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CHAPTER ONE
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The Boy Who Walked Too Far

The hunt began badly and declined from there.

Corin was at the yard gate before the first of the hunters arrived, which was the one thing he managed correctly that morning. He was dressed and equipped — bow slung across his back, quiver settled, bootlaces tied on the first attempt — and he was standing straight and trying to look like someone who belonged there, which was perhaps the difficulty. People who belonged somewhere did not generally have to try.

Master Aldric came first, as he always did, moving through the gray pre-dawn with the unhurried certainty of a man who has done the same thing enough times that the world has arranged itself around his habits. He was broad across the shoulders and wore a beard the color of wet bark, and he led the hunts of Ashfen the way a river leads water — not by choosing the direction but simply by being the kind of thing that moved in that direction, reliably, and expected everything else to follow.

Behind him came Torren, who was seventeen and already treated as one of the men; then Harwick and his cousin Pell, who had been hunting together since before Corin was born and who moved through the forest with the easy economy of people who have reduced a skill to something close to reflex. They acknowledged Corin with the particular kind of nod that is not quite acknowledgment — the nod that means you are here, we have registered your presence, we will now stop thinking about it.

He fell in at the back of the column. This was expected.

The village of Ashfen sat at the edge of a broad river valley where the farmland gave way to forest in a gradual argument between cleared land and encroaching wood that the trees were winning, slowly and without urgency, as trees tend to do. The forest beyond the farms had sustained the village for as long as anyone could trace — deer and hare and game birds in season, the occasional boar coming down from the higher ground. The hunters knew it the way they knew their own hands: the deer trails, the creek crossings, the places where game sheltered in deep cold and the places where it moved in the shoulder seasons. This knowledge was the village's real currency, passed from fathers to sons in an unbroken chain that the village did not talk about much precisely because it did not need to.

Corin's father had been one of those hunters. He had died of a fever when Corin was nine, and what this meant, in the village's accounting, was that Corin was owed a place in the chain. What it meant in practice was considerably more complicated. His father had been a certain kind of man — patient, economical, reliable — and the village's expectation was that a man's son would be a smaller version of the man, legible in the same ways, useful in the same directions. Corin was none of those things in the ways the village expected them. He had his father's patience and none of his economy, his father's reliability without his father's readability, and a habit of attention that read as absence to people who were not paying very close attention themselves.

He was fourteen, and slight in a way that suggested eventual size rather than permanent limitation, and he watched things — animals, the quality of light through canopy, the behavior of water over stone — with an absorption that struck most of the men in the hunting party as the principal source of all their problems. He was also, though no one would have said so directly, better at reading the forest than anyone gave him credit for. He could tell by the way a bird stopped singing that something had passed through the wood in the last quarter-hour. He could look at a stretch of open ground and know where the deer had been — not only from the prints, which he could also read, but from some quality of the disturbed grass and the bent-back stems that added up to a feeling more than a fact. He kept this mostly to himself, because the one time he had mentioned it — to Torren, early in his first autumn with the hunting party — Torren had looked at him for a long moment and then simply walked away.

They spread along the deer trail before full light. Aldric placed Corin at the south end of the line, farthest from the best ground, which was the standard arrangement. For two hours the forest withheld everything it had.

The deer came from the north, finally — three animals moving through the gap between Torren and Harwick in a brief, unhurried transit that was over before any bow had been properly raised. They went into the eastern brush without looking back, as if they had somewhere to be and had only stopped briefly to confirm that the hunters had nothing to offer.

Aldric watched the gap where the deer had been. The expression on his face traveled slowly from study to conclusion.

In the long pause that followed, Corin studied the same gap. He noted the direction of the wind, which had shifted in the last half-hour and was now coming out of the northeast — toward the deer rather than away from them. He noted the angle of the shadows in the gap, which would have made the far side of the tree line difficult to see into from where Torren and Harwick had been standing. He noted that one of the animals had been limping slightly, favoring its left foreleg, and would likely shelter in the same area for the rest of the day rather than push further east. He said none of this. It would not have helped.

"Boy." He did not look at Corin. "You were shuffling your feet."

Corin had not been shuffling his feet. He had been standing in one place for the better part of an hour with the deliberate stillness of someone who has been told, on multiple occasions, that stillness is what is required, and who has taken this instruction seriously enough to have become quite good at it. But he understood the shape of what was happening, and so he said, "Yes, sir," and looked at the ground.

"It's the boy's luck," Torren said. He did not say it with any particular edge. It was simply the explanation that had become available, the way an old coat becomes available because it is there and familiar and fits well enough. The boy’s luck. As if Corin were some feature of the landscape that had to be worked around, like a hill or a seasonal bog.

They tried a second position near the creek bed, where a hare crossed at precisely the wrong moment and sent Pell's arrow into a log with a sound that silenced the surrounding woods for a full minute. They tried a third position at the edge of the long meadow, where Harwick had a clean shot at a young buck until a cloud settled on the sun and the light went flat and the shot went with it. None of this was Corin's fault in any measurable sense. Aldric looked at him each time with an expression that did not require words.

By midday they had three birds that Torren had taken more or less by accident, and nothing else, and the sky had settled into the low gray of a day that has decided not to improve.

They worked one more position in the afternoon, moving east along the valley's curve to a stand of birches where the deer trail widened and the ground was soft enough to hold prints. Here Corin saw something the others didn't — a heron standing absolutely still in the shallow water of a tributary, not three yards from where Pell was preparing to move. The heron would flush the moment Pell advanced. He opened his mouth to say so.

Harwick spoke first. "Hold, Pell." He had seen it himself, a half-moment later, but he was the one who said it, and Pell held, and they waited for the heron to move on. When they finally took their positions the deer prints along the muddy bank were clearly recent and clear enough that even Torren allowed that it looked promising.

Nothing came.

The afternoon wore on. The trail stayed empty. By the time the light began its long golden decline toward the ridge, the unspoken agreement had been reached without anyone quite reaching it, and Aldric called the hunt with a word and a gesture.

"Pack it."

* * *
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THE WALK BACK WAS QUIET in the way that failures are quiet — not comfortable silence but the silence of things being measured and filed. Torren fell in beside Harwick and they talked in the low voices of the comfortable. Pell walked with his cousin. Aldric moved ahead with his own counsel.

Corin walked last.

He had become accustomed to the shape of these returns. The particular way the men's bodies organized themselves on the path home — the unconscious arithmetic of belonging that placed him at the back, not by anyone's decision exactly but by the accumulated weight of many small decisions over many months. He was not excluded. He was simply not included, which amounted to the same thing in experience if not in principle.

Aldric stopped at the trailhead and waited for him.

"Tomorrow," Aldric said, "you'll go with the women's foraging party."

"Yes, sir."

"Your boots were wrong today. I heard them from twenty yards."

His boots had not been wrong. He had checked them himself, in the dark of early morning, because he had known they would be mentioned if anything went poorly and he had wanted to be certain. But he understood that the certainty was his and not Aldric's, and that Aldric's certainty had its own weight in this village, and that arguing with it would cost more than accepting it.

"Yes, sir," he said.

Aldric moved on.

The men filed past Corin in the easy way of people who know each other well enough to move together without thinking about it. Torren glanced at him once — not with contempt, which would have been a sharper thing and therefore more bearable, but with the mild, mildly apologetic regard of someone who has categorized you and is mildly sorry about the categorization. Then he looked away and the column moved off through the trees and the sound of their boots faded and Corin stood at the south end of the line, alone, with the east woods behind him.

He knew he should follow.

He didn't follow.

* * *
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THE TWILIGHT TIMBER began where the known woods ended.

This was not a formal boundary — there was no marker, no change in the trees themselves that would have satisfied a mapmaker. The hunters of Ashfen could not have pointed to a specific trunk and said here rather than there. It was more like the way a mood changes in a room without anything in the room having moved: a quality of the air, a different register in the silence. Old Maret — who had lived longer than anyone in the village and who spoke about such things plainly in a way that made younger people uncomfortable — called it the fold. Places where the world bent back on itself. Where whatever existed on the other side of ordinary things came close enough to the surface that attentive people could feel the pressure of it, the way you feel a change in weather before the weather arrives.

Light behaved differently at the fold. This was the thing most hunters agreed on when they were being honest, which they usually weren't, because honesty on the subject required a vocabulary that Ashfen didn't have ready. Noon came through the canopy with the angle of late afternoon. Shadows arrived in two directions at once, the eye smoothing over the impossibility in the same automatic way it smooths over the edges of vision. Animals went quiet — not the quiet of prey animals in the presence of hunters, which had a particular texture of held breath and watchfulness, but a different quiet, the quiet of things that have heard something they recognize and are waiting to see what it does next.

The children of the village were told to stay out of the deep east woods. They were not told why in any specific way, because the why had never been properly articulated, because articulating it required committing to a version of the world that the adults of Ashfen were not prepared to commit to in daylight. You stayed out of the east woods. The light didn't behave there. That was enough.

Corin had felt it before — the fold, or what he had come to call the fold in the silence of his own thinking. On two earlier hunts, when the line had pushed farther east than usual, he had felt the low not-sound at the edge of hearing, the pressure behind the ordinary sounds of the wood. He had said nothing about this because there was no one in the hunting party he could have said it to without the saying becoming the latest entry in a long record of things that confirmed what the village had already decided about him.

Now he turned east and walked toward it, because the alternative was to follow the column home and sit with his mother in the cottage and eat something and go to bed early in the knowledge that tomorrow he would carry mushrooms in a basket with the women's foraging party, and the pull of the east woods was, in that moment, stronger than any of that.

* * *
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HE WALKED FOR PERHAPS ten minutes.

Not deep into the Timber — he had enough sense for that, or enough of something that operated in place of sense in situations like this. He stopped at the first heavy stand of oaks that marked where the known woods gave way to the unknown ones, where the trail thinned and the trees grew larger and closer and the ground underfoot changed its quality in some way he couldn't precisely describe.

The light was wrong here, exactly as he remembered it. The sun was well past its midpoint now, dropping toward the ridge, but the light arriving through the oaks' canopy carried the particular warm angle of something between noon and dusk — as if it had traveled further than it should have, or arrived from somewhere adjacent to the sky rather than from the sky itself. The shadows on the ground went in two directions at once, and he watched this for a moment with the focused curiosity he usually had to suppress on hunts.

He stood still and listened.

The bird sounds had stopped before he noticed them stopping. He became aware of their absence the way you become aware of a clock after it stops ticking — by the quality of the silence that replaces it. The silence was complete and had a texture to it. And beneath the texture, or behind it, there was the low not-sound he had felt before, clearer now and closer — less like a sound and more like the physical pressure of a very large and very patient presence, something that thought in decades and breathed in seasons, something that had been here long before the village and expected to be here considerably longer.

The nearest oak was old in a way that had nothing to do with its size. He approached it and put his hand against the bark.

The bark was rough and ordinary under his fingers. And beneath it, radiating up through the wood and into his palm and then up his arm in a sensation that was nothing like temperature and nothing like vibration but borrowed from both — something slow. Something enormously, incomprehensibly slow and enormously, incomprehensibly attentive. He had the vertiginous sense of making contact with something so much older than himself that the difference in scale was not quantitative but qualitative — not older but different in kind, the way a mountain is not simply a large hill but something that belongs to a different order of things entirely.

He stepped back.

The tree was still a tree. The woods were still woods. But the quality of the air between the oaks had deepened, grown more saturated — more itself — and the low not-sound had intensified by half a register, not louder but nearer. He understood, in the instinctive way that bypasses language, that the thing he was feeling was not threatening him. It was simply aware of him, in the same complete, patient, entirely unrushed way the oak was aware of the soil in which it stood.

He took another step east.

He was not entirely sure he chose to. It was less a decision than an arrival — his weight shifting forward, his foot finding the ground, his body completing a movement that some part of him had already begun. He was standing in the same forest. The same oaks, the same earth, the same canopy filtering the same wrong-angled light. Except that something in the way the world presented itself to him had changed — a register he had no name for, somewhere behind the eyes and ahead of the thinking, like a page turned to the same page in a different printing that meant almost but not quite the same thing.

He stood in this for a moment that felt longer than it was.

Then he stepped back.

One step. Deliberate, out of whatever he had stepped into. The register settled. The oaks were oaks again. The not-sound faded to its former distance. He was standing in the ordinary woods in the ordinary early evening, the cold coming in under the trees the way cold does when the sun loses interest.

He turned and walked back toward the village. Not running — he was not frightened, exactly, or not only frightened. It was more that he had looked at something for slightly longer than was comfortable and was now very interested in putting distance between himself and the looking, the way you step back from a great height not because you are going to fall but because the possibility of falling has suddenly become too vivid.

* * *
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THE VILLAGE LIGHTS were already orange in the trees when the sensation faded entirely — the attentiveness, the low not-sound, the wrong-angled light. He emerged from the wood's edge into the last ordinary light of the day, and the ordinary world arranged itself around him in all the ordinary ways.

He stopped outside the yard gate and stood for a moment in the cooling air.

He had nothing to show for it. No evidence, no artifact, nothing that could be held up or described to another person in a way that would survive the description. Only the lingering physical memory of a palm against bark and something impossibly old pressing back — and the certainty, settled now and clear and without drama, that something in those woods had been aware of him for longer than this afternoon.

And that it had not been indifferent.

He went inside. His mother asked about the hunt. He said it had gone poorly. She nodded, unsurprised, and put a bowl in front of him, and he ate without tasting much of it. Later he lay in the dark of his room and listened to the house settle and the wind outside and the ordinary catalogue of night sounds, and behind all of them he listened for the not-sound from the east.

It wasn't there.

He was almost disappointed.

He stared at the ceiling and thought about the way the light had arrived at the wrong angle, and the way the tree had pressed back against his hand, and the way the world had changed beneath his feet when he stepped one step too far. He tried to fit these things into what he already knew and found nothing adequate.

He slept eventually, into a dreamless dark.

But in the morning, when he woke, the first thing he thought about was not Aldric's dismissal, or the failed hunt, or the foraging party he'd been assigned. The first thing he thought about was the fold in the east woods and the patient, enormous thing that had noticed him there. And the fact that it had not — even for a moment, even when he'd pressed his hand against the oak's bark and reached toward it with his own startled awareness — looked away.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Princess Lirael Dawnpetal

He went back that night.

This was not, on reflection, a considered decision. It was the kind of thing that happens in the absence of a stronger opposing force — he had eaten, and helped his mother stack the evening wood, and sat by the fire for the better part of an hour trying to think about something else, and had found that he could not. The fold was there when he closed his eyes. The pressure of it was there in the memory of his palm. And so when his mother said she was going to bed and the cottage settled into the sounds of a house doing nothing in particular, he put his boots on and went out the door as if he had somewhere specific to be, which perhaps he did.

The village was quiet. Late autumn had the quality of early winter in Ashfen — the cold came in hard after dark, and the sensible thing was to be inside it, not standing in a yard with frost on the grass deciding whether to walk east. He walked east.

The known wood at night was a different proposition from the known wood by day, but he had walked it enough times in early-morning dark before hunts that his feet knew the ground without requiring him to think about it. The birches caught what little moon there was and gave it back silver. An owl called twice from somewhere in the middle distance and then fell silent. He moved quietly — not hunter-quiet, the performative stillness the men drilled, but the natural quiet of someone who has spent enough time in woods to know how to belong to them.

He stopped at the edge of the oak stand. The same place. The light was different tonight — not the wrong-angled afternoon gold of earlier but something cooler, a faint luminescence in the air between the trees that had no direct source, that fell softly on the moss and the root-ridged ground and did not behave the way moonlight behaved. It was the light of a place that had its own light, independent of the sky above it.

He stood at the edge of it and waited, without being entirely certain what he was waiting for.

The answer arrived in less than a minute.

* * *
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SHE DID NOT COME THROUGH the trees. She was simply there — or rather, the space between two oaks was empty and then it was not empty, and the transition between these two states was brief enough that his eye caught only the result, not the process. She stood perhaps ten feet from where he waited, and the air around her was faintly luminous in a way that had nothing to do with anything reflecting anything else. It was the light of her, the light that came from being whatever she was.

She was radiant. This was not a word he would have chosen himself — he did not have much use for that kind of word — but it was the accurate one. She was dressed in colors that had no precise name: the deep rose of a sky ten minutes before sunrise, and the pale gold of the horizon just after, and beneath both of those a shifting undertone that moved like water in shallow light. Her hair was dark and long and moved in a wind that was not blowing. Her face was young and precise and arresting in a way that bypassed the usual machinery of attraction entirely — not beautiful in the way of people who happened to be beautiful, but beautiful in the way of something that was made to be a certain thing and was completely that thing without any remainder.

She was also, clearly and immediately, anxious.

It was in the set of her shoulders and the quality of her attention — the way her eyes moved across him in the first seconds, taking inventory in a way that suggested the inventory mattered, that she was checking for something specific and noting whether it was present. And in the way she pressed her lips together in a brief, controlled expression that was not quite worry and was not quite relief and was somewhere in the narrow country between them.

"You came back," she said. Her voice was low and carried farther than it should have in the cold air.

"Yes," he said. He did not explain further, partly because he was not sure he could explain further, and partly because she seemed to already know.

"I am Lirael," she said. "Lirael Dawnpetal. My father is Obereth Dawnspear, who is king of the Fairy Realm." She said this not with ceremony but with the slight self-conscious precision of someone accustomed to this introduction producing a larger reaction than the present audience was providing. He was watching her with the same careful attention he had given the fold and the oak bark, and this did not appear to be the response she had been expecting.

"All right," he said.

She blinked. Then, briefly, something shifted in her face — the anxiety did not leave but something alongside it eased, the way a knot in a rope eases when the tension is redistributed. "You are not frightened," she said, and it was not quite a question.

"Not yet," he said honestly.

A pause. Then she almost smiled. "That is a more useful answer than the alternatives. My name is Corin." This last was directed at him.

"I know your name," she said. "That is part of what I need to explain to you."

* * *
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SHE MOVED AS SHE TALKED — not pacing, but adjusting, the way someone moves when standing still costs them something. The luminescence in the air around her shifted with her, dimming toward silver as she spoke about difficult things and warming toward that rose-gold when she looked at him directly.

"The Fairy Realm is aware," she said. "Not in the way that people are aware — not thinking, not watching in any directed sense. It is more like the way a forest is alive: without intention, without decision, but present. Breathing. And it registers things that come close to it or press against it. Things that pay it a particular quality of attention."  She paused. "You have been pressing against the fold for two years."

"I didn't know what it was," he said.

"It doesn't require knowing. It requires a certain kind of noticing." She looked at him directly again. "You notice things, Corin. You have always noticed things in a way that most people in your village do not. That is not a judgment of them or a compliment to you — it is simply the thing that is true. The Realm felt you at the fold the way a sleeper feels a hand laid on their shoulder before they are fully awake. Not what you are. Not who you are. Only that you were there, and that you were paying attention, and that attention went both ways."

He considered this. "So I'm not — chosen, or fated, or anything like that."

"No," she said, and something in her voice was almost grateful for the question. "Nothing like that. You were noticed. The way anyone might be noticed who stands long enough at the edge of something large and pays it the courtesy of taking it seriously." She folded her hands together — a gesture that looked practiced, a gesture for managing the thing she was about to say next. "In another year, perhaps two, the Realm would have forgotten about you the way it forgets about all the others who linger at the fold and then go away. They all go away eventually."

"But," he said, because there was clearly a but.

"But something has changed in the Realm," she said. "Something has gone wrong. And the Realm's awareness of you — that small noticing — has become something different. Because it needs something that it cannot provide for itself, and you are the closest thing to that something that it can reach." She paused. "It is less like being chosen and more like being the person who happens to be nearby when a fire starts."

"That is considerably less flattering," he said.

"I know," she said. "I am sorry for that. But I think you prefer honesty, and I need you to understand the exact shape of what is happening. Not a different shape that sounds more appealing."

He nodded. He did prefer honesty. He had not expected her to know that.

* * *
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SHE TOLD HIM, THEN — not all of it, but enough. Her voice stayed even and low, and she chose her words with a care that he could hear, the way a person speaks when they have been turning something over for a long time and have worn it down to its necessary shape.

There was a darkness growing in the Fairy Realm. Not the ordinary darkness of night, which the Realm held as it held everything — lightly, with one hand, in the way of things that know the darkness is temporary and can wait it out. This was something different. It was spreading where it should not spread, holding in the hours when the light should have claimed it back, pressing against the edges of places that had always been safe. The color was going out of things in the east. The animals there had grown strange and still. An old fairy village that lay on the eastern road had fallen quiet in a way that no one could quite account for.

"The Realm's seasons are not like your world's seasons," she continued. "In your world, winter comes because the earth tilts its face from the sun — it is a mechanical thing, indifferent, bound to return. Here, the seasons hold because the balance of the Realm holds. Spring persists where life persists. Dusk answers to dawn because there is enough light in the living world to call it back." Her voice remained level but something in it had tightened, the way a cord tightens when weight is added. "When the darkness presses in this way — when it holds past its hour and spreads past its boundary — it means the balance is failing. It means something in the deep structure of the Realm is wrong, and has been wrong for long enough that the wrongness has found its edges and begun to push against them." She paused. "We have been watching it for months. It is moving faster now than it was."

"My father knows what this is," she said. "He has known for some time. He has not told me everything — he is a king, and kings have a particular relationship with the word everything — but I know enough to know that it is serious. I know it involves something he did, long ago, that he wishes he had not done. And I know that his own power is not sufficient to address it directly." She looked away for a moment. "He is a very powerful king. This has never been a problem before."

"What does he need?" Corin asked.

"That is for him to explain," she said. "He asked me to find you. To bring you, if you were willing. He would not send me to bring you unwilling — he said it specifically, and my father says things specifically when he means them to be binding." She looked back at him. "But the need is real, Corin. I want you to know that. I am not here because it would be convenient if you came, or because it might help, possibly, if the circumstances were right. I am here because the darkness is growing faster than anyone expected and because what my father needs — what the Realm needs — requires a human hand. Yours, if you will offer it."

"What kind of danger?" he said. "For me, I mean. If I go."

"Real danger," she said, without hesitation. "I will not tell you otherwise. The thing that is spreading — it is not careless, and it is not weak, and it is not unintelligent. Going against it will not be safe." She held his gaze. "I can promise you that my father will do everything in his power to ensure you return home afterward. And I can tell you that the Realm will owe you a debt it will not forget. But I will not tell you there is no danger, because there is, and you are the kind of person who will know if I am lying."

He was quiet for a moment. The cold settled around them. The luminescence in the air between the trees pulsed gently, the way something breathes when it is trying not to be noticed.

"You said you wouldn't tell me everything yet," he said.

"That's correct."

"But your father will."

"Yes. All of it. He is not in the habit of sending people into danger without a full account of what the danger is." She paused. "That is one of the things that makes him a good king, even when it makes him a difficult one."

He looked at the cold ground between them. He thought about the foraging party. He thought about Aldric's voice saying pack it and the shape of the walk back, him last in line in the dark between the trees. He thought about the oak bark pressing back against his palm and the sensation of something immeasurably old paying him the precise and specific attention that no one in Ashfen had ever managed.

He hesitated.

* * *
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SHE TOOK A STEP BACKWARD, toward the space between the two oaks where she had first appeared. The light around her intensified slightly — not dramatically, not like a signal, but with the natural increase of a candle moved closer. The air between the oaks had changed: it held a quality now that it had not held before, a faint visible shimmer that was less like light and more like the effect of heat above summer stone, a distortion that suggested depth behind it, a somewhere-else on the other side of the ordinary air.

"You have time to decide," she said. "I will not rush you. I will not pressure you. But I will tell you —" She stopped. Then continued, more quietly. "I have been watching the fold for three nights, waiting for you to come back. And I have been in this world before, in other places, speaking to other people who were noticed by the Realm and who came to the fold of their own will, and I have never — not once — met anyone who noticed the way you notice. Who stood at the edge of something they could not explain and instead of flinching, paid attention." She was not asking for anything when she said this. It was simply the true thing, offered plainly. "Whatever you decide, that is yours. But I thought you should know it."

She stepped back again. The shimmer between the oaks brightened — the air holding its depth, its elsewhere-quality, its patient particular invitation.

Corin looked at it.

He thought about turning around. He considered it with genuine seriousness, the way he considered things — not dismissing it, giving it its full weight. He could turn around. He could go home in the cold dark and wake in the morning and carry mushrooms in a basket and come back to the fold some other night, if there was some other night to come back to, if the thing Lirael described did not get there first. He could stay in the shape the village had decided for him and wait for that shape to fit better, which it would not, or for him to become something closer to what it needed, which he also would not.

He thought about what she had said: not chosen, noticed. He had spent enough of his life being the wrong kind of noticed — noticed as the boy who shuffled his feet, noticed as the tail end of a hunting column that moved without him — that the idea of being noticed for the thing he actually was, the thing he had never quite been able to stop doing regardless of who found it inconvenient, carried a weight he had not anticipated. It sat in his chest alongside the cold and the reasonable fear and did not feel entirely unlike hope.

He was fourteen years old and he had never done anything important. He was not under any illusion that importance was guaranteed by what was being asked of him — she had been very clear about that, had not offered him a story with a predetermined ending. Only a task. Only a real danger. Only a world on the other side of a shimmer that needed something his particular, inconvenient quality of attention might provide.

He stepped forward.

The shimmer was not cold and it was not warm. It did not resist and it did not pull. It was like stepping through the surface of still water if the water were made of something other than water — a yielding, a giving-way, a passage through a membrane that immediately closed behind him without sound or violence. He was aware, in the half-second of the crossing, of pressure equalizing, of the air changing its composition in some fundamental way that he felt in his ears and behind his eyes and in the bones of his wrists, a shift in the absolute stillness of a world that had been pressing against the fold from the other side and was now simply around him, as complete and encompassing as weather. He was in the Twilight Timber, and then he was through it, and then he was somewhere else entirely.

* * *
[image: ]


HIS FIRST BREATH STOPPED partway in.

The air was different in a way that went deeper than temperature or humidity or the particulate content of ordinary air. It tasted of rain — the clean mineral taste of rain on stone — and beneath that, honey, not the sweetness of it but the more complex thing underneath the sweetness, the dark and waxy and faintly fermented thing that honey is when you get past the surface. And beneath that, something else entirely, something for which he had no vocabulary at all, something that operated in the same register as the not-sound from the fold but was present here as a quality of the air itself rather than an absence at the edges of hearing. It was the oldest smell he had ever encountered. It was the smell of a place that had been a place for a very long time.

He let the breath finish.

The sky was doing something that the sky in Ashfen did not do. It was the color of deep evening — the saturated indigo of the sky twenty minutes after the sun has gone, when the last light is still present but no longer arriving from any direction you can name. And it was also, simultaneously, the color of early morning, the particular pale luminous gray-gold that exists for perhaps ten minutes before the sun clears the horizon and that Corin had spent more early mornings than most people noticing. These two states of sky were not taking turns and were not separated into halves. They were simply both present at once, and the eye processed this not as impossibility but as right, as if the sky had finally resolved an argument it had been having with itself for a long time and both sides had won.

The trees.

He was in a forest, and the forest was the Twilight Timber in the way that a river you have never seen is still a river — recognizable in its category, alien in its particulars. The trees were ancient in the way he had felt the oak to be ancient, which was to say they were ancient beyond the measurement of rings or the reckoning of years, ancient in their quality rather than their quantity. Their bark held a faint luminescence — not bright, not conspicuous, but present, a deep greenish silver that pulsed very slowly, on a rhythm closer to breath than to heartbeat. Their canopy was open enough that the dual sky came through in patches, and where the evening-and-morning light fell on the moss and the root-ridged ground, the moss appeared to be both colors of moss simultaneously: the pale yellow-green of new growth in spring and the deeper green of the same moss in full summer, occupying the same square inch with perfect equanimity.

Things moved in the branches. Small things, quickly, in the peripheral way of creatures that have decided to investigate something and also maintain the option of not having investigated it. He caught the impression of wings — not bird wings but something smaller and more deliberate — and eyes, briefly reflective, and then the quick particular absence of a thing that has decided this has gone far enough.

Flowers he had no names for grew in clusters at the roots of the nearest trees. Some of them were closed, it being — apparently, by some accounting — evening. Others were open, it being — by some other accounting, simultaneously — morning. The ones that were closed glowed faintly from within, a slow ember-light contained inside white or pale-blue petals. The ones that were open faced upward and turned, very slowly, in the way of sunflowers tracking light, except that there was no single light to track.

Lirael stepped through the shimmer behind him.

She was different here. Not radically — her face was the same face, her clothes the same dawn-colors — but the anxiety that had been present in every line of her since she appeared in the oak stand was gone, or not gone but returned to its proper proportion, a small manageable weight rather than the thing that was organizing her whole posture. Here she stood straight in the unselfconscious way of someone on familiar ground. The luminescence that had seemed so striking in the human forest was simply her natural light here, contextual rather than extraordinary — she was lit the way the trees were lit, in the same register, belonging to the same system. She looked, above all, like she had arrived somewhere.

"It is always this way when someone first crosses," she said, watching him take it in. She was not hurrying him.

"Spring and dusk," he said. He was not sure he was putting it well.

"Yes." She looked up at the double sky with the expression of someone who has grown up with a thing and loves it but occasionally needs to remember to see it. "Here, they are the same moment. The hinge of things. In the Realm, the light that divides night from day is also the light that divides winter from spring, and both are always present." She looked back at him. "It sounds like a riddle when you say it in words. Here it simply is."

He nodded, slowly, because he was still listening with every sense he had and could only spare part of his attention for nodding. The not-sound from the fold was present here as a constant, a low register beneath everything, the voice of the Realm's own awareness — the enormous patient presence he had felt through the oak bark, diffused now through the whole of this world, through the trees and the soil and the double sky and the slow-breathing luminescence on everything. It was not threatening. It was not welcoming, exactly. It was simply awake, and aware, and he was standing in the middle of its awareness the way you stand in the middle of a room that contains something very old and very patient that is deciding, in its own time, how to arrange itself around your presence.

He had stepped one step too far.

It was the best decision he had ever made.
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