
  
    [image: Stories From The Great Challenge]
  


  
    
      Stories From The Great Challenge

      52 Stories In 52 Weeks

    

    
      
        Michael Kingswood

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: SSN Storytelling]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        1. Red Orchid

      

      
        2. Debts And Obligations

      

      
        3. Naughty And Nice

      

      
        4. Popper’s

      

      
        5. The Case Of The Missing Rocker

      

      
        6. Fences And Neighbors

      

      
        7. Give A Dog A Bone

      

      
        8. Smoke And Embers

      

      
        9. Hermes’ Kringle

      

      
        10. Kicking The Anthill

      

      
        11. VIP Treatment

      

      
        12. A Man Of Faith

      

      
        13. Abe’s Liquors

      

      
        14. Into The Depths

      

      
        15. Work Release

      

      
        16. Miss Melody And The Elf Spa

      

      
        17. Joyride To The Moon

      

      
        18. Moonstruck

      

      
        19. Wire Runs

      

      
        20. Miss Melody And The Knight Gallant

      

      
        21. Lost Credit

      

      
        22. Hunting For Game

      

      
        23. Caledonia

      

      
        24. Love In The Apocalypse

      

      
        25. Playing For Scraps

      

      
        26. Terran New Year

      

      
        27. Santa Fe Station

      

      
        28. Finding Bobby Jenkins

      

      
        29. Warden’s Trial

      

      
        30. On The Road To Hopefell

      

      
        31. Wolves On Cornell Street

      

      
        32. Terra Infirma

      

      
        33. The Eternal Ride Of Brom Bones

      

      
        34. Liquor Coolers

      

      
        35. Sacred Vows

      

      
        36. Shell Shock

      

      
        37. The Greenhorn Tree

      

      
        38. A Cabin In The Woods

      

      
        39. Revelator

      

      
        40. Cupid’s Arrow

      

      
        41. Heaven’s Gate

      

      
        42. Drilling For Gold

      

      
        43. Drops In The Storm

      

      
        44. Miss Melody And The Spruce Trail

      

      
        45. The Briefcase

      

      
        46. Legacy

      

      
        47. Sea Legs

      

      
        48. Candlemass

      

      
        49. Bridge Mending

      

      
        50. The Shrine Of Tulok

      

      
        51. O’Bannon’s Talisman

      

      
        52. Stasis Treatment

      

    

    
      
        Crowdfunding Heroes

      

      
        Message From The Author

      

      
        Mailing List

      

      
        About The Author

      

      
        More Books By Michael Kingswood

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      By way of advice, Ray Bradbury often said that a writer should write a story a week.  Because it’s impossible to write 52 stories without having at least one of them be good.

      In the Spring of 2019, having been writing for a bit over 8 years, I decided to embark on this Great Challenge.  To do so, I coordinated with a long-term professional writer that I consider a mentor, committing to sending him a story every Sunday.

      Lots of people attempt this kind of challenge.  Even if they don’t do all fifty-two stories, it’s a victory because it almost always improves their writing productivity and skill.

      I crushed it.

      In the year from April 2019 through April 2020 I wrote 53 fully-completed stories, with a 54th that I set aside because it was getting too long to finish in time to meet my deadline.  Since then, some have been published.  Some have received acknowledgement from prestigious writing contests.  But most have languished on my hard drive, begging to get out into the world.

      This collection is their means to escape that prison.  The stories are presented in the order in which I wrote them, with two exceptions.  Story #9 is a science fiction adventure entitled “Lost On Cordant Station.”  It is not presented here, because it is currently under submission to a professional writing competition.  In its place is another science fiction piece that I wrote later in 2020, entitled “Hermes’ Kringle.”  The other story not presented here, story #53, has been left out for two reasons: 1) A publishing company has indicated their desire to publish it in a forthcoming fantasy publication, and 2) 52 stories is a better, more round number for the year.  I trust these exceptions will not prove too obnoxious for you to overcome.

      Thanks for taking the time to read my work.  I very much appreciate it, and I hope you’ll enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      
        
        Best Wishes,

        Michael Kingswood

        San Diego, California

        January 2022
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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            Red Orchid

          

        

      

    

    
      George paused inside the doorway to the back patio of Gepetto's and adjusted his tie.  He had selected a light blue one with silver-white polka dots, to offset the charcoal grey of his suit.  It was a good look, he knew, and he knew the tie accentuated his eyes nicely.  He would not normally dress up this way, but tonight he really needed to look the part.  But the damn tie was tight.

      Too tight, no matter how he adjusted it.

      He knew it was just his nerves getting to him, but that knowledge didn't help.

      Nor did it help to remind himself that he was the good guy here, blowing the whistle on some bad stuff that was going down.  Whistleblowers were celebrated, praised.

      They are also crucified, said that small voice in the back of his head that he had been fighting against for weeks, the one who told him he needed to go along to get along, not risk what he had.

      And maybe he was wrong, misreading things.  He didn't know the full context of what was going on in his lab.  Maybe…

      He knew that voice was spewing bullshit.  So he shoved it aside and looked around.

      Gepetto's was built of brick, and the front section was two stories tall and meticulously maintained.  The rear patio was a new addition, wider than the main building, with a round knee-high pool in the center, constructed from poured concrete and designed so that people could sit on the pool's lip and converse, or just watch the water spouting from the mouth of the stone trout that was breaking surface in the pool's center.

      Off to the left, a white marble-topped bar dominated, with a dozen or so stools, about half of which were occupied by customers, and every sort of bottle a man could want.  A slender guy with silver hair pulled back into a ponytail, in a black collared shirt with Gepetto's emblazoned on the right breast in gold, held court behind the bar.

      George recognized him from somewhere, but he couldn't place where; he had never set foot in Gepetto's until tonight.

      Didn't matter, he wasn't here to chat up the barkeep.

      The rest of the patio was scattered with tables, ranging from settings for two to one over in the back right corner that could take eight.   They were all covered in Gepetto's black and gold table cloths, with lit candles in clear glass holders in the centers, and wrought-iron chairs that looked like they would dig into a person's back and bottom.

      They were mostly filled, though, and the chatter of the various conversations almost drowned out the soft music—Italian folk from the sound of it—that came from a pair of speakers on either side of the bar.

      "Excuse me," came a voice from behind him, and George half-turned to see a short black-haired guy in Gepetto's staff attire with a full tray trying to get past.

      "Sorry," George said and moved out of the way, stepping off the single brick stair that led from the doorway down into the patio.

      The waiter swept past, and the scents of freshly-baked bread, a basil risotto—and was that veal piccata?—swept over George in the wake of his tray.

      Between the step and the scents of some other person's dinner, it was like a switch threw in George's mind, and he snapped to focus.

      He needed to get to it.

      He swept his eyes around, scanning the various customers for his contact.  Or rather, for the red orchid tucked into the hair above her left ear that she was to wear tonight, so he would know her.

      He had on a similar sigil, for her benefit: a lapel button from the Boston Marathon, the one and only race of that kind he had ever run, as a bandit when he was going to college at BU.

      There.  The far end of the bar, last stool.  A woman in a red skirt, loose for the warmth of the summer evening, and white short-sleeved, collared blouse that had the top two buttons undone.  Her wavy blonde hair hung loosely past her shoulders and halfway down her back, and was held back from her face by a white hairband.

      A white hairband with a red flower on the left side, just above her ear.

      George drew a breath and gathered himself, then, straightening his back and pushing his shoulders back, he walked over toward her.

      Wouldn't do to appear to be anything but friendly.  Just a normal guy out on the town.  Not at all someone out for a covert meeting that could get him fired. Or worse.

      As he approached the woman, he put on a smile that he hoped was warm and open.
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      Stephanie was late, but Karen found she didn't mind.

      They were supposed to meet up for dinner here at Gepetto's tonight, to clear the air.  Karen had suggested it; hell she had almost felt like she'd begged for it.  But all the same she had dreaded the meeting all day.

      It wasn't every day that your best friend accuses you of trying to seduce her husband—ex-husband, Karen corrected herself, though truth be told the signatures were not yet dry on their divorce paperwork—and Karen had no idea how to react, or how to respond.  She had most certainly not done that.

      Never even thought of it.

      But try telling Stephanie that.  Their fight had been epic, all the more so since Karen couldn't understand how Stephanie would have gotten that impression and, more to the point, why she would care what her ex did, anyway.

      She had made a big point about what a pussy he was, and she was so glad to be rid of him, and she was much better off.  And then she goes all jealous bitch about him?

      Karen lifted her glass of chardonnay to her lips and sipped, then sniffed out a snort.  Stephanie probably thought Matthew would spend his life pining away after her.  Instead, word was he had turned into quite the man about town.

      Though how that translated into Karen trying to hook up with him, she had no idea.

      "Sellers remorse," Karen murmured to herself.

      She checked her watch.  Half past eight, and they were supposed to meet at eight.  She had given Stephanie more than enough time, and frankly Gepetto's menu was more expensive than Karen really felt like tolerating.  If she wasn't going to show, there were plenty of leftovers back at her place that she could heat up, and save some money.

      Karen took another look toward the doorway leading into the restaurant's main building, and did a double-take.

      The guy walking over toward her section of the bar was hard to look away from.  Tall, trim but not in a skinny way; he clearly worked out at least sometimes.  He was clean-shaven and had sandy blond hair, and wore a well-fitted charcoal grey suit that accentuated the breadth of his shoulders nicely.  The blue tie with white dots set off the tint of his eyes, making their blue all the more plain.

      It registered that he was not just coming to her section of the bar—he was coming to her—at the same time as it registered that if she could tell the color of his eyes—and such beautiful baby blues!—he was already really close, and she had been staring too long, and far too obviously.

      He smiled as he slid into the empty stool next to her, and a little flutter of warmth went up Karen's body.

      He nodded to her.   "I'm George," he said, as though he expected her to take note, and recognize him as something special.

      Karen found herself nodding in return.  "Karen."

      "Nice to meet you, Karen."
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      The stool was cushioned, but barely, and the contour was off just enough that it felt awkward sitting down.

      For whatever reason, that semi-uncomfortable sensation dominated George's entire consciousness for a second after the woman gave her name.

      He heard himself saying rotely that it was nice to meet her, and cringed inside.  That sounded dumb, considering.

      It wasn't like he had never approached a woman at a bar before, but this wasn't a social call, it was business.  Serious business.  She didn't care if he liked meeting her or not; she was here for his information.

      Although, truth to tell as he got a better look at her, he truly wouldn't mind knowing her more, and not just biblically.  Her green eyes flashed with intellect and she had cute little dimples that came out when she smiled as she gave her name.  To say nothing of nice boobs.

      Eyes up, George.  This is business.

      He noticed her wine glass was about two-thirds empty at the same time as the the bartender arrived at his stool.

      "Good to see you again, George," the guy said, and George cursed himself again for not remembering the guy.  "What'll it be?"

      George cast about, then gestured at Karen's glass.  "What she's having."

      The bartender gave her a look, and she said, "Chardonnay," in a tone that sounded a bit intrigued.  Her right eyebrow had gone up when the bartender greeted him by name..

      As the man stepped away to fill the order, George cleared his throat and said, "You've been waiting for a while," hoping that was not the case.

      Karen gave a little shrug, still looking at him as though not quite able to figure him out.  "Little while.  I was supposed to meet someone."  Her eyes flicked down as though she were annoyed, and he felt a surge of chagrin.
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      The guy, George, was clearly a regular here or the bartender would not have known him.  Did he make it a habit of coming up to women like this here?

      If he did, he seemed at ease with it, and he even managed to suss out she had been waiting on Stephanie.

      "Sorry," he said.  "I got caught in traffic."

      The completely deadpan way he said that confirmed it.  Definite player.

      Some other night she might have told him to take a hike.  But tonight, considering the reason she had been coming to meet Stephanie, and to be perfectly honest with herself, considering how long it had been since a guy who was worth giving the time of day to had come calling, she rather enjoyed the attention.

      And though part of her said she should have found that notion off-putting—she was not there just for his amusement—instead Karen found herself even more interested in him.

      The bartender brought George his wine, and George slipped him a twenty.

      After getting his change and leaving a tip that was a bit bigger than completely necessary, George took a sip from this glass, pursed his lips in appreciation.  A second later, he looked around quickly at the people nearby to them, then leaned in a little bit closer.  "So how do we do this," he asked in a lower, almost conspiratorial, tone of voice.  "Stay here, or go someplace more private?"

      Karen blinked.  He was getting a bit ahead of himself.  But again, strangely, that just made her more intrigued.  "Don't you think you should tell me something about yourself first?"  She tried to make it sound teasing, but she heard a bit of a bite in her tone even as she said it.

      He didn't recoil, though.  Instead he cocked his head at her, and she saw confusion on his face.  "I don't…"  He shook his head, some of that assurance gone.  So easily?  That was disappointing.  "I mean, you know where I work.  What else matters?"

      She blinked again.  "I beg your pardon?  Where you work?"

      He was beginning to look more confused now, and he raised his left hand to tap at his lapel pin.

      Karen had noted it, but hadn't really looked at it before.  Boston Marathon?  She frowned, shook her head.  "You work for the marathon?  But this is Miami.  You on vacation or something?"

      Now he did recoil, looking at her like she had three heads.  "You are with the Herald."  It was a statement, but it sounded like a question all the same.

      Karen shook her head.  "No, I'm a school teacher."

      George mouthed, "What the hell," but didn't say it.  Instead, his eyes flicked to her left ear, and he blinked, chagrin showing through on his face, followed by embarrassment.  "That's not…"  He shook his head.  "Damn, I'm sorry.  I was supposed to meet someone here, and I'd know her because she had a red orchid in her hair.  I saw red from over there," he gestured toward the doorway, "and never looked again."

      He shook his head and put on an apologetic smile.

      Karen lifted her hand to the carnation she had slipped into her hair band.  It was something she had been doing for years; wearing a flower to match her clothes.  She'd forgotten why she started doing it, but continued because it felt like something uniquely hers about how she did herself up.

      She hadn't met many other women who did the same, and could totally understand how it had confused George.

      All the same, disappointment welled up within her, and embarrassment.  For him and his predicament, but also for herself.  She had enjoyed his come on, and now felt the fool.

      Anger threatened to flare up, but she forced it down.  It wasn't his fault, and it wouldn't be fair to lay into him.

      Instead, she put on a reassuring smile.  "Blind date?"

      He gave a quick shake of his head.  "No," he said and looked away from her.  The first time he had truly looked fully away, his attention really elsewhere than her, since he had sat down, and Karen hated that she felt that lack.  "Business," he added, and from the resigned, almost bitter way he voiced the word she got the impression it wasn't business he liked or wanted to dwell on.

      He frowned and let out a sigh, then tensed, preparing to rise.  "I'm sorry I disturbed you," he said.  "I'll let you get back to your night."

      Karen surprised herself by reaching out to lay a hand on his shoulder, stopping him from getting up.

      He stopped at her touch, looking surprised as he turned his gaze back onto her.

      She found herself flushing, but forced herself to say anyway, "My girlfriend stood me up, and…   Well, I can't stand the idea of eating alone tonight."

      Even as she said it, Karen knew it was true, and that she had been lying to herself earlier about being perfectly happy with leftovers at home, alone.  Even if she couldn't make up with Stephanie—and maybe even if she could—after the emotionally draining day she'd had, she really just needed…company.

      And George's promised something…she didn’t know what it was.

      But she really wanted him to stay, that she was certain of.
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      When Karen put her hand on his shoulder, George felt a rush of heat travel from where she touched him to every square inch of his body.

      Her invitation redoubled that heat, and he felt sure he was flushing.  "I…"   He stopped, swallowed.  "Are you sure?  I don't want to impose."

      Her fingers tightened on his shoulder and she nodded, and suddenly he saw a deep need in her eyes that reflected his own.  But while his was the need to get the word out about the chicanery going on at his company, the possibly illegal and certainly dangerous things going on in the labs there, hers was….something else, but something equally real for her.

      Whatever physical attraction he had felt for her—and there was enough of that—faded in the light of the sensation of mutual distress that he felt radiated from himself to her and back.

      Even if she had been a land whale, he didn't think he would have wanted to say no to her request, right then.

      But he did still have business to take care of.

      Nodding, he said, "I'd like that.  But I do need to take care of this one thing."  He saw disappointment in her eyes and hurried on before she could give it voice.  "Let me make one more round through, to make sure I didn't miss her.  I'll come right back."

      She hesitated, then nodded.

      He left his wineglass on the bar, to show he would be returning.  But when he turned away he had the distinct impression she thought he was shining her on.

      He moved quickly through the patio, checking all the faces at the tables and the bar—and periodically glancing over to make sure Karen hadn't decided to just go—and did not see his contact anywhere.  He was about to turn back to Karen, but decided he really should check the front of the restaurant, just to be safe.

      He knew tomorrow he'd want to be able to say he really had put forth every effort here.

      But a look through the front building was just as fruitless as his look around the patio had been.  In the bar near the entrance, with its old-school mahogany finishwork and warm but dim lighting, in the main dining room, sprawling and filled with hand-carved darkly-stained tables for parties of all sizes, topped by Gepetto's tablecloths and candles, to the three private event rooms upstairs—all locked except one that was taken by a private party, or so the maitre'd said and no he couldn't go in—there was no sign of the woman from the Herald.

      She must not have taken him seriously after all.

      Feeling almost insulted, George headed back down the softly-lit hallway that led from the main dining room, past a connecting hallway for the bathrooms, and to the back patio.

      He should have felt relief, that he didn't actually have to go through with this thing.  Instead irritation that he knew would quickly turn to anger began to kindle.  What was he, chopped liver, that they wouldn't even look into what he was trying to tell them?  If they -

      "If you're done flirting, how about we get down to business?"

      The voice, low but still feminine, came from the hallway to the bathrooms just as George was walking past it.

      He stopped and turned quickly, on guard.

      The woman there was short, maybe five foot even, on the heavier side, and in her mid-fifties.  She wore a navy blue pants suit with a white collared blouse beneath her jacket, and eyeglasses that reminded him of his High School librarian.  Her hair was fully grey, and done up in a bun, and she wore a businesslike expression on her face.  Her eyes shined with intellect, but he thought he saw a hint of amusement in them as well.

      But what he lingered on most as he looked her over was the red orchid she had tucked behind her left ear.

      He felt as though a weight had lifted, and all the doubts he had been harboring slipped away.  He grinned and stepped toward her.

      "Let's do this.”
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      Karen highly doubted George actually meant to come back, whatever he had said.  But still, she found herself hoping he would.

      But after he vanished into the doorway leading back into Gepetto's main building and then didn't reappear for several long minutes, she knew for certain.

      He had ditched her.

      Just like Stephanie had.

      Stephanie's betrayal—and her accusations were a betrayal, whether Stephanie wanted to think so or not—had hurt.  Hurt a lot.  But somehow George's leaving tonight stung in a more profound way, going straight through to the core of her womanhood.

      How could Stephanie actually think she could seduce her ex even if she had wanted to?

      Karen shook herself.  Enough of that kind of grousing.  She waved the bartender, Sam, over and got the bill for her wine.

      She did not spend any time on self-pity as she bent over and picked up her purse from where she had left it at the foot of her stool, fished out the money to pay for her drink, and paid Sam.

      She definitely did not.  She wouldn't feel that sort of thing over some random guy she'd just met and had only talked to for five minutes.  That would be silly.

      Looping her purse over her shoulder, Karen stepped off her stool and turned away from the bar.

      George was right there.

      The smile he had been wearing slipped as he looked from her to the money on the bar and to her purse.

      "Leaving?"  He clearly tried to hide it, but she could hear that he really didn't want her to.

      She shook her head but stayed silent, not entirely trusting herself to speak.  The rush of feelings when she saw he hadn't left after all—relief, annoyance with herself, anger at being annoyed, embarrassed about being angry, happiness, and lastly an odd hope—left her uncertain what she would actually say, and she had learned long ago that it was best to just shut up in those sort of situations.

      His smile returned, and Karen only now saw that before, warm as his smile had seemed, it had not fully gone through to his eyes.  But now, it seemed like some burden had been lifted from him, and she sensed peace flowing from him.

      It felt good; it was a feeling she wanted.

      "Hello Karen," George said, and held out his hand.  "I'm George.  I work in biotech."

      Karen returned the smile and shook his hand.  "It's nice to meet you, George."
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      A twig snapped beneath Ben's boot and he froze in place, peering about and listening closely for signs that the unwelcome noise had alerted someone to his presence.

      The pine forest around him had thinned.  Where just a few dozen paces back the trees had been dense enough that he could have easily hidden from someone only a few yards away, here the trees were smaller, the trunks thinner and more widely spaced until ten or fifteen yards ahead they ceased entirely, the woods giving way to a grass-covered meadow where a lone cabin, hewn from fallen logs, stood.

      Or, had stood.

      Now, the breeze brought the scent of charred wood to his nose from that direction, along with another, more rank, odor that filled him with dread.  The front of the cabin was blackened, the door fallen off its hinges and the lintel sagging beneath the weight of the thatched roof as the entire wall seemed to long to collapse.

      A fly buzzed around his head, the only other sound besides that of his own heart and the rustling of the tree branches from that same breeze.

      It was the middle of the day, and the warmth of the oncoming summer felt all the more oppressive beneath his breastplate and leathers.  His shirt beneath his armor was matted to his skin, but his tongue was dry, stuck to the top of his mouth.

      He should have filled his water skin from the creek he'd passed a mile back, but he had thought he could re-provision at Lewan's home, as he had so many times before.

      Apparently not.

      He thought of his bow, and the quiver of arrows he wore strapped to his back.  But he kept the bow unstrung for travel, and by the time he would be able to ready it for use, anyone who was lurking out there could be upon him.  So instead, he waited, listening and watching, with his right hand resting on the grip of his longsword.

      Nothing.

      He was just about to start forward again when suddenly a new sound, higher pitched and seeming to be coming from within the cabin, reached his ears.

      A child.  A child sobbing with fear and pain.

      Biting back a curse, Ben surged forward.

      He had to duck beneath the lintel to get within, then he immediately found Lewan.

      He was on his back a pace inside the doorway, rent by three savage wounds in his chest, belly, and shoulder.  They were not smooth, like would have come from a sword or axe, but jagged, as if whatever had struck him down had ripped at him.

      It appeared Lewan had been caught unawares, because he wore only his roughly-tanned leggings and a homespun shirt, ruined now from the tears and blood.  Ben knew he had a set of leathers and an old breastplate in storage here, from when Lewan had also served as one of the Jarl's rangers; had he had time he certainly would have donned them.

      Ben looked down at his old comrade, his long, brown, double-braided beard lying limply atop what remained of his chest and his eyes wide in a final expression of rage and terror, and said a quick prayer for his soul.  Then Ben forced his eyes away.

      The child's crying had stopped; Ben had made a lot of noise coming inside.  But there were only so many places to hide.

      The interior was dim, despite the holes in the front wall and sagging roof that admitted the mid-day sun, and stank of blood and char and fear.  What furnishings Lewan and Hilde had were upturned, their belongings strewn about.  Whoever had done this had looted the place thoroughly; even Lewan's sword was gone from his hand.

      Worse, Ben saw no sign of Hilde at all.

      Hope flared up within him for a second as he considered that maybe she hadn't been here, that she had escaped this horror somehow.  But just as quickly, Ben cast that thought away.  It was too much to hope for.

      A shift in the rubble in the back left corner of the cabin's single room drew Ben's attention and, moving carefully to avoid stepping on Lewan's body, he stepped over to where their eating table, upturned and leaning against a tumbled cabinet and a mound of strewn rags and bits of clothing, lay.

      The rags shifted, and Ben heard a sniff from behind the table.  Grasping it by a leg, Ben dragged it aside and looked behind.

      Little Andros lay there, partially covered in one of Lewan's shirts and his right leg wedged beneath the fallen cabinet, his grey eyes wide with fear that gave way to recognition and then a smidgeon of hope when he saw Ben standing over him.

      "Uncle Ben?" the boy said, and Ben's heart wrenched within him.

      Lewan had not truly been his brother; nor had Hilde been his sister.  But they had all three known each other most of their lives, and before it became clear that Hilde's heart leapt only for Lewan, Ben had fancied her.

      And when he was being completely honest with himself, he admitted that one reason he still had not married was that he pined for her still.  But he would never dream to impose on his friend, ruin Lewan's family.  So he had left it unsaid.  And now…

      Sniffing, Ben forced the twisting of his heart down deep.  He could grieve later; Andros needed him now.

      Squatting down next to the boy, Ben nodded.  "It is me, Andros," he said.  "Are you hurt?"

      The boy certainly looked quite the worse for wear.  His shirt was torn in two places and soot smudged his cheeks.  His eyes were red from crying, and his black hair was unkempt.

      Ben's real concern, though, was for his leg, and Andros confirmed that fear by saying, "My leg hurts.  I can't move it."

      The cabinet was solid, heavy.  Made from the pinewood of the surrounding forrest, probably by Lewan's own hands, it had once housed the cups, plates, bowls, and utensils that now lay strewn across the unstained planks that made up the cabin's floor.  It would take a bit of effort to lift it so Andros could pull free, but it should be doable.

      Ben maneuvered himself around and squatted to work his fingers beneath the cabinet's edge, then looked Andros in the eye.  "This will hurt, I think.  When I lift you'll need to push yourself out of the way.  Can you do it?"

      Andros bit his lip, but he nodded.

      Ben heaved, and the cabinet lifted off Andros' leg.  The boy hissed through his teeth, but pushed himself with his palms and free foot.  A moment later he was clear, and Ben let the cabinet fall back to the floor.

      Andros was sobbing again.  It was difficult to see in the dim light, but the boy's leg looked like it was resting at a weird angle.  Now that the weight of the cabinet was off it, the blood was probably flowing more freely and the boy could feel the obvious break more plainly.

      Ben needed to get him outside to be sure, though.

      He stepped over and offered Andros his hands.  "Come.  Let's get you outside."

      The boy wiped his nose on the back of his hand and nodded, then took Ben's hands in his own.  Ben pulled him up and a moment later, Andros was standing, weight fully on his uninjured leg as he leaned against Ben's side for support.

      His breath caught in his throat then, and Ben realized he had seen the body.

      "Da," Andros said, his voice breaking as fresh sobs came forth.  But now he was not crying just for himself.

      Surely he must have known what happened to his Da, but maybe he had held out some hope that he was mistaken.

      No longer.

      Ben guided the boy outside, being careful to block his view of his father's corpse as much as he could as they went.  It was not sufficient, but it was the only mercy he knew to give right that moment.

      Outside, he guided Andros to the corner of the cabin, away from the stink and death inside, and helped him slide down to sit on the ground, his back resting against the logs of his home and his injured leg stretched out in front of him.

      It had only been a few minutes inside, but the sunlight seemed less bright, like a portion of the shadows from inside the cabin had come with them.

      Ben shook his head.  Imagination, and grief that he could not fully give voice to yet, were playing tricks on him.

      He needed to focus.  Help the boy.  Find his mother.

      Ben squatted down in front of Andros and looked him over.  Aside from the leg, he seemed whole.  Take away the way his wide eyes darted from one place to another, never settling down in one place for more than a heartbeat, and the haunted expression on his face, and he could have been a lad who had just injured himself falling out of a tree.

      Take away that.  Good luck with it.

      "Your leg's broken.  I'll need to make a splint," Ben said, and Andros' eyes stopped flitting about, coming to rest on his face.  Ben leaned forward.  "Where is your mother?"

      Andros swallowed.  Hard.  Then he shook his head.  "They took her."

      "Who?  Who did this?"

      "They…"  The boy shuddered.  He closed his eyes for a long moment, breathing quickly.  Ben was about to ask again when he spoke, slowly, distantly, with his eyes still closed.  "I don't know what they were.  They came at dinner time.  Broke in the door.  Da tried to fight them, but…"  His voice broke and he trailed off for a second.  Then he opened his eyes again and spoke more steadily than Ben would have given him credit for, considering what he'd been through.  "Ma told me to hide.  I was going for the bed, but the cabinet fell on me.  I heard Da scream, saw them grab Ma…   I passed out.  Woke up, and you came."

      "You said you didn't know what they were.  Not who."

      Andros shook his head.  "Weren't people."

      Ben drew back from the boy a bit, looking at him carefully.

      He must have seen the doubt on Ben's face because Andros' lips compressed and his gaze sharpened as he refocused on Ben.  "They had grey skin.  Big pointy ears.  Long arms.  Big black eyes.  Teeth."  He shuddered again.

      That made no sense.  What he was describing was something out of stories; the big scary that would come get you if you didn't do as your mother told you.  Not something real.

      Ben frowned, considering the boy.  People's minds had been known to crack if they'd gone through something horrible.  He had seen it happen once, and now he was beginning to wonder whether Andros wasn't far more injured than he appeared, but in a way that could not be healed.

      He was putting fanciful faces onto the men who had attacked his family, that much was certain.  Ben just hoped it was only a temporary refuge from reality, and not permanent.

      "You don't believe me."  The boy spoke matter of factly, but his eyes were accusing.

      Ben shook his head.  "Of course I believe you," he lied.  Straightening a bit he looked around.

      All remained still and quiet, except for the buzzing flies that were beginning to congregate more heavily around the cabin.

      "Did you see which way they went?"

      Andros shrugged dissolutely.  "Heard Ma screaming before I passed out.  Came from that direction."  He pointed off to his right.

      Ben followed the boy's finger with his gaze and frowned.  The meadow continued for a few hundred yards in that direction, then faded into forest again, the pines quickly obscuring sight as they grew more thickly than in the section of woods Ben had come through earlier, and the ground began rising more steeply as the rolling hills where Lewan set up his homestead became the Frostfang Mountains, several miles distant.

      He looked up at the few clouds in the sky.  It had been overcast earlier this morning, and there had been rain last night.  That was probably why the cabin hadn't burned completely, and thank God it hadn't or Andros would have suffered a truly horrible end.

      But the ground may have been softened enough that the raiders had left tracks.

      He needed to see to Lewan's body and get Andros to town, where the healers could see to him.  But if he could find the raiders' trail…

      "I'm going to have a look," he said, straightening his legs fully.  "Will you be alright for a few minutes?"  The boy stirred, and Ben looked back to see him looking afright and opening his mouth to object.  Ben added quickly, "I won't go far, and will be back before you know it."  He put on a determined smile that he hoped was comforting.  "I'm not leaving you."

      Andros' lips quivered, but after a second he nodded.

      Ben returned the nod, then hurried in the direction the boy had pointed.

      He was right, there was a trail.

      The grass was beaten down in several spots on the way across the meadow, and there were depressions in the soil beneath that had to be footprints, leading straight toward the woods.

      Ben moved quickly, easily following the signs, but paused as he reached the first overhanging boughs of the pine trees.  The grass quickly faded out, replaced by fallen needles and smaller bushes in the dimmer light beneath the forest canopy.  On a patch of bare earth near the first of the tree trunks, he found another track, this one plain and obvious.

      But this was not the track of a booted man.  It was long and thin, with three toes, the center one longer and thicker than the outer two.

      A chill went up Ben's spine, and he reached for the grip of his sword.

      His mouth was already dry from the heat, but he felt it wither all the more as he began to suspect Andros' mind hadn't cracked after all.

      He stopped, peering about and listening, scenting.

      This far from the cabin the smell of char and death was gone, and there was only odor of dropped pine needles on the air.  The tree branches above continued to sway in the breeze.

      But there was something else, a subtle creaking noise from further back in the woods and uphill a ways.

      Swallowing, Ben drew his sword and advanced, careful to avoid any offending twigs.

      He found Hilde a hundred paces further up.

      She was hanging spread eagle by her wrists, which were tied to separate boughs from two different nearby trees.  Her back was to him as he approached.  She was stripped to the waist, and her head drooped forward, her blonde hair falling loosely.  She swung slowly back and forth, creating the creaking noise Ben had heard earlier.

      "Hilde?" he said, softly, as he approached.

      It was a vain hope that she still might live, but he hoped anyway.  Until he rounded where she was hanging and saw the front of her.

      "My God," he said.

      Her chest was ripped open between her breasts.  They had taken her heart.

      And from the rictus of terror and pain on her face, she had been alive and awake when they'd done it.

      Ben turned away, tasting bile as his stomach heaved.  He pressed the fist of his left hand to his mouth to hold back throwing up, and for a moment the world swam around him.

      It settled after a few moments, and when he took notice of the rest of the area, his blood went to ice.

      An outcrop of rocks, half again as tall as he was and covered in moss and lichen, stood opposite where Hilde hung.  A crack in their center lead into the darkness of a narrow cave.  The trees seemed to ring to the crack, and there were strange glyphs, all circles and sharp angles, carved into the trunks, and into the rocks.

      In the center of the ring, in front of the crack, was the stump where a great tree, twice as thick as the other pines nearby, had once stood.  About knee-high, it was blackened on top, as though used for many burnings.

      It was smeared in blood, and little chunks of meat.

      Ben didn't need to ask what kind of meat.

      There was a sense of unclean power about the place, and Ben shivered uncontrollably.

      What was this place?  And how had whomever used it come to be here without Lewan knowing about it?

      Lewan had been a ranger like Ben, until he took an arrow to the knee.  But he loved the woods so he had made his home here, and made his living as a hunter and trapper, trading the skins he took in town for items he and Hilde could not make themselves.

      He knew these woods like he knew himself.  He would never have settled near such a place, or allowed such a place to be made near where his family lived.

      The implications of that thought struck Ben to his core.  This was new, recently done.  Which meant everyone else living in the valley under the Jarl's protection could be in danger as well.

      Ben sheathed his sword and turned away from the crack, to Hilde.  He took his knife from its sheath on his right hip, and moved to Hilde's side.  He put his arm around her waist and cut first her right hand and then her left free.

      Her body slid stiffly down onto him, and he lowered her gently to the ground.  Then he took a moment and just looked at her face.

      He had known her since he was a boy.  She had brightened his life, and the lives of everyone around her.  If she hadn't chosen his friend and comrade…

      He put his knife away, reached out, and ran his fingers along her chin line, and realized tears were flowing down his cheeks.

      "Oh, Hilde," he said, and the grief that he could not show before in front of Andros sprang up through his chest, and he hung his head, sobbing for his friend, and for his love that could have been.

      A sound that wasn't a sound swept past him, and Ben jerked, his eyes snapping around to look at the crack in the rocks.

      It felt like he was staring into the eyes of an enemy, but there was nothing to be seen there.  All the same…

      He rose, his hand going back to his sword hilt, and waited.

      A sense of presence, of malice, seemed to grow all around him.  He looked left and right from the corners of his eyes and saw nothing, but it seemed there must be creatures coming up on all sides.

      He swallowed, and bared a couple inches of steel.

      The malicious presence faded, and the sound that was not a sound echoed through the scene of atrocity again.  Then it was gone completely.

      Ben released his weapon, and it slid all the way home again with a soft thunk of steel contacting wood.  Moving quickly, he took a moment to tie the scraps of Hilde's blouse up to cover her breasts and the horrible wound in her chest.  Then he picked her up and  put his back to the crack, moving as quickly as he could to get away from that place.
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      Ben did not begrudge Andros his tears when the boy saw his mother's body.  But he did not have time to join him in his grief or offer him comfort.

      Whoever it was that had taken over that section of the woods, whoever had accosted Lewan and his family the night before, had left a remnant of some sort.  Ben would bet good money those people….creatures…whatever…would be back.  And he and the boy needed to be far gone from here when they came.

      But he couldn't just leave Lewan and Hilde to the scavengers, so he got to work.

      Lewan kept a work shed at the edge of the woods behind his cabin, and Ben was relieved to see it hadn't been looted the way the cabin had been.

      Relieved, and puzzled.

      But he could ponder the whys later.  For now, he ladeled himself out some water from the cask Lewan always kept there and picked out a spade that Lewan had hung on the wall.

      The digging was difficult, because the soil adjacent to the cabin was rocky, and he made slow progress.  By the time he had a hole deep enough for Lewan and Hilde's resting place the sun was a quarter of the way from its zenith to the horizon, and his back and shoulders felt rubbery with exertion.

      After he lowered the bodies into the hole, he took a few minutes to make a splint and a crude crutch from felled branches, then set about making Andros' leg as good as he could make it.

      The boy winced as Ben helped him up onto his foot and crutch.  Ben watched him hobble his way over to the grave site and did an inward assessment, then grimaced himself.

      It was going to be a long, awkward, and uncomfortable walk back to town for the boy.  But he couldn't think of a better solution, with what was available.

      He joined Andros next to the grave and looked down at the two bodies.  They still had some of the post-death stiffness, but their limbs had loosened enough that he had been able to maneuver them into a semblance, at least, of an embrace.  They could enter eternity together, the way they had faced life.

      Ben and the boy stood in silence for a time, Andros sniffing back more tears.

      Unsure what to say, what if anything could help, finally Ben said, "They were my good friends.  I will miss them."  Then he gave the boy's shoulder a squeeze and said, "I'm sorry."

      Andros placed his hand atop Ben's for a second and gave it a squeeze, then looked up at him and nodded.

      Ben returned the nod, then set to filling in the grave.

      After he was done, he filled his water skin from the cask in Lewan's shed, and the two of them set out for town.

      Ben cast his eyes skyward as they walked into the pine forest, retracing his steps from earlier in the day.

      They probably only had four or five hours until full dark, at most.  It was five miles to town, through the forest and down into the valley before reaching the river that flowed past the town walls.

      If it was just him, Ben could have made the journey with a couple hours to go, at least.  With Andros along, injured as he was…  He wouldn't give odds of them beating the darkness.

      "I know it's difficult, but we need to hurry, Andros," he said.  "If the creatures from last night are still around, we don't want to be caught out after dark."

      The boy looked at him, and Ben could tell he noted that Ben had not called them people.  Well, after that setup by the rocks, he was no longer so sure.

      Andros nodded understanding, and he did put forward an effort, crutching along at a much quicker pace than Ben would have given him credit for.  But he still could only go so quickly even on level terrain.  And that was impossible to find out in the wild.

      Still, while they made better progress than Ben had feared they would, he began to grow anxious as time wore on and they still seemed to, comparatively, crawl.

      He told himself there was no reason for his concern.  The raid had been fast, and deadly, and those who perpetrated it must assume their deeds would have been discovered.  To come back to the same location would be insanity.

      That didn't stop the nagging feeling of dread in the back of his mind.  That presence back in the rocks…

      "Where did you find Ma?" Andros asked.  It was the first thing he had said since they set out, some time ago.

      Ben looked sidelong at him, and saw the boy struggling over a root that penetrated the earth in front of him.  Ben thought to help him, but he managed over it.  All the same, he could tell the effort had pained Andros, and he was beginning to look as though he was tiring.

      How much longer could he keep up this pace, through the pain of his leg and the crushing grief that had to be eating at him?

      As long as he has to said a soft voice in Ben's head.  True enough.

      Andros looked back at him, an eyebrow rising expectantly, and Ben brought his thoughts back to the boy's question.

      He cleared his throat as he considered how much to tell him about that gruesome place.  Finally, he said, "Near an outcropping of rocks a ways up the hill on the other side of the meadow.  The one with the deep crack leading into a cave?"

      Andros frowned, then shook his head.  "There's no cave there.  The crack ends after a couple feet."  He continued crutching along down the slope, silent now except for the sounds of his breathing and those of his foot and crutch disturbing the blanket of needles on the ground.

      Ben stopped, watching him go on, and felt that crawling dread grow deeper.

      There most definitely had been a cave at the end of that crack.  There was no mistaking it.  And that menacing presence had looked out at him from within.

      But Andros had grown up in that cabin, played in the woods all around his house.  He would know that place, and if he said there was no cave there…

      What in God's name was going on?

      Ben hurried to catch up to the boy, who had already put twenty feet between them while he was pondering.  They needed to get out of these woods before nightfall.  The certainty of that pulled at Ben's soul like the lead on a hunting dog.

      "Push on, Andros," he said by way of encouragement.  "We should be to the stream soon.  We can rest for a few minutes there, but we need to keep up the pace."
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      Where the stream flowed, the forest parted.  It was only a small parting, twenty or thirty feet at most, but after the last hour or so tramping beneath the forest canopy, to see the blue sky and the brightness of direct—or near enough—sunlight made Ben's spirits lift considerably.

      The stream was only four or five feet across, but it ran swiftly through a little gulley that it had carved over countless years, creating eddies big and small as it swirled past moss-covered rocks on its way down to the valley below, where if Ben's memory served it joined with a minor tributary that then ran into the Greenflow, which flowed straight past town.

      The sound of insects, always present through the woods but louder now as waterborne creatures added their buzzing to that of the flies that had seemed to follow him and Andros from the cabin, combined with that of the flowing water, gave Ben a feeling of peace that was accentuated by the scent of freshwater and the of undergrowth that fed on it.

      Almost, he could forget the horror of what had occurred, a bit more than a mile to their backs.

      Almost.

      Ben took a moment to help Andros get seated on a small boulder that sat on the edge of the stream, and rest his injured leg on a smaller rock nearby.  He gave the boy his water skin, and Andros drank deeply.

      Handing it back, Andros said, "I'm hungry."

      Ben's stomach growled in agreement with the boy's words, and he cursed himself for not taking the time to more thoroughly inventory the remaining contents of the cabin.  It had been looted, but surely there must have been some food, even a loaf of bread, left behind.

      But he hadn't looked, and so he had only the basic rations he always carried, as part of his ranger kit.

      "I've got some jerky," he said, and reached into the pouch that he kept at the small of his back, where he kept his rations.  He pulled out a small handful of the dried meat and passed it over to the boy, who accepted it eagerly.

      Ben began gnawing on some of the jerky himself, and washed it down with a pull from his water skin.

      The skin was halfway depleted, and they had a long way to go still.  He turned away from Andros and bent over to fill it, but stopped when the boy spoke.

      "What will become of me, when we get to town?"

      Ben looked back at Andros and saw that he was looking at him with eyes that could see no hope in his future.

      "Don't worry.  Your father served Jarl Henri well, and the Jarl remembers that.  He'll make sure the healers take good care of you."

      Andros nodded, but he didn't look reassured.  Swallowing, he said, "I mean…"  He paused, and drew a breath.  "Where will I live?"

      Ben frowned.  He hadn't thought of that.  He'd been more focused on the immediate tasks at hand.  He considered for a moment, then shrugged.  "There are many families who would be honored to take you in.  The Jarl will make sure you - "

      "Can I live with you, Uncle Ben?"

      Ben froze.

      Andros was looking at him with an open expression that showed a hope that he dared not actually embrace, and Ben had no idea how to respond for a moment.

      Then he shook his head.  "I don't have a wife to help take care of you, Andros.  I - "

      "I don't care.  I want to."

      Ben could see that Andros meant that, but he couldn't understand why.  Yes, he had been friends with Lewan, and he had known Andros for the boy's entire life.  But others had -

      He stopped himself in mid-thought.  Actually, no.  Others had not had the same experience with Andros.  Living out away from others as they had, Lewan and his family only rarely had visitors.  Ben made it a point to stop through every time he had the high elevation patrol duty, but he had no idea how many of the other rangers did the same.

      Yes, it was their duty to check in on all of the Jarl's people, but there were isolated homesteads all throughout the hill lands surrounding the valley.  In reality it would be nearly impossible for a patrolling ranger to check in on everyone with any regularity.

      But Ben had always stopped by Lewan's place.  Andros probably felt like he actually was an uncle.  Or near enough to it.

      Ben frowned, but found he had no argument against the earnest expression, and need, on the boy's face.

      "Tell you what," he said, finally.  "Let's worry about getting you to the healers and healthy for now.  We can talk about what comes after later, ok?"

      Andros held his gaze for a long moment, then he nodded, looking down toward the water flowing past his perch.

      Ben could tell his answer wasn't at all satisfactory, but it was all he had to give right then.

      He turned away from the boy and unstoppered his water skin, then bent over and lowered it into the stream to fill it.

      A sound that was not a sound swept over him, and Ben stiffened.

      Losing his grip on the water skin, he straightened and spun to face back the way they had come, his right hand coming to rest on the hilt of his sword.

      He peered back through the trees, toward the cabin, though it was lost from view at this distance.  The lengthening shadows beneath the forest's canopy suddenly seemed sinister, threatening.

      Andros had noticed Ben's change in demeanor, and he straightened on his rock, his eyes widening.

      "Andros," Ben said.  "You said the attackers came at dinner.  Was it full night?"

      The boy considered for a couple heartbeats, then he shook his head.  "No.  It was more twilight."

      Ben cursed inwardly.  He was about to tell Andros it was time to go when another wave of sound that was not a sound struck him.  But this time, there was a voice carried with it.

      He could not hear the voice, but the words emblazoned themselves into his mind nonetheless.

      Give us the boy.

      Ben drew his sword and advanced two steps.  The weapon was made for use with one hand, but the hilt was sized so that he could grip it with both hands if he had need to strengthen his swing.

      He did so now, bringing the blade up to a high vertical guard, with his weight divided equally between his feet.

      Ben moved his gaze to the left, then right, the left again, scanning the forest in front of him for movement.  There was nothing.  But as before, in the grove where he'd found Hilde, he sensed a presence, growing by the moment.

      "Uncle Ben?"  Andros' voice squeaked, pitching upward in fright.

      "Show yourself!" Ben roared.

      Still nothing accept for that ominous sense of presence.  Of malice.

      "Uncle Ben, what's wrong?"

      Ben's mind raced back to the tales he'd heard as a child.  The tales Andros' description of the previous night's attackers had brought back to his memory.  Of the dark spirits and devils who waited to prey on the unwary, or the greedy, or the wicked.

      The wicked seemed to be anyone who didn't do what their mothers told them, back in the stories of his youth.  And he had scoffed at them then.

      He wasn't scoffing anymore.

      What had the stories said about those creatures?  Their weaknesses?

      He flashed to a singular fact, and he grasped onto it like a drowning man to a log.

      They could not pass over flowing water.

      "Andros.  Go to the other side of the stream."

      "Uncle Ben?"

      "Do it now!"

      Behind him, Ben heard Andros get up onto his crutch and struggle across the flowing water.  Ben remained still, watching and listening to the woods ahead, feeling the presence back there, growing steadily.

      The sound of a tumble came from behind him, and Andros let out a cry of chagrin and pain.

      Ben glanced back, and saw the boy sprawled out on the far side of the stream where he had fallen.

      The sound that was not a sound swept past again, and Ben felt amusement within it, and the assurance that they could not escape the presence's grasp, whatever it was.

      Well.  He would damn sure try.

      Sheathing his sword, Ben turned and hurried back to the stream.  He hopped from stone to stone across the flow, noticing with chagrin as he went that his water skin was no longer where he had dropped it; the current had swept it downstream.

      He got to Andros' side and helped the boy to his foot, and his crutch.

      "Are you alright?"

      Andros nodded, but his eyes were frightened.

      Ben didn't give him any time to ask questions.  "Come.  We've got to move."
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      The shadows were much longer now, the sky when visible through breaks in the trees turning to the pink-orange of sunset.

      They were running out of time, and though they had made progress, Ben knew it wasn't enough.

      He had changed tactics, choosing to follow the stream down its course to the Greenflow, rather than take the direct route through the remainder of the woods and then across the prairie lands to the bridge spanning the river just downstream of town.  It added more distance to their journey, but he had reasoned if the creatures were continuing their pursuit—and he had no reason to think they were not—being near to the water might be of some aid if he and Andros had to evade them again.

      Now, he was beginning to think that had been a mistake.

      It was hard to estimate how far they had come in the time since crossing the stream.  Two miles?  Three?  But their progress had slowed considerably; Andros was tiring, and finding it harder and harder to maneuver his crutch as the shadows deepened, hiding pits in the earth and tangling roots.

      They were not going to make it to town before nightfall, that was certain.  But if -

      Andros let out a yelp and stumbled, losing grip on his crutch as he overbalanced.  The yelp turned into a cry of pain when he struck the ground, his injured leg taking the brunt of the impact.

      Ben rushed to his side and squatted down.

      "I can't go any farther, Uncle Ben," Andros said.

      Exhaustion was written all over the boy's face.  And not just from the physical effort.  The grief and fear of the last day had worked its foul arts on him as well, and Ben saw he was well and truly spent.

      But they had to keep going.

      "We can't stop here, Andros.  It's not safe."

      Andros shook his head, tears welling up in his eyes.  "I can't."

      Ben sighed and looked over his shoulder back the way they came.  It was getting more difficult to see any great distance, from the loss of the light.  It was nearing twilight, when the creatures had attacked yesterday, and Ben had no doubt they would be coming shortly.

      Unless they truly had been stymied by the stream.  But Ben would not give odds on that.  For one thing, the stream did not run forever.  Go far enough up into the hills and they would find its source, and skirt it.

      For another, how high would that resistance stretch?  Would a fallen log across the stream's gully allow the creatures passage?

      For that matter, would the bridge over the Greenflow?

      Regardless, he and Andros could not remain here.  Even if the creatures had to go all the way to the stream's source, they would be coming.  He had gained time, but not an eternity.

      He looked back down at Andros and nodded.  "I'll carry you then."

      Andros looked to object, but Ben didn't give him time.  Grasping the boy under the armpits, Ben straightened and lifted, pulling the boy up until his head was even with Ben's shoulder.  Andros grunted from pain again as Ben shifted him around so that he could more effectively support the boy's weight.  Then he wrapped his arms around Ben's neck and shoulders.

      "This will not be comfortable," Ben said, but there was no help for it, so he set out.

      The boy didn't weigh all that much, maybe forty pounds, but it wasn't long before that weight began to wear at Ben's arms and back.

      Not that he wasn't used to exertion.  But between digging the grave, moving the bodies, and now carrying Andros through the deepening shadows of the waning day, Ben's arms soon began quivering, his back aching from the strain of the day.

      How much longer could he keep this up?

      Suck it up, ranger, said that quiet voice in Ben's mind, echoes of his father and of the men who trained him when he first joined the Jarl's service.  Echoes of Lewan, who encouraged him to not quit when the training got hardest.

      Resolute, Ben focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

      Ahead, it looked like the forest was thinning, and the ground began to rise.  The stream, grown more broad now as it flowed downhill, bent to the right, away from that elevated place.  Ben thought to continue with the stream, but there was something about that rise that triggered his memory.  He had not been this way in some time, but wasn't there a rise at the edge of the woods along the bank of the Greenflow?

      Perhaps they'd come farther than Ben thought.

      He headed toward the rising land and thinning trees, allowing himself to indulge in a bit of hopeful thinking.

      The going got more tough as the upward slope increased, but as the trees became more sparse he saw more patches of sky.  The reddish-orange was fading, turning to the grey-blue of twilight.  The very first, brightest stars of the night were just becoming visible.

      Something tickled in the back of Ben's mind, disturbing his brief stint of enthusiasm.  Something…

      The hairs on his arms rose as he realized what he was feeling.  The same presence as at the grove, and the stream.  He stopped, looking left and right, then behind himself.

      The world was a dim half-light, the shadows grown deep and menacing as the last of the day's light drained away.  He couldn't see anything, but he knew without doubt they were coming.

      And just then, the sound that was not a sound echoed, and Ben's blood went to ice.

      He turned a full circle, and could just barely make out the stream, now far off to his right.  He thought to head in that direction.

      But something passed between the trees over there.

      The sound came again, noiseless and menacing, and containing a grim, resolute, and implacable malice.

      "Uncle Ben," Andros said, into his ear.  "There's something out there."

      The boy was right.  All around, back a ways in the woods but coming closer, shadows flitted from trunk to trunk, somehow clearly visible despite the growing gloom, as though they were more purely black than the mere lack of light caused by the setting sun.

      They were everywhere.  Except further up the rise.

      Ben swallowed, forcing his growing dread down deep.  "Hold on tight," he said, then turned and ran up the hill.

      He could not go anywhere near as fast as normal with his burden, but Ben felt the growing certainty that even if he were able to, he could not outrun the presence that he now felt plainly, giving chase to them.

      Ben's heart pounded in his ears, and his breath came in heaves.  His legs burned, and his back screamed for him to lose the weight of his burden.

      He ignored it, drawing on all the miseries of his ranger training, and pushed on.

      They emerged from the woods near the top of the rise, and Ben for a moment felt a flash of hope.  But then he reached the top, and drew up short.

      This was the rise on the bank of the Greenflow; Ben could see the river below, and downstream to his left, maybe a mile distant, the torches of the Jarl's watchmen atop the palisade wall that ringed the town.  But he had forgotten about the nearly sheer drop from the rise's top to the water, some thirty feet below.

      There was no way to go forward, here.

      Looking to the right, he could just spy where the stream he had been following merged with the Greenflow, a couple hundred yards away and below where they now stood.

      Damn his stupidity.  He should have stayed with the stream.  If he had, they could be -

      Andros sucked in a breath, more liked gasped, in Ben's ear.  Ben turned around, and despair threatened to overwhelm him.

      They were there, down in the woods and ringing his position at the top of the rise.  Shadowy figures, blacker than black and emanating that malicious presence that he had felt before.  But now, closer on, there was a scent about them, sickly-sweet like a body that had just begun to rot but had not completely succumbed to decay yet.

      They stood there, still and watching, and Ben felt his skin crawl under their gaze.

      There was a rock not far away.  He bent over and set Andros down on the bare stone, freeing his arms, then took a step toward the creatures, whatever they were, and drew his blade.

      "Well?" Ben said, trying to make his tone confident and fearless and not sure how well he succeeded.  "Let's get to this.  Face me, you devils!"

      There was a stirring among the group of shadows, and then movement from directly in front of Ben and down slope, just within the trees.  One of the creatures, a bit taller than the others, moved out into the open, and Ben's guts went to water.

      It was just as Andros had described.  Tall and lanky, rippled in muscle, with arms that stretched to just past its knees and large pointed ears that could have been horns, they rose so far on its head.  Its chin was sharp and pointed, jutting out like a spear tip from the rest of its face, which was angular and chiseled.  Its eyes were large, oval, and completely black, and it had a tuft of black hair atop its head.  It was naked, but it needed no clothing because it was completely sexless, as far as Ben could see.

      It carried a sword in its right hand.  The last of the waning light seemed to flash off the blade as the creature…devil…whatever…gave it a swing, and Ben knew it was Lewan's sword the thing was wielding.

      "Devil," the creature said, and it used an actual voice instead of the strange voice that was not that spoke to Ben's mind before at the stream.  "Such an unimaginative term."

      It moved closer, and Ben raised his sword to a high guard, moving to place himself more fully between the creature and Andros.

      The creature raised its free hand, palm out toward Ben in a placating gesture.  "Peace, ranger," it said.  "We have no quarrel with you.  We just want the boy."

      The thing's voice was smooth but gravelly, like slime running across a carpenter's sanding stone.  Hearing it turned Ben's stomach, and he tasted bile for a second.

      He swallowed, hard.  "Why?  He's an innocent."

      The creature shrugged.  "His father made a pact with us."  Its brow furrowed in a freakish imitation of amusement.  "A matter of the heart that he wanted resolved in his favor.  And resolve it we did," a black, wormlike tongue flicking across its lips, "for a price."  The thing drew a breath.  "Two nights ago he tried to renege.  As a result, everything he had is forfeit.  His soul, but that was forfeit already.  His wife."  The thing's eyes, though pupil-less, nevertheless clearly shifted from Ben to regard Andros.  "His son."

      "You lie."

      The thing shrugged again, not responding.

      "Then why did you not take Andros last night?"

      "An oversight.  We thought he was dead, and thus lost to us.  We cannot claim a soul that is not already pledged to us unless it is taken in," the corners of its mouth turned ever so slightly upwards, "a certain way."

      Ben flashed back to the scene of Hilde's death.  Her heart taken out, and chopped to bits on the burned stump.  His sword lowered from its guard, unbidden, as the import of the thing's words struck him to the very core of his being.  Horror that he had never conceived of before, the existential dread of eternal suffering without release, welled up within him.

      The thing was saying that Hilde - ?

      "Your gesture at the grave site was fitting," the thing said.  "They are together for all eternity."  Its smile broadened.  "With us."

      "Oh God," Ben said, not realizing he was actually speaking until the words left his mouth.

      "God has nothing to do with it."  The mockery in the thing's voice was plain.  "Stand aside, ranger, and let us claim our prize.  No need for you to suffer as well."

      Ben only thought he had felt grief before, at the cabin and at the place of atrocity.  But even then, he had harbored some solace that
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