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Introduction




Right as we were all coming out of COVID—a bad time for creatives everywhere—I started a year long project called The Great Challenge. It was to write a short story a week for a year. It was a roller coaster ride! Come up with an idea and launch. 

There was an anthology call asking for sword and sorcery short stories, so I used that as a basis to create these stories. I wanted to do a pair of older characters. Seems like everyone writes twenty somethings, and there is another world of people out there. So Blythe and Gray were born.

Campfire Terror's idea originated with two parts. The first happened when I was deployed to Desert Storm. I was working fuel point, which required me to go out to a tanker in the middle of the desert any time our tractor trailers arrived. My unit had set up a light over the tanker for night fueling. So I come out there at night, and it was a new moon, so the place was pitch black, except for the glow of the light over the tanker. Made me feel very isolated. The second was a campfire class I took from Arlington County. The class was only for women, because the guys tend to take over and do it for the women. We wanted to learn how to build one. It was an amazing experience for me and the woman I was paired with when the fire caught.

For Cave of Doom, monsters in caves was the inspiration. Sometimes a monster is just a fun thing to write about. You'll catch some of my military experience coming in when Gray bangs his sword on the cave walls. That always happened with my rifle.

Hawk's Landing was inspired by my visits to Morro Bay, California when I was growing up. We usually went there in July for the holiday, and fog was common. I'd wake up to the moaning of the foghorn and not be able to see past a few feet. I always liked the fog, but a friend found it terrifying!

King's Port Clash was inspired by my weekly trips to the farmer's market in Old Town Alexandria. In the 1700s, it was a shipping port complete with a tavern. I've used it many times for settings, and it was fun thinking of a monster that might have sneaked ashore from a ship.

The final story was a chance inspiration. I was watching Science Channel—one of those shows where they investigate something strange, get to the end, and find nothing. In the middle of it though was a fun fact: There was a map showing a shipwreck on land! I later visited a tall ship in Alexandria and was shocked at the narrow spaces, so that shows up here also.

It was a lot of fun writing adventures for these characters. I hope you enjoy them!

Linda Adams

May 24, 2026










  
  
Campfire Terror




Blythe Wayne found it invigorating to build a campfire in the crisp, chilly fall air. She loved touching the logs given by the trees. Anything from the earth that always made her magic tingle with pleasure. The fragrant wood smoke made her inhale deep, savoring the warmth that came with it. 

A sharp snap came from the nearby wood line.

Instinctively, she reached back with her magic to the collection of spells woven into the lining of her woolen cloak.

“Gray?” she called.

Only a slice of scarlet was on the horizon, the night consuming the rest of the day. No moon tonight, so all she could see outside the firelight were the dim shadows of the oaks and hickories.

Her husband didn’t answer.

She tried not to worry, though it fluttered into her thoughts anyway. Gray was a former swordmaster and swordmaster instructor, now retired. There was very little that could get past him.

Still…

A prickle of unease settled between her shoulders. Nagged at her.

It was the trees, and how the night deepened their shadows, made it seem like something lurked. The lack of travelers on the road, too, the chill making them stay indoors.

Her gaze drifted to the orphaned pack stuck under the rude lean-to that counted as shelter. It had been here when she and Gray had arrived at the Wayfarer’s Campsite. Since these campsites dotted the King’s Highway, it was common to share fire and food with other travelers. By law, these spots were neutral territory.

“Where are you?” she murmured.

Odd that the traveler was gone. He was probably hunting for his meal. After a moment, she realized her magic was still curled around a fireball spell in her cloak.

“Blythe.” Gray’s voice came out of the darkness. “Have a visitor.”

Boots crunched in the dry fall leaves.

She pushed aside her uneasiness, bringing up a smile she didn’t feel. Gray stepped into the firelight, his approach canted so that the sword buckled on his belt was hidden. He’d done it for so long, as to not frighten people, that she doubted he was even aware of it. His face had a ready smile for her, his eyes glowing in the firelight.

Tossed over his shoulder was the flour sack he’d used to pick up more kindling. Still, the bag hung limply, only a third full. The problem with having a designated campsite like this was all the kindling got picked over.

“Look what I found,” he said.

A rangy fellow stepped into the ring of light. He had a neatly trimmed red beard and hair the color of coffee. He wore the uniform of Eagle Soldier, a muted blue wool jacket and trousers.

“Torin, ma’am,” he said, tipping his broad-brimmed at to her.

“Where’s your glider?” Blythe asked.

The Eagle Soldiers were brave men and women who watched the kingdom from the skies and alerted the Royal Guard when there was trouble. Both Blythe and Gray had worked with them to track down the monsters left from a war when they were children. The enemy had done horrific experiments, trying to blend human beings with creatures.

“A clearing about a mile away,” Torin said. “I saw your fire.”

Blythe frowned. “Then the pack’s not yours?”

“I scouted pretty far,” Gray said. “No one out there…anywhere.”

“How odd,” Blythe murmured.

“Must have forgotten it,” Gray said.

“He’ll be back soon enough, I daresay,” Torin said, nodding in agreement. “Where are you headed?”

“Home.” Blythe’s heart warmed at the thought. She looked forward to being in her house, in her bed, with her husband.

Gray’s face lit up with a smile. He kissed her cheek, his eyes reflecting the firelight. She brushed her fingers over her skin with a sigh. His smell was better than a campfire.

The two men sat down in front of the fire. Blythe passed around a canteen and a pouch of trail rations—dried dates, nuts, seeds, and salt.

“No horses?” Torin as companionably.

“We weren’t far, so we walked,” Gray said. “My sister’s daughter had a baby.”.

“What were you looking for out here, Torin?” Blythe said.

“Poachers,” Torin said. “Lots of thefts of small animals from the farmers. The chief of this region’s been feuding with his neighbor over the boundary line. Some idiot based it on the Snake River, and it changed course during that big storm.”

“What’s the prince doing about it?” Gray asked.

Prince Chalfont was responsible for ousting Blythe and Gray. He’d never liked them, or the power their years of experience gave them. When the king become bedridden with illness, Chalfont took control, ‘cleaning out the riff-raff.’ Blythe and Gray knew they were high on the list. As soon as they heard the rumors, they got out. Neither trusted Chalfont.

Torin snorted. “Not much. He told the Eagle Master to just have someone fly over so he could get the chief off his back.” His lips drew into a grimace. “He’s not the one who has to talk to the chief.”

Blythe dug into the trail rations bag. The dates were sticky and sweet and the nuts wonderfully crunchy. She gave a small nod to Gray. He reached over and squeezed her hand.

“You can tell the chief we work for hire,” he said. “We can stay an extra night—”

“No taverns,” Blythe said firmly.

Most taverns didn’t have private rooms. She and Gray always ended up separated. The men had individual beds, the women usually had one bed between them. Blythe always ended up with an elbow poker or someone in dire need of a bath.

Gray’s eyes glinted with merriment. “I’m sure the tavern owner will thank you. She blew up the last one.”

She threw a date at him. “Only because I was trying to hit a monster.” He caught the date and ate it.

Suddenly, it felt like Blythe was onboard a ship in a rolling sea. The very air around her lurched in one direction and then back. She tasted magic, a lot of it, enough that her stomach gurgled around the trail rations she’d just eaten. The magic seemed…angry.

Gray was on his feet, sword out. Torin was a second behind him.

Blythe reached for the fireball spell from her cloak. She was relieved her instincts were working well because she wasn’t sure she could have conjured anything defensive when the world had rolled.

The three scanned the tree line all around the campfire. Gray had trained Blythe long ago to look for shapes that didn’t fit the forest and movement.

Nothing moved now.

“What was that?” Torin hissed.

“What do you think, Blythe?” Gray asked, softly.

He never took his eyes off the woods.

In her years as a palace sorceress, Blythe had seen many monsters made from magic. She’d always thought there would be a point where she would stop running into new things, and so far it hadn’t happened. Then, there weren’t any records of what the enemy from the war had done in their experiments.

“Not human,” she said. “It felt like pure energy. Doesn’t like the light, though.”

She glanced at the abandoned pack, the cold in her belly icing over. Maybe he hadn’t just gone off. Maybe he’d run into whatever this was.

“How were the animals killed?” she asked.

Torin shook his head. “Gone the next day. No trace of anything.”

She glanced at the abandoned backpack. “Just like the traveler.”

Very likely, the monster had been snatching travelers as well. Family members never returning home would be attributed to bandits. The monster might very well have been preying on travelers for years.

“The animal killings are recent?” she asked.

Torin nodded. “Since the big storm.”

Blythe gazed up at the sky thoughtfully. With the air clear and crisp, the stars stood out against the blackness. They were fully into fall now, the leaves not yet gone from the trees, but the cold dipping into freezing. Farmers would keep their animals inside to stay warm. People would decide to limit their travel.

“It’s the weather,” she said. “The monster is starving.”

She stared at the orange flames flickering in the breeze.

Her words hollowed out in her throat. “I don’t think even the light from the fire will keep us safe.”


      ***The monster made no secret of its presence outside their campfire.

Seated on a large log, Blythe watched the stand of trees. She heard the monster, its feet whispering through the fallen leaves. The sound made her think it was small. Squirrels in the leaves sounded different from deer.

But her gut said it was a lot bigger.

Gray stared at the woods as if he could make it appear. “How can we not see it moving?”

In the fading firelight, Blythe saw a sheen of sweat on Gray’s brow. His hands gripped the sword a little tighter.

Torin paced, his steps quick and short, every muscle tight.

The campfire ebbed.

Heat still swelled from the flames, but they were dying. All the kindling was gone, eaten up by the greedy flames. Blythe took the contents of the abandoned pack and fed them into the fire, her hands shaking.

They would survive, she kept telling herself. She and Gray had seen so many monsters during their years on the road. They’d survived.

But somehow, staying in a tavern getting elbowed by another woman now seemed better than being out here. They only had the protection of a campfire.

Gray eyed the flames. “No matter what, we stay put. This is our defensive position.”

Was that for her?

Torin’s eyes flashed in the firelight. “We’d be better finding a rock formation or a cave.”

“And it would hunt us down,” Blythe said. “There’s been no stories from anyone about this monster. No survivors.”

An unearthly screech slashed through the sky.

Blythe caught the shifting of air.

“Attack!” she yelled.

Gray spun, sword up. The distraction with Torin cost him valuable seconds.

Torin closed the distance to join him. Stumbled over a log, fell.

Blythe tapped her magic, yanked a fireball spell from her cloak. Aimed at the shifting air. The orange fireball spun away from her fingers.

The air blurred. Her fireball slammed into a hickory tree.

Wood cracked, split. The tree toppled towards their camp!

Heart in her throat, Blythe jumped back. Her knee buckled. She fell, hip slamming on a rock. Hard enough to stun.

Fighting it off, she lurched to her feet.

Gray and Torin were at the edge of the firelight, facing some…thing.

The monster was like a night fog, blending into the deepness the dark brought. It seemed not to have a shape.

Torin swung his blade right into the monster, a lethal blow. Should have been.

The blade sliced through the air with such force that he lost his balance. The blade struck dirt. He fell to his knees.

Air shifted, solidifying. Claws formed. Eyes gleamed red. Hunger rose like a wave.

“No!” Gray yelled.

He lunged at the claws, his face fierce. The steel pierced right in the middle of the monster. His momentum carried him right through.

Suddenly he was outside of the firelight. He spun, sword ready.

The monster cackled. Claws slashed. Blythe heard the sickening sound of flesh ripping. Her husband’s cry of pain.

His dying.

Heart thundering, Blythe vaulted over the fallen tree.

Gray lay on the dirt. Not moving.

Torin staggered to his feet, swinging wildly at the monster. His steel whooshed as it cut through the air.

Another gut-wrenching cackle. The monster bent over Gray, those red eyes filled with malice.

Blythe closed the distance between her and the monster in seconds. Without thinking, she poured magic into her hands, coating her arms with it. Her arms glowed yellow.

Screaming a war cry, she plunged her arms up to her elbows into the monster.

Blackness closed around her arms, so cold that her body ached with it. She felt it try to cling to her skin.

Fiercely, she pushed more power into her hands. The glow deepened, energy crackling around her.

The monster screeched. A thunderclap knocked Blythe on her backside. Leaves kicked up in a whirlwind as the monster fled back to the tree line.

Hands slipped under her armpits, lifting her on legs that didn’t feel steady. Torin dragged her back to the campfire.

“Gray—” she croaked.

“On it,” Torin said.

On his hands and knees, he grabbed Gray’s ankle and dragged him back into the firelight. Her husband lay on his belly. Too still, his face a frightening gray.

#

The energy monster retreated again, to wait out the night. Blythe added another log to the fire, along with a shirt from the abandoned pack, hoping that would keep the fire going a little longer. But with the kindling gone, the circle of light would dwindle.

Gray lay on his back, still unconscious. He had a fearsome wound across his chest, three claw marks. The claws had ripped right through his woolen coat.

“Is there anything else you can do?” Torin asked.

“I’m not a healer,” Blythe said miserably. “We have some charms, but they’re for minor injuries.”

“Stop talking about me as if I was going to die,” Gray muttered, squeezing open his eyes.

Blythe’s eyes heated with relief. But years of working with men made her hold back the tears. They would see her as weak. Gray wouldn’t, but Torin would. It was important now that everyone trusts each other, or they would die.

Gray sat up slowly, wincing. “I’m okay,” he muttered.

The lie they themselves when they got hurt.

“Got a look at it,” he said huskily.

Blythe sat next to him, carefully avoiding the three scratches on his chest and failing. They made her stomach clench tight. But the only thing she could do was focus on the task at hand: Killing the monster.

She glanced back at the dwindling campfire. Clamped down on what that did to her belly.

“What did you see?” Blythe asked instead.

Torin sat also, shifting his position so he could watch for movement and listen to Gray.

‘It’s like it’s made of shadows,” Gray said. “Doesn’t look like they blended it with humans.”

Blythe nodded. “Must be one of the later experiments.” For Torin’s benefit, she added, “They were looking for a monster that could kill a lot of our soldiers.”

The hardened Eagle Soldier licked his lips. “We injured it. Maybe it’ll leave us alone.”

“No.” Blythe unscrewed the canteen, gulped down water. “It’s starving. We’re not safe.”

Gray gestured at the canteen. Blythe passed it over. She and Torin ignored the struggle Gray had sipping from it.

“Starving makes it careless,” Gray said. “Do things it wouldn’t ordinarily do. Maybe we can trick it.”

Gray passed the canteen to Torin. Torin drank deeply, then recapped the canteen. His face was pale in the firelight. As Eagle Soldier, he spent most of his time in the air. If he spotted trouble, he glided to the nearest chief to report it. He didn’t have as much fighting experience, and not with monsters.

“How do we kill it?” he asked. “I ran my sword right through it. Didn’t seem to hurt it at all. You threw magic at it—”

“From a distance,” Blythe said. “But I did hurt it up close.”

Gray flicked his gaze at Torin questioningly.

“She’s not doing that again,” Torin said.

Gray’s gaze shifted to her. No, she wasn’t going to tell him exactly how she’d run off the monster. He’d get mad at her for risking her life like that. They’d argue later, and she didn’t want to feel his worry. They both knew fighting monsters was dangerous.

“No, I agree,” she said. “But the metal in the swords is from the earth. Maybe I could feed magic into the swords.”

“How long will it last?” Gray asked, already knowing the answer. Once expelled, magic was fleeting.

“A minute, no more,” Blythe said.

His face twisted with pain, Gray worked his way to his feet. “We have to be outside the light first. So it’s already coming for us.”

One chance. Blythe swallowed, the coppery tang of fear in her throat. The monster was smart. If this didn’t work, they wouldn’t be able to do it again.

Gray flexible his shoulders, wincing.

Blythe’s eyes grew hot again. She knew his training had included fighting while hurt, fighting until he couldn’t fight anymore. She didn’t want it to be like this.

She took a deep breath, acknowledging the fear, then set it aside. Steeling herself.

Gray and Torin stood at the edge of the firelight, their swords ready.

She saw the monster, too, more visible than it had been. Its hunger and prey so near must be taunting it.

She stepped between the two men. Her magic pooled in her hands. She felt its eagerness, to be used.

To a man, they stepped into the darkness.

The monster roared and sped towards them. Fast, too fast!

Blythe pumped power into the two blades, filling them up. The steel glowed molten white.

Red eyes feral, the monster took shape. Claws sprouted.

Terror gripped Blythe.

The men surged at it, their faces grim with purpose. Torin drove his blade deep into the monster. It shrieked. The magic drained out of the sword instantly.

Gray’s blade flashed with a swordmaster’s speed. He slashed at the monster, the blade whispering its deadly words.

Claws lifted, ready to strike him down.

Gray rammed his sword through the monster, the last of the energy disappeared.

The air wavered and blurred. The monster staggered back, unable to hold its form. The claws appeared, disappeared.

Then it exploded with a burst of energy. It knocked Blythe and the two men to the ground. She was up first, magic in her hands.

The monster was gone.


      ***Gray laid on the straw bed of their private room in the tavern, his chest bandaged. A healer had been by to close up the claw marks, but Gray still had a few days for his body to catch up with the healing. At least his color was better, Blythe decided.

She handed him one of the mugs of hard cider she’d brought up from downstairs. It was wonderfully warm with a tang of bitterness.

Gray grinned at her, his eyes sparkling with mirth. “So you going to stay in a tavern next time?”

Careful not to spill her cider, she crawled onto the bed next to him. “Only if they have private rooms.”

Then they spoke of other things.




      ***Originally published as a standalone ebook in 2022.









