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Fantasy



The wind blew cold across my veins, though it's bite was hardly a chill against the void in my visitor's eyes. 


“Have you ever done business with the devil?” He asked.


My body jerkily moved left in hopes of gaining a slight angle on him. “Who said anything about the devil?”


The eyes flickered, a sign of life in those coal black holes, a glimmer and the emptiness rushed back. 


They called to me, those eyes, asked me to fall deep into their heart. His right hand moved. The spell slipped away.


I repeated. “Who said anything about the devil?”


A small spark in his pupils spread across his face. For the first time, I could see, really see the man standing at the edge of the clearing on this winter day. Just the same he remained mute to the query. The round face opened to me, beckoned to me like a neighbor. Once black, the eyes now sparkled bright blue like mine. The nose drooped into a hook, pointing downward to a heavy brown beard. He is of our stock. You can tell by by the nose and the forward leaning body, muscular, taut from days cutting trees in these woods. 


"I did not invite you to my land. If you have a bargain then be straight about it, or off with you.'' 


“Now be patient, John Mc Quinty.” The long thin fingers extended from his coat, palm turned upward in a gesture of plea, “If a bargain is to be struck. A good one is never hasty?'' 


“Oh, I agree to that.”


For the first time I lowered my axe to the ground and leaned confidently on its handle. 


“From where do you hail?” I asked.


''Beyond Strait Fordshire in the county of Nott.


A far piece from these woods. What’ your business?


"The same as you, .John Mc Quinty, cuttin a livin from Mother.”


The figure moving closer as he spoke. Finished he leaned his staff against my latest handiwork, a stump about five feet from me .


“And how would you know my name, stranger? And what be yours?”


The figure moving as he spoke. Closer, he smelled of Irish whiskey and sounded of late nights by sea. My words slow and measured made no impact on this man dressed in a black and white plaid coat and brown trousers, bare headed. 


“Bare Headed. Where’s your cap? Your hat?”


A wrinkled smile looked more like a naughty school boy than a woodcutter. “Do you trust me, John?” The brown bearded face backed by thick brown hair touching his shoulder shook from side to side slowly. “If we are to strike a bargain, there must be trust.” A hint of scorn touched his voice, deep slow like Winter’s maple from the tree by my cabin.


“What’s your offer, and what’s your name stranger? I have wood to cut and children to feed. Be on with it.”


With every query, his grin broadened until his face stretched almost as wide as long.


“Ethan of the Wics is my name.” The hand extended, this time in an offer of peace.


I shifted my weight off the axe ready to strike. Something about this stranger didn't ring true. 


In a quick, almost jump, he moved from the stump to within two feet of me. “Your not the friendly kind people talk about in these woods.”


“I am friendly, but you are not true. My anger quickened with this trespasser. 


"Wics don’t make it be known.”


“Not true.” The voice once heavy now strained high in mock, “Not true.”


“Not true, you say.”


Cat liked he turned for the other side of the clearing, paused not to look back “and what of your indiscretions with a Miss 0' Malley in her father's barn?” 


His bounding strides carried him to the edge of the clearing before I could speak. 


“And, how would you know about Heather?” I asked. 


"You said you were a bargaining man, .John Mc Quinty, your dear wife will make better fare.”


“What do you mean?” I shouted. There was no answer. I listened. No footsteps against the frozen blanket of snow. My breath streamed out in quick bursts.


“How do you know about Heather?”


No answer returned, only the moan of the late afternoon wind bearing down on my soul. 


Darkness swept over the woods like the shadow a hawk. The beak of its hungry wind tore at my flesh. Guilt weighed more than the sled of wood I pulled back to the cabin. 


“Man stopped by today, said you wouldn’t trade for his mule.” Martha said while moving pots above the stove.


“What man?” My heart swelled up into my throat almost choking me.


“Why, I don’t believe he gave his name. He was a short man, black hair, almost like a cat, but curly.”


“Did he have a beard?” The words crawled out not wanting an answer.


“No, no beard, just curly black hair under a stocking cap.'' 


Martha turned her plump body toward me. The small hands positioned on her hips as usual, blonde head cocked to one side. 


“I thought you said we could use a mule for work or to ride into town?” There was a mystery in her blue eyes. One had not seen.


''Man wouldn’t talk, just kept asking me if I wanted to make a deal with the devil.” 


I sipped from the tin cup, Martha’s broth was thick and good. Martha was a good cook, a good wife, a good friend. Heather O ‘Malley was a sin I couldn't keep from repeating. As I watched Martha a small little grin lit one corner of her mouth. 


“The Devil.” Johnathan said.


My head jerked toward the corner where the children played.


“The devil.” Mary Chimed in. 


“Really, Father, the devil?” Cecil the youngest asked.


"John Mc Quinty, your
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