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“Are you sure you wish to do this?”

Master Shirkan’s words reached Robin where he was rummaging under his bench for the box of items he had been working on since last Midwinter. The cool tone forced his head up over the top of the scarred wooden surface and he blinked at his teacher, unsure where the enquiry had come from. The old sorcerer with his tatty beard and robe full of spell holes had not made any comment over the last thirteen moons - nothing since Robin had made his decision. In fact, in all his life, as long as Robin had learnt his magic and applied himself, they had spoken of very little else, so the question brought Robin’s thoughts to a stop.

He was nervous enough as it was, without his heart entering his throat, and he frowned at his master. Shirkan was standing in the doorway to their workshop, holding his staff in a very formal way, and his bright blue eyes were shining.

“You are still young; you have a lot to learn.”

Robin stood up to face the concern regarding him.

“I will continue to learn, Master, but this is not about learning.”

A barely perceptible raise of chin told Robin he had hit a nerve.

“Thank you for all you have taught me; you have always told me to listen to my magic and mine has been singing for a full year now.”

“You are wild, Boy.”

Shirkan had used that observation many times, sometimes to praise, sometimes to reprimand, and as he stalked into the room, Robin wasn’t sure about it this time, so he just addressed it directly.

“Yes, I am.”

His master’s eyes flashed, and magic prickled in the air; neither of them went in for powerplay, theatrics being saved for when a show or a little intimidation was needed for their clients, so Robin smiled at what had to be a sign of genuine worry. He was not at all sure of himself either, he hadn’t slept much, and his stomach was doing somersaults, but for him there was no going back.

“I am not like you, Master, my magic does not come from pure intellect. I am grateful for the knowledge you have given me and the control you have taught, but I came from the Wild Wood, and I must listen to my instincts.”

Shirkan sniffed a little disdain, but his words revealed something deeper.

“You have too much power. You go back there now and you risk never returning.”

Robin leant on his bench, that idea sending starts of magic shooting through his muscles as his instincts reacted.

“That is why I have to go.”

He closed his eyes and sighed.

“I have to know. I cannot do what I want to do with this hanging over me.”

A touch came to rest on his shoulder, fingers squeezing gently. Yet, Robin took his time to open his eyes and look across at the wizened face now close to him.

“You have everything you need?”

Shirkan’s face was grave, but Robin couldn’t help the little puff of relief that his master was no longer challenging his decision. Quickly he nodded and glanced down at the desk.

“Everything is packed - I have only the scrying mirror to take to George Goldsmith and then I can start my journey.”

“You are slipping away then, no goodbyes.”

Shirkan turned and walked over to his own bench, letting Robin settle onto his heels: the inquisition was over, this was just conversation, he could feel it.

“I said goodbye to Ma last night, and I will see everyone else when I return.”

He emphasised the ‘when’ and met the glance he was then sent as surely as possible.

“Mariam will be disappointed.”

The mention of his sweetheart sent a whole new flurry of butterflies whipping around Robin’s stomach.

“Probably wise not to see her, though.”

Shirkan waggled his head absently as he picked up a protection stone he had been working on and began to examine it. That was his dismissal, and Robin took it. He ducked back under the bench and reached for the box that held his knapsack and the mirror he had spent six months perfecting for George.

“Goodbye.”

Robin spoke quietly, a pang of disquiet silencing him after that. A distracted wave came his way.

“See you tomorrow.”
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OUTSIDE, LAMPLIGHT escaped from some of the houses in the town square, but no-one was about yet. There was a chill wind blowing dry snow around in eddies, so, holding the precious item to his chest, Robin put his head down and crossed the cobbles quickly. The wind dug under his skin, playing with the swirls of magic there, but he resisted nature’s pull: he was not quite finished with civilisation yet. The Goldsmith’s house and shop was almost diagonally opposite Shirkan’s workshop, not very far as their town was small, but Robin was shivering more with magic than with cold by the time he reached George’s big oak door. He leant on the dark wood and banged his fist hard as George was somewhat deaf.

“‘s open,” the call greeted him and eagerly Robin ducked inside.

His instincts settled as the intense warmth of George’s fire pushed away the outside chill. He nodded to his friend when George looked up from his bench, blinking through the big, distorted glass that was strapped to his face. George made some of the finest jewellery in the county, his work having graced the necks of nobility, and Robin had enjoyed watching him craft the delicate pieces on afternoons when Shirkan had let him out of his sight. This time, however, he paid no heed to the glinting metal on the desk, instead holding out his prize.

“She’s finished,” he managed without his voice wavering too much.

“Ah, so you’re going through with it.”

George smiled at him as he pulled off the magnifying contraption and headed across the room, but his expression held some sadness, and he wasn’t talking about the mirror. There had been no hope of keeping his decision a secret in their little town, well not all of it: everyone knew how he had been found in the first snows of Midwinter twenty years since, that he was a child of the Wildlings at least in part. A practical lot, they had just got on with the job of saving and then raising him, and not many spoke about his origins, but George had Wildling blood back in his family tree, so they had sometimes discussed the touch of the Wild Wood.

George took the cloth-wrapped disc and, heading to a darker corner, slipped the fine linen off the mirror. He held it away from the light, a frown of concentration on his face as he looked into its inky depths. Then he closed his eyes for a moment. George did not have a lot of magic left in his line, but Robin felt it shift and then George smiled again. He bowed to the item in his hands and reverently wrapped it back up. Robin had been so nervous about his trip, he hadn’t realised he was interested in how his handiwork was viewed until George nodded his thanks. The shot of satisfaction was small compared to the nausea he could not make go away, but it helped a little.

“Thank you, youngun’ this is good work. I have your payment over here.”

He beckoned and Robin followed him. Looking over his shoulder, Robin watched as George picked up a small wooden box. Robin held his breath as George lifted the lid, revealing the glint inside. They both regarded the small square of gold leaf that was lying within, and only as George closed the box again did either breathe.

“As requested, the purest gold from the Dwarven Hills, rolled a thousand times to the thickness of a spider’s web.”

“Thank you, only you could have done it,” Robin praised his friend’s work as he took the box and carefully stowed it in his knap.

At that, Robin was ready to leave, but George revealed he was not finished with him.

“Now our business is concluded...”

George’s tone had changed to one he recognised and, out of sheer habit, he stood straight and tried not to look as guilty as that sound always made him feel, even when he hadn’t done anything wrong. George did not look angry when Robin forced himself to meet the man’s gaze, but his frown was severe.

“...I have a message from my daughter.”

That was slightly unexpected, because George was not usually a messenger between him and Mariam. However, this time he knew why, and it was genuine guilt that welled into his chest. George saw it.

“Yes, you should look like that. Mariam told me not to tell you this, but you need to know what hurt you’re doing. My daughter hasn’t slept a night through since you told her you were going through with this plan to go to the Wild Wood.”

Robin opened his mouth to apologise, but George silenced him by holding up a hand and shaking his head slowly.

“Too late for that now, what’s done is done. You just listen well and you take this to heart.”

There was nothing for Robin to do but nod. George drew in a slow breath.

“Mariam told me to tell you that she is not here because you asked her to stay away.”

Robin swallowed hard under George’s parental stare.

“She said, ‘It’s half a day’s walk to the Wild Wood and magic won’t keep you going.’ and she gave me this to give to you.”

George reached behind himself to his bench and brought forward a kerchief, Mariam’s best, Robin recognised it from the dances and celebrations they had shared. Yet, now, it was folded up around something it held and knotted into a handle like an old kitchen cloth. Robin took the bundle with the reverence it deserved and from within came the wonderful smell of fresh corn bread. When he put his palm carefully underneath, the baking was still warm. The thought of his beloved in the kitchen that lay just behind the shop shook Robin’s resolve, but his magic was jumping as it always did when Mariam was in his thoughts, reminding him why he had begged her to stay away.

“She also said she expects you back for the Midwinter feast tomorrow night.”

Robin didn’t have a response for that. George saw his doubt, but also made no comment. The two men regarded each other for a long pause, but there was no more to be said. George glanced at the door and a moment later, because he could not have managed much more, Robin stepped back out into the town square into a squall of light snow. This time he did not resist the response from his magic and his skin began to tingle. As George shut the door behind him, it felt final: nothing was going to be the same again. There was no going back, in truth, there hadn’t been any retreat since he had made his decision. As he held the small bundle of her baking to his chest, Mariam’s lovely smile slipped into Robin’s mind. She could light up a room with just one glance, her joy of life and her kindness had been what he had fallen in love with. Robin wasn’t sure what she saw in him; he’d been a bit - no - a lot of a moody teenager when they had first noticed each other. He could still be a moody bastard, but Mariam always knew when to take him seriously and when to laugh at him.

She had not teased him at all this last week.

Knowing he had to start now or give up on the whole venture, Robin put one foot forward and bent his head down against the encroaching weather.
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THE SNOW SET IN AS Robin left the lights of the early morning town behind. He had never really been bothered by the cold, his Winter-Wildling heritage giving him a certain amount of protection. The wind and snow were another matter. It seemed to be coming at him whichever way the road turned, isolating him from the farms and domestication along his way. He could see neither light, nor dark, just white, but he knew where the Wild Wood lay, he always had. His human eyes mostly closed against the storm; Robin let his magic lead him.

A broken-down shepherd’s hut gave him enough shelter to gobble down Mariam’s breakfast when his energies grew low, but that was the only break Robin allowed himself. After wrapping Mariam’s kerchief around his wrist for safe keeping, he had trudged on. Each step brought him closer to the place that had birthed him. Each breath, and he felt his magic reacting. The nearest he had ever been to the woods was a misconceived adventure with some friends in his early teens. He did not remember much of it, but his friends had told him he’d begun to act so strange that they had dragged him home for their mothers to tan their hides for being so stupid. Cut off from all that was human, Robin let his magic rise, and slowly the storm began to sing to him.

Robin listened to the undulating song, telling him of remote places and freedoms he had never yet known. It sung of ice and frost and wild ones, power out in the tumult that came closer and closer. Danger remained there, beyond what his human senses could understand, but the Wildling in him knew. As he came closer to the woods, he felt a shadow slip into his heart, something powerful, something dangerous and interested in him, keeping pace with his journey.

His magic and his senses swam in and out, but the feeling was unmistakable when Robin put his first step into the Wild Wood. Shock ran up his spine, and a pain spiked in his chest. All he could do was gasp as the snow swirled away in front of him into nothing. He was left in the twilight of the human world behind him, facing the start of a wide path flanked on either side by dense, snow-laden trees. He could see barely further than his own hand, but he stared at the gloom, shadows dancing in front of his eyes in time with a pulsating, burning pain over his chest. Robin slipped his hand inside his jacket and under his shirt, his fingers closing around the small wooden amulet he had worn there all his life. It had always helped him level his magic, bring it to his will, but now it stung his flesh, pulsing angrily at him. Hastily, Robin yanked it away from his neck and the leather thong that had been as strong as iron snapped like thin cotton. He snatched it out of his clothing and threw it away into the trees. As if his hand was the only thing protecting it, as soon as it was arcing away from his hold, the delicate rune burst into a bright, purple flame. Robin watched as it landed unceremoniously in a snowbank and fizzled out.

The charm might have been gone, but its power took a moment more to dissipate. His view of the broken amulet shifted from gloomy shadows to silver-tinted outlines and back again, making Robin blink hard and look away down the dark path to stop himself from losing his balance. His world lit up again with hues of sparkling grey, presenting a long, winding way ahead of him and Robin could not blink it away this time. Then he felt it, a chill beginning in his chest where the rune had lain and spreading out. It burnt as well, but it was the burning of the cold when warm flesh is plunged into ice water. It cut under the veneer of civilisation that had hidden his truth for so long, and Robin full-body shuddered as his magic rose to meet it. No more protections, no hiding part of his nature: he was Wildling and the full savagery of the Wild Wood rushed in.

The shock of it brought Robin to his knees. He had no scream for the agony that lanced through him, he could only curl over and bear it as power that was not his own ripped into him. It sliced into the smallest parts of him, punishing him for the lifelong deception, dwarfing his own magic while demanding it rise. Yet, Robin could not just give in. The shadow touching his magic was even closer now, looming, savage, something from his nightmares. It inspired a primal fear in him that was greater than his need to surrender. Robin forced himself off the ground, this time screaming as every part of him complained. Pushing forward, he staggered into the silvery world he could not understand.

Within a few steps, Robin bounced off a tree trunk. The impact barely impinged on his battered senses, because the dangerous presence was closer still. Reaching deep, past the pulsing agony in his body, further into childhood fears, Robin ran. He ricocheted off trees, struggled with branches that tangled with his hair and clothing, and when they knocked him over, he forced himself up, all in fear of what was closing in on him. Yet with every move, Robin weakened. Blind, his body screaming and his mind reeling, there came a time when Robin could run no longer. He staggered to a halt, stumbling forward until he was falling again, limbs flailing. His knuckles bounced off something crazed, sharp edges slicing into his skin, but the pain was tiny compared to the boiling in his blood. He flopped into snow so deep it collapsed over his body, filling his nose and mouth as he tried to heave in air. He choked weakly, but the wild power was too much. Everything hurt.

Fighting for even his breath, Robin had momentarily forgotten his shadow. Yet fear was not beyond him as he felt its huge presence approach. More savage even than his own instincts, he knew a true Wildling had him in its sights. His feeble humanity tried to push him up out of the snow, away from danger, but his body would not obey him. He whimpered as warm breath snorted over him, incidentally pushing snow from his face as its owner investigated its prize. Robin realised how puny and domesticated he really was as a large furry body sunk down behind him, great paws capturing him with their weight and rolling him into a final embrace. He flung one freed arm out into nothing, a last attempt to escape, but his hand just bounced off the hard surface that had brought him to a halt in the first place. He clawed at the many fine cracks under his fingers, trying to find purchase, but he was too weak. With the pain draining what was left of his strength, Robin could do no more. Trapped, he let the destructive power he had released inside of him take over.
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