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For everyone who ever stood at the edge of something dangerous and beautiful and chose to step forward anyway.

"There is a difference between a cage with golden bars and a home. The difference is whether the door was locked from the outside or left open from within."

— Inscription above the Gate of Returning, the Emberwood
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The Girl the Forest Kept

The forest did not want to be crossed.

Asha Vane had known this since childhood, when her grandmother had sat her down at the kitchen table with a cup of bitter root tea and told her plainly: the Emberwood is not a place that tolerates being passed through. It is a place that keeps what it catches, and it catches what it wants, and it has wanted things from this family for a very long time. You will not enter it. Do you understand me?

Asha had said yes, she understood. She had been nine years old and her grandmother's voice had the particular quality of things that were not said lightly and not forgotten. She had understood.

She was twenty-three now, standing at the eastern boundary of the Emberwood with a lantern in one hand and her grandmother's map in the other, and the thing her grandmother had spent fourteen years protecting her from was happening anyway. Because her grandmother was three days sick with the root fever and the healer in their village could not cure it, and the only healer who could was on the other side of the forest, and there was no way around the Emberwood that did not take two weeks, and Asha did not have two weeks.

She had three days. Maybe four.

The boundary of the Emberwood was marked by a row of trees that were older than the village, older than the roads, older than anything Asha could put a date to. Their bark was the color of cooling fire — deep red-brown threaded with veins of amber that caught the late afternoon light and held it. They did not look like an entrance. They looked like a wall that had decided to become trees to make a point.

She checked the map one more time. Her grandmother had drawn it in her careful, compressed handwriting, each letter small and precise as a pinned insect. The path through the Emberwood was not a single line but a series of notations — here turn left at the copper stone, here cross the stream when you hear it and not before, here do not stop regardless of what you hear in the branches above. And at the bottom of the map, underlined twice: do not accept anything the Ash Court offers you. Nothing. Not shelter, not water, not a kind word. The Ash Court's gifts are always also debts.

Asha did not know much about the Ash Court. Nobody in the village talked about it directly, in the same way that nobody talked directly about the particular fever that came in winter and took the oldest residents, or about what had happened to the mill at the edge of town the year before she was born. Some things were simply not discussed, because discussing them was felt to be its own form of invitation.

What she had gathered, in the sideways way that children gather the things adults try to keep from them, was this: the Ash Court was the governing power of the Emberwood. It was old. It was not human. It did not operate according to human rules of time or fairness or kindness. It gave things with one hand and took them back with the other, and what it took was rarely the thing you expected to lose.

She folded the map. She picked up her pack. She checked the lantern flame.

She thought of her grandmother's hands, which had been warm and capable all of Asha's life and which three days ago had gone cold and thin, and she thought: I am going in. I know what the map says. I know what you told me. I am going anyway, because there is no version of me that stands here while you die if I could have done otherwise.

She stepped between the first two trees.

The forest received her.

There was no other word for it. The moment she crossed the boundary the quality of the air changed — not the temperature, not the light exactly, though both of those were different. The texture of things changed. The sounds that existed on the other side of the boundary did not follow her in. Instead there were new sounds, deeper ones, sounds that seemed to come from the ground itself and from somewhere high above and from somewhere she could not locate. The path that her grandmother's map described was real — she could see it, narrow and clear between trees that were too large to be natural, their root systems surfacing from the earth in formations that looked, too often, like hands.

She followed the map. She turned left at the copper stone. She crossed the stream when she heard it and not a step before. She did not stop when the branches above her began to make a sound that was too rhythmic to be wind.

She walked for two hours without seeing anyone.

Then the path ended. Not in a clearing, not in a wall, not in any feature that the map had noted. The path simply stopped, the earth before her becoming unmarked forest floor, and no amount of looking forward or sideways or back could identify where it resumed.

She stopped. She looked at the map. The map did not account for this.

'You are lost,' said a voice from somewhere above her left shoulder.

She did not scream. She had been ready for something, had been keeping her nerves clenched and careful since the moment she entered the boundary, and the voice arrived just inside the range of what her preparation could handle. She turned slowly, lantern raised.

He was sitting in a tree that she had somehow not noticed until this moment, despite its size and its position directly beside the path she had been walking for the last hour. He sat on a branch with the comfortable ease of someone in a chair, legs hanging, one hand resting on the bark beside him. He was — she had no better word for it — vivid. He did not glow, nothing so dramatic. But he had the quality of something that had been drawn with more deliberate lines than the objects around him, as if whoever had made him had done it with attention while the rest of the world had been assembled in haste.

His hair was dark, threaded through with the same amber veins as the trees at the boundary. His eyes, when the lantern light caught them, were the color of ember — not orange, not red, something that was both and neither, the color of fire at the moment before it becomes ash.

He was looking at her with an expression she could not read. Not threatening. Not friendly. The expression of someone who had arrived at an unexpected situation and was withholding judgment until he had more information.

'I am not lost,' she said, because it was what came out. 'The path moved.'

Something changed in his expression. Not a smile — the edges of it. 'The path moved,' he repeated. He sounded as if this was not the answer he had expected. 'Most people who come in here and find the path moved say they are lost. It is the same situation.'

'It is not the same situation,' she said. 'If I am lost, it is my own failure of navigation. If the path moved, it is the forest's choice to make my
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