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“Hello?” calls Aoife, her voice echoing back to her from the shadow-dappled forest she’s been wandering in for what feels like ages. Its foliage lush, oversized, and wet with morning dew. Shadows creep and skitter, despite no sun Aoife can see – the canopy too massive and too thick to tell what goes on overhead. 

	She startles as, from deep in the undergrowth, come snarls from strange throats, and the strangling cries of prey being rent under sharp teeth. She doesn’t understand why she’s here. The last thing she remembers is hands around her throat, gasping for air as—

	“No…” she says quietly, remembering. Aoife has to warn the others. Has to warn Sadhbh. She’ll be coming for them. If she hasn’t already.

	But Aoife can’t reach them. She can’t… Aoife looks down at her hands, confused. And hunches low to begin skirting swiftly through underbrush as something rustles in the forest nearby. 

	When Aoife first found herself wandering the velvet, barbed greenery of these bloodstained paths, she hid at every sudden sound, every whisper in the dark. But despite the sounds of carnage all around her, she’s never heard another person in the dark.

	Until now.

	“Are we lost, little one?” whispers a disembodied voice. Feminine. Cold. And ever so slightly amused.

	“Who’s there?” whispers Aoife, spinning around. Still low to the ground, hesitant to break cover.

	“An excellent question…” says the voice in the dark. “But the real one”—it adds, voice gone softer, seductive, from right beside Aoife, its owner’s breath tickling the small hairs of her ear—“is who are you?”

	Aoife whirls again, but there’s no one with her. She breathes hard, forcing herself to slow down, to stand and pause to track the shadows as plants and low bushes sway in unseen breeze. “Show yourself,” she says, keeping her voice mindfully steady.

	The foliage all around her rustles. “Why? This is ever so much more fun…”

	“Yeah, for one of us,” mutters Aoife, balling her hands into fists and half-raising them, waiting for an attack.

	“Oh, don’t be like that,” whispers the voice, this time feeling like it’s coming from inside Aoife’s head. She staggers under its sudden weight, its timbre a heel pressed down on the back of her neck, driving her to the ground and forcing her face into the mulch until she can barely breathe. Aoife straining to cry out as that sense of a booted foot grinds against her neck, and sultry laughter peels on the air. “We’ve so much more fun to have yet.”

	Aoife roars as she drives herself off the ground, up and swinging, chasing shadows. Whispers grown loud at the edge of her hearing, and a distant bellow rippling through the undergrowth. Before it shuts off suddenly as a slammed door.

	The unseen voice’s owner sighs. “You’re no fun. But then again, I do like the ones who show a bit of spine.”

	The world trembles, and Aoife fights to keep her footing as the pressure of that voice threatens to drive her back down into the ground. “Prove yourself worthy, then come find me, and maybe we’ll talk.” 

	“Where?” shouts Aoife, heedless of what might hear her.

	In answer, the foliage parts as if held back by two enormous hands, revealing a long trail paved with tiny, fragile bones peeking up out of the rich black earth.

	Something in the forest breathes in that gap, waiting. The world warping around those steady, patient breaths.

	“Well,” mutters Aoife. “That’s not fucking ominous at all.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Aoife breathes ragged as she bends over to catch her breath, one hand pressed against the bole of a wide tree so she doesn’t fall to her knees. With no sun shining through the thick trees overhead, it’s impossible to tell how much time has passed since the voice last spoke to her. Hours? Days? 

	Who knows how time moves in this place. Wherever this is. This new part of the forest into which she’s wandered larger than any she’s ever been in before. The trees here running wild with colors that hurt the eye to look on, everything sharper and more brazenly jagged – more like knife’s edge than true plants – than any vegetation she’s ever known. It’s all she can do to keep from cutting herself as she fords bracken and branch. 

	But it’s where far subtler differences shine though that make it feel truly alien. Everything almost the greenery she grew up gamboling through. But … wrong. To the eye and to the touch. That uncanny valley you can feel deep in your bones. Like coming home to find all the pictures on your walls belong to another family.

	She looks up sharply at a thunderous growl in the mid-distance. “Oh, fuck me,” she whispers, still breathing hard, as she catches sight of a boar easily six times her size, fur bristling around the bloodied hilts of spears dug into its thick hide. Another forest waving in clattering breeze there; its back seeming more porcupine than boar for the number of weapons rattling as the powerful beast moves, its shoulder muscles rippling like small hills as it paces toward her, sniffing the air, trying to decide if she’s prey or predator.

	Prove yourself, the forest whispers around her. Aoife’s eyes going wide as the boar squeals like a foghorn, spittle flying from its massive jaws, lowers its head to put its tusks at goring height, and charges.

	Aoife rolls to the side as great gouts of earth go flying under the boar’s hooves. But it’s been a proper age since she had a real scuffle, and never with an opponent this big, and the undergrowth’s so thick there’s barely anywhere to go.

	She cries out as the boar catches her with its jowly cheek – mercifully not its tusks – and flings her into a tree.

	The crack in her back is loud, and for a moment she’s afraid to move, sure she’s snapped something. And though everything protests – muscles screaming as she pushes up off spindly fiddleheads and delicate, crushed flowers huddled round the base of the tree – she manages to crawl away as the beast snorts.

	She flattens against the ground as the boar comes loping over, shaking the earth with its footfalls, and snuffles round the tree’s base, looking for her scent. She resumes crawling anywhere but there, slow and quiet, until a glint of light catches her eye: a great gleaming hatchet’s head stuck in at the join of the beast’s neck and tender belly. The handle of that wicked blade stretching awkward toward its hind legs – scar tissue grown old over that wound, embedding the blade deep in place.

	Do it, the forest seems to whisper.

	The great beast raises its head, listening as if it, too, can hear the bloodlust of this place. Its grunt sends a gust of wind from foul-smelling nostrils to flatten undergrowth before it. And its bristly, tufted ears perk up, twitching as something Aoife can’t hear catches its attention.

	The boar’s head roams away from her direction as Aoife makes her choice, and rolls between its hooves, praying the beast doesn’t catch her scent. Blood pounding in her ears as she settles herself under the beast’s belly, holding her breath lest it hear her. And raises slow hands to the blade’s handle. With one hand gripped carefully tight around the wood, she takes the other and slaps the boar’s hock to startle it. Before quickly closing that hand too around the weapon’s haft and squeezing her eyes shut tight – not wanting to see the boar trampling her if this doesn’t work.

	But the boar lets loose an unholy screech, rears a moment on its hind legs, and drives forward. It drags Aoife with it, before she tries to dig her boot heels into the hard, unforgiving ground. The force of it feeling like it’ll tear her feet from her ankles, even as her legs jounce and catch in fits and starts on tree roots and fallen bracken, until the boar shoulders past a tree and Aoife gets properly stuck in and yanks hard on the handle.

	A great gout of blood spills onto her face, Aoife barely able to breathe as she chokes on it – the blade dragging stubborn slow, breaking past scar tissue with difficulty, and then moving like a butcher’s blade once past keloid, swift and clean along the boar’s belly, splitting it from nape to tail. Aoife lets go the axe handle, still stuck into the pig’s thick-layered gut, as it rears and stumbles. The investigator rolling before she comes to a thudding stop. 

	Dizzy as she raises her head to watch the boar stagger, trying to maintain its balance as its loosed intestines spill out along the ground behind it, the boar’s legs tangling in its own looping guts as it wobbles. The boar squeals piteously, the timbre of its death cries setting the forest shaking. Even as the pitch heightens, before it finally collapses. The beast panting and wailing.

	Aoife coughs up a gout of the boar’s blood as she comes to her feet. The boar failing to rise fully after her, collapsing back to the ground. Its roars growing slower. Until it bellows one last time – its hate palpable as it catches sight of Aoife loping up to it on a leg that’s a little more numb than she’d like, but it doesn’t feel broken so that’s a blessing.

	The boar grunts at her, spittle flying from its lips, as she goes round its massive head and weakly pawing forelegs to take hold of the axe and yank. The beast screaming as the metal slices free of its flesh.

	The voices of the forest are still, breath held as Aoife comes round to face the beast. Its great eye on the side she stands before rolling listlessly to watch her. The colossal boar just breathes and utters one last soft squeal before Aoife raises the axe high over her head, and brings it down.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Aoife’s legs ache, and she can feel the blisters beginning to form in her boots. She can’t think how long she’s been walking. But her hair has had time to grow matted with the boar’s blood, and her face has crusted over with it. Her hands, once slick in all this wet greenery, have gone rigid too under a dried film of brownish, baleful hue; one hand wrapped in a death grip around the handle of the axe, the other carrying by the nerves the eye she cut free of the beast’s head – the head itself too massive to bring with her. She made a bloody great mess of it trying to hack it free, only to realize she couldn’t lift it nor drag it with her.

	She thought to build a travois to sledge it behind her. But the forest darkened when she raised her axe as she considered it. And she thought it best to let that fearsome tangle be.

	Now, as she raises the hand holding the axe to push back a fall of veiling greenery, she’s not entirely sure she made the right choice.

	Growing out of the forest itself, or perhaps from it, is a great hall tall enough to breach the canopy. Its fire-blackened exterior helping it slide into the shadows. The canopy here, too, far too tightly woven to see it in its proper glory. But even in all that concealing dark, Aoife can tell that the exterior is magnificent: carved in sweeping, gothic arcs and spiraling up in mimicry of high-branched trees. The structure seeming almost to eat the light around it. Huddled into itself for all its soaring height.

	Aoife stands before the massive hall and raises aloft the great boar’s severed eye.

	Far ahead of her, vines rustle and retreat, marking a tall doorway – immense enough for creatures far larger than she. Or perhaps merely meant to intimidate. She has no way of truly knowing. But she’s made her choice, so whatever the consequences, she walks tall and forces herself to go unhurried, to show no weakness, as she crosses the undergrowth and makes her way to the entrance. Her bloodied blade clutched tight in one hand, eyes roaming warily between branches and the symbols carved into the massive gate. Raw, red light waits within, boiling out like steam, and she pauses before that yawning portal.

	When nothing emerges, Aoife steels herself, and steps across the threshold.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Magnificent corridors stretch back out of sight before her, the whole of the interior carved in wood and bone, painted in reds and greens and laden with heavy tapestries depicting the Wild Hunt abroad, flying over mountain and valley. Its aftermath, too – the feeding and the frenzy of caught prey – depicted with loving care and disturbing attention to detail.

	Aoife swallows the bile building in her throat as she walks the long hall. Leaving only the faintest bloodied bootprints, almost all of what’s splashed across her footwear dried too.

	Faces seem to dart from alcoves and shadows. There and gone again before Aoife can settle on them. The grip on
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