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To Laci,
Who kept watch while I wrote.
And To Ada, Sophie, Sabrina, and Gigi,
Never stop reaching.
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Checkers and Distractions



Ethan looked across the checkerboard at Chuck. His opponent’s blue-eyed gaze flitted between the board and Ethan. Sunlight glinted off coins stacked at the edge of the table. Chuck’s chin was yet smooth and some cradle fat lingered on his cheeks. Ethan scratched the black stubble colonizing his own chin.

A drunk stumbling down the center of the dirt street serenaded anyone with ears to hear, ruing the day ever he’d married. A pony pulling a dung cart in the opposite direction snorted, perhaps a comment on the singing. Ethan wrinkled his nose as the heavy but familiar scent of manure wafted past. He saw and heard the activity, but it disturbed his concentration on the board as much as a breeze disturbed a rocky hill.

The round, wooden pieces, once bright and shiny in their coats of red and black, had long ago faded to dull pink and gray. Nicks marred the worn edges. Grimy fingerprints told the story of who had last played and what greasy victuals they had eaten.

The board had fared little better. Painted on a table, the red and black squares were distinguishable, but years of sun and rain and sliding pieces from square to square had clouded the edges.

“Your move,” said Ethan.

“Just considering how I’m going to spend my winnings.”

Ethan ignored the talk. Chuck was trying to rattle him. They were best mates scything hay and sewing grains, but at the king-penny checker table, Chuck was Ethan’s chief nemesis.

Ethan’s younger brother, Nate, stood behind Ethan’s right shoulder. The boy’s hot breath tickled the hair straggling down the back of Ethan’s neck. He jabbed his arm into Nate’s midriff, where the tip of his elbow sank into the muscles below the ribs.

“Oof,” said Nate.

“Now back off. You’re clouding my thinking.”

“Just wanted to see it the way you do.”

“Go see what Chuck sees.”

Nate hung around him like a leech, but Ethan couldn’t do squat about it. Every morning his mother directed them to stick together and come home together.

The table sat between a sausage monger and a bakery. A single leg with four feet descended from its center, reminding Ethan of an old maple with roots bursting out of the ground. One of the shop owners had nailed the feet to the boardwalk. The tables in the taverns across the hard-packed dirt street were cleaner and their lines sharper, but the men who played there didn’t wait on brats for a turn at the tables.

The bakery door swung shut behind a woman with a basket hanging from her arm. She carefully arranged cheese cloth over some knot rolls before braving the dusty street with its wagon ruts and horse manure. The wooden heels of her shoes clacked against the boardwalk.

The scent of fresh, yeast bread rolling out of the bakery combined with the spicy sausage scent wafting out of the other shop to give Ethan an idea. He’d seen three-penny pasties in the shop window. They were as like stuffed with sausage from the monger next door. If he won this game, he’d buy two for him and Nate to eat on the walk home.

Without a doubt one or maybe both shop owners had secured the table to capture a share of the winnings. That’s how people got rich, thought Ethan, by taking a share of another’s work. Long before he was born, his family had owned a manor house and a respectable swath of land. They had lived off their tenant’s backs. Now someone enjoyed the fruits of his back.

He didn’t like being a sucker. His grandfather was a sucker for port and the ponies and where had that landed his family? Maybe he’d buy one pasty to split.

Chuck moved a piece to a guarded position that blocked the movement of Ethan’s king.

Ethan had three kings in the game to Chuck’s one. A few more well-calculated moves and the endgame would be inevitable.

A half-penny topped each king’s crown. There were four pennies stacked to the side of the board. The player who captured a king added the half-penny to his stash. When he crowned an opponent’s king, he gave up a half-penny. The winner collected all the half-pennies on the board and the four pennies on the side. The men in the taverns played with crowns and half-crowns but the name remained.

He considered each piece, calculating subsequent moves and countermoves. Chuck’s move didn’t make any sense. Except desperation. But Chuck wasn’t a desperate player.

Ethan tapped a fist against his forehead. “You think I’ll make a mistake, don’t you?”

Chuck shrugged. “It’s the whistling man who steps in a badger burrow.”

“Ain’t gonna happen.”

Ethan shook his head. Chuck was fat with aphorisms. He stretched a finger toward a piece and then pulled back. What was Chuck playing at?

Chuck snickered.

A flash of blue down the boardwalk caught Ethan’s gaze and gripped it.

Past Chuck’s head, he saw her leave the milliner’s shop. Her blue muslin dress matched the plumage of a bluebird. With each step, the folds in the material rippled like waves on a lake. Her tricorn rested on a bed of blonde curls and a white ostrich plume stuck in the band trailed over the rear of the hat and shivered with each stride.

Kid gloves sheathed her hands. She lifted the hem of her dress to avoid soiling the white lace fringe with dust. Ethan glimpsed a smooth, white-stockinged ankle.

Ethan touched the brim of his cap. “Good day, Miss Arabella. I think every cornflower in the county is envious of you today.”

He felt her green eyes walk over his scraggly hair, greasy with dried sweat, past the dingy white kerchief tied round his neck, to his gray woolen shirt and black woolen jacket.

She nodded curtly. No smile. Her lips carried a hint of pink.

He was never more conscious of his relative poverty, of the dirt and stink, of the shame of two generations past. He couldn’t meet her gaze, so his attention fell to her neck, where a cross studded with red garnets decorated the base of her throat.

A sliver of sunlight peeking through the low, gray clouds found her cross. The little stones glowed with an internal fire to match his own.

His cheeks flushed. His heart thumped to escape. Little beads of sweat clustered among the whiskers teasing his upper lip.

The world stopped as she passed. The rustle of her clothes was like the wind through a hazelnut copse. A lavender scented breeze trailed in her wake and for a moment washed away the smell of bread, sausage, horse, and mud.

As the blue wave of his desire passed his field of vision—he resisted the urge to turn and stare at the girl’s back—his gaze slid forward and met the hard, dark eyes of Arabella’s governess.

The woman’s chocolate-colored dress was anything but sweet. Proper was the kindest adjective. Her dark hair, streaked with a few strands of gray, was pulled back severely under her tawny bonnet. Ethan felt a pang of sorrow for Arabella. The poor girl spent every day trapped with that witch.

“You’d have better luck with Earl Hutchin’s daughters,” said Chuck.

“And you’re such a man with the lasses.”

“Don’t need eyes to see the cold wind biting your face.”

“Go to hell.”

Chuck laughed. “Nothing wrong with reaching over your head, but you oughta reach for something you can catch. The Earl’s youngest daughter has a face full of pox scars. He’ll marry her off to anyone if she doesn’t take the veil first.”

“You’ve never been to Fanshaw Castle. How would you know anything about the Earl’s daughter?” Ethan had heard enough of Chuck’s tall tales to not believe a word of them.

“My uncle goes to Fanshaw every fall with the hogs.” Chuck’s uncle also boasted a perpetually red nose and the breath of an open keg. “Mark my words. The girl of your future is hiding in Fanshaw castle.”

“Are we playing checkers?”

“Your move. Unless you aim to forfeit it.”

“You’d never be so lucky.” Ethan leaned over the board and advanced the piece he had drawn back from when Arabella wrecked his concentration.

Chuck screwed up his face in a frown. “Ah-ha.” He shifted a piece in front of one of Ethan’s pieces.

Chuck was forcing a capture.

Ethan’s jaw dropped open when he saw the trap’s chain of events.

“Holy gad,” said Nate. “He’s cooked your goose.”

Ethan stared at the board. His brother’s comments warranted a smack, but he ignored them. They were true. How could he have been so stupid?

“Gotta jump,” said Chuck.

“I know the rules.”

He made the obligatory move.

Chuck’s lone king danced around the board, dealing death like a knight gone berserk.

Four of Ethan’s black pieces died. Two were kings. The halfpennies clinked in Chuck’s stash.

The red pieces now outnumbered the blacks. Ethan thought of Arabella’s cross and the red garnets glinting in the sun.
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The Barrow



Nate threw a clod high above his head. When it fell within reach, he swung at it with a stick. The clod exploded in a ball of dust.

Ethan put up a hand to shield his eyes from bits of flying dirt.

“If you get dirt in my face I’ll break that stick over your head.”

“And mother’ll tell father to beat you with a switch.”

Ethan frowned. His brother was becoming cheekier by the day. The times when he could twist the boy’s arm with impunity or threaten him with a thrashing were fast receding. Compelling him to do what Ethan wanted had become an art of negotiation.

The pair were walking the Barrow Road from Laughlin Village to their cottage. Fields of barley crowded both sides of the dirt track. To the north, beyond the fields, a line of rocky hills ran parallel to the road. To the south, the fields gave way to mists rising off the salt marshes and beyond those, the sea.

Ethan watched a pair of cranes glide above the mist, cross the edge of a field, and then descend into the mists again. The birds had such freedom. Not even the earth bound them.

His life was measured in bonds, to the landowners he worked the land for, to his parents, to his brother, to the schoolmaster, and to his dreams. It was odd to consider dreams a form of bondage. Dreams were supposed to set one free to soar above earthly cares. That’s what the poets in his schoolbooks said. But Ethan’s dreams were all about earthly cares. All about digging himself out of the poverty that was sucking at his feet like a bog.

“Why didn’t you take the pasty from Chuck? We could have split it.”

“We don’t take charity.” He spat the answer. Sometimes his little brother reminded him of a horsefly biting his neck.

“What’s charity?”

“When someone who has more than you gives you something because they feel sorry for you.”

“So it’s getting something for nothing.”

Ethan shook his head in frustration. Nate had a talent for cutting to the heart of a matter while totally missing the essential.

“What’s wrong with that?”

Ethan stopped walking. He glared down at his little brother. The boy returned his stare, bloated with defiance.

“I’m hungry. I wanted a pasty,” said Nate. “You’re just stupid. You let that dumb girl lose the game for you.”

Heat flushed Ethan’s neck and spread across his face. He checked the urge to backhand the boy across the road. Instead, he lunged for Nate, grabbed the lapels of his jacket, and shook him so hard the boy’s cap toppled off.

“Because you little shit, you got no pride. Charity is like table scraps thrown at the pigs. You wanna be a stinkin’ pig? Then go back and beg Chuck for a pasty, but I don’t take charity and if you had a smidgen of self-respect, you wouldn’t either!”

Ethan shoved Nate backward. The boy’s arms wheeled before he landed hard on his backside in a cloud of reddish-brown dust.

The boy looked up. His lower lip trembled. Tears welled in his eyes and spilled over his lashes.

Ethan’s heart sank with shame as his anger evaporated. There was real fear in Nate’s eyes. Ethan had never seen that before. He’d seen anger in Nate’s eyes but never fear.

“Dammit.” Ethan stretched out his hand. “I’m sorry.”

Nate kicked with his boots and clawed at the road, whatever he could do, it seemed, to get away from Ethan.

This wouldn’t do. If Nate came home and ran to his mother screaming fear of his older brother, Ethan would get a tongue-lashing from his mother, a whipping from his father, and no supper. His stomach twisted into a tight knot at the thought of lying in bed hungry. The scent of the bakery and the sausage shop clung to his nose like lichen to a rock.

“I’m sorry, Nate. I’m mad about losing all those pennies.” He picked up Nate’s cap and slapped it against his thigh to knock the dust off. “Here.”

Nate’s gaze flicked between his proffered cap and Ethan’s weak smile. After what seemed an interminable moment, Nate snatched his cap.

Ethan loosed the breath he had been holding. He wasn’t out of the woods, but there was a glimmer of light between the trees. He knelt before Nate. Best to get on the kid’s level. Tear tracks trailed down Nate’s face and snot leaked from his nose and piled on his upper lip. More snot rattled in his nose with each breath.

“You can ride home on my shoulders.” Ethan knew he would regret the offer—Nate was far too old and big—but desperate situations demanded sacrifices.

“You said that made your neck hurt.”

“I guess my neck will just have to hurt this once. Come on.”

Nate took Ethan’s hand. Ochre dust colored every crease between the boy’s fingers. Ethan pulled him to his feet and then crouched.

“Climb aboard.” He used the old phrase, hoping to inject some happy memories into the moment.

Nate swung his legs over Ethan’s shoulders. Ethan immediately felt pressure on the back of his neck. He reckoned they had a mile and a half to go. He didn’t know if his neck and shoulders could take it. Ethan held onto Nate’s legs and powered up into a hunched standing position. Nate’s boots bounced against Ethan’s chest, leaving reddish circles of dust on Ethan’s jacket.

Ethan stumbled ahead, awkwardly, until he found an even gait. He walked as fast as he could, his gaze focused on the road before him, scanning the reddish dirt for ruts that might trip him. It wouldn’t take much of a misstep to send them both tumbling.

Ethan didn’t hear anymore sniffling, so he guessed the boy had calmed down. Nate had grown in the past year. He weighed a good deal more.

“Why do you try to talk to that stuck up girl? What’s her name?”

“Her name is Arabella. She’s pretty.”

He hardly admitted to himself the other reason he wanted her attention. The dream was too fragile to withstand scrutiny. Arabella lived in the manor house that his family once owned, before his grandfather frittered away the family fortune. Arabella slept in the room that would have been his, or so he liked to believe. If he could get Arabella to notice him, she might see he wasn’t a dumb farmhand but misplaced gentry, no different than her really. Someone whose love she could return. And if they married, well, he would be back among the gentry, where he belonged. There were countless reasons why such a union would never come to pass, but Ethan needed a dream, hope that he could escape his family’s poverty.

“Arnie says she’s got more bitch in her than his father’s hunting pack.”

“Mother hears you talking like that, she and Father will both whip your hide. Arabella is not a bitch, you hear? She’s a respectable young lady and beautiful to boot. Arnie’s an idiot.” To himself he whispered, “but that governess is a bitch.” Ethan recalled the countless times that ramrod-stiff woman had glared at him whenever his gaze lingered over Arabella.

“The Barrow.” Nate lengthened the last syllable, giving his voice a sense of awe.

Ethan looked north. A mound two horses high and the width of five plow horses end to end rose in the center of a circle of four-foot high standing stones. A few of the bluish-gray stones had fallen, which reminded Ethan of soldiers lined up in battle. Grass grew wild atop the mound. It was never grazed and the stalks bent low, heavy with seeds. The grasses around the stones were also untouched, and for twenty yards out from the circle the land was not cultivated. It wasn’t that the farmer respected the Barrow. No. His horses wouldn’t go near it, nor would any sheep.

They passed the Barrow every day. Ethan wondered why his brother was remarking it.

“Is there really treasure in there?” said Nate.

“Of course there is, but no one will brave the Sniggard to go in after it.”

“Why doesn’t a brave fellow kill the Sniggard?”

Ethan was certain Nate knew the answer, just as he knew their father’s story about finding their mother’s wedding ring inside the stone circle, but he played along to humor him. Ethan wanted his supper.

“Because it’s already dead. The spirit of a king’s best warrior was cast into a body cobbled together from corpses. Some of them weren’t even human. They say the most dangerous Sniggards have the jaws and teeth of a wolf. The old conjurers wanted a guardian to last the ages. Now tell me you haven’t heard all that before.”

“Not about the wolf jaws.”

“Well, now you’ve heard everything.”

“I bet a really brave man could sneak in and take a bit of treasure from under the Sniggard’s nose and it would never be the wiser.”

“Sniggards can feel a moth flying past.”

“I’ve never heard that.”

“There’s a lot you haven’t heard. If a Sniggard couldn’t guard the treasure from all comers, there soon wouldn’t be a treasure and no need for the Sniggard.”

“I want to hear a story about stealing from a Sniggard.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “I don’t know one.”

“Make one up.”

“Ask Father where he got Mother’s ring.”

“That’s not the same. He never even saw the Sniggard.”

“It took a lot of guts to go inside the circle. More than you would do.”

Nate was quiet and Ethan figured he had finally stuck him with a verbal barb to shut him up.

“Would you go inside the circle?” asked Nate.

“Of course.” Ethan answered without thinking.

“Prove it.”
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Something to Prove



“I don’t have to prove anything,” said Ethan.

He swung one foot in front of the other. Don’t stop walking, he told himself. Nate had inched forward, pressing harder into Ethan’s neck as he curled his legs under Ethan’s arms.

“Coward.”

Ethan stopped walking and pressed his teeth together to diffuse his anger. His first inclination was to flip Nate’s legs up and dump the little imp backward onto the road. He checked that impulse. If Nate broke an arm or collar bone, Ethan would be going without supper for a week.

“You’re lucky I’m your brother. Most blokes would thrash you for that.”

“Then prove you’ll go inside the circle. It’s only a few yards behind us.”

The Barrow was a half mile from their cottage. The smudge of smoke on the horizon came from their chimney, from his mother’s cooking fire. A hedge row of hawthorn and hazel bordered their property and shielded the cottage from his sight.

He peered over his shoulder to the west. A quarter of the sun had already dipped below the horizon. It wouldn’t take long to dash across the field and step inside the circle. He studied the Barrow with the aim of violating the stone circle. People said even badgers wouldn’t go near it. He swallowed the lump growing in his throat. He wasn’t afraid, he told himself. He wanted to get home before dark. Secure the chickens in their coop. Eat his supper.

“Well,” said Nate. “Are you gonna do it or not?”

“I’m thinking, so shut up.”

The waning sunlight picked out some wildflowers blooming on the Barrow. Red, yellow, and blue, the color of Arabella’s dress. Who was mimicking whose beauty? What if Arabella learned he had braved the Barrow? His heart quickened. A purpose was coalescing like crows flocking, gathering in a murder that would take on a life of its own.

“Why do you want me to do this?” said Ethan.

“I want to tell Arnie how brave my brother is. He says you’re a coward and wouldn’t do it.”

“Arnie called me a coward?”

“He kinda calls everyone a coward, but he used your name.”

Ethan crouched on legs that shook as he struggled to maintain his balance under Nate’s shifting weight. “Get off.”

Nate swung a leg over Ethan’s shoulder and slid down his back. Ethan stood and twisted his neck left and right. He winced, gritting his teeth until the wave passed. Every muscle in his shoulders complained at once, their cries sharp as broken glass.

“So you’re gonna do it?”

“Step inside the circle? I’m thinking about it.”

Nate pulled on his lower lip the way their father did when he considered the price offered for a lamb. “No, run once round the Barrow. Inside the circle. And do it widdershins.”

“I’ll touch two of the stones on the inside, but I’ll not run widdershins around anything. You want me to call it forth?”

Ethan had never seen the Sniggard nor had he ever met anyone he trusted not to have been drunk when they claimed to have seen it. Still, anything that frightened badgers away warranted respect and distance. Could centuries and centuries of lore and legend be lacking all merit?

“You think that would call the Sniggard out?” Nate spoke with rapt anticipation.

“Sure, you watch from the road. I’ll shake hands inside its circle. Maybe it has a board and we can play checkers. You think something good would happen? Idiot!”

“Alright.”

Ethan stalked back down the lane to a point directly across from the Barrow. The breeze whispered around the back of his sweaty neck, sending a chill down his spine. He smelled ripening barley, grasses in the salt marsh, and whatever was rotting in the mud. He had heard the Barrow possessed a particular scent—sweet and cloying like an overripe apple with a hard after bite like a sliced onion.

He recalled the lavender in Arabella’s wake. He imagined her broad smile and sweet voice. I heard you braved the Barrow and thumbed your nose at the Sniggard. What a brave lad you are, Ethan.

A lengthening of the shadows brought him out of his reverie. He should do this at midday, not at dusk, not at an in-between time. Maybe this made him braver. He plotted his path across the unturned ground, picked out the two standing stones that he would touch, and imagined the feel of cold, rough stone beneath his fingertips. A lone blackthorn had taken root a few yards outside the stones. He blinked and stared hard at the dense tangle of thorny branches. Curious. Was that tree there when he walked past before?

He focused on the two stones. He crouched to sprint and made a false start. His heart raced out ahead of him. His spine shuddered, holding him back. A sweet scent he couldn’t place tickled his nose and then vanished. He glanced at the blackthorn, still there, its shadows lengthening. He wished he had paid closer attention when he first passed the Barrow.

“Are you going or not?” said Nate.

“Shut up,” barked Ethan.

He refocused his attention on the stones. The back of his neck tingled. For Arabella, he told himself. For Arabella’s admiration. His instincts told him to stop. There was something bent about this place. He drew strength from Arabella’s image.

Ethan launched himself across the field in a whirlwind of limbs, churning arms, and pounding legs. His boots left deep pits in the ridges between the furrows as his toes dug for traction in the soft soil.

Five strides brought him to the unturned soil, the outer lands of the Barrow. The sod here was hard. A mass of roots had intertwined, thickening for centuries. He ran through hip-high clumps of grass. Each stride was a leap of faith. An unseen badger hole would break his ankle but badgers didn’t dig here.

When he was a stride from the circle and the gap between the target stones, he thought how easy this was. A dash in and a dash out. An exhilarating little venture, but no real danger. He scarcely noticed his racing heart or heaving lungs.

He broke the circle and planted his boots to stop his momentum.

A screech, as from a bird, but the likes of which he had never heard, shattered his illusions. He looked about for the cry’s source.

A fog shrouded the sun. The light faded to a dull orange. The grass turned black. The wildflowers became solid dollops of intense, dark color. The stones burned a cobalt blue that forced him to squint. Heat seared his fingertips, and he jerked his hands away from the two stones. A cloying scent like overripe apples filled his nose and threatened to push deeper.

The screech called again.

From the blackthorn.

There, in a cleft among the thorny branches, perched a squat bird with feathers blue and gray. The bird’s head swiveled like an owl. Feathers rose in a pair of sharp tufts from the back of its head, giving it the horns of the great owls. But the beast’s hooked beak was as wide as its head and the color of embers in a dying fire.

The bird’s gaze sought his. He felt it corralling him. Feathers tickled his neck and scratched the sides of his face, but the bird’s wings remained tucked at its side. His feet wouldn’t move, as if they had sunk into the deepest mud in the salt marsh.

He peered toward the road. A billowing gray fog blocked his sight, complete as a stone or oaken panel wall.

“Nate? Nate!” His voice lacked force. It bounced back to him as if through water. His ears seemed stuffed with cotton. The waning sunlight roiled on the other side of the fog like the light from the flames of a bonfire.

The bird tugged at his gaze. A tether seemed to wrap around his head. He turned inch by inexorable inch back to the bird. Crimson feathers outlined the beast’s eyes.

The bird’s beak parted in a long screech. Ethan stared down the black maw and loosed his own scream. The orange tongue had a base as wide as the bird’s head and tapered rapidly to a fork. Triangular teeth with flint-like edges rose from hiding along the inside of the beak.

The bird kicked away from its blackthorn perch, flapping toward him with teeth bared. The beast angled for his face. Its feathers whispered through the breeze. Its crimson-rimmed yellow eyes swelled by the moment, coming closer and closer. Ethan imagined himself a rabbit who’d seen the owl several seconds too late.

He lunged for the ground. Desperation gave him a boon. His feet came free. He struck the ground hard. Grass stalks poked his face.

Talons and feathers glided over his head. Another screech pierced his ears.

His fingers curled around a hand-sized rock.

“Nate!” Fear had overwhelmed him. He didn’t think to question what Nate could possibly do. The boy didn’t answer.

Ethan peered over his shoulder. The bird from hell wheeled to make another dive.

He pressed himself to the wall of the barrow.

The bird screeched. Aborted its dive. The wall ruined the angle of attack. It soared high, cutting outside the circle to line up a steeper dive from a new angle.

Ethan crawled ahead along the Barrow wall. He had no plan, only a desperate instinct to move. He glanced above. The bird circled high overhead and then wheeled into a dive.

A standing stone? Could he press himself to one? Use it as a shield? If the hot stones didn’t burn him.

He spied a dark shadow ahead in the wall of the Barrow. Grass poked out next to layers of flat rocks stacked on either side of the dark place. A door? A niche?

He raced for it on hands and knees.

A screech pierced his heart with ice. He wasn’t going to make it. Cold wind chilled his damp neck. The wave of wind pushed ahead of the bird.

He lunged into the dark cleft. It might have been a half-foot deep or ten feet. He was betting his life on a hole in haunted ground.
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A Treasure in the Dark



Ethan fell into blackness. Wings flapped violently outside the niche. Pain seared across his ankle above his boot.

He landed on hard dirt, twisted onto his back, and jerked his legs inside.

He scooted backward into the darkness, not knowing how far he could go, until his feet were well inside the entrance. He pulled his knees up to his chest. A sharp, thin pain etched across his ankle as if a hot knife was cutting his flesh. His fingers explored his lower leg and came back warm and sticky with blood.

The bird made passes outside the entrance. He thought its screeches carried more anger than before. Would it land and walk in after him? Maybe he had the advantage in a confined place? What if angry frustration drove it to take chances?

He needed a way to defend himself. Kicking at that beak full of teeth wouldn’t serve him well for long. Nate. Maybe the boy had run to the cottage and would come back his father and a scythe, something to swing at the bird. More likely Nate was standing on the road with his mouth open, sniveling. He clenched his fists and remembered the rock he had picked up.

The smooth-edged rock glowed blue between his fingers, like the standing stones. It warmed his hand but didn’t radiate the burning heat of the massive stones outside. He opened his fingers and raised his hand to eye level. The dim blue light revealed a stone tunnel. He guessed it no more than four feet high. The walls were stacked rocks like those at the entrance. Cut stones spanned the gap between the walls to form a ceiling.

The fingers of his other hand were black with blood. The blue light revealed a hard-packed dirt floor scattered with small rock chips. If nothing else, he could pepper the bird with gravel.

He turned to light the tunnel behind him. Was this the entrance to the tomb at the heart of the Barrow? The Sniggard was in the tomb somewhere. Please, he prayed, no eye shine. Don’t let me see eye shine. The glowing rock penetrated the darkness only a few feet.

He moved the rock up and down and to either side. The tunnel extended farther into the Barrow. Something silver flashed a few feet deeper, near the wall.

Screeching pulled his attention back to the entrance. The bird glided past and then landed. It raised its wings and puffed out its feathers. Teeth glittered when the beast’s beak hinged open. Just as he had feared, the bird stepped forward past the entrance.

Ethan scraped the floor to gather a meager handful of rock chips and dirt. He flung the mix at the bird. Couldn’t hardly miss in such close confines.

A few rocks hit their mark. The bird turned and flew out the entrance, screeching in anger and, Ethan hoped, a bit of pain.

That throw had taken the beast by surprise. Next time it would be prepared. That flash of silver he had seen could be a useful item. He dared to hope for a knife. He directed the light deeper into the tunnel and crawled on one hand and two knees toward the reflecting silver.

His hopes fell when he saw it was not a knife but a gorget. Officers in the militia wore gorgets on chains around their necks, but the similarities ended at the quarter moon shape.

He ran his fingers over the intricate metal work depicting two squat, bearded men with swords, set in a background of intertwining snakes and vines. He marveled at the lack of tarnish. It shimmered with the pure luster of the day it was smithed. He wondered if it wasn’t silver. A bronze chain connected the pointed ends of the gorget’s quarter moon.

Wings flapped as the bird swooped past the entrance. On impulse he slipped the gorget over his head. He pushed it under his shirt to settle out of sight below his throat. Not of much use, but it would be something to show for his trouble.

He scooted toward the entrance. He knew he couldn’t hide in here for long. The bird’s screeching would wake the Sniggard. He figured a handful of gravel could drive it from the entrance and a second would thwart a dive, giving him time to escape the stone circle.

The bird glided toward him. Ethan feared the beast was lining up a strike on his throat. He scraped more gravel into his hand and cocked his arm.

Ethan was ready to throw when the bird stopped its forward momentum with a vigorous flapping of wings. The beast hovered at the brink of the entrance, the wingspan exceeding the width of the tunnel. The bird couldn’t fly in after him. It squawked and screeched, clearly angry and frustrated.

The hovering gave him a stationary target. He dropped the pebbles and switched the glowing stone to his throwing hand. The bird didn’t appear to notice or understand.

He slung the stone with all his strength.

The missile struck its mark below the left eye. The bird wheeled to its right with the impact.

Ethan heard a screech and a soft thud, like a body crashing into rock. He scooted to the entrance.

The bird lay on its back at the foot of a standing stone. One wing flapped. The other shook ineffectually.

Ethan smiled at its hopeless struggles to right itself.

He pushed to his feet and sprinted between two standing stones out of the circle.

The mist thinned as he moved away from the Barrow, and a hazy image of Nate appeared through the fog.

The boy had stayed put on the road. Ethan couldn’t decide if he was pleased that his little brother had obeyed or angry he hadn’t gone to get help.

The thin remnants of the fog evaporated as he dashed through it and stepped in the furrows of tilled ground.

When he reached the road, he bent forward to grab his knees. He heaved for air, his lungs and throat burning.

“You didn’t touch the stones,” said Nate. “I thought for sure you’d tap them on your way out. What was in that hole you went in?”

Ethan stared at his brother incredulously. “That bird—” He panted between phrases. “Almost killed me!”

“What bird?”

“The—” Ethan stood, finally managing a normal breath. He studied the Barrow. No more blackthorn. “Did you see a tree? A blackthorn over there?” He pointed to where he had seen it.

Nate shook his head. “Never seen a tree round the Barrow.”

How did Nate see through the fog? Ethan rubbed his forehead. “You saw everything I did?”

“Except when you was inside that hole. Is that how you get inside?”

Ethan stared at the Barrow. Dusk was racing to night and shadows were stretching. Reality had stretched, allowing him to fall in between.

“We need to get home. Come on.” Ethan set a fast pace toward the farm.

Nate trotted to keep up, but the exertion didn’t shut his mouth.

“Did you go inside the Barrow?”

“No, it’s just a niche.”

“What’d you do?”

Ethan’s legs shivered when he stopped. The fear his adrenaline had masked was catching up to him. He grabbed the lapels of Nate’s jacket.

“Don’t you ever, ever go anywhere near that Barrow. You understand? And no talking about this to anyone. Not Mother or Father or anyone. It didn’t happen. Understand?”

“Yeah.”

Ethan spat in his hand and held it out to his brother. “Solemn promise?”

Nate reciprocated and the pair shook.

“Arnie’s still gonna say you’re a coward.”

“Tell Arnie to say it to my face.”

Ethan resumed his walking pace. Yelling at Nate had redirected a bit of his fear. He felt less shaky. He would have to hide it from his mother.

“Your trousers!” said Nate. “There’s blood all over your ankle.”

Ethan looked down to see several inches of his pant leg stained dark red.

“I tripped. Cut it on a rock shard. Right?” He narrowed his eyes and frowned to let Nate know he wouldn’t brook any discussion.

“Yeah,” said Nate. “You tripped.”
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A Theft Too Many



The Sniggard lay on his back twitching, gritting his teeth as he watched the moon and stars travel the night sky. Lightning bolts of pain shot through his broken arm. The agony seemed to gather in his fingertips and shoulder before rebounding back toward the break. Shifting was already an exercise in slow aches as his bones bent to a new shape, but to do so with a knitting injury was excruciating.

If he ever crossed paths with that boy again, the Sniggard vowed to make him suffer. He scratched the scent of the boy’s soul into his memory. A man might change his body’s looks and even his smell, but a soul-scent never changed.

He refought the encounter from memory to distract from the pain of shifting. The boy had been clever and surprising. A worthy opponent. The Sniggard hadn’t encountered a real challenge for—he had no idea how long. Why track the passage of time when one had been bound to serve until the stars and the sun and the moon were no more? No matter. Shame burned his soul. A warrior should not be bettered by a mere boy.

The Sniggard lay inside the circle of standing stones where his bird form had fallen. The runes stood out against the blue tint of the stones, as bright as a full moon on a clear night. He could identify many of the runes and he could pick out his name in the rows of runes inscribed on the lintel at the entrance to the tomb’s inner chamber. But what did a memory of his name matter? All who had associated honor with his name were most certainly dead? When read widdershins, the runes on the stones repeated a powerful warding spell.

The pain of knitting in his arm had eased. He tried to lift it. The bone felt numb and shivered the way a sword sometimes did after striking a heavy shield. He let it fall. He would need his full strength to pursue this boy. But as quickly as the boy had fled, he doubted the boy took anything. Even so, he could hope. Theft would provide a delicious opportunity for revenge; his binding required him to avenge and return any stolen objects.

The moon had traveled a quarter of its nightly journey. The stars had danced along their twisting paths. Firebugs darted about beyond the stone circle, their underbellies flashing green and red. Crickets sang. A screech owl called from a nearby hawthorn hedge. They were all calling for mates, he realized, and felt the crush of centuries of loneliness. Why did the wise old druid not think to bind him for eternity with a mate? Because the old bastard was not so wise.

The anger gave the Sniggard vigor. His warrior’s soul feasted on the rage of battle. He lifted his arm again. The bone no longer shuddered from numbness. He clenched his fist, reveling in the returning strength. He favored the human warrior form of his memory. The bird might one day be useful, if he had to travel far.

He crawled to his knees and then stood. One of the horns on his helmet caught the rough edge of a standing stone. Blue sparks danced where the horn scraped. The reek of brimstone bloomed. The collision nearly pulled the helmet off his head and his neck twisted down and back at an uncomfortable angle.

Damned horned helmet. He’d never worn a horned helm when he was living. Too unwieldy. The wizened old druid with white hair down to his waist and a gray beard just as long had pressed the helmet on his head when performing the binding.

It may have been a symbol of the binding for it had never left his head. The Sniggard didn’t know. He understood as much about his binding as he did about his status among the living or dead. At times his form was wispy like lake mist. At other times he was as solid as an oak shield backed with steel bands. He didn’t believe his present existence qualified as living or dead. Neither. Somewhere in between. And there, taught the druids, in between was where the power of the mysteries lived.

He filled his lungs with the night air. He smelled the blackthorn in which his hawk form had perched. The tree’s scent lingered as the trunk and branches dispersed. That was the way of magic. It left a spoor as clear as a man’s tracks in soft soil. The boy’s trespass had activated the circle, and its sulfurous after scent rose like lazy smoke from a spent fire. But what he smelled more than anything else was the boy’s fear, a scent he had known well from long before his days as a Sniggard.

Inside the Barrow a faint yellow glow preceded him. Pitch blackness was no barrier to his sight. He preferred the night and the perpetual night of the tombs where the moldering scents of damp and mildew had become the comforting scent of darkness. Sunlight burned him, and if he sizzled under its rays for too long, he disintegrated to smoke that reformed in the Barrow’s center. A not so pleasant experience.

He peered through a carefully concealed crack inside the bone niches of three generations of kings and their families. They slept undisturbed, peacefully awaiting the day of their rising when the Sniggard’s work would be done and he would assume the place of highest honor among their retainers.

The wise old druid had given him no means to track the days or any inkling of when the great rising would occur. Wise old interpreter of mysteries. Ha! The old man didn’t know.

The scribes had etched an inventory of the grave goods on seven rowan staffs tipped with gold. The runes spiraled down the polished wood in tight coils, nary a finger’s width left to write anything else. He took the staffs from a chest the length and width of a man. The ignorant would think it a coffin.

He stepped to the Barrow’s center where he held a staff level with his waist and pointing out from his body. Smaller rooms branching out from the central chamber were stuffed with treasure. He turned widdershins three times. All the runes glowed blue. The staff sparkled as if sapphires encrusted it. Blue signaled all was well.

He repeated the process with four more staffs. All announced the same. The sixth staff shivered in his grip. Had the staff moved on its own or had his hands faltered? He turned once, twice, thrice. With each rotation the runes glowed a brighter blue, except for one, which shimmered red and grew darker, a ruby in a sea of sapphires.

The red rune mocked him. He stared at it, unbelieving. He didn’t know what it meant. The royal grove of druids hadn’t bothered to teach him the complete vocabulary. Such knowledge would require decades of study. He had spent decades perfecting his skills with sword, spear, and ax. He would trust his marshal skills.

And now, failure.

If one grave item was missing at the rising, eternal disgrace would be his fate. No honorary place among the royal retainers.

The Sniggard slumped to the gritty, flagstone floor. He ground his teeth. His eyes felt hot and the yellow glow before them brightened. His soul burned with anger. Now he had a reason to kill the boy.
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A Gift Fit for a Princess



Ethan lay on a straw pallet in the loft of his family’s cottage. Nate slept on a pallet against the opposite wall. The boy’s breathing was slow and regular.

The smells below always found their way to the loft. Tonight it smelled of alder smoke, barley stew with mutton, yeast bread, butter, and jam from early-season blackberries. His stomach growled. His mouth filled with saliva. There was never enough food to fill him, nor any of them, though his mother and father never complained.

He listened to his parents talking as they prepared for bed. He couldn’t make out their words but he found the rhythms soothing.

His mother had believed the story about his cut ankle and bandaged it. Nate had kept his promise and said nothing. The boy had cajoled their father into telling the story of their mother’s wedding ring, how their father found it inside the Barrow’s stone circle, glinting in the noonday sun like a lighthouse beacon.

Ethan wondered if entering the Barrow during the in-between-time was his mistake. What if he had gone when the sun was high overhead? Would he have seen the bird? And what was the bird? Another guardian or the Sniggard itself? Was his father’s story an elaborate fiction to entertain them? Ethan’s story was no invention. The slash of that talon hurt and bled, and the gorget felt hard against his chest.

He fished the silver quarter moon out of his shirt and pulled the chain over his head. A ray of moonlight entered through a round window at the roof’s peak and shot across his bed. He had a bit of time to examine the gorget before the moon’s trek changed the angle.

The intricate metal work dazzled him. It glowed a bluish silver in the moonlight. A color he had never seen. He stared at the shapes, allowing the artistry to draw him in and his thoughts to wander. And then the snakes slithered and the men raised their swords.

“Ahhh!” Surprise sprang up Ethan’s arms. His hands snapped open. The gorget landed on his pallet. In his frenzy to move away, his back thudded against the wall.

From their place inside the bounds of the living metal, the snakes writhed like a mating ball. The swords of the men sliced the wriggling creatures as the men swung at each other.

“Ethan? Was that you?” called his mother.

“A nightmare. I’m fine.”

The men and snakes had stopped moving. He decided it had been an illusion. Today’s incident had addled his mind. He held it in the moonlight.

“No,” he whispered. One of the men held a battleax high to make an overhead strike. The other held a sword at his waist to swing at his opponent’s belly. Snakes had been cut in halves, thirds, and quarters.

He angled the gorget into the moonlight to see better. The men swung their weapons. One cut a shoulder. The other ripped a hole in his adversary’s chainmail. The snakes wriggled and twisted around the fighting men. Heads without tails and tails without heads slithered.

He dropped the gorget into the shadows and again the men and snakes slowed until they stopped moving. The moonlight powered it, but what was it? A clever piece of enchanted art? The metal was cold to his fingers. Cold like moonlight. He decided not to wear it, at least not while he was sleeping. Faerie tales told of enchanted rings or bracelets that kindled nightmares or visions in the sleeper.
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