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      Sandra listened to the sounds around her. It was what she did during the long nights when the moon was dark and the trees whispered their stories. She listened to their tales of men with axes and noisy machines tearing them down. She heard them cry and scream in pain, learning of the premature death of yet another one. Branches whipped above her head, bereft mourners with more anguish than shame, howling their pain.

      Then the tears fell on Sandra in large drops, lashing at her with its agony. The trees remembered her finally and they still a bit, covering her, keeping her from their pain.

      Sandra was soaked through, the sage she had burned gutting in a tiny bowl at her feet, nothing left but wet herbs and the scent of damp. Everything smelled wet and burnt, not the clean scent of the forest. Another scent came on the slight breeze that remained. Metallic. Different. Death. Sandra closed her eyes, wondering what had happened.

      A car drove by on the road that was not as far away as she would like. The sound was a low hum, dampened by the rain. Someone leaving the neighborhood or someone having paused near the wooded copse that created a boundary between the rural neighborhood and the larger city while the rain fell.

      She held her black ritual knife close to her body. The trees towered over her, their branches filled with needles that still dripped with leftover tears. Others alternately caressed and whipped at her with small spring leaves that left her cloak even damper than before. She would need a hot bath when this was done, if this was ever done, she thought.

      There came a thought that she might not live, which made her shudder. She hadn’t had that thought before, not in all the dark moon rituals she had performed, standing in the forest circle, listening to the plants and the earth. But tonight there was an edge.

      The low brush thickened, grabbing at her feet like a beggar demanding she stay with them. The lowered pine branches swatted at her face, paddles telling her to go back. Sandra didn’t know why she didn’t listen. But she was drawn, needing to understand why she smelled death this night.

      She followed her nose, letting the metallic scent draw her ever nearer. The trees got closer together, the forest floor contained fewer plants and more roots. Sandra kept going. She felt like she was entering an uncharted forest and not just an unfamiliar part of a small copse not far from her home. The dark moonless night felt as if there were magic, real magic, in the air.

      Squeezing between the trunks of two towering firs, Sandra came to the source of the metallic scent. A man lay on his back, arms outstretched as if he’d offered himself to the sky gods and they’d come for him.

      Sandra pressed forward, nearly blind now that the lights from the houses that had guided her through the rest of her little forest were darkened by the thickness of the trees. She had a candle which she lit quickly with the book of matches she carried.

      The man was wearing a dark cloak and he wore something like a long dressy tunic over leggings. His boots were dark. There was a darker stain on his right side. When Sandra reached out. It was wet to the touch. He groaned softly. She drew back.

      Something moved behind her. She whirled, dropping her candle, the flame gutting in the mud beneath her feet. A tree helpfully stepped forward to guard her back.

      Sandra saw nothing in front of her. She hadn’t taken her phone into the night. She’d wanted to be alone to hear nature during the dark moon, hear what the world wanted from here in this chaotic time. It offered her peace, kept her connected to something larger than herself, offering her tiny source of healing for whatever the place needed.

      Nothing else stirred in the wood. Sandra knelt down by the man. She tapped him on the shoulder. She remembered learning that in a class on first aid. Get someone’s attention. It didn’t work, although the man gave another low groan.

      “Mister?” Sandra whispered.

      “Mister!” This call was louder, in a voice she might use talking to a friend while they walked in the mall.

      “Hmm?” A small answer but he was waking. Sandra lit another candle. Fortunately she’d picked up the four that she’d lit for her circle earlier. And fortunately her matches were in the pocket of her long dress and not her cloak, and were mercifully still dry enough to light the candle.

      “Can you walk?” Sandra asked. “We’re in the woods. I don’t have my phone but I can get help if you can walk with me. I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      She didn’t want to, she realized, certain there was something on the edge of the wood, waiting for her to leave. She didn’t know why she’d be a threat. She wasn’t a large woman, really. She was too fat and too far too short to appear as a threat. Her hair was long and unbound for the ritual. She wore a long cloak that she’d made herself over a free flowing dress that was designed for comfort, not fighting.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “My name is Sandra. I don’t live far from here. You were hurt?”

      The man pressed a hand to his side. He brought it to his face. He closed his eyes again. He didn’t attempt to move or speak.

      His face turned to a grimace. He opened his eyes again. “The magic is distant. Old. Dying.”

      Sandra sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve done what I could. But we should get you to my house. Get the police to find who did this to you.”

      “I am not sure I understand the word police,” the man said.

      Sandra sat back. She wasn’t sure where he’d be from. She took in his dark cloak, his leggings and the tunic that looked like it would be found in the women’s section of most of the stores she shopped at. She’d thought he was dressed up for an event of some sort but now…there was something wrong.

      “I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking. The police will help find whoever did this.” Sandra decided to plunge on, even if she did feel ever so slightly disoriented and the wood did feel darker than it should have.

      The man sat up, groaning. “I need to go to there.” He pointed away from the direction Sandra had come. It was away from the thing that she thought she had heard.

      “I live in the other direction,” Sandra said. “I’m not sure I should let you go alone.”

      “Do you know this place?” he asked.

      “It’s the copse behind my home. It borders the city. I’m not sure there’s ever been a murder here or even an assault. It’s quiet. That’s why I live here.”

      The man shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Try me,” Sandra said snapped.

      She was tired of people telling her she didn’t understand. Tired of just figuring that she wasn’t able to understand differences. She was tired of being expected that she was limited in her experience because of who she was. She worked with books, hiding in a library, not understanding people much at all, preferring the woods and the trees, books, and her cats to people most of the time.

      “You are not exactly in your world here. This place, this is a sort of…” he trailed off looking for a word. “It’s like an airlock. You know what those are?”

      Sandra nodded.

      “It keeps too much of my world from leaking into another world. This small area here. As you go back you get closer to what is yours. As I go back, I get closer to what is mine. We’re on your edge, by your door, so to speak. I’m not sure I could cross further without great injury. The magic won’t hold. Your land suffers too much. But there is no one else here and I fear for your world.”

      “Why?” Sandra asked, looking at his wound.

      “The other appears to have gotten through. You must stop it.”

      “How?” She didn’t know why she believed him, wasn’t sure she did but keeping him talking let her know he was still alive.

      “I don’t know what powers your world offers but they are not mine. You have the ability to get here. That says you have them. Bring the other here and I will take care of it.”

      “But you’re injured,” Sandra protested.

      The man stood then, leaning over. “I am. But I will heal. I need to be closer to my place.” He limped towards the trees, away from the direction Sandra had come from. It looked darker than ever there. Sandra tried to stop him. She didn’t like the look of it. He passed through a couple of trees and she tried to follow but the trees there were closer than the ones she walked through, as if he’d gone through a door that she couldn’t quite see.

      She listened but didn’t hear him. Not even the small creatures of the night in the copse stirred. No frogs sang their songs on the edge of the pond that existed near the edge of the neighborhood.

      Sandra let her candle guide her back to the trees that had let her slip through. The tiny light was gutted by a small wind but the lights from the neighborhood reached there and the stars seemed brighter, as if the trees were not so close together, although they still felt smotheringly close.

      She kept walking and the copse became less crowded, more ordinary. The lights got brighter and she was able to put her candle out and place it back in her pocket. The frogs began to sing and Sandra returned to her tiny clearing where she’d listened to the trees and the rain.

      She placed her hand against the trunk of her favorite tree, the bark rough and wet against her palm, but familiar like the scratchy whiskers of her grandfather’s face when he would kiss her cheek good bye. She let herself feel the ground. She was in her home clearing, but there was something different, something dark.

      Sandra pulled away. Something had been to her space.

      “The other.” That was what the strange man had called the person or thing that was wandering in her tiny woods. Sandra drew herself up. She might not be much of a witch, only a solitary witch who preferred to listen to the stories of the dead and dying forest at the dark moon than one who danced in a group under the light of the full moon, but she could do this. She could help this land. The trees were afraid. When she had gone to the source of the smell, they had been afraid for her. Now they were afraid for themselves and perhaps even the earth.

      It was too bad that she hadn’t brought a flashlight or her phone so she had real light. Sandra didn’t want to leave this area yet. The other, whatever it was, was in the woods. She didn’t want it to leave without her. She wouldn’t know where it had gone. And this was her place. She realized she felt more powerful there than anywhere else.

      The frog song died. It was cut off as quickly as if someone had turned the sound off a recording
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