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The lottery box was older than the village records, older than the chapel, older than anything else in Thistlewick except the treeline itself. Wren had heard it called many things over the years, mostly by people who'd never had to stand this close to it: the Tribute Box, the Reckoning, Old Hollow's Due. Today she learned it was made of ash wood bound in iron bands gone black with age, and that when Elder Corrin lifted the lid, the hinges made a sound like something exhaling after holding its breath for a hundred years.

She stood in the third row from the front, close enough to see the slips of parchment inside, each one folded into a tight little square, indistinguishable from its neighbors. Somewhere in that box was a slip with her name on it. Somewhere in that box was a slip with everyone's name on it, every soul in Thistlewick over the age of sixteen and under the age of sixty, according to the old law nobody living remembered writing.

"A hundred years," Elder Corrin said, in the voice he used for sermons and funerals, which by now sounded the same to Wren's ears. "A hundred years since the forest last called its due. Some of you were not born the last time we stood here. Some of you will not live to see the next."

Beside her, Mara Fenn gripped her husband's hand so hard her knuckles had gone white. On Wren's other side, old Ansel Rook stood with his hat pressed to his chest like he was already at a burial. Everyone in the square wore the same expression, a mixture of dread and relief that made Wren's stomach twist, because she understood it. Please, not me. Please, someone else. Nobody said it aloud. Nobody had to.

Wren didn't grip anyone's hand. She had no one left to grip.

Six months since her father died, his heart giving out over the anvil he'd worked at for forty years, the hammer still in his hand when she found him. Six months of running Calder's Forge alone, of learning that grief didn't clear out of a body the way people promised it would, that it just moved into different rooms of you and made itself comfortable. She had inherited the forge, the house above it, her father's tools, and a debt of two seasons' worth of unpaid iron that half the village still owed him for. She had inherited, also, the particular kind of visibility that came with being a woman alone, twenty-three years old, unmarried, running a trade most people still thought belonged to men. She had felt eyes on her all morning, and she suspected she knew exactly what those eyes were thinking, even if no one would say it to her face: better her than someone with a family. Better her than someone who'd be missed properly.

She wondered if that thought had reached the elders too. Wondered if the box was rigged, the way old Greta Ashcombe swore it had been rigged three tributes ago, when the miller's daughter with the scarred face had been chosen out of a village of two hundred. Wren had no proof. She only had the particular, bone-deep certainty of someone who had spent her whole life watching who got protected and who got spent.

Elder Corrin reached into the box.

The square went silent in the specific way a crowd goes silent when it wants, badly, to disappear. Wren found herself holding her breath along with everyone else, and hated herself a little for it, because even now, even furious at the whole rotten tradition of it, some animal part of her still wanted to be spared.

Corrin unfolded the slip. He read it twice, which was unusual, and for one absurd moment Wren thought perhaps he couldn't make out the name, that the ink had smeared, that the whole thing would be called off for a clerical error and everyone could go home and pretend the box didn't exist for another hundred years.

Then he looked up, and his eyes found her over the heads of the crowd, and Wren knew before he opened his mouth.

"Wren Calder."

The square exhaled around her, a hundred private reliefs breathed out at once, and Wren stood very still in the middle of them, feeling strangely calm. She had expected to feel terror. Instead she felt something colder and more familiar, the same flat, clear-eyed feeling she got when a piece of iron came out of the fire wrong and she had to decide whether it could be saved or whether it needed to go back into the coals and start over. Assessment, not panic. She had never been much good at panic. Her father used to say she'd come out of the womb already checking the joints on things.

"Come forward, child," Corrin said, gentler now, as if gentleness cost him nothing once the naming was done.

She walked. The crowd parted for her the way crowds always did for the chosen, half reverent and half relieved to not be standing where she was standing. She caught pieces of the murmur as she passed. Poor girl. Poor Wren. All alone in the world now, no wonder the forest wants her, nobody left to weep for her mourning, not really, not the way you'd weep for a mother of four.

She kept her face still. She had gotten good at keeping her face still this past half year.

At the front, Corrin took both her hands, an old ritual gesture that felt to Wren like being handled rather than blessed. "The Iron Forest has claimed its due," he said, loud enough for the whole square. "Wren Calder, daughter of Tomas Calder, blacksmith of Thistlewick, chosen by lot and by the old law. You will go to the treeline at dawn."

"And if I don't?" The words were out of her before she'd fully decided to say them.

A ripple went through the crowd, scandalized, though Wren noted with some grim amusement that plenty of faces looked more curious than offended, as if they too had always wondered what would happen if someone simply refused.

Corrin's grip on her hands tightened, not unkindly, but with the particular strength of a man who had performed this ceremony only in stories, who had inherited the ritual the way Wren had inherited the forge, without ever being taught what happened when the tools failed.

"Then the forest takes its due another way," he said, quietly enough that only she could hear it. "It always has. Better to walk in on your own feet, Wren. I have read the old accounts. The ones who go willingly fare better than the ones who are dragged."

She held his gaze and did not ask how he knew that, or what "fare better" meant when every account agreed on one point only: no tribute had ever come home.

"At dawn, then," she said, and pulled her hands free.



She spent the rest of the day at the forge, because she didn't know what else to do with herself, and because the alternative was sitting in the house above it with her father's chair empty at the table and nothing to occupy her hands. She banked the fire low and went through the tool wall methodically, the way she always did when her mind needed somewhere to go that wasn't the thing actually happening to her.

Tongs, three sizes. Hammers, cross-peen and ball-peen and the big sledge her father had never quite trusted her to swing with full force, though she'd proven a hundred times over she could. Files. A set of punches she'd made herself, her first solo project, still a little crooked at the shoulders where her hand had shaken. The leather apron hanging on its peg, cracked now at the fold where her father's body had worn it soft over four decades and her own body had only just begun to.

She found herself packing a satchel without quite deciding to.

A hammer, the mid-weight one that fit her hand best. A set of tongs. A whetstone. Flint and steel, though she supposed if she was walking into legend she might not need to start her own fires anymore. A coil of wire. Nails, a fistful, because nails were always useful for something. It was, she realized as she cinched the satchel closed, not the packing of a woman going to her death. It was the packing of a woman going to a job.

She didn't examine that thought too closely. She wasn't sure she believed it herself, not really, not down in the part of her that had gone cold and still the moment Corrin said her name. But it was a thought that let her hands keep moving, and right now that mattered more than whether it was true.

Old Greta Ashcombe found her there at dusk, letting herself in through the side door without knocking, the way she'd been doing since before Wren was born. Greta was the closest thing Thistlewick had to a keeper of memory, ninety-some years old and sharper than most people half her age, and she had buried two husbands and outlived every friend of her youth, which perhaps explained why she'd never had much patience for ceremony.

"They send you off at dawn, I hear," Greta said, settling onto the bench by the cold forge without being asked. Her joints cracked audibly as she sat. "Foolish hour. Half the village will be too hungover from tonight's mourning-drink to even see you go."

"I'm not dead yet," Wren said. "Bit early for a wake."

"They'll drink either way. Grief or relief, it all tastes the same going down." Greta's pale eyes fixed on her, sharp and assessing, the same way Wren looked at a piece of green ore before she decided whether it was worth the coal to smelt it. "You're not weeping."

"Should I be?"

"No," Greta said. "But most are, by this point. I've seen three tributes go in my lifetime, girl. All of them wept, every one, right up until they crossed the treeline. It's the ones who don't weep I've always wondered about."

Wren set down the tongs she'd been holding, though she hadn't been doing anything with them, just turning them over in her hands for something to occupy her fingers. "What happened to them? The other three?"

Greta was quiet for a long moment, and in that quiet Wren understood that the old woman had been waiting years, maybe decades, for someone to ask her that question properly.

"Nobody knows," Greta said finally. "That's the truth of it, whatever the elders like to imply with their solemn faces. Nobody has ever come back to say. The forest takes them in, and the village goes on, and a hundred years pass, and everyone forgets to be afraid until the box comes out again." She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, voice dropping lower. "But I'll tell you what my grandmother told me, and her grandmother told her, and so on back further than anyone can properly account for. There's things in that forest that were fae once, or still are, twisted up with the iron and the trees until you can't tell where one ends and the other begins. And fae don't forget a debt, and they don't forgive a slight, but there's one thing they can't abide."

"What's that?"

"Gratitude." Greta said the word like it tasted bad in her mouth. "Don't thank anything in that forest, Wren. Not for shelter, not for food, not for its life if it saves you from something worse. A fae's favor given freely is a favor. A fae's favor thanked is a debt, and debts to the fae have a way of growing teeth. You understand me?"

"I understand the words," Wren said. "I don't know that I understand what good it'll do me."

Greta reached out and took her hand, an unexpectedly gentle gesture from a woman not given to gentleness. Her palm was dry and papery and cool. "You were always a practical girl. Practical girls survive longer than sentimental ones, in my experience, though I'll grant you the sample size is poor." A ghost of a smile. "Your father was proud of you. He told me so, more than once, though I doubt he said it to your face nearly enough."

Wren's throat tightened, unexpected and unwelcome. "He didn't."

"Men rarely do," Greta said, and squeezed her hand once before letting go and pushing herself up off the bench, joints cracking again in protest. "Sleep if you can. Eat something in the morning, whatever they tell you about fasting for the ritual, that's superstitious nonsense dressed up as tradition. A body walks farther on a full stomach, blessed by gods or not." She paused at the door. "And Wren. Whatever's out there. Don't let it decide what you are before you've had the chance to decide for yourself."

She left before Wren could ask what that meant either.



Wren didn't sleep, not really, though she lay in her father's bed because it felt wrong somehow to sleep in her own the night before she might die, as if her own bed needed to stay untouched, waiting for a version of her that would come home to it. She listened to the house settle around her, the particular creaks and sighs she'd known her whole life, and thought about the forge below her, banked but not dead, and about the satchel packed by the door, and about her father's hands on the last hammer he ever swung.

She thought, too, though she tried not to, about what waited in the Iron Forest. The stories varied depending on who told them. Some said it was a beast, pure and simple, something with too many teeth and no mind behind the hunger. Some said it was the forest itself, alive and vengeful, roots that reached up through the soil to drag the unwary down. The oldest stories, the ones Greta's people had carried down through generations of grandmothers, said it was something else. Something that had been a person once. Something cursed.

She didn't know which version to believe, if any. She supposed she'd find out.

Dawn came grey and cold, fog sitting low over the fields the way it always did in early autumn, and Wren rose before the house did, dressed in her work clothes because she couldn't think what else a person wore to walk into legend, and took up the satchel by the door. She ate, as Greta had told her to, standing at the cold hearth with a heel of bread and a strip of dried meat, tasting neither.

The village had gathered at the square by the time she came down, fewer than she expected, most people apparently having taken Greta's warning about the mourning-drink to heart. Elder Corrin stood at the front with two others, robed for the occasion, looking like men performing a ceremony they only half believed in themselves. Mara Fenn was there, her husband beside her, both looking faintly ashamed, as if being spared felt like something that ought to be apologized for. Ansel Rook had brought his hat again, holding it to his chest.

Greta stood near the back, arms crossed, watching with an expression Wren couldn't quite read. Not pity. Something closer to respect.

Corrin led the short procession out of the village and along the north road, the one that ran, eventually, into the dark line of trees that marked the border of the Iron Forest, visible even from here as a wall of black-green against the pale morning sky. Nobody spoke much on the walk. There wasn't much to say that hadn't already been said, in speeches and warnings and half-apologetic glances, over the course of the last day.

The trees grew close as they approached, ancient in a way that felt wrong even from a distance, trunks too straight, too regular, threaded through here and there with veins of something dark and metallic that caught what little light there was and gave it back distorted. Wren had grown up hearing this forest called the Iron Forest without ever quite understanding why until she stood close enough to see it. The trees weren't just near iron. They were part iron, wood and metal grown together into something that belonged to neither category properly.

At the treeline, the procession stopped, as it always did, as if some old law kept every foot in the village from crossing that boundary even now.

Corrin turned to her, and for a moment the ceremonial mask slipped, and she saw underneath it a tired old man who did not want to be doing this any more than she wanted to be on the receiving end of it.

"The village thanks you," he said, and then seemed to hear his own words and winced, glancing toward Greta, who had gone rigid at the back of the crowd. He cleared his throat and tried again. "The village is grateful for your tribute, Wren Calder."

Grateful. Not thanks. Wren noted the careful correction and understood, with a strange, distant clarity, that this was the first lesson of the forest, offered even before she'd crossed into it: words mattered here in ways they hadn't back home, and everyone who sent her in knew it, even if none of them had ever needed to test the knowledge themselves.

She didn't answer him. She adjusted the satchel on her shoulder, looked once at the crowd behind her, found Greta's eyes, and received a single sharp nod, the kind of nod her father used to give her when she'd finished a difficult weld and gotten it right.

Then she turned, and walked into the trees, and did not look back to see whether anyone watched her go.

The cold hit her first, a good ten degrees colder inside the treeline than it had been on the road, though the sun hadn't fully cleared the horizon yet so it was hard to say how much of that was the forest and how much was simple morning chill. The second thing she noticed was the silence. No birds. No insects. Just the crunch of her own boots on a forest floor that felt, underfoot, subtly wrong, too even, too deliberate, like walking on a floor built to resemble ground rather than ground itself.

The third thing she noticed, an hour or so in, once the treeline had vanished behind her into the fog and the trees had closed ranks in every direction until she could no longer say with confidence which way she'd come from, was that the metal veins running through the trunks seemed to pulse, faintly, in a rhythm that reminded her uncomfortably of a heartbeat.

She kept walking anyway. There wasn't much else to do.

Her father used to say that fear was just information the body gave you before your mind had caught up to the facts, and that a good smith learned to listen to it without letting it choose her hammer strokes for her. Wren held onto that now, walking deeper into a forest that breathed iron and bled silence, one hand resting on the strap of her satchel, feeling the solid, familiar weight of her tools against her hip.

Whatever waited at the heart of this place, she intended to meet it with her hands steady.
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By midday, or what she guessed was midday, given that the fog never quite lifted enough to show her the sun's position, Wren had stopped trying to track distance and started tracking landmarks instead, though the forest seemed determined to deny her even that small mercy. Every third tree looked identical to the one before it, iron veins threading the same patterns through the same grey bark, root systems arching up out of the ground in the same deliberate, almost architectural curves. She tried, twice, marking a trunk with a scratch from her knife, and both times found herself passing that same scratched trunk again within the hour, though she'd been walking in what she was certain was a straight line.

The third time it happened, she stopped, sat down on a root thick as a bench, and allowed herself exactly one minute of something like despair.

"All right," she said aloud, to no one, because the silence had gotten heavy enough that she wanted to hear a voice, even her own. "All right. It doesn't want me finding my own way. Fine."

She thought of the stories again. A hundred years, a tribute, and no one ever came home. She thought of Greta's warning about gratitude and debts with teeth. She thought of her father's hands and the ruined forge that must exist somewhere back in the world she'd left behind, going cold without her to tend it, and felt something in her chest tighten that she refused to
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