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THE LOST FORESTS

	 

	 

	Comparable to masters of the genre such as Andersen or the Brothers Grimm, The Lost Forests is the second collection of tales by Miguel Ángel Villar Pinto. It includes eleven tales of wonder: “Big Owl,” “Dindan,” “Elisa and the Animals of the Forest,” “Little Tinsú,” “Gengar's Problem,” “The Woodsman King,” “Iberto and Bad Luck,” “The Statue and Its Pedestal,” “The Emperor's Question,” “The Unhappy Princess,” and “Little Barrel.”

	 


 

	The Woodsman King

	 

	 

	Krosiac the woodsman had to venture deeper into the forest than usual that morning. He had taken on an order that would require him to fell several trees of a very rare and hard-to-find species. Since he had been promised a good sum for them, and his financial situation was rather precarious, he accepted without a second thought.

	He had set out early in the morning, and now that night was falling with nothing found, he was beginning to have regrets. Even with luck on his side, this undertaking would cost him at least two more days—one to fell the trees, and one to make his way back. He was starting to think it hadn’t been such a good idea after all. In five days of ordinary work he would have earned just as much, without wearing himself out or running the risk of getting lost in the thick of the forest.

	“What was I thinking, getting myself into this mess!” the woodsman grumbled. “Let’s hope I at least remember the way back!”

	While he was looking for somewhere to spend the night, a crow, black as the cloak of night, let out a harsh cry. Then, from high up on a branch, it spoke to the woodsman:

	“Though a hundred years may pass, a gift from a wicked soul always comes at a steep price.”

	“Why do you say that?” asked Krosiac, intrigued.

	“Be careful, woodsman!” was the crow’s only reply—and with that, it spread its wings and flew away.

	“Just what I needed,” sighed Krosiac. “It’s the middle of the night, I’m half lost, and crows have taken to speaking in riddles. What more could a man ask for?”

	He walked on a little further until he thought he could make out a cave, partly hidden by bushes, at the foot of a small hill.

	“That would be a good place to rest,” Krosiac told himself, “as long as there’s no animal hiding inside.”

	He made his way toward it with his axe in hand, ready to face whatever surprise might be waiting for him—but it was no wild creature he encountered. Inside there was a straw mattress that, from its rectangular shape and size, was clearly meant as a bed, a battered old wooden table, and a pot bubbling over a fire in the hearth. The cave was plainly someone’s home.

	Krosiac ventured a little further in, drawn by the unsettling smell of whatever was cooking, but before he could get close enough to see, an old woman emerged from the depths of the cave—with a large hooked nose, a wart like a berry on her forehead, and a long tangle of grey hair, she was a thoroughly unpleasant sight.

	“Come in, young man, come in. . .” said the old woman, moving to cover the pot.

	Krosiac stepped forward with cautious curiosity, wondering what a woman of her age could be doing alone in the depths of the forest.

	“Who are you, old woman?” asked the woodsman.

	“I have many names and none of them are easy to pronounce, so I think we’ll get along better if you simply call me old woman.” Krosiac, though surprised by the answer, nodded. “And so, young man—what has brought you here?”

	“Some trees I can’t seem to find,” replied the woodsman, resigned.

	“Perhaps I could help you,” the old woman offered. “Do they matter very much to you?”

	“Not all that much, to be honest,” Krosiac admitted. “They mattered more yesterday than they do today.”

	“Then they’re probably not worth the trouble,” the old woman observed, “at least not compared to the offer I’d like to make you.” Krosiac looked puzzled at these words and was about to ask what she meant when the old woman pressed on. “You know, young man, not many people come this way lately, and it grows harder and harder for me to get what I need. I pay very well. Perhaps you’d be interested in striking a deal.”

	“Of course!” said the woodsman, who after a brief moment’s thought had already assumed what she was going to ask. “If you let me rest here, I’ll bring you whatever you need from the city.”

	“No, no, young man,” the old woman shook her head, “I don’t think you understand me. I can offer you anything you want—in exchange for one thing.”

	“Anything I want?” repeated Krosiac, struggling to make sense of what he was being told, unless. . . “Are you a witch?” he asked.

	“Now you’re on the right track—but don’t be afraid,” the old woman said, trying to reassure him. “I have no intention of harming you.”

	“You’d better not,” the woodsman replied, raising his axe and gripping it firmly.

	“What is it you would most like to have?” the old woman asked, unmoved by the man’s threatening gesture.

	“In exchange for what?” Krosiac wanted to know.

	“For something I will ask of you in a long, long time. . .”

	“That tells me nothing,” the woodsman confessed.

	He received no answer, so Krosiac stopped to think. Before saying a word, he promised himself to keep his impulsiveness in check—it had caused him enough trouble in the past. And so he recalled what the crow had said. It all made sense now. Those words had not been a riddle but a warning.

	“What could she want from me, a simple woodsman?” Krosiac wondered. “I have nothing of value, except. . . my soul—and that is not for sale,” the woodsman declared firmly, at which the old woman burst into loud laughter.

	“It’s the souls of great men that interest me,” she replied, “and you are nowhere near being one of them. You can rest easy. I won’t be asking for yours.”

	If it wasn’t that—if he would keep his soul in spite of the bargain with the witch—then what did he have to lose? Determined to honor his promise to himself to be careful, he turned the matter over and over in his mind, but could find nothing he couldn’t do without. He could only gain. It was almost too good to be true.

	“Very well. I’ll give you what you ask—but remember, it won’t be my soul,” Krosiac stressed.

	“I know full well what I need, and it has nothing to do with that,” the old woman confirmed, satisfied. “So then—what is it you want?”

	“A prosperous kingdom, and to be the one who wears the crown,” Krosiac answered without hesitation.

	“Nothing simpler,” the old woman replied. “There is a river nearby. Follow it, and you will have what you wished for. Tonight you will sleep in the bedchamber of a magnificent castle.”

	Krosiac soon found the river and, just as the old woman had told him, followed its course. He had not gone far before he spotted, half a league in the distance, the solid battlements of a great fortress. He set off toward it at a slow pace—not from weariness, but because an endless sea of doubts was washing over him.

	“Is this the kingdom the witch promised me? And if it is, and I present myself as its ruler—they’ll either take me for a fool or hang me on the spot, that’s for certain. Perhaps I should wait and see how the sentry reacts—but would a king wait for a soldier to recognize him before asking entry to his own fortress?”

	The deeper he went into these questions and others of the same kind, the less sure of himself he felt. Close now, he thought about turning back—for above all else, how could he pretend to be of the highest nobility when he was nothing more than a simple woodsman? But just as he stopped, hesitant and uncertain, a voice rang out from high on the castle wall, cutting through the silence of the night:

	“Attention! Open the gates for the king!”

	At once the portcullis began to rise, and Krosiac was gripped by panic, imagining a hundred knights thundering out on horseback. He would come off very badly if he was caught in their path. He took a step back.

	“Quickly! He must be very weak!” the voice warned.
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