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      Sunbeams danced across my wood table as I cleared away my breakfast dishes. A mug of warm tea and a bowl of gruel. It was midwinter and my food supply was growing low, but fear and embarrassment gripped me when I considered going to town to trade for more.

      A flash of red drew my eyes to the back window of my one-room hut. I tip-toed over and glanced out of the frosted windowpane. Dark green vines and rich brown wood met my eyes—the entrance to the enchanted wildwood. Eyes stared back at me framed by black fur and then vanished into the thicket. My hand went to my neck and a shudder rippled down my spine. Once again I considered whether it was wise to live so close to the enchanted wildwood.

      A knock at the door pulled me out of my thoughts. It was almost midday, and I wasn’t expecting visitors. No one came to visit me anymore. Months ago, it was different. I was held in high esteem as the healer of the village of Moon Leaf and had been for fifteen years. When I was twelve, my grandma—who was the healer at that time—claimed I was old enough for the gift to awaken within me and ready to begin my training. We mended broken bones, calmed fevered children, and helped mothers give birth. Once, a babe was breached, and Grandma’s hands were too shaky to turn the babe around in the womb. So I did it. The babe was born hale and happy.

      From then on, a kind of luck shined down on me. Every child I helped birth was born fat, healthy, and never became sick. They recovered quickly from bumps and bruises, and when the baker’s son fell out of a tree on his fifth birthday and broke his arm, it healed completely in a week.

      But ever since the incident, I was seen as a disgrace. When I went to town I heard whispers of “witch” and “cursed one”. The village wardens threatened to take my land because I was a burden. If they had come to pay me a visit, I did not know what to say or do.

      My throat went dry and my fingers trembled as I unbolted the door. Cold daylight streamed in, and my shivers of fright turned to relief when I saw who it was. I chewed my lower lip, suddenly ashamed of my shoddy appearance. My white wool dress was quite plain, and my black hair tumbled in unbrushed waves down to my waist. I tucked one of my wild curls behind my ear and looked up at the handsome man standing on my doorstep.

      He was much taller than myself with a thick torso, great arms and legs bulging with muscles. Sandy blond hair hung past his wide shoulders but was pulled back from his chiseled face and fastened at the nape of his neck. He wore a long-sleeved shirt, open at the front where golden hairs spilled out. His pants clung to the muscles of his legs and were tucked into his boots. In his arms, he carried a bundle of wood.

      “Mistress Talia.” His deep voice was low and melodious.

      My skin tingled at the sound of my name on his lips. “Wilhelm, come in.” I held the door open wider and moved back to give him room to enter.

      His presence filled up the room, and a smile played around the corners of my mouth as I watched him. Wilhelm had been my one consistent companion throughout my trials. Aware that I was a young woman, living alone, he took it upon himself to check on me from time to time, coming around with fresh-cut wood or bringing me wares from town. He was handsome and gentle for a man whose body carried so much strength. I’d admired him from afar and rewarded his visits with a cup of tea, a home-baked slice of bread or a knitted hat for the winter, when I had time. But today I had nothing to give, and perhaps he knew that, for after setting down the wood, he moved toward the door, a furrow in his brow.

      “Are you well, Talia?” He asked, twisting his fingers.

      “I am,” I lied, meeting his dark green gaze. “Thank you for bringing more wood.”

      “It is the least I can do,” he said, his eyes holding mine. “Are you sure you want to stay here? Alone?”

      I swallowed hard, desperately wishing my attraction to him was not one-sided. The way his green eyes looked at me made me feel breathless, and yet he kept moving away as though my bad luck would rub off on him. Perhaps it would be best for him to leave, but I twisted my fingers, desperately thinking of something to say to make him stay. “I am, and I have work to complete before the festival of Yule begins.”

      Wilhelm nodded but took another step toward the door. “Aye, I’ll leave you to your work then.”

      “Are the villagers still angry?” I blurted out. I had not wanted to ask the question and immediately regretted it when I saw the pity in Wilhelm’s eyes.

      “Some are,” he admitted, his voice quiet. “They are used to looking to you for help, and they don’t understand what happened. I think I know how to—“

      “I understand,” I cut him off, my voice ringing with bitterness.

      His eyes clouded over, and he paused. “Talia. I came to warn you about the wildwood. The creatures within are always restless during a festival. If you feel frightened or uneasy you may stay at my home tonight. I have an extra room…” He trailed off.

      I realized why he said what he did, for he was trying to be kind. Disappointment made me glance back at my knitting strewn across the table.

      Wilhelm stepped outside, rubbing his hands together. “It is a cold day. I will return tomorrow, if you will have me.”

      I wanted him to stay, but he strode off, as though he could not bear to be around me anymore. “Until tomorrow,” I whispered, and shut the door.

      After putting another log on the fire, I sat down in my rocker and reached for my knitting. The jug of spiced wine sat on the table beside me and, knowing a drink would help ease my anxiety, I poured a cup and drained it dry.
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      A noise woke me, and I bolted upright, sending the rocker I sat in into motion. My eyes squinted at the sudden confusion of being startled from deep slumber. A slight headache pinched between my eyes, and I listened.

      It happened again, a gentle tap-tap on the door of my sparse one-room cottage accompanied by a faint scraping.

      My arms trembled—still weak with sleep—as I forced myself out of the rocking chair. A ball of bright yellow yarn rolled off my lap and my knitting needles clattered to the floor. I failed to suppress a cry from escaping my lips. When had I become so jittery?

      The sound at my door trailed off as I caught my breath and took in the room’s state. The fire burned low and the air was tainted with a sour scent. I sighed and rubbed my hands over my arms. My shoulders slumped at the fading light in the window. Sundown. I’d slept through the afternoon. Again.

      My gaze was drawn to the telltale reason: a flask of spiced wine. How many glasses had I drank?

      My stomach rumbled as I reached for the fire poker. An iron rod with a pointed end. Although the scratching noise at the door might have been an animal, the makeshift weapon made me feel better. There was a stray cat I usually left a bowl of milk for, but I’d forgotten that afternoon. Perhaps it was hungry and wanted to get in.

      I made my way to the door, heart pounding in my throat. My fingers closed around the doorknob, and I took a breath to steel my nerves. I yanked it open and brandished the poker, ready to stab any intruder who stood outside of my hut.

      Crisp frosty air blew in, sending the last of my fire to embers, but there was no one there. I blinked in the frostiness. Gold stars shone pale in the velvet sky, and the silvery moon was almost full. Cool air eased the edges of my wine-induced headache.

      The beauty of the night reprimanded me. I needed to stop drinking. The festival of Yule began tomorrow night, and I would miss it if I carried on this way. Especially because the blacksmith’s wife was still kind to me, although suspicious. She offered to sell my wool blankets during the festival. Using that money I could buy all I needed for the rest of winter. Only, the blankets weren’t finished because I kept getting drunk.

      Yule was my favorite time of the year, when the villagers came together despite the cold to celebrate and welcome the sun back to our lives. We decorated the great tree that had stood in the center of the village for ages. The pond was frozen over, and it was funny to watch the children skating, laughing and shouting as they tried not to fall over, their faces pink and rosy. Best of all was the feasting and gift giving. During that time, we were one people, happy. All transgressions were forgotten, something I desperately needed. I had to redeem myself in the eyes of the villagers.

      It had been months since the incident but I still remembered it like it were yesterday. The Lord of Moon Leaf called me to his manor for the birth of his firstborn. He and his wife hoped it would be a male heir to their land titles and wealth. Because of my reputation, they called me to be present for the birth, scorning the servants and the healer who had worked for their family line.

      I recalled that day vividly. The eve of Mabon. A great celebration was to be held the next day, and the house was tense with excitement. It was the largest manor home I’d ever seen, with stone walls and rose bushes around the entrance. It would have been a beautiful place to raise a child with every comfort that could possibly be given. I’d walked inside, and my luck had turned. Nothing went as expected. The lady labored long and hard, losing far too much blood for my liking. The child was born without making a sound and died within the hour.

      I’ll never forget the smell of blood. The rage and disappointment in the lord’s eyes. Or the wails of the mother as she beat her breast, crying out for her stolen child. I’d left, a foul mixture of sweat and blood staining my clothes, anxious that I’d find myself swinging from the noose. Although there was no punishment from the lord, word got out about my failure. The next child I delivered died as well. As did the third one, and then failure swallowed me. I gave up my post as healer, retreated to my one-room cottage to hide, knit and drink.

      Whenever anxiety rose, beating like the wings of a trapped bird in my chest, I reached for the wine, drank one too many glasses, lost track of time, and fell asleep. The blanket I’d been hired to knit wasn’t even half done, all my working hours lost to drunken stupor. Drinking myself to sleep each afternoon was pathetic – and if I lost my commission, the wardens would take my land - but I did not know how else to stop the madness from seeping in.

      My fingers twitched as I looked out into the night, a dismal reminder that it was time for another drink. At times when I was deep into my cups of spiced wine, I’d stare out my back window at the enchanted wildwood. I saw things in the wood. Grotesque orcs crept through the vines, the dim light revealing their blue-gray skin and abnormal features. Trolls with long noses and fat, sagging bellies. My imagination ran wild at those times and I often shut the curtains, returned to my rocking chair and pretended I’d seen nothing. Despite my fear of those creatures—real or imagined—the winter air felt pleasant and cool against my skin. A walk after sundown was not a smart idea, but spending some time out in nature might help me heal.

      I took a step, and my foot bumped against something. On my doorstep lay a shape, obscured by the gloom. I narrowed my eyes and cocked my head to examine it. A round object, shaped almost like an egg but roughly cut at the ends. The low light from the fire flickered in the background as I leaned over. Black hair fluttered around the edges, but then I saw two eyes, wide and unseeing. Human eyes. A severed head.

      My hands flew to my mouth, and I screamed into the quietness of the night. I backed away in horror, my stomach queasy and fingers shaking.

      Black shadows moved in the darkness. Heart pounding, I slammed the door shut and snatched up the block of wood I used to bolt it. No sooner had I’d lifted it than the door flew open and clocked me in the head. Pain exploded across my vision, and I fell, landing on my bottom with a jarring thud as masked figures bounded over my doorstep.

      With my vision swimming in pain, I couldn’t tell if there were two or three of them. I kicked one in the shin, but it didn’t deter him. The block of wood was still in my hands, and I swung, determined to hit one. How dare they enter my home and try to rob me!

      But my efforts were in vain. They ripped the wood from my hands, rolled me onto my belly and pulled my arms behind my back. Strong fingers squeezed my cheeks, forcing my jaws open. They crammed a handkerchief into my mouth even though I gagged and coughed and spit.

      A hood went over my head, and a sharp blow set my ears ringing. My consciousness ebbed as arms lifted me and bore me away.
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      Consciousness came slowly with the sluggishness of returning memory and awareness. I opened my eyes to darkness, my eyelashes scraping against the heavy blindfold tied around my eyes. I sat upright, my head lolling to the side against a rough board of wood. The cool winds of winter did not kiss my skin, so I must have been inside somewhere. Sitting up straighter, I strained my ears for sound, but the blindfold muffled any noise. A dull ache of discomfort ran from my skull all the way down my spine to the knotted ropes which tied my hands behind me. I twisted my fingers to determine how tight they were. They did not move. Next, I attempted to dislodge the gag in my mouth. The cloth was foul, and bile boiled in my belly at the taste of it. My mouth was dry and aside from the gag, the sour taste of wine still lingered in the back of my throat.

      Where were my abductors who had the audacity to take me from my home and tie me up in the dark? I wanted to go home, eat a good dinner and go back to sleep. I squirmed in frustration, and fear pulsed a rhythm in my heart. I would not be missed until at least midday when Wilhelm returned to check on me. Usually, the village folk did not venture out to my land. I lived far too close to the enchanted wildwood where the dark queen reigned and demanded sacrifices from the village to protect it from the beasts within.

      I shivered, not simply because of the thought of sacrifices, but also because of the head on my doorstep. I had not recognized it, and in my horror hadn’t thought to examine it to see if it were a fresh kill. Nay, it must have been a diversion to frighten me because I was the cursed one. The disparaging thought made me cringe.

      Grandma said the goddess had blessed me, and I’d accepted it with grace and humbleness, knowing I did not possess such magic nor did it run in my family blood. In fact, just the opposite. Papa had gone off to fight in the king’s war, abandoning Mama and I. She passed away when I was ten from an ailment she’d been fighting most of my life. It left her sick and weak, and even Grandma’s gift could not help her. I spent many days by her side, knitting to keep my hands busy, and telling stories of what I’d seen and heard in the village. Spiced wine eased her pain, and when she wasn’t looking, I snuck sips of it. At first the bitter taste made me choke, but when the warmth swept through me, all my worries melted away. After Mama passed, Grandma kept me busy so I wouldn’t feel too sorry for myself. I’d always been good with my hands, but I was better at being a healer. Until three months ago.

      My fingers went still under the knowledge that I was useless to my village. There was no longer a place for me. But I pressed on. Grandma would not want to see me that way. She’d passed seven years ago, when I was twenty, and made me promise I would make a name for my family. And what had I done? Failed.

      I twisted my numb fingers, trying to work blood back into them as I considered my predicament. And then I heard voices, muffled but coming nearer. I sat up straight and listened. Footsteps grew louder, metal scraped—a key being thrust into a lock—and a creaking door swung open.
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      There was silence, and then a man cleared his throat. His voice quavered as he spoke. “Well. There she is, just as you requested.”

      “And you paid the men who helped you?” The second male asked. There was a higher squeak to his voice like he’d never fully reached manhood and his voice was still going through a traumatic sequence of highs and lows, trying to find the perfect level of deep manliness.

      “Just as you requested,” the first man said.

      I chewed my lower lip. They’d paid someone in the village to capture me?

      “Did you have to truss her up so?” The second man groaned.

      “I’m sorry, Teague. Will she do for the sacrifice?” His companion asked, sounding somewhat cowed.

      “Aye, she’ll do,” Teague responded. “Get her up and let’s go. The watchers have gone quiet, now’s our moment to move before the Dark Queen notices us.”

      My kidnapper sniffed, weeping. “The Dark Queen is dead. The new Queen of the Wildwood is unpredictable--”

      “All the more reason we should move. Go. Get her up.”

      My fingers moved frantically within my bonds as thoughts careened through my mind. The Dark Queen was dead? There was a new Queen of the Wildwood? I gasped against the gag, my breath suddenly coming short and fast. For as long as I’d been alive, stories of the Queen who ruled the enchanted wildwood circulated. Children were told stories as babes that the forest held horrors, monsters who would come eat us alive, and the Queen protected the surrounding villages from the monsters, provided we granted her an annual sacrifice, filled with magic to make her strong. Strong enough to protect us. But if she was so strong, how could she be dead?

      Anxiety bloomed in my chest. Now I knew, my wine inspired visions were not dreams at all. The wildwood was alive with monsters, and this new Queen of the Wildwood wasn’t holding them back. They’d watched me from my home, and it must be these same monsters who had captured me, luring me out and stealing me away in the dark of night. Rumor had it the forest came alive as festivals drew near, but each of villages that surrounded the wood had a responsibility to protect their people. I’d heard of the Sisters of the Light who were the strongest during Mabon—a pivotal festival when the year turned from light to darkness. What if they had failed and allowed this new queen to rise?

      Goosebumps snaked up my arms as footsteps drew nearer. I tried to scream through my gag and thrashed, but it was useless. Meaty hands gripped my arms and hauled me to my feet, which were also bound. I almost fell over.

      “Eh,” grunted the man, or perhaps beast. “She’s a lively one.”

      “The point is to capture her, not kill her yet,” Teague replied. “Hurry. It will soon be midnight, and the feast of Yule will begin. Now’s our time.”

      Time for what? I wiggled my shoulders and tried to kick my feet, but my bonds were secure. The man lifted me up and tossed me over his shoulder with no more ceremony than if I’d been a sack of wheat. We moved. The creaking door clanged shut, and the key once again turned in a lock. I had the nasty sensation that I hadn’t been alone in that prison, and a shiver went up my spine. Who were these people? What did they want with me? Why was time of the essence? Oh why, oh why hadn’t I taken up the woodcutter’s suggestion and stayed with him? I belonged to no man, and yet the safety of his house would be preferable to this. At least he wouldn’t have let anyone take me in the middle of the night. I assumed my home near the enchanted woods was safe. What a fool I was, to lock myself away in grief.

      Blood rushed to my head as we moved at a fair gait. Cold air bit through my wool dress, the only detail that told me we’d moved outside, and then came a long trek. My captors did not try to stay quiet but huffed and puffed, rustling through the underbrush, and often sticks and branches poked at me. I knew I should save my strength, but I couldn’t help but thrash and hiss through my gag, letting my abductors know I was very unhappy with their treatment of me.

      It was useless.

      Time passed as slowly as a stone being mined from a quarry, and I gave up my futile attempts. The blood in my head made me woozy, and the lack of food and water left me sick and achy. On top of all that, my bones were cold, my dress doing nothing to shield my body from the unforgiving cold of winter.

      At last we came to a stop and with a hiss of “Careful” I was set down on my numb feet. My body leaned up against rough wood. A tree? But before I could regain my senses, there was a rustling and a length of rope was wound around my stomach and chest—restricting my breath even further. I was secured to what I assumed was the trunk of a tree. With my hands pinned behind my back and ankles tied together, I was useless to resist. Now they would do what they intended to do. Bile filled my throat, although with the gag it had nowhere to go. I trembled, but not simply from the cold.

      Hands came up around my head and untied the blindfold. It fell off, settling around my neck, and I blinked against the low light of night. I was in a wood, that much I could tell among the shadows. The fresh scent of pine and fir along with fresh snow filled my nose. It took my eyes a moment to grow used to the darkness, for aside from the moon, there were no other lights. Trees surrounded me on all sides in a circle, leaving a small opening for moonlight to pour through. I looked at my two captors and a bolt of fear shot through me. Panic rose up in my throat to choke me. Tears came to my eyes, and I wished they’d left me blindfolded.
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      “There, there, girly,” the smaller one—who seemed to be in charge—said. He was a small, squat man with a thick beard and shoes that curled up at the end. He only stood as high as my waist, and in the moonlight, it was difficult to tell whether he was a gnome or a dwarf. His head was rather large on his short body, but he was hideous to boot.

      "See Dak,” the dwarf scolded. "I told you we should have left the blindfold on."

      Dak grunted, and my attention went to him. A cry died in my throat. He was an ogre, albeit a stunted one, for I'd heard rumor that they were big beasts, as tall as trees in the forest. Or perhaps those tales were lies. He was bald with skin the color of gray stones, covered in wrinkles and sunspots. He had an upturned nose, rather dull looking eyes and thick fingers. He stood a head taller than me and a foul scent emanated from him. I shuddered to think that I'd been on his back, being bumped along while he carried me with those thick hands. At least he hadn't tried to grope me, and yet still, fear made me sag in my bonds.

      He scratched his head. "Eh, should we do it here?"

      "Of course," the dwarf—Teague—grumbled. "Here is the best place. Get the stones, I need to sharpen my knife."

      My eyes bulged as the ogre pulled a sack of stones off his belt and adjusted his loin cloth, inadvertently showing me an unwanted view of his hairy testicles.

      I blanched and my throat constricted.

      Teague walked closer. "Now girly, if we take out the gag you must promise not to scream. There are beasts in the wood who would like to eat you."

      I nodded frantically as my spit threatened to choke me.

      The dwarf held out his hand to the ogre. "I'll do the stones. Take off her gag."

      Dak moved toward me, tilted my head back and yanked out the gag. Instantly I leaned over as far as my bonds would let me, choking and spiting as vomit poured out of my mouth and splashed around my feet. Now my throat was raw, and I was desperate for something, anything to drink. What I wouldn't give for more spiced wine to put me out of my misery.

      "Stop," I begged, my words coming out hoarse. "You don't have to sacrifice me. Just...tell me what you want."

      "She speaks," Teague giggled as he lay out stones in a circle around me.

      My eyes went wide and hysteria rose. An old chant came to mind, a chant I wasn't supposed to know.

      A circle of stones

      A circle of bones

      The blood of a maid

      Without seed of her mate

      Use the blood of one never wed

      Make your wish, call forth the dead

      Before I could say anything more, there came a howl, long and high. A wolf hunting at night, even though it was the eve of the first day of Yule, and the wolves should be gone. Yule heralded the rebirth of the sun and the last half of winter as we looked forward to spring. Ironically for me,  the howl of the wolf suggested a darkness which did not exist on such a night.

      The dwarf’s fingers twitched, and a stone dropped out of his fist. Straightening, he glanced uneasily at the forest, scratched his neck and inched closer to the ogre.

      “Dak,” he whispered, "do you have the knife? We should hurry."

      "It's just a wolf." Dak shrugged as he pulled a curved knife from his belt and held the ornament handle out to Teague. "I can rip a wolf apart with my bare hands."

      "No, you fool," the dwarf snapped, "it means we were followed, and he might try to save her."

      Save her. Save me? I straightened at the thought and tried to create enough moisture in my mouth for a scream, but my voice came out raspy. "Help!" I coughed out, no louder than a whisper. "Help me."

      "I told you not to scream," Teague dropped the last stone and snatched the knife from Dak’s oversized hand. "Now you'll be sorry."

      I hadn't screamed, but there was no point in explaining. The dwarf was about to slit my throat, and I pressed my body against the tree trunk as though it would save me.

      It didn’t. Instead, the bushes split in half and a wolf leaped out, hair as black as night and eyes red as blood. It bounded toward the dwarf, teeth bared, and as it did an axe hurled out of the wood and sank into the ogre’s skull. The beast fell, plopping on its back into the underbrush.

      If my voice were not powerless and raw, I would have screamed at the sheer horror of it, and yet my heart beat faster as I wondered whether I was being saved or captured by another monster of the wildwood. I twisted in my bonds, and a man walked out of the wood into the moonlight.

      He was a large man, taller than myself with a thick torso, great arms and legs bulging with muscles. I gasped in surprise even though it sent a surge of pain through my throat. The hulking man strode closer to me, pulling a knife from his belt. The moonlight shone over his face, displaying it clearly to me, the set jaw, the clean-shaven beard, and those eyes, dark green, just like the wildwood, that gazed at me with a smoldering ferocity. Despite my predicament, my body went warm, and I opened my mouth in astonishment.

      "Wilhelm?" I rasped.
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      Wilhelm the Woodcutter's green eyes drifted away from mine just long enough to survey the fallen ogre and dwarf.

      "On guard," he called to the wolf, his deep voice low and melodious.

      A shiver went up my spine, not of fear, but of relief and gratitude. I'd never suspected Wilhelm would come to my rescue in the middle of the night, nor did I know he had a pet wolf. My eyes studied his face, and a blush tinged my cheeks. I'd been sweet on the woodcutter for a while, but I assumed he had his own life. After Mabon, after I'd fallen from grace in the eyes of the village, I assumed he continued to help me only because he felt sorry for me. But now?

      “Talia. Did they hurt you?" he asked, a growl in his tone as he bent to cut the rope from around my feet.

      "No," I whispered, my eyes going to his rich blond hair and wide shoulders.

      Standing, he side-stepped the pile of vomit—I blushed again, this time with embarrassment and shame—and he cut the rope from around the tree. I sagged with relief at the freedom and tried to step away from the tree, but my feet were numb and I staggered. Before I could fall, Wilhelm's warm hand clamped around my forearm.

      "Here, let me help you," he said, putting one arm around my waist to steady me. My head bumped up against his shoulder and I leaned into his unintentional embrace while he cut the rope from around my wrists. The untended proximity was distracting, for he smelled like spruce and fir, a clean scent that surrounded him unlike whatever pungent odors—fears, sweat and wine—which were emanating from my body.

      I hissed as he freed my hands, distracting me from my unbidden thoughts. The coarse rope had cut into my skin. Numbness and fright ebbed away, leaving only exhaustion, pain and a sharp relief that Wilhelm had found me.

      "Lean on me," Wilhelm instructed, one arm still circling my waist while the other tucked away his knife. "You might find it hard to walk for a while."

      "How did you find me?" I asked, more than content to lean into his strength.

      A twig snapped, and the black wolf trotted toward the sound, then sat on its haunches, turning its red eyes on Wilhelm for instructions.

      "I am sorry it took so long. It was Rex here," he jerked his chin toward the wolf, "who alerted me that something was wrong."

      I glanced at the wolf, knowing I should be afraid of the hulking beast, but I owed it my life. “Thank you,” I said as a wave of exhaustion came over me.

      As though he could read my mind, Wilhelm scooped me up in his arms, allowing me to rest my head against his broad chest. My cheeks went hot when I felt the hard, ridged muscles beneath his shirt.

      “Come, I will take you to my home,” Wilhelm said, “and guard you until sunrise. Your abductors might come again when they realized they failed.”

      I blinked against the sleep that threatened to consume me, despite my late afternoon nap. "There were only two of them and they are dead,” I protested.

      "I will explain in the morning, Talia," Wilhelm murmured. "I think I know what's happening to you. And I believe I can help."

      I wanted to snort with laughter as Wilhelm carried me through the forest. How could he know? Even I didn't know why the babies died, while life evaporated from my fingertips instead of the hale and happiness that should have happened. Grandma said I had the gift, and yet on the night of Mabon, everything had changed. Death came out of me instead of life. And then the creatures of the forest choose to kidnap me. Why? Suddenly the loss of my magic and my kidnapping did not seem like a coincidence.
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      The crackle of flames licking up firewood woke me in the morning. I opened my eyes, taking in the unfamiliar room and the cool light that streamed in from the window. My mind was clear, sharp with clarity, and I realized for the first time in a long time, I hadn't drunk myself to sleep. I lay on my back, a blanket pulled up to my chin. My ankles throbbed, as did my wrists. When I glanced at the rope welts on them, last night came flooding back with hints of panic, embarrassment and then relief.

      I was at Wilhelm’s house, in his room, in his bed! The door to the room was ajar, and it was silent out there. I recalled that he’d taken some blankets and created a pallet on the floor in front of the fire, assuring me he was used to sleeping with only a bedroll. Still, knowing I’d stayed at his home sent shivers of desire up my spine. If only the villagers knew I’d spent the night at an unwed man’s house, I would be further shamed for allowing myself to be taken advantage of. Rules. There were so many rules in the village. In a short space of time, I'd gone from a well-known healer to nothing more than a drunk. Perhaps they would add whore to the list.

      What the villagers thought did not matter though. Not anymore. Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I stretched my sore limbs and rose. There was a cup of water by the bedside, and I took a long draught. After last night’s events, it seemed I could not drink enough to quench my thirst. My black hair hung in wild curls past my shoulders, still tangled from the chaos of last night. Using my fingers, I detangled them as best I could then twisted my hair back.

      Some women in the village wore hats on their heads, so as not to distract men with the shine of their hair. My wild curls were unmanageable, and I either left them to hang loose or wore a braid to be more demure. But at Wilhelm’s house, I was unsure what my behavior should be. More like the women in the village? Although it was hopeless that he should want me as a lover. We were of a similar age, and a man who wanted a wife had one by now.

      Perhaps—despite all his strength and muscle—he was in love with someone else. Someone unattainable. Frustrated at the thought, I crept out of the bedroom into the main room. It was dark when we’d returned, and I’d fallen asleep quickly, thankful to be safe and exhausted by the events of the evening. Now, I had a chance to study Wilhelm’s home. Most cottages were one room—which helped keep the warmth during the winter—but his was larger.

      The fireplace took up one wall, lined from floor to ceiling with stones like a room out of an ancient castle. The opening for the fire was set a few feet off the ground and large enough for a child to crawl inside—if they could reach it. It was at the perfect height for cooking without bending over too far. Wilhelm’s pallet lay before the fire—although he was not lying on it—and there was wood stacked up on either side, drying. A warm glow came from those stones and I marveled at the warmth and comfort of the woodcutter’s home.

      A round wood table sat in the middle of the room with a husk of bread, a jar of water or perhaps wine, a knife, a few plates and cups on it. But my eyes were drawn to the shelves beside the solid oak door, for on it were Wilhelm’s weapons. A knife, his axe—that I hadn’t recalled him retrieving the evening before—a quiver of black-feathered arrows and a bow. He was a hunter as well as a woodcutter as was apparent from the skins hanging from the rafters on one side of the room. On the other side of the room hung vegetables and dried meats, a collection of stores for the winter. Past the hanging food was a basin and a window.

      Wilhelm stood before the window, washing his face and hands. His shirt was off, draped over one shoulder, and I paused, my eyes inexplicably drawn to the lines of muscle on his back and arms. The way his pants slung low on his hips. A sigh escaped my lips.

      The noise made him turn. “Talia,” Wilhelm wiped his hands and tugged on his shirt, his mouth open in a yawn as he did so. “Did you rest well?”

      A smile touched my lips and my breath caught in my throat as I met his forest-green gaze. An unruly curl tumbled across my forehead, and I swept it back. “I did, although taking your bed is a poor thanks for what you did for me last night.”

      I meant my words to bring a smile, but instead his expression turned serious, as though he were working up the courage to tell me something awful. Suddenly fear beat a pitter-patter in my heart and my attempt at light-heartedness faded like the sun on a stormy day. I bit my lower lip and twisted my fingers together. Was he worried about his reputation?

      “Is something wrong?"

      Wilhelm sighed and opened the cupboard, taking out a slab of cheese and a knife. “I would speak openly with you, Mistress Talia,” he moved toward the table, although his eyes held mine the entire time. He placed the cheese on the cutting board and sliced great slabs of bread, placing each on a plate which he set before the fire.

      I twisted my wild curls through my fingers in discomfort as I watched the cheese melt in front of the flame. I was an inconvenience. I should leave before my situation grew even more uncomfortable.

      When the cheese was melted, Wilhelm returned the plates to the table and took a seat. "Will you sit with me?" He gestured to the chair opposite him.

      I bit my lip as I sat, my heart beating in my chest like a child in trouble. Concern rode me, even though the scent of cheese and bread made my stomach growl with hunger. This was much better food than the mushy gruel I served myself each morning.

      Wilhelm poured two cups of water and sat one before me. "I hope my words will not frighten you."

      I was relieved to see there was a gentleness in his eyes, a kindness there, but no pity. Maybe I'd misread him.

      I took a bite of bread and cheese, and warmth swept through me, restoring my courage. “I will listen, please, go on. Last night you claimed that you know what happened to me."

      "I believe I do," he agreed, ducking his chin.

      He rested his calloused hands on the table. Tempting. I wanted to reach over and grip those powerful hands with my own, full well knowing their warmth would make me feel safe and secure. Instead, I forced myself to keep eating.

      "You know me as Wilhelm the Woodcutter," he began. "Which is true. I do live in the village, but I spend my time between here and the enchanted wildwood. You know as well as I do that the Dark Queen ruled the wildwood, requiring sacrifices to fuel her magic in exchange for protection. Until the night of Mabon.”

      Night of Mabon. A wail shot through my memory at his words, and once again I was back at the manor house, the scent of blood and bile thick in the air, and the child, slick with its mother's blood lying limp in my hands. Tears glistened at my eyes as I blinked away the memory. I tried to wipe my tears away without Wilhelm noticing, but his dark eyes were gazing at me, an unreadable expression on his face.

      One of his big hands came up, as though he would wipe away my tears, and then he reddened and dropped his hand back down on the table. He cleared his throat, and a moment of uncomfortableness hung in the air, unsaid words as thick as grief. I wanted to tell him to continue his tale, but the words stuck in my throat. I dropped my eyes back down to the table.

      "In one of the villages to the east of us,” Wilhelm continued, “a storm of magic destroyed the temple of the Sister of the Light. There was one survivor with strong magic. She ventured into the enchanted wildwood and defeated the Dark Queen."

      I gasped at his words. Defeated the Dark Queen? How was that possible? There was no one alive with magic stronger than the Dark Queen's, and if there was, what did that mean for us? As Wilhelm's words sank in, other thoughts rose. Whatever gift I had, whatever it was called, had fled the night of Mabon. Was it because. . .

      "Everything has changed now that the new Queen of the Wildwood is in power."

      Questions flitted through my head and burst out of my mouth. "How do you know these things? Will the new queen uphold the old ways and protect us from the forest, like the Dark Queen did? Is she to be trusted?"

      Those dark green eyes studied me, and there was a sadness behind them. His shoulders slumped, slightly. "I used to walk the forest during the days when the Dark Queen ruled. I met one of her knights, Sir Aelbrin. He told me stories about the wildwood, including the downfall of the Dark Queen and the rise of the new Queen of the Wildwood. It's also where I found Rex, ensnared in a trap for disobeying the Dark Queen’s demands. I set him free and now he follows me. But walking the wood isn't without its peril. Aelbrin told me that the new Queen of the Wildwood hopes to make amends for the Dark Queen, to make things better, easier for the village folk. She has a good heart, but she is young and unused to the wildwood. Her power is strong, but the dark creatures of the forest are vast and pit their power against hers. More than anything, the darkness wants to escape out of the wood into our world. The new queen hasn't been strong enough to hold all of them back, and magic has leaked out, changing things. I believe the change has affected you, the magic which flowed in your blood has gone, leaving only death. Perhaps if you speak with the Queen of the Wildwood, she can help you."

      My heart dropped at his words. The Queen of the Wildwood was young and did not know what she was doing. If she couldn’t keep the dark creatures from leaving the wildwood, how could she help me? Nothing but death flowed from my fingers.

      I dropped his gaze and twisted my hands together in my lap, suddenly feeling sorry for myself again. My lower lip trembled as I considered my options. Being a healer was my life, my only role to play in the village. Without it, I was nothing but a drunk, but that wasn’t who I wanted to be. I wanted, well, I’d been too afraid to consider what I wanted. No need to displease the goddesses. I was content; I had everything I needed. Had. It was ripped asunder now, and what was left? I studied my fingers, the broken nails, the threadbare garb I wore. I’d meant to buy a new winter dress, but after Mabon the money had run out and no one wanted to barter with me. I was cursed.

      I lifted my chin as a flare of defiance went through me and glanced up at Wilhelm. He waited patiently, although his fingers lightly tapped the wood of the table, as though he were listening to the beat of a drum, somewhere far away.

      Jealously spread like an open wound through my body, and my words rang with bitterness when they came out of my mouth. “Wilhelm, I thank you. Truly I do. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t found me last night. But…it’s the first day of Yule. You should celebrate with the village. It’s cold outside, too cold for a journey into the wood. Besides, I can take care of myself.”

      The light in his eyes darkened a bit, and he opened his mouth to protest. I held up a finger to stop him. “Please,” I whispered. “What happens to me is not your concern. I will return home and prepare for Yule.”
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      Wilhelm stood as I rose. A pained expression crossed his handsome face. “Talia…” He faltered, his deep voice husky with…what? Remorse?

      The way my name rolled off his tongue made my heartbeat quicken. I could listen to him whisper my name over and over again, shivering at the delightful sensation it created. Inwardly, I cursed at my folly.

      “Your home,” he stammered. “I was going to tell you. It’s been…The creatures of the wood…They burned it down.”

      I stared, rigid with horror. My jaw dropped and my eyes went wide. The breath stole out of my body and then returned as a rising sense of panic came over me. My home. Burned? It could not be! Gathering my skirts in my hand, I bolted out the door.

      Icy air kissed my face, but I ignored the wind that tugged at my dress like fingers determined to drag me back to warmth. Lazy snow twirled in the wind before landing on the barren ground. Snow on the first day of Yule was a good omen, but I couldn’t breathe as I ran.

      My grandfather had built the house for my Grandma. He’d worked for the king in the mountains, earned a fair wage, and traveled out to the village to start a new life. My Grandma captured his eye during the celebration of spring, and he built the house just for her. It was where they’d spent their happiest days. My mother had grown up there, and I’d inherited it after Grandma passed.

      When I reached my home, the structure was still intact, but charred, leaving nothing but smoking remains. Everything was gone, destroyed in the fire, and anything I found would smell of smoke and ash. So many memories destroyed in one night.

      My knees buckled, and I sank to the ground, tears blurring my vision. My life had turned into one stroke of bad luck after the other. In one cursed night, I’d become a beggar. I wouldn’t survive through the rest of the cold winter. Dreams of warmth, a husband, and my own fat babies rose and dispersed like smoke in the wind. I clasped my hands to my lips, and a sob shook my shoulders.

      I wept until I had no tears left to cry. Wiping my grubby face with the back of my hands, I stayed on my knees, gazing at my lost home. Grandma taught me never to give in, never give up when grief hit me the hardest. Her lessons were the reason I went on, long after both her and Mother had passed through the doors of death. Now it was time for me to stand up for myself and determine my fate, my future. Yet, it seemed so hard, sitting there, with nothing but the clothes on my back. I sniffed. My eyes drifted to the wildwood where gnarled branches shut out the light, leaving it looking more sinister than ever in the daylight.

      Something rustled behind me and I whirled, surprised to see it was Wilhelm, standing a few paces away. His face turned red as he met my eyes, but he looked prepared for travel, with a bundle on his back, a cloak over his shoulders, and a hat—one I’d knitted for him—over his sandy blond hair. If anything, he looked even more handsome. Despite my grief, I wanted to lean into him and feel his strong arms around me, reassuring me.

      “I’m sorry, Talia.” His forest-green eyes were imploring. “I’m sorry I could not stop them.”

      Numbly, I shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault,” I offered, making no attempt to rise to my feet. My gaze was pulled back to the forest. “Why me?”

      “If I had to guess, it’s because the dark creatures sense your magic,” Wilhelm suggested. “I’m not sure how it all works, but I believe magic can be released when someone passes, some kind of transference. I think the creatures of the wood seek to capture your magic and use it against the new Queen of the Wildwood.”

      I frowned, considering Wilhelm’s words. Suppose I were to take him up on his offer and meet this queen? I had a few choice words to say to her for ruining my life, no matter how inadvertent it had been. Why couldn’t she let the old ways stand? Why did she have to defeat the Dark Queen?

      “Talia?” Wilhelm spoke my name like I was some rare treasure. “Will you let me help you?”

      Grief gave way to frustration. My head hurt and I desperately wanted a sip of spiced wine to take me away from the painful moment. But I had nothing left to lose, so I stood and flattened down my wrinkled skirts, well aware I must look a frightful sight.

      “Why?” I breathed. “Why do you want to help me?”

      He stood a step forward, tentative at first, then growing bold he continued until he stood only a breath away from me. His proximity forced me to look up into his wide-set face where his eyes misted over. One of his hands reached out and his fingers brushed my arm. Even though I wore long sleeves, a shiver of desire went up my spine and resistance melted away like fog under the heat of the sun. My breath caught in my throat at the look he gave me, and for just a moment, his gaze flickered to my lips. His fingers closed around my arm, gentle, yet strong.

      When he spoke, the heat of his breath warmed my lips. “Because I care, Talia. I’ve always cared, and it grieves me to see you so unhappy. I would see you smile again, hear you laugh and dance, carefree, with no worries.”

      My heart turned over in my chest and tears sprang to my eyes. His words touched my soul with something more powerful, more precious than the sensation spiced wine provided. It gave me hope. My hand closed around his arm, holding on to him so he would save me again. Save me from turning into a beggar, a drunk or worse. I held on, breathing in his masculine scent while the snowflakes drifted around us.

      “I did not know you felt this way,” I whispered, unable to make my voice any louder. “I…” my words drifted away, for I was unsure what to say or how to explain my own feelings. Instead I settled for this. “Wilhelm, I accept your help.”
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      Wearing a borrowed cloak, I followed Wilhelm into the enchanted wildwood. The light snow could not penetrate the thick tree boughs, and dead leaves and twigs crunched underfoot. Thoughtful as ever, Wilhelm had brought the rest of my breakfast, and I nibbled the slice of bread, leaving a trail of crumbs behind me. A green haze hung over the forest, filtering out daylight. I jumped at every creak of the trees and rustle in the underbrush. My imagination was vivid with thoughts of dark creatures, hiding in the foliage, watching us.

      At first, Rex trotted along with us, before disappearing into the thick woods. Wilhelm followed an invisible trail and within an hour I was hopelessly lost. I glanced up at his broad shoulders now and again, when I wasn’t watching the path, trying to keep my feet. Even though it was winter, there was much for me to slip, slide or trip over.

      “How long will it take?” I asked, my words falling to the floor of the forest.

      There was a sense of oppression in the air making me want to run. Run far away before I was devoured.

      “The realm of the queen is three days from here,” Wilhelm admitted. He paused, glancing over his shoulder, his eyes studying my face. “Will you be okay?”

      I nodded, twisting my cold fingers into the folds of my cloak. My life was ruined. Even though I should feel devastated, walking through the frightful wood with a man I had feelings for did not seem so bad after all.

      We walked in silence until my legs ached, and a dullness in my stomach told me I was hungry. Despite the cool air, a bead of sweat trickled down my forehead. With my head down, I almost walked into Wilhelm’s back. He’d stopped and stiffened. Noticing me beside him, he wrapped an arm around my waist and drew me to his side.

      “What is it?” I tilted my head to look up at him.

      He moved his mouth closer to my ear, his breath warm as he whispered back. “I think we are being followed.”

      Dread thudded in my chest, and memories of the ogre flashed in front of me. As if sensing my fear, Wilhelm squeezed me tighter against him. “Don’t worry Talia, I will protect you.”

      A smile came to my lips, yet fear squeezed my heart in its foul grip. “I just don’t want any harm to come to you.”

      What would I do if he got hurt and left me in the forest alone, with a wounded man to care for? Especially when my healing power was gone. It was selfish of me, but the smoldering look in Wilhelm’s eyes told me I’d said something right. He leaned closer, his lips hovering close to my neck, drinking in my scent. The moment broke as he let go of me, and his hand went to his belt.

      Instead of taking off his pants and taking me right then and there like I’d secretly hoped, he handed me a knife, handle first. “I’d feel better though, if you had this. In case anything happens.”

      A blade instead of a kiss? I grasped the handle firmly in my hand. “Thank you,” I said, trying to keep the edge of disappointment out of my voice. All the same, I trembled, aware of what the knife meant.

      “Stay close,” he whispered.

      We crept forward again, my footsteps stirring up the sleeping leaves and dead underbrush in the wood. In the distance I heard a low moan. Was it the wind? Or a spirit? The undead spirits of the forest should be asleep after the festival of Samhain, but no, it came again. My hand trembled and then came a thrashing in the underbrush. Something big was headed toward us, running.

      “Come Talia,” Wilhelm ordered, his hand closing around mine, pulling me forward as he broke into a run.

      The thrashing grew louder, and then a growl, a sharp cry, and a bark. We ran as though the devils were at our heels until I tripped over a root and went flying. My hand ripped out of Wilhelm’s, and my body hit the ground with a thump, knocking the breath out of me. I lay on my belly, gasping for air even as I struggled for my footing.

      A roar split the air, and a monstrous beast surged out of the underbrush. I rolled onto my back and sat up as it leaped over me, a blur of black fur and curved claws. Out of the corner of my eye, Wilhelm spun and hurled his axe at the creature.

      The axe sank into flesh and bone with a resounding crack. With a whimper, the monstrous beast lay still. I staggered to my feet, frozen in shock as I stared at the thing. It was the size of Wilhelm, with two long legs like a human and what looked like arms, yet it had run on them like a four-legged creature. Thick clumps of mattered black hair covered its body, and I gasped. What I’d first assumed was a wolf was actually a grotesque mix of human and wolf. Eyes wide with horror I reached out for the tree trunk to steady myself, but Wilhelm was already on his feet. He snatched the axe out of the creature and leaped over the prone body to me.

      "Talia," he murmured, "we have to go. Can you run?"

      I nodded in shock, for words refused to escape my throat. Unsaid questions rose in my mind, but my feet gave in to panic. Wilhelm took my hand again and dragged me onward while his bloody axe dripped from his other hand.

      The forest shook again and there came another combination of a bark, a growl and then a cry. Another monster leaped out of the road, this time in our path, and knocked us down. I sprawled on my hands and knees, a scream ripping out of my throat in terror for my life. But the beast wasn't on me, it was on top of Wilhelm, curved fangs snapping as it growled and golden eyes blazing. It would rip his throat out if I did not stop it.

      Without thinking, I snatched up the dagger and drove it into the creature's throat. It gave a final growl, then rolled off Wilhelm. He buried his axe into its fur as he stood, ensuring the creature was dead.

      When he faced me there was sweat on his forehead and blood on his shoulder. "Thank you." He reached for my hand. “I hear Rex out there fighting, but more will come if we don't keep going."

      My lips trembled as I eyed him, surprised at his calm composure. "Where are we going?"

      After all, we were in the enchanted wildwood, nowhere was safe for us. I was tempted to tell him we should give up this quest and return home. The wood was too perilous for us.

      "There are safe places,” Wilhelm assured me. “Bound by light magic throughout the wood. There's one not far from us, come on."

      I grasped his hand as if my life depended on it, and we fled through the forest while the creatures howled around us. Two more dashed into our path, but Wilhelm was ready with his axe. Though they knocked us down each time, we escaped with only minor scratches and bruises.

      It wasn't until darkness threatened to envelop us that Wilhelm pointed at an odd structure.
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      There was a hollowed opening in the middle of two trees which grew together, as though they'd found their roots intertwined and they could not do without each other. Green ivy covered what looked like the tree trunk, but Wilhelm walked up to it and pulled it open. I lifted a grimy hand in surprise and stared. A hidden cottage inside the wildwood.

      Wilhelm motioned for me to follow him, and we ducked inside, shutting out the forest behind us.

      "What is this place?" I breathed as Wilhelm lit candles.

      It was surprisingly warm inside, and my shivers from fright and the winter air melted away.

      "When the Dark Queen ruled the wildwood, she had knights who did her bidding. They ensured that the villages surrounding the wildwood performed the rituals that gave the queen her magic. As the knights traveled through the forest, they needed places to stay with food, blankets, weapons and spare clothes, if needed. They are called safe houses, some are trees, others are caves, but they exist throughout the wood."

      “It’s comforting,” I admitted. “I did not expect a place like this in the hostile wood.”

      The candles lit up the inside of the tree. Green moss curled up the sides of the trunks, shooting up toward the sky before tapering off into darkness. The room I stood in was just that, a room with a pile of furs in one corner and a stack of what looked like clothes and supplies in another. It was clear that one came here just to huddle down, eat and sleep. There wasn't much room for two people, and I blushed at the thought of being so close to Wilhelm for the night.

      A lantern hung from a study branch near the ceiling. Standing on his toes, Wilhelm lit it, and the room instantly brightened enough to allow me to see his face clearly. His face was drawn and pale from our dash through the forest. In an attempt to be helpful, I made for the supplies, pulling out a fresh shirt and searching for water.

      "Sit, Wilhelm." Now it was my turn to take care of him. "You look tried. We can rest here tonight."

      Wilhelm staggered as he made his way to the pile of furs.

      I drew in a sharp breath, my eyes suddenly noticing the caked blood on his shoulder. "Wilhelm," I cried, fear gnawing at me.

      He lifted a hand to his neck as he tugged at the shirt. “It bit me. . .”

      "Why didn't you tell me sooner?" I reached for a waterskin and a bundle of bandages.

      "I did not know," he gasped. "Talia, it's a Lycan bite. They are poisoned. I could turn."

      "No," I whispered. "Lie still, let me help."

      He lay on his back as I pulled away his shirt, cleaned the blood and discovered the wound. Sure enough, there was a three-inch-long bite on his neck. It was a wonder it had pierced only soft skin. All the same, a faint odor came from it as I washed it and bandaged it.

      "Can you eat?" I asked when I was done.

      He merely shook his head and held out his hand to me. "Sit with me, beautiful Talia. Talk to me."

      His hand was warm in mine, almost clammy, and I realized he would find himself lost in a fever dream soon. There was nothing I could do to help him. Outside was the wood and through our flight I'd seen no herbs, nothing to starve off a fever. What would I do if he became too sick to go on? What would I do without Wilhelm? I blinked back tears as I realized the truth of what I felt. A surge of love burst out of me, except it had been there all along, blossoming silently while I went about my days, assuming I'd be alone for the rest of my life. Wilhelm had been in front of me the entire time.

      "Wilhelm," I lifted his hand and kissed it gently. "You walk the wood, and you are brave enough to risk your life for me. But it's just you and I. If this is indeed poison, we need the Queen of the Wildwood to help us."

      "When the bite takes over, I have one, maybe two days," he murmured, his eyes closing. "Talia, when morning comes you must go on. You have the gift, and the Queen of the Wildwood can still help you with your magic. I only wish that I'd been honest with you, that we had more time before I turn into a monster."

      "No," I shook my head. "I won't let you turn into a monster, Wilhelm. You may walk this wood, but you're not one of them. You are good and kind and generous. You save lives, not destroy them."

      He squeezed my hand. "Regardless, you must go before I turn mad. My mind will not be my own and I could not live with myself should I harm you."

      Tears filled my eyes, and even though I wanted to sob, I simply nodded my head. "I will save you, Wilhelm," I vowed. "You saved me. Life would not be worth it without you."

      “I’ve always loved the sound of your voice, Talia. You used to sing, will you sing for me?”

      “Of course, my love,” I replied even though grief sat heavy on my chest.

      All this time wasted. All this time my love was right beside me, and I’d never had the courage to speak up, to let him know. I’d played along, waiting for him to make a move, to say something, when I could have admitted how besotted I was by him.

      Tears brimmed and trailed down my cheeks, but I opened my mouth and sang him to sleep.
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      I did not sleep that night. Instead, I tried to make Wilhelm as comfortable as possible. I changed out of my dress into a shirt and pants, then stacked food and water beside him. Leaving the lantern lit, I blew out the candles, one by one, packed a sack and squared my shoulders.

      Although I did not know where I was going, I hoped the Queen of the Wildwood would find me. And Rex might lead me to her, if he knew the way. She was my only hope now, and not for myself. Nay, I did not care what happened to me. My fingers trembled as I opened the door. I had to find her in time to return with the remedy to heal Wilhelm.

      At first light I left the hut, a naked blade held tightly in one of my fists. I kept a bundle slung over one shoulder and closed the door behind me, whispering prayers to the goddess that I would return in time.

      Rex sat on his haunches, eyeing the door, red eyes gleaming at me. Swallowing my terror, I stood in front of him, reminding myself he had saved my life. “I don’t know if you can understand me. But I’m desperate. I need to find the Queen of the Wildwood, she must know a remedy to heal Wilhelm from the Lycan’s bite.”

      Rex cocked his large head, and for a moment all I saw was a flash of teeth which could rip my body to shreds. A shudder went down my spine, but I stood firm. My bravery wasn’t for me, it was for Wilhelm.

      As though he sensed my determination, Rex stood and set off through the forest, pausing shortly to glance over his shoulder. I moved after him, and we traveled quickly and silently through the winter-stricken forest.

      As we walked, my thoughts were with Wilhelm. Was he breathing easier? Was he in pain? Did he find the food and water I left him? Oh, how could I leave him alone in his misery?

      The wildwood lay silent that day, the second day of Yule. Celebration, not hunting and killing, should be the focus. Goddess forgive me, when this was over I would stop drinking, I would own up to my responsibilities as a healer and move past the death that plagued me.

      When evening came, Rex led me to the mouth of a yawning cave and settled at the entrance of it. Once again I found a pallet with furs and a few other items, including a flute. Someone else had been here recently. I tried to sleep but nightmares plagued me. Wilhelm bleeding out. Fire burning down the village. A hideous ogre chasing me through the forest.

      I woke before dawn. As if sensing my mood, Rex rose and padded up to me, his claws making a clinking sound against the cool stone floor of the cave.

      “I’m worried about Wilhelm,” I told Rex. “I know the woods are dangerous at night, but I can’t let him die. I must go on.”

      I dressed quickly while Rex waited by the cave entrance, and then we set off. It was pre-dawn and the trees were just undistinguishable shapes.

      We walked until the wood turned silvery under the light of the sun, hidden somewhere far above those great shady boughs. It was warm yet still oddly silent. I suspected we must be in the domain of the Queen of the Wildwood.

      Eventually we walked up a hill. Swelling at the very top in an open glade was a massive tree. It was larger than any of the trees I’d ever seen in the forest, its trunk as thick around as ten men standing side by side, while branches shot out from every direction, some crawling along the ground, others lifting up their branches to the sky. Its tree bark was covered in a patchwork of brown, white and black, as though at some point it had been burned, scorched, and new white wood grew from its ruins, turning brown as it healed, creating new life.

      A strange magic ebbed from it, powerful and potent. I dropped to my knees, breathless. It shimmered all around me, in such a way it was almost visible. When I blinked, a filmy gloss, like fog, covered my eyes and then vanished before fully displaying itself.

      I placed my bundle on the forest floor and the knife along with it like a sacrifice. I did not feel like I needed a weapon, and it seemed dishonorable to bring one into the circle of magic which emanated from the tree. With hands clasped in front of me, I studied the tree, wondering whether I should call out or recite a prayer. Surely this was the court of the Queen of the Wildwood.

      No sooner than the thought left my mind, a woman appeared as if brought by the wind, and stood near the trunk of the great tree, watching me. A red dress hugged her curves, and a green cloak was tied around her neck. Black hair tangled down her head, and her skin was a beautiful rich brown. But it was her dark eyes that held mine, studying me without a hint of emotion.

      I squared my shoulders and forced words from my mouth. “Are you the Queen of the Wildwood?”
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      “I am,” she said. “And who are you? Why have you braved the wildwood to speak to me?”

      There was an edge to her voice, a distinct unfriendliness. My heart sank. What if she declined to help me? Would she be more favorable if Wilhelm was with me?

      “I am Talia, the healer of Moon Leaf.” I tried to remain formal but then the words shattered from me. “I come to you on behalf of Wilhelm, the Woodcutter of Moon Leaf. He walks your woods. He has a kind heart, but he tried to help me and now he lies a day and a half’s journey from here, dying from the bite of a Lycan. Please, I need a remedy to save him. Tell me what I must do!”

      My words came out sharp and begging, but the Queen of the Wildwood did not change her stance. She only watched me with those odd eyes, listening yet not reacting. “Tell me, Talia. You are a healer, you know healing properties. I’ve heard of you and your village. Those you heal do not ail, and the babes whose birth you attend grow up hale and happy. Where is this gift now? Why come to me?”

      Anger flared up at the mention of my gift. Forgetting formality, I rose from my knees and stood tall, chin jutting out and fingers curled into fists. Fye! She would not help me, would she? She was too high and mighty. She’d come here to defeat the Dark Queen and now she thought her magic was too precious to share. The words I’d originally wanted to say to her flew out of my mouth. “I was a healer,” I stressed. “I did have the gift of health until the night of Mabon. Now only death flows from my fingers. Wilhelm thought I should come here to ask you to help find out where my magic went, why my gift is gone. Because you’re the new Queen of the Wildwood, and things have changed since you became queen. But I don’t care about my gift anymore, I just want to heal Wilhelm, before he turns into a monster!”

      Something changed in the queen's eyes. Her gaze went to Rex who sat by my side, guarding me. My heart pounded in my throat as my anger evaporated. I was afraid of losing Wilhelm, afraid the queen wouldn't help me, and afraid of being left in the enchanted wildwood alone, where I might be captured again and sacrificed.

      "And where does dear Wilhelm lie?" the Queen asked.

      "A day and a half from here," I admitted, shoulders slumped. "He does not have enough time. Please…" I choked down a sob.

      The Queen of the Wildwood walked closer to me, and this time concern was written across her face. "Talia, have no fear, I will help you.”

      The words sounded awkward coming from her mouth, as though she were not used to being kind or having others look to her for help.

      "I know what it is like to lose someone you love, and if you lose him in this forest, he will turn into a Lycan. I will help you, but you must know, magic is never fair. In exchange for life, there will be a cost."

      My nostrils flared, and I wanted to ask more, and yet I grasped at the words she spoke. She would help me and I would accept, no matter the cost. "What must I do?" I breathed, my fists coming unclenched as relief seeped through my body.

      But the Queen cocked her head and narrowed her eyes slightly. "As I said, I will help you, not Wilhelm," she repeated slowly. "Even from here I sense the curse that rests over you, a curse of death that I must lift. Once you are free, you may return and heal him."

      My eyes widened. “I don't know how to heal him from the bite of a deadly creature." I held back the tears which pressed against my eyes. Was the Queen toying with me? Did she want to see me suffer?

      "You do," the Queen said. “The magic has always been with you, that's why you have come to me, is it not? For I will reveal the hidden things. Now stay here while I gather my supplies."

      She disappeared around the massive tree. I wiped my face with the back of my hand and took slow, steady breaths. She would help me, that's all I needed to know. But with each passing breath, Wilhelm could be turning. I needed to return to him. Quickly.

      When she returned, the Queen held a small bag in her hands. She walked up to me, and close up, I saw her clearly. She could not have been much older than myself, but there was an intensity in her eyes, as if she had seen too much, had been through much. An apology rose to my lips. I'd judged her without knowing her tale. Perhaps there was a reason she had to defeat the Dark Queen.

      I lifted a hand and touched her arm. "Thank you. I don't know you at all—we are but strangers—and yet you are willing to help me."

      A light shone in her eyes, and the tension between us faded away. "It is rare that one thanks a queen," she admitted. "I did not intend to rule the wildwood, but the Dark Queen refused to honor my request. I discovered more about my magic than I could have imagined, and you remind me of myself." There was a bittersweet sadness behind her eyes. "I destroyed much before I discovered who I am, but I had help. So shall you."

      The Queen of the Wildwood walked around me, tossing handfuls of salt and herbs in a circle around my feet. A light breeze carried the scent to my nostrils. My chest went tight for there was a weight on my shoulders, something dark and ugly binding the light and joy I used to carry. I closed my eyes and swayed against it while the Queen of the Wildwood chanted, words I did not understand. Her voice rose in a sing-song cadence.

      The grip on my chest grew tighter while pain radiated out of my core. Pressure built in my head as though it was squeezed between two boards pressing harder and harder. I cried out, but the voice of the Queen rose higher, firmer, stronger, fighting against the darkness. I squeezed my eyes shut and planted my feet, but my knees buckled all the same and I went down, catching myself on my hands. I shook my head, in an attempt to wipe away the memories that rose like fingers to choke the breath out of my lungs.

      Again I saw the dead babes, one with a cord wrapped around its neck, another covered in blood with eyes, dead and unseeing. The wailing of the mothers who were robbed of the precious gift of life cut through me like a freshly sharpened blade. I was there, back there in those dark rooms filled with piss and blood and death. So much death, when I was supposed to give life.

      The pressure in my head intensified, and I choked as my breath whisked away. Agony streaked up and down my veins. Memories of grief and sorrow faded as pain took over until I could think of nothing else but ripping my soul to shreds. A scream ripped from my lips, and my hands clawed the air, fighting against the unseen. The voice of the Queen was my only beacon of hope in the violent storm within, and yet my hope faltered. What powers did she fight against? Would her magic be enough?

      Without warning, the darkness snapped, the pain fled, the tightness in my chest vanished and the burden on my shoulders lifted. I sat back on my heels, wiping salty tears from my cheeks with the back of my hands. When I could see clearly again, the circle of salt and herbs around me was black and burnt. The Queen of the Wildwood knelt in front of me, her eyes anxious.

      When I met her gaze, something dark flickered there, as though she'd taken the curse that haunted me and consumed it herself. Then she blinked, and the darkness faded.

      "It's gone," I cried out, surprised both at the strength of my voice and the clarity in my head. I hadn't noticed the dark cloud that hovered about me, but it was gone, taking with it the urge to sit in front of the fire, drinking and feeling sorry for myself.

      I reached out to embrace the Queen as joy surged through me. She stepped back before I could touch her, but grateful words poured out of my mouth. "Thank you," I breathed, ensuring she heard those words. I would not be a thankless wretch.

      She stood, a small smile playing around her lips. "The curse of death has been lifted, your magic should run pure. Return to the one you love and heal him. Now go, hurry, before daylight leaves."

      I gathered my bundle and knife as I stood, but paused. “What is the cost? What do you ask of me?"

      Her eyes went to the giant tree. "One day I might need help to drive back the darkness. The wood is wild, and creatures stir up trouble against me. If that day comes and I call, will you come?"

      "Yes," I said, for there was nothing more to say. She'd given me more than I could repay.

      "Then go. The wolf will keep you from harm on your journey back. May the blessings of Yule rest upon you."

      Without another word, I turned and ran out of that magical place, back into the enchanted wildwood, determination surging in my chest.
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      With the beating of a pure heart and the knowledge that the stain, that curse on my power had been wiped clean, I dashed through the forest with Rex at my side until I could run no longer. Then I walked, and for the first time, I saw the magic of the enchanted wildwood. No longer was it dark and frightening. Motes of light shone under flattened toadstools, and hope sparked beneath green moss. The domain of the Dark Queen had passed and something else was taking root in the forest, something new and pure, like what I had experienced in my heart. Hope.

      Evil had fled, leaving freedom in its wake. Although the hard times might not be over, I had strength and determination to carry on, to go the distance, and with that knowledge I just needed the courage to heal again.

      When I reached the tree with the hidden chamber, my footsteps slowed. My breath turned cold, and my fingers twitched on the latch. Wilhelm. Would he be himself? Or was I too late? A low moan met my ears as I pushed open the door.

      The darkness of the hut sent a pitter-patter of fear down my spine. With shaking fingers, I left the door open to let in what little light it could and crept toward the pallet where the body of what was once Wilhelm the Woodcutter lay. A blanket was pulled over his form and he lay still, so still I wondered if he still drew breath.

      And then it came, slowly at first, another long drawn-out moan. A shiver of fear shook my body. Or was it the howl of a wolf-creature?

      Tears pricked my eyes. "Wilhelm." I knelt by his side, uncaring whether he had transformed into a monster. "Dear Wilhelm, I'm here now. I have the gift, I can heal you."

      A slight chill went through me. What if… but no. I pushed doubtful thoughts away. The Queen of the Wildwood had taken the curse of death. When I touched Wilhelm, instead of dying he would live. Evil whispers tried to steal my confidence away, but I shut out those thoughts and reached for him.

      Perhaps it was good I could not see him clearly in the darkness, for his head was clammy with sweat. He tried to move away from my touch, but he was too weak. He moaned again, a wretched sound that brought tears to my eyes. Placing my hands on either side of his face, I squeezed my eyes shut and searched within myself, within my very being for the light. The healer’s touch I had inside me, the magic that made others healthy and hale.

      A heat built in my core and with it came the light I had lost. At first it felt like the rushing of water and then like a basin overflowing, but it was pleasant. The magic tingled all the way down my body, flowing out of my hands into Wilhelm. As my magic surged, I had a vision of light filling a dark space, driving out all darkness and shadows which fled, shrieking to get away from the light. But the shadows were not fast enough. When the light touched them, they disappeared like a puff of smoke, leaving nothing but the light, blazing in all its glory.

      Under me, Wilhelm shuddered and convulsed, first moaning, then growling until, finally, he lay still. My mouth went dry. Had I brought him back? I opened one eye and then both, my jaw dropping as I took in the room. Every candle was lit up as well as the lantern swinging from the branches above. Rex stood in the doorway, watching me. When our eyes met, he sat on his haunches, relieved he did not have to protect me from what might be within.

      A hand squeezed mine, almost making me jump. When I turned, my eyes met Wilhelm's dark green ones. His hair was mattered and sweaty, but his eyes, although tired, were clear, grateful. He smiled at me. "I knew you'd return," he whispered. "I knew you'd find what was lost."

      "Wilhelm," I whispered. Tears of relief rolled down my cheeks.
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      He reached up to brush a tear off my cheek and I leaned into his touch, closing my eyes against the warmth of his hand.

      “Talia,” he breathed. “I feel your magic within, consuming me. The darkness has gone, the pain from the bite, the dreams of madness. I am bewitched, not by the wildwood, but by you.”

      My eyes came open at his words and a tingling sensation of desire began in my lower belly and then surged through me, sending goosebumps up my arms, although it was not cold. “Wilhelm.” I trembled under his touch. “The words you say…”

      He sat up, leaning closer until our foreheads almost touched. “Are not meant to frighten you, Talia. I’ve loved you for a long time but thought no one could bear my secret. Most are fearful of the wildwood but it calls to me. Perhaps it was meant to bring us together.”

      Love. There it was. The words I’d dreamed he’d say. I melted under the intensity of his gaze. In response, I kissed his palm. “I always thought there was someone else.”

      “No one but you.” Tossing away the sweaty blankets, he leaned back against the solid oak and pulled me onto his lap.

      His shirt was open to the waist, and shivers of delight twisted through me. One of my hands went to his bare chest and the other around his neck. There was something magical in that moment. A power, stronger than the healer’s touch, surged within me. Light and strength returned to Wilhelm’s body, along with the need, the desire for me, and only me. An ache began between my legs, and a longing consumed my voice.

      When Wilhelm unbuttoned my cloak and tossed it away, my body trembled with anticipation.

      “I love you,” I whispered, surprised at the surety of my words.

      This was truth, pure and honest, almost too good to be true. Here I was, in his arms, after saving him. The fog between us had passed, leaving only strong clarity, a surety of love. Just as the festival of Yule symbolized rebirth, so had our love been reborn without secrets or strife or death.

      “And I you,” Wilhelm responded and then his lips were on mine.

      Fire licked through my veins at the tantalizing passion of his kiss. His arm tightened around my waist, pulled me against his chest while fingers twisted through my hair. Something deep and carnal awoke within me, and I moaned. My lips parted as I leaned into the kiss, responding as his tongue thrust into my mouth. I pushed up against his body, desperate for more, aching for the skin on skin contact to bind us together.

      He broke the kiss and pulled back, his voice both husky with need and breathless with passion. “Talia.” Those eyes, those beautiful eyes were dark with desire. “I want you. All of you.”

      I nodded, unsure if I were capable of speech. The years of waiting fused into one urgent moment, and my fingers traced the hard muscle of his arms, down to his chest. I kissed his jaw, then his neck as I worked my way down. A strangled cry came from his throat. He touched my cheek, drawing my lips up to his again. This time he kissed me gently, while his fingers explored. His hands rubbed my arms while his lips kissed my neck and dipped lower, to the bare skin around the neck of my dress. Fingers tugged, pulling my dress until it came up, over my head. For one breathless moment my arms were pinned in place by the fabric.

      Wilhelm paused. The flickering candlelight allowed him to see the shape of my body through my sheer shift. Slowly he let the dress fall free, pooling the floor while his eyes glazed over with need.

      The look in his eyes was worshipful, and I took advantage of his pause to tug his shirt off his broad chest, gasping at the bulge in his pants. No sooner than I reached out to touch his chest, he grabbed me around the waist and spun me until I lay on my back on the pallet. Slowly he lowered himself between my legs, gazing at me all the while. My shift rode up to my waist, and heat tinged my cheeks as I realized the view he had of my naked body.

      “You have nothing to be ashamed about, you are beautiful and perfect in every way,” he murmured as he kissed my legs, moving slowly up my calf to my knee and then higher, holding my thighs achingly wide as he kissed and nibbled his way up.

      I bucked underneath him, the heat in my body turning into an inferno under his caress. I wiggled under his touch, my back arched, shamelessly seeking more.

      Fingers stroked my wetness, and a cry of pleasure burst from my lips. He spread my legs wider, and there a wicked glint in his eyes before he dipped his head. The flicker of his tongue caused a ragged cry to burst from my lips. My fingers dug into his shoulders as he teased me, licking gently, sucking, playing with me, bringing me so close to the height of my climax and then back down until I was practically screaming.

      Finally he stopped, stepped out of his pants and lay by my side, so close I could hear his heart thudding. He buried his head in my neck and peppered me with kisses.

      “Talia,” he murmured. “Will you have me?”

      “Always,” I whispered back, rising to straddle him.

      He tried to sit up, but I pressed one hand on his firm chest and kissed him hard. His manhood rubbed up against my bare bottom and, stripping off my shift, I hovered above him. He entered me in one swift thrust, his broad hands covering the bare skin of my hips.

      “Closer,” he gasped, pulling me down until we were face to face. He kissed me with a passion that stole my breath away as I rode him, over and over again.

      One by one the candles went out. One for each sigh, another for each kiss, and yet another for our lovemaking which lasted throughout the night. When at last, exhausted, we lay still. Wilhelm cradled me in his arms, and a buzz of contentment hummed through the enchanted wildwood.
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      Magic twirled through the air as hand in hand, Wilhelm and I walked down the winding path to the town. Even before we arrived, I heard the merry shouts of children and the deeper laughs of adults. It was the fourth day of the festival of Yule, and there was nothing but merriment in the town, for young and old, rich and poor.

      Wilhelm and I returned to his home, put on fresh clothes, and slept for one peaceful night without worrying about the monsters of the wildwood. The next morning before we crossed over into town, I dared glanced back at the enchanted wildwood one last time. I imagined the Queen of the Wildwood in her ongoing battle to drive back the darkness. I also understood the gift she'd given me, the curse she'd lifted, the life she'd returned to me. I could have been like her, doomed to wander the wildwood. But instead she let me return to my village, to redeem myself. When she called, it would not be hard to return and help her drive back the darkness.

      A light squeeze made me look up at Wilhelm, and his forest green eyes gleamed at me, with hints of passion and lust dancing behind his eyes.

      "Wilhelm," I scolded, "we are about to enter town."

      He threw back his head and laughed. "I'm glad you are well, Talia."

      Then he swept me into his arms and kissed me, and for the first time, I believed, truly believed, in the magic of Yule.
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