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Whatever you do, don't venture into Night's Edge
after sunset.



Moira stood at the edge of the forest, and
pondered her grandmother's words. The dark trees of Night's Edge
Forest reached their branches high above her, their leaves
whispering like old women sharing secrets in the early autumn
breeze. The beaten dirt path stretched in front of her feet,
winding among the boles of the nearest trunks, until it was lost in
the shadowy wood. The prints of the lost pig were clear in the
dust, meandering down the middle of the path, aimed unerringly at
the wood itself.



Damn that animal. What caused it to break out of
the sty like that? If I didn't need it so bad I would let it
go.



But she couldn't afford to lose the pig. The
fat sow, fattened all spring and summer, would be slaughtered in
another month or two, converted into over a hundred pounds of pork.
Moira's mouth watered at the thought of fresh bacon, spicy sausage,
and cured ham. The meat would be an important part of her diet
during the lean winter months. Using the wisdom taught to her by
Grandmother Maeve, she had gathered roots and berries and fungus,
medicinal plants and starchy tubers. The vegetable patch behind her
cottage had borne a mighty crop of onions, peas, carrots, and
turnips. She had dried fruit and scavenged for nuts as the summer
slowly faded away. She was ready, she thought, for her first winter
alone.



But she needed meat. And the few rabbits and
squirrels who were too stupid or too unwary to avoid the snares she
set would not be enough. The extra meat from the sow would go to
trade in the village for much-needed coin. She could buy cloth for
clothes, candles for light rather than smoky oil-fat lamps, maybe
even a milk-cow next spring. Fresh milk to sell would be a way up
from the grinding poverty she had endured ever since her parents
had died of the fever when she was eleven.



But only if she found the damn pig.



She looked over her shoulder, squinting in the
sunlight. The golden ball of the sun was still two fingerspans
above the horizon. Plenty of time, she
thought to herself, wondering who she was trying to convince. Her
heart thudded painfully in her chest. I'll find
the damn pig, drag it out by its tail if I have to, and be back
home in the cottage before it's dark. Nothing from one of
Grandmother's old ghost-stories will be able to get me.



Pressing her lips tightly together, she took
stock. A warm cloak, brilliant red in color, was furled over her
shoulders. In her right hand, she bore a hickory staff, perfect for
prodding a recalcitrant pig back home. In her left was a lamp, in
case she did get caught out-of-doors after dark. At her belt was
tied a small pouch which held flint and tinder, prefect for
kindling a campfire. Over her shoulder she had slung a satchel
which held a water-skin and a loaf of bread and cheese.



She looked at the trees and sighed, and pulling
a thin strip of leather from her belt, she tied her dark brown hair
back at her neck, protecting it from grasping branches. With a last
regretful look back at the small cottage in the distance, she
strode forward until the first trees arched over her, and the
forest surrounded her on every side.



*****



As always, the forest was quiet, but not
completely so. Moira had been in it, from dawn to evening, in every
season, in all imaginable weather; from the baked sultriness of
high summer to mid-winter mornings which were so cold and still she
could swear she could hear the very sap freezing in the trees.
Today, she could hear soft rustlings in the undergrowth, small
animals hiding themselves from the huge interloper which had
suddenly appeared, making a sound like a herd of elephants.



As she walked, she swept her head from side to
side, her keen eyes seeking the pig. At intervals, she raised her
voice to call for it, feeling faintly ridiculous.



The forest was beautiful, and she relaxed in
the familiar setting. The slanting rays of sun, by now nearly
horizontal, picked out colors in a thousand shades of green and
brown; from the thick moss which coated the trunks of some of the
trees, to the dark green grass underfoot, to the the rich tan and
beige and ochre of the trees themselves. In the undergrowth,
bunches of autumn-blooming flowers threw out rich sprays of color,
dahlias and anemones and coneflower. The rich scent of the wood was
strong in her nostrils, a heady perfume of damp wood and rotting
leaves.



But the sun was nearing the horizon, and there
was no sign of the pig. Moira ignored the chittering fear in the
back of her mind and went on. Her grandmother had been a
wise-woman, and had taught her all she knew. Moira could mix
potions and brew tinctures, set a bone and deliver a child. She was
not afraid of the forest. The cryptic warnings of an old woman six
months dead held no power over her.



She took her water-skin out of her satchel and
took a long drink. If the forest was truly
dangerous after sunset, she would have told me why. Belike she was
merely making me aware of the everyday dangers of wandering
out-of-doors after dark. Not all dangerous animals walk on four
legs. And this has not been a prosperous year. Poor crops and bad
weather are a bad combination, and bring danger to the
unwary.



With a last red gleam, the sun sank, and
twilight cast its cloak over the land. Looking upwards, Moira could
see the deep blue sky, shading to purple. The moon, just past
half-full, cast a fitful pale glow on the earth below. The boles of
the trees were no longer a ruddy red, but a silvery gray in the dim
light.



With the change in the light came a change in
the feel of the forest. No longer was it a warm, welcoming place.
The looming trees now felt large, ominous, and forbidding. The
small noises on either side of the path were not those of small
animals avoiding her, but seemed to be hints of large predators
gathering themselves to lunge, wicked teeth ready to tear out her
delicate throat.



A frisson of fear ran down Moira's spine. With
trembling fingers, she bent and lit the lamp, her shaking hands
finally coaxing a spark onto the wick. The small yellow glow eased
her heart, even as it weakened her ability to see off the path. She
stood again, the lamp held at arms' length, and walked deeper into
the woods.



*****



Full night had fallen, and Moira was wrung out
with nervousness and frustration. The oppressive feeling of the
forest had not slackened. Rather, it had grown, until every whisper
of sound made her jump, her heart hammering. Her calls for the pig
fell dead as soon as they left her lips. Even the air felt close
and stif [...]
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