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      Licking her dry lips, Rae stood on her tiptoes to reach the chera plant’s wide, curling leaves. She tilted one down, unfurling the rim, and let the dew pooled at its centre drip on to her tongue. Its delicious coolness not only quenched her thirst, but also quieted her galloping pulse. Satisfied, and making sure she’d left a few drops for the hand-sized Pix folk who journeyed through the forest on their way home for the summer, she let the leaf bounce back to its normal position.

      The snap of a twig somewhere to her right earned a twitch from her oversized ears. She stiffened, then dipped to retrieve the bag of mushrooms and roots she’d dropped at her feet. Tightening her grip, she turned.

      A hunched she-Ogg with watery eyes stood watching, grey skin wrinkled with age and bat-like ears full of white hair to match the tangles hanging around her face. A sketch Rae had once been shown of her grandmother flashed into her mind. This she-Ogg was nearly identical. It’d never been this convincing before.

      “You must be lonely foraging here all alone,” the she-Ogg said. “Why not sit with an old Ogg and share breakfast?”

      “There aren’t any other real Oggs living this far south – that’s why my parents chose it,” Rae said, using all her energy to keep alert. She couldn’t let it know how tired she was from sprinting so far; who knew what tricks it would get up to if it did? “You’ll have to try something else.”

      The she-Ogg let out a cackle, a noise that no true Ogg would ever make and, with a sharp “crack”, transformed into a short creature covered in wild fur.

      “We’ll let you keep your mushrooms for yourself this time, little Oggling,” the brag laughed. “But only because you outran my friends before this. Be ready for next time, though.” The trees around it rustled and joined in with its gleeful hooting, revealing the other hobgoblins working with it. She should have known they’d band together if they couldn’t trick her individually. Then they all snapped their fingers, causing a cloud of smoke to appear, and vanished.

      Rae kept her eyes trained on the bushes beyond for another few minutes until she was sure they were really gone. She could hear them guffawing still, but it was from a good distance away and growing fainter. Letting out a deep sigh, she leaned against the chera plant and ran a hand through her cropped black hair. With luck they’d leave her alone for a while now, and at least she wasn’t falling for their tricks as much as she had last month. The smell of her gatherings wafted up from the bag and her stomach growled, overriding her momentary sense of pride. Breakfast was long overdue.

      Scanning her surroundings in more detail, she discovered she was much closer to her nest-hole than she’d thought, and she set off tracking her way with thoughts of fried mushrooms and boiled roots filling her mind.

      She came to a stop in front of her parents’ nest-hole, only a few metres from her own. The familiar tree roots at its entrance were covered in rot-shrooms, marking the nest-hole unsafe. They’d been growing there for two moons already. But until they were gone, Rae couldn’t enter to retrieve all the precious things her parents had left behind. The centaur healer she’d sent for to tend them had been very firm about that – the spores that caused the sickness could linger for a year or more. Best to stay away completely.

      The ache in her chest from how much she missed them hadn’t dulled for a moment in those two long months; she supposed waiting for a few more couldn’t make it any worse.

      Turning away, she headed to her own hole, trying to ignore how the fresh scent of its turned earth revealed its newness. She pushed aside the fern tendrils at its mouth and lowered herself down into the gloom within. Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dark, her vision every bit as sharp as it was above ground.

      She took her bag over to the two frost stones at the far wall and emptied its contents on them to keep them cool while she worked. Next, she took a tall stick resting by the fireplace and carefully removed the chimney cover, pleased that she’d remembered, as it was usually an afterthought when her nest-hole had become so smoky that she couldn’t breathe.

      Dry logs were stacked neatly beside the hearth, just as her father had done and, selecting two from the top, she added them to the remains of the last fire and lit them with a strike of flint. The fire grew to a comforting crackle and, satisfied it was ready, she filled the pot hanging above it with water from her reserves then set it to boil as she washed and chopped the roots ready to add in. For the mushrooms, she left them whole and put them in a pan with the oil from her favourite seeds, watching them sizzle until they were tender.

      It was a lot of work for a few morsels, she knew that, but it was as close to her mother’s cooking as she could get, and she had no intention of forgetting everything she’d been taught. It didn’t matter that no other Oggs lived this way, choosing instead to eat their food raw, and certainly not settling for vegetation when there was unsuspecting prey to be had. It’d been their way, and now it was hers.

      After she’d eaten and put out the fire, she took some of the coal and spent a few hours adding to the portrait she’d spent the weeks working on. It wasn’t very good, and smudges from where she’d gone wrong and had to rub some out covered most of it, but it was starting to resemble her father more and more. When it was done, she’d start on her mother’s – if, by then, she hadn’t forgotten what the beautiful she-Ogg looked like.

      The coal slipped from her hand as she was drawing in part of his beard and rolled over to the bundle of crimson eneegy roots at the foot of her moss bed. Her face blanched. She’d been so busy getting used to foraging on her own that they’d slipped her mind completely. It sent a shiver up her spine as the words her parents had said when they’d given them to her two winters ago echoed in her head.

      “You’re getting older now, Rae, and it’s time you had your own. If the craving comes to you, these roots will subdue it. Eat one as soon as you feel it coming, and its effects will last for a full week.”

      “What if it doesn’t work? I don’t want to end up eating people like other Oggs do. But what’ll I do if I can’t control myself?” she’d asked, clinging to them both.

      “Sweetling, your father and I have been eating eneegy roots ever since we were old enough to gather our own food. They’ve never failed us, not once.”

      Rae picked up her coal and studied the roots. She didn’t want to become a monster who preyed on innocent travellers; she didn’t want to hurt anything at all. But if the craving did come, then these were her only protection against it.

      Knowing that, it was a wonder that any of the forest folk spoke to her. She thought it was largely to do with how well her parents had treated everyone. They’d proved that Oggs could be more than their history dictated, and had regularly helped others out in times of need.

      

      The humans had never trusted them, though, and Rae couldn’t blame them. Why take the risk when there were frequent reports of their kind going missing in the Wayward Mountains where the Northern Ogg clan – her parents’ clan, before they’d left – still roamed?

      The day wore on and Rae grew restless. Moreover, she was getting hungry again and needed to gather more food.

      Emerging from her nest-hole, she sniffed the evening air. It had the heady smell of damp leaf litter and fragrant leaves, the kind that only give off their scent after a light downpour. Underlying it all was the distinctive whiff of chester-nuts. They weren’t close, but it wouldn’t be hard to find them. They were practically calling for her to pick them.

      Within an hour she’d hunted them down, filling her bag until it was bursting. Mouth watering, she was about to return home when a tremendous crack rattled her ears. She dropped the bag to clap her hands against them and ease the ringing, but the sound stopped as fast as it had begun.

      Where had it come from?

      Climbing the nearest tree as soon as her ears stopped hurting, she inspected the area to see if the ground had fallen in anywhere. Yet it all appeared normal. Only when she happened to glance up at the sky did she see it – an enormous angry gash streaking above part of the forest and in the centre of it was…

      Rae rubbed her eyes with one hand, the other still clinging to the tree. There was another forest visible in the sky. Similar to the one surrounding her, but the trees were different. She didn’t think she could name any of them.

      The gash shimmered as she looked on, and closed up slowly, threads of sky zigzagging across it as if it were trying to sew itself shut. When it closed fully, Rae climbed back down, puzzled by what she had seen. After a moment, another sound filled her ears.

      Crying.

      She concentrated, wondering if someone was in trouble. It didn’t sound far away – but what if it was a brag or other hobgoblin playing tricks on her again? They’d said to be ready for their next attempt to catch her out, and even though they usually left it a few days between, that didn’t mean they always would.

      What should she do? The crying wasn’t high pitched, like an infant, but more the sobs of someone grieving. If it was, what help would she be? She could barely hold her own grief in.

      A particularly loud sob echoed through the trees and, without meaning to, she took a step towards it. Her gut was pushing her to go, to give comfort if she could. No one deserved to grieve alone.

      The crying seemed to be coming from the same direction she needed to head in anyway, so it wouldn’t be much of a detour, and if she stored her food away first, then she wouldn’t have to worry about it being stolen if it did turn out to be hobgoblins.

      She carried on, with more determination in her footing, and arrived at her nest-hole. She nipped inside, quickly storing the chester-nuts on the frost stones, then scrambled back out and went on her way.

      The crying became clearer as she wriggled through the dense undergrowth, signalling how close she was. Ducking under the outstretched limbs of a giant asheen tree, she found the broken trunk of a nearly-mature sapling. Behind it, covered in black cloth stitched with luminous white thread in a curious, linear pattern, was a human girl a year or two younger than herself.

      A twig shattered under Rae’s feet, and the girl’s head snapped up with a hopeful gaze. Yet when she saw Rae, she let out a howl of absolute despair.

      “Please don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you,” Rae said soothingly, holding up her hands in a gesture of peace. Whether the girl was scared at seeing an Ogg so near or if she was disappointed because she’d been expecting someone else, Rae couldn’t quite tell.

      She’d never been this close to a human before. She examined her carefully, taking in her black hair and bark-coloured skin. Then she saw the small point to the girl’s ears, and, realising that she was being examined the same way, saw her reflection staring back at her in vibrant orange eyes. There was also a soft tang of smoke radiating from the girl’s skin. Rae gasped.

      The girl wasn’t human at all. She was one of the Drengin – dragon-people – whom Rae had heard of only in stories.

      “What… are you doing here?” she blurted. “Why aren’t you up in the City of Clouds with the rest of your people?”

      The girl straightened, her orange eyes narrowing with sudden hardness. “Why are you wandering around on your own? I thought human young didn’t go into woods like these without their adults,” she countered with a sneer.

      Rae stepped back, momentarily speechless. “I’m not a-a human,” she stammered, overwhelmed by the girl’s imperious tone. “I’m an Ogg. Can’t… can’t you tell?”

      “No. I’ve never seen a human. Or an Ogg. Just faded illustrations. Besides, you don’t look dangerous, like Oggs are supposed to be.” The girl got up, adjusting the cloth that hung around her so that it covered her better against the chill evening air. “And you still didn’t answer my question.”

      “You didn’t answer mine, either,” Rae said, part of her confidence returning as she recovered from her surprise. “Why were you crying? Why are you even here at all?”

      The girl turned away in a huff, and Rae thought she wouldn’t get any answers. But then the girl let out a huge sniff. “My parents fell from the city when that loud noise cracked the sky during their evening flight. I was with them, but they were captured by the Fae. They didn’t notice me clinging to Mother’s tail, so she used the last of her strength to fling me into these trees as they took her away.”

      Rae studied the sky, where there wasn’t a hint of the gash left and, more importantly, no trace of Fae or Drengin. “I don’t understand. How can Drengin fall? You can simply transform and fly, can’t you?”

      “I don’t know! All I know is that the Fae did something, and my parents couldn’t fly any more! Now go away.”

      Rae thought about going. The girl might be upset, but that was no reason to be rude, even if she was younger. It was certainly no way to act towards someone who was trying to help, Rae was sure of that. But something made her stay. Maybe it was the idea that this girl was now just like her.

      What was that it the humans would call them? Orphans?

      “I can’t leave you here,” she said finally, giving in to her instinct. “I should take you somewhere safe.”

      Wherever that might be. She paused, ignoring the girl’s glower. If she had mistaken the girl for a human at first, then perhaps a real human would, too. Rae doubted they even remembered the tales of the Drengin, so all the girl might have to do would be to hide her ears. Her eyes wouldn’t matter, humans had many different eye colours, she could simply say she was from a faraway land. As long as she didn’t transform, which Rae doubted she was old enough to do yet anyway, she’d be safe.

      If only Rae herself could live with them, perhaps she wouldn’t always feel so lonely. Perhaps her hurt would start to go away. But that was too much to hope for. One look at her, and they’d chase her away… or worse.

      “I’ve got an idea,” she said to the girl. “The humans have a village not far from here. You look enough like their kind to make them think you’re one of them, at least for now. What do you say?”

      The girl stared at her incredulously. “Why would I want to live with them? They’re all stupid,” she said flatly.

      “You’ll be safe there. Not like here. There’re hobgoblins and brags to worry about. Sometimes even the centaurs are mean.”

      “You seem to be fine. Why shouldn’t I be?”

      Rae bit her lip, thinking of something to convince the girl that she had to leave if she wanted to stay safe, but then a deep, gravelly roar echoed through the trees. The girl screamed and cowered against the tree trunk. Perfect! Rae thought.

      “Hear that?” she said. “That’s a tree troll. They’re tall, nasty people with fangs and claws. You wouldn’t last a second against one.”

      Of course, it was a complete lie. There weren’t any tree trolls left in the forest, the centaurs had driven them out winters ago. The noise was more likely the hobgoblins trying to scare some other poor soul who’d stumbled across them. But her words had the desired effect on the girl.

      “Okay, I’ll go to the village. Show me the way, quickly, before that thing gets here.”

      Rae smiled and took the girl’s arm, leading her away from the hobgoblin’s haunt, where her sharp ears caught the faint sound of laughing. Sometimes their pranks could be useful, it seemed.

      The walk to the village was longer than Rae remembered, though she knew she’d taken several wrong turnings early on that had them walking in circles. She blamed her empty stomach. She could have stuffed herself full of chester-nuts by now and be curled up on her bed roll. The girl hadn’t noticed, she was too afraid that the troll would catch them to be aware of where they had and hadn’t been.

      At this speed, night would be upon them, and then there really would be creatures roaming around that they needed to worry about. Should they return to her nest-hole and try again in the morning?

      No, they’d already walked too far. Going back would only increase their chances of running into trouble. The sensible thing to do was to dig out a make-shift hole somewhere.

      “Why have we stopped?” the girl whispered as Rae crouched down to test the ground with her sharp nails.

      The soil was soft and loamy, it wouldn’t be hard to shovel it out. And was that a glycer berry bush over there? In answer, Rae’s stomach growled. “It’s getting late, and the forest is even more dangerous at night. I’m going to make us a shelter so we can hide. You can help by picking some berries from that bush there while I work.”

      “I thought you said the village was close. What if that tree troll finds us here?”

      “We’ll be fine as long as we’re quiet,” Rae said. The girl was shivering, the moonlight making her appear small and frail. Rae realised she didn’t know her name.

      “It’s Silver,” the girl replied quietly when she asked. “Are you sure we can’t keep moving?”

      Rae nodded and set to task.

      The ground was easy to work with. She scraped away entire clumps, then burrowed her way downwards like a rabbit. Patting down the walls to make it secure after she’d widened it enough for them both to fit, she poked her head above ground and called Silver over. The Drengin came rushing, a bundle of ripe berries in her arms.

      “This is your idea of a shelter?” she said, eyeing it with distaste. “I’m not some wild animal, you know. That hole’s filthy.”

      Rae was about to tell her that Oggs always slept in nest-holes like this and remained perfectly clean, but thought better of it. She wanted a good night’s sleep, and arguing before bed would put her in a bad mood and keep her up all night.

      “If you don’t like it, you can sleep outside,” she said instead.

      Silver glanced around nervously as a sharp gust of wind shook the trees. “I suppose I can put up with it for a little while.” She hopped into the hole and crawled along to the sleeping space while Rae covered the entrance with leaves.
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      Woken by the dewy scent of dawn, Rae shook herself and attempted to rouse Silver. The Drengin had been moaning in her sleep all night, clutching the cloth she carried tightly about her, and had only settled in the last few hours.

      “Is it time already?” she said with a yawn, responding to Rae’s gentle shake.

      “Yes. I’m going to find us some breakfast. Come out when you’re ready.”

      Crawling out of the hole, Rae stretched as she took in the glints of sunlight reflecting off the wet leaves. The glycer berry bush was bare thanks to Silver’s greedy fingers, but at least they hadn’t slept on empty stomachs.

      Rae sniffed around for other tasty morsels and found a tree surrounded by dendylyon weeds. She dug some up, discarding the main plant in favour of the roots, and took them back to Silver, who had just emerged. Silver gave them one look and turned her nose up. “I can’t eat those – they’re raw.”

      “I don’t like them raw, either, but all my cooking pots are at home. If you don’t want them, you’ll have to go hungry.”

      “Then I will,” Silver replied sulkily, crossing her arms and going to skulk about the area.

      Rae shrugged and sat down to eat. The raw roots tasted vile, but at least she would have energy for the rest of their walk.

      “Ah, get away, get away!”

      Turning sharply, Rae saw Silver standing by a chera plant and violently swatting the air. She jumped up and ran over. “Stop flailing like that, you’ll hurt them,” she said, grasping Silver’s arms and pinning them to her sides.

      The tiny Pix folk who had been swarming around her landed on the plant’s wide leaves and waved their fists, muttering angrily. Rae’d only met the Pix properly once before when they’d stopped to speak with her mother. They’d been terribly polite and complimented the slate-grey shade of Rae’s eyes, which matched their skin. What had Silver done to make them so upset?

      “I was trying to have a drink when they dived at me,” Silver said, shooting them a hateful look.

      Rae leaned closer to the Pix to hear their soft voices. “That’s not what they say,” she said after a second. “They’ve just told me you saw them landing on these leaves to drink and then pushed them away so you could have the water to yourself.”

      “Well, they should learn to share,” Silver shot back.

      “Maybe you should learn to wait your turn,” Rae commented. She turned back to the Pix. “I’m very sorry, she doesn’t understand how the forest works. Would you like me to help you find some more?”

      The Pix shook their heads and took to the air, flying off into the distance. She sighed. “Come on, Silver. We’d better set off.”

      Silver was silent as they left their shelter behind. Rae didn’t mind. It gave her time to observe the trees to make sure they were going the right way. The further they went, the less dense the forest became, and the humidity in the air dropped to be replaced by a crisp freshness.

      Narrow phuur trees began to appear and so did wide, large leafed okkes; they were almost there. She was about to announce it to Silver when they heard voices close by. Peering through a clump of ferns, Rae saw a thatched cottage with whitewashed stone walls just ahead.

      Odd. She’d never heard of humans living in the forest before. She studied the area around the cottage, trying to find the source of the voices. There were two, and it sounded like they were having some sort of argument.

      “Oh, come on, Cadence! It’s obvious that these aren’t our woods. Look at that tree. Just look at it. Is it like anything you recognise?”

      It was a woman speaking, with curly brown hair and dark skin. She was standing by a striped Winnow tree, next to another woman with straight hair and slightly lighter skin, like a chester-nut, who was staring at the tree dubiously. Both wore plain cloth dresses and boots, with a white garment tied around their waist that Rae vaguely recalled was called a pinafore.

      “It might simply be a new species,” Cadence said. “You know new species are being discovered all the time, Beatrice.”

      “They don’t spring up overnight, though! I was out here only last evening, and it wasn’t here then.”

      Beside Rae, Silver let out a giggle. Rae shushed her with a finger to her lips, but it was too late. The women had already heard.

      “If someone’s there, please come out. We’re not quite sure what’s going on, and we’d be grateful for any assistance,” Cadence said, tucking a strand of her straight hair behind her ear. Beatrice whispered something to her waspishly, but she shook her head.

      Before Rae could stop her, Silver pushed through the ferns concealing them and walked over. “Why, it’s a young girl,” Beatrice said, the surprise clear in her voice. “Are you… on your own out here?”

      “No,” Silver piped sweetly, so different from before that Rae found herself scowling. “I’m with a friend.” She glanced back at the clump of ferns, and the women followed her gaze.

      With sudden horror, Rae realised that she’d have to reveal herself to humans. Adult humans.

      “Come on, dear, don’t be shy,” Cadence called when Rae didn’t move.

      Stiffly, as though the very roots of the plants around her were gripping her feet, Rae walked through the ferns, trembling as the two humans laid eyes on her. She caught their gazes hovering over her face and ears, brows creasing ever so softly, and then down to her bare feet. They frowned openly.

      “Now that won’t do, my lamb,” Cadence said, beckoning her closer. “You can’t go wandering out and about in the woods with bare feet. Who knows what sharp or dirty things you might step on?”

      Rae was dumbstruck. The thing they were most concerned about was her bare feet? What about the fear that she might attack them? Didn’t they recognise her for what she was?

      “It’s how I’ve always walked about the forest. Oggs don’t wear shoes like humans. Our feet are hardy enough without them,” she said, at last finding her voice.

      “Oggs, my dear?” Beatrice said, stepping forwards. “Whatever is an Ogg?” She glanced at Cadence, who looked as confused as she was.

      “I’m an Ogg,” Rae said. They blinked at her, mystified, so she tried to expand. “I think once, a long time ago, you humans used to refer to us as…” She hesitated, fighting for the word in her mind. “Ogres.”

      Cadence gave her a concerned look. “An ogre? Whoever told you that such a charming young girl as yourself resembled an ogre? Was it some nasty, spiteful child?” She went over to Rae and knelt down, taking both her hands.

      Rae flinched, but the woman’s palms were soft and warm, like her mother’s had been. “No. No one called me that. That’s what I am. An Ogg, descended from ogres like all the rest. I live in this forest.”

      Cadence let out a tinkling laugh. “Now don’t be silly, lamb. Ogres are made-up creatures. Tales told to scare people, that’s all. They’re not real.”

      How was this possible? These humans really didn’t have any idea what she was talking about.

      “I thought all humans knew about us. That they were afraid of my kind. But you’re the first I’ve heard of to say that we don’t even exist…” She turned to Silver, then Beatrice, and finally the striped winnow tree. The gash in the sky drifted into her mind, and she remembered the forest she’d seen there. Similar, but different. “You’re not from here, are you?” she asked.

      Beatrice chuckled. “That’s what we were trying to establish when you found us. These woods look almost the same as the ones we know, yet neither of us can identify any of the trees or plants.”

      Rae had to find out whether her suspicions were right. “Did you… hear a cracking sound before you got here?”

      “Why, yes, actually, we did. We thought there was an earthquake and the ground had split open close by. It happens so often where we’re from that we didn’t think to check until this morning.”

      “That’s enough chatter out here,” Cadence said, clapping her hands. “Come inside, little lambs. We’d best find you some shoes and proper clothes.” She looked meaningfully at Silver, then stood up and opened the cottage’s sturdy wooden door. Rae raised an eyebrow, also eyeing Silver, then felt rather silly. The two humans had spotted straight away what she’d missed completely – under the black cloth, Silver was still in her nightclothes.

      “We’ll get you some food, too,” Beatrice added, ushering them forwards before they could say otherwise. “I was just fetching more water to make porridge when I noticed the tree here and everything else that was… well… different.” She indicated the general area with a wave of her hand.

      “Don’t you want to know more about us first?” Rae asked them, digging her heels in to prevent them steering her across the threshold. “We haven’t told you anything, but you’re willing to let us enter you home. Is that normal human behaviour?”

      She was sure it wasn’t, and that other humans in Culmina would have locked and bolted their doors the moment they saw her coming. She was becoming convinced that these two had been ripped, along with their home, from a much kinder world and thrust into this one. That was the only explanation for what she’d seen in the gash, not to mention their lack of knowledge of her species – and by the sounds of it, others who lived in the woods, too.

      “That depends on the individual, dear,” Beatrice said, smoothing down her pinafore. “Cadence and I have always believed that explanations should come in their own good time. If you want to tell us about yourselves, you can, but we won’t force you.”

      “And you’re not even going to ask why my skin is grey, or why that girl’s eyes are orange?” Rae pressed as she relented and let them guide her along a neatly painted hall into a cosy kitchen, with bright copper pots hanging on the walls and a sturdy wooden table and chairs in the centre. A black kettle whistled over by the fire. Beatrice ceased her ushering and dashed over to it, taking a cloth to wrap the handle with and gingerly moving it to a thick woven mat on the table. She then set about getting cups, a teapot, loose tea-leaves and a bowl of sugar and placed them next to the kettle.

      “Sit yourselves down, dears,” she said absently as Cadence came into the room with a bucket of water. The two of them poured it into a cauldron which was then hooked above the fire to boil. Finally, she turned to answer Rae’s question. “I admit I am curious, but skin and eyes are just that. They don’t make a person, so even if they’re a little different from someone else’s, what does it matter? As long as it’s not because you’re ill, then I don’t see a problem.”

      Rae got a sudden queasy sensation in her stomach. Beatrice and Cadence were being so nice that she wanted to let her guard drop. But what if, when they both realised the truth of what Oggs were and that the creatures they thought were pure fantasy in their world were actually real here, they turned on her?

      “What I will ask, however – and if you don’t wish to answer, that’s fine,” Beatrice continued, pulling out chairs for her and Silver, as they’d failed to do it themselves and had remained standing awkwardly by the kitchen’s open doorway, “is why you referred to this dear as ‘that girl’ rather than using her name? I thought the two of you were friends?”

      Cadence, who was adding what appeared to be oats and handfuls of dried fruit to the cauldron, looked across at them. “That was my impression, too.”

      Rae struggled under the intensity of their gazes, trying to think of something to say. “We… we sometimes…”

      “She knows my name, she simply didn’t want to use it,” Silver said bluntly, sitting down and glaring at Rae. “We only met last night, and I called her my friend before because I wasn’t sure what else I could call her. She found me in the woods after my parents were kidnapped and tried to take me to the human village near here. My name is Silver, and I am the ninth princess of the City of Clouds.”

      Rae gaped, dropping into her own chair with a “plop”. “Princess? You’re really a… won’t your family be looking for you?”

      “Ninth princess, and with everything that’s going on, they’ve probably forgotten about me already, or assumed I was taken with Mother and Father,” she said matter-of-factly. She looked at Beatrice, and said sweetly: “May I have some tea, please? I take it with two sugars.”

      Beatrice poured them all tea in silence, her expression calm as Rae continued to stare at the dragon-girl. How could Silver have failed to mention something so important? Even if she was a lower princess, royalty was still royalty. It did explain her stuffy manner, though.

      Cadence had no such control over her face. Her eyes bulged as she stirred the porridge. “We really are in a different land, aren’t we?” she said softly.

      “It does appear that way,” Beatrice replied, moving to the window to study the trees once more.

      “I know we said we wouldn’t ask you questions,” Cadence said, hesitating, “but please, what is the City of Clouds?”

      “Cadence…” Beatrice started, but Rae shook her head.

      “If you really don’t know that, then we need to tell you,” she said. Leaving them ignorant would make it harder for them to understand Culmina, and though she didn’t fully trust them yet, seeing as they were stuck here, they deserved some explanations. She took a deep breath. “The City of Clouds is home to the Drengin, who are an ancient race with the ability to transform into dragons. Before today, I’d only heard about them in stories, but everyone knows they’re real. It’s said that they’ve been at war with another race, the Fae, for five hundred years.”

      “Five hundred and thirty,” Silver corrected sharply, accidentally spraying tea all over the table. Beatrice reached for the cloth and mopped it up as the Drengin went on to say: “They were the ones who took Mother and Father. Those sneaking, filthy faeries! When I’m older, I’ll breathe fire on the lot of them.” Aggressively, she added another pinch of sugar to her cup with her fingers, ignoring the silver spoon in the dish, and slurped the rest of her drink. When she set her cup back down again, she hiccupped, making a curl of smoke leave her mouth.

      CLANG!

      Cadence dropped the ladle she was using against the side of the cauldron, and shared a glance with Beatrice.

      Rae saw in their eyes that they were beginning to believe them. She squirmed in her seat, wondering if it was best to leave now, or wait until they chased her out the house.

      But they did nothing of the sort. Instead, Cadence asked Silver: “If your parents have been kidnapped, then what will you do now? Can you get back to your city?”

      Silver shook her head. “I’m too young to transform fully, and I think Mother flicked me far away so that I wouldn’t get caught. I don’t think my parents want me to go back.”

      “That’s why I was taking her to the village. I thought they’d look after her,” Rae said quietly.

      Cadence put a hand to her chin. “It seems like we’re all in a pickle now, doesn’t it? You need a place to stay, and we need to learn more about where we are.” She gave Beatrice a sly look. “Sister, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Beatrice winked. “I believe I am. Silver, how would you like to stay with us, at least for the time being? You can teach us about this world of yours so we don’t get into trouble.”

      “As long as no tree trolls can get in here,” Silver said, looking at Rae.

      Rae swallowed as the sisters turned their attention to her. “I think you should be safe from the tree trolls,” she said. “They… don’t come out this far.” She stood up, biting her lip. “I… think I’ll be going now… thank you for the tea.”

      “Now wait just a moment, my lamb,” Cadence said. “I haven’t served the porridge, and I’ve yet to fetch you any shoes. Do your parents know you walk about like this?”

      Rae dropped her gaze. She couldn’t bring herself to say that her parents were gone. Two moons wasn’t long enough for her to want to talk about it. She doubted any amount of time would be.

      Cadence seemed to sense it anyway. “Oh, my lamb, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry…”

      Rae’s eyes filled with tears. She knew herself how absurd it was. Oggs didn’t cry. It wasn’t in their nature. But she couldn’t stop herself.

      Suddenly, Cadence wrapped her arms around her, holding her close. “It’s okay, my lamb. Just let it out.”

      And Rae did. The tears flowed fast as memories of her parents flooded over her, and everything surrounding her – the table, Silver, Beatrice, the copper pots and pans, the bubbling cauldron – vanished, except for Cadence’s embrace. She crumpled against the human, forgetting to keep her guard up, and released every bit of emotion she’d tried to keep tightly bottled up from the world.

      When at last her tears dried up and she had no more energy left, Cadence let her go and helped her into a soft armchair in another room. Dimly, she became aware that Beatrice and Silver had joined them, and long shadows were being cast along the floor by the setting sun spilling through the window.

      “My lamb, why don’t you stay with us, too?” Cadence said after a while.

      From the chair opposite her, Beatrice nodded. “Both you and Silver can be part of the Rosycheek family.”

      Rae wiped her eyes, smiling sadly. “But I’m an Ogg. Oggs can’t live with humans.”

      “And why ever not? Oggs might be what people refer to as ogres, as you said, but you’re certainly not like any in the stories we’ve heard. I can’t comment on the rest of your species, but it’s very clear to us that you feel in the same way that we do. So it doesn’t matter what reputation your people have. What matters is how you feel and act. And we think you’re a perfectly lovely young girl who’s suffered a terrible loss.”

      “We’d like to help you, my lamb. If you’ll let us,” Cadence added.

      “You’re really not scared of me?” Rae asked nervously.

      “Of course we’re not. Now, let us salvage you some porridge – I’m sure Silver and Beatrice left you plenty – and then we’ll set up beds for you both here in the lounge.”

      

      The bedroll was softer than any moss Rae had ever slept on, and the covers smelt like the zesty fruits that grew only at the height of summer. The Rosycheek sisters had also given her and Silver new clothes that they’d stitched from old bedsheets and curtains as the girls told them more about Culmina and its inhabitants.

      They’d listened attentively, asking questions only if the girls checked to see whether they’d understood.

      By the time they’d all gone to bed, Rae felt sure that the Rosycheeks now had a much better understanding of where they were and how they might have got here. Rae herself had told them about what she’d seen in the gash, and when she described some of the trees she’d seen in the forest inside it, they said that it sounded very much like their forest – or woods, as they called it.

      In the morning, she and Silver, who had lost most of her peevishness after staying in a “civilised” place, as she called it, followed them outside to wash the sheets and their old clothes, fetching water from a small pump at one side of the cottage.

      “Did this pump come with you?” Rae asked as she pushed repeatedly on the long handle. Water poured out of it in measured spurts in time with her movements.

      “Yes. I’m impressed it still works, though perhaps we just landed in a good spot. Be careful with it, mind. It’s rather old,” Beatrice said as Rae handed her a full bucket. She added the water to the large tub the clothes were soaking in, then opened a bag of something that looked like snowflakes and tipped them in. She stirred the mixture with a sturdy wooden stick and it frothed and bubbled to resemble frogspawn. “I noticed that the pond in the back garden came with us too. Honestly, it’s quite amazing when you think about it.”

      “I just wish we knew why. What was that crack we heard? Was it simply that gash appearing, or something else?” Cadence speculated, wringing out water from the sheets that had already been rinsed, ready to be hung on the line they’d set up between two trees.

      A loud whinny sounded through the forest, giving Rae a fright. Her hands pushed too hard on the pump’s handle, and the worn metal snapped.

      Hooves thundered in the distance, getting closer by the second. A moment later, a brilliant white horse broke through the trees, bolting past the startled Rosycheeks and disappearing into the distance.

      Following close behind were five centaurs, each with sweat pouring off their human-like torsos, as well as their flanks. They came to a halt as they spotted the cottage. Three were male, two female; all piebalds. Rae’s parents had told her about them. They were from the smallest clan of centaurs this far south, not the one the healer she’d called came from. She couldn’t remember their clan name.

      “You – humans,” one of the mares, who looked as if she’d seen thirty winters, said. “Which way did it go?”

      “Which way did what go?” asked Beatrice, standing stock-still as she took them in. How strange it must be never to have seen a centaur before, Rae thought.

      “The brag, obviously, unless you’ve seen any other tricksters around these parts lately. Though, come to think of it, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you here before.” Her gaze fell to Rae and Silver. She grunted in amusement. “Two humans harbouring an Ogg. I never thought I’d see that. And…” Her breath caught sharply in her throat. “A Drengin! No one has seen their kind in centuries!”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. We saw a white horse run past, but not this brag thing that you mentioned,” Beatrice said coldly, with a toss of her curls.

      “Idiot woman, that horse was the brag,” the mare said, forgetting about Silver in an instant. “Now, think quickly. Which path did it take?”

      Cadence pointed vaguely to the left. The mare turned to her herd in brief discussion, and then they were off, charging out of sight. Except for one. A stallion, barely twenty winters by Rae’s eyes, hung back. She noticed a flush creep into both sisters’ dark cheeks as they stared at him. She supposed he could be considered handsome in their eyes.

      “I’m sorry about my sister,” he said. “She’s never very polite to humans. I think it goes back to the time some children tied her up when she was just a filly and demanded that she give them rides around their village. Our father had to come and chase them away, and the humiliation from that has never truly left her.”

      “That’s an awful thing to do to someone,” Cadence said, clasping her hands to her mouth.

      “And every human we’ve told since has said the same. Your species is a lot better with our people nowadays than they were back then. She still can’t accept it, though.” He gave a brief nod farewell, and then followed his herd.

      The sisters watched him go, fanning their faces with their hands. “My, to think they actually exist, Cadence,” Beatrice breathed.

      “I know,” Cadence said, heaving her chest in a deep sigh.

      Silver giggled at them. “Humans are funny.”

      Rae, who had just remembered the broken handle to the pump, picked it up and held it out against the piece that remained attached. It didn’t look mendable.

      “You’re a clumsy one, aren’t you?” Silver said archly. “Pass it here and I’ll put it back together. Then you can explain what that brag thing they were on about is. No one spoke about them in the City of Clouds.”

      “How can you put it back together? There’s nothing to attach it with,” Rae pointed out.

      “Watch,” Silver replied. She took the handle from her, holding it tightly against the remaining part. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled white flames, pressing out her lips so that the heat was more concentrated. Both parts of the metal began to melt around the break. They merged together, and once neither part was identifiable, Silver cut off her flames, leaving the join to cool. “Don’t touch it for a while. Once it cools, it’ll be fully solid again.”

      “I think I’ve come over a bit faint, Beatrice,” Cadence said, goggling at the dragon-girl. Silver grinned with pride.

      “Now, about the brag,” she said to Rae. “We made a deal.”
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