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        “The Saplings, also called Homo saplings, are known for their ability to transform their limbs into foliage under their control.”

        —The Gargantuan Bestiary of Landschaft der Bestien

      

      

      Mary raced through the forest. She had to get the medicine to her sick Uncle Amos before sunset lest the medicine lose its potency and be of no use to him.

      The branches crowded over her. The wet, green leaves underfoot sometimes made her slip. Were they trying to slow her down?

      Of course not. It was an illusion.

      She hitched the skirts of her orange surcoat and hustled farther, her breath fighting to catch up with the exertion of dashing through the forest.

      In the dense woods, the soft moss beneath her feet muffled her footsteps. The sunlight filtered through the canopy above, casting dappled patterns on the ground.

      The trees appeared to be reaching out to her, their branches swaying gently as if beckoning her closer. She slowed, then stopped. A breeze breathed through the trees. But not quite through them. Seemingly inside them as if breathing life into the tall, stoic timber. As mesmerizing as William, tall and stoic. And handsome. Four months ago, when he had invited her again into his dwelling for tea, it was different that time. She had confessed her desire to leave her family.

      “You wish to find a good husband?” he had said.

      Her cheeks went hot and she cast her gaze down. Was she becoming entrenched with hot desire for this man she hardly knew? Her body was not yet complete, still filling the mold that the good Lord had planned for her. Was this the kind of tantalizing sensation she should expect to experience when meeting new men?

      But ever since then, four months ago, she had not experienced the same arousal in front of strangers. Even the equally tall and stoic men did not entice her as William had.

      Now here, among the trees, the stirring feelings in her sensitive places returned. What was happening?

      She hesitated for a moment, then approached the nearest tree, her heart pounding in her chest. She had no time for this, but a soft and low hum surrounding her seemed to call her to touch the tree.

      She trembled with a mix of fear and excitement.

      She touched the rough bark. A wave of warmth and energy surged through her fingertips and spread throughout her body. The sensation was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. It was as if the tree was sharing its very essence with her, and she could feel its strength and vitality coursing through her veins.

      Divine.

      The rough bark of the tree seemed to pulse with life beneath her fingertips, each groove and ridge sending shivers of pleasure up her arms, heating her chest, filling her nipples. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to fully immerse in the sensations.

      Did the tree sense her growing arousal? Its leaf-bearded branches swayed in time with her quickened breaths. The forest itself seemed to throb with a pulse, the rustling leaves and creaking branches sounding like moans of pleasure. She leaned closer to the tree. The branches reached out to her. Its leaves caressed her face and ran through her hair as if trying to comfort and encourage her heightened state of need.

      Enough. She had to press on. According to Physician Abbott, the medicine had to be administered before sunset for it to be effective. If she failed, not only would Uncle’s health be in danger, but she would also confirm her parents’ belief that she was incapable of being responsible, and anyone not old enough to be responsible was not old enough to make her own decisions.

      She had to prove them wrong. No longer was she a child.

      She hastened along. The leaves at her feet piled thicker. Where was the path? Nothing but leaves lay all around her. Was she going the wrong way?

      She spun to see her surroundings, her red surcoat catching on a nearby tree.

      No, she wasn’t going the wrong way. The trees with distinct bends of their branches looked the same — landmarks that she was headed in the right direction.

      She advanced, the hem of her dress tearing from still being caught on the tree branch.

      By thumbs’ pricks! That was her nicest surcoat, too.

      No time to delay. She climbed the pile of green leaves in her way and released a grunt at the exertion. Never had she seen so
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