One

They said later that he rode into the village on ahorse the color of buttermilk, but | saw him walk out of
the wood.

| was knedling at thewell; | had just lifted water to my lips. The well was one of the wood's secrets: a
deep spring as clear aslight, hidden under an overhang of dark stones down which the brier rosesfal,
white as snow, red as blood, al summer long. The vines hide the water unless you know to look. | found
it one hot afternoon when | stopped to smdll the roses. Beneath their sweet scent lay something shadowy,
mysterious: the smell of earth, water, wet stone. | moved the cascading briers and looked down at my
own reflection.

Corbet, he called himsdif to the villagers. But | saw him before he had any name at dl.

My nameis Rois, and | look nothing like arose. The water told me that. Water never lies. | look more
like ablackbird, with my flighty black hair and eyes more am-ber than the blackbird's sunny yellow. My
skinisnot fit for fairy tales, ancel liked to stand in light, with my eyes closed, my face turned upward
toward the sun. That'show | saw him &t first: asafal of light, and then something shaping out of thelight.
So it seemed. | did not move; | let the water stream silently down my wrist. Therewasablur of gold: his
hair. And then | blinked, and saw hisface more clearly.

I must have made some noise then. Perhaps | shifted among the wild fern. Perhaps | sighed. He looked
toward me, but there was too much light; | must have been ablur of shadow in hiseyes.

Then hewalked out of thelight.

Of course | thought about him, at first the way you think about weather or time, something always at the
edge of your mind. He didn't seem redl to me, just something | dreamed on ahot summer day, as|
swal-lowed water scented with roses and stone. | remembered his eyes, odd, heavy-lidded, the color, |
thought then, of hishair. When | saw them aday or two later, | was surprised.

| gathered wild lilies and honeysuckle and bleeding heart, which my sister, Laurel, loved. | stayedinthe
wood for along time, watching, but he had gone. The sky turned the color of amourning dove's breast
before | walked out of the trees. | remembered time, then. | wastired and ravenous, and | wished | had
ridden to the wood. | wished | had worn shoes. But | had learned where to find wild ginger, and what
tree bled a crust of honey out of asplit in the wood, and where the 1 berries would ripen. My father
despaired of me; my wondered at me. But my despair was gregter if | my wonder, like awild bird. Some
days| letit fly and followed it. On those days | found the honey the secret well, and the mandrake root.

My sgter, Laurd, isquite beautiful. She has chesnut hair, and skin like ripened peaches, and greet grey
eyesthat seem to seethingsthat are not quite discernible others. She doesn't redlly seethat well; her
worldispie and fully human. Her browslift and pucker worriedly when she encounters ambiguities, or
sometimes on Everyonein the village loves her; sheisgentle and : spoken. Shewasto marry the next
spring.

That twilight, when | came home barefoot, my skirt, full of flowers, her lover, Perrin, wasthere. Perrin
looked at me askance, as aways, and shook his head.

"Barefoot. And with rose petdsin your hair. Y ou look like something concelved under amushroom.”



| stuck astem of honeysucklein hishair, and bleeding heart into my father's. It did forward to in front of
hisnose, achain of little hearts. We laughed. He pointed astubby finger at me.

"It'stime you stopped dancing among the ferns put your shoes on, and learned a thing or two from your
sdter'spractical ways." He drank his beer, the hearts trembling over hisnose. | nodded gravely.

"I know."

"You say that," he grumbled. "But you don't listen." He pushed the flower stem behind his ear, and drank
more beer.

"Because you don't really mean what you say." | dropped al my flowersin Laurd's lap, and went behind
him to put my arms around his neck. "Y ou love me as| am. Besides, when Laurel marries, who will care
for you?'

He snorted, even as he patted my hands. "Y ou can't even remember to close adoor at night. What |
think isthat you should find someoneto care for you, before you tumble in apond and drown, or fal out
of atree.

"I havent,”" | lied with some dignity, "climbed atreefor years.
Perrin made an outraged noise. "'l saw you up a pear tree near the old Lynn ruinsonly last autumn.”

"I was hungry. That hardly counts.” | loosed my fa-ther, and reached for bread, being still hungry. He
sghed.

"At least St down. Never mind about getting the bracken out of your hair, or washing your hands, or
any-thing dseremotey civilized. How will you ever find ahusband?*

| sat. A faceturned toward me out of light, and for just amoment | forgot to breathe. Then | swallowed
bread, while Laurd, gathering flowers on her lap, said amiably,

"Perhaps she doesn't want one. Not everyone does.” But her brows had twitched into that little, anxious
pucker. | was slent, making resolutions, then discarding them dl asusdless.

"l want," | said shortly, "to do what | want to do." We lived comfortably in the rambling, thatched
farmhouse that had grown askew with age. Centuries of footsteps had worn shalow valleysinto the
flagstones; the floors had settled haphazardly into the earth; door framestilted; ceilings sagged. Other
things happen to old houses, that only | seemed to notice. Smells had woven into the wood, so that
lavender or baking bread scented the air at unexpected moments. The windows at night sometimes
reflected other fires, the shadows of other faces. Spiders wove websin high, shadowed corners that
grew more elaborate through the years, asif each generation inher-ited and added to an airy palace. |
wondered sometimesif they would die out when we did, or leave ther intricate housesif we left ours. But
| doubted that | would ever know: My father, with his whesat, and apple orchards, and his barnsand
gables, only grew more prosperous, and my sster's marriage at least would provide him with heirsfor his
house and his spiders.

Perrin waslooking at me with that dispassionate, speculative expression he got when hewastrying to
imag-ine who among the villagers might be enchanted by me.

| couldn't think of anyone. They were a hardheaded |ot, though they were beginning to cometo mefor



the hedling oils and teas | made from my gleaningsin the wood. Even Perrin, with his easy ways, would
have been exasperated by me. And | would never stay where | was not free; | would smply walk out the
door and vanish, vows or no.

That frightened me now and then, filled me with ur-gent, unreasoning despair, asif | lacked something
vital -an arm, an eye -but did not know what it was | lacked that other people had to make them fully
human. But most of thetime | did not care. It would be nice, | thought, to have a Perrin with that
wayward jet hair to smooth, or those shoulders to shape beneath my hands.

But not this Perrin. Nor anyone that | had grown up with, even among those whose own restlessness
had led them to seek their fortunes elsawhere.

Laurd roseto put the flowersinto water. | nibbled this and that: a chicken wing, aspoonful of rassinsand
walnutsin asweet sticky sauce that our cook, Beda, knew

| loved. She loved the wild herbs and mushrooms, the ginger and rosehips | brought her. Everyone else
had eaten, not waiting for me to come home. My father got out his pipe; Laurel put flowersin nichesand
corners, Perrin found Laurd's flute and blew softly into it, begin-ning an old balad of lovers parted on
earth and reunited in the grave. He had not gotten through averse when Laurd said sharply, "Don't play
that.”

Weall looked at her, astonished. Color fanned across her face; she turned abruptly, shifted avase an
inch. Perrin said quickly, "I'm sorry, love."

"It'sbad luck."

"It'sonly an old ballad," | said, still surprised at the tone in her voice. She was so rarely cross or abrupt.
"Wevedl sung it ahundred times."

Shewas slent. Then she shivered dightly and turned to us again, her face softening into an gpologetic
smile. "l know. It just - | don't want to think of such unhappiness now." Perrin stretched out a hand,
wordlessy; she cameto him, took his hand in both of hers. "Play only happy songs,” she commanded
him. Her voice was light, but her smile had gone, until he spoke.

"l will play," he said gravely, ""The Balad of Pig's Trough Tavern." "

She loosed him then, and rapped him on the head with an empty tankard. "Y ou will not. Play ‘ The
Mari-ner'sLay for HisLady, or | will never love you again, and you can take back the ribbons, and the
blown glasshorse and al your poetry.”

"Poetry!" our father and | exclaimed together, and Perrin turned red as a cock's wattle. But he was
laughing, and so was Laurel, and then, that was dl that mattered.

A day or two later, | learned his name.

| had put my boots on, braided my hair, and ridden to the village with our father and awagon full of
apple brandy, which he had aged in small oaken kegs. While he delivered it to the village inn, | took a pot
to the smithy to be mended, and bought ribbons to weave around sacks of dried petalsfor Laurd to lay
among her wedding lin-ens. The village was a scattering of houses, the stolid inn, asagging tavern, an
apothecary, the smithy, astable, abaker, aweaver, achandlery, the mill, and aswath of greeninthe
middle of it, where geese and the weaver's sheep and the innkeeper's cow wandered. When | went into



theinn to retrieve my father, who above dl loved hisae and his company together, | heard the smith's
lazy-boned son Crispin say, "My grandfather remembersit dl: how hisfather and grandfather fought, and
the son killed hisfather, and acurse was laid on the family with his grandfather's dying breeth.”

It was a moment before anyone sorted thisout. My father said, "Wait-"

"Hisgrandson," Crispin nodded, "it would be." He had a beautiful smile, and asmooth easy voice that
made youforget thetime it wasted. He spped his beer, then enlightened my father. "Corbet, hisnameis.
Corbet Lynn. Hisfather died, and he has cometo clam hisinheritance.”

"That old wreck?' Theinnkeeper, Travers, shook his head, mopping aring my father's beer had |ft.
"Theland must be worth afortune, but where's he going to live? The hdl isin ruins. Nothing but a broken
husk of stone overgrown with vines. Thewood istaking it back. Will he sl the [and?!

"Hetold my father no. Heintendsto stay. He's out there now." His eyesfound a skirt and long hair inthe
doorway, and he smiled; he didn't need to see aface, just the suggestion of shape caught him that way.
"Rois"

My father turned vaguely toward me. But his atten-tion lay elsewhere. " Corbet.”

Crispin nodded. "Riding through the village on ahorse aswhite as milk," he said liltingly. "Or buttermilk,
at least. Pretty. Shethrew a shoe at the crossroads. So we got his story first.”

"Hisfather wasn't hanged?' the innkeeper asked. "No. He vanished. No one searched very hard for him.
My grandfather said Nia Lynn had it coming. Any-way, no one saw anything."

"Then how-"

"No one admitted to seeing or hearing anything. But somehow everyone knew who spilled theblood in
Lynnt 1all, and how the family was cursed.”

"What was the curse?' | asked, as entranced as any-one by such passionsin our quiet world, and
equally as skepticd.

"'May yours do to you what you have done to me.' That'swhat my grandfather remembers.”

My father's brows were up; he was thanking himsdlf, | could see, for hiswisdom in having only
daughters. "And did he?'

Crispin shrugged. "Kill hisfather? He didn't mention it. He has his grandfather's face. So mine said. But
others may remember differently. He seemed cheerful enough, if hedid.”

My feet had begun to want out of their boots. "Father,” | said, and herose. Crispin smiled a me again,
raised hisbeer.

| turned, walked into the hot noon light, and saw him, with his pae gold hair and light-filled eyes, riding
his horse the color of buttermilk across the green grass, asif he were human astherest of us, not
something that had stepped out of light into time. | could not move; | could not breathe. And then, asif he
read my thoughts, his eyes met mine. Pale green seemed to melt through me, and | thought: How could
they be any other color?



"Rois," my father said, and his eyesloosed me, and | could move again.

Ten

They had afew bright, chilly daysto build that sta-ble. | heard their hammering echo acrossthefields as
| wandered toward the autumn wood. There was not much left divein the wood; things were withering,
dying back, withdrawing beneath the ground to wait through the winter. Among great masses of dead
leaves, tumblings of brown vines, hillocks of stark brambles picked clean of their berries by the birds,
branches torn down by the fierce winds, abandoned nests swaying on leafless boughs, arare color
caught my eyes. the burning green of hally, or the strange flowers of the witch hazd, their thin yellow
petds curling like clusters of wood shavings on stripped, bare branches. | picked afew for Laurel, and
found some rosehips for my teas. | did not go near Lynn Hall. | drifted, | felt, in Corbet's tangled wood,
wherelight did not reved the truth, and every path led into shadow.

He had told me where | waslogt, but he had not told me how to find my way out of the wood. My
thoughts roamed as | roamed, through the tales | had been told, through memories of Corbet, hisriddling
eyes and unexpected pleas, emerging out of dreams or casua conversations, for me to untangle pathsfor
both of us. But | was afraid of the wood in which hewaslost, and he knew it. | did not want to think of
it, whichiswhy, | redlized finaly, | did not want to see him. He did not come to the house during those
days, perhaps he did not dare see Laurel. Perhaps he thought if he hewed enough, hammered enough, he
could drive the sound of her voice out of hismind, he could build awall againgt her eyes. She did not see
him either. She kept the house spotless and sat with Perrin every evening. Only occasiondly did she
linger a awindow to gaze a the distant wood which, with dl itsbare trees, till hid Lynn Hal withinits
heart.

| could not stop thinking, though | avoided thoughts that led down the most dangerous paths. | chose an
easer way. | went back to the villagersto find the needle in the haystack: who had been in the wood to
find Nid Lynn's body, who had heard his dying words.

" 'Sorrow and trouble and bitterness will hound you and yours and the children of yours....... Shave
Turl'sancient great-aunt Anissaid as | poured her acup of blackberry tea. She had yellow-white hair
and softly (,rumpled skin that draped itsdlf in graceful folds over herbones. She had raised six children
and buried four morein her long life. She moved giffly now, and recognized voicesinstead of faces, but
shewas not infirm, and she liked her tea hot, strong and richly laced with cream. | sat with her in her
quiet house; Shave, who lived with her to keep her company, had felt achill in his bones and went back
to his bed after checking to seeif anyone in-teresting had comein to visit hisaunt. He seemed inclined to
linger, but when | offered to make him ateato cure his chill, he took himsalf and hisbones away. "That
boy," Anissaid, breaking off in the middle of the curse. "They're too ddlicate, these days. It'slike soil, |
think; one planting saps energy from the next.”

It was akindly way of looking at Shave, who once stayed in bed for aweek while helost atoenail he
had stubbed on aharrow. | poured my tea and tried to ignore my own restlessfeet fidgeting in their
boots. Outside Anis thick window panes the distorted sky hung low and dove's wing-grey; the
intermittent rainsfet icy, and the wind had a sharp, testy mutter to it.

| said, turning her back in time, "How could you remember that curse dl these years?

"How could | forget it?" she asked with a certain, skewed reasoning.



"Other people remember different curses.” "It's asthey remember.”
"Did you seeNid Lynn die?'

She sipped tea dmost as pale as cream. Her eyes seemed the same cloudy pale; she saw faces, she
said, asblurs of shadow, though things farther away became, like memory, more detailed.

"I had ahouseful then, and it was winter. That meant water boiling for laundry in one pot, soup
smmering in another, bread rising, children everywhere underfoot, the littlest trying to walk, and gpt to
fal inthefire or out the door in amoment.” She sipped tea. "Not," she said camly, "that | would have
stepped into rescue him if | had seen it. He came here, sometimes.

"Nia?" | asked, Sartled.

"No. Young Tearle. Some years after his mother died and we ran free as rabbits that summer night to
spy on Lynn Hall. I married young and dready had my handsfull, with my own and others children come
to vist them. Tearlewould walk in, just comein like awild thing out of the cold a odd times. He never
said much. Hewould just St and waich the others running and shrieking and laughing, watch me sewing,
or cooking, or trying to catch one of them to bathe. I'd look up and there he'd be, like aghost in the
shadows, watching the children. He was much older than they, but young enough till to misswhat held
never had. They'd say his name, but they never teased him or bothered him. I'd go back to work, and
look up again, and heldd be gone." She paused; entranced, | did not even blink. Thelines on her face
rearranged themselves, her thin mouth al but dis-appearing before she spoke again. "Once or twicel'd
see bruises on him. He wouldn't let me touch them; he would not admit they were there. Oncehe atea
piece of plum cake | handed him. He ate it so dowly, crumb by crumb, asif he marvelled at every taste.
Once he reached out and caught the baby when she tripped over her feet. Once she came and put her
face on hislegs and went to deep. He watched her, not moving, un-til she woke again.

"And then he came.”
"Nid," | guessed, asfine seams and wrinkles knot-ted.

He came in without knocking, bade me good morn-ing with asmile,,and waked towhere Tearlesat ina
corner. He put his hand down, asif to help the boy up off the floor, and then - | don't know - Tearle
garted to stand, and was Sitting again, his eyes closed, his head rolling limp againgt thewall, asif he had
falen adeep. Nid spoke his name, not sharply, and he struggled up, looking dazed. He sumbled alittle,
walking past me. | didn't seeamark on him. But something happened. He left without speaking. He
never came agan."

Shelifted her cup delicately with both hands and drank. Neither of us spoke. The wind shrieked
suddenly under the eaves and she started as at achild's voice.

"I never saw him much after that; | only heard the tales of him running wild with the wildest of ours. And
then Nid cursed him and died and heran away."

"Who heard the curse?" | asked. "Who saw Nia murdered?’
Shewassilent again, gazing at the cloudsin her tea, watching aface formin them. She blinked; it swirled

away. "l don't know that anyone saw it. Til Travers brought the news, though. He was broad as an oak,
and burly, agreat bullock of ayoung man, who would wak through ablizzard and not fed it, and not



lose hisway. He had abird's sense of direction. He had taken adeigh with provisonsfrom theinn for the
hall, astanding order every twelve days. | knew because my Nysaliked to ride with him, and | dways
fretted in bad weather. But she had sent him off into the storm that day. They had aquarrel, and shewas
red-eyed and scowling, and watch-ing for him to come back anyway.

"And he came. He had Nia Lynn dung on top of his provisions, covered with sacks and two inches of
snow. Nysa saw the blood on the sacks and rushed out into the snow to Til. He said there was blood on
the marblefloor, and Tearle Lynn had disappeared. He said something el se, and then the children were
wailing and Nysawas crying again, and Nia was diding out from under the sacks, so | sent him with Til
to the gpothecary, who would know what to do if therewas any lifeleft in him." She paused; her eyes,
pale asthey were, fixed on her cup, reminded me of ravens eyes.

"Did Til hear the curse?'

"Hedidn't say." She blinked and sat back in her chair. "What he said wasthat Tearle Lynn had
van-ished -"

"YS- n

"But his horse was in the stable and there were no tracks anywhere in the snow except Til's. They
searched, later. The snow lay unbroken dl around the hall, except for Til'sdeigh. Tearle Lynn had turned
himsdf into abird and flown. . ."

| stared at her, bewildered. "Maybe," | said finaly, "heran away before the snow fell. Maybe Nid
Lynn's heart gave out and he struck his heed, falling. Maybe Tearle never killed him at all.”

"We asked all thosethings," she said. "They searched all over the house, the woods. They found no
secrets, no hidden doors or passages. But no one could explain the bruises around Nia Lynn'sthroat, or
thetable onitsSde, or the wine bottle smashed against the far wall. Nia Lynn had been murdered, and
Tearle Lynn had killed him and had run. But out of what door and down what road no one could say."

| was slent. My hands were clenched under theta-ble; | could fed my nailstrying to hold thoughts ill,
but they ripped loose anyway, clamored like aflock of fright-ened birds.

He had opened adoor and fled down atangled path into thewood ...

His son could not find the way back.

| shuddered, hearing the true curse that Nia Lynn had laid upon his son: 1bequesath all to the wood.

And thewood had taken all.

| finished my teaand stood up. Corbet built hiswalls and his stable, roofed hisrooms, spoke of clearing
fidldsand finding weter, but he lived among us asif each action might make him human, asif each wish,
spoken, might makeitsdf true. But it waslittle more than hisfather had done, Stting in Anis house,
watching, pretending that he belonged in that safe world, among those laughing, squab-bling children, that
the opening door would not lead him back to the cold and empty shadow world that claimed him.

"I must go," | said to Anis, but where, | did not know. | kissed her cheek; she drew a deep breath as|
sraightened.



"l can smell thewind and wood on you," shesad, "asif you lived in them.”

| opened the door and glimpsed, in the wild wind andsky, perhaps in her words, the next turn of the
tan-gled path we walked.

Eleven
lwent back to thewdll.

It wasthe only door | knew, besides the boarded | doorway in Lynn Hall, and | could not go there. |
was afraid to find Corbet behind that door again, luring mein,warning me away, with his grandfather's
eyes and hisfather's desperate voice. Hewas not in the hal when | crept past it at twilight; the makeshift
sable, finished but lacking a door, was empty. The sight chilled me more deeply than thewinds. He
could have smply goneto theinnto eat. But | saw him Sitting at our hearth, watching

Laurel out of secret, firelit eyes, while Perrin spoke of cows and our father snored. Play, | wanted to beg
Perrin. Don't play cows and fields and next year's planting. Make aflute of your bones and play the music
of your heart .

| had not been home all day. They knew | had goneto the village; they would think, when | did not
return for supper, that | had stayed to eat with someone. What they would think later | could not pause
to wonder. Above the wood, the twilight Sky was a dusky lavender, fading into deep purples and the
vibrant grey of sorm clouds. The winds smelled of rain; they held an edge of winter cold. They pushed
me here and there as | walked, jostling melike invisible horses; they seemed to spring from any direction.
Night came swiftly, caught me hrfore | reached thewell. But | stumbled on, guided bythel owering shape
of alightning-split oak against a mo-ment's scattering of stars, by apattern of stones under-foot, a
sudden glint of water, the dry rattling of rose vinesin thewind.

| smelled wet stone, and an echo, amemory, of sun-warmed roses. | sank wearily down beside thelittle
well. Theleaves were sodden and crumbling; | could not bury myself in them, but | did not care. | wanted
to befound. So | did what Corbet had done, that hot summer day. | pushed aside the rose vines with
one arm and dipped my hand into the water and drank. The vinesblew against me, snagged my hair and
my cloak, until 1 could hardly move. | lifted water and drank, lifted water and drank, until | felt it run
down my throat and breast, and the thorns wove into cloth and hair and skin, imprisoning me, but | did
not care.

Then | heard the voices on the wind, and the silvery ring of tiny bells. The winds flooded through the
bare trees; | heard one snap like abone and fal. Vineswhipped wildly around me, opening to revea the
well, and the stones, and the rose as red as blood that bloomed in the dark water, more beautiful than

any livingrose.

"Takeit," avoice breathed into thewind. | freed my hand from the thorns and reached into the water. It
pricked meas| lifted it out; | smelled its perfume, al the scents of the summer that had gone.

"l want him," | said to all the dark riders crowded around me, who had ridden down the wind. "I want
himinthisworld."

Sivery laughter mingled with the bells. "No one ever wanted him. And so he cameto us.”



"l want him."

"Then you must hold fast to him, asfast as those thorns hold you, no matter what shape he takes, what
face he shows. Y ou mugt love him."

"l do."

Again | heard the laughter, sweet and mocking in the screaming winds. ™Y ou must be human to love.”
"l am," | said, and thetiny bellsrang madly amid the laughter.

"Thentakehim."

Hisface appeared in the water, like the rose, as beau-tiful and as crud, smiling hisfaint, secret smile, his
eyesglittering with moonlight and as cold. | felt my heart pound sickly, for | did not want what | saw. But
| reached down to him through the water, degper and deeper, for he eluded me; deeper, until | felt the
cold dark well up around me, and | saw nothing.

When | woke, he was bending over me.

Thelight burned my eyes, though it was only the misty grey of an autumn morning. His eyeswere no
longer cold; his brows were drawn hard. | raised my hand to touch hisface, which looked as colorless
and blesk asthe sky behind it. Then | winced, and felt, al over me, the burning roses of pain.
"Shelsawake," he said briefly to someone. Perrin answered.

“I'll lift her."

"She can't ride”

Perrin's trousers appeared beside Corbet's face. "1'd best go back and get her father'swagon,” he said.

"I'll doit," Corbet said, and stood up; | lost hisface. "And some blanketsto lay her on. And I'll bring
Laurd."

"Yes" Perrin said, and | would have sighed if the rose vines weren't growing up my back. Nothing had
changed. | felt atear dide down my cheek. Perrin's face appeared where Corbet's had been. He took of f
hiswool cloak and folded it, and dipped it gently under my head. "Easy, girl," he said soothingly, asif he
weretalking to hishorse. "Well have you home soon. Looks like you fell into the brier roses, wandering
around in the dark. Y our sister rode for me a dawn; she went into the village to ask around, and | came
out to the hall. Corbet brought me here. He said you liked this place.”

"Wherésmy rose?" | asked, remembering it sud-denly. Even my lipsfelt swollen. Perrin looked blank.
"What's that?"
"Wheresmy red rose?’

Hisbrowslifted worriedly. "There's nothing bloom-ing now, Rois. Y ou're feverish. Lie quiet now, try to
rest.” But | made him help me sit until | could look around me. The stark, thick vines hid the wdl again;



perhaps, | thought, if | parted them, | would see the rose floating just beneath the water. But | could
barely move, and Perrin would have thought me crazed. Perhaps he dready did. Perhaps, | thought
dispassionatdly, | am.

| pick roses out of water. | talk to voicesin thewind. | see ghostswalk out of light.

Corbet findly returned, driving the wagon as close as he could among the trees; Laurel leaped down
before it stopped.

She said nothing when she saw me; | saw her face drain white as cream. She bent down, touched my
cheek gently. Perrin lifted me; she walked beside him to the wagon, holding the edge of my cloak
between her fingers, not knowing where to hold me. Corbet helped him lay me on the blanketsin the
wagon. By then | was crying slently, partly in pain, partly out of frustration, because | could not tell them
why | had goneinto the wood in the dark, why | had impaled myself on rose vines. Laurel spoke at me
asif | were ademented child; Perrin whis-tled, determined to be cheerful, and Corbet, wearing hiscalm
human face, was not about to offer inhuman expla-nations to anyone. | hated him then. His eyes, touching
mine, gave me nathing.

My father, horrified and speechless, helped them carry me up to bed. They Ieft me there with Laurel and
Beda, who drew off my torn, bloody clothing, washed me with comfrey water, and smoothed one of my
own oilsover my skin untilitfelt alittle lesslike shredded paper and | smelled like agarden run wild. | was
gtill crying; | refused to answer any of Laurel's questions. She gave up talking, and left me with acup of
camomiletea, which was, | found when | lifted it shakily to my lips, mostly apple brandy.

| dept without dreaming, except once, when ared rose opened in the dark and | smelled its scent.

When | woke, Laurdl waslighting alamp in acorner of the room so that | would not wake in the dark. |
sad her name. She turned swiftly, bringing the lamp, and examined my torn wrists, my face. Then she sat
on the bed and stared at me.

"RoisMédlior, what on earth were you doing?"

| spoke cautioudy; athorn had caught my upper lip. "Nothing. It got dark sooner than | expected. That's

"Anis Turl said you came and asked her questions about Nia Lynn's death, about his son, about the
curse on Lynn Hall. And then you forgot to come home before dark, you stayed out al night, and Corbet
and Perrin found you in the wood near Lynn Hall, half-hidden in brambles, so tightly covered they didn't
know ét first if you were aive or dead. Parrin said it looked asif you were trying to drown yoursdlf in
thorns”

"I wasn't," | said shortly. "It was very windy -1 got tangled, and the harder | pulled, the moretangled |
got - "

"Y ou stayed in the wood to spy on Corbet. What you're tangled inisthat old moldering tae, whichis
noth-ing but memory now, in the few minds l&ft to remember, and they don't know the difference
anymore between what was true and what was conjecture, and what was just stories tossed around the
hearth or the tavern after too much ade. That tale about the boy murdering hisfa-ther and running away
without leaving atrack in the snow - there's nothing magical about it! Either he did or he didn't, and if he
did, by Anis account there was enough snow falling to bury the tracks of aharrow pulled by adozen
oxen. And | don't know what confused ideas you have about Corbet - " Color flushed through her face



at hisname; she continued determinedly, "But you must stop playing among his ghosts - it's stupid and
dangerous and completely pointless. He's trying to lay them to rest here, not stir them up, and you seem
eager to drag out al the sad old bones of his history and make them dance again. It's not nice and it's not
far.”

| didn't bother pointing out that she, dong with most of the village, had been just as curious. Perhapsthe
tale | was unearthing had shed its colorful dramato reveal amisery and dreary crudty wedl lived too
closeto. | dtirred restively, then changed my mind about moving. My head ached; | wanted Laurel's
soothing hands, not her anger.

"What does Corbet say?' | asked. "Does he com-plain about me?"
"Of course not. He doesn't complain about anything. But - "

"What did he say about finding mein the rose vines?'

"Nothing." But there was something; | saw it in her eyes.

"What did he say?'

"I don't know. He was with Perrin. He-" She brushed the air with her hand, making nothing out of
something. But she liked to say Corbet's name, and so she answered. "Perrin said the vines were so thick
they had trouble freeing you. He wanted to ride back and get prun-ing shears, but Corbet did not want
him to cut the vines. It'sasmall thing, but Perrin thought it odd. He went back for work gloves, and
brought the shears anyway, but by the time he reached the wood, Corbet had gotten you loose. He was
bleeding, but he didn't seem to notice. | put your oil on his hands when he cameto get me."

| turned my face away from the light, feding tears burn down my face again. Had he, | wondered,
opened the vines to see the rose floating in the water? Had he been there among those dark ridersto
hear my ples?

Had he laughed with them?

"Rois" Laurel touched my face with lavender - scented linen. The whole house smdled of me, | thought;
| had brought thewood in here. "Don't cry. Just promise me - just try - try not to be sowild.” | heard her
take abreath. "If you think you are in love with Corbet, and you want him to take an interest in you, then
you must see that with al the work he plansto do, he will need someone with alittle common sense. Not
awild woman who roams the wood and flings hersdf impulsively into rose vines."

| looked at her. "But that'swhat | am," | said. "He knowsit. He awaysknew. | can't hide anything from
hm"

Shewas slent, her eyeslowered, thelittle frown puckering her brows. She couldn't hide anything from
him either. She reached for the jar of oil beside the bed.

"Turn over,” shesaid. "And I'll do your back. Rais, you even have scratchesin your hair . . ."
"l know."

"What did you expect to find, watching Corbet'slife at night? That he eats and deepslike the rest of us?
That he might have alover?



"Hemight havetwdve" | said, with my mouth full of sheet | bit when the ail touched my mangled skin. |
felt her hands pause, questioning: Does he?Who?'But not from our village," | added, "or wewould dl
know the morning after.”

She made alight sound, almost alaugh; her hands moved again. "I am willing to admit that weve al been
curious about him. But you seem possessed. Talking to Anisand to Halov -

"Andto Leta Gett."

"All to find out which curse he is under - nobody was there to hear one, it's just one of those tavern
sories" "Maybe." She drew the sheets down from my legs; the chilly air prickled over me. She wanted
meto tell her; she wanted to hear anything at al about Corbet. "It'sasad story,” | said temperately,
avoiding what shewould not lisgen to. "Nia Lynnwasvery crud. He hurt his son in so many ways, until
Tearlegrew wild - "

"That was Corbet's father?'

"Is" Her hands paused again. "If what Corbet told usistrue, and hisfather isill dive.”

"Why wouldn't it be true?' she asked, but without conviction. | didn't bother to answer. Shewasslent a
moment, weighing, | thought, her good sense againgt her curiogity. "Isthat why Tearle Lynn killed Nid?"

"That'swhét they say."
"And then he waked on snow without leaving atrack to follow."

"It must be asyou said-" | bit the sheet again, as her fingers worked behind my knees. "The snow
covered hisfootsteps.”

"And no one ever heard of him again. He doesn't answer questions, does he?!

"Corbet?' "Yes. " "You ask them," | said. "He may answer you."

Shewasslent again. | heard Perrin playing the flute below, softly, alilting ballad of betrayed love. Music
has its messages, but even | could not guess what misgivings lay behind Perrin's clear eyes. Perhaps
none; perhaps he trusted Laurel without question. Perhaps he wasright. All | knew iswhat Laurd's

hands said when she spoke Corbet's name. And how often she said it, until it seemed, like thefdling
autumn leaves, or the long ribbons of mi-grating birds, one of the season's changes.

| stirred again, the headache raging behind my eyes, seeing Corbet'sface in the well, his hand lifted out
of the water, not to my waiting hand to pull himsalf out, but to catch Laurd's hand and drag her down.

"Is he down there?" | asked, sharply.

She did not even ask who | meant. She pulled the quilts up over me, and handed methe ail. ™Y ou can
finish. I'll bring you some supper. He came to ask about you."

| felt her hand on my cheek. "Don't think about him. Just try to be peaceful. Don't you have ateafor
thet?"



"Not for Corbet Lynn," | answered, but after she had gone.

Tweve

| dreamed of ared rose blooming in the snow. Cor-bet picked it and gave it to me. When | woke, |
heard his voice, mingled with the sounds of Perrin playing theflute, Laure'svoice. | had dept through
another day. Or perhaps there were no more days, they had withered and died for the season, |eft us
with the winter flowers of darkness and dreams. | got out of bed, wrapped a quilt around me, and
followed hisvoice down.

Fire bloomed in the dark, like the winter rose. | saw hisface besideit. He smiled at me, shadow softly
groking hisface, light catching in hishair, inafold of hisdeeve, diding between hisfingers. Perrin, softly
playing on the other sde of the fire, seemed to belong to another world; so did Laurel beside him, and
our father falling adeep over his pipe. | went to Corbet; his eyes drew me, a once clear and secret, like
thewater inthewell. Helifted ahand as | drew close, to draw me closer or to stop me. | took his hand
and leaned over him. | fdlt theflush of firein hisskin, heard hisindrawn breath just before | kissed him.

| heard the wind whispering around me, the trem-bling silver bells. Then the thorn bit my lip again, and |
drew back.

That will cost you, his eyes said to me across the room. | stood at the foot of the stairs, shivering despite
the quilt, swesting despite the cold | felt deep in me. An un-bearable slver fire glanced off the flute as
Perrin lowered it. Laurel said, surprised, "Rois. Are you awake or adeep?”

"l don't know," | said. | felt at my hair: atangled bramble. | knew then that | was awake. Laurel rose
quickly, ft my face.

"Y ou're burning up.”
"l know that. | want asilver cup.” "What?"
"Todrink therosefloating in the wdll."

"You'redreaming," Laurel said. "There are no roses. Look." She drew back acurtain and | saw thefirst
winter snow streaking the dark outside the window.

| looked at Corbet. "What will you do?" | asked, for the season of the curse was upon him. He did not
answer; how could he know?

Laurdl said, "He can borrow alantern for theride home. It's barely sticking to the ground.”

Our father rose, awkward and perplexed in the face of illness. He came and patted my shoulder gently. |
smelled ae and pipe and wood smoke, the smells of endlesswinter. " Should we send for the
apothecary?' he asked me. | shook my head wearily.

"l have ateafor fevers”

"Y ou spent acold night bleeding on thorns," Perrin said grimly. ™Y ou might have caught your death. How



much can you cure with those teas?"

| shrugged and was sorry. Corbet dragged a my eyes again, sitting slently beside the fire; | watched his
face shape out of light, out of another world. Why would he want to stay in this one, winterbound in two
cold rooms, waiting to be discovered by his grandfather?™Y ou should not have come here,” | told him,
and Laure exclamed,

"Rais, you're the one who shouldn't be here. Go back to bed. I'll bring you whatever you want. Y ou
must stop brooding over Corbet's rdatives, or it will be the longest winter we have ever lived through.”
Turning, she gppealed to him, holding hiseyes. "Tdl her what she wantsto know, Corbet; she's

possessed by your ghosts.”
" She knows everything she needs to know," he said smply. "Except one thing."

"What?' we dl asked a once, even my father, who, hazy as he was about the details, guessed there was
some link between Corbet and his daughter flinging herself into brier roses,

"Why she needsto know."

Perrin grunted softly. Our father lifted athumbnail to smooth his eyebrow, hisface puckered. Laurel
looked a me speculatively, her own eyes opague for once, secret, and | shivered suddenly in fear, pulling
a thequilt.

"l know why," | said sharply. He rose without answering; shadows did across hisface. He spoketo
Laurel; hisvoice sounded strained, haunted by al the ghosts | had set loose.

"I'm sorry. It seems| can't help. | won't come again until you send for me."

"It'snot your fault," Laurel protested as he took his cloak off the hook and swung it over his shoulders.
He bade us good night; shefollowed him, trying to persuade him of severa things at once, above dl that
he must fed welcome any time. Our father followed him with alan-tern. | sat down on the bottom dtair.
Perrin lingered 6e-side me, watching the snow swirling into the light about them as the door opened. |
looked up at him. He met my eyes. Silently, we told each other what we saw.

He reached down, gently touched my shoulder. "Y ou'd best get up to bed. Thismay well be the long-est
winter weve dl lived through, and well need you strong.”

| dreamed that night of Lynn Hall, as| had never seen it, perhaps asit had never been, withitsfine, high
wallsthe color of buttermilk, heavy slk curtains a every window |ooped back to reved blazing clusters
of crystal and candldlight, vast marble floors on which thin, bright carpets were placed as carefully as
paintings, marble urns of roses everywhere. Entranced, | moved from window to window; each window

| turned from darkened abruptly, asif such treasures only became visble when | looked at them. Inthe
dark, I knew, the carpets turned to scattered leaves, and the curtains to spider web; rose petals the color
of blood spilled onto the marblefloors.

| heard hisvoice.
Don't leave me here.

Rois.



| woke to find smooth cold sky mirroring smooth cold fields. The world had turned as colorless and
shadow less asthe face of the moon, and as smdll; our hori-zons ringed us closdly, reaching down,
reaching up, to touch white. | wanted to bury myself away from the sight, under goose-down or |eaves,
until spring. | never knew what to do when the world turned skeletal and mute, with nothing but withered
sta ks pushing up between its bones.

Perversdly, | felt better, weak but clear-headed, and in far less pain. | vaguely remembered the things |
had said to Corbet. Even in such stark daylight they seemed urgent and true; the winter curse lay over
him, and in histwo sparse rooms he waited for it. Or in some cold world he waited for the wood to claim
him, for his house would never be rebuilt, nor would hisfields grow for him.

| bequesth dl to the wood.

| got up restlesdly, to look out the window and see which way the wind blew the smoke above Lynn
Hall. Thewind had blown Corbet'sway: | saw a set of fresh hoof printsin the snow, coming and going,
or going and coming. | heard Laurdl's steps on the stairs, asif she had heard mine overhead. Her face
was gtill bright with cold; she carried Corbet in her eyes, the smile he had given her on her lips. She
amelled of winter.

"Rois." Shefdt my face, then saw what | was|ook-ing at. She said composedly, "Y ou look better. |
rode over to invite him for supper. Father sent me. He seemsto think Corbet's presence will keep you
from brooding about his absence.”

| did not say what | thought; perhaps, if it remained unspoken, it would become untrue. | said tiredly, "I
will try to becivilized." My feet were cold. | got back into bed, wondering how | could find adoor or
passage out of this bleak world. Even the well would be covered with a sheen of ice. Perhaps Corbet
would give me akey. And then | remembered what he had said: She knows every-thing she needsto
know.

Except one thing.why.

| lay back, closed my eyes. | had no ideawhat he meant.Whyehe needi to know ...And | did not care.
Need isneed; it isits own explanation. Laurel said something about soup. | made anoise; she
disappeared again. | dept alittle; avoice as sweet as Slver bells, as secret asthe wind said: Y ou rnccet
hold fczet to him, &f fa,,t ae thoee thorrz.-r hold you, no matter what ehape he takee.. . .

The door opened; | heard no step. "Laurd?' | said with my eyes closed. No one answered. The door
closed softly. One of the house's memories, | thought in my deep. The door opened again; Laurd said as
shecamein, "Father isriding to the village. Do you want anything? Rois. . ." Her voicetrailed away. |

opened my eyes.

The room smdlled of roses, profuse and sun-warmed, on ahot midsummer day. Laurdl, her thoughts
drifting, seemed entranced but puzzled, asif she could not have said what caught her by surprise. She
moved finaly, set atray of bread and soup on the bed. | said deepily, "It's the house. Sometimesit does
that."

"What?'

"Remembersadifferent smdl.”

"Rais, you're making no sense again. Here. Eat this." "Suppose | am,” | argued dourly. "Suppose | am



the only onein this house making any sense at al. Supposethat everything | say istrue, and everything |
doisvi-ta -"

"All right," shesaid. "I'll suppose. Corbet iscursed and you are trying - by some peculiar means - to
rescue him. Now what?' | couldn't answer; | had no answers yet. She turned away; | saw her handsrise,
push them-salves briefly againgt her eyes. "Just be careful, Rois. Just don't get hurt.”

| bathed mysdlf for thefirst timein days, in water softened with oils of camomile and rose. | dressed,
then combed my hair dry before thefire, thinking al the while of Corbet, wondering which way to turn
next, what to do to help him, not knowing what to do to help any of us out of the trouble we headed into.
Perrin did not ap-pear for supper; another sick animal kept him home. Cor-bet came late. He brought
wine with him, not from theinn, he said, but from some other place.

"What other place?' Laurdl asked, smiling. "In win-ter, there are no other places.”

He smiled back at her, but did not answer. He poured wine into three of the cups Beda brought, handed
oneto Laurd, oneto our father. Our father tasted it. His brows went up; he became suddenly lyrical.

"It'swonderful-it tastes like the smell of new-mown hay." Hetook another sip. "'In early morning, wet
with dew."

"It does not taste like hay.” Laurd laughed. "It tastes like the year'sfirst sweet bite of peach, warm from
the sun and so ripe it dides off the bough into your hand when you touchit.”

Corbet raised the third cup to hislips. "Golden ap-ples,” he said. "And hazelnuts." He looked a me.
"Rois| forgot. | brought you what you asked for." He turned, while we watched, baffled. He reached
into the pocket of his cloak and pulled out asilver cup.

| smiled alittle, and then | saw his eyes. He was not humoring asick child. Laurel exclaimed over the
cup. Roses spiralled up its stem, spilled around its sides, trailed down over itslip. Our father beamed at
Corbet, pleased with himsdlf aswell, for asking him to come. | stared at the cup as Corbet poured wine,
feding my heart beat in my throat. The wine, by candldlight, was of such pae gold it looked like water.

He handed me the cup. | smelled roses and wet stone. In the bottom of the cup, areflection of flame
from acandle in its sconce above my shoulder changed into a blood-red rose.

"Drink," he said. | looked into his eyes; they seemed colder and more distant than the stars.

| raised the cup to my lipsand drank.

Isaw the world out of Corbet's eyes.

Our solid walls crumbled, showed stone under bro-ken plaster, and night where stone had fallen. Winds,
dark and faceless, flew restlessly in and out of the holesin the roof between the sagging rafters. Bedaand
my father were shadowy figures, bulky, indistinct, their voices blurred, their gestures ragged and abrupt,
like the gestures of scarecrows. Thefirefluttered frantically in the darkness, giving little warmth and less
light, even when the shadow with the burning pipe rose with alaugh that seemed to ripple acrossthe air,
echoing itsdlf, and heaved alog into the flames. Only Laurd seemed unchanged, aglowing figure. Light



caught at her and clung, framed her tranquil movements. Her voice came clearly through the errant winds,
the congtant flow of dry, invisble leaves rushing across flagstones, down all our crooked, mean-dering

passageways.

| didn't see myself out of hiseyes. But | saw hisface, pae as moonlight, asif the sun had never touched
it. Ex-pressions shaped it with every touch of wind. Generations looked out of his eyes. Now hewore his
grandfather's dan-gerous smile, now hisfather's hel pless fury; now his own terror touched hiseyes, or his
desperate need for the one clear, bright figurein hisworld. And then he would look at me and hisface
would change again, beautiful and merci-less, luring me and warning me away.

Wind pulled a my skirtsaswe st at thetable. Like him, | followed Laurel's calm lead and pulled out
my chair, though one dat in the seat fell and scraped the flagstones as | sat. A faceless Beda, her cap like
afrilly mushroom on her head, brought in something on asilver tray. Leaves, it seemed, or withered
petals, flowed out of her ladle into our bowls. | watched Laurel numbly. She picked up her spoon and
ate; so did our father, pulling dry, splintering wood gpart to dip into hisbowl.

"What isthis?' | breathed to Corbet. "What isthis place? Isthiswhere you live?!

Hiseyes answered me. A sudden wind sang with an edged, dangerous voice; hisface changed, grew
taut, haunted.

"You'renot egting,” Laurdl said in another world. "Rois. Corbet.”

"Eat," our father urged. "It's Bedasfinest: onion and potato soup. Rois, you have hardly touched a
morsdl in days.”

| picked up my spoon; it was tarnished, and so worn the silver parted into strands like aweb. "Isthisthe
place where you will answver questions?”

Hedid not answer. Hisface changed again, as afig-ure cameto stand behind his chair.

| knew that face, though | had never seen it so clearly before: that moonlight skin, those eyesthe dusive
burning blue of gtars. Her midnight hair mingled with the winds, flowed everywhere, glittering aswith
dars.

Shelaid animpossibly pale and ddlicate hand on his shoulder, and looked acrossthetable at Laurel.
Laurel changed under her gaze. Her movements, as she ate her soup, grew dower, stolid. Time mapped
its course be-neath her eyes, aong her mouth, spun asilver web over her chestnut hair. Corbet watched,
motionless under the dender hand; | saw the longing for timekindlein hiseyes.

Laurel, caught in his gaze, stared back at him out of aging eyes, he made a sound, twisting againgt the
hand on his shoulder, but it did not yield to him.

"This," the woman said, her voice like high, sweet bdlls. She looked a me then. "And this."

Windsdragged & my hair, petals caught in it. Seamstore along my deeves, my hands grew creased,
dirty, my nails broken and black with earth. A strand of ashen hair blew into my bowl.

"Rais, your hair isin your soup,” Laurel said pa-tiently, asto asick child or awandering old woman. Her
own hair was bone-white now, the skin puffed and sag-ging on her face. Only her eyeswere familiar, il
the same wide-set, smoky grey, though the faraway world they saw seemed imminent now, defined.



Still Corbet watched her, hungering for time. She smiled at him. Such asmile on any faceis beautiful. His
face changed again; asmile came out of him likelight. | stared at my wrinkled hands; they closed like
bird-claws around nothing.

| felt hiseyesthen, asif my clawed hands held his heart. "Rois," he said, and nothing more. | did not look
at him; | did not know how to change the shape of his heart.

"Rois," Laurel said from the other side of that shadowland. "Areyou dl right?"

"She's eaten nothing,” our father grumbled, and raised hisvoice. "Bedal Bring her someroast fowl." He
poured more wineinto my cup. The wine was blood-red now, and the cup fashioned of bone that had
lain season after season in the wood, scoured clean by water and light. | drank it and heard Corbet say

agan,
"Rds."

| looked at him, findly. The woman had disappeared. Or perhaps she had changed into the rustling ivy
diding over hischair, until he was enthroned in green and bound to it, leaves circling hiswrists and hair
and throat. | stared, my heart aching at al that green shining in such adreary season.

A shadowy Beda put something down in front of me; | started. Birdsflew from my plate, leaving bone
behind. Corbet made a soft sound. His eyes closed; he leaned back into the wood's embrace, al but
vanishing into leaves.

"Rais," hewhispered. And then, so faint | might only have heard him with my heart, "Please.”

| felt the red rose bloom in my heart then; thorns

scored it, thorns pricked behind my eyes. | could no longer see him, only ablurred, fiery green. "All
right,"Isaid, to whatever he was asking, though | did not know why he wanted time and Laurel when he
could havethetimelesswood in al its mystery. "But | don't understand.’

"I will show you," hisheart'svoice said, apromise or awarning. "If you will comewith me."

"Rois," Laurd pleaded, "where are you? Are you wandering through the summer wood in winter?
Corbet, cal her back. Shelll hear you. She must eat.”

He said my name. | saw the candlelight glide dong the silver in Laurd's hands; her hands were young
again; so was her voice. | raised my head, saw our father', plump, anxious face, and Bedawatching me,
her fingerstwisting the cloth of her apron. | looked at Corbet, for the green that had embraced him and
bound him; green was amemory, alonging, nothing red in this dead world.

| picked up my fork, blinked a what lay on my plate. A chicken wing, my eyestold mefindly, sprinkled
with tarragon, aroast onion, braised carrots. | speared apiece of carrot grimly, asif | could pin the
world into place on the end of my fork. "I'm al right," | said. "The wine made me dream.”

"It'l take you like that,” our father said, relieved, "on an empty stomach.”

"Yes" It took as much effort to lift that carrot to my mouth asit would have to chop down atree. It took
more not to sit mutely staring at Corbet, waiting to be shown the tangled paths that lay behind his eyes.



| atewhat | could, slently, keeping my eyes on my plate, while Corbet spoketo Laurel and our father,
invit-ing, in hislight way, tales of the past, of Laurd's childhood on the farm, memories of our mother,
who was only avague word or two, atouch, an indistinct face, in my own past.

"Laurd raised Rois" my father said, "though she was s0 young. Shetook to her responsibilities early.
Bedadid all she could, of course." Hefrowned at his plate; | wondered how much of her face he
remembered by then, how much of hisyouth he had buried. "I wasno help," he added, and sighed. "No
help at al. | would look a Rois and see her mother's face, and that would bethelast | could do. I let her
run wild; | never checked her. She'sbeen in and out of the wood in al seasons since she could walk. "

Asif he could have stopped me. | asked, to remind him | was till there, "Did she love the wood, too?
Our mother?"

Therewasalittle, odd silence, asif an answer hung between usin the candlelight, but no one would say
it. Then Laurel and our father spoke at once.

"Shetook uswakinginit-" "No. She never went into it."

They stopped. | raised my eyes, found them looking perplexedly a one another. "But | remembered,”
Laurd said. "Shewould carry Rois- "

"Whilel wasinthefidds" our father interrupted alittle abruptly. "It must have been. She seldom
mentioned it." He studied his plate, jabbed without interest a adice of onion. "Anyway, she never
foraged, like Rois does. She never ran barefoot.”

Laurel opened her mouth, closed it. Her eyes sought Corbet's. Something passed between them, and the
little, puckered frown appeared between her brows. She glanced a me, then at her plate; she changed
the angle of her knife adegree or two, and finaly spoke. "No," she said. " She wore shoes and only
picked the wildflowers."

| wished | could remember. Corbet sat slently, hiseyeson Laurel, then on our father, asif he could see
what they did not say. | gave up trying to guesswhy our father took comfort in her shod fet.

"How did she die?" Corbet asked, with an unusua lack of grace, | thought. But our father seemed to
want to talk about it. Perhaps he felt that Corbet should know these things about our family, our

blamel ess, unmysterious past, but there his reasoning fell apart. He refused to consider that Corbet might
beinlovewith Laurd, but that |eft me, hisfey daughter who drank roses, an even more unlikely choice
for the heir of Lynn Hall. He dreamed a double wedding in spring; he would be lucky, | thought starkly,
to have one, and in thisworld.

"Shedied," he sad heavily, "of some strange wasting illness. She could not eat. Shefell Sck during the
autumn rains and died on the longest night of the year.” Helooked a me reproachfully; | stirred mysaif
and ate an-other piece of carrot. " She had me shift her bed to the window so that she could look out. But
there was nothing to see, just bleak winter fields and starless nights. | thought she watched for spring. But
she died long before the crocus bloomed." He stared at his cup amoment. "Maybe it was not spring she
watched for. Maybe she saw, findly, what she wanted; maybe she didn't. I'll never know."

"I'm sorry," Corbet breathed.

"Atleast | had my daughtersto comfort me." He drank wine; the shadow eased out of hisface. "My



sweet Laurel and my wild rose.” He smiled alittle. "Rois kept bringing me things to cheer me up-some of
themwalked, | recdll. A caterpillar, once, and abeetle with bright wings. A hummingbird'segg." He took
abite of chicken. "That waslong ago."

"Y our mother died young, too," | said abruptly to Corbet. "Do you remember her?'

He nodded. "Oh, yes. Very clearly." Hetouched his cup asif to lift it, but paused. His eyes, meeting
mine, held awarning; | could dmost hear therudtle of theivy that held himinthral. "Shewastal, with
very white skin. Her voice was gentle; she sang old baladsto me." "How did - "

"l was never sure," he said, and drank before he continued, frowning alittle, his eyeson the candle
be-tween him and Laurel. "For along time, my father only said that she had gone away. He grieved
terribly; he spoke very little, and | could not bear the look in hiseyeswhen | asked about her. So |
stopped asking. Y earslater, | asked; he only said that she had died, as his own mother had, of being too
delicateto livein theworld."

| swalowed dryly, pulling the husk loose from his answer to find the truth: She had been too human to
liveinthewood. Or too fey to livein theworld.

Or wasit dl chaff? Had histrue mother stood be-hind him with her skin as pale as moonlight, her hand
on his shoulder, fingersflowing into the ivy that bound him to her world?

| watched him then, searching for her in hisface, forgetting to eat while he watched Laurel, sometimes
for-getting to eat, himsdlf, at the way she spoke aword, or the way her face, under the shifting

candlelight, changed every time she met his eyes. Our father, oblivious, and cheerful now, spoke of Perrin
and hisgood nature, his hardworking ways, and of the grandchildren who wereto overrun hisold age.

"Eat," he urged me now and then. "Eat." But | could barely do more than watch the rich tapestry they
wove of their glances and dow amiles, the words they spoke that said one thing to our father, and
another to me, while theivy, growing secretly dl around us, whispered itswarnings.

| bequegth al to the wood.

| drank more wine from my silver cup. It was pae sunlight now, and tasted of roses and blood. Snow
whirled outs de the window when we finished eating; Corbet, glancing out, said to Laure,

"| should leave now. Whilel can."

"Yes," she said softly, and went to stand beside him, so closely they might aswell have touched. "L ater,
it may not be possble”

"Perhgpsitisnolonger possble

"Or courseitis" our father said, lighting theiron lantern. *Only an inch or two on the ground yet. Follow
the field wall when you leave the road-that will take you to the edge of the wood."

Corbet drew his eyes away from Laurel to look a me. "We Lynnswalk on snow," he said, smiling; his
eyesheld no amile. | smiled back, learning from him and Lau-rel how to say secretsinidle
commonplaces.

"What winter path will you take from place to place through the wood?"



"I'll dream one up,” he said, and swung his dark cloak over his shoulders. Heturned againto Laurd, his
face set, withholding expression. "Thank you for asking me." He touched me lightly before heleft. His
fingers burned like the touch of the briers; | looked for the rose they must have left, but saw nothing.
"Fnishthewine" he suggested. "There are dreams and morein that."

And so |l did. And so | dreamed his dream.

Fourteen
Isood in Lynn Hall.

Corbet was there and not there. A man with hisface, aboy with his expressions, watched something
bubble in a pot hanging over thefirein the marble hearth. The boy was smdl yet, dender, with dark hair
and wide grey eyes, he stared at the pot, trembling alit-tle in hunger, in anticipation. His coat of fine blue
cloth was patched at the cuffs. He wore athin quilt over his shoulders; it trailed on the marble floor
behind him like aking's mantle.

The man turned away from the fire and began to pace. But not before | saw the fine honed bones of his
face, the heavy-lidded eyes, the hair spun out of light. He drank from asilver cup; roses spirded up its
sdes. He moved out of the circle of firelight into shadows disturbed only by athin taper here and there,
The winds shook the door until it rattled on itslatch, wanting in; they reached down the chimney, but they
could not get past the flames. "' Go and get morewood,” Nia Lynn said. Tearle shrugged the quilt to the
floor and turned without aword. Nia Lynn paced back into light, and | saw that his eyes were not green,
but grey, like his son's, and his mouth was thin and bloodless, asif he never smiled, asif he drank the
thorns out of his cup instead of roses.

The boy opened the door, struggling to keep it from crashing open againgt the stones. Hewent out in his
frayed coat, without gloves, without alight. Nial Lynn paced. A taper guttered and went out. | could see
no expression on hisface; he seemed oblivious of himsdlf, the pot over thefire, the sorm, asif, in hisown
thoughts, he paced a different season, adifferent room.

The shadows fanned across the walls, deepening; | felt achill where | stood, ashadow in acorner, or
maybe only ataper's eye. Thefire was consuming itself, and still Nia Lynn paced without athought for
the boy he had sent into the storm. It was not until fire crawled into the last glowing log and fumed that
Nia seemed to see the dark around him.

He made an impatient noise, and kicked aflame out of thelog with his boot. Then he went to the door
and flung it open, calling. While he called, the boy, crouched against the door, did into theroom at his
feet. Logs clat-tered out of hisarms. He crawled, groping for them, shuddering. Nia Lynn reached for a
log, tossed it into thefire, then, in the sudden brightness, resumed pacing, while the boy sumbled to his
feet and brought the wood, piece by piece, to thefire.

Nia Lynn spokefindly. "Where were you?'

"I couldn't unlatch the door." He spoke without fed-ing, numb. "My fingerswouldn't move.”

"WEell need more."



"I know." Tearle stood at thefire, hisfingers under hisarms, shivering. "I thought | saw thingsin the
wind," he said after amoment. "'Faces made out of wind and snow. Beautiful faces. Like my mother's.”

"Perhgpsyou did,” Nia Lynn murmured. "Perhaps you did." His eyeswere very wide, hishead uplifted,
asif he searched the shadows for that face. He turned abruptly. Something happened; | couldn't see
clearly. Nia Lynn stood near the door, hisraised hand faling, and halfway acrossthe room, at the hearth,
Tearlelogt hisbaance, fell against the pot above thefire.

It splashed him. | saw his mouth open, but he made no sound. He caught himsdlf on the hearthstones
before hefdl into thefire. He leaned againgt them, trembling, holding one arm tightly, his eyes closed.

"She'sgone," Nid Lynn said patiently. "Don't spesk of her."

He did not speak again; the boy did not move for along time, though | heard his harsh breathing. He
moved findly, lifted a porcelain cup beside the hearth, to dipitinto the pot. In the shadows, Nia Lynn
turned again.

"No," he said, and the boy froze. "Bring more wood before you est.”
Tearle put the cup down without asound, rose and went back into the storm.

When he had fought the door closed again, the rooms grew black. | still heard the winds, whining and
snarling. | shivered, chilled to the heart by the cold stones around me, theiron cold in Nia Lynn'svoice. |
saw Corbet, pacing the room as his grandfather had paced half a century before.

| knew him, though his back was turned, though the only light came from the blood-red rose burning on
the hearth. | said his name, and in my dream he came to me. He did not touch me; we seemed to stand
together in different times, his past, my dream. He knew me, though; he said, "Rois."

"What hasthis" | could barely speak, shaking with the cold. "What has thisto do with you? Why did
you come back here?"

"Tofind my way out," hesaid smply. "Y ou know that. Look."

He went to the door, opened it. | saw the boy crouched on the threshold again, weighed down by the
wood in hisarms, shivering too badly to stand. That is not what Corbet showed me. "Look," he said
again, and | saw theridersin the sorm.

They rode horses as white as hoarfrost. Snow and star and dark whirled around one another to etch a
fine boned face, eyes of night and crystd fire. Their mantles were of dark wind and snow; their wild hair
caught snow and faling stars. The boy watched them, too, longing for their beauty, their mastery over
cold and storm.Comethe winds called. Cometo us Thisis not your true home. Y ou belong el sewhere.

Y ou belong with us.

"How?' | whispered:; if | had not been dreaming, he never could have heard me. "How did your father
find hisway to them?"

Helooked at me out of Niad Lynn'sface, his cold secret eyes. "How did my grandfather?”

Snow misted off the roof between us; he blurred. | reached out to him, trying to catch ashadow. My



hand closed on aknife-edge of wind. "How?" | asked again. | saw only the boy on the threshold,
huddled against the door, clinging to wood, watching the faces of the storm. | woke. It was il night; the
windsin my dream sang their sweet, dangerous song around our house. Cometo us. Come. Again | saw
thefrailness of our walls, how they could be broken by athought, stone and board could sag like old
web under avision. | closed my eyes against the vison, and found my way back into the drift of leaves
besde thewdll.

Laurel seemed to have heard those winds, too. Some dream had disturbed her calm; her face, paler than
usud, wore an unfamiliar frown. When Perrin camein for breskfast, shelooked a him for amoment asif
shedid not recognize him.

He had not dept well, either. "1 kept hearing animas calling me from the barn - I'd wake and hear
nothing but the wind." He brushed her cheek tentatively. "Areyou al right?"

"Yes." She averted her face abruptly, left him blink-ing at her. She turned back quickly, feding his
dismay. "Those winds woke me aswell. Only they had human voices. "

"What did they say?"' he asked, with an effort a humor. She only gazed through him.

"Nothing human,”" she said at |ast, and turned away again. "They left me out of sorts. I'm sorry. | didn't
expect you thismorning."

"I missed you," he said smply. He waited, holding the back of achair asif for courage, while she
stepped into the kitchen to tell Beda he had come. When she re-turned, he asked as smply, holding her
eyes, "Was Corbet herelast night?"

"Yes" shesad, and the blood ran into her face, turn-ing its winter pallor beautiful. His head bowed. He
said nothing, just pulled out the chair in hishandsto sit. | stepped into the room; his head lifted again.

"Roais," he said tondesdy, then made an effort. ™Y ou're looking better. Tired, but better.” He stood up
again suddenly. "Maybe | should help your father finish the milking - "

"Sit," Laurel said. Shelaid ahand on the crook of hisarm. "Sit," she said gently. She did not meet his
eyes, but her voice reached him. "These winter winds have us dl confused. | bardly know what I'm
thinking or doing anymore.

"What shdl | do?' he asked her softly. He did hisfingers beneath her wrist amoment. "What would you
likemeto do?"

"Just be patient with me. For now. " Her voice made no promises.

"All right," he said steadily, and sat again, not so steadlily. Beda camein with agrest tray of eggsand
sausage, bread, milk, butter, cheese and oatmeal porridge. She looked at our closed faces and heaved a
sgh. "Thesewinds." She unloaded thetray, rettling crockery. "And thisis only the beginning.”

Corbet did not come for supper that night, only Perrin. That fretted both Laurel and me, though Laurel
did her best to hideit. She sat beside the fire as usua, making lace, or at least making some attempt to
move the hook occasiondlly. Perrin did not play. Hetried to speak to Laurel; she answered absently,
listening for another voice. At least | had him in my dreams, | thought; perhaps she did, too. But |
hungered for his presence, his quick, rid-dling eyes that saw me more clearly than anyone had ever done,
hislean, supple body, the questions he raised and |eft unanswered in the air, the glimpses he gave us of



the world beyond our smdll lives, of aworld even beyond that. Our father, fortunately, wasin atalkative
mood; he asked endless, detailed questions about Perrin's sick cows, until | could amost hear their
plaintive bellowing and sméell the barn. It made me want to walk into the snow, and keep walking, and
keep walking, until 1 saw the facesin the wind and could follow them. Even Laurd |ooked haunted by her
future; she threw Perrin awide-eyed glance that he caught, mute and strained, while our father compared
cow alments.

Perrin |eft early; Laurd walked him to the door. It had stopped snowing; the moonlight tossed uneasy
shad-ows on the silvery ground. Perrin brushed Laurel'slipswith his; his eyes asked awordless question.
She seemed to have no answer; he turned away quickly. She watched him ride out of theyard. | lifted
my face to the milky sky, but nothing rode that moonlit path to earth.

| asked Laurd later, when we turned down the lamps and banked thefire, "What will you do?"

The fiercenessin her voice startled me. "1 don't know," she said. "I do not know." She put alamp down
and opened a curtain, gazing at the moon above Corbet's wood. Her eyes glittered with tears of
frugtration, bewil-derment; she gripped my wrigt hard, asif shewerefdling, and looked & mefinaly. |
did not recognize the expres-sion on her face. "It's so hard to think in winter. The world seems confined
in the space of your heart; you can't see beyond yourself. How can | change in a season what | have
wanted for years? How can | bear to hurt Perrin?”

| was slent, chilled, remembering the rustling of theivy in that room, those cold winter eyes. ™Y ou must
wait," | forced mysdf to say, "until spring.” Until the curseispast

| wanted to say. Until we find the path out of the wood. She listened to me, her eyeswide, intent, asifshe
thought | had pulled up wisdom aong with the mandrake root. "Y ou'll think more clearly then. And youll
know Corbet better.”

She gazed a me, her fingers dill tight on my wrist. "Rois," she whispered, and kissed me swiftly. | felt my
throat burn. | shrugged impatiently, looking at candle-light, the moon, the white fields, anything but her
face.

"It'syou hewants. Not me. | know that. | have a-ways known. But you must wait."

"How can I?' she demanded. "How can | St night after night making lace for awedding withaman |
don't know if | can-"

"Hush," | bresthed, hearing our father's step above our heads.
"And how can | tdl him? Our father?"

"Don't. Don't tell him anything, not yet. Y ou hardly know Corbet. HE's astranger; helll catch at al our
eyes until we're used to him, and by then maybe you'll - *

11 NOII

"Y ou don't know him," | ingsted. "He could hurt you.”

Shewas dlent again, her eyeswide, dark. "1 know," she whispered, surprisng me again. "Heissucha



mys-tery. He could pick my heart like arose and watch it wither in hishand. Sometimes| think heislike
that. At other times| think he isas smple and golden and gen-erous as our father'sfields. And then | see
thingsin hiseyes- thingsthat | have never looked at, and | know that | have walked a short and easy
road out of my past, while he has walked a thousand roads to meet me. | know Perrin's past; the same
road runsinto hisfuture. I don't know Corbet. But | fed his hand upon my heart, and | wake wanting to
say hisname. | don't know, Rois, how much longer | can wait.”

The hard winds sang their way into my dreams again that night. Long, white, insstent fingers of snow
brushed againgt the window glass until | saw the storm out of memory, snow fdling endlesdy, hiding the
moon, the earth, and any footprints in the frozen ground. Come tous, the winds caled. Come. And | rose
and saw thelight from Lynn Hall flickering like astar among the wind harrowed trees.

So | went there, walking through that wild storm, scarcely fedling it, finding my way by thelight |
watched, the lodestar in the screaming night. Winds shook me apart piecemedl, flung abone here, abone
there. My eyes became snow, my hair turned toice; | heard it chime againgt my shoulderslike
wind-blown glass. If | spoke, wordswould fall from melike snow, pour out of me like black wind.

Asl drew closeto thelight in the wood, | began to hear the words they spoke. Fear sharper than the
cold shook through me, but | had to see, | had to know the path that Corbet Lynn had taken out of the
world.

Winds shaped their voices - one desperate, wild, passionate, the other silken and biting, ablade of ice.
Winds swirled into words; | did not want to hear them, but there was no place to hide, no haven but one
from the storm they made between them.

Y ou will never leave me,said the sllken wind. | am leaving you. Now. Watch me.

Youwill dieout there.

Y ou are colder than any winter night. Y ou are more cruel than any wind.

| will not et you leave. The door will not open for you. The window will not bresk. Therel'dno way out
of here.

My mother found away.

Wind roared through the dark; | caught a straining tree and clung to it. Birch, its smooth, papery bark
told my cheek. | closed my eyes, felt the sting of snow against them, and heard asound likeice
shattering.

Then thewinds died. Trees stood in asilence like the silence on the face of the moon. | turned,
bewildered a firgt, then desperate; as| ssumbled through the snow, the light seemed to move to meet me.
And then thewind struck again, with terrible, icy force; | felt its bitternessin the hollows of my bones.

Y ouwill neverfindyour way out of my heart.

The door opened; firelight fluttered across the threshold into the snow - streaked winds. | watched,
trem-bling like thefrail wings of light. A figure leaned against the doorway. | heard his uneven bregthing,
saw him racked with winds. He did not noticeme as | crept out of the night into his shadow. His eyes
clung to dl the pae, beautiful ridersin thewind. Corm, they said.



A horse aswhite as buttermilk came out of the dark, stood before him, looking a him out of ill, onyx
eyes. He mounted it. Then he bent down low, his hand out-stretched to me.

"Rois," hesaid. | saw the color of hishair.
| drew myself up behind him, held him astightly asany brier rose.

Werode into the winter wood.

Ffteen

Ithought | knew what cold was, before cold stripped me bare of thought, then blinded me and froze my
heart. | could not fed such cold and live; cold forced me into something other, something not quite
human, who held a dream with bones of ice, and did not remember names, only what we once had been:
aflower onavine, afdl of light.

When | began to see again, aswind sees, or the moon, | had drawn cold as close to me as death. | did
not fed it now, any morethan ice fedsthefaling snow. Again | saw the dusive faces of wind and
shadow, the wild riders of the night. An enchanted wood flowed past us. Trees, embraced by ice,
gpangled the night with whorls of crysta branches. The odd leef that still hung on them flashed Silver or
gold like some strange jewel that only grew on trees, and only in the coldest night. Streamsforged paths
of wind - scoured silver through the snow, that grew harder, brighter, as we passed. Snow haresfrozein
our wake; the fox and weasdl in their winter coats grew even whiter. We left no path for human eyesto
follow beyond swirling, misty ribbons of snow. No one human watched usride. Only the white owls saw
us, only they followed.

Then werode out of the heart of winter into light. Light fashioned me into something more nearly

hu-man, and gave me back my memory. | had hair again, and skin; | had aname. But it could not reach
my heart, fill frozen by that cold, cold journey. | saw meadows and trees burning ayoung, fiery green, as
if leaves had just opened, asif greenitself had never existed before. | bresthed heavy, golden air that
might have pooled al summer over roses blooming in every color on ahundred trees. But | saw winter
just beneath that scent, that green; | felt it just beneath my skin, and | didn't know anymore what | was,
orif | wasdive.

We had gone everywhere and nowhere; we had rid-den from Lynn Hall to Lynn Hall. But in this
unfamiliar country, the housewas as| had only seenit in adream. The buttermilk mare, following asingle
hooded rider on ahorse as black as nothing, brought us back to the door we had |eft. Other riders
flowed away from us, making little more noise than leaves, they went elsawhere, into the wood, maybe,
or back into the wind. The hooded rider dismounted at the door; so did Corbet, dipping sud-denly out of
my hands. | felt something tear at my heart then, asif it had broken from the cold.

"Corbet," | whispered, as he turned toward the stranger. "Where are we?'

Helooked up at me, his eyes empty of al expression; he seemed asfar from me as he could go without
leaving me. "Thisisthe place where | wasborn.”

The hooded rider loosed his cloak, shrugged it away from him like somewinter skin, and | saw hisface.
Stunned, | felt hisnamein my throat, though | had only seen him in adream, or in other people's



memories. His face had shed its childhood by adozen years, grown leaner, harder. But | recognized that
long dark hair, those eyes as grey asfidldstone that changed like water changes with every shift of cloud.
He must have worn that face when hefled out of time after he killed Nia Lynn; it had been honed to an
inhuman beauty and trapped there. | heard Corbet draw breath dowly, asif to till afear, or gather cam
agang astorm.

"Wecome home," hisfather said, and went up the stepsinto the house. Corbet turned away from me,
left me his shadow to follow.

Doorswere flung wide in this house; nothing was barred, nothing nailed shut. Roomswandered into
other rooms; light spilled through silk and linen, gilding marble floors. The summer breeze scaitered the
scents of roses, grasses, wildflowers everywhere. | heard voicesin the garden, laughing, spesking lightly;
| could not hear the words; perhaps | couldn't understand them. Inside the house, | heard steps, acal, a
door opening, closing. | saw no one.

Corbet stood in front of afamiliar hearth. | went to him, wanting fire, or at least alittle human warmth.
But the grate was cold and gleaming, and the barest recog-nition was all | got from him. Roses the color
of new blood lay carelesdy on the mantel behind him. Above us hung atapestry of slver and gold and
palest green that in my world had faded into white: agreat oak so entwined withivy it had died, itsbare
branches pushing through the leaves like bone. | stared at the roses, wanting to hold my handsto such
red, but like the light, they burned cold.

Air above the empty, polished grate ignited suddenly; | stepped back, sartled, and turned to see Tearle
Lynnclosehishand and let it fall.

"Sheistrembling," he said to Corbet. "In her world, it isill winter.”
" She should have lft cold behind her." "It isn't easy,” Corbet said. "I tried.”

Hisfather made asoft noise, part laughter, part con-tempt; his eyes grew nearly black with bitterness.
"Y ou could have gone anywhere. Why did you waste time in the past?*

"I couldn't find my way out of it." He spoke steadily, evenly, but hisface was colorless as bone. He
watched hisfather carefully, asif Tearle might vanish and reappear out of Corbet's shadow; asif he might
lift a careless hand across the room and crack the stone at Corbet's back. ™Y ou never did.”

Tearle shifted restively, ayoung man's protest against ameaningless argument. "The humanworldisa
cold and bitter place; nothing lagtsin it. Y ou must know that by now. Y ou were nearly trapped therein
its dead-liest season. What did you imagine you were doing in those two rooms? Trying to turn yourself
human?' "Yes" Corbet said, so smply that for abresth he rendered hisfather incapable of moving. Then
Tearle brushed away the noise his son had made, and paced a step or two.

"Y ou have learned better, | hope. In that place things begin to wear avay even asthey are built; the
living diealittle more each day. The sunistoo far away; light didesendlesdy into night; fireand love
consume themsdves, the heart triesto warm itsaf with ashes. | brought you up in aworld of changeless
beauty. | could understand more easily if you had lingered for human love in a place that made some
feeble attempt to reflect this. But instead you found the rotting bones of Nid's house and crawled into his
heart. Why?'Y ou knew we would come for you when you stayed too long. Why did you force meto find
you there? What did you think you would find among my memories?”

Corbet's hands clenched suddenly on nothing. He whispered, "Hope."



"There?" hisfather demanded increduloudy. Hisvoice had risen only dightly, but something - anger or
fear-snapped through the air around him. "The only hope | found in that house was degth.”

"How like mortds," Corbet breathed, "to confuse thetwo." Then hisrigid face broke open, freeing
expressons | had never seen; words, shaken loose by hisfather's ssorm, came out of him in asudden,
desperate cry. "1 hoped for something true! Something from my hands, from my heart, not Nia's, not
yours. | wanted to rebuild this house in the human world, with time, with earth, with new wood - "

"Why?When you have this house aready, and in thisworld?"

"It'snot mine, it'snot yours; it'sNia Lynn's cold, cruel, lovel ess house -you brought everything he gave
you with you when you ran.”

"I brought nothing with me from that world!" "Yes Y ou brought nothing! That wasdl he gave you!"
Tearle opened his mouth to answer; nothing came out. He looked astonished, asif Corbet himsalf had
spun the soft summer air into lightning. "Thisistill Nid'shouse. Y ou don't fed the cold here because
that'sdl you ever knew. Y ou learned no human warmth from him, you only glimpsed it in others faces,
beside other fires that warmed more than the air they touched. In the end you ran to what you knew be<t,
ingtead of into the human world, where no one would have blamed you - *

"No one helped mewhen hewas alive," Tearle said. "And when hedied, | no longer needed help.” His
eyeswere very wide, asivery sheen flashing acrossthe grey, likeice or tears. There were warningsin his
tense mus-cles, in hisbrittle words. "1 |eft that world, and dl | could of memory, behind me. Herel
dreamed the house that Nial hated, opened the doors and rooms he nailed shut, and found a human who
hed fled her world to live with me-"

"Did shetruly escape what she ran from when she ran here to you? Or isthat why she died so young
here, because, like you, she found her only hopein deeth?!

Hisfather did not answer in words; he barely moved. Corbet flung back his head abruptly, a sound
breaking out of him; theimprint of ahand left athorn of blood beside his mouth.

"Y our mother cameto mefredy," Tearle said fiercely. "She stayed here fredy-"

"No one does." Corbet's voice shook. "L ook at the price you paid to come here. Y ou took your father's
life, now you have hishouse and al his power. My mother died of winter in this summer world, and so
will any mor-tal maid die who follows me here expecting human love. That'swhy | tried to stay inthe
human world, why | tried to love there. But-"

"Isthat dl | gave you?' Tearletook astep toward Corbet, looking unexpectedly log, asif he had findly
stumbled onto the twisted path his son travelled. "Isthat al | gave your mother?'

Corbet drew breath to answer. Then he closed his eyes and drew breath again. "Why do you think | |eft
thisplace?" he whispered. "Why do you think | 1eft?'Y ou gave usdl you could. Y ou gave me aglimpse
of dl you really wanted, and where | might gotofind it. | tried to find that place, | tried to build a house,
love awoman in the world where things are dways dying, and there is never enough time. But dl | did
was rebuild Nia Lynn's house, and open hisdoor, and find you waiting to take me back. "

Without moving, Tearle stepped into human time; | saw the young boy's eyes, filled with terrible,
hopeless longing for what he saw but never had. Then he opened a hand, dapped the memory away with



the power that had replaced hope. Corbet stood motionless, holding hisfather's gaze, while dl around us
and above us doors and windows closed, echoing one another through the house like along roll of
thunder. Wind roiled through the ivy in the tapestry; | heard leaves chaiter.

"I know that world too well," Tearle said succinctly. "And you have learned too much.”
"You knew - " Corbet stopped, started again, hope-lesdy. "Y ou knew apiece of it."

"All anyone ever knows, in that timebound place. Y ou will stay here." Hiseyesflicked to me. "Shewill
stay with you. Whatever sheis. She hasfollowed you thisfar out of her world. But she hasn't followed
you blindly. She has our eyes. Perhaps," he added grimly, "being more than morta, she will not confuse
death with hope."

| felt theice again, beneath my skin, at the core of my thoughts. | tried to shape words; they eluded me.
There were too many, or too few, to answer what | thought | had heard. Corbet, gripping stone, seemed
to have the same trouble untangling words.

"No," he said breathlesdy. " She cannot tay." "Why not? She's here. She has eyes that see beyond the
human world; she must have inherited them from someone. As| did. And you. She didn't stray here out
of innocence. She waslooking for this place.”

"I wasn't-" | began, but | heard the lie before | finished. | had searched for it, behind the tapestry, within
the reflection in the razor's edge. | had known ... My hands lifted, reaching for Corbet, for mortal flesh
and bone. But his hand did from the mantel; he moved away from the hearth and my fingers closed on air
before | touched him. He went to Tearle, each step on the gleam-ing marble sounding longer than the
last, until it seemed he had crossed some vast wasteland to reach hisfather. "This placeisvery beautiful "
he said softly. "And you did give me something of great value. Y ou gave me adream to take with meinto
the human world. Y ou gave me far more than your father ever gave you. But | can't stay here. You
fought for your freedom and won a dif-ferent kind of prison. | will fight for mine- "

"You can't fight me," Tearle reminded him harshly. "I know." In the placid light, hisface looked chilled
and very weary. "But | candie

There was sllence within the hal and without. No voices cdled lightly across distances; no birds sang.
Everything listened, it seemed, even sone and air. Tearle held wordslocked in hishands, in histight
mouth, in his eyes, as he stared at his son. Corbet did not move or speak; he smply waited for hisfather
to find aword to free them both.

She came out of nowhere, shaping hersdlf out of air and light and the barren midnight | saw in her eyes.
Win-ter followed her; | felt theicy glide of air dong my skin; | smelled it. Her long dark hair, tossed by
the winds of adeadly season, tangled wildly around her. Windstugged a her skirt and trailing deeves,
revealing winter faces. adark eye, aclawed and bloody paw, awhite wing. She looked at me and
smiled. Her teeth were pointed like an animal's, and her sapphire eyesflared like stars. | wanted to melt
into the stones behind me, crawl among the shad-ows in the chimney. Even thefire had frozen in her
smile. Sheturned away from me and showed a different faceto

Corbet, adifferent season, one | had no name for; the brief, sweet seasonsin my small world could only
hint at it.

"Clouds have formed above the meadow,” she said. "And dl the birdsin the garden are gone." She
touched Corbet lightly; her long fingers closed around hiswrigt. Y ou lingered in the human world too



long; you are be-having like ahuman.”
Hedid not look at her; he held hisfather's eyes. He said to both of them, "I will not stay.”

"And | will not let you leave me." Her tranquil voice carried awarning to them both. She answered
Corbet, but turned her dark, unblinking gaze on Tearle until she had his attention and hiseyes. "Tel him
0. Tell himthat hewill never leave us.”

"1 will not say."

"Tel himthat | can keep him past degth: His ghost will wander forever through my seasons. Degth leads
no-where but to me. Tdl him."

Expression emptied out of Tearle's eyes, left an opague mist. Corbet trembled suddenly, asif hetoo felt
the gnawing winds. Then | could no longer see hisface; it blurred under my tears. Her attention seized
me, swift and predatory, sensing any mortal warmth.

"Who isthis, weeping a my hearth? | remember you. Y ou saw me once or twice before. | thought you
were some farmer'slovesick child. Look at me. Let me seeyour eyes.

| would rather have stared down araging blizzard until it blinded me. But | seemed helpless under the
force of her regard; her eyes seemed everywhere, even behind my closed eyes. | opened them findly,
and fell into some vast, blank shadow, the dark side of the moon.

"Rois"

The shock of my namein this strange world brought me back to it: alovesick farmer's daughter who had
wan-dered out of the world to hear her name spoken by the queen of summer and winter and the harvest
of the dead. Her eyes had narrowed at what she saw. | fdlt therattling icicle fingers of the wind again,
and | wondered if, like the winter here, | had turned white to match her cold.

She said softly, ™Y ou see too much. Who gave you your eyes?' | couldn't speek; | could only stay
frozen and mute under her hawk's stare, hoping that if | did not move she would think me something not
worth the effort. She loosed me abruptly and turned, but | was no longer safe. "1 will keep you here. You
bedong withme"

"No," Corbet said quickly. "Rois doesn't belong here; sheismortd - "

"Then why did you bring her? If you don't want her?' He found himself wordless; she amiled afine,
sweet smile. "Y ou brought her because you think she seeswhat you cannot. Y ou are wrong. Thereisno
way out of my heart for either of you."

He moved, pulling so fiercely againgt her hold that he startled her: the seasonsin her changed again,
reved-ing the wildness beneeth the summer light. Her fingers turned to thick tree roots; she shook him to
his knees. She spread her other hand across his face and left amask of ice; his mouth opened, froze into
adglent scream.

Tearlemoved. That'sdl | saw, before winter raged through the house. Winds shrieked like ravens, the
frozenfire broke into pieces on the grate. Ghosts spun out of blown snow snatched a my eyes, my
breath. | thought | heard voices, but they kept weaving into wind. The winds grew owls feathers, owls
claws, and stresked across my eyes. | felt my bones changeinto air, into stone, into ice, until | heard my



own voice crying one word that turned me human again,
"Corbet! "
| heard asingle winter Rois among the deadly voices of thewinds.

| ssumbled to my feet, fought toward him through her winter, reaching out to him at every step, though
her winds sedled my eyes shut and | had only my heart to see with. | could not find him, though | ran
beyond winter into slence; my hands held only longing. Findly even my heart's eye closed in the bitter
dark; | fell into the embrace of stone.

Sixteen
|woke to the sound of Salish'svoice.

What Salish was doing in my bedroom | could not imagine. Then | felt the hard, cold bed | lay on, and |
lifted my head, stared at white marble. | dropped my head again, groaning, making sense of nothing.

"Roais," Salish pleaded. He dropped something over me; | smelled damp wool, fur. "Rois. Please wake
up.” | did, so suddenly | startled him. Memory came back, not piecemed like a dream, but whole and
gark. I had beenin Lynn Hall; | wastill in Lynn Hal. | had lost Corbet in thewrong hdl. | tried to get
up; my bones had turned to marble againgt the stone, too awkward and heavy to lift.

"Areyou hurt?" Salish asked. His voice wavered oddly. He was wavering, too; | blinked him into focus.
Hisface, ayounger, more stolid version of Crispin's, was patchy with fear; he looked closeto tears.
"No. Just frozen."

"Well, what are you doing herein Lynn Hall freez-ing next to adead body?'

| felt my heart flare painfully, breaking or coming back to life. I pushed myself up, and blood pricked
through me again. | could not find my voice.

Corbet'sfather lay besde me on the hearthstones. He looked like something frozen intime, encased ina
sheen of frost. Even the blood that had flowed from his head glittered icily on the white marble. His eyes
were open; they held afaint glaze of horror, asif he had glimpsed these two rooms as he died. His
elegant clothes belonged in adifferent season; hisfine, eerie beauty be-longed anywhere but in our small
world.

She had killed him; she had flung him herelike adead anima, amessage, awarning. | put my handsto
my mouth, beginning to shake, feding her eyes everywhere.

| had found my way out of her world when she had said there was no way out.Iknow your world, her
message said.| know your tales. | amin your winter.

"Rois." Sdlish touched my shoulder. "Who ishe?' | moved my hands, folded them tightly, trying to think.
"| just cameto see Corbet. | built afire. | must have fallen adeep besideit, waiting.”



"He never came?' No.

"Well, where is he? And who is this dead on his hearth, dressed for spring? How did you get here?|
didn't seeyour horse."

"l walked."
Hisvoicerose. "Through that sorm?’
Pinwhed s of fire sparked behind my eyes. "Don't shout - "

"He'snot likely to wake up, is he? He must have walked aswdll; he didn't leave ahorsein the stable.
The door's wide open; there's nothing in there but snow. Y ou didn't see this one comein?"

| shook my head, burrowing deeper into Salish's cloak. Benesth the fur, | could reach out, touch a
mo-tionless shoulder. He had fought her for Corbet's sake and died. He must not have yielded easily; she
had left him where she had found him, in the place he hated most. "Y ou didn't hear the fight?”

| stared at Salish. Then | saw, beyond him, the shards of crystal scattered on the floor, candles knocked
out of their sconces, alamp onitssidein apoal of oil.

"Someone | eft the door open,” | said uncertainly. "Thewindsgot in."

"Thisoneleft it open when he came in? Dressed like heis? Or Corbet |ft it open when he came and
went?' "l don't know." | rubbed my eyes, feding tangled in my own lies; | had said what | thought was
easest to believe, but even | wasn't finding it easy. "What are you doing here?’ | asked wesrily. If Sdlish
had not come, | could have just gone home, leaving the mystery behind me for someone eseto find.

"I brought some things Corbet wanted from theinn. | didn't see any smoke from the chimney, but |
thought 1'd leave them anyway ... Lookslike he hit his heed, fall-ing." He paused briefly. "Or he was hit
andfdl. Rois-"

He paused again, swalowing, not looking at me, his eyes on the dead man'sface. "Y ou didn't - he
didn't-" His eyes came back to me, pleading. "Did you?'

It might have made things easy again: | had found the young stranger there instead of Corbet, he had
at-tacked mewhen | refused him, we had brawled among the crystal, | had pushed him and hefdll. But,
looking at the still face, dl | saw was Corbet's father, who had fought for his son and lost. | could never
tell such liesabout him.

| shook my head, swallowing sudden tears. "I never saw him beforein thisworld." | struggled to my feet.
Then | had to fold myself again, bone by bone, to close his eyes, so he would no longer haveto seethe
cruel place he had fled.

By thetime we crossed my father'sfieldsin Salish'sdeigh, | could barely see past the pounding in my
head. The fields seemed yet another boundary between worlds;

| remembered Laurel then, and our father, and | won-dered what they must be thinking. Maybe they
hadn't noticed me missing. The sun had barely risen; my father would still bein the barn. Laurel might
have called me and thought me elsewhere, but only in the bath, or in the barn, or even out wandering in



the quiet morning. But | saw the tracks of our deigh in the fresh snow as Sdish turned into the yard, and
Laurd had flung open the door and come out before he pulled to astop.

"Roid" Shewas shivering, her cheeks flushed with anger and relief and cold. "Where have you been all
night?' Her eyes went to Sdlish then, and widened. Salish ducked nervoudly into hishood.

"Il leave you here," hetold me gruffly, "and find someonein the village to go and ded with the other."
"The gpothecary,” | suggested, and he nodded. | un-tangled mysdlf stiffly from hisfursand rugs, and
climbed out into Laurd's confusion, which | could fed, like heat from glowing embers, from the bottom of
the steps. " Our father took the deigh to get Perrin,” she said, "to help him look for you." Her eyeswere
red with deep-lessness, the skin drawn taut across her face. She added, controlling exasperation, "We
thought of course of Lynn Hall. But there was no smoke this morning, so we thought Corbet must have
goneto theinn to wait out the scorm. We thought that's where you might be." Her voicetrailed; her eyes
drayed again to Salish, who could not seem to find hisreinsamong hisfurs. Unwilling to upset Laurdl
farther with a dead body, he was waiting for meto men-tioniit. But | didn't know how to tell her, either,
or even what.

| sadtiredly, "Thank you, Sdish."

Helifted thereinsrductantly. "If | see your father, I'll tell him you're home."

| followed Laurd into the house. | was shivering badly, even in the warmth; things kept blurring in thefire
behind my eyes. | fumbled with my cloak ties, managed

to pull theminto aknat. | felt Laurel'sfingers move be-tween mine, work at it. "Were you with Saish?!
she asked, without much hope; nothing could be that ample. "l wasat Lynn Hal."

Her fingers tilled. "Oh, Rois," she breathed. | put my hands over my eyes, struggling between words,
be-tween tales.

"l had adream of Corbet - | couldn't deep after it. | had to see-"

Her voice came back abruptly, rising, and | winced. "How did you get there?
"l walked."

"Through that sorm? How?"

"I don't know how - maybe | was ill dream-ing-"

"No wonder you look haf dead. So of course he wouldn't have sent you home until morning - but why
didn't he bring you himsdf?"

| dropped my hands, remembering where | had left Corbet. "He wasn't there.”
"Hewasn't-" Laurd stared & me. "Y ou stayed al night in that empty place?

| nodded, not trusting my voice, looking everywhere but at her so that she would not seein my eyes
what | had seen. Sheloosed thetiesfindly, pulled my cloak off.

"Hemust beat theinn,” she said dowly, troubled without knowing why, by al thethings | had not told



her. "Rois, areyou dl right?"
"My head aches."
"Go to bed. I'll bring you sometea”

| smdlled roses as | waked into my room. | stopped, beginning to shiver again, from more than cold, as
| stared at them. They lay scattered al over thefloor, the blood - red roses | had seen on the mantel in
Lynn Hal. They had dried, passing between worlds, neither dive nor dead: another message.| know
where you are, they said.lknowwhat you love. | know you.

| undressed and crawled under the quilts, pulledthem over my head, trying to quiet pain and think. |
dipped so easlly into her world then, with Corbet besde me and Tearle ill dive, that | wanted to weep
when Laurel's step woke me. | could not find my way back in dreams, | knew then. They were memory
and desire, ter-ror and hope; they told me only what | already knew.

Laurel set theteadown and felt my face. "Y ou're burning.”
"] got too cold in that house.. . ."

"l can't believe you even found it in that storm, with-out freezing to deeth first. Y ou must have dreamed
your way there."

"MWbe."

She picked up my clothes and folded them dowly, her mind elsewhere, not on me or my untidy room,
but on Corbet, | guessed, by the faint worry in her eyes. He had not been where | had dreamed him ...
She didn't question the dried roses al over the floor; she smply gathered them up, too, asif they were
laundry. She asked findlly, "Rois, what did you dream that made you run through astorm to Lynn Hall?"

| struggled up, reached for the tea, held the warm cup a moment against my head. "It was more a
feding,” | said findly, "that something waswrong.”

She gazed at me over the roses. "With Corbet? Was he hurt? Lost in the snow?”

| took asip of tea, swallowed a scalding yes. "Hewas - | was dreaming of Nial Lynn's curse. | thought
Corbet wasin trouble. That'swhy | went there."

"That curse." Shelooked vagudly at the rosesin her hands. "Y ou've been haunted by it." Thelittleline
had formed between her brows. She didn't know which of usto worry about now: the woman obsessed
by imaginary curses, or the man cursed by them. She dropped the rosesinto an empty pitcher and
glanced out the window at the blank sky above the wood. Still undecided, she straight-ened the quilts
around me. "Try to deep. I'll find out where Corbet is."

| dept until awhite owl with sgpphire eyes glided noisslesdy out of the white sky to stare a me through
the window. | woke with my heart pounding, heaving quilts aside as| rolled to face the window. | saw
nothing except what might have been, to my deep - blurred eyes, areflection of white disappearing
againgt the clouds. | heard strange noises, though, which separated into voices as| listened, and then into
words.

| got out of bed, went to the window. The cold glass against my face cleared my head alittle; so did the



scene below.

Laurd was Sitting in our deigh, holding the reins and trying to move, while Perrin, holding the plow
horses heads, argued with her down their backs. His own horse, hock - deep in snow, nuzzled at his
back. Their voices, nor-mally so patient, sounded ragged, barely restrained. Our father, astounded and
forgotten, stood watching near the house below me.

"Thisisnothing,” Perrin said doggedly. "It's sea-sond. It will pass. Y ou've loved me and I've loved you
snce-"

"People change," Laurd said without sympathy. "Not in a season! Not over the color of ahead of hair! "
"It isn't that- Perrin, it'smore, much more -you've seen! All winter long, you've watched us- "

"For years |'ve watched us - you and me. Isthat worth nothing to you? Y ou can't just pull lovetoahdt
likeahorseand aharrow - dl I'm asking isthat you wait. Just give yourself time. Give metime.”

"For what?' she demanded helplesdy, flicking the reins alittle; the horses, trying to go and stay at once,
pushed, sartled, against Perrin. He caught his balance, held them stubbornly. "How much longer do you
want to sit there in the evenings, watching Corbet and me watching each other? Watching me smileat him
instead of you? Watching - " She gestured again, cardesdy.

Perrin finished grimly: "Watching you with him the way you used to be with me."

She bowed her head; | could not see her face. Sud-denly frightened for her, | tried to open the window.
Shewould only find winter, | wanted to tell her; she would have to go beyond the world she knew to find
Corbet. Winter had sedled the window shut. Perrin stood mute, clinging to the horses, while shelet the
reinsfal dack in her hands. She spokefinaly; | couldn't hear. But | could guess: Ican't hep mysdf.

"I'm sorry," she said more clearly. He did not an-swer, did not move. "Perrin. If hésnot in the village
and not in his house, maybe he |eft some messagein Lynn Hall, some hint of where heis."

"Roiswasjust there, you said-"
"How much could she seein the dark?' "L et me go instead.”

"I'mgoing,” shesad flatly. | pounded desperatdly on the thick glass, but she was not listening to anything
but hersdlf. "And you must let me go. Can't you under-stand that waiting will not changetheway | love?
Maybe you and | aretoo much dike. Maybeif it hadn't been Corbet Lynn, it would have been someone
dse-"

Perrin moved abruptly; so did the horses. "Don't say that," he said sharply. "Don't toss me away so
cheaply. Neither of us hasawayward heart. We love what we love and that's that. That's why you
should wait, test whatever thisisyou think islove- "

She brought the reins down hard then, and he lurched backward. He |oosed the horses; she turned
them, edged them around him until they faced the road and she had brought the deigh up to where he
stood.

"Loveiswhat wesay itis" shesad fiercdy. "That'sdl | know. That'sal anyone knows about it. I'm
sorry." Hemust have seen something in her face, some bresth of indecision, in spite of everything. He



sad reck-lessly, "Then let's hear what Corbet Lynn knows about it," and pulled himself into the deigh
beside her, even as she brought the reins down again, and the runners sheared a path out of the yard
toward Lynn Hall.

| went back to bed. | heard my father's heavy tread on the stairs, dower and quieter than usud, even
through my dreams. It stopped at my door. | woke again, near dusk, and heard him talking to Beda. | sat
up and finished my cold tea, Hill listening, but | heard no other voices. The rlentless painin my head had
finally subsided. My thoughts cleared enough to show me wheat | had to do in the next moment at lest,
which wasto go downstairs and talk to my father before Sdish'stae, transformed into who knew what
wonders on itsway through the village, got to him before| did.

| found him beside the fire, brooding over his cold pipe. He looked startled at my wild hair, my red eyes,
but he lifted one arm bravely and | sat next to him, dropped my head againgt his shoulder.

"I'm sorry,” | said wesarily.
"Sorry! Sorry can't speak to this. Y ou could have died out there."
"l know."

"Laurd said you were dreaming - walking in your deep. How could anyone deep through that kind of
weether?'

"Is she back yet?'

He shook his head, chewed hard on his pipe amo-ment. " She went off to look for Corbet," he said
finaly, "with Perrin dong for theride. Corbet Lynn." Hedidn' likeit, but he could not say why. "Did you
seethat com-ing?'

"From thefirg."

"l never saw it coming ... Maybe Parrinisright,” he added without hope. "Maybe it will blow itself out
by spring.”

"Maybe. If shefinds Corbet."

"Oh, he'saround somewhere." He cheered up alit-tle. "Maybe with some other woman. How far could
any-one have got to in that sorm?"

"Maybe," | said again. | shifted, wondering how to begin. "Did you see Sdlish thismorning?”’
"Sdish? No. Laurel said hefound you.

"He found me, yes. He dso - he also found astranger in Lynn Hall. On the hearth. He was -he died
there”

My father's arm dackened on my shoulders. He pulled back alittle, staring a me. "What?"'

"Corbet Lynn was gone. Someone died in his house last night. Sdlish left me here and went into the
villageto get the apothecary -



"What?' Hisvoicerose. "What are you talking about? Laurel didn't say-"

"Laurd didn't know. | didn't tel her. My head hurt, | couldn't think, and there was nothing she could
have done- "

"Who died? How did he die?"

"I don't-it looked like an accident. He might have fallen and hit his head on the stones. Hewas -- "

"Did you seeit happen?'

"No. | woke and he was there beside me on the floor."

"What are you telling me?' my father demanded sharply. "That someone died beside you while you were
deeping and you never noticed? Where was Corbet dur-ing al this? Some stranger walked into his house
while he was away and dropped dead on his hearth? In the middie of ablizzard?'

"Soit-" | paused, trying to swalow my own tde. "That'swhat it seemed-"

The door opened abruptly; Laurel camein, with Perrin close behind her. She didn't bother taking off her
snow - crusted cloak; she cameto us quickly, dripping and shivering, her eyesluminous and strained
from trying to see beyond the world.

"Rois." She gripped my hands. "What exactly did you dream?"

The blood pounded into my head; her face blurred. | told her what she dready knew. "That heleft Lynn
Hdl."

"You didn't find Corbet," our father said flatly. Perrin shook his head.
"The placeis cold, the stable isempty." He stopped, started again. "It seems there was an accident - "

"I know - Rois has been - hesnot in the village?' Laurd put ahand to her mouth. "No." Her voice
shook badly; knedling closeto the fire, she ill shivered. "He's nowhere. He didn't even leave amessage

"Hejust left adead man on his hearth? Did anyone recognize him? He must have had ahorse,
belongings with him. Nobody wanders around on foot in ablizzard. Except Rois.”

"Hedidn' - therewasnothing . . ." Parrin's voice trailed away again; he shook his head, his mouth tight.
My father asked again,

"Did anyone recognize him?"

"Wadll - that'sjust it. He must be some relation to Corbet, though they don't look at dl dike." | stared at
Perrin, amazed. "A brother, maybe, or acousin, which makesthings messer. But-"

"But what?' my father pleaded.

For oncein hislife, Perrin seemed reluctant to share gossip, even in the dead of winter, when there was
nothing eseto do. "Wdll, you know how news runs through the village, especialy when everyone's out



shoveling after astorm. But the oldest swear that's who surfaced out of their past to die where hisfather
died-it'swho he must look like, anyway-"

My father's face smoothed in utter astonishment. ™Y ou can't mean - *
"Nid Lynn'sson.”

Inthe silence, Laurel got to her feet unsteadily. Perrin reached out to her, but she did not notice. She
went to the window, stood staring out. | saw thetearsin her eyesfinaly mdit, catch light asthey did
down her face. She made no move to brush at them; she made no sound. She stood there, watching for
Corbet, while Perrin watched her, and | heard the deadly windsride toward us across thefields.

Seventeen

Allnight | heard them call me. In my dreamsthey cried my namein Corbet's voice; awake, in the dark, |
listened to her voice, the whisper of snow againg glass, the murmuring and sudden, furiouswhinein the
eaves. Sometimes | heard Laurd's quiet, disconsolate weeping weaving into the winds, until it sounded as
if she were out among them, aghost of hersdlf, mourning another ghost. | redlized, in those black hours,
that | didn't know if Corbet was dive or dead. He had threatened; she had said ... But it was Tearl€'s
body that she had I€eft for usto find in the dead of winter, wearing his cursed, ambig-uous face, trouble
for Corbet to explain in our world if he managed to escape the troublein hers.

| had to find him. | had gone into her world and come out of it once; | could do it again, though | didn't
know how, or where, or what she would do when shesaw me, except smile with her sharp white teeth
and break my heart like a bone between them.

Inthe morning, | found Laurd at the same window, watching the motionlessfidlds. If | hadn't heard her
sob-bing in her bed, 1 would have thought she had been there dl night. Her pale, ill face, her wide eyes
that had al-ways seemed to gaze beyond the world, frightened me; this emptiness was what they had
found at last. She looked spellbound by Corbet's absence, even more surely than she had been by his
presence. But our father, coming in from milking, only shook his head and refrained from calling her to
breakfast.

"It'sthe shock," he said to me. He looked holloweyed himsdlf, with daughters and neighbors
disappearing in the night, a stranger with aface out of the past dying in acursed house, lovers quarrdlling,
and whatever gpple brandy he had drunk to comfort himself burning behind his eyes. He added, "At least
when she tried to send Perrin away, he had more sense than to go.”

| took my eyes away from the pale, ill face of win-ter watching Laurel, and stared at my oatcakes,
trying to think of some excuseto leave the house.

"I should go to the gpothecary's” | said findly, "while the weether is holding.”

Helifted his head sharply. "What for?" " Something | need for Laurd. It will help her deep. She can't go
onlikethis"

"Shelll get over it, and you've got every teaand root and dried weed-"



"He sendsfor things| can't find." "No."
"He may have news of Corbet. They may have found out who the stranger is.”

He hestated, as curious as anyone; his"No" came with less conviction. He must have seen that | would
go, anyway; | would walk if | could not ride, | would go barefoot if he hid my boots. How far | would
go, he did not want to ask. He pointed hisfork at me.

"I want you there and back in the same morning and in the same set of tracks.”

| lied; hewas suspicious. But it was better, he must have thought, than having two daughters waiting
mute and red-eyed a the window for aman who might be anywhere. He watched me turn the deigh
down the road toward the village instead of acrossthefield to Lynn Hall. | watched half adozen deighs
laying tracks toward the hall, overladen with searchers, snowshoes, and more than likely the beer they
hadn't finished through the night. They were looking for the path the wind had taken, | could havetold
them-the place where roses bloomed in snow. But they would never listen to me; they would go on
searching snowdrifts for aman frozen to death in astorm, or his horse, or the stranger's horse and his
pos-sessions, or any scrap of his cloak to tell them that he had not really wandered out of summer into
LynnHall.

Blane, the apothecary, looked surprised to see me. "What are you doing out of bed?' he asked. "Salish
said hefound you nearly frozen on adab of marble; he thought you had died, too."

"l came back," | said tiredly. He eyed me closdly, but did not ask from where. "I need something for
Laurd. "

"Laurd?'

"Isthere any news of Corbet?' Maybe, | thought without hope, she had cast him adrift in timeand
winter, to account on human terms for the dead man in his house. Blane shook his head.

"Nothing. But they've barely begun to search. What'swrong with Laurel?"

"She's having trouble deeping.”

He grunted and finished straining atincture into abottle. " She's not the only one. I've had dl the old folk
inthevillage who can sill walk in here this morning, wanting to tell me their nightmares, wanting potions
and gossip, wanting to see the face of the man they think they recognize after fifty years.”

My eyes did past him to the closed door of the room where he examined the dead and prepared them
for bur-id. | felt my eyes burn, and swallowed words because | could not say them, and sorrow because
sheleft him for usto bury in the smallest room, in aworld he hated. Maybe she had kept his ghost.

"Rois. Do you want to see him again? | s there something you need to tell ?*

| looked at Blane. His lean face was agelessin abirdlike way, without alineto spare on it. Hiseyes,
pale and coal, had seen our lives by daylight and by the dark of the moon; there was nothing that he
hadn't heard by now. Almost nothing. And | knew exactly what would go into the potion he would make
meif | told him.

"No," | sghed. "l wish | could be more help. | heard they think it's Corbet's brother.”



"That's not what they think, the oldest of them." He corked his bottle and picked up wax to sedl it. "They
think it's Corbet'sfather. And that Corbet killed him and fulfilled the curse and vanished.”

"But- n

"l know, it makes no sense, but the oldest memories are the clearedt, at that age, and they al remember
Nid Lynn'stormented son. There's no getting around one dead man in Lynn Hall and another vanished:
an echo out of the pagt.”

| asked hollowly, "Did you find sgnsthat he was murdered?”

He shrugged dightly, baffled. "He may have been struck before he fell. Maybe his heart stopped and he
hit his head falling. There are no other sgns of violence.

Maybe he smply did not get out of the cold fast enough ... He came out of the storm, saw your embers,
|eft the door open behind him and fainted on the hearth. Thewind got in, threw afew things around, and
Sdlish found you both. 1t could be that smple. Except - *

"Where on earth is Corbet? And if he did kill the stranger, why didn't he just bury the body in the
woodpile until spring? Wed dl be deegping better.”

"What are you going to do with the body? The only place you can bury him, with dl this snow, isinthe
family vault with Nid Lynn."

The apothecary snorted. "1'm not going to put any-one wearing that face in with Nia Lynn. | wouldn't
trust elther of them to stay dead. I'll put him in the icehouse out back. Someone will mogt likely come
looking for him soon and solve our mystery for us.” He turned, set thetincture on the shelf behind him.
"Now, what can | giveyou for Laurel? What have | got that you haven't?!

A bottle with the apothecary's sed on it, was what he had. The potionin it might work better, he said,
than the same thing pulled out of the cupboard at home.

| thanked him and went home by way of Lynn Hall. Snow on the fields was churned by tracks of horses
and deighs, but | heard no voices; the searchers had gone deep into the wood. The hall was silent and
bitterly cold. Except for the dead, nothing had been touched. Candles and shards of glass il littered the
floor; the frozen splash of blood shadowed the white marble. | paced on broken glass, shivering and
trying to see through stone, to make it shift under my eyesinto another world. | could see nothing beyond
this one. The tapestry between the rooms caught at my attention, its pale, glittering threads sug-gesting
patterns, landscapes, faces, that you could only glimpse out of the corner of your eye; they vanished into
formlessnesswhen you looked at them. | stared at it for along time, trying to seeinto it, beyond it, to the
placewherel last saw it hanging above the mantel. Findly, impeatiently, | pushed it aside.

She wasthere, waiting, in her winter wood. Her head swiveled on her shoulderslike an owl'sand |
froze, stunned by the eerie movement. Her eyes caught mine; | felt my bones change shape. | wasthe
mouse in the shadow of the owl'swing; | was snow drifting to her winds.

Come, they said,come,the winds that harvested dead |eaves and froze the birdsin flight. Come with us.
Y ou belong with us.



| could bardly remember ahuman language. My lips were made of ice; they spokeice instead of sound.
Corbetformed between us, aglittering question.

Heiswaiting,her winds answered. Come.

| felt them pull at me, felt mysdlf fray into them. But they had not told meif he was among her living or
her dead. | pulled my bones out of the snow, shrugged my skin back over them, and saw her again, wild
and beaurtiful, with her feral, dangerous smile, and her eyeslike midsummer night.

"I want to see him." Even human, | could barely speak; words chattered piecemeal out of me. "l want to
tak tohim."

Somewhere behind me adoor opened. Wind snarled; awhite owl flew into a pale shimmer of light. |
saw pris-tinefolds of linen, the empty washbasin that held nothing, not even dust.

| let the tapestry close, and turned. Snow fdll lightly over me, burned away likefdling sars. | recognized
Perrin's voice before the white mist faded and he caught me and | could see hisface.

"Roigl" He opened his cloak, tried to bundle me under it. "What are you doing back here? Y ou'relike
ice"

"I waslooking-" | had to stop, shudder something colder than the air out of me: the splinter of ice,
maybe, that she had |eft in my heart. "I waslooking for something-"

"Laurel went dl through this place," he said grimly. "She didn't find aword. Can you drive home done?
Or shdll | take you back?'

"I'll drive. I'm dl right. What are you doing here?"

"Searching the wood. | saw your deigh.”

"Has anyone found anything?'

"Just more snow." His mouth tightened, holding back words. | saw the sudden bleaknessin hiseyesand
wondered what he hoped to find: abody for Laurel to grieve over, or asilence that would haunt them for
therest of ther lives. "And more of that on itsway," he added findly, "just so things won't be too easy for
us." He paused, his eyes straying over the scraps of story we were left with: the broken glass, the bloody
hearth. | felt ashiver run through him, asif she had laid anicy finger on him. "It happened al over again,”
he bresthed. "If you think about it the wrong way. Best get home, girl, before you freeze here and start
haunting this place dong with Nid Lynn."

| gave Laurd agtiff dose of the apothecary's potion that night, but till | fell adeep to her soft weeping. |
found Corbet in my dreams, not where he might be, but in atime and place | wished we could return to.
He stood again in that golden fall of summer light beside the rose vines, adightly darker shade of gold,
bardly formed yet, something mysterious happening in astreak of sunlight that you would missif you
glanced at it and away, and not back again. The scent of roses hung in the il air, sweet and heavy,
dowing time until summer seemed to stop, even in my dream, just a that moment: when | knew hewas
coming but just before | saw hisface.

| woke in the dark with tears on my face, till smell-ing roses. | heard winter howling acrossthefields,



snging in the eaves, casting some incomprehens ble enchantment around the house. Down the hall, both
Bedaand my fa-ther snored, one frugdly, fussly, the other in explosive, brandy-soaked mutterings.
Through dl that, one faint sound stopped my heart: Laurel, awake or weeping in her dreamsfor Corbet.

By morning we were cut off from the world; not even gossip could reach us. | stayed closeto thefire
with Lau-rdl. Our father, shovelling out the cow stdls, camein for an occasiona mouthful of brandy
againg the cold. He smelled of cows and wind; he molted snow as he stood at thefire, great crusts that
he kicked into the hearth with boots tufted with frozen, dirty snow. Each time he camein, he would cast
an absent glance at Laurel, worried without knowing it. Shewould lift the linen in her fingersand add a
dtitch. Each time he went out, she would let her sewing fal and stare out the window. Her face seemed
cam, despite her swollen eyes, but it was pale aswhey, and she had eaten dmost nothing. | had no idea
what she was making; neither, | suspected, did she.

| watched for owlsin the snow-streaked wind. Lau-rel watched for Corbet. Sometimes memories
formed out of the snow instead of owls. | would see Tearl€'s face untouched by time, see myself standing
with Corbet in hisfather's dream of Lynn Hall, and | would fedl aspi-dery chill of fear and wonder glide
over me, that | had gone so far out of the human world and come back. She has our eyes, Tearle had said.
She has our eyes. She must have inherited them from someone. Wordless questions clamored in me; | did
not know what to ask, or what Laurel knew, or if there was anything at al to know.

Asif shefdt dl my thoughts crowding around her,Laurel stirred and turned from the window. She
dartled me, seeing me, it seemed, for thefirst timein two days. She picked up her sewing; for amoment
shelooked a-most perplexed by it. Then shelet it drop again. But her eyes went back to meinstead of
the snow, and she spoke without being spoken to, surprising me again.

"You're looking better. | worried for awhile. . ." Her voicetrailed.

| asked, to keep her talking, "Worried about what?' The faint frown came and went between her brows;
she answered softly, "1 was thinking of our mother. You look so like her."

| stared at her, wondering if | had spoken doud without redizing it. Then an ember flared suddenly,
briefly, behind my eyes. ™Y ou thought - "

"Winter came, and she just stopped eating. She grew so thin. She would never say why. | would bring
her things to eat-an apple, acake-and she would smile a me and touch my hair and tell me how good |
was." Shelooked down at her hands, found cloth there, and pro-duced a stitch, pale thread on pale
linen. | watched her, mute, my own hands so tightly linked | could fed only bone. "L ater, | would hear
Beda complain about finding rock-hard cakes beneath the cushions.”

| saw Laurel then, asachild, with those great grey eyes, watching the terrible and incomprehensible thing
she could not stop. "l was so little - | forgot how you - how much - *

"| forgot, too," she said smply. "Until you began to look too much like her."
"I'm sorry,” | whispered, and expression, quick and formless, wind over water, passed across her face.
"It wasalongtimeago.”

"Maybe. But now I'm old enough to know what | missed. Not having her. | had you instead. | never
ques-tioned that. | never thought how hard that must have been for you sometimes.”



Her needle flashed, dropped, too heavy. "I never thought about it either. It wasjust something that
needed to be done. Like most things around here. And there was dways Bedato help.”

"Tell meabout her,” | pleaded. "You al say | look like her, and yet dl | know about her are sad things."
"I don't-1've hardly spoken of her for so many years." Shewas slent alittle, then added helplesdy, "It's
your face that stirs up memories. Sometimes | ook at you and | become the child | wasthen, just for an
ingtant, and | remember things. The old ballads she played on the flute. Picking berrieswith her, inthe
brambles along the edge of the pasture on ahot day. How bees asfat as blackberries droned around us
in the light, and she taught me words to songswhile | dropped berriesin my bucket. How atrip to the
cobbler to measure my feet would take an afternoon; everyone stopped her to talk. She kept thingstidy;
she dways had flowersin the house. Wild flowers from the wood, if nothing dse. . ."

| hesitated, tried to ask one question by asking an-other. "Did-was she still happy after | was born? Was
that when she changed?'

"No." Expression melted briefly through Laurd's eyes. " She loved you. And | loved what sheloved. She
taught me to gather eggs while she held you, and em-broider, and grow herbs. . ."

"She was happy,” | said, oddly surprised. "No one ever told me that.”

Laure'sface grew ill again, indrawn. "1 think weforgot," she said findly. " She was happy until that
winter, and winter iswhat we remembered.”

"What happened to her?' | touched Laurel'swrist when she didn't answer. "What do you think it was?'
She raised her eyes from her hands, stared into thefire. "They never knew. She had no fever, no pain.
Shejud ... did not live." She spoke silently then, looking a me. | stared at her thin, haunted face, her
eyesthat re-flected al the emptiness she saw, and asudden terror filled me because | didn't know which
of us she had told her memoriesto, which of us shewarned.

I heard my voice from far away, clear and steady, giving her words like acharm to keep her safe: "l
have no intention of dying."

But she only answered, pulling the thread straight in another random gtitch, "Neither did our mother. She
just forgot tolive"

In my dreamsthat night, | ran into the wild autumn wood. | heard the endless sigh of dying leaves, felt
the tumultuous winds, the restlesstwilight riders. | found the rose vines and crouched beside them,
making mysdf smdl, smal, but ill she saw me. Moonlight spilled from her eyes; the sarry sky flowed
behind her in her hair. | heard the silvery laughter of tiny bells. She bent toward me as| tried to bury
myself in leaves. Gold dropped from her fingers. It glowed brighter and brighter asit fell be-tween us,
until initsrich light | saw her face.

| woke, till staring into darkness. She wore my face.

Eighteen

The sudden storm had goneitsway by dawn. Snow dill fdll, but fitfully; winds muttered now instead of
ghrieking. Waking, | wished | could understand their broken incantations. They knew something | needed



to know; they teased and hinted, but they would not tell. | pulled aquilt over my shoulders and looked
out the win-dow. In the yard, my father had finished shoveling; he ran arope down his path from the
house to the barn, asif he were anchoring usto earth between storms. Along the road, deigh runners had
veered closeto our gate, left their tracksin the new snow.

| heard the door open below. My father clumped in; wood clattered into the wood box. | went down,
found him feeding thefire.

"Who was here?!

"Perrin stopped to leave some of his beer and ask about Laurdl. That'sagood sign, isn't it?" he said
hope-fully.

"It'sasgn of something,” | agreed. "Did he bring any newswith the beer?'

"Nothing new. No one has appeared looking for the stranger, and Corbet is till missing. Perrin said
they'll search again today, when the snow stops.” He paused, scratching one brow with histhumbnail.
"Hewon't be dill dive, if they do find him in asnowdrift. And if they don't - "

"I'm going to help look for him," | said abruptly. "No one knows the wood better than | do.”
"Not the winter wood," he protested. "Y ou never gointo it.”
"It's better than both of us staring out the window watching for him."

He tossed alog with unnecessary force onto thefire, but refrained from saying what he was thinking
about our taste. "He's either frozen in aditch aong the road, or safely doing whatever business he left
homefor. Let them look. Stay with Laurd.”

"Shelll be better when he'sfound,” 1 said without conviction. "And | can't stand being insdewaiting.” He
grumbled something dourly. But he couldn't re-ally imagine me staying out long among the bleak, pinched
faces of the winter trees. He changed the subject, hoping that, ignored, it would go away. "Perrin saysa
couple of them-Furl Gett and Travers son, Willom -might be sent to the next township to find someone
who knows how to look into these things. Some say it's village business, and we don't need to go digging
up old trouble,curses and murders, and faces out of the past, for strang-ersto peer a. But we do havea
dead body on our hands to deal with somehow.” His eyes did to me; he added tentatively, "It's you
they'd question first, if we bring strangersinto this."

"I know." | stared at thefire, thinking of two tales, one smple, one beyond comprehension, both
peculiar.| wal kedthrougha storm andfdladeep in an empty house; when | woke there was a dead man
beside me....I heard the stairs creak, and turned to see Laurd drift down, dressed for the day, but not
seaing it, her eyes aready moving past usto the window.

She unnerved our father; helost histemper sud-denly, for no other reason, | knew, than to change the
expresson on her face.

"Stop watching for him. Whether or not he'saive, he's still aman with acursed past and afresh
bloodstain on hisfloor. Look at you. He's not good for you. Swallow your pride and go find Perrin.”

Sheturned to him; but for that it seemed she might not have heard him. "Perrin,” she said, with faint
sur-prise, asif Perrin were someone she had known in child-hood and had long outgrown. | saw the



blood risein our father'sface, the confusionin hiseyes.

"The one you made al that lacefor," he reminded her. "The onewho ill loves you, and would marry
you if you stop chewing your heart up over adream of Lynn Hall. That'sdl it ever was-only adaydream.
Nothing solid. Nothing redl, to sart alifewith.”

"Y ou don't know," she said softly. ™Y ou don't know what there was between us. Perrin saw it, but you
never did."

"Perrinsaid - "

"Perrin." She said the name without impatience, with an indifference far more chilling. "Hell forget about
me. Corbet will return. He can't forget what we meant to each other."

Our father stared at her. "Over a supper or two? A glass or two of wine?"'

"That'sal you saw." Sheturned away from him to the dead world beyond the window. "That'sdl you
ever saw. "

"I don't know anymorewhat | saw," he admitted heavily, "but | don't like what I'm seeing now. It'stoo
much to ask Roisto have any kind of common sense in winter, but you've dways been the steady one.
Stop grieving over aman who, alive or dead, |eft you without aword. Eat your breakfast, get your boots
on, and go bring Perrin back. Hell play the flute and put some color into your face.”

She did not bother to answer. He grumped back out to find some common sense among the cows.
Laurd turned to methen, despair welling under theicy cam in her face.

"That's not why heleft, isit?" she pleaded. "Y ou didn't dream that, did you? Heis hot cursed, and he
had nothing to do with the death of the stranger in his house. Tell me you don't believe that."

“No."

"And that wasn't dl there was between us? Just aglass or two of wine? Just away to pass the winter
hours? The masgter of Lynn Hall dalying with the far-mer's daughters, making alittle troubleto idle avay
thetime?'

| shook my heed, swallowing. "That's not what | saw. "
"Then whereis he?' she whispered and turned back to the window.

She sat down to breakfast later to please our father. | watched her push her spoon around abow! of
oamed, pull bread apart, lift milk to her lipsand put it down, making adl the smal, constant gestures of
egting, but never quite doing it. At first | thought our father did not notice. Then | redlized that because it
was Laurd, who didn't fdl into rose vines or chase after winds, he thought he knew what to expect: She
would find her way back.

But he did not redlize how far she had already gone. | glimpsed it later in the embroidery she was doing:
the pattern less stitch of white on white, like footprintsin snow that wandered randomly and went
nowhere, crossing and circling themsalves until they could not be followed.

The search party crossed thefieldsin the early af-ternoon, looking like bearsin their winter fursand



hoods. The wind was still now; nothing in the pale sky threat-ened. | did not dare ask my father for the
deigh. | pulled on high fur boots and walked the tumbled snow that a couple of the deighs had made
following the path from Lynn Hall that Corbet might have taken to reach the road. By then the searchers
had all dispersed into the wood, or farther up the road. | saw one or two on snow shoes, tramping
through the trees, kicking at drifts and peering up into the bare branches asiif they expected to see
Corbet there. By the time | reached the wood, they had all disappeared.

Others had been where | went; their snowshoes told me. Tracks passed all around the snow-covered
vines, someone had kicked at the smooth mound of snow, found only briersinstead of Corbet, and gone
on. But they didn't know where to ook, or how to see. | thought | did. Doors, he had said. Thresholds.

Places of passage, where gold fell from one story into another, where time shifted across the boundary
between worlds.

| had nowhere else to look.

| dug into the snow around the vines until they sprang loose and | could push them away from the well.
Some, caught inice, hung down like bars around the warter. | couldn't break theice with my hands. It
wasthick but oddly clear, like glass flecked with fine crysta stars, neetly fitted over the dark water. The
gpring was still now, frozen, | guessed, at the source.

Thethird time| caled hisname, he cameto me.

| felt the painful shock of blood al through me, at the unexpected sight: hisface, remote as adream,
gazing up a me out of the dark water. He must be dead, | thought wildly; he looked, trapped beneath the
ice, intoo terrible aplace for any human touch to reach him.

But | tried: | laid one hand flat on the ice, and his hand rose up through the cold to spread itself against
mine. | could see so little of him-hisface, hishair, his hand; the rest was brief, isolated needles of color
flick-ering through the deep water.

Tearsrolled down my face, froze asthey fel, and scattered like tiny pearls acrosstheice.

"Corbet," | whispered. "Are you dead?'

Hisvoice seemed to come from a place that far. " No."

"Can you come out of thewd|?"

"Thisisascloseas| can cometo you. Rois, how did you know to look for me here?!

"I found you here before," | said numbly. "I can seeyou in water, | can seeyou inlight. I don't know
how. And | don't know how to reach you. If | bresk theice-"

"Y ou can't break into her world with astone. Y ou know that." Beneeth theice, his eyes reflected winter
greys and shadows; | had to remember green. "Rois, leave me here."

“No."

"Shekilled my father." The expression frozen on hisface splintered; hisface twisted, and | saw a sudden
flash of color. "Hefought for me."



"I know." My hand pushed againgt theice, asif wishing could warm and mdlt it, asif hisface would be
there when | touched water. " Sheleft him in thisworld. | found him on the hearth besde mewhen |

woke."
He made a soft, anguished sound, asif he suddenly felt the burning cold. "She left him there? In those

two rooms?'
"He 4till-helooks ashe did in your world. Her world. The oldest villagers say they recognize him."

He closed hiseyes. " She dill holds him spellbound.”
"They're searching for you. Y ou vanished, just like your father, leaving adead man in your house."

"Niad Lynn'scurse." Helooked a me again, his eyes heavy, hitter. " She left me that to come back to, if |
leave her. Do they think | killed him?"

"No one knowswhat to think."
"It doesn't matter. | might aswell havekilled him; | forced her to."

N
"Wewould still bewith him, you and I, and he would be diveif he hadn't fought her. She knowsyou

now. If | make promisesto her, she might leave you in peace.”

"What kind of promises?’ | asked. He hesitated, choosing words. | found them for him. "To stay with

her always? To forget that you ever tried to become human, or that your father died trying to set you
free? She might leave mein peace, but you wont, because | will look for you in every fdl of light. | will

cometherefor you."

"Rois," he breathed. "Don't say that in this place.”
"Y ou may never find your way back into thisworld if | don't. How will | explain that to Laurel?"

Hisface grew ill, luminousin the dark water. "Lau-rd. "

"She stands a the window waiting for you. Shewon't eat, she weeps a night, she barely remembers
who Perrinis. It'sasif she'sunder aspell, only what she knows and wantsis no longer love but sorrow.”

Hewas slent, staring up at me; | wondered for amoment if she had turned him into his own reflection.

Then | saw him shudder. "It'smy fault. | tried to love in human ways-that'swhat Laurdl expected. |
pretended to be what she wanted, what she thought | was. | lied too well."
My hand closed around cold; | was shaking, but if | moved my hand from theice, he might vanish. "You

lied to both of us. | believed you - "
"Y ou saw me." Hisvoice sounded suddenly harsh with pain. "1 could never pretend to you -you saw me

toowdl."
"l don't know what | saw. | thought | knew what you were, who | was, but you changed under my eyes,



and so has Laurel and so has the wood, and | don't know anymore what | am except awoman who sees
too much.'

"I know. | dwaysknew."
"What did you dways know?"
"That you see with the wood's eyes.”

| had to swallow fire before | could speak. One hand outstretched to him seemed the only thing |
recognized of mysdlf; the rest of me seemed so far from human that no one | knew would know me
anymore. "So you see- " | had to begin again. "So you see why | can't leave you here. Why | can't walk
away from you. Y ou are my shadow, the onething | can't run fast enough in the hu-man world to escape.
Y ou knew me before | knew my-self.” My hand opened again beside hisface. "I need you.,

"Y ou must be careful," he whispered. "Y ou must be so careful. Even need isapath to her.”

"I know. But if | turn away from you, wherewill | go to find Laurel? Tell me how to be careful. Tdl me
how not to see what my heart sees. Tell me how to live without you both.”

Hewasdlent; | saw him gather breath and looseit, in apearly mist thet filled the water and flowed
around himuntil 1 could barely see hishand, still reaching out to mine against theice. "Corbet,” | cried,
and felt the cold, asif the mist had seeped into my bones. | turned sud-denly, asit touched my heart; a
brier saized my hood, another clung to my shoulder.

"Roais," shesad. Shewore glittering air and spindrift snow, and amantle made of tiny living animasin
their winter white. She stroked one or two, smiling; their eyeswere wide and terrified, their crying voices
mute. "I know what your heart sees. | will show you."

"Who areyou?" | whispered. Cold racked through me; the thorns tightened their hold. She was
something wild in my wood, the glint of an eye on alightless night, the formless shadow the moon reveas
tangled in the shadow of atree. "Who are you?"

"I am night,” shesaid, and it was. "l am winter'ssong,” and | heard it. "I am the shadow of the bloody
moon and dl thewindsthat harvest init." | felt them. "I am the dead of winter."

She wore my mother'sface.

Nineteen

Sdish and Furl Gett and Willom Travers found me stumbling through the trees, and gave me aride
home. Packed in the deigh among fumes of beer and wet woal,

| watched the dark wood dowly close around itself be-hind us, hiding its secrets. The searchers,
frustrated, per-plexed, passing the last of the beer among them, tried to piece together atale from scraps.

It was Corbet Lynn's brother, with their father's face and their grandfather's evil ways, who had cometo
forceaquarrel with Corbet over hisinheritance.



It was just some stranger who had lost hishorse an, | hisway, who crawled in to escape the storm and
collapsed beside the dying embers.

Corbet Lynn was Nid Lynn reborn - you couldseeit in hisface - and the stranger on his hearth was an
innocent relation who had the bad luck to wear something.resembling Tearlesfaceinto Lynn Hall onthe
night of the curse.

Corbet Lynn was agenerous man who couldn't dap agnat without remorse - look how he helped
Crispin and Aleria- and the stranger wandering in from the cold had betrayed Corbet's kindness by
dropping dead in his house while he was away.

Both Corbet and the stranger were ghosts-look how they came out of nowhere and had no ties -who
had roused out of their graves on the eve of the curse, and thistime Nia had gotten revenge on his son
after araging brawl that overturned al the candlesticksin the house. Corbet had left just before the
storm, on business matters, and he was ignorant as afence post about what he was going to find on his
plate when he got home. Corbet Lynn was a man cursed from the day he was born to repeat hisfather's
murder and vanish like hisfather, and it was the stranger's misfortune to turn up at Corbet's door on that
fateful winter night.

"Corbet wouldn't kill anyone," Salish indgsted. "Even if he was cursed. Anyway, Rois said Corbet was
never even there."

"Roiswas adeep,”" Willom argued, wanting violence and mystery to wile away the winter.

"Shewouldn't deegp through amurder. Not if they were breaking things around her. What do you think,
Rois?Y ou're hisneighbor. Y ou know him."

"The stranger died of cold,” | said shortly. | could barely think, even to rescue Corbet's reputation.
"Blane said that may be true. Corbet went away on business and he can't get back because of wesather."

They looked at one another and a me, unconvinced.Y ou know somethingtheir eyes said to me.Nobody
could deegp through that. Willom shook his head, turning the deigh into our yard.

"Why was the stranger dressed like that? Like he/d come to stay, not just appeared at the door? Why
did Corbet leave his house and his stable open unless he | eft too fast to bother about them and he wasn't
coming back? And why does the stranger |ook like Corbet's father?' "Nobody knows that except our
grannies,”" Furl Get t said. He corked the beer and pulled me out of the jumble of fur and snowshoes.
"And they just seeto suit them-salves. Truth is, we don't know what we're looking for, or what well find
under the snow. There's something bur-ied there, though, if nothing but adead horse. There, something
hidden."

My father grumbled at mewhen | walked in; Laurel picked the despair out of my expression and turned
away "They didn't - " our father asked as| hung my cloak . , ,

"NO_ n
"Isthere any-"

“No."



| sat closeto thefire after supper, brooding and trying to warm the chill out of my heart. | kept seeing
my mother'sface, recognizing it, or thinking | did; maybeit wasalie, areflection, my own face with afew
subtle changes. | had seen such tricks before. But | could not stop thinking about my mother, and what
she might have watched for, as Laurel watched now, during her last winter. She died longing for spring,
our father said. If she had known the spring she wanted would return to her she would have waited. But
that last winter told her such a season would never come again, not to her in thisworld. So she had gone
elsawhere,

How far, | wondered with bleak horror, had she gone?

"You'relooking," our father said abruptly, pick-ing thoughts out of my head, "more and more like your
mother every day. Except that her expression was sweeter. ™

He was frowning again. Beside him, Laure picked up the cup of teal had made her, and took abird's
gp. "You sad | was unlike my mother." | felt the cold fear in my fingers, my face, but somehow |
answered camly. "That she never ran wild in the wood. She never would have gotten trapped in the
roses. Shewouldn't have even stayed out past twilight.”

"True," he admitted. Somehow that did not comfort him. "But you did, so I'm never sure what you might
do next. At least you're not lying weak and silent, gazing out awindow for something that never comes.”

| heard the ungpoken wordsin hisvoice:something | could not bring her, though | would have given her
everything. | gazed at him, at the familiar furrows and hillocks of hisface, hisround eyesthe color of
smoke, that saw smple things he put smple namesto.

Am | your child?lasked him glently, urgently, my lips caught hard between my teeth so that the words
would not break out.Or am | the wood's?

But he did not know how to hear such questions. He could not bring her spring, he thought, and so she
died.

"Wasthereanamefor it?" | asked softly, trying to keep my voice steady. "What she died of 7'

He shook his head, his eyes on thefire, seeing mem-ories. "The apothecary couldn't giveanameto it.
Shedid not seem to suffer. Shetold him something, though, that he didn't tell me until later. After. That
shejust did not fedd comfortablein thisworld." He raised his eyes bewil-deredly. "What other world did
shewant? What world did she dream of ? Y ou're like her there," he added ac-cusingly. "Y ou dream too
much. Y ou see too much into things, you get too close to them, make them into something el se.
Imagination." He pounced on the word with grim satisfaction. ™Y ou have too much of it. So does
everyone around here in winter. Too much cold and too much beer. People start hearing curses, seeing
ghodts.”

"Something happened in Lynn Hall," Laurd said, startling us. She had turned her still eyesfrom the
win-dow to hisface. "What do you think happened?'

Hewas slent, studying his pipe before helit it. He said findly, "I think the whole task became too much
for Corbet -rebuilding that old wreck. Winter brought him to his senses and he went back to wherever he
came from. The stranger wasjust that; he was lost and haf-frozen, and he died of natural causes,
accidentaly spilling blood al over amurder haf acentury old. That'swhat | think." But he frowned
uncertainly at the smoke he puffed. Lau-rel rose druptly, her linen and needle diding unheeded to the
floor. I picked them up; she turned restively to awindow, stared out at the wailing dark. | watchedwith



her, listening to the ruthless wind that had called out mother's name, wondering if Laurel heard it, too.

That night | dreamed of Corbet trapped in thewell. | couldn't bresk the ice between us, but my hand
passed through it asif | were made of air, and he reached up through the deadly cold toward me. |
gripped him, and as | drew our hands out of theice | saw that winter had stripped our fingers bare; we
held each other's bones.

Awake, | could not St till, | could not think. When my father hitched the deigh after breskfast to take
Bedato thevillage, | pleaded with him to let me drive her. She wanted aday with her younger sster's
family, shed said, to gossip and cook ameal for those who would enjoy it instead of worrying it into
crumbs. | would leave her a her Sster'shouse, | promised my father, and make one stop at the
gpothecary's and then come home so quickly | would meet myself going. He didn't bother to ask me why
| wanted to go to the apothecary's. If news of Corbet was anywhere to be had, it would be there.

But | didn't go there to talk about Corbet.
"Y ou knew my mother,” | said to Blane. "Y ou tried to help her, that winter when she died.”

He looked at me silently. His shop empty for the moment, he was mixing oil, rosewater and dried leaves
for someone's cold. | smelled wintergreen and licorice. | had never thought about his age before; he had
beeninmy lifeaslong as| had. But as| watched his expression change, suddenly haunted by memories,
| glimpsed the face my mother must have known. He was no older than my father, | redized. They had
gtill been young then, watching their youth die dowly through the winter.

"Yes" heanswered findly. "What isit, Rois? What did you cometo ask me?"

"Why shedied. No one seemsto know." Hewaited, his hands still, until 1 gave him more. "Laurd and
my father both say | look like her. | asked them both what she died of; they couldn't tell me. Winter.
That'sall my father knows. Shedied of winter. | don't remember her. | wish | did. They try totell me
about her; they try to answer my questions. But | don't understand the answers. People die of cold and
sickness, they don't die from look-ing at a season.”

His hands began to move again, measuring, grinding. "I don't know much more than that," he said dowly.
"If I had been able to put a name to why she died, it would have spared me some grief. It was hard, not
knowing how to help, not knowing why."

"Did shetdl you anything?'

Helooked back across the years again; | saw bewil-derment and sorrow, but nothing hidden, nothing
locked away behind his eyes. "' She wanted some other place," he said findly, "that was not life. We don't
have that many choices: We either have thisworld or not. Shelost interest init." He shook more leaves
into hismortar. "It was some kind of sickness, of course it was. Maybe someone with more experience
would have recognized it. But | had never seen it before, and | have never seenit since.” He paused then,
studying me. "Y ou do look like her. Very much like her. No wonder you stir up memories. | wish | had a
better answer. | had just begun to work on my own then; my father had taken to his bed and | eft
every-thing to me. | hadn't learned yet that | didn't have aremedy for everything. | didn't have aremedy
for life." Tears of sorrow and frustration burned behind my eyes, because | never knew her, because no
oneever had. | forced them back. "Thank you."

He shook his head without looking a me. "How's Laurel ?"



"Noworse."

Helooked at me then. "But no better.” He straight-ened, perhaps to suggest something; the door opened
abruptly. Crispin, none the worse for marriage, father-hood or the weether, camein trailing whiffs of pipe
smoke and beer. He gave me the swest, generous smile he still gave to every woman who hadn't yet lost
her second set of teeth.

"Rois”

Blanereached for ajar, poured asmmering concoc-tion intoit. "Tell your grandfather to follow thiswith
tea, not brandy. Have they solved our murder yet at theinn?’

Crigpin'ssmilefaded, |eft aline between hisfair brows. "We were trying to remember. . ." he said, then
stood amoment trying to remember what it was they had been trying to remember. "Oh. Where it was
Corbet said he lived before he came here. Do you know?"

"l never asked him," Blane said.

"Nobody did, it ssems. But somebody must have. It's one of the things everyone thought they knew until
they were asked. He must have told someone.” Crispin turned to me hopefully. "Rois. Y ou'd know. You
were neigh-bors."

"Henever sad.”

"Y ou mean you never asked?"

"We might have. | don't remember that he answered. Y ou saw him more than anyone--"

"I thought | knew," he answered smply. "I thought we al knew."

"Theway wedl knew hisfather was dead,” | said without thinking.

He only looked at me blankly. "He is dead. That's why Corbet came here. Nobody," he added atrifle
cha-lengingly to the apothecary, "can tell methat Corbet Lynn killed anyone anywhere for any reason. |

worked with him, | knew him-"

Blane interrupted patiently. " Someone's going to look for him in the place where he came from? Isthat
it?"

"Yes" He blinked at Blane amoment. "Y es. Except that nobody can lay afinger on exactly where. . ."
Blane melted wax on the jar and set his sedl into it. "It'sagood ides, though.”

"Itis" Crispin agreed. "I thought of it. And I'll go, no matter the westher, the moment anyone
remembers. Hewas kind to us, Aleriaand me. | don't believe he killed anyone, | don't believe he's dead
inaditch, and | don't believethat Nia Lynn's ghost had anything to do with it.

The apothecary's brows flickered. He passed the jar to Crispin and added his grandfather's nameto a
list of unfinished business. "What do you believe?' he asked cu-rioudly. | listened for the answer, too. But
Crigpin did not seem to know.

"Hewas caled away suddenly. And then this stranger happened into his house wanting shelter from the



gorm. . ."

The stranger from nowhere without ahorse. . . | turned to Blane, who was busying himsdlf with his
pestle. "Thank you,” | said again. He frowned dightly, absently, asa an old and familiar ache.

"Comeand vist meagain," hesad. "Let me know how Laurdl is."
"1 will. Goodbye, Crispin."

That smile broke through him again, like sun through cloud, that warms you whileit has nothing to do
with you at al. Then he dropped the jar into his pocket and leaned over the counter. "Anyway - the
stranger is nearly dead with cold, and he sees Rois dying fire. . ." | closed the door.

| saw her then, standing ill asatree with awhite owl on her shoulder, where the sheep grazed in fairer
seasons on the green. She wore amantle of white feathersthat covered her from throat to hedl. Only her
hair flowed fregly around her, blown by winds no human could fed on that dead cam morning.

Her eyeswere closed. The owl opened its eyes and looked at me. Itseyeswere asgold asthesun |
could only seein memory.

It asked itsfamiliar question.
| closed my eyes. "'l do not know," | heard mysdlf whisper. "You tel me."

When | opened my eyes again, there was only atree standing in the snow, awhite owl deeping in the
dark, airy swirl of its branches.

Two

Summer nearly passed before | spoketo him. | heard his name, now and then, on awayward breeze.
He had hired severd villagers, including the indolent Crispin, to help him pull the falen roof and the
weeds out of the shell of the old hall. Crispin, | thought, worked out of curiosity about the man cursed to
murder and be mur-dered. As the foundations began to appear, he hired other villagersto mortar stone
walls back together, and to begin to clear the overgrown fidlds. Sometimes | drifted through the treesin
the deep wood behind the hal. | caught aglimpse of him high on the sonewalls, guiding aroof beam
dangling from ropes, or in aroom with three walls, studying afireplace that stood attached to nothing. |
never saw him closely. Theloose angles of his body, the rolled deeves and open neck of hisshirt, the
way hewiped cardlesdy at the swest on hisface and shouted for water, did not suggest either aman
under acurse or something that had made itself in the summer wood and walked into the human world.

But | had seen him before he had aface.

The curse, among those whose memories had out-lived their teeth, became the subject of long and
rambling argument on hot afternoons. Each variation, born in blood and fraught with danger, riveted our
interest on the man putting his house back together, asif the inevitable hung over his head while he bent
to hiswork, and we could only guessif he would be struck by lightning before he fell off hisroof, or
before Crispin dropped a hammer on his head.



"My mother met Shave Turl's old aunt outside the weaver'stoday,” Perrin said, at the end of abreathless
day when the air seemed so heavy and full of molten light, everyone sweated drops of gold instead of
brine. Perrin had been harvesting hisfields; he had straw in hishair and stubble on his chin. We sat
outside, watching thetwilight birdswhed in the trembling air, watching for lightning. Laurel, as usud those
evenings, worked at something dainty, sewing lace on apillow dip, or em-broidering a handkerchief with
Parin'sinitids.

Sheraised her eyes at Perrin's voice. Our father grunted and drew on his pipe. "He's even got Shave
working," he commented. " Shave hasn't worked three days in the year. His bones are too ddlicate. Some
daysthey can't even lift him out of bed.”

"Hisaunt said that Crispin's grandfather remembersthe curse al wrong, and his head isfull of sheep
shearings.”

My father grunted again, thistime with more inter-est. "What does she remember, then? | suppose she
wastherein Lynn Hall, rocking beside the grest hearth while the boy killed hisfather.”

Perrin shrugged. "Who knows?' "Everyone seemsto.”

"Goon," | sad impatiently, my armstightening around my knees. | sat on the grasswith my skirt trailing
over my knees, my barefeet. | could smell the sweet crushed grass around me. "What curse does she
remem-ber?’

"She says Nid Lynn said to his son with hisdying breath, “Sorrow and trouble and bitterness will hound
you and yours and the children of yoursuntil Lynn falsand risesagain.' "

My father raised abrow. "He said dl that in one breath?"
"What did he mean?' Laurdl asked curioudy. "Lynn fadlsand rises again. The house? The family?'
"Shave's aunt couldn't be precise about that."

"It'saconvenient curse, with the house beginning to rise dready." My father tapped his pipe against
stone. | looked out over the darkening wood, and wished | were something wild that prowled at night. |
would run through moonlight until | reached the hall, where the wild roses grew among thetamein theold
rose garden. And then, from some secret place, | would see what he became when moonlight touched
him.

| shifted restlesdy. Laurel dropped ahand on my shoulder, said gently, "Can you find me lavender, or
roses-something sweet to scent my wedding cloth until

| work onit?" She had sensed my impulses; | had already brought her so much lavender to dry that the
whole house smdlled of it.

| nodded wordlesdy. Perrin sniffed a the air. "No rain, yet." Hefretted to be done with the harvest.
Then the world could drown around him. Such stillness seemed charged, dangerous: There should be
snakes tongues flickering dryly abovethetrees at least, and the low, dis-tant mutterings of thunder.

Laured leaned back. "It'stoo hot to sew. My needle sticksin my fingers, and | can't remember what I'm
do-ing. | can barely remember your name, Perndl. Or isit Perekin?"



"Dont," Perrin breathed, hisface averted in the dark. She laughed and put her hand on hisarm. They
were both growing odd, prone to uncertainties and su-perstitions about their love. | supposed they would
be unbearable by the time they married. And then they would forget their doubts as easily as you forget
rain that falsat midnight.

Shetook her hand away again, her laughter fading. "It'stoo hot . . ." Her voice sounded unfamiliar; if |
were an animal, | would have pricked an ear. | couldn't see her; all our faces had grown dark. If | had
been her flute, | would have played aminor tune. If | had been her, | would have made arestless
movement in the hot, sweet night; | would have wanted to touch and not touch; | would have misplaced
my name.

The next week unburied another curse.

Perrin had got hisgrain into the barn; he helped our father finish his hay-making before the rains came.
Each evening the clouds on the horizon turned the color of bruises, or overripe plums, the air seemed to
listen, aswedid, for rain. But the rains did not come. Work in thefields, work a Lynn Hall, continued.

Laurd, who had not yet seen Corbet Lynn, brought home the next curse. She had goneinto the village
to buy dyed thread and bone buttons and more linen, of which she seemed to require extraordinary
quantities. She came to supper laden with gossip.

"L eta Gett broke another bone and is bedridden again. | asked Beda to make her some soup.” She
passed me cold beef and salad; it was till too hot to eat hot food. Perrin and our father, drinking ae,
both looked asif they had, sometimethat day, dunked their headsin it. Their eyes were red with
weariness, their hair stuck up stiffly; they wore threadbare beards, which they rasped absently and often
but would not shave off until the hay wasin. We ate outsde again, fat candles smoking around usto drive
away theinsects. "l thought you or | could take it to her tomorrow, Rois. Y ou could bring her some
wildflowers." | made anoncommittal noise, my mouth full of radish. Laure touched my arm, and lowered
her voice, which caught the men's attention. "And herés abit of scanda -Crispin must get married.”

| swallowed what fdt likeawholeradish. "Who?' "AleriaTurl."
| sucked in breath, just like an old gossip. "Aleria, shesachild! And plain asasummer squash.”

Perrin grinned. "She's not that young, and she's had her eye on Crispin Since she was seven. Maybe
that'swhy he'sworking so hard suddenly.”

"Hell take the money and run," our father grunted. Perrin shook his head.
"I'll wager not. He's till here. If he were going to run, he'd have done it the moment shetold him. And he

can't argueit's not his-everyone knows Crispin was al she ever wanted. And everyone knows her. Hell
gay." "Hell run," my father said briefly. "Hestoo lazy to run.”

"Hell not make his own wedding."

"Hewill,” Perrininssted. "He won't leave the place he knows."

Laurel looked a me; | shook my head. | knew both of them and neither of them at all, it seemed. That
Crispin would father a child with agirl with eyeslike gooseberries and amouth like a paper cut seemed

inconceivable to me; that she might possess secrets and mysteriesthat caused him to veer wildly off his
chosen course of doing aslittle as possible was something no one would have bet on. But there it was.



"A keg of your apple brandy to acask of my beer," said Perrin, who grew hops, "that hell stay to marry
her." "When?' | asked Laurel. Shewas amiling alittle, ruefully, at the bet, or at Aleria

"Summer'send,” she said. "How long can shewait? And that's not adl - | found another curse.”
"They'regrowing," our father said, dapping himself, asthick asgnats.”

"What isit?" Perrin asked, chewing celery noidly. 1 leaned my face on my hands, staring at Laurd,
wondering at dl the imminent, invisble dooms hurtling acraoss generations at someone who had not even

been born before hewas cursed, if he had ever been born at all.

"Letarememberedit,” Laurd said. " She had drunk some port for the pain in her hip, and she cleaned out
her attic, as Caryl Gett put it."

Perrin chuckled. "Go on. What did she find up there?"

"That Nid Lynn had cursed his son with hisdying breeth saying, “Y ou are thelast of usand you will die
thelast: Asmany asyou have, your children will never be your own." "

We were silent; it seemed, oddly, more terrible than the other curses. Perrin broke the silence.
"If that's true, then who isin thewood rebuilding Lynn Hall?"

| turned to stare a him. But it was an idle question; he did not wait for an answer. He pushed himsdlf up,
sghing, and went to kiss Laurel.

"Thank you," hesaid. "l must be up a dawn.” "I know."
"Will you missme?' "Will you?'

| got up at that point, and wandered acrossthe grass. | heard our father call Bedato come and clear the
cloth. I stood looking across the half-mown fields to where, | knew, Lynn Hall would be bathed in
moonlight, broken and not yet hedled, ill open to light and rain and any-thing that moved.

"Rois," Laurd cdled, and | turned reluctantly. A stray raindrop hit my mouth as| went in. A few more
pattered on the steps, vanishing instantly on the warm stone. | looked up, but it was only apassing cloud,
areminder of what wasto come.

| took the soup to L eta Gett the next day, wanting to hear more of what she remembered of the curse
and Nial Lynn. Who told you? | wanted to ask. Were you there? Who was there, that saw the murder
and told of the curse? What did Nia Lynn do to his son that drove his son to murder? And that made
Nia so hated that everyone looked the other way while the murderer fled? And if everyone waslooking
the other way, who was there to see what happened and to hear the curse?

But L eta Gett was sound adeep. Her daughter, Caryl, took the soup and thewild lilies| brought for her.
When | asked about the curse, she only shook her head and sighed.

"It was along winter, and too many people had too little to do besides spin tales. Nia Lynnwas
murdered, his son vanished, but no one wasthereto hear Nid'sfind opinion, if he said anything at dll
about the matter.” Then sheamiled. "It'sdl were doing again: tale-spinning. Rois, will you make my



mother ateaagainst the pain? She can't keep drinking port.”

| promised | would. It gave me areason to go back into the wood, to look for camomile and
lady's-dipper. | would bring back water from the secret well, | told my-self, knowing that | would go
there, not for Leta Gett's sake, but for the sake of memory. | would drink the sweet water and watch the
light....

| crossed the green and heard the flock outside the apothecary's door: ancient men and women sunning
themsdlves on his benches while they waited for his potions. In thelight their hair looked slver and
white-gold, their skin softly flowing like velvet, or mdting beeswax. The gnarled bonesin their hands
resembled the roots of trees. They sat close to one another, arguing intensely in their bird voices, not
listening, just wanting to remember. They paused briefly, their eyes, smoky with age, putting anameto
me, aplace. And then, as | entered the apoth-ecary's open door, they began to speak again. | stopped in
the shadowsto listen.

" ... will dieat the year, the hour and the moment | die, and sowill al your heirs.
" ... will hateas| have hated, and die as | have died, and your sons, and their sons. . . "

“ ... never gpeak your own name again, and no one will know you when you die, and even your
gravestonewill gand sllent. . . "

"'None of your name will raise this house again, nor ill the fields grow for any of your name, for |
bequegth dl to thewood and that ismy fina will.™

| fet hollow suddenly, asif | heard the dying man's voice among their voices. The gpothecary, filling a
cobdlt jar, said lightly, "They've been like thisfor days; it's just something to do. Telling stories of the
dead, to remind them that they are till dive. Did you want something, Rois?"

| shook my head, swalowing. "Just to hear them. Just an answer."

He paused, then corked his cobalt. "It's my guess Nid Lynn broke his neck falling down drunk, and his
son was never even there. Will that do?"

| bequesath al to thewood ...
He has his grandfather'sface ...
| straightened, pushing mysdf away fromthewal.” It will do," | said, "until the next."

He smiled, though | could not. "Send Mat Grisin here, will you? And | could use more mandrake, if you
oot it."
"Yes," | sad, remembering. "1 know whereit grows." And that's where he found me early next morning:

besi de the wild raspberries and beneath the silver em, digging up mandrake root in the shadow of Lynn
Hall.

Twenty



| shaped her out of every drift of snow as| drove home; | wished her out of air and cloud to cometo me
and guide the sturdy, placid plow horses beyond the boundaries of thisworld, to the place where roses
opened beneath water and white owls spoke with human voices. There she would tell me what no one
€lse seemed to know. But because | wanted her, she did not come; the horses followed their own tracks
home and turned into the yard.

| saw my father there, reshaping hisfrozen, dirty path to the barn, paring it close to the ground before the
next sorm. | unhitched the horses, but |eft the deigh out for my father to bring Bedahomelater. When |
put the horsesin their stals and turned, | saw him again, framed in the open barn door. He leaned on the
shove, puffing tiredly. Beyond him Laurdl stood at the window, watch-ing the distant fields.

| closed my eyes, pushed my hands against them, against the fears swooping and screeching like rooks
through my heed. | couldn't face the sllence in that house, the londlinessthat Laure |eft behind her as she
went her way without us. | did not know what to do for any of us, except find another shovel hanging on
anail and start whittling up my father's path to meet him.

He stopped amoment, shocked to find me working. | was not agreat dedl of help; though | tried, |
couldn't shovel my way beyond the world, or even beyond my own thoughts. But my father didn't
comment. Ashedrew closer to me, | heard hisfaint, breathy whistling.

Our paths met findly, mine not far from the barn. He leaned on his shovel again, watching me pant.
"What possessed you?' he asked mildly, afair ques-tion since | had only avague ideawhich end of a
snow shovel was up. | shrugged, evading his eyes.

"You looked tired," | said.

"l was," he admitted. He reached out, tucked astrand of my hair back into my hood, awkwardly, with
his blunt, gloved hand. "Odd how much better you can work with someone helping. | didn't expect you
back yet. | thought you'd go off somewhere looking for Corbet, or messages, or roses, something.”

| shook my head. "I've run out of placesto look." "No newsin thevillage?'
“No."

He frowned, reaching out to give my shoulder avague, comforting pat. "Strange. Y ou'd think someone
would be searching at their end for thedead . . ." Hisvoicetrailed; he was staring suddenly at Laurd in
the window. | saw his hands tighten on the shove, heard his startled bresth. He murmured something |
didn't catch; perhaps he was laying his own curse on Nia Lynn.

But that wasn't the ghost in his head. "For amoment | saw your mother,” he said huskily. "The way your

sgter sandsthere ... At least with Laure, | know what she'swatching for. | wish sheld pull hersdf out of
it. Should | get Perrin over here? Would that help her?!

"l don't know." | felt the cold then, seeping up out of the ground into my bones. " She might only hurt him
agan.”

"She might be missing him without knowingit." | doubted it. "Maybe."

"She can't go on like this. Brooding out at the winter, not eating." He brooded at her for a breath or two,
then reached out, still watching her, to take my shovd. "Shelookslike-she's doing what-" But he couldn't



say it. His mouth tightened; he hefted the shovelsunder hisarm. "I'll give her aday or two," he muttered.
"But no more. Not the entire winter."

Still he lingered; he shifted, chilled, but he could not seem to turn away from Laurel. He was|ooking
through her a hisown past, | knew, and | could not say anything to comfort him; | could only stand
frozen in the snow, terrified of what he might find there.

| touched him finally, and he looked at me, an ex-pression on hisface that | had never seen before. He
didn't recognize mein that moment. He gave me a stran-ger's blank, impersona stare, asif hedid not
know whose child | was, or where | had wandered from into hislife. He turned and walked away from
meinto the barn.

| waited, shivering, blinking back tears, unable to move, wondering if | fill had aname, ahome, afather,
or if he had seen what | must be, and had left me or-phaned in his heart. He came back out in amoment,
closed the barn door, and suddenly hisface was familiar again: kindly, stubborn, perplexed.

"Thank you, Rois. Now get in before you freeze."

| dreamed that night of gold faling from adender hand, gold turning brighter and brighter asit fell, until it
blazed like the sun in the night. Someone dropped the gold; someone else watched it fall. | saw no faces,
but in the dream | knew that | dropped the gold, | watched it fall....

The wind spoke to me just before | woke.

| understood it in that ingtant, al itswild songs, its mutterings and shriekings, itswarnings. Gold, it said,
so clearly that | carried the word out of dreamsinto morn-ing. Gold, | told myself as| opened my eyes,
clinging to the word asfiercdly asif it were the answer to dl the wind's enchantments, the word to free us
from our spell-bound world.

But gold turned to nothing in the chill grey dawn; the world remained unchanged. Laurd drifted likea
moth, silent and colorless, from window to window. Sometimes | stood with her, trying to see Lynn Hall
within thetrees. If | chose to go, winter would meet me there, she would take meinto her heart, show me
what | wanted to know. She had dropped the gold, she hadwatched it fal ... But if | left thishouse |
might never returntoit, | thought starkly. | might see too much, seein away that changed everything |
knew. Even Corbet might be transformed in my eyes, in my heart. | would be trapped, like him, between
worlds ... My thoughts crossed the fields again and again; | lingered beside Lau-rdl, silent and afraid,
while searchers gppeared and dis-gppeared around Lynn Hal, the only movement in the world.

Perrin rode over that afternoon. | didn't know if our father had sent amessageto him, or if, in the
charmed way of lovers, he had heard her name coupled with his, and had put down hisaxe or hisleather
needle to cometo her. Laurel saw him out the window, so hisknock at the door did not present her with
amoment of mystery or hope. Sheturned to Sit, picked up her strange em-broidery without a flicker of
interest, asif he were Salish cometo deliver adozen bottles of wine from theinn. | opened the door.
Perrin gave me abrief amile, hisface, with itswinter palor, becoming suddenly whiter ashe saw Lauredl.

She had grown thinner, colorless, her movements random and without energy. But the remotenessin her
gyes, asif weweredl bardly visible, asif she could not remember that she had ever kissed Perrin or
why, was most disturbing. | felt the shock that ran through Perrin; for an instant he could not move or
breathe. | saw her through his eyes then, and the same thought snapped through the troubled air around
him into me: Her eyes|ooked aready dead.



| am the dead of winter.

"Laurd," he breathed, fumbling with his cloak ties; he amed the cloak at apeg and it fell into adamp
heap on the floor. He went to her. | hung up his cloak and, too restlessto sit ill, | left them adone and
went into the kitchen to chop onionsfor Beda's stew.

Beda fussed around me; what trouble she thought | could bring on mysdf with aknife and an onion, |
couldn't imagine. | wastoo busy listening through her anxious fluttering for other voices. After awhilel
heard the Sairs creak. | did not hear the front door close. | made acup of teaand took it to Perrin, who
was done, staring into thefire. | said hisname. He started, then leaned down to heave alog into the

lagging flames

| gave him the tea; he took a swallow and some color fanned into hisface. He looked into the cup and
grim-aced.

"What isthis?'
"Chamomile"

"| thought it was beer." He set the cup on the mantel and looked at me, hiseyes ill sunned. "All that,”
he said unsteadily, "over Corbet Lynn. | wish | knew how he did it. There must have been some moment
when | could have stepped between them and changed things. When | should have talked instead of
playing theflute, or played instead of talking, or talked of loveinstead of cows-It's like swimming down a
river and suddenly finding it changed its course and ran somewhere without you, stranding you in mud
and stones, leaving you won-dering what happened, where all the deep, sweet waterwent." Wood
kindled and snapped; he added, staringatit, "I'd like to murder Corbet Lynn. If he's not aready dead.”

That aspect had not occurred to me. "It's not that smple,” | protested.

"Thenwhat isit, if it's not that Smple? Hetrifled with her fedings and who knowswhat se? It was just
agameto him, seeing if he could take what she was giving someone else. And when he got her attention
and her heart, he got bored with her and -"

"Killed someone and left her.™

"1 could bear it better if he had been honest. If he were here now instead of me. But disappearing like
that, no message, no farewdl, nothing, just leaving her likethat - "

"Without aword, amessage, afarewell to anyone, he got on his horse and rode away in the middle of
the worst storm we've ever seen? Because he was bored?”

"You werethere, Rois." He caught mewith hisclear, angry eyes, held me. "Y ou were there. You
dreamed yoursdlf there, you said, and went back to deep, then woke to find a dead man beside you.

Y ou've been digging up curses al winter; you've been watching Corbet, ex-pecting some disagter. | think
you're protecting him. Maybe you don't know where heis, but | think you know what happened at Lynn
Hall that night and why a stranger died there. | don't think you closed your eyestoanything.”

Hewas near, but asfar from the truth asany of us. "l didn't seehimdie,” | said wearily. "If | had, do you
think | could have fallen adegp beside him? And I've been out searching the wood for Corbet, too.”

"Did you see the stranger before he died? Was Corbet there when he camein?’



"No," | answered to the second question; the first he wouldn't want to know. He hesitated, perplexed
and un-convinced; | veered away from the subject. "Corbet has been here for months, getting to know
us, giving people work, even getting Crispin to work. Theré's no onewho didn't like him-"

"I could have lived without him,” Perrin said testily. "Maybe the stranger could have, too."
"So you believe he was a stranger?!

"Wdl, hesnot Tearle Lynn, still looking like thet after fifty years- "

"And you think Corbet killed him?*

"Not if he was a stranger, blowing in from the cold. If he was a brother, or acousin, or something, then
maybe Corbet had some reason.”

"To leave the body there bes de me where the whole village could know about it? Why didn't he just
hide it and send me hometo bed?'

"I don't know."

"Or at least wash the blood off his hands and write Laurdl alove letter promising to return after afew
years when the fuss died down.”

He was silent, his mouth tight. He picked up the poker, struck aswarm of sparks out of alog. "I don't
know." He dropped the poker then, sighing. "It's such atangled mess, dl those old tales we imagined
colliding with what we know istrue. And Laurel in the middle, caught between tale and truth. Sometimes
| think he must be dead, and that's what she really sees when she stares out the window: that he's never
coming back."

| frowned at thefire, my fingers closing tightly on my arms. "Our father thinks sheis doing what our
mother did. Wasting away in winter because she could not-she could not remember how to live. Or

He dropped a hand on my shoulder. "I remember that time," he said gently. "A little. | remember sitting
with Laurel once under the grape vines. She wouldn't come out and she wouldn't say what was wrong.
And then | smply stopped seeing your mother. They tried to explain it to me, but it took me sometimeto
believethat desth didn't stay in the fields or the barn with the animals, it could comeinto the house” | felt
his hand shift, heard him hesitate before he spoke again. "' never understood what ailed your mother.”

"Neither did my father.”

His hand tightened abruptly, finding bone, before helet go of me. | looked a him; hewas gazing blindly
at thefire, hisbrowsknit, hismouth athin line. Even ani-mals, | thought numbly, did that sometimes:
wasted away for someone, something, that never returned to them. | heard Perrin draw abreath
unsteadily. He met my eyesfindly, his own eyes shocked, bewildered, trying to sec who my mother
might have watched for in the empty winter fields.

He sad only, hisvoice catching, "Y ou stay well, Rois. Laurel needsyou.”

"1 will. And youll come-"



"Yes. Shewon't care," he added with atouch of bit-terness. "But | can't stay away. And maybe, if |
keep coming back instead of him, shell remember that once she cared.”

He kissed my cheek and went to the door. | felt his eyes as he swung his cloak over his shoulders and
tied it, as he opened the door. Did your mother? they asked. Did she watch the fields for someone? Who
was he? Did he comelike Corbet Lynn, astranger riding in with summer to vanish in the winter? Or had
they known each other longer? How long? Y ou have her face. Y ou arelike her. Y ou have your mother's

eyes.
Where did you get your sight? Who are you?
Who?the owl asked.

Gold fell from the sky through my thoughts and | remembered.

Twenty One
Her face, looking down at me.
My face, which would become hers.

The gold that fell between us, turning, turning, in the summer light: thetiny circlein which | trapped wind
blown roses, leaves, flying birds, until she came back to me.

Her gold wedding ring.

My throat burned asif | had swallowed gold and it had stuck there, an O of astonishment. | stood
stunned in the doorway, while Perrin rode avay from meinto winter, and in aworld he did not see, the
fields and barren wood turned to green and gold and shadow in the light of memory.

She must have carried me there secretly, perhapswhile Laurdl stayed with Beda and our father worked
the distant fields. | smelled the roses as she laid me down, and the cool, mysterious scent of hidden
water. Shetook off her wedding ring for meto play with, while she shaped longing into light, and light
into the dtill, blurred figure waiting for her. She turned away from me, growing smaler and smdler until
shemet himinmy ring of gold, and they both vanished into shadow.

She died trying to shape the barren light of memory into love.

"Rois" Laurd'svoice, so infrequent now, startled me back into our world. | was still stlanding in the
doorway, letting winter in. "It'scold.” | moved and she shut the door behind me. She had been lying
down, but her heavy eyes, the reflection of empty fields in them, told me she had not dept. "'Is something

wrong?

Yes! | wanted to shout. | don't know whose bones | have, whose eyes. If my mother had alover from
the wood when | was aready born, then who gave me my sight? Or did she know him long before | was
born?Had | cometolifein secret, in ahot fal of light on asummer day, an idea so inconceivable to
anyone that not even my mother questioned who my father was? | turned away from Laurdl's eyes,



sraightened achair, and then arug | had kicked askew, feding my blood best like tiny, fran-tic wings
through me. | couldn't ask Laurd; she didn't know. No one human knew. She drifted to awindow, but
not even she could see, in theway our mother saw, past her human heart to what she loved.

After awhile, she spoke again. "Rois, you're pacing.” | stopped. "I'm sorry."
"It'sthe season. Y ou've always hated it. Everything one color, the coldest color of al."

Her voice chilled me. It had lost all its color, asif she could no longer see beyond white. "1 need to do
something,” | said. All my pacing would only weave aweb around itsdf; | couldn't walk out of the world.
Lau-rel's attention strayed away from me, and again | felt the urgent, desperate wings. She had so little
timeto give me, and what time she had 1 was afraid to find my way out of. | had no choice; | said tightly,
"I'mgoingto Lynn Hall."

"No one'sthere," Laurd said wearily. But she had turned away from her own reflection to look at me.
"Maybe he |eft some message we both missed.”

"I looked. He left nothing.”
"Y ou were looking for words. There are other waysto leave amessage.”

Her eyes darkened, wandered past me then; she wanted smple answers, amessage meant for her, not
Rois winter imaginings. She moved to the gairs, began to climb them, her steps dow and isolated, like an
old woman's. "l supposeit might do you good to get out,” she said with listlessindifference. "But it's
pointlessgoing to Lynn Hall. Heleft nothing there for any of us.”

Our father grumbled, but hitched the deigh for me; even he was desperate for the straw that blew the
direc-tion Corbet had gone. "Everyonein the village has been in and out of that place for days. | don't
know whatyouexpect to find that they haven't. | want you back," he added, "before | remember that
you're gone."

| left the deigh in front of the hal and stepped into the twilight of an empty house. It was scarcely
warmer insde. | |eft footprints across the threshold that did not melt. A corner of tapestry, or an edge of
eyelet lace on apillow, might have snapped likeice in my hand. Fireitsef would have frozen on the grate.
Others had been in here, left messages of one kind or another. Someone had writ-ten Corbet's namein
ash on the marble mantel; there was a swallow of stale beer in one of his glasses. Boot prints had tracked
around the stain in the hearthstones, drawn to it asif the curseitsdf lay there, sllent yet dangerous,
winter's unsolved mystery.

| knelt besideit, piled bits of haf-charred wood |eft on the grate, and kindling someone had spilled
cardesdy on thefloor. | wastrying to build afire without aflame, with only awishtolight it. I couldn't
gtay in that bitter cold, and | did not want to leave.

"Corbet," | whispered hopeesdy, my handsto my mouth, warming my fingerswith his name,

A rose bloomed on the grate and burst into flame. The kindling caught and blazed, fire pouring out of the
cold wood asif it had been trapped there, waiting to be freed. Through it the rose opened fiery petals,
con-suming but never consumed. | smelled both summer and winter in those flames: roses and the
burning heart of applewood, the scent of wood in snow.

The stones began to burn.



| got to my feet then, backed away. Fire ate the hearth, the chimney stones, swarmed into the walls.
Like apainting held too close to ataper, the room began to melt around me. | stood in the middle of i,
garing at what the weaving and parting strands of fire reveded: colors| had never seenin winter, colors|
had never seen together in one season, every shade of green.

| saw Corbet asthe flamesturned into gold. | stood on grass, feding sunlight on my hair, my hands. |

had not imagined any world hewould have died to leave could be so beautiful. He stood beneath an oak
tree; theivy that wound up itstrunk and through its branchestrailed atendril of green leavesto touch his
hair. His eyesreflected adistant landscape. | said his name without sound. Something changed in his eyes
then, light gilding a snow-bound field, reveding cold, concedling cold.

"Rois"

Helifted hishand to meet mine; thistime light and air and invisible leaves separated us. | could hear them
massed and rustling between us; he seemed asfar from me asever.

"Corbet, whereare you?' | pleaded. "Where am |7?" His voice shook.

"With me. Even here”

"But where?" Spring, | guessed, seeing abank of' purple violets spilling down into arill. Then | saw
bur-dock as high as my shoulder, and blue vervain, and yar-row the rich ocher-gold of late summer light.
And then | saw leaves as golden asthe yarrow.

Thear smdled of violets, crushed raspberries, wood smoke. If | could have dreamed aworld to escape
the winter, | thought dazedly, it would be thistimeless no-where, in which green trembled like weter,
even in deep shadow, asif we stood at the bottom of atranducent poal. "Is this where we came before?"
| bresthed. "The world you left to walk into my world?' | stopped, hearing myself. My world, | had said,
drawing dangerous bound-aries. Y our world.

He smiled athin, bitter smile | remembered. "It's one of her faces. One of her expressions. Y ou've seen
others; don't lose your heart to thisone.”

"It'stempting.” | tasted light on my lipsas | spoke; abreeze shifted leaves and it filled my eyes. Corbet's
face blurred againgt the ivy asif it were just emerging, shades of gold against the green, as| had first seen
it. My hand, reaching out to him again, closed again on nothing. "What has she done to you? She has
hidden you somewhere -"

" She has hidden me from you. She knows you're here. She knowswhy."

"Does she? Does she know | came here because | have no place elseto go?"

"What do you mean?"

"No one else can tell me about my mother -no one else knows that my mother came into these woodsin
sum-mer, where the rose vines fall across the secret well, and met someonein afdl of light-"

"How do you know?" he demanded.

"I remember.”



"How do you know he was not human?'

"Because she watched for him," | whispered, "in winter, the way Laurel watches for you. Shedied
waiting for him to return. | don't know mysdlf any longer. | don't know where | belong. | can see my way
here, so | must belong here. At least, when you look a me and say my name, | recognize myself.”

"Why do you trust her?" he demanded recklessly. "Y ou saw her heart - it'sahowling desert of ice. She
lieslike the moon lies, adifferent face every night, al but one of them fase, and the onetrueface as
barren and hard as stone. Why do you believe her?'

"You do." My words came out ragged with unshed tears. "'Y ou knew me the moment you saw me. Y ou
said | seewith thewood's eyes. That'swhy you turned to Laurel. Y ou were afraid of me.”

"Rois" Hewastrembling; | could hear the leaves rustling around him. "Y es. Y ou seemed to livein the
bor-derlands of the world | tried to escape. Y ou tossed your heart after every passing breeze. Even after
light. You did not seem-"

Theword pushed through my throat like two hard stones. "Human.”

Unseen leaves whispered the word. He said dowly, "I never knew until now what that word could
mean. Herein her world of dreams and deadly lies, you seem very human.”

"Corbet." | swallowed something bitter. "Do you care for meat al? Or do you only need me?"

He breathed aword: yes, or no, or Rais. His hand opened to my face; | felt only the cool invisible
leaves. | lifted my own hand; in thelight our shadows touched.

"You cometo me" he whispered. "Into every dark place. Into every memory. Into the empty eyes of
winter. | go done and find you with me. Why do you carefor me?”

| did not know until | spoke. "Because you are mak-ing me human.”

Again my hand found air and light, illuson, where my heart cried out for mortal flesh and bone. Hisface
twisted asif he heard my cry. He looked down to where we could touch, and closed hiseyes.

| heard her voice then, amemory in the Sghing leaves Y ou must hold fast to him, no matter what shape
he takes...

"How can | hold light?" | demanded in despair.Y ou must lovehim
"Y ou cannot," he answered wearily.Y ou must be humanto love.

| could hold himinmy eyes, at leadt, for aslong as shelet him stay. "How much of you can sheclam?’ |
asked him. "'Some part of you is human.”

"My father married just as Nid Lynn married: awoman who had strayed into an accidenta smilein his
eyes. She could not escape this place once she desired it. He tried. He tried to love her. But he had
never been taught how.”

"Then you don't belong here at al-"



"Long ago amorta man went waking in the summer wood one day near Lynn Hdl. Hefdl in lovewith a
gtir of air, ascent of wild roses, atouch of light. She bore him ason.”

“Nid Lynn."

He nodded. "My great-grandfather's human wife took the child to raise, but she was not pleased with
him. Nia had strange powers, and was prone to odd fits of violence. But they had no other children. So
heinherited Lynn Hall. I think he must have hated the human world because he could not find hisway
past it into her world." "Why didn't she-"

Hesmiled alittle, tightly. "Because he wanted it. She only takes those, like you and me, who could not
bear to live here. Or like my father, who had no choice but to leave the human world."

"Then you do belong here. Some part of you."

| felt abrush of air like hoarfrost'sfingers on my cheek. "Be careful,” he said very softly. "She hasheld
mefast sncel wasborn. Shewill find away to hold you, too, and another brier rose will bloomin the
human world, that hasitsrootsin thisone."

"And besideit will grow alaurel, and alinden tree. Who is she? Does she have aname?’

Hetried to answer. Leaves came out of his mouth instead of words. | cried out in terror, reaching out to
him; my hands closed on shadow, on nothing. Leaves opened in his eyes and flowed like tears; leaves
pushed through hisheart. | tried to say hisname; | had no voice, not even leaves. CorGet, my heart
caled over and over, until abrier tangled through the endlessfdl of ivy, and out of hisheart arose
bloomed in answer.

She cameto methen, cloaked in ivy instead of owl white. Her long fingers touched my wrist and circled
it. Tearsand words and blood all in the shape of leaves did out of Corbet to twineinto her hair. | could
no longer see him, only the vague form of aman within the green: afinger, apae gleam of hair, ablind
eye among the leaves.

"Y ou didn't come here for my name," she said, ignoring my broken, incoherent pleas. "Y ou camefor
yours"

My mother walked through the grass and wil dflow-ers toward us. Her dreaming eyes saw nothing, her
skin was polished pearl. | took a step back; fingers as strong as tree root stopped me.

"Sheis till watching for him, Rois. Time pools here; it has nowhereto go. A hundred years might passin
your world before| cal her to meagain, but if | cal her in ahundred years, shewill come. Shelll tdll us
who cameto her out of my wood, who gave you hiseyes."

| could not move; | could not make a sound. And then | made a sound with my entire body, asilent
scream that snapped through me and wrenched me free. Theivy around Corbet shook; | heard his sharp
breath. Through the swirl of wind and light around me she spoke swestly, but not to me.

"Let me hep you. Who are you looking for?"

| saw my mother very clearly then, in one of those strange, timeless momentsthat seem to last forever
be-tween two words, or while aknifefals, just beforeit dipsand cuts. She was scarcely older than



Laurel when shedied, | saw with horror. She had given me her hair and her light eyes, but not her mouith;
that and her dender hands had gone to Laurdl. Shewas pae as milk and so thin her skin had pared itself
down to the bone. She did not seem to see her questioner; her eyes held too much light, too much
memory. But she heard the question.

"He had no name," she answered. "He never spoke." Her dreaming voice was peeceful, remote. "I'll
know him when he comesto me. | never seehim clearly at first. Heisafdl of light long the oak tree that
gtands behind the little well where the brier roses bloom. They open all sum-mer long, and where their
petalsfal, that'swherel lay my Roistowait."

There was another question; | didn't hear. | shook like anaked child thrown into the dead of winter. |
could not seem to cry; my tears had frozen in that cold.

"He came with summer. One such summer becomes every summer; it seems he cameto mein al of
them. | saw himand | lost myself. | followed the path of the sun to the wood, dways, in my mind if |
could not leave the house. It had nothing to do with thelife | knew, any more than dreamsdo. And so |
thought, when the dream was over, that | would wake."

| heard mysdlf make a sound then; | put my hands over my mouth to tifleit. My mother did not heer. |
did not exist, only the baby in her memories she had lft be-side the well.

"He never asked about Rois. He never spoke, any more than light speaks, until it changes, and then you
understand and it istoo late.”

"Let her go," | whispered through my hands. "L et her go.”

"Sheis searching for her heart. Humansthink they lose such things here. She misplaced it in your world,
left ahollow that nothing could fill until she wanderedintolight.” She asked my mother, "Was he thefirgt
from the wood? Were there others?'

"No," my mother said. "No one else. No one ever except him."

| cried out then, moving toward my mother, trying to catch her eyes. "Heisnot here! Y ou will never find
him, ever, ever! He never loved you! Go back where you are loved! "

But it was like shouting in adream, or under water. My mother, hearing no more questions, followed a
breeze toward adistant pool of light. She faded into colors, into air, before she reached it.

| could not stand. | crouched on the ground, racked with cold, asif her ghost, her death, had passed
through me. I could notcry,and | could not stop trembling. | felt aregard far colder than my mother's
blindness, and looked up into sapphire eyes.

"I wonder whose child you are ... | wonder if even she knew. But now you know where you belong.
Y ou have been coming to this place since you were born."

"My father isafarmer,” | whigpered numbly, with-out conviction. "1 belong to hisworld.”
"Then how did you see past his clods and endless furrows to come here?"

"The way my mother did. | followed someone. Like her, | could not hep mysdlf.” | sood up, still
shivering, wanting to go, not knowing where to go, because | didn't know anymore what love meant, or



why wewere not dl better off without it.

| saw Corbet's eyes then, and his mouth, and one hand open among the leaves. His eyes held mine,
more powerfully than any touch; they knew me. He whispered one word that was not aleaf, and | felt the
deedly cold in mefindly melt, my frozen tears bresk free,

"Rois"

"Yes" | told him. "1 will come back.” Which iswhy, | supposed, shelet me go.

Twenty Two

Stonewalls closed around me. | stood at the hearth in Lynn Hall, in front of my pile of twigsand split
kindling, that had only burned in some other world, and left me cold in this one. The Sllent roomswere
smoky wit I, late afternoon shadows. | had to go home, but somewhere beyond the palid light, within the
stones, Corbet had spoken my name, and | couldn't bear to leave the place where | was known. | knelt,
folded mysdlf againgt the cold, made mysdlf smdl and ill, something namelessin the winter watching and
being watched.

Don't leave me, he had said: aplea
Y ou mugt hold him, she had said: apromise.

Shedid not know me; | didn't know myself. | wassomething wild in her wood, as she wasin mine,
maybe human, maybe not, but even human | recognized her. My mother had called her, Laurd was
caling her. She was the death of the heart, and she harvested in the dead of winter. She was transforming
my world around me, reaching out to those | loved, changing them to suit her season. She had my
mother, she had Corbet; she would take Laurel, she would take me, in the end, because | would follow
my heart. But neither of usknew what | could or couldn't do within her wood.

| heard something whisper through the air, and turned. A white owl flew across the room into the
tap-estry. It gazed at me out of wide, golden eyesbefore it faded into formlessthread. Thistimeit didn't
ask itsmocking question. It only asked what it aready knew. She had said: Y ou must be humanto love.

Neither of usknew thisRois.

| got up finally, before the world turned black and my father came for me. Snow mingled with the fading
light as| drove home; flakes, catching in my eyelashes, seemed too heavy to bear. The snow never
seemed to touch the ground; everything blurred around me. | held the reins, but the horses chose their
path, it seemed, carrying me beyond the daylight toward an unfamiliar dark.

But they stopped in afamiliar place. My father, hear-ing the deigh, came out to take the horsesin.
"Where have you been?' he kept asking. "Where have you been? In that cold house dl thistime?"

"Yes" | said. He looked at me closdly, but blamed the raw winds for my reddened eyes. | did not know
who to blame: him for not seeing enough, my mother for seeingtoo much in afal of summer light. Neither,
| decided; neither wasto blame. Blame lay in another world; that much | could see clearly, eveninthe

gathering night.



"You look terrible," my father said brusqudly. "I wasjust beginning to think you were coming into some
sense.”" Heturned the horses toward the barn. "Between the two of you," | heard, and he added afew
more things that only the horses heard.

| sat down to supper with him and Laurel, but 1 could barely est. Something kept pushing into my throat
when | tried to swallow. | would see my mother's pale face, her thin, thin fingers, and, haunted, | could
not est for her, so | did not want to est. | felt Laurdl watching me; she had achieved more convincingly
than | the artofegting air.

"Roais," she said softly. The barest hint of expression, troubled the dead calm in her face. "What did you
find there?'

Ghosts, | thought. | hesitated; she would not believe nothing. Our father answered for me.

"Nothing," he said roundly, "and | don't want to hear any more of it, and that's the end of it."

But she had found something in my eyes more dis-turbing than nothing.

"Rois," she breathed, and | stood abruptly.

"Nothing," | repested, and was as startled as they were by the fiercenessin my voice. "Y ou wereright.
So don't ask me again. And heisright. That'sthe end of itSo | wish you would eat something besides
nothing."

| crawled into bed then without undressing, burrowed under wool and down. Laurel came up soon &fter,
she paused at the open door, acandlein her hand, guessing from my uneven bregthing that | was till
awake. She camein, and | pushed back out of the quilts.

"Y ou know something,” she said, her own eyeswide, luminous, holding mine. ™Y ou saw something in
Lynn Hall that | missed. What wasit?'

| had seen ghosts and memories, lovers made of air and leaves, nothing. | opened my mouth; nothing
came out. She put her hand on my wrist. Her fingerswere carved of wax; in the candldight | could
amost see bone. My throat closed in sudden fear; | forced words out. "1 saw you," | whispered. "l saw
you."

Shewas slent. Her hold dackened, her fingers did away from me. ™Y ou're making no sense, Rois."

"Y ou're doing exactly what our mother did. Y ou're not eating, you're wasting away, waiting for someone
to cometo you out of the empty winter."

"She wasn't waiting for anyone. Sheloved our father.”

" She went to the wood - shetook me- "

Something flicked into her eyes: dmogt life, dmost amemory. She blinked it away. "It'swinter. You
don't have enough to do, so you'reimagining things. Telling storiesto yoursdlf. About our mother, about

me, about Corbet." She laid ahand made of bird-bone, thistledown, on my shoulder. "Don't fret so much
about me. This has nothing to do with our mother. I'm smply waiting for Corbet to come back."



| woke pushing windblown leaves avay from my face, until leavesturned into a hillock of quilts under
my hand, and the fierce winds blew out of my dream to rattleagainst the window. | looked out. A
snow-ghog, trailing veils and clouds, engulfed my father on hisway to the barn. He disappeared a
moment, then regppeared, hold-ing onto hisrope. | dressed, ate breakfast done. Laurel drifted down
later, her step so frail | barely heard the stairs creak. She took her place beside thefire, wrapped ina
quilt, her hair hanging lankly down her back. | brought her teaand buttered bread. She thanked me, but
her eyes didn't move from the wild, snow-streaked winds caling her beyond the window.

Perrin knocked on the door later, startling me. Lau-rd must have seen him coming; her expression never
changed. Or g, | thought in sudden horror, she would have greeted Corbet himself with the same
indifference: She waited now for something else entirely.

Perrin gave me apot of soup that his mother had made for Laurel. | took it to Beda, who st it over the
fire and sent me back with acup of brandy for Perrin.

Helooked, making conversation for two, asif he needed it.
"How could you find your way through this?' lasked him.

He cast agrim glance at me, then redlized | meant the wesather. "It's not snowing, just windy. If snow
garts coming down, | might haveto live here awhile, with thewind thisbad.” He looked at Laurel, who
wasapde profilewithin her limp hair. He touched an embroidered violet on her quilt lightly. "Will you est
alittle of my mother's soup? Shelll want to know. Shell fed badlyif you don't. She madeit for you."

Laurel dragged her eyesfrom the window, gazed at him across snowbound fields. " That was nice of
her," she said palitely. "Please tell her it was good.”

They were both silent when | returned with the soup. | handed Laurdl abowl; shetook half a spoonful,
said something perfunctory, then sat holding it awk-wardly, letting it grow cold. Her eyeswent to the
win-dow. | heard Perrin take an unsteady breath. But he kept his voice steady, speaking to me when
Laurel didn't an-swer. When words finally failed us both, he remembered the flute on the shelf behind
Laurd.

He picked it up and began to play softly. Laurd's face turned quickly from the window at the first sweet
notes. She stared at Perrin asif she had not known he was there. Then shefelt the bowl in her hands.
She st it down, and leaned back, pulling the quilt closaly around her. Firdight brushed across her face,
melting its stiffness, as she watched Perrin; aforgotten expression surfaced. | |eft them there, to St on the
garsand listen, and remem-ber how we al once were such an endlesstime ago, when Laurdl loved
Perrin and | loved no one, and only the season would change.

Perrin spoketo Laurel and played, and spoke again; | heard her murmur once or twice. Heleft her
findly, cameto the door looking pale and tired. He said softly, tying hiscloak, " She listened, but she
barely spoke and she didn't eat at al. When | stopped playing, she'd hear the wind, and her attention
would drift again. It'sasif she'sunder aspell.”

"Yes" | sad hollowly. "Will you come back soon?”

"Tomorrow. Evenif | have to walk blind through ablizzard. I'll go to the villagefirst, seeif Blane can
come up with anything to help her."

"Thank you."



"Not so long ago | wished Corbet Lynn off the face of the earth. Now I'd give my heart to see him back,
because that'swhat it would cost me. But I'd giveit, for her sake.”

He kissed my cheek, and went down our father's path to the barn.

The next morning, Laurd did not get out of bed. She gpologized to our father when he came up to her.
He clamped histeeth around his unlit pipe, glimpsing another nightmare; | saw theterror in hiseyes.

"I'll bedl right," Laurel said to him. She seemed genuinely sorry to trouble him by doing something that
only | didinthewinter. "l just need to ret alittle. | just fed tired. | don't know why."

She didn't deep, though. When | brought her tea, or soup, or one of Beda's ginger cakes, | found her
awake watching the snow, her face cam, remote, as colorless as snow. | wished desperately that she
would pace, or weep, or curse Corbet for leaving her, and consign him to the death's-head smile and
pitiless embrace of winter.lwanted to throw her teacup across the room, shout at her for being so blind to
hersdlf, so selfish and cruel not t, chooseto live for our sakes, if she could find no other reason. But she
would only tell methat it waswinter and | wasimagining things again; she wasfine; shewasjust not
hungry now.

| sat with her in the late afternoon, brushing her hair which was longer, unpinned, than | remembered. It
looked thin now; it had logt its polished darkness. Thewinds died finaly, leaving an eerie stiliness over
theworld. | saw Perrinin hisdeigh, along way down the road, looking, with hisfurs and painted runners,
at once courageous and powerless as he moved between the vast white planes of earth and sky. He had
brought Blane with him.

The apothecary came face to face with the same nightmare, though he hid it better. He pulled up achair
beside the bed, ligtening expressionlesdy as Laurd gpol-ogized for bringing him out for no reason in such
bad westher. He sent our father and Perrin downstairs while he examined her; then he sent me down
while he ques-tioned her.

| found my father chewing memories and his unlit pipe besdethefire. Perrin sat with theflutein his
hands, turning it dowly, watching firelight streek silver dong it and vanish. "Play,” | begged. Hetried; a
few sweet noteswhistled into air and he lowered it again, wordlesdy, to watch the light.

Blane came down findly. His eyeswent first to my father and then to Perrin. "Corbet Lynn,” he said. It
was aquestion.

My father made an effort, then waved the entire question at Perrin and reached for ataper.
"He caught her off-balance,” Perrin answered wear-ily. "He caught us al."

"And then he vanished." Blane rubbed hiseyes. "Or he died. Unfortunately, hesthe only cure can find
for Laurd."

"That'sdl?" my father asked increduloudy. "Corbet Lynn?"
The gpothecary looked at him silently amoment. "It'smore," he said carefully, "than we had before.” He

moved to thefire, stared &t it, his spare face bloodless, haunted. He added reluctantly, "I don't know if
it'seven Corbet she wants now."



"Well, then, what--" My father sumbled astep to-ward him, his own face tallow; Blane held hiseyes
word-lesdy.

Perrin's hands clenched. He said abruptly, "He's al shewants and if heswhat she wants, then I'll find
himif | have to shove out the wood. Somebody must remem-ber where he came from. There must bea
letter from someone around the place. Other people have such thingsin their lives, even Corbet must,
though it seems he might aswell have lived in another world for al the ties he hasto this one. There must
be something.”

"Yes" Blaneturned to get hiscloak. "'l gave her nightshade,”" he added to me, "to help her deep. I'll
come again tomorrow." Perrin, his mouth tight, rose to take him home. The apothecary dropped ahand
on his shoulder. "The most important thing isfor her to begin to eat again. Once she takes another look at
life, she might start think-ing the better of what she thinks she wants out of it."

Perrin took him back to the village. | sat with my father while he smoked, and watched the fire, and |
watched thefirdight and shadows flow across hisface like expressons| could not read. | knew that in
strangely different ways he had reached the same thoughts about my mother.Had she?the shifting
shadows asked. Was that what she? Why she?He did not go farther; | went aloneinto that dark question.
Areyou?| asked him slently, searching intently for some hint of mysdf in hisface. Or am | winter's
inhuman child?

Hefdt my eyesand met them findly; for amoment we questioned each other wordlesdy. Then hishard
face melted under a caress of light and he shifted, shaking his head. He could see no onein those distant,
empty fiddsthat had held my mother spellbound. No one she could possibly have cried out to, longed
for, until longing pared her down to bone, and then to earth, and only her longing was | eft to haunt usdl.

"It'seerie, though," he breathed, asif al thistime we had been talking. "It'sasif Laurel inherited some
weakness from her mother. And since she knows no other namefor it-" He broke off, rising restlesdy,
leaving the name for it troubling the air between us. "Do you remem:-ber how you and Laurel used to ask
about his past? What was it he said? Where he had come from?"

"Henever sad.”
"He must have said something, some hint. I'll go to the village tomorrow with Perrin, help him ask. . ."

| 1eft my father drinking apple brandy beside the fire, and went upstairsto Laurd'sroom. She dept
without moving, so quietly | had to stand over her to hear her breathe. She made <o little noise now; she
used so little air. Shewilled herself smdler, smaller; soon she would take nothing from life, neither air nor
gpace nor time, and lifewould have no clam on her. | felt awild grief risein me at the thought that my
eyeswould look for her, since | had looked at her every day of my life, and shewould leave me nothing
to see. | would not know that new world in which she did not exi<t. | heard thewindsin the dark, and |
knew they cdled her; if | looked out the window, | would see ghosts of shimmering snow drifting around
the house, peering in every window, whispering her name. The dead of winter.

| went downstairs, made myself ateato keep me awake so that | could guard her against the dead. | sat
besde her in the dark, ignoring the thin fingers shaking the window, the impatient shrieks, theluring calls.
Aslong as| could hear her breathe, we were dl safe. In spite of the tea, my eyes grew heavy. Once
thought she opened eyeslike cold sapphire starsto look a me, and | started awake, spilling tea. | put the
cup down findly, and knelt on the floor, resting my head in my arms beside her pillow, where | could
hear her evenin my dreams.



| stood in the wood. Now it was agrim and shadowy tangle of thick dark trees, dead vines, leafless
branchesthat extended twigslike fingersto point toward the heart-beat of hooves. The buttermilk mare,
eerily palein that silent wood, galloped through the trees; tree boles turned toward it like faces. A woman
in her wedding gown rode with aman in black; he held the reinswith one hand and his smiling bride with
the other. She wore lace from throat to hedl; the rosesin her chestnut hair glowed too bright a scarlet,
mocking her bridal white. Black swirled around the bridegroom as he dowed the horse; the hood of his
cloak did back to reveal hisgolden hair, his cold, cold eyes. When they stopped, her expression beganto
change from a pleased, astonished smile, to confusion and growing terror.What twilight wood is this?
she asked him.What dead, forgotten place?

It isour home, he answered. He held her tightly as she began to struggle. She screamed, and he laughed,
and so did al the gnarled, twisted faces watching within the trees.

"Rois" | lifted my head, hearing Laurd'svoice. We arein the same dream, | thought, terrified. Itisno
dream. "Rois." Her fingersfound my wrist and gripped it with more strength than | thought she had, to
take me with her into that dreadful wood, or to cling to life so she would not have to go aone. Then she
turned away from me. | felt the hard floor under my knees, heard her breething again, so faint it would
bardly disturb cobweb.

Wind rattled at the door; | got up, shivering, as cold within asif | had died. | went downstairs quietly, so
qui-etly that my father, still awake, staring into thefire, did not stir. | opened the door, watched the
swirling black-ness dowly shapeitself into arestless hoof, agtarry eye, slvery harness, the
snow-trimmed edge of ahooded man-tle. | could not seetherider'sface; | did not know who watched
me: shewith winter'sicy fires, or he with the bridegroom's cold, familiar eyes.

| said to both of them, "Let her stay. | will go with you."

The rider bent, held out ahand. | closed the door, and rode the dark winds into midnight.

Twenty Three

Shetook meto Lynn Hall.

| saw her face as we entered; winds dammed the door open ahead of us, pulled at her cloak, her hood,
until it did back. With odd relief | saw her eyes, lessterrible than his, because she was nothing | had ever
loved. Lynn Hall had changed again. Thistime she showed me how her secret wood devoured it, ina
monstrous tangle of root and vine that woveinto its stones and massed across its gaping roof. Past and
future and the timeless wood scat-tered broken pieces of themsel ves within two rooms. Nid Lynn's
marble floor lay broken and wegathered by the years, even while hisblood or Tearlesflowed darkly
acrossit. A curve of treeroot o thick it must have circled the world had pushed through the floor
benesth Corbet's table, on which someone's stale beer stood growing staletin a cup. The tapestry
flickered in and out of existence, now solid, swarming with white, gold-eyed owls, now transparent,
glinting threads of light. The bed was a heap of brambles on which pillowslay nestly encased in lace.
Here and there among the brambles wild roses bloomed and withered, bloomed el sawhere.

Ivy grew up the wdl beside the hearth, gripping the stones, flowing dong the cailing, asif itsleaveswere



fin-gersfeding for escape. | sared at it, searching for Corbet in the green, since he was nowhereesein
the hall. She spoke hisname. Ivy trembled and breathed, sighed a hu-man sigh. On the mante,
misshapen candles of wood and wax flamed suddenly. Light touched him into shape; leaves became his
eyes, leavesturned into words.

He looked dazed, waking out of his green dream, asif he couldn't remember why he had ahuman
shape. Then he saw me and remembered how to speak.

"Rois”

"Rois has cometo stay with us."

He looked from meto her silently, and waited. Her cloak had falen; shewore, | saw with horror, the
dressthat Laurel had worn in my dream, only torn, faded, and stained with blood, asif it had been used
long ago at some disastrous wedding. | said quickly, "I will do whatever you want, if you promise me that
Laurd will besafe”

"Y ou will dowhat | want. And then perhapsI'll tell you about Laurd.”

| could not run away from her thistime; shewould reach Laure faster than | could. She smiled, her face
the color of bone, her hair as white as cobweb now, something very old and very beautiful, namelessin
the hu-man world, and as dangerous as anything we could not name.

| said what | had to. "I will do what you want."

"No," Corbet breathed. "Rois, no - " She glanced a him; he swallowed, then spat out aword in green.
"Rois choseto come here," she answered. "To bewith you in place of Laurel. She would have found her
way back to you and to this place with or without me; thisis her birthright. | will give you what you
dreamed of, Rois. Y ou will marry Corbet in Lynn Hall." | stared at her. Leaves came out of Corbet, the
sameword endlesdy repeated. She only said to him, "Y ou can fill thishdl with leaves until you no longer
see her, but you will wed her here and now. Living in your father's house, raising chil-dren for me, you
won't be tempted to leave me again.”

My name bloomed, blood-red, out of his mouth. | put my hands over mine. "Please-let him speak-"
"Not until that no becomesyes." She waited; he shook his head mutely, swallowing leaves.

"Please," | begged her again. His eyes, holding mine, were narrowed as against the fiercest of winds; his
face held no more color than the stone behind him. "Maybe - maybe he doesn't love me.”

"Maybe he doesn't, but he will never leave you. Therose will wed theivy in Lynn Hal, and they will be
so tightly bound that to uproot one will be to uproot the other, and both will live or die together.”

He stopped struggling to find words then; hisface grew very ill. | saw theword in his eyes before he
spoke. My own eyes burned with bitter tears. A shadow -marriage in a shadowland was al we would
ever have; we had left truth behind usin another time. His head bowed; he did not look at either of us.

"YSII

She amiled her ferd smilethat held no trace of love or laughter. "Then light the tapers and prepare the



hal. I will bring the wedding guests.”

It took me amoment to redlize that she was no longer with us. Corbet gazed without moving &t the air
where she had vanished; his eyes held a bleak despair as he contemplated our future. Then he looked at

me.

| saw the ghost of his grandfather, in hispae, cold face, hismouth set in athin, bloodlessline. | do not
know you, | thought suddenly, asfeer rilled through me. | do not know you at dl in this place.

He saw my fear; he only turned away to light aline of tapers pinned on thorns dong thewall. Y ou
tried,” he said to the wall.

"l didn't know -- | had to, for Laurdl - "

"I know."

"And | don't even know-" My hands closed tightly. "She won't even tell meif Laurel -"

"She never gives, shenever yidds." He dtill faced thewall, but without moving, staring at the thorns. The
taper was burning close to hisfingers. He did not fed it, or maybe he did not care. He added softly, "
asked you for theimpossible. | should never have done that. But | had no one e seto turn to. And you

werewith me a every turn. I'm sorry."

| whispered, "And every turn led us here. Back into these two small rooms.”
Hefdt the taper fire then; he shook it awvay from him into the grate. He said helplesdy, "I tried-"

"l know." | shivered, bone-cold. ™Y ou warned me." | moved to the hearth, where alog lay haf-burned,
eaten open to its heart, fuming sullenly. | knelt besideit. Corbet lit another taper and touched more
candles caught on thorns, in the crook of roots, until it seemed that within thewild roil of root and stone

fiery roses bloomed everywhere around us.

Our eyesmet. | heard the winter close around us, the shrieking, fighting winds racing toward us across a
barren wasteland. His hand moved toward me, dropped helplessy, holding air and firdlight. | did not try
to touch him.

And then | saw the shadows move around us, asif they had been slently listening, waiting for the

moment when there was nothing left for usto say. Candldight brushed an ivory curve of cheek, frozeina
jewd, burned in an unblinking eye. | could see no one very clearly ex-cept her, moving dowly toward us,

gathering abouquet of burning roses from among the thorns.

"Y ou must have flowers." She placed them in my hands. The flames grew ill, shaped petdsof cold fire.
"And avell." She pulled the tapestry loose; it did lightly down, silver and gold overflowing her hands. She
drew it over my hair, my shoulders; it felt a once airy and clinging, like feathers. "And aring.” She
opened her hand and | saw the golden circle through which | had once watched the sky.

| looked at her blindly, remembering it faling in the daylight, in the autumn night, from my mother's hand,
from her hand.

"I gavethisto you once before," she said, and | lis-tened for the faint, mocking laughter around her. But
no one laughed. The smilein her eyes might only have been the light from Corbet'staper. "Thistime



Corbet mugt giveit to you." Shetook the taper from him. "Roisto wood, roseto ivy, maid to mortal man
you will wed, intime and beyond time, and forever in my wood."

She dropped the ring into Corbet's hand.

| lifted my hand to take the ring, and felt the unex-pected warmth of time bound flesh and bone that
mortals needed to continue their brief, drab, passionate lives.

My fingerslocked around hiswridt.

| felt him start. A word broke through the endless winter in his eyes. But she gave him no timeto say it,
except in leaves. Green wove through the air where he had been, and | felt tears burn in my throat
because she had hidden him from me again. But | held him, vine and leaf and unspoken word, while gold
did through leavesto bresk the silence against the marble floor.

"Yes" | said, to thewood and dl hisghosts.

| heard the sudden, fierce cry of wind blasting through the door. All the candles spun crazily on their
sconces and fell, burning out like stars. | could only see her facein the firelight, and her wild, hoarfrost
hair streaming like snow on thewind. Around us, her follow-ing, her ghosts, shifted uncertainly and
whispered. Some laughed; again | heard thetiny, slvery bells, their snging brief and oddly jangled.

| tightened my hold on theivy, racked by wind that should have torn the leaves from the vine and the
vine from my fingers. Not even that wind was strong enough.

| couldn't speak, under the fuming, blue-black firein her eyes. But | held her wordsfast, asfast as| held
our lives. She had spoken, she had said; her own words challenged her.

She minced no words now. "Laurd will diefor this™ | swalowed, forced out words as dry as leaves.
"Not if | bring Corbet back with me. Shelll see him and re-member how to live.”

"You will die herefor nothing and | will keep your ghost. Y ou will not free Corbet and you will never
leave”

"l will." My voice shook badly; again | heard the faint, tuneless laughter. ™Y ou told me how."

"| played with you. Y ou were afoolish rabhit caught between worldsin my rose vines, blinded by
moonlight and thinking you wanted the moon. Y ou had no ideawhat you asked for."

"No, | didn't then." | shifted closer to theivy; it clung to stone and thorn against her fury. "But you told
me how to takeit."

"And you saw meto ask. Y ou don't have human eyes, ahuman heart. Y ou can't live in the human world
- why do you think you pulled time and dreams apart to find my wood?

"He kept crying out from your wood for help. Y ou killed hisfather. Y ou turn hiswordsto leaves. Y ou
take away hiseyes, hisvoice. Y ou don't love him. Why do you care where he goes?"

"Because heismine, of my blood and of the wood.

Love and hate are nothing more than leaves here; he knows that. He was not born to learn them.”



"He does know them! Heis human, except for the diver of icein hisheart that came from you. It won't
melt here, and it will destroy us both. Let him go. Y ou only want him to reflect you, to see your power
and beauty when you look at him. Nothing more than that. It was his human heart that led him to my
world -you had no usefor it here."

"He has no heart." Her eyes burned till darker, holding mine. "1 took it from him the moment he was
born. And I will take yours."

| fet athin arm diding through my fingers. | caught my breath in horror, tightening my grip beforel lost it.
Then | nearly lost it again when | looked for Corbet's face and found my mother.

"Roais," she sad reproachfully. "What are you do-ing?"
| couldn't find my voice. "You areivy," | whispered. "Y ou are Corbet. You are not - *

"Y ou belong here," she said. "With me. And with your father." Her face, so like mine, transfixed me. |
amyou, it seemed to say. lam your fate.

"I have afather."

"Y our true father is of thiswood. Y ou know that. Y ou aways knew. Y ou saw her wood in every shift of
light, in every secret shadow. Y ou searched for it until you found it. Y ou recognized it because you have
hiseyes"

"l don't want afather | have never seen! | don't care who he was! And how can | have afather here?

Y ou loved one summer and died in winter and | was already born. Here love doesn't last beyond a
Season - it can't survive her winter."

"There were other summers before | died. Others from thewood.”

"You arelying to me! Y ou aren't even my mother-you're leaves, even your words are leaves."

"l am your mother, Rois. Y ou can see me here. Y ou can spesk to me. Stay with me. Y ou love Corbet
and you love the wood. Stay herewith us. Y ou could never have found your way here unlessyou belong

here

"Youdid," | said through tears. "And look what hap-pened to you. Y ou can't love me here.” | spoketo
them both: to her and Corbet, clinging to them both. "Y ou can't love me here.”

"Don't leaveme," she pleaded. "Don't leave me, Rois. Don't."

"Comewith me," | begged, gripping her so tightly that if she had not been illusion, and aghost besides, |
would have left an imprint on her bones. "Corbet."

Her face changed. Hisface and not hisface gazed back a me, and | felt an animal’'sfear prickle through
me, such as Corbet's father must have felt under those powerful, barren grey eyes.

"So you are playing alittle game now, Rois," he said. The sudden twigt of hisarm in my lax hold nearly
freed him; | caught him with both hands then, held on grimly, mindlesdy, evading hiseyes. | felt something
shock through us both; sudden pain threw meto my knees. "Y ou're dead,” | whispered breathlesdy,



tasting blood. ™Y our son killed you. Nia Lynn."

"Nothing diesin thewood,” he said. ™Y ou saw that. Here no one can harm me. But | will hurt you if you
do not let go of me. Love cowersfrom pain. Love hidesitself. Love whimperslike adog and runs.”

| whimpered like adog. Roses bloomed in my hands; their thorns clung to me astightly as| clung to
them. Blood streaked my fingers, asif the blood-red petals bled. And then they flamed.

| could not see anything but fire. Sweat and tears ran down my face. Love hurts, | thought crazily. Love
hurts.

"But | knew that," | said through blood and tears, il knedling, hunched with pain, clinging to my burning
bridal flowers."Y ou didn't haveto tell methat."

"I am doing thisfor your own good,” Nia Lynn said. It sounded true: Not atremor of pleasure disturbed
the dead calmin hisvoice. "Y ou have grown too wild, Rois. Y ou must cam your imaginings. Even now
you imagine you are here, trying to rescue someone you think you love, who in the waking world scarcely
noticed you. He did not love you there, so you dream aworld where he must need you, where he must
be grateful to you. That iswhy you are forcing yoursdlf to suffer thisin your dreams. So that he will be
grateful and love you. In your dreams.”

My skin was melting from my bones; finger boneswere meting as| held hisburning hands. | sobbed
with-out noise; everything burned, even words. "Then | must end the dream to end the pain. And it will
never end, ever, ever, for either of us, if | let you go. | must hold you fast, because you are part of him.
Y ou will trgp him hereand turn hisheart to iceif | let go of you. In my dreams.”

Thefireflared in my face. | jerked back, crying, fed-ing my face begin to mdt. | heard hisvoice beyond
theflames

"All you must do is stop the dream. Stop dreaming. Rois. Wake. Go back to the human world. Forget
thisworld, because this moment is the only one you will ever remember of it when you try to remember.”
| could not see; | felt my eyes begin to burn. | screamed again, with-out sound, and drew infirelikeair.
My bones began to burn, and then my heart.

"Rois. Wake. Rois."

| heard myself say, somehow, for | had no lips, no throat, to speak with, "I must hold this dream fast, no
matter what shape it takes, for it isonly adream; thereisno fire, and no pain, and no Nia Lynn. You are
dead. Y ou have no power anymore. Y ou are dead. Y our son killed you and | know why, and when |

passyour grave | will spit onit. | will cut down any flowersgrowing onit. | will - "

| felt handsin my hands, cool strong fingersin mine. | had hands again. | had amouth, eyes. | closed my
eyes, held the handsto my face, and kissed petals of blood across them.

“Rois”
| looked up. My hands tightened; it did not hurt any longer to hold. But | was not surewhat | held.
Hesaid very wearily, "Rois, you must let me go.” | saw hisgrandfather again in his cold eyes; | saw the

fey beauty he had inherited from her, that lured me so pow-erfully, and then loosed me and turned away,
leaving me with nothing but my hopeless, desperate longings. "I thought | could not lieto you, but | was



wrong. | have been lying al dong. | have never loved you. | don't want you here with me. If | loved
anyone- if | canlove anyoneat dl -it was Laurd. Y ou know that. Y ou have dways known that." |
gared up a him, wordless. He knelt sud-denly in front of me, holding my eyes, letting me see hisface
clearly. "I can't let you go through thistorment for nothing. | will make you miserableif you stay here.

Y ou have dready sensed that. | can seeit in your eyes. You are afraid of mein thisworld. Y ou areright
to beafraid." | whispered his name.

"There's something in you difficult to love. Some-thing scarcely human. Y ou are too wild, Rois; you
aren't like other women. It would be barely possibleto love you in the human world, impossibleto love
you here. How could you imaginethat | would redlly forget Laurd?' He glanced at my fingers, frozen
around his. "1t's better for both of us. I'll goto Laurel, shelll recover, and you'll be much happier without
me. Youll lose nothing.”

| swallowed nothing, dust, hot ashes. My heart ham-mered sickly. Still his gaze trapped mine; | could
not look away. He had found al my secret fears and |oosed them one by one; they swarmed through me,
howling, showing abloody tooth. "I can't leave." My lipsfdticy, asif | had been kissed by winter. |
want to stay with you. Perhapsyou will lovemeintime.”

"Rois, | havetried - you've seen that-"

| felt sorrow dide, cold and silent, down my face. "Y ou'relying. Y ou're not Corbet-"

"Y ou know me, Roais. Y our heart knows me. Just as you know that what | say istrue. | am sorry. What
Laurel and | fee for each other isfar different from anything you canimagine. Y ou havetried to help me,
and | am grateful. But loveis not gratitude. | can't be content with you because of that.”

"No." Theword hurt like astonein my throat. "Y ou can't." Hisface blurred in my eyes; | blinked it clear
again. Nothing else seemed clear to me; everything he said to me | had said to mysdif. "But, Corbet,
there were things - between us-"

"Y ou imagined many of them. Y ou wanted them to be true, and so they were. But only to you." He
dropped his head, kissed my icy fingers. "Now you must leave me. Go back to Laurel. She needsyou far
morethan 1. I’ll cometo her soon. One day you will forgive me."

| could not argue with him; | did not know anymore what | was doing or why. | clungto dl | knew: his
hands, her words. "She said | must hold fast to you-"

Hesghed. "Rois. You're only holding fast to some dream of love -nothing red.”

"No matter what shape you teke - " "Rois."

"No matter what face you show-"

"Stop trying to help me. | don't want your help. | don't need you.”

"Don't leave me here. Don't leave me. Don't. Y ou said that to me. And then you said my name.”
"Y ou were dreaming - "

"I will giveyou what youwant." | could not find my voice, only ahusk of one; it could bardly pass
through thefirein my throat. | clung moretightly to hishands, and held hiseyes; | saw thefirst touch of



icy anger strug-glewith hispatience. "I will leave you. | won' trouble you any longer with my love. But |
want to give you something first. With my love"

"What?' he asked indifferently.

"Freedom. From me, from this house, from her wood. | will hold you fast until you stand free of usall.
And then | will leaveyou.”

| heard him say my name, just before the windstore a him again. | lost hold of one hand; | held the
other in both of mine asthewind tried to carry him away. | fdt ivy again, and then ahuman wrig, and
againivy, and then theivy closed around my wrist.

Winds screamed through the sudden dark. "Who gave you your eyes?"

| knew then. | had been looking at the answer al my life, at dl its beauty, its seasons, its ever-changing
facesof life and desth.

"Thewood."
Theivy held fast to methen, asfast as| held it. Vine turned to bone, leaf to word.

"Rois" hesad, and | felt arose bloom on my lips. | held him through the winter dark, through al my
dreamsuntil | woke.

Twenty Four

Ilay awake along time before | opened my eyes. | heard soft movements through the house, aword or
two. | smeled bread baking, and a handful of dried flower petals smmering sweetly above thefire.
Perhaps that had wakened me: the scent of spring.

But it was dtill winter, | found, when | finally opened my eyes. Snow crusted the barn roof; the sky was
stonegrey, the distant wood still leafless. No smoke rose from Lynn Hall.

| gazed, perplexed, across the snowbound fidlds. My hands till felt theivy the wind had tried to wrench
from me; my bonesremembered fire pedling them like twigs. | heard Nid'svoice: Thisisthe only thing
you will remem-ber ... Y ou imagine you are here. Stop the dream.

| remembered Laurdl.

| pushed mysdlf up at the thought. Thefloor felt icy asmy bare feet hit it. Winter till wailed around the
house, did long, thin fingers through chinks and crevices. What had | done? | wondered, pushing hair out
of my eyes. What had | doneright or wrong? A gold ring, burn-ing roses, my mother'sface, Corbet's
despairing eyes my dream scattered piecemed through my head. | had gone into the heart of winter,
pulled Corbet out of itinto thisworld, so that he could ride to our door on his but-termilk mare and find
Laurel and say her name, so that she would remember who she was, what life was, before sheleft it.

Maybe, | thought desperately as | swung the door open, that's where he was now: riding to our door.



| went down the hall to Laurel's room, feding ayoke of fear prick painfully at my neck, across my
shoulders. | tried to enter noisdlessly, but her door-latch dipped in my fingers, rattled. She stirred dightly
and | breathed again, clinging to the door amoment, watching her. Shelooked like awoman made of silk
and straw, so fragile that the wind outside could have blown her gpart in abreath. Her skin molded itsdlf
against her bones. Her eydids, frail as paper, lifted, asif shefet my eyes. She gazed a me sensdesdy a
moment before she said my name.

| went to her, kndt beside the bed. The blue veinsin her wrists were so clear beneath the skin, | could
a-most see them pulse. Shelifted afinger, gave me afeath-ery touch.

"| had the strangest dream,” she said. "What?'

"I'mnot sure. . ." Shewasslent, her eyesfixed onsome memory. She drew afaint breath. "1 think you
wereinit. | don't know. All | see now are colors. | hear avoice, but | don't understand the words. Y ou

"Sometimesit does.”

"l mean, in thewaking world."

| letit go; suddenly | understood very little. "Would you like meto bring you some tea?'

"No." Her eyes went to the window. | felt my own eyeswiden and burn. | had done nothing; | had
dreamed, and even in my dream | had done nothing. Or worse, none of it had been adream, and | had
done nothing right.

| felt her hand again on my arm. "Thisendlesswinter ... Rois. Do you know what | would like? Some
hot milk." | nodded and got up, not looking at her so that she would not see my tears. Her voice stopped
me at the door. "1 smell bread baking. Rois, could you bring me some warm bread, too, when it'sout?” |
turned to Stare at her. She was not looking out the window now; she was thinking of food.

"What else?" My voice caught on something too big to swalow. "Butter? An egg?’

"Butter, yes. That'sdl. | think. Thank you."

| went out. | was hdfway downdtairs, when | had to sit, trembling, holding my bones together, blinking
so that | could see more clearly what appeared to be true: Laurdl wanted to eat.

"Rois," my father breathed at the bottom of the stairs. | looked down, saw theterror in hiseyes, and
then saw mysdlf, barefoot, in my nightgown, crouched and shaking on the sairs.

"Itsdl right," | said. | did not recognize my voice. " She just wants breskfast.”
"She wants-"
"She'shungry.”

He gripped therailing. | saw hisface before he turned to Sit down on the bottom step. He could not
speak too clearly, elther. "What - what does she want?"

"Hot milk. Hot bread and butter."



"Oh." It came out like the sound he might have made the first time he saw Laurd. | saw him shake. |
stumbled down to him, my father in thisworld, in every world, and held him tightly. There Bedafound us
both, and Ieft us both, her own eyesred, to get the apple brandy.

My father intercepted Salish on hisdeigh, and sent a message to Perrin and to the gpothecary. Perrin
arrived firgt, with more soup from his mother; we hovered around Laurel, counting every mouthful. Later,
the apothecary checked her, noted the faint flush of life beneath her skin, the sudden interest in her eyes.

"What did you give her?' he asked meincreduloudy. | could not tell him. | still saw how closdly her skin
clung to thelovely line of bonein her face, how her eyes held distances beyond the defined horizons of
our small world. She had gone asfar as we could go from one an-other and till come back. She knew it,
| could tell; she kept me beside her, watching me saw or Sp tea; she wanted me with her even while she
napped. It was as if she needed to tell me something but did not know how, or maybe even what; she
wanted me with her because | dready knew.

She finaly found the strength, one afternoon, to go downstairs and sit beside the fire. She watched the
fire, while | set acrooked patch in our father's trousers. Wind scattered snow like chaff; it was hard to
tell whether the whirling flakes fell from the roof or from the sky. Laurd's eyeswere drawn to the
window; | watched her, poking mysalf now and then, as| sewed. She had come back without Corbet;
s0 had I, and neither of us had spoken his name.

She said softly, "It seems so like adream. Asif someone had cast aspell over me. | don't understand
what | wasthinking." She looked a me. "It seems so impossible now, to think of any man that way."

| nodded, frowning hard over my patch. | could not find Corbet anywherein my dreams; | had no idea
what world | had left him in. Perhaps| had only imagined aworld and himiniit; | could not make that
last, impossible, magica gesture, and pull him from my head into the real world. It seemed, consdering
how completely he had van-ished, most likely. But il | had to frown tears away, of worry and lossand
smple exasperation, because | did not know who | had rescued from the wood: Laurel, or Corbet, or al
of us, orif, intheend, | had only rescued mysdif.

Laurel's eyes strayed back to the window. "But | do wonder what happened to him. Did anyone ever
hear?' No."

"Hewas so donein that place ... No wonder he turned to us. | think that'swhy heleft: Heredlly could
not liveinthat old ruin with al itsmemories. Heleft to find some other lifethan Nid Lynn's."

| looked at her, astonished a her calm. "Y ou're not angry at him for leaving you?"

"I don't think about him,” she said softly. "Where| went, | went alone, and that'swhat | think about,
what | have to understand. Sometimes | wonder if what | did had as much to do with our mother aswith
Corbet. | watched her die. Maybe, when Corbet |eft me so sud-denly, it was like another degth. |
grieved in some strange way for both of them."

| wanted to ask then, but | didn't know how to circle around the question and hope she would answer
without noticing. Finaly, | just asked. "Y ou weatched for Corbet,”

| said, gtaring a an uneven gtitch. ™Y ou made me wonder who our mother might have watched for. Who
vanished out of her life and never returned.”



"Yes," shesaid, astonishing me again. " The thought has crossed my mind, these past few days. Who she
might have felt such passion for, to abandon her own life when he abandoned her."

"Who?' | breathed. "Do you know?"

But she only shook her head. "I there was anyone, she couldn't have loved him very long. Thewhole
village would have guessed at anything longer than half aseason. Longer than aweek, morelikely. And
then our father would have known."

"He never--"

"No. You see how heisabout her. There's not a shadow of mistrust in al his memories." Shelooked at
me then, her eyesthe smoky-grey of thefading light over thefields, no longer haunted, till unfamiliar in
their cam. ™Y ou brought this up before. Y ou said | was doing what shedid.”

"Wdl, | wondered."

She held my eyesamoment longer, glimpsing something -a cascade of brier roses, maybe, afdl of light.
Perhaps she had been there, as a child, perhaps she had seen ...

Perhaps there had never been anything at al to see. | saw snowdrops in the snow one morning, and the
yellow buds of crocuses. It did not seem possible that this harsh winter could ever end, but the crocus
did not lie. Snow fluttered in the air, but melted as it touched the ground. As days passed, patches of
brown earth began to appear in the fields. | watched the last of winter rattlein anicy sheet off the barn
roof, break into pieces on the ground. One day it rained. Laurel, whom | had hel ped wash and feed and
dresswithout even thinking about it, findly pushed me away that morning, laughing. Shewas il thin, but
she moved easly now, and her skin had lost the fragile, waxen pallor she had gotten from wandering
among ghosts. We sat outside that afternoon for the first time, watching sunlight dip between the swollen
cloudsto ignite asudden glitter of raindrops al around us, on branch and harrow tooth and stone. | could
not see enough, | thought; | could not smell enough of earth, and rain, and the scent of rain on the dowly
budding branches. | needed more eyes, another nose. So | com-plained to Laurel, and she laughed
again, which seemed asimprobable a sound as the sound of returning birds,

Then she put her arm around metightly, kissed my cheek. "Thank you," she whispered, "for not leaving
me donethiswinter. For Saying with me."

| was slent, surprised: | must have become more human in spite of mysdlf. My thoughts veered abruptly;
| tugged them back into here and now, afraid of the secret and dangerous wood within, afraid to wonder
what was dream and what was truth, and how much of ether of those was love.

Perrin rode into the yard then, splashing mud and water. He dismounted beside the porch and handed
me some eaxly violets. | dropped my face into them and breathed, feding their sweet scent flow into my
blood. Laurdl and Perrin studied each other, searching for signsof new life. | saw someinthecamin
Perrin's eyes, thefaint, wry crook of hismouth. Sunlight had flushed the color into Laurel's skin, or
maybe Perrin had. He amiled alittle.

"Y ou look beautiful,” he said to her. He sat down on the steps, cast a practiced glance at our father's
fur-rows. Laurd picked up the piece of linen she was em-broidering with sunflowersfor Beda. Perrin's
eyes had snagged on distances, suddenly we were al looking where he looked, beyond the fieldsto the
patch of wood that hid Lynn Hall.



"Whatever happened to him?' Perrin breathed. "What happened? I've been waiting for them to find his
body thawing aong the road somewhere, but he vanished like aghost." Hisface turned swiftly then to
Laurd. "I'msorry.”

She shook her head, her eyes till on the cloud andblazing blue where the chimney smoke would have
drifted. "It'sdl right. | wonder, too, still." She drew her needle through the linen, painted a petal with
ydlow thread, while Perrin watched her. She seemed to hear histhoughts; she said dowly, "I wonder,
but | don't look for him. When | think back that far, to what happened be-tween us, | don't recognize
myself. Now | hardly remem-ber what did happen. If anything did at al, it happened to someone else.”
Shemet hiseyes. "That'show it seems.”

He nodded, not smiling now. "Do you misshim?"

"No," she said softly. "No morethan | misswhat | waswhen | did misshim.”

For awhile Perrin appeared sporadicaly, like the sun, not saying much, not staying long. And then the
leaves began to open on the trees and he came every day, riding into the yard while | watched the sun
flame behind the wood, then dowly fade. Spring brought back familiar human sounds aswell asbirds.
Our father whistled, going from barn to house; | heard him and Perrin laugh to-gether, muddy from
plowing, too redolent with fertilizer to comeinto the house.

One night, going upstairs after supper, | heard Perrin play the flute again.

It brought tearsto my eyes, memories| did not want to acknowledge. It also made me suddenly
restless, im-patient to feel wet grass under my feet, taste the wild strawberries. | wanted to drink the cold
sweet water from the well, and see the new leaves covering the rose vines. | sat on the steps and listened,
and thought of the wood at night, and how the moonlight would catch in the wet, silvery curves of
branches, hang trembling from aleef.

The playing stopped. | heard Laurdl's gentle voice, teasing alittle, our father's chuckle, Perrin's unruffled
an-swer. | went up quietly, feding the new leaves opening in me, catching light.

The next morning, | rodeinto the village with my father'swinter boots to have the leaks cobbled out of
them, and to get some salve for the cows from the apoth-ecary. | told him about Laurd as he put the
sdveinto ajar. Asusud, hisimpassveface sad very little; hiseyestold me much.

"I thought shewould die," he said smply. "That ter-rible winter night. | could not see any hopefor her."

"None of us could, then."

"She never heard from Corbet?" | shook my head. "Then it redly wasn't him who caused her illness. |
wish | knew what it was ... It'saterrifying thing to watch.” Yes."

"What have you found in the wood? | know it's early yet, but you were most likely out there before the
snow finished melting. Myrtle blooms early, and violet; | could use both.”

"I haven't-" | cleared my throat. "I haven't been out there yet.”
Hisbrowsflickered; | had astonished him. "Have you beenill, Rois?'

"No. I'vejust been busy, with Laurd . . ." | paused, felt his clear, practiced gaze. | asked, without



mesting it, "Did anyone ever find Corbet? Or hear any news of him?"

"No." He set astopper in the jar mouth and reached for his sedl. He said, melting wax, "Corbet Lynn
haspassed from gossip into one of the village mysteries, along with the stranger at his hearth, and whose
baby it redly wasthat got |eft at Ley Gett's door that summer. . ."

"No one came looking for the stranger?"

"I've kept him on ice, waiting for someoneto claim him. But | can't leave him there much longer inthis
wegther. It'stimeto put him under. | don't know what else to do with him."

| thought of Tearle, the outcast of two worlds, trapped in one even after death, about to be given a
dran-ger'sgravein the other. "Let me see him,” | begged with-out thinking: Hisfacewasadl | had of
Corbet. | felt Blan€'s surprise, raised my eyesto meet his sudden sus-picion. | added lamely, "I fed sorry
for him. He died so young in a place where no one knows him."

"Rois-"

"Theresnothing more | can tell you. But he can't just go into his grave without anyone sparing him a
thought. He died beside me; | may have been adeep, but at least he wasn't entirely alone. | suppose you
could say that of anyone around here, | knew him best."

"I suppose you could say that." | heard other thingsin Blan€'s even voice, questions that he would have
to take to his own grave, because | would never answer them. He turned; | followed him through the
inner room, and out the back door into sunlight. The stone icehouse, big enough to hold a coffin or two,
windowless and with only one door, looked aslikely avault asany. "Best stay outside amoment,” Blane
suggested as he unlatched the door. "He's surrounded by ice and stone, but sometimes, when the
wesgther changes, thingsgetin. . ."

He stood there in the doorway without moving, without spesking, for along time, letting the place air
out, | thought, while | watched some birds fly north over Ley Gett in hisfield furrowing south. Then |
looked at the apothecary's back. Still he hadn't moved; he might have been turned to stone.

"What isit?'
Hedidn't hear me. | went to the door findly and saw what he saw in the clear spring light.

The man lying there had long grey hair and a strong, aged face marked with dl the lines and shadows of
onewho had traveled hisway through human time. | rec-ognized him; aghost of hisbeauty lingered, in
the grace-ful bones of cheek and jaw, in his hands. Tears of wonder stung my eyes. Hewas no longer
spellbound. She could not hold him, or she no longer wanted him; she had re-linquished him to time.

| didn't know | had stopped breathing until | took a bresth again. "If you ask the oldest in the village," |
sad shakily, "they'll probably tell you who heis™

"I'm surethey will." | had never heard Blane€'s voice so dry. "And I'm sure you won't." | said nothing. He
closed the door gently, so not to wake the dead. " The stranger we found in Lynn Hall died of natura
causes, and I'll swear that on my father's bones to anyone who asks. Whatever haunted Lynn Hall has
exacted its price. Enough is enough. I'll bury him tonight in an unnamed grave. If he'still around.”

| heard Nia Lynn'svoice out of the past:No onewill know you when you die ... Even your gravestone



will gand slent ..My skin prickled. They had al been true, as Corbetsaid, al the curses. Except that |
had known Tearle, | had seen ... | had changed that curse at least, in spite of Nia Lynn; hisson's
unmarked stone would speak itstale to me.

| left Tearle Lynn at least in peace, but | till couldn't bring myself to go back to the wood. It seemed a
shadow world | was afraid to return to, even in memory-not alone, not without Corbet. And | didn't
know if | would ever see him again, outside of the dream where | had |eft him. Maybe, | thought, that's
where he had aways been. So my dream had told mein the end.

And then one morning | opened my window to the soft ar, and heard the familiar sound of hammering
from within the wood. | stared, stunned, acrossthe sunlit green. | thought of Laurdl, and my throat
closed. | whirled, not knowing what to do, and bumped into her as she cameinto find me.

She held my shoulders. "It'sdl right, Rais. | knew he was back."

"When-? How-?" | could not spesk. He had not come to find me; I might not know this stranger who
had returned to Lynn Hall. Everything had happened; maybe nothing had happened. A man rebuilding his
house had gone away in winter and returned in spring.

"He sent me aletter. He asked Sdish to giveit to our father. Heread it and gave it to me. He-"
"When?'

"A few days ago. He must have gotten people to work for him again. Salish said al those wild stories
about him came down to nothing but astranger faling ill during astorm and wandering into Lynn Hal."
She paused, the faint, anxious line appearing between her brows. "Rois- you're not still-"

"No." | shook my head quickly. "No." That seemed alie, but so did "yes'; | did not know in what dream
| might till love him. "I'm just startled. Go on."

"Sowas|. | wanted timeto think-that'swhy | didn't tell you. Then | realized that there wasn't very much
left of anything to think about.”

"What did he say?'

"That he had had to leave unexpectedly in the middle of that storm. There were urgent family matters.
And then someone died. He had no time to send amessage. Later, he began to realize that he might
never be able to come back, and there seemed no way to tell me that. That's what he wrote. I'm not sure
what he meant. He could not find away to return here until winter's end. He said that he hoped some day
| would forgive hissilence, aswell as any trouble he had caused. He said he understood that might not be

€ssy.
"Haveyou?'
"What?'
"Forgiven him?'

Shewassdlent alittle; | watched the blood rise in her face. She amiled the dancing, sunlit smile she
teased Perrin with, and | hugged her suddenly.



"Y ou're going to marry Perrin.”
"Hefound away to forgive me."
"And Corbet?'

"| don't seem to have room to remember being hurt,” she answered smply. "He said that if | ever wanted
to seehim asafriend, | should writeto him, but that he wouldn't come here without permission. I'm glad
you're not angry with me, Rois."

"For what?'

"For not listening to you. For causing you and Perrin and our father so much grief. You wereright dl the
time. | should have waited for spring.”

| waited, watching the green deepen in the wood, the sodden fields turn tidy with siraight furrows, the
firg faint color wash aong them. | was afraid of his politeness, hisindifference, | knew, so | waited until |
could beer it, if he had nothing more than that to give me.

| went one morning when Laurel had gone on her firgt ride to the village, and our father wasin thefidds,
and there was no oneto ask where | went. | started briskly, with one thing on my mind. But as| rode
into the wood it showed me a hundred things to catch my attention: hyacinths and wood anemones, great
pink and gold raspberry blossoms, hawthorn, lacy dogwood, la-dy's-dipper, purple trillium. It lured me
here and there, it spoke my namein small white blossoms. | rode past dll itsdistractions, for every fal of
the hammer on Lynn Hal drove aname deeper into my heart, and the closer | cameto it, the harder my
own heart pounded. Re-member this, the wood said. Remember that. There seemed nothing | could
forget, and no peace or mercy in remembering.

He saw me from among the peaked, raw beams ris-ing on hisroof. Crispin, working with him, stopped
pounding nails amoment to wave a me. But Corbet dropped his hammer and went to the ladder. | did
off my horse, clung to her, suddenly terrified. | could not look aman in the eyesand ask himiif, in any
world, he had ever turned into ivy. If he had lived among his own ghogts. If he had ever loved meor if |
had only dreamed that he had. If he had ever been red in my eyesat dl, and if not, then what polite
sranger had spoken my name dl winter. "Rois.”

| forced mysdlf to look at him. He wore a homespun work shirt, rolled at the elbows, loose at the neck;
| saw the swest glisten in the hollow of histhroat. His eyes seemed stranger's eyes, full of light that now
hid nothing: the faint shadow of troublein them, the brief indecision before he spoke again.

"Thank you for coming. | hoped -somehow -you would not be too angry with me."

"No." Words stuck. | had to clear my throat, pick through them carefully, to find the words that
belonged only inthisworld. | could fed my hands trembling; | wound the reinstightly through my fingers.
"Laurel told me you had written to her. Y ou vanished so suddenly. We thought - we didn't know-" |
fatered under hisun-familiar gaze. "We thought everything. Even that you might have died.”

"It was crud of me" hesaid smply, "to leavelike that.”

"It seemed crud.” | unwound my hands, feling my way alittle more easily into memory, sincel knew
we both remembered that at least. "L aurel said you had some urgent family matters.”



He nodded. "I was caled home. And then my father died.”
| blinked. Worlds merged briefly, separated. "I'm sorry -

"It was quite unexpected. But | found mysdf tangled in family affairsfor solong, | wasafraid | might not
make it back here."

"Youwere arad?'

He amiled alittle, then. "Winter didn't frighten me away. | did want to return.” He paused, sudying mea
moment. ™Y ou look well. But changed. Wasthe winter hard?"

"Yes Very."
"How isyour father? And Laurd ?'
"They're both well." | watched hiseyes. "Laurd isgoing to be married soon, to Perrin.”

| saw littlein hiseyesbut rdief. "I'm glad,” he said softly; like Laurd's memories, his had not survived the
winter storms. "That's the way it should be. Is she happy?' He read the answer in my face; the tension left
hisown. "I'm glad,” he said again.

There seemed suddenly nothing left to say; only Crispin's hammer spoke. Words turned back into
dreams;, they would fade eventudly, | knew. Eventudly. | shifted avkwardly, wondering how to say
goodbye, wondering if there had been any world in which we did not.

"Well - "

"I know," he said abruptly, "why you seem s0 changed. Y ou didn't walk barefoot through my wood.
Y ou rode here, and you're wearing shoes.”

| glanced down at them, surprised. | found him see-ing other thingsin me, an expression in my eyes,
maybe, or something | had doneto my hair. "Y ou seem changed, too,” | said. "Winter was hard on us
dl"

"Yes" Hedrew adeep breath of the tantalizing air then, and hisface opened as he turned to
contemplate hishouse. "I think thistime it will be different,” he said, more to himsdlf than to me. | did not
ask himwhat he meant. " should go. No one knowswhere | am.”

"Y ou never worried about that before,”" he com-mented. It made me smile, that he remembered. His
an-swering smile, brief but warm, seemed unfamiliar, too. "There is something that | wanted to ask you,
Rois. That is, if you found your way to speaking to me again.”

"What?' | asked vagudly, hearing only my name again, hisvoice sayingiit.

"About my garden. Or what passesfor it. Oh - and something ese." He reached into his shirt pocket.
"Beforel forget. | found thisin my house. | wonder if you know who it belongsto.”

| looked at what lay on his pam. Then | lookedathim. | closed my eyes suddenly, feding light like gold
on my mouth, seeing gold behind my eyes. All thewords | knew freed themselves again, to visions,
dreams, her wild wood, my wood.



"Rois?' Hetouched melightly. | opened my eyes. "Yes" | wanted to weep, | wanted to laugh, as| took
my mother'sring from him. "I know whoseitis" | dipped it into my skirt pocket; thistime it would not
turninto leaves. | met hiseyes, filled my eyeswith him, look-ing for dl the smal things| had loved. |
found them till there. | could reach out to them or not; he could say yes, he could say no. He amiled at
me suddenly, not under-standing what he saw, but drawn to it. Freedom, | could havetold him: anew
word for both of us.

"What was the other thing you wanted to ask? About your garden?”

"Oh. The old rosetrees. Some are dlill dive, | think. But so wild and overgrown with ivy | don't know if
they'll bloom. | wondered if you might look at them.”

"They survived the winter?'
"Even that winter."

| looked beyond him to the garden, where the but-termilk mare cropped placidly in apatch of grass.
"Rois? Do you think you might?"

Beyond the garden the young leaves on the trees had turned the wood amisty green. Shadows lay within
the mist, and unexpected fdls of light, the mysteries of its seasons, ancient, familiar, forever unpredictable.

"I might," | said. "Yes"

Three

Again | could not see hisface; it seemed blurred with light. Then | realized that he stood with his back to
the risng sun, and though light spilled everywhere around him, hisface wasin shadow. He squatted down
besde meto seewhat | was pulling out of hisland, and I could see him clearly.

Hisface, like everyone's, was burned brown by the sun; his hair, streaked with al shades of gold, fell
loosely across his brow. His lasheswereivory. He regarded me curioudy out of heavy-lidded eyes; their
green, washed with light, seemed barely discernible, an unnamed color that existed only in that moment.
His hands, reaching for what | held, were big, lean, muscular; hauling stones, up-rooting treesfor haf the
summer, had laid muscle like smooth stones under his skin. He looked older than Perrin, or maybe only
his expressonswere older.

"I'veseenyou," hesaid, "inthevillage." Hisvoice waslight, cam; his eyes said nothing more. He looked
down at what he held. "Mandrake."

"It'sfor the gpothecary,” | said. | ill crouched in the em roots, staring a him. He seemed human
enough; he met my stare and matched it, expressing nothing but mild curiogty, until | added impulsively,
"They say you're cursed.”

"Oh." Helooked away then, smiling alittle. "So I've heard.”

"Wdl, whichisit?' "Whichwhat?' "Which curse? Whichistrue?'



He stood up then, studying the mandrake root in his hand. He did not answer my question. "What's this
good for?"

"Seep," | said. "Love." | rose, too, aware of the soft bracken under my feet, the cool, crumbled earth
benesath, the scents our movements stirred into the air. "It's dan-gerous,” | added. "'l don't useit; the
apothecary knows how. "

"Isthiswhat you do?" he asked. "Find thingsfor the gpothecary?"

"l find things," | said. "Herbsfor cooking and for soothing ails, flowersto dry, roots and berries that may
be useful, or may not be. | don't find thingsfor anyone;

| take what catches my eye, and then give them away or use them.”
"Areyou awitch?"

The question made my bresath catch, it was so unexpected. Then | laughed. "No, of course not. | just
love these woods."

He smiled too. "Yes. Sodo|. You know my name; | don't know yours."

"RoisMdlior. My father hasthat farm just east of your land.”

"Ah, yes." Helooked down at theroot he held. "Don't you have asister-?"

"Laurd."

"Laurd Mdlior." He said her name softly to the man-drakeroot; | heard the letterslilt and glide asif he
spoke an unfamiliar language. Then he put the root into my hand. He glanced toward asound; again his
eyes caught light, and | thought, surprised by what | dready knew:Light does not always reveal, light
can conceal. "What isyour father's name?' he asked.

"Mathu."

"Perhaps | will come and visit. It would be neigh-borly. ™

"Yes" | sadingantly. "My father loves company. But | warn you, we are al very curious about you.
Es-pecidly me"

Helooked a me, amiling thelittle, pleasant smilethat said nothing. "Why you?"

"Because you livein these woods."

His expression did not change.lsaw you, | wanted to cry then,shaping out of light beside the secret
well; you are not human, you are wood; you are the hidden underground river; you are nothing
we know to name.

"Not yet," he said. "But soon.” "Soon?"

"| barely have aroof on my houseto live here" He turned his head again toward voices - ashout, a



laugh; hisworkerswere arriving.
"Here comes your house," | said, and hisface opened then.

"l hope s0," he said with fedling. "At least one room, a door, afireplace, and aroof over it al that won't
leak icicles above my heed dl winter."

"You don't act likeaman cursed,” | said baldly; he shrugged the curse away, more interested in hisroof.
"That'sin the past,” he said alittle shortly, and | added, apologetic,

"Tel meif you want me not to dig on your land.” "Oh, no," he said quickly, and found my eyesagain. "If
you love these woods, you will do no harm. Come as you want, take what you like. Perhapsyou can
give me advice when | begin to clear the gardens.”

| nodded. Helifted ahand in farewell, and went to meet hisworkers; | heard him whistleto a
mockingbird, and the bird's mocking answer.

"I spoketo him,” | told Laurel breathlesdy, later, as| piled roots and myrtle leaves and wild orchids on
the table. Shefingered the mandrake root curioudy. "Who?"

"Corbet Lynn." "Isthishim?'
"What?' She looked up, then dodged the orchid | threw at her. She was laughing.

"They look s0 strange, theseroots ... likelittle shrunken images. Did you ask him about the curse or
wereyou polite?'

"Of course | asked him. And of course he did not answer.” | moved around the table restively, frowning,
seeing him as he wanted us to see him, then, confused, remembering what | knew hewas. "l wasrude.
Hewouldn't be likely to tell some stranger how hisfather died, or what compelled him to return here.”

"No," Laurd said thoughtfully. "Y ou'reright." "But maybe with enough of our father's brandy in him, helll
tel us something.”

She gathered the orchids. ™Y ou're very curious about him."

"And who isn't?'

"What does helook like?!

| opened my mouth, then closed it again. Words wanted to come out of me, words | had never used for
any man.Hishair, Iwanted to say. Those eyes. That warm skin. His hands. Icould not speak. But | told
her; she stared at me, wide-eyed, and breathed, "Rois, you're blushing.”

| felt the heat in my face then; | looked away quickly, wondering at mysdlf. "It'shot,” | said shortly.
Laurd, tactful asaways, studied the orchids asif they might sud-denly take wing. But alittle smile came
and went on her lips. | leaned againgt the table, suddenly hel plessin the heat, confused as much as ever.

"It'snothing,” | said findly. "I'm not used to strang-ers. Around here, theré's so little new to look at.”

Her browswent up, and then together. She said softly to the orchids, "1 hope heisakind man."



"I don't know. | didn't ask for kindness. Just to wan-der in hiswood."

Shelifted her eyesthen, smiling again, but still with the faint, worried frown between her brows. "Did he
mind?'

"No. He loves the wood too, he said. He said | could go where | wanted. .." The frown wasfading; |
added, "He seemsto want, above dl, aroof over hishead. He meansto stay through winter. He means
today."

| heard her loose abreath.” Good," she said briskly. "Then we can get to know him better.”

"Thecurses" | said dowly, "ded so much with hate. There ssems nothing about him to hate. He just
seems like one of us. Come home. But from some strange, dis-tant place.”

"Some drangepast . . ." Shewas, | redlized then, every bit as curiousas|. Aswho wouldn't be, in that
place where thelittle that happened loomed so large we were il talking about it down the generations.

| did not see him again in the wood then, though | could have; | could have looked for rosehipsin the
tan-gled gardens, or burdock seeds. But | could not pretend, under those strange eyes, about what | had
truly cometo find. | could have watched him secretly; | was afraid those eyes would find me. How could
| hide anywherein hiswood?

So | roamed the wild wood, far from the sound of axes and hammers and voices, and waited for him to
cometo us.

Hedidfindly, in civilized fashion, riding down the road after supper one evening on his buttermilk mare,
carrying ahandful of roses that had not been stifled by vinesin the old garden for Laurel and me, and a
bottle of fine port from theinn for my father. He had not ac-counted for Perrin, but hegavehim a
handshake and afriendly smile, and sat with us on the stone porch, aswe aways did, watching the day
dowly bloominto night.

That's how it dways seemed to me: not the fading of awithered flower, but the opening of some dark,
rich blossom, with unexpected hues and heady scents. | sat to one Side of Laurel on the steps; Perrin sat
between her and our father on the long bench. Corbet dropped onto the steps, near my father, his body
turned alittle, asmine was, S0 that he could see both us and the fading colorsin the sky. In the twilight,
his pale hair and loose white shirt were vaguely visble. Therest of uswere hardly clearer. Our father was
ascent of pipe smoke, aburly shape; Laurel was awing of white, now and then, when she lifted her hand
to brush away an insect, and the light cloth of her deeve glided on air. Perrin was avoice, afaint scent of
hay and swest, for he had come as usual straight from thefields. | don't know what | was: avoice, apair
of eyes, watching that pale head turned toward me, toward Lauredl, toward our father, toward the night.

Then our father called Beda, and she brought us fat beeswax candles, and cups and my father's brandy.
Fire sreaked the dark; moths flew toward the flames, dancing around them, compelled and doomed,
until fire touched them and they dropped like autumn leaves.

Light and shadow did randomly over our faces as we talked: now revealing one eye and concealing the
other, now stroking clear agtraight jawline, now hiding asmile or alittle anxious frown. Asthe brandy
passed, questions came more easily.

"So you areto be married," Corbet said, looking from Laurd to Perrin. His head turned; shadow



measked his eyes, but his smile remained. "Next spring?*

"It doesseem long,” Laurd said, answering the ques-tion in hisvoice. "But Perrin and | have known
each other all our lives, and there's no reason for haste. | want to savor the expectation.”

"With every gtitch in every fine sheet,” | teased. "Y es, and |ace on every garment. Also, Perrin has been
building a cottage for us behind his parents house, so welll have a place of our own.”

"You livewith them?' Corbet asked Perrin. "They're getting on," Perrin said easly. "My father till milks
-he loves his cows. But | take care of the fields and even some of the milking; his hands are getting tiff.
My mother cooks, my older sister does everything else for them. So you see, there's not much privacy.”
"l ;e

"And the house will go to my sigter, if she doesn't marry, though most of thefarm will gotome. I'd as
soon have aplace of our own. I'll build onto it, as we have children. But building takesits time-you know
that.”

"Yes." Corbet swallowed apple brandy. "Thisiswonderful "

"It'smy grandfather's secret, the making of it," our father said, and Laurd swiftly caught up the thread.
"Did they know each other? Y our father and Corbet's grandfather?*

My father was sllent amoment, hisbrowsknit, either trying to remember or straining to be tactful.
Corbet said lightly, "Everyone knows everyone, here.”

"l think," our father said finaly, "they did not get dong.”

Wedl laughed. Corbet, his head bowed s0 that his hair shone and his face dipped into shadow, said
ruefully, "What a reputation the man had. Even hisdog hated him, I've heard.”

Weweredl slent then, questions trembling aong the weave of fire and night between us:Why was he so
hated? Why did his son kill him? What was the curse? How did your father die? Who are you?

"Why?" | asked findly, and hisface turned to me, fire caiching in hiseyes.

He said dowly, "My father told me some thingswhen | was amost too young to understand. He must
have told my mother more; | never asked her. She was very beautiful and wesalthy, and she married my
father despite his cursed past. | have wanted al my life to cometo this place.

"Why?" Laurel echoed softly. He turned to her, his eyes again in shadow.

"l don't know," he said smply. "Perhapsitistheland.”

"Or perhapsthe curse,”" | murmured; he heard, but did not look at me.

"Perhaps," he breathed. Then he smiled suddenly and sipped brandy. "But | am too busy to worry about
tales, and if | am cursed, what can | do about it? Throw mysdf off my roof to avoid it?'

Our father chuckled. "There'sthe crux of the matter. What can you do? Wearing your grandfather's
face, you've stirred up some very old memories. But those who remember have few teeth left, and their



minds are full of old bracken and fallen leaves. By spring -unless you pro-vide uswith something as
colorful asyour father did -well have other thingsto bark at."

"Laurd'swedding,” Corbet suggested. "There's dways something.”
"Except,” | said, "that we will always be secretly watching for that curseto befdl you.”
"Well," hesighed, "I hope it doesn't befdl before | get the roof up.”

Herosethen, leaving us, | thought, no wiser than before. But as he said good night to Laurdl, | saw his
eyes again, and suddenly 1 no longer knew what time might bring: awedding or acurse or even another
season. The night flower had opened dl around us, with its dark, elu-sive colors and rich scents, holding
usinitsancient mys-teries.

Four

Summer ended between one breath and another, it seemed. One morning the first golden leaves
appeared among the green. Then atree flamed into crimson. The fields were stubbled gold, morning
mists hanging over them, burned away dowly by the sun. Hot, blue summer sky dowly turned the deeper
blue of autumn, asif it re-flected, from another country, cold northern lakes and stormsthat did not touch
usyet. | found great cobwebs everywhere, hung like chandeliers with prisms of dew. | brought home nuts
and apples and bright sprays of leavesfor Laurd. | found elderberries and juniper berriesfor Beda, and
every kind of mushroom, until she asked, as she did every year, if | wastrying to poison them al and
inherit the lot. But the distorted shapes and unexpected colors of mushrooms fascinated me; | prowled
through shadows and under bracken looking for them. They were ancient, wild things. No two were ever
aike, and they had no roots to tie them to one place; like curiosity, they wandered everywhere. So did |,
that brief, rich season between summer heat and autumn rain, when the light took its shades of gold from
the dying leaves.

Though my father continued his dour predictions, Crispin refused to vanish as hiswedding day grew
closer. | saw him now and then, mortaring stonesinto place a the hall, or pulling them raw from Corbet's
fields. | saw Corbet many timesfrom adistance. | could not keep away from the wood. | found
blackberries hanging huge and sweet on the brambles, till tasting of the summer sun. Beda baked them
into pies flavored with anip of apple brandy. | gathered rosehips and the last of the rosesto dry their
petas from the garden behind the hall. Corbet waved to me from his rooftop, balanced on abeam. |
watched him, breathless, but he did not fal. Leaves drifted down into the open rooms, and windblown
seeds, preparing to reclaim what he had cleared. But he had hiswish at least: Two rooms would be
whole before the rains came. He could leave theinn and livein the hal hisfather had left fifty-two winters
before.

Winter would trgp him there, and we were his clos-est neighbors. | envisioned him riding hishorse
through the snow to find fire and human company, Laurel and me and our father's apple brandy. Laurel
would be sawing lace onto adeave and thinking of Perrin; Perrin would be softly playing theflute, and |
would ...

What? The question perplexed me, and made me restless. Woodland creatures did not farewell in
winter. | had to wear shoes, | was enclosed by walls. Laurel toldme | wasimpossiblein winter; | might as
well hibernate bear likein solitude until | could be human again. What would Corbet do, | wondered,



deprived of light, with only the shadowy greens of juniper and yew to break awil-derness of white?

| found a perfect ring of mushrooms one afternoon, beside the hidden well. Of course | stepped into it;
what else can you do? My feet were bare, dirty, and scratched from blackberry brambles; my pockets
sagged with chest-nuts. | wanted to see what there was to see within thering, and what | saw then,
walking toward me among the burning trees, seemed both the last thing and the one thing | expected.

He looked amazed, too; perhaps only at the sight of a grown woman standing barefoot in the middle of a
ring of mushrooms. He spokefirg; | couldn't find my voice. "Where are you going?'

It was such astrange question that | could barely answer; | was not moving, he was.
"Corbet." My voice shook dightly. "Y ou're not working."

"Inasense” Helooked at me amoment longer, blinking. Then he turned, and pushed aside the dying
rosesto revea thewdl. "I'mlooking for water. Theold springisdry.”

| caught my breath. Had he seen me, that midsum-mer afternoon, knedling motionless beside the well,
water spiraing down my wrist, as | watched him walk out of light? Or had he smelled water like an
anima?1 had lived dl my lifewithout finding it until the day | saw him. He glanced vagudly toward me, at
the sound | made.

"Thisistoo far from the house. But if it comes from that direction . . ."
"How did you find it?"

Helooked straight at me then, his browsllifted dightly in surprise. He had seen me, | thought, dazed. He
hadn't ... His eyes dropped then to aline of stonesthat branched away from the well. Moss clung to
them; they were damp from the water running silently be-neath them. They wandered between tree roots
toward the house, charting the flow for alittle ways, and then the water ran deep and left no hint of itsalf
above ground.

Corbet made amoveto follow, then paused. His shirt was loose, stained with dirt and swest; hisskin
glistened with sweat. He shifted the rose vines again, carelesdy; athorn left ared wea down hiswrist.
He knelt beside the well and thrust both handsinto it, drawing water to his mouth, hisface, hisdusty hair,
gplashing until hiswet shirt clung to him, and the thick rose vines did over hisback asif to draw him
deeper into the wdll.

He pulled himsdf free and stood findly, wiping warter from his eyes, running hisfingersthrough hishair,
pushing it back. He saw me staring at him, and smiled alittle. Gold leaves drifted down around him. | felt
blood beat suddenly in my throat. His eyes changed; something as subtle as a change of light did over
them, and they grew opague. He moved, and then | did, taking haf an aimless step; | could not
remember why | had come there, or where | had wanted to go.

"Canyou useit?' | asked awkwardly, and helooked aquestion. "The wel|?

He shook his head. "Pity," he said. "It'svery sweet. It tastes of roses.”

"I know."

He amiled again, hiseyes tills ecret, like the well, which, suddenly, was no longer there. "Yes" hesad



softly. "Y ou would know. Y ou are drawn to secrets.” Heturned. "1 must get back to work."

| watched him until he disappeared into the constant, gentle fall of leaves. Then | looked down and saw
that the ring | stood in was a so disappearing beneath the golden leaves.

| stepped out of it and went to the well. | did apart the dying roses, and watched my reflection for along
time, until the faint rings and ripples he had left broke against the stones and faded, and the water grew
cam, only trembling dightly with the hidden spring that fed it. | went home then, sill feeling strange, asif |
had stepped between two worlds, and had forgotten which | had come to and which | had I€eft. | shook
the chestnuts out of my pocketsin the kitchen, then took one outside to peel and esat. | sat down on thes
teps, dropped shell dowly. The sun till hung high above the horizon; | saw Perrin and my fatherina
digantfidd,cutting the dry cornstalks down.

Laurel came out to join me. She stood on the porch amoment, silently, watching the men in the field.
Then she sat down beside me, and gave alittie sigh. She said, "They're so dike, those two."

"Maybe that's why you love him. Nothing needs to change.”

Shewasdlent again. | saw Corbet bent over thewell, gold leavesfalling around him, roses clinging to
him, stars of water catching light, spilling over him, faling back into deep water.

"| saw Corbet," | said, wanting his namein my mouth. "In the wood."

She made anoise of interest or disinterest; | couldn't tell which. She said at atangent, "Crispin will invite
him to thewedding."

| hadn't thought so far. "Will he go?"

"He should. He could lay afew rumorsto rest. It would be neighborly, which his grandfather,
gpparently, wasnot.”

| nodded. The entire village had been invited to the wedding, despite the reasons for it. It was autumn;
we needed something merry and mindless before the world grew bleak. There were anumber of bets, |
heard, that wouldn't be settled until Crispin stood meekly beside Aleriaand pledged her hislifeong
devotion.

"Nobody," | commented, "is betting that the bride will run.”

"Not everyoneis as restless as you. Where would she run to, anyway, with a child coming?"

" She should run. How long will Crigpin stay faithful to those gooseberry eyes?’

Laurd gave me alittle push with her hand. "Roais. Areyou jeslous? Did you want him?"

| laughed, looking down at my bare, dirty feet. "l suppose | haven't much better to offer him."

"You do look likeawild thing. . ." Shethought amoment, her arms clasped across her knees, her face
rest-ing on them as she sudied me. "Rois," she said again, softly. "Well makeyou into arosefor Alerias

wedding. There'sthat dusky rose dress of our mother's with the tiny mother-of-pearl buttons down the
front. Y ou must find some rosesin thewood - "



"They'redl but dead by now."

"Find them. I'll put them in your hair, which will be coiled into a crown on top of your head, instead of
flying behind you catching gnats." She straightened suddenly, smiling. ™Y ou'll be beautiful, no one will
recognizeyou. " | grumbled something. But what | thought was: Corbet. He would forget about the
barefoot, disheveled woman standing like awild child in aring of mushrooms. | would make his eyes
change when helooked at me, and thistime he would not turn away.

"I'll find roses,”" | said breathlesdy. "Yes"

Two weeks | ater, we stood on the green among the villagers, listening to Crispin's sheepish vows and
Aleriasfirm ones, while trees burned dl around us againg aclear ky that held within it al the shadowy
blues of winter. Gamblers exchanged wry glances as the brief ceremony ended; | wondered how many
coins and kegs, tools and hunting dogs, had changed ownersin that moment. The couple kissed, and
other, private bets were made: How long would it be before he ... before she ... They parted, turned and
amiled, Alerids hand resting camly on her small, mute future. We cheered, and the music began.

We ate roast pig and corn, sdlads and breads of al description; we drank ae and wine and apple cider.
The bride cut a cake dense with apples and nuts, and so red-olent of our father's brandy that you could
fal over, Perrin said, just from the fumes. He looked handsome, in awhite shirt Laurel had madefor him,
hisdark hair negtly trimmed, his harvest subble findly shaved. When we fin-ished esting, he swung
Laurel into the dancing. She wore autumn red, which brought out the light in her chestnut hair, and the
smokein her grey eyes. She laughed up a Perrin as she whirled, lithe and dender in hisarms, and beside
me, our father said wistfully, "Y our mother and | danced like that once."

"Thenyou candoit again,” | said, and pulled him among the dancers. He protested, but stayed. |
watched over his shoulder, saw the eyes that watched me, sur-prised and curious and smiling, but none
of them with that surprise, that smile. Corbet had come, but late, and | had caught only glimpses of him -
aflash of light hair, an ivory shirt deeve flowing in agesture, atankard up-raised in his hand.

"You look like her, inthat dress," our father told me shyly, unaccustomed to complimenting me. He
added, as| stepped on hisfoot, "Y ou don't dance like her."

"I haven't had her practice" | said amiably. | had acirclet of wild roses around my coiled hair, and my
best grey kid shoes with buckles on my feet. It was only a matter of time before he saw me.

Then | saw him, dancing with the bride who, torn between smiling at him and watching her feet, findly
gave up on her feet and watched his eyes. They talked as they danced; | watched them both, wondering
what he said. The music ended; heloosed her. | kept afirm hold on my father, whose eye was wandering
toward the de.

"It'sayoung man'swork," he complained, but my sister had done her work too well: The young men did
not know what to make of me. My father's feet were younger than his head; they spun meinto circles
until | felt my hair begin to dide, and arosefdl past my shoulder to my feet. | crushed it in astep. Then
someone stopped us, and my father, laughing and panting, yielded me into Corbet's arms.

"Youlook lovely," hesad lightly. "A Roisamong dandelions.” | smiled up a him, but hiseyeswere
else-where, caught by something over my shoulder: the color of a skirt, or maybe the fiddler's bowing.
He added, be-fore| could speak, "It's a pleasant afternoon for awed-ding. Everyone looks unfamiliar,
especidly Crigpin. I'm used to seeing him working with his shirt off and his hair dangling to hisnose."



"That'san unfamiliar sght itsdf,” | said. "Crigpin working.” Then | saw Corbet with hiswet shirt clinging
to his body, the skin golden and muscular beneath, and | felt the quick blood beat in my fingerstouching
his shoulder, his bare hand. His eyes came back to me, asif he felt something pass between our hands. |
did not know, until then, that you could disappear into someone's gaze, that bone and heart and bregath
could melt like shadow into light, until only light waseft. "Corbet-" | did not know whose voice spoke,
whose heart beat so violently, whose fingers shifted from his shoulder to the bare skin benegth his hair.

"Hell have arough winter,” Corbet said dispassion-ately. He did away from me and arched our arms,
for meto spin around myself. Then he pulled me back, holding meloosely, his eyes on my face, but
seeing Crispin. "Winter, and achild coming. | told Alerial would use him as often as| could; there are
thingsthat can be done aslong aswe're not working with snow faling on our heads."

| tripped on hisfoot, feding disoriented and clumsy, falling so abruptly back into myself. "Corbet,” | said
again, bewildered, pleading for him to fed what | wastrying to tell him.

"I'msorry," hesaid. "It wasmy fault - "

"No, mine. | haven't donethisin awhile" He spun me again beneath our arms; his eyes, when he
brought me back, were expressionless. "There. That's better.”

| drew bresth, dtill feding my heartbest, fedling, for amoment, thewell insde me, rising and trying to spill
into my eyes. | wastrembling, asif | had nearly fdlen, though | was not sure from where or why. "It's
kind of you to care," | said. Hisbrow went up alittle; | swa-lowed dryly. "About Crispin and Aleria"

"I'm trying to live beyond my grandfather'sface." He smiled alittle, tightly. "People see what they expect
to see. Except for you. You smply see”

| was mute amoment, gazing a him. "But | am not sure,” | said, "what itisI'mlooking a."

Hedid not answer, but hissmileremained, ill tight, thin; | redlized then that he saw me dl too well. The
finelady with rosesin her hair and buckles on her dancing shoes was not the truth; truth stood in aring of
mush-roomsin the wood; truth drank from asecret well. ™Y ou'll missthe wood," he said suddenly, "in
win-ter."

"Won't you?'

"I don't know." His eyesleft mine, to wander through the fiery leaves around us. "'I'm told not to expect
many moredayslikethis.

"Therainswill begin soon." | thought of the well again, but now, in memory, more leavesfdl between us,
making him difficult to see. "Theréswater for you," | added.

His eyes narrowed alittle, turned darker. But he was only considering my suggestion. "Perhaps| could
dig apond ... channd the underground stream into it."

"You'l destroy thewell,” | protested, amazed that he could not care. He shook his head.
"Maybe not. Anyway no one ever knew it was there. Except you.”

"Andyou."



He smiled again; his eyes did something else, till looking at me. "There are other placesin thewood,” he
sad softly.

"Other places?’

"Doors. Thresholds. Places of passage. That littlewell isvery pretty, but in thisworld it will not be
missed. | will try to be careful, though, because you loveit.”

| stared at him. He spun me gracefully, more grace-fully than any farmer's son. | whispered, "Who are
you?' His easy, open expression did not change. "I am Cor-bet Lynn," he said. "'l have returned to claim
my inheri-tance. "

"Returned,” | whispered, "from where?'

Hedid not answer. His eyes had moved beyond me, again dark, intent. Impulsively, | turned us both half
acircle, to put mysaf where he had been, to see what he had seen.

My sgter, Laurd, fill dancing with Perrin, turned him as abruptly, and whirled away, her back to us. But
not before | had seen her eyes.

Themusic ended. | let go of Corbet. | did not know if he left me before | left him. | heard my name
called once or twice as | walked among the dancers, but it was not hisvoice, so | did not stay. No one
noticed me at the edge of the crowd. Perhaps no one recognized me; people see what they expect to
see. | crossed the green and went into the empty inn, and out the back door.

| begantorun.

Five

Awind came up and snatched the roses from my hair, then pulled my hair loose as| ran. | did not care. |

stopped an ingtant to throw off my shoes; they landed in acorncrib. | gathered my skirt above my knees

and headed across a cornfield. The stalks had not been cut yet; they blew wildly around me, their yellow

leaves like hands, reaching out to me. The sky was dtill cloudless, but its blue had darkened; twilight rode
hard behind the wind.

I was running from my own thoughts as much as anything. | Smply wanted to untangle mysdf from the
web | had touched. A single, sticky, quivering strand of it wasdl | needed to warn me away. | did not
want to think about people. | wanted the trees, the scents and colors, the shifting shadows of the wood,
which spoke alanguage | understood. | wished | could simply disappear init, livelike abird or afox
through the winter, and leave the things | had glimpsed to resolve themsel ves without me.

Thetreeswere bending like great fansin the wood. Clouds of gold and red and brown sailed dong the
wind. | dowed as | reached the privacy of the trees. A woman running across the cornfield in her
mother's best dressis subject to human speculation; in the wood, the trees did not care. | could wear
anything, think nothing. | walked until my hard panting eased, and then | began to run again, knowing
what | wanted.

Asfast as| moved, dusk raced me there. Night's season had begun; the days took what light was |eft



them. | saw alast tender brush of sun dowly fade on thethick fal of rose vines over thewell. Even
stripped of leaves and roses, they would hide water, their naked thorns guarding against any touch. | did
not dare get too close to the vines, the wind rattled through them, shook them, sent them whipping
eraticaly intheair. One caught my hair, another my skirt, until I tore free and moved up-wind, and
Settled down into the dead leaves.

Leavesblew againgt me from all parts of the wood and clung; | did not care. | only wanted to Sit there,
at least until the wedding was over, arid Laurel came back home and Corbet went el sewhere. | did not
want to see them together; | did not want to think about what | had seenin their eyes. It had been an
aberration of the mo-ment, something broken that could be instantly mended. Asit would be, before |
went home.

The wood darkened; the winds poured from every direction, not wintry yet, still carrying scents of ripe
apple, blackberry, warm earth. But they sang of storm and bare branches and cold, shriveled days. They
were the harvest winds; they cameto carry away the dying, sweep the earth for the dead. | had never
heard them so clearly before; they seemed to have their separate voices, each wind its separate shape. |
huddled in the leaves beside the well, watching the world darken, the moon rise dowly above the trees,
leavesflying like flocks of birds acrossit.

| began to seefaces.

Moonlight stresked the winds; in the mingling of moon and lesf | saw thingsthat were neither, riding the
wild winds. Night-black horses moved fluidly above the ground, silver harness sparked asilver light.
Faces as pale and beautiful and distant as the moon flowed past me, as beautiful as Corbet'sface. |
heard their voices, the heart-beat of hooves, indigtinct in the fal and whirl of leaves, the tense, Snging
winds. | could not move; | could scarcely remember anymoreif | were human, or some-thing the wind
would snatch up and carry away into the season's end. Then awind morefierce than any other blew the
rose vines gpart o that | saw the moon floating on the trembling water.

A shadow detached itself from the wind, dipped its mouth to the water and drank. Harness rang with
small bels. | lifted my eyesfrom spark to spark: light on adtirrup, arein, light on apae moonlit face
chisdled of ivory and ice and night.

| heard words, alilting question, laughter aslight and delicate as blown petas. | understood nothing. |
crouched, staring, trying to make myself smdl, invisble, trying to turn into wind. Therider's dender hand
rose over me. Something fell, glittering gold, dropped into the leaves beside me. | did not move. Therose
vinestangled together again, |eft no hint of water. The winds darkened, galloped past me, great dark
Seeds with streaming manes and tails, their eyesreflecting moonlight. The leavesflowed after them from
the ground, from the trees, adry river rushing into autumn.

| did not movefor along time. Leaves piled againgt me, and blew away in passing winds. Leaveshid a
shin-ing, then reveded it, then hid it again. | waited, feding my heartbest, thinking nothing because | did
not know what to think; I did not know if there were words for what | thought. Leaf has no words, nor
doesdark. | tried to become both of them, while clouds hunted down the moon, and it escaped, and they
caught it again.

| felt my bonesfinaly, aching to move, inssting on their human shape. | reached out then, il without
think-ing. | brushed away leaves until | found what lay buried benesth them.

| could not see it well; cloud had captured the moon again. | stood up and dipped it into a pocket. |
wore my mother's dress, | remembered vaguely. | had danced at awedding, in the sunlight. Then | had



run acrossthe fieldsinto night, and | had seen, | had been given ...
| shivered and took thefirst step home.

At some point, walking across our father'sfields, | moved back into time. | saw lightsin the house. | had
no idea how long | had been gone. Perhaps they thought | had dipped away with someone, and no one
had won-dered. Perhaps they had assumed the most likely: that | had gotten tired of the crowd, and had
gone wandering in the wood. | would come home safely, as| awayshad ... | walked dowly, wesrily,
following the path of the moon; it stopped above the farmhouse as | stepped onto the porch.

| saw my Sster turning away from the fireplace as| opened the door. Her face looked flushed, troubled.
She had worried her hair loose; it tumbled around her face, only oneivory clip holding awilted yellow
pansy over her ear. She stared at me; | heard Perrin, Sitting in achair, murmur something. Our father rose
and stepped toward me. Someone else moved in the shadows, and | closed my eyes amoment, for | had
left nothing behind when | had run: It was dl here waiting for me.

Then | opened my eyesand looked a him. His eyes withheld expression. He stood silently, leaning
againgt the stone mantel piece, not far from where Laurel had been before she saw me.

She breathed, touching my tangled hair, my torn dress, awed on my neck, "Oh, Rois. . ."
| saw her eyesredden. Perrin and my father said at once, explosively, "What happened?’
"Nothing happened,” | said shortly. "I went for awalk in the wood."

"Withwho?' "No one."

"Y ou left the wedding and you didn't come back and you didn't come here," Laurel said. "You
disappeared.” "I'm not good," | Sighed, "at weddings. I'm sorry." | looked at our father and said again,
helplesdy, "I'm sorry.”

"Y ou've been donedl thistime?' He stretched a hand toward me. "No one troubled you?'

Nothing human, | thought. | shook my head wearily, hisfaled daughter, hisfey child, who had |eft her
shoesin acorncrib to go dancing with the night. ™Y ou know what I'm like." | dragged leaves, the last
rose, out of my hair. "I didn't mean to worry you."

They were slent, gazing at me, sensng more, but | had no more to give them. Corbet moved, and my
eyeswent to him. | saw, in sometimeless moment, the shifting shapes of human and inhuman in hisface,
asif helooked up a mefrom within thewell and the water trembled constantly over him.

He moved abruptly; my eyesdropped. | did not look at Laurel, but | felt her gaze. | moved closer to
her, found her hand, and touched it.

"I'm sorry," | whispered.

| heard her sigh. "Never mind. You're sife, at least.” None of uswere, | knew then. "Y ou must be
hungry. Comeinto the kitchen; I'll find you something.”

The men shifted, Perrin rising, Corbet moving from the hearth, my father turning down alamp. "I'll leave
you, then,” Corbet said. "Since dl iswdl." Therewas effort in hislightness. He caught my eyesagain,



briefly, as he crossed the room. "'l wasworried,” he added, and | knew that he knew | had run from him.
"| stayed to help search for you, if you did not come back.”

"Y ou would know whereto look," | said softly. | watched Perrin kiss Laurel, and follow Corbet out.
Our father closed the door behind them. He looked at me amoment, bewildered, anxious, wondering, |
guessed, wherethe elegant woman he had danced with had gone, and what changeling child had taken
her place.

He cameto me, patted my shoulder alittle, awk-wardly. "Areyou sure- " he began gruffly.
“I'mdl right," | said. "Therésnothing to tdll.”
Heturned away, darkening the house, leaving the matter to Laurd.

| had nothing to tell Laurd, either. | ate cold ham and bread, and listened to her tell me how worried
they al had been, how kind Corbet had been to stay with them, since he knew placeswhere | went and
no one else knew where to begin to look. | chewed wearily, waiting for her to stop talking. She poured
wine, and watched me drink it.

Then she said gently, "Dontt fret. Everyone runs from such things now and then; it's only human. People
gather, and drink, and dance, fedlings begin to fly like trapped birds, things get spoken without words,
musi ¢ suggests thingsthat Smply can't be ... Lovers suddenly wear too familiar faces, and other faces
promise other worlds. . . ."

| swallowed adry lump of food. | couldn't look at her. | said findly, "Maybethat'sal it was."

"I'm sureit was." Shetouched my hair, stroked a strand back from my face. | looked at her then. She
smiled, making me smile, though my throat burned, and

| could fed the dight, secret weight dragging at my skirt. She drank her wine, and added, "Y ou'll never
guess who caught the wedding bouquet.”

"You?'

"Beda." Her smile deepened at my expression. "And Shave Turl caught the straw crown that Crispin
threw. Heworeit for the rest of the afternoon, and tried to dance with every woman who didn't need a
cane. Crigpin's brother, Sdish, asked where you were, and so did Ley Gett, and Tamis Orley-they
wanted to dance with you."

| said nothing; she might aswell have offered me shadows to dance with, sncethat's al they would have
seemed after | had danced in Corbet's eyes. She sighed dightly, and drank more wine. She seemed,
despite her dishevelled hair and worried expression, to have grown even more beautiful: Therewasa
look deep in her autumn eyes, asif she had sensed the storm in a cloudless sky and gathered her powers
to head into it.

But, in that quiet kitchen, it seemed impossibleto believe what | had glimpsed. She loved Perrin, Perrin
loved her; shewould never hurt him, or our father. | would dance with everyone at her wedding, and |
would run from nothing. | made a sound suddenly, arueful laugh, wondering if | would dance barefoot.

"My shoes. . ."



"Where did you leavethem?' "In Ley Gett's corncrib.”

Laurel laughed. "HEll think they fell out of the Sky." She put the food away and lit candles. | trailed
upstairs after her, fedling footsore and very tired, too tired, suddenly, for love or terror or even for
dreams. | washed in adaze, and left my mother's dresslying like awilted rose on thefloor. | crawled into
bed with my eyes closed.

A hand, pae and dender, reached into the numbing dark of the first moment of deep, and dropped
something that glittered gold in the moonlight asit fell toward me.

| sat up out of deep beforeit finished faling. | pulled mysdlf out of bed, knelt beside my mother's dress,
and reached into the pocket. | could not see what | found there; the room was black, or else my eyes
were dtill closed. | took it to bed with me, did it under my pillow, and dept then, hidden in night, in
leaves, without dreams.

Inthe morning, | found only adried, crumbled leaf benegth my pillow.

Sx
Therains began.

Hard, constant, they battered the fields, turned the roads to mud, crushed the gold leavesinto the ground
and turned them black. In the wood, the sodden trees and brambles bowed benesth the torrents. L eaves
fdl, clung limply to vines and wildflowers, dowly buried them be-negth their sodden weight. Work inthe
fields, on Lynn Hdl, stopped, though | heard him hammering insde, thetime or two | ventured into the
wood. | went to the well once; the rain-kissed water gave me nothing, not even my reflection. Another
time, near evening, when the rains had grown gentle, dropsflecking theair liketiny fireflies, | went to
gather the lagt of the crab applesfor Beda. So | told mysdlf: | had to passthe ruined hdl to reach the
tree. Smoke came out of achimney, smelling sweetly of birchand maple. Crispin had brought him a
wagon load of sea-soned wood. | did not see him.

Most of thetime, | stayed in the house, sawing be-side Laurd, or watching therain. | had frightened
myself inthe wood: | did not know, anymore, what wastrue. If

| had invented aworld that none of uslived in, then the true world was Laurdl's, predictable,
dependable, with no secrets and no stray midnight gold that turned to leaf by morning. Corbet Lynn had
not walked out of light, but had ridden a horse into the village; Laurel loved Perrin asaways, and | had
seen wild horsesin the night winds only because | wanted them there. | made mysdlf teas of camomile
and vervain to soothe my thoughts, and watched Laurel move camly through her world. She never
paced, or pulled awindow open to fed the rain, the wind; she never moved without grace or purpose.
She never went barefoot.

So | wore shoes and braided my hair, and made lace for her wedding dress, asif | sawed time and
promisesinto each airy loop and every inch of it bound Laurel more securely to her future. And then |
began to notice how softly my father spoke around me, and how he walked asif | were recovering, as he
and Perrin sometimes did, from akeg of apple brandy. The little, anxious frown seemed dwaysin
Laurd's eyeswhen shelooked at me. | had thought she il fretted over my stormy ramblings, but
gradudly | redlized that my shod feet bothered her more.



"What isit?" she asked one afternoon, when we both sat sewing in the grey light from the window.
"You've grown so quiet.”

"I'mtrying to belikeyou," | said.

She dared a me, amazed. "Why?' she asked findly. But | could not tell her why without telling her all
the ways we differed, without painting pictures out of wind.

She added, when | did not answer, "Usualy by now you've paced a path acrossthe ceiling, and it takes
you the rest of autumn to settle muttering into winter. Or else you just go out in any wesather, and come
back wet as afish, with your handsfull of whatever isn't dead. Y ou used to lovetherain.”

"Y ou used to worry about that," | said shortly. There seemed no pleasing anyone.
"Rois-"
"I'mjust trying to be civilized."

"But | misstheway youwere." | huffed asigh, and she said quickly, "I mean, | missyou being happy.
Y ou are never happy, housebound. Why are you forcing your-saf so?"

"I can't bewild dl my life" | missed aloop with my hook, aimed for it, missed again. | let lace and hook
fal into my lap finally, and leaned back. Across the room, the window framed white birch, amuddy field,
distant trees, looking ragged with the last of their leaves. | saw smoke rising above the trees, and |
looked down quickly. Laurel, watching the same smoke, did not.

She said dowly, "'l wonder what he cooks, in there. Probably haf-raw meat and burned bread.”
"Hemight ezt a theinn.”

"He might eat here." She stood up suddenly, briskly. "Tonight. Y ou go and invite him. I'll tell Beda."
"Tonight?"

Shethrew aquizzica glance a me. "He must eat. And our father and Perrin like his company. Maybe
hell tell us more about his past. Go on.”

"Butitsraning."

She laughed a meincreduloudy. So | put my lace aside and contemplated my shoes. | hesitated; Laurel
looked away discreetly.

| decided to rideto the hdl. It suited my state of mind, which, like my feet, seemed both agitated and
con-strained. What expression would bein his eyeswhen he looked at me? | wondered in terror as|
sorted through them in memory: his polite lack of expression, hisremote smile, the way he looked at me
without seeing me, or worse, saw far too much. But riding my cam dark mare, | wasarmed and in
disguise: shod, braided, cloaked and hooded in green wool againgt the rain. Hisfirst expression would be
surprise.

| rode around the ruins and found a door near the smoking chimney. | heard no noiseinside. |
dismounted and knocked: till nothing. | stood listening, wondering if he dept, or had ridden to the village.



Then he said behind me, "Rois."

| whirled, my heart hammering. He walked among the old rose trees, his hair wet, leaves clinging like
handsto his grey cloak. His shoulders and boots and the hem of his cloak were dark with rain; it did not
Seem to bother him.

"How could you recognize melike this?' | de-manded. He would only have seen the back of a hooded
cloak, and apair of boots, and he did not know my horse. He shrugged dightly, hiseyes saying little,
neither surprised nor unsurprised. "How could | not?" he asked smply.

| did not pursuethat. | didn't want to be even more confused. | gave him Laurel's message tonelesdy,
adding dourly, " She thinks you eat raw mest."

He amiled at that. He walked to the door then, and unlatched it. "Comein and see”
Surprised, | followed him.

He had roofed two rooms and had hung a tapestry between them, aglittering fall of gold and slver
thread, so ancient the threads had worn through in places, making the design dreamlike, imprecise. Roses
framed it, deeply red, like old blood. The marble flagstones had been cleaned of moss and weed and half
acentury of grass. Some stones had broken, but he had mortared and smoothed the cracks, and
scrubbed the stones to the color of old ivory. A velvet couch and a needlework chair stood beside the
marble fireplace. Both trailed threads, but the dark wood had been polished until light caught in dl its
graceful scrollsand turns. Great raw beams spanned the ceiling above our heads;, the roof, | redlized,
would become the underpinnings of an-other floor, next spring. Now rain tapped on it, soft at first, then
harder, with ingstent fingers, the wood want-ing its own back.

"I had those brought from where | used to live; they belonged to my mother.” He lifted the tapestry and
let me see: abed of the same dark wood, the cloths andcanopy so precisely spread and hung that they
seemed frozen into place, asif no oneredly dept there.

| saw no dust or spiders anywhere, nor anything he might have picked up in the wood: no nuts, or bowl
of apples, or bright spray of leaves. "Y ou don't eat raw mest,” | said. "Y ou don't eat anything."

"| eat & theinn,” he said absently. "And tonight?’
He smiled again, pleased. "Y es. Of course. It was kind of you to come.”
"Laurd asked meto."

| watched him pull the tapestry straight on its wooden loops. His hair was the exact gold of those pae
gold threads; he seemed, for an ingtant, his head and arm uplifted, his shirt blending into the flickering
threads, a part of the tapestry, just stepping free. | felt my throat close on words, on wonder.Haveyou
seen the winds hunt?l wanted to ask him.Have you ever seen something as bright and heavy asgold turn
into lesf by daylight?His face turned toward me then, asif he heard my thoughts; hiseyesheld mine.

Again | felt their green drain through me, asif that color had become my heart's blood. He said softly,
before | could turn away, "What did you see when you ran in the wood that night?"

| had seen hisface, pde and dien and beautiful asthe moon. The winds rode over me again, dark, wild,
their cloaks of golden leaves, their harnessforged of moonlight. | swallowed; my voice barely sounded.



"Wind." "What else?"
"Weter." "What dse"?" "A lesf."

His eyesloosed methen; | turned away, feding dazed. Then | cried sharply, "Nothing! | saw nothing!
Why do you think I'm dressed like this?"

"All in green," he said softly, "on ablack horse, to bid me come and eat with you." 1t sounded like an old
song. He added lightly, "Tdl your sister | will bring wine from the inn. What do you like?"

"Anything. Apple or blackberry. Laurel likes black-berry."

"Then | will bring both." He opened the door for me. It was still raining hard, but | forgot, passing him
closdy, so closaly | heard his drawn bregath, to pull my hood up. | rode across the muddy fields blinded
by water, my braids diding loose in the wet, so that when | came into our house, dripping water and
tracking mud, my hair in my eyes, Laurd findly looked familiar again.

He came at twilight, riding hisbuttermilk horse. Therainsfell everywhere from an iron-grey sky, silvery
rib-bonsin the lamplight, a constant hollow sound beyond that, asif the world were dowly emptying in
the dark. He brought sweet wines, one dark, one pale. We drank them with stew and salad and black
breed, and then we drank more around the fire, my father's brandy passing with the wines, while Perrin
talked about his harvest, and Laurd's lace inched down from her hook, and | sat in the shadows,
watching how the shifting light in Corbet's hair flickered slver and gold like the threads in his tapestry.
Perrin stopped talking after awhile, and began toplay softly on Laurd'sflute. Laurd's hands filled; she
raised her eyesto Corbet's face.

"Wheredid you live," she asked, "before you came here?"

He seemed inclined to answer; there waslittle, in that winey warmth, worth hiding. "In the city. In other
places. My mother could afford to live where she chose. Sometimes near the sea. She loved water;
moving or ill, it didn't matter."

"'l loved my love by water," Perrin said, breaking off anote. He was getting drunk. "'l loved my love by
land. | loved my love by the green, green sea, and left her on the silver sand.' " Our father gave aghostly
snore. Perrin raised hisflute again to play.

"Goon," Laurd said to Corbet. "Where did you live just before you came here? In the city?' He
nodded, sip-ping brandy. "Isthat where your father died?'

"No," he said, and nothing more. But his eyes, coal, till, waited for another question. Laurdl asked it,
leaning back, her face framed by her dark hair, by darker wood, her eyes holding his.

"How did hedie?'
"No," he said smoothly. "Y ou should ask, “Then wheredid he die? "
"Did you love him?" | asked abruptly, and his eyesflicked to me, surprised.

"Now that," hesaid, "isavery good question. It would lay to rest any number of curses. But it will cost
you an answer. " "Towhat?' "Any question | ask."



Perrin, grunting alaugh, blew a sharp note. Our fa-ther straightened, blinking. "What was the question?”
he demanded deepily. "I misheard.”

"Nothing," Perrin said. "Laurd and Roisare playing agame.”
"l wasn't," Laurd protested. "I'm being serioudy rude. Corbet ischanging it into agame.”

Corbet smiled at her over hisglass. "Truth isasm-ple place reached by many different roads. | will tell
you, but you won't believe me. My father is il living, but for understandabl e reasons he never wantsto
returnto Lynn Hall. He married late in life; my mother died young. | inherited her fortune, and with my
father'sblessing | cameto repair the hal and the land. With hisblessing. Not his curse.”

Weweredlent. | glanced a Laurel; she didn't be-lieve him, either. ™Y ou told Crispin your father was
dead," | said.

"I did not. Crispin assumed he was dead, since | returned to clam Lynn Hall."
"Youlet usal assume," Laurel protested.

"l didn't intend to," he answered gently. "It'sjust that no one asked me. And | wastoo busy to listen to
gossip.”

"Itsatruth,” | said after amoment. "Are there dif-ferent truths, the way there are different curses?’ |
could fed the dark sweet wine pulsing through me; | had drunk too much, and it made me reckless. His
eyes changed as he looked from Laurd to me; they withheld answers, emotions, held only secrets. "Or,"
| continued, "is each curse adifferent truth?"

Laurd laughed. "Roais, you're making no sense! Ask something he can answer, S0 we can understand.”
"Yes," he said to her, and my breath stopped; he had answered me. | drank more wine.

"You ask," | saidto Laurd, dazed by too much truth, and suddenly afraid. | wanted to hide mysdlf in
shadowstheway | had hidden mysdlf in leavesthat night. But he saw through the shadowsinto fear: A
amile, distant and cold asa tar, surfaced in hiseyes.

Laurel saw the amile differently; an answering smile touched her lips. He was a challengeto her, ateasing
puzzle, something to unravel in the winter evenings, aslong as he spun hisriddles out. She contemplated
him amoment, while Perrin played softly beside her, then asked, "Did your grandfather redly curse your
father?'

"Oh, yes," hesad, and | saw hisfingerstighten alittleon hisglass.
"And you?' she perssted. "Are you cursed?'

Helooked at her without answering, until her eyes widened dightly and dropped. Perrin had stopped
play-ing; he waited, curious, for an answer.

"l am cursed,” Corbet said, "with alesky fireplace, mutton four times aweek &t theinn, ahorse stabled
in my woodshed, weeds to the horizon everywhere | look, autumn faling into al the roofless rooms of my
house, and winter waiting to take up lodging after it."



"You could leave," Laurel said softly, her brows crooked. " Come back in spring. Why don't you?'
"l have chosen to stay.”

Our father tirred from his ngp again, probably listening for the sllent flute. "Good," he exclaimed, having
caught aword here and there in his dreams. "Multton, four times aweek, that'sterrible. Y ou must come
and eat with us, as often asyou like. Come for the company.” His affable smile, fat and warm as our
beeswax candles, flashed at me a moment, then back to Corbet. "'For the company,” he repested. "The
winter nights grow old and thin and threadbare very fast, when you're done.”

Corbet rose. "Thank you."

"I meanit-you tel him, Laurd. Seetoit he comes” "l will," she said, laughing. "If only to plague him with
more questions, until hetellsusthe smpletruth.” "1 havetold you," he protested. But she did not listen to
him. | listened, but | had heard nothing smple at dl. He bade us good night. | left Laurel and Perrin
talk-ing, and went to bed. Sometimein the night he stood in my dreams, watching me out of his secret
eyes, and | woke, shaken, Hill feding hisgazein the dark.

Seven

Iwent to Lynn Hall again afew dayslater. | walked, but | wore shoesto leave at histhreshold so he
would find no wet footprints on his marble flagstones. The early rains had stopped. | had seen himriding
out of the wood toward the village, a distant figure but recognizable to mein that unerring way your eyes
find the one face you love or hate in the midst of a crowd. Sun broke between the thunderheads. Sheets
of water on the muddy fields mir-rored light, blue sky, great billows of cloud whipped to an airy froth,
burning and paling as the sun passed in and out of them. | smelled wet bark, earth, rotting apples. Sun
glittered everywherein the rain-flecked wood. | caught drops on my fingertips, drank them from bare
branches. My shoes and the hem of my cloak were drenched by thetime | reached the hdl. | 1ft them on
the doorstep and drew up my damp skirt in one hand as | opened the door. | waslooking for his past.

Except for afew smoldering coals on the grate, the place looked asif time never crossed that threshold.
Wasthat, | wondered, where his grandfather had died? Beside his skinflint firein the dead of winter? |
searched the floor for adulled shadow of blood; al | saw were thefaint patternsthe lichens left. | shifted
the tapestry asde so that light fell into the smal bedchamber. A chest beside the bed held clothes; the
washstand held its bowl and pitcher, arazor folded into ahandle of horn, aslver mir-ror. The mirror
gave me back my face. Some part of me had hoped to find his face reflected there. The razor nicked me
when | opened it; | put my finger in my mouth, caught my blood. | opened the bed curtains, drew back
the finewool blankets; | could not find, even in those soft linens, the imprint of his body.

| searched more carefully. He had left no trace of himsdlf, not asingle gold hair, not a smudged
thumbprint on the polished wood. Perhaps he was unnaturaly tidy. Or perhaps he did not deep there.
Perhaps he did not deep.

Doors,he had said to me at Crispin's wedding. Thresholds. Places of passage.
| had not asked him what he meant; he had not won-dered that | knew. He had seen me watching him

when he passed between worlds. | had not questioned him. | wondered suddenly, intensely, what |
knew, what | had stolen into hishouseto find. A bed that by night was apile of leaves, atapestry that



hung between worlds, abowl that held no water, amirror that reflected ... What? | felt something shake
through me: apremonition, avision. But the mirror held no answers; it reflected only what | saw. | paced
impatiently between the rooms, want-ing to pedl the masks of things away, find out what they hid. A
razor, but no soagp. A mirror, but no comb. Clothes, but no shoes. | straightened the bed, closed the
razor, pulled the tapestry into place. | ssood a moment, studying it. The ancient threads suggested faces,
shapes, but only if you did not look straight at them. They vanished into formlessness, if you searched,
like patternsin smoke.Doors. Thresholds. Passages.

Unless he came and went through the chimney, | could see no hint of alife lived between worlds, only a
life lived in an eccentric fashion for any world. Perhaps,

| thought bemusedly, he dept in the woodshed, and kept his soap beside a stream.
Or he dept, ashe ate, at theinn.

| left finally, having exhausted conjecture aswell as his sparse evidence. Wind rattling through bare
branches shook raindrops on my head. | lifted my face for more; it was as close as| could cometo
tasting wind. Halls and pal aces drifted overhead, following the sun. Had he come from such an dusive
kingdom? | wondered, and then: Why would he have |ft it?

Not for aruined hal on land the wood had claimed. Not for any mortal maid; | wasthefirst he saw, and
he had not come for me.

| wandered to the well. Water has its moods, flowing or still; it can lure you like alover, or look as blesk
asabroken heart. | pushed the faded vines aside and dipped my hand into the water. Wind rippled it,
and my splash-ing; it would not give me my reflection. But it tasted of those great dreaming clouds, and
of the bright winds and broken pieces of blue sky itstrembling waters caught. It tasted of the last sun
before winter.

When | passed the hall again, on itsblind side, | saw smoke blowing from the chimney, and hismare
standing at the door, big, dark-eyed, till, asif she had just taken shape from something else waiting at
the door, or had appeared too quickly from some place far away. | saw her ook at me. But Corbet did
not come out, and | dipped quickly and quietly away before he thought of meand | saw hiseyesagain
ingde my head.

Laurel laughed at me when | returned, windblown and muddy; she would not have laughed if she knew
where | had gone.

| went to the village the next day, to take old L eta Gett some teas for pain and deeplessness. Her hip
had mended, but it still ached:;' the cold wesether fretted her bones, and brought small aillments, one after
another, like passing storms. She was grateful for the tea. Caryl brewed us both acup, and left us,
grateful for amoment to hersdlf. Leta Gett's face was alittle withered moon, with restless black eyes, and
soft ivory hair sofineit did out of pinsand braids. She loved to talk when she was not in too much pain.
She rambled through memory as you would wander from room to room in an old house you oncelived
in, filling it with stories: This happened here, and this here. Maybe they did, maybe you only wished they
had; wishes blur so easily into truth. So | said hisname. | tossed it like a pebble into apond, and
watched the ripples.

She got confused quickly by the past, thinking of Corbet, and remembering his grandfather'sface.

"l remember how the wild roses grew around that hall. Nobody cared for the gardens; he was too mean



to keep agardener, and he had no interest himsalf. He worked the men in hisfields too hard; he never
hired as many as he needed. So no one went back for a second season. He made his son work even
when he was smdll. The boy grew up wild and shy, like an animal; he hardly spoke, in the village. Oncel
saw abruiselike ahand on his cheek. | asked him - we were both children then, and children think the
world istheir business. Who hit you? | asked. And he got angry - so angry.” She shook her head alittle,
marvelling at the memory. "He said he had fallen off aladder. | remember hiseyes, that turned so dark
when he was angry or frightened. And he was d-ways one or the other, it seemed.”

"Where was his mother?' | asked.

"Oh, she came from far away, and died young. | only saw her once. She didn't seem real to me. Not like
us. Y ou know how children seethings. Too full of light or dark, things are. She seemed made of lace or
wings, noth-ing real. Not bones and weary skin - nothing that could ever be old." She paused, her lips
twitching, her eyes suddenly too bright. "Nothing that would ache &t the turn of thewind, or lose Sight of
her feet because she'stoo iff to bend.”

| put my hand on her hand.Lace, her soft skin said to my fingers.Wings . "How did she die?"

"Who knows, in that house? | saw his eyes, though we all went to see her buried. He wouldn't cry. You
could see sorrow everywherein him; he trembled at every wind, every spoken word. But his eyes were
fierce ashitter winter night, and hewould let no onetouch him."

"Hisfather?' | said, thinking of someone with Corbet's face standing beside such afurious and grieving
child. Hiseyeswould have been cold, ice over arunning stream of secrets.

"Oh, hewept," Letasaid, surprisng me. "In front of usal. With no sound. No movement. Thetearsran
down hisface, and he did not even seem to know what they were...."

| shivered suddenly. Corbet must have glimpsed, in hisfather's eyes, what aterrible, violent, loveless
place the old hal had been. But why had he come back at al,

| wondered, if he had money and al the freedom in the world? Land, he had said. For the land. But he
could have land anywhere. Thisvillage, like the hdl, echoed with past. He had come to change an echo.
Or perhaps | wasright: He was cursed to return to the place where he had been cursed.

Letadrank moretea. Her eyes were drooping; she yawned. She moved more easily, comfrey and
willow bark soothing her joints. She held out her cup, for meto takeit, | thought, but she wanted more
tea. She had not fin-ished with her memories,

"One night after she was buried, onelong summer night, warm like summer never is now, and with more
stars than ever you see now, we snuck out of our beds and met on the green, and went secretly to Lynn
Hdl." "Who?' | asked quickly, greedy for different mem-ories.

"Crigpin's grandfather Halov, and Anis Turl, and the innkeeper's girl, who ran away to the city-Marin
was her name. She had her eye on young Tearle Lynn." "On Corbet'sfather?’

"Y es. She wanted money, that one; she wouldn't ook at the farmers sons. Later she married someone
withaship ... | think that was her, who did."

"So you al snuck out of your beds and went to Lynn Hall. "



"W, you know how children are, about places they're forbidden to go. Especialy where someone has
died ... | remember the scent of the roses. We could smell them on the sweet air long before we reached
the hall. Roses and the smdll of new-cut hay. So it must have been that time of the year, the golden side
of summer. And therewe dl were, running barefoot through the fidds, thinking of what window we
would push our faces againgt, to see what happened there a night. The place was so big, there were so
many windows, the thought of them lit up drew usfluttering across the fields like moths. Chanddiers,
Marin promised us. And gold cups. And fire-places as big as kitchens, guarded by stone lions. We were
amost there before we redlized it, because the hall was completely dark, and we were looking for lines
andtiersof light.

"It was |ate, they had gone to bed. But Marin made us circle the hall; she pushed us and whispered, and
made more promises, of velvet hangings, and wonderful thingsto eat, on porcelain dishes, left untasted
on atable aslong asthe village green.

"Finally we saw onelight, in a corner room closest to the wood. It was on the bottom floor. A kitchen, |
guessed, or the housekeeper's room. She was a surly woman, that one. She'd say just what she needed
to say inthevillage, oneword at atime, asif her mouth wasfull of straight pins. She wore black, with a
black hat that looked like bat wings. She never spoke to us. She nodded to everyone except the
innkeeper. She said "Good day' to him. But never with asmile. Wherewas 1?7

"Y ou saw onelight."

"Oh, Yes. Sowe crept to it, expecting her. We were trying not to giggle, or whisper, but we kept
tripping on each other, or stepping on thorns with our bare feet. We kept waiting for her face to appear
at thewindow. A long horse face, she had. Bony and colorless aswax. She left at summer's end without
aword to anyone. Wejust stopped seeing her after that."

Letafdl slent then, gazing into her tea. The expres-sion on her face, | guessed, was much asit had been
that night so long ago. "What did you see?' | asked eagerly.

She drew breath, blinking, astonished till. "Two rooms,”" she said. "One had a hanging drawn aside
acrossitsentry. We could see abedpost in the shadows. In the bigger room we saw asingle candle, and
Tearlesfather Stting next to it, just Saring at the empty hearth. The door to the hallway beyond that
room was boarded shut. That'sal they lived in. Those two rooms. Therest of the hall was closed off. He
must have put the housekeeper in the stable ... Rois, you've spilled your tea.”

The cup had overturned; tea flowed onto the saucer and into my lap. | stood up, brushing myself, fedling
moth wings, moth feet, fluttering and prickling al over my skin. "Dear,” Letasaid deepily.

"It'sal right. I'm used to being wet." | took her cup, too, beforeit did out of her hand. She looked at me
out of round, perplexed eyes.

"So we never saw achanddlier, and Marin ran away to marry a shipowner. Don't you think that was
strange, Rois? That great beautiful house, and dl they ever saw were those two rooms. Don't you think
that was strange?' She lay back, dropped her hand over her eyes. "That poor, poor boy," | heard her
whisper before |eft.

Eight



And so | went to Lynn Hal at night.

| could not rest, | could barely eat, thinking of Corbet living like his grandfather's ghost in those two
rooms. Did he know? | wondered, then: How could he not know? Nothing in those coldly beautiful
rooms spoke of past by daylight. Were they haunted only at night? 1 paced, waiting for night. Our father,
watching me circle chairs and weave between rooms, lift a curtain to check the color of the dusk, turn
away and lift another, asked bluntly, with some humor, and more hope.

"Areyou watching for spring to come? Or Corbet Lynn?"

| turned to stare at him. Laurel said quickly, shaking a cloth over the table for supper, "Father, redly. Do
you churn your butter with your feet, too? Shel's dways thisway in autumn. Leave her done” Shelad
napkins. "' Corbet is coming tomorrow, not tonight.”

| stared at her then. "How do you know?" "1 saw him," she said camly.
"When?'
"Inthevillage. Y ou were with Leta Gett. He asked meif he could come tomorrow. How is Leta?*

| twitched at a curtain, looked for chimney smoke above the wood. The sky had turned darker than
smoke; there were no sars. It had not yet begun to rain again. "She'sfrail,” | said. "But till gossiping.”

"That's as good as breathing,” our father said heart-ily. He hated to hear of illnesses, weaknesses among
us. Perrin tapped on the door then, and camein, smelling of wood smoke and sweet, rain-soaked air.

He kissed Laurdl, and began talking about a cow that had stopped eating. | watched the sky darken,
until it wastime for supper, and then | listened to the sounds of eating around me -Spoons scraping
bowls, Laurd's soft swallows, Perrin's noisy chewing, our father clearing histhroat after every bite,
Beda's heavy tread and breathing and | wondered how | would ever get through the winter.

It was better, later, when we sat around the fire, and our father's snoring mingled with the flute. Perrin
played and spoke intermittently. Both the music and his voice were gentle. He did not speak of cows, but
of thelight in Laurd's hair, and of their childhood memories: how he had first kissed her among the
blackberries, how they had first quarrelled in the apple orchard, throwing rotting ap-ples at each other.
My eyes dropped; hisvoice, Laurel's oft laugh, wove in and out of the fire's rustling; now and then the
flute sang alittle, adistant sound, asif someone played it in another room, another time.

| felt atouch on my shoulder and opened my eyes. Perrin had gone, our father had gone, the fire had
dwin-dled into aglowing shimmer on the hearth.

"Goto bed, Rois," Laurd said. "You're dreaming.” | nodded. But | was where | wanted to be now: in
the dead of night, and | sat there listening until 1 heard everyone's deeping breaths. Then, barefoat, |
crept out-sde, and made my way by lantern light to Lynn Hall.

| kept the lantern covered under my cloak until | reached the wood. Then | loosed athin light to show
me what bramble lay under my next step, what tree loomed in my path. The sky was very dark, without
gtars or even an edge of silver cloud to show where the moon hid. The hall took me by surprise, awall of
stonerising out of the black in front of me. The place was soundless; | saw nothing, | heard nothing. |
stepped through a crumbling doorway into aroom with no cell-ing but the sky. | could feel the mossand



broken flag-stone under my feet. | let my cloak fal open. Light circled me, revealed jagged walls,
window panes of sky. | moved from room to room, smelling the fresh wet beamsthat so far held up only
arr. | walked down the length of the hall until | stood at the doorway that L eta Gett had seen. It il
sedled the two rooms behind it from the rest of the house, but the wood was newly planed and solid, a
wall to keep out winter.

| could go no farther. Yet | stood there, my lantern raised, listening for voices behind the door, feding
theempty dark at my back, seeing nothing but wood, hearing nothing, asif | werein some timeless pause
between a breath taken, a breath |oosed.

| lifted my hand and knocked.

The door did not so much open as dissolve in front of me. The rooms themsalves-walls, callings,
furniture - seemed asinsubstantial as smoke behind Corbet, who stood looking a me, hiseyesas

expressionless as the moonless sky.

He held out ahand. "Y ou left something of yours here. Y ou came back to look for it." It lay in hispam:
adrop of blood, bright and gleaming likeajewel. As| stared, hisfingers closed over it. "It's mine, now."

| felt asharp pang, asif hishand had closed around my heart. "Corbet,” | breathed. "What are you? Are
you your father's ghost?"

"No." Expression touched his eyes; | saw him shud-der. "No. Comein."

"No."

"Youwill," hetold me. Y ouwill follow me. Y ou keep trying to find your way past theworld. Y ou il
seeyour reflection in water, you gtill fed the wind rushing past you, leaving you behind. Y ou want to
dissolveinto light, ride the wild winds. | saw you, that night. Y ou wanted to flow like moonlight out of

your own body. Y ou will follow me."

"What happened?" | asked, holding fast to sorrow like ablade in my hands. "What happened in those
two rooms?'

"Human things." He shook his head. "It does not matter. "
"It matters. Y ou wear your grandfather'sface. Are you your grandfather's ghost?"

He made asound; | saw hisface streaked suddenly with fingers of red, asif he had been struck. "No."
Helifted ahand, gripped the misty stone. "Comein and | will tell you."

"No."

"It'swhat you camefor,” hereminded me. "1 know."
"Y ou camefor truth, but you are too afraid to touch
it.,, "l amafraid of you," | whispered.

"Don't be" he said. But his cold eyes said: Youshouldbe.



| took a step backward; he reached out, caught my shoulder. "Rois," he said. "Don't leave me here.
Don't leave me. Don't."

"Rois"

| struggled to open my eyes, feding black leaves did-ing over them, and over my face, my body, asif |
pushed through some dark wood before | could wake. Laurel stood over me, one hand on my shoulder,
acandlein the other. Only a couple of smoldering flakes remained of thefire.

"Roais" Laurel said deepily. "Go to bed. Y ou'll be fiff asachair by morning.”

| stood up unsteadily, bewildered, wondering if this were just another dream.Don't,he had said.Rois . |
fol-lowed Laurd's candle; aleaf till wet from the wood glowed briefly on thefloor initslight, likea
footprint from another world.

When | first saw him the next evening, there was nothing in his eyes that remembered adream of an
open door between us.

He had ridden through rain, the interminable season between gold leaves and snow. He spoke of the
weather, of astable for his horse that he wanted Crispin's help to build on the clear days|eft to us. He
had brought wine from the inn; as Beda brought us glasses, he counted them and raised a brow.

"Whereis Parrin?'

"In hisbarn with asick cow,” Laurel said. His eyes questioned her, and she added, "He may come
later." She met his eyes amoment longer, then pulled out achair noisly from thetable. "Sit down.”

Beda had made a chicken pie, fragrant with tarragon and so heavy that only our father did jugticetoit,
plowing abroad furrow through it that would set him snoring in hischair by the hearth. | couldn't et. |
was too aware of the movements of Corbet's hands, the tonesin hisvoice, the candlelight diding long
thefolds of hisloose shirt, touching hisskin. | listened for the voice | had heard in my dream: the voice
that had said my name.

"Rois" hesad, and | sarted. Hewas amiling, but | could see no smilein hiseyes, only the reflection of
fire. "What?"

"Yourevery quiet.”
"It'sthe season,” Laurel explained. " She broods when she can't go roaming in the wood."

"But But you were out aday or two ago,” he said, and added eadlly, taking my breath away, "Y ou left
something in my house."

"Youwent vidgting?' Laure said. "You didn't tell me."

"l went for awalk." | had to stop to clear my throat. | could not meet hiseyes. "I stopped at the hall.
Y ou were not there."

Blood, | thought. | Ieft ajewe of blood where | cut mysdlf on the reflection you left in your bright razor.
"What did you leave there?' Laurel asked curioudy. "A few mushrooms? Some late gpples?’



"Rainwater and mud,” our father suggested, with achuckle, pleased, | could tell, a where my heart had
drifted. He poured more wine into my cup, heady and dark as old blood. | spped it, then raised my eyes
finally to meet Corbet's.

"What did | leave there?' | asked him. My heart pounded badly, but the wine steadied my voice. "I
brought nothing.”

He smiled again, shifting alittle away from thelight. "Then | won't tell you," he said. "And perhaps youll
visgt meagain. | need company. And you must come with her," he added to Laurel. "Y ou haven't seen
what I've done with the house."

She laughed, hesitating, | could see; our father reached for his pipe. "Of coursethey'll go," he said.
"Lau-rel has been making enough lace to trim a barn; she needslight before the winter. She'smy practical
daughter,” he added fondly. "I forget how sheworksin thishouseto keep it tidy and comfortable: the
chairs aways where you expect them, and the cushions never frayed, the carpets straight - | don't know
what I'll do without her, when Perrin takes her away from here." He glanced at me, teasing, but | didn't
know what he would do, either; | never straightened a carpet.

"l suppose,” | said doubtfully, "you could hireamaid. Or get married again.”
"l suppose,” heretorted, "you couldn't just learn to dust.”
"TheresPearin'ssiger," Laurel suggested. "Or Beda."

"Me," Bedasaid, snorting as she removed what our father had |eft of the pie. "Marry in order to keep
house for someone? Who'sto pay me for that? Now look at your plates- | didn't bake thisto feed to the

pigs”

“I'll finish later," Laurdl said dutifully. "With Perrin."

We had all shaped afew designs on our plates, even Corbet, who had been working. Beda grumbled
off with the remains, we took our wineto the fire and our father it his pipe.

"Thisispleasant," he Sghed, after apuff or two. And after another puff or two: "But | miss Perrin on the
flute" "1 can play,” Corbet said. "My mother taught me." He reached for it, despite Laurel's protests.

"No, you must answer questions, you can't talk with your mouth full of music.”
"Let meplay alittle," he said, raising the sllver to hislips. "And then | will answer every question.”

He played alittle. None of us moved, not even my father to lift his pipe. It was a song out of aforgotten
kingdom, out of the deep, secret heart of the wood. It burned wild and sweet in my throat, in the back of
my eyes. It lured and beckoned; it gave us glimpses of the land beyond the faling leaves, within the well.
He blurred into tears and fire, aface of fire and shadow, a gleaming stroke of slver. | wanted to find that
place where such music grew asfredly asthe roses grew here, the place where the winds began, the
place the full moon saw within the wood.

Then | heard hisvoice within the dream: Don'tleave me here. Don't leave me. Don't.

He stopped as abruptly as he had begun. His eyes sought Laurel; she stared at him, her face flushed, her
eyeswide, dartled, asif she had just seen him for thefirst time, stepping out of light.



| felt the fear and wild grief flood through me. | would never see that kingdom,; that song was not for me.
Asif he sensed my thoughts, his eyesflicked to me. Don't, he said.Rois.

Helowered the flute. "That's the only song | know." Our father moved findly, tapping his pipe, which
had gone out. He seemed bemused, asif he had heard something, or seen something, but did not know
what to call it, and was not certain that he liked it. "It takes you," he said, but did not say where.

"My mother taught it to me," Corbet said. He put the flute back on the shelf above his head.

"It was beautiful,” Laurd whigpered. "'I've never heard anything so beautiful.” She blinked, stirring out of
her spellbound thoughts. She gppeded to me. "Have you, Rois?"

| shook my head, mute, wishing desperately for Perrin. We needed Perrin's boots and clear thoughts
and the big, easy lines of hisbody between Laurel and Corbet.

And, asif | had wished him into being, there he was, coming into the room, shedding rain everywhere as
he swung off hiscloak.

"Cow'sfine" hesaid, amiling. Hiseyeswent to Lau-rdl; his smile degpened alittle. Y ou look awry-all
bright and unsteady, like acandlein abreeze. Have you been playing your game of questionswith
Corbet?'

"Wevejust been ditting," she said. There was alittle silence; none of us mentioned Corbet's playing. She
rose abruptly. "Beda has supper for you in the kitchen." "Good. I'm hollow."

Corbet stood up. "I'll bid you good night, then." "No, stay,” Perrin said. "WEell join you soon." "There's
brandy," our father offered. Corbet shook his head.

"I've been chopping wood," he said to Perrin, and Perrin grunted.

"Y ou could use an early night." He dipped hisarm around Laurel as she passed him; she turned abruptly
in hishold to face Corbet.

"Next time," shesaid, "'l will have questionsfor you. Y ouwon't get away so easily.” Shedid not smile;
neither did he. He gave her alittle nod. Her eyesloosed him; he turned to get his cloak.

"Next time," he said, promising nothing, and |ft.

Nine

Iwent to the village to talk to Crispin's grandfather. He was a brawny old man who still liked to pound a
horseshoe now and then. He spent one night aweek at the tavern, drinking with Crispin'sfather, until,
red-faced and shouting, they would stumble home, waking neigh-bors and dogs, and swearing bitterly
that they could not abide one more moment under the same roof with each other. In the morning,
Crispin's grandfather would wake tremulous and penitent, and Crispin's father would wake oblivious of
everything that had been said, and Crispin's mother would be banging pots in the kitchen, furiouswith
them both.



So gossip told it, but thiswas not one of Halov's penitent days. | found him in the barn, whistling
cheer-fully as he pitched the mire out of the cow stals. Hepeered at me with surprise, hiseyes misted
with the bloom of age.

"Rois?' He heaved dung out the door. "Are you looking for Salish?"

Sdish was Crispin's younger brother, who had, un-like Crispin, inherited his grandfather's energy. |
sup-posed Halov had become used to young women wandering around the place looking for Salish.

"I'mlooking for you," | said.

Perplexed, he leaned on the pitchfork amoment. "Ah?" he said vaguely. | glanced around for some
placeto sit, and hoisted mysdlf onto the top rail of astdl. He might, | thought, be more inclined to ramble
if he kept working. | was sillent until, bemused, he shrugged himself off his pitchfork and made afew
tentative swirlsin the straw.

Then | said, "It'sabout Corbet Lynn. Y ou knew hisfather."

Hisbrow wrinkled. He sent aforkful of straw out the barn door with a sudden, energetic thrust. "And his
grandfather. That buzzard. Crazy asabed quilt."

"Isthat why Tearle Lynn murdered hisfather?' | asked, groping. "Because he was crazy?"

He stopped to rub his eyebrow with athumbnail, as he looked back at the past. Then he rumbled and
spa with some emphasis. "From where we dl stood, if he hadn't, hisfather would likely have murdered
him." He got to work again. "The boy waswild, like adog goeswild, withill-use, out of desperation.
Nia Lynn scared usall. Hewas cold asiron in an icehouse. When he lashed out, you never saw it
coming. That's how he waswith Tearle. Hed wak beside him with no expression on hisface, barely
looking at him, and the next thing you'd know, the boy wasin the dirt with abloody mouth, and no one
seeing it could swear Nid had laid ahand on him."

Corbet, | thought, chilled, then remembered: It was hisfather Halov spoke of, not him. Therewas no
wild-ness, no despair in hiseyes. "Except,” | whispered, "when | dream about you." Halov, moving to the
next dl, did not hear. My hands gripped the railing tightly; my heart-beat seemed strong enough to
shake meloose.

Don't leave me here he had said in my dream.Don't Leave me. Don't.

"Everyone seems to remember adifferent curse,” | said to Halov's back. "How would anyone have
heard the curses?'

Asif, | thought, | knew where "here" was, and how | could travel thereto free him.

Haov seemed not to hear me; he didn't answer. But his pitching dowed alittle, then dowly stopped. He
leaned on hisfork, gazing out the open doors of the barn, acrossthefields, asif he too searched for a
frall thread of smoke rising into the grey sky from within the trees. " 'May yours do to you what you have
donetome,' " hesaid.

"Did you see Tearlekill hisfather?'



"It was dead winter when he died,” he said softly to the distant wood. "I was huddled by the hearthina
dozen quilts, trying to sweset afever out of me. The snow was piled halfway to the eaves. | would have
had to shovel my way to Lynn Hall, to have seen anything.”

"Then how do you know the curse?

"Somebody had been out there, to bring the newsback," he answered vaguely. "The ground was frozen
solid, but luckily there was the family vault, so we didn't have to keep him around until spring. No one
showed up wanting his body, so we put him in there next to hiswife." He moved the pitchfork again, but
absently. "The hall began to fall to the wood then. It seemed a place that would stand longer than the
village itsdlf. But flood warters seeped up from underground, vines cracked the stones and pried them
loose, snow packed itself on the roof, found seams and cracks to melt into until the roof rotted and fell.
That's how old houses go. But thiswent far too fast, asif the hal itself were cursed.”

"Who - " | had to clear my throat. "Who found Nia Lynn's body? Who brought back the news?

Halov thought, then shook his head, his vague gaze returning from the wood to my face. "I don't
remember. It seemed somehow that everyone just knew." | did down from theralling; his eyes
brightened alittle as he watched me. "It'sagood thing to check into, before.”

"Beforewhat?'
"Beforeyou fal inlove with someone cursed.”
"No one seemsto have heard acurse” | said atrifle testily. "Though you dl know adifferent one.”

"Well, maybe we invented them al," he said placatingly. We both thought about that, and cameto the
same conclusion. "No. None of uswould havelaid a curse on Tearle Lynn. He was maddened with
despair, but not wicked. Not mean. We pitied him."

"Somebody cursed him," | said hollowly, remember-ing his son's despair in my dream. A cold wind
whipped into the barn and | shivered. Rain tapped lightly on the roof, wanting in.

"Find Sdish," Haov suggested. "Hell give you aride home."
But | did not have the good sense to be interested in Sdish.

| walked homein therain, taking the road, puzzling over what Halov had told me. Someone had heard
Nia curse hisson, some crud, bitter fate that no villager would have wished on the boy. But who?
Maybe Caryl Gett had been right: It was awinter'stale, spun on long, firdlit evenings, each verson
flavored with adifferent kind of wine. No one would see Nia Lynn come back to refute it, and from the
sound of things, if Nia Lynn had adying breath to use, he would have cursed withit. | was so engrossed
in my thoughts | dmost didn't see the buttermilk mare. Something-aflick of color, thefaint | begt of the
earth under my feet, or maybe my name in someone's thoughts-made melift my eyes.

There hewas, riding across our father'sfields. And there she was, wearing her teal blue cloak, her hood
"down, her chestnut hair streaming in the wind, riding with him on her dappled horseto Lynn Hall.

Again | fdt thewild, unreasoning sorrow, that | would never ride with him like that, my hair and my
cloak weaving into the winds behind me. And then | remem-bered what doors he knew, what thresholds
and passages, and my grief turned to fear that he would leave, and take Laurd with him, and | would



never see either of them again.

| ran across the fields, fighting the wind, ignoring the cold rain that the massed grey clouds scattered now
and then like handfuls of seed. The fields were furrowed of mud and stubble; | could not move quickly.
Bythetime | reached the wood, smoke rose again above Lynn Hall. | dowed, winded and aching, my hair
tangled and wet, my feet so muddy | stopped to clean them in apuddle. | did not know what | would say
to them whenlknocked; | only wanted to see their faces.

| heard their laughter just before | knocked. Therewas a brief silence. And then another laugh, and the
door siwung wide to reved me, lank-haired and muddy, from some cold world beyond them. | saw the
surprisein their eyes. Laurd sat besde thefire, her cloak in a hesp on the spotless marble floor. Corbet
swung the door wide, after amoment. His eyes changed; their expression baf-fled me.

"Rois" Laurel exclamed. "l thought you wereinthevillage.”

"l waswalking home; | sawyou . . ."

"Y ou're drenched. And barefoot.” She rose abruptly, her brows twitching together in that familiar
worried frown. "Y ou look asif the wind had blown you here.”

"I think it did," Corbet said. "L eave your cloak there and cometo thefire.
I unpinned my sodden cloak and dropped it where | stood, speechless, fedling awkward now, the
unexpected guest who is neither invited, nor dressed for the occasion, nor prepared by wit or charm or

beauty to persuade any-one that she should be here and not elsewhere.

| joined Laurel by thefire. Corbet poured a glass of wine the color of golden applesinto acrysta glass
that looked asthin asathumbnail.

"I hoped you would join us," he said, handing it to me.

Y ou did not have thisfine crystal before, | wanted to say. Instead, | just drank, while Laurel sat again,
ig-noring her wine, looking the way she had when | blew in out of the dark after Cripin's wedding.

"| thought you were Crispin,” Corbet said, picking the name out of my head. "Heis coming to talk to me
about building that stable so that | won't have to deep with my horse dl winter.”

"That's why we couldn't wait for you," Laurel said. She touched my hand. ™Y ou look very strange. What
were you doing in the village? Did you vist Leta?!

"No." | drank morewine. They waited, so | had to answer. "1 went to talk to Crispin's grandfather.”
"Haov," Laurd said, astonished. "Why?'

"Did you see anything of Crispin?' Corbet asked at the sametime. | shook my head, not believing his
tale about Crispin and the sable. It was only an excuse to come here alone with Laurel.

"I would think he'shome with Aleria," | said findly, and forced mysalf to meet hiseyes. "'l went to talk to
Halov about your grandfather.”

Corbet was slent. He put his cup on the mantel alittle abruptly; asweet note sounded against the



marble. "Youdid."

"What for?' Laurel asked, bewildered and innocent, thinking she sat secure on stk within four sone
walls. But | saw the endlesswood around her, reaching out to her, asit had reached out to engulf Lynn
Hall. The expression in Corbet's eyes, an odd mingling of fear and hope, surprised me.

"| can't get thetale out of my mind,” | said recklesdy. "Corbet tells us nothing, and you think it's just
game. | haveto pieceit together until | know what happened - "

"But Rois, it'snot your business," Laurel interrupted.
"l don't care.”
"That'svery rude.”

"l don't care," | said again. "Can't you understand. This haunts me-and it harms no one. The harm was
done generations ago-"

"Yes," Corbet said softly.

"And it gtill hauntsthe village. Leta Gett remembers. Two rooms, she said they lived in -your father and
your grandfather-two rooms only, in this huge place. She said-"

"Yes," hesaid again. Hishand did away from his glassto grip the stone benegth it. His face seemed
cam, but it was the color of the marble. "These two rooms. My father told me."

Laurd turned from meto stare a him. "What are you talking about?"

"Why?" | demanded. "Why did you do it thisway? Choosing to live through the winter the way they
lived - are you trying to bring one of those curses down on your head?"

"NO'"

"Enough,” Laurel said, risng. She spoke sweetly, but decisvely, and we were both quiet. "Rois, you are
being absurd. And morbid. Y ou should go home and make yourself atea. You'll caich afever anyway,
the way you've been running wild. And Corbet, you should not encourage this.”

"Why?" he asked her, but gently. "Don't you think | am curious, too? And the villagerswould never talk
to me the way they talk to her. The oneswho know, the ones who watched, who remembered.” Laurel
opened her mouth, her eyes pleading; he took her hand suddenly, stopping her. "It'slike being lost in the
wood. Everything and nothing points the way toward home. Every path istangled; neither sun nor moon
shed any light on the mat-ter. | can do no more than | can. | build two roomsthat mirror the past. Did |
know that when | built them? Or (lid | only recognize them when | felt mysdlf finally secure from winter?1
can only do the smplethings. Rois sees dl the tangled paths.”

Laurel gazed at him, wordless. Her eyes dropped to their touching hands; she did nothing for amoment,
smply studied them, asif she were looking for an answer, a path out of her own wood. Then she dipped
her hand free and sighed. "I don't understand either one of you. But | suppose you will do what you must
without advice from me. Roisawayshas." Shelifted her hand, looked down at it again, and added softly,
"I am not s0 sure | understand mysalf anymore.” Sheraised her eyesto hisface and smiled suddenly, a
little, bittersweet smile that made my throat burn. 1 did not dare look at him.



There was a sudden knock at the door. "That will he Crispin," Corbet said, and went to openit.
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