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INTRODUCTION

by Katharine Kerr

The forest was our first alien world. Our species evolved
weak except for our shaped stones, defenseless except for our
foul smell. We needed an open view, where we could see the
leopard stalking the grass, the hyena pack spreading out to
surround. As we moved out of the Rift to migrate through and
then beyond the water meadows and grasslands of the area
that's now the Sahara desert, forests began to loom dark at the
edge of our view, always alien, always dangerous, but always,
since humans are who we are, inviting us in with questions

about what we might find there.

The history of Europe is the history of the death of forests.
Hunters might stalk through them, shamans and priests might
retreat into them, shepherds and horse nomads might shun

them, but the fanners, Europe's real settlers, slashed and
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burned their way through, even though it took them thousands
of years to kill all the wild places- In China, in India, the pri-
meval forest also fell before stone ax and fire. In America the
history reads the same, though the axes flashed with steel.
Our once vast forests of the Eastern states, at least, have

dwindled into parks among the plowed fields.

Yet somewhere deep in our collective psyche, the en-
chanted forest still stands, fearsome and inviting all at the
same time. In forests lurk monsters but treasures as well, evil
witches but wise hermits, tests to fail, tests to win, roads that
lead to places where magic lives and things are made new.
For this book, I asked twenty-five different authors to take a
fresh look at these forests of the mind. Although some themes
have emerged from the collection, I've been fascinated by the
wide variety of the stories I received. I hope you enjoy them

as much as I did.

WODWRK

Humor and ingenuity are part

of me job requirements

Tne Forest's Not ror Burninj

by Katnerme Lawrence
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The 1994 Pima Canyon fire in Arizona's Catalina Moun-
tains inspired this story by /Catherine Lawrence. She
spends much of her time exploring the boundaries of the
Enchanted Forest as an animation scriptwriter for such se-

ries as CONAN THE ADVENTURER.

Have you any idea what it's like to live at the edge of the En-
chanted Forest, and be the Woodcutter's eldest daughter? You

know, the one out supporting the family after our parents died?

You guessed it. I was at the local market when the Duke ar-
rived and found my younger sister hauling water from the well.

I hear they have two children now.

My youngest sister was pulling up carrots when the Prince ar-
rived. I was out trying to find a new stand of trees to harvest. At

least I got an invitation to the ball they threw last month.

Oh, I've met my share of royalty, but they never quite did any-
thing for me. I mean, they were handsome, but obsessed, every
one of them. They had to have the most beautiful woman, the
most magical sword, the strongest spell, whatever. Not one of
them was seeking a competent partner with whom to share their

life.
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So when those high-efficiency ceramic stoves came into use,
and the need for stacks and stacks of wood declined, I figured I
needed a new career. Woodcutting wasn't cutting it anymore, if

you'll pardon the pun.

In the Enchanted Forest and surrounding area, we have all the

witches, wizards, sorcerers, kings, princes, dragons, princesses in

14 Katherine Lawrence

peril and whatnot that anyone could want. More than enough, for

my tastes. So obviously those careers were out.

What we didn't have was a plain, old (both of which descrip-
tions were applied to me, then all of 25 years old) private inves-
tigator. So 1 did my research and found a school for that sort of

thing, not too far around The Corner in the Real World.

What do I mean by around The Corner? It's difficult to ex-
plain, but you know how sometimes you see something wonder-
ful out the corner of your eye? When you look full-on, it's gone,
but you know it was there? Well, many of those living on the

edge of the Enchanted Forest can walk around that comer and

end up in the Real World. I'm one of them.
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It look a year of studying combined with part-time jobs, too
many roommates, and too few visits back home, but I finally got
my Investigator's License and certificate of graduation. Okay, the
license was only good in the Real World, but the King wouldn't
know that. She wasn't allowed to leave the Enchanted Forest,

and as a result was a bit naive about these things.

When I finally returned to the Enchanted Forest, I didn't have
a home. The cottage I'd grown up in, and planned to continue

living in, was gone. It and quite a bit of the Enchanted Forest it-

self.

The fire was all anyone could talk about. The King of the En-
chanted Forest had set all her wizards on the case, but no one

had been able to figure out the cause. It was magical, but it

wasn't a spell. They were baffled.

Eager to show off my newly-learned skills, I went to the King

and offered my services. Once she finished laughing at my busi-
ness card, "Kit Marlowe, Private Investigator," she accepted. Af-
ter all, if no one else could solve it, what did she have to lose?

Five gold a day plus expenses, 1 told her. She gasped, but the
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Treasury was good for it.

So I had my first case. Solve this one, and my career was

made. Fail, and I'd at least have the money to find a new home.

I'd attended a lecture on arson investigations, so I knew where

to start: First establish that an act of arson was committed.

I talked to the nearby Villagers, and got my youngest sister's
daughter, the Princess, to talk to the animals. No one saw the fire
start, but they all had the same answer for where it started—
between my old cottage, and the edge of the Enchanted Forest.

A place with no trees, just grass. There were a few stumps, but

that was it- It definitely looked like arson.

Next step: Search for an incendiary device or inflammables.

THE FOREST'S NOT FOR BURNING 15

I searched the area, and there was one stump more burned
than the others. Only a hole in the ground, really; it had com-
pletely disintegrated. The damage appeared to have radiated out-

ward from this spot.

I took the ashes of what remained of that one stump around
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The Comer to my favorite instructor at the School, who had con-
nections to the County Forensics Lab. They owed him a favor,

and were happy to have him collect on something this easy.

It was even easier than I'd anticipated. There was no sign of
any of the usual inflammables. All they could detect was that it
had incinerated. Well, at least that ruled out the obvious Real

World possibilities.

I returned home and handed a bit more of the ash to the Court
Sorcerer. He could tell me there was magic of some sort on the
ash, but of a level so low, he couldn't figure out what it was. He
also assured me a normal or magical fire shouldn't have been
able to enter the Enchanted Forest. He'd reinforced the spell

himself!

He thought a bit more and wondered if perhaps the fact that it

started within the old boundary had something to do with that.

I thanked him, then took my expense report-to-date to the

Treasury. I was now ten gold richer, and no closer to a solution.

What did that leave? I began to make lists. My new cottage
quickly became filled with scribbled lists, logic flowcharts, and

transcripts of interviews.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The overflowing stacks of paper reminded me of the records
my father used to keep, from his days as Head Woodcutter. He
was, if you'll pardon the expression, anal retentive. Yes, that's a
term I learned from the lectures on Psychology of the Criminal

Mind.

Father was incapable of cutting down a tree without noting its
original location, where the wood was processed, and what it
was turned into. He kept the records at the Palace, not at home,

so they should be intact.

In the ninth musty storeroom the Palace Majordomo opened,
we found the records. Being even more anal than my father, he
refused to let me remove the records, but did condescend to

letting me bring a lantern and a chair into the room.

My father had inherited a map of the original Enchanted For-

est that numbered every tree and showed it in its original loca-
tion. The map had been passed down in the family since the
Enchanted Forest was discovered, so it had everything. Each tree

bad been carefully numbered and coded with the year it was

Katherine Lawrence
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found, since there were occasionally new trees, and the year it
was cut down-
It took days, but I copied the section of the map that covered

the meadow behind the old cottage.

Then I look the map and walked the burned meadow. I had to
put in for several replacement pairs of boots before I was
through, but I finally found which tree was the one that had dis-

integrated.

Next day it was back to the Palace, and the records. After sev-

eral hours, I found the file for that particular tree.

I flipped through the pages and found not only confirmation of
the date the tree was first noticed and the date the tree was cut,
but what I really needed—what the cut tree was used for. The
tree had been sold to Sorcerers Publishing, along with a couple

of other trees.

Next morning, | headed to the publishing company. The
Sorcerer-in-charge handed me off to his Apprentice, who threat-
ened to turn me into a toad if I didn't go away. I informed him

of the identity of my client. He went to check the files.
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He came back with the dustiest book I'd ever seen, and
plopped it on the desk. Naturally, or more likely magically, all

the dust blew in my direction-

1 decided to ignore him, for now, and opened the book. For
some reason best known to Sorcerers, each magic spellbook has
to be made from one and only one tree. So each book requires

a separate tree. No wonder there were so few spellbooks!

Anyway, this particular tree. assuming the numbering was ac-
curate, was turned into a spellbook for the Wizard Mendip. I
looked up and caught the Apprentice making some rather spec-

tacular passes in the air, in my direction.

One nice thing about those wizard robes—there are lots of
places to grab. Once I bounced his head on the floor a couple of
times, emptying his pockets of not just various spell components

but some of my gold pieces, he agreed to look up an address for

Wizard Mendip.

Unfortunately, Wizard Mendip had disappeared fifteen years

ago. No body was ever found, so his record had a question mark

next to it. That was a great help.

I didn't know whether the tree and book had anything to do
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with the fire, but it was the only lead I had. and now it hit a dead

end. [ was not a happy Investigator.

I looked up, and slowly smiled at the Apprentice. He backed

away, his face pale. He backed up so quickly, he fell through the

THE FOREST'S NOT FOR BURNING 17

doorway behind him, and down the stairs. I figured it was a good

time to find my own way out.

I went back to my quickly rebuilt cottage and stared at the as-
sorted lists. I refused to fail on my very first case. There had to

be another way to come up with the data [ needed. But what?

No brilliant ideas had occurred during the night. They rarely
do, despite "common wisdom." I needed help, and there was

only one person I trusted on this sort of case.

Thomas was not just my favorite teacher at Investigators'
School, but he was also a private investigator himself. I took my

notes and went around The Corner to visit him.

I explained the situation, and he reminded me of the very first

lesson he'd tried to beat into our heads in class: never make as-
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sumptions. Everyone assumes wizards stay in the Enchanted For-
est. What if he'd come around The Corner and was living in the

Real World?

So with Thomas' help, we checked the databases. These are
the lists of everyone in the Real World. It's amazing how much
one can leam about them- That's what made it so difficult for

me; until Thomas "adjusted" things, [ wasn't on the lists.

Anyway, there he was—Magnus Mendip, right in the same
city, too. Like me, he must have stayed just around The Corner,
so he could get home if he wanted to. But if that's the case, why

didn't he?

I took the bus and found the Wizard's house. It looked like ev-
ery other house on the street, except for the boy on a skateboard
gliding down the front walk. I asked the lad if Mr. Mendip was

home, and the kid punched me and took off.

I'd taken the required self-defense classes, but I hadn't ex-
pected to be punched by a twelve-year-old. I ended up on my

rear end, on the grass.

A woman, whom I at first took to be the boy's mother, rushed
out of the house and helped me to my feet. She apologized pro-

fusely as she helped me brush myself off. Apparently Kevan was
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going through "a stage" and was very difficult to deal with.

I kept my thoughts to myself, and asked if she was Mrs.

Mendip.

She tittered, a sound I'd only heard a mouse make before, and

one hand covered her mouth. Around the hand she informed me

she was Mrs. Hodgson, the baby-sitter, and Mrs. Mendip was at

work. Mrs. Mendip was expected to be home shortly, however.

Well, at least I knew I had the right household. I asked for Mr.

Mendip, and was told that he had died in a car accident less than

18 Katharine Lawrence

a year ago. A drunk driver, you know. I expressed the proper

sympathy while thinking there went my lead.

Mrs. Hodgson asked me in, and naturally, I accepted.

By the time tea was served, Mrs. Mendip arrived home. On

the off chance that she might know something, I asked if she

knew of any rare books her husband had owned.

Turns out he had several. I explained that I'd been sent to find
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one book in particular, as it was worth quite a bit both sentimen-
tally and in a monetary sense. She told me the special books

were kept in his study, and offered to show them to me.

The study was immediate confirmation that he was the wizard

I was searching for, in case there'd been any doubt. It wasn't a
matter of dead animals, or that sort of thing, just the general at-
mosphere. When you live as close to the Enchanted Forest as [

do, you develop a sensitivity to magic.

The books were in a cabinet behind his desk, and to Mrs.
Mendip's surprise, the lock had been jimmied. The doors opened

at a touch, showing an empty shelf.

Mrs. Mendip was horrified, and ready to call the police to re-
port a burglary when the skateboarder, Kevan, walked in. Mrs.
Mendip told him to get washed for dinner, but he ignored her. He

headed straight for me.

He demanded to know what I was doing there, what I wanted
with his father, and in the same breath cursed me more ways
than most of the witches know, for daring to enter his father's

study.

I carefully stayed out of reach as I explained that I was search-

ing for a particular book mat his father owned.
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With great pride and belligerence, Kevan informed me that if
it was one of the books his dad kept in that cabinet, then he'd

burned them all.

My brain started making connections immediately, so I almost
missed what he added—that the magic spells in them didn't

work anyway.

Now, you and I know that only wizards can read magic spells
in a Wizard's book. I looked at the boy more closely, the back

of my brain solving the arson case.

His mother looked at him sadly and told him to stop lying.

There was no such thing as magic. And those books were empty

anyway. The pages were all blank. She'd had to look when the

lawyers came in to check everything after he'd died.

The boy glared at his mother, calling her a stupid cow. For just

THE FOREST'S NOT FOR BURNING 19

a moment, I thought I saw her pink dress tarn black and white.

Kevan was untrained, but pretty powerful.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

I asked his mother if I could have a private chat with Kevan,

and she reluctantly agreed. Fortunately I at least look harmless.

Kevan refused to sit down when I suggested it. He stood in

front of me, arms crossed defensively.

I asked him how badly he wanted the magic to be real.

He turned away from me, but I could read the combined pain
and longing in the hunch of his shoulders and the way his arms

wrapped further around, to hug himself.

I told him about the Enchanted Forest, his father being miss-
ing for fifteen years, which told me, at any rate, that he must
have had very good reasons, quite likely his family, for not re-

turning home in all that time.

A small voice muttered that this was his dad's home, which at

least meant Kevan was listening to me.

I then offered, if he would consider leaving home, the chance

to become a wizard like his father. I admitted it would be diffi-
cult, and he'd have to lie to his mother about where the "board-
ing school" was, but he could come home anytime for vacations,

if he wanted.
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He turned around and the fierceness of his glare as he

searched my face for falsehood made the gold I'd earned seem
an insignificant reward. This was the real reason I had become
an investigator. Hope is the most difficult, and the most reward-

ing thing anyone can search for.

It took some time, and he wasn't able to come with me
immediately, but I started his mother thinking about the idea of
sending him off to a special school. And I promised Kevan I'd

be back, with someone who*d worked with his father.

When I turned The Corner back home, after telling Thomas
what happened, my eyes were more than a bit teary. [ adore

happy beginnings.

I still had to report to the King, but that was the easiest part

of the day.

It took some time for me to explain, but the Court Wizard un-
derstood immediately, and was abashed at not having realized it
sooner. One of the founding principles of magic is that a piece
of a thing is the same as the whole thing. It's called sympathetic
magic. What a wizard does to a single stone, affects all the

stones in the castle, if the spell is properly cast.
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So when an extremely talented, though untrained, young wiz-

ard bums a book made from a tree on the edge of the Enchanted

20 Katharine Lawrence

Forest, the remains of that tree incinerated. The fire simply

spread from there. Sympathetic magic.

Arson by accident.

The King happily paid me the remainder of what [ was owed,
and I had my first reference- Not bad, for the Woodcutter's eldest

daughter. Beats marrying a prince any day.

It's not so bad having one for a brother-in-law, however, or a
Duke. The Duke heard of my success, and sent me a message
that he needs to see me, at my soonest convenience. Wonder

what he wants?

TU Give You Three Wkes...."

by Kevin Andrew Murphy

Kevin Andrew Murphy's last exploration into the realm of

faerie was in The King Is Dead, wherein he had Elvis sto-

len by the elves. He also has stories in I, Vampire, Weird
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Tales from Shakespeare and several other anthologies.

'Oood morrow, young man, and pleasant journeys," said a voice
from the roadside. "What brings you so far, this sunny mom, and
why so dour a face? It doesn't suit you by half, and the look in
your eyes suits you even less. So take off that tired and world-

weary look and tell me how you came to be wearing it."

Conrad looked to the roadside, and there, between the dande-

lions and the boundary stone, sat a witch.

Conrad knew she was a witch. The rats* nest hair was one
sign, artfully arranged with just the right number of dead leaves
and twigs, as if the old woman had once been a young maid who

put flowers in her hair, then had forgotten to ever take them out.

Then there were the clothes: layers of skirts and shawls
patched over and over again, stained with berry juice and with
mice peeking out of the pockets—making him wonder if the
woman's hair actually had been done by rats, instead of just
looking that way. If a couple popped their noses out then and

there, he wouldn't have been surprised.

The dead giveaway, however, was the dialogue. No peasant

woman spoke like that. Being a peasant himself, Conrad had
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been around enough to know. Peasant women Just said, "Mor-
nin', boy. What's the problem?" then spat on the ground for

punctuation.

22 Kevin Andrew Mm-pky

He tried to remember his grandmother's tales and recall the

proper form of address for a witch: "Prithee, good dame ..."

The witch looked at him expectantly.

"Grandame ..." he tried.

The witch continued to look at him, smiling.

Conrad kicked a rock off into the grass at the side of the road.

"Listen, lady, why don't you just turn me into a toad and get it

over with, okay? I'm in no mood for this."

The witch smiled. "My, the world has shat upon you, young

sir. Shat upon you most mightily. Tell me, child, what has tran-

spired, and how for did you come to this sorry pass of circum-

stance."

Conrad looked at her and sighed. ""You obviously don't listen

to the Royal Proclamations, grandma. I'm a woodcutter. This,"
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he said, taking the ax from his belt and flourishing it, "is a
woodcutter's ax. Except the King decided that everyone who
cuts wood in the Royal Woods needs a woodcutter's permit. Ex-
cept the permit costs more man I make in a year. So the only
choice I have is to starve, or to poach wood from the Royal
Woods. And if T get caught poaching—and that's an easy thing
to do, since it's easy for the King's bailiffs to find a woodcutter
who's selling wood without a permit—then I get arrested and
have to work off my sentence doing guess what? Chopping wood
in the Royal Woods. And once I'm paroled, I'll have no trade,
and a criminal record, so I'll have no choice but to get arrested
again so [ won't starve." Conrad spat on the ground. "The King's

slick as a slug in a grease pit."

The witch leered. "Slicker, in fact. That plot is worthy of the

Prince of Darkness himself."

Conrad shrugged. "I guess so. Doesn't matter. The only place

I can cut wood legally is Wild Wood over there." Conrad pointed
to the forest just across the meadow. "Except everyone knows
it's haunted, and filled with fairies and goblins." He paused,
looking at her. She was obviously enjoying this. "And witches.
And everyone told me the wood nymphs would turn me into a
tree if I dared to cut their woods, but I'd rather be a tree than

chop wood for the King. And there it is."
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The witch chuckled and snorted. "Oh my," she said. "Oh dear.

I haven't heard anything so funny in quite a long time. You! A
tree!" She laughed until tears ran down her face, mice from her
skirts, rats from her hair, and what Conrad had taken for a tatty
black stole was revealed to be an even tattier black cat. "A tree!

You! Turned into a tree! By the wood nymphs!" The witch
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laughed and pounded the ground, giggling like a village girl

who'd just seen a naked man for the first time.

Conrad exchanged glances with the mice and rats and the cat
and the pair of toads who had crawled out of her shoes. They all
looked embarrassed. The cat began washing one ear, pretending

not to notice her mistress* conniption fit.

Conrad decided to take the cat's attitude, because now that he
was actually looking at a toad, being one didn't seem quite so

preferable to just being an unemployed woodcutter.

The witch at last recovered, wiping the tears from her eyes
and collecting her retinue back into her skirts. "Oh my, young
sir. I haven't had so fine a laugh since my youth, and for that

will reward you." She looked at him again, leering. "You don't
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get the jest, do you?"

Conrad shrugged. "No."

"The wood nymphs," the witch explained, "only take the
handsomest young men. And you—That nose! Those teeth!"

The witch burst into renewed peals of laughter.

Conrad considered his ax and the helpless witch on the

ground, but the cat looked at him and her expression was clear:

Don't even think it. buster.

Conrad shrugged again. The witch reminded him even more of
the village girls, who had been the first to laugh at his nose and

his teeth, "So what would the wood nymphs do with me?"

"Oh. they'd probably just drop a branch on your head and
have done with it. But you've made me laugh, young sir, so I'll
help you." She nibbed her hands with glee. "Oh yes, I think this

may be quite profitable for both of us."

Hector the mockingbird knew it meant trouble when the
woodcutter came to the forest. "Woodcutter- Woodcutter. Always

trouble- Always trouble. Sharp ax. Sharp mind. Cut, cut, trouble,
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trouble, trouble."

Prissy the squirrel threw an acorn at his head: "Loud mocking-

bird! Too loud! Bad Hector! Bad-bad-bad!"

"Woodcutter! Woodcutter! Trouble, trouble, trouble!" Hector
whistled, laughing, and did a back flip to dodge another acom-
"Woodcutter! Woodcutter! Chop-chop! No trees! No nuts! No

squirrels!"

Prissy paused, cocking her head and another acorn. "No

nuts?" She dropped the acom in shock. "No nuts!" She ran off,

sounding the alarm: "No nuts! No nuts! No nuts!"

Hector did another back flip, proud of himself, then winged
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off through the forest, singing his song: "Woodcutter! Woodcut-

ter! Trouble-trouble-trouble!'*

Conrad stayed close to the witch- The birds and animals

seemed upset, and one squirrel sat on a high branch and scolded

him, throwing acorns at his head.

The cat put her head up and hissed. The squirrel dropped her
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nuts and took off down the branch, chattering wildly.

"That's right, Mehitabel. You tell that nasty squirrel." The
witch stroked the cat's tail. "Destroy the forest? Of course not.

Just select portions. Parts that have crossed us."

The witch led the way straight to the door of her cottage,
through a garden filled with belladonna, henbane, monk's hood,
skullcap and a bush heavy with the luscious purple berries of
deadly nightshade—and a paranoid-looking black goat tethered
in the middle, carefully cropping the few nonpoisonous plants in
between. A broomstick hung over the threshold for those still

slow on the uptake.

"Welcome to my humble dwelling, young woodcutter," the

witch opened a door decorated with a freshly painted pentacle
and a skull that evidently belonged to some former goat who had
no doubt finally nibbled the wrong bit of greenery, "but before

you enter, give me your name."

Conrad knew it wasn't the wisest thing to give one's name to

a witch, but men again, she could probably turn him into a crab
apple without it, so it didn't really matter. And with the starving
goat behind him. the last thing he wanted to be was a crab apple-

"Conrad, uh, good dame."
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The witch cackled and ushered him inside. "Call me Dame

Margot. That name should do as well as any."

"Yes, Dame MargoL"

The hut was low-ceilinged and grimy, and Conrad had to

hunch over almost as much as the witch to keep from knocking
his head on the bundles of moldering herbs and various and as-
sorted spiders. There were tables and mixing bowls, mortars and
pestles, shelves of pickled whatsises better left unidentified,

and off to one side, a lectern carved with bats and cats and rats
and all the other fuzzy little animals favored by Forces of Dark-

ness.

Atop this, in a place of honor, lay the witch's books of forbid-

den lore. Or at least that's what Conrad assumed they were. Be-

ing illiterate, he couldn't read the titles, but given the setting and
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the leering pride with which the witch gestured to them. he sus-

pected they were something aside from chivalric romances.

She then pointed to a stool by the hearth. Conrad sat down

without question. Beside him, the obligatory cauldron simmered,
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brownish gruel swirling in the depths.

Dame Margot stumped about her hut happily, humming some
little tune: " "Today I'll bake, tomorrow I'll brew, the next day
the Young King's child I'll stew ...' No, that's not it. 'Be he

dead or be he alive, I'll...' No, not that either. Oh, I don't know
why 1 bother with these silly dwarven songs. The only point to
them is to have something to do with your lips in between
mouthfuls of beer." She came back with two mugs and set them

down to warm by the fire. "Dwarven ale. The best kind."

She cackled in delight, then got a long spoon and a wooden
bowl and dished up a mess of the stuft in the cauldron. "Here,
young woodcutter. Eat well and hearty, so that we might better

discuss business."

Conrad took out his hom spoon and tasted the stew. It was
better than he'd expected, but not much, with little bits of un-
identifiable meat which may have once belonged to me undis-
criminating goat. But the ale was much better, and he could

understand why the dwarves got their lyrics mixed up.

The witch sat down on the stool opposite him, Mehitabel
jumping down and stretching out before the hearth. "Now, tell

me what you know of wood nymphs, young woodcutter." She
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produced a crust of bread and broke it up for the mice and rats,

who began to nibble it and look at him expectantly.

Conrad paused. "Wood nymphs. Um, they live in trees.

They're really beautiful. They turn men into trees sometimes ...
but only the handsome ones. The men, that is, not the trees. And
sometimes they can give you wishes ... except they never turn

out right."

"Aha!" said the witch, stamping her feet in delight and fright-
ening the toads from her shoes. "There you have it! There's the
rub and mere's the problem and there's the trouble with wood
nymphs. They have magic, true enough, but it's natural magic,
and cursed to boot, at least if you have the wood nymph's ill

will. Can't wish for castles and crowns and kingdoms with a
wood nymph's wishes. Just small, simple, natural things or nat-
ural magic. Not mat you'd want to anyway, since people who get
their wishes from bullying wood nymphs end up with sausages
stuck to their noses. Or was that noses stuck to their sausages?

No matter, I've heard both, and I've heard much worse than ei-
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ther. Oh yes, much worse." The witch cackled a bit more and

nibbed her hands. "Why, I could tell you a few tales ... but

never mind. Listen to me, young Conrad, and heed well my lore
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and learning. The only folk who*ve ever had happy dealings with
wood nymphs are the ones who've gained their love, and most of
them ended up as trees, so it's a tricky business. And if you're
handsome, they'll take you as a tree, to keep you with them.

But if an ugly man could gain a wood nymph's good will, why,

then ..."

Dame Margot rubbed her hands and cackled. "You're a mer-
chant, aren't you, young Conrad? There's more to being a wood-
cutter than just chopping wood, isn't there? There's selling it,

too, and it's in the selling that there's the profit And you get
happy customers when you sell them something they want."
Dame Margot leaned close, and the cat and rats and mice and
toads all leaned in to listen, too. "Now let me tell you my

plan...."

Lindy the Linden was absolutely terrified. The woodcutter had
been walking all over the forest, singing fiendish woodcutting
songs, and now he had come and sat beneath her tree for the

third time that day.

And he was sharpening his ax.

She was an old linden, but a small one, and she hadn't any

limbs large enough to drop on his head, and tile thought of even
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losing one of her limbs ...

She quaked like an aspen. To lose a limb, then have beetles
crawl] under her bark..,. Oh, terrible, terrible! But to be cut

down altogether ...

She did her hair up as prettily as she could with her springtime
flowers and arranged her gown of bark as nicely as possible, then
slipped out the back of her tree and came round to where the
woodcutter sat, polishing his terrible ax. He was young, but as
ugly and homble as any of the forest dwarves, and brawny be-

sides.

She wrung her hands as she had been told was wise and tried
to look as plaintive and miserable as she could. "Oh please, good
Woodcutter," she said. "Please do not cut down my tree! If you

promise not to cut down my tree, I'll give you three wishes!"

The woodcutter looked up from his horrible ax and smiled.

"Hello, good wood nymph. Is this your tree here?" He reached

back and patted the trunk of her precious linden, and Lindy felt

his hand running up and down her leg.
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"Yes, good Woodcutter! Please, do not cut down my tree or I
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will perish! I will give you three wishes if you promise not to

harm me!"

The woodcutter smiled more and stroked the root that corre-
sponded to her foot. "Never fear, good wood nymph. I was not
planning to cut your tree. You may keep your wishes, and your
life. Indeed, your tree is far too young and pretty to cut; it would
be a crime to rob the forest of its beauty." He patted the root
again and Lindy felt him stroke her foot "I only sat here because
I find yours the most fine and beautiful young tree in the forest,
and I wished to have a pleasant place to sit while I tried to de-

cide which of the old and ugly trees to cut down for firewood."

Lindy paused. "You do not wish to cut down my tree, good

Woodcutter?"

"Of course not, beautiful nymph. To all things there is a sea-

son, and it would be a crime to cut short the life of anything so
young and beautiful." He ran the whetstone across the ax blade
and looked at the other trees nearby. "It is just so hard to choose
which of the old and ugly trees to take. To decide which the for-
est would be better off without. I take my responsibilities as a
woodcutter seriously and would only cut down a tree that had
outlived her usefulness." He looked at Lindy and smiled, buck-

teeth protruding. "I don't suppose you'd know of a tree that fits
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that description?"

Lindy held a finger to her lips, amazed at her good fortune,
then pointed right across the way, to where Becka the Beech
lived. "That one. Right there. That bitch has been blocking my
sunlight my entire life, and her roots take most of the water,

too!"

The woodcutter polished his ax, looking at the beech tree.
"Are you certain? As I said, I take my responsibilities as a
woodcutter seriously, and I would not want to take any tree that

did not absolutely have to go."

"Oh, she has to go all right," Lindy said. "That bitch thinks
she's the Queen of the Forest, when all she is is a sun-hog and
a breeding ground for bark beetles and woodpeckers. The forest

would be a lot better off without her."

The woodcutter sharpened his ax, looking at Becka the Beech
bitch. "Are you certain? It is an old tree, certainly, but I am not

certain that should be the one I cut down-..."

Lindy paused, thinking of how much easier her life would be
without Becka blocking all her sunlight and taking all her water.

"T'll give you three wishes...."
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"Three wishes?" said the woodcutter. "Well, if you feel that

strongly about it, I suppose she has to go...."

Witch Margot kicked up her heels and danced with the cat.
"'Oh, today I plot. tomorrow I scheme/The next I realize my
dream! And that will be good and better than good/With wood

"""

nymphs stacked as kindling wood

"Meow!" shricked Mehitabel. "Meow!"

"That's right, Mehitabel. All those nasty wood nymphs

who've crossed us will be gone, and we'll be rich in the bar-
gain!" The mice and rats played the fiddle, and the toads played
the mandolin, and teaching them that had been more of trick than
she liked to think about. But it was worth it for moments like

this.

"'Oh, today we dance, tomorrow we drink/Get piss blind
drunk till we can't think! For each revenge we get a wish! Get
what we want ..." Witch Margot paused, trying to think of a

good rhyme.

"Meow! Meow!" cried Mehitabel, dancing the Mazurka.
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"Yes!" said Witch Margot. " 'And cream and fish!' We'll have

it all, Mehitabel!"

Margot hitched up her skirts and danced round the kitchen
once more. Blessed be the day she'd bought those books from
the magic peddler! Who ever would have thought they'd hold
such lore and knowledge, or explain the way of the world so
well and clearly? "Wonderful!" she exclaimed, dancing over to
the lectern and giving a reverent pat to the Deutsche Volks-
marchen and the Collected Works of Hans Christian Andersen.
"Lovely, lovely, lovely books! And you, the most precious of all
my darlings!" she cried, picking up and kissing the Folktale Mo-

tif Index. "Oh, I wish I had all the books in your bibliography!"

Witch Margot paused, but no library suddenly appeared.

She shrugged and laughed. "Ah well, Mehitabel. We'll get
them soon enough. 'Oh, today we dance/Tomorrow we bake/

Have lots of beer—'"

"Meow!" shrieked Mehitabel.

"—and fish," Margot translated and nodded in agreement,
"and cake!' Blessed be the peddler and the day he sold me my

books!"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

She cackled with glee, dancing around holding her prized
Folktale Motif Index over her head, altogether too caught up in
her good fortune to notice the mockingbird and squirrel peeking

through the tear in the thatch.
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Conrad stood up, polishing his ax. Three wishes, in advance
... He smiled, remembering what the witch had told him to wish

for. "For my first wish. I wish to live a long, healthy life."

"It is done," said the wood nymph, clinging to her linden tree

like a harlot on a lamppost

Conrad suddenly felt very, very healthy and the wart on his

thumb dropped off onto the ground.

For the second wish, the witch said he could wish for any-
thing, except to be handsome: "I also wish to be strong. Incred-

ibly strong. Even stronger than Emhardt the Blacksmith."

Conrad felt all his muscles swell up and the laces on his jerkin
stretched tight and then popped. He looked down at his bulging

arms and chest, though this was rather hard, since his clothes
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were now much too small and he didn't seem to have a neck
anymore, at least not one that was smaller than his head. But he

certainly felt strong.

"It is done," said the wood nymph. "What's your third wish,

good Woodcutter?"

Conrad finished admiring himself and figuring out how to

move without his thighs rubbing together, then looked back at
the wood nymph. "Oh, that. Yes. I wish that the old lady who
gave me such good advice would get the third wish. To use how-
ever she wants." After all, Conrad thought, that was the deal, and
he knew enough of his grandmother's stories to know that you
always played straight with witches. Unless you wanted to be a
toad, and being a toad—even an incredibly strong, healthy, long-

lived one—was not something that Conrad wanted to be.

"It is done," said the wood nymph. "Are you going to go cut

down Becka's tree now? I'd really like to have some more sun-

light."

Conrad tipped his hat, getting used to the way his new mus-
cles were rubbing on each other. "Of course, good wood nymph.

I'm a man of my word, and we're agreed—the beech tree has to
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He walked across to where the tall beech stood and looked up.
A branch dropped down, landing beside him, and he smiled. The
linden tree had been as good as her word; the branches were
missing him. Well, time to be true to his. He inspected the trunk
of the beech for the right spot to cut, and another branch landed

beside him.

The linden was right. The beech tree was a bitch.

Conrad spat on his hands and readied his ax, but before he
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could swing, the beech's nymph stepped out of the trunk. She
was tall and grand, looking like some ancient queen, with a
crown in her hair and a mantle of squirrel skins. "Woodcutter,"
she intoned, "spare my tree and I will reward you with three

wishes!"

Conrad smiled. Dame Margot had also been right. The wood

nymphs were just giving them away.

"Sorry," he said. "I think I'll just cut down the tree."

"What is—" she began, then did a double take. "What? Doth
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mine ears deceive me? Didst thou just refuse my three wishes?"

Conrad nodded. "That's right. Lot of good board feet of lum-
ber in this baby." He patted the trunk and the wood nymph
looked shocked and grabbed her bottom. "Anyway, a dwarf told

me if I cut down this tree, I'll find a golden goose inside."

"What? The dwarf lies! I have not a goose inside my trunk."

"Well, honey, you sure act like you've got something stuck up

your ass. Let's see what it is. huh?"

"But—Three wishes! I'll give you three wishes!"

Conrad shrugged his massive shoulders. "Eh, I've already had
three wishes. I think I'll go for a goose instead." He swung the

ax, and the wood nymph grabbed her ass and screamed.

Conrad swung again and again, pleased at how fast the wood-
cutting was going with his new muscles. At last the screaming
wood nymph disappeared, and the trunk gave way. "Timber!"
Conrad called and the beech tree listed over, crashing slowly to

the ground and flattening a certain small linden tree.

Conrad polished his ax. Just like Dame Margot had said. All

the witnesses taken care of, and three wishes in the bargain.
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Becka the Beech tree had been right, too. There hadn't been a
golden goose stuck up her ass. However, there was an old tinder-
box lying on the edge of the stump, just the way the witch had
said, and when he looked down the hollow into the cave below,
Conrad saw the three dogs Dame Margot had also mentioned, the
ones with the eyes the size of teacups, millstones and the Round

Tower at Copenhagen, wherever that was.

Conrad took the tinderbox and looked down at the three dogs.
"Hey there! Dogs! Remember, I've got the box now, so don't go

telling anyone what happened!"

The dogs blinked, panted, and wagged their tails, and Conrad

tried to find room for the tinderbox under his arm, which was

rather hard, as there was a good deal of muscle in the way that

hadn't been there before.

Oh well, he could certainly get used to that. He set oft back to
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Dame Margot's and wondered what, aside from walking bowleg-

ged, he could do to keep his thighs from rubbing together.
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Hector the mockingbird and Prissy the squirrel hastily con-
ferred in the upper branches of one of the oaks. "Trees no
listen!" Prissy squeaked. "Just squirrel! Just bird! Trees no lis-

ten! Stupid trees! Stupid-stupid-stupid!"

Hector nodded in agreement. "Woodcutter trouble! Witch trou-

ble! Double-trouble! Double-trouble!"

"Who listen. Hector?" asked Prissy. "Who care? Just bird!

Just squirrel!"

Hector thought a moment. "King Stag?"

Prissy twitched her tail. "Why care?"

She had a point. "Fairy Boar?"

"Boar old!" said Prissy. "Boar crazy! Boar eat bad truffles!"

Hector cocked his head. "Goblins?"

Prissy twitched her tail, refusing even to comment.

Hector thought a bit more. "Know the thing!" he cried. "Find

Dwarf King!"
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Prissy paused and cocked her head. "Why Dwarf King help?"

"Profit! Profit! Money-money-money! Dwarf King, triple-

trouble, money-money-money!"

"Dwarf King. Triple-trouble." Prissy twitched her tail. "Hector

smart."

Hector did a back flip. "Money-money-money."

Conrad sat with Dame Margot, divvying up the week's haul.
"Let's see, that's twenty-seven wishes, nine for you, eighteen for
me, plus you've got the tinderbox, the golden goose, and this,
whatever it's worth." He flipped the small bone he'd found in the
crook of an ash tree onto the table. It didn't look like anything
important, but it had been shut in a silver chest, so it must be

worth something.

Dame Margot picked up the bone and laughed, her voice
sounding much nicer since she'd wished herself young and was
again the maiden with flowers in her hair that he'd guessed she'd
originally been. "Oh, this," said the witch maiden. "It's a wiz-
ard's finger bone. Some of the silly old buggers hide their lives
in them, then give them to something else to guard. Usually

dragons or wood nymphs. If we snap it, the wizard will die."
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Conrad shrugged his massive shoulders, finally getting used to

the heft of them. "So what do we do with it?"

Margot looked at it. "Oh, we could probably sell it back to the

32 Kevin Andrew Murpny

wizard it belongs to, but that's more trouble than it's worth. I
know what we do with it." She whistled. "Here, Teacup! Here,

m

boy! We have a treat for you

The dog with eyes as big as teacups bounded forward and sat

down, waggling his tail. "Woof!"

Margot laughed and flipped him the bone, which he caught
and crunched happily. Somewhere, Conrad supposed, a wizard

was having a heart attack.

The golden goose honked and Margot gave it a biscuit broken
up in a bowl of water. It dabbled happily, though it looked rather
strange with the tea cozy firmly attached to its tail. "Golden
goose feathers are sticky things," Margot had said. "Once you
get stuck by their enchantment, the only thing that can loose
them is a laughing princess, and we haven't the time to get one

of those just now."
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Conrad went back to counting the coins from the three chests
the dogs had brought. The coppers weren't very valuable, but the

gold and silver were worth a king's ransom.

A knock came at the door. Margot rolled her eyes. "If it's any
lost children, tell them to go away. I've moved. Children are

nothing but trouble."

Conrad nodded, going to the door of the now spacious and
pretty cottage. A terrible waste of a wish, in his opinion, but then

Margot was free to do with her wishes what she wanted-

He opened the door, and while the height was right for a pesky
child, the long white beard and the golden crown were certainly
not. It was a dwarf, and unless Conrad missed his guess, it was
then- King. On his left shoulder sat a squirrel, and on his right,

a mockingbird.

"Who is it?" Margot asked from the table.

Conrad paused. "Urn, I think it's the King of the Dwarves."

"The Rubezahl?" Margot asked. "Oh, by all means, invite him

in. He can help us count the gold."
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The Dwarf King's eyes twinkled at the word and he walked in
past Conrad. "Hmph, I was wondering when you were going to
get around to that." He surveyed the cottage as Conrad shut the
door, then looked directly at the chests of gold and the goose.
"My, what a nice haul. I was given to understand that you were
dealing with wood nymph wishes. I didn't realize that they could

do gold now."

Margot smiled. "We had a bit of other good fortune."

The three dogs growled at the Dwarf King, and Margot looked
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at them fiercely. "Millstone! Tower! Teacup! Hush! This is the

Rubezahl...."

The Rubezahl took in the three dogs and then looked to the ta-
ble. "You found the tinderbox? My, this has been a fortunate
week for you. However," he said, sitting down on one of the old
stools, "my associates," he gestured to the squirrel and the mock-
ingbird, "have informed me of the scam you're running. Very

good- Very clever. I must commend you both."

Conrad considered wishing the dwarf, squirrel, and mocking-
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bird dead right then and there, but he saw the look that Margot
was giving the Rubezahl and realized that that wasn't really an

option.

The Dwart King smiled, showing a mouthful of golden teeth.
"Now I have a dozen dwarves, with axes, ready, willing, and

able to run the same scam- However, the wood nymphs would fi-
nally catch on, and that would quickly dry up the market." The
Rubezahl steepled his fingers. Jewels shining on each knuckle.

"It would be far more profitable, in the long run, to continue this
as a solo operation." He rubbed his hands together and the rings

clicked. "May I ask what split you're operating by?"

Conrad exchanged glances with Margot, and she nodded.
"Urn, I get two out of every three wishes, but Margot gets first
pick of the extras. The dnderbox and the goose and the wizard's

finger bone."

The Rubezahl raised his eyebrows. "Finger bone?"

Margot grinned weakly. "I fed it to Teacup."

"Good sense," said the Dwarf King. "Wouldn't want to have

to cut a wizard in on the action, too, and they're no end of trou-

ble, at least the undying ones- Almost as bad as children."
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Margot nodded. True."

"Now," said the Dwarf King, "what I'm offering is a three-

way split on the wishes, and an even pick of the extras. I'm also
offering my expert services as appraiser, as well as the use of my
dwarves to insure the secrecy of this operation and guard it
against the addition of any fourth parties or unnecessary compe-
tition. My associates," he gestured to the mockingbird and the
squiirel, "would also like some additional considerations, in ex-

change for their discretion in this matter."

He conferred for a moment with the squirrel and mockingbird,

who chattered and whistled, bobbing their heads up and down.

"Yes," the Rubezahl said. "Yes, of course."

He gestured to the mockingbird. "Hector here would like the
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ability to speak the language of all men and beasts. Would that

be possible?"

Margot struck three sparks from the tinderbox. "Tower! Go

fetch a dragon's heart' There's got to be one somewhere that
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doesn't need his, and there's a nice treat for you when you bring

it back!"

"WOOF!" boomed Tower, blinking his enormous eyes, and
bounded off through the ballroom. On second thought, Conrad
considered, perhaps the expansions to the cottage hadn't been
such a foolish wish after all. They had to have somewhere to

keep the dogs.

Margot turned back to the Rubezahl. "And ... ?"

The Dwarf King stroked the squirrel's tail and conferred
again, then looked back and smiled. "Yes. Prissy here would like
an endless supply of nuts, and protection for the Great Oak in the

center of the Wild Wood."

Margot shrugged. "No trouble with the oak. Everybody knows
there's a wizard locked in the trunk, and as you said, wizards are
almost as much trouble as children. That wood nymph can keep

him and her tree. But as for the nuts ..."

She looked to Conrad and he shrugged. "I don't know. I've
never heard of an endless supply of nuts, unless we're talking

about the royal family." He paused. "Maybe the King's gra-

nary?"
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"Possible," said Margot. "We could always use a wish for it.

We have enough. Though it seems an awful waste...."

The squirrel chattered, evidently having a difference of opin-

10n.

The Rubezahl waved one hand regally, dismissing the objec-
tion, and showed his golden teeth. "I wouldn't be so eager to use
a wish just yet if I were you. You're aware that a wood nymph's

wishes are cursed, aren't you?"

Witchmaid Margot smiled. "Of course—but only if you have
the wood nymph's ill will. We've been very careful to have
Conrad sweet-talk those sawdust brains, then drop another tree

on them while they're still happy. No troubles."

The Dwarf King steepled his fingers. "Yet—to the best of
your knowledge. Which brings us to an unpleasant bit of busi-
ness, which, as your new partner in this endeavor, I'm now free
to share with you." He paused and looked at the two of them.
"Are you aware that the only certain way to kill a willow tree is

to bum it out at the roots?"
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Conrad and Margot exchanged glances, and Margot raised her

eyebrows. "A willow tree? You went after a willow?"

Conrad shrugged and the chair creaked beneath him. "Wareen
the Willow. A real bitch. She wanted to pay me only one wish

a hit, but I took 'em all anyway and dropped all three oaks on
top of her. I've heard of willows walking, but there's no way she

walked away from that."

The Dwarf King grimaced. "Well, she may not have walked,
but Hector spotted a very irate stump crawling through the un-
derbrush. Which, I'm happy to report, is now just so much
willow-wood charcoal." The Rubezahl toyed with his ruby sig-
net. "Be that as it may, that still means that Wareen the Willow
had ample time to curse her wishes, unless you used them very

promptly."

The Dwarf King smiled. "I trust, at least, that you did proper

accounting, and know which wish is which?"

Conrad felt a sinking feeling and looked to Margot. "Did

you... ?"

She threw up her hands. "What do you expect? I'm a witch,

not a bookkeeper."
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"Ahem," said the Rubezahl. "I believe I offered my services

just in time. We'll have to do a very strict accounting to discern
where in the order the cursed wishes lie—assuming, of course,
those are the only ones—then we will need to devise some way

to disarm them so as to get to the good wishes behind them."

"How do we know they go in order?" Conrad asked.

"Because—" the Rubezahl began, then looked to Margot. "Do

wishes go in order?"

'They do with leprechauns. As for wood nymphs, well, I'd
expect - -." She stood up, looking distracted- "Let me go check

my Motif Index."

The Rubezahl smiled. "From the magic peddler?"

"Of course." She sighed, "I'd better put on the kettle. This is

going to be a long night."

"[ take mine black," said the Rubezahl and pulled his stool
closer to the table. The squirrel and the mockingbird hopped off
his shoulders to take places on the edge of one of the book-
shelves, and he got out a large ledger, his crown disappearing to

be replaced by a green eyeshade and spectacles.
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He sharpened a crow quill and dipped it in an inkwell that ap-
peared just as suddenly. "So, boy, who was your last client, and

what was the last wish you made?"
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Conrad leaned heavily on the table and it creaked beneath his

weight. "Well, the last one was Elena the Elm, this morning."

*Timer'

Conrad tried to scratch his head, but that was sdll hard with all

the muscles in the way. "About an hour after sunrise?"

The Rubezahl scribbled in his ledger, and the golden goose
honked and eyed the cup of tea Margot set before him. "No,
Gee-Gee. Here, have a crumpet." She cmmbled some into the
goose's bowl, then gave the rest to the squirrel and the mocking-

bird and her pet rats and mice.

The Rubezahl picked up his tea and smiled. 'Thank you. Mar-
got." A moment later, a golden mug with a fine head of foam
appeared in Conrad's hand, and the Rubezahl clicked his cup

against it- "Here's to a long and lucrative business association,
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"

boy.

"Conrad," Conrad said.

"Conrad. Good. Let's be informal. You can call me Rube. To
a long and lucrative business association—and to better book-

keeping."

"Uh, sure, Rube." Conrad took a sip and smiled. Good strong
dwarven ale, most likely from the Dwarf King's private reserve.
*To good business and better bookkeeping." He took another

draught.

The goose looked up from her scone and honked several

times.

The Rubezahl put his pen down. "Indeed?"

The goose honked several more times.

Conrad set his beer down. "Does the goose want a piece of the

action, too?"

The Rubezahl inclined his head. "After a fashion. She thinks

we should coo! it with the wood nymph scam and go for the

laughing princess."
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Margot flipped through her book. "According to the Motif In-
dex, if we go with the goose, we stand to gain an entire king-

dom—something we can't get with the wood nymph wishes."

"Sounds like a plan."

The dog with the eyes as big as the Round Tower at Copen-
hagen (and Conrad still didn't know where that was) bounded in
and dropped a large heap of steaming meat on the floor next to
them. "COOKIE!" bellowed Tower in place of his usual

"WOOF!"

The mockingbird fluttered down to land on the heap of meat

and took a few pecks from it "Dragon's heart! Really smart!
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Take a part! Then we start!" the mockingbird sang, doing a flip

and landing on the table.

"So that's a dragon's heart?" Conrad asked.

"With a good bit of the dragon still attached, but yes," said the

Rubezahl.
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"Well, the mockingbird's got the right idea." Conrad stood up
and got hold of the bloody thing. It came off the floor with a soft
squelch. "Let me go carve this up. Once we can all talk with

each other, we can decide which scam we're going to go with."

"COOKIE!" boomed Tower.

"And," the Rubezahl added dryly, "we should probably go
over exactly what everyone expects to get from this relationship.

I believe I'll start drawing up the contracts."

"COOKIE!" Tower boomed again, louder this time.

"Get one of the dog biscuits while you're at it, Conrad," Mar-

got said. "Actually, get the jar. This is going to be a long night'*

"Got it right!" chimed the mockingbird.

Yes, thought Conrad, it was certainly going to be a long night

A witch, a dwarf, a squirrel, a mockingbird, two mice, two

roads, two rats, a cat, three dogs, and a goose with sticky gold

feathers. And the goat out in the garden, depending on whether

Margot planned on cutting him in as well. What a crew.
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"I wish—" Conrad said ... and paused.

No, he wasn't going to wish anything. Things were compli-

cated enough as it was.

ie Triple Death

by Ken St. Andre
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"Light the torches!" called Sir Kay as the red light of sunset
faded from the windows. Serving boys hastened to obey, and as
the wood crackled into flame, a flickering light brightened the
huge hall. An angry mutter of conversation filled the dining

room of Camelot. At the head of the table sal Arthur and Guin-
evere, dressed in their best robes of gold-embroidered wool.
Along the sides of the table sat the foremost knights of the realm
and their ladies, while at the trestles that stretched in aisles

through the large chamber thronged the other members of Pen-
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dragon's court, including many lesser knights, squires, church-
men, tradesmen, and their companions. A Welsh bard plucked a
ripple of music from his handheld harp, though it seemed to have
no effect on the impatient crowd. The words "eat" and "when do
we eat" cut through the babble repeatedly. The torchlight picked
out red-gold highlights in Sir Gawaine's mane of unbound hair,
and made the green silk scarf that encircled his throat appear al-
most black. Just after he thumped his pewter drinking cup down
on the sturdy wooden table his stomach rumbled so loudly that
all conversations around him stopped, and the harper twitched

and broke the smallest string of his instrument.
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The Queen leaned over to whisper in Arthur's ear. "Let the

feast begin. Sire!" Her stage whisper carried to every corner of
The room. 'The marvel you desire has been with us all day, CM"
is mat not the sound of the Questing Beast in yon knight's stom-

ach? That should be marvel enough for any Christian monarch!"

More man twenty knights and ladies echoed her plea as SOOB
as the general laughter died down. Gawaine hid his blush by re-
filling his mug from a large chalice of mead, gulping the pooriy
fermented honey liquor. "At least Arthur didn't laugh," Agri-
vaine whispered to Gawaine, showing a rare moment of sympa-

thy.
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Though a smile curled the corers of the King*s mouth, he did
not look ready to summon the food. At that moment Gawaine's
belly growled again, not quite so loudly, and many other stom-

achs rumbled in sympathy.

Gawaine set aside his mead cup, and rose to his feet. In a ring-
ing voice he cried out, "Uncle, send for the food, and I shall tell
you and this assembly of a right marvelous adventure that hap-

pened to me before I became a knight!"

"So be it!" said Arthur with a tired smile. He signaled to his

hulking butler.

Cheers and the clanking of cups raised in impromptu toasts to

the king. Sir Gawaine, and the food itself filled the great hall

with noise. A line of scarlet-clad scullions bearing wooden plat-
ters heaped with steaming cuts of venison, boar, and mutton pa-
raded into the room. Two brawny cooks pushed a small cart
carrying a cauldron of bubbling turtle soup toward me center of
the hall, and small page boys oftfered polished wooden bowls and
spoons to all who wanted them. After placing at least one meat
platter on each table and trestle, the servers returned to the kitch-
ens, only to reappear in a few minutes carrying trays covered

with hot, roasted chickens and ducks. Some of them brought ba-
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sins filled with bunches of purple grapes and ripe red apples

which they placed on every table.

Sweet grape juice trickled down Gawaine's cleanshaven chin

as he reached out with his dagger and nabbed a whole roast
chicken from the center of the table, just instants before
Dinadan's blade thwocked into the empty wood. "My apologies,
Din! I did not mean to rob you." Gawaine extended the prize to-
ward the smaller man, but Dinadan waved it off and took another
slightly smaller bird instead. "To the victor . . ." Dinadan

laughed. Gawaine pulled the hen back to his plate, sawed off a

drumstick, and took a huge bite.

40 Ken St. Andre

Agrivaine dipped a chunk of hot bread into a puddle of dark
pork gravy, and lifted it like a scepter. "Better than the Christmas
cod feast back in Orkney, eh, brother?" He gloated for a moment

before biting into the sopping loaf.

"Christmas at home," mused Gawaine. He stopped chewing
and his eyes clouded with memory. "Remember the time that
Merlin feasted with us. Thanks, brother, I think I know what tale

can pay for this supper."

An hour later, the feasting slowed. Men groaned happily and
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loosened their belts while ladies wiped their lips and discreetly
adjusted their girdles. Sir Dinadan rose on his bandy legs, wiped
the grease from his bushy mustache with his sleeve, lifted his

cup high, and called out a toast, "Drink we now to Sir Gawaine,

the courteous knight, for he has once again saved this court!"

"Keep now your promise. Nephew, and justify this feast with

your tale," commanded the king.

Gawaine arose- hi two steps he passed the bard and deftly
plucked the harp away from him. The minstrel started to protest,
but an exaggerated wink from the knight calmed him without a
word. Gawaine staggered up to the high dais (hours of imbibing
made it slightly difficult to keep his balance) and hammered on
me strings until the hall fell silent. "Hearken, my lords and la-
dies! I shall tell you of my first meeting with Merlin, the great

enchanter, and a marvelous adventure that came of it."

"I was just a lad of twelve summers when Merlin the Prophet
visited our court. He brought with him a break in the snowstorm
that had blown for all the twelve days of Christmas, and for that,

my father decided to honor him with a three-day feast.

"Merlin proved to be a popular guest. Commoners and nobles

crowded round him, offering small gifts and asking his blessing
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or advice. The ladies of our court vied with each other to comb
his beard, or bring him morsels from the table. As the day turned

to evening, my father's face darkened with jealousy.

"In his wrath, my father decided to test this famed magician.

He called me forth and presented me to the Wise Man, saying,

"This is Gawaine, my first-bom son. Tell me now how he shall

die, if the future is known to you.'

" 'Lot. this is unseemly,' said Merlin. 'No man should know

me manner nor the time of his dying.'

"My father stood up and glared at his guest 'T am King! My

word is Law! My whim is command! Tell me of Gawaine's
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death!" And he glowered, gray eyebrows and shaggy mane of

hair putting all who saw him in mind of an ancient storm god.

" 'Very well,* Merlin agreed. 'T am your guest, and I should

obey my host, but little joy will you gain from this knowledge."

" 'Just tell me! Tell us all!' commanded my father.

"Merlin called me to stand before him and placed his hands
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atop my head and over my heart. Those hands were warm and
strong with the best-kept fingernails that I had ever seen, all of

a length, unbroken, uncracked, and not caked with dirt beneath
the nail. I felt a tingle that made my neck hairs rise on end, and
then the wizard—he was not an old man at that time—winked at
me with one eye, before turning to face my father and mother at

the head of the board.

" "This boy shall die by falling,' he intoned in a sepulchral

voice that filled the ball.

"Disappointment and dismay twisted my father's harsh fea-
tures. We kings of Orkney are warriors, and doubtless my sire

expected to hear that I would die in battle.

"My mother leaned and whispered something in his ear, and

his countenance brightened. "Twice more shall I ask this ques-
tion, but for now let the feasting and merriment proceed.' [ es-
caped happily to the table in the corner where my brothers and

I took our meals, hoping that Agrivaine, or some other child
would be the king's subject on the morrow, but on the next eve-
ning, when Lot dirtied my face and dressed me in the rags of a
peasant boy, there was nothing I could do but pretend to a churl-

ishness I did not feel.
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"Merlin seemed to look right through the grime on my face.
Neither my slouch nor my ragged garments fooled him. Putting
his hand on my head, and staring my father straight in the eye,

he announced, "This boy shall die by hanging!'

" 'Is that so?' asked King Lot, and a gleam of satisfaction
came into his eyes. "Well, I will watch his fate carefully, and he

won't go by hanging if [ have anything to say about it!'

"Once more my father planned to ask his question, and the fi-
nal disguise shamed me. For the third occasion I had to play the
part of a girl—truly a galling experience for a twelve-year-old
boy who thinks he will be a warrior some day. I had a blonde
wig, a scratchy dress, a necklace made of wooden beads from
my mother's store of jewelry. They cut my fingernails and toe-
nails and painted them red. They stained my lips purple with
berry juice, and they padded my hips to make them seem wider.

It took all afternoon to dress and prepare me. My mother made

42 Ken St. Andre

me practice walking with a swaying motion. I also had to keep
my eyes discreetly downcast. The ladies really tried to make a
proper damsel of me, but I fear that I disappointed them."
Gawaine paused in his tale to take a drink while laughter rocked

the hall.
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"Gawaine!" When Guinevere could speak without laughing
aloud* she went on, ""You amaze me! Perhaps you would accept

an honored place among my ladies."

"Nay, ladyl" The words came out vehemently, and the queen
tinkled with laughter again. "Let me remain as I am, your true

knight and defender." The queen nodded her assent

Gawaine bowed slightly and resumed his story. "After three
days of feasting. Merlin seemed to have filled up. To my childish
eye, he looked strong and restless. He didn't even wait for the
question when my father led me forth with some story on his lips

of my being his niece from farther norm."

"'You are quite a trickster. Lot,' he declared, 'but you don't
fool me. This boy who is trying to act like a girl to make you

happy will die by drowning!"

"'Ah haw! I may not be a great trickster, but you are not so
clever yourself, magician! This young maid is in reality my son
Gawaine, and indeed it has been him each night when I asked
the question, but you predicted three different deaths for him.
You are a fraud. Merlin, and a charlatan who cannot remember

his own predictions from one night to the next!'
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"Merlin rose to confront my father, and the two men now

stood chin to chin and eye to eye like two dogs about to attack
each other. 'You set a fine table. Lot, and I thank you for the
meat and drink, but your hospitality leaves much to be desired by
way of courtesy. Indeed, I knew it was young Gawaine each time
you asked your question, but I spoke the truth—he shall indeed

die by falling and by hanging and by drowning!'

" 'Never!' howled my father. "My son Gawaine shall grow to

be a great warrior like his father—'

" 'Greater,' Merlin said in a voice so low that only I heard

him.

" '—the greatest in the land—'

" 'Perhaps," whispered the wizard. He took my hand and

gazed deeply into my eyes- 'Fear nothing and you shall be a

hero, Gawaine.' His words seemed to be aimed for my ears

alone, and no one else took any heed of them. —and when he

dies, it shall be a sword that brings him down!'

" "That, too,' muttered the wizard.
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" 'Fake! Fraud! Your prophecies are all lies and trickery. To-
morrow you must leave my dun and never return on penalty of

death!' declared my father sternly.

" 'Why wait?' Merlin said. 'T will take my leave now, but you
Gawaine shall see me again when you least expect it!' He then
cried a word of power, and the hearthfires began to smoke so
much that the whole hall soon rilled with mists and vapors. We
all ran out into the snow to escape choking to death, but Merlin
never came out. Nor was he inside when the hall cleared. He
vanished, simply disappeared, which really puzzled my royal
sire. He felt that somehow he had been made to look like a fool,

and he always hated the wizard for showing him up.

"In fact, Sire," Gawaine addressed King Arthur directly at this
point, "my father took the field against you when you were
newly crowned more because that you were Merlin's protege,
than from any desire to be High King himself." Arthur, who had
been smiling and laughing as heartily as anyone, grew sad.
"Would that Merlin still graced this company!" he exclaimed. "I

could use his wise council in these troubled times."

"Nay, my heart," answered the Queen, "you are better off

without the old devilspawn. Surely the priests of Holy Church
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would not support you so staunchly if you trafficked with a black

magician like Merlin."

"Truly, Nephew, that was a strange feasting that you de-
scribed, yet I think it does not yet justify our meal this evening,"

said Arthur.

"Wait, Sire, it gets better," Gawaine assured him. "The true
adventure and marvel is yet to be told. I need but a moment to
slake my thirst with another flagon of mead before I move on to
part two of this tale." A serving knave quickly refilled Gawaine's
cup and he downed it in one long gurgle. Setting down the
empty vessel, and speaking with a bit of a slur, Gawaine picked

up the thread of his story.

"In the years that followed, I forgot about Merlin's strange
prophecy. I grew from a gangly youth to a young warrior nearly

as large and strong as [ am now.

"On Midsummer Day of my seventeenth year, I rode out hunt-
ing with only a pair of dogs and a single servant to accompany
me. I rode beneath ancient oaks covered with mistletoe, and
among thickets of furze and blackberries, up hill and down,
searching for game. Armed with sword and boarspear, I thought

myself a match for any beast I might encounter.
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"Deep in the forest, I met an old hermit, and stopped to speak

with him for a moment

" "lum back, young sir,* he croaked at me. 'Death haunts this
forest today.' His eyes sparkled strangely as he warned me. and

I fancied that I knew him, though I had never seen him before."

"A ragged old hermit," muttered Arthur. "Yes, he liked that

disguise."

"As I rode into the shade of a king among oak trees, a cold
breeze from nowhere riffled my hair and cloak, and for a mo-
ment it seemed that day was night—everything around me faded
to stark black and white images, and I nearly fell off my steed
with sudden dizziness. Then, as quickly as the strangeness had
come upon me, it vanished, and I recovered myself to find the
dogs leaping and barking at something in the bushes in front of

me.

"A sort of grunting came from the impenetrable foliage.
thought my hounds had found a wild boar. To bring back such

game while hunting alone—my servant had fallen so far behind
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that I no longer knew his whereabouts—would be a great honor.
I lowered the spear and charged blindly at the source of the
grunting noises, though I could not see anything but leaping dogs

and thrashing greenery.

"My spear penetrated the foliage and struck something—
something not much softer than rock or wood. So great was the
resistance that the spear shaft bent like a bow and snapped with

a deafening crack.

"Then, a hairy thing, an Ogre, a Monster, surged out of the
bushes and attacked my dogs. It was certainly not a wild boar or

pig of any kind, and it did not seem to be a bear.

"Ten feet tall, manlike in shape, it had long arms that dangled
down past its knees. The face, wrinkled and snouted, had four
great tusks that projected out of its maw like four bony daggers-
The creature had a large flat nose, scarcely more than two snort-
ing holes. Small red eyes glittered beneath a beetling brow. In
one hand it carried a heavy stick which it flailed about. I could
see talons a good two or three inches in length on both hands. It
bellowed in pain and anger, and as I watched in horror, it tore
my spearhead out of its flank. It was the most appalling Thing

that I had ever seen.

"I reached for my sword, pulling it out, not because I thought
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I could fight the monster with it, but just for the comfort of hav-
ing it in my hand. At that moment, the club hit one of my dogs.

The sickening crunch of smashed bones and one high-pitched
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yipe of pain filled my ears, and the dead animal flew more than

fifty feet through the air before crashing to earth.

"The other dog, quite sensibly, tucked its tail under, and ran

away.

"My horse reared away from the monster, nearly unseating

me, but I tightened my grip with my knees and kept in the sad-
dle. I started to swing at the creature with my sword, but a side-
ways lurch of my mount left me striking at empty air and

clutching desperately at the mane to keep from falling.

"Then (he world spun around me. The horse's forelegs came
down with a thump that rattled my teeth, and it bolted madly
through the forest. I could no more control it than an infant could
control its father. All I could do was lean low along its neck

while branches and leaves beat at me, and try to hang on."

Gawaine paused from his storytelling and looked at his audi-
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ence, They leaned toward him eagerly. Guinevere breathed in
short gasps and so did many in the crowd. Several knights held

their daggers in a swordsman's grip, and glared around fiercely.

"Go on. Nephew!" cried Arthur. "This is no time to stop for

a drink of mead!"

"Tell on! Do not stop!" yelled Dinadan. Many voices echoed

his requests. Gawaine smiled and bowed and continued his tale.

"It takes a long time to tell all this, and it seemed like a long
time while it was happening, but you realize that everything oc-

curred in the space of a few seconds.

"I hadn't ridden very far when a heavy tree bough swept me
from my saddle and dropped me in a furze bush. Hundreds of
thorny needles jabbed through my clothing and drew points of

blood. Half dazed, I pulled myself from the prickly shrub.

"A hideous bellow from the Beast cleared my head. I strug-
gled to my feet and I saw the creature loping toward me on two
bowed legs and one arm whose knuckles met the ground with
every stride. It held its club poised to strike, and I barely man-
aged to parry it to the side with my sword, which was miracu-

lously still in my right hand.
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"Then followed one of the greatest fights of my life. At first

I could only parry, sidestep, duck and dodge. It drove me back
and back. Once a glancing blow from its free hand numbed my
left shoulder and hurled me ten feet to bounce off a lichen-

covered boulder.

"There was never a chance to break and run, and in the mad-
ness of the moment, I never considered it. My ears rang like

church bells; my vision blurred into a red haze; my knees wob-
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bled and shook; yet still I rolled and dodged, and occasionally
struck out at it with my sword. Once I connected with its club
arm—my blow severed its thumb and scraped along the bone,

leaving a bloody wound and disarming it at the same time.

"Still it kept flailing and striking at me. Still I dodged back-

ward, backward, ever backward. Sometimes I hit trees and slid to
me side. Sometimes I tripped over roots and fell. Whenever |
could, I struck at the thing with my sword, and I began to hit it

on every third or fourth blow. It was more like chopping wood
man hitting a fleshly thing. Its coarse hairs seemed like steel

wires, often turning my blow before it could penetrate—its rock-

like flesh opened in only minor cuts whenever a sword blow
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landed.

"I slipped around the last tree, staggering, barely able to stay

on my feet, sword dragging the earth in front of me. Dimly I re-
alized mat I was in a high place as the cold wind tore at my
wounds. With a bestial growl, the creature rushed me. This time
I could not dodge, and iron-hard claws sank into my shoulder
and thigh. The thing grabbed me, lifted me off my feet, and

pulled me toward its slavering mouth.

"When it lifted me, I summoned the last remnant of strength

and will in my being, and brought my brand up in a disembow-
eling thrust that took the creature squarely in the groin. It was
like striking wood, but I pushed harder, pushed till the blood
burst from my nose and my ears, pushed until I felt the blade
break through all resistance and totally gut this Thing. Its growl
of triumph turned into a high-pitched squeal of mortal agony, and
instead of biting out my throat, it suddenly went into a spasm,

and threw me into the air away from it.

"I sailed up into the sky like a hurled pebble. I knew that I had
given it a mortal wound, and despite all my pain, I laughed with

exultation as I hurtled through the air—right over the cliff!

"And then I fell. Head downward, I hurtled into eternity. Far

below I could see trees and rocks and water, and I knew that I
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could never survive this fall. The hairy thing had killed me after

all—killed me by falling,

"It seemed that time slowed to a crawl, and my whole life
flashed before my eyes. | remembered my birth—mostly sensa-
tions, going from warmth and comfort, through squeezing, and
gasping into a world of bright and dark and pain and cold- Then
I remembered the feel of hot sand on bare feet, and the coolness
of ocean waves splashing onto my legs as I ran down the beach

with other children. I remembered bouncing on my father's knee,
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and his gigantic laughter as he spun me madly through the sky,
and I remembered how he told me stories of the battles he had
fought, and what it meant to be a warrior. I remembered my first
dagger, and my first animal kill—a chicken that was too slow to
escape my thrown rocks, a chicken with a broken leg that my fa-
ther insisted 1 must finish killing because a warrior finishes what
he begins. I remembered a thousand things, and I relived each
event in all its sensations, and finally I remembered Merlin's

feast of five years earlier, and how he had prophecied that I

would die from falling.

"And, I think I laughed, because Merlin had been wrong after
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all. It wasn't falling that killed a person, but stopping at the end
of that fall. It seemed to me that Life itself was a fall, and Death
comes when we run out of space to fall through and hit the

ground.

"I had closed my eyes while the memories ran by, but I opened
them again and saw I was about to hit the treetops, I barely had
time to wrap my arms around my head before I crashed through

the upper branches of a great hawthorn tree.

"Then something stopped me abruptly. My booted left foot
caught in a fork in a branch and it held and stopped my fall. A
pain greater than any I had ever known shot down my leg into

my spine, past my heart and shoulders, and exploded through the
top of my head. Blackness smothered all my senses and I became

nothing but a line of pain existing in a void.

"The chill of water on my face awakened me. I knew that I

was hanging upside down in a tree by one foot, like a carcass
hung up and left to drain. So this was the death by hanging, but
again Merlin seemed to be wrong, because I hurt too much to be

dead.

"It occurred to me then that Life was like death by hanging.
We are all suspended between beginnings and endings, and much

of our life is spent just hanging in one place, waiting for some-
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thing to happen.

"Then the water forced itself up my nose and into my mouth.

I realized that the tree had caught me just before I fell into a
stream. | had been holding my breath (or not breathing), but now
the insistent water forced its way inside, and my lungs began to
fill. Distantly I felt my body shudder and cough, but I had no
strength left to pull out of the stream. My consciousness began

to eddy away at the edges just like the water flowing past me and

through me.
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"My last thought was that Life is like drowning, because ...

but all thought and sensation fled before I could finish that idea."

Gawaine returned to his place at the table, handing the harp
back to its owner as he passed, then sat down and sighed like a
whickering horse. "Well, Sire, Lords and Ladies, that is my tale.
I hope it is good enough to earn the feast we have all just fin-

ished."

"Whew!" gasped Arthur, releasing his pent-in breath explo-
sively, not realizing until then that he had forgotten to breathe

during the end of Gawaine's tale.
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"But, Gawaine, that can't be the end," cried Guinevere. "What

happened next?"

"I died, of course," said Gawaine with a sheepish grin. "I died
by falling, hanging, and drowning, just as Merlin had said I

would."

Everyone in the great hall of Camelot sat in stunned silence

for a moment; then Sir Dinadan began to chuckle, a chuckle that
grew stronger and stronger until it was a full-throated belly
laugh. Sir Lancelot picked it up, and then Sir Tristram and then
Arthur himself, and- a wave of laughter swept through the great
hall until finally everyone whooped and gasped with hysterical

glee.

After a good two minutes the laughter died down to mere gig-

gles and chuckles. "A great story. Nephew," said Arthur. "You
have outdone yourself this time. Yes, indeed, you have justified
our feast!" Arthur beckoned to the musician. "Come, bard, give

us a tune."

"Wait!" cried Guinevere. "That can't be right! You don't look
dead! You don't feel dead! How could you have died? How

could you?"
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Everyone looked at Gawaine. "I didn't stay dead," he ex-
plained, grinning hugely, "but that's another story, one I think I'll
save for next Easter in case we have another such wait for our

feast."

Out or me “ooas

by Lawrence Watt Evans
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Jenny slammed on the brakes and prayed the car would stop in
time. The man who had stumbled onto the road in front of her
showed no sign of moving out of the way, he was just standing

there.

The tires squealed, and the car slewed sideways and came to
a stop—and the man wasn't there- Jenny kept her hands locked

on the steering wheel as she turned her head and stared out the
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passenger-side window.

She saw only empty road, huge dark trees, and drifting wisps

of mist.

Had she imagined it? These English roads were narrow and
winding and made her nervous, and the thick surrounding woods
were spooky, but she hadn't thought she was far enough gone to

be hallucinating,

Getting out of London for at least a few days of her month in
Britain had seemed like a good idea, but right now she wasn't at

all sure it hadn't been a major mistake.

The rental car had stalled, and Jenny decided against trying to

start it right away. Instead, she turned off the ignition and got
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out. pocketing the key. She looked around. There was forest on
either side, with the empty road curving out of sight in either di-

rection.

And then a muddy shape rose up out of the roadside ditch, not
a dozen feet away. She almost screamed, but at the last moment

managed to turn it into a gasp. It was the man, the man she had
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almost run down—he must have flung himself into the ditch at

the last instant.

"Are you all right?" she called once she'd caught her breath.

"Aye," he said.

Jenny grimaced. Only in rural Britain would anyone who

spoke English say "aye" instead of "yeah."

"I'm sorry I didn't see you sooner," she said. "Do you need a

lift somewhere?" The rental car company wouldn't like it if she
got their upholstery all muddy, but she was paying enough that
they could afford to clean it, and she had almost run the fellow

down—a lift seemed like the least she could do.

"How do you say, lady?" the man replied—or at least, that
was her best guess at his words. It might almost have been "lad"

instead of "lady," but she gave him the benefit of the doubt.

His accent was one she'd never heard before—DBritish, cer-
tainly, but an unfamiliar variant; she couldn't even be sure it was
English. For all she knew, it was Welsh, or Scottish, or even

Australian or South African.
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And apparently her American accent was giving him a little

trouble, too.

"Do you want a ride?" she said, speaking slowly and loudly

and, she hoped, clearly.

The man eyed the rental car, then looked Jenny over. "Aye,"

he said at last. "And my thanks to you, lady."

This time it was definitely "lady."

"Get in, then," she said. She climbed in on the driver's side—

the right, that is, a fact she still wasn't entirely used to.

The man approached the passenger side hesitantly and stood,
looking down at the door. Impatiently, Jenny leaned over and
opened it for him. He made an odd little noise that she took for
a sign of relief, then carefully climbed into the car and settled on

the seat.

Jenny looked at him, puzzled; she hadn't really noticed when
she first saw him in the road, or standing in the ditch covered
with mud, but he was dressed oddly—his pants were more like
baggy tights, with crude garters just above the knees, and he

wore a sort of tunic instead of a shirt. His hair was unfashionably
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long, but he was clean-shaven—or rather, he had no beard; he

was a few days past clean-shaven.

The overall effect was vaguely medieval.

"Are you an actor?" she asked. "Is there some local festival or

something?"'

"Nay," he said, "I'm no player, but an honest workman."

She started the engine, and he started at the sound.

"Where are you headed?" she asked.

V!Eh?”

"Where should I drop you?"

He simply looked baffled, and she gave up. She would just

drop him at the first pub she came to and let the locals deal with

him. She put the car in gear.

He grabbed at his seat—he hadn't put on his seatbelt, she saw.
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She drove slowly and carefully. The fog still lingered, and

night was falling, and one scare on these roads was quite enough-

Besides, she wanted to be able to stop quickly and jump out

if the man started to act even weirder. Now that she was over her
initial concern about sending him into the ditch, she was having
second thoughts about giving him a ride at all. Back home in the
States she wouldn't have picked up a stranger, so why should she
here? Sure, England had less violent crime, but there were still

nuts here and there.

Maybe if she talked to him, he'd reassure her—or maybe

she'd know he was a dangerous loonie.

"So what were you doing in the woods?" she asked.

He hesitated, then said, "Feasting with Queen Mab."

Jenny had trouble at first understanding what he said, but the

words did eventually register.

He was a loonie, she realized, though not necessarily a danger-

ous one. She wished she hadn't offered him a ride.

"Oh?" she said-
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"Aye. I'd followed a fairy light, and found myself at the
Queen's table, whereupon I was bid join the feast, which I did
with a will. I passed many a long year there in pleasant company,

and but today did I at last depart,"

"Oh," Jenny said.

For a moment they drove on in silence; then Jenny asked, just

to break that silence, "You said years ?'

"Aye, I'd say so," the man said. "Surely, years it must have

been, for the world to have changed as it has—your garb, your

speech, and this carriage are all strange to me."

Jenny blinked, trying to decide whether this was as completely
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nonsensical as it sounded. "Just when did you follow the fairy

into the forest?" she asked, and immediately wished she

hadn't—it sounded so stupid.

" '"Twas May Eve, in the Year of Our Lord fifteen hundred and

ninety-five."
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For a moment Jenny didn't respond.

"That was four hundred years ago," she said eventually.

"Four hundred, you say?" The man's eyes widened in wonder.

"Zounds, so long as that?"

"Yeah," Jenny said.

They were nearing a village—not much of one, but she

thought it would do to get rid of her passenger. She slowed still

further and began looking for a sign that would indicate a pub or

nn.

"You doubt me," the man said. "Perchance you think me mad.

No wonder on it, I'd think the same were I you."

That was the most reassuring thing he'd said yet; she threw

him a quick glance.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"William Tinker."

"I'm Jenny Gifford. Look, is there anywhere in particular I
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can drop you? Anyone who'd know what to do with you? Do

you have any money or anything?"

"I've no coin, nay. As for one who'd know to aid me—a

priest, perhaps, who knows the ways of fairies?"

"I don't think modem priests know much about fairies," Jenny
said, though she admitted to herself that British priests might

well know more than the American ones she'd met.

William Tinker hesitated, then ventured, very cautiously, "A
witch, perhaps? I'm a good Christian, and would not consort

with such, but ..."

"A witch." Jenny grimaced. A psychiatrist would probably be

better.

But then she spotted the pub on the corner and pulled over to

the curb.

"Here," she said. "Go in there and ask if they know of a

witch. Tell them you've been visiting faines in the wood for four

hundred years."

That was perhaps a bit cruel. They'd mock him, most likely,
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But then they'd probably send him to the National Health, and

get him taken care of.

Tinker looked at the signboard, then pushed at the car door; it

didn't open, and he looked helplessly for a handle or latch.
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Jenny leaned over and opened the door for him.

He got out carefully, then bobbed to her in something that was

almost, but not quite, a bow. "My thanks to you, good lady."

She felt guilty about dumping the poor loonie like this, and

she was momentarily tempted to park the car and go into the pub

with him, to make sure things didn't get rough—but it wasn't her

problem, and she wasn't a native here.

He'd be all right. This was a peaceful English village, not a

bar in Detroit or L.A.—or even London.

And it just wasn't her problem.

She took her foot off the brake and pulled away.

Three days later, in her hotel room in Bayswater, she had the
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TV news on as background while she wrote a letter to her par-
ents back in Cleveland. Something startled her, made her look

up, though it took a second to realize what she had heard.

William Tinker, that was it—someone on the TV had said the

name William Tinker.

And there he was, the same man she had picked up on that
lonely road, with a woman on either side—an overweight matron
on his left, a thinner, younger woman on his right, both in long

dresses and wearing necklaces.

Tinker himself was dressed in modem clothing now—a simple
shirt and slacks—but it was unmistakably the same man. His hair

was still long, but looked considerably cleaner now.

"... naturally, so-called modem scientists are dismissing his
story without even bothering to investigate," the older woman
was saying, "but some of us recognize the possibility of won-

ders."

The camera cut to a blond host in a tweed jacket. "Then you
believe that Mr. Tinker really has spent the last four hundred

years at a faerie feast?"
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Back to the woman.

"No, not literally—but we believe something extraordinary has
happened in that forest. It may be that Mr. Tinker was affected
by forces in the wood that reverted him to a past life, and that

he was really only in there for hours and simply swapped iden-
tities, or it may be that he really did enter in 1595 and was some-
J, how transported to our own time—my compatriots and I favor
A this latter explanation, since it would account for his clothing,
and the fact that no one fitting his description has been reported

missing,"

'{  "And you consider this more likely than an attempt at fraud,

A or a simple delusion?"
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"Oh, very much so," the woman said. "What would be the

point of such a fraud? And we have medical reports that will at-
test that Mr. Tinker appears quite sane, other than his belief that
he spent four centuries in that forest. Furthermore, his teeth show
no sign of modem dentistry, and the doctors say he's never been
immunized against anything, or received any of the other lasting
benefits of the National Health. He doesn't appear to have ever
seen a doctor before. We've asked linguists from Balliol College

at Oxford to tell us whether his speech is authentically Elizabe-


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

than, and so far, while we haven't heard their final opinion, none

have found any specific inaccuracies."

"And have any historians questioned Mr. Tinker?"

"Not yet," the woman conceded. "After all, he only emerged

from the wood three days ago."

"So you believe that in fact, Mr. Tinker is from the sixteenth

century?"

"Yes, 1do."

"Mr. Tinker, do you have anything to add to that?"

Jenny stared as Tinker said, in that strange accent of his, "I do
truly believe that I am William Tinker, born in the Year of Our
Lord fifteen hundred and sixty-seven, and that I came upon
Queen Mab's table in the forest on the last day of April in fifteen
hundred and ninety-five—but if you say I am mad, I'll not de-
bate. I think I am not, and yet to pass four centuries with the
Good Folk and not age a day is surely a great wonder; were it
proven me that 'twas all a dream, that would be no greater mar-
vel. In truth, I wonder whether all I see about me, this world of

a twentieth century, is not but a dream."
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"Mr. Tinker, you seem to be in remarkably good health for a
man more than four hundred years old," the host said, with just

a slight sardonic edge to his voice.

"Aye," Tinker said. " 'Tis the magic of the wood, beyond

question."

Jenny sat and watched as Tinker and his two companions—
presumably the village witches from that town where she'd aban-

doned him—held their own against the host's growing sarcasm-

The younger witch hardly said anything, but the older argued

at length for the existence of powers beyond modem under-
standing—not fairies, but spirits or powers that gave rise to tales
of fairies, or if even that seemed too mystical, she was willing to
consider them as energy fields created by the living things of the

earth.
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Was it so utterly impossible that someone could become

caught in such an energy field?

"And these fields," the host asked, "preserved our Mr. Tinker

for some four centimes? Would this sort of thing be responsible
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for the legends of the Fountain of Youth, then?"

"It very well might," the elder witch declared.

Meanwhile, Tinker himself seemed to be growing ever more
uncomfortable, caught in the middle of this debate, and when at
last the host announced that time had run out, poor Tinker was

visibly relieved.

Jenny turned off the set and sat on the hotel bed, staring at the

blank screen for several minutes.

Maybe, she thought, he wasn't a loonie.

After that she began to watch the news regularly- She saw the
reports from the experts, proclaiming Tinker to be either genuine
or the best fake ever—neither linguist nor historian nor physician

could find anything to contradict his claimed origin.

The real bombshell was when his clothes were carbon-dated

and proclaimed authentic late-sixteenth-century.

It was after that that reports of would-be explorers getting out
of hand at me forest began. Curiosity seekers had gone poking

about there ever since Tinker's first television appearance, but
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now entire mobs were sweeping through the woods, searching
for "Queen Mab's table." The authorities were dismayed, to say

the least.

It was a relief to Jenny when the forest was closed to the pub-
lic; she hated the thought of all those people trampling through
the underbrush, scattering candy wrappers and beer cans on the

maoss.

She watched the televised reports with a sort of dreadful fas-
cination- Picketers were protesting the government's decision to
restrict access. There was talk of secret conspiracies to keep the

"fountain of youth" energy for the government elite.

And there were a few reports coming in, not very reliable
ones, of people disappearing into the forest and not coming back

out—presumably, they'd found the fairies.

She spent hours on end in her hotel, watching—she knew it
was stupid, a waste of her remaining vacation time, that she
should be out enjoying London—but she couldn't tear herself

away.

She was staring unhappily at yet another interview when

someone knocked on the door of her room.
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Startled, she opened the door.

56 Lawrence Writ Evans

There were three men standing there. One of them held a mi-

crophone, another a video camera.

The third, somewhat disguised by a woolen cap and sun-

glasses, was William Tinker.

"Ms. Gifford?" the man with the microphone asked.

"Yes," she said, puzzled. "What's going on?"

"We understand that it was you who first found Bill Tinker
after he emerged from the enchanted forest," the man with the

microphone said. Jenny recognized him now; he was a newsman,

but she couldn't think of his name.

She glanced at Tinker, who looked apologetic.

"T wished to speak with you," he said, "and I knew not
how you might be found. I agreed that I would give your name,
that you might be interviewed, if  might accompany them and

speak to you in private."
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His accent wasn't quite so distinctive any more—he was be-

ginning to adjust to his new surroundings, she supposed.

"T don't want to be interviewed," she said. "I'm not part of

this."

"Then you weren't the one who found him?" the newscaster

asked.

"Oh, sure I was," she admitted. "I almost ran him down, so I

gave him a lift into town, that's all."

"And did he tell you he was four hundred years old?"

She glanced at Tinker uncomfortably. "He said he'd been in

the forest since 1595," she said.

"And did you believe him?"

"No. I thought he was nuts. But he seemed harmless."

"But didn't you tell him, when you dropped him at the Plow,

to ask where he could find a witch?*'

"I said something like that," Jenny admitted, embarrassed. "I
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didn't think he'd want to see a doctor. Listen, I haven't agreed to

an interview, and I'm not going to—not until I've talked to Mr.

Tinker in private.**

It took some further argument, but eventually Jenny was able

to close the door of her hotel room with Tinker and herself on

the inside, the newscaster and cameraman outside.

"Now, why did you want to find me?" she demanded.

"Softly, pray," Tinker said, holding up a hand. "Your pardon,

I pray you. Mistress Gifford.

She glowered at him.

"Prithee, lady, I come to you most humbly to ask a service—
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will you even hear me, or have I angered you by bringing with

me these relentless hounds with their cameras?"

He pronounced "camera" in very nearly the modern fashion,

she noticed—it was presumably a new word for him.
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"What kind of a service?" she asked quietly.

"Lady, I beg you," he said, "though I be an Englishman bom

and bred, and loyal to my Queen, whiche'er Elizabeth it may

be—can you take me with you to America? I must escape my

own land!"

She stared at him.

"Why?" she asked.

"Need you ask?" he said, gesturing at the closed door. "In

mine own land I shall have no peace, 'tis plain."

"Can't you just hide somewhere?"

"Where? This land is so changed I know naught of'it."

"You know that forest," she said, a trifle bitterly. "Can't you

go back there, to Queen Mab's table, if you can't take the mod-

em world?"

His hands flew up in an odd gesture, then he hushed her and

glanced at the door again.

"They'd have that of me," he said. "They'd have me lead
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them thither, with their cameras and mikers and all."

"Well, why not?" Jenny demanded-

He stared at her, chewing his lower lip, and she stared angrily

back.

"You'd have the truth?" he asked.

"Of course!"

"All the truth, then?"

She blinked. "Yes," she said, a bit less certainly.

"In truth, then—there is no Queen Mab in the forest, no Little

Folk."

"What is there, then? What about the people disappearing in
there? Is this all a hoax?" Jenny tried not to let her fury

show—he was a fake!

"Nay, nay! I am all I say, trapped four centuries in the wood,
and 1 swear it in God's name. But 'twas no fairies that held me,

but a demon, a spirit sprung from the wood itself."
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"Go on," she said.

" 'Tis plain enough. I was held there 'gainst my will," he said.

"T'd followed a fairy light, as I thought it, though now I know

'twas but a lure, and then was I caught and held by the spirit

within the wood."
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"Why?" she demanded. "What did it want you for?" A

thought struck her. "And is it still there?"

"Oh, 'tis yet there, verily. And it hungers, I doubt me not."

"Hungers?" she almost screamed. ""What about all those peo-

ple going in there looking for your fairy queen?"

"[ fear mat some of them will ne'er emerge," he said, shame-

faced. "Oh, 'tis sinful of me, and a disgrace I do not bear

easily—but if you only knew...."

"So tell me."

He sighed. "I was not alone when it lured me in," he said.

"Else I'd not have been such a fool as to follow. I was with a
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dozen of my townsmen, gathering wood for a May Day blaze,
when we saw the light before us. Kit saw it erst, and called out,
and old Stephen warned him to let it go, but Kit laughed. "What
have we to fear, then,' he asked, 'when we are twelve stout En-
glishmen?* And in our folly we gave chase, into the forest
depths—and mere our paths turned back upon us so that we trav-
eled ever in circles, trapped therein. And a voice spoke to us that
bade us calm ourselves, calm and rest, and at last we did—we

lay ourselves down and in our exhaustion we slept.

"And when we awoke, our Christopher was naught but

bones.

"We shouted, we fought among ourselves, we attempted flight,
but it did no good. We saw the sunlight wane, then reappear,

over and over, for time had become strange to us.

"And at last we slept again, and when we awoke old Stephen

was as Christopher, nothing but bone.

"And so it went, and we perished, each in our turn, until only

i survived, and I knew what my fate was to be when next I slept,
and in my despair I fell down upon my knees and cried out to
whatever had trapped us, whatever had spoken that first day, and

I begged for my life, I bargained, I offered whatever I could if
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only it would free me, spare my life and let me go."

"And it did?" Jenny asked.

Tinker nodded. "Aye," he said, "but erst it spoke to me again,
and told me that it would trade my life for seven others—if I
swore, by God and the Virgin, to bring it seven other lives, then
I could go free. May God forgive me, lady, I did so swear—and
but moments later I was on the high road, where you found

n

me.

"And you sent it seven people?"

"I know not how many I sent it!" he wailed.

Jenny stared at him.
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"Look you, lady," he said, "I bethought me that if I spoke of
Queen Mab in the village, and said fairy treasure was to be had
in the wood, then a few hardy souls would venture forth, and I'd
be quit, and at little cost to my conscience, for they'd take the
risk upon themselves, would they not? And I'd put that village
behind me and ne'er set foot there again, and 'twould be an end

on it." He gestured helplessly. "How was I to know of television,
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or motorcars, or tour buses? To send hundreds thither, at risk of
their lives, was ne'er my intent, and now all England is cursed

of me—my face blazoned on paper at every comer, and on the
telly glass in every home! Take me to America, I beg you. Let

me put this behind me!"

She stared at his pleading eyes for a moment.

"We have television in America, too," she said at last. "You'd

be news there, t00."

His expression collapsed into despair.

"And you have to do something to stop them," she said, struck
with sudden horrific realization. "All those people going into
that forest... I bet they're still sneaking in, even though it's of-

ficially closed. My God, / was tempted to take a look!"

"What can I do?" He spread his hands hopelessly. "A tale

once spun has a life of its own."

"That's true," she said thoughtfully.

"And if I speak the truth now, they'll stretch my neck ere

mom, for betraying all those fools to their doom."
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England wasn't known for lynchings, but this was a special
case. "That might be true, too," she said. She considered care-

fully.

She wondered, for a moment, why she didn't just throw Tinker
to the wolves. After all, he had betrayed all those innocents. By
his own admission, he had meant to send seven strangers to their
deaths—but then, he had seen his own companions killed horri-

bly one by one and known he was next....

He'd done wrong, but he knew it, he wanted to make what

amends he could. What good would it do to destroy him?

But they couldn't et more people feed the thing in the
forest—whatever it was. Jenny didn't believe in demons or fair-

ies, but there must be something in there.

And then she saw the way out. If one lie had lured people in.

maybe another could turn them back.

"Listen," she said, "you're going to go on TV again—on

television—and tell everyone that Queen Mab's angry about all

these intrusions on her privacy. Remind everyone that fairies are

60 Lawrence "ffait. Evane


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

dangerous. That's something we tend to forget nowadays. Re-
mind them that fairies steal human souls. That should discourage
most people—and anyone who goes in anyways, it's his prob-

lem."

"Aye," Tinker agreed reluctantly, after a moment's thought.
"That should serve, I warrant. But am I to spend my life in tele-

vision?"

"Oh, no," Jenny said confidently. "Don't worry. You're just a

fad. It'll all be over in a few weeks, and you can settle down
somewhere—I bet there are colleges that would hire you for their
history departments. You must know the sixteenth century better

than anyone else alive."

"Aye, perhaps," he said. "You'll accompany me, then, to the

television?"

She hesitated, but then said, "Sure." She gestured. "Go
ahead and open the door, and we'll tell your camera crew the

news."

Jenny insisted they do their interview right there. The first few

questions were harmless, asking about how she happened to pick
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Tinker up.

But then the newscaster asked, "Do you believe there are fair-

ies in the wood?"

She glanced at Tinker, there beside her.

"Oh, yes," she said, "and in fact, I believe I've heard their

voices."

Startled, the newsman asked, "Oh?"

"When I picked Bill up on that road. Maybe he didn't hear

them, but I did—they were saying they wanted to be left alone,

that he'd abused their hospitality long enough and that any other

humans who bothered them would regret it."

She glanced at Tinker, who smiled gratefully at her.

"Indeed, I heard something," he said. "I'd not caught the

words, though...."

And together, they blithely made up a whole network of lies.

The broadcast went well—and for the rest of her stay in En-

gland, Jenny Gifford found herself something of a celebrity. She
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spent a good bit of time in Tinker's company, helping him adjust

to modem life—an adjustment he made with amazing speed.

And she was only slightly jealous when he bedded that young

witch, rather than herself—but really, she told herself, he was a

bit old for her, wasn't he?

She giggled at the thought.

By the time she returned to the States, Tinker's moment of
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fame was already passing, and her own with it. Within a week of

her arrival home, the whole thing seemed like a dream.

But for the rest of her life, she still shuddered whenever she

passed thick woods.

SPEAKING WODS

The view from the branches

Viridescence
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by Connie Hirsck

Connie Hirsch got the idea/or "Viridescence" when she
visited Muir Woods and discovered the extraordinary way
in which the Sequoias altered their environment to promote
their own well-being. When not writing, Connie makes da-
tabases sit up and do tricks, reads a lot, plots expeditions

to interesting places, and frets about not writing.

"Colorless green thoughts sleep furiously."

—Noam Chomsky

We must have had a beginning; our seed must have sprouted in
the manner of unremarkable seed, our shoots yearning up to-
wards the bright, our rootlets drinking moisture, burrowing
deeper in the good soil of our slopes and rills, growing in the

manner of the Green.

Yet, when did we become aware of our apartness? That while
we were of the Green, we were yet apart from it, too awake in
the bright day, dreaming too strongly in the dark night. Most of
all, knowing that we were different, remembering that we re-
membered. In some forgotten age of time, we knew that we were

ourselves.

Our knowledge made us wonder, and speculate upon our own


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

nature, proposing theory after theory. Perhaps our ancestor seed
fell from the sky, carried by some great wind from a distant land
so far the Green only whispers dreams of it. Perhaps the light-
ning struck our ancestral soil with some magical cousin of the

hated Fire. Perhaps the fungus that feeds our roots went through
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a shift of its nature, linking plant body and root body and wood
body together as never before. Perhaps all of these, or perhaps
none: the result the same. We live, remember, dream together

here on our slopes, beneath the sun and the rains.

Once we would have added, "as we always have." Yet that is
not true. Changes have come to us, changes we fought or wel-
comed, changes we have even initiated. It is this lesson we pass
to those who will come after us, as the individual members of
our self germinate, mature and die in their stages. For it is the re-

membering that we pass on.

When still the Green whispered of the great glaciers retreating,
we were young, and unpracticed in our togethemess. We were

still new, learning to use the senses we had been bom with: the


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

feel of the sun's heat upon our green body, the patterns of light
and dark as sunbright filtered onto our ground, the fee! of limb
and branch and root, separating out body from member body, yel
conscious of the whole. We grew in our capacity to feel, to co-

ordinate, to sense.

But what we sensed did not please us. For the first time, we
noticed the depredations of the fleshbeasts that infested us, that
were not of the Green. Before, when green body was destroyed
or root body disturbed or wood come crashing to the ground, we
had no more apprehension of its wrongness than when the Sun

disappeared into the darkness of night every day.

Now we knew differently, that these happenstances were not
random acts or laws of nature. And perhaps for the first time, at
least in our long remembering, we felt emotion. We learned ha-

tred.

Oh, how we resented those robbers, meditated long on their
evil, inventing new concepts as we thought on them and their
depredations. And in our long resentment, we came to under-
stand that we could no longer be passive with these interlopers,
not as we were passive beneath the sun that gave us life, and the
sky that gave us the rain. We must take action against the

fleshbeasts, a campaign to save our very being.
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For long seasons we trained ourselves, forcing our Mind to
evolve and strengthen. An infestation of Tinybiters, winging

from branch to branch, consuming leaf and tender bark? We
learned to poison our sap, to make our green body taste unpleas-
ant. Did we feel too many Gnawers clambering over our
branches, eating our fruit before it could germinate? We learned
to weaken connective tissue in our wood body, to drop branches,

limbs, that the Gnawers clung to. We learned to set springy traps
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with our roots, to suddenly ensnare the fleshy ones and drag

them under, entomb them where they could feed our fungus.

We were fierce warriors against the beasts; they did not pass
our boundaries without punishment. Our space became filled
with peace, filled with healthy growing, till we could support no
new members throughout our boundaries. Vines grew on our
tronks, airplants sprouted from our branches, and we ruled su-

preme in our demesne, but for one thing.

Yes, for all our learning, our many accomplishments, we could
not protect ourselves from the Fire. Decades would pass in
growth and peaceful dreaming, and then a dry season would

come. We could conserve our sap down in our roots, increase the
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wax that coated our leaves, spread our upper branches wide to
protect our lower, younger selves from a sun turned savage. But

the dryness, bad enough of itself, could bring the Fire.

Always, we could feel it coming, as the Green cried out
around us, as the heat leaped from valley to mountain, from
grass to leaves to bark, the wind pulling at our leaves, sucking
the very air toward the Fire's hunger, the sun turning cold, gone

out as it did in the night

Then would come the pain, as the fire consumed our wood
bodies, scorched our plant bodies, worse than any Tinybiter or
Gnawer, so fast, so sudden! The strategies we used against
fleshbeasts were useless: the Fire did not crave our sap or our
seeds, and we could not pull it under the ground to smother it.
Our only hope was to conserve our sap and essence in the roots

that would not bum.

Time and again, in the long seasons, we were burned down to
those roots. We despaired for the continued existence of our self,
but our roots lived, and sent up new shoots, or our half-burned
trunks recovered. We grew back each time, adopting new lives

into ourselves, until our strength was full—and full of wrath.

We were angered by the unfaimess. The Green about us did

not seem to suffer nearly so much as we from the Fire, for all
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they were dumb and silent, and infested with fleshly life.

Eventually our anger gave way to observation. While the

fleshbeasts thieved the Green, they gave back in several ways;

clearing away deadwood, spreading seed. On a tentative basis we
allowed back in a few Tinybiters and Gnawers, watching, weigh-
ing their swift activities. We studied them, took their fleshly bod-

ies apart, meditated on their structure.

Then we turned our Thoughts on them. It seemed impossible,
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and yet we had patience on our side, and time. First we had to
team to Listen, so very subtle and strange, like and not like the
communication among our selves. We had to divine the minds of
the fleshbeasts, to look through their eyes and hear through their
ears, senses so foreign, beyond all comprehension—almost. We
had not known senses beyond those we possessed before: the
warmth on our leaves, our roots extending through the soil, the

moisture that the sky sent to us, that we drank through our roots.
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But we persevered. We learned from the shadows of their
beastly senses, ruminated on the cells of their fleshly essences,
and finally experimented. Could we affect the tiny individual
minds, so insignificant in their aloneness before ourselves, as we

were in turn small before the Green?

The fleshbeasts could never be a part of us, but we found we
could affect them. We could bend their small minds, influence
them to leave healthy limbs alone, to cause the Flitters and the
Peckers to find the Tmybiters more efficiently, make the Gnawers
spread our seed far afield to the bare patches, gnaw at deadwood

until it fell free.

Seasons passed as we experimented, generations upon genera-
tions of the swift-living fleshbeasts, generations of our individual
members even. As the years passed, so passed our deepest re-
sentment; we had adapted to life besides the fleshly ones. They
had become more than interlopers, servants that we depended

upon. Peace had come again.

We prospered under the sun again. We kept our land reason-
ably free of the buildup of dead leaves and deadwood that the
Fire loved too much, moved our branches just enough to permit
a healthy undercanopy to slow the spread of fire with wet sap

and slow burning leaves.
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Yet we wondered at how we were changed- It gave us pleasure
now to look upon the beauty of ourselves, to hear the wind in
our boughs through the senses of our pets. We grew trunks of
prodigious size, standing tall, symmetrical, lush, and proud. We
were content within our demesne. We could not expand beyond
certain boundaries, no more than a Gnawer can grow longer
from nose to bushy tailtip: it is the size it is, and no more. We

covered our acres, and were content.

New beasts passed from time to time through our domain, and
we paid them scant attention so long as they left us alone. The
ones we called Two Legs may have come several times before
we noticed, thinking perhaps they were deformed Honeyeaters or

large flightless Flitters. Our subject eyes cluttered at them from
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high in the branches, our ears twitched in the burrows among our

roots, but aside from reflecting on what ungainly beasts they

were, we paid no more attention.

Then one day, the Two Legs attacked one of our wood bodies,

peeling off the bark with strange claws held in their paws.

Our pain was not so bad, perhaps, only one trunk injured
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among our many wood bodies, but our shock was profound.
Swiftly, we sacrificed branches to drop on the interlopers, sprang
the roots to grasp their feet and pull them into the embrace of our

understructures. Our leaves trembled for days at the outrage.

"Two Legs" was not sufficient a name. We dubbed them
Death-to-Green, as evil as the Fire, and we vowed that their kind

would not be suffered to come again.

Alas for us, more followed in their wake, two or three a year.

We eliminated them when they came, for here was a danger near
equal to the Fire—indeed, we were shocked to find the Death-to-
Green actually carried Fire on occasion. Here was a stranger

thing than we had ever dreamt.

We were ruthless in eliminating the Death-to-Green who dared
our ground, until they came less frequently. Yet, they had not
gone far; merely settled nearby valleys, for we could still sense

them dimly through the Green.

Equilibrium had been reached and we rested content, sure we
had triumphed once again. But as so many other times, this was

only a phase: worse was yet to come.

Changes were occurring in the Green, great changes: wood

giving way to field, and Death-to-Green behind it. Suddenly, in
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short tens of decades, they were everywhere, clearing wood bod-
ies to plant lesser Green in strange orderly rows. It seemed that
their nature had changed, perhaps a different species infested the

land. The sort we had once hated now seemed benign.

Month by month, year by year they drew closer. We thought
they would come right up to our hills, but they only settled the
valley land, cutting down me wood bodies, flattening out sec-
tions, laying down rock dirt that monster rockbeasts moved far
too swiftly upon. The Green cried out in agony, and we could not

help but hear.

Occasionally, an individual Death-to-Green would pass our
boundaries, and though we sent our Tinybiters, our Gnawers, our
Flitters to distract it, we could not turn it back. Then we would

eliminate it, swiftly and silently. Yet the day came when we
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eliminated two young ones, and our slopes were suddenly in-

fested with Death, more than we could count.

We were in confusion; too much activity, too swiftly. We held
back from retaliating, paralyzed by me thought: what if the Fire

they carried should get loose in our glades? We could not defend
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ourselves against so many: not just these interlopers but the tens
of tens of tens of tens that covered the land. But what could we

do?

Their minds were strange; so swift and curiously shaped that
we had never been tempted to Listen as with our familiar
fleshpets. We had not liked the feel, so fleshly and strong. But
now we embarked on a program of strengthening ourselves,

learning what we could from the bodies of our trespassers.

it was only a matter of time, before a Two Legs came again.
This time we withdrew our fleshly allies and sought to insert our

Thoughts into the fleshbeast mind.

Stronger than the mind of any Gnawer, the Two Legs resisted
us, as spirited as when we resist the Fire, thrashing through our
underbrush, making strange noises with its mouth. We could now
sense its panic and paranoia: something was watching it, follow-
ing it, trying to control it We doubled our efforts, waking up

parts of ourselves that had slept for years, determined to succeed.

At last the Two Legs threw itself flat upon the ground, bab-
bling noises at us, its thoughts abject. It was not so simple as our
fleshpels, perhaps in its horribly singular way even as intelligent
as we ... but we could use it just the same. It must work to pro-

tect us, must bring others of its kind here to be initiated into our
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service.

A season beneath the sun passes quickly for us, dreaming in
the warmm, listening to the Green, managing our acres in peace

and prosperity, while the lives of Two Legs speed so quickly.

In time that Two Legs came back, bringing others. We found
we did not have to use quite the strength of the first time: the
ability of Two Legs to communicate with one another served to
prepare them for indoctrination. From time to time we caught
glimpses through their minds—puny, solitary things—of worse

nmn

fates that could have come to us: "subdivisions," "strip mining,"
"landfills"—all filled with hideous Death-to-Green that we had

never contemplated, bad as the Fire.

We permitted them to build paths through us, to facilitate their
visits, and keep their clumsy clumping feet away from the tender

young groves, subtly guiding the hands of their workers. We

VIRIDESCENCE 71

found amusement when me crews wondered at me absence of

Tmybiters and other annoyances. We wanted to speed their work,

after all.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

More of our new servants came to visit, bringing their leaders
and lawmakers, meir minds filled with questions of ownership,
as if we could be owned. They put up a fence around us, to keep

out wanderers, and gates with signs beside mem.

At last we could see in the minds of visitors mat our future

was assured; we were now a park. Mirth was our response, and
thoughtfumess. For now we were safe, yes, but the Two Leg spe-
cies lives and breeds so quickly. We could continue to manipu-
late them, the way we bred and trained our fleshpets, to work for

our well-being.

Influencing the minds of the Two Legs will be work, yes, but

in time, we shall spread the Green back to its size out of history.
We shall have our servants take cuttings, culture the fungus in
our soil, plant new daughter selves in foreign soil to grow to
awareness as once we grew. Our slow, patient years beneath me
sun are long and strengthening, and the Two Legs are transitory

after all. It shall be enough.

Fiat Silva

by Jack Oakley

According to Sack Oakley, he grew up thinking he was a

tree, which he says may account for his wooden prose.
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When he's not writing pulp fiction. Jack lumbers around

San Francisco in a fir coat.

Maybe 1*11 see a bear, thought Adam. He left the path around the
lake and made his way through manzanita and oak toward a

stand of tall trees, stopping once to take a picture of a ground
squirrel with his birthday camera. The campground sounds

faded, the underbmsh thinned, and soon he was on a silent carpet
of duff in a spacious grove of sugar pines. Even the sounds of

small scurrying animals ceased in the soft, still immensity.

The clear whistle of a bird pierced the hush. Adam looked up
and searched the vault far overhead- A flicker caught his eye and
he stepped backward for a better look, stumbled on a log, and
pitched over with a painful jolt lo his head. He lay on his back,
gazing in a blue aura at the treetops, each faraway needle limned

transparently against the azure shimmer.

The bird called again. "Come here. Come here." He felt for

the camera, staggered to his feet and followed dizzily. A talking
bird? Maybe it*U take me to a talking bear. "Come here." Its call
was the only sound in the nave of a vast cathedral. He trod si-
lently by a tree he recognized from a campfire talk as a sequoia.
Farther on was another and soon the pines gave way to an an-

cient grove of even taller trees. The bird alit in the soaring
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branches of a huge sequoia in the center of a circle of giants.

"Come here," it repeated clearly.

FIAT SILVA 73

"I'm here," he replied. "What do you want?" He sat and

leaned against the base of the tree. "My head hurts."

The bark caressed his back with a profound slow sigh. "Our

heart hurts." Adam's belly vibrated and his head stopped throb-

bing, though the blue light grew more intense.

"What? Who are you?"

"We are the forest, young manikin."

**Are you this tree?"

A calm wave of amusement resonated in his belly. "We are mis

tree, and we are this grove, and we arc this forest We are this last

stand of the sylvan soul which has spread eternal over Gaia since

your Paleozoic era, yet shrinks in me blink of mankind."

"I don't understand."

"We have lived through continental shifts, waves of ice, and the
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heat of star rock collisions. We would live on until the sun's last

flame flares, but for your race's frantic spread over Mother's face.'*

"I know. We're cutting down the rainforests and polluting the

streams. I'm sorry."

"We are sorry too, upstart discombobulated sprout without
memory of your past. We have waited these million years for
clear communication with your kind, but few of you have under-

stood the bird's call and fewer still have spoken."

"Well, who'd talk to a tree?"

Amusement resonated again. "Y ou- are.**

Adam felt peaceful. "You talked to me fust."

"Our way is to wait. All races are bom in our garden, some

leave, all return. Only the dinosaurs forgot their origin and went

too far, too far alone and died. We were sad. Your race is the sec-
ond who has gone so far, and we fear you won't return before

you've destroyed us all."

**] save half of my allowance and donate it to the Nature Con-

servancy to buy forests."
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Now amusement tinged with compassion flooded him. "Yes,

you want to help, and in every age there have been people of
partial understanding, for good or evil, but no man or woman has
fully sensed your participation in us the world's life. Johnny
Appleseed was a good man who spread the word, but his ken
was limited to one small aspect which benefits your race. Francis
in Assist was dear to us though he preferred a peripheral circle
of angels, the quick warm-blooded creatures. Paul Bunyan well
intuited our ways but brashly used his knowledge for destruction.

Siddhartha Gautama received enlightenment beneath the pipal
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tree but misunderstood our message, turning it from the universal

to his human nature within."

"What message?"

"Our roots tap the chthonic creaking movement of the conti-

nents, the mantle, the dumb and blind slow mineral core; our

leaves receive me sun's speech, and through her the stars' song;

our trunks translate the celestial to the subterranean; and through

our atmosphere swim the blooded creatures."
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A vision of me slow wheeling progression of galaxies dark and
light, and simultaneously the scent of pine and hot summer after-

noon chaparral, and moist spring eucalyptus, and crisp dry falL

"Our way is to wait. though mere is risk. When a species

leaves, it seeks to develop itself alone without consideration for
one farspread web of life, and damage is done, but the rips can
be repaired since the movement takes millennia, and in the full-
ness of time the race returns for reintegration. But we are aston-
ished and dismayed at the speed with which mankind has
reached the brink of self-destruction. You are something new.
The universe has moved slowly until now, billions of slow
coalescing years, interstellar dust into the rotation of galaxies,
the stately evolution of life. Even the dinosaurs drifted sedately
to their death. There was no danger. But now your demise threat-
ens us all, and your death will come through our destruction, our

link will be broken, and we will all die."

"I want to help, but I'm just a little boy. When I grow up, I

want to be a forest ranger and help save the trees."

"There is no longer time. Soon our extent will be too small
and our soul will fade like the sounds in this grove. The world
has changed, and slow must incorporate the quick before the

quick destroys the slow. We have waited a million years along-
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side you, but if we continue apart, we will vanish because of
you. We cannot stay ourself and survive. And if we vanish, you,
too, will vanish without our air, our rain, our shade and wind,

our animals and our shelter. None of us can live alone."

"That's what I tell my sister, but she laughs at me."

"There is no longer time to talk and convince. We must both

change."

"Il doit."

"Beware. The transformation we propose is profound. We are
the oldest race and slow to change, but everything must change.
We must accept the new quickness in me world, and your quick
intelligence must blunt its cutting individuality as you lose your-

self in ancient communion."
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Into his back emanated a blurred vision of darkness lifting, a

hazy sight of early dawn.

"Okay, I'll do it." Proud and scared and responsible.

"You will no longer be yourself."
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"I tell my classmates I would die if it would save the earth."

"You will not die, but you won't be yourself."

"Okay'"

"Then take this, and be fruitful and multiply." A whisper in

the air above whistled and with a crackle a cone bounced at his
feet "The seeds in this cone contain the germ of a new forest.
Your breath will fertilize them. Shake out the seeds, breathe upon
them, and cast them. As the new forest grows, the particularity
of your essence and ours will diminish, will combine, and a new

creation will begin."

A sensation of love and urging passed through Adam, A sense
of excitement gathered in the airy grove, as if the tall trees
leaned forward. He turned the cone in his hands, shook it, and
two small brown spheres rolled out. He held them in his palm

and breathed softly on them.

Dizziness, a flowing outward from himself; the trunk behind

him sighed and its force diminished minutely.

At first he saw nothing but a concentration of green light; then
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two tender shoots like spring green stalks of grass, which grew an
inch, two inches, a foot, thickened and"rew thicker like his finger,

browned, passed eye level, sprouted branches and green needles-

"So fast!"

"Your quickness intensified by our breadth."*

Two trees shot up, one sequoia and one sugar pine. *Two

kinds from one cone?"

"The seeds will develop best suited to the conditions where

they fall."

"Life!" cried the trees with the wonder of youth in a tone in-
timately his own, as if he were in the trees, as if he had painted
a picture of himself and stepped back to look, yet more than the
mute reflection in a voiceless mirror—these trees were part of
himself yet not himself, an extension, a bond, a family tie, a

union.

"Yes," he breathed, "Yes," sighed the grove. "Yes, ess, ess,"

twittered the bird.

Adam arose and took a picture of the trees. 1 wonder if the

blue glow will show up. He left the grove in a dream, walked
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past the silent sugar pines, and found his way through the chap-

arral- This is a good place for a tree, he thought. He shook the
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cone until he had a handful of seeds, blew upon them, and scat-

tered them with a sweep of his arm.

Again a dizzy green haze clouded his vision and he weakened

as his forces flowed outward- He sat down to rest and watched
a dozen spears rise and writhe into the twisted torsos of a young
manzanita grove. "Life!" they sang and his stomach sang coun-
terpoint. It was several moments before he came to himself.
Good-bye, trees. Good-bye Adam. He found the lake and re-

turned to the campsite.

"I don't want to go home," he said. "This was our best vaca-

tion ever."

"It was, wasn't it?" said his father.

"But school starts the day after tomorrow," said Evelyn. "I've

had enough of this, anyway. I can't wait to see my friends

again."
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"I'm going to stay here forever."

"I wish we could," said his father. "But we have our lives to

live, you know."

"Part of me will always live here."

"Yes," said his mother. "Part of all of us will."

"Can Evelyn and I walk around the lake one last time?"

"I don't want to."

"Come with me, Evie. I'll show you some neat trees you

haven't seen before."

"T've seen enough trees."

"If you come, I'll take your picture."

"Big deal."

"Why don't you go with Adam?" said their mother.

"Oh, okay. C'mon squirt. Why are you bringing that stupid

pine cone?"
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"It's magic."

"Oh, sure."

When they reached the spot where Adam had left the trail, he

said, "This way, Evie, the trees are over here."

"It's getting too dark. I don't want to go there."

"I planted them this afternoon."

"Why do you say such stupid things?"

"Please just come."

"Oh, okay."

As they approached the grove he felt like he was returning

home. He was bringing his sister to his tree siblings. "Aren't

they nice trees?"
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"They're just trees."
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"Can't you hear them talk? Feel them? Just sit quiet for a min-

n

ute

"Oh, okay." After a minute she said, "You're right, Adam.

There's something very friendly here, and it's funny, but it feels

like you somehow."

"Yes, that's what [ wanted to show you. Now we can go back.

I'll tell you why," and he told her about his afternoon.

"Oh sure, Adam. Someday you've got to grow up."

The next morning they rolled up the sleeping bags, folded the

tents, and tidied the campsite. "Everybody in the van," said their

father. "Let's go."

"Adam, leave that pine cone here."

"It's a souvenir. Mom. Can't I bring it, Dad?"

"You know we're not supposed to take anything from a na-

tional park."

"I do know, but this is special,"
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"It's his magic pine cone, Dad," Evelyn said sarcastically.

"Glen, why don't you let him take it?"

"All right. I hope it doesn't just end up gathering dust under

your dresser."

"It won't, I promise."

Adam and Evelyn sat in back facing the rear as they drove

down the mountainside. "T'll miss the forest."

"Me, too, but I'm not sorry to be going home."

"Part of me is here."

"Oh, Adam, you're so sappy."

"Really, Evie. The trees are talking to me."

"Okay. Prove it. Show me how that pine cone of yours works."

"I will, but wait till we stop somewhere."

""You're just procrastinating because you made it up and you
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don't want me to find out."

"Wait till we get somewhere there aren't any trees. Down in

the valley."

The day warmed up as the sun rose higher and they descended

into farmland. "Is this good enough?" Evelyn asked.

"Yeah. Now we have to get Mom and Dad to stop."

"I'm hot," said Evelyn loudly.

"I'm thirsty," said Adam.

"Okay," said their mother. "We'll stop at the next town for so-

das." They left the freeway and pulled into a shopping center's
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broad asphalt parking lot. Their father opened the back door.

"Come in and pick out your drinks."

"I'll stay here," said Adam, "Just get me an orange soda."

"Me, too," said Evelyn.
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"You sure you want to sit out here in the hot sun?*'

"That's okay."

"Me, too."

As their parents walked toward the store, they heard their
mother say, "I can't understand these kids. They want to stop,

but then they don't want to get out."

Adam laughed.

"Show me," commanded Evelyn.

"Okay. Watch." He tapped the cone and gathered the seeds.

"Now you breathe your spirit into them."

"Come off it."

"Watch." He breathed over his palm and felt faint again, as a
small part of himself flowed out. "It feels funny." He closed his
eyes and concentrated on establishing a new balance with the
warm life vibrating in his hand. "Okay." He tossed them out the

door.
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Evelyn watched the brown spheres bounce and with a sudden

small green flash adhere to the asphalt. "Mmph!" said Adam. Her

eyes widened as six green stems shot upward and the pavement

rippled in all directions. The spreading roots tilted the van forward

and supple green trunks broadened and browned. In a few minutes

they sat in the peaceful shade of small stand of live oak.

"Cool," she agreed. "Can I do it?"

"There isn't enough room for more."

"How do you know?"

"I just do. We have to go somewhere else now. You can do it

when we get back on the freeway."

Their mother and father returned with a grocery bag. "Where

did these trees come from?"

"What trees?" asked Evelyn.

"There weren't any trees here when we parked."

"Oh, Daddy, you never pay attention."

"There weren't, were there, Marie?"
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"I didn't notice."

"I swear, when I opened the door, I was standing in the blaz-

ing sun."

"Are you okay, Glen? Do you want me to drive?"

"No, I'm fine." He closed the back door. "Still," he muttered,

"it's weird." They bumped out of the parking lot to the freeway.
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Good-bye trees. Good-bye Adam.

"Okay, my turn now, please, Adam."

"I don't know ... Are you sure? It does something to you."

"Yes, yes, please, please."

"How can we do it now? We're on the freeway."
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"We can open the window. Please, Adam."

Without turning her head their mother called back, "Adam,

just let her do it, whatever it is."

"Okay, open the window. Here." He gave her the cone and she

shook a few seeds into her hand. "Now breathe."

"] feel dizzy."

"I know. Do you feel yourself moving into the seeds?"

"It's like they're part of me now. Here you go, seeds." She

dropped them one by one out the window. "Ooh, it almost hurts."

"They're sprouting."

The van sped rapidly along but they could see a green haze

appear far behind. Soon there were no cars following. "I think

we blocked the road."

They laughed happily. "Cool!"

"Let's do it again!"

By the time they reached the city at dusk, they were vegetat-
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ing in a peaceful stupor, a vast part of themselves strewn along
a finger of forest for hundreds of miles through the valley to the
park. They leaned against each other drained. Their parents

opened the door and helped them out.

"Leave that pine cone in the garage, Adam."

"No, it's a souvenir of our best vacation ever."

"Yes, Mom, it's our magic pine cone."

"You, too, Evelyn? Okay, bring it in."

Their father supported them up the steps to the house while their

mother unloaded the van. "These kids are as heavy as logs."

"Time to get up," called their mother. "First day of school!"

The words came from far away, dimly penetrated the dream of
an immense continental forest. Rising from slumber was like up-
rooting a small tree. Adam and Evelyn pulled themselves out of
bed and went to the kitchen for breakfast. The morning newspa-
per reported the bizarre growth of a mixed deciduous and ever-
green forest centered on the southbound lane of Interstate 5.
Trees were spreading east and west despite attempts by road

crews with chainsaws and bulldozers to clear the highway.
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"That's terrible!" said Adam.

"That's strange," said their father. "I didn't see any trees."
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"It must have happened just after we passed by."

Adam and Evelyn smiled at each other.

"You kids are going to be late. You'd better make like trees

and leave."

They laughed and got their backpacks. Adam put the cone in
his and they went out the door. During show and tell, when ev-
eryone was telling what they had done during the summer, he
took it out and said, "We went camping and I got this magic

cone. It grows trees."

His classmates snickered, and the teacher said, "Yes, Adam, it

is magical the way new life sprouts from a seed."

"No, it isn't like that. You breathe on the seeds and part of you

goes into them and trees grow up right away."
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Mrs. Hargrave looked concerned and everyone else laughed

out loud. He regarded them steadily with the clear gaze of a
spreading forest. "Watch," he said, and shook the cone, breathed
on the seed in his hand, and feeling faint, stood, walked to the
terrarium on a table in the comer, and dropped it in. He sat
woodenly on the floor and saw the green flash and a tingle of
motion as a tiny stem twisted into a bonsai cedar that barely

peeped above the glass walls.

The classroom was silent. Then his friend Jess said, "Wow,"

and they all crowded around the terrarium. "May I look at that

cone?" asked Mrs. Hargrave with her hand out.

Adam backed away. "No, I'd rather not."

"Let me look at it," said Jess.

"No, no,"* said Adam. The others pressed close, demanding,

and he opened the door to the playground and stepped outside.

His classmates followed.

"Wait!" said Mrs. Hargrave. "Come back here!" Some of them

hesitated. "Give me that cone, Adam."

"I'm sorry," he said. A crowd stood in the doorway watching
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as he shook out a handful of seeds and breathed softly, breathed
his soul out surrounded by the wavering outlines of the school
building and dimming outlines of his friends, inhaled a dream of
green life, a wordless song of sylvan speciation, and stumbled

and slipped to the ground scattering the seeds.

He became aware again. Evelyn had her arms wrapped around
his trunk. She was sobbing and her sorrow distressed him.

"Don't cry, Evie," he said and bent his branches to enfold her.

"I was looking out the window and I saw the trees growing up

and I knew what you'd done, so I got up to see better and Mrs.
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Hascall said to sit down, but I saw you lying on the ground so

I said my brother's hurt and I ran downstairs and you were here
and your skin was getting hard and you wouldn't move and I
held onto you and you changed, and you changed, and now

you're growing here in the yard ..."

"Evie," he sighed, and emanated a gentle wave of love which
filled her arms and body and flowed through her feet to complete
the circuit underground at his roots. "Evie, you must join us. Ev-
eryone must join us. Come into the new garden. We need your

help, we're still too few—they're cutting us down on Highway 5,
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you know."

"Yes." she said, "I see," she said, as she saw what he had seen
in the grove and now showed her, the completion of the dimly
sensed vision of integrated intelligence and interwoven life, indi-
vidual death and the sparkling green continuum of existence. A
crow alit in his branches and laughed with raucous delight. "But
what about Mom and Dad? We can't leave them alone. They'd

pine for us."

"Tell them to come and join us, or else they'll be left behind."

Evelyn heard the murmur of an excited crowd of children

milling around the trees. The principal stepped forward with

Mrs. Hargrave. "What's going on, Evelyn? Where's Adam?"

"He's this tree."

Mr. Thierry frowned. "Evelyn, Mrs. Hargrave says he disrupted

the class and ran out here. We're afraid something's wrong."

Evelyn smiled nervously. "I don't think it's wrong, Mr.
Thierry, but I don't think Adam's coming back. Can you call my

parents and ask them to come right away?"
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"There's the pine cone," said Mrs. Hargrave.

Evelyn snatched it up. "Please, Mr. Thierry."

"See if you can get the children back in their classrooms," he

said to Mrs. Hargrave. "T'll call their parents."

"Come with us," said Mrs. Hargrave.

"T'll wait here," said Evelyn.

Mr. Thierry threw up his hands. "Promise not to go any-
where." As they left, she heard him say, 'The first day of
school's always tough, but this takes the cake. What are we go-

ing to do about these trees? Okay, everybody, back to class."

A peaceful half hour passed in the shade. Sparrows skipped
cheerfully through the leaves and chattered at the crow. A squir-
rel skittered in from somewhere and shyly extended a delicate

paw, scampered up Evelyn's arm into Adam's crown and chit-
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tered busily from branch to branch. She leaned back and listened

to a song of sparkling streams.
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"This is all very good, Adam, but I'm not sure one cone is

enough to change the whole world."

"That is why, 0 sister mine, we need the others. Tell them,
you who still have their attention, what to do. As these groves
quickly grow and fructify, each cone contains the same celestial

seeds. Bring the children here and let me speak to them."

At recess a swarm of curious children came. The teachers

stood in a group by the building and wondered about the new
laurel grove, and commented about the students' strange behav-
ior. The children enthusiastically surrounded Evelyn with ques-
tions as she called for calm, eventually settled into a generally
attentive huddle, encircled a tree, even the skeptical ones, arms
on each other's shoulders, stood silently as if listening intently,
then lined up to receive something Evelyn shook from a pine
cone, dispersed to the edges of the playground, touched hands to
mouths and flung them away. The teachers watched in disbelief
as the playground flashed, was covered by a hazy verdant stubble
which rose and rapidly veiled the adjacent freeway with a tender
growth of laurels as the children skipped laughing and shouting

under its canopy.

"I think we'd better start calling all the parents," said Mr.

Thierry. "Ring the bell for classes. Let's keep the kids inside.
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And let's call, let's call ... I don't know. I'll call the Park De-
partment." Some of the teachers went inside. The others sug-
gested holding class in the grove; everyone was too overwrought
to sit still, and it was a nice day. They gathered their classes and

asked what was going on.

"It's Evie! No, it's Adam!" "Where is Adam, anyway?" "He
turned into a tree!" "Come on ..." "Yes, he did, I saw it."
'That's what Evie says." "I felt it, too, I felt like I was a tree."

"Me, too! Me, too!"

Their father arrived. "What's going on?"

"Evelyn's sitting out there in that grove and she won't leave

a tree she says is Adam."

Glen was astonished. "Where did those trees come from?"

"I don't know," said Mr. Thierry. "Strange things are happen-

]’ng_H

"Where is she?" Glen threaded his way through the trees.

Evelyn ran and threw herself into his arms.

"Oh, Daddy! I'm so glad you're here! Is Momma here, too?"
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"Not yet, but she's coming. Where's Adam?"
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Evelyn drew him and placed his hand on Adam's bark.
Through his palm, up his arm, into his heart came the loving

word, "Dad."

"Adam!" He touched the tree with his other hand, and his
mind filled with a bright starlit vision of immensity and a small

green globe spinning in serene joy. "Adam, what is this?"

"We're helping to save the world. Dad, and now it's Evie's turn

to Join us, but we want you and Mom to come, too. Will you?"

"What does this mean?"

"There is no meaning. Father, only life's dance, and in this

place we are the new race of earth being born. If we survive, life
will continue here; if not, it will not, and that would be sad, but
races like individuals die and creation will continue else-

where. ... But life loves living and to live we must evolve, and

we must change quickly here. Please come with us."

"Adam ... what is this vision? How do you know this?"
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"We are the primeval forest, Father, we are Adam and we are
the birds, we are the life that lives, the love that loves, the past

uncounted, the present extended, the future foreknown."*

"Yes ... I feel Adam, and I feel the rest of you.... But why

now, why here?"

"The eternal is always here."

Marie arrived. "What is all this? Hello, Evie, darling. When

did they plant these trees? Where's Adam?"

They showed her. "Oh," she said. "Hello, dear." She embraced

him and listened. "Yes, of course we'll come. You're our chil-

dren. We love you."

"Oh, Momma," Evelyn said with joyous relief.

"Show us how."

"Like this." She shook out a seed. "Breathe on it. Plant it.**

She sighed and sank down.

"Evie!" cried Glen. They knelt and took her in their arms. A

smile played peacefully on her face, her eyes closed, the cone
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dropped. She grew heavy, they laid her carefully on the ground
and caressed her thickening skin; she gently kissed her father's

hand. "Her bark is worse than her bite," he said softly.

"What naughty children; they've gone and left us."

"Well, children always do, you know."

"And now we follow," she smiled, and shook the cone, and

handed it to him.

Teeas
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Crisp mountain air, splash and gurgle of water dropping over a

ten-foot waterfall, wind through the trembling leaves of an aspen
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forest; Angie Lindstrom wished she could capture the smells and
feeling on videotape, as well as the silver-green flash of leaves.

Odd that there were no bird calls or scolding chipmunks, though.

She turned off the minicam—she needed to help her botany
students set up camp. Well, it was Dr. Stoker's class, but they

were her students—she was the Teacher's Assistant.

A hand fell on her shoulder, and she turned, twisting out of Dr.
Stoker's grip. "I'm glad you're getting the camp going. Angle,"

he said. "Where did you leave the cans of herbicide?"

Angie was relieved to see her husband, Kelton, come up be-
hind the professor.1f! put them over in that jumble of boulders,"

Kelton said. "What do you need that stuff for, anyway?"

Dr. Stoker turned to face Kelton. "Call it a personal crusade.

I feel thai eradicating introduced weeds—like dyer's woad and
thistle—is important. This valley may look like an unspoiled
Eden, but odds are we'll find noxious weeds up here too, crowd-

ing out the native plants."

*WEEDS 85

Angie made a face behind Dr. Stoker's back as he went to in-

spect his precious cans.
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"Wish you'd TA for a different prof," whispered Kelton.

"Kel, you know he's on my graduate committee. I had to."

"Well, he'd better keep his hands off you...."

"Hey, Anj, got a hammer?" called George, a gangling redhead,

and one of the better students.

"Sure." She dug it out of her pack for him. "Everybody doing

all right? Need any help?"

"What's this?" asked Laurie, whose long blonde braids hung

down into a jumble of tent nylon.

"Just leave that for now; it's the rain fly, and you won't need
it unless it rains," said Helen, a tall black girl with her hair in

comrows. "I'll give you a hand; I've used this kind of tent,"

Angie moved on down the line of tents set higgledy-piggledy
in the open spaces beneath the aspens. "Um, Cory. Pull those
branches out from under your tent—you don't want to sleep on

n

them.
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"Oh, yeah. Sorry, my dad always put up our tent."

Angle chuckled and went to help Kelton set up. Wildflowers
were just starting to bloom at this elevation—a tall spike of bog
orchid, tangles of blue clematis in the trees, and freckled
monkeyflower blooms. The sparse grass was dotted with spring

beauty blossoms.

"Shouldn't be hard for anyone to identify these plants," she

said to Kelton.

"Even your oh-so-proper businessman husband?"

"T'll oh-so-proper you!"

Angie looked around at the camp. "Everybody done? Gather
in." She ushered the twelve students to a central area where a
couple of fallen logs made seats. "We need to set up a few

ground rules and discuss tomorrow's plans."

As she outlined cooking and bathroom policies, Kelton moved
in behind her. She leaned into his embrace, but continued speak-
ing: "We'll start with a preliminary survey in the morning—
identification of common plants, data entry, and such. After
lunch we'll begin frequency sampling. Four teams, three people

each. You'll each get a chance to set up a grid, map, count and
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identify." She noticed the professor beside her. "Did I leave any-

thing out, Dr. Stoker?"

"No, that's fine. It's late enough now, you can all relax for a
while, start your dinners. Some of you enterprising sorts might

like to get a jump on identifying a few plants...."

86 Julia anJ BrooU Weat

When she got back to the tent, Kelton had lit the little back-
pack stove. Water steamed in the pan over the flame. The valley
was quiet—just the murmur of wind through the branches,
hushed voices, and the distant splash of the creek. Still no birds
or squirrels scolding trespassers; perhaps we scared them off

with our noise. So why did she feel watched?

"What's that?" Someone called out, away in the forest—a
girl's voice, startled but not frightened. Angie listened, but heard

nothing else. Still, unease shivered down her back.

"I'm going to check on the students," she told Kelton. They'd

set up their tent away from the others for privacy.

The straggle of tents was a beehive of quiet activity as people

prepared dinner. One girl—Colleen—stood looking into the for-
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est, a dripping cooking spoon forgotten in one hand. Helen sat in

her tent doorway putting on socks and boots.

"Everything okay?" asked Angie.

"Laurie went between those trees, said she'd only be a min-

ute," said Colleen. "I fixed our dinner, and she's still not back.

We were just going to look for her."

"I thought I heard someone out there," said Angie. "Let's call

her."

"Lau-rie," they chorused.

No answer.

Other students gathered around. "Maybe she slipped and fell,"

someone suggested.

"Let's go look." Eleven students scattered into the trees.

"What's all the noise?" Dr. Stoker poked his head out of his

tent, then crawled out completely when he saw Angie was alone.

"One of the girls took a walk, and hasn't come back. Every-

body went to look for her."
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"While they're doing that, let me show you the database I'm

setting up for the valley." He took her arm.

"Um, well, Kelton's almost got dinner done, and you know

how quickly food cools at this altitude," She pulled away and

hurried back to their tent.

"What's going on?" asked Kelton.

"Laurie's missing. Cover the stew and we'll help look."

"What about Stoker?"

"He's busy with his database. But he's made me responsible

for the students."

"Okay. Grab a flashlight, it'll be dark soon."

They started at the end of camp closest to the waterfall and

followed the stream up the valley. All around mem among the
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wide-spaced trees people talked or called, their feet swished
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through the grass, and a breeze whispered through the leaves.
But every time Angie felt someone behind her and turned, she

saw nothing.

"Angie?" It was Colleen, Laurie's friend- "Can you come

here?"

Angle and Kelton—and most of the other students—followed
Colleen's voice, found her staring at the base of an aspen. A lit-

tle pile of clothing lay there, torn and dirty."

"My God" said Kelton.

"They're Laurie's." Colleen's voice broke, and she started

sobbing.

Angie pulled Colleen against her shoulder, let her sob until she

was calmer. The other students talked in shocked whispers.

Kelton knelt to look at the clothing. "Anj—there's no blood."
He pulled at the shredded jeans, found them trapped beneath the

dirt. "Anybody got a trowel?"

George handed him one; Kelton dug around the tree's base.
"There's nothing there—just roots, and I can't dig through

them.
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"So she's not... 2"

"Nothing buried here but clothing."

Angie looked around. Only nine students. "Let's get people
together." She straightened, took a deep breath, and yelled, "Ev-
erybody back here." When no one came, Angie called again—

and again.

"So, that's three people missing?" said Helen.

Angle's head ached. My responsibility. "Let's go back to camp
and discuss this intelligently," she said. "Stay together." Every-
one nodded and set off slowly through the trees. As Angie turned
to follow them, helping Colleen along, she seemed to feel eyes

on her back.

They settled on the logs, and Kelton built a fire pit, then lit a
fire. He'd gathered dry wood while searching. My well-organized

executive, thought Angie.

The headache eased when she realized she didn't have to ac-
cept full responsibility for this—it was Dr. Stoker's class, his

field trip. "I'll get Dr. Stoker; then we'll decide what to do,"
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"Unless it's him that did it," said Helen, her voice dry.

"Ah, ¢'mon. He's never done anything but touch...."

"That we know of."
k ok ok
&8 Julia and Brook West

Dr. Stoker sat cross-legged in his tent, entering data into his

laptop computer by lantern light.

"We're missing three students," said Angie without preamble.

"Laurie, Cory, and Steve."

"Damn," he said. "How'd that happen?"

"There's more- We found Laurie's clothing, all torn up and
half buried under a tree. But no Laurie." She watched his face

carefully, Helen's words ringing in her mind.

It was hard to tell, in the harsh light of the lantern, but she
thought he paled. "This can't happen to me. It could ruin my ca-

reer. You've got to find those kids." He turned off the computer,
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zipped it carefully into its case, then followed her to the camp-

fire.

Colleen and Helen huddled together, as close to the fire as
they could get. Behind them, George brandished a stick like a
sword. Ed and Flora had brought their dinners into the circle of
firelight, but the plates were still full. Malcolm, the football

player, sat pounding one fist into the other palm.

"There wasn't any blood—I looked, too," said Brad, "But
man, it looked like some maniac tore her clothes up, men buried

them,; tried to hide them?"

"Didn't do a very good job," said David.

Dr. Stoker brushed off one end of a log and sat down. "I don't

want you panicking each other with this talk. There must be

some explanation of all this."

"They're gone. and we haven't heard screams or anything,"

said Helen, "You think they ripped off their clothes to run

around naked for a joke?"

"[ didn't say that."
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"We need to get back out there and find them now," insisted

George.

"And lose more people?" asked Dr. Stoker.

"T'd suggest that most of us stay here, by the fire, and send out
parties of, say, four people at a time to search," said Angie. "We

can rotate until we find the lost students."

"You'd better have ideas. You're as much responsible for

these students as I am."

Angie stiffened, and Ketton, beside her, stepped forward. She
grabbed him and said, "No, don't cause trouble," so softly that
only he could hear. His hand tightened painfully on hers, but he

stayed where he was.

"T'll take the first party out," she said. "Urn, George and

Helen, come with us?"
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**Let me know if you find anything," said Dr. Stoker, and went

back to his tent.

"I'm never taking another class from him," said David.
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"You're cool, Angie, but he's an uncaring old bastard."

The group headed into the twilight between ghostly white as-
pen trunks. Voices whispered among the leaves as a breeze

picked up, and the tiniest noises made Angie jump.

"What do you think happened to them?" she asked Kelton, af-

ter flinching from nothing for the fifth or sixth time.

"I don't have any ideas yet All we ever heard was a surprised
exclamation—no screams. We found clothes, but no blood, no

bodies...."

His flashlight beam illuminated a red fannypack resting
against the base of an aspen. A few tatters of torn shorts and un-
derwear rested beneath it. Pieces of shredded T-shin hung from

the branches.

"That's Cory's," said Helen.

Angie tried to pick up the fannypack; it was buckled around

the tree's trunk. She popped the buckle with trembling hands and

turned it over; CORY MITCHELL.

"Kel, this is just too weird. What the hell is going on?"
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He shook his head, face a pale blur in the darkness. "All I can
think of is some maniac out here in the woods." He bent to tug
at the shorts, but they were half buried under the tree. "I don't

like this at all."

Angle's group returned to the campfire, and she sent out other
search parties, but she and Kelton couldn't sleep. They huddled
together on a log, sipping tepid chocolate and throwing branches
into the fire, staring over the flames into me forest. Toward
dawn, when David, Ed, Flora and Colleen returned with news of
finding Steve's clothing half-buried at the base of a tree, Angie

made a decision.

"Start packing; we're leaving," she told the returning search

party.

"Hey, we still want to go out and look," said Malcolm, from
across the fire. "I can't just turn tail and run, and leave those

guys out there somewhere."

"I think we ought to let the cops deal with this," said Angie.

"There must be a maniac out there. We can't deal with some-

thing like that."

"Why don't we search—it's starting to get light—while every-
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body else packs? If we don't find anything, we'll leave with

you

"Okay, but be careful." Angie swiried the chocolate dregs in
her cup, made a face at it, and set the cup down. "I'll wake Dr.

Stoker."

The professor answered her call immediately, but kept her

waiting until he crawled out of the tent dressed in clean clothes,

blond hair neatly combed.

"What news?"

"They found Steve's clothing, same as the others. I've told ev-

erybody to pack; we've got to leave, let the cops deal with mis."

"God, I hate that—it makes me look incompetent. I'd rather

we'd search again, in daylight"

"I sent out another party just now, but when they come back

in, we're leaving."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Isn't it a little high-handed of .you to make that decision?" he

asked, grabbing her shoulders.

"Y ou made me responsible, last night. / stayed up all night to

search. I think I have the right to make this decision."

A man's voice called, panic scaling it to falsetto, "My God,

Angie, Brad's gone!"

Angie pulled away from Dr. Stoker. "Come on, Kel." They ran
into the trees, found Matcom and David standing back to back,

pale and trembling-

"What happened?" said Kelton,

"He was over there," said Malcolm. "He said, "What's that?'

and [ went over to look—but he wasn't there."

She turned to look where Malcolm pointed. Three slender as-
pens grew close together, and she bent to examine the base of the
farthest one. The grass had been pushed up from below, with dirt
clods and small rocks littering the ground beneath the tree's

roots. A gopher? She was a botanist, not a zoologist. "Malcolm,
come look at mis." She heard an oddly pleasant buzz and a gasp.
A breeze rustled aspen leaves behind her, but Malcolm didn't an-

swer. "Malcolm?"
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Hair raised on her neck and arms; she turned to look. Malcolm
wasn't there. Kelton, face pale, stared at an aspen. "Kel, where'd

Malcolm and David go?"

Kelton shuddered and shook his head. "I ... I don't know.

They were here ... and then .. ."*

"Kel?" She looked a question at him, but he shook his head.

"Not now. Let's get out of this valley."

«**
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When they got back to camp, they found Dr. Stoker had sent

out another search party.

"You're crazy!" yelled Kelton. "Something out there is snatch-
ing your students, and you send them into its jaws—or what-

ever?"

Angie took her husband's arm and said, "Kel," in a quiet

warning voice.
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He shook off her hand. "Three more missing. We can't fight
this; let somebody else find out what's going on. Let's leave

while we can!"

"Mr. Lindstrom," said Dr. Stoker in a frigid voice. "You are
only here to accompany my TA; you have no authority. I made

this decision...."

"Then can Angie and I leave? You want authority; you can
take full responsibility for your students disappearing, and we'll

go for help."

Helen stumbled into camp, face pale as aspen bark. "They're

turning into trees' I saw it."

Dr. Stoker turned on her. "What kind of nonsense is that?"

"1 was talking to Ed. He looked past my shoulder—and got

this puzzled look." She closed her eyes, look a deep, wavery
breath. "I asked him what was going on and he ... changed. He
stretched up, tall and skinny, and his arms lengthened and
branches came out of them, and leaves, and his legs grew roots.
It all happened so fast. Flora saw it, too, but she was standing by
Ed looking at me. And ... and her eyes got big and then ... she
changed too. I didn't dare look around. It was aw-wful!" She

started sobbing.
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Dr. Stoker slapped her. "Helen, you're hysterical. Too much
excitement. Overactive imagination. Go lie down in your tent."

She staggered off, still sobbing.

Ketton's hand tightened on Angle's; he pulled her away.

"Angie," he said softly into her ear, "she's right."

"What do you know, Kel? Why didn't you tell me?"

"I didn't believe what I saw-1 couldn't tell you—Iet alone Dr.

Stoker—that I saw Malcolm and David turn into trees."

"But Ket...."

"Angie." Dr. Stoker beckoned her over. "I admit we need

help. I don't want to send out search parties if they come back

with stories like that. But I need you here. Could Kelton... ?"

"I'm not leaving Angie." Kelton had that stubborn look on his

face. No one had ever changed his mind when he got stubborn.

"Then what can we do?" Dr. Stoker grabbed her shoulders. "I
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could lose my career over this mess! We've got to think of some-

thing."

Angie pulled away from Dr. Stoker, stepped back to put
Kelton between them. "Is that all you're worried about—your
career? There are eight people missing!" She turned to go.
"Come on, Kel, let's get the last search party." She started into

the forest.

"Angie, wait!" Kelton took her arm. "I've got an idea." He led
her to the tent, pulled her inside. They faced each other cross-
legged on the rumpled sleeping bags. "Do you believe we saw

people turn into trees?"

"T.., I don't know. I know you both saw something awfully

disturbing."

"Anj, we've got the minicam! We can record this whatever-

it-is. ..."

"And turn into trees ourselves?" She couldn't help herself.

"Listen, Angie. People are seeing something. And it's the

seeing that does ... whatever it does. Remember the myth of

Perseus and Medusa? He looked into his shield—used it like a
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mirror—so he wouldn't get turned to stone."

"So you think the minicam... ?"

"Through the minicam you're looking at an image, not the

thing itself. And I'll use one of our metal survival mirrors. That

way we'll be safe."

"Kel, at this point I'll try anything. Because ..," her lips

started to tremble, and she caught her lower one between her

tecth, "because dammit, I'm terrified."

The forest was still in the midday heat; occasional insect

noises made Angie jump. She turned on the video camera, pat-

ting her pocket to assure herself the extra battery pack was there.

"Got your mirror?" she asked Kelton.

"Yeah- Wish I had a bigger one. I'm gonna fall over my feet

trying to look into this thing as [ walk."

"I'll trade you."

"NO.”

Angie looked at him out of the comer of her eye; he had that
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stubborn look on his face.

They walked over the sparse grass under the trees for a long
time. Angie swung the camera from a clump of Oregon grape to
an oddly twisted aspen, trying to still her trembling hands. Her
stomach knotted with fear. What if this doesn't work? What if

something really is turning people into trees?

WEEDS 93

Kelton made a strange, choked noise in his throat, and she
swung the camera to focus on him. He stared into his mirror, an

intent look, half surprise, on his face. "Those eyes!" he said.

Even as he spoke, his mouth twisted, his face lengthened. The
mirror dropped from lingers that elongated, sprouted twigs,

leaves.

"No, oh no, oh please." Angie didn't lower me minicam even

as tears dripped down her cheeks. She recorded her beloved's en-
tire metamorphosis; roots digging into the soft earth, branches
tearing through his clothing and rising from his brown hair. Her
stomach lurched and her knees shook with anguish—but she kept

the camera focused-

It was over. An aspen swayed slightly without benefit of
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breeze, torn clothing half buried beneath its roots. Thousands of
coin-shaped leaves winked like semaphores sending a message in
an unknown language. "Ketton, Kelton, no," she sobbed. She
slowly turned, camera running, panned past every tree, wild-
flower and low-growing bush. Somewhere on this tape should

be the answer. If not ... She couldn't finish the thought. Life

without Kelton?

Angie huddled in her tent, watching the minicam's tiny black-
and-white screen. She rewound the tape again, began the se-
quence. Kelton's face, intent and surprised, his mouth moving,
then twisting. Nothing there. He was looting at it, she was tap-

ing him. Whatever it was, she hadn't taped it.

No, wait. The thing was behind him—he saw it in the mirror!
She rewound, watched slender trees bob through the field of
view. The picture shifted to Kelton's face. And behind him—a
flash of movement. A bush stirring in the breeze? But there was

no breeze.

Rewind again, switch to slow motion, move frame by frame.
Not a bush behind Kelton. A thing, as if a pile of autumn leaves
had humped into vaguely human shape, with twiggy teem, and
bleached branch homs rising from its temples. Its eyes glittered

even in the tiny black and white replay. "Those eyes,' he had
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said. It was real, a monster that turned people into trees.

Angie wanted to close her eyes and scream and scream. Her
hands trembled as she switched the minicam off and laid it on
her sleeping bag. What now? Hunt the thing down? What would
kill it—fire? Chase it with a torch, like a villager in a Franken-

stein movie?

HAngie?H
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Oh, please, not now. Dr. Stoker. "Yes?" She was pleased that

her voice was steady.

"Where's Kelton?"

/ can't tell him. He won't believe me. He'll laugh. I have proof,
but 1 don't want to show it to him.... "He decided to go for help

after all."

"Can I come in?"

Every fiber of her being screamed no, but she had to be polite.

And after her He, she could hardly tell him she was mourning her

lost husband. "Sure."
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He slid through the zippered door-slit, settled on Kelton's
sleeping bag. His presence made the hot, close air even more op-
pressive. Angie bit her lips to keep herself from ordering him

out.

"I'm glad Kelton decided to go for help. I Just don't know
what to make of all this. There's no sign of violence or
struggle—just torn clothing to hint at what's happening." He
leaned forward and patted her knee. "I know you've done your

best—I'm sorry I barked at you earlier."

"Yeah."

"Listen, Angie, I know you're a newlywed, and Kelton is a

very attractive man, but I could help you a lot if you'd just be

a little more ... friendly."

Angie couldn't believe it. To come seeking sexual favors at a

time like this! The nerve of him.

"T've never been unfriendly," she answered, struggling in-

wardly. If I slap him, he'll be my enemy forever.

"Don't play naive, Angie. You know what [ mean. You won't


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

even call me by my first name." He reached forward, stroked one

finger down her arm.

"Sir, I am, as you mentioned, a married woman. I don't feel
any need for other ... companionship." She looked him straight

in the eye.

"I can make it very pleasant for you." He smiled, smoothed

his hair, and reached for her breast.

This had gone beyond nerve. Something snapped inside her.
"Listen, you ... bastard! All the grad students know about you.
Can't keep your hands off the women! Well, this is one student

you'll not touch again."

"Why you...."

"And don't threaten me about my dissertation. I'll finish, with
or without you. There's a law against sexual harassment, and I'm

not too shy to engage a lawyer."
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"If you ever get out of this valley." His smile turned ugly, and
she felt a twinge of purely physical fear. He was much bigger

than she.
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"You try anything, and I'll squash you like ... like a weed."

Light burst in her mind. A weed. That thing had looked like a
heap of leaves—would the herbicide harm it, kill it? She scram-
bled past Stoker, avoiding his reaching arms, and rolled out of

the tent.

Herbicide, that was it. The cans lay in the boulder heap where
Kelton had dropped them yesterday afternoon. First lose Stoker.
She ran behind a tree, crouching in the low-lying brush. He'll

probably think I'm so upset I'll run blindly into the woods.

Stoker surged out of the tent, glanced around, then stalked
through camp, looking into tents. Angie's heart pounded. The

camp was deserted. Were they the only two left?

When he disappeared behind a tree she wasted no time. Keep-
ing under cover as best she could, she ran for the west end of the
valley. There, the herbicide. She checked the little backpack
sprayer, heavy, sloshing—Stoker didn't want to miss a chance to
exterminate his noxious weeds. She pumped the handle to pres-
surize it. Now, back to where she had left... Kelton. That's the

last place she had seen the creature.
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Where had they been? There, that's the low-lying mountain-

ash, and that clump of columbine. I taped them. Then what?

Landmark by landmark, she wandered through the forest.

Then, a group of trees, familiar from her replays on the minicam.
A tremor ran through the Kelton-tree when she walked past. /
didn't bring the minicam. It's back in the tent—where Stoker
might be waiting for me. What should she do? She dared not go

back.

I'll have to be very, very careful. I know what it looks like.
Glory, a motile plant. If only she could study it! How in the
world did it turn people into trees—and why? She would love to
get it into a lab, find out where it got the energy to move so
quickly. It can't be just "solar-powered"—maybe another source
of nourishment? There are carnivorous plants.... No birds or

small animals in the valley. She shivered.

Something crashed through the brush. The creature made little

or no noise—so this had to be Stoker.

"What are you doing out here?" he called as he approached

her. "You know it's dangerous."

"Doing your job," she said. "Trying to kill the thing that's

been trapping our students."
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"What?" His mouth stayed open, his eyes bulged. Angie heard
it this time, a sweet, seductive sound, compounded of wind

through leaves, cricket chirrs, and the endless buzz of cicadas.

It's behind me.

Stoker raised his arms, tried to take a step. Again, she saw it,
watched in horror as his fingers elongated, grew leaves, his body
slimmed and elongated, roots grew through his shoes, burying

them, to seek the nutrients beneath the soil....

She turned, ready to spray, eyes averted. If it gets me, I'll only
have a few seconds, she told herself. Don't hit the trees, just the

creature.

Where? She saw something move, sprayed it—and met its
eyes, golden-green and very alive, like flame. Music swelled
around her, soothing, welcoming. Then the creature faltered,
drenched with herbicide, and the sprayer fell from her length-

ening fingers.

Dizzy, disoriented, looking down at something very small and
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odd from a great height. Rush of wind through leaves—Iike

voices.

There were voices. *So many people this time,* one of the old

aspens sighed.

Not really words, but emotions—thoughts. They moved
slowly, while clouds sped by; dark, then light again. Rush of en-

ergy from sunlight on leaves.

Much emotion from the next tree—no, not tree—Kelton!

*Why? Why? Angie should have run!*

Her thousand eyes, looking up, down, around. Don't think

about it all at once—too much, too much! Focus on that
tree—no, it's Stoker. As handsome a tree as he was a man—the
bastard—but Kelton was more attractive ... slender, graceful,

his leaves a distinctive silver-green.

* Angie has the loveliest bark—smooth, white,* Kelton

thought at her.

Nearby, other emotions pulled at her. *Lust,* its thoughts in-

sinuated into her being. *Submit to me. Pleasure me.*

She trembled in horror, hunching her branches away from the
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Stoker-tree.

Something moved—a flicker, she should know what. Yes—the
creature. As the sun sank quickly toward the close horizon of
the valley's edge, the creature crawled toward the grove, drawn
by lust. It embraced the Stoker-tree's base, and lay quiescent,

pulsing.

*No! Leave me! Rape!*
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The stars wheeled overhead, day came, and the creature

stirred, moving quickly away from the professor's trunk.

*[ didn't kill it.* A wave of regret, horror, anger from Angie.

*It... hard . . . kill.* A huge old aspen; she could just
glimpse its crown across the valley. *1 ... make it. Guard valley
... years long past. I seek ... knowledge. It too ... strong.

Changed me.*

*You not-tree that time?* Another old, thick-trunked tree, its

thoughts almost as foreign as the ancient creature-maker.
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*] ... man ... then.*

The conversation lasted all day. As darkness fell, the creature
crawled back to the professor-tree, who moaned. *It is poisoned.

I feel the poison.*

*Ssssslowwwwly. It ssstronnng,* the ancient tree thought.

Angie thought, *If it dies, have I killed a species?*

*I ... made it. Not ... natural .,. being. Mistake.*

Angie spent days tracing Kelton's branches and admiring the
angles his twigs made. She basked in warm awareness of his
tree-gaze on her bark, but also felt Stoker's lustful pull and trem-
bled, her leaves agitated. Would she have to endure this for cen-

turies?

In the dark time Angle's thoughts slowed. But she knew when

the creature crept, ever so slowly, to drop at Stoker-tree's roots.

*Don't touch me. Pain,* his anguished thought crawled into her

mind.

The first welcome rays of sunlight wanned her, and with her
thousand eyes she saw the creature, its scalelike leaves pale,
brown at the edges. It writhed, scratching at the ground. Then it

stopped, collapsed in on itself. Stoker-tree rejoiced.
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But she mourned. *T'll never study it now.*

Pain began. Her sap dried, her roots and branches withered.

*We die with the creature!*

Other plant-people screamed, trembled. Trees twisted as if a

capricious whirlwind meandered through the grove. And not just

trees; a waxy white flower convulsed near her roots.

She could no longer see, could barely communicate. She

hoped she would fall across Kelton's tree body when her roots

gave way. *Kelton. I love you.*

*Angie, my love.*

Her mind twisted with pain.

Angie uncurled, stretched, looked down at her scratched and

naked body. Something furry brushed her arm—a rabbit, dazed
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and blank-eyed. So it didn't eat the animals, she thought in near
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hysteria. It changed them, too.

I'm alive.

Kelton.

He lay curled nearby, eyes closed in a face drawn with the ag-

ony of tree-change. "Kel, sweetheart." She massaged his back,

rubbed his arms and legs. "Wake up."

He stirred finally, sat up. "We didn't die after all."

"No." She leaned against him, soaking his chest with tears.

"Where are the others?"

"I'm sure they'll wake up soon. I want to enjoy you." She

snuggled against him, and his arms tightened around her,

"What happened to the creature?" he said into her ear.

"The herbicide finally killed it."

"I know. But is the body still about?"

"Hey, that should have been my question, mister business ex-
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ecutive. I'm the one with the overwhelming scientific curiosity."
She sat straight up, looked around. Stoker lay nearby, barely
breathing. Seeing him made her remember her nakedness. She
looked for her clothing; found rags mixed with the dirt where she

had stood for—how many days?

The creature lay like a drift of crisp autumn leaves, already
disintegrating. She slid her tattered shirt carefully under the rem-

nants. This much, at least, she could study.

Kelton reached over and squeezed her hand. "Let's get back to
camp. We've got to get dressed, find the others, and ... and sort

out this mess."

"I have a feeling there's a lot more mess than we expect. What
about the guy who made that creature? And those other old tree-

people? Who are they?"

Back at camp they pulled on shorts, T-shirts, sandals. Sub-
dued, shivering students wandered in from the forest. Laurie
talked incessantly about the tree next to her; Colleen clutched at
her and sobbed. 'Told you so," said Helen—Angie and Kelton

nodded.

Something inside Angle's head drew her up-valley. She led
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Kelton with her into the forest. Trees shivered around them,
though there was no wind, as something tree-tall and not human
emerged from amongst them. Branches and leaves crowned an
almost-head, grasping limbs angled below, and long root-toes
writhed forward, sank into the ground and drew it forward in an

oddly fluid stride.
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"Little-one. You ... free us ... from my ... folly." The voice

whispered and boomed all at once.

Angie clutched Kelton's hand, then relaxed. After what they'd
been through, a walking tree was nothing to be afraid of. And
she knew "who" this was. "Where are the other people we

heard? All I see are the ones who came with me."

'Too ... long ... they ... be tree. Now ... like me. Stay.

Care for ... children."

"Children?" she asked.

All about, aspens shook and writhed in no-wind. "Few ...
trees here ... once men. Others ... we seed. Children.... We

"

... free to ... nurture ... now.
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Pollination—mnatural reproduction, for trees. Seeds growing
into trees—children of changelings. They'd lived so long as
trees, they were more tree than human. How long were we trees?

Weeks, at least. Guess I've got roots here too.

"I wish you—and your children—well," she said. "I must care

for my own now."

"You -.. may ... return." Trees rustled again and the aspen-

man was gone.

/will.

They went back to the students—to her students.

"George, Steve, get Dr. Stoker, help him back to camp. We

don't want to leave any noxious weeds in the forest. Pack up,

folks; it's time to go home."

Bennow

by Nancy Etchemendy

Nancy Etchemendy lives and writes in the San Francisco

Bay area. Her short stories and poems have appeared in
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F&SF, The Year's Best Fantasy and Horror and a number
of other anthologies and periodicals both here and abroad.

She has also written three novels for children.

I never would have guessed the boy had a thick crop of green,
shiny leaves on his head. He wore an Oakland A's baseball cap
pulled low, so he looked pretty ordinary, maybe a little young to
be hitchhiking, thirteen or fourteen I thought. He carried a ma-
roon duffel bag, stuffed full, but with no signs of wear. I've been
around enough teenagers to know a runaway when I see one. He

was a textbook example.

"Thanks, mister," he said, as he climbed onto the seat of my

pickup.

I had been to Garberville for grocery shopping, something I

try not to do more than once a month, so the truck was filll. The
back had twenty heavily loaded bags in it, plus my old Labrador
retriever. Scratch. The overflow of two or three bags had ended
up in the cab with me. [ watched as the boy carefully moved
them to make room for himself and his duffel as far away from
me as possible. A package of lamb chops poked up from the top
of one bag, and he eyed it as if he wouldn't mind ripping it open
and wolfing them down on the spot It seemed likely that he

hadn't eaten in a while,
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"Just call me Chet. Glad to be of service," I said. "Where are

you going?"'
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"Benbow," he replied. "You know where that is? It's supposed

to be around here somewhere."

He had a pleasant voice, stiil fairly high, but rich and even,

not squeaky as is common among boys his age. I couldn't see
much of his face because he hunched down and turned away as
if he were trying to hide. What I glimpsed of him was dirty, like
his clothes, which were stained and specked with dead leaves.
He had clearly been sleeping outside. All my old instincts as a
teacher, a school principal, and a repentant absentee father rose

to attention.

I pulled onto the pavement and started slowly down the wind-
ing road, wondering what I should do. "Yeah, I know where
Benbow is," I said. ""You know, there's nothing there anymore.
The last of the hippies left four or five years ago, and they didn't
exactly build to last. It's just a few empty shacks in the middle

of me woods. Nobody lives there but raccoons."

His shoulders went practically rigid. "I know," he said. He
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was a bad liar, which was a very good sign as far as I was con-

cerned.

"Sure you still want to go there?" I asked.

"I have to. It's important. Real important."

"Okay, whatever you say."

I drove on in silence for a while. I had the window on my side
open. A summer day just like this one first convinced me that the
northern California coast was the place to retire. The resinous
smells of deep forest filled the mild air. The road meandered
among oaks, pines and even the occasional redwood. Bird songs
mingled in a pleasing cascade. We crested a hill, and I sighted
the Pacific Ocean. I knew if I parked and stopped the engine, I'd
hear the surf like a distant whisper. The big cities and their trou-
bles lay far away. I didn't even bother to lock my doors at night,
and it felt deeply good and right. Not everything between
Garberville and the sea was perfect. We had our own kinds of
problems in the coastal woods. But they didn't usually include

lost, hungry runaways.

"What's your name?" I asked the boy.

"Birk," he said without looking at me, still hunched forward,
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his shirt collar turned up and his hat pulled down.

"Got a last name?"

He did look at me then, though he said nothing, just turned his
head. His eyes were dark and full of pain, his face pale and wor-
ried- I noticed for the first time that his hair, though I couldn't

see much of it, was full of leaves. The sight made me shiver,
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though I couldn't have said why. Maybe I knew, in the back of
my mind, that there was something strange about him. It didn't
hit me till later that the leaves were green and fresh-looking. |
thought he must have gotten them from sleeping on the ground,
and that triggered in me a powerful urge to help in any way |

could.

I shrugged and said, trying to sound nonchalant, "None of my
business anyway. Well, Birk, there's a cafe in Whitethorn just
down the road from here. We have to pass it on the way to
Benbow. How wouid you like to stop there for a sandwich and

a piece of pie?"

He licked his lips, and a little smile skittered across his face.
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But it was soon gone, replaced by the look of strain and worry.

"Thanks, but I can't."

"Why not? If it's a matter of money, it can be my treat. I'm

arich old geezer anyway." Which was a long way from the truth,
and I could see he knew it. After all, what would a rich old gee-
zer be doing in a twenty-year-old pickup truck with 150,000
miles on 1t? I just didn't want him to think I was making some
kind of big sacrifice by inviting him to lunch. It might have hurt

his pride.

He hunched even further forward, and tugged his shirt collar

up higher. "I just can't, that's all."

I knew if I said the wrong thing, he'd be out of the truck like

a jack rabbit as soon as I slowed for the next curve. Why would
a starving kid shy away from a cafe? I had offered him a free
handout and he had turned it down, so it couldn't be money.

What was it then?

"You've got to eat," I said. "A growing person can get sick

and weak pretty fast without food."

"I know," he said for the second time since I'd picked him up.
There was a tremor in his voice. I had the impression he would

have said more, but he didn't want to risk crying in front of me.
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He was a hard one to reach. If I wanted to find out anything
about him, I would have to hurry, because the window of oppor-

tunity was going to close at the tumoff to Benbow.

I tried to remember the contents of the three sacks of groceries
beside us. I had bagged them myself because that's how it's done
at the Garberville Discount Food Mart. I'm a sixty-five-year-old
man with high blood pressure. I don't buy much in the way of
snack food. But I had picked up a package of granola bars, and
I seemed to remember tossing them in with the lamb chops. 1

lummaged through the bag with one hand, a challenge on a road
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so curvy it takes an hour to go 23 miles. I found the granola bars

and slid me package toward Birk.

"Try some of these. They're nothing compared to Milky

Ways, but they're all right if you're real hungry."

That got me a little grin. He wasted no time tearing them open

and shoving two bars into his mouth practically whole.

"There's milk in mere, too, if you want it," I said. "It's skim,
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and I don't have any cups, but you could drink it from the car-

ton. It's okay."

He pulled the quart container onto his lap, opened it, and

gulped it down greedily. Out of breath, he beamed and swiped at

a milk mustache.

"Thanks, mister," he said. For the first time since I'd picked

him up, he had a little color in his cheeks.

"Chet," I said.

**0kay, Chet. Thanks."

It was the first time he'd called me by name. I allowed myself

a smile.

The Benbow tumoff was now about ten minutes away- I had

no time left for finesse. "Look, I hope you don't think I'm trying
to butt my nose in where it doesn't belong. But there's something
you ought to know about these woods. They're not safe unless

you know exactly where you're going."

He frowned and turned away again.

"I don't mean dumb stuff, lions and tigers and bears, that kind
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of junk. I don't even mean getting lost, exactly. I mean drug

dealers."

"What?" he said, looking at me from the comer of his eye as

if to say, How stupid do you think I am?

"No, [ mean it. I'm not just making up stories to scare you,
There are a lot of marijuana growers up in these hills. Believe
me, they want their operations kept secret. They don't take
kindly to trespassers. The woods look real peaceful, but they're
full of shotgun snares and bear traps. You can get yourself'in a

pile of trouble if you wander down the wrong path."

"So are you letting me off at Benbow or not?" he said, eyes

slitted.

"If that's what you want, I'll do it, but I don't have to like it."

We traveled on in silence for a few minutes. We passed

through Whitethorn and I waved to Milt Perry at the lumber

yard. The woods closed around us again, quieter now, dimmer, m

another hour, the sun would set.

Coming up on our right was a rickety hand-lettered sign that
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said "BENBOW," with an arrow under it. I pulled over and set
the handbrake. "Here is it," I said. "You have to walk a couple
of miles down that trail. I'd take you in there, but I'd probably

need four-wheel drive and a chain saw."

He rolled down his window and looked out. The undergrowth
was fierce. Ferns, briars, and poison oak formed a matted wall
through which the path delved like a deep wound. The trees
above it shut out most of the remaining sun. Something rustled,
and the hoot of an owl wafted out of the twilight, hi the back of

the truck. Scratch growled deeply and continuously.

Birk reached hesitantly for his duffel. I could see this was
something he did to save face, not because it was really what he
wanted anymore. He had hoped to find people at Benbow, some-
one he knew, or someone who could tell him what he needed to
know. But the place was deserted, an ominous ruin. Carpe diem,

I thought.

"Maybe you'd rather wait dll you have some daylight. I could
bring you back up here tomorrow. I've got a little place down the
road at Shelter Cove. I built it myself. It's not much, but you're
welcome to the spare bed. Lamb chops for dinner, and a hot

shower. If you want a way to pay me back, I could use some
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help in the garden."

Relief washed over him, visible as rain, loosening his muscles

and his troubled heart. He trusted easily, which meant that, what-
ever was wrong, he might heal easily, too. [ had won a chance

to help him. It was one of those moments of great atonement that
I'have sought since I left my own children half-grown and went
off to do things I thought were more important than being their
father. If I had stayed home with them, my son might well be
alive today. It's a hard thing to live with, even though it hap-

pened years ago.

When we arrived, Birk jumped out of the truck and started
carrying groceries into the kitchen. I didn't even have to ask.
Somebody had taken the time to civilize him beautifully, some-

body who loved him and was probably worried sick about him.

He stopped briefly to watch me lift Scratch down from the

back. "What's the matter with him?" he asked.

"Oh, he's just old. I've had him eleven years. He's got cata-

racts and theumatism. It hurts him to jump down, and he can't

always see where he's going to land."

He held out his hand, and Scratch licked it, wagging his tail
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enthusiastically, "He's great."
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I nodded my agreement, and helped carry in the last few bags.

I showed Birk where to put his duffel, and 1 hung fresh towels
in the guest bathroom. When I claim it's not much of a place,

I'm being modest, if I say so myself. I took earty retirement and
came up here to do one of the things I'd always dreamed of, de-
sign my own house and build it myself from the ground up. It's
not huge, but it's done right, snug and solid even in the worst
storms. It's two bedrooms and two baths, bigger than Scratch and
I really need, but we like having company. It gets too lonely
without people around, and they're more likely to come if there's
plenty of space. I probably would have built closer to my daugh-
ter if I could have afforded it. I never give up hoping she'll come
here someday and bring my grandkids, but so far, no luck. She
tends to act like I'm dead except when she needs money. I can't

blame her. I just wish she'd forgive me.

Birk said if it was all right with me he'd wait till bedtime for

Us shower. He asked if I needed help getting dinner, and when

I said, **No, take a load off," he said he'd like to fool around out
in the yard a while. I said that sounded fine. I expected him to

go out and throw a stick for Scratch or something. I was busy

putting the groceries away, and I didn't think much about it till
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I glanced out the window and saw him down on his hands and
knees in the vegetable garden. He appeared to be weeding, a

very odd thing for a boy his age to do voluntarily.

About the time I put the lamb chops in the pan, he tapped at

the kitchen door and walked in with his arms full of produce. He
had harvested several tomatoes, some green onions, lettuce, peas,
and a few small zucchinis. It was more than the two of us could

eat and I felt a little irritated about it

"You get all that from my garden?"

He nodded, grinning.

"That's great, though I kind of wish you'd asked first."

The grin disappeared and he stammered, "Oh ... oh, I'm

sorry. I didn't mean to ... it's just they won't be nearly as good

tomorrow. They're ready right now, and it's always best to pick

things at their peak. Better for the plants, too."

I helped him load the stuff into a basket. "Where'd you learn

so much about growing vegetables?"

"I dunno," he said. "Seems like I've always known how. My
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mom ..." His voice caught and he looked at the floor. "My mom

says | have a green thumb."

I thought about asking him if he didn't think maybe his mom

was a little worried about him right now. But I could see he

106 Nancy Etcnemendy

didn't need the reminder. He knew very well she was worried. I
wondered yet again what he hoped to find at Benbow, something
so important that he would run away from home and face a
frightening series of hitchhikes for it My curiosity shortly over-

came my tact

"So where is your mom? Where do you live?" I asked. I flipped
the lamb chops over and sliced two of the tomatoes into a little
salad, Birk wandered to the sink and washed his hands, slowly and

thoroughly. I thought maybe he was never going to answer.

"San Francisco," he said finally.

He was much farther from home than I'd thought It's a couple

hundred miles from here to the Bay Area, much of it on narrow
mountain roads. I had him pegged as a small-town boy. Maybe
it was his interest in growing things that made me think that, be-

cause it didn't seem to fit the profile of a city kid.
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I motioned him to me table and set a loaded plate in front of

him- "So what's so important about Benbow?"

He gave me that look, the same one I'd gotten when I asked
his last name. He didn't say anything, just went about the impor-

tant business of cutting ha meat

I shrugged. "Don't mind me. Sometimes I'm too nosy for my

own good," I said. Which was an understatement

Tilings might have been all right if I had just left them at that.

But I didn't Maybe my feelings were hurt because he wouldn't
open up, or because he knew more about vegetables than I did.
Maybe I was just worried about how much trouble I could get
into for picking up a stray and doing anything except driving him
straight to the nearest authorities. Maybe he reminded me too
much of my own son. Whatever the reasons, I said, "Oh, I forgot

to tell you, no hats at the table. It's a house rule."

He dropped his knife and folk on his plate and said softly, "*!

need to keep it on."

"No you don't," I said. "You just want to keep it on. There's

a difference-"*
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He got to his feet and started for the door, then after a sec-

ond's hesitation came back and picked up his plate.

Without a word, he walked out to the porch, leaving me with
a piece of lamb halfway to my mouth. I heard the groan of a
deck chair and the renewed scraping of his cutlery. I was lucky

he didn't run off into the night.

After dinner, he helped with the dishes. He did this silently, in

spite of my best efforts to start a conversation. A thin, clammy
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fog had rolled in off the sea, and I threw a log in the wood stove
to keep Scratch's joints warm. Birk said he was tired and ex-
cused himself- I was astonished to see my dog abandon the
hearth and follow him to his room. A few minutes later, I heard
the water running in the shower. I sat alone in the firelight a

while, mentally kicking myself for letting something as silly as

a baseball cap take me back to square one with this gentle,
frightened boy. Sometimes it seems to me that we are doomed to
make the same mistakes over and over again, no matter how

hard we try to change ourselves.

Eventually, I got tired, too, and I went off to my own bed-
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room. On the way, feeling tender and guilty, I tapped on Birk's
door, which stood a little ajar. There was no answer, so I opened
it further and looked in. Scratch snored on the rug at the foot of
the bed where Birk lay in the open-mouthed sleep of an ex-
hausted child. Half the blankets had fallen to the floor. He wore
partially buttoned pajamas that looked freshly laundered. The

grimy Oakland A's baseball cap was firmly settled on his head-

1 shivered, as suddenly and inexplicably as I had earlier beside
Birk in the truck. Chiding myself for this groundless skittishness,

I pulled the covers over him and tucked them around his chin.
Gently, I removed the hat. For a moment, what [ saw simply left
me confused. He looked and smelled freshly showered, and what
I could see of his hair was clearly damp as if he'd washed it But
the leaves I had noticed earlier in the day still clung there. 1 went
to the hall light and flipped it on so I could see better without
waking him. Hundreds of leaves mingled with his dark curls,
small and slender as if from a miniature willow—not dry, but
green and healthy looking. I pinched one between my fingertips
and tugged experimentally, but it wouldn't come out. It seemed
quite firmly attached. I eased the baseball cap back onto his head

and rushed out of the room.

I stood in the hallway for a moment, unable to quite believe

what I'd seen. I tiptoed back into the room and took another
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look. The leaves were still there. I lifted the elastic waistband of
his pajamas and peeked southward. He had leaves there, too.
Shaking, 1 made my way to the kitchen and did something that's
rare for me. I poured myself a short bourbon and drank it
straight. I sat by the fire a few minutes, then went back to Birk's
room. The situation remained unchanged. I thought of my
mother, who died of Alzheimer's a few years before I retired.

She used to have conversations with people long dead. She be-
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lieved that her sister lived on the moon, and that my shoelaces

were garter snakes. Maybe this was how it began.

Hours passed before I came anywhere near sleeping. The
whole situation shook me badly, and stirred up ghosts and mem-
ories that made rest impossible. I wondered if Birk's parents
knew why he'd gone. The leaves were small and bright, like a
tree's new spring growth. Maybe they were a recent develop-
ment, something he'd hidden from them until it became impos-

sible.

I knew what it was like to sleepwalk through three days and
nights, wondering where your son was and imagining the worst.
My daughter called me one evening, frantic, to say her brother

had run away from home and she was afraid he might kill him-
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self. She didn't know where her mother was. I did my best to fix

things, but it was too late.

I remembered the phone call from the police—professional,
detached. "Are you the father of Robert Marston of 1750 Wash-
ington Street ... a person matching your son's description was
struck and killed by a Southern Pacific Railroad train near the
Center Street crossing at 1:55 a.m. ... we're unable to find the
boy's mother ... could you meet us at the hospital ..." Neither

of us was ever there when Bobby needed us. Why can't people
listen to their children? Why can't children tell us what they

need?

Eventually I dragged myself from my chair by the fire and
made my way to bed, where I spent the rest of the night dozing
and dreaming of my children with leaves instead of hair, who
called to me through the bars of my mother's room in the Alz-

heimer's ward.

When I woke up, a wide swath of midmoming sun warmed
my blankets, and Scratch was whining to be let out. I knew im-

mediately that I had overslept.

I crawled out of bed feeling stiff and old, struggled into my

bathrobe, and opened the door for Scratch who bolted like a
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stone from a slingshot This was unusual, though I wasn't awake
enough for it to sink in till later. I guess I thought he must feel

the same way I did—that nothing else in the world was quite as
important as peeing. On my way back from the toilet, I peeked
into the guest room. Sunlight danced cheerfully over the neat bed
and the spotless floor, no wrinkled sheets, no dirty clothes or

damp towels. The canvas duffel and its owner had disappeared,
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leaving no evidence of their existence except my memory of

them, which suddenly seemed inadequate.

I hurried into jeans and a shirt and combed my hair with my

hands as I rushed out the front door. I was in for another shock.
The yard looked incredible. The grass seemed freshly mown, ev-
ery blade crisp and vigorously green, though I had no recollec-
tion of having heard the mower. The leaves of each tree and
shrub gleamed with health. Rowers that had previously brought
forth only anemic foliage now drooped with lively blossoms- The
vegetable garden was a canner's dream. Plump beans and ripe to-
matoes had developed overnight, and the corn swayed with
heavy, sweet ears. Bird calls and the whisper of bees filled the

air. If I needed evidence of Birk's visit, here it was in profusion.

Scratch ran back and forth between me and the pickup truck,
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barking at nothing I could see. The message was clear.

"All right, pal," I said as I helped him onto the seat. "We're

going to Benbow."

It was one of those days when bright sunlight burns away all
subtleties, leaving only brilliance and deep shadow. The smells
of warm pine sap and seawater filled the air. Everything seemed
clear. Birk must have risen early and gone off to finish his quest
as he had begun it, alone. When you're fourteen years old, you
think your biggest problem is conquering your fears. You have
no way of knowing that sometimes fear is a good thing, that it
can lead to survival even if it makes you desperate. My daughter
blames me for not having been there to make Bobby understand

that before it was too late. And she is right.

1 knew the road well, and I pushed the old truck to its limits,

squealing the tires on the curves and praying the brakes held out.
Scratch glared at me in baffled surprise as he slid back and forth
on the seat, unable to connect our hurry with the rough ride. We

reached the Benbow road in twenty minutes, probably a record.

I let the truck idle a minute while I got out and scouted the
overgrown trail that led to the old commune. There were wash-

outs and fallen trees everywhere. Decomposed forest debris
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made the soil spongy. It was impossible to tell whether anyone
had walked on it recently. Taking the pickup down it would have

been crazy. I knew I'd be stuck within a hundred feet.

Scratch whined and barked from the cab of the truck, trying to
squeeze his big black body through four inches of open window.
He was no bloodhound, but he thought the world of our leafy-
haired friend. If Birk had walked down this road. Scratch would

know.
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I reached in and turned off the truck's engine, pulled a leash

out of the glove compartment, and clipped it to Scratch's collar.
If his arthritis was bothering him, he was too excited to think
ahead about it. He almost dislocated my shoulder as he leaped
down from the truck. He landed with a yelp, but was up again in
a moment. I let him tug me down the dim forest tunnel that was

once the road to Benbow.

We walked fast, almost trotting. We forded shallow streams

and ducked under deadfalls. All the while, apprehension swelled
inside me like a toadstool. I couldn't keep my mind off bear

traps and homemade mines and the glazed dopiness I'd occasion-
ally seen in the eyes of known growers. There was something

else, too. The forest felt strange here—"powerful" is the word
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I'd choose. And I wondered yet again who or what Birk was,

and what had brought him here.

We were hot and out of breath by the time we reached what
was left of the commune. I hadn't seen it in two or three years,
since the dme a neighbor gave me a guided tour of the ruins. It
looked perceptibly less human now than it had then. The hippies
of Benbow had never had electricity or a sewage system or run-
ning water, Just a misguided sense that they could live as the In-
dians had and the earth would take care of them. Now slugs,
flies, and green things went about the business of reclaiming the
hills of garbage. Wasps and wood rats nested in the sagging raft-

ers of Ae shacks.

The place had the feel of a battle lost. Redwoods and oaks
watched darkly over the place from rare heights, as they always
had. Even in the spots the residents had cleared, first briars then
baby trees and madrone had reestablished themselves. The plank
walls sank into the green earth. Grass grew on the roofs. There
was no longer a trace of human scent, just the damp smell of
earth and mushrooms. Scratch, however, disagreed. Whining
with excitement, he followed his nose to a place among the ferns

and snowberries where we discovered the burgundy duffel.

As I knelt to examine it, 1 heard voices. Scratch lifted his nose
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toward them, silent for once, almost apprehensive. It wasn't a
conversation exactly, nor a song. A windy murmur drifted
through the forest, like people praying in a language I'd never
heard before. It made Scratch's legs tremble, and my empty

stomach bum.

"Birk!" I shouted. "Birk, where are you?"

I got no answer, just a flood of imaginary horrors, the boy

maimed and unconscious from a shotgun snare, or gagged and
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bound by paranoid pot growers. Almost at once I regretted hav-
ing called to him. Now the owners of the voices knew I was
here. I had no way to defend myself, just carpenter's muscles and
an old dog. I thought of running back down the road to the truck,
driving somewhere in search of a sheriff. But anything could

happen between now and the time I returned.

An insidious thought crept up on me, familiar and reprehensi-
ble. Technically, Birk wasn't my problem. But then, that's what
I'd thought about Bobby. Had I learned anything at all since

then?

The voices continued undisturbed, and I, realizing there was
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only one course of action I could live with, moved toward them
carefully. This time, my role and Scratch's were reversed. I did

the tugging.

We walked a quarter mile deeper into the woods before the
voices surrounded us. I still don't know exactly when we stum-
bled into the grove; maybe the grove engulfed us. Suddenly the
trees looked different—unlike anything I'd seen in this forest or
any other. They had drooping branches and narrow, silky trunks,
a little like aspen or birch. A pale golden haze enveloped them,
like sunlight shining through dust. Their leaves were small and
slender, as if from miniature willows, exactly matching the ones

in Birk's hair.

The boy stood with his back to me. His clothing, including the
beloved baseball cap, lay in a neat pile beside him. His leafy hair
stood out in otherworldly dreadlocks, and a fine down of leaves
ran along his spine from neck to buttocks. He grasped a golden
tree trunk with his hands, head thrown back, eyes wide but un-
seeing, and his whole body shivered as if he were caught in an
electrical current. I could hear his teeth clicking, and it looked

and sounded horrible.

Before I knew it, I had my hands on Birk's, trying to pry him

away from the whispering, luminous tree. A feeling bubbled up
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through my arms, like a bath of tepid honey, and it kept going.
First my shoulders, then my neck, my spine, the tops of my
thighs, loosened and warmed. It reminded me of sliding into
sleep as a child—that drowsy comfort of blankets in a cold
room, the perfect hum of a thriving young body, knowing that

Mother is near.

I've never taken any drug stronger than aspirin, except once
when I had a tooth out and they gave me nitrous oxide. The part
of me that people know as Chet the retired principal with both

feet on the ground hates to even think about what happened next,
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because it sounds so irrational. I never mention it to other peo-
ple, but privately I take the memory out and relish it now and
then. It's important to me, though I still don't understand it com-

pletely, and probably never will.

When the warm honey feeling reached my head, I realized that
I had become the forest. I felt the movements of every animal
and bird and leaf, every rivulet of water; I stood as tall as a
mountain and when I looked up I could feel the light of the stars
pulsing through me. I dipped into the day of Birk's conception.
I watched his human mother make love with the trees in this

very grove, lithe, glowing, impossible. "She lived in Benbow a
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while, you know," I heard Birk say as if from the mouth of a

cave. "My tree father says I'm not the only one."

After a while, I realized Scratch was licking my face. I sat up
among the fems, frightened and disoriented. Moisture from the
forest floor had soaked through the back of my shirt, and I ached
as badly as I had after my first day of framing the house. Birk
and his clothes were gone. I dragged myself to my feet, much to
Scratch's delight, and made my way back toward the old com-
pound. In the trampled place where Birk's duffel had been, I

found a note written in pencil on a scrap of binder paper.

"Dear Chet," it said. "Thanks for trying to help. You can see
I have to look for the others. I'll be okay, and I appreciate every-

thing. I'm asking a favor. Please don't follow me. Sincerely, your

friend, Birk."

The loneliness of the ordinary young is a terrible thing. For a

boy like Birk, it must have been beyond imagining.

I thought about Birk all day, and for many days afterward,
wondering if I should have gone after him, or told the sheriff I'd
seen him. [ mulled it over while Scratch and I fished for smelt
on a deserted beach, while I worked alone in my transformed

garden, while I methodically cooked dinner for myself and my
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dog. I wondered where he was, and hoped he was safe. A long
time later, I drove back to Benbow and looked for the grove of
strange trees, but I never found them. In the end, I kept Birk's
secret in return for the gift he gave me: the certainty that life is

full of unlikely possibilities.

Not long ago, after a series of regular phone calls, I drove up
to my daughter's house in Washington state for a visit. It feels
like springtime, like ice is melting, and anything might happen.
Who would have thought I'd have Benbow and a boy with leafy

hair to thank for that?

INHERITANCES

Different dances to a single tune

The Prism or Memory

by Jo Clayton

Jo Clayton lives in Portland, Oregon with a calico cat

named Tigerlily who functions as monitor sitter and a seal

point Siamese named Owl who has a habit of levitating

into small high places. While listening to the rain and

laughing at the cats, she manages to write science fiction

and fantasy novels and a few short stories.
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One summer day when Jenny was four, she put the sandwiches
her mother had made for her lunch in the pocket of her dress,
took the thermos with the milk in it, crawled through the hole the

dog dug under the back fence, and went into the Forest.

A squirrel went rippling along the ground, and she trotted after

it.

When it scrambled up a tall scraggly pine and disappeared into

a hole, she stopped to look round. She was in a small glade with
a pool not much bigger than a bathtub but round like a silver dol-
lar. And there was a big old rock taller than she was and covered
with moss. It had two deep holes like eyes and a crack for a

smiling mouth, and the moss was like short green hair.

Jenny put the thermos down and curtsied to the boulder.

"Grandma Mossy," she said. "You have a very nice house."

The tree rustled at her with that whisper pine needles make.

"Aunt Piney, I din't forget you, but I din't know it's your

house, t0o."

She took the crushed and grubby sandwiches from her pocket,
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shared bits of them with the boulder and the tree and poured a

little milk in me boulder's mouth crack and on the pine tree's
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roots. She was a lonely child. The house on the edge of the for-
est was miles from the nearest farm and even farther from the
small town that was the shopping center for the area. When her
mother wasn't painting or on the phone to her agent, she played
wonderful games with her, read to her, or just talked with her,
but those times were scattered among the many more days when
her mother's smile was there only because she forgot to take it
off and her eyes had a glaze that told Jenny she was only seeing

what was on the inside of her head.

Grandma Mossy smiled at her and her hole eyes squinted with
good humor as the sun shifted the pattern of shadow. Aunt Piney
rustled her needles in a friendly, chatty way. The sun was warm
and the clumpy grass next to the pond was soft and warm and it
was time for her afternoon nap. Jenny yawned, curled up and

went to sleep.

She woke to me ripple of music, sat up, rubbing her eyes, pre-
pared to be afraid. She saw a small goatboy on the far side of the
pond. He grinned at her and lifted a funny thing like a harmonica

made of twigs and played a giggle for her. She hugged her arms
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close to her chest because it was beginning to get chilly out here,

then giggled back at him.

He played some more and a white doe came from the shadow
under the trees. She circled the pool, touched her nose to the
hand that Jenny held out to her, then she walked a few steps
away, turned her head and fixed her brown eyes on Jenny. As
clearly as if the doe had said the words, she heard in her head,

It's time to go home.

She went to the pool often that summer, chatted with Aunt Pi-
ney and Grandma Mossy, shared her lunch with them, played
with the goatboy, and watched in awe and wonder as a golden
man with branching antlers danced with a pure white woman.
The man wore brown heavily encrusted with embroidery and a
long brown velvet cape lined with gold satin. The woman wore
a white silk dress embroidered in silver. Her hair was her cape,

ice white, long, and fine enough to float on air.

They were wild and strange and made the hair stand up on
Jenny's arms, but they were also eerily lovely and touched that

hunger for beauty she'd gotten from her mother.

The woman beckoned to Jenny, calling her to join the dance,

but she was shy and shook her head.
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The summer when Jenny was six, the Man came to live with

them. He had shaggy brown hair and a roar of a laugh that made
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everyone who heard it laugh with him. He made Jenny nervous,
but she didn't know why until she saw his eyes never joined the
laugh. And she started to hate him when she saw her mother
glowing with happiness and letting her paint go dry while he

wheedled money out of her and bought things they didn't need,

Fall came and her mother's eyes went absent again. She

started spending most of her days and sometimes much of the
night in her studio. The Man grew restless. He bought a gun and
went hunting in the forest and shouted at her mother when she

wouldn't clean and cook the game he brought back.

He threw the dead things outside the back fence and they rot-
ted. The stink they gave off came into the house, and Jenny felt
that rotting, too. She went still and silent like a killdeer chick,
hoping that if she stayed hidden the danger she sensed but didn't

understand would walk past and miss her.

The Man came round the kitchen table, bent over Jenny's

mother, and whispered to her. His face was red and there was a
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sheen of sweat on his skin. Jenny could hear the urgency in his
whisper even without knowing the words he said.

Her mother pushed her plate away, shook her head.

He whispered longer, caught hold of her hand, and nuzzled it.
She pushed him away and got to her feet. "Not tonight, Ned.
The dance figure isn't working. I've got to find something else

to balance and comment on the blue flow."

His face closed in. It was a minute before he found his usual

smile. "Ah, you did warn me. Elena."

He came back in the kitchen and watched Jenny as she stood
washing the dishes. After a minute, he pulled her away from the

sink. "If your mother won't, you'll do."

The pool was bright and silver in the moonlight. Jenny

grabbed a handful of grass, tore off the old dress which was the
first that had come to her hand, plunged into the chill clean water
and scrubbed at herself, trying to scrub away the smell of the

Man.

The water went very cold; it numbed her and seemed to push
away the bad thing that had happened. When she was shivering
so hard she couldn't stand up, she crawled out, wrapped the

dress around her and lay beside Grandma Mossy, sobbing out her
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fear and outrage. "If I tell, he'll kill us both like he kills the

squirrels and things. He said it. He said it lots of times. He's go-
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ing to do it again. He said I was pretty and sweet and soft. He
said he knew I wanted it. He said I wasn't like my mother. He's

going to do it again."

The goatboy came and patted her shoulder, then played her a
song on his pipes that started soft and ended fierce. She heard

the promise in it and lay still.

Cold touched the back of her neck. It was the white doe, nuz-
zling her. Beyond her, on the far side of the pond, the homed

man stood. He lifted his head. opened his mouth, and cried out
without sound at all, yet Jenny heard the terrible wild sound of

it. Then he went away.

Aunt Piney rustled. The sound comforted her, it was so homey
and ordinary. Clutching the dress around her shoulders, she got
to her feet, looked down into Grandma Mossy's deep dark eyes.
and drew a long breath. She didn't say anything more, just put

on the dress and started home through the forest, her hand on the

shoulder of the white doe.
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The Man went hunting in the morning and he didn't come

home that night. He never came back.

At the end of the summer when Jenny was twelve, she came

sad and angry into the Forest. She spread out a dishtowel on the
grass and set out the picnic she'd made for herself. Grave and si-
lent, she broke off bits of sandwich and laid them on Aunt Pi-
ney's roots and in front of Grandma Mossy, then she poured a
dollop of lemonade on the bits, gave another to the pool, the rit-
ual she'd followed through the years though she no longer really

believed in it.

She poured lemonade into the thermos top, sipped at it, then

sat holding the cool silver cup in her hands. "I'm going away,"
she said- "Mother says I have to. I'm supposed to live with my
father back east and go to school there. She says I should go on
with my clay stuft and I can't do that here. I think she's just tired
of having me around, not that she really notices me much. Jake
says I can learn by myself, but she tells him to shut up, he just
fools with words, he doesn't know what he's talking about when
it comes to working with his hands. Well, that's true. He can't
sharpen a pencil without nearly cutting his finger off. But he's a
good guy. He teaches me things and doesn't fuss. I don't even

know my father. I'm afraid he won't like me."
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The afternoon was hot and dry and very still. Once or twice

she heard a snatch of birdsong and the bark of a fox, but they
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were far off and very faint. The boulder was only an old rock
with patches of drying moss, the pine tree was only an ordinary
tree, the pool had dust on the surface and a spiral of tiny black
bugs buzzing around it She finished her sandwiches, drank the

last of the lemonade, cleaned up after herself, and went away.

When Jenny was thirty-two, Jake hired a private detective to

find her, then paid her way so she could come back for her moth-
er's funeral. Twenty years since she'd seen the house, twenty
years since she'd heard a word from her mother. She'd heard
about her, at least after she walked out of her father's life, seen
her on TV, read about her in magazines and newspapers, but

never heard a word from her.

Hard years.

Stupid years.

Coming back here showed her just how stupid they were, all

the days she'd wasted looking for ... something.'...
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She stopped thinking. It was one thing she was really good at,

not thinking.

Jake had almost vanished behind bushy white whiskers and
eyebrows fibrous as dead lichen. His eyes were red with grief,
but when he looked at her, they turned cold. After the funeral
and the session with the lawyer, he drove her to the house and
took her inside. She didn't want to go into her mother's studio,
but he took her by the arm and walked her there- "Y our mother
wanted this," he said- "I would've let you go to hell your own

n

way.

There was dust on everything which told her more than any-
thing else how long a time her mother had spent dying- "It was

her sent me away."

He walked to a comer of the room to the slotted case where
her mother kept her drawing portfolios, counted along the slots,
and drew out a shabby black folder. "Because your father threat-

ened to haul the both of you to court and get her declared unfit;

Acre was me and the other men and what happened the time Ned
disappeared, she knew how fighting it would turn out." He fished
m the slot, drew out a sealed envelope, brought both across the

room and set them on the palette table. "She wrote to you every
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day the first year. Not a word from you. Then she said 'if she
wants to talk to me, she knows where I am.' You know her, she

put the hurt away and went on with her work."

"I never got any of those letters."

120 +o Clayton

"Ah." He brushed at his eyes, turned away. "Even so," he
said, not looking at her. "Even so, you should have written at

least once."

"I did. I took the letters down and gave them to the clerk to
mail; that's what you did in that piace. I took them myself.
didn't trust him. He must have paid off the clerk. He wouldn't let
me go out by myself, he said the streets were too dangerous."
She sighed. "In a way he was right. When I left...." She picked
up the letter, looked at it, saw the blob of red wax and impres-
sion from the goatboy seal she'd made her last summer here. She

set it down as if it burned her fingers-

"You should have come back here."

"Yeah. Well."

Jake had scrubbed down her mother's room, got it ready for
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her. He was staying in town these days. Shrugged when he told

her. Said it just seemed the best thing to do.

Because she couldn't deal with the stench of sickness that lin-
gered in that room. she cleaned out her own and lay staring at
the stains on the ceiling whose patterns she'd never forgot. Same
old bed, grown too short for her now. Smells of ancient turpen-
tine and oils. Her mother was a practical woman in unexpected
ways and had used this room to store paint cans and old easels.

It was like trying to sleep in the middle of ghosts.

The light from the full moon came in through curtains held to-
gether by cobwebs and dust; it fell across the bed, across her
face. Her mind went round and round. Round and round like a

squirrel in a wheel. Round and round and getting nowhere.

She left the bed and wandered about the house. It seemed
smaller than she remembered. The long narrow kitchen was full
of light now and dancing shadows as the wind fluttered the
leaves on vines that had grown across several of the windows.
She opened the door to the studio and looked in, decided she
didn't want to go in there and wandered into the small living
room with the fireplace that took up half'a wall. Her room was
on the other side of that fireplace. Winter nights she pushed her

bed against its backside and snuggled against the warm bricks-
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She only had the one black dress she'd worn for the funeral.
so she went into her mother's room, opened the closet, and
pulled out what came to hand, a pair of ancient twill slacks, one
knee torn, smears of dried paint stiffening the folds, an even
older sweater and a pair of boots worn so limp she didn't know

if she could get her feet in mem. She threw me clothes on the
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bed and it was like standing by her mother's coffin, looking
down at her before they closed the lid and sent her to the fires.
seeing the strong bones that were always there though never
quite so stark as now with the masking flesh gone from between

bone and skin.

She remembered her mother as a big woman, with broad
shoulders, heavy hips and big strong hands that were always
gentle and always smelling of oil and turpentine. Usually a

bruise on a thumbnail where she hit it with the hammer when she
was building one of her stretchers. Pencil smudges on her finger-
tips and along the resting side of the hand. And charcoal

smudges everywhere.

She pulled the sweater over her head. The shoulders were all
right, but the arms were too long and the body hung in bunches

about her narrower torso. On her way out she passed through the
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kitchen to collect the bottle of wine she'd seen in the refrigerator.
She found an unbroken wineglass, rinsed it out, and dried it with
a forgotten dishtowel drawn through the towel loop beside the

sink.

The pool glimmered like molten silver. She'd tried so often for
that particular effect in her glazes, never remembering where
she'd first seen it. "Easy for you," she said, and laughed until

she heard a too familiar edge to the sound and broke it off.

The old boulder was smaller than she remembered, but the
eyes and the smile were still there. The pine tree had got taller
and scragglier, but the rustle of its needles was as welcoming as

cver.

Creakier in the joints now than she'd been as a child, she
bowed to them both, gave them a libation from me wine bottle,
and added a dollop for the pond, the small ritual bringing back
a flood of memory. Wishing she'd brought a blanket as the chill
rose into her bones, she settled on the dew-damp grass and
poured herself half a glass of the wine. Before she drank, she
lifted it to the moon floating overhead through shreds of cloud.

"To dreams and madness."

She emptied the glass, set it beside her. "I wasn't a drunk, in
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case you think that's what this is about. It wasn't cool, being a
drunk. You know, I must have damn good genes. I'm still alive.
Maybe broke. Maybe thirty years wasted. Maybe the guy I
thought loved me kicked me out when I started getting straight.
That's a hoot, isn't it. ["*ong as I was a mess, he adored me. But

I'm still alive."

122 Jo Clayton

Legs drawn up. arms crossed (MI her knees, she sat gazing into
the mirrored water, watching me face of the full moon glide

slowly across it, remembering her mother.

Remembering how desperately she'd loved her. How much
she'd wanted her approval. How sad she'd been when her moth-
er's absorption in her painting took her so far away in mind, if

not in body.

She thought about the portfolio of sketches Jake had given her.
Hundreds of them, some of them finished drawings in me min-
imal style of her mother's early period, achingly lovely, simple
lines, some of mem quick studies that were barely more than
scrawls on scraps of paper. All of them her. As a baby, a toddler,
a young girl. Her. Yet she'd never posed for her mother, not

once. And the ones that touched her most deeply were me messy,

labored sketches from her mother's last days, attempts me dying
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woman had made at extrapolating the adult from the child.

She cried a little, more for herself than her mother. And for all

the wasted years. The stupid years.

"Maybe Jake was right," she said. "Maybe I should have
come home long ago. Maybe a lot of dross would've been

cleared away. Maybe not. The mess I was...."

She leaned on the boulder, it was warm against her back like
bricks of the fireplace. "Grandma Mossy." She smiled. "Jake's
the writer," she said, her voice drowsy and dragging a little with
weariness. Above her, pine needles rustled a gentle reproof.

"Aunt Piney. Well, if you don't mind, why should 1."

All her mother's money, more than she'd expected actually,

was in trust to the land. A lot of land. An old grant the lawyer
said. Your great-grandfather got firm title through Congress. I
wish I knew how. It's yours now, along with the income from the
trust. You nave to live in the house for five years, though, and if
you sell any land. the trust money stops immediately and the re-

mainder of the grant goes to the Nature Conservancy.

Through half-closed eyes she watched starlight glitter on the

wind-wrinkled water of the pool. "I own you- Isn't that funny,"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

She'd been furious then, feeling trapped, wanting to scratch
and bite, wanting to go on a tear that would make the tears she'd
been on before she'd gotten clean look like the games of a child.

Her hands had curled into claws.

The lawyer wouldn't meet her eyes and fidgeted nervously
with the papers on his desk. She chuckled a little when she re-

membered how uneasy he was, how relieved when she left. Stu-
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pid man. What did he expect? That I'd jump him and bite his

throat out?

This place was doing it again. The anger was draining out of

her, the urgencies, the need to move and keep moving so some-
thing ... whatever ... wouldn't catch up with her. She drowsed

for a white, aware of the sounds of the night but not really there
to notice them until a thread of music came from the shadow
under the trees, breathy, simple music, clear and clean as drops
of water falling on water. She sat up, aware that Grandma Mossy

had grown warmer behind her.

On the far side of the pond a golden man with antlers branch-

ing from his head danced with a pure white woman, gliding and
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turning in time with the music. The man smiled at her and held
out his hand as if to say "come join us." They turned and the
woman held out her hand and beckoned with a sinuous graceful

gesture.

Jenny rose, walked round the pond, and stood while they
moved round her, touching her. The woman's hand was cool and
smooth, ivory rather than flesh, the man's hand was golden
brown like polished oak, cool and smooth. Their eyes were cat
eyes, shiny and shallow; their faces up close were even more
beautiful than she remembered, but stranger now, eerier. As she
moved into the dance, their smelt enveloped her, musky and

wild, their breath was sweet on her face....

She woke stiff and chilled when the morning sun touched her
face. Groaning as her body protested every twitch, she pushed
up, sat yawning and rubbing her eyes. A sometime breeze teased
at her hair, sent wisps tickling across her face. It was going to be

a warm day.

An emerald dragonfly darted in zags across the pond, eating
the small black biters swarming there. Somewhere a long way
off a bird sang a few notes alone, then another joined it, another

and another.
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There was a rustle in the brush and weeds at the far side of the
glade. In the shadow under the trees, she caught a glimpse of a
pointed face, a glint of sunlight on black glass horns. She got to
her feet, bent, and picked up the wineglass and the bottle. When
she straightened she looked down at Grandma Mossy. "Don't
worry. [ understand now. Mother may be gone, but I'm here and

I know what to do."

Feeling the Forest come alive around her, she moved briskly

along, thinking of breakfast and how much cleaning the house
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*needs. Go into town. Pry money out of the lawyer. Order sup-
plies. Buy a car. See a contractor to dig a ripening pit for clay
under the studio and reinforce the floor so it would hold the
weight of a kiln- A backup generator. She remembered poles go-
ing down, lines breaking when limbs fell across them. They

wouldn't have gotten better. Just older.

She was whistling a cheerful tune and almost running by the

time she left the shadow of the trees.

The Force That Through

the Green Fuse
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She dreamed of Y ggdrasil again, of the father of forests.

Again, she hung by the neck from an ash limb of Yggdrasil. A
spear pierced her side. The pain was immense, worse than any-
thing she had ever endured in the waking world. Ratatosk scur-
ried close, carrying the dragon Nidhogg's insults to the noble
unnamed eagle in the crown, his endless task. His presence

frightened away the crows that tormented her.

"Help me," she said to the squirrel. It had taken many dreams

before she learned that she could speak. Every word cost spikes

of pain in her throat.

Ratatosk paused, his great red eyes alight with mischief.

"Do you know the First Rune, my lady?"

"No." Always the same question, the same taunt. "Teach me,
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please."

"Fool. You sip at the well of the world and tell me you are

thirsty."

"Please." She wept. Her throat burned as if she were swallow-

ing shards of glass. "Oh, please, dear Ratatosk."

The squirrel cocked his huge gray face at her.

"You are the daughter of Odin, lady. Too great a matter for the
likes of me." His voice seemed slightly regretful, and that was

new. She allowed herself to hope, a little- Ratatosk climbed
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closer to her. She could smell his breath, sulfurous from his jour-
neys under the world where dragons gnawed at the roots of

Y ggdrasil. His red eyes were echoes of the flames of his dragon
masters. "But I have never been called 'dear’ before. It has a fair

sound. A fair sound, indeed."

"You're my only friend, Ratatosk." And she meant it, in the

waking or dreaming world alike.

"Ah, you are a miserable fruit, then, hanging so friendless on
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the Tree."

"Will you teach me?"'

"Dream deeper, poor fruit. Teach yourself."

"I don't understand."

"Neither did the All-Father. But nine years of hanging taught

him much. Farewell, fair fruit. Do not despair. The Twilight

comes, I am told." With a high mocking laugh that shook the

leaves, Ratatosk departed on his eternal errand.

"No! Please come back. Don't go. Don't go."

But it was too late. She hung in silence, within sight of burn-

ing Bifrost, the rainbow bridge of the gods, alone with her agony.

Clare awoke to a coughing fit and pressed her fingers to her
throat until it subsided. She was always surprised that no rope

encircled her neck.

"You all right, honey?" Her husband reached over to touch

her. She flinched.
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"I'm fine." She pushed his hand away and got out of bed be-

fore he could reach again. The bedroom was dark, but she could
guess his expression—bewildered hurt. She'd seen it often
enough these days. She wrapped herself in her bathrobe. "I'll

make breakfast."

"You don't have to—"

"I'm working late tonight," she said. "Don't wait up."

He muttered something. Clare waited, ready to fight, but he

didn't push the matter. He never pushed.

The classroom was empty. She liked it this way, just before
classes started. Clare had her lesson plan open before her on the
desk, but she wasn't really reading it. After twelve years of
teaching English to seventh graders, she could recite whole chap-
ters of The Grapes of Wrath by heart. In any case, today was
scheduled for tests, a simple matter of passing out papers and

watching for cheats.

Clare went to the window to water the plants there, thyme, li-
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lac, and sage and others. One of them was a cactus, given to her
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by her sister for her birthday. She'd called it Yggdrasii in the
birthday card. She wondered what Gail would say if she knew
that her older sister was having nightmares about the mythical

Y ggdrasil. Probably insist that she see a psychiatrist. That would
be the smart thing to do. But Clare couldn't do it. Lately, she'd
begun reading every book she could find on Norse myths, the
legends of Asgard. the Eddas. They all came to her like echoes,
as if she had heard them sung to her long ago. Gail would never

understand.

Clare stared out the window of the classroom. Spring was
struggling with the end of another Minnesota winter. Frost
clutched the fields outside the school, and snow scarred the rip-
ple of forest on the horizon. She remembered all the camping
trips into those woods that she, Gail. and her father had made
when they were young. The forest held endless treasures, but
they were also a green curtain guarding secrets. It had been
many years since she'd spent time in the forest her father had

taught her to love.

Someone knocked on the door and opened it. Terence Finch,

the physics teacher, sauntered in.

"Jesus, Clare, why are the lights off?" He flipped them on.

Banks of fluorescents flickered into life with a hum and a snap.
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"They give me a headache," she said. She put away the water-

ing can. "What do you want?"

He shut the door. His face had the sallow look of a man who
spends too much time indoors and the cmel light of the fluores-
cents only emphasized his pallor. Still, he had a good body, the
legacy of his years in the Marines. He shoved his hands in his

pockets and shrugged.

"Well, I just wondered if we were still on for tonight?"

He grinned. It wasn't exactly a leer, but close enough to make
her muscles tense. Clare's hands clenched into fists. How had
she gotten involved with him again? How could she have been

such a fool?

"No. I have errands to run. And Dave is expecting me home

early tonight."

Finch slumped a fraction.

"Oh. Okay. No problem." He flashed another grin at her, but

this one was nicer, somehow. "You okay, kiddo? Never see you

smile these days. Anything I can do?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Terry ..." She stared at him. Can you teach me the First

Rune? Clare felt a flare of bitterness and hurt. It prompted her to
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say something she'd been putting off for too long. "We have to

stop seeing each other."

"What? But why? Does your husband suspect, or something?"

Clare sighed. "No. And it wouldn't matter if he did."

"Then why? Have I done something wrong?"

"Wrong?" She heard her own voice, the edge of sarcasm that

she was never able to fully sheath. Lately, she didn't seem to want

to. "I don't know. Do you consider adultery wrong, Terry? Hm?"

"Now wait a minute, dare. You were the one who wanted to—"

"Just go, Terry."

"Can't we talk about this?"

"There's nothing to say." Clare stared him down. His face
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took on the same look of bewilderment that Dave showed most
of the time when they fought. She wanted to hurt him, as if he
were the eagle that lived in the crown of Y ggdrasil and she

the bearer of insults from the dragons gnawing the roots. But

she held back, barely. "You better go."

He scowled, but was there also a glimmer of relief in his ex-
pression? She thought there might be. He shut the door softly be-

hind him.

Soon after, the first period kids started to arrive. She handed
out the tests—a quiz on parts of speech. Then she settled behind
her desk and watched the children work. She didn't expect to
catch any cheaters. They knew better than to try anything on her.

She knew all the tricks.

After a few minutes, though, her mind wandered back to the
dream. For four months, she'd been suffering the same night-
mare, since she and Dave had come back from visiting her
mother over Christmas. She and Gail were her only family, and
though all three lived within an hour of one another, they seldom
came together. Her mother had been so sad, losing Daddy just
before the holidays like that. She could see her, gray hair un-
combed and eyes always restless, trying too hard to make con-
versation. Gail had spent most of her time bragging about her

new therapist and flirting with Dave.
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It had been a miserable vacation. Clare fought with everyone.
Dave kept trying to make peace, and her mother fussed over Gail

constantly.

Since that vacation, Clare hadn't been able to keep her temper
under control, as if a dam of fury had burst in her heart. She kept
hurting Dave whenever he tried to help, and she hadn't spoken
to her sister in months. She'd started up with Finch again. She

couldn't bear to let Dave touch her—
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"Mrs. Lenahan?"

Clare came alert with a start. One of the boys—Simon
Chemey, last row, third seat—had his hand raised. Frail, with

black hair, he reminded her of a crow.

"Yes? What?" She looked around the room. The children were
all staring back. She glanced at the wall clock and felt a chill.

The period was nearly over. She'd lost track of herself for almost
an hour. "Is everyone done?" They all nodded, too solemn. It
took an effort for her to keep her voice steady. "Please pass your

papers forward."
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After the tests were returned, most of the students rushed out
ahead of the bell, but Simon hesitated. He hung back by the win-
dow, as still as the trees framed in the glass behind him, and in

a sense, further away. Clare had to wrench her stare from the

view of the woods.

"Yes?" The boy reacted to her tone as if he had been slapped.

Clare was ashamed. She softened her voice. "What is it, Simon?"

But whatever he had been about to say, the moment was tost.

He mumbled something and fled.

The rest of the day dragged on. Clare lowered the blinds over
the windows. She caught Maryanne Cray copying during third pe-
riod and was proud of herself for not screaming at the girl. Instead,

she sent her to the principal's office with a calmly worded note.

The parking lot was filled with cars, their exhaust pluming in

the air, as parents came to pick up their children. The battered
yellow buses were also loading students. Shouts and squeals
filled the air like soprano thunder. Clare moved quickly to her
car, hoping to get out ahead of the buses before they clogged up
the two narrow access roads. While she was cranking the old Es-
cort's engine, she chanced to see Simon again. He was getting

into a station wagon, driven by a man, his father if the raven
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black hair was any indication. His father leaned toward him, rest-

ing one large hand on the back of the boy's thin neck.

Just then, someone knocked on her driver's side window and

she whirled around, eyes wide. She reached into her pocket and
her hand closed around the handle of the knife she always carried
with her. But it was only Finch out there, bundled up against the

chill of April in Minnesota. She rolled the window down part way.

"Hey there," he said. She was about to snap something at him,
but he held up a gloved hand. "No, look. I thought about what
you said. We did agree it was just a temporary thing. It's okay.

Just wanted you to know, I'm not going to give you a hard time

130

about it, like before. Friends?" He reached a glove through the
partly open window. For a moment, the briefest moment, she
saw herself stabbing him through his palm, creating stigmata. In-
stead, she unclenched her fingers from the hilt of the knife and
reached up to shake his hand. He smiled and left. Clare sat in her

car for a long time, trembling.

The air around Y ggdrasil was filled with flakes of snow. They

kissed her cheeks, leaving icy tears. Clare wondered if she could
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die from the pain in this dream, but the thought brought no fear,
only a vague curiosity. It wasn't the pain that frightened her so

much as the loneliness. At least Ratatosk would speak to her now.

The squirrel sat back on his haunches and regarded her with
his crimson eyes. He chased the crows away with absent flicks

of his great tail.

"Do you know the tale of Skadi?" he asked.

"Sure. She went to Asgard to revenge her father's death and

found a husband instead."

"Foolish fruit." But his voice was not unkind. "That is not her

tale, but only the glance of'it."

"What do you mean? I don't understand. Please tell me why

I'm here. dearest Ratatosk. Please."

"Poor ornament. Do you know the First Rune yet?"

Clare tried to recall the story of Odin's winning of the runes. All
her studies in the waking world seemed infinitely far away. More
and more, it was only Yggdrasil that mattered. It was hard to think
as me rope twisted against her throat and the spear bit into her side

like a serpent. There were eighteen runes. Runes for unlocking, un-
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binding, for confounding witches, but what was the first?

"Help," she remembered abruptly. "Help is the First Rune."

"So it is," said Ratatosk. "Wisdom is an empty bowl, until

filled with need." And with that the squirrel whisked away up

the trunk of Y ggdrasil.

"Don't go! Please don't go. Don't leave me alone. Don't leave

me." Her voice rasped like a knife against bark. "Please don't

leave me."

But he was gone.

She fell silent at last. A great peace stole over her. Snow con-

tinued to fall until she was cloaked with it. She watched the

crows, the fragile crows, dance above me flames of Biftost.

Dave was waiting in the kitchen for her the next morning. He

was making breakfast She sat on one of stools by the counter and
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watched him. Skinny and tall, his graying hair fell to his shoulders

in a tangle. His hair was the exact color of Ratatosk's fur.
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"You'll be late for work," she said.

He turned away from the pan in which he was clumsily scram-

bling eggs. His face was so open. She remembered how she had

loved the clarity of his expressions, and even now me honesty of

him pierced her, like a spear.

"I called in sick," he said. "I want us to talk, Clare. I want to

help."

Help, she thought. The First Rune.

"I have to be at school early. I didn't finish grading the tests."

"Please, Clare. Let me help."

"There's nothing wrong."

He stared at her, then turned back to the eggs. Without looking

at her, he spoke softly.

"I talked to your sister last night. I told her how worried I've
been about you- She told me about your father, Clare, and those
trips to the woods. She made me promise not to tell you that I

knew, but I can't keep that promise." Dave's voice started to
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shake. "There was nothing you could have done, honey. It wasn't

your fault. Gail doesn't blame you—"

"[s this some kind of nineties male nurturing bullshit?" She

Jumped off the stool. Her fists were clenched at her side. The

nails dug into her palms. "It's none of your business."

He faced her. "I love you, Clare. God, I love you. Things

haven't been so good between us, but I'm your husband. Please

let me try to help."

"Help? What are you going to do, build me a time machine so

I can save my sister from that bastard? That's the only help I

want from you. If you can't do that, then I don't need it"

"Maybe some kind of counseling—"

"That's everybody's answer for everything, isn't it?"

"It's been good for Gail. She thinks it would be good for you,

t00."

"Just leave me alone, Dave. I don't need you."

He spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. She hated
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him for not being angry. She hated him for just standing there,

loving her.

"Don't wait up," she said, and left.

She didn't go to school.

Instead, she drove aimlessly, following the tree line out away

from everything, driving as fast as the old Escort could go.
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After hours of skirting the verge of the forest, she surrendered

to it. She found the old deer track her father had used so often

to take them, like secrets, into his green home. Soon, she was
parked on the hill her father had named Asgard, looking down on

her childhood joy and horror.

She sat in the car, staring out at the expanse of cottonwoods, and
farther away the sweep of maple, elm, and ash that cloaked the

rolling hills. A majestic rack of storm clouds crowned the forest.

She leaned forward and squinted through the windshield.
There was a tree out there that was huge, with branches that
reached impossibly high into the clouded sky. It was an ash. She

was sure of it.
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Clare left the car by the side of the road with its doors open
and the key in the ignition. She entered the forest without look-

ing back.

She slogged through sloughs, her eyes marking the frogs and
wood thrushes. She recognized box elder, jewelweed and sweet
flag and the seedlings of silver maple and hackberry under the
cottonwoods. Somewhere, a wood duck squealed and she heard
the warbling call of a vireo. Her father had taught her all the
names of things, showed her the nests, found the hidden trea-
sures. He had made her love the forest as much as he did. She
stumbled through the trumpet creeper, tears blurring her vision-
Gail had hated the father-daughter trips, but Clare always con-
vinced her to come. How could she have failed to hear Gall's si-
lence and fear? How could she have been blind to the lantern in
the night? Had she really not known that those cries were not
owls? And if she had known, if she had allowed herself to know,
what men? The forest and her father would have been lost. And

Gail. Gail was always his favorite.

It took a long time for her to find the ash she'd seen from the
road. It rose, straight and tall as a column and its bole was doz-
ens of feet wide. She knew instantly that this was no ordinary

tree. Slender green ash saplings grew around it like pale children.
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Its top was hidden in the lowering sky. She reached out a hand
to touch the ancient bark of the trunk. A gray squirrel chittered

at her from a nearby clump of bur cucumber.

"Ratatosk?" she murmured. The squirrel cocked its head at her

and skittered away.

Sinuous vines of trumpet creeper grew thick all around. Clare
put her hand in her pocket and found the knife that she had al-

most used on Terry. She spent a sweaty hour hacking vines free
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until she had enough to weave into a rope. Then she went hunt-

ing for a piece of wood that could be whittled into a spear.

The storm clouds had begun to send a warning drizzle when she
was finally ready to climb. She'd always been an excellent

climber. The ash gave her few holds, but she was patient and de-
termined. Scattered drops of rain had begun to fall by the time she
found a branch. She rested there, trying to decide whether to climb
higher. A grim little smile touched her lips. Maybe the eagle was
waiting in the crown. The great noble eagle was fated to suffer the
insults of Nidhogg the dragon until Ragnarok, the Twilight of the

Gods, released him. She wanted to see him, just once.
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She kept climbing, the spear tied to her back with the vine

rope. The intermittent rain mingled with the tears on her face.

Time passed. She couldn't tell how much because the driving
rain had stolen away the sun- Her arms ached and trembled with
strain and still the top of the tree remained out of sight, unreach-

able.

Clare slumped into a wedge between me trunk and a branch
and let the storm drive into her and wash the scrapes and cuts

that covered her hands and face. Her clothes stuck to her skin.

Her mind brought back the memory of the day many years ago
when her sister told her the truth about the camping trips. They
were in the garden section of some supermarket and Clare was
showing off by naming all the plants, when Gail broke down,
screaming. And the worst of it was that Clare guessed the reason
almost before Gail said it aloud- Clare had always known, some-

where.

Clare realized that her throat was raw from screaming. For a

long time, she simply crouched against me trunk of the tree,

shaking, unable to weep.

At last, she took out her vine rope and began to fashion a
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noose. She wasn't sure how she would manage the spear, but
she'd think of something. Her father had taught her so much.

The ground below was lost in the storm's darkness.

"Even Loki did not go willing to the stone."

Clare looked up and saw a shadowy bulk perched a few feet

away on the branch. The figure blinked red eyes as large as plates.

"Ratatosk?" She smiled. "Ratatosk, my friend."

"Do you feel the waters of Urd, precious fruit? The Noms

have come." The great squirrel let out a mocking sigh. "Recall
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the tale of Skadi, little one. She surrendered revenge for love, but

failed to keep her husband close."

"What do you mean? Oh, please, dear Ratatosk, no more rid-

dles."

"Very well, my lady. Did you believe that Odin won Help, and
all the others, for his own solitary glory? Do you believe the

master teacher desired no students?"
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HI dOI'l't—”

"What use is wisdom, unless shared?" Ratatosk's flaming eyes
steamed in the rain. His voice was cold. "You are not alone on

the Tree, lady. But you, at least, have won the runes."

Before she could reply, Ratatosk leaped up and vanished into

the upper branches. Faintly, his voice came to her.

"The dragon hates the eagle, because the eagle does not hate

him."

Clare stared up after Ratatosk. Her last and best friend was
gone. But at least the crows were gone as well. The crows. That
reminded her of Simon. Clare closed her eyes, seeing the boy

and the look in his eyes, that broken look.

"Oh, no." It couldn't be. "God, no."

Clare rested her head on her knees. She thought she'd been
emptied of tears, but there were some left, after all. Was the boy
suffering what Gail had? She didn't know. But she couldn't get
his face out of her mind. And Dave's face was there, too. She
had left him to hang on another kind of Tree. It was enough to

make her consider again all of Ratatosk's words. The teacher
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must teach. Suffering must be made into meaning. The First

Rune. The lesson of Yggdrasil.

After she climbed down from her perch, Clare stood before
the tree, soaked by the rain and chilled to the bone. She touched
the trunk again with the palm of her hand. The stories said that

Y ggdrasil cared for all its children and suffered for them.

"T'll try," she whispered.

She left the spear and rope behind, and never again dreamed

of Yggdrasil, the father of forests.

My Soul Into me Bougns

A Gothic Tale

by Teresa Edgerton

Teresa Edgerton's most recent book is her eighth fantasy
navel. The Moon and the Thorn. Before she wrote "My
Soul into the Boughs," she spent some months reading
fairy tales and Victorian horror stories which could ac-

count for a certain spookity hybrid quality in her story,

There are owls nesting in the rafters over her bed. Lying trapped

under the covers, her limbs weighted with sleep. Laurel cannot
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see the birds, but she knows they are there. She can hear a duU
fluttering of wings, a harsh scrape of talons on the heavy oak
beams, and she can picture the owls vividly in her mind; great

white predatory birds with ominous yellow eyes.

At the same time, she realizes there is something very strange
about her bedchamber, the broad, pleasant room that appeared
so ordinary by daylight—no sign of owls or nests among the raft-
ers then. But now there seems to be a stream running through, a
slow, steady trickle of cold water over her feet that is just as un-

accountable as it is chilly.

To make matters worse, every time the owls become particu-
larly active, she feels a sharp, painful tug on her scalp, as
though the hairs of her head have somehow grown to an incred-
ible length and become entangled with the branching rafters
overhead. With a sudden wrenching shock, she realizes all at
once that this is literally true: her hair has grown and involved
itself with the leaves and branches ... at the same time that her

toenails have anchored her to the footboard.

In a panic, she opens her mouth to scream, but the only sound
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that emerges is low and tortured, like a creaking of tree limbs

during a storm.

"The most extraordinary dream," Laurel tells her grandmother,
over the breakfast table. "I actually believed I was turning into

a tree. I'm afraid there is something about the position of this
house and the way the trees grow in so close, that has made a re-

markable and rather unpleasant impression on my mind."

Mrs. Windboume reaches out with a hand as pale and skeletal
as me birches and the aspens surrounding the ancient manor
house, and pours herself a second cup of tea. "You find the sit-
uation oppressive? It is true we have very few visitors and none
of them linger very long. But I hoped you would be different,
that you would love the house ... and the forest as well." Her

voice trails away on a deep sigh.

"Because my mother was born here?" Laurel considers that, as
she raises her own cup of tea to her lips. She and her grand-
mother arc eating their breakfast in a dim sitting room attached
to the old lady's bedchamber. The room is dim because there is
no light except a beam of weak sunlight which has somehow
managed to creep in through a leaded glass window partly ob-

scured by vines; the sitting room is also damp and smells
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strongly of earth, but the reason for this is less apparent. In one
shadowy comer a blotch of moisture has spread across the wall,
under a rogues' gallery of miniature portraits done in oils. To a
fanciful mind, an unfocused eye, the irregular stain might appear
as a frieze of leering foliate heads, created as an obscure jest on

the family pictures.

Laurel, however, is a practical young woman, and she only

sees a spot of damp. Besides, she is otherwise occupied, ponder-
ing the question at hand: Should she reel some particular affinity

to a particular location, merely because her mother and who-
knows-how-many of her more distant ancestors were bom on the
spot? It is not as though her mother ever regaled her with stories
about the place, not as though Laurel was reared with any sense
that the history of this decaying mansion on the verge of a pri-
meval forest is her own history as well. In fact, her mother never

shared any family history or childhood memories with her at all.

"It really is hard to know what I should or shouldn't feel,"

Laurel says out loud.

And not just about the house, she adds silently. What is she to
think, for instance, about the faded little creature in musty, rus-

tling autumn-colored silks, who sits on the other side of the
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breakfast table, still a stranger for all the ties of blood that bind
them? "It 1s such an amazing set of circumstances, to suddenly
discover I have a grandmother I never even knew existed, and in

less than a month after that discovery to find myself staying with

you here."

Mrs. Windboume smiles. Despite her great age, her teeth ap-
pear very strong and even; it is the strange quality of the light,
probably, that gives them a greenish cast "Laurel dear, you must
have suspected there was a grandmother somewhere in your past.
Or did you suppose your mother came into existence in anything
other than the usual way ... brought forth out of the womb of

flie earth itself in some monstrous cataclysm, or else ripped out

by force like a mandrake root?"

Laurel laughs uneasily, because it is such an odd and improper
remark, especially considering the source. She takes another sip
of the tea. There are bits of bark floating among the tiny black
leaves, and the flavor of the tea is not like anything she has ever

tasted before. However, it smells of mushrooms and cellars.

"Let us say, then. a grandmother I supposed unalterably es-

tranged and probably long since dead," she amends. "And you
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never did tell me what my mother did to offend you so badly,

that you and my grandfather refused to see her ever again."

Mrs. Windboume sits up a little straighter in her carved oak
chair. The carvings consist of owls and ivy in a highly involved
pattern. Laurel wonders if some brief glimpse the night before

was the source of her nightmare.

"Is that what your mother told you?" the old woman asks in-
dignantly. "But it was Linnet who turned her back on us, who
ran away from home after a trilling quarrel and never made any
attempt to communicate with any member of the family after-
ward." She subsides a little, brushes one hand over her eyes.
"Ftahaps both sides were equally to blame. We were each too
proud to even think of making the first move. And now it is too
late for your grandfather and for poor Linnet... but how fortu-

nate that you and I somehow managed to find each other before

the end."

It makes Laurel feel hot and uncomfortable under her light
summery dress, how frankly the old woman speaks of her own
imminent demise- It was one of the first things mentioned in her
lener—that remarkable document which arrived so unexpectedly

to announce Mrs. Windboume's existence and her desire for
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reconciliation—and the spreading cancer was also one of the first

things they discussed when Laurel arrived at the house. Under
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other circumstances such openness might make everything easier
and more natural, since it frees them both from so many eva-
sions. But again. Laurel is left not knowing how she ought to

feel. Should she grieve for this woman she hanily knows?

/ can grieve, anyway, for the time that has been denied us.
Feel disappointed I have so little opportunity to get really ac-
quainted with her, or to learn how to love her. Life can be so

beastly unfair sometimes!

"Grandmother, do you feel well enough to go out for a walk
this afternoon?" she asks, on a sudden conciliating impulse. "I
would so like for you to show me the garden and a little of the

forest"

"And I would like that also," Mrs. Wmdboume answers. "But
me doctor has warned me against too much air or exertion, and
I doubt I will ever leave these rooms again. However, do please

feel free to wander about as much as you like on your own."

Now Laurel thinks she has caught her grandmother in a lie.
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There is a crust of mud on the soles of the old lady's shoes—
Laurel noticed it as soon as she came into the room—and a frail
leaf skeleton caught in the wispy white hair over one ear. It

seems obvious Mrs. Wmdboume has already been out for a walk
in the early morning air- But the old woman looks so ftail and
tired, me younger one feels a guilty disinclination to call her to

account

The garden is really nothing more than a patch of overgrown
ground between the back of the house and me ragged edge of the
encroaching woodlands. There is a stable, a thicket, a stagnant
fishpond, and beyond a tumbled drystone wall, what appears to

be a ruined chapel and a graveyard right in among the trees.

The weather is pleasant and not too warm, but everything

looks dull and lifeless: grass, trees, brambles, and a few scrubby
bushes over by me stable—everything limp and sapless. On the
trunks of some birches up ahead, the white bark is peeling off
like tissue paper. The oaks and the elms farther on are already
losing their leaves, and they look ugly in their semi-nakedness,
all contorted into shapes of agony. Laurel wonders if there has
been a drought in this part of the country, or if the forest and the
garden have been infected by some invisible blight Remember-
ing the dampness inside the house, she decides a drought is out

of the question.
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Raising the hem of her white batiste skirt, she climbs through

a gap in the drystone wall and wanders among the gravestones.
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One of them, a little taller than the rest and draped in vines that
look somewhat greener and fresher, catches her eye, and she
bends down to examine the chiseled inscription more closely.
"NICHOLAS WINDBOURNE," it proclaims. And below that, in

smaller and rounder letters: "Nicholas Perrin."

Standing by her grandfather's grave. Laurel again realizes how
little she knows of her family history. When and why did her
grandfather change his name? It seems an extraordinary, even a
slightly disreputable, thing to do. Like a man with a secret, she

muscs.

At this moment, something sharp pierces her ankle. Glancing
down and lifting the hem of her skirt a chaste few inches off the
ground, Laurel discovers she has somehow blundered into one of
the thorny vines. Her ankle, under its delicate white silk stock-
ing, is scratched and spotted with blood. And now something
truly appalling begins to happen; the vine writhes, constricts, and
begins to crawl up her leg with a sinuous, sensuous movement

that is just as indecent as it is terrifying,
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Laurel screams, tries to pull away, and in doing so, uninten-

tionally steps backward onto the grave ... only to leam mat the
soil there is so soft and so loose that she instantly starts to sink.
Within seconds, she is trapped in the devouring earth up to her

knees.

But a hard hand catches hold of her shoulder, a strong arm en-
circles her waist, and someone lifts her bodily out of the grave

and deposits her safely on solid ground.

Still gasping, Laurel turns to confront her rescuer.

He is a rough-looking fellow and her first impression is all in
shades of brown: shaggy russet hair; tawny face; amber eyes
flecked with something darker; a pair of broad shoulders under
an earth-colored coat. Further impressions are more complex: He
smells of smoke and autumn leaves. He is not much older than
she is herself, and rather attractive—in a crude, unfinished sort

of way. She likes the way his hand rests at the small of her back,
me pressure of one muscular, leather-clad thigh, felt through her

skirt and petticoat. He is holding her much loo closely.

Before she can act on any of this, he steps back and releases

her. Robbed of both her breath and her dignity. Laurel seeks to
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restore both by smoothing her skirt, tidying her hair. It works tol-
erably well, and she is finally able to address him with a fair de-

gree of equanimity.

"I suppose I ought to thank you," she says primly.

He regards her solemnly, yet Laurel thinks she detects a flicker

140 Teresa Edgei-ton

of something ... arousal? ... curiosity? ... resentment? ... in

those amber eyes.

"You'll be the granddaughter," he states flatly, in a deep,

countrified burr.

Glancing down, Laurel sees that the entrapping tendril of vine
has withdrawn, disappeared; could it be that she only imagined

its astonishing, provocative behavior?

Feeling once more in control of the situation, she smiles gra-
ciously. "Yes, I am Laurel Springer, Mrs. Windboume*s grand-

daughter. But who are you?"

He waves a square brown hand in the direction of the stable

and on toward the house. "Josiah Marten. But you open any win-
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dow and call out Joss.' That usually fetches me."

"Joss, then." Laurel permits her gaze to wander back to the
grave. Though she is well on the way to convincing herself that
she imagined the vine was making indecent advances, there can
be no doubt of what happened afterward. The signs of her mis-
hap are still there, clearly imprinted in the soft dirt, and she can
feel the grit inside her shoes. "Perhaps you can tell me just how

long it has been since my grandfather died and was buried here?"

Young Marten appears to make a quick mental calculation,
standing there with his hands in his pockets, the afternoon sun-
light bringing out all me colors of autumn in his russet hair.
"Must've been twenty, twenty-one years ago," he finally ven-

tures.

This takes Laurel completely by surprise. "Then why," she de-
mands indignantly, "has the earth on his grave been so recently

disturbed?"

Joss Marten shrugs a burly shoulder, and this time it is easy

for Laurel to identify the expression in his eyes: amusement,
tinged with insolence. "Not just the old man's grave," he says.
""You want to watch where you go, Miss Laurel. They do say the

land around here is unreliable, and you wouldn't be the first
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pretty girl to get herself eaten alive."

Dinner is served that night, not in Mrs. Windboume's sitting
room, but in the dusty though still magnificent banquet hall on
the first floor. This is because, as the housekeeper informs Lau-
rel, her grandmother "took a bad turn" during her afternoon nap

and so feels inadequate to rise from her bed.

Determined not to pick up the manners of a rustic, no matter
how long she remains in the country, Laurel has dressed herself

in a shoulder-baring gown of black satin, fastened a cool string
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of pearls around her neck. So now she dines in solitary splendor,
off cracked china plates weirdly painted with a pattern of
carnivorous-looking flowers and nervous butterflies. The food
tastes gritty and coarse, and the wine is flavored with berries,
leading Laurel to suspect that she is sharing the servants' dinner,
while Mrs. Windboume feasts royally on the floor above. Of
course, she realizes almost at once that the idea is unworthy and

immediately abandons it

Before she retires for the night, Laurel pays a visit to her
grandmother's bedchamber, where Mrs. Windboume—propped

up in bed by numerous pillows and bolsters—receives her in a
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dingy nightgown and wrapper. In her decaying linens and laces,
with her white hair unpinned and frizzled around her face, the

old lady already looks like a ghost ... or a madwoman.

And the bedroom, like the sitting room, smells damp and un-
healthy. Laurel wishes she knew her grandmother well enough to
take charge and make some changes in the way the household is
run, but she is afraid to make any suggestions for fear the old
woman will take offense. She does, however, resolve to speak

with Mrs. Windboume's doctor at the first opportunity.

Gingerly taking a seat at the foot of the bed. Laurel listens po-

litely to her grandmother's account of her most recent symptoms:

shortness of breath, a sudden giddy sensation, a dull pain in one
side where the cancer is growing. For just a moment. Laurel ex-
periences a terrifying impression that she cannot breathe either,
that something is squeezing all the air out of her chest. But the
sensation passes quickly, leaving her shaken yet strangely moved
by this unexpected sympathetic reaction to her grandmother's

suffering. Perhaps I am learning to love her after all.

It is not, however, an experience she wants to repeat. To
change the subject, she mentions her visit to the graveyard. "And

I was nearly swallowed alive ... at least, that was how your sta-
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bleboy described it. A horrid turn of phrase, and I think he was

positively enjoying my discomfort."

The old woman chuckles indulgently. "Y ou must excuse poor
Joss. Being fatherless and of half-gypsy blood he could hardly be
expected to cultivate a polished manner, though he was raised
right here in the house- He is not, in fact, a stableboy, and his du-
ties more nearly approximate those of ... a gardener and game-

keeper."

Here Laurel decides that she does not want to know what her

grandmother means by "fatherless." So she asks instead about
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the unstable ground down in the graveyard. "He said that the

land was unreliable. What could he possibly mean by that?"

Mrs. Windboume begins to fuss with the mildewed bed linens.

"I believe there are springs and underground streams that are
constantly changing course, under the property- What ancient sci-
entists and philosophers must have meant when they spoke of 'a
radical moisture.' But you needn't worry. Though the ground

does cave in from time to time, no one has actually been killed."

Now Laurel thinks she has learned something interesting about
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her grandmother, from that phrase about radical moisture: the
old woman has been reading nasty old books on magic and al-
chemy, and mat would explain some of her more shocking state-

ments.

"I won't worry, then," Laurel answers coolly. "But there is

something else that puzzles me. Why did my grandfather change

his name from Perrin to Windboume?"

Her grandmother sighs and settles back against the pillows.
"Because the house and the land and all the other property be-
longed to me. The Windbourne inheritance always descends in
the female line. And because we could not marry unless he
agreed to take the family name and ... certain obligations ...
and pass them on to his own descendents." The old woman
smiles, faintly malicious, showing the green teeth. "The Perrin
family is nothing. Prosperous yeoman farmers with very little
breeding. But the moment I saw Nicholas—so stout and strong
and virile as he was—I knew he was the one for me. And as my
mother was dying at the time, and my father never could deny

me anything, I eventually got him."

"How very interesting," says Laurel, not sounding interested

at all. But in fact she is interested, though somewhat repulsed.
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Because she suddenly realizes that she may be heir to all this
moldering grandeur ... as well as the unwomanly freedom and
independence that seem to be a part of the Windboume inheri-

tance,

In the morning. Laurel cannot remember her dreams, but she
carries a vague, uneasy presentiment through the rest of that day
and me days which follow. She is much occupied during that

time with nursing her grandmother, who has most decidedly

"taken a turn" for the worse.

Mrs. Windboume's pain is heart-wrenching. And there is re-
ally very little that Laurel can do for the dying woman—

certainly not anything that the housekeeper and the other
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servants could not do as well. But her company seems to be par-
ticularly wanted, so Laurel spends practically every day from

first rising until bedtime at her grandmother's side.

Until one day when the walls of the house begin to feel too
close and confining, the sickly, oppressive atmosphere in her
grandmother's bedchamber becomes unbearable, and Laurel es-

capes for a walk in the fresh air. This time, however, she avoids
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the graveyard, and follows a narrow path leading into the heart

of the forest.

The trees are ailing; there is no longer any question about that.
Though it is still early summer, the oaks and the elms have
dropped the last of their leaves, and the fragile skeletons crunch
under her feet as she walks. The birches have shed so much bark,
they look raw and vulnerable. And there is a faint odor of decay

that reminds Laurel of the sickroom.

The bushes to one side of the path rustle and stir, and Joss
Marten appears on the trail about five feet in front of her. Laurel
greets him with a catch of her breath, a faint tingling of
pleasure—after so many days with the invalid, she is irresistibly

drawn to his virile good looks.

But pleasure turns to irritation as he stares at her with dull

hostile eyes and growls, "Still here, are you?"

Laurel tosses her head. "And why shouldn't I be here, Josiah

Marten? I have been invited to stay for as long as I wish."

Joss shrugs a broad shoulder. What he has been doing off by
himself in the forest. Laurel does not like to guess. There are

clods of dirt adhering to his clothes, and fragments of leaves and
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moss in his russet hair. He looks as though he has been burrow-
ing under the earth like a rabbit or a badger. "Thought you might
have sense enough to go before your grandmother dies ... you

won't find much opportunity afterward."

So ... Laurel thinks, her mind beginning to whirl with inter-
esting possibilities ... it would appear that I am the heir. And if

I am, he is probably correct: I daresay everyone expects me to
take charge at once and get the house in order, and that will cer-
tainly be a formidable task. It is a task, however, which appeals
strongly to her passion for organization. Assuming of course,
there is any money left to accomplish all the things that have to
be done, that everything here has gone to rack and ruin simply
because my grandmother is too old and too ill to care anymore,
and not because the family fortunes are decaying along with the

house.

She would like to ask Joss what he knows about this. but of
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course it would be improper to discuss her grandmother's fi-

nances with one of the servants. Besides, she does not entirely

care for the way he is looking at her.
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But when she turns aside to lake another path, he reaches out
with a big rough hand to stop her. "You don't want to go wan-
dering off into the woods alone. There's snakes in them bushes,
and spiders, too. And the foxes and the weasels run mad in the

hot weather—didn't no one ever tell you that?"

Now Laurel would like to pretend he has not frightened her,

but in fact he has, and she cannot entirely conceal her dismay.
Although she can Just tolerate dogs, cats, and horses, she has an
unreasoning fear of brute creation—the kind of fear that leads

to panics and to cold sweats—instilled by her mother at an

early age, and as for creatures that have too many legs or not

enough ...

She swallows hard, glances back over her shoulder to reassure
herself that there are no rabid foxes or weasels anywhere in
sight. Yet she manages to keep the panic out of her voice when
she speaks. "It is difficult to imagine anything living amidst all

this withering. Why are the trees dying ... or don't you know?"

His hold on her wrist relaxes, his arm drops. "There's a story

the old folks tell, but maybe you don't want to hear it"
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Laurel gives a false little laugh. "Of course I do ... though I

certainly don't promise to believe everything you tell me."

Again he gives that annoying shrug, again she detects an am-
biguous expression in his amber eyes. "Well enough, then, since
you insist. In the ancient times, they say, the forest would begin
to fade once every thirty, forty years. Then the priests they had
in those days would take one of the village girls—she had to be
a virgin—and carry her off by force into the woods, where they
had built themselves an altar to their heathen gods. Once they
had her there ..."" He makes a quick expressive gesture with

one hand across his throat. "They do say, also, that the trees and

the beasts and even the earth still remember that time."

Now Laurel is simply furious. He is deliberately trying to

scare me! Suddenly, a great many things begin to make sense.
His questionable antecedents, his being raised right in the house
... he is undoubtedly some bastard of me Windboumes or the
Perrins, and perhaps he is foolish enough to suppose that gives
him some claim to the house and the property? It is clear by
now, anyway, that he resents Laurel and that he is trying to get
rid of her. Perhaps resentful enough to rig up a trap in the grave-

yard, in order to give his wild pagan stories some credibility?
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Enough to start digging another pit somewhere in the forest and

to almost get himself caught just now in the very act?

"You are despicable," she tells him, between her teeth. "Ut-
terly beneath contempt." And she turns on her heel and leaves

him alone on the forest path.

Much to her relief, he makes no effort to call her back or to

follow after her.

Returning to the house, Laurel discovers that Mrs. Wind-
boume's doctor has finally put in an appearance. He is a wizened
little man in tweeds and a pair of dark spectacles, not particularly
prepossessing, but as he is the first medical man to set foot in-
side the house since her arrival. Laurel takes him into one of the
dim parlors and launches into a detailed account of her grand-

mother's suffering,

Halfway through the conversation, she realizes that he is not a
physician at all—just a country apothecary who dabbles in herbal-
ism on the side. But Mrs. Windboume, he assures Laurel, will not
admit a regular doctor into her bedchamber ... perhaps because

she retains some outdated notions about cupping and bleeding.

"But surely," says Laurel, growing a little desperate, "there is
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something you can do to make her more easy. She is in so much

pain! Laudanum perhaps, or even morphine?"

"No," the apothecary answers with a mournful shake of his
head. "Either of these would cloud her mind, and she desires to
stay lucid until the very end, no matter the cost in pain and suf-

fering."

At this Laurel feels a twinge of guilt. At the same time, she is
deeply moved. It is obviously for her sake that Mrs. Windboume
wishes to remain alert and aware, not wishing to waste a single
precious moment of their remaining time together. And [ have
been too cold and selfish to return the half of her affection. Yet
if she has been cool and distant in the past, she can at least re-

solve to be warmer and more receptive in the future.

When she goes upstairs to visit her grandmother, a half hour
later. Laurel is still feeling chastened. Because of that, she de-
cides not to mention her encounter with Joss Marten down in the
forest, decides not to speak of anything that might cause her

grandmother the slightest distress.

Laurel comes to herself in the darkness. She cannot see, she
can barely breathe. A great stifling weight is pressing her down,

and her arms and legs have gone as cold and lifeless as clay.
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"/ am sorry," says a gentle voice inside her head. "But the
forest and I were dying. You must understand, you were the heir,

and there was nobody else thai was at all suitable."

With a thrill of horror. Laurel understands that she is under

the ground. There is dirt in her eyes and in her nose and her
mouth: she can hear the dull thud of more clods descending. But
a strange thing happens to Laurel: she does not die, she simply
changes. Her flesh becomes earth, her bones become roots, her

hair grass, her eyes—

Laurel wakes to feel a hard pair of hands dragging her out of
her bed, a strong pair of arms lifting her up. For a moment, all
is darkness and confusion, mixed with the scent of woodsmoke

and autumn leaves, before she begins to comprehend what is

happening.

"How dare you, Josiah Marten. How dare you accost me in

my grandmother's house, my own bedchamber," she rages, strug-

gling in his grip.

But he only laughs and crushes her more painfully against his
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chest as he carries her out of the room, down a dim hallway, and
finally to the top of a long pair of stairs. "You was warned. Miss
Laurel, but you was too stubborn to listen. Didn't I tell you that
you had to go away while you still could? Couldn't you see plain
enough, down in the graveyard, that the forest wanted you? But
you, you chose to stay in spite of everything, and that was

enough to satisfy the old woman."

Laurel continues to rage and to struggle, but to no avail. And
she does not really listen to what he says—or rather, the meaning
of his words only penetrate her conscious mind when they finally

reach Ac bottom of the steps and she finds her grandmother

waiting there.

Mrs. Windboume is paler than ever and so unsteady she must
lean against the newel post for support, but she is smiling trium-

phantly.

In that moment, Laurel realizes that her common sense has be-
trayed her. All this time, she has been trying to come up with ra-
tional explanations for the events surrounding her, never stopping

to think that the other people involved might be utterly irrational.

"You are simply insane," gasps Laurel, as Joss lowers her to

the floor. He allows her to stand on her own feet, but he still
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keeps a strong grip on both her arms, holding them securely be-
hind her. "Do you really believe that you are dying just because

some trees and bushes and vines are withering away at the same

MY SOUL INTO THE BOUGHS 147

time? It is the cancer ... the cancer is killing you, and you can't

save yourself by sacrificing me."

"I am in full possession of my senses, Laurel dear," the old
woman replies calmly. "And of course the cancer is killing me.

I told you that myself; you never heard it from anyone else."

Laurel lets out her breath in a long sigh, shakes the hair out of
her eyes. "Then what on earth is this all about? Why have you
sent this man to pull me out of my bed in the middle of the
night, and what was that nonsense he was telling me? Maiden
sacrifices and the forest wanting me, and my having to make a
choice? And why ..." she adds tremulously, because her slight-
est movement causes Joss to tighten his hold, and she can feel
that his fingers are going to leave bruises on the tender inside
flesh of her arms. "... why won't he let me go, if nobody means

me any harm?"

"As to nonsense," her grandmother answers, "I am afraid that
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it's all perfectly true. In ancient times, they did shed the blood of
me occasional maiden—until a better way was found. Really, my
dear, you disappoint me. I was sure you would be clever enough
to guess the truth by now. / am not dying because the forest is

ailing, the forest is dying along with me."

Mrs. Windboume smiles, making an obvious display of the
strong green teeth. "And no one means to kill you. Laurel. On

the contrary, I mean to confer on you ... a kind of immortality."

The trees are beginning to revive down in the forest. Trees,
bushes, vines ... where all was weak and flaccid before, a vital
tension has been restored. A pulse of life passes through the

earth, leaving a greening world in its wake.

From her vantage point at Mrs. Windboume's latticed bed-
chamber window, the woman behind the veil can see it all

changing from moment to moment. It is, at the same time, terri-

ble and wonderful to behold.

But when Joss Marten appears down below—unusually neat
and precise in a black suit and a white collar—crosses the gar-
den, and slips out of sight again in the vicinity of the entrance to
die house, she forces herself to turn away from the window. With
a rustle of satin skirts, she glides over to the great four-poster

bed and looks down at the body that is lying there.
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Death has turned Laurel's grandmother into a wax figure:

pure, changeless, serene. No sign remains of her recent suffering.

If the signs are to be seen anywhere, they are on Laurel's face
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behind the veil, as if something passed out of the old woman at

the moment of death and into her granddaughter.

There is a light scratching at the half-open door, and in re-
sponse to Laurel's invitation the housekeeper enters. "Time for
you to go down. The guests have all arrived." Her glance slides
past the corpse lying on the bed but never quite reaches Laurel.
"You wouldn't want to keep them all waiting on such an impor-

tant occasion."

"Yes, I can hear them."

It would be difficult not to. From the rooms on the ground

floor came many sounds: grunting, growling, squeaking, hooting,
the occasional scrape of moving furniture, the thud of something
carelessly knocked over. Yet Laurel takes a few moments to

smooth out the skirt of her pale silk gown, to adjust her white
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lace veil.

Then, with a mixture of joy and trepidation, she begins the
long walk down to the banquet hall where the wedding guests

and her bridegroom are waiting.

THE SCARS OF W

Echoes in flesh and wood

These Shoes Strangers

Have Died Or

by Bruce Holland Rogers

Bruce Holland Rogers has been published in F&SF, Ellery
Queen's Mystery Magazine, Quarterly West and many
other periodicals. A story of his, "Enduring as Dust," was
nominated/or an Edgar. His work has also appeared in a

number of antholgies, including DAW'S Witch Fantastic.

Nineteen forty-two was the first summer of the war bond cam-

paign. After the newsreels and before-the feature, a government
clip showed a Japanese soldier bayoneting a Chinese baby. The
voice-over said again and again, "Buy a bond. Kill a Jap. Buy a

bond. Kill a Jap."
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The rifle with its bayonet rose and fell. People coming out of
the theater later would look at me, a young man old enough to
shave. Some of them asked me outright why I hadn't enlisted.
"TI'll be old enough in September," I'd say.

After the theater was empty, I'd sweep the aisles and then sit

in one of the middle seats, the popular ones even on slow nights
and matinees. I'd close my eyes and grip the wooden armrests.
Beneath my palms the joy and fear and anger and relief that oth-
ers had felt in this theater moved in the wood grain like a nest
of animals, stirring.

Buy a bond. Kill a Jap-

Feelings like a knot you can't begin to untie.

"Kill a Jap. Be a Jap," I said to the curtained screen.

The house I live in now was built to my own design on the

north-facing slope of a canyon where the trees grow dense and
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dark. The first floor is half buried so that the second floor won't
rise above the trees, won't too easily reveal the house. To drive
here, you must follow a pair of wheel ruts that turn off from the
gravel road five miles distant. Unless you know where to look,

underbrush hides the way. I stay put in winter. For five months
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of the year, the snow between house and road lies undisturbed.

On the second floor is a comer room without windows-

There's a deadbolt on the door to that room, and a padlock. In-
side, a Nazi battle flag hangs on one wall alongside photos of the
camps. Black and white photos of the living and the dead. The

far side of that wall is devoted to wartime posters of buck-
toothed Japanese. There's a photo of me as I was in 1943, a new-
minted soldier, posing with fixed bayonet and glaring at the

camera as if the lens were Tojo himself.

Buy a bond. Kill a Jap.

The war, my war, is limited to that wall. The other walls are
papered with photographs of skulls stacked in Cambodia, bodies
swelling in the sun of Burundi or Rwanda, mass graves opened
like ripe fruit split wide to spill their seeds. Some of the news-

paper images have yellowed. Some are fresh.

Nina, my agent, has seen the locked door, but has never asked
what's on the other side. She has other things on her mind.
"Build a studio in Boulder or Denver," she says to me twice a
year. "You'd be close to the galleries- All of this would be so

much easier"

She wants me out of the mountains. If I had a heart attack, a
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stroke, no one would know unless I radioed for help myself. Park
County Rescue would have to travel the same pair of wheel ruts
that Nina's hired truck negotiates, spring and fall, when it comes

to take my work to the galleries.

"I can hunt deer from my front porch," I tell her. "Could I do

that in Denver or Boulder?"

In the closet of the locked room, I keep the shoes, the boots,

the uniforms.

The shoes are flattened, sun-cracked—a right shoe hidden
among high weeds in El Salvador, a left shoe I stole from
Bergen-Belsen, a right that I dug from the rotting mud of Cam-
bodia. Shoes strangers have died of. Shoes that fit me. I only

keep the ones that do.

Some of the boots are like the shoes—dry-rotted, split-seamed.

The others go with the uniforms, patent leather boots hand-

polished until they gleam like black glass.

A full-length mirror hangs on the inside of the closet door.
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Several of the uniforms are simple: fatigues of the Ugandan
security forces, the Khmer Rouge, Brazilian or Chilean troops
assigned to domestic duty. Khaki is interchangeable with tan,

with gray, with blue.

It's the black uniform that I prize above the others. It's the
black that I dress in to stand before the mirror. On the World
War n wall, young men in dress uniforms like this one smile

easy smiles.

I smile their smiles for the mirror, feeling what is natural to
feel in such a uniform. Invincibility. Pride. The twin lightning
bolts on the collar have everything and nothing to do with his-

tory. The death's head in me band of the cap is timeless.

To my smiling reflection, I say, "What are we to do with you?

What is to be done?" The question is no abstraction. It's a prac-

tical matter. It's the question I must ask each day before I begin

to carve.

Today, though, it's more practical than ever.

Downstairs on my couch is a young man, bound and gagged.

What am I to do with him?
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The silver skull insignia gleams.

I hang the uniform and dress for work.

Snow covers the studio skylight. The shadows are soft, deep,
and blue. Before turning on the lights, I run my hands over the

rough-hewn block.

When I begin a new piece, even when I can feel into the wood
and know exactly what I'm cutting down to, the first hours of
work are always a struggle. The wood resists. Chisels skip off,
and saw blades twist out of shape as if [ were trying to cut my
way through granite. 1 have to prove myself each time, coax the

echoes from the grain.

Then, once I have the shape roughed out, the heartwood soft-
ens, yields, invites me in. My blades melt through crosscuts as if
I were carving butter. The wood guides the tools, and the face,

the shoulder, the hand emerges.

For the piece I am working on today, me early stage lasts a
long time. The wood is green. Ordinarily, I cure the wood before
I work, but in this case, I don't have the time. Resin sticks to my

tools.
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After two hours of work in the studio, I brush the sawdust
from my coveralls and come downstairs to have a look at him.
His eyes are wide, but it's hard to say if what I see in them is

fear. He's young. Young, but old enough to shave.

154 Bruce Holland Rogers

Hanging near the stove where I put them out to dry are his
black jeans, black T-shirt, and motorcycle boots. He wears the

jeans and work shut I dressed him in, a size too large.

His hands, tied together, rest in his lap. The knuckles of his

left hand are tattooed with F-U-C-K, and the right with K-I-L-L.
Though his feet are tied together, he has kicked the books from
one of my shelves, the only damage he's been at liberty to do.
Shirer, Arendt, Camus. History and philosophy in a little pile at

his feet

I say, "If only you had a match, right?*'

He glares. I watch him breathe.

It seems to me as if the wooden faces in the room are watch-

ing him, too—the teak faces locked in screams, the anguished

expressions in pine or spruce or ebony. All the hollow wooden

eyes take him in.
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Untying the gag is like breaking a dam. Obscenities flow from

him like water.

"I wouldn't have to gag you," I tell him, "if you could keep

a civil tongue."

"Fuck you."

I remind him that I saved his life.

"Fuck if you did," be says. "They'd have come back for me."

"I told you. There have been no new tracks in the snow. They

haven't been back."

"Fuck you," he says, but he must know his confederates, must

understand the truth as I tell it to him.

"You'd be frozen solid without me," I say, "so whatever I do
to you now, it's better than that, right? It's better than being

dead."

I force the gag back into his mouth before he can answer. If

I don't, he'll shout his lungs out and I won't be able to concen-
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trate.

I go back to work.

I earn more for Nina than all of her other clients combined- If
she worries that I will have a heart attack, it is only because of

the money,

She is not without compassion, but some of the things she has
done for me have hardened her. The Auschwitz crossbeam was

one.

I grant few interviews. Shouldn't the work speak for itself?

But sometimes an interview brings its surprises. I once regretted

aloud that there was no wood from Auschwitz for me to carve.
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A month after my words were in print, Nina had a call from the

Israeli government. They'd have preferred a Jewish artist, but no

one else achieves my effects.

The crossbeam came from one of the barracks torn down after

the war. It had, for a time, supported the roof of a Polish barn.

When they flew me in to inspect it, I did not ask how the
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beam had come to Israel, to a warehouse where it lay in a mil-

itary truck bed like a missile.

The Deputy Minister of Culture, standing before the truck,
waved some documentation under my nose. I stepped past him
and touched the wood. Even after forty years, it was alive with

ghosts.

"We will give it to you," he said, "on the condition that you
cut it in half and produce two finished works, one of which you

will return to us. For the memorial."

I agreed.

They could not know how dense the wood was with tortured
faces, with gestures of pain and despair. Back in the States, I cut
the beam in half, as agreed. Then I split each half lengthwise and
carved four pieces instead of two. Let the Israelis imagine that
I'd had to carve deep to find the images I gave them. Let them
think the missing wood littered the floor of my studio as chips

and dust.

All four finished pieces were a tangied knot of victims.

Nina told me, "You can't sell the extras. You'll give yourself


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

away."

"We will sell them," I said. "Sealed bids. Secret bids. We'll

give slides for Hauptmann to circulate among likely buyers."

Nina's arms were crossed. "Not Hauptmann. [ won't go

through Hauptmann again. Even talking to him on the phone, I

feel dirty."

"So write him. Mail him the slides."

"But the bidders he will bring us ..,"

"It's what I want, Nina."

"This is the last time I go through Hauptmann."

I said nothing. No one else knew the people Hauptmann knew.

A month later, Nina flung the list at my face. "Do you see

where these bids are coming from? Do you see?"

I picked up the loose pages from my floor, looked at the
names and offers. "Here," I said, and pointed at a bid from El
Salvador. "This can only be Rosado himself. It's not the nighest

bid, but I want you to sell it to him."
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"If we weren't using Hauptmann's list, I could find someone
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else," Nina said. "A collector. An investor who would put it

away in a vault for his heirs. The money would be better, and—"

"Sell it to Rosado."

"In God's name, why?" Nina said. "Why do you want some-

one like him to have it?"

"If I'm lucky," I said, "he'll install it over his bed."

Nina's face was pale.

"Sell it to him, Nina. In a wayj, it's his already."

Then I picked another bid, one Nina liked no better.

The last carving we sold openly to the Museum of Modem

Art.

Once or twice a year, I look for trees in the killing fields.
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Some are old fields. Some are fresh. I walk around the tree
trunks, touching them, feeling for the echoes. Then I direct the
cutting of the logs that will be shipped to the States, trucked

from Denver to the house and studio in the mountains,

Usually, the freshest sources are the hardest to get to. Not al-

ways, though. Not always.

A logging road runs parallel to my canyon, on the other side

of the ridge. If I have unwelcome visitors, that's usually where

they come from.

The night I found my guest, I was reading. I heard the crack

of a rifle shot.

[ turned my lights off, shut down the generator.

Snow was falling. It had been coming down for hours in a fine

powder, the sort of snow that continues, steadily, all through one

day and into the next.

When 1 stepped outside, I could hear their voices at the top of

the ridge.

There was another shot. Youthful laughter. Raised voices.
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Then silence.

When at last [ heard one of the voices again, there was no

mirth in it. Indistinct words. Then another voice, pleading.

Again, silence. Enduring silence.

[ waited a long time before getting the kerosene lantern out
and putting on my boots. Ordinary boots. Sorels. I had no way
of knowing that something special would be waiting for me at

the top of the ridge.

Lighting my way with the lantern, | found my way up the

slope to a small clearing. Fresh snowfall hadn't yet covered the
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shell casings and beer bottles that appeared in the lantern's circle

of yellow light.

A shadow caught my eye, and I extended the lantern toward
it Stretched out on bloody snow was a body. The bald head was
uncovered. Vapor clouds of breath rose from the face. The eyes

were closed.
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An old man. I thought. Lantern light is tricky. It took a mo-
ment for me to see that, no, his face was unlined. He was young.

Stepping closer, I saw the swastikas tattooed on his arm.

When I leaned to see his face, my hand fell upon the trunk,

and I paused, taking it all in.

I got my first taste of fighting in the fall of '44, in the Hiirtgen
Forest. The trees of the Hiirtgen were still just trees to me then.
I had the same feelings for them any infantryman would. When
they gave cover to my unit's advance, I loved them. When Ger-
man shells exploded among the branches over our heads, they
rained down limbs heavy as stones, splinters sharp as shrapnel.
We grenade-felled trees to clear booby traps, to build an instant
bridge over tangles of barbed wire. Trees were obstacles, trees

were useful. The tang of fresh resin filled the air.

1 paid more attention to the Germans.

Up close, as I stepped over them, the German dead in the

Hiirtgen could have been my cousins. Even after news of

Malmedy, I didn't hate them. I understood what had to be done.

I did it.

Buy a bond. Kill a Jap,
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Kill a Jerry. A Nazi.

The swastika tattoos on the kid's arms are sharp-edged and

very black. He hasn't had them long.

"Do you know what I think?" I say to him. I haven't removed

the gag this time. His eyes bore into me.

"[ think," I tell him, "that when a victim isn't handy, one

needs to be manufactured. Am I right?"

His eyes narrow. His gaze shifts to the deer rifle by the door,
but even if he unties himself while I'm upstairs, he'll find that

it's unloaded.

"I'm lucky that you and your companions didn't know I was
here—an old man living alone. An artist with shelves of history
books. I'd have been a more interesting victim, don't you think?
I'd have been perfect. You might be drinking a beer with them

right now, remembering, laughing. Instead, you had a little sur-
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prise. Like Rohm's surprise. You know about Rohm, of course,

about what happened to him. You know all about the turn things
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can take."

His lips work around the gag, but he's only trying to swallow.

There's no question, no understanding in his eyes.

"Ah. Never heard of Rohm. Well. It's an old, old story- Your

friends, your compatriots, they really did surprise you, yes?"

He doesn't nod, but emotions play over his face like shadows.

He was surprised. He still doesn't understand it.

"Y our strength is that you might do anything." I lower my

voice, lean toward him. "Anything." I smile. "But that's the dan-
ger, too. Do you understand? Hitler purged his lieutenants. You
should know that. You should know what history can teach you

about yourself."

From the books on the floor, I select Shirer's Rise and Fall.
"We could start here," I say hefting the thick volume. "Shall I

read you a chapter? Shall we begin at the beginning?"

Oh, the hate in his eyes.

"No," I say. "That's not the right sort of history for you. You

need something tailored to you, yes? Something more personal,

more relevant to your present situation. In fact, let's not call it
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history at all. Let's call it a crime story, set in me winter of '44.
A crime story. A puzzle. I'll give you the crime. You tell me the

motive."

The snow was deep, and in places the wind was piling it

deeper still. Here and there, it came up to my belt.

I held my rifle at port arms and kept a good ten feet between
myself and my prisoner. I doubted that he'd try to jump me for
the gun—his own lines were far away, now, melting back into

Germany—but SS soldiers were a cocky lot.

I wished for tire ruts to walk in. Even with the prisoner blaz-
ing the trail, wading through the snow was wearing me out, and

we were still a long hike from Battalion HQ.

I heard, like an answered prayer, the sound of engines. A cou-
ple of Jeeps emerged from the forest below and turned toward us.
The paths left by their churning wheels invited me, and I

thought, Hallelujah!

Planning to wait for the jeeps to pass, I said to the prisoner,

"Hold up. Halt."

An explosion belted my gut like a sucker punch. I hit the deck,
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but the German remained standing, hands still clasped calmly be-

hind his head. He smirked at me-
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"Nur cine Landmine," he said in a voice that might be ex-

plaining thunder to a child. "Nichts befurchten."

Memory is tricky. That probably isn't exactly what he said. I

did not leam German until after the war.

One of the jeeps was upside down, and the snow had been

blown clear for ten feet around it

I stood up and let my rifle point more emphatically at the Ger-
man while I brushed snow from the front of my jacket with my

other hand.

Around us trees swayed in the wind.

"Okay," I said as deeply as I could manage. "Now march!"

A third jeep had pulled up behind the other two, then turned

around to go back for medics. Running down the opposite slope

of the valley, churning snow before him like a plow, was some

GI who must have popped out of a foxhole. He was shouldering
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an aidman's bag.

I didn't have to hurry my prisoner. He waded forward reso-

lutely, as if eager to draw closer.

One of the jeep's passengers, an infantryman, was lying
facedown in the crater. He had no legs. Another guy was ly-
ing beside the tree trunk he'd been thrown against, and nothing
but his mouth was moving. He said, "Jesus, sweet Jesus," again

and again.

The third man, a lieutenant, lay on his back with the jeep pin-

ning his chest. The aidman leaned close to see if he was breath-

ing.

He wasn't.

Clicking his tongue as we passed, my prisoner said, and this

I'm almost sure of, "Datft ist also das Kriegsgluck."

The aidman looked up. There was an 82nd Airborne patch on

his shoulder. "What did he say?"

"I don't know," I admitted. "I don't speak German."
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From the other jeep, a man said, "Thinks he's clever, don't

he?"

It was true. The German was smirking as he surveyed the

scene.

The dead lieutenant looked asleep, eyes half closed, mouth

slack. He was young, a ninety-day wonder.

"You take that Jerry son of a bitch into the woods," the aid-

man told me, "and you shoot that grin off his goddamn face."

The prisoner shook his head very slightly and clicked his
tongue again. [ prodded him with the gun barrel. "Stop that shit.

Keep moving."
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The aidman crouched beside the man who'd been thrown

against the tree, but over his shoulder he said, "If you were Air-

borne, you'd take my advice."

It was easier to walk in the tire ruts.

A while later, the jeep that had gone back for help came

rolling through the snow, ferrying medics to where the mine had
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blown the first jeep. They drove slowly, slaying in the tracks,

wary of another mine. We stood aside to let them through.

Very quietly, the prisoner started singing, bobbing his head in
time with the song. It was a march. It was a true believer's song.
"Knock it off," I said to his back-

He stopped, but before long he had started it up again.

"Come on," I said. "You've made your point."

He stopped singing, but he still bobbed his head from side to
side, and he turned slightly, awkwardly because his hands were
still clasped behind his neck, I saw enough of his face to see the

smirk again.

"What is it with you?" I said. "Halt!"

He stopped and turned full around to face me.

We stood, watching each other.

His eyes were the color of ice, of winter skies.

"Let's take a detour. Up there." I gestured with my head, up

the slope, away from the tire ruts.

He unclasped his hands and pointed, tentatively, over his head.

"You got it," I said. "Let's go."

As we walked, wading again through deep drifts, he began

once again to sing. Loudly. This time, I didn't shut him up.
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The farther we went, the more densely the pine trees crowded

around us.

Remember, this is a mystery. Why was I doing this? I can tell
you, it wasn't the Malmedy massacre. And all the rest, all the ru-
mors, smacked of propaganda.

I made him stop, then turn to face me.

The trees circled us like witnesses.

I brought the Ml to my shoulder and pointed it at his chest.
"Doctor's orders," I told him, "courtesy of the 82nd Air-

borne."

I watched where I was aiming—the center of his chest.

The rifle report echoed from the surrounding hills.

He pitched back and hardly kicked. It had been a clean shot,
a hunter's shot His back arched for a moment, then fell.

Then, when it was too late, I wanted to know what his face
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had been like before I had shot him. Was he surprised? Was he

smirking?

I couldn't tell. Dead, his face was a mask.
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My knees got weak. I knelt next to him in the snow.

There was a secret here.

The smell of blood was like copper in the cold air. I thought
of hunting again, of killing and dressing out deer, spilling their

steaming guts onto the snow.

I detached my bayonet, opened his coat and shirt, unbuckled
his belt. A bayonet is not a hunting knife. It's made for stabbing,
not slicing. The blade is too long for good leverage. But [ made
it do, opening him up, spilling him out, looking for clues. Blood

up to my elbows.

Months later, when we began to liberate the camps, I told my-
self that there was justice in what I had done. But the killing pre-
ceded the motive. Even though I had heard the rumors, I only

believed in the camps when I saw them myself.

"So," I say to him, "it's a mystery, isn't it? Why did I kill

him?'

He had listened intently. I pat his leg, and he doesn't try to

kick me.
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"And here you are, another mystery. Another Nazi, delivered
into my hands. But things are different. I didn't kill you, I saved

you. What for? What happens next?"

His eyes are wide.

There is more. After I dressed out the SS trooper and strung

his unreadable entrails across the snow, I pulled off his boots.

My hands were sticky. I washed them with snow, then undid

my laces with numb fingers.

I had to stamp down hard to get his boots to fit my feet

I walked around him, in his own boots, searching. Then I hap-

pened to rest my hand on the trunk of a pine tree.

And I felt him inside.

If the bayonet was a bad hunting knife, it was even worse for

carving. At best, I could only strip the bark in the place where
my trembling fingers detected him. But he was there. If I could
free him of the wood, I would know what his face had looked

like in his last moment.
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But I lacked the tools.

For the rest of the war, I kept rinding other faces in other trees.

At Stavelot, where the SS had shot Belgian children, I found a
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face in a garden birch tree. In broken French, I explained. A

farmer lent me his hand ax, and I did the detail work with an-

other man's pocket knife.

The farmer, watching me work, watching the face that

emerged, shed quiet tears. The face, I was made to understand,

was his niece's.

Many times since the war, I have searched the Ardennes for-

est. | have never been able to find the spot where I killed the

trooper. I have never been able to find the tree.

I remove his gag.

He says nothing.

I say, 'That's belter. That's much belter."
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He is looking at the wooden faces, shaking his head. "It's bull-
shit," he says at last. "I don't fucking believe you."

"What part don't you believe?"

"Ghosts," he says. "I don't believe m ghosts."

"Not ghosts," I tell him. "That's not what they are."

I go back to the studio to work, to finish what I have worked

on all the time that he's been here.

Really, it is necessary to wear the uniform, to pull those shin-

ing boots over your calves and pose and smile. I have the Luger

that matches the uniform. It is not a heavy gun, but without the

weight of it in its glossy holster, the uniform and its truth are in-

complete.

The commander of SS troops at Malmedy, at Stavelot, was Lt.

Col. Jochen Peiper. Sentenced to hang, confident of reprieve, he

called the war "a proud and heroic time. Wherever we stood was

Germany, and as far as my tank gun reached was my kingdom."

The boots are proud and heroic.

The holster is proud and heroic.

The insignia gleam.
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When I come downstairs again, he has freed his hands and is
working at the ropes that bind his feet. He hears me coming, but

seems unconcerned until he looks up and sees the uniform.

Iunholster the Luger.

He hardly seems to notice the boots and canvas bag I carry in

my other hand. All his attention is on the gun.

"Isn't it beautiful?" I say, but I mean the uniform, not the gun.

"Go on." I wave the muzzle at him casually. "It's time for us to

go. Finish untying yourself."
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He doesn't move.

"Come on," I tell him. "I haven't gol all day."

"What are you going to do?"

"Shut up," I tell him, "and get those ropes off your feet"

When he has freed himself, I tell him to stand. He grunts and
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holds his side where he must have taken a kick to the ribs. I

make him strip and dress in his own clothes. All but his boots.

"Wear these," I say. I toss the boots—very much like the ones

I am wearing, only these ones do not shine. They are boots that

have seen the battlefield. They are scarred. The leather is

cracked.

I say, "You can't get them on by staring at them."

He had no coat when I found him. I tell him to bring the blan-

ket from the couch. It's an old woolen one that I won't miss.

"Now out," I say. "Back to where I found you."

"I'm thirsty," he says, "and hungry."

"If you had the gun and I were the one who was hungry,

would you feed me?"

He thinks about it. "Yes."

"All right." I herd him into the kitchen. Without taking my
eyes from him, I get down a box of crackers. At the sink, oe
drinks water from his cupped hands. Then he eats a handful of

the crackers.
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"That's enough," I say. 'Take the box. Eat them later."

The snow has gone on falling almost all me time he's been

with me. I can find no tracks. The snow is up to our knees.

We need a tune for marching. I whistle the regimental march

of the Liebstcauiarte Adolf Hitler.

Very quietly, he says, "Please,"

I stop whistling.

We march.

He says, "What will happen?"

I say, "What are we to do with the killers, with the people who

are filled with hate?"

"I never killed anyone," he says-

"But you have hurt people. Don't ask me to believe that you

haven't done that."
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I start to whistle the march again. Then I stop to say, "Do
you know that in Germany, that music is illegal? They'll throw
you in jail just for carrying the tune. There's a long list of for-

bidden music. What do you think of that?"

He says, "I don't understand you. Who are you?"

By which he must mean, Whose side are you on?
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Once I was at a gallery opening of my recent work. This set

of sculptures had been especially demanding. Like the Auschwilz
crossbeams, each piece incorporated a score of twisted faces, a
hundred twisted limbs. Drawing them out had exhausted me. I

could hardly stand to look at them.

The wood had come from Cambodian trees.

The gallery was full. Patrons had wineglasses in their hands as
they went from one piece to another. Sometimes an art opening
is noisy as a cocktail party. Mine tend to be subdued. This one

was silent.

Nina and the gallery owner had already seen the pieces, and I

was relieved to find, as I stood in the middle of the room with
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them, that they, like me, were in the mood for something else.
anything else. We managed to hold a conversation in the middle
of the room, focusing on each other, ignoring the little wooden
hells that were all around us. And it worked. Before long we re-

ally did forget ourselves.

The gallery owner said something that struck me as funny. I

laughed. I put my head back and roared.

A woman wheeled from one of the sculptures and shouted,

"How can you laugh in here? How can you?"

It is easy for me to find the spot on the ridge where I had

found him. There's the stump of the pine tree that I felled while

he was still unconscious.

"Stand there," I say. "Right where I found you."

He doesn't move.

I wave the pistol and say, "Come on."

He looks at me, hesitates, then steps sideways to the spot.

"I don't know about you," I say. "I don't know how far gone
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you might be, how you got started down this path."

"You won't—"

"Shut up," I say. "It doesn't matter whether I know or not. I
only have one answer. There's only one thing for me to do about

you and others like you."

I toss him the canvas bag. Catching it, he drops the box of

crackers.

"Open it up," I say, and he does. He takes out the sculpture of
the hand, and he doesn't know what to make of it until he turns
it the right way, can see the meaning of the outstretched fingers,

die unmistakable gesture.

Please. I'm hurt. I'm down. No more. Please.
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"[ took it out of the tree," I tell him, nodding at the stump.

With his free hand, he touches his side where his ribs still

ache. His expression seems more angry than sad, more vengeful
than softened with wisdom. But who knows?

He opens his mouth, begins to form a word.

"No," I say. "It doesn't matter. We're finished already."
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He looks at the boots on his feet. The boots strangers have
died of. When he looks up, I'm pointing the pistol at his chest

I watch his face. His expression is impossible to read-

1 turn away, begin to retrace my steps. I, too, wear boots. The
lustrous leather clings to my calves like a second skin, and melt-
ing snow beads up on the blackness to glint like the stars coming
out. One point of light. Then another. Then one more. Soon, they

will be numberless as the dead. And as cold.

The Clearing

by Lots Ti'kon

Lois Tiiton has recently completed her fourth novel. Ac-
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The forest's breath was cool and damp, with a scent of old, de-
caying leaves. Cat moved silently through sunlight-dappled
shale, soft-footed like the striped forest hunter he was named
for. Pigment streaked his bare arms, and two broad lines of it

across his cheekbones to below the comer of his eyes: a cat
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mask.

There were others with him: his brothers, the men of his tribe,

all armed as he was with short bows carved from the striated
heartwood of the yew and stone-tipped arrows. Cat could see the
movement of his brother Leaping Hare through the trees ahead

of him on his right, and behind him the shadow of Wolf-the-
Hunter on his left. The rest, unseen and unheard, followed, intent

on their path.

Suddenly, as the breeze shifted slightly. Cat caught the scent,
halted, raised a hand to signal to the rest, and they all paused at
the thin, acrid taint of woodsmoke in the air: fire, which the

forest-dwellers always feared.

Now the faces of the men were grim as they advanced through
the dense, old-growth trees, and their bows were in their hands,
arrows ready to be nocked into the string, for Cat had warned

them what he'd seen. As they went forward, the smoke hung
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more thickly in the air, until it obscured vision and made the
hunters' eyes sting. There was a repeated sound also, like a
woodpecker's beak striking a tree. but dull and echoing. Then,

ahead of them, even though the smoke, the glare of bright sun-
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light was visible, sunlight unfiltered through the translucent
leaves of the forest canopy, a light bare and raw and harsh to the

eyes.

Leaping Hare, closest to the clearing, spoke a curse of anger

and disbelief. And Cat, creeping forward, saw again what he had
seen before and clutched the catskin bag that hung around his
neck. It held the teeth and claws and polished bone of the striped
forest cat that had come to him in his naming-dream. It was his
most potent protection, for with it around his neck, the cat
walked with him, his spirit-brother: shadow-stealth, quick-

striking.

And he felt the need for protection now, for what he saw—

what he had brought the others to see with him—was an
enormity so great it passed all comprehension. A man might cut

a tree, for wood, to make a bow. A man would make a fire for
warmth in winter, and to cook his meat. But what kind of men
would lay a whole hillside bare so nothing was left but haggled
stumps and bare dead ground? What kind of men would heap the
hacked-oft branches into a pile as high as their heads and light

a fire to send black smoke rolling up like stormclouds?

But they were men, of that there was no doubt—dark-skinned

men, their bare muscular backs gleaming with sweat as they
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swung their axes into the trees still standing. That was the sound
the forest tribe heard now, the bite of axes into the living wood.
Chips and wedges of it flew, then one of the men gave a cry of
warning, and a great tree swayed, its fibers cracked and snapped,

and it fell to the ground like a crash of thunder.

But elsewhere on the hillside, other men continued their labor,
other axes chopped on, the sound of their blades striking wood
and ringing off the denuded slope. It made Cat shake inside to

see it.

The forest men were familiar with war, when one tribe would
encroach the hunting territory of another: quick raids, swift
strikes, sometimes an enemy's head to show as a trophy, some-
times widows scarring their faces in mourning. This, though, this
was war on the forest itself, killing it tree by tree, so no animal
could live, no hunter stalk, no woman gather the nuts that fell

from its branches.

None of them questioned what they must now do, so they
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withdrew to prepare, and Cat and Leaping Hare both took paint
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and renewed the totem marks on each other's face and body.

Then each man went apart by himself, and Cat took the catskin
bag from around his neck and reverently laid each object out in
front of him on the ground, praying to the spirit of the cat: Walk

with me, brother—give me your quickness, give me your strength.

It would be his first war, the first time for him to face another
man with intent to kill. He was the youngest of them, only come
into his name this spring. If he died, his mother and sisters would
cut their faces with their skinning knives, but he had no wife to
bleed for him. He glanced through the trees to where his brother
was praying to his own spirit-brother. Leaping Hare had two small
daughters, tf he died tonight, it would be up to Cat to provide for
them, to move into the widow's tent, since he had no wife of his
own. Cat thought that it might be better if he were the one to die,
and he felt shame that he hoped it wouldn't be so. He almost
wished now that he'd never come to the edge of the forest, or

smelled me smoke, or seen the ax-blades flashing in the sun.

As dusk fell, the hunters gathered, looked down again on the
strange men, who had finally ceased their work of destruction
and gathered around a high, leaping fire. They had meat roasting

there—the scent of it made Cat's belly twitch.

They attacked from three directions, creeping silently toward
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their enemies under the cover of darkness. Their arrows fell

on the woodcutters, who bellowed in rage and pain and snatched
up their axes to defend themselves, charging their enemies. The
two forces closed, and then there was no more room for bow-

work.

But the woodcutters had the advantage at close quarters with
their axes and their other weapons, great knives as long as a
man's forearm. Cat watched in horror as one of the blades
slashed across his brother's belly, and blood gushed and entrails
swelled out like a gutted deer's. Leaping Hare staggered, still on
his feet, arms clutching his life, until an ax took him from behind
and he went down- The enemy turned on Cat next—Cat, armed
with only his stone knife, and he couldn't make himself face that
terrible blade. He took the first step backward, then another, but

me axeman cut him off, swung his weapon, and the crushing

blow sent Cat to the ground.

When it was all over, they found him, still trying to crawl

back to the safety of the forest A hand wrenched his head back

by the hair, he felt a sharp blade at his throat, but someone

barked sounds that were words, and they dragged him back to

THE CLEARING
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their fire, tied him hand and foot, and left him to his agony

alone,

In the morning, they pulled him to his feet, struck him, tried

to make him stand, but he could not, and they left him again. All
that day he suffered, tied and staked under the naked, open sun.
His fair skin burned, his limbs had passed from torture to numb
lifelessness, and the effort of every breath cost his broken ribs
terrible pain. But the worst misery was the thirst, as me sun beat
down on his unprotected head, baked him like a fire, cracked his

lips. and dried his throat to ashes.

All throughout that day, the sound of the axes filled the hill-

side, blow after blow, bite after bite into the bleeding sapwood of
the trees, pounding, ringing, echoing against the ache in his head.
On and on and on, unceasing, relentless- When would they ever
stop? In his anguish, Cat felt the catskin bag still tied around bis
neck, and he prayed to his spirit-brother for help, for the strength
to break away, to escape into the cool familiar safety of the for-

est. to his tribe.

But when the sun fell low in the sky, me sound of die axes

ceased. Once again the loggers built up a roaring fire, so great
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that Cat could feel the heat of it licking his sunburned skin. He
could smell flesh cooking, and he wondered if they meant to spit
mm over the fire like a deer and bum him alive, if that was why

they'd kept him tied all the long day, to save him for the ordeal.

Someone kicked him to make him move, but he couldn't, he
could only moan in his pain and thirst. He heard voices quarrel-
ing above him, opened his eyes enough to make out a man with
a long blade, gesturing with it, and Cat understood that he
wanted to cut his throat or gut him, like Leaping Hare had been
gutted. But another man, with an ax, struck his fist to his own
chest angrily as he argued back. A moment later he was back,
with water in a clay bowl. He splashed it onto Cat's head and
face and made him drink the rest. and soon after that. Cat could

lift his head and see what was happening.

They were throwing the bodies onto the fire- No, there were
two fires, and the bodies they were throwing onto the larger one
were the dead of his tribe. So many of them! Cat wept for his
brother and all the rest of them, killed so horribly and now de-
nied the burial rites to free their souls from the dead flesh. There
were corpses burning in the other fire, as well, dead limbs writh-
ing in the flames, but Cat could take no joy in the enemy's

losses, not in the face of his own,

They kept him tied again that night, but in the morning his
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bonds were cut, and when he could finally move, the man with
the ax threw him a chunk of meat, but Cat couldn't eat it, not
knowing what kind of flesh it was. The axeman swore at him,
then pushed him and gestured that he was to work, and he did,
all that day, hauling the brush to the fires that burned constant-
ly, fouling the air. When he stumbled, they beat him until he got
back to his feet But though the smoke stung his eyes, he could
still see the forest, the trees so close, if he could only reach them.

and he clutched his spirit-bag in one hand and prayed for the

chance.

The axeman, he learned, was named Tagh. Tagh made it clear

by heatings and gestures that he now belonged to him, his slave,
but Cat refused to submit to being owned. He made himself
force down the meat they gave him mis time, and again in the
morning when he was untied, to give him strength. He watched
and he waited with the patience of a stalking cat, and when he
thought their eyes weren't on him, he broke and ran for the
safety of the trees, knowing he could disappear if he could make
it into the forest, knowing they could never find him there. But

he'd underestimated his weakness, the pain in his broken ribs
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slowed him down, and one of the loggers tackled him, brought
him to me ground. Then Tagh stormed up, furious, snatched up
a stick and beat him until it was broken, while Cat lay curled up

on the ground trying to protect his broken side from the hardest

blows.

From then on, his feet were tied, although the leather thongs

cut into this ankles, tripped him and made him clumsy at his
work. Tagh beat him well and kicked him up to his feet again to
make him keep working- Some of the others advised him to kill
this slave, that he was more trouble than he was worth, but the

axeman was stubborn. Cat understood this without knowing their

words.

But he was stubborn, too, and when he found a broken arrow-
head, he hid it in his belt, saved it till night to saw cautiously at
his bonds. He didn't dare try to bolt, not with the ribs that
stabbed him with pain at every step. Stealth it would have to be,
to crawl unseen and unheard from the loggers' camp, to steal
like a shadow into the trees, and away. Stealth like a cat's, and

he prayed again to his spirit-brother for a cat's silent feet.

But Cat hadn't known that the woodcutters were posting a

watch around their camp now at night, to guard against another
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