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General Fiction Short Story, by Linda L. Rigsbee

Rylee swallowed a scream that threatened to erupt from her lungs. She stared at the writhing serpent, trying to erase all emotion from her face. She wanted to turn and run but resisted the impulse. Dad would be proud of her self-control. Everyone had a phobia about something. She had considered it her greatest weakness until she met Noah.

Noah smiled sympathetically.

Her face warmed. She hadn’t fooled him. She didn’t want his pity. She wanted him to see her as an equal, as he had in their childhood.

A week ago, he had approached her with the idea of a hike in the wilderness. Instinct had warned her that a two-day trek through the wilderness together wasn’t the best idea. She was thinking more about her feelings for him, but when she hesitated, he had accused her of being afraid of wild animals. She had laughed, not elaborating on the fact that the only animals in the wilderness that frightened her walked on 2 legs.

Mom had died when she was eight. In the eleven years that followed, she had spent most of her summers in the wilderness of Dad’s southwest Arkansas farm. Dad taught science during the school year and then spent most of the summer collecting specimens for the following year. She had been with him most of the time. He was a good teacher but Noah had thrown down a challenge that she didn’t want to resist.

She brushed past him, feeling a little angry that he had exposed her weakness.

He looked down at her. “Where are you going?”

She didn’t respond. She didn’t need him as a guide.

His voice sounded annoyed. “Your Father will have my hide if I let you get lost out here.”

She continued speaking over her shoulder without looking at him. “Dad knows I can find my way around the swamp – with or without you.”

He actually chuckled.

Her boot sank into a mud puddle and she jerked it out, resisting a giggle when she realized she had flipped mud on him in the process. When he dropped back a little, she turned to look at him.

He gave her one of his attractive twisted grins and her anger vanished.

They walked quietly for a while, enjoying the natural sounds of the wilderness. For a moment, she forgot it was Noah behind her and not Dad.

They reached their first campsite goal about dusk. They set up the tents and arranged the camp. Noah disappeared into the forest for firewood while she unpacked the cooking utensils and food. She filled the coffee pot from the stream and set it on a rock by the make-shift fire pit. Then she searched through the packs for the matches.

As her hand closed around the metal match holder, brush cracked behind her. She turned to tell Noah to put the wood next to the fire pit, but it wasn’t Noah. She had never seen the man before. He stared at her coldly, his rifle half-lifted in her direction.

She tried to keep her voice friendly and unconcerned. “Hello, did Noah send you here for coffee?” She wanted him to know she wasn’t alone. He continued to stare at her in a way that made the hair on the back of her neck bristle. “He should be back with the wood for the fire any minute now.”

At that moment, Noah stepped into the clearing. The man looked him up and down, turned and left without saying a word.

She let her breath out, surprised that she had been holding it. She looked at Noah.

“I wonder who he is.”

Noah placed the wood beside the fire pit and watched the forest uneasily as if he expected the man to return. “Weird.” That was all he said about it.

She woke several times in the night, thinking she heard something. Probably a passing animal.

They were up with the sun the next morning. They ate a hurried breakfast and packed the equipment. Neither of them said anything about the strange visitor. Probably a hunter who was annoyed at them for disturbing the wildlife.

By mid-morning, they had reached a point in the trail where a huge tree had fallen across the bank of a creek, crushing the sides and destroying the trail. It had dammed the water enough that it was deep there, so they made a detour.

About a mile or so upstream on the winding creek, they found another tree. This one spanned the creek. Noah mounted it instantly and started for the other side. His arms were out for balance as he made his way lithely without hesitation to the other side. He bounced off the tree and turned to face her, a victorious smile on his face.

Not to be out-done, she leaped up on the log and started across. She knew from the start that she was in trouble. She had that nauseating feeling you get when you can’t quite get your balance – even though she wasn’t actually falling. A piece of bark broke under her foot and that was all it took. She screamed as she slid off the tree trunk into the cold water. A branch scraped her arm and she grabbed it. The water was flowing fast enough to tug at her. This could be dangerous. The limb was beginning to fracture when she felt a strong hand grasp her wrist. She instinctively grabbed his wrist with her other hand. He worked her along the log until she regained her footing and then helped her out of the creek.

“You alright?” he asked as she scrambled up the bank.

“I’m Okay. I just scraped my arm a little.”

He nodded to a place ahead. “There’s a clearing over there. We’d better get the first aid kit out and bandage that arm.”

“It’s okay,” she insisted. She didn’t want him fussing over her. It was only a small scratch, but she did need to change her clothes.

He watched her for a moment and then shrugged. He led the way down the creek toward the trail.

She followed, festering with the knowledge that he had bested her. Her self-pity attack only lasted a few minutes. It was a trivial thing and she wasn’t going to let it ruin their trip.

She looked up at the sun. It was nearly noon. The detour had slowed them down and put them off schedule. They had expected to make it back home by nightfall and they still had a rough hike to the pick-up point.

For the next few miles, there would be no trail. They’d have to navigate by the compass.

Noah stopped, a perplexed look on his face as he searched his pockets.

“What’s the matter?”

“The compass. I can’t find the compass.”

“Is it in your pack?”

He shook his head. “I think it must have fallen in the water when I ...” He looked uncomfortable. “Well, it’s time to eat lunch now anyway. I’ll look through the stuff while we’re stopped. Maybe I did put it in my pack.”

He was lying. She had seen it in his hand just before they crossed the creek. She also knew why he was lying and it shamed her. He didn’t want to lay the blame on her. A chill went up her back.

“Maybe we should go back. We have enough supplies for another day and at least we won’t be lost. We can let David know where we are when we get back to the road.”

He shook his head. “It would be farther to go back than it would be to complete our hike. I think I can find my way.”

“If you can’t, we will wind up in the middle of nowhere. Maybe even get stuck in quick-sand. I’m for going back where we know the route.”

He nudged a piece of fern with his foot and glanced around. “Well maybe you’re right. I kind of coerced you to coming with me anyway. I knew you were afr... uncomfortable about the idea of a night in the wilderness.

“You started to say afraid. I’m just cautious. I just knew something like this was going to happen...” She stopped in the middle her tirade. She had fallen into his trap. Well, she’d gone this far. “Okay. We’ll go on, if that’s what you really want to do.”

He looked at the sun and off into the distant trees and shrugged. “You’re right. We’re not familiar with the territory and we could wander pretty far if I rely only on my sense of direction. I’m just not wanting to give it up, and that’s a bad reason to go on.”

She nodded. They could hardly be called experienced hikers, but both were fit and trail savvy enough to recognize when they were making a mistake.

“Let’s not go back by way of that fallen tree again, though.”

He grinned. “We might find my compass.”

Noah fixed lunch while she changed her clothes. Then he used his GMRS walkie talkie to contact David. It would mean an extra trip for David, but at least they wouldn’t have to worry about getting more people out to search for them. David’s only concern was that they were safe.

After they ate lunch, they started back on the trail toward the creek. This time, when they reached the creek, they headed downstream. By the time they found a good crossing and got back to the trail, it was late evening. They made camp at a spot where the creek turned back toward the trail. They found enough fuel near their campsite to make a fire, so there was no need to wander off into the woods and risk getting snake-bit.

After supper, she sat by the fire sipping her coffee and watching the flames dance. She had ruined their trip and she felt bad about it. If she had followed him, they would probably be home by now, sipping hot chocolate in front of her parent’s fireplace.

She sighed. That was a negative way of looking at it. More important was what they had learned from this trip. Next time she wouldn’t rely



































d2d_images/cover.jpg
Vol. 20 Mar 2026

pBAR TALpy

Short Stories & Poems





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





