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TO DR. JERRY CRAVEN

My creative writing professor and thesis advisor. 

You were an inspiration.
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THESE STORIES WERE written in the span of twenty years. Many were started as writing exercises that I thought turned out decent. The longer stories are the best examples of my attempts at short story writing. The genres run from fantasy and dark fiction to ironic vignettes, plus a couple of historical war stories.

The last story in the book is a fantasy novella I wrote during National Novel Writing Month in 2014. I’ve always meant to revisit it, maybe expand it into a longer series, but the opportunity has never come up, so I’m sharing it here in all its rough, written-in-a-month glory. I hope you will think kindly of it. 

C. Jane Reid

January 24th, 2024
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A FANTASY SHORT STORY
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DRENLI PULLED HERSELF out of the icy river and into the warmth of the brightening day. The sun had barely broken the treeless horizon, and already its heat beat without mercy on her bare shoulders. She slung the heavy fish carcass onto the sandy bank, fish blood streaming in watery rivulets down her arms. 

Her companion, stretched on the sandy riverbank, chuckled. “If I knew you’d be that fast at it, I’d have stayed in my blankets,” Zoren told her. His skin had darkened in the week they had followed the river down from the jungle, his rich jade hue deepening to emerald obsidian. She envied the hue of his skin. Her own skin had none of the richness and had darkened from dull green to burnt dull green.

“You’d have roasted in your tent.” She wanted to stretch out on the sand to catch her breath, but Zoren was already standing.

“Let’s be finished with this,” Zoren said. 

Drenli hefted the fish back into her arms. It was drying, but the blood made it sticky and the scales scraped her as she trudged after her master. It stank, too, of the same pungent odor that surrounded the river. The fish’s tail dragged along the sand as she followed Zoren. It was half as long as she was tall and had weighed less in the water. Thankfully, the shaman stood not too far away at the river’s edge, watching the few other early risers splash into the water, scattering the fish.

Zoren held his hands before him and bowed in supplication before the shaman. The older man had shed his customary feather cape and was clad like Zoren in a woven loin cloth. His skin, so much darker than hers or Zoren’s even before they left their jungle home, was shiny with sweat. It must be sweat, Drenli thought. The shaman isn’t about to dip himself into the impure water any more than Zoren is. 

“In honor of the Gods and by their demand,” Zoren said, speaking in the ritual chant. Drenli, not feeling so pious, dumped the fish at the shaman’s sandaled feet. 

The shaman looked down his pug nose at the offering. “The Gods demand the eagle of the water,” he said in a contemptuous tone, “not the porcupine.”

“You said the fin would be sharp.” Drenli pointed at the spines sticking out along the fish’s dorsal fin. “It’s got barbs.” 

“The Gods demand talons. Talons are not barbs.” 

Drenli bristled but held back her anger. 

“And you, Seeker,” the shaman twisted the word as he rounded on Zoren, “are not even wet. How could this tribute be brought in your name?”

Zoren’s dark eyes narrowed. The shaman stepped back, alarmed, but not at Zoren’s wounded pride. Drenli’s hand had gone to her dagger, her own anger forgotten in her duty to protect Zoren in name and body. 

Zoren recovered his pride and gestured for Drenli to stand down. He made another supplicant bow. “As the Gods demand.”

The shaman sketched a quick blessing over Zoren’s bowed head. He ignored Drenli, a snubbing that would have upset her if she shared the depth of Zoren’s faith. She followed her master, leaving the fish to ooze blood next to the shaman. She glanced back to see the man mincing away from the carcass. His discomfort gave her a small measure of satisfaction.

“Barbs, talons, I don’t see the difference,” she muttered as they returned to the hunting spot she’d picked out. 

“The Gods demand talons,” Zoren told her.

“Apparently they also demand you to get wet.” She knelt next to him to check that his ceremonial knife was secure in the sheath and the sheath tied correctly to his leg. It wasn’t. “Stay behind me, and I’ll get the Gods their eagle.” 

“I know you will.” 

It was as close to praise as Zoren came. He wasn’t one to admire a servant. Neither would he admit his own shortcomings, like the one that had gotten them sent on this tribute chase. Zoren’s dalliances didn’t concern Drenli any farther than keeping watch while he played. It simply had been the poor choice in his last conquest that had landed them on the riverbank. She should have warned him against the shaman’s daughter.

Now Zoren’s honor was at stake, and he was determined to lay the tribute at the shaman’s feet. Which meant she would have to be the one to catch it. He couldn’t pull a kinkajou from a cage without Drenli guiding his hand. And her success at the river would secure her place with him as more than just a bound servant. She would be an honored one.

“I’ve brought you a refreshment, High Zoren.” 

It was Siva, offering Zoren a clay goblet. She was clad much like Drenli in short breeches and a simple wrap binding her chest. Her hair, longer than Drenli’s and rich black compared to Drenli’s own lank brown, was braided back. She’d tied her knife to her leg, too, just like Drenli.

Zoren accepted the goblet and downed the beverage without a second glance. Siva shot Drenli a victorious glance as she walked away. 

Drenli had to hold her breath to keep from scoffing. The woman was a fool to think she’d just won a coup. Zoren would accept a drink from anyone he considered a bound servant. Still, the woman was becoming troublesome. If she caught a fish before Drenli, she’d be bold enough to offer it to Zoren. Drenli couldn’t let that happen.

She focused on the river, choosing a likely clump of fish to target. The barbed fish were big and slow, keeping to the slower currents at the bottom of the river. Which meant the tribute prize was the smaller fish, the ones darting in the faster currents midstream. 

“Ready?” she asked her master.

Zoren tossed the goblet aside. He stepped into the water as though it would stain his skin. When she’d first entered the river, she’d hoped for a refreshing coolness to chase the heat from her skin. Instead, she found water was as warm as the air, and coupled with the stench, it had been like swimming in piss. Drenli expected Zoren to curse at the water’s warmth, but he remained silent, glancing instead at the shaman standing hot and sweaty on the bank. Determination lit Zoren’s eyes, and he nodded for Drenli to lead the way.

Drenli did so with pride. They’d show the shaman and the bound seekers how tributes were caught. And Siva would have to stay in service to the Gods where she belonged.

She let the river current pull her out towards the middle, cutting a diagonal across the water toward the school she’d targeted. She took a deep breath and dove under the water, edging against the current as she swam. 

The river didn’t want to let go, but she held against it as she neared the school. The silver fish darted back and forth as she approached. They were larger than she’d thought, as long as her leg. One of them flashed past her, and it was then she saw the nasty hooks on the end of its fins.

Talons, sharp and curved and far too close to where she wanted to strike.

Drenli pulled her knife free. Zoren was right behind her, closer than she’d expected. She nodded toward one of the talon fish before diving to flank it. 

The fish twisted. Gritting her teeth against the growing pressure to breathe, Drenli followed it. She saw Zoren on its far side, closing on it.

Didn’t he see the talons?

Panicked, Drenli kicked hard to reach it. The fish doubled back, trying to get away from Zoren, and pushed into her. She drove her dagger deep into its side. At the same moment, pain erupted across her shoulder as the talons caught her. She shoved the fish forward, trying to grasp its unprotected tail. Blood clouded the water as it thrashed. And then it was simply gone, darting away with a powerful thrust. Zoren was gone, too, already heading for the surface.

Drenli’s chest burned with the need to breath, and the wound on her shoulder stabbed her with pain. She kicked, aiming for the surface. Anger followed her all the way there. 

Zoren was already pulling himself from the water. Drenli swam toward the shore, her strength waning, pain taking its place. Her feet touched bottom at last, and she dragged onto the sandy shore. The wound on her shoulder throbbed as the water dried in the miserable heat. She forced herself to keep walking until she reached Zoren.

He was standing at the river’s edge, dripping water and laughing in breathless gulps. Drenli’s stomach clenched. She was bleeding, and he was laughing.

“Why are you so happy?” She knew enough to keep the accusation out of her tone.

“Because the Gods love me.” He gestured toward the river.

A blur of red smeared the water where Siva was trying to pull onto the far bank. A mass of roiling silver bodies trailed after her. Talon fish. Bacas and Lorca stood not five paces away from the hapless woman when the talon fish struck her, dragging her back into the river. Siva cried out to the two clansmen as the water closed over her head, but the men did not move to help her. 

Drenli and Zoren watched Siva’s underwater struggle. A haze of blood marred their view, but the glare of the hot sun caught Siva’s blade once as it struck at the silver fish, then once more as it fell from her fingers to the rippled sand of the river bottom. 

A cold spread through Drenli, dulling the ache of her own wound. Bacas nudged Lorca as if sharing a joke as they walked farther upriver. 

“Why didn’t they help her?”

“All by the Gods’ will, Drenli.” Zoren knelt on the sandy bank to check his weapons. “She tried to steal our fish. Now she will join the honored dead, and we still have a chance to get the fish first.”  

Drenli stared into the water. The cloudiness swept downstream. Fish were still picking at Siva’s body as it bumped off the river bottom in a parody of swimming. The shaman raised his hand and spoke over the river, giving Siva her final blessing. 

The honored dead. If the rest of the clan could see the pieces of their honored dead strewn across the sandy river bottom, they wouldn’t call tribute quests glorious. 

“Why would the Gods will this?”

“It’s not our place to question,” Zoren said, a reprimand in his tone. Drenli bowed her head, but not to appease him. She understood now why Siva had been fighting so hard for Zoren’s attention. Drenli couldn’t imagine facing tribute quests again and again. 

Zoren clapped her on her wounded shoulder, and she hissed in pain. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s be free of this.”

Drenli took enough time to adjust her wrap to cover the wound to keep it from bleeding too freely. She couldn’t shake the image of Siva’s lifeless body bouncing off the river bottom. Leading the way once more into the warm waters, she watched the talon fish warily. Would they taste the blood from her shoulder? Would they strike at her next?

She was in the river to her waist when cheering broke out from downstream. Bacas and Lorca shouted victoriously, holding aloft a thick stretch of fish. From across the river, Drenli could see the barbs along its top fin. 

“Fools,” Zoren said.

No less than we were, Drenli thought, but she kept silent. 

They didn’t wait to watch the shaman chide Bacas and Lorca. Drenli focused on the river, wading until the water was halfway up her chest. The binding across her shoulder rubbed her wound, drawing more blood. 

“There.” Zoren pointed downstream. 

A talon fish lurked alone, dwelling over what Drenli thought might be some piece of Siva until she saw blood cloud the water when the fish moved. Hope gave her strength. It was their wounded fish, trying to keep downstream from its hungry mates.

She waded with the current, moving closer to the riverbank so that she could walk faster. Not run, no, it would never do to let the others know they had found easier prey. She scanned the river as she walked, careful when she glanced back toward the fish. Hopefully none of the seekers had seen Zoren’s blatant marking of the wounded fish.

Drenli didn’t turn toward the middle of the river until she was well past the fish. She waded deeper into the river, struggling not to be swept away by the heavy flow of the crystal waters. When the water pushed against her chest, she drew a deep breath and sank beneath the surface.

The warmth did nothing to ease her sun-burnt face, but it stung her wounded shoulder. She dove towards the river bottom, letting the current sweep her toward the fish. Her shoulder burned. She drew her knife, wishing it were a spear. Zoren was behind her. He stayed close, letting her lead the attack. 

The fish sensed its danger. It curved away from her, flaring its hooked fins as it moved. She dove deeper, swimming under the fish. It angled upwards, tail flashing silver, but she had seen where to strike.

With a powerful thrust of her legs, Drenli reached the fish. She shoved her dagger upward as the fish lurched sideways. The water clouded around her as pain ripped into her arm. She was caught on its fin. She grabbed the fish around the middle as it bucked in the water, trying to shake her loose. She stabbed blindly to free herself. The dagger sank in, like cutting soft cheese. Drenli twisted the blade and the water reddened around her. The fish arched and rolled, dragging her with it.

Emerald green legs kicked into view, and a silver blade flashed next to her. The fish slipped out of her hold. The river caught her, sweeping her away.

Her lungs burned with the need to breathe. Her arm and shoulder ached in unending throbs. Drenli kicked hard, only to find the sandy bottom bumping against her head. Desperate to find the brilliance that marked the river’s surface, she pushed against the river bottom. Her legs ached and her chest burned and her wounds throbbed, but she kept swimming, struggling to reach the surface.

Drenli gulped air as she broke the surface and choked on water. The heat was a living thing against her face. She had no strength to stop the river from sweeping her farther downstream. In the distance, she heard cheers.

The pain in her arm became a weight trying to sink her back under the surface. Drenli kicked weakly toward the riverbank. Dizzy and exhausted, she finally reached the shore.

The hooked fin hung from her arm where Zoren had sliced it free of the fish. Sparks of light and dark flashed in her eyes with the pain as she worked the talons free. Blood ran wetly down her arm, her skin bleached pale at the torn edges of the seeping wound. The relief at finally freeing her arm of the talon lasted only moments before the pain set in again.

Drenli lay back on the hot sand. The warm water tugged at where her legs were still submerged. She pulled them up weakly and pushed against the sand, trying to get distance from the water and any fish that might be attracted to the blood she oozed onto the wet sandbank. Finally, she lay limply under the scorching sun. She breathed in the hot air. It burned her lungs and her wounds burned with pain, but she was alive.

~*~
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THE SUN WAS SETTING when Drenli found the remains of the camp. Her clansmen had pulled up the small tents and scattered the ashes of the last fire. Their tracks scuffed the sandy ground in the direction of home.

Trash littered the site. She recognized the broken willow reeds from Siva’s ceremonial vest. Half buried in the sand, with a crack marring the painted design, lay the clay bowl that had marked Zoren’s acceptance of Denli’s binding oath of service. She’d eaten every meal with him from it since that day.

Drenli collapsed onto her knees. She couldn’t breathe, like the river was closing over her again. 

Zoren had left her.

He couldn’t be certain she was dead. As she’d regained her strength after binding her wound and during the long hike back up the river, she’d held onto the hope that Zoren would be waiting for her. She’d killed his fish. She’d proven how much he needed her.

She lifted the broken bowl out of the sand. Here was the real proof of his faith in her. Tossed aside, like a broken bowl. Had he given any thought at all to whether she still lived? She could follow. She knew the way. Just follow the river upstream. 

What would she return to? Zoren? He’d have her declared among the honored dead. She’d embarrass him by returning alive, mocking his faith and his pride at once.

She’d be a fool to head out on her own. She didn’t know where the river led. It could be an endless desert or turn into a land of bitter cold. 

What was the unknown compared to what she knew she’d return to? Did she want to go back to a life of being someone’s servant, cast off when it seemed she was broken? Or possibly becoming a tool for the Gods, performing endless tribute quests until she was truly dead?

Zoren had cut her free. The river had swept her away.

All by the Gods’ will.

The stars brightened as the sun disappeared, but the sun left a warmth that wrapped around her, like the river water closing over her, not to drown her, but to carry her away.

Drenli picked through the litter. Bits of twine and thread, bone slivers and remnants of linen and leather. Her cracked bowl and Siva’s willow reeds. She tied them together and wrapped herself in a torn blanket. 

She reached the river as the moon rose. The rushing water sparkled under the pale light. It was a path made by the honored dead for fools to follow. Turning her back on the trail made by the living, Drenli followed where the river led.

The End.
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Is It Paranoia...? 
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A HORROR VIGNETTE

––––––––
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DON’T TURN AROUND. 

A chill raced through me as I read the words written in a shaky hand on the worn, rumple piece of paper. I turned the paper over, but there was nothing more.

Don’t turn around, the note warned.

Swallowing hard, I began to turn my head, then stopped. Why, I cannot say. A premonition, perhaps. Or a crazed inclination to take the note to heart. 

The breeze swept my hair across my face, momentarily blinding me. Annoyed and shaken, I pushed the heavy, blonde locks away.

Night had fallen over the beach.

Stunned, stared into the darkness, hearing the waves lapping at the beach some distance to my left in low tide. No other noises, no gulls or terns. No shiver of a breeze. The air was flat and close, warmer than it had been even in the day.

I closed my eyes, willing it to be daylight once more. It had been only a little after noon? Night couldn’t have fallen in the space of an eye-blink.

But when I opened my eyes, the darkness still surrounded me. The moon stood full and bright over the ocean. The stars winked down at me.

And behind me, I heard something draw in a wet, rumbling breath. 

Don’t turn around.

The End.
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AN IRONIC VIGNETTE
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THE LOVERS MET ON A windswept heath overlooking the blue expanse of ocean. A tall, darkly solemn man clasped the lovely young woman’s hands within his own. Her rosy lips trembled as they gazed with adoration into one another’s eyes.

“My darling, I love you with all my heart!”

“My love, I cannot live without you!” She turned away in despair. “But it cannot be. My sister—”

“My darling, this morning my friend told me of his secret love for your sister. He will propose to her this very night.”

“Can it be so? At last, she shall pine no longer for the captain who left her so cruelly.” She took his hands. “And we—”

“But no.” He turned away. “For at lunch my uncle proclaimed he will never allow it as you have no fortune.”

“My love, this afternoon my mother informed me that my half-brother has lost all standing with our father over his gambling debts. It is all to be settled between my sister and I.”

“Can it be so? My uncle will have to accept you now.” He took her hands. “And we—”

“But no.” She stepped past him and the wind tugged at the shawl wrapped around her pale shoulders. “For the man I danced with this evening was no stranger, but the gentleman I was promised to when I was but a child, come to insist upon our engagement when he learned of my half-brother’s disinheritance. My father will accept no other suitor.” 

“My darling, he cannot marry you, for yesterday he secretly eloped with my niece.” 

“Can it be so?” She stepped into his arms. “My father will never allow the engagement now, leaving us free to—”

“But no.” He stepped past her, catching his hat before it was swept away by the wind. “For tomorrow I am to join the regiment to leave for war in France.” 

“My love, at teatime the Lady Bentley expressed her desire to find a clergyman for her parish and I told her of your secret longing to be ordained. She intends to offer the parish to you.”

He clasped her to his chest. “Can it be so? I am to be vicar of the Lady Bentley’s parish, with its cottage and gardens and fine dining? Then we shall be able to—”

“But no.” She tucked her head against him. “For will we not tomorrow night discover that my father and your mother were once married?”

“My darling, we are siblings in name only, for your father and my mother both took lovers during their marriage and we are the children of those illicit affairs.”

“Can it be so?”

They looked deeply into each other’s eyes, waiting for the other to protest. When only the wind spoke, he clasped her to him. 

“My darling!”

“My love!”

“Will you marry me?”

“Yes, oh, yes!”

The End.
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A HISTORICAL VIGNETTE
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THE SNOW FELL IN LAZY circles through the shattered trees, lighting the night in hazy white. Silence held over the forest except in the huddles of foxholes covered by raincoats that muffled the voices of the men gathered into the shallow protection of frozen earth.

A shape moved between the trees, hunched and hurried through the snow. It paused, then rushed to a covered foxhole, slipping inside.

The men grumbled but made room for the newcomer.

“You got a cigarette?”

“I ain’t had a smoke since Normandy?”

“How ‘bout you, Reg?”

“Nah.”

Johns?”

Silence. The men looked up from the huddle over the cold supper to a quiet man wrapped in a thin blanket. His eyes were closed. 

A whisper of sound came from him.

The men glanced at one another. Reg leaned closer to listen.

Another ghost of a sound, like a tremble held too long.

Reg’s eyes widened. “He’s doing it again,” he whispered.

The men leaned in, silence taking hold of them. The snow made hushed scrapes against the raincoat as it hit and the shattered trees creaked and groaned in the slight wind. Among it came the muted music of a man’s dream.

There were no words, only a tune, one none of them could name but all of them knew. Johns had been singing the same tune since Currahee. They didn’t know if he was asleep or entranced. No one dared to wake him to find out. The tune was too lovely. Distressingly simple but wrenching in its loneliness and need. The wounded passion. The trembling tragedy. It was the death song of them all. 

The song ended and Johns fell silent. His eyes remained closed. He might be asleep now. 

The others sat back. No one spoke. One by one, they fell into the sleep of the restless soldier. Of men who might wake to find themselves bleeding out from a sudden shelling, or find toes lost to frostbite or friends lost to a sniper’s bullet. But each carried the memory of the song and the hope that he might hear it again before the end came. 

Because when they heard it, they knew they were still alive.

The End.
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AN IRONIC VIGNETTE
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SHE WAS FIVE, MAYBE six, years old and she sat on a threadbare oriental rug that looked like it had been old when her great-grandmother owned it. 

“My friend, you’ve come seeking wisdom,” she said in a sweet, little voice. Her Shirley Temple curls bobbed as she nodded her head. “The elders sent you to me.”

I was sure that the elders were insane. 

“Um,” I began, but she waved her hand, cutting me off.

“You have questions,” she said. “I can see them behind your eyes.” She blinked her large blue eyes at me, her lashes impossibly long. “I know where your answers lie.”

“Where?” I asked, too intrigued to keep silent. I knew this was a joke the elders were playing on me, but I couldn’t help myself. 

“Through there.” She pointed at the door behind her. It was a solid wood door, unadorned but for a single brass doorknob. 

“There?” 

She nodded, her curls bobbing again. 

I drew in a deep breath, half-tempted to walk out the way I’d come in. But the other half of me wanted to know what laid behind that door. 

So I stood. The girl caught at my hand, rising to her white-stockinged knees to do so. “You need this.” She pressed a gumdrop into my hand. It was yellow and sticky, like she’d been holding it for a while. I recoiled but managed to hang on to it.

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

Doubting that I’d made the right choice, I crossed to the door. The brass doorknob was strangely warm under my grip. It twisted effortlessly and the door swung open.

On the other side was a broom closet. Brooms, mops, dust pans, cleaners, and a bucket filled the narrow space, and taking up the center of it was a round, silver trash can with a dirty lid. 

I stared back at the little girl, disgusted.

“Open the can,” she told me with a grin.

Rolling my eyes, I pried open the trash can lid. Yellow gumdrops half-filled it, sticky and starting to mold. 

I sighed. Defeated, I held my hand over the trash can and let the sticky yellow gumdrop fall inside.

When it touched the others, a brilliant flash overwhelmed me. I was buoyed on a pillar of light, lifted high above the Earth, the solar system twisting beneath me. I heard the Gods laugh and watched souls tap-dancing among the Milky Way. The answer to every question I ever asked came to me in the space between heartbeats. 

The trash can lid thudded shut. I stood shaking in my shoes, feeling the spinning of the Earth and hearing the echo of the song of the Universe. Through the din, I heard the little girl speak.

“And that, my friend, is the answer to everything you ever wanted to know about anything.”

The End.
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A SPECULATIVE FICTION Short Story
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I CROUCHED UNDER THE grimy window, my back pressing into the rough weathered boards of the boat shed. Outside, I could hear the conversation as clearly as if it were taking place next to me. That did nothing for my nerves, especially when it was obvious that the person I was hiding from was standing on the other side of the window.

“You think you can take me, little man?”

I don’t know what was worse, his closeness or the clichés he was spouting. But no one had ever credited Brawn the Merciless with ingenuity.

Which begged the question, how did he find out about this place?

“How about you just step aside,” my companion said, trying to sound reasonable when even I could hear that he was scared, “and this won’t have to go bad.”

Brawn chuckled, an ugly, grating sound that might double for a lawn mower kicking into gear. “This went bad the moment you stepped onto this dock, Speedo.”

I knew Triath was wincing. He hated to be called Speedo.

It was a misnomer anyway, not that I was going to bob my head up over the windowsill to correct Brawn. But Triathlon wasn’t so much fast as he was reflexive. It gave him the illusion of speed.

I hoped to hell it was a good enough illusion to get us out of this, because frankly, I knew Triath couldn’t take Brawn in a fight. No one but Heavyweight would be able to do that one on one. And Heavyweight was in Montana hunting down a different lead.

Figured we’d be the ones with the lead that panned out.

Now I was falling into clichés. I had to do something besides just crouch here.

I slipped off my flats, wondering again why dressing up had seemed a good idea. Hiking my skirt up above my knees, I crept away from the window as soundlessly as I could.

It took only a couple of crawls to reach the row of rusting metal shelves banked against the wall. Brawn and Triath kept up the banter, Triath stalling for time. I had no idea what Brawn was stalling for, and I didn’t want to find out. There was no way I was going to have enough time to creep around the rotting shed looking for one small artifact, though, no matter how much time Triath stalled. Metal shelves packed with debris circled the hole in the plank floor where the river water lapped. Cluttering the shelves were bits and pieces of old machines, tools, coffee cans of nuts and screws, heaps of oily rags, mildew and moss clinging to places where the sun managed to seep through the layers of grime on the single window. The old shed was where pieces of boat came to die and it had a graveyard feel to it, an old graveyard, where the headstones lean and the grass is mown only twice a year. But like an old graveyard, I felt I knew the place. 

I steadied myself against the hypnotic lapping of the river just inches from me. The metal shelf was grimy and pocked with rust. I’d want to update my tetanus shot after this trip.

“No!” 

Triath’s shout made me jump and my hand hit one of the parts tossed haphazard on the shelf. It fell with a heavy thud on the plank and splashed into the water.

The voices outside went silent. My heartbeat in my ears, strangling any chance for me to hear if the door was going to split open under a combat-booted foot. 

“Look, I’m going,” Triath said loudly, as if trying to cover for the noise I’d already made.

I couldn’t stay here. We’d have to try some other time. I had to find a way out of this shed.

I stood, taking care not to brush anything on the shelves. There was a boat wheel laid cock-eyed against a coffee can full of rusty bolts. I stepped past it but stopped.

I could feel that boat wheel in my hands. The weight, how it was leaned just so against the can. Nothing unusual about an old tool leaning there, but the potency of its placement tugged at me, pulling me toward it. 

Guided by a sensation that had nothing to do with reason, I reached under the wheel. My fingers skimmed over a flat surface, smooth and concave like a salad plate. My fingertips came away with a sheen of old oil and grime.

I lifted the wheel clear. Beneath it lay the object that had brought Triath and I the length of the country. The thing I only knew as ‘the artifact.’

I didn’t pick it up. I draped one of the oily clothes over it and lowered the wheel back into place. Considering the risk we were facing to get it, I can’t say what first compelled me to leave it lying on that shelf. But as I thought about it, I knew it was the best plan. Because Brawn wasn’t going to let us go if he thought we had it with us.

I crept back to the window for my shoes. I slipped them on quickly and made for the door. If I just went out the front, Brawn wouldn’t think we had anything to hide. 

Still, I didn’t want to stroll through the door without a care in the world. I was scared. Next to a soldier like Brawn, I was nothing. A stick he could snap between two fingers. I didn’t want to know how that would feel.

So I pressed the door open slowly, meaning to peek out through a crack, when it pulled open under my hands. I tripped forward and against the molded military plate armor of Brawn’s six-pack abs. Bulging arms hoisted me a good foot off the ground. I made a pathetic ‘erk’ sound and got in one kick, which landed against his armored thigh, and then I was staring eye to eye with the military’s primary frontline man. 

Stubbled, broad chin. Creased forehead, flat cheeks, a nose that had been broken one too many times. The kind of guy dressed in pinstripes and called Guido by the local mob boss. 

Brawn smiled.

And I understood the difference between acting intimidating and being intimidating. There was nothing calculating about that smile. It was sheer confidence, built on experiences I could never hope, nor ever want to hope, to have. 

This man didn’t have to act dangerous. He was.

“Do I know you?” He asked through that grin.

I gaped, and Triath saved me from coming up with an answer.

“Let her go!” 

Brawn twisted me in his arms until he had my back pressed into that sculpted body armor. Triath in his blue and red spandex looked ridiculous standing on the old river dock, and the colors did nothing to back the defiant look on his schoolboy face. And still not one hair out of place, where mine was spilling over into my eyes and down along one shoulder. 

“Not so fast, Speedo,” Brawn growled. I could feel the rumble through the plate armor. And he smelled like gun oil and old hamburgers. “Got a little mouse doing your dirty work? Didn’t want to get your tights all stained?”

If I hadn’t been caught in a vice grip of Brawn’s arm, let alone the fear, I’d have laughed. That was exactly why I’d gone into the shed first. Triath wasn’t big on the whole grime part of crime-fighting. 

Not that this had anything to do with fighting crime.

“I said let her go.”

“Or you’ll what? Say it again?”

I had to end this. “Noth—ing—” I croaked the word through the vice squeezing me a whole lot tighter than necessary to hold on to me. The grip eased just enough to let me draw a solid breath. “Mistake—” I gasped out.

Triath hesitated and I wanted to kick him. He was trying to think it through instead of picking up on my cue.

Brawn tightened his grip and I gasped.

“Wait!” Triath’s hands went up as if that might stop Brawn. “We’re leaving. Just don’t hurt her.”

“Got no reason to.” My feet hit the deck with a jar as Brawn dropped me. He pushed me hard, shoving me at Triath. Triath caught me before I fell to the dock. His arms were thin and weak compared to Brawn’s.

“Now git,” Brawn said. “And you come poking your noses around here again, I might bite em off.”

Triath had me righted and pushed me behind him as though he might be able to shield me from anything Brawn would want to do. But I had a good look at his face before I was looking at his backside. He was angry. Stupid angry. 

“There’s nothing,” I told him, grabbing his thin arm. “Let’s just go.”

“Smart lady,” Brawn said. “You should listen to her. Isn’t that what you little Hojays do best anyway? Listen to your betters?”

Triath stiffened and a jolt of shock traveled up my hands and into my arms. 

“He’s trying to pick a fight,” I hissed. “And you’d be an idiot to fall for it.”

Not the best choice of words to say to a pissed-off superhero, but it got his attention off Brawn and onto me. And then a little light of reason entered those baby blues. Triath gave in and I’m glad he didn’t turn back to see the nasty grin on Brawn’s face. It was enough to make me want to throw a punch at him. 

I pulled Triath away from the shed and as we walked back toward the shore, I glanced back to find Brawn watching us as he leaned against the corner of the shed.

I didn’t like the look in his eyes. Speculation. And far more cleverness than I’d given him credit for.

I think he knew what I’d found. But I couldn’t do anything about it now. I’d made my choice. Time to live with it.

I drove us away from the river and back to the hotel. Triath was silent, brooding in his pouting manner when something didn’t go his way. It was easy for the public to see him as the pinnacle of athleticism, all glory and honor and showmanship, but I’d been given enough glimpses under the persona to know what a spoiled pouter he could be. Triath was used to getting his own way, either by looks, charisma, or skill. He didn’t do well placing second.

I wasn’t interested in stroking his ego, though. As far as he knew, I was here with him because he’d asked, but I had my own reasons, reasons I didn’t dare try to explain to him yet. Not until I knew if my gut was right about this artifact. 

What I had failed to consider was that the government might want the artifact, too. And the last thing the country needed was for the government and the Harbingers of Justice butting heads again. And how could they not butt heads when the HoJ were on a quest to restore a piece of their living fortress, a ship that had crashed landed back in the 1940s. 

“You didn’t find anything?” Triath was as close to whining as he’d allow himself to come, which was pretty damned near.

“No.” 

“But you were so certain.”

“I said it was a chance, Tri, nothing more. Just a hunch.”

“Genius isn’t going to be happy.”

I kept silent. Rule one of lying, don’t say more than required. I knew Triath believed me. Triath trusted people. A little too easily. 

Which is the other reason I kept quiet. The whole reason I’d come this far. I didn’t trust Genius.

And now I knew how far I could trust Triath, too. “I thought we were going to keep hush on this until we searched the shed,” I said. 

I could see him squirm in his seat from the corner of my eye. “I only told Genius. We need to coordinate all the searches.”

I didn’t say anything and my silence made Triath squirm more. 

“I’ll contact HQ from the room,” Triath said as we pulled into the parking garage.

I parked the rental near the elevator. “All right.”

It wasn’t hard to put just the right pitch in my voice. Triath hesitated. 

“You think that’s a bad idea?”

“You do what you need to do, Tri.”

“Okay.” But he sat still. “Do you think I should just head back?”

“If you think Genius needs a face to face report, maybe you should.”

That got him, like I knew it would. Genius liked to read people when they spoke, to get more than just words. Face to face reports were the norm, only Triath’s Skype wasn’t working. I’d made sure of that.

“Maybe I should go. But what about you? I can’t leave you here.”

I could see the war of his duty and his protectiveness. When we met at the Portland Airport, we had no idea Brawn would be here. Now Triath didn’t want to leave me in case Brawn tracked us down, and I couldn’t have Triath here to do what I needed to do.

“My flight leaves first thing in the morning,” I told him. “I’ll stay in my room tonight and order room service.”

Triath opened his mouth to protest and I put my hand on his. “Tri, if you feel strongly about it, then call Genius and fly out tomorrow. But if you need to go now, I’ll be okay.”

“This would be easier if I could just take you with me.”

But we both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Genius was strict on protocol.

Though if Triath broke a rule for me, it could be a sign that he wasn’t as tied to Genius’s apron-strings as I feared.

Only I couldn’t get the artifact with Triath hanging around.

I kept quiet again and let him do his own math. When his head hung, I knew duty had won.

“Keep the car running,” he said. “I’ll get my things. But if you see Brawn—”

“I’m out like Flynn,” I finished for him.

While he was gone, I played out the plan. Triath to the airport, back here to change, to the dock by evening. Hopefully Brawn would be gone. Whether he’d taken the artifact is what I needed to know. If he had, then the government had it, and there was nothing HoJ could do about it. Unless they felt the need to take it to the next level. 

I didn’t like the way my gut lurched. I honestly didn’t know what HoJ might do. All I could do was hope that Genius was too smart to go to war with his own country. 

I drove Triath to the airport, making small talk as we went. He was cheered by the time we reached PDX. I dropped him off, and he gave me a peck on the cheek as thanks as he left.

He was a sweet man. Harmless, really, in the right hands. Too bad Genius wasn’t the right hands.

I needed to take time one of these days to turn Triath over to someone who would take better care of him.

I sped back to the hotel. I didn’t bother to shower. I got out of my skirt and flats and blouse and pulled on the black denims, a dark tee, and my running shoes. 

Just in case Brawn wasn’t gone. I might not be able to shake the feeling of him hoisting me, but it didn’t mean I wanted to experience it again.

At least, not really. Okay, maybe a little. But only if he still meant no harm. And took a shower. 

I drove back out to the river. It had gotten darker, and with the nightfall came the rainfall. Lovely.

At least it would help cover any sounds I’d make. But I hadn’t dressed for a spring rainstorm.

I turned off the headlights as I drove into the parking lot. I parked away from the dock. I was careful not to slam my car door, either. I had a flashlight and not much else except my rental car keys and a cell phone, which I remembered at the last minute to put on mute.

I could shake the sense of familiarity. Not just the dock, but the act of sticking the flashlight through my belt, of checking for any loose articles of clothing. Making sure my shoes were tied tight. It came naturally, like a checklist, but I wasn’t in the habit of breaking and entering. 

Frankly, it unnerved me. And I nearly got back into the car. 

I’d come too far to just quit. And I’d risked a friendship that meant more to me than I’d let Triath know. I had to see this through. 

I moved warily to the dock. So far, I couldn’t see any sign of anyone lurking about. The parking lot was equipped with a few desultory overhead lights which didn’t do much to brighten the way. I was just as thankful for it. No other cars. No signs of life at all, except for me.

That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything around.

I made the dock and went to the shed, watching over my shoulder as much as I could through the
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