realisation didn’t mean she would start trusting Vicktoria or stop bickering with her. She had no idea how either of those things could cease, considering their personalities. Granted, some seeds of trust were taking root between them. The bickering, however. Well, she was starting to wonder if Vicktoria wasn’t enjoying that. In fact, she was starting to wonder if she wasn’t enjoying it. It got the blood pumping. Not like exploration or risk did, but here in the wildwood, they had enough of those elements not to need to go searching for them.

      She scolded herself. She was here to save her parents! Not to enjoy any risk or exploration. Or bickering.

      When she glanced back to Vicktoria, the look of bold nonchalance had returned. It was impossible not to feel honoured to have seen what was under that mask. To get to know things that even Riverrall, a formidable and wise being who had met Vicktoria on several occasions, didn’t know.

      Vicktoria got out her tin of hair oil and started to apply it, running it through her hair with deft fingers. She did it with such confidence. She did everything with such confidence.

      So, her father had been a high commander in the crown’s navy? To Korinne, that made her basically royal. Now she knew why Vicktoria was so well spoken and knowledgeable. To think Vicktoria could’ve followed in his footsteps, learned from him, used his connections to further her career. She could’ve been a high-ranking officer in the navy by now. Made her father and the world proud.

      But then, wasn’t a life of adventuring better? If Korinne was honest, didn’t she admire and want that more? Not that she could have it. Not that she should want it.

      Remember your duty!

      She focused on walking faster and searching the surroundings for signs that big, black wings had come through here, or that the kraunt was hiding in the mass of trees.

      She blinked. Her eyes were getting more tired, and that promise Riverrall had made about sleep was ever so tempting.

      Soon the trees cleared, making way for another glen. Matt and Riverrall had stopped by the edge of it, watching something. Korinne craned her neck to look round them and saw a herd of what looked like giant cows with deep red hide and equally red horns.

      “Aha! Behold,” Vicktoria said theatrically, smiling at the giant creatures grazing on the first patch of grass Korinne had seen in the wildwood.

      “All right,” Korinne replied. “I’m beholding. Now, what exactly am I beholding?”

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows. “Ironhide oxen, of course, Ms Clever.”

      Korinne had to admit that the large beasts looked exactly as Vicktoria had described them. They were the precise colour of that coat of hers.

      Vicktoria wore an expression like that of a proud mother and said so quietly that only Korinne could hear, “This is why I love taking missions in the Whispering Wildwood. Not only does it supply the risk I need, it also has all these marvellous creatures that I get to learn about and spend time with. Look at these magnificent beasts!”

      Clearly this was the time for Korinne to see new sides of Vicktoria. All her usual bluster and flippancy was gone again, but this time it wasn’t replaced with the honest vulnerability she’d had when speaking of her father. Now, as Vicktoria explained about the sharpness of the ironhide oxen’s horns and their diet of grass and moss, she sounded awed, almost scholarly. She was so much more well-rounded when one saw this side of her. That, in combination with her earlier vulnerability, made her more human and fascinating.

      Matt took Korinne out of her musings as he asked, “Are they docile like normal cows?”

      “Yes and no,” Vicktoria said. “They’re peaceful if left alone, but if you hunt them for their meat, horns, skin, or blood, they—”

      “Their blood?” Matt interrupted with a grimace. “To make blood sausage?”

      Korinne smiled to herself. Matt hated blood sausage.

      “No, like all us creatures from the wildwood, they have magical blood,” Riverrall said, still leaning on Matt. “I’m told it sells for ample amounts of gold.”

      “Anyway,” Vicktoria said, probably wanting to avoid the conversation about her own selling of magical things. “If you hunt them for any reason, they become more violent than normal cows. Those horns of theirs aren’t just sharp; they contain a toxin which spreads into your blood if you get charged by them.”

      “Whoa,” Matt said. “Did they charge you when you got your coat?”

      “No, the ox that this coat came from was already dead. I don’t kill the creatures in the wildwood unless they attack me. Then I consider them fair game,” she said with a shrug.

      Korinne looked at the size of the ironhide. “How in all the stars did you get the hide off of one of these giants?”

      “I and two blokes from Cocoa Quay were here to pick nocturne lilies to sell. We came across an ox on the ground by the forest entrance. It must’ve died recently—not even wraith bats had gotten to it. We pulled off all our protective gear, which we wore since no one should go near nocturne lilies without it.” She glared at Korinne, who grimaced back, then continued her tale. “We dragged the carcass out. I let the blokes have all the meat, bone, and blood in return for me taking all the hide. I had this coat fashioned and sold off the scraps to a tanner when I got back to the Blacklands.”

      Korinne watched the way the wind blew scarlet strands across Vicktoria’s face as she gazed at the herd. For the first time she let herself take in just how attractive that face was. Not like Riverrall’s, which was so aesthetically perfect it was astonishing. No, Vicktoria’s was beautiful because of how animated it was. How much life and curiosity and kindness shone in eyes framed by long, velvet eyelashes. How the scar through her eyebrow showed the dangerous life she had carved out for herself. How the freckles on her pale cheeks reflected her life on the sun-drenched seas and in the open-aired wildwood. How her lips were reddened by some mixture Vicktoria had bought with gold she made off her own resourcefulness, and right now how the lower lip was bitten as Vicktoria watched these animals, awed and thrilled.

      Everything about this woman existed in the moment and for the moment. It made Korinne’s heartbeat pick up, and she wasn’t sure why.

      Stop it. This is all because you’ve never spent time with non-Astorcians before. Don’t get all starry-eyed.

      She did want to know more about this stranger, though. More than that, she wanted to show Riverrall, now that he was here and listening, that Vicktoria trusted her enough to open up.

      “Vicktoria?”

      “Yes?”

      “You mention the Blacklands a lot. Is that where you’re from?”

      “It is. Soulshield,” Vicktoria said.

      “Oh,” Korinne replied feebly. She didn’t know enough about Halken, or the world in general, to come up with a clever follow-up question about Soulshield. Any questions she asked would be naïve and boring, showing only her ignorance.

      Vicktoria caught her gaze. “Soulshield is the largest harbour town in the Blacklands. I think you’d like it.”

      “Humans?” Riverrall squinted at something on the edge of the herd. “Do you see the ox that is laid out over there?”

      “Yes,” Matt said.

      “Can we get closer to it?”

      “Of course.” Matt led the still-leaning Riverrall over to the dead ox on the ground.

      When Korinne and Vicktoria caught up with them, Riverrall said, “These claw marks, they are too large to come from anything but three creatures in this forest, a kraunt being among them.”

      He let go of Matt’s arm and carefully crouched by the prone animal. They all did the same. The ox had deep slashes across its belly and head, and yes, they must’ve been made by giant claws.

      “Another scene of a struggle showing the appetite of the kraunt,” Vicktoria said. “Wait. It’s lying in a pool of blood.”

      She and Riverrall exchanged a meaningful glance.

      “Why is that noteworthy?” Korinne asked.

      “Because,” Vicktoria said, “now that we’re close, I’m sure these gashes came from a kraunt. You can see from the slant of the final claw there.”

      “Great! We now know the kraunt is near. So why the mention of it lying in blood?” Korinne said, trying to not sound impatient.

      Vicktoria ran a pensive hand over her hair. “The kraunt quickly drinks all the blood from its victims. This one is still bleeding. It’s another example of this particular kraunt’s odd behaviour. First not having a master, then hiding, taking the sword-tailed poisoner with it to eat elsewhere, and now not eating its prey at all.”

      “Maybe it was interrupted? Scared away?” Korinne asked

      “Perhaps,” Riverrall agreed. “The blood does look fresh.”

      Vicktoria didn’t look convinced, though; she was still watching the ox with her brows drawn, mumbling something about kraunts not scaring so easily.

      Riverrall clapped his hands with another of his wide, infectious smiles. “The freshness of the blood means we now have a direction for where the kraunt is going. It was right here not long ago, and there are droplets of blood leading to the east, so I suggest we follow them.” He pointed out the direction, a small path leading into a more tree-packed part of the woods.

      Vicktoria closed her eyes. “Oh, brilliant,” she deadpanned. “We’re veering off the main path. That’s not a terrible idea at all.”

      Korinne stood up, her tired legs protesting. “If it’s where the kraunt is, I don’t care what path we use. As far as I’m concerned, this whole place is equally lethal. And we won’t get lost as long as we have Riverrall with us,” she said with a smile to the king of the seaborne.

      Riverrall smiled back. “I believe I have more good news. It looks like the kraunt only clawed the ox with its right claws, as if it were carrying something with the left.”

      “Our house ward?” Matt boomed, hope and relief all over his face.

      “Quite possibly,” Riverrall said. “Let us find out!”

      He and Matt walked off, but Vicktoria lingered over the dead ox.

      “What now?” Korinne asked, assuming there were about to be more misgivings from their guide.

      Instead Vicktoria crouched down, laid a hand on the animal’s side, and said, “I’m sorry about the manner of your death. You deserved more than bleeding out and not even serving the purpose of being part of the food chain.”

      Korinne scratched her neck under her braid. “Um, well, I suppose it can still be eaten by the other wildwood animals? Then its death will still have meaning?”

      Vicktoria’s downturned lips raised a smidgeon. “Good point.” She stood, her small smile turning into that crooked rogue smirk of hers. “Hey, I suppose there’s no chance you lot will wait while I carve off some of the leather to have some boots made?”

      Korinne crossed her arms over her chest. “No.”

      “No. Thought so. Ironhide leather takes special knives to cut anyway. Let’s go follow His Watery Highness off the safe path.”

      She pointed to Riverrall, who, without the walking aid of Matt, was following the blood spatter onto the small path to their east. The trees flanking the winding pathway had been damaged, probably by giant wings.

      Yes, this must be where the kraunt had gone, Korinne thought. More than that now, it was where they were going, terrible idea or not.
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      This path wasn’t only narrower, windier, and more overgrown than the main one, it was also more hazardous. Twice Riverrall had saved Korinne from mis-stepping, the first time when she almost put her foot into some sort of burrow and the second when she tripped over a giant log so covered with moss and other foliage that it blended in with the forest floor.

      “Thank the stars you’ve come with us,” Korinne said, stopping by the log to catch her breath. “Actually, why are you still guiding us? I know you wanted to help us because you thought we were good people and felt bad for how other wildwood creatures had treated us, but all this,” she indicated the dangerous path and its surroundings, “not only does it put you in danger, I’m sure you must also have other more important things to do?”

      “She’s right,” Vicktoria said. “I would’ve thought you had seaborne affairs to deal with? Your sisters being hunted, humans throwing rubbish into your waterways, or some waterlogged marital dispute needing your supervision?”

      Matt added nothing to the conversation; he was too busy trying to roll the giant, moss-covered log out of their way.

      “I will answer your question,” Riverrall said. “However, should we not help your brother first? Strong as he is, that log is more akin to a full tree.”

      “I’m fine,” Matt said with a grunt. “It’s moving. I just need to put my back into it.”

      “He’ll ask for help if he needs it. He’s always been better at that than his obstinate older sister,” Korinne said with an encouraging smile at Matt.

      She returned her focus to Riverrall. “Of course, if you don’t want to tell us, that is your right. However, you can’t blame me for wondering why you would risk so much for us and spend this long in our aid.”

      She couldn’t help it. She was starting to worry that he, with his powers and his hundreds of years of life, saw them as pets. Wayward little puppies that needed help to find their food bowl. The thought grated on her ego.

      “No, I will answer.” Riverrall stared down at his bare feet, the majestic beauty of his face turned into that of a shy boy for a moment. “Well, I suppose it gets a bit tedious spending time with the same persons, so the new company is nice.” He smiled a little, then went back to bashfully staring down at his toes, which were buried in moss. “However, my reasons are the ones you outlined. One: You are worthy of my time and endangerment. I see so many humans who only take or destroy. You have been nothing but respectful, even to the creatures that have frightened you. You are not here to take but to retrieve something taken from you. Two: I do feel responsible for the actions of my fellow magical creatures and want to help to make up for their behaviour.”

      “Still seems a little weak as far as motivations go,” Vicktoria said before yawning.

      “Not for me. But, fine, there are other reasons,” Riverrall admitted. “First of all, novel occurrences are rare here. Everything moves along as usual, decade after decade. With your arrival on this important mission, things are changing. The creatures of the wildwood have behaved differently, like the kraunt and the hrygons. Now, I can help with this quest. It is the right and moral thing to do. It is the fun thing to do. So, why would I not?”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead he looked up, right into Korinne’s eyes. “It is a rare treat to get to right a wrong, and I would very much like to right the wrong that was done towards you, Korinne Woodsorrow. You and your brother are good, deserving of aid. Also, as I said before, you are new company and therefore have not heard all of my fish-related jokes.”

      He grinned, showing those sweet laugh lines.

      Korinne chuckled and immediately regretted it as he got that reverent look in his eyes again before adding, “Also, it means I get to hear your laugh again. So really, I am being quite selfish.”

      Vicktoria made a sound somewhere between a sigh and a scoff. It had a definite air of disbelief as well as disgust to it.

      Korinne looked to the sardonic pirate but was immediately distracted by something behind her. “The trees, the ones that flanked the path back there. They’re on the path now.”

      Vicktoria shrugged. “The trees moved again. It’s fine, Korinne. They pose no danger to us, and as you must’ve noticed, they never block our path in the direction we want to go or move when we’re near them. Leave them alone, and they’ll leave you alone.”

      Korinne didn’t like the tone in Vicktoria’s voice. It sounded a little too much like she was trying to convince herself. She turned to Riverrall instead, about to ask him about the trees, when there was a loud creak of something shifting. Then Matt gave a long, heartfelt grunt as he put his entire body into a final push of the massive log. A tick later, their obstacle was rolled out of the way. He stood back, panting but with a pleased expression.

      “Great work!” Korinne said, genuinely impressed.

      He waved that away. “No need to mention it. I’m just happy I can contribute in some small way.”

      “Not small at all,” Riverrall said. “Your impressive strength is what our group requires. Goodness knows we other three have little of it.”

      “Don’t say that. You’ve got muscles cut like stone slabs, Vicktoria must be strong to be able to haul ropes on ships, and Korinne is the strongest woman I’ve ever met. Stronger than many of the men I’ve met too,” Matt said.

      Korinne could’ve kissed him for that, but instead gave him the special smile that he knew meant more than words or kisses.

      Vicktoria decided on a more physical approach, though. She sashayed over and caressed Matt’s cheek, whose stubble was getting closer to an actual beard. How long had they been in here? “Look at you. Not just kind and handsome, but also with the strength of ten men. You are quite the catch, Mattiver Woodsorrow. Thank you.”

      Korinne not only rolled her eyes at this latest flirtation; she closed her hands into tight fists to combat an ugly emotion creeping into her heart.

      She wasn’t going to think about that. She wasn’t even going to acknowledge it. She was tired and worried and done with of all of this. She stormed off along the path, following the broken branches the kraunt’s wings had left, not waiting for Vicktoria or Riverrall to guide her. She’d march on until she was eye to eye with the bloody beast and punch the cursed thing right in its blood-sucking face hole!

      She was quite far away from the others, so much so that she could no longer hear them calling after her, when she saw movement between two aspens. She squinted to see better and spotted something pale, now flashing between two dense bushes. Then the pale creature came bounding from the darkness. Right for her. It was light grey and ran on all fours, growling like it wanted to tear her limb from limb.

      At the last moment, Korinne remembered to pull her hatchet from her belt and yank her knapsack off so she could move unencumbered. She didn’t have time to call for the others before the creature was upon her. Great, heavy paws—or were they fists?— smashed her against the ground and pinned her on her back. She tried to wriggle out from underneath it, but there was no hope. Whatever this creature was, it was heavy beyond its size. So much so that the weight of it stole the breath from her lungs and made her back ache from being pressed into the hard ground.

      She looked up into the creature’s face and startled. The body of the being was akin to a wolf, but the face was human, like that of a delicate woman. No, a delicate girl, not yet grown. Fine, innocent features, but with the cruellest and oldest eyes Korinne had ever seen. Something wasn’t quite human or wolf-like about the face, though. The mouth. It contained too many teeth, ones that were too long, too sharp. They didn’t look like they could fit in that sweet little mouth. They did, however, look like they could bite through a human neck like it was made of butter.

      Korinne wrestled with the creature’s impossibly strong forelegs. Its fur was wrong. Not like that of an animal, but soft and smooth, like a child’s hair. She had no more time to think about that. She just managed to move her head away before the creature’s teeth came crashing together where her chin had been a heartbeat ago. The aberration’s jaw came towards her again, rosy little lips opening unnaturally to bare those multitudes of nightmarish teeth, lunging for the column of Korinne’s throat this time.

      Korinne screamed and grabbed the muscled wolf-neck with one hand, trying to keep its snapping jaws away from her face. The monster answered her scream with a howling roar which sounded… amused? Korinne took that chance to thrust her hatchet at the creature’s face. However, in her panic, she used the blunt edge and only managed to smash it into the child- beast’s upturned nose, which gushed blood. It was at least enough to make the creature recoil, giving Korinne the chance to spin her hatchet and slash at her attacker with the sharp edge. With this blow she sliced open the side of its face, blood pouring from the formerly flawless skin of a chubby cheek.

      The creature roared again. But this time it wasn’t the roar of an animal; it was words.

      “My face! You’ve ruined my pretty face! No fair. It was only play. No fair.”

      The voice of the creature sounded like a toothy snarling, but with a child’s whining cadence. While Korinne was reeling from the attack and the fact that the monster was talking to her, she heard the others’ footsteps approaching and Matt shouting her name.

      The creature used her distraction to smack the hatchet out of her hand. Then it backed up and rubbed at its bleeding cheek with a furry forepaw. A long, animal tongue came out from between needle teeth and licked at the oozing blood.

      “Y-You need to stop the bleeding with something,” Korinne stuttered.

      Why in all the curses was she advising the monster who had just tried to kill her? As she thought about that and rubbed her chest and shoulders where the creature’s paws had smashed into her, the creature spoke again.

      “You’re not our friend. Don’t pretend to help,” it wailed, sounding more and more like a whinging child. “That isn’t why you’ve been brought here, Sweetblo—”

      “Silence!” a male voice shouted. Korinne couldn’t take her eyes off the creature but knew that it wasn’t Matt, meaning Riverrall must have arrived. Relief flooded every part of her at the realisation that he was here. However, yelling “Silence” seemed odd. Of course, in a state of shock, we all said unexpected things.

      “Get away from her,” Vicktoria shouted.

      “If you don’t, I’ll cleave you in half!” Matt added in a shout so deep and loud Korinne felt it in her bones.

      The beast didn’t reply. It kept worrying at its wound, still within pouncing distance of Korinne.

      She wondered if she should attack, but she had lost her hatchet. Maybe she should tell Matt to rush it with his axes?

      “Stop your assault and deceit, crianvarg. Heed the humans’ orders. Move away from her,” Riverrall commanded.

      Crianvarg. Was that what this thing was? Or was it its name? Did Riverrall know this creature? He didn’t sound frightened like Matt and Vicktoria. Assault and deceit? The fiend had barely spoken. What had it said that could be deceitful? Nothing made sense anymore.

      Korinne groaned. So much of her ached. Her chest and shoulders hurt where the paws had struck and their claws punctured. Her back was almost worse, though, throbbing from being pressed into the rocky ground when this creature, whose skeleton must’ve been made of stone to be so heavy, rested on top of her.

      Still. She had to admit that there was another sensation behind the pain and dread. One that shouldn’t be there. One she’d felt a few times since this quest began. That combination of being wide awake and more alive than ever. All this danger and action felt right, like she was a wilted muscle being flexed for the first time.

      The crianvarg stepped closer, no longer preoccupied by its bleeding. That woke Korinne from her reverie. She planted her feet and looked around for something to use as a weapon. It was her usual luck that her knife was still in her knapsack and the hatchet was buried somewhere in the moss.

      The monster swiped those piercing claws toward the nearest human, which turned out to be Matt! He had placed himself in front of Korinne, like he always did when someone wanted to hurt her. This, however, wasn’t the village bully, or even their father in a bad mood. If it were, Matt would’ve taken action already. Now, he stood staring wide-eyed at the outlandish crianvarg. He was still wearing his knapsack, and his hands hung limp by his sides.

      He hadn’t even drawn his axes.

      Icy fear spread in Korinne’s chest. She could handle herself getting hurt, or even killed, but not Matt. He was too precious, too special.

      Korinne was about to shout for him to get out of the way or to at least arm himself when someone else drew a weapon first. Vicktoria unsheathed the knife strapped to her boot and threw it to Korinne. Then, out of her coat, she produced a long dagger. It had a scarlet handle, of course, and a slim but severe blade that gleamed like sunlight on water.

      Korinne stared at the polished weapon. “What else is in there? I mean, how many pockets does that cursed coat of yours have?!”

      “It is not my ‘cursed coat.’ It is very practical and handsome and dear to me, Korinne,” Vicktoria admonished, as if they were discussing favourite types of fruit at a picnic, not fighting for their lives in the middle of a deadly wildwood.

      “I know! I was using curse words because I’m stressed about the child-wolf-monster trying to kill us!” she shouted.

      “That is not my coat’s fault,” Vicktoria replied. “Also, it is sweet that when you do use bad language, the most severe you come up with is ‘cursed,’ honeycakes.”

      Korinne didn’t have time to reply. The crianvarg lunged closer to Matt.

      Vicktoria whistled, shrill and ear piercing, to get the fiend’s attention. It worked; the crianvarg leapt at her with more speed than a non-magical creature could ever possess. Its movements now made it look like it had only been playing when it attacked Korinne before.

      Luckily, Vicktoria appeared ready for it. She jumped to the side and jabbed with the dagger, then swiped with it, cutting the crianvarg’s front leg.

      The crianvarg howled, then snarled the word, “Bitch.”

      “Coming from something that looks part dog, I’ll take that as a familial greeting, dear,” Vicktoria said. Her tone sounded cheerful and jeering, but her body language was tense. “Now lie down and roll over, like a good little doggy.”

      Being called a dog clearly angered the crianvarg further. It pounced again, and Vicktoria jabbed, then ducked, then swiped. She was constantly moving the gleaming dagger, and soon Korinne understood why. For some reason, the monster was watching the weapon, not the human wielding it. Vicktoria must’ve known, or guessed, that it had a fascination with… What? Daggers? Metal? Shiny things, like the kraunt? Either way, Vicktoria kept the dagger moving as she recoiled, lunged, ducked, jabbed, and swiped. A few times she even changed hands to attack with her left; those were the times she managed to slice at the crianvarg, who sometimes screamed like a human child and sometimes howled like a wolf.

      Vicktoria wasn’t the only one landing blows, though. Her attacker had mauled her quite a few times. Most of the time the coat took the brunt of it, only faint scratches showing in the ironhide leather, but that couldn’t stay the case forever. The coat was unbuttoned, and when Vicktoria sped around, it flew to the side, exposing her leg. The crianvarg struck, rending Vicktoria’s thigh between the boot and her hip, making blood spurt.

      Korinne shouted Vicktoria’s name in worry, before throwing her borrowed knife at the monster, but she had never thrown weapons before. The knife merely glanced off the crianvarg. It was stalking closer to Vicktoria now, murderous glee in its eyes.

      Korinne was about to dive towards the two combatants, but what would she do when she got there? Shove the beast with her feeble hands? Stand in front of Vicktoria and get herself pointlessly killed right before the monster also slew Vicktoria? She looked around for Vicktoria’s knife and her own hatchet but saw neither.

      Matt finally unfroze. He pulled his sharp battleaxes from their leather straps and rushed towards the monster. Korinne’s heart stopped. She wanted to shout to him to be careful. To stay back. She wanted to somehow jump in and take the risk for him.

      Matt gave a deep roar. He thrust his axes as if he was chopping the hardest of timber and hit the crianvarg in the back. His rage did nothing for his aim. The left axe only sliced off fur and skin on the side of the wolf’s body, but the right one buried itself deep in flesh. The crianvarg screamed so loud its voice echoed against the trees.

      “That is enough. You have subdued it,” Riverrall said to Matt, who was about to bring his left axe down onto its head.

      Grudgingly, Matt looked to Korinne. She nodded her agreement, mainly to keep him from getting hurt. Or taking a life unnecessarily, something he would regret when he returned to his right mind.

      Matt stepped back, chest heaving with panting breaths, blood-dripping axes still at the ready, and his gaze boring holes in his injured foe.

      Riverrall addressed the crianvarg. “You have been bested. Leave before one of us finishes you off.”

      The crianvarg keened and yelped, staring Riverrall right in the eye. They held that eye contact for longer than Korinne had expected; then the crianvarg growled at him before dragging its broken body away without further comment.

      Korinne and Matt both rushed to where Vicktoria sat slumped against a tree. She wasn’t holding her dagger anymore. Instead she held a handkerchief, probably fished out of one of her many coat pockets, against the wound. The velvet trousers had been sliced open and left the injured part of Vicktoria’s thigh exposed.

      “I’m so sorry that I took so long to act! I don’t know what happened to me.” Matt groaned. “Look at your poor leg!”

      Vicktoria glanced up at them with a faint smile. “Serves me right for not stopping to button up my coat. Don’t worry. It didn’t hit anything vital. I’ll pour some cauldron brandy on it and it’ll be fine.”

      She focused on the blood-soaked handkerchief with a strangely satisfied look, one that doubled after she had winced a little. Was she relishing the pain? Korinne remembered her earlier words about having a need to get hurt. Vicktoria’s lack of worry made Korinne want to scream. Well, if Vicktoria had no interest in looking after herself, she’d do it for her.

      “Matt. Get me the medicine bundle.”

      “No, Korinne, it’ll be fine,” Vicktoria said with her blasé smile.

      “Look at that bleeding.” Korinne pointed to the wound. “That won’t heal on its own. You need bandages. Maybe stitches. You’re being overconfident about your healing capabilities, boastful about how much damage you can stand, and not feeling you deserve to be cared for. Stop it.”

      That shut Vicktoria up better than Korinne could’ve imagined. When Matt came back with the bundle, Vicktoria obediently moved to give Korinne space.

      Riverrall circled them, keeping watch.

      Matt opened the leather pouch and handed a vial to Korinne, mumbling, “This’ll clean the wound.”

      “Good. After that, I wager it will need to be sewn. Has Natima ever shown you how to do that?”

      His eyes went big. “No. Nothing that complicated.”

      “I suppose you don’t know how to do that, Riverrall? Or have any other healing tricks?” Korinne said, not daring to hope.

      He sighed. “I’m afraid not. Cleaning and binding the wound is all I would do.”

      Korinne looked at the needle and thread in the pouch. Then to Vicktoria’s wound, which had bled through the handkerchief and was soaking the surrounding velvet of her trousers.

      “Well, I saw Aunt Kathrynne sew up a deep cut of Mother’s once. It looked straightforward enough,” Korinne said.

      “I’m sure whatever you do will be better than the alternative,” Matt said, crouching down next to Vicktoria. “I’m going to take your hand if that’s all right? I know you aren’t scared or bothered by pain, but I’ll feel better if you hold my hand and squeeze it when Korinne cleans the cut and later when she uses the needle.”

      Vicktoria laughed. “Honestly. You two are too sweet to be real.”

      She took his hand, though, and smiled at Korinne. A genuine smile, even though it wavered at the edges, showing that she did feel the strain of pain and fear.

      Korinne threaded the needle in preparation. Was this thread long enough? It would have to be. She lifted Vicktoria’s bloodied hand and handkerchief, grateful that the tight trousers had torn open around the wound. At least they didn’t have to try to take them off.

      The amount of bleeding turned out to be due to there being three gashes. Which was better than one really deep one. It was also good that the claws had caught a fleshy part of her thigh and that the bleeding was already slowing.

      She emptied the vials over the gashes, making sure every bit was drenched. Vicktoria groaned and jerked a little but stayed in place.

      “Sorry,” Korinne said, trying to express all the empathy flooding her.

      “It’s fine,” Vicktoria said through gritted teeth.

      Korinne didn’t comment on that; she looked up at Riverrall instead. “Could you try to find something that we can use as bandages when I’ve sewn this up?”

      “Now that I can do. I shall be back soon,” he said and vanished off into the trees.

      Korinne picked up the needle and pierced the skin. Vicktoria turned her head towards Matt’s chest and whimpered, a sound so fragile that Korinne struggled to connect it with the impressive Vicktoria.

      The sound haunted and battered Korinne, as if the pain were her own.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she kept repeating as she stitched.

      Vicktoria never screamed or cried, only groaned and whimpered through clenched teeth. Korinne wished she would at least curse and shout; she’d feel better if she stopped fighting it. But she knew that she would do the same. Matt wouldn’t. He’d openly acknowledge the pain and deal with it. That was one of the many reasons he was more well- adjusted than her and Vicktoria. One of the many reasons why he didn’t understand the two women by his side the way they understood each other.

      Korinne concentrated on quickly sewing the skin together, trying to see through the blood.

      Matt held Vicktoria’s hand and put his free arm around her, cradling her to him as much as he could without moving her. He was whispering things to her, telling her how brave she was and that it would soon be over.

      If he decides to have children, he will be a great father one day.

      Vicktoria flinched as the needle went a little too deep, and Korinne found herself continuing her recital of apologies before muttering, “Where’s Riverrall? I’m almost done!”

      Matt looked around, then just shook his head.

      Korinne finished up, having to fetch her knife from her knapsack to cut the thread, which luckily had been longer than needed. She’d have to remember to thank Natima for this medicine bundle.

      Matt leaned Vicktoria back against the tree and fetched his canteen. He poured the water over the stitched-up gashes. “That looks good,” he said.

      Vicktoria looked down at her thigh as well and shakily said, “It looks awful.” Then she gave Korinne a faint smile. “But it also looks like it’ll heal together now. Thank you, Korinne.”

      Korinne. Not ‘Ms Clever’. Not ‘woodcutter’. Not ‘dear’ or ‘honeycakes’.  Korinne couldn’t help feeling her name sounded nicer in Vicktoria’s voice than anyone else’s.

      “You’re welcome. I’m sorry if it scars badly. I don’t know much about this sort of thing.” She blew out a long breath. “I do know that we have to keep it clean. And that the thread will have to come out at some point, but we’ll deal with that when we’re out of the wildwood.”

      “Can you walk, Vicktoria?” Matt asked.

      Korinne shook her head at her patient. “Don’t try anything like that now. We need Riverrall to come back with something we can use for a bandage. Then you should have a break before doing anything strenuous, like standing or walking.”

      “Yes, of course,” Matt said. “She’s had a shock and lost blood. She needs food, drink, and rest.” He ticked off the three things on his thick fingers.

      Korinne smiled up at him. “Wow, you really have been listening to Natima’s teachings. Would you mind getting something to drink and eat?”

      He looked proud as he hurried over to Korinne’s knapsack. When he came back, he held the small packet of spiced cherryroots open to his sister. With a jokingly reproachful glance at him, she took it and offered it to Vicktoria instead, making Matt slap his forehead. “Right. I should give it to the patient, not the healer.”

      Vicktoria chuckled at him, then winced as she reached up to take one of the bigger cherryroots. She tried to disguise the wince by throwing the treat into the air and catching it with her mouth. She nearly missed, but Korinne didn’t say anything.

      Lithe footfalls rang out. Riverrall had returned, his hands full of big, yellow leaves.

      “When the seaborne are injured, we put these on the wounds while we sleep,” he explained, holding them out to her. “In the morning, the injuries are usually healed. I do not know if that will work on humans.”

      Korinne eyed the leaves; they looked clean at least. “Can’t hurt to try, I suppose.”

      “No one is asking me, but I’m all in on the leaf idea,” Vicktoria said. She sounded untroubled, but Korinne saw sweat pearling on her forehead. Clearly the pain was still at high levels, and the shock probably wasn’t helping.

      Korinne pulled her tunic sleeve over her hand and used it to wipe Vicktoria’s brow. “Matt, can you go get the rope from my knapsack? We’ll tie the leaves to her thigh with those.”

      Matt was standing funnily. “Of course! Um. I will. I just, can it wait a moment? Sorry. That was a very stressful experience, and I, well, I…”

      Korinne recognised his stance and behaviour. Sometimes she wondered if he was sixteen or six.

      “It’s fine. Go relieve yourself behind those bushes, Matt. Riverrall, can you go into my knapsack and get the rope, please?”

      Both men slunk off in their opposite directions.

      Vicktoria smiled indulgently at Matt’s retreating form. “I don’t blame the lad. Fighting and seeing severe injuries can have strange effects on the body.”

      “I know,” Korinne said, holding the leaves in place. “Speaking of bodies, how is yours?”

      Vicktoria quirked an eyebrow. “Well, I’ve never gotten any complaints.”

      Korinne grimaced at her, trying not to laugh even though it would feel good to break the tension. “You know what I mean. How do you feel physically?”

      “A little dizzy. Nauseous. And, hm, thirsty?”

      “Oh.” Korinne called over to Riverrall. “Could you also get my canteen, please?”

      He nodded and continued going through her bag.

      “Hey,” Vicktoria said, so softly that only Korinne could hear it.

      “Hey, yourself,” Korinne whispered back, trying to smile through her fatigue.

      “Thank you. For stitching me up. For…” She hesitated. “For helping me when I didn’t want to ask for help.”

      “You would do the same for me. Besides, you bravely fought the crianvarg when I was useless and sweetest Matt was frozen.”

      “He wasn’t frozen for long. He was in shock, and he’s not used to acting without your orders. And you certainly weren’t useless. Despite your clear lack of fighting practice, I have no doubt that you would’ve battled that thing successfully on your own.”

      Pride filled Korinne’s chest. “Thank you.”

      “Well, I mean, it probably would’ve all but slayed you before you managed it, honeycakes, so don’t get too cocky.”

      “Me getting cocky? That’s rich coming from you!” Korinne stopped and shook her head. “Why do our conversations always end up like this?”

      Vicktoria scratched one of her cheeks, and Korinne noted that the colour was returning to them. Her breathing still shuddered, though.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you can tell me. You appear to see through a lot of my crap. Although, I will point out that I’m not this argumentative with everyone.”

      She looked embarrassed and was still scratching at her cheek, rough enough to leave scratches. Korinne bustled even closer and grabbed Vicktoria’s hand before she had time to think the gesture through. “Careful, you’ll hurt yourself. I think you’re in more than enough pain right now.”

      Korinne let go of the hand, a voice in the back of her mind telling her to back out of this uncomfortably open and private situation. But as much as this wasn’t her sort of thing, she had to stay. Had to try. For Vicktoria’s sake.

      She cleared her throat. “When it comes to why your discussions with me often end up like that, firstly, you’re quite the cheeky scoundrel. Secondly, I think we’re a little too alike in some ways and a little too different in others. We’ll always bicker and push each other.”

      “That sounds vexing. Would it perhaps be a good idea if we kept from talking so much? I could keep my distance?” Vicktoria said in faked carefree tones, busying herself with tearing off the shredded bits of velvet hanging from her ripped trousers.

      Too unsettled to answer right away, Korinne used her knife to help cut off the surplus fabric. Her free hand was on Vicktoria’s thigh, holding her still. Korinne now stared at the point where they touched. This was the first moment she realised that it was an intimate part of Vicktoria’s body she’d been handling. The creamy skin looked so vulnerable to her now.

      Vicktoria’s shaky breaths tickled the side of her neck, bringing attention to the fact that Korinne was close enough to almost be in the other woman’s lap.

      Suddenly as embarrassed and oddly attracted by their physical closeness as she was by their heartfelt conversation, Korinne murmured, “No. I mean, um, please don’t keep your distance.”

      Vicktoria blew out a long breath with what might be relief. It goose-pimpled the skin on Korinne’s neck.

      “Good. When I took on this mission, I said I’d keep you safe. That would be hard to do if I was keeping my distance.” She swayed a little where she sat but kept speaking. “Next time something attacks you I won’t get incapacitated. Or need Matt and his massive axes—and I mean massive, those cannot be normal woodcutter tools—to help me.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you needed help; you still did your job. Your patrons are hale and safe.”

      “I suppose so. I’m just not good at asking for help.”

      “You mean you’re not good at having to rely on others,” Korinne said, a smile tugging at her lips.

      She already knew Vicktoria’s answer.

      “Just like you, Ms Clever,” she said, right on cue.

      They beamed at each other. The sort of laughter that now bubbled up in Korinne was new to her. It was light, cheerful, and exciting, and made her feel all warm and giddy.

      Vicktoria made her feel warm and giddy.

      Korinne pulled back at the thought, as frightened as she’d been by the crianvarg. She stayed next to Vicktoria, though, just not all the way in her private space anymore. That was too dangerous.

      Riverrall appeared at her side, as if out of thin air. “Here is the rope and the water receptacle.”

      Korinne handed the water to Vicktoria, who took a large mouthful right away.

      Matt really should’ve brought the water before the cherryroots. Why didn’t I instruct him better?

      While her patient was distracted with drinking, Korinne fastened the leaves. Vicktoria grunted into the opening of the canteen as Korinne tightened the rope against her thigh.

      “Sorry.”

      “Stop apologising. You’re helping me.”

      “Maybe you can only do one thing at a time, lady pirate, but I can apologise and help you simultaneously,” Korinne said in her most bantering tone. Which wasn’t quite flirty, she thought, but she wasn’t sure.

      “Ah, Korinne Woodsorrow. Always better than everyone, always so clever,” Vicktoria purred, her teeth raking her lower lip on the V in clever.

      It was marvellous to watch her be distracted from her pain. It was marvellous to watch her, full stop.

      Riverrall scrunched up his elegant nose. “There is so much blood everywhere.”

      Korinne looked at her hands, stained with Vicktoria’s blood, which was drying to a dark copper. Of all the shades of red that Vicktoria had shown her, this one was new. And it was the first one not to charm Korinne; all she felt was worry at the amount of blood Vicktoria had lost. How much was too much?

      “Mm, we need to wash,” Korinne said. “After that fight, we’re all more or less covered in blood. Well, everyone but you,” she said to Riverrall, wiping her hands on her trousers.

      She hadn’t meant that as a negative thing, hadn’t meant to infer that he hadn’t helped, but from the look on his face he took it as such. He spun around and left.

      “Why did you do that, you blundering fool?” Korinne asked herself.

      Vicktoria gave a tired little laugh. “He’ll be fine. Although, I wager he wants you to come after him. To reassure him. To stand as close to him as he found you sitting with me.”

      Unsure of what to answer, Korinne got up and busied herself. She found Vicktoria’s knife and her own poor hatchet, wiping the blood off the latter with some moss. The liquid looked different than she’d expected. It was thicker and more purple than Vicktoria’s blood, which was still on her hands.

      The purple blood had squirted onto her arm, too. So, the crianvarg’s blood was this different? She would have to ask Riverrall if that was true of all wildwood creatures.

      Korinne watched the blood, unsure why she had the sudden urge to taste it. Perhaps it was the shock. Or simple curiosity at something so different. Or was it some sort of odd hunting trophy? Either way, in a gesture that disgusted her, she let the tip of her tongue touch the droplets. It tasted like human or animal blood, earthy and tangy of iron, but also somehow sweeter? She shook her head at her own behaviour. That was when she noticed that there was blood on the front of her torn tunic too.

      She groaned as she realised that this was her blood, remembering with more annoyance than anything else that the crianvarg’s claws had dug into her chest and shoulders. She’d forgotten until now. How could she forget that she was injured? This was the strangest day of her life. Or days? She had lost track of time. She lifted the fabric to check the damage.

      “Did it claw you?” Riverrall asked from behind her, making her jump with his sudden reappearance. “Should I ask your brother to retrieve that medicine bundle?” he added, concern in his voice.

      He seemed to be trying to look down her tunic too. She stepped away from him, reminding herself that, considering his own lack of clothes, he didn’t have the same issues with nudity as humans and so wasn’t being impertinent.

      “Um, no, I only have bruises and scrapes. They should heal on their own.”

      “That’s good news at least,” Matt said, walking back to them.

      “Meanwhile, your tunic now looks like that of a real warrior,” Vicktoria called from where she sat on the ground. “It suits you. The heroic, bloodied fighter with her torn clothes,” she added with a wink.

      Korinne tried to not smile at the words. Tried not to enjoy them. Instead she tossed Vicktoria’s knife over to land next to her, but Vicktoria reached over and caught the handle with a showy waggle of the eyebrows. It was nice to see that Vicktoria’s shock symptoms were fading; she looked almost back to normal as she returned the knife to its sheath. Korinne had first considered tucking the knife back into the empty sheath on the boot herself but had shied away from getting so intimate with Vicktoria’s legs again.

      “Keep an eye on the cuts all the same, Korinne. They might get infected,” Matt said.

      “Mm, I suppose so. Wait, does the crianvarg have poison in its claws?” she asked Riverrall.

      He smiled reassuringly. “No. They’re normal claws. Sharp but otherwise safe.”

      Safe wasn’t a word Korinne connected to the crianvarg, but she didn’t say that. The family resemblance showed when Matt muttered, “Safe? That notion feels far away right now.”

      There were dark rings under his eyes, and his usually good posture was slumped.

      Korinne noted the weariness in her own body, heavy and dull. “I think you need to take us to those trees where you said we could rest, Riverrall. After all of this, we need proper sleep.”

      Matt looked confused. “What? No, there’s no point. We’re on the track of the kraunt now. We followed its blood spatter and the damage it did to the trees! Any moment now we’ll see it, and then we can simply walk out of here and home to our beds.”

      Riverrall patted Korinne’s arm and whispered, “It is sweet that you have humoured the poor lad and let him think that besting the kraunt will be that easy. And that he can merely walk out of these woods now.”

      Korinne stared back at him and answered in normal volume, “First of all, don’t talk about him like he isn’t here or call him a ‘poor lad’ in that pitying tone.” Riverrall looked apologetic and like he was about to say something, but Korinne carried on speaking. “Secondly, I have not humoured him. I’ve said from the start that I didn’t think Vicktoria’s plan would work as simply as she thinks; in fact, I called it terrible. Thirdly, what do you mean by that we can’t walk out of these woods now?”

      He blinked, those light eyes showing no comprehension. “Obviously, you cannot leave. The wildwood is locked.”
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      “What do you mean by locked?” Korinne growled.

      Riverrall’s expression was thoroughly confused. “You saw those treacherous trees move. I assumed that your guide had explained what that means.”

      Korinne and Matt both glared at the injured woman who had laid down, now lounging on the moss with her hands as a pillow.

      Vicktoria closed her eyes and winced. “I wish you hadn’t told them that, Riverrall. I was working up to a way to tell them when the time was right.”

      Korinne marched over to where Vicktoria was splayed out on the ground, looking more like she was sunbathing than recovering from an injury. “Tell me what this all means and why in the name of the moons you didn’t warn me! I mean, us.”

      Vicktoria rubbed her pale face and then leaned up on her elbows. “Look, I suspected that the trees moving that much meant the wildwood was locking, a phenomenon I’ve heard older guides mention. But by that point, it had already happened, and I didn’t want you to fret over it prematurely.”

      Korinne jerked forward. “You what now?”

      “You had enough to worry about. Like your parents, finding the kraunt, and getting the house ward.” Vicktoria waved her hand airily. “Not to mention everything that’s been attacking us. Getting out of the wildwood can wait until we have the house ward and actually wish to leave. One problem at a time, dear.”

      It all became too much. Korinne had no more reserves to pull from. She stomped her boot. “You inconsiderate, overconfident arse! Who are you to make that decision for me? Don’t you think I know better than you what is in my best interest here?”

      Vicktoria’s expression darkened. “That’s the problem with you, thinking you always know best. Well, maybe you don’t. You can’t know it all, Ms Clever.”

      “You’re deflecting away from what you don’t want to talk about again! We’re talking about the moving trees, which I asked you—in vain—to explain. And your habit of keeping things from us.”

      Vicktoria used the tree to pull herself up to standing, and Korinne was too upset to tell her to sit down. “No. That’s what you want to talk about! I’m talking about the fact that you think you know everything, which makes you believe you’ve got a right to lose patience with people and scold them. You’re so sure you know how I’m going to act and what I’m going to do that you’ve already played it out in your head and judged me.”

      “I have not!”

      “Yes, you have! You said I was a scoundrel earlier and you meant it.” Vicktoria pointed at her. “You’ve decided that I’m the adventurous but untrustworthy rogue, who you’ll still stay close to since I serve a purpose and because you’re expecting me to show my hidden heart of gold in a heroic moment. Just like the knaves in the story books you’ve read a million times instead of—”

      “Oh, I have, have I? Now who is assuming they know things about people?”

      Vicktoria ignored the interruption. “I have news for you. I don’t have a hidden good side for you to drag out. It’s out to be seen by anyone who actually bothers to look.” She held out her arms as if to display herself. “I care about people, and I try to do good deeds to make up for my bad ones. There. I’m a complex personality, not the knave with a hidden streak of good from your books.”

      Korinne heard Matt softly say, “I don’t think this is about the trees moving anymore,” to Riverrall, but she blocked them out.

      Vicktoria raised her voice. “And that’s why you say you don’t like people. When you get to know them, they don’t behave like you expect, like the people in books who are a certain archetype so you can’t control them. That scares and annoys you and makes you draw back.”

      That one stung. How had they gotten to this topic? They were supposed to be talking about the locking woods.

      “I see.” Korinne’s fury made her eyesight blur. “Is there any other insight into human behaviour, surprisingly learned from being a thieving smuggler, that you would like to share? Is this tirade of accusations going to carry on until we’re all rammed into by hrygons? Huh?”

      “There is more actually, Ms Clever! Like how you also stay close to me because you’re attracted to my lifestyle. Because you want it. You might be a little more ethical than me, but other than that, you want to live exactly like I do but you lack the courage to even try.”

      “Live exactly like you?” Korinne crossed her arms over her chest. “That is you being conceited!”

      “Sure, amongst my many flaws, which you have constantly pointed out in our short time together, I can be conceited. However, I’m aware enough of it that I take measures to counteract it. Like how I didn’t point out that you’re not only attracted to my lifestyle, you’re also attracted to me.”

      “Nonsense, you self-absorbed criminal,” Korinne snarled.

      “There! You just proved my point. There’s the role you cast me in!”

      “I have not cast you in anything, Velvet Vick; I’ve merely seen what you are. I see what you all are!” Korinne gestured forcefully to the three of them. “But most of all you, Ace of cursing Spades. I see what role you’ve carved out for yourself! All to make yourself seem interesting, racy, and out of reach from us average people. You have to, to ensure that anyone will want to have anything to do with you!”

      Korinne turned, wanting to walk away from all of this. To run away from it.

      That must’ve aggravated the injured and exhausted Vicktoria to her limit, because she limped over to Korinne and clumsily pushed her against the oak behind her. The bark of the tree cut into the bruises from the crianvarg’s attack, but Korinne only felt it distantly. Fury was fuelling her, dimming sensations.

      Vicktoria grabbed a handful of the front of Korinne’s tunic. “You’re going to listen to me, going to hear someone other than yourself for a change. You’re not running into a new bout of trouble before we clear the bloody air!”

      “Oh, so you’re making decisions for me again?”

      “Stop changing the subject! You care little for me or my feelings? Fine,” Vicktoria bit out through gritted teeth. Her face was so close that Korinne could see the pores on her nose. “We don’t know each other, but it’s not just me you’ve locked into an archetype. You’ve also given poor Matt his role, the silly and reliant child who needs you.”

      Korinne roared with rage at that and was glad to see her breath stirring a lock of hair that had fallen into Vicktoria’s face, making it irritate her eyes until she had to shake her head to get rid of it.

      She wanted Vicktoria to feel her words, feel her annoyance. “I’m not making assumptions about Matt. I know him! It was only he and me as children, hiding from our parents. I shielded him, taught him, and comforted him, even though I’m only a few years older.” She stabbed a finger into Vicktoria’s shoulder. “I basically raised him, so I know Matt down to the very core of him.”

      “Ha! Sure, because people always know everything about those they raise. Children never grow up to rebel and want something different than you think they’d want. They never hide their emotions and true desires to not disappoint their guardians,” Vicktoria scoffed.

      Korinne wanted to push her. Shove this infuriating woman far, far away from her. She mastered the impulse and instead screamed at the top of her lungs, “What would you know about raising children, you selfish, overgrown toddler?”

      “I’m not your child, Korinne,” Matt said.

      The pain in his quiet voice silenced Korinne and Vicktoria; the heat of rage doused by a pail of icy water coming down on them both.

      They stared at each other, realisations dawning on Vicktoria’s emotive face. Korinne was sure her own face looked the same: stricken and waking up to painful truths.

      She tried to calm her breathing, watching that red lock of hair across Vicktoria’s face slow its dancing as Korinne’s breath stirred it less and less.

      The air around them was so thick with what had been said and what was still unsaid that it made Korinne’s head throb. It felt like when a thunderstorm was brewing. Or perhaps it was more like after the first bolt of lightning had already hit?

      When it had struck true.

      Riverrall, silent so far, coughed. “Perhaps we should get back to discussing the trees? These other matters do not seem to be at the top of our priority list, nor to be effectively discussed when all are tired and dealing with shock.”

      Korinne couldn’t face anyone; instead she looked down at the scarred hand clutching her tunic.

      Vicktoria let go of her and stepped back. “Yes, of course. Shit. I’m sorry for losing my temper and ranting like that. I guess the attack affected me more than I thought.” She rubbed her face. “I should have told you about the wildwood being locked, Matt and Korinne.”

      “You thought you acted for the best. Just stop keeping information from us,” Matt said, sounding surprisingly normal.

      “I will,” Vicktoria said.

      “Are you all right to let arguments wait for another time and focus on the locking of the wildwood, Korinne?” Riverrall said.

      Korinne could feel a myriad of apologies swirling inside her but couldn’t let them out. Did Vicktoria feel the same? Did she want to apologise for pushing her against this tree? Or, like Korinne, was she sorry for the hurtful truths she had voiced? It didn’t matter; they had to focus on more pressing things. Still unable to meet anyone’s eye, she merely nodded with her gaze on her boots.

      “Good,” Riverrall said, sounding calmer than the humans. “Now, we say that the wildwood locks when the trees move and bar all entrance points. The trees normally do this when they have a reason for not letting someone in. Or out.”

      “The useful point,” Vicktoria said, sounding defensive, “is that it can be unlocked again. The guide who taught me said that she’d been locked in when one of her fires grew too large and burned down an area of saplings. The trees got angry and blocked her way, but she reasoned with them.”

      “Great! How?” Matt asked with a hopeful expression.

      “With help from one of the wildwood’s creatures, who explained to the trees that it was an accident, that the guide normally knew how control her fire and would never let this happen again. The guide helped plant some acorns and other seeds. Then the trees moved, unlocking the wildwood.”

      “Yes, they can be reasoned with,” Riverrall agreed but with a stern expression. “However, they are not easily swayed and communication is difficult. They do not speak or think the way we do, so dialogue takes time and effort. Either way, you will not be getting out of here in the near future.”

      “Fine. Let’s go to that safe spot and sleep then,” Matt said, dejected.

      Riverrall nodded, his gaze already moved to the horizon.

      Korinne pulled Matt back, out of earshot and sight from the others, and leaned her forehead against his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Matt. I, um, I don’t see you as my child.”

      “Sure you do,” he said. “Hey. Look at me.”

      She moved her head so she could look up.

      “You had to raise me, and yourself, because our parents couldn’t be bothered. I’ve always wanted to thank you for that, but whenever I tried, you stopped the conversation with a joke about ‘soppy talk’ or changing the subject.”

      She swallowed. “Then I’m sorry for that too.”

      He wrapped an arm around her. “You don’t need to be sorry. You just need to give me more credit. Vicktoria is right, you have given me a role.” He sighed. “And I happily jumped into it and stayed in it. I guess this quest has shown that. And how this limits us. It kind of makes us unable to get to know each other as real people, making us stuck the way we were as children, you know?”

      “Yes,” Korinne said, unable to voice everything whirlwinding through her mind and heart. “That’s very insightful and very true.”

      “You have been the best sister, and surrogate parent, I could ever ask for,” Matt said. “I love you for taking care of me and for now, finally, learning to see that I am more than you thought.”

      “I love you too,” Korinne said, her voice cracking with a sob. “You’re the best person I have ever met. Thank you for putting up with me.”

      “Yes, that is hard,” he said, grimacing theatrically. “Since you smell of bear poo.”

      “I what now!?”

      “You smell of bear poo. And your breath smells like, um, worm spit.”

      “Matt. Worms don’t even have spit.”

      “Ah, see, Vicktoria is right. You do think you know everything.”

      Korinne reached up to muss his hair and then pull his ear. He laughed and gave her a hug. She returned it, holding his big, lumbering body close, wanting to protect him against every hurt in the world. Especially any that she had subjected him to.

      “Come on, Ms Worm-Spit Breath,” he said. “Let’s go get some sleep.”

      They all gathered behind Riverrall, and he headed for some tall firs.

      As they walked, Korinne found herself next to Vicktoria. Korinne tried to catch her eye and strike up a conversation so she could apologise, but the taller woman wouldn’t even look at her.

      Korinne watched her limping along, head held high with a haughty expression. Did she still have information she was holding back? Was she only explaining the things that suited her? Korinne had wondered from the first instant she met this woman if she could trust her. How, after all they had been through, could she now be wondering that even more?

      She thought about the intimate moment after dressing Vicktoria’s wounds.

      There was a stabbing sensation in her chest. The stab of broken trust. She’d started to let her guard down, only to be faced with yet another occurrence of Vicktoria keeping things from her. Even if she claimed to have done it for Korinne and Matt’s own good.

      Korinne curled her hands into tight fists at her sides. She was glad she’d always kept the policy of not trusting anyone. Of assuming that taking a partner, romantic or otherwise, meant trusting someone who would let her down. Who would manipulate and hurt her. Even if they didn’t mean to. Loving anyone besides Matt would make her miserable, like her parents were miserable. Like they had made her miserable her entire life. Like Vicktoria was making her miserable right now.

      She adjusted her tunic, remembering how it felt when Vicktoria grabbed it. How close Vicktoria had been and how fiery. It had infuriated Korinne, but also opened something forbidden in her. Something she didn’t want to feel.

      A memory crept into her mind’s eye.

      When she watched Vicktoria let go of her tunic, there had been something on her hand. A scar, of course. Vicktoria had loads of them. But that particular scar had been a starburst shape? Where had she seen, or felt, a hand with a starburst shape before?

      She didn’t have time to ponder long. A noise, somewhere between breaking glass and ice cracking, kept sounding over and over. Korinne tried to locate it.

      When the sound ceased, Vicktoria groaned. “Oh, bloody marvellous. So, you wanted me to be honest with you, Woodsorrow siblings?” She turned to Matt. “Well, honeycakes, we said we’d stopped saying we ‘were screwed,’ so let me instead say that the noise we just heard… means we have run into a whole new sort of trouble.”
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      “What do you mean a new sort of trouble?” Matt asked Vicktoria. “Worse than a kraunt? Or, um, worse than sword-tailed poisoners or the hrygons or the crianvargs?”

      “Yes,” Riverrall answered in her stead. “Because this creature is not only menacing, it is also particularly intelligent and immensely powerful.” He stopped, rubbing his forehead and looking behind him in a fed-up way.

      “If you want to leave, we’ll understand,” Korinne said to him. “This isn’t your fight.”

      “Unlike me, you’re not even being paid,” Vicktoria added. “However, I’d take it as a personal favour if you stayed for this particular monster as I have no idea of how to face her alone.”

      “Her?” Korinne said.

      “Nightbearer,” Vicktoria and Riverrall said simultaneously.

      “What sort of creature is that?” Matt said.

      Riverrall moved closer, proving that he was staying. “It is not a creature, as in a species of creature, but an individual, the last of her ancient kind. Which is probably one of the reasons for her bitterness and cruelty.”

      The cracking, shattering sound was heard again. Louder this time.

      “She’s drawing nearer,” Vicktoria said with dread. “Bleeding wolves and… shit!”

      Even Vicktoria’s cursing sounded panicked.

      “What do we do?” Korinne asked.

      “Keep still and quiet. Let Riverrall and me do the talking,” Vicktoria muttered. “Nightbearer likes only night, cold, riddles, and death. Oh, and cruelly toying with good-hearted creatures like you and Matt.”

      “Sounds charming. Friend of yours?” Korinne bit, trying to not let her voice tremble.

      “She was almost the death of me last time I was here. I managed to escape by giving her an adequate answer to her riddle,” Vicktoria said, looking around the darkening copse of trees. “It wasn’t the one she wanted, but it was technically correct so she took it as payment and only toyed with my mind—playing out all my worst nightmares and making me relive my greatest traumas—and then sliced the backs of my hands open in deep star shapes before she let me go. I doubt she’ll show the same mercy twice.”

      “Star shapes?” Matt said.

      “Yes.” Vicktoria held up her hands. It was hard to make out the starburst scars in the dim light, but Korinne knew they were there.

      “She likes everything relating to the night, but one of the few things she cannot magically recreate is a starry sky,” Vicktoria said. “So, she makes stars elsewhere.”

      Korinne saw that Vicktoria was shaking and for a moment assumed out of fear. Then she noticed her own breath misting as it left her mouth and shivered with a bone-deep chill.

      The sky was suddenly black as darkest night. Korinne looked up. Vicktoria had been right; there were no stars. Neither of the moons were present either. It was not actual night but the wildwood’s weird version of it. She’d never get used to this.

      “It’s getting cold,” Matt mumbled. “And dark. Should we run?”

      “No. She knows where we are and she can travel via magic,” Riverrall said. “We cannot outrun her. Or physically best her. She will ask us a riddle for her own entertainment; we must try to answer it and keep her in a good mood, lest she gets violent.”

      The shattering sound rang out again, now so loud that it made both Korinne and Matt jump.

      “She’s here,” Riverrall said so quietly that Korinne barely heard him.

      Another crack, this one accompanied by what looked like a stark, white tear splitting the midnight-black sky, almost like lightning but permanent, clearer, and more bizarre. The tear glowed out into an expanse of whitish light, and in the middle of it appeared the tallest woman Korinne had ever seen. Her ageless face was ashen grey with eyes like storm clouds. She wore a billowing coat of black feathers, greasy and frayed.

      Korinne realised she was holding her breath and made herself exhale. Fear had rooted itself in her belly, and those roots were spreading throughout her like icy tendrils, making her unable to move. Was the terror something Nightbearer brought as well, like the dark and the cold? Or was her presence truly this frightening?

      Nightbearer opened her mouth wide in what might’ve been a toothy smile, if Korinne could see anything between her lips but endless black. Then she spoke. “Through this forest have I roamed unseen, following three humans and the seaborne king as they stumbled. Toppled, tore, tumbled. Like blind kittens.”

      Her voice was deep but creaking, like the cursed floorboards when Korinne snuck up in the night to get water without waking her parents and making them discipline her.

      Nightbearer didn’t wait for answers. “You have amused and diverted me, so I brought you the pleasant dark and cold of night as a gift. Oh, and a riddle, of course.”

      Vicktoria limped forward, proud in bearing but still shivering, her coat clearly no protection against the unnatural cold around them. No surprise there; icy winds were ricocheting between the tall trees, chilling Korinne to the marrow faster than winter ever had. Her teeth chattered, and she could no longer feel her fingers and toes.

      “Well met. What riddle do you have for us, Nightbearer?” Vicktoria asked, a tremor in her voice.

      Who could blame her? Needle-fanged and girl-faced wolves, bloodsucking winged monsters, sorrowful corpses, and even those elusive sword-tailed poisoners were nowhere near as frightening as this creature. At least none of them had spread such bone-deep fear in Korinne.

      She still couldn’t move. The darkness appeared to be pressing down on them, and the cold was becoming unbearable. Worse than all of that was a sensation that was new to Korinne. It felt as if the flowing of her blood was slowing. Her heart trying three times as hard to beat while the blood cooled and clogged in her veins.

      Nightbearer looked right into her eyes. “I have overheard the others speak your name. Korinne Woodsorrow. Names offer such insight, nigh as much as blood does. Oh, little suckling, isn’t blood a peculiar thing? Precious, and bursting with magic potential.”

      “Y-Yes,” Korinne replied. How did she know Korinne had thought about blood?

      Nightbearer rasped out a sound that might have been a laugh. “Knowing your name gives me power over your blood. That in turn lends me power over your mind, little lost kitten.”

      “She’s toying with you, making you think things are happening which are not. You’re fine, honeycakes. Just breathe,” Vicktoria whispered. Korinne had never been so grateful to hear that confident, blasé tone of hers.

      “You will bleed for this wildwood when the time comes, Korinne Woodsorrow. Mm, blood,” Nightbearer hissed, sniffing the air. “You all reek of it, you know. Dried blood, some human and some magical, lays all over your useless clothing and feebly thin skin. Well, all but his royal highness. Blood washes off him like water off a swan,” she said, as if Riverrall wasn’t standing right there.

      Vicktoria took a step to place herself in front of Korinne. She was getting used to that gesture after all her three travel companions had done it. Wait, was it all three? Or only two of them? Either way, Korinne was equally grateful and surprised every time it happened.

      Vicktoria coughed for attention. “Did you have a riddle for us, honoured Nightbearer?”

      “Honoured you call me? Someone has learned some reverence since our last meeting. Was it perchance carved into you?”

      Vicktoria wrapped her arms around herself, placing her hands deep in her armpits in a protective way. Then, when she realised what she had done, she took them back out and returned to her proud, untroubled stance.

      Nightbearer smiled wide again, and it struck Korinne how wrong it was. Not just because there were no teeth or tongue, not only because the blackness inside her mouth looked as endless as the sky, but because something about this creature smiling felt like an abomination against nature. Her joy was everyone else’s pain.

      “Remember your own words,” Korinne whispered to Vicktoria. “You’re fine. Just breathe.”

      Vicktoria gave a curt nod.

      Korinne’s extreme discomfort had been from cold and fear. While the cold remained, the fear was beginning to change ever so slightly, moving into frustration. She wanted to do what she did when a situation was too much: leave, shout, or speed things up. Or all three.

      Riverrall cleared his throat. “Well met, inimitable one. We have not chanced upon each other for some time. If you have been watching us, you know we have a quest and cannot delay here. Gift us your riddle, treasured enchantress.”

      “Why do male creatures so often think a lone woman will obey any order if he flatters her?” She stared at him, unimpressed. “It is not a riddle for you, seaweed king. I could offer you riddles anytime. No, I bring a delectable conundrum for our human visitors to reflect upon.”

      “Great, will we ever hear it or—” Korinne snapped, but Vicktoria cut in, “Of course. We’re ready whenever you are, Nightbearer.”

      Korinne bit her tongue. Had she really been about to goad this nightmarish magical being? She was more sensible than that. Why had that changed in the wildwood?

      Nightbearer stepped past Vicktoria, focusing on Korinne. In a lightning-fast movement, she bent down to human height, grabbed Korinne’s wrist and tore away her tunic sleeve.

      Korinne’s forearm turned bluish with cold. Then Nightbearer’s fingertips pushed against her skin, and Korinne realised that she’d never truly known cold. This was the cold of falling through the ice of a midwinter lake. This was the cold of being buried in frozen ground.

      Korinne saw something appearing on her skin under Nightbearer’s moving fingers. Writing. It was hard to tell in the dark, but the letters looked purplish black.

      “What are you doing to her? Let her go!” Matt screamed, his big fists raised as he approached Nightbearer from the side.

      In a show of unbelievable courage, he actually struck this embodiment of fear, punching her feathered cloak over and over. Nothing happened. Well, except for Vicktoria and Riverrall trying to convince him to stop, saying that if she wanted to kill or injure Korinne, she would have already, to wait and to save his strength.

      Nevertheless, Matt kept hitting Nightbearer with all of his might. She didn’t move. Didn’t say a word or acknowledge his presence. Her fingers were on Korinne’s skin and her gaze on Korinne’s.

      “Stop, Matt,” Korinne said through chattering teeth. “She’s not hurting me.”

      He dropped his hands but stayed in place, staring at Nightbearer through the cloud of his own breath.

      The writing formed lines on Korinne’s forearm. It was true that it didn’t hurt, but that could’ve been because her skin was frozen numb.

      “Why are you doing that?” Korinne asked, anger and the need for answers triumphing over fear.

      “Since I enjoy studying you more than other humans, I am giving you a boon. Not only will the riddle stay on your skin so you can recollect it when you need to, and you shall need to recall each word, I will also not require an answer now.”

      “Pardon? When will you expect one, then?’ Riverrall said, sounding uncharacteristically shocked.

      “That does not concern you, seaweed king. You always get yourself involved in matters which I do not wish for you to be involved in. Most vexing,” she hissed. “Now, thank me for my kindness and patience, blind kitten.”

      Korinne realised Nightbearer was speaking to her now. “What? Oh. Yes. Thank you.”

      “Good.” There was that disturbing smile again and a look of condescension. “Finally, a drop of humility in that precious blood of yours. Gratitude suits you.” Nightbearer inclined her head. “I wish you luck, little Sweetblood. You shall need it.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and, as if collapsing in on herself, disappeared into the white tear in the sky. When every part of her was gone, the darkness waned, and the heat crept back into the forest. Gradually, like a new day dawning.

      Korinne looked at her arm. With daylight returning she could see that the letters were indeed the purple of a dark bruise. There were crystals of hoarfrost around the text, too, melting in the summer warmth. The words moved, quivering slightly. It made the cursed sentences hard to decipher, but she focused her eyes and finally read:

      

      The vanished are beasts of magic and the master cares not at all.

      The unalike are enslaved but not eager the master’s bidding to do.

      The resisting few are in possession of all from water to nightfall.

      Who are you?

      

      The other three rushed to her, Matt and Riverrall asking if she was all right and Vicktoria offering her coat.

      Korinne’s head swam. “Yes, I’m fine. And no, thank you, Vicktoria, I’m warming up.”

      They stood around her, reading the words inked into her arm.

      “Does it hurt?” Matt asked.

      “No. All I feel is confusion. And annoyance. Normal for a day in the wildwood, I guess.”

      He ran one of his fingers over the words, poking at them. “What does it mean?”

      “Ow, now that does hurt. Stop prodding, you big lug! I have no idea.”

      “You’re not meant to yet,” Vicktoria said, examining the text. “I wager she wanted you to have to put in effort and time to decipher it.”

      “It is nonsense meant to baffle you,” Riverrall grumbled. “I should not have let her near you, but I was unable to think of a way to stop her without angering her and thereby making her more violent.”

      He grimaced and turned away. Korinne couldn’t help but feel touched by how upset he was on her behalf.

      “It’s odd that she is playing some sort of long game,” Vicktoria said. Unlike Riverrall, she sounded more confused than angry. “Nightbearer always wants answers right away so she can either kill the failed riddle-receiver or take her answer and move on to toying with someone else. Even more odd is that your riddle is different than her normal ones.”

      “What are her normal riddles like?” Korinne asked.

      “The ones I’ve seen and heard were shorter and more, well, riddle-like. What did she say this was? A conundrum for humans to solve?” She pointed to Korinne’s arm. “On the bright side, now you have a tattoo, just like sailors,” she said, back to her normal carefree self.

      “Does that include pirates?” Korinne prompted, for once happy for Vicktoria’s glibness. Breaking the spell of fear and strangeness was most welcome.

      “Some,” Vicktoria said with a studied shrug.

      Korinne tried that quirking of the eyebrow thing, but probably looked more surprised than roguishly suggestive. “Not all?”

      “Well… all the ones you know, Ms Clever.”

      Korinne’s heartbeat picked up. She’s got a tattoo. Where? Of what? How do I get to see it?

      She closed her eyes and cursed her wandering mind.

      Matt looked at the writing. “Our parents won’t like that.”

      “I don’t care,” Korinne answered, before she had time to think about it.

      With a jolt, she realised it was true. She didn’t care what they would think or say. She felt a smile go from ear to ear. This was new. She actually didn’t care! Everything that had happened and all she had done these last couple of days made her parents feel less frightening and powerful, less important. They were only two humans, weaker than her and lazy at that. Even if they’d shout at her or slap her, that was nothing compared to what she’d endured in here.

      What she had endured in here so far. Her smile dropped. Who knew what awaited them?

      “Vicktoria,” she said, “do you think Nightbearer was right about what she said before she left?”

      “Yes.”

      “You do?”

      “Absolutely, gratitude does suit you.” She grinned and winked.

      “Oh shush! I meant about us needing luck.”

      Vicktoria shrugged. “You always need luck in the wildwood.”

      Korinne chewed her thumbnail. “I don’t like that she called me Sweetblood. The trees call me that too. What does that mean?”

      “Who can say?” Vicktoria stopped, letting a squirrel run past her and up a tree. “I know I keep repeating myself, but all the magical creatures are behaving oddly.”

      “Like the kraunt acting on its own and possibly hiding?” Korinne asked, still worrying at her thumb.

      “Yes. Or like there being so many hrygons in one spot. Or the crianvarg not immediately killing its prey. Or Nightbearer giving you time, and a physical reminder, to solve an odd riddle.” She playfully slapped Korinne’s hand. “And leave that poor thumbnail alone, honeycakes. If your teeth itch, you can bite me.”

      Korinne stared at her. “Does your terrible flirting increase with the level of danger we’re in?”

      Vicktoria pointed at her. “Counter-question: why are you always so grumpy?”

      This pointless banter was familiar to anyone with a little brother, so Korinne immediately snapped back with, “I don’t know, why do you have to have a face like a constipated trout?”

      Vicktoria gasped. “I do not!” She pursed her lips with a baleful stare. “It’s you who has a face like a constipated snout.”

      “One: I said trout. Snout wouldn’t make sense. Two: Is that really the best comeback you could think of?”

      “One: Fine, Ms Clever. Some of us have blood loss. Two: It was terrible, but again, blood loss.” She playfully tugged on Korinne’s braid. “Also, you do sadly not look like a constipated trout. You are far more attractive. It’s most distracting. You should stop it.”

      “Did I hear you talking about Nightbearer’s unusual behaviour?” Riverrall asked, appearing at Korinne’s elbow.

      “Uh, yes,” Vicktoria answered. “Why in the bloody curses doesn’t anything in this wildwood behave like normal?”

      “Perhaps the Whispering Wildwood is evolving?” Riverrall said. “Everything does eventually.”

      Vicktoria gave her trademark shrug. “True enough.”

      Matt joined them, yawning so big it looked like his jaw would snap.

      Vicktoria put a hand on his shoulder. “Aw, mate. You’re falling asleep where you stand. Riverrall, could you take us to that safe place to sleep? I’d say we all need it even more after that.”

      Riverrall bowed. “Happily. If we are all ready to go, please follow me.”
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      They followed Riverrall down winding paths and offshoot trails that were barely discernible from the thick moss and soil.

      It was clear that every step was hurting Vicktoria, and Korinne worried about her stitches opening. If they hadn’t already; Korinne hadn’t been able to look at Vicktoria’s thigh without unwanted emotions.

      Matt, his thoughts matched with his sister’s as usual, sidled up to Vicktoria. “We must be at the place where we can rest soon. I know you were hesitant to let me lift you over that pit before, but would you let me carry you now?”

      She took hold of his arm. “I told you, mate, it was the uncanny, silent communication with your sister that put me off more than the carrying. Right now, with this ridiculous pain, I’d kill for a lift.”

      He smiled and stopped to hold his arms out as he had when he was carrying Riverrall. “Your carriage is readied, my lady.”

      “My carriage is weirdly talkative.” Vicktoria wrapped an arm around his neck and let him pick her up.

      They walked on, laughing and chatting.

      That ugly emotion crept back into Korinne’s heart, and now she couldn’t stop herself from acknowledging it. It was most certainly, most shamefully, jealousy.

      As she watched them, she considered Vicktoria’s words during their argument. Had she put these two wonderful people into roles? Maybe. Wasn’t that what everyone did? How else was one to decipher something as confusing as humans?

      How else could one predict their behaviour and keep from being hurt? How else would she know which people would mistreat her for being different?

      How would she know which villagers would hurl abuse?

      Which village girls would laugh at her?

      Which boys would follow her down dark streets?

      When her father would come home drunk and she’d have to hide her brother, lest he’d get hit for being himself?

      If her mother would be furious because she borrowed her lip tint. Just to try it on. Just because she was twelve and wondered what she might look like when she grew up? Not because she wanted to attract lovers, like her mother had mocked.

      Korinne swallowed. Predicting people’s behaviour was the only way to stay safe, so, she made assumptions and categorized. She’d learned to see through people and play out their behaviours in her mind and judge them based on that. To quickly classify them into roles so she’d know how to act around them.

      Did that mean she was behaving incorrectly around other humans? Did that mean she held Matt back? That she wasn’t getting to know the real him?

      She looked up at the trees and envied them. She wanted to be a tree. Not one out there where people carved initials in you, drained your sap, and cut you down. She wanted to be a tree in the Whispering Wildwood. Tall and durable. Old and frightening. Magical and powerful. Whispering, mysterious things that others didn’t understand. Untouchable. All they had to do was grow and live in peace.

      “Am I the only one who still feels peculiar? After meeting Nightbearer, I mean,” Matt said, sounding like he was trying to sort his emotions.

      “Did she frighten you, dear lad?” Riverrall asked, sounding worried and startlingly affectionate.

      Matt adjusted his grip on Vicktoria. “Yes, at first at least. I feel like such a coward.”

      “You are nothing of the kind,” Riverrall said.

      “He’s right,” Vicktoria said. “Nightbearer has a magical ability to scare the hairs right off your head, in the same way she makes everything dark and cold.”

      Riverrall nodded. “Most creatures become so stiff with fear they cannot move.”

      Vicktoria smacked Matt on the back. “You, on the other hand, you punched her, mate!”

      She laughed, but he just said, “I suppose.”

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say you’ve not heard the fairy tales about her?” Vicktoria asked.

      “No. Once again, we have not heard any of the nursery rhymes or fairy tales,” Korinne replied in Matt’s stead.

      “Not even the great one about the leaf giant that got stung by a bee?” Vicktoria said, going off tangent as usual.

      “Leaf giant. Ha. Silly name,” Matt said.

      “They’re common creatures in here,” Vicktoria said. “They live off tree bark, so there’s plenty of food for them here. You know, it’s odd that we haven’t seen any!”

      “Yes, yes,” Matt said. “Everything in the wildwood is odd these days.”

      He sounded back to normal. Maybe Vicktoria wasn’t going off on a tangent after all. Maybe she was distracting him?

      “You should keep an eye out for any leaf giants. They’re interesting,” Vicktoria said. “They have lizard skin and a squat little head, which looks brainless but sweet, and stubby legs.” She used her hands to show an approximation of how short their legs were. “Their body is wide and low slung. Wider than even the fattest pig, but not much higher.”

      “Tall like a pig standing on a crate and wide like two pigs next to each other?” Matt suggested.

      “Hm, yes, about that. It would have to be a small crate, though. More like half a crate,” Vicktoria agreed, patient with him as always.

      Korinne couldn’t help getting involved. Tired and contemptuous of this silly conversation as she was, she hated not having answers. “If they eat bark, why are they called leaf giants? And if they’re the size of two tall pigs next to each other, why the ‘giant’ part of the name?”

      Vicktoria looked immensely pleased with herself as she bobbed along in Matt’s arms. “Because of the colour and texture of their skin, of course! Or, rather, their backs. When you see them from above, they look like a giant leaf.”

      “Riverrall, is this true or is she making things up?” Korinne asked.

      “Of course it’s bloody well true,” Vicktoria protested.

      “It is true,” Riverrall said distractedly. “Mind if I change the subject? I have remembered something important.”

      “Please do,” Korinne said.

      They all stopped. Matt put Vicktoria down, letting her lean against a tall aspen.

      “What have you remembered?” Matt asked while stretching.

      Riverrall scratched his chin, which unlike Matt’s wasn’t spouting the start of a beard. “For some reason, boredom possibly, a rough map was made many years ago by some of the wildwood’s oldest creatures. Nightbearer was even consulted, I believe.”

      “Really?” Vicktoria’s mouth hung open. “Why in the name of all bleeding wolves haven’t you brought that up before?”

      Riverrall adjusted his sleek hair to lay evenly across his shoulders. “The map is old and was made without much effort. Not to mention that the trees move, altering the landscape. In short, it is not wholly reliable. Still, it might be useful if I must leave you to immerse myself in water or see to seaborne affairs.”

      “A map would be brilliant!” Vicktoria said. “With that and my knowledge we should no longer be ‘blind kittens’ as Nightbearer called us.”

      “I shall travel the water and fetch it for you then. I believe I know where it is buried.”

      “Hang on,” Korinne said. “While a map would make me feel less helpless and I am grateful, this all sounds too good to be true. How much of the map we can trust?”

      Riverrall tapped his hands against his sculpted legs. “Hm, I would say only about half of it is correct, but it does have the main path on it. Also some of the biggest glades, bodies of water, hills, valleys. Even a few important rock formations and the standard entrances. When the wildwood is not locked, that is.”

      “Hm. That still sounds surprisingly useful,” Korinne said. “If you wouldn’t mind fetching it, we’d be forever in your debt.”

      “Which we already are,” Matt said.

      “I am glad to help. I shall leave immediately, as I am drying somewhat and need to be submerged. I will take this creek to the east.” He pointed to the trickle of water by their side. “If you follow it west, you will find the safe haven where you can sleep.”

      Korinne didn’t want to hold him up with more questions; now that she was paying attention, she noticed his discomfort. He was fidgeting, and his fine mouth twitched at the edges. How long had he been drying out?

      He stood in the trickle and called forth the water, swelling the creek until it was deep enough for him to swim away. He turned and bowed a little. Then he was gone.

      “How will we know we’ve arrived at this safe haven?” Korinne asked Vicktoria when he was gone.

      “Not a clue, Ms Clever. I look forward to us finding out together, though. And to find out if you’re even grumpy after a full night’s sleep. Is she, Matt?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know,” Matt muttered.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Vicktoria asked before Korinne had a chance.

      Matt was looking in the direction Riverrall had gone. “This is going to sound daft, but I wish Riverrall hadn’t left. I see what you all meant about the joys of a map, but I wish he could’ve stayed.”

      “Why? Because he keeps us safe?” Korinne asked.

      “Sure. That too. But I like talking to him. I like the idea that he’s in the wildwood, watching over it. That he’s now watching over us.” He grunted, sounding like a huge, old bear. “I don’t know, I feel oddly close to him, like I feel close to everything in this forest.”

      Korinne was quiet. Mainly because she knew exactly what he meant, and she couldn’t explain it to herself.

      Matt’s shoulders slumped. “If I’d known there was someone in these woods I could have relied on, someone who would’ve protected me when I was little, I would’ve come in here before.”

      “I protected you, didn’t I?” Korinne said, her voice sounding quieter than she’d meant for it to.

      Matt blushed a little. “Yes, but you could only really do so by taking the scolding, or the beating, for me. And that… made me feel even worse.”

      Korinne didn’t know what to say. She held her arms out to him. “Come here.”

      He walked into her embrace, leaning down and narrowing his frame to fit as usual.

      She held on as tight as she could and squeezed her eyes shut, whispering, “I wish you knew how much I love you. I wish I could explain it.”

      She wished she could explain so many things. How she felt. How she wished she could’ve protected him against their childhood, but how could she? She’d been a child herself. Trying to survive, trying to do what was right.

      “You don’t need to, silly. You show that you love me every day.” He broke away from the hug, yawning. “No more of that or I’ll fall asleep on your shoulder.”

      “We can’t have that. You drool like a dribbling dog,” Korinne muttered.

      He made a disgusting slobbering sound, which made Vicktoria laugh.

      “Speaking of falling asleep, I think I’ll do that if you keep carrying me, Matt.” Vicktoria checked her thigh. “I’m sure my legs need the blood flow of walking anyway.”

      Matt and Korinne looked at each other.

      “Don’t do that,” Vicktoria groused. “I know what you two creepy twins are thinking. I’m not being bullish or brave. I really am better off walking for a while.”

      “Fine. But we’re not twins,” Korinne said. “I’m almost four years older than him.”

      “You know what I meant,” Vicktoria said with an eye roll. “Let’s go.”

      They followed the creek in the dimming evening light, Vicktoria limping while Korinne and Matt dragged their bruised and wearied bodies along, resembling old folks stumbling home from the tavern after too much ale.

      Korinne’s gaze was down on her aching feet and the creek, so she couldn’t say when exactly the trees had changed, but changed they had. When she looked up, the foliage wasn’t in shades of green but white, beige, and yellow. The lightest leaves she could see were white as snow. The darkest were on an alder tree with leaves much larger than a normal alder; they were also bright yellow. Korinne recognised them as the leaves Riverrall had brought as healing bandages. Those would come in handy for wound cleaning later.

      Korinne’s gaze inadvertently shot to Vicktoria’s thigh, then up again with the speed that only mortification could give.

      Vicktoria stopped to smack a tree with tiny cream leaves and give a whoop of glee. “Aha! This is where Riverrall meant we could sleep! That makes sense. I’ve met their kind, you know, but never been allowed to visit their home.”

      Korinne blinked her aching eyes. While the brown tree trunks and the summer’s evening sunlight hadn’t changed, this glade was painfully bright due to the vivid foliage. “Whose home?” she snapped, rubbing her eyes.

      “The thistlenir, grumpy,” Vicktoria replied. “They’ve made all of that. They weave it out of willow.”

      “Weave what?” Korinne asked.

      Vicktoria gently took her chin and guided her head up towards the bright leaves. “Up there. Look.”

      Korinne saw what she meant. In the treetops was a network of what looked like sophisticated bird nests, tiny wooden cabins, and slender bridges between branches. It was all made of twigs and wooden materials so that if you didn’t look closely, it would blend in with the trees.

      Vicktoria’s fingers against her jaw were cold. She hadn’t lost that much blood, had she? She appeared healthy enough, other than the limp and the occasional wince when she could no longer hide how much pain she was in.

      Stop worrying. She’s fine, Korinne told herself.

      Vicktoria removed her hand to instead run it through her red tresses, smoothing them while observing the world built in the trees. Korinne realised that she could loosen her own hair. There was no one here in the wildwood to judge her. Although, it was probably more practical to have it in a braid.

      Matt interrupted her thoughts by asking, “Are the creatures who live here dangerous?”

      “It wouldn’t be much of a safe haven if they were, Matt,” Korinne said before she could stop herself.

      He stuck his tongue out at her, making Vicktoria laugh before she answered him. “The thistlenir are peaceful but wary. Like many of the creatures in the wildwood, you rarely see them. I hear there are hundreds of species in here, and I’ve only come across fewer than ten.” She hummed pensively. “I don’t know how Riverrall thought we’d be let in here, though.”

      “You mean they won’t welcome us?” Matt asked.

      “Not usually, no. They keep to themselves, but if you convince them to interact with you, they’re kind. As I mentioned earlier, I know one of them, which could be our key in.”

      “Let me guess. Another lover?” Korinne muttered.

      “No,” Vicktoria said with a knowing smile. “In fact, I met him when he was a baby. I gave him something he needed. Long story. Anyway, I’m going to try to get him to come fetch us and invite us in.” She walked over the edge of the glade and shouted something with a lot of letter A’s.

      In return, there was the sound of paper ripping.
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      The sound of paper being torn came from two log-sized beings flying down from a tree.

      The thistlenir didn’t make Korinne think of humanoids or animals at first; they moved too quick and unnaturally. Only when they hovered at eye level did Korinne see that they did have faces, with features that looked more like they belonged on a cat. They fluttered on gossamer wings and were a green-white hue, like seafoam.

      One of them, the biggest one, flew up to Vicktoria and put its tiny, long-fingered hand on her nose, pushing it until she laughed. The thistlenir made a noise much like a cat’s purr. The purr morphed back into the sound of paper being ripped. When it spoke, even its voice sounded a bit like paper tearing, making it hard to make out words. Not as bad as the cursed whispering trees, but not far off.

      “Godmother,” it said. “Well met.”

      “Well met, dearest honeycakes,” Vicktoria said back. “Ahnaqh,” she pointed to the stunned Woodsorrow siblings behind her, “this is Korinne and Matt.”

      “Friends of yours?” Ahnaqh asked.

      Vicktoria squirmed. “Yes. They were patrons that I was guiding through the wildwood to retrieve something, but I’d be bold enough to call them friends now.”

      “Not bold, only accurate,” Matt said cheerfully.

      Ahnaqh held out its—no, Vicktoria had said “him” before—Ahnaqh held out his hand towards the creature next to him. “This is my companion, Merrow.”

      The smaller creature, about the size of Korinne’s forearm, bowed its head.

      “It is a feat that you have made it this deep into the wildwood,” Merrow said. “Humans do not survive this long here. Why hasn’t something eaten you? Or stepped on you?”

      Vicktoria held out her arms and said, “Why, a combination of luck and my brilliant expertise, of course!”

      Korinne cleared her throat, making Vicktoria sigh and add, “Fine, it probably helped that we had the king of the seaborne with us for a lot of it.”

      The two thistlenir nodded. They didn’t strike Korinne as the talkative kind. In fact, they seemed as prickly as their exterior. Protruding filaments covered their skin, giving them a look of, well, thistles, she supposed.

      Vicktoria put her hands in her pockets. “You know what, it also helped that we didn’t meet a single magical beast. Where are all the sword-tailed poisoners and the leaf giants? And why are the only calaris birds I’ve seen the small ones? Where are the massive birds of prey?”

      “We do not know. Or care,” Ahnaqh said.

      “Right,” Vicktoria said, in the tones of someone who had expected that reply. “Anyway, Riverrall implied you might grant us sanctuary so we could come in and rest, away from the more bloodthirsty creatures of the wildwood.”

      Merrow nodded. “They dare not venture in here. And yes, for what you once gifted Ahnaqh, you are invited.”

      With that, the two of them flitted in between the white-leafed trees.

      The humans followed and, when they were inside the glade, Korinne gaped at what she saw.

      It was still early evening, as it had been outside this clearing, but the canopy of pallid leaves and willow structures covered so much of the sky that there was a muted sort of dusk there. The trees whispered quieter, almost drowned out by the tearing-paper sounds of the thistlenir. Hovering through the air was something that looked like large dust motes or fragments of white bird feathers.

      It was more humid, with a warm mist that pearled into dew on flowers and leaves. It made for a calming atmosphere, and Korinne breathed long and deep, filling her lungs. For the first time since she set foot in the wildwood, she couldn’t smell the scents of a forest. Instead, the air was infused with what to Korinne smelled like a mix of chestnuts, wine, and honey. She tried to make out where the scents came from, and her nose drew her towards something hanging from the boughs of the trees—hollowed out rocks containing beeswax candles. Did the thistlenir keep bees? Or somehow trade with bees?

      At the other end of the glade, Korinne saw and heard a waterfall, minor by human measurements but surely huge for the thistlenir. By its translucence, it held freshwater, not briny water from the White Sea. Korinne could barely wait to fill her canteen. And, if she was lucky, wash.

      “So pretty,” Matt mumbled, awestruck. “You made all this?”

      “Yes, we weave everything we need. Homes, beds, food receptacles, tools, and more,” Ahnaqh said.

      “But you also hollow out dead trees and stumps to live in, right?” Vicktoria said.

      “We do. Not everything is woven. For example, we also create fabric from calaris feathers and cottonflowers,” Merrow conceded. “A wise wildwooder lives by what our forest gives, replenishes throughout, and leaves nothing unused.”

      Wildwooder. Korinne thought about how settled she was beginning to feel in this forest, more at home here than she ever had felt in Astorcia. She’d assumed it was only because she had some strange fascination with the danger of this place. Now that she heard the title of a Whispering Wildwood inhabitant, she wondered if it wasn’t more than that. This place was so much more than an adventure. It was a whole world, filled with all kinds of wildwooders.

      “We will escort you to our courtyard,” Merrow said, flitting ahead. “It is large enough to serve as beds for you.”

      Ahnaqh sat down on Vicktoria’s shoulder. “I shall see it covered in the mix of dried moss and cottonflowers that we sleep on. You are hurt, Godmother, and will need soft bedding.”

      “Thank you, little chum,” Vicktoria said.

      Ahnaqh flew off to flit next to Merrow again.

      “What did they say?” Matt asked. “I can’t understand anything over that tearing noise they make.”

      “They said they’ll make up comfy beds for us,” Korinne replied.

      “Great,” he replied, yawning.

      As they followed their hosts, Vicktoria whispered information about the thistlenir. “They’re the inventors, or perhaps creators is a better word, within the wildwood. They make and trade a multitude of things, which makes them an indispensable part of the forest.”

      Korinne wasn’t sure which of her many questions to bring up first, but as a beige leaf fell on her face, she asked, “Why are the leaves this colour?”

      “I think the thistlenir extract the green out of the leaves to live off and to make certain materials with,” Vicktoria whispered back.

      “Don’t the trees need that to survive and grow?” Korinne asked.

      “Yes. Ahnaqh once told me that to keep the trees alive and infused with even more magic, they water them with a mix of water and the glue-like stuff that they can secrete through their hands.”

      “The what now from their hands?” Korinne asked, a little louder than she had planned.

      “A sticky substance which I think they normally use to join the wicker structures.”

      “So, the thistlenir and the trees have made a sort of co-dependent bond?” Korinne asked.

      Matt yawned again. “Oh, who cares? I just want to wash up and sleep.”

      “I care,” Korinne muttered.

      Vicktoria paused to catch Korinne’s gaze. “So do I,” she said, approval in her tone. “I’ll gladly answer your questions and ask the thistlenir a few of my own.”

      Korinne spotted a thistlenir hovering to their right and staring at them with piercing cat’s eyes. “They’re so small and delicate! How do they keep predators away?” she whispered.

      Vicktoria bowed her head in greeting to the suspended thistlenir. “Among their many creations are potions and poisons. In particular, they make a corrosive liquid to pour over their enemies. It’s made with many things, but mainly… hang on, there must be some here.” She walked ahead, stopping abruptly. “Mainly with these flowers.” She pointed to creepers trailing along the mossy ground, with multitudes of flowers as delicate, perforated, and white as the lace their mother had spent far too much coin on last year.

      “Those little flowers? They don’t look very potent,” Korinne said.

      There was a fluttering in her chest, not only because learning about all of this was so much fun, but because Vicktoria shared her interest and seemed to enjoy talking to her. People never enjoyed Korinne’s endless questions.

      “Oh, they’re potent like nobody’s business,” Vicktoria replied. “They’re called daydream blossoms. You can also use them to make certain potions.”

      Korinne sniffed the air—not the flowers, she’d learned that lesson—noting that the warming scent pervading the glade didn’t come only from the beeswax candles but also from these flowers. “What kinds of potions?”

      “It’s hinted in the name, my darling; they make your daydreams feel realistic,” Vicktoria said, giving Korinne goose bumps with the new term of endearment and the gentle, respectful quality to her voice in here. “Or, if you’re given a big dose,” she continued, “they give you intense dreams when you sleep. Some say the dreams are even magical. But then people say the maddest things, some even say that a big dose will give you, well, erotic dreams.”

      Korinne looked away quickly, feigning interest in one of the nearby candles.

      They arrived at what looked like a town square, with woven houses and hollowed-out tree stumps framing an empty courtyard. The flat space was a little bigger than Korinne’s parents’ bed, woven out of wicker, and longer at the back since there was a slightly raised stage there. Korinne could imagine thistlenir giving speeches or musical performances from it. How she wished she would be allowed to see that!

      Merrow flitted off, saying, “I shall get others to help us fetch bedding.”

      Ahnaqh sat back on Vicktoria’s shoulder. “Here is where you can rest, Godmother. The biggest human can fit at the back while you and the one you call ‘my darling’ can sleep on this side.”

      Korinne blushed and was surprised to see that Vicktoria did too. Matt only yawned, oblivious and half asleep.

      “You ought to wash in the waterfall while we prepare your bed,” Ahnaqh said.

      Korinne stretched, delighting in the thought of finally getting to bathe.

      “I don’t think my friends are the types to take their clothes off in front of me and a hundred thistlenir,” Vicktoria said, amused.

      Korinne froze mid-stretch. How had she not thought of that? Was she that sleep deprived?

      “No need to undress,” Ahnaqh said, alighting from Vicktoria’s shoulder. “It is warmer in here than in the rest of the wildwood. That and the absorbent cottonflower bedding should dry your clothes during sleep.”

      Matt didn’t wait to finish the conversation. He dropped his knapsack on the ground and ran for the clear, inviting water.

      “Take your boots off,” Korinne shouted after him.

      “Mm-hm,” he said over his shoulder.

      “I mean it, Matt! You need to get your feet clean and have dry boots tomorrow. I won’t have you squelching after me.”

      He yanked at the laces and kicked the boots off before running through the shallow pool. Once there, he stuck his head under the waterfall, letting it cascade over him. Korinne could’ve sworn she saw the grime, bits of leaves, and blood washing off his clothing. Well, as much as it could. She was relieved she’d made them both pack clean underthings and tunics.

      Vicktoria laughed at Matt jumping about under the spray, while Korinne thought through the logistics of this wash. She could follow her brother’s example. Sure, she had claw marks from the crianvarg and the gash from her father’s axe, but they had all scabbed over and should be safe to wash.

      Vicktoria was another matter. Korinne turned to her. “You know you can’t go under the waterfall, right? It would rip your stitches open.”

      “I know. I’ll wet some clean fabric I borrow from the thistlenir and wash off with that.” She gave her cocky, crooked smile. “Don’t worry, my virtuous little darling. I’ll do that with my bodice and trousers on.”

      Korinne shivered, but not from displeasure at the idea of Vicktoria taking her clothes off. No, it wasn’t displeasure. Neither was she displeased by the new nickname, which seemed reserved only for her. She merely had to decide which she liked best, when Vicktoria used her name or when she called her “my darling.”

      Words, they held their own magic.

      That reminded her of something. She regarded the purple sentences etched into her arm. They could’ve been there for years by the looks of them.

      “Do you think they’ll be affected by water?”

      “You’ve seen the rough rainstorms in the Whispering Wildwood,” Vicktoria replied. “If Nightbearer put those words into your skin, you can be sure that she made them waterproof.”

      They both looked at the text. The letters were no longer moving, no eerie quivering. Vicktoria reached out as if to touch them, her fingers close enough to Korinne’s skin that she felt the warmth from them, but then Vicktoria pulled back.

      Merrow returned with four other thistlenir in tow. “The cottonflower bedding is in place now.”

      “Thank you,” Vicktoria said. “May I ask how you make the fabric? Ahnaqh has patiently answered many of my questions but never told me about that.”

      Korinne blinked at her.

      All her life, she’d been mocked for her tendency to marvel over things, her inability to stop asking questions or to leave things alone. She’d been ridiculed for focusing on what wasn’t important or necessary in the moment. And so, she had hidden her enthusiasm and any unwarranted curiosity.

      Here was Vicktoria, sharing that trait and not ashamed to show it. Vicktoria wasn’t ashamed of anything; that was why she was so painfully attractive. Well. That was one of the reasons.

      One of the other thistlenir explained how they spun threads and made wool out of a mix of the cottonflowers and compacted calaris feathers.

      “Wow. You’re very clever,” Korinne said when the explanation was at its end.

      “We know,” they said in unison.

      There was no boastfulness in the words, just a simple statement.

      A large and particularly prickly thistlenir asked if they needed anything else, and Vicktoria requested pieces of fabric to use as washcloths.

      “Very good,” the large thistlenir answered. “As long as you promise to scour as much of yourself and your garments as you can with it. You reek of blood. It is quite revolting.”

      Korinne swallowed a giggle at the offended look on Vicktoria’s face. She passed the pirate on her way to the waterfall and couldn’t stop herself; she leaned in close to Vicktoria and whispered into a pale, shell-shaped ear, “Don’t worry. I like you even if you smell.” With that, she walked off, biting her lip not to laugh.

      “You better,” Vicktoria called after her. “I bled for you, you know!”

      “I didn’t ask you to, but I still patched you up from it, so I think we’re even, Ace of Stinky,” Korinne called over her shoulder, unable to keep her laughter down any longer.

      She took her knapsack off; the weight lifting from her shoulders almost made her giddy. She unlaced her boots and moaned at the pleasure of getting out of them. Their thin leather had been damaged by the skirmishes and the uneven ground of the forest, making them look as ragged as she felt.

      She got under the waterfall right as her little brother gargled with water and spat it out in a long stream. She boxed his shoulder, mumbling, “I have to wash in this water,” and then began rubbing her clothes and hair to try to help the water clean it all faster. She desperately wanted to get to the sleeping part of this little respite.

      As she scrubbed at the moss stains on her knees, wishing she had asked for some sort of cleaning aid, she realised the water was turning her tunic slightly see-through. Could Vicktoria see that? Korinne was shyer about her body around that woman than she ever had been with anyone.

      She blinked through the water in her eyes but was unable to see Vicktoria. She called her name to find out where she was. Partly to know if Vicktoria could see her, sure, but mainly to be certain she was safe.

      “I’m over here,” Vicktoria replied. She was crouching over the edge of the water, wringing out a cloth over her hair. She was sitting at an angle, so her back was turned to them.

      “And,” Vicktoria added, “I’m not watching you, if that’s what you’re afraid of. I wouldn’t do that unless I knew it was welcomed.”

      Korinne stopped covering her chest with her arms. No. Vicktoria wouldn’t look unless invited to or by accident. As much as Korinne had relegated her to the role of the roguish knave—who would feel entitled to ogle as if merely looking at a pretty painting, not a human being—Vicktoria wasn’t like that.

      “I know you wouldn’t,” Korinne answered.

      It was hard to see since she was turned away, but from what Korinne could make out of her profile, Vicktoria appeared to smile. She wetted a second cloth. “I’m glad. Now, get on with your wash.”

      Korinne swore to herself that she would properly apologise for pigeonholing Vicktoria and to try to stop that habit.

      “Done,” Matt said after drinking enough of the water that he’d slosh when walking. “I’ll go refill our canteens. See you at the makeshift bed.”

      “Fine. Don’t forget to change into the clean underthings and tunic. Oh, and to fetch your boots.”

      He hummed his agreement as he left.

      Korinne loosened her hair from her braid and enjoyed the water washing through it. The cursed hair tie slipped out of her hand. Swearing under her breath, she followed its journey through the streams of the water until the band was caught by a scarred hand.

      “Yours, I assume?” Vicktoria said, holding the leather strip out while respectfully averting her gaze. The peculiar light threw shadows, highlighting the structure of Vicktoria’s downturned face. How familiar those features had become to Korinne, and how intriguing they still were.

      Suddenly, Korinne didn’t care if her tunic was see-through or how her hair was scandalously down, or even how it looked while wet. She crouched next to Vicktoria, accepted the hair tie with a thank you, and asked, “Can I help you in any way? I know it must be hard to wash under all that snug clothing and avoiding your stitches at the same time.”

      “Um, I wiped my coat down. You could hang it up to dry by the courtyard for me? I’ll be a while yet.”

      Korinne picked up the coat that laid next to the kneeling woman. “Sure. I’ll give you your privacy, but please call for me if you need help. I and your coat will be missing you,” she checked her tired mouth, which was working without the involvement of her brain, “I mean we’ll be waiting for you. Uh, no, I mean, we’ll be over there drying.”

      “Brilliant, see you soon,” Vicktoria said, cupping water in her hands and splashing it on her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Sharing Sleep

          

        

      

    

    
      When Korinne arrived at the thistlenir’s courtyard, she got her underthings and clean tunic out of her knapsack and snuck into a high set of bushes to change. It was wonderful to be cleaner and to have clothes without bloody rips in them. Unlike her other tunic, this one was short-sleeved, meaning she could still see her axe wound on one forearm and Nightbearer’s tattoo on the other.

      She picked up both their packed blankets and brought them over, placing her own over her lap as she sat down and handing Matt’s to him. They were still a little damp from their swim. But like her trousers, they were all sure to dry soon in this warmth.

      Then she accepted the canteen from her brother, and watched the little white things floating in the softly dimmed air. A sense of calm flowed through her. Was it this place or simply her tiredness making her stop panicking about, well, the house ward, the kraunt, the other deadly things in the woods, being without Riverrall, and all the confusing feelings and realisations her time in the wildwood had brought?

      She stopped her ever-scurrying mind, focusing on the relief of being somewhat clean, somewhat safe, and lounging on soft bedding while enjoying fresh water in this warm glade, which smelled comforting and buzzed with the murmur of tearing paper.

      Vicktoria joined them after a while, her velvet clothes scrubbed and her hair and face still damp. She placed her long boots where Matt and Korinne had put theirs, right next to their knapsacks and under the leather coat which hung from a branch. It was odd to see her without the armour of her coat and long boots.

      Vicktoria sat down between Korinne and Matt, the latter lying down to sleep. There wasn’t much room in the courtyard, but Korinne didn’t mind being so close; it was strangely comforting.

      After saying goodnight to Matt, Vicktoria fetched some of her dried riverweeds and whispered, “Would you like some?”

      Korinne traded her water canteen for half a dozen leaves. They tasted different than the ones Riverrall had given them, more strongly of rose, possibly because they were dried.

      Korinne began finger-combing her hair so she could braid it before her much-anticipated sleep. She looked up, trying to watch the evening sun through cream-coloured leaves. Was it setting? It was hard to tell through the thick canopy.

      She heard the opening of a metal tin and smelled Vicktoria’s hair oil. She couldn’t help but smile, not at Vicktoria’s vanity but because she enjoyed how Vicktoria looked after herself and how this scent was so connected with Vicktoria in her mind now.

      “That stuff really does smell nice,” she admitted.

      “Thanks. I’m glad I got a fresh batch before I took on this mission, which has, as the thistlenir will tell you, left me reeking.”

      Korinne swore as her fingers hit a snag, wishing she was allowed to have short hair like her brother.

      Vicktoria looked up. “I didn’t realise how thick your hair is.”

      “It’s a nuisance.”

      “I bet. A pretty nuisance, though. Like you.”

      “Oh, stop it.”

      Vicktoria sniggered, returning to her hair treatment.

      Korinne cursed again as she got stuck on an even bigger snag.

      Vicktoria held out the tin of hair oil. “Would you like some? It’s not only for scent and reddening the hair; it also oils it, which would make it easier to comb.”

      “Yes, please,” Korinne said, her voice sounding as small and out of her depth as she felt.

      Vicktoria slid over to sit behind Korinne while putting some oil in her palms. Then she ran those long-fingered hands over Korinne’s hair, probably to squeeze the oil in, before parting the hair with her fingers to distribute it. Every time her fingers brushed the skin of Korinne’s neck, shoulder, or jaw Korinne found herself getting goose bumps. She didn’t want Vicktoria to stop. But, of course, she did.

      “There you go,” she said, returning to Korinne’s side. “Now it’s a lot more manageable.”

      “And smells as nice as you,” Korinne couldn’t help but add.

      Luckily, Vicktoria was yawning loudly and probably didn’t hear her.

      Vicktoria put the tin of hair oil away and picked up the smaller jar of lip tint.

      Korinne braided her hair while trying to plan what she was going to say. When she had tied it up with the band, she was as ready as she was ever going to be.

      “Vicktoria, I need to say something, but I… never learned how to sort my own feelings, much less talk about them, so I need you to stay quiet so I can finish.”

      Vicktoria opened her mouth to reply, then shut it and nodded instead with such force that it made those red tresses dance.

      “Thank you,” Korinne said, unable to keep from smiling at the overexaggerated gesture. “I, well, I’m sorry about our fight. You were right about many things. I do put people into defined roles. I’ll work on that.”

      Vicktoria hummed. “You do. Still, I should acknowledge being particularly sensitive about being pigeonholed. People see me and cast me in all sorts of roles.” She looked up at the leaf awning. “At least you’ve never noted my flirting and former occupation and because of them come to the incorrect conclusion that I had no control over my sex drive.”

      “Of course not! That rubbish is one of the things I’ve always hated about Astorcia. A woman was a frigid bore if she slept with no one, like me, or wanton if she openly enjoyed sex, like you. It’s awful.”

      “Awful, but common in most places,” Vicktoria said.

      They were quiet for a while, listening to the waterfall and the ripping paper noises.

      “You were right about many things, too,” Vicktoria said. “From now on, I won’t keep information from you. I’ve always kept things to myself, for protection and to have the upper hand. Now is not the time for that, though. You need to be informed. I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll keep you in mind, not just myself.”

      “I know you will. It’s strange, I trust you more after only a couple of days than I do people I’ve known for most of my life.” Korinne fidgeted with her braid, forcing forth more confessions. “For what it’s worth, I do actually know that you’re more than the rogue from storybooks. You’re more than a real-life pirate too. You’re many things, most of which I not only need for this mission but also… admire.”

      Vicktoria smiled, prompting Korinne to add, “Do not let that go to your head.”

      Carmine eyebrows solemnly lowered, Vicktoria said, “I won’t. I know how hard all of that was for you to say. I won’t make you regret it.”

      “Good. I get so…” Korinne looked down at her hands, searching for words. “…so het up around you. It’s like every emotion and impulse is more intense.”

      Vicktoria laughed and Korinne glared up at her.

      “I’m not laughing at you,” Vicktoria quickly explained. “I’m laughing at how you just described my emotions too. I’d say I’m somewhat less confused than you, but everything certainly is more intense. The stakes feel higher.”

      They both stopped to marvel at Matt’s loud snoring, not to mention how much room he was taking up, splayed out like a starfish on the longest part of the courtyard.

      With her gaze on her brother, Korinne mumbled, “I’m sorry we fought, Vicktoria. I’m sorry I’m ill-tempered and hard to be around.”

      “I wouldn’t say you’re ill-tempered; you simply have bouts of grumpiness. Most of the time, I like it. It’s fun to watch, and your clever cynicism is refreshing. I don’t find you hard to be around, Korinne.” She sighed. “And we only fight because we are, as we’ve decided, too alike. Neither of us are natural pack animals; we stay solitary and rely on ourselves. Having to be tied to each other like this, relying on each other so much, it’s not easy.”

      “I think you’re right,” Korinne said, looking back to the woman seated next to her. “I’m still sorry we fought.”

      “So am I. Let’s try not to. We can keep bickering, but I don’t ever want to hurt you again.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you either. I can’t stand the idea of anyone hurting you.” The words were out of her mouth before she had time to consider them.

      Vicktoria smiled a little. “I know the feeling. I only want what’s best for you.” Her smile grew. “You know what? It reminds me of something my father used to say.”

      “Oh yes?”

      She leaned back on her hands. The fading light fell on her tattered velvet clothes. Korinne wished she could buy her new ones. She wished she could give Vicktoria everything she needed.

      “Mm,” Vicktoria said on an exhale. “He said I could be anything I wanted to when I grew up, but that it would help if I found a partner to support me and believe in me. ‘A well-loved woman can do anything. Help raise her up and she can fly all the way to the sun.’ That was the quote he always used.”

      Korinne thought about that. “I like it. Do you believe it’s true?”

      “Before her death, my mother was an acclaimed poet and respected thinker. She rose to great heights and perhaps some of that was due to that she was well-loved by my father.” She looked down, wistful. “I should like to love a woman like that someday. Love her so much that it helps her fly to the sun.”

      “What about you?” Korinne asked, unsure why she was speaking so quietly. “Wouldn’t you want to be well-loved like that?”

      Vicktoria frowned at her, as if trying to take in her words. “I suppose so. I guess I wasn’t sure anyone could—well, except my father, but he had to due to family ties.”

      “Don’t be silly. You would be easy to love.”

      Vicktoria gave her a look with highly raised eyebrows.

      Korinne thought about Vicktoria’s unique behaviour and personality. “Fine, maybe not for everyone. Most people couldn’t keep up with you or understand the depth of meaning beneath your actions.”

      Vicktoria tilted her head. “But you believe the woman or man, or person out of the gender twofold, who is up to the task does exist?”

      “Absolutely,” Korinne said, because it was obvious.

      Vicktoria looked down again, biting her lower lip. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you for your patience with Matt and me. And for not taking your silver and running out of here after I treated you like that.”

      “I wouldn’t abandon a commission, and I wouldn’t abandon you and Matt. No matter how you shout at me.” Vicktoria laughed. “That reminds me. When we fought and you were shouting at me, I realised your brother is right… You do scream loud as a banshee!”

      Korinne slapped her arm and turned to lie down. “Good night, Ace of the Scourgelands.”

      Vicktoria groaned. “I’m not falling for your nickname-goading again. Good night, beautiful nuisance.”

      Korinne smiled at the term of endearment; between Riverrall and Vicktoria she’d never been so complimented in her whole life. Or so insulted. Although, that last part had nothing to do with Riverrall. As she was drifting off to sleep, she wondered how he was getting on with finding that map and hoped he was safely on his way back to her.

      The last thing she heard was Vicktoria sighing in her sleep. The breath blew against her neck under her braid. Vicktoria must have been lying on her side, too, right behind her. Her mind too sleepy to overthink it, Korinne lifted her light blanket in invitation. Wordlessly Vicktoria slipped under it and lay closer. Somehow, it felt right that they were so near, sharing their sleep as well as this makeshift bed.

      The sleep she fell into was deep, its dreams more flashing images and sensations than full narratives. It was all so lifelike and centred on textures, feeling things in her hands.

      She dreamt about running her hand over a sheep’s soft wool, loving its downy cuddliness.

      Then the dream cut to her holding a smooth pebble in her hand. It was cool and secure it was in her palm.

      Then her hand was cupping something round, warm, and yielding. Something she had felt before, but then it had been her own. It wasn’t now. It was….

      She woke with a panicked gasp and sat straight up, hitting her head on a branch with a thump.

      “Stop knocking so hard, you’ll break the door. We aren’t buying any goats’ milk today anyway, Bohbert,” Matt mumbled in his sleep.

      Korinne ignored him, absorbed by what had happened in her own sleep. Her heart was pounding like woodpecker against a tree. She had just dreamt about holding a woman’s breast! A human woman’s breast!

      Well, of course it was a human woman, you egg. You wouldn’t be dreaming about a naked thistlenir, would you?

      She realised that thistlenir were always naked and tried to stop her racing nonsense thoughts before they got worse. Tried to catch her breath, tried to slow her heart.

      It was fine. New, but fine. Only a dream. It was just that it was the first sexual dream she could remember having had for many years.

      She rubbed her forehead where she’d hit the branch.

      She’d had erotic dreams when younger. What had they been about? Who had they been about? She’d buried all that down deep for so long. Focused on other things. Making the lumbermill turn a profit, reading her books, doing the chores her parents didn’t want to do, fussing over Matt, daydreaming about sailing far away from Astorcia. She hadn’t wanted romantic relationships, and lust led to that, didn’t it? If nothing else, lust led to her parents’ mockery and judgement. She couldn’t have that, couldn’t let them know that she was human.

      She wiped grit from her eyes; there was no way she was getting back to sleep after this. She didn’t need to anyway; she was fully rested.

      Her mind drew back to her younger self’s sensual dreams. She couldn’t remember much about them, but she knew they hadn’t been as vivid as this one. She looked at her hand. She could still feel the weight of the breast. Could still feel its warmth.

      What was happening to her sleeping mind? Why was she dreaming so strangely every time they rested?

      Something flashed on her arm. The letters of Nightbearer’s riddle moved, quivering like they had when they were first imprinted.

      “Korinne,” someone whispered from behind her.

      She jumped and turned, only to find Riverrall crouched next to their bed, looking grave and somehow older. Not as old as he actually was, of course, but still older.

      “Riverrall! How are you? I’ve been worried about you. Did you get the map?”

      “Thank you for your concern,” he said, sounding strangely acerbic. “Yes, I retrieved the map. When I did, I came upon some of my sisters. They told me two things.”

      “Go on,” Korinne said, trying to keep worry out of her voice.

      “The first was good news for you. The kraunt has been spotted not too far away from here. It appears to be settling, so the odds are good that it will still be there for a while longer. I have marked out its location on the map.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Korinne said, loud enough to make both Matt and Vicktoria shift in their sleep.

      “Yes,” Riverrall said, sounding anything but excited. “The second thing is not such good news for you or for me. They told me of a life-or-death situation affecting our kin. I must see to it and so have to leave our fellowship. You three must face the kraunt alone.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that something bad has happened to your kin. May I ask what the situation is?”

      “No,” he snapped, not meeting her eye.

      “I see,” she said gently, even though she didn’t. “Um, have I done something to offend you?”

      “Not everything revolves around you. I must leave. Here is the map.” He handed her a piece of dog-eared parchment. “I have marked out where the kraunt is with a blue fingerprint. You have the plan that your Ace of Spades devised. Hopefully, that will be enough to get your house ward back and allow you to return home.”

      He didn’t sound like he believed a word of what he said.

      “All right,” Korinne said. “Thank you. For the map and for all your help. Again, I’m so sorry that you’ve received bad news. I hope you can resolve it quickly and easily.”

      He nodded at her, then went over to Matt. He stroked Matt’s cheek and then patted it.

      Matt woke with a snort. “What? Huh? Who?”

      “Good morning. I only wanted to say farewell for now,” Riverrall whispered. Korinne wasn’t sure why he kept his voice down. Surely, he would wake Vicktoria to say goodbye too? “I must leave you for a while, dear Matt. The seaborne need me; lives are at stake. I left a map with your sister; it will lead you to where the kraunt is right now.”

      He wasn’t gruff with Matt, no doubt because he wasn’t quite awake yet.

      “Oh. Um, thank you so much,” Matt mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

      “You’re welcome. Take care of yourself and your sister. I shall see you again soon.” With that, Riverrall stood and walked out of the glade.

      Matt was yawning and stretching, so Korinne gave him a while to wake up. She tried to watch Riverrall departing, but he was already gone. Without saying goodbye to Vicktoria.

      She watched Vicktoria still sleeping next to her, so very close. Not that she’d been given much choice, considering the large amount of room Matt had taken up. Korinne should’ve woken him and made him move over so Vicktoria didn’t have to curl up so close to her.

      That would have been the right thing to do, but Korinne was so bored of the right thing to do. Besides, Vicktoria could’ve have asked him to move over as well.

      “Vicktoria,” she said, hearing how tender her voice sounded. “Wake up.”

      The redhead stirred but didn’t wake. Korinne went to shake her shoulder, but she didn’t. Instead, as Riverrall had done with Matt, she placed her hand on Vicktoria’s cheek. Vicktoria stirred again, smiled, and leaned into the touch. There was a tingle in Korinne’s stomach. She caressed the soft cheek and was rewarded with more smiling and an adorable snuffling sound. She said Vicktoria’s name again, and this time those long-lashed eyes blinked open. Korinne wondered if the smile would falter. It didn’t. She pulled her hand back, though, allowing Vicktoria to stretch luxuriously.

      She was so tall when she stretched and almost feline in her movements. Korinne looked away before her eyes strayed further over the stretching woman.

      “Good morning, Ms Clever,” Vicktoria croaked, her voice rough with sleep. “Or whatever time this is. Did you sleep well?”

      “I did. Strange dreams but otherwise I slept like the dead.”

      “Oh. Nightmares?”

      “No.” Korinne tried to sound casual. “Good dreams, but… unexpected and confusing. Did you sleep well?”

      “In fits and starts. I was woken by the sounds of the thistlenir and the fact that I had to keep myself from getting too close to you. I didn’t want to accidentally end up holding you or bumping you awake.”

      Korinne hoped she wasn’t blushing. “Oh. Um. Anyway, Riverrall came by and left us with good news and a map. Then he, well, left us.”

      Vicktoria wiped sleep out of her eyes with much more elegance than Korinne ever had. “Did he? Seaborne business to attend to?”

      “Mm. An emergency, I’m afraid.”

      “Tell her the good news,” Matt said, his mouth full of something. How had he already found something to eat? Considering the sweet, spiced smell, he must be eating the leftover cherryroots for breakfast.

      “First of all, my brother wishes us both a good morning, I’m sure.” She glowered at him, and he playfully grimaced back at her. “Secondly, Riverrall’s sisters saw the kraunt! He placed a fingerprint on the map where it was spotted and said it had seemed to be staying there for a while.”

      Vicktoria sat up. “That’s brilliant news, let’s go get it!”

      Korinne smiled at her. “While I appreciate your eagerness and feel the same, as the sensible one in this triad, I say we follow my gorging pig of a brother’s example and eat something. Then clean the gashes on your thigh and get some more of those healing leaves for bandages.”

      “That was a terrible attempt at an insult. I like pigs,” Matt said, still eating and guzzling water from his canteen.

      Vicktoria reached out and removed a white leaf from Korinne’s hair. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I’ll ask Ahnaqh for something quick to eat while I clean my wounds with some cauldron brandy.”

      “Great. I’ll gather some more healing leaves,” Korinne said, lacing up her boots.

      “Pick some for the thistlenir as well. They must struggle to carry those big leaves, so bringing them some could be a repayment for their hospitality,” Vicktoria suggested.

      “Good idea, I’ll do that.”

      When Korinne returned with the leaves, the thistlenir were setting out loads of small bowls filled with slices of fruit, tiny loaves of bread, and rich honey to dip it all in.

      All that and a happily whistling brother who was dutifully refilling their canteens and a sleep-mussed wonder of a woman who was, for some reason, smiling up at her as if Korinne had hung the stars and the moons.

      Korinne couldn’t recall ever experiencing a better way to greet a new day.
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      They packed up to leave the glade of the thistlenir with profuse thanks. Vicktoria even kissed Ahnaqh’s head with a theatrical smack, which made him pinch his little face up.

      He flew higher, out of reach. “Again, no need for gratitude. I owe you a debt for what you gave me and am happy to be able to repay it. Also, the healing alder leaves you picked will be of much use. Thank you.” He bowed a little, as much as someone who was hovering in the air could. Then he pointed to where the trees went from thistlenir pale to normal green, and said, “However, it is now time to leave us.”

      Vicktoria shot him her lopsided smile. “Not to worry, me and the other stinky humans won’t impose further. I respect and admire anyone who manages to keep themselves to themselves. Korinne said she does too.”

      “That’s right,” Korinne agreed. “If I could choose to be another creature, I would be a thistlenir.”

      Ahnaqh bowed again. Matt gave him a big wave, and then they left the glade.

      Korinne sighed with bliss. Her knapsack felt lighter and her body was less of a tense mess after that long rest.

      Pausing his whistling, Matt said, “I can’t believe how well I slept. I don’t know if it was because I was exhausted or because the thistlenir have some sort of sleeping spell floating around in there.” He patted a nearby oak. “Maybe it’s because I’m starting to feel as comfortable in the wildwood as a baby in its cot.”

      “I know what you mean,” Korinne said. “I can’t remember sleeping so soundly in a very long time. It was the same when I slept by the campfire. Even though I’ve had strange dreams, I feel more restored after resting in here.”

      Vicktoria, who was walking ahead, looked over her shoulder. “Huh. I’m afraid I didn’t experience that. My leg does feel a bit better, but I think that’s because I’ve rested it and the effect of those healing leaves. Do you think you might be more relaxed because you’re away from your parents?”

      Korinne considered it, but it was Matt who replied. “No. That’s part of it, sure, but as terrifying as this forest is, I felt uncannily at home the moment we came in. And I shouldn’t have.” He pointed to Korinne. “She should have. She wants to leave our village and feels more at home in bigger and scarier places. Me? I shouldn’t have had this buried feeling of belonging. I was terrified and wanted to leave, but… I somehow felt that it was right for me to stay?”

      “Odd,” Vicktoria said. “Yet another riddle the wildwood is serving up on this visit.” She held up a branch for Korinne to walk under.

      As she passed under Vicktoria’s arm, Korinne bumped her hip with her own and goaded, “You sure you’re leading us the right way? We have a map now, you know.”

      “Yes, Ms Clever. While you stuffed your pretty face with honey-soaked bread, I consulted said map.” She indicated the path ahead. “We walk down there until we get to the rock formation that looks like a heart; then we turn west until we find a small lake by a mountain, well, more like a hill with delusions of grandeur. That’s where the kraunt is meant to be.”

      “Are you sure it was west after the heart-shaped rocks?” Korinne said.

      She expected banter from the woman walking next to her, close enough that their hands brushed. Instead she got an unsure look. “Hm. Right, so, in the spirit of mending my ways by acting less cocksure and thereby risking everything: No. I’m not sure. We’ll check the map again when we get to the rock formation.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed,” Korinne said. “I like you better when you’re honest.”

      “And I like you better when you like me,” Vicktoria shot back.

      “And I like you both better when you’re flirting rather than fighting,” Matt said from behind them. Then he returned to whistling, as innocent as if he had said nothing out of the ordinary.

      His words astounded Korinne and Vicktoria enough that they both stopped walking, making Matt pass them, still whistling with the whispering of the trees as accompaniment. Without a word or look at each other, they followed him.

      As they neared the rock formation, Korinne decided she couldn’t take this anymore. She had to break the weighted silence between her and Vicktoria, especially as she was getting increasingly nervous about their feeble plan for how to handle the kraunt. But what could she say to fill the silence without ruining everyone’s good mood? Small talk was so hard.

      She cleared her throat and tried the first thing that came to mind. “So, um, with my brother whistling off-key like that, I can’t help but think about sounds I like and sounds I dislike.”

      Vicktoria laughed. “Oh yes?”

      “Mm-hm, and it reminded me of the talk about favourite sounds I had with Riverrall and Matt. You never disclosed your favourite sound. What is it?”

      Vicktoria gave her a long look. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll laugh.”

      Korinne pursed her lips. “I will not.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know that I—”

      She was interrupted by Matt, who shouted, “The rocky heart thing! No, I mean the heart stone! Uh… the rocks that look like a heart when they’re together!”

      He was right; a set of rocks about knee height formed a near-perfect heart shape.

      “Look at that. They must’ve been put in this formation by someone or something,” Korinne said.

      “You’re in a magical wildwood, darling; don’t take anything for granted. If there was one place in the world where artistic shapes could be created by themselves, it would be here,” Vicktoria said. “Now, Matt, you have the map. Is it west we go from here?”

      Matt unfolded the map. “The path to where the kraunt is holed up is exactly behind that tree!” He pointed to a pine on his right.

      Korinne gently took the map from his hands and turned it so it was the correct way up.

      “Ah yes,” he said. “It’s more behind that tree.” He pointed to an elm on his left.

      Vicktoria hid a smile behind a cough, but it was a kind smile. Korinne had to admit it: she adored how Vicktoria never made fun of Matt or laughed at him. With him, yes, but not at him. She didn’t even suggest that she or Korinne should read the map, something Korinne shamefully would prefer.

      “Let’s get going,” Vicktoria said. “When we’ve started down that path, we can go over the plan again. And get the melodian ready.”

      They hadn’t taken more than two steps before the ground shook. A patch of bare soil surrounding the rock formation burst open. Something emerged from the crevice.

      It rose from the ground as the three of them backed away. In only a few heartbeats a large creature was completely unearthed.

      Korinne’s good mood washed off her and was replaced with panic.

      She was still backing up, holding out her hands as a barrier. That was when she saw Nightbearer’s impossible, stupid riddle moving on her skin again. She ignored it.

      The newcomer was humanoid. Tall and bulging with more muscle than even her brother. The broad creature was dark green as the moss beneath them, but the skin was hairless and smooth as metal. There were long, pointy horns on its wide forehead and a smaller horn protruding from its square jaw. The tips of all the horns were covered in some sort of pale-green lichen. The creature had a neck, hands, arms, and legs like a human but stood on large hooves, which kicked at the ground like a bull about to attack. Its nostrils flared as it stared them down.

      It was also unclothed. No fur, no feathers, not even delicately placed leaves as in Riverrall’s case. It was naked, but not like the thistlenir, where it wasn’t noticeable because they were flat in all the places where humans were not. This… was uncomfortably noticeable. Korinne averted her gaze after an unintentional glance where she wished she hadn’t looked, and once and for all decided that female parts were more to her taste than male ones. At least she could acknowledge that now.

      The creature surged forward, grey-green teeth bared. Korinne was about to ask Vicktoria if they could reason with this being, when it snarled, “Fresh meat! I shall roast you over open flame while you are still alive!”

      Korinne sighed. No reasoning, then. At least its teeth looked human, not needle-like as in the case of the crianvarg. Plus, the three of them were more mentally prepared for a fight with a magical monster this time.

      “Try to surround it,” Vicktoria whispered, “and when it attacks, keep moving. It’s big but slow, so make it chase you.”

      They formed a half circle around the horned mountain of muscle.

      Matt drew his large axes and took a wide stance.

      Vicktoria unsheathed both her boot-strapped knife and the long dagger from inside her coat.

      And Korinne? Well, she held out her dull-edged hatchet, wishing with all her being she had a giant sword or some fighting skills.

      The creature attacked, kicking its hoof at Matt’s arm. He bellowed in pain and dropped one of his axes, which flew into a bush behind him. Korinne heard him curse. While the creature was focused on Matt, Vicktoria made her move. With an agile leap for someone with a wounded leg, she got close enough to stab at its lower back with her dagger. It didn’t pierce the skin.

      Vicktoria looked down at her dagger. Its tip had merely thudded off the metallic skin with a disappointing clink.

      The creature turned. Korinne was sure it was going to take a swipe at Vicktoria with one of its giant arms. Instead it grinned and then blinked out of vision. One moment it was there, and in the next, it was gone.

      “Where did it go?” Korinne shouted.

      “Shit!” Vicktoria replied. “It can either go invisible like a leaf giant or, or teleport from place to place like Nightbearer. Either way, that in combination with the hard skin is going to make this fight bloody hard!”

      “Leaf giants can go invisible?” Matt asked. “They sound incredible. Do you think they can be tamed, Vicktoria?”

      “Matt! Not the time!” Korinne scolded.

      A whoosh of air went past her, and then she saw Vicktoria take a tumble. The creature must’ve either pushed her or hit her hard enough to topple her. Korinne couldn’t see any blood at least.

      This creature could easily kick one of them in the head and crush their skull. Why hadn’t it?

      From her prone position Vicktoria shouted, “Ow! Turns out it has not teleported. Very much still here. Very much invisible.”

      “Are you all right?” Korinne asked. She hacked at where Vicktoria had stood. She was expecting her hatchet to make contact and for there to be another clink against metal-hard skin, but no, she was attacking empty air.

      “I’ve bruised my arse and my leg hurts like a bloody menace. Otherwise I’m fine,” Vicktoria shouted back, holding her thigh and grimacing.

      Korinne raised her hatchet and once more slashed nothing but air. She saw from the corner of her eye that Matt was doing the same with his remaining axe and punching with his free hand, despite how his arm must be hurting. They kept moving and slashing, but nothing happened.

      If Korinne could only feel that whoosh again. Then she’d have a clue where to strike. Not that it would matter if she couldn’t pierce the skin. Perhaps she could concuss it by hitting it over the head with the blunt end of the hatchet?

      She thought about reasoning with the creature again. Well, what did she have to lose?

      “Um, hello?” she called. “I know you attacked us to get a meal, but I don’t think we’ll be tasty. Perhaps we can work out a deal where we bring you some animal meat instead? I’m sure there is something in these woods that will be plumper than us.”

      A moss-green mass blinked back into sight. It didn’t look like the being that had vanished, though. This one appeared to be what Korinne would call female, with wide hips, an ample bosom, and only a patch of lichen visible between its legs. Mortified, Korinne moved her gaze firmly up to the face.

      The creature stood tall and proud. While it was less broadly built than its predecessor, it wore a fiercer expression. “I act out of choice, not desperate hunger. Nor do I mean to kill you or your brother.” It had a solemn voice, one that demanded attention. It took a step closer to Korinne, hooves thudding against the ground. “It is the redhead I shall roast alive. You two I will—”

      A loud, slow beating sound interrupted the creature. It, or she, ducked a little and stepped back, then snarled up at the sky, muttering in a grave voice, “Has that slaughtering beast come for me? If the commands change, we should all be told! I will have answers!”

      With a roar of rage, the creature rushed towards the bare soil it had emerged from and burrowed back down in the blink of an eye.

      Matt picked up one of the boulders from the heart formation and quickly plonked it on the exposed soil, groaning under its weight as he did so. Then he stood, rubbing the arm that had been kicked. When he looked up at Korinne, he whooped. “We scared it off!”

      “No, we didn’t. That did,” Vicktoria said, pointing up.

      From behind them, something big and raven-black was approaching high in the sky. The beating noise had been the flapping of giant wings. A kraunt. It blocked out the light, like a blanket had been thrown over them. This was all too familiar. When was it a kraunt had taken their house ward? Two days ago? Three? Time didn’t make sense to Korinne anymore, and everything she knew, everything she was, had changed since she first saw the sky filling with a mass of black feathers.

      Nevertheless, as she watched the kraunt fly away, she shuddered like the Korinne who had last seen this view. The freedom and adrenaline that had built up in her since the first time she saw this fiend drained away to be replaced with fear, stress, responsibilities, and the sensation of being trapped. In short, how her life had felt at the lumbermill with her parents. How had she not known that had eaten away at her every day? Denying her any enjoyment. Any challenge. Any relaxation. Robbing her of even her own sexuality.

      Easy. You didn’t know of anything else. Now you do.

      That wasn’t how she wanted to live. Not who she wanted to be. She remembered what was imprinted on her arm: Who are you?

      She looked down at Nightbearer’s riddle; it was moving again, the words oscillating and making her all the more confused.

      Matt hurried towards Vicktoria. “There’s blood coming out from under your bandages,” he called dropping to his knees next to her.

      Korinne crouched there too, examining the damage. She undid the rope, making Vicktoria wince and hiss.

      “Should I stop?”

      Vicktoria shook her head.

      Korinne pulled the leaves off. Yes, the gashes were leaking, but they hadn’t reopened. In fact, looking at them now, it was obvious that Vicktoria had been right about the healing leaves. They had helped. In some places, the skin had pulled together so neatly that Korinne wondered if she should remove the thread before the healing flesh consumed it.

      With careful fingers, she examined the area, avoiding the bruises. No, some of those stitches probably still needed to be kept in place.

      “Matt, could you hurry back to the thistlenir glade and get more of these leaves, please? Get a bushel load, and we’ll try to keep them clean inside our knapsacks.”

      He ran off without question. Korinne could only hope he wouldn’t sprint but conserve his energy for the round trip. She was about to call after him but stopped herself.

      He’s not a child. He can figure things out for himself.

      Instead, she busied herself explaining the state of the wounds to her patient.

      Vicktoria looked down at the gashes. “I vote we pull out the thread later today or tomorrow. For now, let’s keep it in.”

      “Agreed.”

      Korinne stole a glance in the direction the kraunt had disappeared. A tightness gripped her chest. Had it flown over them on purpose? Was it their kraunt, or could there be two in the wildwood right now? Slaughtering beast, the moss-green creature had called it. That made sense, but what did its other statements mean?

      Matt came back, much faster than expected, his arms full of leaves. “Here you go.”

      Vicktoria frowned. “That was quick.”

      “Yes, I remembered that I’d seen one of those yellow-leaved alders while we walked over here, so I didn’t have to run far.”

      Korinne smiled up at him. “I completely missed that. Good work.”

      “Thanks,” he said, handing her some leaves. “It was only because I recalled thinking it was odd that a pale-leaved tree grew so far from the fistelneir.”

      “Actually, the thistlenir do occasionally travel outside of their glen; that’s how I met Ahnaqh,” Vicktoria said, surveying her wounds.

      Matt didn’t seem to listen. “I’m glad I didn’t run into that first green creature. I mean, the male one could still be wandering about invisible, right?”

      “The male one?” Vicktoria asked, stretching out her leg.

      “Yes, the sleek-skinned horned thingies. Wasn’t there two of them? A male and a female?”

      “No, there was only one. Can you help me stand?” While Korinne and Matt did so, Vicktoria spoke on. “Much of the flora and fauna in the wildwood treat gender as something optional. They can either pick one at birth, have none, or switch between female, male, both, or mixed variations.”

      “Oh,” Matt said. “That sounds, um, useful?”

      “Yes.” Vicktoria patted his arm, which she was now leaning on. “If I were you, I’d worry more about when creatures become invisible and smack you about than about what’s between their legs.” She groaned as she tried standing on her own. “Not that what’s between the legs is what matters. I’ve known plenty a pirate with a different crotch setup than their gender would imply.”

      Korinne couldn’t stand this anymore. “Never mind gender, crotches, and our latest surprise monster! Are neither of you going to mention that we just saw a kraunt, one that I’m assuming is our kraunt?” She pointed in the direction their enemy had flown. “The fiend endangering the lives of our parents is right over there. The one we risked everything to find. The one we fought all these creatures to get to! How are you so light-hearted right now?”

      “Breathe,” Matt said soothingly while retrieving his lost axe from the bushes.

      Yes, fine, perhaps she wasn’t breathing. But who could worry about such matters when the fiend had flown so cursed close to them? She could’ve nearly reached up and touched it.

      “I just want to make sure you’re both taking this seriously,” she mumbled.

      “I am, Korinne,” Vicktoria stated. “I kept an eye on where it descended, right where the map said the kraunt would be, by the small lake and the equally small mountain. It must’ve left to hunt for food or to stretch its wings. It’s right back where we were heading. We should be there soon.”

      “Unless we get interrupted again,” Korinne muttered, hopelessness making her body heavy.

      “We won’t.” Vicktoria took her hand, only for a heartbeat.  “You know by now that I look flippant on the surface but that I’m serious beneath that, right?”

      Korinne sighed. “Yes.”

      “Then trust that I haven’t forgotten what’s at stake or what we are here to do. I’m merely trying to keep us from panic or dejection. Sometimes a little light-heartedness can help you cope with serious things.”

      “I suppose so,” Korinne said.

      Vicktoria smiled, just a little. “Come on. That was your kraunt. Let’s go get it!”

      She picked up the pace, and the Woodsorrows followed her lead.

      After a while, Korinne’s curiosity beat her despondency. “Vicktoria, what in the name of all things was that creature?”

      “That, my darling, was a lavhorn. I’ve never seen one but heard all about it.”

      “From your fellow guides?” Matt asked.

      “No, actually. My father would always tell me not to pull up moss or peel lichen off rocks because the lavhorn would be angry,” Vicktoria said with a nostalgic expression. “According to folklore, the lavhorn existed everywhere once, roaming over all the land before humans came. They create moss and lichen somehow. And there was something about repelling them with salt? Or iron? I don’t know if any of this carries truth.”

      “Well, the moss thing could be right. It looked kind of mossy,” Matt said, sounding uncomfortable. “In a hard, shiny, pointy sort of way.” He rubbed where the hoof had struck him and winced. “I’ll never look at moss and lichen the same way again.”

      They walked a few more paces before Matt gave a quiet little groan. “Vicktoria? I need to say a thing.”

      She looked over her shoulder and said, “Sure. What is it?”

      “When the lavhorn turned female. I… looked. In a way I shouldn’t. In a, um, sexual way. I stopped, of course, but I still feel bad.”

      “Matt, sweetest honeycakes, I glanced too. Both when it was female and when it was male,” Vicktoria said. “The important thing was that we both stopped when we noticed that we were doing it, and that we know why it wasn’t right.”

      He groaned. “But I love Natima above all else. What will she think of me looking at another woman’s body?”

      Vicktoria surveyed him. “That’s where your mind went? Some would worry about what their sweetheart would think of them being attracted to an attacking, ancient moss-creature with horns and hooves.” She smirked. “I’m glad I’m not the only one in our company openminded enough to be attracted to non-humans.”

      Matt hung his head.

      “It’s all right, Matt,” Korinne said. “Natima will understand.”

      “Your sister is right,” Vicktoria comforted. “Yes, you gave the lavhorn an appreciative glance, but you would never act on it. It’s obvious how devoted you are to her.”

      “I am.” Matt smiled like a man who’d dropped a lavhorn-size weight off his shoulders. “I can’t wait to see Natima again. To explain everything and to tell her how much I missed her.”

      Love and attraction. Such strange things. Korinne thought back to her deduction when the lavhorn appeared: she preferred the female form. After all, if she wasn’t sexually attracted to Riverrall—surely the most attractive male in the world—then men weren’t for her. That wouldn’t be a problem; it wasn’t the common way but was not uncommon either. Her uncle Caf, who loved people of all genders, married a man and remained one of Astorcia’s most prestigious citizens.

      She adjusted her knapsack and took stock. She’d accepted that she did experience desire, despite that she had buried those feelings. And now she’d accepted that this desire leaned towards women.

      So far, so good.

      The problem was that she was no longer sure it was the wildwood making her see these things. Yes, it was teaching her a lot, but it wasn’t the only thing. Vicktoria was helping too.

      With unease in the pit of her stomach, Korinne watched Vicktoria limping and chatting to Matt. She was play-flirting with him.

      And that was the thing, wasn’t it?

      Vicktoria play-flirted with everyone. But there was no play in it when she turned that beam of attention onto Korinne. No play in the way she opened up to her. In the way she barely dared touch her but made the most of it when she could.

      The extraordinary, bold, and agonizingly charming Vicktoria was attracted to her, whether only physically or in a more general way, Korinne didn’t quite know. She knew her own feelings and mind, though. These last few days had forced her to get to know them; they whispered endlessly to her in here, just like the trees. Even through her dreams. She smacked a nearby jasmine bush, annoyed at the waft of lovely scent it caused.

      Cursed stars and bleeding wolves. No, that’s too mild.

      She hit the branches of the jasmine bush again.

      Fuck. Triple fuckity fuck! Not only have I fallen for someone, and after only a few days, I fell for the cursed, womanising ‘Velvet Vick’ of all people! How predictable can I be?

      Her thoughts were interrupted by Matt tripping over a rock and shouting, “Whoopsie, who put that there?”

      When she’d checked that he was all right, they carried on along the path next to a stream. Korinne watched the water, looking and listening for Riverrall. It was hard not to worry about him and his secretive emergency. She didn’t see or hear signs of his arrival, though; instead she heard quacking.

      “Ducks,” Matt said. “Like back home!”

      Korinne understood his enthusiasm. It was nice to see something as normal and familiar as a flock of ducks.

      Matt squinted down into the stream. “Wait. Those aren’t like our ducks. That one has two heads.”

      Korinne followed his gaze. “No, Matt, that’s two ducks on top of each other.”

      “What? Why?”

      She stood on tiptoes to ruffle his hair and in a mocking voice said, “Well, when a mummy duck and a daddy duck love each other, they sometimes—”

      He shoved her away. “Stop! I get it. I know what they’re doing now.”

      “See, that’s the sort of sibling interaction I’ve heard of. Not all the silent communication and being so sweet with each other,” Vicktoria said with a wink.

      Korinne looked down, her mirth gone. “Well, we’re an unusually close set of siblings due to how we grew up. We had to be.”

      Vicktoria gently placed two fingers under her chin and lifted it, seeking her gaze. “I’m glad you had each other, at least. You’ve taken good care of him.”

      She moved the fingers away the second the words were out, but Korinne could still feel the remnant of the touch. Vicktoria’s fingers weren’t cold anymore.

      Warm. Soft. Gentle.

      “She has, hasn’t she, Matt?” Vicktoria said.

      He scoffed. “For most of the time, yes. Not when she put pinecones in my pillow.”

      Korinne rolled her eyes. “That was only after you’d done something bad, like when you doodled axes in my book about the princess and the knight errant!”

      Matt curled his upper lip. “In my defence that was a boring book.”

      “It was not! You’re meant to be the romantic of us. Why didn’t you like that love-filled book?”

      “The princess could do better than that knight. He was cocky and selfish.”

      Korinne scoffed, trying to hide her realisation that Vicktoria had been right, it was important to have a moment of light-heartedness. “She did do better. She left the kingdom with her handmaiden in the end. You’d know that if you read all of it.”

      Vicktoria, who’d been listening with an amused look, grew serious. “Perhaps the knight wasn’t all as bad as he seemed? Perhaps he had his reasons for his behaviour?”

      It took Korinne a moment to figure out Vicktoria’s reaction. “Oh, the knight was cocky and selfish in a villain way,” she explained, walking a little closer to Vicktoria. “Not like you, where the cockiness is a front you put up to appear invincible and ward off attacks.” She thought a little further. “And, I suppose, to hide your own insecurities. The apparent selfishness is mainly a survival mechanism. Wait, sorry. Am I making assumptions and classifying you again?”

      “No. Or yes,” Vicktoria said with a laugh rolled into a sigh. “What matters is that you understand me well, Ms Clever. And I’m glad for it.”

      Korinne swelled with pride. Which was ridiculous. But nice.

      “I’m getting to understand you. Which is why I know that some of the selfishness is conceit.”

      “I take it back.” Vicktoria faked a scowl. “You don’t understand me.”

      Korinne laughed. “I understand that you’re human and therefore have flaws as well as strengths. Isn’t that what you were arguing when you called me out for pigeonholing you?”

      Vicktoria shrugged.

      Korinne smiled at the by-now-familiar gesture. Much of time it wasn’t nonchalance; it was when Vicktoria didn’t know what to say. “Goodness knows I am riddled with flaws, and even the sweet bucket head over there,” Korinne pointed at Matt, who grumbled at the nickname, “has flaws.”

      “I suppose if I claimed I didn’t have flaws I’d prove your point about being conceited, so I won’t. After all, one of your flaws is that you always have to be right,” Vicktoria said with a smug smirk.

      “Careful, Bane of the Blacklands. I’m stronger than you and would happily push you into that stream,” Korinne said, trying out a smirk of her own.

      Vicktoria would see through her bluff, fully aware that Korinne would never risk infection in the wounds on her thigh. Nor was the stream deep enough.

      Vicktoria, eyes flashing with challenge, put herself in front of Korinne. “Oh yes? I’d like to see you try.” She moved close enough that Korinne could again feel her sweet breath against her face. It was becoming their thing. “Go on, woodcutter. Just try it!”

      Korinne’s stomach was suddenly doing somersaults, and her heart was copying it. No, she wouldn’t push Vicktoria in. But for fun, she could pretend to. She had played so little in her life.

      She grabbed the taller woman’s shoulders but was too far away from the stream to even pretend to push Vicktoria in. She’d have to grab her by the waist and carry her over to the stream and heave her in.

      The idea of clutching Vicktoria’s waist was tempting. Too tempting. If Korinne did that, she might never let go.

      Vicktoria wasn’t fighting the grip on her shoulders. She was just standing there, watching Korinne intently, red lips parted and chest lifting and falling fast with rushed breaths. That look of challenge was still on her striking face, and Korinne couldn’t stop staring.

      “Go on, then, beautiful nuisance,” Vicktoria purred, her lips taking all of Korinne’s attention. “I bet you wouldn’t dare. I don’t think you have it in you.”

      Were they still talking about being pushed into streams?

      Matt blew out a longsuffering sigh. “You could keep bickering like this. Or you could just kiss already. Then we could focus on getting to the kraunt before I grow grey hair.”

      He wandered off, leaving Korinne and Vicktoria gaping at each other.

      Korinne’s little brother wasn’t nearly as timid or clueless as she’d thought. But then, this venture had made that obvious.

      Still, he continued to be Matt. Which was why he was heading in the wrong direction.

      “Matt, follow the stream!” she shouted after him.

      “Come, on, let’s fetch him,” Vicktoria said with a chuckle.
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      It didn’t take long until they were close to the lake.

      Vicktoria stopped and whispered, “Time to clarify the plan. First, we creep up on the kraunt. Then bleed into the melodian until it plays.”

      Matt frowned. “Back at the docks, you said it would need a risky amount of blood?”

      “Yes. ‘Enough to make you dizzy, not enough to make you dead’ was what I was told the first time I bought one, and that checks out.”

      “And we’re sure plain blood will do, not magical blood?” Korinne asked.

      “Human blood is fine. Some magic blood is stored in the box; it only needs our blood to… I don’t know, make the magic blood travel around? Just trust me, it works.”

      “I do trust you,” Korinne said, meaning it.

      “Good. While the music plays, the kraunt should drop what it holds and pick up the melodian, entranced by the music. That is when we sneak over and grab the house ward.”

      “And if the kraunt notices us?” Korinne asked.

      “Then we fight. It kills with its claws. Its legs, unlike its wings, are short and close to the body, so stay out of reach from the clawed paws.”

      “Where should we aim?” Matt asked.

      “The face if you can get to it, otherwise aim for the wings. Hopefully, it won’t come to all that, though.”

      Korinne noticed that her fingertips brushed her bandages as she said that. Was she aware that she was showing concern? Was she finally letting her guard down?

      They crept towards the lake, only stopping when they heard shrieks.

      “That isn’t the kraunt, is it?” Matt asked.

      “No,” Vicktoria said. “I guess it was hunting when it flew over us. It must’ve caught prey and is now eating it.”

      There was another screech, almost a howl, and Korinne had to tell herself not to rush into the mouth of the kraunt to try to help.

      They took a few more steps, keeping close to the stream that led to the lake the kraunt was holed up next to. She took one final look into the water. No Riverrall.

      Vicktoria stopped again. “This is close enough. Put your knapsacks and anything else you don’t need here. We’ll fetch it all later.” With that Vicktoria emptied out some of the bigger things in her pockets, the dagger not among them, of course.

      Korinne took her knife out of the knapsack and then shoved the bag under a shrub. She and Matt tucked their sheathed knives into their belts, then Matt picked up the melodian and handed it to Vicktoria.

      “Why isn’t Riverrall here?” he whispered, worry lines etched into his forehead.

      Vicktoria shrugged. “He’s the king of his kind. I guess he has other things to do than babysit us.”

      They snuck up to a broad oak. Peeking round it, Korinne saw the kraunt lying by the mountain, which was like Vicktoria had said, more of a craggy hill. The kraunt held something shiny, no doubt their house ward, in what looked like giant cat’s paws. She also saw where the shrieking was coming from. A crianvarg. It wasn’t the one they’d fought; this one was a darker grey and bigger. It was also clawed beyond repair, there must’ve been a lengthy fight. Still, it was clearly alive enough to feel the kraunt sucking its blood. It screamed, and right when Korinne thought the sight couldn’t be worse, it said in that strange childlike snarl of its species, “Please kill me.”

      Vicktoria gave something between a sob and an angry grunt. “Let’s put the plan in place now. We can’t save that crianvarg, but we can make the kraunt leave it to die in peace. Perhaps even end its misery when the kraunt is distracted by the melodian.”

      “All right,” Korinne agreed. “Who does what? And in what order?”

      “One of us will hide and bleed onto the melodian. And the other two will sneak behind the beast and grab the ward, perhaps killing the crianvarg too.”

      “That still sounds too simplistic,” Korinne said. “I mean, what’s to stop the kraunt from keeping hold of the ward in one paw and the melodian in the other? I think one of us needs to ensure the kraunt drops the ward.”

      “I agree,” Matt said. “We’re already taking risks and considering how the powerful lavhorn reacted when it merely glimpsed a kraunt, I really don’t want to take more risks than necessary.”

      Korinne nodded. “So, how do we ensure the kraunt drops the house ward?”

      Vicktoria chewed her lip. “I don’t know. Plans usually come to me at the spur of the moment, but right now—nothing. I am so sorry to let you down.”

      She looked like she expected Korinne to scold her, and so of course Korinne didn’t.

      She put her hand on Vicktoria’s. “You haven’t. It’s fine. I’ve been critiquing your plan but not come up with my own. Now’s the time for me to live up to the Ms Clever nickname.”

      She considered their options and assets. There were quite a few things that could work, but she didn’t want to wager their lives on a plan to simply make the kraunt put the house ward down. She wanted to ensure the kraunt couldn’t hold the house ward anymore.

      Then, she recalled the lavhorn kicking Matt and making him drop his axe.

      “Vicktoria, if the kraunt’s paw was hurt and the melodian was playing, do you think it would still be distracted by the music or would it be more interested in going after what had injured it?”

      Vicktoria sucked her teeth. “I think the instant the melodian started playing it would forget all else. However, I’d still recommend the attack be something that isn’t too out of the ordinary and therefore doesn’t spark its attention too much.”

      “Huh?” Matt said.

      “For example, if we toss an axe into one of its paws, it’s going to be quite distracted with where the axe came from. The fighting instinct would kick in.”

      “So, we need it to be natural? Something it could disregard as an accident?”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Korinne pointed to the craggy hilltop. “What if it seemed like a rock rolled off that overhanging cliff bit up there, like rocks sometimes do? But it was actually a certain brother of mine throwing the rock, aiming for the kraunt’s paws, and then ducking down behind that little peak on this side?”

      Vicktoria squinted up at the hill. “I suppose that might work. It’s no more unlikely than the rest of the plan, anyway. What say you, certain brother of hers?”

      Matt smiled. “I’d give anything to get to lob a rock at that thing!”

      “Yes, Matt. But can you hit it?” Korinne asked. “Remember when Mother used to make us throw stones at the woodroaches to keep them away from the timber? You’d say you could do it, but you’d always miss.”

      He glared at her. “I’m not a child anymore; I’m sixteen. If I didn’t think I could hit that thing’s paw with a rock, I’d say so.”

      “Fine.” Korinne gave him an apologetic smile. “Old habits die hard. If you say you can do this, you can.”

      He held up the melodian. “Who’s going to bleed into this thing?”

      “I am,” Korinne and Vicktoria said simultaneously.

      “It should be me,” Vicktoria said.

      “Why?” Korinne asked, taking the melodian.

      Vicktoria looked embarrassed. “I suggested getting a melodian with the plan that I would bleed into it. At the time, I was hoping to impress you. Which was why I didn’t mention it when you asked about the amounts of blood required. I wanted to be the hero.”

      “You mean you wanted to act unselfishly,” Korinne said.

      “Wanting to prove my heroism is selfish,” Vicktoria countered. “I wanted to prove you wrong by stepping up to bleed. Show that I was a good, trustworthy person despite what you obviously thought of me and leave you embarrassed for misjudging a pirate.” She scrubbed her hands over her face. “However, as time went on, I saw you’d given me the storybook knave role and realised that my plan only proved that I was ‘hiding a heart of gold only to reveal it at a grand heroic moment.’ I’m pathetic.”

      “No,” Korinne whispered back urgently. “You were right. You never hid a heart of gold. It was always on display, in how you treated Matt. In how you treated me. In how you only took pirating missions if they stole from the rich and lacked violence. I should’ve trusted you from the start.”

      Vicktoria shrugged a little. “Well, I mean, I thought you distrusted everyone so at first I didn’t take offence. Then I noticed that you trusted Riverrall more than me, without knowing anything about him. That hurt. More than it should, which I suppose means I like you more than I should.”

      “Could you bloody well discuss this later?” Matt hissed. “For some reason twilight is falling. If it gets dark, we can’t see the kraunt! And what about the poor crianvarg?”

      Vicktoria put a hand on his arm. “The crianvarg went silent a while ago. It’s either passed out from blood loss or dead. Worry more about us and how this plan fails if we do not decide who plays what role soon.”

      Korinne was thinking hard. Not about who was going to risk bleeding until they were weak and useless, that would obviously be her, but how to convince Vicktoria that it had to be that way.

      “I’m going to do it,” she whispered finally. “You have nothing to prove, but I do. I need to pull my weight on this quest, and you’ve lost too much blood already. Besides, you need to get us out of here. I’m the obvious choice to be the one who is incapacitated as we leave; we need your expertise and Matt’s strength.”

      Vicktoria frowned. “This is your self-sacrificing streak talking, like when all the hrygons came. Riverrall didn’t let you sacrifice yourself then, and I won’t let you do it now.”

      Korinne shook her head. “It’s not just that. I… know I have to do this. Nightbearer mentioned me bleeding, so did the crianvarg, and the trees, well, they keep calling me Sweetblood. It all comes back to me bleeding. I was meant to do this.”

      Vicktoria frowned. “I don’t like the idea of you doing what the wildwood means for you to do.”

      “She’s right that you’ve lost a lot of blood, though,” Matt said. “Also, while you’re taller, Korinne is fitter and broader. Not to mention that she got more rest than you. She can probably stand to lose more blood.”

      “You want your precious sister to risk herself?”

      “No. I don’t want you to either,” he said. “But since I must be the one to throw the rock, it makes sense that the second healthiest and most blood-filled person bleeds. That’s Korinne. Also, you’re used to kraunts; you’ll know better than either of us how to sneak round such a creature and take the house ward.”

      Korinne stood on tiptoes to kiss his forehead. “Clever lad—no, sorry, clever man.”

      Vicktoria hissed, “It’s impossible to be a hero around you two! Either you get the king of the seaborne in to trump me or you do all the heroics yourselves.”

      “Nonsense,” Korinne said. “You get to be the hero who takes the house ward back and, if necessary, fights the kraunt. We’re only the distractions.”

      That crooked smile played at her lips. “Hm, I suppose I can live with that.”

      “We must hurry. Before it gets dark,” Matt whinged.

      “Yes, of course,” Vicktoria said. “Get up on that cliff. Korinne will be behind the shrubbery in front of the kraunt.” She pointed to tall, thorny blackberry bushes. “I’ll help her start bleeding into the melodian and then sneak off to stand between the trees behind the kraunt.”

      “What for?” Matt asked.

      “So I don’t have to run far to get the dropped house ward with this miserable leg of mine. Anyway, I’ll stand behind the kraunt, and when Korinne sees the blood near the words in the centre of the melodian’s lid, she’ll signal me. I’ll wave to you up on the cliff, and you throw the rock. With me so far?”

      “Yes,” they both replied.

      “Good. After the stone has hit the kraunt’s paw, making it drop the ward, Korinne will push the playing melodian through the bushes so the kraunt sees it. It’ll become mesmerised and go to the melodian. Then I sneak out behind the kraunt’s back and grab the ward.”

      “Then we all regroup here?” Korinne asked.

      “No, a little farther back for safety,” Vicktoria said. “I’ll see you where we left your knapsacks.” When they nodded, she smacked her fist into her open palm. “Well then, let’s go rob a kraunt!”

      “To be exact, we’re retrieving something from a thief. Not robbing anyone,” Korinne said.

      Vicktoria rolled her eyes. “Not only are you a know-it-all, you’re also terrible at getting in the mood for a fun, adventuring caper.”

      Korinne crossed her arms over her chest. “Not fun. Not an adventure. Not a caper. Actually, a serious life-and-death matter,” she said.

      “You’re bickering again,” Matt hissed.  “Stop it. I’m going up on that cliff to find a good rock; you two get bleeding onto that stupid box so we can get this over with.” He wagged his finger at the two women as if they were naughty children.

      He half ran and half sneaked up the rock face with a gait that would’ve been funny if Korinne wasn’t so worried about him.

      Vicktoria pulled out the knife from her boot sheath, but Korinne shook her head. “I’ll use my own knife. It’s cleaner, and you may need yours if that kraunt isn’t as distracted by the melodian as you assume it will be.”

      “Suit yourself. Go fetch some healing leaves and rope to tie up your cut afterwards. I’ll find a good spot over by those bushes. Meet me there.”

      When Korinne had crept her way back to the blackberry bushes, she saw Vicktoria place the melodian in a spot where it could slide through the thorny bushes but still keep them obscured.

      “Ready?” Vicktoria asked.

      Korinne held up her knife. “Let’s do it.”

      “All right, as I said before, it takes more blood than you’d think. So, the second you see it filling the words, staunch the bleeding with the leaves and rope.”

      “Sure.”

      Vicktoria took her hand. “I mean it, Korinne. Staunch the bleeding as soon as you can.”

      Korinne squeezed her fingers. “I will. Don’t worry about me; you know I’m sensible.”

      “You’re sensible, but you also sacrifice your own wellbeing for others. If you feel dizzy or strange before the melodian plays, staunch the bleeding anyway and we’ll find another plan. Hey, if Matt can find a rock big enough, he could throw it at the kraunt’s head and knock it out.”

      “Not even Matt can’t throw a boulder that big.”

      Vicktoria groaned. “Fine, all right, Ms Clever! My point was that we’ll get another plan. Bleeding out can go faster than you think, especially if you cut something vital.”

      Korinne lifted Vicktoria’s hand and placed a quick kiss on her knuckles, wondering if that was appropriate only when it was already done. “I’ll be careful. Now, get behind those trees before it gets too dark for you to see any dropped house wards!”

      Vicktoria leaned in like she was about to kiss Korinne, then drew back and nodded. She stood, this time buttoning her coat up for as much protection as possible. She skulked around the small clearing until she was sheltered between the trees behind the kraunt. It was still sucking blood but less intensely now. The poor crianvarg must be drained soon.

      Korinne’s stomach lurched, but she focused on her task. She didn’t want to cut one of her hands; she’d need the use of them. She assessed the insides of her arms. One of them had Nightbearer’s riddle, its words shivering again, and the other had the gash her father’s axe had caused.

      She would cut the scabbed wound. It was already sore anyway; it would bleed quite a bit, and if it scarred, at least she’d only have one long scar from her wrist up to her elbow. When the knife pierced the scab and blood slowly welled up, Korinne found herself wishing she’d asked Vicktoria to cut her. She wasn’t hesitant to do it herself due to the pain, but because it seemed wrong to tear what was finally healing. What was it about hurting herself that appealed to Vicktoria? Some sort of release? Self-punishment? Searching for the rush of pain? Whatever it was, Korinne didn’t have it.

      She pressed on. If there was one thing she was good at, it was making herself do what was necessary, even if she didn’t want to do it.

      With the full wound opened, the blood seeped onto the metal surface of the melodian. It ran into the swirling grooves instantly, as if the box was thirsty for blood. The engraved lines weren’t filling up, though. It would take ages before the blood dripped into the box’s middle and filled those haunting words, “Blood Has Music.”

      It hadn’t hurt much at first, but now her mind caught up and her arm throbbed.  Her mind was shouting at her to make it stop. She was starting to sweat.

      Korinne tried to calm her breathing and remember how much blood was in her body and that humans always had extra blood to spare. She was fine. And no, the slowing of her heartbeat wasn’t real, it was only fear playing tricks on her.

      She looked over to Vicktoria, who held her dagger in one hand, prepared for a potential fight. It was comforting to see her. The figure in bold red, standing tall and ready to pounce. Why was that woman always so reassuring, even when she wasn’t trustworthy? No, she corrected herself. She trusted Vicktoria. Why else would she sit here helpless, bleeding onto a box to make it play some silly tune and distract a monster? She smiled to herself, a bit calmer.

      Vicktoria was too far away for Korinne to make out her facial features, but she saw her tilt her head in a questioning gesture. A worried gesture. Korinne’s heart skipped a beat at the sight and she wished Vicktoria had kissed her before she went. Or that she had kissed Vicktoria. She closed her eyes. Was her dizziness due to blood loss or infatuation?

      She opened her eyes again and checked the melodian. Not quite yet, the blood still trickled its way around the intricate swirls. Even if it was going through the lid and into the fist-size box, surely it should’ve have been filled with blood by now?

      I hate that magic makes no sense!

      She had to keep bleeding. Had to do this to get the house ward back and save her parents.

      If she accomplished that, what then? She would either have to accept her life as Astorcia’s woodcutter, a grumpy recluse dreaming of the sea. Or talk to Natima to see if she wanted to try running the lumbermill with Matt when they were older, making herself a placeholder for the next few years. Either way, she’d go right back to work.

      That was a sad thought. She’d rather focus on Vicktoria. Her gaze found her and squinted to see her better. The dizziness made her sway, and she put her free hand on the ground. She kept watching the heartening figure in red.

      Do I actually have to run the lumbermill, though?

      Was there a way she could live with knowing she was a disgrace in the village and a disappointment to her parents? A way she could keep herself and Matt fed and safe without having to go back?

      She was getting colder. That was a bad sign, right? She looked down and puffed out a relieved breath. The blood had touched the first letter of the words.

      She waved to Vicktoria, who immediately waved back, then stepped to the side where she could be seen from Matt’s location on the cliff.

      Korinne covered two thirds of the cut with a leaf, halting the flow to a smaller trickle. She needed to keep her mind on that. Not on remembering how badly Matt always missed the woodroaches. Sometimes, he had thrown the stones so far away they had never found them again.

      She shook her head at herself. She had to trust in him, had to let him do this. Not just because she shouldn’t underestimate him, but because she had to learn she couldn’t do everything herself.

      She couldn’t see Matt from the bushes, but she had a good view of the kraunt. It sat up, finished with its ghoulish meal. In its paw was the house ward. Did kraunts always keep such a tight grip on their loot? Wasn’t it odd that it hadn’t dropped the stolen prize off in a nest somewhere? Or in some hidden treasure trove, like the dragons of the storybooks?

      A rock, large enough to injure the paw of a massive kraunt but small enough for a strong human to throw, flew through the air.

      Korinne held her breath.

      The rock landed right in front of the kraunt.

      So close! Now what? Had they discussed what to do if this happened?

      If a boulder naturally tumbled off a cliff, it might have a taken another with it, right?

      A heartbeat after she thought that, another rock came soaring. Matt had thought the same way. Korinne pleaded with fate to let this one hit home.

      The kraunt screeched. That was the best way Korinne could describe the high-pitched whistle that came out of the small hole below its glowing eyes.

      Matt hadn’t hit the paw, but higher up the leg. It still worked. The kraunt had dropped the house ward and was staring at its injury.

      Wait, why wasn’t the melodian playing? She checked and nearly swallowed her tongue when she saw that the words hadn’t filled, despite the trickle of blood going right into them.

      She moved the leaf she’d been holding over the gash and the blood poured freely again, filling up the first word faster.

      
        
        Blood…

      

      

      The blood poured, and the dizziness brought black spots into Korinne’s sight. The kraunt was looking to where the rock had come from.

      
        
        Has…

      

      

      Korinne used her fingers to pry the wound open further. Only one word left.

      
        
        Music…

      

      

      A piercing tone rang out, discordant against the forest sounds and all the soft whispering of the trees.

      Vicktoria had been right. It sounded like harp music, but only if the harp strings were of rusted iron. Its sound was rasping and cold, not gentle like a real harp. Korinne pushed the melodian forward, through the bushes, not caring that the thorns scratched her hands.

      When it was in the kraunt’s line of vision, she moved back, covered her cut with leaves, and clumsily tied it with the rope before taking a few deep breaths to lessen her wooziness.

      Despite the shrill sound, the melody was beautiful in a haunting way, and the melodian served its purpose. She heard the kraunt nearing, even felt the vibrations of its giant cat-like paws on the ground. She braved a peek through the thick bushes. The beast was fixated on the music box. A flash of scarlet nipped behind it, over to the abandoned house ward, and then vanished again.

      It was time for Korinne to drag her fatigued body away to regroup with the others. She slipped her knife into her belt and started creeping on all fours, away from this forsaken monster and its eerie, mystic music box. There was a rocky patch that she had to cross, not too far from the bushes; she crawled on to it, dizzier by the moment.

      Something fell, making a noise. No, a clang. Loud enough to be heard even over the music. She looked down on the rocky ground and saw her knife. She must’ve tucked it in badly due to her light-headedness.

      Never mind. It was only a small sound in a big, noisy forest. The kraunt was busy anyway, right? She grabbed the knife and quickly replaced it.

      She heard the flapping of giant wings behind her and her own words regarding this plan came back to haunt her: “A little too easy. Life is never so straightforward.”
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            The World Ends

          

        

      

    

    
      As she crawled away, squinting to see through her dizziness and the twilight, she felt the wingbeats of the kraunt. It didn’t need to fly. Walking over to her would have been a moment’s work. And yet it floated above her, wings sounding like massive heartbeats.

      Korinne couldn’t run. Couldn’t think up something clever to get to safety. Couldn’t win against this monstrous slayer when all she had was a small knife and her sad hatchet.

      What she could do was go out fighting.

      So, she rolled over onto her back, shook her head to clear it, and took a firm grip on her knife and her hatchet.

      The ground trembled as the kraunt took ground.

      It loomed over her, moving ever closer until she could see its face. Now she saw those big, yellow eyes with only tiny dots for pupils, somehow empty and all-seeing at the same time. Beneath them, the dreaded hole glinted with liquid. Was it always open? It didn’t have nostrils or lips to close around it. Korinne wanted the creature to come closer so she could bury a knife into one of those unblinking eyes. Could she do that? Would she have the stomach for the blood and gore?

      There was a flash of metal from the corner of her eye and a loud shout. She blinked and saw Matt clearly as he plunged one of his axes into the kraunt’s left wing, making the fiend screech. He ducked as the wing swooped to dislodge the axe, which normally looked so big but was downscaled by the size of that wing.

      While the kraunt was distracted, Matt attacked with his second axe and his knife, jumping to hit its face. Korinne, meanwhile, took a firm grip on her hatchet and slashed the kraunt’s paw. She was too weak to cause more than a graze, but it was a start.

      Throughout, the melodian played its melancholy tune. Occasionally the kraunt would turn to look at it, almost wistfully. It wasn’t enough to distract the beast for very long, though.

      Matt jumped and ducked as the kraunt whirled around to claw him. Or perhaps to get rid of the axe in its wing? Korinne didn’t have a clue what it was doing. Typical that they would have their biggest battle with something mute and unreadable, unlike the crianvarg or the lavhorn.

      As it nearly knocked Matt over, Korinne wondered if driving her little knife into the belly of the beast would do any good. It couldn’t hurt to try. She only had to conjure up enough energy to focus her eyes, get up, and strengthen her arm to push the knife in. She got up on her knees, watching Matt get a quick stab into the kraunt’s side. It didn’t slow the monster’s attacks.

      She was almost on her feet, trying to keep her arm from shaking, when there was a flash of red from above.

      Vicktoria had stealthily crawled up the kraunt’s back while it was distracted by the fight with Korinne and Matt and the music. Vicktoria had been right in that distraction was the key to besting a kraunt, at least. If besting it was what they were doing. Maybe they were only delaying the inevitable. If they were, at least they were vexing the kraunt by making themselves a complicated and painful meal. Korinne could live with that. Or, rather, she could die with that.

      Vicktoria was near the head now, slowly clambering up the kraunt—which was constantly in movement to deal with Matt and to turn towards the melodian— when Korinne saw her pull out her dagger. She lifted it high and was about to bury it in the kraunt’s head when the monster reared and threw her off. It shook off Vicktoria and the axe buried in its wing, and then swooped both its wings to create a wind tunnel that tossed Matt though the air. He landed on his side, his eyes blinking and blood seeping from his lips.

      Korinne didn’t know who to scream for first, her brother behind her or Vicktoria, who had been thrown down somewhere behind the kraunt. She screamed for them both, fear burning her throat. The kraunt fixed those expressionless eyes on her.

      It lifted a foot and the vast claws opened, as if to grab her.

      “Get away from her!” Matt’s shout sprayed blood and spittle over her. He clambered towards the kraunt. He had lost his second axe and the knife in his flight through the air but charged the beast with only his bare hands.

      “Matt!” Korinne shouted. She only had the blink of an eye to decide what to say next. She could say, “Stop. Save yourself,” and he might obey. He was used to doing what she said.

      The other option would be to trust that he knew what he was doing. To not order him to save himself but let him make his own decision to attack. Either option was unbearable.

      And yet, she found herself not telling him to stop, but instead tossing him her hatchet.

      She wouldn’t have said she could accurately toss something to a person moving, nor that Matt would be able to catch something thrown to him. But fate was on their side for this last, feeble attempt to stand up to the fiend who had started this quest.

      Matt caught the hatchet’s handle and leapt towards the kraunt. It had been distracted by the melodian once more and not seen him, meaning he had a clear shot at its head. He shouted Natima’s name as he buried the hatchet in the kraunt’s face, missing both eyes but stabbing it in its airhole.

      It screeched and used its open claws to grab Matt and throw him to the ground. As the kraunt wailed, trying to get the hatchet out of its face, Korinne dragged herself over to Matt. His eyes were closed, his face bloodied, and this time, he wasn’t getting up.  He looked like an abandoned doll, thrown in the moss, limp and lifeless.

      Korinne keened like a wounded animal. What had she been thinking, letting him attack like that? Regret, hate, grief, pain, and worry about Vicktoria, they all gathered up, distilled themselves into something manageable: pure, white-hot rage.

      She raised her little knife and stood, no longer aware of her dizziness or fatigue, and rushed the kraunt. No plan. No hope of survival. She would just hurt this thing for what it had done to her brother and the woman she’d opened her heart to. She would hurt it and worries of gore, or thoughts in general, did not trouble her.

      There was only her knife, her bone-deep rage, and this cursed monster.

      When she was almost upon the kraunt, the creature turned away from her with another screech. Korinne followed its movements and saw Vicktoria. She was at its back, blood gushing from her nose, stabbing her long dagger into its body. Once, twice, thrice. The kraunt screeched but didn’t back down. It clawed Vicktoria with one forceful, long rend. The coat seemed to take the worst of it, but at the end of the swipe, the claws caught her neck and jaw.

      Korinne’s rage grew, and she stabbed her knife into the beast’s torso. She managed it, but if Vicktoria’s long dagger didn’t make the kraunt react, what could her small knife do? She didn’t wait to find out but began climbing up one of its wings. She needed to get to its face, to bury her knife in an eye. Or pull her hatchet out of its mouth and jab that into one of those emotionless eyes. Either way, she would end this monster.

      The kraunt, again losing its focus on the melodian, shook her off the wing. Korinne flew back, dropping the knife and landing on the ground with a blow that knocked the air out of her lungs and caused a searing pain around her tailbone.

      Then the feathered nightmare opened its claws to grab her again. This time no one was going to distract it from its goal. Vicktoria was alive but occupied, scrambling in the bushes, probably looking for one of her weapons, with one hand covering her blood-spurting jaw.

      Matt was still lifeless on the ground. Korinne was near passing out, without weapon or energy.

      So, this is how it ends. I die now. Matt might already be dead. Vicktoria will either bleed out or be felled by the kraunt when it’s done with me.

      She tried to lift her leg to at least kick at the clawed paw coming to grab her. It failed. She feebly kicked at the air.

      Something was launched at the kraunt. A rock, assumedly thrown by Vicktoria, landed on the hatchet still buried in the kraunt’s face. It screeched in pain and changed the shape of the claws so close to Korinne until they were no longer ready to grip but in a swiping shape. It wasn’t going to lift her up after all. It was going to claw her open and drink her dry. Good. She didn’t want to be played with before she died; getting it over with was preferable.

      Then the kraunt stopped. It sat back, unnaturally still, like when it first heard the melodian but ten times more intense. It didn’t even screech or try to remove the hatchet. It just sat there, as if listening to something that she couldn’t hear.

      It wasn’t the melodian. That had stopped playing at some point during the struggle. Was it the whispering of the trees? Or was it something that it could hear but she could not?

      Without warning, the kraunt took off, soaring up to the sky and back along the stream.

      Korinne watched it go, frozen in disbelief. As soon as the shock had left her, she shouted for Vicktoria while crawling to her brother.

      Tears welled in her eyes. He was never this unmoving and quiet, not even while sleeping when he snored and tossed and turned. He was still in a way she could only connect with death.

      Her Matt.

      She was certain now, her reasons for forcing herself to stay at the lumbermill—duty, family pride, social pressure, and care for her parents—were all superficial.

      She had stayed for him.

      And she would’ve spent her whole life miserable, lonely, and bitter if it meant she could keep him safe and happy in his beloved Astorcia. In her mind’s eye, she saw him as a happy baby. Then as an unusually large toddler. Then, a downy-haired child. Always following her, asking her the cutest and most annoying questions. Falling asleep the most deeply when she rocked him in her arms, which were not much bigger than his. Coming to her when he was injured and crying, to be soothed only when she sang to him. Singing to him wouldn’t help now.

      She heard herself keening at the top of her lungs, unable to form words or even his name. She reached for his body screaming like the world had ended. Because, well, hadn’t it? There was no world for her without the little and yet so huge Mattiver Woodsorrow in it. Her baby. Her protector. Her only ally. Her flesh and blood. Her reason for everything.

      Through the darkening light and her tears, she searched his chest for movement, bargaining with fate. She would give up even more for him than she already had if he could just be alive. She could gladly die if it meant he would survive. But fate didn’t answer. She couldn’t see through her tears, and Matt kept so still. He’d react to her distress if he were alive; he’d wake up to her screaming like this. He’d ask her, in his clueless way, what was wrong and how he could help.

      She heard dragging footsteps behind her and then Vicktoria’s voice, confident as always, saying, “Korinne. He’s alive. He’s breathing.”

      Korinne had never heard sweeter words. They made her love that swaggering voice even more than before. Could that be true? Was he breathing? She blinked frantically but still couldn’t clear her eyes, couldn’t see through the dim, purplish light. She placed her face in front of his and felt it: warm breaths against her skin. He was breathing! She cried helplessly. He was alive. Not awake. But he was alive.

      With Vicktoria’s help, she rolled Matt onto his back so she could lay her head on his chest. She needed to hear his heartbeat. Its beat was slow but robust, not like when it he was a baby and it would beat so small and fast, like the wings of a hummingbird.

      Every beat she heard was a gift.

      Korinne couldn’t stop sobbing onto his chest. Joy and relief and pain, too much to handle.

      Vicktoria rubbed Korinne’s shoulder with one hand, the other likely still stemming the blood on her jaw. She was making hushing noise and repeating, “He’s alive. He’ll be fine, darling.”

      
        
        All Korinne could do was cry while grabbing on to the blooded tunic of her brave, silly, perfect brother.
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            Steeped in Shimmering Starlight

          

        

      

    

    
      Korinne wasn’t sure how long they stayed there, Matt lying motionless on his back, her crying on his chest, and Vicktoria patting her soothingly.

      It was long enough to make Vicktoria need to sit down and for nightfall to finally settle. This time the moons and stars were out, meaning it must be true night, not a trick of the wildwood.

      A tall birch tree loomed next to where Matt had been thrown, its white-and-black striated bark standing out in the low light. It whispered, as always. All of a sudden, the whispers rose in strength, making Korinne’s sobs quiet. A gash opened in the tree, like an axe had bit into its trunk, but there was no weapon to have caused it. Out of the tree, birch sap poured generously. It ran down a slanting branch and drops landed right on Matt’s head. Korinne was above to shield his face when she noted that the droplets were going into his mouth. Only there, as if carefully aimed. The whispering picked up further, and soon she heard the murmurs clear into one word, “Drink.” There was a loud swallow as Matt’s throat bobbed.

      “Is the tree doing, um, well, that?” Vicktoria asked, sounding like she wasn’t sure if that sentence made sense.

      “Yes,” Korinne said. “More than that, it’s doing it to help.”

      She knew that as clearly as she knew the ground was underneath her feet and the sky above her.

      Matt stirred, then licked his lips, swallowing again. He opened his big, brown eyes, still so childlike, and said, “Korinne. My, uh, everything hurts. Ow.”

      “I know, silly,” Korinne croaked through sobs. “You did something brave and got hurt. Just try to breathe, slow and steady. Take your time.”

      She watched the sap still dripping down to him. Riverrall had called the trees treacherous, but now that didn’t make sense. Somehow, this birch gave off an overwhelming sensation of kindness. “And I think you should try to swallow any sap still in your mouth.”

      “Yes, Korinne,” he mumbled. He swallowed, then added another whinging “ow.”

      Vicktoria laughed with what sounded like relief and incredulity. Korinne did the same. She tentatively reached out and swiped some of the sap of the branch and put it in her mouth. It tasted like regular birch sap, sweet but woody. She remembered drinking it from normal birches as a child, always having to hurry before it turned acidic and undrinkable. Did this birch’s sap clear her head a little? She had some more.

      It did make her feel better. Gave her a little more energy, a little less pain.

      The colour was returning to Matt’s face as he continued to drink.

      “Vicktoria, try some,” Korinne suggested. “It makes you feel better.”

      “I’m not sure,” Vicktoria said in a sceptical tone. “Things in the wildwood trick you. It could be making you drunk, or making you feel better so you don’t notice that it’s poisoning you. Remember what happened when you sniffed the nocturne lilies?”

      Korinne looked up at the lanky tree. Its crown of leaves swayed with the wind, rustling as a comforting backdrop to its whispering. The whispered words weren’t annoying or eerie at all. Why had she thought that? Was it because she couldn’t understand it? Couldn’t control it? Because it was foreign to her? The whispering had never caused her any harm. The trees had moved, but never to hurt them, even though they easily could have.

      For the first time, her instinct was to trust. Her trust in this birch had started before she tasted the sap, so it wouldn’t be a trick. Her mind, all anxious cleverness and cynicism, should be telling her to mistrust, but it wasn’t. It left her alone, finally letting her have faith and be confident in her decision.

      “If you trust me, even just a little, taste the sap,” she said.

      Vicktoria surveyed her, one hand still on the wound on her jaw even though no blood streamed between her fingers now.

      She gave a slight nod but didn’t move.

      Korinne chose her cleanest finger, ran plenty of sap onto it, and held it out to Vicktoria, acting without thinking. With a nervous twitch, Vicktoria leaned in and closed her lips around the finger.

      Despite the situation, Korinne couldn’t help it; she shuddered with pleasure at the feel of Vicktoria’s mouth.

      Vicktoria pulled back and swallowed audibly. “Are you certain that was a good idea, Korinne?”

      The sound of her name in Vicktoria’s croak, so vulnerable and intimate, made her heart leap. The arrogant and experienced Velvet Vick, hurt and tired, turning to her for help and advice. Trusting her judgement.

      “I’m sure.”

      Below them, they heard Matt snore, sleeping like a newly fed baby.

      They shared a tired smile at the sound, and then Vicktoria reached her free hand out to fill it with sap to drink from her cupped palm. Korinne did the same. The dizziness from her blood loss and the pain in her arm and tailbone faded, but the fatigue remained. Clearly, there was only so much magical sap could do.

      A few big droplets of sap dropped into Matt’s snoring mouth before the gash in the birch closed as quickly as it had opened. Korinne found herself placing a hand against the tree trunk. Maybe it was drinking the sap, maybe it was that she’d stopped fighting the whispers, or perhaps she was simply so acclimatised to the wildwood now that everything made sense, but she could make out more words now. She strained her ears and heard, “Rest, Sweetblood. Yes. Rest. Recover, Sweetblood, recover.”

      She felt her face break into a big smile as she replied, “We will. Thank you.”

      The whispers grew quieter again, melting into a mass of sounds, like when a tired person mumbles nonsense before falling asleep, too tired to think right or form proper words. Except, Korinne thought she could suss out a few more words. “Rest, for he is coming. Be ready, Sweetblood.”

      That froze her smile. He is coming? The kraunt? Was it circling back?

      “I think we should get somewhere safe. Quickly,” Korinne said to Vicktoria.

      “All right,” Vicktoria agreed without question. “If we wake Matt, can he walk do you think? I’m not sure how far we can drag all that brawn, especially not in our current shape.”

      She scrutinised her brother, who now smacked his lips and turned over in one easy, quick movement. “Yes, I’d say so. I think when he got thrown, he hit his head and that’s why he passed out. He doesn’t seem to have many other serious injuries, though. Not considering how he’s shifting so casually in his sleep.”

      Korinne switched her gaze to Vicktoria. “Are you all right to move?”

      “Yes. I’m bruised beyond belief and I think I’ve cracked a rib, but everything that was bleeding, my jaw and thigh wound being the worst, seems to have stopped.”

      Korinne stroked some strands of blood-caked hair away from Vicktoria’s face. “Good. I’ll look at your injuries, and his, when we get somewhere safe.”

      Her hand was on Vicktoria’s cheek now, but Vicktoria wasn’t moving and neither was she. The touch was grounding, a ray of something good in all of this.

      “Don’t forget your own injuries, my darling.”

      “I won’t. I’ll be fine, though. I think the sap is helping with the blood loss somehow.”

      “Yes, for me as well.” Vicktoria probed a spot above her waist. “My rib feels a little better too.”

      “Good.” Korinne moved her hand from Vicktoria’s soft cheek, looking up at the moons and stars which had claimed the sky and gave them some light. “Right, let’s get Sir Snores-a-Lot up and moving.”

      She shook his shoulder, smiling at the familiarity of Matt waking up. He blinked exaggeratedly and smacked his dry lips after all his snoring. Never did she think she’d take so much pleasure in seeing Matt doing normal Matt things.

      “Korinne?” he mumbled.

      “Got it on the first guess. Can you move? We need to get somewhere safe.”

      “What? Huh. Oh. Sure.” He sat up clumsily. “Wait. Under the cliff, there was a dip into the rock face, like, uh, a cave opening but without the cave. Like it forgot to make the rest of the cave, y’know?”

      Vicktoria and Korinne looked at each other with yet more smiles.

      Vicktoria held Matt’s shoulder. “It’s so good to have you back! So, a cave opening without a cave? Exactly where I always wanted to go. Let’s get moving before it gets too dark to see.”

      Korinne stared around them. “Wait! Where’s the—”

      Vicktoria patted a protrusion in her unbuttoned coat. “I picked up the house ward and shoved it into a pocket. It meant I had to throw out a volume of poetry, a deck of cards, and my gloves.”

      “You had a poetry book in there?” Matt said, scratching his uneven beard growth.

      “I don’t know why you’re surprised at anything in that coat, Matt,” Korinne muttered. “I think she has a small country tucked in there somewhere.”

      Vicktoria shrugged. “If you pack a coat right, you can fit a lot of things in it. I fear this ward of yours is stretching the pocket, though. If it ruins the coat’s silhouette, you’re paying me twice my fee!”

      They all helped each other up, and like a trio of old toys broken by a cruel child, they stumbled and dragged themselves back to the hill with mountain aspirations.

      When they were almost there, Vicktoria paused to check the sky. “No sign of the kraunt returning. You know, the only reason I can think of for its departure was that its master called it back right when it was about to kill you. I think that proves it does have a master.”

      “The kraunt did appear to be listening to something,” Korinne replied.

      Vicktoria hummed. “So either its master can speak in ways we can’t hear, or they were communicating with the kraunt through its mind. Which I suppose would explain the mystery of how the master and kraunt could be separated—being able to converse using their minds, I mean.”

      “Well, I don’t care. We have the house ward and we all survived!” Matt massaged his forehead. “Unless this headache kills me.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Korinne snapped.

      “Don’t worry. I’m feeling a bit better,” Matt said.

      He did look much improved, and Korinne gave another silent thanks to that birch.

      He’d been right about the indentation in the rock face; it did look like a cave opening without a cave. Korinne spared a thought for all the hollows that never quite made it to full cave status and sat down inside it. It was big enough for around five people to sit in, four if one of them was built like Matt.

      Vicktoria slumped down next to her, but Matt stayed standing. “I’m going to go get the knapsacks so we can bind our wounds and get something to eat.”

      Korinne scrubbed her hands over her tired face. “Curses, I forgot about the bags!”

      Vicktoria unsheathed her dagger and held it out to him. “Take this so you’re not unarmed. Oh, please pick up my things, too, and, obviously, shout if you need help.”

      He took the dagger. “Will do.”

      “Wait, are you sure you’re well enough for this?” Korinne asked.

      “Sure, my headache is clearing. Other than that, I only have cuts, bruises, and bumps. Nothing like you two bloodless people.”

      He threw a twig at Korinne. Naturally she tossed it back and shouted, “Brat!” after him as he left.

      Vicktoria chuckled, leaning her head back against the rock and closing her eyes.

      They were right in the line of sight of the western moon, and it shone on Vicktoria’s face. In that blue moonlight it was hard to tell if she was paler than usual. Her lips looked colourless, but that could’ve been because she hadn’t applied her lip tint. Her jaw had stopped bleeding and so had her nose, with any swelling already down thanks to the birch sap. How was everything else, though? Was that rib still broken?

      You could ask. She won’t laugh at you for showing concern. Or affection.

      Korinne cleared her throat. “Are you all right? I mean, you’re obviously tired and in pain, but how are you otherwise?”

      “Healing.” Vicktoria opened her eyes and looked right at her. “I’ll be fine, my darling. How are you?” she said, voice rough with fatigue.

      How could two simple words like “my darling” feel so important? How could a gaze brimming with care fill a life’s worth of hollowness?

      “I’m fine too. I think that sap helped. I wish I’d had as much of it as Matt, though. I’m exhausted.”

      “Me too,” Vicktoria croaked.

      Matt came back with the knapsacks. Only when Korinne was looking for her canteen and came upon the empty sheath did she realise she didn’t have her knife anymore. Or her hatchet.

      She drank some water and handed it to Vicktoria, who took a gulp before handing it to Matt, who emptied it.

      “How are your stitches?” Korinne asked Vicktoria.

      “No idea. I’ve been more worried about my ribs.” Her expression turned guilty. “In all honesty, I might’ve downplayed it before; it was more than one rib that cracked.”

      Korinne glared at her. “How many?”

      Vicktoria shrugged. “Two or three. I recognised the sensation from when I was thrown overboard once and hit a reef. I was in a sanatorium for six weeks.” She rubbed the spot above her waist. “Getting up after the kraunt tossed me took way too long. I couldn’t catch my breath or move right.”

      “And now?” Matt asked.

      Vicktoria drummed her fist against her rib area. “Nothing but normal pain. They’re healing!”

      “Then stop punching them,” Korinne scolded. She wanted to say something about Vicktoria’s reactions to pain, but this wasn’t the time. “Stretch your legs out so I can check your thigh.”

      “Aye, captain,” Vicktoria mocked, but obeyed.

      Korinne undressed the wounds and found them all but closed.

      “Well now, I could make a fortune selling those wildwood healing leaves and sap,” Vicktoria said.

      Korinne gave her a look but didn’t answer; instead she pulled the thread out. The gashes only bled a little. Korinne covered them with clean leaves from the knapsack and retied the rope. The bandage on her own arm was still intact, although it needed retying, while the many scrapes and cuts they all had would heal. So would the bruises. Possible unseen injuries on the inside were another thing, especially with Matt’s head, but there was nothing she could do about that.

      Convinced she had done all in her power, Korinne sat back.

      They ate what was left of the riverweed leaves and the spiced cherryroots. Korinne informed Vicktoria that the cherryroots were rolled in birch sap to make the spices stick. She held one up and finished with, “You know, I’ll never look at a birch the same way again.”

      “Speaking of trees,” Matt said, “as soon as Riverrall comes back, he can unlock the trees and we can go home, right?”

      “Yes,” Korinne said.

      She adjusted her belt; it felt odd now that it was empty. “I can’t believe that cursed beast flew off with my hatchet. It wasn’t much good, but it was all mine.”

      “I’ll get you a better one,” Vicktoria mumbled, sounding half asleep.

      Matt stood up. “That reminds me. I’m going to look for my axes and cut down some branches to cover the opening here so we can’t be seen.”

      “Great idea,” Vicktoria said in between yawns. “Oh, and could you please get something we can rest on? The ground is hard in here.”

      Matt rushed out. There was the sound of ripping and tearing. Then he came back with his giant embrace filled with leaves and moss. They spread it all out on the ground and against some of the rock face. It didn’t help much but at least it felt like they were making a safe nest.

      “That’s better,” Matt said with a proud expression. “Now to get those covering branches.”

      Korinne chewed her lower lip. “Matt? Do me a favour, the branches… get them from the bushes. Not the trees.”

      He frowned. “Because the bushes don’t whisper?”

      She thought about the birch. “Something like that.”

      “Whatever you say, Korinne.” He smiled and left.

      Vicktoria murmured, “I’ve always wondered why the bushes aren’t sentient like the trees. Not enough height? Not enough roots? Do the trees see them as we humans see dogs? Do they have pet shrubs?”

      She sounded delirious.

      “I don’t know.” Korinne put a hand on Vicktoria’s knee, where the velvet of her trousers was worn down to threads. “You should get some rest.”

      “So should you.”

      Korinne stroked the knee. “Your injuries are worse. You’ve suffered blood loss for longer, and you didn’t get as much rest in the thistlenir glade. Sleep, I’ll keep watch.”

      “Thanks.” Vicktoria slumped down to a half-sitting and half-laying position and closed her eyes again.

      Korinne settled down to watch over the sleeping redhead. She was mesmerising, draped in her tattered, blood-stained velvet and steeped in shimmering starlight. She was right there, only a touch away, and yet she was in a different world than Korinne. A world of adventure and experience. A world where everyone was fascinating and bold and no one cowered back in their farming village. A world full of people vying for Vicktoria’s attention and affection. Even patrons that she could regale with tales of this quest as a sales pitch. This quest, which had been the adventure of Korinne’s life but to Vicktoria was just another job.

      Soon they’d leave the wildwood, pay their guide the last of her silver, and then Vicktoria would sail away.

      But she was here now.

      This was the time to memorise her appearance, to bask in the excitement of her presence. Especially as she was asleep and couldn’t make teasing comments about Korinne’s infatuated gaze.

      Korinne cautiously moved closer, as enthralled by the other woman as she was terrified to wake her. She got close enough to see something at Vicktoria’s neck, right under the wound on her jaw. Her pulse fluttered there, like a delicate butterfly was hiding under the skin. Korinne wanted to touch it, feel it move. She could almost imagine how it would feel against her fingertips. Then her imagination switched her fingers for her lips, and Korinne whimpered. Why did her first infatuation have to be with someone who could never lower themselves to be hers?

      Vicktoria stirred, and her face scrunched up. Was she hurting?

      Korinne hesitated, then tentatively stroked her hair, all its shades of red darkened by the moonlight. She made hushing sounds like Vicktoria had for her when she cried on Matt’s chest.

      Vicktoria’s face smoothed into peaceful sleep, but Korinne kept caressing her hair, memorising its texture.

      Then the light was blocked out and the familiar sound of Matt’s out-of-key humming arose as he covered their hiding place with branches.
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      Korinne woke with a start. A bird chirped right outside their hiding spot; she saw it hopping on the ground through a tiny gap in the branch covering. It resembled the coldwater calaris, but bigger and with brighter colours. Probably a warmwater calaris, or a lukewarm water calaris? She sniggered, certain that no one else would find it funny.

      Matt stopped snoring and stirred. Just like back home, they woke up at the same time.

      She got up from her slumped position and rolled her aching neck. As she did, she caught sight of the branches covering the entrance. Some were raspberry bushes, with plump berries on them. “Matt, do you think those are safe to eat, like the pears were?”

      “I’m willing to try eating anything,” Matt mumbled.

      Korinne picked one, sniffed it, and looked it over. It was as red as Vicktoria’s lip tint and pearled with morning dew—in every aspect a normal raspberry. She bit off half of it, chewing slowly as if she’d be able to taste any magical poison in it. It tasted fine, so she ate the rest and nodded her approval to Matt, who picked a handful and swallowed them almost unchewed.

      Korinne smacked her dry lips. “That tiny lake out there, it had fresh water. We could refill our canteens and maybe wash up a little?”

      “Yes, please,” Vicktoria mumbled, sitting up next to Korinne. “I’m tired of smelling like dried blood.”

      “You smell fine,” Korinne said. “Good morning by the way.”

      “Everything can be improved upon. And yes, good morning.” She sat up and got her hair oil out. As she applied it, she added, “As soon as we get back to civilisation, I’m investing in new clothes. Does your tailor stock velvet?”

      Korinne wished she could say yes, wished she had an excuse to make Vicktoria stay. “No. He mainly deals with linen and wool.”

      “And bedding married women,” Matt added while yawning.

      “Matt!”

      He looked at her, big brown eyes innocent as the morning sun. “What? It’s what Mother always says.”

      “Mother says a lot of things. That doesn’t mean you need to listen. Or repeat it,” Korinne muttered. She startled at the contempt in her voice, but she didn’t regret it. Her usual shame at disrespecting her parents, and the fear of the slap they’d give her when they found out, were all but gone.

      “We can finally go home and hand her this,” Matt said, patting the house ward.

      “Not unless we get those trees unlocked,” Vicktoria corrected. “Riverrall will help us with that. You know, I’m actually getting worried about him.” She stood up and brushed her clothes off. “I’m going out to the lake to wash some blood and dirt off. I’ll summon him while I’m there.”

      “Eat some raspberries,” Korinne said. “You need sustenance, especially after yesterday’s ordeal.”

      “Go for the blackberry bushes instead. You’ll pass them on the way to the lake,” Matt amended.

      Vicktoria crinkled her nose. “And how will I know them? I’m guessing I look for berries that are black?”

      Korinne marvelled at how someone could recognise the imprint of a sword-tailed poisoner but not have a clue about common berries. There was something that she could teach this world-wise traveller after all.

      Is that a silly thing to be proud of?

      “More like blackish purple. The blackberry bushes are the ones I hid behind when I bled into the melodian,” Korinne said. “Mind their thorns.”

      “I will, thanks. See you soon.”

      Korinne watched her go and then plucked some more raspberries with the lack of appetite of the lovesick.

      Eating berries with one hand, Matt was using the other to polish the house ward with his tunic sleeve. Everything about him breathed relief and joy.

      Korinne sighed. Their parents didn’t deserve his loyalty or, to be honest, his fear. This boy, no, this man, had fought giant beasts without cowering but would spend his life under the iron boot of their father and the hateful gaze of their mother. Nevertheless, she had to respect that it was what he wanted, what he’d always needed: the family getting along and him being the successful man in charge of the lumbermill. That dream wasn’t so farfetched anymore.

      It struck her that she hadn’t told him about her realisations regarding him. But how did you explain to someone that you’d seen their growth and learned to trust in their abilities without sounding weird?

      “Matt?”

      “Yes?”

      “You did it, you know. Our parents didn’t think you could get the house ward back, especially not without dying. And look at you, sitting right here with it. I’m very proud of you.”

      He looked so surprised that it made her heart twinge. “Huh. Yes, I suppose I did do it.” His polishing hand fell limp on the ward. “Well, you and Vicktoria did.”

      “No, we all did it. Together. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Do you really think so?” he mumbled.

      “I know so. In fact, this venture has shown me that you’re capable of so much more than I knew.” She rubbed a raspberry leaf against her teeth to clean them and to keep herself busy so she didn’t get too self-conscious talking like this. “I think you might be ready to run the lumbermill when you come of age. Especially if you end up with Natima by your side.”

      “Really?” He brightened. “You think I’m ready for that burden?”

      Korinne was about to say yes when she realised what word he’d used. “Burden?”

      “Yes?” he said, now sounding unsure.

      “Burden is a strange word to use for someone who’s always said what an honour and achievement it would be to run the mill.”

      “Mm.” He looked away, biting his lip. “I suppose I have.”

      “Matt, what are you not telling me?” she asked in her sternest big sister voice.

      It worked.

      He squirmed. “Remember when we spoke about secrets and I said that even I had them?”

      “Yes? I assumed you meant your romance with Natima?”

      “No, although, she’s part of it. The main thing, though, is that I…”

      “Go on.”

      “I never wanted to run the lumbermill.”

      “What?!”

      His head drooped. “I never even wanted to work there. Or have anything to do with lumber at all.”

      “But then why did you tell me you did? I didn’t think we lied to one other?” Korinne said, unable to keep the hurt out of her voice.

      “I didn’t mean to lie to you! I only wanted you to know that you could leave. I’m a better fit to stay. I love Astorcia while you hate it. I handle our parents better than you do since I obey them better; you sometimes question their orders and make them hurt you. I could be somewhat happy running the mill; you couldn’t. And I owe you so much. So, I thought I’d…”

      “Sacrifice yourself,” Korinne muttered, suddenly understanding.

      “I suppose so.”

      Korinne groaned. “Meanwhile I was staying to sacrifice myself for you.” She banged her fist on the rock behind her, making it hurt so much she had to bite down a scream. “It’s not fair. Neither of us should have to sacrifice our happiness and our preferred path in life to run the lumbermill our parents spent their lives neglecting. They don’t even appreciate us doing it!”

      Matt knitted his brow, as if he wasn’t quite following her. “I guess it isn’t. We don’t have a choice, though. Good Astorcians take over their parents’ trade. It has always been so.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t be. We should be allowed to choose, not only something that we want to do but something that we’re suited for.” She rubbed her hurting knuckles. “Like Vicktoria.”

      “I would like that for you. I always wanted you to be able to leave, to find people you’re comfortable around.” He reached over to rest his hand on her knee. “Or if it turns out that people can’t make you comfortable, then to at least find surroundings and a profession that make you comfortable.”

      She gave him a sad smile through their shared misery. “I only wanted you to be happy too. Wait, what is your preferred path? What would make you happy?”

      Something dreamy came over his face. “Natima is a healer’s apprentice, meaning she wants to heal, and I, well, I want to work with people.”

      The moment he said it, Korinne understood. Ever since he was little, he’d been bored by working with wood and saw blades, what he’d lived for was when the villagers came to put in their orders.

      “I want to chat to people and find ways to help them,” he said. “So, Natima and I want to start an apothecary. We’d grow the herbs and mine the materials together. Then she could mix them into medicine and advise the patients while I sell the remedies and make house calls to deliver them.”

      “So that was your big secret,” Korinne mumbled, wondering how she’d been so inattentive and self-absorbed, so certain that she knew her brother’s heart and wishes that she’d missed not only that he had fallen in love, but that he had planned out a whole life to wish for.

      “No. That was just an impossible dream,” he said, looking like he was still figuring all of this out. “My secret was that I was pretending to want to run the mill when I didn’t.”

      Korinne made the decision right there and then. When they got home, she’d either find a way to make sure neither of them had to run the cursed lumbermill or she’d run it herself, making Matt pursue a life he wanted.

      There were worse fates than being the village woodcutter. Her parents wouldn’t live forever, and when they were gone, the only people Korinne would have to put up with would be the Astorcians popping in to buy timber and firewood. She could be alone most of the time. She’d find ways to cope.

      “We can discuss this when we get home,” she said tactfully. “For now, please don’t give up on that dream. If there is anything this wildwood, and our venture into it, proves, it’s that nothing’s impossible.”

      He beamed with such affection it was as if there was a second sun.

      “Korinne! Matt!”

      It was Vicktoria’s voice, and in an instant, Korinne was ready to attack. Or rather, protect. They rushed out to the lake and found that the shout hadn’t been a worried one but one of delight. Next to Vicktoria stood Riverrall, dripping wet.

      “Look what I fished up,” she said with a grin.

      Riverrall, however, wasn’t smiling.
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      They told the king of the seaborne about their encounter with the kraunt, and he listened with a worried expression.

      “All in all, I think we did pretty well,” Matt finished.

      Riverrall was about to reply but was interrupted by a set of blue-black creatures swooping over them. They flew so low that their talons grazed Matt and Riverrall’s hair. Korinne was too short and Vicktoria had ducked; otherwise they would’ve suffered the same fate.

      “Wraith bats,” Riverrall said, smoothing his long hair.

      Vicktoria frowned at the departing bats. “They’re out in the daylight and… agitated? Yet another wildwood creature acting odd.”

      “Ugh, they scratched my head.” Matt grunted. “Nice as this place is, I’m ready to leave. Would you mind asking the trees to move out of the way now, Riverrall?”

      Korinne held up a hand. “Wait, Matt. He listened to our tale; we should hear his. Is the emergency resolved?”

      “Hm? Oh yes, it’s fine. A mere misunderstanding,” he said. “We should return to the topic of unlocking the wildwood. I have bad news regarding that.”

      “What?” Matt whinged.

      Riverrall furrowed his normally smooth brow. “Vicktoria is right. Something is amiss with the creatures in here. For the first time in my long life, I see many of them answering to a master.”

      “Like the kraunts answer to masters?” Vicktoria said, wiping some water off her cheek.

      She must’ve washed up before Riverrall arrived. Korinne watched a drop pearl down that long, slender neck and wanted to catch it with her fingers. She clasped her hands behind her back to stop them.

      “Yes,” Riverrall said. “The waters are filled with rumours, so when I met the crianvarg that attacked you, Korinne, I interrogated her. She is one of the creatures under the thrall of a master and confirmed the stories.”

      A master.

      Unbidden, Korinne’s gaze went to the words on her arm.

      

      The vanished are beasts of magic and the master cares not at all.

      The unalike are enslaved but not eager the master’s bidding to do.

      The resisting few are in possession of all from water to nightfall.

      Who are you?

      

      Riverrall spoke on. “The crianvarg said that she along with her reluctant compatriots, including the kraunt, were ordered to not kill or incapacitate you. At least not the Woodsorrows.”

      The words on Korinne’s arm moved, quivering along with her rushed breathing. She looked up to Riverrall instead. “What are you talking about?”

      Those inky eyebrows of his lowered. “The bigger plan behind all of this. I’m afraid the kraunt was sent to take your house ward, to draw you into the wildwood.”

      “Why?” Korinne asked.

      “To make you bleed. Everyone knows that the best way to distract a kraunt is by shiny things and music.” He turned to Vicktoria. “And everyone knows that the Ace of Spades tends to use melodians for this purpose. A device that captures large amounts of blood and stores it, keeping it fresh and accessible so it can be… tested.”

      “Tested?” Korinne said, still breathing fast.

      “Yes. The master wanted to test your, or Matt’s, blood.”

      “Why?” Korinne asked.

      Riverrall hesitated. “That I do not know. But the test gave the result he wanted. He wants either you or Matt to stay in the forest. The other two can leave.”

      “Korinne,” Matt said quietly. “What does that mean?”

      Lacking answers, she took his hand and held it tight.

      “Hold on,” Vicktoria said. “I have a slew of questions. I get that this master knew the Woodsorrows would hire a wildwood guide, all Astorcians would. But how did this master know they’d pick me? Or that I had arrived that morning and would be available?”

      He held his arms out. “I don’t know. The seaborne are not the only ones who can leave the wildwood and travel the waters to seek out information; I suppose the master saw you disembark and set the plan in motion.”

      “Why did it want Vicktoria to guide us?” Matt said.

      Korinne squeezed his hand before letting it go. “To make sure a melodian would be used.”

      “Precisely, and to ensure that your guide wouldn’t bleed into the melodian themselves. It had to be a selfish guide,” Riverrall said.

      Vicktoria gave Korinne a wry look. “Seems I owe you an apology, your pigeonholing and low opinion of me was nothing compared to this master.” She faced Riverrall again. “Then I came close to ruining it all, by almost being the one to bleed into the melodian.”

      “Oh, the master assumed you would offer but not actually do it. This was the Woodsorrows’ quest, you would expect them to do any bleeding.” Riverrall looked a little apologetic. Only a little, though, which reminded Korinne of his mixed feelings towards Vicktoria.

      “The master was wrong,” Matt said.

      Korinne braved placing an arm loosely around Vicktoria. “Yes. She’s been ready to bleed for us, to risk her life for us, several times.”

      Vicktoria turned her head, letting her damp hair cover the side of her face, so only Korinne could see the smile she gave. A warm, whole-hearted one that crashed against Korinne’s heart like a wave before it disappeared.

      Vicktoria was serious and controlled again as she returned to her questions. “If all of this was a scheme to test blood, why didn’t the kraunt show up the instant we set foot in the woods so that one of the Woodsorrows could bleed into the melodian?”

      Riverrall cleared his throat. “I don’t have all the answers, but from what I understand, he had his reasons to order some wildwooders to corral you further in.”

      “Like sheepdogs with sheep,” Matt mumbled. “Or sheep-wolves when it comes to the crianvarg.”

      That was another encounter that made so much more sense to Korinne now. “The crianvarg was holding back, drawing us in the right direction, making sure Vicktoria didn’t lead us to the kraunt too fast.”

      She thought back to the other creatures they’d faced. Many of them had driven them further in, but they had also behaved erratically. There had been easier and quicker ways to do things, but not if you were working with beings who were unable to take orders, who chafed against it and were new to it.

      Vicktoria squinted at Riverrall, her hand slipping into her coat on the side where the dagger sheath was, before asking, “Were you one of those creatures?”

      “No,” he answered right away, like he’d been waiting for the question. “I was an unexpected element, making this adventure take longer. I drew you away from most of the dangerous wildwooders and thereby from the plan.”

      His smile flickered.

      The trees were whispering louder. Korinne could make out the word “Sweetblood” from several of them. Her rising anxiety made their voices an irritant again.

      “Why did he want the Woodsorrows drawn farther into the woods?” Vicktoria asked before Korinne had a chance to.

      “To observe, to learn about their personalities. Perhaps to help him choose which one he wanted to keep.”

      “And has he?” Vicktoria asked, once more getting there before Korinne did. Panic had made her tongue slow.

      Riverrall rubbed one of his pointy ears. “I think not. It sounded like he was letting the Woodsorrows choose. They must have both met his approval.”

      “Or neither of us did, so he’ll just pick whichever one of us is willing to stay,” Matt mumbled, sounding desolate.

      For the first time, the riddle on Korinne’s arm prickled. Or was that her imagination? The trees whispered louder and louder, the words growing clearer:

      “Sweetblood. Sweetblood. That is what the master said you were. Sweetblood. Same blood, sweet to him. Sweetblood. He will make you stay. Sweetblood. Sweetblood. He will use you. Sweetblood.”

      Korinne rubbed her temples, trying to concentrate and not cover her ears. Or scream. “Can we get back to what matters? Why does our blood mean that one of us has to stay here? And for how long?”

      “Your blood… means you are related to the master. You have enough of his blood for him to wish to have one of you stay as his companion.”

      “Companion?” Korinne shouted. “What, he’s lonely? Can’t he get a cursed leaf giant as a puppy?”

      Riverrall fidgeted with his hair, but his discomfort struck Korinne as somehow disingenuous. “I believe he has a bigger plan that requires a… spouse.”

      “Spouse?” Matt said. “But I’m in love and Korinne hates love. I can name scores of Astorcians who’d be better candidates. Brinley Smith likes powerful men, for example.”

      Korinne glared at him. “Are you really sorting out the master’s love life right now?”

      “Stop taking your temper out on Matt,” Vicktoria said. “This is confusing for all of us.”

      Korinne was about to snap back but knew Vicktoria had a point.

      The trees whispered on; this time Korinne paid more attention. “Sweetblood, he calls you when you do not hear. He will use you to rule. Sweetblood. The wildwood is not to be ruled. Sweetblood. Neither is your world. Sweetblood. Stop him.”

      That gave her the next question demanding answers. “The master wants more than company. He has a bigger plan, doesn’t he? The trees know.”

      They whispered on. “Stop him. Thank you. Stop him.”

      Korinne straightened her back. “If I understand them correctly, he needs one of us to stay with him to continue ruling the wildwood, and to conquer the human world. I want answers, Riverrall. Bring me to him. After all, if someone is going to stay with him, it’ll be me.”

      “What? No!” Matt said.

      “It will,” Korinne stated. “You have a life out there, Matt. A possible wife, a dream, a future. If you manage to stand up to our parents, you can have all of it. I have nothing but a wish to escape Astorcia. Well, staying in here would achieve that.”

      “You can’t stay,” Vicktoria said.

      Korinne only barely heard her, she was listening to the trees.

      Matt was covering his ears. “Why is the whispering getting louder? Why are they calling me Sweetblood?”

      Korinne smiled at him. Of course, he could hear them too. The difference was that he didn’t want to listen. He was connected to the wildwood by blood as much as she was, but he didn’t want it. Didn’t want to belong here.

      The trees changed to whisper only one word, echoing over and over in a million whispered voices.

      “Korinne.”

      She stood tall, lifted by their voices finally saying her name, strong with them on her side. She belonged to them and they to her. She belonged here. She breathed in deeper than she ever had before, the scent of the forest filling her lungs.

      She would face this master and ask what in the cursed stars he thought he was doing toying with them like this. It didn’t matter if he was her blood or if he was ruler of the Whispering Wildwood; he would not scare her sweet brother and risk her treasured Vicktoria’s life unpunished.

      Words were added to the whispers. “Korinne. Be careful. He is stronger than he should be, all to make him king of the wildwood, not only of his kind. Korinne. Korinne. He ate more magical flesh than natural, ate every creature he could. Korinne. It is wrong.”

      “What are they saying?” Vicktoria asked, looking up at the trees with wide eyes.

      Riverrall was grimacing. “Only nonsense. I shall take you to him, Korinne. Vicktoria and Matt, you can leave. The trees are sure to open for you now.”

      “Korinne, he tricked us to lock you in. Said we were protecting you. Korinne. Do not trust the master. He cares not for our wellbeing.”

      Matt, still with his hands over his ears, whinged, “I can hear them in my head. They’re so worried. What do they mean, Korinne?”

      It was Riverrall who answered. “Trees speak in riddles. Care not about their words.”

      Riddle. The words on her arm prickled. She watched them move again, so fast that they blurred. No matter, she’d memorised them. She knew where she had seen the words about not caring.

      

      The vanished are beasts of magic and the master cares not at all.

      

      The vanished beasts of magic—were those the missing leaf giants and sword-tailed poisoners and such? She remembered the one creature she could be sure had served the master. The crianvarg. She considered its behaviour and how it had been stopped. Though it hadn’t wanted to be stopped. Hadn’t wanted to obey.

      

      The unalike are enslaved but not eager the master’s bidding to do.

      

      What else had the trees said? King of the wildwood, not just his kind.

      Could it be? Or was the wildwood casting suspicion on someone innocent to fool her? Making her distrust someone who had saved her life and helped her so much? But the trees, she somehow knew that they didn’t lie. Couldn’t lie.

      Korinne heard herself mumble, “King of the wildwood. King of… the seaborne.”

      Riverrall surveyed her, shaking his head. “What are you talking about, Sweetblood? Come now, we should take our leave.”

      He calls you Sweetblood when you do not hear.

      Korinne’s breathing halted as she remembered the trees’ words.

      “You’ve never called me Sweetblood before,” she said, stepping close to him. “Tell me, what do you eat other than the riverweeds and the fish? You said you were eating more meat to become stronger. What did you mean?”

      “What are you talking about, Korinne?” Vicktoria asked.

      Korinne answered her without taking her eyes off Riverrall. “Who has the most power in the wildwood? Who can travel the waters to know when the perfect guide sets foot in Astorcia? Who was always there throughout the tests we were put through? Except,” She caught his gaze and held it, “during the fight with the kraunt. Where the kraunt would have to be led by an invisible voice. Where it could not be allowed to give away who its master was, like the crianvarg almost did before a certain person silenced it.”

      Riverrall blinked. “What do you mean? Why do you look at me with such hatred, Korinne? Have I not done everything I could to help you? Have I not sacrificed for you?”

      He looked so innocent, so worried, so hurt that even Vicktoria—the cynical and least enamoured with Riverrall—drew in a gasp of sympathy.

      But the trees whispered Korinne’s name, pouring knowledge into her mind. Or maybe only fishing out knowledge her suspicious mind had already collected. “Why were there so many hrygons, Riverrall? They can’t be controlled, can they? But they can be drawn to humans and drawn to life, maybe even to magic.” She took another step closer to him. “What if someone ate more than normal amounts of their own kin, meaning wildwooders? What if someone was filled with hundreds of magical lives, all to be able to control the wildwood?”

      “Bloody sun above!” Vicktoria exclaimed. “Is that why we haven’t seen many magical beasts? The master ate them all? That can’t be possible?”

      “It can if they were not eaten for hunger but by a powerful mystic increasing his own magic,” Korinne answered. “They were more like sacrifices than food, wrecking the balance of the wildwoods’ food chain.”

      Korinne heard the rasping sound of a dagger being unsheathed. Vicktoria was next to her now, saying, “Riverrall, I’m pretty sure she’s building a case that you are the master. Do you want to try and convince us that she’s wrong?”

      Riverrall’s sad face changed in the blink of an eye. The unhappiness turned to cruelty. A hard glint appeared in his pale eyes, and his perfect, white teeth were bared. Perfect, white teeth, which were as needle sharp as those of a crianvarg.

      As Korinne watched his beautiful face twisted into a mask of malice, she remembered Vicktoria’s words by the nocturne lilies: “Most things in the wildwood, no matter how pretty, are deadly.”

      With movements faster than his usual flowing body language, Riverrall sprang at Matt, pulled one of the axes out of his belt and stood behind him, one arm wrapped around his chest and the other holding the blade against Matt’s throat.

      Korinne shouted at him to stop, finally seeing him for what he was: a predator so beautiful and so good at making you like him that you didn’t even see the sharp teeth. Didn’t see how he masterminded everything and wheedled his way into your trust. Into your heart.

      Riverrall had left Matt thinking he had made a new friend, one who thought he was clever and capable and who would love to lift his self-esteem. Meanwhile, he had made Korinne feel beautiful, interesting; he had even made her trust him.

      He knew exactly which weak spots to take advantage of. She should’ve noticed that. Or at least seen that Riverrall ignored Vicktoria, was even dismissive of her, never even used her name.

      But then, had she not seen these warning signs? These realisations were all there, shoved down at the bottom of her mind, surfacing a little too late.

      “It took you far too long to catch on,” Riverrall hissed. “I am ashamed that one of my blood was so slow. Well, that will all change. The one of you who stays with me will be moulded to fit my expectations.”

      “You haven’t decided?” Korinne grunted, fury pumping through her veins. “You put us through all of that, spent all of that time getting to know us, and still didn’t pick?”

      The corners of his mouth turned up in a feline, cruel line. “The time spent with you was not only about choosing. I meant it when I said that our adventure was a fun diversion for me. Especially as I was never in danger but always in control, devising the next event.”

      “Uh-huh,” Korinne said, bored to death with his arrogance. “I suppose there’s no point in me asking you to let my brother go?”

      “Not until that velvet-loving bitch,” he nodded towards Vicktoria, “puts her dagger down and one of you agrees to wed me and rule worlds with me.”

      “Don’t you dare call her names like that,” Korinne snarled. “Apologise to her, and to Matt for pointing his own axe at his throat.”

      She should’ve been more afraid. But then, she didn’t think he would kill Matt. Hurt him? Certainly. Kill him? Probably not. Either way she was bone-tired of being afraid, her nerves worn out and unable to tense anymore. The trees whispered her name and so she stood tall, staring the king of the seaborne down.

      Matt twisted and fought, trying to shake Riverrall’s grasp without getting his throat slit, but it was clear Riverrall was stronger than his slim body suggested. Matt’s big muscles were useless against the master of the wildwood’s easy grip.

      Riverrall rolled his eyes. “I have been trying to make you do my bidding without any unpleasantries, and this is how I get repaid. Insolence, wriggling away, and drawn weapons. Humans never change! Well, with one of you as my spouse, helping me further my plan, we will control humans until you all see reason.”

      “Humans do change, actually. We learned generations ago that marrying family members is bad,” Korinne spoke on, trying to hide her glances at the second axe, which was still strapped to her brother. If she could just get close enough, perhaps she could pull it? But what good would that do? She didn’t need a weapon, she needed Riverrall to not have one. He was faster and stronger than her, and who knew what magical powers he had amassed. No, violence wouldn’t work.

      “You need to stop thinking like a human, Korinne. The rules of your society are not relevant in here. Interbreeding is something the seaborne have always done.”

      “Breeding,” Vicktoria muttered. “That is not what you have in mind for the Woodsorrows, is it? It’ll only be marriage, not children?”

      “Oh, there will be children. You see, if I wed a human of my blood, together we can have some control over wildwooders and humans. However, if I mate with a human,” he raked his eyes over Korinne in a way she didn’t like, “Nightbearer informs me that the offspring will control humans and wildwood creatures fully and easily. Especially if we feed it on the flesh of both.”

      Korinne held out her hands. “Then you cannot pick Matt; it has to be me.”

      Riverrall gave a scornful grimace. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve got the body parts that can grow a life? Make a human? Or, well, a seaborne-human or whatever our cursed offspring would be,” Korinne said, her rage spilling over into sarcasm, as always.

      It wasn’t lost on her that she herself must be such a hybrid. This had been a strange week.

      Riverrall laughed. “You are still thinking that everyone works as you limited humans do? How sad.”

      She closed her mouth. He had her there; Vicktoria had told them that the wildwood didn’t obey the same restrictive rules as humankind, especially not when it came to gender.

      If Riverrall noted her chastised expression, it didn’t stop him. “I have enough magical powers to make a crianvarg beg like a lapdog and a lavhorn, one of the oldest creatures in this whole world, hurry to do my bidding. Why do you believe I cannot have children with whomever or whatever I choose?”

      “Even you must have limits, you slimy fish shit,” Matt wheezed, still struggling.

      Riverrall, busy enjoying his monologuing, ignored Matt’s feeble insults. “Have you not considered that my kind might lay eggs, Korinne? Or switch between being the fertilised and the fertilising party? Or reproduce in other ways that do not require physical contact? Why does everything come down to rubbing genitals with you humans?”

      Korinne could only shrug, aware that she’d wondered the same thing about most of the people of Astorcia. Also, there was the fact that she wanted to rub her everything against Vicktoria’s everything these days, so she couldn’t argue his point.

      Riverrall once again didn’t pause for replies. He must’ve waited their entire time together for this chance to lecture the witless humans.

      “I will breed with one of you. Not only to create the perfect offspring with the right ratio of human blood to seaborne blood to rule both races, but because humans will be affronted that I stole one of their own.”

      Korinne scoffed, pretty sure Astorcians didn’t give a toss if she was abducted by some mystic water person. They’d only be surprised someone wanted to put up with her.

      Riverrall bared his teeth again. “I can get my revenge on humans by controlling them but also by making the whole world one big wildwood, filled with waterways that I and my kin can command. The world will be suited to my needs, and humans will be my slaves to pay for what they did to us.” Riverrall rested his head against Matt’s in mock tenderness. “Only one of magical blood—no, one of my blood—could understand the seaborne and our plight. Only someone with seaborne blood can avenge us.”

      “Suffering isn’t a reason to make others suffer,” Korinne said. “You’re using it as an excuse for not controlling your darkest desires and your anger. The truly strong are those who suffer and fight the urge to carry on the cycle of abuse.” She was sure he wouldn’t listen or understand, but she needed to keep him talking while she thought up a plan.

      The trees were awfully quiet now. She stared at the nearest pine and thought, “Tell me what he’s thinking and how to stop him! You don’t want him to eat all the wildwooders and rule you? Then help me, you needled bastard!”

      The pine tree just whispered her name.

      Riverrall grimaced. “Do not attempt to lecture me, little girl. And stop staring at the trees. They will not help you. They have already interfered more than is their way.” He glanced up at the pine too. “Furthermore, they will soon remember that you live off chopping their kind down, Sweetblood.”

      “Not exactly their kind. Anyway, you and the trees do seem to have that nickname in common,” Korinne said, still buying time and trying not to succumb to panic.

      Riverrall smiled. Truly smiled. And it was vile. No endearing wrinkles by his eyes, no charm in his beautiful eyes. He smiled like a predator enjoying its prey’s cries of pain. “Your blood. It is sweet like magical blood should be. It proves you belong in the wildwood.”

      The memory of the taste of the crianvarg’s blood came back to Korinne. Sweet. It had also been darker. Not midnight blue like Riverrall’s but certainly more purple. Unlike Vicktoria’s pure red blood but not… unlike her own. Or Matt’s. Or their parents’.

      “Which is why you two handled the wildwood so well,” Vicktoria said in a tone of realisation.

      “Exactly,” Riverrall said. “Many would have died, despaired, or been permanently frozen with panic during your experiences. You, my sweet Woodsorrow siblings, did not. You slept like babies in here. You carried on farther into the woods without even discussing turning back. You even stood up to the wildwood’s most dangerous creatures.”

      Korinne had tried to question Nightbearer without understanding why she had that courage, hadn’t she? And Matt had attacked Nightbearer, fighting a creature so out of his league it was ridiculous. Was this why?

      “How can we be your blood?” Matt asked, sounding more annoyed than scared, to Korinne’s relief. Then he blanched. “Wait, did you sire us? Our father always said that he couldn’t have sired us, that we must be bastards. That Mother must’ve lain with a troll, a goat, a pig, or whatever he thought we resembled at the time.”

      Riverrall laughed. It wasn’t the pleasant, pearling laugh from before but sharp and steely. “Why would anyone bed your mother? She’s terrible. So is your father, which is why he says these things. Because he is terrible and you are not, and so he assumes you cannot be related to him.” Matt tried to duck out of Riverrall’s grasp again, but it only seemed to make him tighten his grip. Riverrall turned his head so that he spoke right into Matt’s ear. “No, by the river, where the tall grasses grow, I and your great-grandmother made your grandmother.”

      Korinne winced. She had sat in those grasses while washing clothes!

      Riverrall spoke on. “But your great-grandmother turned out to be a bore. No imagination. So were all her offspring, even though they came from my perfect bloodline.” He grimaced. “I watched generation after generation. Every time they touched water, I was there, listening, watching. Until a set of Woodsorrows who were interesting, kind, imaginative, and smarter than the previous ones were born.”

      “Wait, if you knew we were your descendants, why did you have to test our blood in the melodian?” Korinne asked.

      “To make sure you still had enough seaborne in you for there to be a point. You both looked so human that I feared your seaborne blood was too diluted, but it was still there in the blood I tested. It was even slightly purple. You were the next part of my longstanding plan.”

      “Fine. I’ll bite,” Vicktoria said, dagger still held firm. “What was the plan?”

      He smiled with his overly white needle teeth. “The plan I set in motion with the house wards so many generations of humans ago. It had to be altered, of course, but when these Woodsorrows were born, that was taken care of. I only had to get them in here.”

      House wards, Korinne thought. What do they have to do with this?

      “And then the charm offensive began,” Vicktoria muttered. “I should’ve known something was wrong when you kept hanging around and being overly chummy with Matt and Korinne. I was too busy noting the other wildwood creatures acting odd to focus on that you were too.”

      “Yes, I got close to my two chosen offspring and possible spouses.” His expression soured as he locked eyes with Korinne. “But it seems I was too late in getting through to you. You were already in the pocket of everyone’s least favourite harlot here.”

      Vicktoria huffed. “First of all, ‘least favourite’ is rude. Secondly, not a harlot, I’m retired from that, remember?” She pointed to herself. “Pirate and wildwood guide.” Then she pointed to him. “Power-crazed old fish.”

      He scoffed. “You dare call yourself a pirate when you hate violence? You are merely a soft-hearted little smuggler who likes playing on boats and—”

      He was cut off by Matt’s squirming and shoving, which were intensifying.

      “Firstly, show Vicktoria some respect!” Matt groused, his patience clearly waning. “Secondly, I wager we could have this conversation without an axe to my throat. Shall we try that?”

      Korinne was proud of her brother for both fighting back and defending Vicktoria. Did this overgrown sea bass really not see that Vicktoria was a hundred times superior to him in every way?

      “Quiet,” Riverrall hissed into Matt’s ear. “You are in her pocket too.”

      “Oh, bleeding wolves and cursed stars, no one’s in her pocket,” Korinne muttered, bored of this bizarre jealousy.

      He sneered at her. “No, not in her pocket, I suppose. You’re in something much more intimate. Or is she in yours?”

      “In mine?” Korinne crossed her arms over her chest, raised an eyebrow, and said with as much sarcasm as she could, “Uh-huh, sure. She took me every which way behind a tree while one of these wildwood monsters gnawed at our feet. Don’t be ridiculous!”

      Vicktoria snorted approvingly.

      “Oh, I’m sure the two of you found time and opportunity,” he snarled. “I know about your feelings for her.”

      “What are you on about now?” Korinne said, arms still crossed and refusing to show any sign of fear.

      “I laced the riverweeds I gave you and your brother with daydream blossom potion to give you passionate dreams of the person in your presence that you desired. I assumed you would dream of me. Would want me. Would fall in love with me and want to stay. Your brother didn’t eat enough riverweeds for the potion to take full effect, but you,” he roared, “you had dreams, but not of me! I saw your mind, the way we with seaborne blood can do with each other, as you slept. I found it full of caressing red hair, cupping full breasts, and sniffing pale skin. I should’ve known you were a velvet-lover!”

      Korinne remembered back to Vicktoria explaining that word to Matt.

      It’s a derogatory term, referring to a woman who is addicted to or obsessed with making love to other women.

      “I’m not a velvet-lover.”

      It was true. No matter what she’d been dreaming, no matter what she felt for Vicktoria, whom she couldn’t face right now, she wasn’t obsessed with women’s sexual organs.

      The memory of Vicktoria’s crooked smiles, roguish—sometimes vulnerable—but always enchanting, came into her mind, warming her from the inside. All of Vicktoria was enchanting. What would it be like to touch her? To kiss her? To feel her… velvet? Well now. That could surely make any woman addicted.

      “Stop trying to insult my sister,” Matt bellowed and elbowed Riverrall in the ribs.

      Without regard for his own safety, he threw himself forward, trying to make Riverrall lose either his grip or his footing. It was enough of a surprise move to work. Riverrall slid in the mud by the lake’s edge.

      Korinne held her breath. If Matt got away, and somehow avoided the axe cutting his throat in the attempt, Vicktoria could stab Riverrall, and then they’d all run for their lives. Could that work? It all hung on whether Matt could safely get out of the seaborne king’s reach.

      She watched Riverrall’s feet slip a hair’s breadth in the mud, her heart in her mouth.

      Fall, you monster! Please fall!
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      Riverrall’s feet slid, but the lake water surged up in a wave that immediately supported him. Manipulating the water was an instant thing for him, and Korinne understood that the whole scene in the valley with the hrygons had been him downplaying his powers. He’d probably not even been affected by the effort but played that up to appear heroic and to ensure they didn’t suspect him.

      Now, he squeezed Matt’s torso until it made Matt gasp for breath. “I am Riverrall the Ageless. The magnificent king of the seaborne. The master of the wildwood and the waters. I will call whomever I want, whatever I want, insolent boy!”

      He kneed Matt’s leg, making him scream and stop squirming. He hung limp, dejected. Riverrall held a slumped man twice his width as if he weighed nothing. Korinne wondered if he even needed the axe. How easily could he kill any one of them? Would it take any effort to snap Matt’s neck? Had she been wrong, would Riverrall kill him?

      Korinne had to cool everyone’s hot tempers down fast before someone ended up drowned or with a sliced throat. But how?

      “Master of the wildwood?” Vicktoria huffed. “The Whispering Wildwood won’t kneel to a ruler for long.”

      Riverrall squinted at her. “Are you certain? Things have changed around here. The vast, magical powers you humans claimed my sisters possessed? Well, now I have some of them.”

      “What? Luring men into the sea to seduce them?” Vicktoria asked with a quirked eyebrow.

      “Do not be facetious, it makes me violent.” He sneered. “Anyway, like I could not achieve what you suggest by looking helpless, smiling prettily, and complimenting them. Humans are so easily led.”

      Korinne wanted to say that if humans were so easily led, why wasn’t she or Matt giving Riverrall what he wanted. Was that the seaborne in them? But then, why wasn’t Vicktoria adoring him either?

      “Why are we still here? Why haven’t you left with me?” Matt asked, standing a little again, some fight returning to him.

      Korinne groaned.

      Don’t ask him that. We need him to keep talking and explain how clever he is so that he won’t simply leave with you. So that I can come up with a plan!

      “I am waiting to see if one of you will come to your senses and volunteer, dear Sweetblood,” Riverrall said against Matt’s ear. “Hearing about my plan and your glorious future in it should make you give up and join me. It’s so much nicer when I don’t have to force you to love me.”

      No one answered him.

      The trees whispered louder, but it was again an unintelligible slurry of words. Korinne glared at them. What was the point of having the trees on her side if they only spoke clearly when they wanted to?

      Riverrall followed her gaze. “You know, they were right. I have eaten excessively of my kin. Not because I did not find enough fish or non-magical animals wandering in from outside, which are the reasons wildwood predators normally eat other wildwooders. Any creature not able to think or reason, and thereby be useful to my plans, became my meal.”

      The trees whispers grew louder but were still unintelligible.

      Riverrall spoke on, as if taunting them. “Leaf giants taste of herbs and sword-tailed poisoners like reindeers. And every time you eat one, the magic flows faster in you. Fuelling your muscles, speeding up your mind, giving you new powers.” He moaned. “There is so much magic in me now that it hurts. It makes me unable to sleep, but what do I care? It will give me dominion over both our worlds and let me make this world peaceful. I can stop wars. I can stop abuse. I can make the only deaths be those for food.”

      “Oh, so you’re making the world a better place?” Vicktoria said conversationally. “Well, now, isn’t that lovely of you. Can you also stop ailments? I had terrible sniffles last winter, and I’d like not to have that again.”

      “Watch your tongue,” he answered, glaring with such malice that Korinne was frightened. Even if she’d been right in that Riverrall wouldn’t kill her or Matt, Vicktoria was another matter.

      Vicktoria didn’t seem to share her fear. “I’ll keep an eye on it, sure. So, it’s not to rule that you want to take over the entire world? Not just chasing the rush of power?”

      The lake behind Riverrall rose up, and Korinne worried he was going to use the water to reach out and drown Vicktoria. What was to stop him from pouring half that lake into her mouth and nose?

      The water stilled. Instead Riverrall shouted, “Do not be absurd! It is to improve the world and to get justice. I had to sit by and watch your kind grope, attack, maim, and kill my sisters. Did you really think I would just hide and do nothing?”

      Korinne decided to answer before Vicktoria got herself into more trouble. “No. I expected you to be better than us humans. To use all your generations of knowledge and patience to find non-violent solutions. To find ways to encourage us all to be better and to lead by example,” she stated calmly.

      She pitied the seaborne who had been attacked more than she could ever say, and she wanted justice for them. But not like this. It wasn’t Riverrall who should decide on the punishment, but the seaborne who were victims. Nor should he get to use past crimes as an excuse to attack whomever he chose and use mind-control on the whole world. Kidnapping Matt and daring to speak of love during it proved he was no better than the attacking humans.

      “You do not understand things, little girl,” Riverrall hissed.

      Vicktoria tossed her dagger from hand to hand, letting the sunlight glint off the blade and make Riverrall squint. It was like she was trying to direct Riverrall’s rage towards herself. Was it some sort of misguided rescue attempt?

      “By the way,” Vicktoria said, “you speak of taking over the human world, but are you aware that it’s much bigger than you have seen?”

      “What do you mean? I have travelled all the waterways of the world,” Riverrall snapped. His eyes flashed with interest, though.

      Good, Vicktoria. Keep him here. Keep him talking.

      Vicktoria clicked her tongue. “Mm, but the rest of the world isn’t conveniently filled with waterways like the wildwood. There are whole continents of dry land with barely a stream going through them. Just wait until you come across your first desert beyond Cocoa Quay. Not a drop of water. You’ll dry up to a little blue raisin, and a camel will eat you.”

      Riverrall growled. “You. There is no reason for you to be alive. The lavhorn was meant to kill and eat you.”

      “Oh. That was what that strange attack was about. Push the Woodsorrows on and have me for a snack? Why didn’t it obey?” Vicktoria asked nonchalantly.

      “The cursed dimwit got frightened by its only natural enemy.”

      “Ah, the kraunt,” Vicktoria helped him along.

      Riverrall pressed his lips together, then said, “It was not meant to leave the spot where my map would lead you. Vapid wildwooders! You can’t trust them to do a single thing right! They’re as uncontrollable as you are.”

      Vicktoria gave a curtsy and a flourish with her dagger. “What a compliment. Oh, and in the lavhorn’s defence, I wouldn’t taste nice. My liver is wrecked from too much drinking at an early age. Honestly, it probably tastes of seven types of brandy. Moreover,” she aimed the dagger at him again, “I’m hard to kill.”

      He scoffed. “Not for me. If I did not think it would upset my future spouse too much, thereby delaying the process of them giving up and letting me be their husband and ruler, I would draw you into a watery grave right this instant.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Korinne shouted.

      “Do not lose your temper,” Riverrall snapped at her.

      Korinne laughed derisively. “Why not? You have. You think you are so much nobler than the human men who chased your sisters? Then why are you raging like one of them? Shouting and being violent because you didn’t get your way?” She stepped towards him. “Why are you so sure you know best? Why are you taking what you want, disregarding anyone else’s wishes or rights? Who does that sound like?”

      Korinne knew she’d said too much the instant the words were out of her mouth. With the truth out, there was no reason for him to pretend to nobly wait for some twisted, forced consent. Riverrall clenched his jaw, took a firmer grip on Matt, and smoothly fell backwards into the lake.

      Korinne screamed but stopped when she saw Matt’s and Riverrall’s heads breaching the lake’s surface.

      “I certainly made the right choice,” Riverrall snarled. “Matt is to be by my side and get the honour and all the gifts that come with being mine. You are a waste of my time.”

      “I can’t swim well. Or hold my breath under water,” Matt told him, still squirming to get away. Or, quite probably, to punch his captor.

      “Oh, I can solve all of that for you, sweet Mattiver. You are my blood and my chosen one.”

      Korinne’s earlier confidence broke as she saw her brother struggle, so close to being taken away from her help and protection.

      “No! Wait. Take me instead. I’ll behave, just don’t take him,” Korinne whimpered.

      Riverrall sneered. “No, you’re too headstrong and argumentative. Not to mention that you’re infatuated with that cursed harlot.”

      “Matt’s infatuated too,” Korinne tried, half crouching by the water’s edge. “With a lass from our village. He can never love you.”

      “She’s right,” Matt grunted, still pointlessly struggling. “Especially since you stink of river sludge.”

      Riverrall whispered, “One day you will adore me, handsome.”

      He turned back to Korinne, a grin replacing his sneer. Was he enjoying Korinne’s helplessness? Would begging and humiliating herself make him leave Matt alone?

      “Your brother is more pliable than you and can be made to forget and move on. Especially with the help of some daydream blossom potion. He is free from your ugly wilfulness.”

      “There’s nothing ugly about that,” Vicktoria said. “It’s one of her more attractive features, I think. Why don’t you stay so we—”

      He cut her off. “You are welcome to Korinne and all her features. Having seen how you squabble, I assume you will have drowned each other within the first year of being together.”

      He laughed and pulled Matt under the surface once more. The waters grew still. They were gone.
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      Korinne fell to her knees by the water’s edge, staring at the placid surface, looking for any movement beneath it, any sign of her brother.

      Everything was unnaturally still. Everything but Korinne’s feelings. She screamed and threw handfuls of pebbles and dirt into the water, needing to disturb the perfectly quiet surface. Vicktoria let her keen and wail, but when she unlaced her boots to dive into the water and chase after her brother, Vicktoria must’ve understood what she was about to do.

      She grabbed Korinne in a bear hug. “You can’t go after them. You’ll drown.”

      “I don’t care!”

      “Well, I do, darling.”

      Korinne was stronger, but she was also flailing in panic, hampering her own escape. Vicktoria’s lack of worry over getting hurt meant she kept the embrace going even when Korinne was smashing against her and yanking on her arms.

      They stayed like that for a while, Korinne screaming Matt’s name and struggling, in a warped mirror image of Matt’s struggle with Riverrall. Korinne would’ve loved to be held by Vicktoria normally, but now, she had to… what? Dive under the water and swim without direction or plan until she drowned? No, she was struggling because it was all she could do.

      Vicktoria held her tight, making shushing noises and mumbling promises that they would get Matt back.

      When Korinne had screamed herself hoarse and fallen limp in Vicktoria’s arms, Vicktoria kissed her head and let her go. “Try to breathe. Together we’ll get Matt back and stop Riverrall.”

      “Yes,” Korinne croaked.

      Vicktoria flattened her tousled hair and pulled her coat back into place.

      Korinne watched her. “Sorry if I hurt you.”

      “Don’t worry about that, darling. Worry about devising a plan. I’ve already started. I only need a while for things to settle and for my mind to digest all of this. You know me, I always come up with a plan sooner or later.”

      Korinne nodded. Her brain was digging for plans as well, trying to figure out how two humans could take on such a powerful magical creature as Riverrall.

      If only he’d taken her and left Matt alone.

      She tottered over to the nearest tree and leaned against it, so tired all of a sudden.

      Vicktoria followed her after picking up her dagger and sheathing it. She ran a hand over her pale, drawn face. “Riverrall sure got chatty suddenly there, huh?”

      “Mm. I’m sorry about how he spoke to you and how he’s treated you all along.”

      “I’m used to it,” Vicktoria said. “I’m sorry he called you a velvet-lover. I mean, your addiction is being right and telling people off, not—”

      “Stop. I’m certain you’re about to say some filthy word for a woman’s private parts, and I’m too frazzled to tell you off for your terrible use of language.”

      Vicktoria laughed. “I’m glad to see the shock hasn’t stopped you from being you.” She looked down. “Anyway, I’m sorry that he accused you of being in bed with me.”

      Korinne tried to catch her gaze but couldn’t. “Why do you keep apologising? It’s not like you.”

      Vicktoria looked up to the sky instead, which was darkening with heavy clouds. She gave a glum laugh. “I suppose I was trying to make you either deny or confirm that you’re drawn to me. What he said about your erotic dreams? It gave me some small hope that you, well, might want me the way I want you.”

      Korinne’s world spun. She thought hard. What was the right thing to say? The perfect answer? Nothing came to her overwhelmed mind.

      Vicktoria scuffed the toe of her boot on a rock. The gesture, so childlike and sweet, made Korinne react. She reached out and pulled the taller woman into an embrace. She held her so close she could feel the contents of those myriad pockets in that cursed coat.

      Vicktoria returned the embrace, nuzzling her face into the crook of Korinne’s neck. The feel of her against the delicate skin of her neck made Korinne gasp.

      “Sorry,” Vicktoria mumbled.

      “No. Do it again.”

      Vicktoria caressed her cheek against Korinne’s neck, even letting her lips brush it with a warmth and hint of wetness that startled Korinne in the best possible way.

      Korinne found her hand snaking its way into Vicktoria’s hair and her own mouth kissing the soft locks over and over again. She needed this reassurance, this good feeling, this escape.

      None of that mattered now, though.

      She pulled away. “Matt’s been taken. And he may anger Riverrall and get hurt. I can’t do this now. I need to save him.”

      Vicktoria cleared her throat. “Yes. Yes, of course! But Korinne...”

      “Yes?”

      “At some point in the future, you do want to, um, do more of that, then?”

      Korinne’s whole body screamed its answer, so much so that her hips pushed against Vicktoria’s. “More than I can say.”

      Vicktoria smiled from ear to ear. “Well, luckily, you don’t have to say anything. You communicate exceedingly well with body language. One of your many talents.”

      “Save the flirting, sweet pirate. I need my brother back.”

      “Absolutely! We’re going to save our handsome hero before that barnacled crab-man gets his claws too far into him.”

      She held Korinne’s arms and rubbed them reassuringly. It hurt where the wound was, and Korinne flinched. Vicktoria let go, looking down at Korinne’s arms. “Oh, did I hurt you?”

      “It’s all right.”

      Vicktoria was still gazing down, now reading the tattoo by the looks of it. She pointed to the words. “Well, we have the explanation for the first part. The beasts of magic. The fact that they weren’t around and Riverrall didn’t care, that was because he ate them. Big warning sign. Normally, he would’ve cared a great deal about missing wildwood creatures. How did I miss that?”

      “And the second part?” Korinne asked, also staring through the cloud-dimmed light at the words. “Wait, unalike, does that mean they are not like the missing beasts? As in they can think and speak?”

      Vicktoria snapped her fingers. “Yes. The kraunt, the lavhorn, the crianvarg—they followed his orders but weren’t happy about it. And it probably also covered the beings that unwittingly followed his orders because he manipulated them, like the hrygons and the trees.”

      “I’m not sure about the third line, but I think I’m getting the last line, though. I am the chosen descendant of the unsympathetic king of the seaborne.”

      Vicktoria lifted her chin in her usual gentle way, tilting Korinne’s face up to hers. “That’s all he thinks you are. You are much more. You are Korinne Woodsorrow.”

      With two fingers gently under Korinne’s chin and a serious expression, Vicktoria held her gaze. Korinne made herself not look away, to not let her awkwardness around people ruin this.

      Then, for a fleeting instant, Korinne saw herself as she figured Vicktoria did.

      Her stubbornness as tenacity.

      Her grumpiness turning to lack of superficiality.

      Her overthinking as diligence.

      Her unwarranted curiosity as a desire to learn.

      Her anxiety presenting as caring about others and her own behaviour.

      Her know-it-all tendency as intelligence.

      Then Vicktoria’s gaze lowered to Korinne’s mouth, and the mood changed. She saw herself as Vicktoria saw her physically—as someone desirable.

      A pleasurable burning filled Korinne, from the core out to every part of her.

      She ached to melt her mouth against Vicktoria’s. More than that, to melt their bodies together.

      She had only kissed twice. At thirteen, a peck on the lips from the neighbouring farmer’s daughter. At sixteen, a full-on wet kiss with the blacksmith’s son. Both times they had kissed her, and she had let them, thinking she should try it to know what she was turning down in the future. Then she had put that away. Focused on work, on protecting Matt, books, and daydreams.

      Now? Now, she was desperate to kiss. She needed to connect to Vicktoria from the mouth all the way to her heart and onto every part of her body.

      Her arousal picked the worst time. She pulled away from Vicktoria’s touch.

      “Right, um, do you have a plan to get Matt back yet? Because I’m not leaving without him. I’ll die in here first.”

      “Yes. We both will. No one’s leaving this bloody forest until we all are,” Vicktoria stated.

      Korinne stared at her. “Are you sure? He’s not your brother; he’s a client. You will get your silver anyway and be absolved of any responsibility for Matt’s or my life.”

      “Korinne,” she snapped. “Not only would I never leave my patrons in danger, I’d certainly never leave friends who have come to mean so much to me. Besides, Matt is one of the few truly good people I’ve met in my life. We need more of his kind, not fewer.”

      Her words ached in Korinne’s chest, making her eyes well up. Vicktoria was being kind, sure, but it was more than that—she was right about Matt.

      Missing him was a physical pain now. Korinne had dreamed about leaving the village and been aware that she would miss her brother then, but known she’d always return to visit.

      This was different. Not only was he gone from her side for the first time in their lives, he might be gone from her forever.

      The grey clouds purpled, darkening further and mirroring her mood.

      She spun around, not wanting Vicktoria seeing her cry, seeing her break down.

      “I’d like to be alone for a while,” she said, not expecting to get her wish. No one ever let her have time to think and to be on her own. Vicktoria would be sweet and comforting but override her request.

      “Of course. Take as much time as you want,” Vicktoria replied from behind her. “But, um, please don’t feel that you need to hide your distress. I’d be a wailing mess if I were you. While I admire your strength and self-control, you’re always welcome to cry to me. I’ll be in the cave hollow. Call for me if you need me.”

      Korinne listened to her departing steps. When they were far enough away, she broke into sobs so loud that Vicktoria must have been able to hear them.

      She covered her face with her hands, letting her nails burrow into her skin, and cried. The ache in her chest grew worse with every sob. She didn’t know whether to cry herself dry, get angry and throw things, or force herself into calm by burying any emotion. None of these options seemed a sensible solution.

      This wasn’t going to help her come up with a plan to save Matt.

      This wasn’t going to help at all.

      She took off towards the hollow, not knowing what she’d do when she got to Vicktoria. Fling herself into her arms? Stand there like a crying toddler, asking for help?

      She spotted the familiar figure in red standing by the rock face, leaning against the tree in her casual way. Her brow was furrowed, though, clearly deep in thought. No doubt planning how to help Matt. How to help Korinne.

      Korinne picked up her steps, driven along by her need for Vicktoria and by the thunder rumbling in the distance.
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      Vicktoria jolted when she saw Korinne running towards her. Then, she opened her arms and let Korinne her run into her embrace.

      Head against Vicktoria’s chest, she grabbed fistfuls of the unbuttoned leather coat to keep Vicktoria close. There was an unexpected sensation of coming home.

      “I thought you wanted to be alone, darling?”

      “So did I. For most of my life.” Korinne sobbed out a chuckle. “Maybe for some of it, it was more a need to get to choose my company and the circumstances around it.”

      “Well, I can’t promise you much, but I guarantee that with me you can always choose. I love your strong-willed independence; I’d never override it. You make your choices and you pick your path. That’s the way it should be.”

      Vicktoria leaned her head against Korinne’s and held her close, but still loose enough that she could wiggle out if she wanted. Korinne could have sworn it melted away something hard and jagged inside her.

      “I was thinking about who can advise us on how to get Matt back,” Vicktoria said against Korinne’s hair. “Maybe you should ask the trees how Riverrall can be beaten?” She was silenced by a crash of thunder. How had everything, including the weather, gotten so dramatic? At least it wasn’t raining.

      “That might work,” Korinne mumbled against Vicktoria’s chest, not daring to get too close to the skin above the bodice’s neckline. “Cryptic as they are, I think they feel bad about locking us in and would like to help.”

      “Sure, I mean they seem to like you and Matt, no doubt they’ll want to protect him. And we know they want Riverrall stopped.”

      Korinne thought that over as she nestled into Vicktoria’s warm embrace, feeling the rise and fall of Vicktoria’s chest as she took long, deep breaths.

      The old Korinne would’ve pulled away by now, but somehow the new her was comfortable, even unapologetic, about wanting to be held. She’d always been the one to show affection and to nurture; she had only received it for brief moments before she made herself be the strong one again. She wasn’t touched for very long. She wasn’t held. She certainly wasn’t kissed.

      Don’t think about kissing.

      She focused on enjoying the comfort of being held while considering their next move. “You’re right, I’ll talk to the trees. Most of them are about Riverrall’s age or older; they’ll know his weaknesses as well as what the wildwood can offer to subdue him.”

      “Exactly!” Vicktoria said, as enthusiastic as if the battle were already half won.

      A drop of water hit Korinne’s nose. Vicktoria wiped it off.

      “There’s the bloody rain, then,” Korinne muttered.

      “Let’s continue this inside Matt’s ‘cave opening without a cave,’ huh?”

      “Yes.”

      Vicktoria led her by the hand into the hollow. It still smelled of leaves and raspberries, and Korinne nearly sobbed when she saw where Matt had slept. Instead, she fixed her gaze on the clouds, watching lightning split them open.

      “The instant the thunderstorm calms,” Vicktoria said, “we’ll go out so you can talk to the trees. If we get nothing from them, well, there are other creatures we can speak to.”

      “The trees will suffice,” Korinne said, her tone as hard and determined as her intent. “They said they wanted me to stop him, so they can bloody well give me the tools to do it. I’ll shout at them until they tell me what I need to know.”

      Her new trust in her abilities was still a shock, but a good one.

      “I’m sure they’ll give up anything you want if you’re forceful like that. I know I would,” Vicktoria purred, then caught herself. “Ah shit, I’m not meant to be flirting. I apologise and will keep it under control.”

      She rubbed her thumb against the back of Korinne’s hand. Lightning struck in the distance.

      “It’s fine. Flirting is a habit for you.”

      Thunder crashed again, so loud and deep that Korinne could feel it resound through her body.

      Korinne watched their hands, the fingers interlacing in perfect symmetry. The lightning illuminated that starburst scar on Vicktoria’s hand, and Korinne realised with a laugh where she’d recognised it from. The dream where she was in the plush room, the safe hand, steadying and arousing her, placed on her shoulder. Her subconscious must’ve noted the scar and put it in the dream. She laughed again at how quickly her mind and heart must have decided that Vicktoria was the one for her. No wonder Riverrall hadn’t liked what he saw in her dreams.

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows at the laughter. “Oh, so that’s your plan to get Riverrall back here with Matt? Make him come running to hear ‘his favourite sound’ again?”

      Korinne groaned. “Don’t remind me that I bought his ridiculous flattery. Ugh. All that nonsense about my laugh. And about my eyes when they caught the sun.”

      “Well, he was right. Those are both beautiful features of yours. I prefer the way you laugh in your sleep, though. You giggle, much louder than your waking laugh, which sounds subdued in comparison.”

      “I do?”

      Their fingers moved against each other in soft, comfortable caresses. “Mm-hm.”

      Korinne surveyed Vicktoria by the illumination of the next lightning strike. She was distracting her from worrying about Matt again. How was it working? However it worked, she needed more of it.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Vicktoria asked.

      Make conversation. If she can do it, so can you.

      “I, um, was wondering if you’re ready to answer that question? It’s just you and me here, and we know each other better now.”

      A crease formed on Vicktoria’s brow. “What question?”

      “The one about your favourite sound. I promise I won’t laugh.”

      Vicktoria sighed, looking self-conscious. “It’s very specific.”

      “Good. General favourite sounds are no use to me.”

      Vicktoria shook her head with a little laugh. The lowered light made it hard to see her expressions, so Korinne moved closer. That was obviously the only reason for her to move closer. It certainly wasn’t due to the cold. The summer heat in combination with the dense thunderstorm air made the hollow hot and muggy.

      Vicktoria’s breaths, sweet-smelling as her lip tint, were warm against Korinne’s face, but the gust of them was welcome. Korinne didn’t know if it was the humid air that made her sweat or the fact that her body was betraying her, wanting what it shouldn’t be focusing on now.

      “All right. My favourite sound is,” Vicktoria closed her eyes and spoke fast. “the gasp a woman makes when she really wants you to kiss her but isn’t expecting to get her wish and then does.” She frowned, eyes still closed. “I don’t hear that a lot. I mostly attract those who identify as men, and usually ones who expect to be kissed and show no wonder at it.” She tilted her head back with an expression like she was daydreaming. “But the sound of a woman’s soft voice, in a pleased, heartfelt little gasp against my lips, right before she grants me the indulgent splendour of a kiss…” Vicktoria blew out a sigh. “I’ve only experienced it a few times, but on every occasion, it was the most beautiful sound I could imagine. It set my heart hammering like nothing else, ready to revere the woman in question.”

      Korinne cleared her throat.

      Vicktoria’s eyes flew open just as lightning illuminated her face. “You promised you wouldn’t laugh!”

      “I’m not! I am merely smiling at how sweet you can be.”

      “Oh, not as sweet as you, Ms Sweetblood.”

      Korinne rolled her eyes. “What is it with you and nicknames?”

      Vicktoria laughed and then did that thing again, the teeth raking over her lower lip thing she did on the V in “clever” when Korinne was binding her thigh wound. This time in the middle of a smile. The lip was left reddened where the teeth had scraped, making Korinne unable to look at anything but those raspberry-red lips.

      Vicktoria pulled her onto her lap, the movement making the leather of her coat creak familiarly, a tonic against the startling thunder. She grabbed Korinne’s thighs to place them on either side of her own body until they were wrapped around her. Then she brought her arms around Korinne, enveloping her in the safe embrace of ironhide leather and a woman who’d risked her life for her. This embrace was different than before, though; it wasn’t holding Korinne back from something dangerous. Or comforting her. Or even distracting her.

      This felt like an embrace that Vicktoria needed.

      They were so close now, so intimately close. There was no disguising it as friendship or any other sort of familiarity.

      Their gazes locked, intense and bared.

      Thunder crashed again, like a giant whip being lashed. It made Vicktoria jolt, so Korinne held her tighter.

      Korinne couldn’t remember anyone looking at her with desire. Not like this. Not the way Vicktoria watched her now, like she was deficient in something that only Korinne could provide.

      Vicktoria moved her face closer, slowly, so that Korinne could draw back if she wished. A fearful voice in Korinne’s mind wanted her to do just that, wanted her to get up and run from how much this moment meant. Wanted to focus on getting Matt back. Wanted to not be this vulnerable. To not feel the weight of this moment.

      But her need for it was greater.

      So, she tipped her head back to a kissing position before realising that she didn’t have to. Despite Vicktoria being taller, sitting in Vicktoria’s lap made them equal height. Vicktoria’s lips neared hers with a painful slowness, heated breaths meeting in the small space between mouths.

      Outside, lightning struck, its thunder soon following. Were they as near to kissing as Korinne and Vicktoria were?

      Korinne was burning hot and overcome. She closed her eyes, ready.

      Their mouths touched.

      Vicktoria’s lips were soft on hers. Warm. Confident. They moved against Korinne’s, capturing, releasing, caressing, enclosing.

      Korinne’s world opened wide, blooming with colour. She never wanted to stop kissing.

      Her mouth is soft like velvet. If she knew that, she’d probably bake it into that nickname of hers.

      There was the wetness of the tip of a tongue touching Korinne’s lips. Only touching, not breaching them. A promise of more to come.

      Vicktoria’s hands grasped her waist, steadying her because she’d started to sway. Korinne heard herself moan against Vicktoria’s lips, leaning her full weight into her, slotting their bodies together perfectly. Her hands found their way under the coat and slid up Vicktoria’s bodice-clad back until she felt waves of loose hair tickling her fingers.

      Korinne’s breath halted because of all the sensations but also because something pressed against her chest. Her breaths halted again, now out of comprehension. The weight against her chest was Vicktoria’s breasts. It reminded her that there was a real woman under that armour of suaveness and beauty, not merely a concept. Not just a rogue, a hero, or a daydream. A red-blooded, real woman with curves, naked skin, and a heart currently beating fast against her own.

      That means she can feel my heart as well, cursed stars, feel my breasts as well!

      Could Vicktoria feel the effect she was having on them? The kiss kept moving, changing, and Korinne dared to nip at Vicktoria’s lower lip with her teeth. Was that a thing kissing people did? Was she doing this wrong?

      Vicktoria had not only experience with lovers of all kinds, she had even been good enough at this sort of thing to be a paid expert. Korinne was all of a sudden certain that Vicktoria must be pitying her for her cluelessness and lack of kissing prowess.

      Vicktoria’s hands moved from her waist to a point a little lower. Then lower still. Then to gently cup her buttocks and pull Korinne closer, her core now flush against Vicktoria’s unexpectedly taut belly—crewing ships must leave you with a strong middle.

      Korinne tried not to think about the hard surface pressed against her soft one. She had to focus on tamping down her dizziness, as strong as it had been during blood loss. She would not, could not, faint.

      She tried to only think about how good the kiss felt, how good those hands felt, and on breathing in Vicktoria’s scent, that flowery hair oil, the leaves they’d slept on, and a hint of iron and salt from blood and sweat but so faint it only came in as an earthy overtone.

      She pushed those thoughts away before her mind began obsessing over what she herself smelled like. How she was probably disappointing Vicktoria in that sense too.

      And yet… If she did smell bad, if she was touching Vicktoria the wrong way, if she was a terrible kisser, then why was Vicktoria making the kiss more urgent? Why was she moaning even more than Korinne was?

      The increasing intensity of their kiss burned every thought out of Korinne’s head until she was ruled only by sensations. She slid her hands up to tangle in soft waves of hair. The tip of that tongue was at her lips again, a gentle knock. She opened her mouth and let Vicktoria in.

      The sensation made her thunderstruck.

      Vicktoria’s tongue moved against Korinne’s while her hands slipped under Korinne’s tunic and caressed their way up her back. No touch had ever felt better, and Korinne was whimpering, brushing her core against that muscled belly. She would let Vicktoria take this as far as she thought best. All Korinne wanted was more.

      Korinne couldn’t imagine ever ending this kiss, but then, she did desperately want to kiss that scar through Vicktoria’s eyebrow too. And that beautiful swan neck of hers. And those scarred hands. And… and… everything currently covered in red velvet and leather. She wanted to put all of this delicious woman into her mouth and taste her like she was a spiced cherryroot.

      The heat and humidity of the cave grew even heavier; Korinne was as warm as she was wet. Still, there was no way she was stopping for water or fresh air. She was drunk off Vicktoria, and everything else faded away.

      Lightning struck again, closer this time, so that even through her closed eyes, Korinne could see the flash of light.

      Thunder was right on its heels, loud enough to make them jolt.

      Vicktoria pulled back to murmur, “A-As incredible as this is, we should leave it for later, my darling. You wanted to focus on how to get Matt back,” against Korinne’s mouth.

      “I thought that was my line, not yours?” Korinne whispered, lips swollen with kisses and breathing ragged.

      “Hey, I may be a debauched pirate, but obviously I’ll always respect a lover’s requirements! Even if the lover in question is currently overcome with the needs of their body.”

      “Of course,” Korinne said, her head clearing.

      They were still close enough that every spoken word was felt against the other’s face. Vicktoria’s arms were wrapped tight around Korinne, her hands hot against Korinne’s back.

      Playfully, Korinne bumped Vicktoria’s nose with her own. “You’re going to have to let me go if we’re to stop this and focus on Matt’s rescue.”

      “Yes. I will. In a moment. But Korinne,” she sighed out the name, “holding you and kissing you feels so good.”

      Her eyes were unfocused with lust, a naughty smile playing on her kiss-wettened lips.

      That was when it struck Korinne.

      If we weren’t in such a traumatic situation, she would’ve bedded me. She would have been my first lover. But to her, would I have been only another conquest?

      No, conquest wasn’t fair. Vicktoria thought more highly of her than that. But just how did she think of her? What had she said before? Korinne sifted through her memories and found what she was looking for: “That gave me hope that you might want me the way I want you.”

      Want. That was all it was. Vicktoria wanted her body. Wanted to address the sexual tension between them. Korinne’s body was the only one around, and it was ready and willing, thereby convenient to want. Her mind and heart, however, could never be enough for someone as worldly and incredible as Vicktoria. Not to mention that Korinne’s grumpiness and inability to open up would drive her away sooner or later; they did that to everyone.

      She crawled out of Vicktoria’s lap and sat closer to the entrance, pretending to check the thunderstorm’s progress so as to not show Vicktoria her distress.

      “I think that last strike was the climax. The clouds are thinning, and I can’t see any lightning or hear thunder. It’s mostly rain now.”

      Vicktoria sat next to her, applying her lip tint. “Mm. I think you’re right. We’ll give the downpour a chance to let up and double-check there’s no more lightning before going out to interrogate the nearest tree.”

      They sat in silence as the thunderstorm blew over. Korinne thought about what to say to the tree, about how to save Matt, and tried to remember if she had seen any weakness in Riverrall they could exploit.

      Nevertheless, it haunted her, the idea of not being enough for Vicktoria, of never being enough for anyone or anything. It weighed in her chest like a clump of cold iron, and marred the newly made memory of the best, and most real, kiss of her life.

      Vicktoria adjusted her seating position until her shoulder was touching Korinne’s. It set off an internal thunderstorm in Korinne, and she got up. “I think it’s safe and quite dry out there now.”

      She walked out without waiting for a reply. There was a drizzle in the air, but the skies were brightening, and the cooling rain and damp air were welcome after the most overheated interval in Korinne’s life.

      She headed for the nearest trees. She stopped at their roots, surveying them with the same eye as she had when she, as a child, tried to pick out the weakest link in a group of bullies, gauging who would be a threat and who she could get on her side. The trick was to not necessarily go for the reediest child or the kindest-looking one. The ones you could win over fastest were the ones who didn’t want to be there in the first place.

      A wych elm grew to her immediate left, its central branches stretching up to the sky like the arms of a child wanting to be picked up by its mother. The aged trunk was bent, leaning away from her. This all gave the impression that the tree was trying to avoid her.

      A coincidence.

      Right?

      Wych elm was one of the lumbermill’s biggest sellers for furniture due to its pretty grain and occasional greenish colouring. Korinne had cut down plenty of these trees in her life.

      She strode up to this one, wishing she still had her hatchet as an empty threat, and put her hand on the gnarled trunk.

      “You wildwood trees wanted me to stop Riverrall, but when I needed more information, you merely mumbled. You saw him take my brother. You know the time for evasion is gone; this is the time for clear answers.”

      It wasn’t just the wych elm that answered, it was all the trees. “We are not meant to interfere, Sweetblood. Trees never get involved.”

      “I know. I’ve read books about magic trees. However, I no longer care. Oh, and don’t start all that Sweetblood stuff again. You know my name, please use it.”

      “Korinne, Korinne, Korinne,” they whispered.

      “Better. Thank you,” she said, not taking much time to marvel at scolding ancient trees.

      “No matter what we call you, we cannot intervene. No, no, no.”

      “Why not?”

      They all whispered in their confusing way, letters and words sliding together like an overboiled soup in which everything ended up as mush.

      “None of that,” Korinne said, exasperated. “This unhelpfulness is why you have a bad reputation!”

      Louder whispers. Korinne wasn’t sure they were even words. Perhaps they were only syllables murmured to annoy her?

      She placed her hand more firmly against the rough bark of her chosen tree. “I’m talking to you, Wych Elm. Only you. Answer me!” Nothing happened, so she added, “Please.”

      The wych elm’s branches swayed in a wind she couldn’t feel. Or perhaps it waved them out of emotion. Either way, it did answer in the susurrations of trees. “In the olden days, we trees governed this wood. The creatures living in here revolted against our rule, yes, yes, yes. Made us agree to never intervene in the wildwood’s future.”

      The surrounding whispers picked up, but she could still hear her wych elm add, “If we do try to intervene, they bite our branches, rub our bark off, set fire to us, and poison our roots. We keep our own council now. Yes, yes, yes.”

      Korinne crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh really? Well, you weren’t minding your own business when you helped Riverrall drag us farther into the woods, closing off the paths!”

      “That was our business. We do not rule the wildwood, but we still protect it and its wildwooders. It is in our nature. You are saplings of the Whispering Wildwood.”

      She scoffed. “You protected us by locking us in?”

      “Yes. Riverrall told tales of mistreatment of you and your brother, from your parent plants. Hurt by them. Horrible, horrible, horrible. He asked us to keep you here, to protect you. Safe haven, safe haven.”

      Korinne wasn’t sure if she should thank the trees or strangle their silly roots.

      “You didn’t think we should get a say in being locked in?”

      “He, him, he, Riverrall, claimed your parents had deceived you. Made you think you owed them to stay. We were to shield you in here until he could convince you to remain on your own accord.”

      The treetops rustled and now Korinne did feel that wind. It caressed her face and smelled comfortingly of wood and leaves.

      Her arms fell slack by her sides. “Oh.”

      One of the wych elm’s twigs moved with the wind, brushing her arm. “We saw this wound on your branch and the wounds in your hearts. No tree would treat their saplings as your parent plants treat you. You were better off here with us, us, us.”

      Korinne swallowed something jagged. Were her parents really that bad? Had they treated her and Matt so unforgivably that even trees would take offence?

      The wych elm kept swaying, more heatedly now. “Soon after that, the one who bears the cold and night came to us.”

      “Nightbearer?”

      “Yes, yes. She is fickle and cruel, but she sees things that are hidden and things that are yet to come. She explained how Riverrall had lied, had used us to further his plans. We are not, not, not to be manipulated.”

      Korinne became even more aware of the intense presence of the trees, their roots filling the ground beneath them and their leafed crowns covering the sky. What were the woods without its trees? Well, it wasn’t a wood at all. How dare anyone call themselves the master of the wildwood and mistreat the trees themselves?

      “No,” Korinne said. “You’re not.”

      No matter what the future brought, she could no longer be a woodcutter. Even though the trees in Astorcia were nothing like these, not sentient, not so old, and certainly not magical. Still, she’d never be able to put an axe to a tree again.

      “What are they saying? Why did you mention Nightbearer? I can’t understand them,” Vicktoria whinged, looking around at the trees.

      “Wait a moment, Wych Elm.”

      Korinne explained to Vicktoria what had been said.

      Vicktoria went over and stroked one of the wych elm’s lower boughs. “Your heart, or sap-maker or whatever, was in the right place. Thanks for giving my friends a safe haven.” She removed her hand with a suddenly stern expression. “Now, open the bloody paths so we can leave when we’ve bested Riverrall.”

      “Yes, of course, yes,” the trees all whispered.

      From several directions, Korinne heard the unmistakable sound of massive trees being uprooted.

      That was a start, but she was here for answers. Bleeding wolves only knew what was happening to her brother right now.

      “So, you interfered to protect us? Then why don’t you do so once more, to protect not only us, but yourselves and everyone who lives in these woods. Tell us how to beat Riverrall.”

      The wych elm swayed, and the whispering around them sounded like questioning hums.

      Korinne placed her hand back on the wych elm’s comfortingly steady trunk. “How long have you grown here? You must’ve seen much. You must know much.”

      “We do not count time in human years. No, no, no. We count it in seasons.”

      Korinne kept her frustration contained. “All right, well, judging by your size, you must’ve been here for at least a few of our decades. Are you older than Riverrall?”

      “By a few summers, yes, yes.”

      Vicktoria tapped her shoulder enquiringly, and Korinne translated, “This tree is the same age as Riverrall.”

      Vicktoria threw her hands out. “Great! Then you grew up with the cursed amoeba-shagger. You probably dribbled water down your little baby chins together. You know his weaknesses. So, bloody well tell us!”

      There were peeved whispers and much swaying of branches.

      It amused Korinne to be the patient one, and she smiled up at the wych elm. “I know your breed. You’re beautiful on both the inside and outside, and you’re dependable. Let me depend on you now. Help me. Please.”

      The flattery worked. Or maybe it was her pleading.

      “Fine, fine, fine. What does a creature of water not want?” the wych elm whispered.

      Korinne thought hard until she remembered what Vicktoria had said about sending Riverrall out in the desert. “To dry out? To be where there is no water to immerse themselves in when needed?”

      “Yes. You need the opposite of water. Yes.”

      “The opposite of water, what would that be?” Korinne murmured.

      Vicktoria hummed. “Um, sand? Hang on, I have some,” she said, reaching into her coat.

      Korinne shook her head. “Of course you have sand in that coat. Is there also a wheelbarrow, a score of hedgehogs, and a small ocean somewhere in there?”

      “Don’t be absurd. The hedgehogs would damage the coat’s lining.”

      Vicktoria brought out a small glass jar containing grey-brown sand.

      “No, no, no. That will not be enough,” the tree murmured.

      Korinne translated, though being the go-between was wearing on her patience.

      Vicktoria regarded the jar. “No, of course not. It won’t dry him out the way a desert would.”

      “Well, we’re not going to get a desert in here, are we?” Korinne snapped, unable to keep her temper controlled any longer. “Could someone please be helpful?”

      The tree said nothing while Vicktoria only raised her eyebrows and pocketed the jar of sand again.

      “Why do you have sand anyway?” Korinne snarled, rubbing her forehead to clear the faint headache that hid there. The headache that had started when Matt disappeared under the surface of that lake.

      “I took it from the beach. The one closest to where my father was buried at sea,” Vicktoria said, so quiet it was barely audible.

      The bottom fell out of Korinne’s anger. “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry for my thoughtless comments and foul mood, Vicktoria. And Mister… Miss, um, dear Wych Elm. It’s only that I’m getting desperate.”

      “Sand, sand, sand,” the tree whispered. “Dwells not only by seas. It is also in the wildwood. Sand is made here, created in the hollow of trees that have grown their last branch. Ground from the perished bark.”

      Korinne stared up at the leaves, as if they were the tree’s face. “Sand made from dead trees? Isn’t that just finely cut sawdust?”

      “Well, that’s absorbent, too, right?” Vicktoria said loudly. From the corner of her mouth she added, “If the tree says it’s sand, it’s sand. Play along with the ancient, magic weed that can help us.”

      “Fine. Thank you, Wych Elm. Where can we find this sand that some creature creates from dead trees?”

      Vicktoria snapped her fingers. “I bet the tree is talking about the thistlenir. They grind up sawdust to use when they make clay for pottery and such! Ask it.”

      Korinne began to translate, but the tree interrupted. “Yes, yes. We understand the scented, scarlet one. Humans are easy to understand. Trees are not.”

      “The tree says they understand you. And that they all worry you have a fungal infection in the lower trunk area.”

      “It did not say that!” Vicktoria softly slapped her shoulder. “Anyway, brilliantly knobbly tree, did you mean the stuff the thistlenir make?”

      “Yes, yes, yes. They call it woodsand. Thistlenir, thistlenir, thistlenir, they respect us. Love us. They ask our council and end our suffering when we grow ill.”

      “But, they also… make things from your body parts,” Korinne said, unable to keep the disbelief out of her voice. She was pretty sure she was scrunching up her face in disgust too.

      “They only live in us and use our products when we are perished. They sow our acorns, pinecones, and seeds. Yes, yes, yes. And it tickles when they walk on us and build their little nests.”

      Korinne stared at the noble tree and wondered why it sounded so much like an Astorcian child enthusing over their pet mice. This forest got stranger with every passing instant.

      “Right. I see. Well, thanks for sharing that,” Korinne murmured, not sure what else to say.

      “What did it say?” Vicktoria asked.

      Korinne put an arm around her and began ushering her towards the knapsacks. “That you were right, the thistlenir make the woodsand. The rest I can tell you on the way back to their glade, where we get that sand and,” she stopped, “then what do we do with it?”

      She stared at Vicktoria, who stared back.

      Her guide held her arms out. “Well, I don’t know, Korinne! You’re the one making small talk with the bloody trees. Ask them!”

      Korinne called back to the wych elm. “What do we do with the sand?”

      “Ask the thistlenir. And, and, and enquire if they are coming this way to gather resources soon. I wish to see them.”

      “Sure,” Korinne muttered. “I’ll give them a little love letter from you.”

      It shook its boughs, and Korinne quickly gave a deferential bow. “Thank you for your help, Wych Elm. Thanks to you, we can now fight Riverrall and free my brother and the whole wildwood from his tyranny.”

      “Yes, yes, yes. You’re welcome, little sapling.”

      Little sapling. Korinne liked that nickname better than Sweetblood. Not quite as much as she liked “my darling,” though.

      “I wish we didn’t have to go all the way back there. Time is wasting,” Korinne said while gathering up their belongings.

      Vicktoria was crouched by the lake, refilling their water, and hummed her agreement. “If we could contact the thistlenir, they could bring it to us.”

      “You think so? Like the trees, they don’t want to be involved in the wildwood’s politics,” Korinne said, pulling her knapsack on. Its straps landed on forgotten bruises and she clenched her teeth in order not to whine.

      “Yes, but equally like the trees, they do not want to be ruled. Especially not by someone who gobbles wildwood species to extinction and controls minds to get their way.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Halfway through putting her coat on with a dramatic flourish, Vicktoria stopped.

      “What is it?” Korinne asked.

      “I was thinking about the independent, uncontrollable wildwooders. They must loathe being controlled by Riverrall. We should use that.” She slowly tugged the coat up over her shoulders, staring into space. “Considering how disloyal both the crianvarg and lavhorn were, we might be able to get them to betray him.”

      “And that way learn more of his secrets? Maybe even discover what he’s been doing with the house wards?” Korinne asked, without hiding the hope in her voice.

      “Yes! If nothing else, we’ll bribe those wildwooders to help—”

      “Bribery is a pirate’s method,” a crystalline voice interrupted. “A very human method. Perhaps something more honourable should have crossed your mind? Like asking nicely, my delectable red?”

      Korinne turned to see who’d spoken, and who in the name of all curses called Vicktoria that. The voice came from the lake, where a head bobbed with long, ink-blue hair splayed across the water’s surface.

      The speaker stepped out of the lake and the sight was familiar yet different. There was the same scene of a stunningly beautiful humanoid slowly rising from water. The same inky hair. The same bluish-white skin with the same shimmer. The same sense of moving like water, flowing and lithe. Tall, with defined but not bulging muscles.

      The differences were that this seaborne didn’t wear a belt of seaweed, but many wreaths of multicoloured seaweed braided together and encasing the wearer from chest to thigh. Evidently to cover ample curves.

      Riverrall was otherworldly beautiful, but he’d been right when he said his sisters were even more so. This seaborne woman, if woman was what she would call herself, was so attractive that it was almost painful and, without question, daunting. Korinne wanted to apologise for even daring to be in her presence and thereby dirtying the air around her.

      The lady leaving the lake smiled at Vicktoria, who stood there gaping.

      “Another friend of yours?” Korinne asked, more acerbically than intended.

      Vicktoria swallowed hard and then mumbled, “Remember that I said I once made love, although that doesn’t quite cover what we did, to a seaborne? The one who told me where their hearts are?”

      “Mm-hm,” Korinne grumbled. “I’m guessing that I am now meeting said seaborne?”

      “Oh yes,” Vicktoria said on an awed sigh. “This is Merethiel.”

      Korinne pursed her lips. “Merethiel. Mere as in the body of water? Like river in Riverrall? So that’s a thing you do with your names, huh?” She hadn’t meant to sound quite so rude. At least she was beyond trying to pretend that the ugly emotion in her heart wasn’t jealousy. She wanted Vicktoria for herself.

      Merethiel crossed her arms over what looked like an annoyingly perfect bosom. “Oh, you are finally done whispering like a pair of trees? Good. Then, yes, we are all named after water. Now, perhaps we can discuss stopping my brother, before Riverrall grows too powerful to be bested?”
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      Korinne took her knapsack off and stepped back, not caring how petulant she looked. “You’re here to help us, huh? Interesting. Do you expect me to trust a seaborne right now?”

      Merethiel shook her head, droplets falling from her sleek hair. “No. I would not trust me either. As a matter of fact, I find it hard to trust anyone anymore. All my sisters do.”

      It was impossible not to think about how much of that distrust was the fault of humans, and just how earnest Merethiel’s voice sounded. But then, Riverrall had sounded truthful, too, and had lied. No, not lied, Korinne amended. He had been furious and sad at what happened to his kind, which then drove him mad with the desire for revenge and a way to ensure that the darker side of humans was controlled and contained.

      If the rage did that to him, what would it have done to one of the actual victims?

      Korinne observed the woman before her with much more respect and admiration, her jealous annoyance put aside. Her distrust was harder to shake.

      “Why do you want to best Riverrall?” Korinne asked. “He’s your brother, your protector, and of course your king.”

      “Oh, that title is empty vanity. My mother, our leader before him, bore the title ‘guardian.’ Riverrall claimed humans would listen to him and venerate him if he was known as ‘king.’ I do not have to tell you how wrong he was, though he still likes that title.”

      Vicktoria snorted. “So, he’s always had delusions of grandeur?”

      “Yes.” Merethiel sighed. “Riverrall thinks himself our saviour. And in a way he is; he keeps us safe and fed. Sadly, he achieves that by controlling us. These days, his need to control us outweighs our need to be free and live our lives.” Her hands clenched into fists by her sides. “We cannot decide who we love, where to go, how to spend our days, and—this was the final drop for me—he will not let us decide whether to have children.”

      “What?” Korinne asked, her thoughts going to Widow Tannsalor’s tonics for stopping childbearing.

      Merethiel scowled at the lake. “We are not allowed the control of our roe, as we used to have. He wants us to have more and more children so that the number of seaborne grows. It takes a toll, mentally and physically. Not to mention the indignation of not being allowed to have control over our own bodies and our own reproduction. Due to that, I… lost a sister this morning. That was when I decided to seek you out.”

      “Oh. I am incredibly sorry for your loss,” Korinne said quietly, bowing her head in condolence. “Wait. Roe? That’s those little eggs that get left for fish to come and fertilize later?”

      Merethiel’s brow furrowed. “Yes?”

      Korinne shifted her footing. “Pardon me for bringing this up at such a sombre time, but I love my brother as you did your sister so I need confirmation of something Riverrall mentioned. You reproduce with roe. That means Riverrall won’t… touch my brother when he wants to have children with him?”

      “No. While we enjoy physical touch, we do not reproduce the way you do. We do not have sexual organs. My sisters and I told the humans who hunted us that.” Her dainty, crystalline voice hardened. “However, they were too busy with their own wants to listen. Anyway, laying the roe takes days, especially for a seaborne currently presenting as male. Time is on our side.”

      Korinne was too relieved to say anything further.

      Vicktoria picked up instead. “Before we get to what you propose we do about your brother, I’d like to ask some questions?”

      Merethiel gave a royal nod. “If you keep it brief.”

      “Of course. Do you know what he meant when he talked about his plan involving house wards? One that had to be altered?”

      “Ah, the house wards. That was where it first started.” Merethiel’s ink-blue eyebrows knitted. “Back when humans hunted the seaborne the most, Riverrall concocted a plan on how to control humans, to make them leave all the creatures of the wildwood alone.”

      “Control how?” Vicktoria pressed.

      “The house wards are imbued with magical blood; much of it is Riverrall’s own. He believed, hoped perhaps, that the blood would form a connection between the humans and his own mind.”

      “Riverrall invented the system of house wards?” Korinne asked.

      “Yes. He started by creating the need for them many human generations ago, when he was still quite young. He poisoned the crops and water supplies of certain houses; that poison gave the humans an illness.”

      Korinne’s stomach turned as she thought about her deceased friends and family. “The red plague?”

      Merethiel had the decency to look away. “Mm. We tried to stop him, but he went behind our backs. He made sure to poison only those families who did not have a house ward on their roof, making all Astorcians want to have one, and thereby have some magical blood on their house, allowing Riverrall access.”

      “He wanted to access their houses? Why would anyone want that? Unless it was to rob them, but Riverrall doesn’t need coin to survive,” Vicktoria said, her nose scrunched up.

      This was one of the things Korinne admired about the woman she’d fallen for. She had no desire to meddle in people’s lives; she left them alone and expected the same in return. That and how she only stole if she needed to buy food and clothes. Not that Korinne thought she should be stealing at all, but honourable work could be sparse.

      “Not to rob, to watch,” Merethiel replied. “Via the connection of his blood, he could glimpse into humans’ minds and watch them through each other’s eyes.”

      “He could see humans minds, not only seaborne?” Vicktoria asked.

      Merethiel nodded. “We later learned that this was a power he developed by gorging on other wildwooders. Normally, seaborne can only see each other’s minds. Riverrall, well, he enjoys seeing creatures struggle and find solutions. It’s an interest he shares with Nightbearer.” She was clearly caught by that idea, pondering it as she ran her hands through her fine hair, all the way to where it ended at her waist. “Perhaps all sentient beings are entertained by watching others struggle. The difference is between those of us who want the strugglers to succeed and those who want them to fail.” She turned to Korinne. “After Riverrall had set the house ward scheme into motion and we confronted him about it, he claimed it would be beneficial for all, including humans.”

      “How?” Korinne snapped, the memories of her aunt, uncle, and cousins all dying from the red plague pulsing in her mind.

      “By seeing where you all were, we could keep far away from you and prevent any hostilities between our races, or any fights between humans over the actions we unwittingly drove you towards.”

      “Sounds false,” Korinne said.

      “I cannot say if he meant it or not,” Merethiel said. “What I do know is that soon monitoring wasn’t enough. He wanted us to be able to return to our homes, and the only way he saw of achieving that was to control humans. To take away their free will and force them to treat others with respect and care.”

      Korinne sighed. How could such good intentions become so twisted? How could one become cruel from trying to stop cruelty? “Since his plan had to be altered, I’m guessing he couldn’t get that control through the house wards?” she asked.

      “Correct. Even with his heightened power and by planting magic blood near them, he could not fully read human minds, only get glimpses, and he certainly could not control them.”

      “Only glimpses? Can you seaborne read each other’s minds fully?” Korinne asked, wondering how Riverrall could keep secrets from the others.

      Merethiel gave her an indulgent smile. “You have our blood, you should know that it is not failproof or easy to explain. Often it is a sensation, knowing what your kin is feeling. I can read someone with only seaborne blood more clearly than I can read you, but I cannot read anyone fully.”

      “What about the other wildwooders?” Korinne asked, curiosity creeping in.

      “His heightened powers give Riverrall some mind control over all wildwooders. However, if they’re not seaborne, there is one simple rule: the easier they are to be controlled, the better his mind-dominating effect.”

      Korinne thought about the kraunt, a creature who preferred to have a master. No wonder it was the one that obeyed him the most.

      “So, through the house wards, Riverrall could glimpse the Astorcians’ minds in their cosy little cottages but not influence them,” Vicktoria said.

      Merethiel nodded.

      Korinne shivered at the thought of Riverrall spying on their home, peering into their minds. He would have read her family the easiest, with the seaborne blood in their veins. “So, how did he alter the plan?”

      “Someone powerful, Nightbearer no doubt, informed him that he was failing because humans do not have magic in their blood. Having magic blood close to them, on their roof in this case, didn’t give a strong enough effect.”

      Korinne’s discomfort grew. “So, he needed someone with both human and magic blood to bridge that gap?”

      Merethiel ran a finger along her knife-blade jawline. “Hm, yes, I think that only someone who is part human and part wildwooder can fully read and control the minds, and actions, of both races. He didn’t share much information with us.”

      “And that was why he bedded my great-grandmother,” Korinne said with disgust.

      “Yes, but then Riverrall waited for a Woodsorrow that he would enjoy spending his life with.” She snorted, the first unladylike thing she’d done. “So much for this all being about justice. He also wanted a mate he was attracted to. However, your and your brother’s blood is too diluted. Otherwise he could just force you to control the other humans. He needs a creature with more magical blood in them.”

      “Like the offspring of a seaborne and a human?” Vicktoria said, glancing at Korinne.

      Merethiel inclined her head. “Or even better, the offspring of a seaborne and a human with seaborne blood, making it more seaborne than human. And since Riverrall is vain, of course he would want it to be his own blood. Our race places great weight on being of the same bloodline.”

      Vicktoria clicked her tongue. “That explains why you only have children with each other and your race is dying out. Inbreeding does not make for strong or plentiful babies.”

      “That is not the sole reason,” Merethiel snapped. “Our race is dying out because you humans killed two thirds of us.”

      Vicktoria and Korinne both fell silent.

      “I… apologise on the behalf of the human race for that,” Vicktoria said.

      “Never mind humans, I’d like to apologise for Astorcians in particular!” Korinne added forcefully, wishing there was something she could do.

      “Thank you. And I am sorry for what my brother has done. The red plague might not have killed as many, but any death is a tragedy.” She clasped her hands. “Still, we cannot live our lives taking responsibility for the behaviour of others. We can only see to our own actions.”

      Korinne recalled apologising to endless amounts of customers for her parents shouting abuse at them or not remembering their orders. “You know what, I think you’re right.”

      Merethiel smiled. “Are there any other important questions to answer? If not, we should get back to how to defeat my brother.”

      It was amusing that Riverrall had tried to besmudge Vicktoria by saying that, unlike her, he was an open book, when it turned out that all the answers Korinne had needed from him, she had to get from his sister. And some were still unanswered. At least she knew one thing: even if Riverrall was subdued, she would have to tell Astorcians to get rid of their house wards.

      “I think we’re ready to move on,” Vicktoria said, checking with Korinne, who nodded.

      “Good,” Merethiel said. “Earlier, I was deep in the lake while listening to your conversation with the trees. They were right, the thistlenir’s woodsand is extremely drying for us and will suck the moisture out of our bodies. It will not kill us, but it weakens us for a considerable amount of time.”

      “Excellent! Let’s go get it,” Korinne said.

      “Walking would be slow and take up energy you shall need,” Merethiel argued. “I will send one of my sisters while we plan.”

      “Your sisters will help too?” Vicktoria said.

      “And my brothers. None of us want to live as slaves. And if you turn around, you will find that we are not the only ones who refuse to bow to an unjust ruler.”

      Vicktoria and Korinne turned. Large birds, shining like sunlight and with curved beaks and bald heads, landed in the trees.

      “Vulture calaris,” Vicktoria said in awe. “They’re rare. I hear they feed on the souls of the dying or recently dead.”

      From between some pines slunk the light-grey crianvarg they had fought, another five following close behind it.

      Korinne heard Vicktoria draw her dagger and wished she was armed too. There was shrubbery on their other side. Why had they drawn her attention when there was a pack of crianvargs staring at her? Because there was movement there! Green beings waddled out. They were thickset and had foul faces with oozing, flat snouts on squat bodies.

      In a flash of knowledge from Merethiel’s mind, Korinne knew what they were: leaf giants. There was around a dozen of them, and they were followed by four little ones. Why had they brought a litter of their young? Korinne stood on tiptoe and had to admit that Vicktoria had been right. Their backs did resemble a fallen leaf with veins running from a central stem.

      As if on command, the leaf giants started running.

      Vicktoria pointed her dagger towards the crianvargs, then towards the leaf giants who were coming at them with ramming speed.

      “Put your miniature sword away, Red,” Merethiel said, just as the leaf giants stopped at a comfortable distance. “They are not here to hurt you. I called them all to help capture Riverrall.”

      “Killing him would be better,” came a voice from ground level. Korinne looked down and yelped in surprise at the lavhorn rising out of the soil next to her. Another breached the ground behind it and said, “Riverrall has grown too powerful. He controlled us all against our will. He should be slain.”

      “No,” said a chorus of clear voices.

      Korinne followed the sound back to the lake and saw what she assumed were six female seaborne and two males. The shortest female and the shortest male were carrying babies, letting the infant tailfins dip into the water.

      “All of the seaborne,” Vicktoria mumbled in astonishment.

      While it was sad that there were so few left, it was still a magnificent sight to see them shoulder to shoulder in the middle of the lake. Korinne watched their beautiful faces and strong bodies with awe. Their swift tailfins undulated under the surface, and the sunlight gleamed against their skin.

      “Can I really be related to them?”

      Korinne only realised she’d said the words out loud when Vicktoria whispered back. “Of course. Look closer. See the sharp cheekbones and jawlines? Remind you of your own? Of Matt’s?”

      Korinne tried to look at the seaborne without staring, and yes, there were the same angles to their faces. She thought about her mother’s hair, so dark black it looked blue in the light. Now Korinne knew that it was only a few generations from being midnight blue like theirs. Also, there was her mother’s corkwood-coloured skin, the same as hers and Matt’s but a much lighter brown than other Astorcians, a fact Korinne had hated as a child but now understood came from the bluish-white skin of the seaborne entering the mix.

      She laughed at her sudden awareness of how much she’d always loved the sea and the river which led to it. And at how Matt could be so quick in the water despite never grasping the lessons when their father taught them how to swim as children.

      A seaborne woman, the one carrying a baby, caught her looking and nodded smilingly in recognition, or perhaps merely in greeting. Korinne smiled and nodded back. The infant in her arms had hair just like Matt’s when he was a baby and Korinne couldn’t stop staring.

      Merethiel turned to the sibling nearest her. “Streamene, can you go to the thistlenir and ask them to, for all our sakes, give you a basket full of woodsand? Obviously don’t open it.”

      “Of course, Merethiel. I shall return soon,” said this Streamene before swimming away.

      There was movement in a cluster of ferns, and Korinne watched, expecting more leaf giants to crawl out. That wasn’t what slithered out. Yes, the six newcomers were squat and wide as the leaf giants, but they were built and coloured more like oversized toads. Only when she saw their tails sticking up towards the sky did she realise what they were. Because yes, the tails did look like swords.

      “Sword-tailed poisoners?” she mumbled.

      “Yes. Stay back,” Vicktoria said, grabbing her hand and pulling her closer. “They may be on our side, but their poison can still kill even if it is squirted out by mere accident.”

      Korinne had assumed they’d be scary and ugly, not have faces with gentle eyes, fur tufts, and cute noses. She blinked. She tilted her head, trying to figure out where she’d seen a face like theirs. Bears! The faces looked like those of the brown bears she’d spotted catching fish by the river a handful of times.

      I have to tell Matt about this.

      Matt. Where was he right now? Was he unharmed?

      “Riverrall was right, I see. Attraction has struck,” Merethiel said.

      She was studying their clasped hands. Korinne’s heart thumped in pain. This was when Vicktoria would let go of her hand because a more desirable woman was available.

      Vicktoria did let go of her hand, but only long enough to wrap her arm around Korinne instead and crane her neck down. Was she leaning down for a kiss? Korinne brought her face up to meet Vicktoria’s. Their lips brushed, reducing that painful thump of Korinne’s heart.

      When Korinne opened her eyes again, the skies were darkening. She glared at the sky. “Great. Another cursed thunderstorm.”

      “No,” Vicktoria said. “I don’t think it’s that. Nor has night fallen, real or of the wildwood kind. Can’t you feel that sense of dread creeping in?”

      Korinne did feel it when she searched for it, she’d been too distracted by the kiss to notice its arrival.

      With a concerned expression, Merethiel backed nearer to the lake. “It’s Nightbearer. I asked her to come but did not think she would accept the invite.”

      The air chilled quickly. Korinne remembered this cold from the last time; from here on it would only get worse.

      “You asked her to come?” Vicktoria shouted.

      “Yes. She is unpredictable, selfish, and dangerous, but while she was happy to help Riverrall meddle with humans, toying with wildwooders is her pastime. She does not share. She gave you a riddle to help you see through his deceit, did she not?”

      “Yes, but it was rubbish! We couldn’t understand it. She should’ve simply told us what he was doing,” Vicktoria said, blowing on her hands to keep them warm.

      Merethiel shrugged her sculpted shoulders. “She is never helpful or clear. Sometimes because she does not see all of the future or people’s minds, and often because she finds it fun to make life harder for everyone. Nonetheless, if she has come, she wants to stand against Riverrall.”

      That familiar sound of ice shattering rang out. The cold gave Korinne goose bumps, and soon her dread turned into deep-seated horror, spreading like poison in her blood.

      Merethiel stepped into the lake and extended a hand to Korinne. “Come in here. You are part seaborne, you should not feel cold in the water.”

      Korinne obeyed after a look at Vicktoria who said, “No point in us both freezing our arses off, darling. In you go.”

      The water warmed Korinne, but it didn’t take away the fear. There was a hint of pride in that she was standing with the seaborne, though. She could feel the occasional swish of their strong fins and wished Matt was here to experience all of this.

      The sky darkened to black; the area now only lit by the vulture calaris. Like all the wildwooders, they’d put some distance between themselves and the clearing. In the emptiness, another crack of breaking ice was heard. The white-light slit opened and in it stood Nightbearer again, grey-skinned and covered in her coat of greasy, black feathers.

      She smiled that fear-provoking smile at Korinne. “We meet again, blind kittens. Well, two of you at least. You have lost the large one. Lost him to that silly, tyrannical seaweed king.”

      Korinne swallowed the bile rising in her throat and made herself give the answer pounding in her mind. “We didn’t lose him. Matt was taken. Something you could’ve warned me of.” She pointed to the words on her arm. “Instead of making this stupid poem about wildwooders and who was on what side.”

      “Are you complaining, child? I gave you warning words that quivered when you were in danger and held all the information you required.”

      “No, they didn’t,” Korinne argued, despite a warning glance from Vicktoria.

      Nightbearer only seemed amused. “The riddle says to not trust Riverrall, to note that many wildwooders are in in his employ, that there would be a rebellion, and that your identity is part of this muddle. It is not my fault that you do not understand my charming riddle.”

      “It’s not a riddle! I should be able to solve a riddle! This was random predictions told in a jumbled, confusing way.”

      Nightbearer’s mouth opened wide to show the endless, starless night of her mouth in a smile. Or was it a soundless laugh? “I did not say it was a functioning riddle, only that it was informative. And charming. Well, for me at least.”

      “All you needed to say was ‘don’t trust Riverrall’ or something along those lines,” Korinne grumbled.

      “When he was standing right there? When you trusted him and feared me? As I say, all the information is in the riddle,” Nightbearer said, every word slow as thawing ice. “Even this diminutive group of insurgents. You have the water in the seaborne and the nightfall in me. I told you what fighters you would have on your side so you could prepare a battle plan.”

      “A battle plan? I’m a woodcutter, a human, not yet twenty years old, and lacking magic or knowledge of this place. Why didn’t you come up with a battle plan?”

      “Careful,” Vicktoria whispered while buttoning her coat. Korinne understood the warning. The amusement was falling off Nightbearer’s inhuman face, and the cold around them must have increased even if Korinne couldn’t feel it. The leaves grew frosted edges, and Vicktoria shivered so hard that she shook. Korinne forgot her rage and pulled Vicktoria into the water and against her own body to give her some of her warmth.

      “Ugh. The human’s boots are dirtying up the water,” one of the seaborne whinged. Korinne ignored it.

      “Let us return to discussing the seaborne king,” a lavhorn said in its sombre voice. “I do not want to be standing here quibbling while his pet kraunt comes down to claw us all to ribbons.”

      Korinne surveyed the speaker. Could a kraunt’s claws pierce that metal-hard skin? That would explain why the mighty lavhorns feared kraunts.

      Korinne surveyed the group of dangerous wildwooders. “Can I really trust all of you?”

      “No,” Nightbearer said. “Most of us cannot be trusted, except to fight for our own desires and needs. Fortunately for you, furious kitten, we all want Riverrall vanquished. But none of us, not even I, are strong enough to do it alone.”

      One of the male seaborne swished his fin, sending currents that unbalanced Korinne and Vicktoria. “Which is why we’re here,” he said. “Our brother would have us treat humans the way they have treated us, rendering us as bad as them. Or worse, since we are older and more powerful.”

      “Not to mention that our brother treats us badly himself, in misguided attempts to keep us safe and procreating,” one of the female seaborne added.

      The solemn voice of a lavhorn rang out. “No wildwooders will ever accept being controlled or ruled. Wild is in the name of this place for a reason.”

      By the light of the vulture calaris, Korinne saw wraith bats screeching and landing haphazardly around them, punctuating the lavhorn’s statement.

      “Not to mention that he ate the wildwooders who could not complain about it to near extinction. Not for sustenance, but to gain power,” Merethiel said, her gaze on the sword-tailed poisoners and leaf giants.

      “Why would we risk our lives for that?” the light-grey crianvarg, now scarred from where Korinne had sliced its girlish face, added. “We eat those creatures, too, when we grow tired of fish and birds. We came because he ate our kind. He ate crianvarg flesh! You can trust in our anger over that as well as the mind control, human,” the crianvarg snarled.

      “I hear he even devoured a kraunt,” said the closest lavhorn. “No loss there, the kraunts are a scourge. However, it is still a terrible crime to slay and eat someone who has sworn fealty to you and obeys you as master. He has gone too far!”

      The lavhorn stomped its hoof, unsettling stones and twigs on the ground.

      The crianvargs stood themselves in a line, their hackles up, ready and powerful. No, not all of them, Korinne couldn’t see the light-grey one anymore.

      “All right. I will trust you all enough to believe you’re here to fight Riverrall,” she said. “So, we have a number of combatants, various skills, and we have the woodsand. But no plan, so what do you suggest? I’ll do whatever it takes to save my brother, even if means dying or having to spend my life enslaved.”

      “You are not doing either,” Vicktoria snapped. She left Korinne’s embrace to turn to the assembled creatures. “What is our plan?”

      Merethiel lit up. “I thought for the greater good—”

      Vicktoria interrupted her with a pointed look. “A plan that doesn’t require Korinne to sacrifice herself or die?”

      Merethiel fell silent. So did everyone else.
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      Vicktoria sighed. “I guess I’ll be coming up with a plan then. First of all, Nightbearer, could you ease off the dark so we can all see better?”

      Nightbearer waved a reluctant hand, and the night morphed into early morning haze. The cold eased as well, going from winter to a brisk autumn day. Nothing like the hot summer it really was, though.

      “Thank you,” Vicktoria said. “When it comes to plans, should we not start with the end result we want? Do we want Riverrall caged? Or to have his magical power stripped? Or do we try to make him repent and reform?”

      “He is too far gone for redemption, it would be—” one of the lavhorns said before being interrupted by a loud child’s laugh, distorted and out of key. It was the light-grey crianvarg rejoining them.

      Korinne was about to ask where it had been and what it was cackling at when she understood. The water in the lake rippled, soon creating waves as if a storm brewed in its middle.

      The seaborne all made their fins into legs and left the water. Korinne did, too, pulling the still-shivering Vicktoria with her.

      Riverrall emerged at the centre of the waves, his pretty features snarled in such rage that Korinne jumped back.

      “What have you done?” one of the other crianvargs snarled at their packmate.

      The betrayer grinned with her needle teeth. “Set myself a place on the winning side. A place where I can rule. A place where no matter how disfigured my face is, I will be cherished and desired.”

      The water rose, growing the lake to near twice its size. The collected creatures gasped and stepped back into the small ring of land now separating the lake from the trees and the mountain.

      Korinne’s heart sank as she regarded Riverrall, the man she had called a friend, and the light-grey crianvarg who had been her collaborator.

      She closed her eyes.

      Trusting can lead to good things but also to this.

      Vicktoria took her hand and said, “Look.”

      The other crianvargs were tearing out the throat of the light-grey one. Riverrall stayed in the lake, not protecting his informant.

      After the swift death was issued, the crianvargs faced Korinne and lowered their forelegs, making it look as if they were bowing to her. She read it as an apology and a promise of fidelity to their shared cause. She bowed to them in turn.

      “That is quite enough of this nonsense,” Riverrall thundered. “I could have led you, cared for you, protected you. Now, I shall kill you and fill the wildwood with my own children and whatever remaining beings are shrewd enough to obey me.”

      Korinne noted with relief that she couldn’t see the seaborne babies anymore. Had they been hidden? Sent somewhere in the water?

      “You cannot kill us all,” Merethiel replied, sounding more sad than angry. “You have lost your mind, brother. Worse than that, you have lost the warmth in your heart.”

      “Better that than my life, which is what you are about to lose.”

      He raised the lake water further until even the shallow edges rushed around his enemies’ ankles. If he continued with this, the squattest of the creatures would drown before the fight began. Then he summoned a wave, high enough to hit Korinne’s chest, and rushed it towards his sister. Merethiel made a wave of her own, smaller but with more force. It met Riverrall’s and tampered it, so his only splashed against her thighs and made her stagger.

      Korinne rushed to help, but Vicktoria stopped her and whispered, “Seaborne can handle waves and can breathe under water. She’s not in danger yet. I’m going to sneak around and try to tell all parties to battle Riverrall while we wait for Streamene with the woodsand. Stay here and stay safe.”

      As Vicktoria left, Merethiel called across the water to her brother. “Surrender! Hand the leadership to me, and you can live out your life in seclusion while I rule our kind as warden.”

      Riverrall only reply was a scream that echoed off the trees and the mountain. With his rage obvious, he gathered an even larger wave, one too big for Merethiel’s parrying one to tamper down. It knocked her over and washed her towards the mountain. Her sisters and brothers stepped up where she had stood, all conjuring their own waves and taking dramatic stances.

      They could’ve all made a giant wave together, without any showmanship, and immobilised Riverrall right when he arrived.

      Korinne shook her head at her ancestors and tried to think what she could do to keep Riverrall occupied, and from killing them all, before the woodsand arrived.

      Assuming that the drying would actually subdue him. He was so much more powerful than she could’ve even guessed. Each wave he made grew larger and more formidable as his fury increased, sending the attacking seaborne far away between the trees or straight into the trunks or the rock face.

      Vicktoria was darting between groups to speak to them about their makeshift plan, but only the sentient ones. Korinne wondered what the non-sentient wildwooders understood of all this.

      The crianvargs and lavhorns joined the seaborne in the attack. Nonchalantly, Riverrall made waves to blast them all away. Only one of crianvarg did lasting damage, taking a chunk out of Riverrall’s fin. He screamed and then picked it up, proceeding to tear the crianvarg in two with his bare hands before throwing the bloody parts at an invisible lavhorn.

      He had seen the lavhorn even when it was cloaked. And he had ripped a wolf-like creature apart as if it were made of parchment. Most of the seaborne were unconscious, or worse, after being thrown into trees and rock by his powerful waves. What could Korinne do against him? What could any of them do?

      Riverrall picked up a large boulder from the lakebed and smashed it first over the head of a lavhorn and then across the back of a crianvarg.

      He raised the water level further to drown the knocked out lavhorn and crianvarg, but Korinne had to move aside as the sword-tailed poisoners ran past her at surprising speed. She supposed attacking their worst predator was only natural, especially when he was about to submerge them.

      Their tails shot poison, all aimed at the man in the middle of the lake. It hit Riverrall and he roared as the poison sizzled against his skin, but shook it off, still building waves and punching and striking with his fin, incapacitating everyone while they only slightly injured him.

      Occasionally he appeared to be mind-controlling one or two of his foes, but it was clear that he couldn’t focus on that when he was being attacked from so many directions.

      Night fell once more, and the screams of battle hushed.

      Nightbearer, eerily illuminated by the vulture calaris, strode to the lake, unhurried and unworried. She made a gathering gesture, and the cold in the air whooshed to her like gusts of wind, icicles forming in the palms of her hands. She bent and touched one palm to the water.  The whole lake froze in the blink of an eye, Riverrall caught in its middle.

      He waved his arms, trying to use his magic to control the water, probably to thaw it, but Nightbearer closed her eyes and kept her palm on the ice. The lake stayed frozen.

      The simulated night sky above them hummed with the power of these two creatures battling with their wills and their magic.

      Then something else was in the sky. Riverrall held out a hand and stared at something darker than the night coming towards them. The kraunt. It must still be under his command. It flew low enough that Korinne could see her hatchet still buried in its face. Riverrall hadn’t even spared the time to take it out and free the kraunt of its pain.

      The kraunt wasn’t heading for Korinne this time, though, it headed right for Nightbearer. When it got to her, it grabbed her by her giant coat—which did look like it may have been made of kraunt feathers—and flew away with her.

      The speed of it gave Nightbearer no time to react. Clearly, she hadn’t received any predicting glimpses of this event either.

      The moment Nightbearer was gone, the lake thawed and the dark vanished. It was a hot summer’s day again, and Korinne staggered at the difference.

      The flock of leaf giants finally joined the other species in the attack, taking turns biting and thumping their big, square heads against Riverrall’s fin and waist. But even their bigger numbers and the act of surprise through their invisibility didn’t help them. Their headbutting would’ve pushed the biggest of cows or horses over, and broken bones in any creature, but not in Riverrall. He picked them up, invisible or not, and tossed them away, his strength still that of dozens of humans.

      Korinne kept an eye out for Streamene returning with the woodsand, but so far nothing. How long could they keep Riverrall busy and contained without sacrificing all their lives?

      The remaining lavhorn attacked again, but currents stopped its hooves, keeping them in place before sucking the lavhorn back into the ground it sprang from. The same seemed to happen to the unconscious lavhorn behind it. Korinne couldn’t make head or tails of this, but she didn’t have much time to think.

      A recuperated female seaborne was creeping up behind Riverrall, so Korinne shouted to distract Riverrall. It didn’t work. He ignored Korinne and turned to punch his sibling hard in the face, sending her back into the water with a spray of blood.

      Vicktoria returned, pulling the knife from her boot and giving it to Korinne. She gave Korinne a small kiss, then brandished her dagger and ran for Riverrall, jaw set. She knew as well as Korinne that they couldn’t do much to this frenzied, overpowered water spirit. But perhaps they could distract him so that someone more powerful could hurt him?

      Either way, Vicktoria—rash as always—was rushing Riverrall, and Korinne wouldn’t let her go alone. She ran, too, the knife held out proud as if it could achieve anything at all. Behind her, a recovered sword-tailed poisoner and three injured leaf giants followed. Did they see her as a pack leader or was their company a coincidence?

      Too busy with her new packmates, Korinne didn’t see one of Riverrall’s waves building. It hit her side and sent her coursing right into a massive oak.

      Everything went dark.
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      When her eyes opened again, she was on the ground, her vision blurred, and she could hear a high-pitched ringing. She shook her head to try to clear it. She tasted blood as well as dirty water, and pretty much everything hurt.

      Suddenly, Vicktoria was there, caressing her cheek. “Korinne! Are you all right?”

      Her vision cleared and the ringing in her ears quieted, so she mumbled, “I’m fine. Help the others!”

      “I’m not leaving you, my darling. Come on.” Vicktoria helped her up and they hobbled back to the fight, back to where Riverrall was sending waves crashing through the air like they were mere gusts of wind.

      Korinne, leaning on Vicktoria, spat out a mouthful of blood. She’d bit her tongue when she hit the oak. She had also lost the knife, but what did that matter at this point.

      Creatures flew in every direction. Still, anyone who could move ran back into the lake, attacking again. Perhaps many little pinpricks would be enough? Perhaps if they all fought him, he would get tired or at least lose his focus.

      She saw Riverrall scream again. He was losing something, but it wasn’t his focus. He was losing his patience.

      With one simple flourish, he raised the water in the clearing until it was up to Korinne’s waist. It was above head level for the surviving leaf giants, crianvargs, and sword-tailed poisoners, all of whom scrambled to get to the dry land between the trees.

      “I’m glad I hoisted up the leaf giant cubs/kittens/pups or whatever they are onto that cliff,” Vicktoria said. “I wish I could join them. This surprise bath is bound to ruin my clothes for good.”

      Left surrounding Riverrall were only the taller creatures: Korinne, Vicktoria, all the shaken and injured seaborne, and one of the lavhorns, which had returned from the ground. Korinne wondered if the other one had survived.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by tremors under foot, which travelled through her whole body.

      “Ironhide oxen,” Vicktoria said, standing on her tiptoes to see into the distance. “He must’ve pissed even them off!”

      The oxen were stampeding towards the lake, and hope soared in Korinne’s chest. There were so many of them, and they were so big. Surely they could trample Riverrall into submission?

      Riverrall raised his hands, and the water from a hundred lakes gathered around the opening in the trees, forming a thick wall where the water rushed so fast and hard that it looked impassable.

      Flying over was possible, though. Calaris birds of all sizes joined the vulture calaris and soared over the water-wall to attack Riverrall. Merethiel noticed and sent water into the treetops to scare the wraith bats into to doing the same. Their pecks and scratches left few marks on Riverrall, but with a wave of his arm, droves of their small bodies smashed against wood and rock like they were made of glass. Beautiful, multicoloured feathers rained down, and Korinne screamed with helplessness.

      While Riverrall battled a couple of recovered seaborne, Korinne looked around for something to grab and throw at him. It was all she could think to do. Her search was interrupted by seeing moving shapes through the wall of water. It wasn’t only ironhide oxen that had sprinted to the scene. There were other creatures, ones she didn’t recognise. There was a herd of something with several legs and massive horns. Next to them was a set of beings that, from the outline, looked like giant snakes. Closer to the ground were smaller creatures, flashing between bright colours and moving lightning quick.

      The shyer creatures of the wildwood were finally joining the fight, only to be cut off by Riverrall’s wall!

      Something broke through the barrier with extreme effort, scaring Korinne half to death. It was Streamene, waving Merethiel to her. “Sorry for the delay. He has blocked all the waterways,” she panted.

      She gave a clay urn with an ornate lid to Merethiel, who handled it as if it would burn her and quickly offered it to Korinne.

      It was heavy, but Korinne was so happy to finally have it that she didn’t care. She looked from the clay container to the man in the water. He stopped sending waves at the lavhorn, as if he felt her gaze, and turned to her instead.

      The cacophony of battle stopped. Everyone stilled and watched Korinne and Riverrall locking eye contact.

      “Korinne Woodsorrow, put that down, and I shall not hurt him,” Riverrall called.

      “Hurt?” Korinne said, assuming Riverrall was talking about the limping lavhorn in front of him. “By your own words, you’re going to kill us all, right?”

      “The rest of you. Not him,” Riverrall said. He nodded to the water next to him, where something was slowly surfacing. A body. One she knew well. Matt floated through the water and alighted on the remaining sliver of dry land.

      He appeared safe and healthy, at least, like he was sleeping. No, much quieter and still than when he slept. Korinne fought down her worry. Matt would be kept alive, that was the whole point in Riverrall getting a companion and a breeding mate.

      “You know what, Sweetblood? I cherish that you made this pointless stand,” Riverrall said, moving soundlessly through the water towards her.

      “Oh really? Why?” Korinne said with only a quick glance at him and then another one behind her, where there had been a loud cracking noise. She found it near impossible to take her eyes off Matt’s still body.

      Riverrall laughed. “Because it gives me a reason to eliminate you. I did not want to kill you before; however, it would be better if you cannot go back to tattle about my plan to the other horrid humans. So—”

      He silenced, making Korinne look up at him. His eyes widened, and his mouth stayed open in speechless confusion. He stared down at his chest, where a transparent spear was plunged.

      His heart isn’t in his chest, Korinne thought.

      Not that she thought piercing his heart could kill Riverrall at this point, he was too magical to be killed by a quick act of violence.

      The spear, it was made of ice. There had been that cracking noise. And the sky was darkening. Korinne watched the goose bumps crawl up her arms as the cold rolled in, and she understood.

      Nightbearer.

      She would know exactly what would kill Riverrall and how to play with him, like a cat with a mouse.

      Korinne had been right on two counts. Firstly, it was Nightbearer, striding forth from her tear in the sky, covered in blue blood which probably came from the poor kraunt. Secondly, the spear wouldn’t kill Riverrall. It melted fast and the hole in his chest healed up.

      No. Ice wouldn’t stop him long. But woodsand would. And now, Riverrall was distracted.

      Korinne couldn’t see the seaborne well in Nightbearer’s dark, but she thought to them all what she wanted them to do.

      They clearly understood.

      They gathered together to make one wide stream of water, which hit Riverrall’s right side and his back. Nightbearer was at his front, sending arrows of ice at him that he batted away as best he could. They were the only things that seemed to break through his skin, although Korinne wasn’t sure. It was so cursed hard to see!

      She had barely thought the words before Nightbearer gave a whistle and the surviving calaris vultures came back to the clearing, sitting on the ground to illuminate the battle from only Korinne’s viewpoint.

      Of course she can read my mind. And chat to the bloody vultures.

      Korinne couldn’t complain too much, this might be what saved them all.

      With Riverrall splitting his attention between Nightbearer’s ice and the seaborne’s rush of water, he didn’t see Korinne sneak up on his bared left side with the woodsand.

      She tried to keep her mind empty so he wouldn’t read her thoughts and crept ever closer, as low as she could without dunking the urn in the water.

      The trees whispered Riverrall’s name, distracting him further.

      When Korinne was close enough, she took the lid off and threw the sand, letting it cover most of his wet torso. It hissed like it burned, making him scream and flail as he watched the sand dry his skin to parchment, until it fell off in flakes. The seaborne retreated and drew as much of the lake water as they could with them, exactly as Korinne had mentally instructed them to do.

      Riverrall tried to wipe the sand away to no avail. He tried to run into his wall of water, but Nightbearer froze his fin to the ground with a thick block of ice.

      Feeling his thoughts, Korinne followed each part of his useless struggle, his energy waning, all the moisture in his body evaporating, the searing pain of the woodsand eating through his skin. Riverrall held out a shaking hand to thaw the un-melting ice on his fin but was too faint. He begged his kin to release the lake so he could submerge, but they turned away. Finally, he tried to call his wall of water to him, but he was too weakened and only lost control of it instead.

      As it flooded down, the other seaborne gathered all that water up, too, keeping it on their side of the clearing. Sobbing, they let their lost brother dry out until he was as weak as a newborn kitten.

      With the wall of water gone, Korinne wondered what they would do now. Grab Riverrall and cage him?

      Then, the shy, unseen creatures, led by the herd of ironhide, stampeded into the clearing. Everyone moved aside except for Riverrall, who had slumped over, still frozen to the ground by Nightbearer.

      When the stampede had moved through and the seaborne’s screams had stopped, left on the trampled ground was a bluish-white broken body in shards of Nightbearer’s ice. Riverrall was still moving, still alive, if barely so.

      Nightbearer stepped over to him and, through a flourish of her hands, gathered all the woodsand from his skin. She shaped it into a blade and drove it into his flattened torso.

      She made a second swirling gesture and through shared thoughts, Korinne knew she was spreading that woodsand through his veins. Into his brain. Into his heart. Into every part of him, until he dried out from the inside.

      The seaborne cried and screamed, feeling his pain as Korinne did. They were shocked and frightened but wanted to interfere, needing their brother stopped but not dead. Merethiel went as far as pulling at Nightbearer’s arm and threatening to drown her if she didn’t stop.

      It was too late.

      Nightbearer stepped back, leaving nothing of Riverrall but a heap of shimmering blue-white dust. It sank into the dirt, like salting the ground.

      The calaris vultures approached, heads bowed and wings brushing the ground in a respectful manner, and with surprising grace they began snapping their beaks in the air. Could they actually be gathering up the remnants of Riverrall’s soul?

      Then something stirred the dusty ground, breaching the soil like a lavhorn. Korinne’s breath hitched. Had Riverrall survived? Would he come back furious and even more powerful?

      What rose from the ground wasn’t the deceased king. It was flower stems. They sent the birds scattering but fascinated Korinne, who drew nearer.

      A strange plant sprang up quickly. Its leaves resembled green glass while the flowers had white-glass petals. Each flower had some sort of seed pod in blue glass in the middle. Its crystalline parts had what looked like drops of water in them, moving like they were alive. They caught the light from the calaris vultures and changed it somehow, moulding it, like the light was a tangible thing. Korinne gaped at the tall, eerie plant as it played with the light, rolling it into little pearls.

      She blinked. She must be seeing things. How hard did she get knocked into that oak?

      The light still moved, along with the drops of water trapped in the leaves. Then, the water came out and melded with the light. Together they dripped off the plant, like tear drops.

      There was a loud, long exhale behind her. Korinne followed the sound, and saw Matt’s body splay into a twisted, unnatural posture.
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      “Nightbearer, get rid of the bloody dark!” Vicktoria shouted.

      With a bored sigh, Nightbearer obeyed, and morning dawned to show Matt more clearly. He looked as he had when he was thrown by the kraunt, not sleeping but like a discarded ragdoll curled in on himself.

      Korinne’s heart broke into a thousand sharp shards all over again. She ran to him, laid him out flat, and touched his neck. She couldn’t find a pulse on that thick bull’s neck of his.

      He had new bruises and cuts everywhere, making him more red and blue than Matt-coloured. He must have fought Riverrall hard.

      “Matt? Wake up. Don’t do this to me again,” Korinne said with a sob.

      There was no response.

      “Matt? Please,” she tried again. “Wake up and see the sword-tailed poisoners. They’re cute, Matt! They have faces like bears!” Her voice cracked badly enough that she had to pause. “I thought they’d be frightening, and I know you did too. Open those sweet, silly eyes of yours and look at the sword-tailed poisoners.”

      He didn’t.

      Merethiel held her hand over Matt’s brow. “He has been given an overdose of daydream blossom potion, making him sleep and dream far too deep. Riverrall was keeping him partially conscious, but now that he is gone…”

      “Can you wake him?” Korinne cried.

      Merethiel wiped away her tears over Riverrall’s death. “The potion is two-thirds water. I might be able to draw it out through his pores, the way I control water.”

      “Please try,” Korinne croaked. “I know you just lost your brother, but please, help me so I won’t lose mine.”

      She leaned forward and touched her forehead to Korinne’s. It was damp, smooth and cool to the touch. “I shall try. I will need time and some quiet to focus,” she said.

      “Go ahead,” Streamene said, stifling a sniffle. “The rest of us will see to the injured and return the water.”

      From the corner of her eye, Korinne saw the seaborne gather where the lake had been. The water poured into the hollow but left an island in the middle, right where the magical plant had sprung from Riverrall’s remains. They were leaving the island with the plant as a monument. Or perhaps that was a human way to seeing things. Perhaps they were merely preserving a plant that now lived in, and belonged to, the wildwood.

      There were sounds of struggling and wails of agony around them.

      Korinne couldn’t find it in her heart to focus on all the dead and injured creatures; she was busy fretting over the one in front of her, this giant man who was still her tiny baby brother.

      Merethiel hovered her hands back and forth over his body. She closed her water-blue eyes and mumbled something, whispering like a tree.

      For a long time, nothing happened.

      Korinne was vaguely aware that Vicktoria, Streamene, and the other less injured combatants were moving about saving lives where they could and mercy-killing where they must.

      Come on, Matt. You’re a survivor. Fight to eject that cursed potion!

      Merethiel furrowed her face and finally, tiny droplets, like a drizzling rain, lifted from Matt’s skin. A sound cut through the wailing around them, a whinging rumble that Korinne knew too well.

      She hiccupped a wet laugh. “He must be waking up. His stomach is growling!”

      Merethiel sat back with a serene smile. “Yes, he will be fine. He has the stubborn will to live of humans and the longevity of the seaborne.”

      As if on cue, Matt’s eyes fluttered open, and he blinked away droplets stuck in his eyelashes. One of his eyes was bruised and swollen half-shut.  “Korinne?”

      “Yes, silly lug. I’m right here. More importantly, so are you. Welcome back.”

      “Where’s Riverrall?” he spluttered, sitting up and holding up his arms as if ready to throw a punch.

      “Gone,” Korinne soothed. “Nightbearer killed him. He won’t hurt anyone ever again.”

      Vicktoria was on her way back, calling, “We’ve lost at least two sword-tailed poisoners, three crianvargs, seven leaf giants, and countless bats and birds. Several survivors are terribly injured. Still, the death count could’ve been higher.”

      She sat down cross-legged by Matt’s side and in a warm voice said, “Hey there, tall, dark, and handsome. How are you?”

      He smiled at her, looking as affectionate as she did. “Hungry like a kraunt, mate. You?”

      Vicktoria laughed. “A little too knackered to know if I’m hungry but thrilled that you and your sister are alive. I’d never get another guide job if the two of you ended up dead or enslaved by a fishy ancestor.”

      Korinne edged back to slump into Vicktoria’s lap, the gesture comfortable and natural. Vicktoria wrapped her arms around her, and she heard what she assumed was Vicktoria kissing her braid. The comfort of it was new to Korinne, but oh so welcome.

      “I shall fetch some riverweeds for our hungry patient,” Merethiel said.

      “No!” Korinne and Matt said in chorus.

      Vicktoria laughed and explained, “They’ve had some bad experiences with potion-laced riverweeds. There’s a surviving raspberry bush over there. It’ll be a less traumatic choice.”

      Merethiel eyed the berries with scepticism but said, “Fine.”

      She nodded to a bloodied seaborne nearby, who tried to obey but had to sit down. Streamene took over the task.

      Merethiel stood. “I must go say my final farewell to my brother and then tend to my kin. They are under my protection now.”

      “I’m sure they’ll thrive with you,” Vicktoria said.

      “I hope so,” Merethiel replied. “I am certain you will thrive with my kinswoman,” she added with a nod to Korinne.

      Korinne’s heart sank. There was no way Vicktoria would stay long enough with her to thrive.

      Merethiel looked from Korinne to Matt. “Farewell for now, kinsfolk. I am proud to share blood with you.”

      “You are?” Matt asked, sounding genuinely shocked.

      Merethiel inclined her head. “Of course. For all my brother’s nonsense, he was right in one thing: you two have the strongest hearts of your bloodline. And when I say that, I count the human line as well as the seaborne one. You do us, and the Woodsorrows, credit.”

      Korinne was speechless. The only one to ever be proud of her was Matt, and that had always been more hero worship and love than pride. This parental figure being proud of her was a revelation that she was too exhausted to handle. Tears crowded in her eyes; she blinked them away and averted her face.

      Merethiel reached out and with one shimmering, blue-white finger, wiped away an escaped tear from Korinne’s cheekbone.

      “Never be ashamed of your emotions and certainly not your tears. You are a marine creature. There should be no embarrassment in your body making more water,” she said with a smile.

      Korinne still had no words, so she let her freely falling tears be her answer. Merethiel could read her feelings and thoughts anyway.

      “I should like to get to know you better, too, Korinne,” she said. “I shall ensure to make time for that on your next visit.”

      Streamene returned with what must’ve been every raspberry on the bush and put them on Matt’s chest. It was impossible not to laugh at how he immediately began shovelling them into his mouth. Korinne stole a couple of berries before noticing that Merethiel was still regarding them.

      “Remember, Woodsorrow siblings, you are stronger and smarter than your parents,” she said. “Do not let them take advantage of you and hold you back. Do not let them hurt you any longer.”

      Korinne didn’t even have to think about her response. She swallowed the berries and said, “We won’t. I won’t. They made their choices, and they must live with them. Now is the time for us to make ours.”

      She hadn’t expected Matt to answer, he was more loyal and blind to their parents’ bad behaviour than she was. She’d anticipated having to convince him that he deserved that dream life with Natima and their apothecary.

      Then, she felt the conviction in him. She wouldn’t need to convince him at all.

      Something had happened in his captivity. She couldn’t read his memories, but she had a sense that Riverrall’s words and actions had convinced Matt of the importance of living his own life before it was too late. More than that, there was a sense that Matt now felt he deserved that.

      Matt swallowed the last berries unchewed and said, “We’ll both live our lives the way we want, like you seaborne can now that Riverrall is gone.” He leaned up on his elbows. “You can return to the White Sea. I swear that I’ll hunt down every human who ever bothers a seaborne. I’ll talk to them, with either speech or my fists, until they understand and learn to respect others.”

      Korinne, annoyingly, had to deal with more tears when hearing the commitment and strength in her brother’s voice. She knew he would do it and she would too. Their calling would be to not only protect the seaborne but all wildwooders from now on, any way they could.

      Streamene sighed dreamily. “It is a shame that you are spoken for. I should like to woo you.”

      Matt blushed the colour of the raspberry stains on his lips.

      Merethiel coughed to cover her smile and said, “I appreciate your oath and protection. However, we should not need to be rescued any longer. If there is one thing we have learned from all of this, it is that we can and must grow stronger.”

      Worry turned Korinne’s stomach. Was Merethiel following Riverrall’s path? “What do you mean?”

      “Do not fret,” Merethiel said. “We only plan to feed on those non-humanoid wildwooders who have died from natural causes.”

      “For example, we have already started by respectfully removing the dead non-sentients from this battle into the water,” Streamene added.

      Merethiel nodded. “As a thank you for their sacrifice, we will help regrow their numbers by setting up protected areas for them, where they will not be hunted and their surroundings will be suitable for them to procreate in peace until their numbers are regrown.”

      Matt furrowed his brow. “What about the other predators?”

      Merethiel shrugged her regally elegant shoulders. “Let them eat fish.”

      “We will be magically strong enough to protect ourselves and the other creatures of the wildwood,” Streamene said. “But without ruling over them.”

      “My title is warden, not king. There is a sea of difference between the two,” Merethiel said.

      No, she hadn’t said that. She had thought it. And clearly into Matt’s head as well, as he nodded. Poor Vicktoria only looked confused.

      Korinne had no time to translate as a male seaborne limped over and said, “I assume you will at some point return to the wildwood, Woodsorrows. If not, we will watch out for you through the water.” He turned to Vicktoria. “Even you, human. You have shown yourself to be a dependable ally, and we will watch over you for it.”

      “Me, dependable? I like that notion,” Vicktoria said. A smirk crept into her reddened lips. “Say, would you be able to get me some ironhide skin? Just, you know, if you pass a dead ox on your travels?”

      Korinne yanked Vicktoria’s sleeve. “Not now.”

      Vicktoria shrugged apologetically.

      “No need to stop her, Korinne. We know what she is like,” Merethiel said. “Come back and claim the skin yourself, Red. We will welcome you.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be welcoming many more humans soon, when they hear Matt and Korinne’s tale,” Vicktoria said.

      “No,” all the seaborne said at once.

      “Tell them nothing of the kind,” Streamene snapped. “It would be better if the humans still thought this place unsafe. While we have seen that some humans are trustworthy and careful, many are not. Opening the wildwood would be dangerous for all parties. Perhaps one day, when we are strong enough to manage this place.”

      Korinne touched her arm. “Of course. We will keep the secret.”

      “Thank you,” Merethiel said. “Look for us in the water, and we shall try to always be there for you. Now, we must take our leave. We have plans to tend to, not to mention our wounds. Physical and mental.”

      “Will you find your own way out?” Streamene asked.

      “Oh yes,” Korinne said, glancing to the trees. “I don’t think we’ll get lost in the wildwood anymore.”

      The seaborne returned to the water with fluid movement. They dove in, changing from feet to fins in the air. From somewhere in the depths came their babies, babbling and swimming as if everything were right and rosy in the world. With shouted farewells to the humans, the seaborne dove under and were gone.

      As Korinne stood waving at the retreating forms, she saw the lavhorn on the other side of the clearing. She bowed to it, and with some hesitation, it bowed back before vanishing into the ground. She hoped it wasn’t the last of its kind.

      To their left, the surviving crianvargs had dug graves for their fallen packmates and were filling them with soil. Korinne went over and crouched by the dirt mounds, helping them pat the soil smooth, and then saying a thank you over each grave. The crianvargs nodded to her and hobbled away. They might have acted mainly out of self-interest, but Korinne knew that she had earned their respect.

      The wraith bats flew over her, returning to whatever dark spots they came from to lick their wounds in peace. The surviving calaris birds stayed dotted in the trees, however, cawing or trilling mournfully. Many of their numbers lay broken across the ground.

      Korinne returned to Matt, who was being helped up to sitting by Vicktoria.

      “You missed me heroically returning the leaf giant litter to their surviving parents and them all waddling off,” Vicktoria said. “Oh, and Matt saw the sword-tailed poisoners before they left.”

      He frowned. “They were weird. Like giant scorpion toad thingies with cute bear faces?”

      Korinne laughed. “Yes, exactly.”

      The air turned colder and darker.

      “Nightbearer,” she said, aware of only a modicum of the usual paralysing fear. “Thank you.”

      Korinne didn’t add anything about how Nightbearer could’ve saved them all a lot of pain if she’d been clearer about her predictions. Or about the moral questions around killing Riverrall when there had been other options.

      After all, what was the point? There was no changing the cold or the dark. It was what it was, and one either adapted to it or avoided it.

      Nightbearer gave Korinne a measuring look. “I did not like you at first. You were too sure of your beliefs. Judged others too easily. Had given up on joy and love. That was why I struck a bough onto your face.”

      “That was you!” Korinne shouted in shock laced with vindication. “See, Matt, I told you that I didn’t walk into a tree! She thumped me in the face with that branch!”

      Matt was too busy sniggering to answer.

      Nightbearer smiled her chasm of a grin again, giving Korinne the chills in more ways than one. “You needed a bough to the face. To wake you.” The smile flickered away. “In you, I saw some of the woman I was epochs ago. One who didn’t trust. Didn’t reach out. Didn’t love. One who didn’t ask for what she wanted. One who thought she was better than even her own desires, and so denied herself everything.”

      Korinne swallowed down the wish to tell this murdering monster to go mind her own business. “Is that why you ended up like this?”

      “No.” Nightbearer opened her mouth in a soundless laugh that was eerier than even her creaking voice. “I became what I am through meticulous work and learning, silly kitten. This is what I wish to be. But before I became this, I had to learn who I was and what I wanted. So should you.”

      “I’ll make a note of that,” Korinne said, in no mood for life lessons. “Or perhaps you want to imprint it on my arm?”

      “I already have.”

      Korinne hated that she glanced down to read the last line of the riddle. Who are you?

      “Anyway, you are fortunate. I approve of you now,” Nightbearer said. “When you return, when, not if, I shall not apply branches to your face. Well, unless you do something to deserve it.”

      The last words echoed, which should have been impossible in this busy clearing. A being this powerful and ancient really didn’t need to use such unnecessary dramatics. But that was the way of wildwooders.

      The cold and dark drew in on Nightbearer’s position until she disappeared in that white tear in the sky once more.

      Korinne shook her head. “I hate that she’s right, but I know I’ll see her again. And she’ll be just as frightening and frustrating then,” she said to the group in general, before realising that the crowd of rebelling combatants had shrunk to three. Herself, leaning against the rockface with her body thrumming with ten kinds of pain. Matt, who’d found a squashed raspberry in the lacing of his tunic and popped it in his mouth. And Vicktoria, who’d retrieved the small waterskin from her coat and was taking sips as if drinking the finest brandy.

      Oh, and the birds. Korinne squinted up at a solitary coldwater calaris singing in a nearby spruce. It looked like it might be missing feathers at the back. Was it the same one that came to sit on her shoulder once? Its whistling sounded like a question.

      She wanted to imagine it was checking up on her. How was she actually feeling? Satisfied? Relieved? Tired?

      No. Empty.

      As if she’d experienced all of her emotions in the last few days and had now run out of them. Vicktoria handed her the water, and she took a sip before handing it to Matt. Everything was finally quiet and peaceful.

      Until the whispering of the trees got louder.

      Korinne groaned, “Bleeding wolves! What now?”
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      Matt sighed right after his sister had. “They do talk a lot of nonsense, don’t they?”

      Korinne sniggered half-heartedly. “Yes, they do.”

      She and Vicktoria both scanned the area. Were the trees agitated due to approaching danger? No one came.

      The whispering was settling into understandable words, but it was taking a while.

      Matt sat up, looking a hundred times healthier than he had a few moments ago. “By the way, I’ve learned to hear them clearly too.”

      “Good,” Korinne said, eyeing the trees to see if they were going to make sense anytime soon. “When did that happen?”

      “When Riverrall hid me in a cave underwater. There were tree roots dangling down, and the trees spoke to me through them. Especially when the thunderstorm was at its worst. They told me everything would be all right. That all hard times passed. That I would make it through this.”

      “That doesn’t sound like nonsense,” Vicktoria said.

      “No,” he agreed. “But they also babbled, in those weird echoes, about mildew. And fungal rot. And needle blight. And how it feels when they lose their leaves in autumn.”

      Korinne and Vicktoria stared at him. He shrugged. “I think they might’ve been trying to keep me distracted from my fear. Or maybe they were just happy that I was so eager to listen to them.”

      The loud whispering clarified into words Korinne could make out.

      “Korinne. Korinne. Korinne. Is it time to depart?”

      “Yes. Our goal has been achieved, Riverrall isn’t a threat anymore, and I have my brother back. I think I know my way out, but maybe you have a shortcut?”

      “We can do better than that. Yes. Yes. Yes.”

      There was the sound of roots being pulled up and of soil shifting. The trees moved to the sides, creating a new path. Korinne watched with amazement as they shimmied their roots into the earth in their new locations. It looked like when she wiggled her toes into the sand while standing barefoot in the river.

      The path wasn’t as long as she would’ve guessed. She could actually see Astorcia in the distance. This whole time—during the fight with the kraunt, hiding from the thunderstorm, fighting Riverrall—they had been this close to the outside world. The new trail was messy, made of broken up soil, ripped moss, and vines. Not the easiest to walk along but it offered a fast, straightforward way back home. Home? No. This was home. Astorcia was… duty.

      With the help of the trees, they found their knapsacks, thrown and trampled during the battle. Now, there was nothing more to do but return to the world of humans.

      That solitary coldwater calaris flew down and settled on her shoulder, and Korinne grew certain it was the same one she’d met at the start of their quest.

      “Korinne. Yes. Korinne?”

      “Mm-hm?” she answered the trees.

      “You and your brother are welcome here, always, always, always.”

      “We know,” Korinne said, gently stoking the calaris’ iridescent wing. “And we will be back. In fact, I plan to be here quite a bit.”

      “Then we will not say farewell, but only say goodbye for now, little sapling.”

      She looked around, trying to give a glance to every tree in sight, lingering a little on a particular birch. “Thank you. And goodbye for now.”

      Matt echoed her words and gave a shy bow. Vicktoria saluted as casually as if she was saying “see you soon” to friends she met up with daily.

      At the start of the walk out, they stepped over nocturne lilies and caught the glances of various wildwooders, including leaf giants and sword-tailed poisoners, between the trees.

      In the middle of the path, Korinne thought she glimpsed hrygons in distant treetops to their left, but they stayed still, as if they didn’t recognise the three of them as humans, but as simply another group of wildwooders.

      Only a few more steps were left of the path, and the creatures at their sides were normal squirrels and mice.

      Then they stepped out into the open air.

      The familiar view of Astorcia and the sea was ahead of them.

      Something was odd, though. The sounds were wrong. There was no buzzing of countless insects or summer birdsong. The trees she could see between the farm buildings ahead were wrong, too; they had leaves in oranges, yellows, and browns. There was a chill in the wind and that light certainly wasn’t the baking sun of midsummer.

      “Uh, Vicktoria?” Matt said.

      “Yes?”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “You said time moved differently in the wildwood?”

      “I did.”

      “Enough for it to be autumn out here now?” Korinne asked. There was a lump in her stomach, and she knew there was one in Matt’s too.

      They had been away for far too long.

      “Apparently so. It looks like autumn, doesn’t it?” Vicktoria walked over to a bush and pulled off a yellowed leaf. “The question is if it is autumn of the same year? I assume so, but I’ve never spent that much time in the wildwood.”

      “B-But it was only a few days for us,” Matt stuttered. He grabbed Korinne’s shoulder. “Our parents have been without a house ward for this long?”

      Korinne grimaced. She forgot that he hadn’t been there when Merethiel explained about the wards. She quickly filled him in and finished her explanation with, “So since Riverrall has been busy with us, I doubt he’s been giving any more Astorcians the red plague. However, house wards might be the least of our parents’ problems.”

      He flinched. “What do you mean?”

      “Our parents have been without us all this time, and you know what they’re like. The lumbermill might have gone under. They could have turned to drinking. Or killed each other. They’ll certainly hate us for being gone so long.”

      “Perhaps they missed you?” Vicktoria suggested.

      Korinne and Matt said nothing. With heavy steps, they walked towards the lumbermill.

      The first person Korinne saw was their mother. She stood by the stilled sawblade, making notes in a ledger. She looked the same, no new wrinkles or grey streaks in her hair since they left, so they couldn’t have been gone for that long at least. Korinne couldn’t take her eyes off her mother’s blue-black hair. It was even more seaborne blue than she’d remembered.

      Their mother looked up. Her eyes widened, and she dropped the ledger. She screamed for their father, who scrambled out of their cottage.

      It was a strange sensation. Korinne had the longing for her parents’ love and appreciation that she’d been filled with as a child, but she also had an adult’s objective realisation that even if she got it now, it wouldn’t make up for nearly twenty years without it.

      Their mother ran to them, and for a beat, Korinne thought she might hug them. She didn’t, of course. She stopped right in front of them and shouted, “Where the bleeding wolves have you been all this time?”

      “In the Whispering Wildwood. Where you sent us,” Korinne answered, noticing that Matt had returned to his habit of shrinking back. No matter. She was more than ready to fight this battle for them both.

      “For over two cursed months?” their father bawled.

      “Two months? For us in the wildwood it was less than a week.” When Korinne said ‘us’ she’d indicated their trio with her thumb, and her parents zeroed in on Vicktoria.

      “This is our guide and friend, Vicktoria,” Korinne explained. “She helped us retrieve the house ward. Which reminds me, we need to get rid of those.”

      Once more, Korinne explained that the house ward scheme had only been a ruse from Riverrall and that, while the wards should now be harmless, they might still be used by another magical creature in the future.

      When she’d finished, Matt took the house ward out of his knapsack. “Here. I thought you might still want ours.”

      He handed it over without looking in Korinne’s direction. He must know that she felt the truth from him. He had brought it back to prove that he had done what they asked, that he had managed the nearly impossible mission.

      They didn’t look impressed.

      They both cast glances at Vicktoria, who got the hint. “I’ll be over there, taking in the scenery.” She headed off to the edge of the property.

      “Give it here,” their father said, grabbing the house ward. “I’ll have it melted down and sell it.”

      “Have you missed us at all?” Korinne asked, iron in her voice.

      Her mother had picked up the fallen ledger and waved it at Korinne. “Have you any notion of how much work we’ve had to do on our own here?”

      “Not to mention the disdain from the cursed villagers over us letting you go into the wildwood alone,” their father added.

      “Which just got worse day by day,” their mother said in a suffering whinge. “They expected us to go after you! That little witch working with Widow Tannsalor had to be stopped from running in after you on several occasions, always spitting vitriol over us for not going.”

      “Natima,” Matt whispered.

      Their parents ignored him, digging into their rant now.

      “We’ve been ostracised,” their father grumbled. “People call us child-killers. They do buy timber from us, but only after we slashed the prices so that we have to break our backs working all day for a few coppers to live off.”

      So, they can work if they have to? A brighter thought entered Korinne’s head. And the village have given them the punishment they deserve.

      “So, you didn’t miss us,” she answered her own question. “You missed our unpaid labour and having us as scapegoats and target practice. Also, you didn’t like that Astorcia condemned you for not caring about your children. Does that sum the last two months up?”

      Silence hung heavy between them. She’d talked back to her parents before but never like this. She was well aware that they might hit her—just as she was aware that for the first time, she would hit back.

      Luckily, it didn’t come to that.

      Matt stood forward, planting his feet and squaring his shoulders. It struck Korinne that he wasn’t just taller than their father; despite his young years he was vastly more muscular. It was obvious to her now that he should be. Matt had grown up working twice as hard as their father. Their parents had both come from families where everyone thought they were too good for any form of labour, especially the manual kind. Matt wasn’t like that. He knew how to work hard and to never give up. He’d do well in life with that foundation. And yes, the seaborne had been right: he was the best of their line.

      He peered down at their father. “I’m glad you’ve gotten into the swing of running the lumbermill on your own because you’ll continue doing so. Neither I nor Korinne are staying here.”

      “What are you babbling about, lad?”

      “I’m not some silly little lad, Father. I’m two years from coming of age. That’s old enough to know that I’m not lifting another finger for you.”

      “Oh, you ungrateful dust-brain,” their mother said. “What do you want? For us to ask nicely?” she added in a mocking tone.

      “No,” Korinne said simply. “That wouldn’t be enough. Neither would apologies for how you’ve treated us. You wouldn’t mean any of it. Matt, who is not a dust-brain, is right. We’re leaving to make our own ways in the world. We’re both done sacrificing for you.”

      Their parents stared at them, then at each other, and then back at their children.

      “Well, maybe we’re done sacrificing our sanity to your whinging, neediness, and ungratefulness,” their father said. “If you want to leave, then leave! Let’s see how long you can survive without us and the mill feeding and housing you.”

      Korinne found it hard to breathe. Her chest was filled with an aching and her throat with the threat of crying. Still, she wasn’t surprised.

      She accepted that this hurt would never heal, that she couldn’t just switch off her love for them, and collected herself enough to reply, “We’ll go. However, we deserve some small dowry. We’ve worked ourselves ragged since we were children while you sat back and shouted at us.”

      Their mother sneered. “Firstly, you’re being disrespectful. Secondly, you’re not getting a single copper from us.”

      “Nice village down there,” Vicktoria called from where she stood. “Did you say that they all judged you for not searching for your missing children, Mr and Mrs Woodsorrow?” She came a little closer. “I wonder what they’d say if they heard you didn’t even grant your children a few coins before seeing them out on the streets?”

      She’d been listening then? Of course. Vicktoria made sure she heard and saw all important things.

      With cursing and a lot of resentment, their father went to fetch a purse.

      “There,” he said, handing it to Korinne. “Those silvers are the last you’ll get from us, and this is the last I wish to see of you! Take your stinking bodies and ugly bruises out of my sight!”

      Korinne surveyed him. No doubt he and their mother would change their minds when they calmed down, if for no other reason than because they hated having to do all the work themselves, but what did that matter? This was the truth of their family. This was what they meant to their parents.

      As she could feel the thoughts and feelings of any with seaborne blood, she felt the bitterness from her mother now. She had never wanted children, only had them because it was expected of her. This had always hung between them, Korinne now realised, and that hurt worse than anything in the wildwood had.

      Sadness laced her heart’s blood, every beat of it spreading the woe through her veins. She could feel it in Matt too. He deserved better, and frankly, so did she.

      Rage took the place of sadness. It wasn’t their fault that they were never good enough for their parents. They didn’t owe these people anything for being born, their parents had made the decision to have children. They had signed up to clothe, feed, and put up with the noise of children. Moreover, if Korinne and her brother owed them any loyalty, duty, and love for being born, they had given it four times over throughout their lives and gotten nothing for it. No more. Being of the same blood didn’t mean that Matt and Korinne would be their slaves for life.

      Duty has to be a choice, and loyalty has to be earned.

      The realisation felt like release from the heaviest of chains.

      Korinne stood up taller, looking her parents square in the face. “We’ll grab our belongings and go where we will be wanted.”

      “You’re not taking anything from my house,” their mother growled.

      Matt stomped his foot and despite his boots not being iron-capped like their fathers’, the thump reverberated through the ground. “Yes, we are! You have no use for Korinne’s books or my favourite whetstone. So, unless you’ve already sold it all off, we’re taking it with us.”

      He stood so that his big frame blocked the way to the cottage for their parents. Their father raised his fist, only for Matt to grab it and push it back down with ease.

      There was no hesitation on his face or in his body. Mattiver Woodsorrow had learned his worth. Korinne took a giddy breath. She wouldn’t have to worry about him; Matt was going to be just fine.

      She patted him on the back and went into the cottage. There was little here she wanted to keep. Her clothes, with the exception of her boots, had been hand-me-downs from her mother. Never quite hers. Her parents wouldn’t want her taking any of those, and she was loath to do so anyway. She would buy something new as soon as she could. Instead, she stuffed her knapsack with her six favourite books, a bookmark that Matt had made for her when he was eight, and a comb that she herself had whittled out of beechwood.

      Matt came in and packed only his whetstone and the shaving knife his friends had given him last year.

      Matt packing his knapsack reminded her of the day they left for the wildwood. She recalled her apprehension over taking some of the spiced cherryroots. With the feeling of justice tingling her belly, she grabbed the cherryroots jar and emptied it. After all, she and Matt had picked and prepared these cherryroots. How had it not been obvious to her that they had a right to them?

      She split the cherryroots into two paper packs and went over to where Matt was staring at his near-empty knapsack.

      “Here.”

      “What’s that?” he asked, taking one of the packs and opening it. He smiled, feeling her reasons for taking them. He nodded and packed his share.

      Korinne snapped her fingers. “Oh, there’s something else you should have.”

      She went through all the books she was leaving in the crates under her bed. There it was, the book about the princess and the knight errant they’d discussed in the wildwood. She opened it, already on page three were the axes Matt had doodled in faded ink.

      She laughed and handed it to him. He held it as if it were precious and fragile.

      He beamed at her. “I’ll read all of it this time. Promise.”

      “Good. When you’re done with it, you can let Vicktoria borrow it.”

      He laughed. “Let’s not keep her waiting out there. You know how bad she is at staying in one spot.”

      Korinne reached up to ruffle his hair and then walked out ahead of him. It was no surprise at all when he rushed past, pushing her out of the way and shouting, “Last one out is a rotten cabbage!”

      Vicktoria deftly stepped aside so that Matt wouldn’t barrel right into her. “All done?”

      Korinne looked back to the lumbermill. Their parents were discussing something over by the lumber piles, ignoring them completely.

      “Yes. I’m done,” Korinne said.

      Matt wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Me too.”

      “Brilliant! Let’s go get some sea air,” Vicktoria said, sprinting towards the next adventure, as always. Korinne kept a slower pace. She needed to speak to Matt.

      He was eating his cherryroots, and Korinne followed suit. She should’ve taken the heel of bread she saw in the cottage’s kitchen, but her need to not accept anything more from her parents outweighed her hunger. The cherryroots would have to do.

      She swallowed her mouthful. “Matt, I have to say something. While I have grasped that you’ll be fine on your own, I still, well, I feel bad for leaving you.”

      Matt stopped the cherryroot halfway to his mouth and put it back in the bag. “You know when we spoke of secrets?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I haven’t just kept back that I didn’t want to run the lumbermill. Or that I loved Natima. Or that we wanted to open our apothecary…” he trailed off.

      “No? Goodness, how many cursed secrets do you have, you big lug?”

      She’d made her tone jesting but worry gnawed at her. Did she know him at all? Perhaps she’d only known the child version of him, not the man he was growing up to be. How could she glimpse his thoughts and feelings so often but not see the person he was becoming?

      Matt smiled at her comment and spoke on. “Only one more. I… sometimes, and this isn’t me complaining but only observing, I sometimes wondered how I’d do without you helping me. Without you cushioning every blow and helping me make every decision.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t look so sad, Korinne! It’s great that you’ve sheltered me, and I’m so grateful. But I have wondered what I’d be like standing on my own two feet without my sister propping me up. My point is that if you leave, you shouldn’t feel guilty. You should feel that you’re giving me a chance to find all that out.”

      “Bad things might happen. You might get hurt,” Korinne mumbled, aware of how that sounded.

      He just laughed. “Yes. I’m sure I’ll make a mess of plenty of things. But then I’ll learn those lessons, right?”

      She watched him. He looked so sure. So ready to try his wings. As ready as she was.

      He put an arm around her shoulder again. “You should go, Korinne. Your future is elsewhere. Mine is in our safe little village, with Natima and our apothecary, if she’ll have me and she’s ready to build that dream. If not, I can take work as a farmhand, get an apprenticeship somewhere, or, well, pretty much anything else.”

      “True. Astorcians know and trust you. And you are suited for so many jobs,” Korinne said proudly. She remembered her secret from Doriam’s shop. How had she ever thought Matt useless? He could do so much and was always ready to learn more.

      He smiled. “Either way, I want to stay in Astorcia and build something for myself and my own family. Of which you’ll always be a part, even though I know you’ll want to be so in a faraway place.”

      Korinne felt the pull of the wildwood and could almost hear its whispers. “Maybe not all that far away. Not always, anyway.” Then she registered that he’d spoken about a family and gave him a stern look. “Matt, you and Natima are only sixteen. You do know better than to scare her off by talking about marriage and children right away, yes?”

      “Huh? Sure.”

      “Matt?”

      “Fine. I promise. I might mention an engagement to her, but marriage will wait until we both come of age and children long after that.”

      “Good. Take your time and be sure of what you want, not to mention what she wants. You’re in no hurry, little sapling.”

      “Oh, don’t start talking tree to me,” he groaned.

      “Matt, Matt, Matt,” she said in her best wildwood tree impersonation.

      “Shush!” he shouted before sticking his tongue out at her.

      She laughed until the solemnity of the conversation came back to her. “So you don’t mind that I’ll leave?”

      “I do mind in that I’ll miss you very much. And that I worry about you, almost as much as you worry about me.” He looked from her to the village that separated them from the sea. “But I’ve watched you be caged here all your life. Astorcia was always wrong for you. Like boots that didn’t fit, hurting you with every step. I’d rather you were in a pair of comfortable boots, even if they’re far away from me.” He frowned. “Did any of that make sense?”

      Korinne chuckled. “Yes, perfectly. Thank you. I’ll be back to visit you as often as I can.”

      Matt kept his heavy arm around her shoulders, keeping her close while he still could, she guessed.

      “Will you sail off and be a pirate?”

      Korinne thought about it. She’d dreamed of that sort of thing, but now, when dreams could be reality, everything was different.

      “Vicktoria?” she called. “Wait, please. I’d like you to hear this too.”

      Vicktoria slowed.

      “We were talking about our futures.” Korinne coughed, buying time as she got her thoughts in order. “Matt will go speak to Natima and either start up their apothecary now or, if she doesn’t want to or the time isn’t right, he’ll take work here in Astorcia.”

      “That’ll make you happy, mate?” Vicktoria said.

      “Ecstatic,” Matt answered, breathing in the autumn air that was mixing with smoke from the nearby smithy.

      Vicktoria grinned. “Brilliant!”

      “The question now is of my prospects. And of yours,” Korinne said. “I assume you’ll board the next ship out of here?”

      Vicktoria put her hands in her coat pockets. “I, um, don’t quite know what I’ll do next.” She threw a tentative glance at Korinne, different from her usual bold gaze.

      “Me neither,” Korinne said. “We all know I don’t want to stay in Astorcia, but after that, it gets hazier. Perhaps I can be a sailor if anyone will take me on. I know I can’t be a pirate. Stealing from others isn’t for me, not unless I have to in order to survive. No offence.”

      “None taken, I see your point. What about working in there?” Vicktoria said, indicating the wildwood behind them with a nod.

      “Yes,” Korinne said. This bit she’d figured out at least. “One day I’d like to be a guide in there. Or even hunt for things to sell, without killing if possible. Perhaps I could trade with the wildwooders?”

      Vicktoria’s strides quickened again, showing her excitement. “If anyone can, it’s you! They trust you. They know you’re one of them.” She chewed her lip. “You know, you might even be able to trade with the thistlenir now that they know you’re a friend of mine.”

      “I think that would work better if you were with me,” Korinne said, fast and quiet, so sure that Vicktoria would laugh at the idea. Or worse, pity her.

      Vicktoria stumbled over a rock and pretended to be busy with that instead of answering.

      Matt stopped. “You two need to discuss this. Alone and in depth.” He put a hand on Korinne’s shoulder. “After all, you’re not in a hurry either, tree whisperer, tree whisperer, tree whisperer.”

      She pinched one of his fingers, and he laughed. “Seriously, talk it through and when you both know what you’re doing, send me a note with one of the dock brats,” he said, meaning the children living down in the docks, who often carried messages for spare coin or food.

      “I will. Now, go see Natima and all your friends in the village.”

      “Ah, I can’t wait! I haven’t seen her in… hang on, if it’s been over two months out here, Natima must be worried sick!”

      “Yes! Why do you think the villagers had to stop her from running into the wildwood to find you? Hurry to her!” Korinne said. “Oh, and tell all Astorcians they can get rid of the house wards. But don’t tell them that it’s relatively safe in the wildwood. We’ve promised to keep that place as human-free as possible.”

      “I’ll tell them. I don’t think the wildwood is any kind of safe, by the way. I’m pretty sure those pink bugs laid eggs in my ears. But, Korinne.” That furrow appeared between his brows. “Can I just leave you like this?”

      “What? With Vicktoria? Yeah, I can take her if she decides to try robbing me or something.”

      Vicktoria snorted, and Matt grinned before rushing over to give his sister a beard-scratchy kiss on the cheek and a long hug.

      “I love you and I’m proud of the man you’re becoming,” Korinne said. “No matter what I do in my life, I’ll come back here often to check on you and, yes, to let you check on me.”

      “Promise?” Those big, oak-brown eyes of his blinked, and Korinne had to remind herself that he wasn’t a child anymore. Not her child anymore. He never had been.

      “I promise.”

      She pulled his head down so she could kiss the top of it.

      He smiled and punched her shoulder, a little too hard, and gave Vicktoria a one-armed hug. Then he ran off towards Widow Tannsalor’s cottage.

      When he passed the smithy, where some of the Astorcians liked to while away their free time, Korinne heard them calling to him. Delighted voices yelled about having worried he was dead, about failed search parties, and welcoming him home. His answering shouts sounded so happy.

      Korinne closed her eyes and listened. “He has everything he ever wanted here. And if he ever needs adventure, the wildwood is right there waiting for him. Ready to welcome him to his second home.”

      “What about you?” Vicktoria said. “Where lies your happiness? The wildwood is your second home, too, but my darling, where is your first one?”

      Korinne couldn’t help it; her gaze went to the sea.

      Vicktoria laughed, melodic and warm. “Of course. The seaborne blood took to you more than it did your brother, huh?”

      “It might not be that. You love the sea, too,” Korinne countered, walking on.

      “True,” Vicktoria said, watching the White Sea as well. “I grew up on ships and in harbour towns. It’s my natural environment.”

      “But you love being in the wildwood.”

      Vicktoria smiled. “Yes.”

      “I am the opposite, I think. The wildwood is my natural environment, but I love the sea.”

      “So, you’ll want to spread your time between the two?”

      “Yes,” Korinne said, hoping she wasn’t blushing when she added, “Like you.”

      It hung in the air between them, the question. The question that would change everything.

      No more secrets. Tell her you’re attracted to her and want to be around her.

      “Can we stop for a little while?” Korinne murmured.

      “Sure.”

      Vicktoria stopped, right on the hill overlooking the docks. The same hill where Korinne had sat so many times, watching the docks and dreaming of a future of adventure. A future alone.
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      Vicktoria stood casually watching the sea, her gaze as far away as she’d no doubt soon be.

      Did she realise that Korinne wanted to ask her something important? Or did she only think Korinne needed a break before they walked on?

      Not ready to ask the question yet, Korinne searched her mind for something to say, something to sound suave and interesting, something to make Vicktoria want her company.

      Vicktoria unbuttoned her coat and swiped at her dilapidated bodice. “Down in the docks are places where one can buy imported clothes. Nothing tailored or even good quality, but it’ll be clean and good for travelling.” She buttoned her coat again. “There’s an inn that I like too. It lets you have more than one bath in succession, and I intend to have three to wash all the grime off.”

      “Three baths?” Korinne said with a grin.

      “Sure. It’s called luxury, you should try it. I can buy a room and three refills of bathwater for you too.”

      Korinne felt the smile fall of her face too fast to be able to hide it.

      “What’s wrong?” Vicktoria said.

      “Nothing.”

      Vicktoria’s casual posture deflated. “Korinne. We talked about you shutting people out. Bleeding wolves, we even fought over this. Or was that about pigeonholing me? Ah, I can’t remember. Either way, try opening up?”

      Korinne sighed, deep and long. She couldn’t very well say that she’d hoped with all her being that they would be in the same bathtub for those three baths. That, even if she didn’t dare think Vicktoria would want to stay with her, she’d guessed the pirate would at least want to bed her before they went their separate ways.

      Korinne stifled a second sad sigh. “I wish it wasn’t so hard to read you sometimes.”

      Vicktoria’s bewilderment was obvious. “What the bloody crap are you talking about? You see right through me.”

      Korinne shook her head. “Not always. You talk about me opening up? Well, you’re hiding behind walls too. It’s just that while mine are thick stone with metal spikes up top, yours look deceptively easy to climb, but their glossiness makes them slippery and their golden lustre makes me frightened to dirty them.”

      Vicktoria raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry. I can’t do the mind-reading seaborne thing, and that whole shiny wall analogy was too clever for me. Help.”

      Now Korinne did sigh. It was time to let her secret spill. To trust that Vicktoria wouldn’t laugh at her. To follow Nightbearer’s advice and give love a try even though it would hurt. Might hurt, she corrected herself. She had to learn to hope. “I mean that you seem far too good for me and impossible for a grumpy, dowdy village lass to, well, to even get to share a bath with, never mind sharing our days.”

      “Sharing a bath?”

      Korinne closed her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Sharing our days?”

      “Mm. As in spending some time together, so we can get to know each other better.”

      And because I adore being around you and I’ve already started falling for you.

      “Us? You and me?”

      “Yes,” Korinne snapped. “We’re both speaking Halkenish here, right? I haven’t started spouting some foreign language?”

      “Um, no, I, Korinne, I…”

      “It’s all right, you don’t have to explain. We’re both loners, and I know you’re not going to break that habit for someone like me.”

      “No, my darling, I was going to say that the tubs are too small.”

      Korinne coughed. “What?”

      “The bathtubs. In that inn I mentioned. Tiny.”

      Korinne didn’t know what to say.

      Vicktoria gesticulated wildly. “There isn’t room for two in those tubs, but bleeding wolves, Korinne Woodsorrow, there is sure as curses room for you in my life!” She banged her fist into her hip in admonishment. “Sorry, I’m terrible at all of this. I’m good with flirting but the actual romance bit, well, I’m awful at when it gets… real. And my attraction to you is oh so very real, even though we’ve known each other less than a week.”

      Korinne’s heart skipped a beat. No, two beats. Or twelve. She didn’t know. All she knew was that her heart couldn’t handle this any more than her mind could.

      Not knowing what to say, she decided action would have to do. She moved closer and unravelled Vicktoria’s fist to hold her hand and keep her from hurting herself again.

      In a quiet croak, she said, “What was your favourite sound again?”

      Vicktoria looked confused, then understanding dawned on her treasured features.

      She wrapped her hands around Korinne’s waist and leaned in for a kiss. Korinne barely remembered to give the gasp, but the underlying feeling was there, wanting so desperately to be kissed but surprised that love and fate would allow it.

      Vicktoria pulled away from the kiss with a bewildered expression. “You fluster me so bloody much.”

      “I what?”

      “The way you make me feel,” she spluttered. “How vulnerable and unsure you make me. How you can make me so happy or so sad, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “Are we talking about Velvet Vick? The Ace of Spades? The Bane of the Blacklands? The Scourge of the Seas? Flustered by a plain Astorcian woodcutting lass?”

      “There’s nothing plain about you. Or dowdy or whatever it was you called yourself earlier. That includes ‘lass.’ Your parents may have treated you like a child, but you’re a grown woman.”

      “Not like you,” Korinne mumbled.

      “You’re only a couple of years younger than me.”

      Korinne didn’t say that she had meant in life experience, not in years.

      Vicktoria tightened her grip on Korinne’s waist, punctuating her words with gentle squeezes. “You’re one of a kind. You’re a marvel of strength, intelligence, fun, bravery, and fortitude. You’re an adventure poured into the body of a beautiful young woman.”

      Korinne was about to argue, but something in Vicktoria’s expression made her stop.

      “I meant it when I said that I’m terrible at this,” Vicktoria murmured. “Out of practise, too, I haven’t even bedded anyone since Merethiel seduced me. I flirt, but I’ve been untouched for quite a while. That, combined with my potent attraction to you, flusters me.” She swallowed visibly. “You see the real me, and you are everything I ever wanted in a partner, Korinne. I know it’s early days, but I think I want you more than I can remember ever wanting anything.”

      Korinne recalled her thoughts after their first kiss. “Want me as in wanting my body?”

      “Wanting you in every way. As a friend, as a travel companion. As someone to have my back during adventures. Hopefully as a future life partner if our courtship goes well. I want so much more than your body.”

      “B-But you do also want my body at s-some point?” With annoyance, Korinne realised she was probably blushing.

      

      “Oh my, yes,” Vicktoria purred. Her expression grew carnal, her gaze raking over every part of Korinne. “I want your body as much as I want the rest of you. I just didn’t dare think that you’d feel the same or if you did, that you’d want to act on it.”

      Her hands travelled from Korinne’s waist down to her hips, making Korinne dizzy. Her mind raced, finding ways to fit them both into that tiny bathtub.

      Somehow, knowing what she wanted when it came to her body made everything else fall into place too.

      “Vicktoria?”

      “Yes?” Vicktoria’s voice sounded hoarse with desire.

      “I know what I want.”

      “Mm, me too, darling.”

      Korinne placed a cooling hand on Vicktoria’s cheek. “Whoa, sailor. Pause the lust for a moment and listen.”

      Vicktoria cleared her throat and stood back respectfully. “Of course. Yes. Tell me. What’s our plan and heading, captain?”

      “The final heading for me, and for you if you join me, will be the Whispering Wildwood. One day, I wish to be a guide, hunter, and trader as we discussed. There are unknown species in there. With your help, I want to find and catalogue as many as I can.”

      “Brilliant idea!” Vicktoria’s eyes flashed with interest. “Even if the wildwooders won’t let us share our information with the world, it will be wonderful to have it. There’s so much left to explore!”

      Cursed stars, it was hard to keep talking and not just kiss this woman’s brains out.

      “Then we’ll do that. The heading for our first adventure, well, I have the coin from my parents.”

      Vicktoria clasped her hands behind her back, patiently. “And you would like to spend it on…?”

      “Some new clothes, food, and a bath. Also, a new weapon of some kind—a sharp one this time—and then passage on a ship.”

      “Brilliant, where are we going?”

      Korinne tried out one of Vicktoria’s nonchalant shrugs. “I don’t know. Everywhere?”

      “Everywhere?” Vicktoria said with raised eyebrows

      “Yes. How will I know if the wildwood is the only place I feel at home unless I’ve seen all the other places?”

      “I suppose that makes sense.”

      Korinne looked out at the sea, its briny smell and bright whiteness waking her senses. “I’d like to see foreign shores. You can guide me, can’t you? Aboard the ships and onward to distant lands?”

      “I’ll show you the White Sea and all the lands beyond it.”

      “You will? I’d like to see castles and fortresses. Oh, and people of all creeds and kinds. And, um, cities with gleaming roofs and endless shops, especially bookshops. Can you show me all of that? And religious dwellings, too, where I can meet people who worship gods?”

      Vicktoria’s smile was so affectionate it made Korinne breathless. “I will give you an overview of the world and let you pick which parts you want to see up close. Then we’ll explore them together.”

      Korinne’s heart soared. “I want to see the grand houses, the spires and towers that you climbed as a child.”

      Vicktoria kissed her reverently. “I will show you each and every one.”

      “Thank you,” Korinne breathed, trying to not get caught in kissing and lust before they’d finished making their plans. It seemed important to do that before she lost herself in Vicktoria’s velvet mouth. “So, hm, that’s what I want. What do you want?”

      Those scarlet eyebrows knitted, then Vicktoria looked down at their feet.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about that during this quest. Seeing you and Matt face your fears and find out who you were made it impossible not to question my own choices. My own way of living.”

      “What were your conclusions?”

      Vicktoria, still looking down, answered in a shaky voice. “I want to ask you to help me.”

      “Help you?”

      “Yes, to curb my tendency to hurt myself. To take risks I know I shouldn’t. I don’t want a safe life; that’ll never be for me. I want an untamed life, preferably with you, exploring and travelling, making love at every chance and drinking at rowdy revelries. Learning all about the world and especially about the wildwood. But I…”

      Korinne dared to say it. “You want to do so without constantly punishing yourself for not being the person your father wanted you to be?”

      Vicktoria’s head snapped up. Korinne searched her eyes to see if she was angry. If she’d been too frank. If she’d gotten it all wrong.

      “Yes,” Vicktoria said on an exhale.

      “I adore and admire the person you are, and if your father met you now, I think he would too.”

      “Korinne, I’m a pirate.”

      “All right, so perhaps he would take issue with that. I’m not overly fond of your pillaging either.” She held up a hand. “My point is all the other stuff. I never met your father, but isn’t it possible that what he didn’t approve of were the risks you took and the danger you put yourself in much more than your professions and social habits?”

      Vicktoria watched the horizon for a while. “Yes, actually, I think that’s very possible.”

      “Well, then you were right in that what you need help with is to keep yourself away from gratuitous danger. You need someone sensible around, like me, to cool your most dangerous flames and fan the beneficial ones. And Vicktoria, you must know that your flames light up this cursedly dark world.”

      “You really are quite poetic, Ms Clever.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” Korinne said, brushing a lock, this one far more cherry red than its neighbours, out of Vicktoria’s face. “In all seriousness, you’re kind, helpful, funny, intelligent, and far more responsible than you let on. You’re a good person.”

      “Shh, you’ll ruin my reputation!”

      Korinne ignored her. “The number of injuries you get, the amount of sex you have, and how much booze you drink, none of those are things you should be ashamed of or that have any bearing on your character. You are the sort of person any father should be proud of.”

      “So are you. Your father is dim-witted as shit not to see that.”

      “Oh, I don’t think he knows how to be proud. Not even of himself.”

      “I don’t get how your parents accidently had such wonderful children.”

      Korinne caressed Vicktoria’s wild hair, as she had done in the hollow while Vicktoria slept, and every part of her tingled. She’d only felt like this for a few days and was sensible enough to know that falling in love took longer, aware that this might only be a crush.

      And yet…

      Her thoughts stayed on one thing as she watched the sunlight move across Vicktoria’s face, the quote from Vicktoria’s father: “A well-loved woman can do anything. Help raise her up, and she can fly all the way to the sun.”

      Perhaps this only was a crush, something that would fade as they got to know each other better. Maybe Vicktoria’s extreme pull on her was because she was the first non-Astorcian human she had gotten to know. But Korinne didn’t think so. She had a sneaking suspicion that she would love this woman so long, so well, and so deeply that Vicktoria wouldn’t be able to remember a time when she wasn’t bathed in love.

      After all, I never do things in half measures.

      Out loud, she only said, “By the way, we’ll have to discuss the rowdy revelries. I don’t mind the drinking or the music; it’s people who annoy me.”

      Vicktoria laughed. “We’ll find a number of people to compromise on. Speaking of things that need discussing, let’s go back to the idea of sharing that bathtub.”

      “What about it?”

      “Well, everyone is different when it comes to bedding habits. I want you to know that I’m flexible with the level of intimacy of those I’m courting. If courting is what we’re going to try to do. Either way, we can have a lot of sex, a little, sex with only each other, or with guests, or we can refrain from it all.”

      “Refrain?”

      “Yes,” Vicktoria said, carefree. “I’ve met plenty of people, often pirates, who do not desire sex. If you are one of those people, I’m fine with any sex I’m having only being by my own hand.”

      “Oh, I want my hands involved in that,” Korinne purred. Or tried to. How did Vicktoria do that suggestive thing with her voice? “Guests I’m not so sure about. As I said, I don’t like people.”

      With that, Korinne stole another kiss, biting Vicktoria’s lower lip as she did so.

      When Vicktoria said ow, Korinne added, “Not that sex only with me means it’ll be safe and wholesome.”

      “Well now, you really are an interesting one,” Vicktoria purred and kissed her again.

      When the long kiss ended, Vicktoria said, “Come, we should go buy some clean clothes and then get on with those baths. I want to make sure your wounds and bruises are healing well before we brave any bedding.”

      They walked down towards the docks, hand in hand, the sun shining on their faces. Korinne was as warmed by Vicktoria’s presence as she was by the sunshine and couldn’t stop herself from being playful.

      “So, do you, like Riverrall, like how my eyes turn golden when the sun hits them?”

      “No,” Vicktoria answered simply.

      “No?”

      “No. I like your beautiful brown eyes all the time. Every perfect shade of them. Every emotion I see in them. Only a fool would like something about you only when the sun hit it just right.”

      Too embarrassed to say anything else than “thank you,” Korinne focused on a falling elm they passed, giving it a respectful nod, even though it was merely a normal, non-sentient tree.

      In the distance, Korinne could see Doriam’s shop. She remembered conversations about secrets, blood, and the power of someone knowing your name.

      “Hey, when will I finally learn your family name?”

      “Hm?” Vicktoria said. “Oh, you’ve already heard my last name.”

      “What?”

      “Remember Ahnaqh of the Thistlenir?”

      “Sure.”

      “He bears my last name,” she said slowly, like she was speaking to a simpleton.

      “Ahnaqh?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Oh. How did he end up with your family name?”

      “Remember I said I met him when he was a baby and I gave him something?”

      “Yes. Why did you give him your name?”

      Vicktoria smiled. “It’s nice to still be able to teach you things about the wildwood, even now when you belong to it more than I do. The thistlenir grow in the ground, just like lavhorns. But when thistlenir are ‘born,’ they never return underground.”

      “What does that have to do with needing names?”

      Vicktoria shrugged. “In the fairy tale books you read, aren’t there always creatures needing names? Babies not wanted by their parents, changelings, monsters who are misunderstood and want an identity?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, perhaps that myth comes from the thistlenir. Either way, it’s a very important point of their culture that when they’re ready to change from being unborn to being a birthed person, someone gives them a name.”

      “I see. So Ahnaqh asked you for a name?”

      “Yes. At that point I remembered how my father always said that no one would carry on our surname since I didn’t want children. So, I offered him my last name and that was that.”

      “Vicktoria Ahnaqh,” Korinne said, trying the full name out.

      “Careful about how you go around saying that. Names matter, like I’ve been trying to tell you. For example, giving your name can be bad if Nightbearer uses it against you. Or it can be good if you use it to birth a new little thistlenir.”

      “I’m glad to know your name.”

      “I’m glad you know my name, too, Korinne Woodsorrow.”

      Korinne winced. “I hate that name now. Woodsorrow. I don’t want it. I know Matt will take Natima’s name when he marries her. I’ll have to take my spouse’s name when I marry too. If I ever wed.”

      “Darling, you don’t have to wed to get a new name. You’re starting a new life in places where no one knows you. You can call yourself whatever fits you!”

      Korinne halted. “Huh, I suppose I can. That will take some thinking and self-exploration.” The glittering of the sea caught her gaze. “Never mind that, let’s get down there and have a dip.”

      Vicktoria gaped at her. “What? I thought we were buying clothes and luxuriating in hot, rose-scented baths?”

      “Yes. After I’ve had a swim in the sea. I have grown up with that marvel calling to me, and I have never been allowed near it. I’m going in.”

      “But, Korinne, it’s autumn. It’ll be cold.”

      “No. It will not. The water will still be heated from the long summer.”

      Vicktoria put her hands on her hips. “Bleeding nonsense. It’ll be cold.”

      “No, you shivering weakling, it’ll be fine.”

      “Weakling? I have no seaborne blood. It might be fine for you, but it’ll be freezing for me!” She stopped, laughed, and then said, “And that was how long it took until we started quibbling again. Well, I promised I’d never keep you from what you wanted, so I guess we’ll both go freeze our tit…hm, our toes off in the sea.”

      Korinne was having that dip. She was done sacrificing her wishes for others. She was making the decisions and choosing how to live her life. However, she was happy to compromise for someone who would also make sacrifices for her.

      “And I promised to keep you from hurting yourself, even if in this case all you’d risk was a case of the shivers, so why don’t you go pick out some clothes for us, since that is something you enjoy, while I have my freedom swim?”

      “Agreed. See, this is going to be one bloody good friendship—or should I say partnership?” Vicktoria said, voice as soft as velvet.

      “It’s going to be, if you allow me to borrow your favourite word: brilliant!” Korinne said, walking on with her hand in Vicktoria’s.

      Korinne was going to get that moment for herself that she’d wanted, but more than that, she’d be able to choose what to do with her own time from now on.

      What she hadn’t known that she wanted was a person to meet up with after her alone time, a person to accept and aid her choices.

      Now, here that person was, in her ragged velvet and bloodied leather, wearing a smile that, while crooked and cocky, was also steeped in affection.

      The bold, world-wise, challenging, exquisitely sexy, and surprisingly sweet Vicktoria Ahnaqh wanted to be with her, and the world waited for them.

      The sun shone, glittering on the White Sea so that it resembled polished marble.

      Vicktoria squeezed her hand and whistled what sounded like a sea shanty.

      This day, well, it kept on improving. And it promised even better days to come.
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      •	Halken - the small country wherein this story takes place.

      

      •	Astorcia – A forgotten village, wedged between the Whispering Wildwood and the White Sea, where the Woodsorrow family have their lumber mill.

      

      •	Cocoa Quay – A rich and influential province in Halken. Famous for its culture, constant sunlight, and ample resources.

      

      •	Blacklands – A large but poorer province of Halken. Velvet Vick was born and raised here.

      

      •	The White Sea – The sea separating Astorcia from the rest of Halken and the world in general.

      

      •	Whispering Wildwood – A large untamed wildwood full of magical creatures.

      

      •	Soulshield - A harbour town in the Blacklands.

      

      •	Halkenish – The language of Halken.

      

      •	Nightbearer – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Sentient. A powerful, dangerous, being who likes only night, cold, riddles and death. The oldest creature in the wildwood.

      

      •	Cherryroots – looks like ginger but tastes like sour cherries. Often covered in spices to heighten flavor.

      

      •	Kraunt - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Partly sentient. Massive in size with black feathers and clawed lion-like paws. Drawn to shiny and magically imbued things. Usually controlled by a more sentient being as they’re very submissive.

      

      •	Hrygon – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Believed to not be sentient. A mysterious, unnatural being made from a hung human corpse after a wraith bat has feasted on its flesh.

      

      •	Wraith bat – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Blue-black with tiny, sharp claws. Withdrawn and living in dark, quiet areas.

      

      •	Honeycakes – A Blacklands sweet treat but also a term of endearment, like “darling”.

      

      •	Woodroaches – Astorcian creature. Not sentient nor magical. Look like big cockroaches but feeds on wood.

      

      •	Crianvarg - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Sentient. Has a body like a wolf, but a human childlike face. The mouth is overfilled with sharp and powerful needle teeth. Aggressive and a pack animal.

      

      •	Ironhide ox - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Their skin has magical properties which make it almost impervious to piercing.

      

      •	Cauldron brandy - A form of alcohol which clears vapours and neutralises some toxins.

      

      •	Nocturne lily – A Whispering Wildwood plant. Black to dark red. They are highly toxic but if handled correctly can be made into scented oils and hair dye.

      

      •	Leaf giant - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Known for being able to become invisible and its leaf-like appearance when seen from above. Has a squat, dense body. Normally peaceful.

      

      •	Coldwater Calaris - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Part of the family of Calaris birds. Opalescent feathers. Eats discarded fragments of soul. Normally peaceful.

      

      •	Calaris vulture – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Part of the family of Calaris birds. Their feathers shine in the dark. Eats parts of the souls of the dead. Normally peaceful.

      

      •	Riverweeds - A Whispering Wildwood plant. A sort of blue seaweed that the seaborne eat as treats.

      

      •	Thistlenir – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Sentient. Small, flying creative creatures. Highly withdrawn and private.

      

      •	Cottonflowers – A Whispering Wildwood plant. A flower that when dried gets the same texture as our cotton.

      

      •	Daydream blossom – A Whispering Wildwood plant. Often used for potions, sometimes with malicious intent.

      

      •	Lavhorn – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Sentient. Moss-green humanoid with hooves and horns. They can change their gender and also become invisible.

      

      •	Seaborne – A Whispering Wildwood creature. Sentient. Water spirits that can switch from fins to legs. Can control water and read the minds of other seaborne.

      

      •	Melodian – An ornate metal box which due to being imbued with magical blood can play music if also filled with human blood.

      

      •	Sword-tailed poisoner - A Whispering Wildwood creature. Not sentient. Squat, slimy animals which are aggressive. They have a high tail shaped as a sword, that can spurt poison.

      

      •	House ward – A magically imbued item believed to ward off the red plague by Astorcians.
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        I sincerely hope you enjoyed reading Whispering Wildwood.

      

        

      
        If you did, I would greatly appreciate a short review on your favourite book website.

      

        

      
        Reviews are crucial for any author, and even just a line or two can make a huge difference

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Support Me On Patreon

          

        

      

    

    
      Being an independent author writing LGBTQIA stories you don’t always get the exposure and financial support that other authors achieve.

      Because of this, many of us rely on support from the reading community through sites such as Patreon.

      As a patron of mine you will receive exclusive behind the scenes news, updates, my latest book releases for free before anyone else, and even free audiobooks!

      If you are interested in supporting me then I’d be extremely grateful.

      
        
        https://www.patreon.com/emmasternerradley
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        A dying world.

        An academy to train seafaring heroes.

        Four eighteen-year-olds trying to survive it all.

      

        

      
        Silver beasts, lack of provisions, royal intrigue, and cloaked threats plague this realm. Four young people are chosen to attend the Hall of Explorers academy to train their minds, bodies, and magic, to sail and find their people a new world.

        Representing the Lakelands, Eleksander, the sensitive boy with a shrouded past. From the North, Sabina, the rational warrior with her snowtiger. On behalf of the Woodlands, Hale, the fearless orphan with something to prove. From the Peaks, Avelynne, the insecure countess with a shameful secret.

      

        

      
        Before they brave the unknown seas, they must complete their training. Not to mention getting to know each other and become a tight-knit team. Disturbing and bloody incidents soon make that even harder than it should be. Not knowing who to trust makes it worse.

      

        

      
        They will have to face their individual issues and overcome them together if they’re to avoid becoming puppets in a game where they don’t understand the rules. Or worse, die before even finishing their training.
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        All the societal rules are different. The fear of unrequited love is the same. Will these two women find both love and freedom?

      

        

      
        Fiery Lady Elisandrine ‘Elise’ Falk doesn't want to follow conventions and marry the boring prince. Nessa Clay, an introverted farmer’s daughter wants to chase her dreams and leave her safe village.

        Calling to them is the dangerous city of Nightport, brimming with new innovations in clockwork and steam power.

      

        

      
        Circumstances bring Nessa and Elise together and different as they are, they find themselves magnetically drawn to each other. But will that magnetism be enough to make them overcome their insecurities?

      

        

      
        Furthermore, what secrets does Nightport hold? Who are those men searching for them? And does magic exist after all? With the help of some new friends, Elise and Nessa start to unravel the mysteries — and their feelings for one another.

      

        

      
        Steam towards love and adventure today, buy the standalone first part of The Tinderbox Tales – Making a Tinderbox, a gaslamp fantasy romance by Emma Sterner Radley.
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      Tinderbox Under Winter Stars
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        When being captured is a likely outcome, which cage is worse – the one in your mind or the one behind a locked door?

      

        

      
        Lady Elise Falk and Nessa Clay have happily taken on new identities as a married couple and boarded a steamship to Storsund, a land of frost faires, sprawling cities, and corrupt organizations.

      

        

      
        As they settle in and make friends - some funnier than others – are Nessa and Elise safe under these frozen winter stars? And will their relationship survive, while they must check every shadow to gauge what is paranoia and what is real threat.

      

        

      
        Under the old stars, but never far away, the villainous Queen of Arclid has her own threats to battle.

      

        

      
        As events unfold, Elise and Nessa must overcome their personal issues and challenge themselves. Because now, it is not only their fates that hang in the balance, but also that of two nations.

      

        

      
        If you enjoy romantic fantasy with a dash of steam and magic, Tinderbox Under Winter Stars, part two of The Tinderbox Tales is waiting for you.

      

        

      
        Board the steam train by buying Tinderbox Under Winter Stars, the second part of The Tinderbox Tales by Emma Sterner-Radley.
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      Emma Sterner-Radley is an ex-librarian turned fantasy writer. Originally Swedish, she now lives with her wife and two cats in Great Britain.

      There's no point in saying which city, as they move about once a year.

      She spends her time writing, reading, daydreaming, exercising, and watching whichever television show has the most lesbian/sapphic subtext at the time.

      Her addictions are reality escapes, coffee, protein bars, sugary snacks, and small chubby creatures with ridiculously tiny legs.

      

      
        
        www.emmasternerradley.com
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        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form on by an electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.
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