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CHAPTER ONE

SHED SKINS
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I sought the Darkwood. Many have tried before. The insane venture there and find her nature doubled. She vents her fury upon them, yet is large enough to absorb their wounds, for she had both beauty and cruelty. 

I left, heading for the darkness, dispensing of my clothing. Best to be seen as having nothing to steal, although they might try to take one’s skin. I  felt childlike, feminine, my armor stripped away. Exposed, vulnerable, sexed all over, I ran through the forest. When I rested, I lay in leaves, rubbed them over my body and darkened myself with earth. 

My hair became knotted, stood out wildly. I learned sounds, smells, sights, how to hide in earthen holes, to follow the beast’s ways. But they still knew I was not one of them. Perhaps it was my fear.

The energy that coursed through me made it feel like green came out of my mouth and eyes, even my bowels. I was green through and through, my blood coursing like  green sap. The trees were like me, parasitically entwined into the deep earth, for every night I made hollows in the dark earth. Insects bit me, but the stings helped form my second skin. I was transforming, becoming other, even to myself.

The old skin was scarred over, worked over, as the new tough skin formed. I liked my new skin. It marked me as new, although my mind lingered behind four walls and white printed pages.

Out of my body or mind, this greenness took form. Whether magically by some unknown magician who worked the requisite spells, or whether the spirit of nature was freed, a power had given life to these green excretions. A sense of Other grows out of the wild, although it stayed its distance. The human must invent it, or madness awaits, or worse––to be reduced to a semblance or specter of oneself. 

This thing was here, but it did not speak. It moved as a person of sorts, keeping to the fringes of my sight. And if I stared hard, it became still, rooted as one of the trees. It was like an Other made for me, but I was not pleased. It was not my companion, but some distant watcher.

I took to the deeper portions where light hardly penetrated, and my body deepened into wildness. My skin became callused, my body sensitized. Hair began to sprout all over my body, stimulated by the stings and juices. All my senses became more acute, and a vast space opened in my head––a space that had become filled by other’s words from other places and times. I had stepped outside, and visions began to form before my eyes.   

My mind’s boundaries formed by the squares of rooms and buildings were dissolving, I was green and becoming other even to myself. The animals came near, curious ... then they went. Occasionally I would catch one, tear it apart and devour it. It is not me doing it, I thought, but my hunger, and the animal seemed to enjoy it. I knew this was part of the sickness. I smelled of death.

The thing that followed me changed to something larger and dark. At times it appeared to be a vaporous substance, but when I tried to find it, it would retreat into rock. I would beat on the rock, chip at it––but this enemy was rooted under the rock. This ability to change form worried me, and I wondered if it was hiding a monstrous shape. 

At the edge of the forest, a wasteland began, edged by a pond of clear water. How the water could be clear in the midst of such denseness and darkness was a miracle. Rays of light penetrated to illumine gems on its bottom. I stepped into it, and all the dirt, poison, and stings began to dissolve into the liquid. My skin was dissolving; I was becoming naked again, even more naked than before. The second skin had become a clothing, and like a snake, it shed in large pieces. It saddened me, for losing this skin meant I had lost the wildness it brought me. There was no way back through the dense wild of bristles and stones that would rip this fragile skin. 

The reflection in the water moved, although I did not. I was not alone. A figure with a silvery skin appeared, as if she too had once shed a skin of which there was no trace. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO

THE CLEANSING POOL
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“Welcome to the Cleansing Pool,” said the women. 

“I feel like I do not even have a skin,” I responded, my hands pulling large pieces from my thighs.

“You don’t need it any longer.” she said, whisking her hand through the water. I noticed her only article of wear, a ring. “It would get in the way of the second dipping.” 

“Again?” I stared at the water, its total clarity unnatural and startling me even more. No dirt or dust lingered, even after I had shed my skin. 

She slipped into the water. “The pool needs to act again.” 

“But there’s no more of me to tear off.” 

“The second time works on the inside. She dove, swimming to the pond’s center, dipping her head in and out. Her face had a strange quality, like it was a mask.

In the center, the water glowed around her, making her skin translucent, as if I would begin to see her internal organs. A fluid substance coursed just beneath her skin, a type of energy revealed, a reality missed by science.

“Come in,” she invited. 

Hesitating, I wondered if she were a Circe inviting me to take her potion, to become altered irretrievably and entranced forever. 

If I was stripped any further, on the inside, if I were made any weaker, then I would not be able to cross the barren land ahead. And if I were less than naked now, what would I be next? These questions pounded in my chest, but in the end, I stepped in. I could not defeat the forest by fighting it, so I knew I must merge. 

Immediately, the water felt as if absorbed into my deep muscle tissue, and I began to feel my emotions moving, heating, becoming visible. Through my skin I saw my feeling, currents of dark color tied to memories, colored spots of joy and flashes of colorless pain. I gazed at the woman––there was an instant connection, as if the water conducted feelings between us. Waves and currents of energy flowed between us, and I felt myself being pulled down. I wondered why I was not panicking, although I was being taken to where I could not breathe. But there was an energy below, pulsing. My feet were being pulled like magnets.

She was coming down with me, her hair waving up in the water. Or was it water––rather a substance, not quite air nor ­­water, and I realized I could breathe it. Or rather, my body breathed through its orifices, its senses––my skin could breathe. A trace of awareness flashed through me. Was this the delusion of one dying, the final ecstasy before one drowns? 

Normally, one fell away from light, but we were going down into a light, although one of a different sort––moody, fluctuating between bright and dark. She held out her hands, and we locked, descending together. I was dying in a way; my old body couldn’t be
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