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OUT OF THE WOODS

THE SCHOLAR CAME TO LIVE in the old cottage in the woods one spring,

Leta didnt know he was there until Dylan told her of the man’s
request. Dylan, who worked with wood, cut and sold it, mended it,
built with it, whittled it into toothpicks when he had nothing better to
do, found the scholar under a bush, digging up henbane. From which,
Dylan concluded, the young man was possibly dotty, possibly magical,
but, from the look of him, basically harmless.

“He wants a housekeeper,” he told Leta. “Someone to look after him
during the day. Cook, wash, sew, dust, straighten. Buy his food, talk to
peddlers, that sort of thing. Youd go there in the mornings, come back
after his supper”

Leta rolled her eyes at her brawny, comely husband over the
washtub as she’pummeled dirt out of his shirts, She was a tall, wiry
young woman with her yellow hair in a braid. Not as pretty or as bright
as some, but strong and steady as a good horse, was how her mother
had put it when Dylan came courting her.

“Then whos to do it around here?” she asked mildly, being of placid
disposition.

Dylan shrugged, wood chips from a stick of kindling curling under
his knife edge, for he had no more pressing work. “It'll get done,” he
said. He sent a couple more feathery chips floating to his feet, then
added, “Earn a little money for us. Buy some finery for yourself. Ribbon

" for your cap. Shoe buckle.” _

She glanced down at her scuffed, work-worn clogs. Shoes, she
thought with sudden longing. And so the next day she went to the
river’s edge and then took the path downriver to the scholar’s cottage.

She'd known the ancient woman who had died there the year before.
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The cottage needed care; flowers and moss sprouted from li:s thatché
the old garden was a tangle of vegetables, herbs and weeds. The 1:o‘ct'ag
stood in a little clearing surrounded by great oak and ash, near td e nvlfr
and not far from the road that ran from one end of the wooh to the
other. The scholar met her at the door as though h.e e?(pectE.:d e,;

He was a slight, bony young man with pale thinning hair allil giﬁy
eyes that seemed to look at her, through her and beyond her, a kat ;
same time. He reminded Leta of something newly hatched, avs;1 vxcriar !
its down still damp and all askew. He smiled vaguely, opened the olcl)r
wider, inviting her in even before she explained herself, as though he

w.

alr?gzlzll{; esen’c me,” she said, then gazed with astonishment .at tie
pillars and piles of books, scrolls, papers everywhere, eve1}11 in ]:1
rafters. The cauldron hanging over the cold grate was filthy. She cou
see a half-eaten loaf on a shelf in the open cupboard; a mousehwas
busily dealing with the other half. There were cobwebs everzl/w e;le,
and unwashed cups, odd implements she could not name tosse on.t e
colorful, wrinkled puddles of clothes on the floor. As she stood gaping,
an old, wizened sausage tumbled out of the rafters, fel:‘ll at her fee;c. .

She jumped. The scholar picked up the sausage. “1 was x:vogl irlng
what to have for breakfast” He put it into his pocket. “You'd be Leta,
then?”

“Yes, sir.” '
“You can call me Ansley. My great-grandmother left me this cottage

when she died. Did you know her?”

“Oh, yes. Everyone did.” ' ' .
“Tve geen away in the city, studying. I decided to bring my studies

here, where I can think without distractions. I want to be a great mage.
ol

uoh?u , . —"

“It is an arduous endeavor, which is why I'll have no time for—" He

tured. ’
gesShe nodded. “I suppose when you've become a mage, all you'll have

i : thing.”
to do is snap your fingers or some . .
His brows rose; clearly, he had never considered the use of magic
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for housework. “Or something,” he agreed doubtfully. “You can see for
yourself what I need you for.”

“Oh, yes.”

He indicated the vast, beautifully carved table in a corner under a
circular window from which the sunny river could be seen. Or could
have been seen, but for the teetering pile of books blocking the view.
Ansley must have brought the table with him. She wondered how he
had gotten the massive thing through the door. Magic, maybe; it must
be good for something. :

“You can clear up any clutter in the place but that,” he told her.
“That must never be disturbed.”

“What about the moldy rind of cheese on top of the books?”

He drew breath, held it. “No,” he said finally, decisively. “Nothing
on the table must be touched, ] expect to be there most of the time
anyway, learning spells and translating the ancient secrets in manuscripts.
When,” he asked a trifle anxiously, “can you start?”

She considered the various needs of her own husband and house,
then yielded to his pleading eyes. “Now,” she said. *I suppose you want
some food in the place.”

He nodded eagerly, reaching for his purse. "All I ask,” he told her,
shaking coins into her hand, “is not to be bothered. I'll pay whatever
you ask for that. My father did well with the tavern he owned; I did
even better when I sold it after he died. Just come and go and do
whatever needs to be done. Can you manage that?”

“Of course,” she said stolidly, pocketing the coins for a trip to the
market in the village at the edge of the woods. “I do it all the time.”

She spent long days at the cottage, for the scholar paid scant
attention to time and often kept his nose in his books past sunset

. despite the wonderful smells coming out of his pots. Dylan grumbled,

but the scholar paid very well, and didn’t mind Leta taking leave in the

late afternoons to fix Dylan’s supper and tend for an hour to her own

house before she went back to work. She cooked, scrubbed, weeded

and washed, got a cat for the mice and fed it too, swept and mended,

and even VV@{d the grime off the windows, though the scholar never
-
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bothered looking out. Dylan worked hard, as well, building cupboards
and bedsteads for the villagers, chopping trees into cartloads of wood
to sell in the market for winter. Some days, she heard his ax from dawn
to dusk. On market days, when he lingered in the village tavern, she
rarely saw his face until one or the other of them crawled wearily into
bed late at night. 4

“We never talk anymore,” she murmured once, surprisedly, to the
dark when the warm, sweaty, grunting shape that was Dylan pushed
under the bedclothes beside her. “We just work and sleep, work and
sleep.”

He mumbled something that sounded like “What else is there?”
Then he rolled away from ker and began to snore.

One day when Ansley had gone down to the river to hunt for the
details of some spell, Leta made a few furtive passes with her broom
at the dust under his worktable. Her eye fell upon a spiral of gold on
a page in an open book. She stopped sweeping, studied it. A golden
letter, it looked like, surrounded by swirls of gold in a frame of crimson.
All that richness, she marveled, for a letter. All that beauty. How could
a simple letter, this undistinguished one that also began her name, be
so cherished, given such loving attention?

“One little letter,” she whispered, and her thoughts strayed to earlier
times, when Dylan gave her wildflowers and sweets from the market.
She sighed. They were always so tired now, and she was growing thin-
ner from so much work. They had more money, it was true.-But she
had no time to spend it, even on shoes, and Dylan never thought of
bringing her home a ribbon or a bt of lace when he went to the village.
And here was this letter, doing nothing more than being the first in a
line of them, adorned in red and gold for no other reason than that it
‘was itself— - :

She touched her eyes, laughed ruefully at herself, thinking, I'm
‘jealous of a letter.

Someone knocked at the door.

She opened it, expecting Dylan, or a neighbor, or a tinker—anyone
except the man who stood there. :
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‘She felt herself gaping, but could not stop. She could only think
crazily of the letter again: how this man too must have come from
some place where people as well as words carried such beauty about
them. The young mari wore a tunic of shimmering links of pure silver
over black leather trousers and a pair of fine, supple boots. His cloak
was deep blue-black, the color of his eyes. His crisp dark c'urls shone
like blackbirds’ wings. He was young, but something, perhaps the long,

jeweled sword he wore, made both Dylan and Ansley seem much

younger. His lean, grave face hinted of a2 world be
ond th
not even the scholar had seen, 7 ® wood that
. 1 beg your pardo'n,” he said gently, “for troubling you.” Leta closed
lslzr m01.1th. Il'rn looking for a certain palace of which I've heard rumors
;11 my life, It. is .surrounded by a deadly ring of thorns, and many men
ave lost their lives attempting to break through that ensorceled circle
to Tescue the sleeping princess within. Have you heard of it?” '
I—‘ Leta said, and stuck there, slack-jawed again, “—J]—" "
N Behmdl&:lhe ?;n, iﬁs lfoilowers, rugged and plainly dressed, glanced
one another. That look, less courteous than th 5
oo nother t e young man, cleared
.“I havent,” she brought out finally. “But the man I work for is a—is
try1:1g to be—a mage; he knows a thousand things I don't.”
Then may I speak with him?”
“He’s out—" She gestured, saw the broom still i
He’s ou , m still in her hand and hid it
hastily behind her, “Down by the river, catching toads.”
“Toads.”
“For his—his magic.”
fl}l:iz heard thgﬂfain}: snort. One of the followers pretended to be
watcning a crow 1ly; the other breathed, “My lord, perh
ask farther down the road” ' Y10t pethaps we should
b l:»/Ve’ll ride tc;lthi river,” the young lord said, and turned to mount
orse again. He bowed graciously to Leta from his saddle, *
you. We are grateful” , ' #saddle Thank
o Bh.nkmg at the light spangling off his harness and jewels, she watched
m ride through the trees and toward the water. Then, slowly, she sat
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down, stunned and witless with wonder, until she heard Ansley’ voice
, d her.

he walked through the doorway and aroun '
® “] found five,” he announced excitedly, putting a muddy bucket on
his table. “One of them is pure white!” N

S“Dicl you see—?" Her voice didn’t come. She was smn.rxg on the
floor, she realized then, with the broom across her knees. “Did you see
the—? Them?” v

“Who?" he asked absently, picking toads out of the bucket and
setting them on his papers. , .

"Tie traveler. I sent him to talk to you.” She hesitated, finally salg
the word. “I think he is a prince. He is looking for a palace surrounde
by thorns, with a sleeping princess inside.” , . .

’ “Oh, him. No. I mean yes, but no I couldn't help him. I-had no idea
what h;. was talking about. Come here and look at this white one. You
= . . ds.”
can do so many things with the white toa

She had to wait a long time before Dylan came home, but she stay.ed
awake so that she could tell him. As he clambered 11.1to bed, breath1}111ig
a gust of beer at her, she said breathlessly, “1 saw a prince today. On his
way to rescue a princess.” ' )

}I,-Ie laughed and hiccuped at the same time. “And I saw thf? Queen
of the Fairies. Did you happen to spot my knife too? 1 set 1t” down
yesterday when I was whittling, and it must have strolled away.

“Dyl an__n ) . . | )

He kissed her temple. “You're dreaming, love. No princes here. N

The days lengthened. Hawthorn blossoms blew everyw’here like
snow, leaving green behind. The massive oaks covered their tangl;d
bougils with leaves. An early summer storm thundered’ thrm;lgihn the
woods one afternoon. Leta, who had just spread Ansley’s washing t(i
dry on the hawthorn bushes around the cottage, heard the su:dden snelllr
of wind, felt a cold, hard drop of rain on her mouth. S‘he sighed. The
clothes were wet anyway; but for the wild wind that might ste'fal thehm,
she could have left them out. She began to gather them back into her
basket.

She heard voices.

Vnl vy ing ywooas

"They sounded like wind at first, one high, pure, one pitched low,
rumbling. They didn't seem human, which made Leta duck warily
behind a bush. But their words were human enough, which made her
strain her ears to listen. It was, she thought bewilderedly, like hearing
what the winds had to say for themselves,

“Come into my arms and sleep, my lord,” the higher voice crooned.
“You have lived a long and adventurous life; you may rest now for a
while.”

“No,” the deeper voice protested, half-laughing, half-longing, Leta

thought. “Its not time for me to sleep, yet. There are things I still must
teach you.” : ’ '

“What things, my heart?”

“How to understand the language of beetles, how to spin with
spindrift, what lies hidden in the deepest place in the ocean and how
to bring it up to light.” : ‘

“Sleep a little. Teach me when you wake again.”

“No, not yet.”

“Sleep.”

Leta crept closer to the voices. The rain pattered down now, great,

* fat drops the trees could not stop. Through the blur of rain and sough-

ing winds stirring up the bracken, she saw two figures beneath an oak.
They seemed completely unaware of the storm, as if they belonged to
some enchanted world. The woman’s long, fiery, rippling hair did not
notice the wind, nor did the man’s gray-white beard. He sat cradled in
the oak roots, leaning back against the trunk. His face looked as harsh
and weathered, as ancient and enduring as the wood. The woman stood
over him, close enough for him to touch, which he did now and then,
his hand caressing the back of her knee, coaxing it to bend. They were

. .both richly dressed, he in a long, silvery robe flecked with tiny jewels

like points of light along the sleeves, the hem. She wore silk the deep-
est green of summer, the secret green of trees who have taken in all the
light they can hold, and feel, somewhere within them, summer’s end.
His eyes were half-closed. Hers were very wide as she stared down at
him: pale amber encircling vivid points of black.



Leta froze. She did not dare move, lest those terrible eyes lift fr?m
his and search her out behind the bush with Ansley’s trousers flapping
't. * »

. 'l‘Sleep,” the woman murmured again, her voice like a lightly dancing
brook, like the sough of wind in reeds. “Sleep.” o
His hand dropped from her knee. He made an effort, half lifting his
eyelids. His eyes were silver, metallic like a knife blade.
“Not yet, my sweet Nimue. Not yet.”
“Sleep.”

He closed his eyes. |
There was a crack as though the world had been torn apart. Then

came the thunder. Leta screamed as she felt it roll over her, through
her, and down beneath her into the earth. The ancient oak, split
through its heart, trailing limbs like shattered bone, loqsed suddte}il,
dancing streams of fire. Rain fell then in vast sheets as sylve:f'y as the
sleeper’s eyes. Leta couldn’t see anything; she was dre.:nched ina xplc;-
ment and sinking rapidly into a puddle. Rising, she glimpsed the l.lg t
shining from the cottage windows. She stumbled out of the’ mysterious
world toward it; wind blew her back through the scholar’s door, then
slammed the door behind her.
I saw—I saw—" she panted. .

But she did not know what she saw. Ansley, his attention caught at
last by something outside his books—the thunde?’, maybe, or the lake
she was making on his floor—Ilooked a little pale in the gloom.

“ what?” .

Btiusﬁzv had only pieces to give him, nothing whole, nthmg
coherent. “I saw his eyes close. And then lightning struck the oak.”

Ansley moved then. “Oh, I hope it won't topple pn.to my roof. o

“His eyes closed—they were like metal—she put him to sleep wit

her eyes—"
“Show me the tree.” .
She led him eagerly through the rain. It had slowed a little; the

storm was moving on. Somewhere else in the wood strange things were
happening; the magic here had come and gone.

?
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They stood looking at the broken heart of the oak, its wood still
smoldering, its snapped boughs sagging, shifting dangerously in the
wind. Only a stand of gnarled trunk was left, where the sleeper had
been sitting,

“Come away,” Ansley said uneasily. “Those limbs may still fall”
“But 1 saw two people—"

“They had sense enough to run, it seems; there are no bodies here, -

Just,” he added, “a lot of wet clothes among the bushes. What exactly
were those two doing?” .

“They’re your clothes.”

“Oh” :

She lingered, trying to find some shred of mystery left in the rain,
some magic smoldering with the wood. “He closed his eyes” she
whispered, “and lightning struck the oak.”

“Well, he must have opened them fast enough then,” Ansley said.
“Come back into the house. Leave the laundry; you can finish all that
later.” His voice brightened as he wandered back through the dripping
trees. “This will send the toads out to sun,_” °

She did not even try to tell Dylan, for if the young scholar with all
his books saw no magic, how could he?

Days passed, one very like the next. She cooked, washed, weeded
in the garden. Flowers she had rescued from wild vines bloomed and
faded; she picked herbs and beans and summer squashes. The scholar
studied. One day the house was full of bats, the next full of Crows.
Another day he made everything disappear, including himself, Leta
stepped, startled, into an empty cottage. Not a thing in it, not even
a stray spider. Theh she saw the scholar’s sheepish smile forming in
the air; the rest of his possessions followed slowly. She stared at him,

. speechless. He cleared his throat.

‘I must have mistranslated a word or two in that spell”

“You might have translated some of the clutter out of the door
while you were at it,” she said. What had reappeared was as chaotic
as ever. She could not imagine what he- did at nights while she was at
home. Invented whirlwinds, or made his pots and clothes dance in
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midair until they dropped, it looked like. ] .

“Think of magic as an untamed creature,” he suggested, opening a
book while he rained crumbs on the floor chewing a crust he had foun'd
on his table. “I am learning ways to impose my will upon it, while it
fights me with all its cunning for its freedom.” .

“It sounds like your garden,” she murmured, tracking down her
gardening basket, which was not on the peg where she hung it, but, for
some reason, on a shelf, in the frying pan. The scholar made an absent
noise, not really hearing her; she had gotten used to that. She. went
outside to pull up onions for soup. She listened for Dylan’s ax w’nrhlle Sl}le
dug; he had said he was cutting wood that day. But she didn’t hear it,
just the river and the birds and the breeze among the leaves.

He must have gone deeper than usual into the woods, _she thought.
But she felt the little frown between her brows growing tighter and
tighter at his silence. For no reason her throat grew tight too, l'mrt her
suddenly. Maybe she had misunderstood; maybe he had gone into the
village to sell wood instead. That made the ache in her throat sharper.

His eyes and voice were absent, those days. He looked at her, but hardly

saw her; he kissed her now and then, brief, chuckling kisses that you'd
give to a child. He had never gone to the village so often without her
before; he had never wanted to go without her, before...

She asked him tentatively that night, as he rolled into bed in a cloud
of beer fumes and wood smoke, “Will you take me with you, next
time?” ‘

He patted her shoulder, his eyes already closed. ‘.You 'need your
rest, working so hard for two houses. Anyway, its nothing; I ]u,s’t have a
quick drink and a listen to the fiddling, then I'm home to you.

“But it’s so late.” ) )

He gave her another pat. “Is it? Then best get to sleep.

He snored; she stared, wide-eyed, back at the night.

She scarcely noticed when the leaves first began to turn. Suddenly
there were mushrooms and berries and nuts.to gather, and apples all
over the little twisty apple tree in her own garden. The days were
growing shorter, even while there seemed so much more to do. She
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pulled out winter garments to mend where the moths had chewed; she
replenished supplies of soap and candles. Her hands were always red;
her hair, it seemed, always slightly damp with steam from something,
The leaves grew gold, began to fall, crackle underfoot as she walked
from one house to the other and back again. She scarcely saw the two
men: the scholar hunched over a book with his back to her, her husband
always calling good-bye as he went to chop or sell or build. Well, they
scarcely saw her either, she thought tiredly; that was the way of it.

She stayed into evening at the scholar’s one day, darning his winter
cloak while the stew she had made of carrots and potatoes and leeks
bubbled over the fire. He was at his table, staring into what looked like
a glass ball filled with swirling iridescent fires. He was murmuring to it;
if it answered him, she didn’t hear.

At least not for some time. When she began to hear the strange,
crazed disturbance beneath the wind rattling at the door, she thought
at first that the sound came from within the globe. Her needle paused.

The noise seemed to be coming closer: a disturbing confusion of dogs >

barking, horns, faint bells, shouting, bracken and fallen limbs crackling
under the pounding of many hooves. She stared at the glass ball, which
was hardly bigger than the scholar’s fist. Surely such an uproar couldnt
be coming from that? '

The wind shrieked suddenly. The door shook on its hinges. She
froze, midstitch. The door sprang open as if someone had kicked it. All

the confusion in the night seemed to be on the scholars doorstep and
about to roil into his cottage,

She leaped to her feet, terrified, and clung to the door, trying to
force it shut against the wind. A dark current was passing the house:
something huge and nameless, bewildering until her eyes began to
find the shapes in the night. They appeared at random, lit by fires that
seemed to stream from the nostrils of black horses galloping past her.
The flames illumined great hounds with eyes like coals, upraised sword
blades like broken pieces of lightning, cowled faces, harnesses strung
with madly clamoring bells. '

She stared, unable to move. One of the hooded faces turned toward
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her as his enormous horse, its hooves sparking fire, cleared her potato
rows. The rider’s face was gaunt, bony, his hair in many long braids,
their ends secured around clattering bones. He wore a crown of gold;
its great jewel reflected fire the color of a splash of blood. White. moons
in the rider’s eye sockets flashed at Leta; he opened his.jaws wide like
wolf and laughed.

) She could Iilt even scream, her voice was that shriveled with fear.
She could only squeak. Then the door was taken firmly out of her
hands, closed against the night. .

The scholar grumbled, returning to his work, “I couldn’t hear a thing
with all that racket. Are you still here? Take a lamp with you when you
go home.” .

She went home late, terrified at every step, every whine of wind and
crackle of branch. Her cold hands woke Dylan as she hugged him close
in their bed for warmth and comfort. He raised his head, breathi.ng
something that may have been a name, and maybe not. Then his voice
came clear.

“You're late.” He did not sound worried or angry, only sleepy. “Your
hands are ice.” o

“Dylan, there was something wicked in the woods tonight.

“What?”

“] don’t know—riders, dark riders, on horses with flaming breath—I
heard horns, as if they were hunting—"

“Nobody hunts in the dark.”

“Didn’t you hear it?”

“No.”

“Were you even here?” she asked incredulously. He turned away
from her, settled himself again. 7

“Of course. You weren*, though, so I went to bed.”

“You could have come to fetch me,” she whispered. “You could
have brought a lamp.”

“What?”
“You could have wondered.”
“Go to sleep,” he murmured. “Sleep.”
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‘Winter, she thought as she walked to the scholar’s cottage the next
morning. There wouldn't be so much work then, with the snow flying,
No gardens to tend, no trees to chop, with their wood damp and iron-
clad. She and Dylan would see more of one another, then. Shed settle

 the scholar and come home before dark; theyd have long evenings

together beside the fire. Leaves whirled around her The brightly
colored autumn squashes were almost the last things still unpicked in
the garden, besides the root vegetables. One breath of frost, and the
herbs would be gone, along with most of the green in the world.

“You'll need wood for winter,” she reminded the scholar. “T1ll have
Dylan bring you some.”

He grunted absently. She sighed a little, watching him, as she tied
on her apron.

I've grown invisible, she thought.

Later, she caught herself longing for winter, and didn’t know whether
to laugh or cry.

Dylan stacked the scholar's wood under the eaves. The squashes
grew fat as the garden withered around them. The air smelled of
rain and sweet wood smoke. Now and then the sky turned blue; fish
jumped into sunlight; the world cast a glance back at the season it had
left. On one of those rare days Leta spread the washing on the bushes
to dry. Drawn to the shattered oak, she left her basket and walked
through the brush to look at it, search for some sign that she had truly
seen—whatever she had seen.

* The great, gnarled stump, so thick that two or maybe three of her
might have ringed it with her arms, stood just taller than her head. Only
this lower, rooted piece of trunk was left intact, though lightning had
seared a black stain on it like a scar, It stood dreaming in the sunlight,

. revealing nothing of its secrets. Just big enough, she thought, to draw a

man inside it, if one had fallen asleep against it. In spring, living shoots
would rise like his dreams out of the trunk, crown it with leaves, this
still-living heart big enough to hide a sleeping mage....

Something moving down the river caught her eyes.

She went through the trees toward it, unable to see clearly what it

)
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was. An empty boat, it seemed, caught in the current, but that didn*
explain its odd shape, and the hints of color about it, the drift of cloth
* that was not sail. .

She ran down the river path a ways to get ahead of it, so that she
could see it clearly as it passed. It seemed a fine, delicate thing, with
its upraised prow carved into a spiral and gilded. The rest of it, except
for a thin line of gold all around it, was painted black. Some airy fabric
caught on the wind, drifted above it, and then fell back into the boat.
Now the cloth was blue, now satiny green. Now colors teased at her: -
intricately embroidered scenes she could not quite make out, on a
longer drift of linen. She waited, puzzled, for the boat to reach her.

She saw the face within and caught her breath.

It was a young woman. She lay in the boat as though she slept, her
sleeves, her skirt, the tapestry work in her hands picked up by passing
breezes, then loosed again. Her hair, the color of the dying leaves, was
carefully coiled and pinned with gold. Leta started to call to her. Words
stopped before they began. That lovely face, skin white as whitest
birch, held nothing now: no words, no expressions, no more movement
than a stone. She had nothing left to tell Leta but her silence.

The boat glided past. Golden oak leaves dropped gently down onto
the still figure, as though the trees watched with Leta. She felt sorrow
grow in her throat like an apple, a toad, a jewel. It would not come out
in tears or words or any other shape. It kept growing, growing, while
she moved because she still could—walk and speak and tell and even,
with a reason, smile—down the river path. She followed the boat, not
knowing where it was going, or what she was mourning, beginning to
run after a while when the currents quickened and the trees thinned,
and the high slender towers of a distant city gleamed in the light of the
waning day.




