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The Haunted Glade
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It was a haunted glade; no one was welcome. Local tongues wagged, and twilight tales were spun within decrepit cottages and throughout the bleak countryside. Intricately woven tapestries of sinister origins turned into tradition. A man who practiced the black arts was exiled there by a long-forgotten saint. A man who had mortgaged his soul for the sake of his beloved met his end there, but as to how, no one really knew. A demon was born to the village whore, and there he was abandoned by his mother, who promptly vanished with not much left to her name but a clump of torn and bloody hair on her bed of filth. 

Weathered faces leered behind the shadows of the hearth, toothless mouths working busily to fill the bleak evenings with newer, more outlandish versions of ancient legends. Youthful faces stared back, enthralled, those humble fireside lessons slowly woven within impressionable minds. Children paid terrified heed to their elders. Adolescents listened and secretly swore to prove these tales a falsehood. Young adults, on the cusp of greater responsibilities, catalogued them for future use should their own children dare to step beyond the line. They received some much-needed support from the village potter.

“Legends wouldn’t be what they are today had they not any basis in truth,” Irwin Blythe said as he loaded his cart with his pottery in preparation for his weekly trip to the market. 

“And what truth would this be?” some of the boys demanded in exasperation. “We’ve heard so many stories about the glade!”

“I’ve heard so many, myself, which only convinces me that something real holds them all together; otherwise, they wouldn’t sound almost alike, would they?”

The girls sulked and restlessly tugged at their shawls or aprons. “That doesn’t sound very convincing at all.”

“Sometimes we’ve got nothing to go by but blind faith.”

Around him a small group of awestruck children and skeptical adolescents gathered to see him off. He’d always been a great favorite of the locals, having won them over with his good nature, irrepressible humor, humility, and wealth of stories, the last point being regarded everywhere as a rare gift, for none of his stories fell along ordinary lines. His tales, no matter what the length, were all intricately plotted and full of fantastical foreign elements. A good number of people were convinced that elves or fairies whispered them in his ear as he lay sleeping at night. And Irwin Blythe would have suffered the indignity of superstitious gossip had he not been shielded by collective pity. 

The potter, after all, was thirty-six, and he’d never married—nor did it seem as though any woman was keen to cast her net on him anytime soon or, indeed, ever. He courted a couple in his younger years, but he was thwarted, and he’d given up in spite of people’s encouragement. Oddly enough, women were repelled by him though when asked, none could think of a convincing answer to their immediate and strong refusal to attract his attention. He was tall and shaped by years of hard labor, his complexion browned by the sun, his hair always powdered with dry clay or dust from the road. He bore scars from his work, but he wasn’t a disagreeable-looking fellow by any means; in fact, the children liked the way he smiled, for when he did, the vibrant hazel of his eyes always vanished into cheerful slits edged with creases.

“I see no reason why anyone should fret over me,” Irwin laughed. “I’m quite happy living alone, really, and I’ve got my work to consider. Besides, I travel far too often for me to be a more proper husband and father.”

And it was true. Sometimes Irwin Blythe would vanish from the village and not return for seven days straight. He’d look thoroughly exhausted when he came home, but he was pleased and, on the whole, rejuvenated. Moreover, he’d have new stories to share with the children of the village, who were always excited to see him return from his travels.

“Ah, you poor dear,” some of the older women sighed. “It’s such a waste of youth and character not to have your good qualities passed down to your children.”

“Oh, come, Grandmama,” adolescent boys and girls laughed. “Nothing happens without a reason, and we’re convinced that Master Blythe is serving a very important purpose being the way he is.”

“And what would that be, pray?”

“It’s not for anyone to know, of course! Some things are never meant to be discovered!”

Some elders scoffed, and some smiled indulgently. “You make him out to be like some kind of supernatural creature.”

“Maybe he is,” a few of the girls said with energy. They seemed to believe it, or perhaps they wished to. 

The youngsters would find so much amusement in the thought, having outwitted their superiors again by dipping into Irwin’s own words for their purpose, while their older counterparts shook their heads. There was no arguing against the young, they knew, and it was sometimes best to let them discover their own mistakes as they grew, for that was how wisdom would be nurtured. 

And so in time, the perpetual bachelor was left alone; Irwin was welcomed by everyone to their supper tables, and in his neighbors he found his family. His unusual and unsettling stories kept the younger children from venturing into the wood, where the haunted glade lay hidden. For his part, that was all he needed, and he secretly exulted over his success with them. He had more trouble, however, with the older ones.

Among the restless youth, attempts at disproving legend served to muddy things. A new rumor began to be whispered among them about faint music wafting through the trees—a siren’s call from the haunted glade. They listened, straining, at various times of the day, with some standing in rapt attention beyond the edge of the wood, some stretched out on the grass with their ears pressed against the earth, some embracing the ancient trees that marked the wood’s borders. They braved the winds and the rain, and some even dared to defy the snow, at times with tragic consequences. 

Three youngsters, all of whom had grown up very close as friends, had braved the harsh weather on three separate occasions. Two had fallen desperately ill after losing their way in the trees and being exposed to the elements for too long, and they never recovered. The third, undeterred by his friends’ conditions, took it on himself to search for the haunted glade at night, and he never returned. A frantic search the following day yielded nothing, and his body wasn’t discovered till four days after his disappearance. As it was with his friends, he’d lost his way. 

A shocked village buried the dead and mourned. Irate and terrified parents demanded that their children steer clear of the wood, with threats of severe punishment hanging over the youngsters’ heads. Boys and girls listened, shaken and cowed, and as time passed and blunted the horror and grief of their friends’ deaths, they began to exchange whispers about strange music again. One by one, they crept out and inched their way closer to the wood’s borders, straining their ears. 

“I heard no music,” was the disappointed conclusion, and the elders’ weathered faces scoffed before the hearth, admonishing them with the added claim that only damned souls were meant to hear it.

“Who said there’s music?” they asked each other in hoarse whispers as they gathered together, far, far away from the rest of the village by the edge of a pond that many believed to be the real entrance to the haunted glade. 

They were a circle of girls and boys in the flowering of youth. Every so often someone would catch another’s eye as though he or she had just been seen for the first time by a potential admirer. And little by little, in spite of the gravity of their exchange, young minds bloomed under each other’s influence.

“I don’t know. I heard it from Phineas.”

“Really? I thought it was Cordelia.”

“No, it must have been Guendolen or Luther.”

“Well, whoever started it has a lot to answer for now. Jack, Godfrey, and Oleda are dead and gone...”

“It’s no one’s fault but theirs,” came the rushed and emphatic defense from all around. “No one told them to do something as stupid as to wander off in the rain or snow to look for the music! Godfrey went out in the dead of night, too, and look where he is now.”

Arguments, accusations, and all sorts of puzzled and guilt-ridden remarks wove their way through the group, but none was ever answered or proven to their satisfaction. The deaths of friends had left an undeniable mark on the youngsters, and they were forced to concede that their zealous, thoughtless energy had contributed to the tragedies; no one could accuse anyone specifically for starting the rumor, but they all understood how they’d influenced each other into attempting things that crossed all bounds of reason.

They all agreed not to speak of it for a while—at least until the village had recovered further from its shock and had moved on.

Irwin Blythe was bothered by the turn of events. He’d heard the whispered exchanges about strange music, and he’d been on his guard since then, for he knew what it all meant. He watched—as closely as he could without rousing anyone’s suspicion—the anxious group of adolescents, more specifically the boys, for any sign that would confirm the thought that now gnawed through his mind day and night. By and large they seemed to be going about their business quite normally in spite of their discomfort.

One by one, he caught the way wordless signals were exchanged between boy and girl, the way distance shrank between them and conversation took on a newer, more self-conscious tone, and they began to behave as though they were meeting strangers for the first time. Then they walked off in pairs, young heads bent close to each other in confidential exchanges. Irwin watched adolescent romance take shape among them—all except one.

Yves Milford was the butcher’s son, and he was lost in an attitude of admiration whenever he was in the company of a certain youngster his age. He smiled readily, he blushed, shrugged a great deal, looked at the ground, kicked a pebble or two, met his adored one’s gaze with a shy, fearful look of hope. But it was a fruitless situation for him, Irwin knew too well, for Yves’s blossoming infatuation was fixed on another boy. He was a good friend of Yves who’d always treated him well, but he was impervious to Yves’s quiet courtship, having already won the affection of a rosy-cheeked dairy maid. And heaven only knew what he’d do to Yves if he were to discover his friend’s misplaced love.

“Ah, the poor lad,” Irwin murmured, watching Yves’s smile fade as he stepped away from the scene, leaving his friend free to walk off with his girl on his arm. 

The potter’s heart sank; he now knew the answer to the riddle. Yves must have let slip, however innocently, word about the mysterious music that filtered through the trees around the haunted glade. He was the only one in his group who could hear it—aside from Irwin. There was no doubt now, given what the boy had in common with the potter.

Irwin knew what was to come. Yves had been noticed and was now marked by legend, and the potter could do nothing about it other than to offer comfort to the boy should Yves require it. In fact, he expected Yves to seek out kindred spirits if only for the purpose of companionship and solace, just as Irwin did several years ago, when he was Yves’s age. 

In the meantime, however, there was the matter of boundless curiosity to consider. Time had passed, grief over lost friends faded, and spring was soon there, stirring imagination and energy like never before. The wood and its haunted glade were eyed with fiercer interest.

* * * *
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PERHAPS, YOUTHFUL ADVENTURERS declared, one ought to simply venture forth and search, music or no. And so they tried, carving new paths through the wood, which led them nowhere. Serpentine trails meandered and fooled hopeful spirits with the promise of adventure. The ageless trees themselves seemed to aid them. Gnarled roots quietly pushed their way through the earth, stretching their reach, marking the limits of a given trail with their bumpy outlines. Branches shifted and bent down, blocking one’s view past a given tree, their leaves thickening and spreading themselves out into a black-green curtain. If one persisted in pushing past these obstacles, fingerlike twigs would claw at tender flesh, or snakelike roots would curl around an ankle, and the adventurer, chastised, had no choice but to turn around.

“It’s hopeless!” a girl cried as she sat on the grass with her friends, rubbing her scraped ankles. 

“The way the paths seemed to change, one would think that the wood’s under a spell,” another said while impatiently lacing her weathered boots. One of her heels had caught against a root as she wandered through the trees, and her struggles to free herself had nearly torn the boot apart.

“Perhaps it is. Didn’t they say that the glade’s haunted by a he-witch?”

“A sorcerer!”

“No, a demon!”

Their voices rose to fill the clear, spring afternoon air as boys and girls argued, confounded by the manifestation that had thrown such a deep and lasting shadow over their beloved woodland. They all hobbled home, exasperated and wounded, to be met with the sight of aging family members shaking their heads as they crossed the threshold of their respective cottages. 

These white-haired and weathered faces smiled indulgently in their triumph, toothless mouths hard at work in pressing the matter of a forbidden glade. “Didn’t we tell you so?” they crowed again and again.

Yves Milford sat quietly in his chair and listened to his share of scolding from his parents without a word of protest. He ate obediently what meager supper was prepared for him; he went about helping his mother clean the soiled dishes and sweep the cracked stone floor before retiring for the night. Earlier that day, the boy had tried to romance a childhood friend—an apple-cheeked girl who once declared that she’d marry him if he asked. Only now, she demurred without a reason, offering him nothing more than smiles of pity and regret when she rejected his suit. As Yves curled up under his patched-up blanket and stared into the darkness, his mind struggled to find something meaningful in the puzzles that continued to dog his steps since he turned sixteen almost two years ago. 

He wondered why he was the only one who could hear the music of the trees in the twilight hours. He couldn’t understand why he found strange new paths that seemed to lure him deeper into the wood whenever he was alone in his exploration, and yet these same paths would vanish when he was in the company of another person. He never tried to venture into the waiting shadows that called out to him, but whenever he heard the strange music in the waning hours, something assured him that his time would come soon enough. He wondered why he was in love with a boy. He wondered why he couldn’t get a girl to love him, for he was convinced that a woman’s affection would be the cure to his strange propensities. 

He passed a thin hand across his brows as he blinked, blue eyes fixed in the direction of the wood when he murmured, “Just like Master Blythe.”

His spirits rose at the thought of a fellow oddity. That Irwin was well liked among the locals added a strong sense of comfort to the sudden connection he found. Perhaps, Yves thought, perhaps someday he’d be enjoying the same collective affection that the potter now enjoyed, especially if he were to remain hopeless in his search for companionship. 

A tentative little smile broke across Yves’s pale young face, and he sank into a deep and fitful sleep after a whispered prayer of thanks. He also reminded himself to nurture his friendship with Irwin Blythe, whom he now considered, in a rush of naïve hope, his best friend. He was sure that his parents wouldn’t object to inviting the potter to his eighteenth birthday supper, which was a week away.

Yves sought out Irwin’s company. It proved to be a more difficult thing than expected since the potter kept odd hours, and Yves himself helped his father, often working long and hard days that left him with nothing else but enough time to stumble home. All the same, he made sure to strike a friendly conversation at every opportunity, which Irwin seemed to accept without question. The older man also encouraged it, a wistful smile lighting his sunburnt features as he conversed with the boy. Yves took no trouble at all in hiding his appreciation of a fellow misfit’s company, and he was always lively and relieved whenever they were together. He retired for the night feeling more confident about himself, and he never forgot to pray his thanks for Irwin’s presence in his life.

Three days before Yves’s eighteenth birthday, the two friends were walking past the wood on their way home from the market. Irwin was entertaining his young companion with new stories that enthralled the boy, who could barely walk straight and listen at the same time, his attention being so rapt. 

Irwin suddenly paused in his tracks. “There,” he breathed. His gaze, though fixed ahead of him, had softened as though he were lost in a sudden daydream. “Do you hear it?”

Yves fell silent and listened. From somewhere in the wood, past the thick wall of ageless trees, a light, cheerful tune could be heard. It drifted lazily along with the breeze, sweet and melodic and pensive at the same time. The boy glanced at Irwin and watched him for a few seconds in thoughtful silence. Then he nodded. 

“I do,” he said quietly.

Irwin returned his gaze, and to Yves, the potter seemed to have been transformed by the twilight music, his dark, scarred, and tired features softening into youth and renewal. “It’s not frightening,” he said with a beatific smile. “It might be at first, but it never is. No harm’s ever meant. The only harm, really, was his being forced into an eternity of this.”

“By whom?”

“Those who claimed to do good by us all. They saw what he was, and they drove him away, cursing him with prayers for his damnation.”

Yves understood well enough. “He’s like us, you mean.”

“Like us, yes.”

The boy looked at the clustered trees. “You see him then. I suppose those days when you leave us, you go to him.”

Irwin’s smiled deepened. “And I’ll go to him for the last time soon, young Yves.”

“I won’t see you again?”

“You will, and you won’t. But don’t worry, lad. Someday you’ll follow my steps, and you’ll find me at the end of the road—along with the others. There’ve been several of us through the years, you know. Never think that you’re alone.” Irwin looked quite pleased at the prospect as though he’d been anticipating this journey for a long time now, and he was more than ready to take it on. 

Yves frowned. “Is he a demon?”

Irwin laughed, his voice coarse and dry. “Hardly!” When he calmed down, he glanced at Yves, his smile soft and wistful. “To say that this is simply the way of things is wrong and an affront to those who came before you and especially to him. Think of it as protection. Solace. Liberation.”

Yves could only stare back at Irwin and then sigh, scratching his head. “I don’t understand you, but I’m guessing that I will someday.”

“When it’s time.”

Little by little, though their conversation never stretched past this point, Yves thought that he could see where all this was going, and the puzzle pieces were slowly falling into place. He mulled over Irwin’s own story of years of confusion and loneliness before the glade’s music made itself heard. Now the potter’s curious adventures neared their conclusion, and Yves mulled over his own newly forming path while they both walked home in silence.

On Yves’s eighteenth birthday, Irwin Blythe left the village, never to return. His property remained untouched but was eventually seized by the crown; everything was sold off in bits and pieces.

“He told no one where he was going?” some of Yves’ friends asked, and everyone exchanged confused and disappointed glances. “He left no note? No message at all?”

“I’m going to miss him and his stories. This dull old place won’t be the same.”

“I know. I wish I talked to him more.” To this everyone agreed sadly. Irwin Blythe was a remarkable fellow and a popular man, but for all that, his eccentricities still served as a thin barrier separating him from the rest of the older villagers. Despite their ready welcome of him, there was still that curious distance of an arm’s length that none of Yves’ peers and younger children could understand. 

“Well,” Yves said after a mournful moment’s pause. “Wherever he is right now, I’m sure he’s quite happy.” And he meant that. Irwin Blythe had bidden him a cheerful goodbye the previous day, apologizing for turning down Yves’ invitation to his birthday supper. 

“My dear boy,” the potter had said, resting a thick, scarred, and heavy hand on Yves’ shoulder. “You’ll be eighteen tomorrow. It’s your time now. I’ve another path to follow.”

“Are you joining the others?” 

“I am, and I look forward to it.” Irwin Blythe grinned, and the marks of time and care showed themselves more deeply on his face. “You’ll be well cared for, Yves Milford. Remember, you’re not alone, and you never will be.”

Yves nodded, smiling through his tears. 

* * * *
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AS TIME WENT, YVES’S friends gave up on childish play, having discovered a different brand of magic. They were soon young adults with thoughts of teaching their own children these cautionary tales, while a new generation of adventurers stepped forward. They met at times, laughing at their past recklessness and misguided bravery. None among their ranks, they declared with much confidence, had ever reached the legendary glade, much less seen its supernatural occupant. It was an ancient tale and nothing else—certainly a very effective warning against foolish attempts at wandering too far into the old wood, where salvation would be a lost cause. Courtships soon led to marriages, and the village was blessed with a new set of youthful faces, whose minds would soon be filled with local legend.

Among their ranks was the butcher’s son, who had done his share of adventuring. Yves Milford laughed with his peers, scoffed along, raised a pint in a joking toast to adolescent frivolities, feigning carelessness. He shared his own fond recollections of lost friends. 

He was now twenty-nine, and he was still a bachelor, which surprised everyone, for the boy had matured to a handsome man. Surely, was the puzzled consensus, female hearts ought to be drawn toward the sight of brown-gold hair and blue eyes, a quiet smile, and a figure shaped by years in honest labor, dressing animal flesh and dealing in meat? But women didn’t think to flirt with him or encourage him in any way, offering no reason for their disinterest though they remained on friendly terms with him. 

It almost seemed as though Yves Milford was protected by an unseen and possessive force that gently thwarted interest with a quiet, magic spell. 

Yves had also developed a talent for storytelling, and he became a great favorite among the children, who sought him out for new, ever more fantastic tales that many believed were whispered in his ear by elves and fairies when he slept.

“Master Blythe taught him all he knows, I’m sure,” some of the older folks said. “Remember how close they grew right before Master Blythe left?” 

“Well, I suppose it’s for the good of the children that someone’s here to fill their heads with harmless nonsense—better that than to have them wander off into the wood and be lost to us.”

Village elders’ fading eyes stared at the brightly-lit hearths, and those who remembered the potter often asked the same questions as though they’d forgotten the answers. “What happened to Master Blythe? Has anyone heard anything of him yet?”

“I heard that he’s now happily situated in the north.”

“I heard that he set sail, though no one knows where he went.”

There was no consensus, and Yves knew that there never would be one, but it hardly mattered to him. He merely glanced up at the sky and watched the birds, his gaze following a few, his heart comforted by the prospects that awaited him when his own time came. 

And when his friends all scattered back to their cottages and in the waiting arms of their spouses and children, he walked back to his empty cottage to await the call. It came—as it had always done since he turned sixteen—a quiet, barely audible trill that heralded twilight, one for which he never needed to strain for him to hear. Then he threw on his coat and walked out, hurrying to the wood and through the trees that seemed to bow before him, moving back in reverence with their roots sinking into the earth and their branches lifting themselves high. He never needed light to find his way through the thick, oppressive growth. The music guided his steps and led him safely to the glade, where he’d stay for the next seven days, the way Irwin Blythe did before him.

* * * *
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THE GLADE’S LONE OCCUPANT smiled in welcome, setting his flute aside before spreading his arms wide for an embrace. The man was ageless, for he’d lived there for centuries, bound to the glade into infinity though he was born mortal. 

Yves paused at the clearing and observed him. What a cruel, inhuman thing, he thought bitterly, that this
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