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            ...the perill of this place

I better wot then you, though now too late

To wish you backe returne with foule disgrace,

Yet wisedome warnes, whilest foot is in the gate,

To stay the steppe, ere forced to retrate.

This is the wandring wood, this Errours den,

A monster vile, whom God and man does hate:

Therefore I read beware. Fly fly…

...This is no place for living men

 

The Faerie Queene by Edmund Spenser

Canto 1, Stanza 13
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Even under the dense canopy of the trees, the sun’s power swelters. Spears of light pierce the sheltered woodlands, heating the very air unbearably. And as the day progresses, the heat waxes, so that the lost knight, trudging beneath the leaves, is peppered with darts of sunlight, which glister along the worn gold chasework on his cuirass, and heat his body to the point of exhaustion. The knight stops, swaying where he stands. He lifts his nose, scenting for water like a hound. The woods are deathly silent, not even the whine of insects, or the rustle of leaves move the breathless air.

Under his heavy arming doublet, the knight is in a lather of sweat, his dark and curling hair falls lank and damp across his flushed face. When he isn’t cooked half to death, his is a fine figure of a man; strong, and stout. And when he isn’t harried to the end of his wits, he is a fine figure of a knight. No longer, though. His shield is slung across his back, and his sword hangs at his hip, but the cuirass, worn and battered, is the last piece of his armour left to him. From the left shoulder strap, hanging limply across his heart, a faded silk ribband droops, a favour from some long-forgotten maiden, perhaps, which once might have been a blushing pink, but now is white and ragged. All the rest is lost to him, helm and grieves, and vambraces gone along the way, and him afoot, with not even a rouncey to ride.

But he continues, with a dogged determination.

The eerie silence of the woods surrounds him, and not the song of a bird, nor a hart’s soft tread interrupts the stifling atmosphere. The only sound is the crunch of leaves beneath the knight’s weary feet. His head droops, and he watches the ground before him, heedless of aught else. When the distant, lapping voice of running water first appears, he reacts not, but when the scent of wet ground reaches him, he is renewed, awakened, his head lifts, and his hand finds his waterskin, hanging empty at his side. 

His pace quickens, the crunch of his boots over fallen twigs, and the slap of the waterskin against his thigh are sharp as thunderclaps in the stillness.

The woods thin near to the stream, though the branches arching overhead shade the winding banks as they stretch toward one another. The waterway is bordered by verdant sedges, but the middle is clear and dark and deep, the water flowing swiftly. Yellow sunlight lances down through the meandering break in the trees, dazzling across the rushing water, and throwing up a strange effect, like a veil of gold hanging across the world.

Uneasy, the knight stops before the waist-high sedge, peering at the uncanny, shifting light. It billows before him, like a gauzy curtain in a breeze, forming shapes like figures almost, but so changeable it is impossible to tell from one moment to the next.

As the knight watches, a shadow moves beyond the golden veil, and through the shifting, rippling light, a shape like that of a man faces him across the river, watching him in return.

Struck cold with fear, the knight shifts into a duelling stance without a thought, his hand finds the hilt of his sword.

The other man moves as well, and though he mirrors the posture exactly, and his hand finds the hilt by his side, there is something, somehow unnatural to the way he moves. There is a sort of cold menace to the figure, a threatening, looming presence, though the water that separates them is too wide for a man to cross at a leap. 

For a mortal man to cross at a leap.

Squinting against the strange golden light, the knight peers at the figure across the way, notes its blue arming doublet, and battered cuirass, the hair falling dark to its shoulders, the deathly pale, hollow-eyed face, which is just alike to...

With slow, and measured movements, the knight slips a hand into his belt pouch, and watches the figure across the water do the same. He withdraws something enclosed within his fist, and raises it to his eye. At the very final moment, he opens his fingers and peers through the hagstone’s middle at...the opposite bank. Thick with sedge and rushes, and absent any strange wights wearing the knight’s face.

At once the light falling through the breaks in the canopy resumes its natural form, and glisters upon the water’s surface in the usual fashion.

The knight looks along the banks to either side of him, and then pushes forward through the dense sedges. Kneeling, he leans down to scoop handfuls of water up to dash over his head and face, and gulps down greedy mouthfuls, gasping with relief. When he wipes the water from his eyes, and takes up his empty waterskin, and leans out over the water to fill it from the clear, fast flowing river, he looks down and sees the reflection of his own face, cheeks ruddy and beard black, and then below that, in the depths, a shadow passes beneath, and behind his own face he sees another, eyes round with shock, pale and afeared.
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The river is swift, and I know that it could not have taken as long as it seemed, to see the poor soul drowning, to reach in, to snatch him from the murderous depths. But it happened in such a way that I was almost outside of myself, or as though it was happening in a waking dream, or I had just awoken for the first time. Suddenly the world is more alive, the leaves more vibrant, the air sweeter, the taste of the water on my lips as heady as sweet wine.

And the face in the water, ghostly pale, but so alive, and it seems to me, familiar, and the water is a shocking cold as I plunge in, wet to both shoulders, somehow clinging to the shore with both feet and knees, like keeping a precarious seat on a wild horse. The weight of him is incredible, and I know not how I was able to resist being swept away with him, the pair of us tumbling down into the river’s hungry depths forevermore.

Hauling him to the bank takes all my might, and he flashes in the sunlight like a fish’s scaled belly, the water dazzling from him in sparks and rainbows, and then the pair of us lie drenched among the reeds, I gasping, he choking, clutching the sedges so as to pull them up by the roots. I catch my breath, and stand, and lift him by the back of his scale shirt, and heave him up onto dry land. I pound his back a few times, and then sit myself on a fallen trunk, fairly exhausted.

I still have not filled my waterskin.

Still feeling strange and disoriented, I pick my way back to the river’s edge, a little upstream from where we churned up the sediments, and fill the waterskin. By the time I return, my new companion has turned himself over, and is staring intently into the sky, still heaving for breath.

His face seems...he is beautiful. Like a painted icon of a saint. His eyes are grey, and his mouth is generous in that way which accentuates expressions of pleasure, or of suffering. His hair, falling to his shoulders in heavy curls, is turning to deep auburn as it dries quickly in the sunlight. He is tall, slender in the raw-boned, whip-cord fashion that some fighting men are.

“Do I know thee?”

He turns upon me in a flash, hand on his sword, grey eyes darting, lurches to his knees, then falters, sags. He is still saturated, weighed down by leather and wool and half the river.

Something changes, a breeze rustles the leaves overhead, songbirds take up their tunes. Mayhap a cloud passes over the sun’s face above the canopy, for it seems not quite so stifling as it had been.

“Forgive me, Sir Knight,” say I, offering my empty hands, “I meant not to startle thee.”

He looks me over, makes as though to speak, closes his mouth, turns his baleful gaze toward the trees on the far side of the river, as though searching for I know not what. At last, he shakes his head as though casting off a fit of doziness.

“I...” He looks at me again, and then to the woods nearby, the dancing dappled light and the deep cool shade. “Forgive me,” says he, “Sir Knight, I owe thee a life debt. By my troth, whatever I may do to repay it, I will.”

“Take it not so heavy, Sir Knight,”say I, “any fair turn one might do in these woods, he must do, else become nothing better than one of those elfin creatures seeking to snare goodly men for their amusements.”

“My life, and my oath, Sir,” says he, though a little undercut by how exhaustion slumps him to the ground, “my life, and my oath.”

“Aye,” say I, with a heavy breath, “aye, it is.” I offer him a hand, and pull him to his feet. “And such life as it is, preserve it. Remove thy wet things, and dry them there on the sward, lest thou shouldst catch thy death. I haven’t a shirt spare for thee, but the day is warm yet.”

“Unseasonable warm,” says he in agreement, and works the straps with benumbed fingers, “unseasonable warm, I should think, though...I am afeared I no longer know the season.”

“Seems high summer to me,” say I, and I pace back and forth across the green, restless at how strange it is, and how sudden the realisation, “though I recall not the season I found myself here.”

Unable to bear watching him struggle with his gear, I assist, finding straps and buckles with a deftness I have not had cause to practice since...I know not when.

Strange, strange, to know I am a knight, that a knight once must have been a page, and yet to have no recall of it. Passing strange to reach for the past and find nothing, save for that which I have seen under the canopy of these woods.

Uneasy the silence between us feels, as I struggle to recall the faintest memory of anything outside of the woods.

“My helm is lost to the river,” he says, at last, and then peels off his linen shirt, and lays it on the sedge to dry. In naught but his skin he is pink and white, and hatched with the scars of a warrior’s life. He is lean and muscular, and the hair of his body tends to a brighter red than his head.

“More than that have I lost,” say I, with a jovial inflection.
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