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			​Chapter One

			Afghanistan

			May 28, 2020

			With the six-man special ops team hugging the ground on either side of him, Hal Bennet adjusted the binoculars while he surveyed the village nearly a kilometer below. Taking the binoculars from his eyes, he looked up at the darkening sky. He handed them to his second in command.

			“What ya think, Bear?”

			The ex-Special Forces master-sergeant took the glasses, viewed the village for a moment, and then handed them to the man on his right. 

			Bear (John) Harrington and Hal Bennet were close. A relationship forged in combat. The two men had developed a strong bond during their time together. One that continued after Hal left the service and took a job with the CIA. When Bear retired and heard what his ex-team leader was doing, he joined him. 

			“You sure this is the place?” Bear asked. “I don’t see anybody.” 

			He flipped down his night vision goggles (NVG’s) and surveyed the village using its four image intensifiers, making him look like some monster from a science fiction movie. 

			“No good. Too far for details with the binoculars and too light for the NVGs.” 

			Hal checked his GPS and shrugged. 

			“Well, this is the spot. Intel says the Saudi bastard is supposed to be holed up here waiting for a delivery of Stingers for his pals in ISIS.”

			“The ones our contact promised to deliver to him?”

			“That’s them.” Hal grinned. “I was told that Ahmad Chirag was beside himself thinking of how much his employer would pay for something that could knock down a couple of Blackhawks. Our contact says the delivery is supposed to be tonight.”

			“Think we can still trust him?” Bear asked.

			“We got his family out just in time. At least his wife and kids. As was promised. They’re back in the States. Unfortunately, it was too late for the others. 

			“He still has contacts in country and has agreed to use them to help us. He hates these bastards more than we do. So far, his intel has been good. So, yes. I trust him.”

			“Never met the guy,” Bear said. 

			“I have,” Hal said. “Once. Spooky dude. Full of hate.”

			Smitty Jacobson, the man Bear had passed the binoculars to, tapped his shoulder.

			“Got movement, Bear. Check the gap between the target building and the next one. Someone just lit a cigarette.” 

			He handed him the binoculars.

			Harrington flipped up his NVGs and looked. He handed the binoculars back to Hal.

			“See him? I think he’s leaning on the bumper of a truck. Kinda hard to see. If it wasn’t for him striking the match, I doubt we would have seen him at all.”

			Hal looked. 

			“Yep.” 

			He lowered the binoculars and rolled to his side.

			“Okay, intel says there should only be two of them besides the target.”

			Smitty chuckled. 

			“Yeah, right. And drop altitude is twelve hundred feet.”

			Hal nodded with a grin. 

			“So, we expect the unexpected. Nothing new.

			“Frank, you and Smitty go around back. Get rid of the guy taking a smoke and anybody else hanging around. Quietly if possible. 

			“Watch the windows in case the primary tries to make a break for it. If he is with the smoker, remember, we want him alive. But don’t take any chances. If he poses a threat, take him out. Everybody goes home tonight.”

			“We will give you time to get into position. Signal when it’s clear.

			“I’ll take Bear, Bruce, and Johnny. If he isn’t on the ground floor, we go up.

			“Questions?”

			“Flash bangs?” Bear asked.

			“No. I’d like to keep things as quiet as possible to prevent the asshole from knowing we are coming.”

			Bear grimaced. 

			“Could get a little dicey if folks are waiting on the ground floor.”

			“I know, Bear. But then, that’s what we get the big bucks for.”

			“Big bucks?” Frank asked. “How much they paying you, boss?”

			Hal grinned. “Not enough. Okay. Questions?”

			There were none.

			“Then let’s go.”

			Hal watched as Frank and Smitty worked their way down the shallow waddie that ran along the side of the village. He lost sight of them when they climbed up and rushed behind the first building. 

			A few minutes later, Bear tapped him on the shoulder. He had been watching with his NVGs for Frank’s signal. He nodded when he saw two quick blips of an IR (infrared) light. 

			“Smokers been dealt with. It’s clear.”

			Hal nodded. “Go.”

			Bear led the team out, followed by Bruce, then Hal, while Johnny took up the rear and watched their backs.

			The four men carefully worked their way down the small hill into the depression of the wadi. They hurried down the hollow until they were only a few yards from the first building of the village. Bear checked to ensure they had a clear path, then tapped his shoulder with two fingers, indicating that he needed to see the team leader. Bruce passed on the message and Hal moved forward.

			Bear whispered. “It looks clear.”

			Hal nodded. “Let’s do this.”

			After running to the first of the small huts, the four men pressed their backs into the mud-packed wall and waited. Hearing nothing, they slowly worked their way to the target building. A glance in the only window showed a single room with a staircase running up the left side. Ducking under the window and keeping to the shadows, they carefully worked their way to the edge of the target building’s doorway. Bear shrugged his shoulders. He turned to Hal and mouthed, no door.

			Hal nodded his understanding. He signaled Bear to go left, and Johnny to the right. He would take the center position in the stack while Bruce followed and watched their backs.

			Each man checked his SCAR (Special Forces modular automatic rifle fitted with a sound suppressor) to ensure the magazine was fully seated, and the safety was off.  

			Here we go again, Hal thought. Please, God, keep them safe. No more body bags.

			Knowing what his friend was thinking, Bear nodded his understanding and then gave a thumbs up. 

			Hal returned the gesture. Taking a deep breath, he signaled it was time to go, and they rushed inside.

			Two of the enemy stood at the base of the steps with old AK-47 assault rifles. They fell before they knew what was happening as the team’s suppressed rifles coughed.

			Hal nodded his approval as small whiffs of smoke floated from the muzzles of Bear and Johnny’s rifles. 

			Pushing the bodies over with his foot, Hal checked their faces. He shook his head, letting the others know neither was their primary target. 

			He turned to the stairs when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Hal glanced back at Bruce, who looked expectantly at him. He remembered then: the ex-Air Force Spec Ops man had asked earlier if he could take point. He was new to the team and wanted to prove he was as good as the others. That he belonged. 

			Hal nodded.

			Bruce stepped in front of him and took the lead position as they slowly climbed the steps. He stopped when he reached the landing leading to a long hallway. Hal stepped beside him and surveyed the hall. Two rooms at the other end, one on each side. They were unguarded. He nodded and then signaled that he and Bruce would take the one on the left, while the others the one on the right.

			As Bruce moved slowly down the dusty pathway, his head seemed to be on a swivel as he kept checking the two doors. The air was full of tiny stone particles; they drifted down from the walls, creating a surreal setting. 

			Looks like the Afghans have found a new group of warlords not willing to accept Taliban rule, Hal thought as he listened to the rippling sound of not-too-distant artillery.

			He turned to check on those behind him when he suddenly heard the distinct sound of AKs firing from behind the building. 

			Shit! That tears it.

			He faced forward again to tell Bruce to hurry, when he noticed a thin wire suspended two inches from the floor. 

			“Freeze! IED!” 

			As if in slow motion, Hal watched the toe of Bruce’s boot contact the trip wire as he turned to see why Hal had yelled. 

			The explosion tore through the walls and down the hallway. Bruce’s body slammed into him, throwing them back into the others, causing them all to tumble down the stairs.

			Hal landed hard, his lower body striking the dirt floor at the base of the steps. The only thing saving him from a fractured skull was his Kevlar helmet. 

			It was hard to breathe, and his ears were ringing. Hal licked his lips and tasted blood. He could not move.

			What happened? Where am I?

			The only thing he could see was a heavy cloud of smoke and dust drifting down from the ceiling. Then he remembered the explosion. 

			He heard a voice, distant and faint, calling his name. 

			Something heavy lay on his arm. He turned his head to see what it was.

			It was difficult to focus. Everything was blurry. He blinked his eyes several times to clear them. He squinted, tears formed, and his vision returned. 

			“No! No, no, no! Not again!”

			Pinning his arm to the dirt floor were the smoking remains of the new kid.

			Then everything went black.

			****

			Hal jolted upright in the bed, sweat dripping into his eyes. It took a moment for him to realize where he was and to slow his breathing.

			“Nightmare again?” 

			Hal wiped his eyes. Bear sat in a chair next to the bed.

			“Yeah.”

			“You know the kids’ death wasn’t your fault.”

			“I know.”

			“I mean, we’ve lost people before.”

			“I know, Bear. I know. I don’t know why this is different.”

			Bear poured water from a pitcher on a nearby table into a plastic cup and handed it to his friend. 

			“Thanks.”

			“We have been at this shit non-stop for months. You need a break, Hal. Hell, we all do. Take some time off. I know the boss won’t mind.”

			“You talk to her?”

			“I have.” 

			“And?” 

			“She’s worried about you. Been in here several times to check on how you were doing.”

			Hal looked at the doorway. 

			“She’s good people.”

			“She is.”

			“I still have a job?”

			“Yes. But she agrees with me. You need to take some time off. Angela said she will stand down the team until you get back. We all have a shitload of leave accrued. It’s time we took it. We could all do with a break.”

			Hal looked down at the sweat-soaked sheet. He grinned and looked up sheepishly.

			“A break would be nice.”

			Bear stood. 

			“Damn right. You want me to go with you? We can catch a few fish and drink a shitload of beer. Talk about women and try to figure out why you don’t have one.”

			“Speaking of women…how is it with Judy?”

			Bear smiled. “So far so good.”

			“Then spend some time with her. I think I need some time alone. To exorcise my demons.”

			Bear looked at him for a moment, then nodded.

			“Stay in touch.”

			“Promise.” 

		


		
			 

			​Chapter Two

			Off the coast of the Dark Forest

			The cold spray broke over the bow of the single mast Drakkar, her red sail snapping in the wind like a clash of thunder. Knut Leofric, the son of the King of Southland, smiled as he watched the water drip from the jaws of the dragon’s head above the prow as it soared once again above the waves.

			“Hungry, my friend? You will feed soon, I promise.”

			“Knut!”

			He turned to the stern. Eric One-Eye waved with one hand while keeping the other on the steering board. He pointed to the port side and Knut scanned the shoreline of the nearing coast. Seeing nothing new, he worked his way down the centerboard back to his helmsman.

			“What see you, old man?”

			Eric smiled and adjusted the leather patch over his left eye. 

			“I may have but one eye, Jarl, but it sees what needs to be seen. Near the shore lie four vessels, their sterns toward us. They look like those described by the survivors of the raids.”

			Knut stared and as the ship rose on a swell, he saw them.

			“Found you, you bastards!” 

			He turned to Eric and slapped him on the shoulder. 

			“As usual, a true tracker of the seas. Thank you, my friend. Now it is time for retribution.”

			Knut called to the men sitting on their sea chests in the longboat’s belly. 

			“Drop sail. Steep the mast!” 

			He turned to Eric. 

			“Signal the others to come alongside us.”

			Knut stood with his legs spread wide, rocking with the movement of the boat as he waited for the other dragon ships. He looked down at the activity on the deck of Serpent’s Breath, his father’s flagship. Eighty warriors opened the hole covers to prepare to push the eighteen-foot-long oars into place. Each man adjusted his sea chest to be used as a rowing bench. 

			As the other five ships came alongside them, Knut looked at his boat captains. Sibbe Brodirsson, Leif Sijvidottir, Kaetil Hjarrandissan, Magnus Skulidottir, and the youngest, Ulf Firesoul. Skilled warriors all. Handpicked by the king himself to seek the cowards that had killed so many of their people and taken their children.

			“Their vessels lie offshore of the Dark Forest,” he called out to his captains. “Four ships. I don’t know how many are aboard. We take them first. Then we go ashore and see what we can find.” 

			He pointed at two of the ships. 

			“Magnus, Sibbe, you take the two to port. Ulf, you and Kaetil, take those that lie starboard. Clear their decks with your archers if you can, then board. Look for the children. Leif and I will wait in case you should require aid.”

			“Big bastards,” Magnus said.

			Knut looked at the enormous vessels. The largest he had ever seen.

			“They are that.” 

			Eric leaned on the steering board, studying the odd ships. 

			“Never seen anything like them.” 

			“Nor have I,” Knut said.

			“What do we do if they yield?” Ulf asked.

			Knut stared at the young man for a moment. Then shook his head. 

			“Make sure they don’t.” Then he paused. “Wait. Save one if you can. I have a few questions I would like to ask.”

			He scanned the captains and the warriors at the oars.

			“Any other questions?”

			“Do we burn them?” Magnus asked.

			“The ships or their crews?” came the voice of a young woman from Ulf’s crew.

			Knut laughed. 

			“Frigg Daggerblood, do what makes you most happy. Far be it from me to try to tell you what to do.”

			Laughter ensued from all the crews, accompanied by several comments, agreeing that trying to tell Frigg to do anything that did not suit her was tantamount to suicide.

			“Signal when they are secure. If you need help, push off and we will come. If all goes well, I will see you on the beach. And make sure there is nothing left they can use for an escape.” 

			Knut turned towards his crew as the other boats moved away.

			“Prepare for battle, my friends.” He pointed to the beach. “There lies our quarry.”

			The warriors of Serpent’s Breath readied themselves, opening their sea chests, and withdrawing the sleeveless chainmail shirts favored by raiders.

			When he felt all were ready, Knut shouted, “Oars out!”

			The men pushed twenty-five of the long oars out through the holes on each side of the longboat. Thirty men kneeled between them, ready to cover the rowers with shields if needs be or to take an oar if a man should fall or tire.

			Leif Sijvidottir brought the Devilfish and her crew of sixty to a safe distance on the starboard side of Serpent’s Breath. Knut was pleased to see that the young captain had placed four archers in the bow.

			“Nickolas, call the pace if you will.”

			The man, Nickolas, one of the thirty kneeling between rowers, climbed to his feet and slammed the hilt of a spear on the deck repeatedly to keep the beat while his long mustachios, braided and tied, swung in cadence.

			“Dip those oars, then raise them high!”

			The rowers cried out the response. 

			“Dip, pull. Dip, pull!”

			“Draw them back and make us fly!”

			“Dip, pull. Dip, pull!”

			“From bow to stern above the waves!”

			“Dip, pull. Dip, pull!”

			“Let them fear what comes their way!”

			Eric’s voice rose above the chant as they worked their way closer to the beach.

			“Hold!” 

			The rowers dropped their oars into the sea and held them steady, the muscles on their arms and shoulders straining at the effort. The boat ceased its forward movement two hundred yards from where the waves broke upon the black sand. Knut turned to his helmsman.

			“Eric, keep us steady. We wait for the others. If the children are not on those boats, we head for the beach.”

			The big man nodded and called to the ships’ boys, “Prepare the lines.”

			“Why take the young’uns?” The helmsman asked.

			“I don’t know. But I intend to get them back if they still live.” 

			The Serpent’s Breath bobbed in the uneasy water. Knut and the others watched while over two hundred raiders threw grappling lines and worked their way up the sides of the massive ships. He turned at the twang of a bowstring, followed by a faraway splash. Leif shrugged his shoulders as he lowered his bow.

			“Someone looked over the rail.”

			“One hell of a shot.”

			“Been practicing.”

			Knut smiled. He returned his attention to the enemy vessels. They were massive things, nearly as tall as the defensive wall of a steading. Three masts aligned evenly along the deck; their sails tied to long crossbeams sitting nearly thirty feet above the deck. No steering board, but a massive rudder, similar to the ones he had seen on Lantusian trader’s boats. Strange sea creatures adorned the hull from bow to stern, the waterline to the gunnels high above, all painted in brilliant colors.

			Nickolas approached and whistled.

			“No hiding that. Seems like they want to be seen.”

			Knut laughed. 

			“Not too good for raiding.”

			“Look,” Nickolas said, pointing to the nearest boat. Sibbe was along the rail waving his arms. He cupped his hands to his mouth and called out,

			“The ships are empty. No one is aboard.”

			“The children?” Knut inquired.

			Sibbe shook his head.

			Knut shouted back. “They must have taken them ashore. Signal the others to meet us on the beach.”

			Sibbe nodded and turned away.

			“Let’s get underway, Nickolas.”

			The big man resumed his position in the boat’s belly.

			Knut called out to Leif. 

			“We head to the beach. Be careful. Ships this size could carry a lot of men.”

			“Then let us go get them.” Leif turned to his men. “It is time to show the prince what the Dragonfish can do. Up oars.”

			Eric chuckled. 

			“I believe he intends to beat you to the beach, Jarl.”

			Knut looked down at the men waiting.

			“Nickolas, do not allow that to happen.”

			Nickolas stepped onto the centerboard.

			“Aye, Jarl. All right, you sea rats, it is time we put that pup in his place.”

			The men cheered as they pushed the oars up towards the bow. Water dripped from the flat panels of the oars while the men waited for the command to drop them into the sea. 

			“Now dip and pull, you bastards! Put your backs into it. You let that boy and his children beat us to the beach and you will walk home.”

			They dropped fifty oars into the sea, and the boat moved. Nickolas started banging his spear on the deck again.

			“Attack speed!”

			As the boat picked up speed, Knut moved forward. He leaned his hand on the neck of the carved figurehead and watched the beach.

			“Where are you?” he whispered.

			He scanned the shoreline and then the forest less than a hundred yards from the surf. Nothing.

			“How did they get to shore?” he wondered while searching the shoreline.

			Knut did not see when they passed Dragonfish, focused on the coastline ahead. 

			“Prepare to come about,” he heard Eric call. 

			Eric closely watched the dragon’s head on the bow, waiting for the right moment to give the command.

			Knut picked up his round shield and drew his sword. 

			“Scouts, to the stern.”

			Eric leaned onto the steering board.

			“Portside dip and hold. Starboard up oars!” 

			The ship swung around. Eric lifted the steering board as the stern gently ground to a halt in the sand. Ten men jumped into the surf and worked their way to the shore, where they formed a small defensive shield wall. The ship’s boys leaped over the side, ran up the beach, and pounded long metal stakes deep into the sand. They removed the ropes wrapped around their torsos that led from the boats and cinched them tight to the stakes. 

			“Oars in,” Nickolas called.

			The rowers pulled in the starboard side oars.

			“Raise oars.”

			The fifty oars stood tall above the deck, looking like an orchard of leafless trees.

			“Down.”

			The men carefully lowered and stacked the oars on the deck next to the mast, then recovered their shields from the outside of the gunwale.

			Knut watched them with pride. When he felt they were ready, he grinned. 

			“Over the side. We have work to do.” 

			Knut lept over the stern onto dry land. 

			“Scouts out.”

			He turned when he heard Devilfish beach. The men of both boats rushed in front of their prince and waited, shields and weapons ready.

			Leif walked up beside Knut. 

			“Someday I will get to shore before you.”

			“Someday, cousin.” 

			Knut slapped the young man on the shoulder and sporting an affectionate grin.

			Leif looked around. 

			“Now what?” 

			“We wait for the other boats and the scouts to tell us what lies beyond those trees.”

			“How did they come ashore? I see no boats.” 

			“Look there.” 

			Knut nodded towards the trees where several small boats rested covered with branches. 

			Leif shook his head. 

			“Piss-poor job hiding them.” 

			Knut laughed. 

			“And yet you missed them, cousin.”

			To hide his embarrassment, Lief pointed to the massive ships resting offshore.

			“I have never seen anything like them. They are so damn tall it is a wonder they don’t tip over. And three masts.”

			“I admit they are strange.” 

			Knut watched as his people dropped from the large ships into their drakkars.

			Leif looked from his Jarl to the boats. 

			“Trouble?” 

			“I don’t think so. Wait, smoke. They’ve fired the ships.”

			“That was fast.”

			“Sibbe said they found no one aboard.”

			Leif looked at Knut. 

			“The children?” 

			“Not there.” 

			Knut turned his attention to the forest to see if he could spot the scouts. 

			“Get your men organized and join me here. Do it quickly, Leif.”

			“You see something?”

			“No. I feel something.”

			“Have you ever landed here before?”

			“I know of no man that has landed on this cursed shore. None that has ever returned.”

			“And yet here we are. 

			“What do you think lies within that forest?”

			“I don’t know. And have no desire to venture in to find out.”

			“If we find that they have taken the children into the forest?” 

			Knut looked at him. 

			“Then we go in after them.”

			One hundred and thirty men formed a loose arch around their prince and waited for the other boats. 

			Knut watched as the captains of the boats that had boarded the enemy ships grounded their drakkars in the sand. The first man to reach him was Sibbe.

			“What did you find?”

			Sibbe looked at the others and shrugged. 

			“Nothing. Only one guard and he was in the sea with an arrow in his chest before we climbed aboard.”

			Knut raised an eyebrow in surprise. 

			“One sentry for all four ships?” 

			“That was all. Arrogant bastards.

			“So, what do we do now?” 

			Knut turned to the wall of thick trees. 

			“We wait for the scouts to report. If they find evidence of the children, we move inland.”

			A shout made them turn in time to see the scouts burst from the trees. One stumbled on the loose sand of the beach. He quickly regained his feet and tried to flee back toward Knut and the others. He had only gone a few yards before he crashed back to the sand, the long shaft of a spear quivering in his back.

			“Run! Back to the boats!” the other scout screamed. “Daemons! Thousands of ‘em!” 

			He stumbled, and three of Knut’s warriors rushed to his aid. But before they could reach him, a storm of long arrows fell upon them.

			Knut raised his shield above his head. 

			“Shield wall!”

			The warriors rushed together, creating a wall of wood a hundred warriors wide. 

			Minutes went by and no one appeared from the trees.

			Frigg twisted the handle of her ax in nervous anticipation.

			“What are they waiting for?”

			Leif adjusted his shield as he turned to her.

			“You in a hurry?”

			“My ax is hungry.”

			Knut raised his hand. 

			“Quiet, you two. Listen.”

			From the trees came a sound reminiscent of a stampede of cattle.

			“What’s that?” Björn Arnbidsonson asked nervously.

			Knut stared at the tree line. 

			“I don’t know.”

			While the second rank lifted their shields over those of the first, tightening the wall, the others lifted theirs over their heads.

			The sound of movement stopped. Then a strange yell echoed from the dark woods and a wave of warriors appeared sprinting towards them. 

			Frigg gasped. 

			“Odin save us. There must be thousands of them.”

			Leif stared at the figures rushing toward them. 

			“Who are they?” 

			“I know not.” 

			Knut turned and grabbed Leif by the shoulder. 

			“Take your crew and get to your boat. We will hold them as long as we can. Take Ulf and all the ship boys with you.”

			“I will not leave you.”

			“I am your Jarl. You will do as I say. Tell my father what has happened.”

			“But…”

			“No buts, cousin. If we run, they will kill us all before we cast off. Maybe we can slow them long enough for you to get to sea. My father must know.”

			Leif stared at him for a moment, then grabbed Knut’s forearm. 

			“I understand. I will tell him.”

			He turned and pushed his way back through the lines. 

			“Devilfish to me! Ulf, you come too.”

			“What?” 

			Knut turned to Ulf. 

			“Go with Leif.”

			Ulf stared at him for a moment, then turned his attention to the thousands racing towards them. 

			“I stay with my crew.”

			Knut looked at him and shook his head. He smiled. 

			“I am sorry for suggesting otherwise. 

			“Leif, go. Ulf stays.”

			Leif Sijvidottir nodded and sprinted toward his boat as the warriors of the Devilfish fought their way out of the shield wall to join him.

			Knut felt someone push a shield into his back. He turned. 

			“Frigg, what are you doing? Go with your crew.”

			“Did you really think I would leave my Jarl? What would my mother say?”

			Before he could answer, the enemy struck the wall of wooden shields. Their attack was so powerful that it pushed the defenders back nearly two feet, their feet digging into the black sand. 

			Jumping onto the backs of those before them, several of the attackers lept over the Southlander shield wall. And the slaughter began.

			Leif looked back as he ran and saw the power of the hoard as it struck the wall of shields. He realized his crew was in danger of being overrun as the enemy encircled the defenders.

			There are so many.

			“Run! To the boat, quickly!”

			His helmsman had already cut the anchoring ropes and pushed the boat off the beach, holding it in the shallow water, waiting for the crew.

			Twice, the helmsman lost sight of his crew as the enemy closed around them. Each time they broke through, there were fewer of them. 

			He called to the boys in the other boats. 

			“Grab your bows and join me here. Quickly!”

			He picked up a bow and launched arrow after arrow into the enemy lines, doing what he could to help the crew reach the boat. The boys on Serpent’s Breath stayed with their boat and launched their arrows, refusing to leave their Jarl’s ship. The boys from the other boats climbed aboard Dragonfish.

			Finally, Leif tumbled over the gunwale into the boat. Twenty of the crew followed. Only twelve could recover oars. The boys tended to those too badly injured to row. Those that could set their oars and frantically rowed away from the beach.

			When it was too deep to follow, the enemy finally ceased their pursuit.

			When the helmsman of the Dragonfish realized they were far enough from the shore that they were no longer within range of the enemy arrows he called, “Hold! Get the mast up and raise the sail.”

			Leif grabbed him by the arm. Blood flowed from several wounds. 

			“We wait.” 

			He stood at the gunwale and watched the drama unfolding on the beach. It did not take long. He dropped his head, his chin on his chest as tears flowed down his cheeks. 

			“Take us home.”

			****

			Ten miles north of the Valley of Storms

			The day was warm, the power of the sun unopposed by any cloud. The rolling fields of rich grass were devoid of trees or bushes, which was good news for the sheep, but not so much for those that tended them.

			Eight-year-old Nathanial Treecher worked his way under a small outcropping of moss-covered rock. He smiled as he crawled into the shallow hollow, knowing that his brother was too big to seek the shade of the granite shelf. Sometimes being small had its advantages. He leaned back and closed his eyes. It wasn’t long before he dozed off. 

			A frantic shout from his brother interrupted his slumber. He jolted awake, banging his head on the granite above him. Rolling out from under the rock and climbing to his feet, Nathanial rubbed the quickly growing knot on the top of his head. He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light. Fearing wolves were at the sheep, he reached for the sling hanging from the rope he used to keep his ragged britches from falling. Picking up one of the round stones from the pile he had collected, he placed it in the sling. Although he was young, his aim was steady, and the power of his sling was deadly.

			“Forget that!” his brother called as he drew near. “Run!”

			“From what?” Nathanial looked around.

			“Daemons!” Matthew gasped, catching his breath. He grabbed his young brother by the sleeve. 

			“From the valley. We need to warn the village!”

			“Daemons? What do you mean, daemons? There is no such thing.”

			“They’re real, Nate. I’ve seen them. Daemons, creatures from nightmares. Just like the ones Gran told us about.” 

			Matthew looked behind him quickly and then pushed his younger brother. 

			“Come on, Nate. We must hurry. Run!”

			Never had Nathanial seen his brother show any kind of fear. Even when they encountered one of the big silver wolves that occasionally ventured from the forest. Four years his senior, Matthew had always been his protector. Whether a bully in town or a wolf in the meadow, Matthew was there. Seeing his brother show fear was a terrifying new experience.

			Matthew took a breath and, seeing the fear in his brother’s eyes, did his best to calm himself. 

			“Tell you what, I’ll race you.” He pushed him. “I bet I can beat you. Now, go!”

			Nathanial raced toward home. He was no fool. He knew what Matthew was doing. So, he ran faster than he had ever run before. 

			The older boy lagged a few feet behind, acting as a buffer between him and whatever followed. Down the slope, across the open field, and up the next hill, they ran. As they reached the apex of the hill, Nathanial was relieved to see the village just a little over a half mile below. He stopped to catch his breath. 

			“We’re almost there, Matty.”

			“Nate!” Matthew called out.

			Nathanial turned as his brother fell to his knees, a very long arrow sticking out of his back.

			“No!” Nate screamed, and he ran to him. He stared at the arrow, not sure what to do. Catching movement from the corner of his eye, he turned and saw several figures crossing the open field towards the hill. 

			“They’re coming! Get up, Matty! I’ll help you. We need to go. We need to get help.” 

			Grabbing Matthew by his shirt, Nathanial pulled and tried to lift the bigger boy to his feet. Matthew cried out in pain and Nathanial let go. 

			“What do I do, Matty? Tell me what to do.”

			Matthew grasped his brother’s arm. A trickle of blood seeped from the corner of his mouth.

			“Leave me, Nate. You need to run. Warn the village. Please. Save them. They need to know what’s coming.” 

			“No, Matty. I won’t leave you.”

			“You must. I’ll be okay. Da will come back for me.” 

			Matthew smiled, then arching his back, he took a deep breath and looked up at the clear sky. A long sigh escaped his lips, his fingers released their grip, and he fell onto his side, his eyes staring at nothing. 

			“Matty?” 

			Tears streamed down young Nate’s face. 

			“Don’t die! Please. I need you!”

			Nathanial looked past his brother’s body, down the slope from where they’d come. Six men stood at the base of the hill, watching him. Each with a strange-looking longbow. 

			No, not men, something different, something not … right. Matthew’s daemons. 

			One nocked an arrow. They climbed the hill. Toward him. Although he could not make out the words, he could see them speaking casually to one another as if nothing had happened. 

			Scrambling to his feet, Nathanial turned and ran. Halfway down the hill, he could see people moving about in the village below and he shouted, even though he knew he was still too far away to be heard. An arrow suddenly found purchase in the ground ahead of him. He veered to his left. Another landed in his path, and he changed direction once more. Arrow after arrow fell until he could go no farther, hemmed in by the long wooden shafts. He stopped, stooping over while catching his breath. He stared at the creatures with hate and fear as they casually walked toward him. 

			When only a few yards away from him, they stopped. One of them pointed at him. They spoke to each other using words that had no meaning to the boy.

			“You killed my brother!” Nathanial screamed through his tears. “Why did you do that?”

			The things stared at him as if surprised he had spoken. One of them handed his bow to another and approached Nathanial, pulling the shafts from the ground out of his path and tossing them aside as he worked his way closer. When only a foot separated them, the not-quite-a-man stopped. It was so close Nathanial could smell its breath. It reeked of death.

			Nathanial wiped the tears from his eyes. Straightening to his full height, he looked up and screamed. 

			“He was my brother! And you killed him! You killed him!” 

			Balling his fist, he suddenly swung with all the power his small body could generate, striking the thing. It was like driving his fist into a tree.

			“You killed him! You killed him!” He screamed over and again as he pummeled the monster with his fists. Out of breath and with his knuckles bleeding, he fell to his knees and sobbed. 

			“Why?”

			The daemon looked down at him and then, seeming almost amused, it raised its hand and struck.

		


		
			 

			​Chapter Three

			Los Angeles, California

			The Package

			The chime of the doorbell alerted the young boy that a new adventure was about to present itself. Abandoning the Matchbox truck, he was using to complete the demolition of a skyscraper of wooden blocks; he jumped to his feet and darted to the door. Before he could grab the knob, the voice of his mother made him freeze in his tracks.

			“Mikey! What have I told you about opening the door to strangers?”

			The young boy turned to his mother and threw his arms out, palms up, shoulders hunched. 

			“But, Mom, it may not be a stranger.”

			Exasperated by her six-year-old son’s ability to rationalize his misbehavior, she stepped between him and the door.

			“But you don’t know that. For all you know, it could be a bear.”

			“Ah, Mom. Bears don’t ring doorbells.” 

			He laughed. 

			“They knock.”

			Chuckling, Pam pushed him back and opened the door. A FedEx delivery man waited with an amused grin.

			“Got twin girls about the same age. Always got an answer,” he said.

			“They certainly do. Twins. You poor man,” she said with an understanding smile.

			“Sometimes. 

			“Mrs. Fuller?”

			“Yes.”

			“Need you to sign.” 

			She scribbled her name on the pad and passed it back.

			He handed her a large white envelope. 

			“Thank you. Have a nice day.” 

			“You’re welcome. You do the same.” 

			He smiled at Mikey. “Good luck.”

			“To you as well.”

			Pam closed the door and glanced at the return address. Harold Bennet, Augusta, Maine.

			What are you doing in Maine, big brother?

			“Who’s it from?” Mikey asked, barely able to control his curiosity.

			“It’s from your Uncle Hal.”

			“What’s in it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Is it for me?”

			She looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “Not everything my brother sends is for you.”

			“Ah, Mom.” 

			But it usually is, she thought as she sat on the couch. Mikey jumped up beside her, watching eagerly as she tore open the flap. 

			“Sorry, honey. Not for you.”

			“Okay.” 

			He jumped down and headed for the discarded pile of blocks. It always amazed her how quickly he could accept not everything was about him. She hoped he never outgrew that.

			What are you doing in Maine, big brother?

			She wasn’t sure where he was most of the time or what he did. Something for the government, he’d told her once, a job he didn’t like to talk about, but she suspected it to be with one of the three-letter organizations. When Hal left the army, he was hired immediately. She was never sure if it was because of his language skills or Special Forces background. Whatever it was, it took him out of the country a lot. She worried about him.

			They were close once, before the army. Their mother died shortly after she was born. Their father did the best he could, but he was a soldier, which meant that every three or four years they moved. Long-lasting relationships were hard to establish, let alone to maintain. So, the siblings turned to each other.

			When their father deployed, they would stay with Aunt Jackie, his sister, who was a member of the US. State Department stationed in Japan. She was a little younger than their father, unmarried, and strongly independent. But she loved them, and they returned the feeling.

			While on a mission in Central America, the helicopter her father was in went down during a terrible storm. They never recovered his body. It was shortly after her fourth birthday. She hardly remembered him.

			Aunt Jackie became their permanent guardian. She did her best, but she too worked a lot. Hal was older by three years and took his job as big brother very seriously. Her dating years were hell.

			Hal had worshipped his father, and as soon as he finished school, followed in his footsteps and enlisted in the army. His superiors recognized his skills and offered him the opportunity to go to Officer Candidate School (OCS). Two years later, he volunteered for Special Forces. 

			At first, he was excited and happy. It was as if he had found a home. He loved the men he worked with. But that all changed after his second tour in Afghanistan. He got out after that. He never explained why. 

			After Pam got married, she and her brother drifted apart with him either overseas or on the East Coast while she and her family lived in California. She would hear from him on birthdays and holidays, but they did not see one another often. 

			They both spoke fluent Japanese. Hal had a knack for languages and had studied Mandarin and Farsi. Skills she was sure were at a premium in today’s world. 

			She removed a manila envelope from the shipping package and undid the string that secured it. Inside was a sheaf of type-written papers. There was a note attached with a paper clip in one corner of the top sheet, dated August 14, 2021. Two weeks ago.

			 

			Dear Pam,

			I think I’m about to do something really stupid. Big surprise, right? But this may be more than my normal idiocy.

			Something happened to me last year. Something I couldn’t share with you then. My last assignment had not gone well. I needed time alone to think, to unwind. So, I took leave and found a place far away from Washington. That’s when it happened.

			What I’m about to tell you is going to sound crazy. Sometimes I even doubt it myself. But I promise you this 
happened. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. It’s 
driving me nuts. I wrote it all down, thinking it would make more sense if I looked at it at a later time. Made no difference. Reading it now, I realize I must have jotted everything down so that I could show it to you someday. You’re the only person I trust with this. You’re the only person who might believe me. 

			Take a look at it. And try to keep an open mind.

			Your brother,

			Hal

			 

			She picked up the first typewritten page. 

			In August 2020, I rented a cabin in Aroostook County in Northern Maine. That’s way up near the Canadian border. What the locals call ‘The County’. I have no idea why, but it is about as far from civilization as you can get on the East Coast. Nothing but mountains and trees.

			After returning from my last assignment, I needed time to unwind. Things had not gone well. Someone had died. Everyone says it wasn’t my fault, but he was one of my people.

			It was my boss that suggested I take time off. Smart lady. She knows me well and although she would never admit it, cares what happens to me. She knew I was hurting. Although he won’t admit it, I know that my friend Bear had something to do with it. He offered to come with me, but I really needed some time to myself.

			I rented a cabin that was advertised as rustic and isolated. Exactly what I was looking for. The only amenities were that the doors and windows closed. The bed was an old military cot, OD green nylon stretched over an aluminum frame. No electricity, water was from a well outside, and cooking was done on a cast-iron stove fueled by wood (not included). The owner provided an ax.

			The facilities were outside, in the back. You know, one of those small houses with a wooden seat sporting a hole. 

			I brought supplies for a week. The guy I rented the cabin from told me to bring my own TP. Good advice.

			The first two days were nearly perfect. I was starting to relax. I even dozed off once or twice during the day while listening to the water splash over the rocks in the creek. It was nice, peaceful, and non-threatening. 

			I caught two good-sized trout with a simple bamboo pole I found covered in cobwebs in a corner of the cabin. Fat worms were at a premium under the damp leaves of the forest.

			I had visitors too, a large raccoon that didn’t seem to be concerned about me watching him, and a small porcupine that was way too friendly. The damn thing wanted to rub against my leg like a cat. Called the raccoon Ricky and the porcupine Spike. Original, I know. I’m very creative. I found out you can scratch the head of a porcupine without disturbing any quills if you’re careful. He seemed to like it.

			Everything was peaceful, and I was beginning to unwind until the night it happened.

			The evening began quietly enough. I had finished a nice dinner of trout and corn chips and went outside to enjoy the cool of the evening. I settled into the comfortable old wooden Adirondack chair on the porch and sipped a Coors Light that I had kept cold in the stream. 

			My two companions amused me while they wandered in the open area in front of the cabin looking for morsels I may have ‘accidentally’ dropped. I know you aren’t supposed to, but they were good listeners. Better than a bartender. Kept their thoughts to themselves. They deserved a tip.

			Clouds moved in near the end of the day. It looked like it might rain, so I went inside to read. I was trying to finish the James Rollins novel I had picked up at the airport in Portland. Pretty good. About Catholic vampires. 

			I heard a few drops strike the metal roof and went to the door to look outside. Ricky and Spike had gone home as the first drops fell. Smart guys. They knew I didn’t allow visitors in the cabin.

			At about nine, I decided it was time to turn in. I tucked the automatic I’d brought with me under my pillow. Some habits are hard to break, and after 9/11, federal agents were required to be armed at all times.

			I worked my legs into my open sleeping bag. The zipper jammed halfway down. It was warm, so I decided it wasn’t worth the effort to fix it. 

			I passed out within minutes, and of course, the nightmare started.

			Rapid-fire shots sounded outside the old stone building with the intermittent concussion of explosions jarring swaths of plaster from the walls. Dust floated in the hallway as the warm air danced in the beams of sunlight, giving a feeling we were between worlds.

			Bruce hugged the wall as he slowly worked his way down the hall, his assault rifle held at the ready, his eyes darting from side to side. 

			He gave me a quick grin and a thumbs-up. Nodding, I turned and checked on the others. Three of my guys followed while another two waited outside at the back door. As I returned my attention to the newbie, I saw the wire crossing the floor.

			“Freeze! IED!”

			An explosion shook the cabin, waking me from my nightmare. I rolled off the cot and got caught in the sleeping bag when I hit the floor. Panic gave way to frustration as I remembered where I was and tried desperately to free myself from the bag. Another massive burst of mind-numbing sound announced that the gentle rain had escalated into a raging storm, the raindrops pelting the metal roof sounding like gunfire. The wind outside roared like a jet engine as it beat against the walls of the small log cabin. I was wondering if it was a sound idea to be surrounded by hundred-foot pine trees.

			Finally, free of my sleeping bag, I worked my way to the door. Cracking it open, I peeked outside. It was like looking into a waterfall that someone had dropped an electric toaster into. I couldn’t see anything but a wall of water and the intermittent bolts of electricity flashing across the sky. 

			The wind had swept the porch clean. To the side of the cabin, the Adirondack chair lay in the mud. The woodpile tarp had vanished, and the dry wood that I had piled up on the porch earlier was nowhere to be seen. 

			Visibility was limited to just a few feet beyond the edge of the porch. I couldn’t even see the trees. But even over the howl of the wind and the crash of thunder, I heard them creaking and clacking as the constant gusts buffeted them. How they remained standing, I had no idea.

			A sudden gust of wind did its best to force the front door wide open. I had to lean my shoulder into it to get it closed. I dropped the wooden locking bar in place and stepped back. The violence of the storm surprised me. It was like being trapped inside a hurricane. 

			There was an old portable radio in the cabin, and I turned it on. Nothing but static. It was strange. I knew it worked because I had been picking up country-western stations from Canada all day. With a storm this violent there should have been something, some kind of alert.

			Nothing I could do about what was going on outside, so I straightened the cot and recovered the sleeping bag. I worked my way inside, hoping to get back to sleep, which seemed unlikely, but I figured I should try. 

			The cabin conspired to keep me awake, however. The rain continued to beat down on the roof. I buried my head in the pillow and worked on getting my heart rate under control. Some people say rain falling on a tin roof is a soothing sound. I’m not one of them.

			It didn’t take long for me to realize that sleep was no longer an option. I got dressed and was lacing my boots when the rain abruptly stopped. I don’t mean it slowed down; it stopped. It was as if someone had turned it off. The wind too. The sudden silence was complete and unnerving. Like some massive beast had come along and simply eaten all the sound in the world. I experienced a typhoon once in Southeast Asia. As the eye passed over us, it had the same effect.

			I stepped to the door and listened. Nothing. I cracked it open. It was pitch dark. No rain, no lightning. Not even in the distance. It was like the storm had just vanished. But there were still clouds, for I could see neither the stars nor the moon, which should have been near full.

			I picked up an electric lantern and turned it on before cautiously stepping onto the porch. The humidity was stifling, making even taking a breath a challenge. And the smell. Not that of wet things, but burned things, like the aftermath of an electrical fire.

			I stood listening. I think I stopped breathing for a moment. Nothing. No birds, no frogs, no insects, nothing. Not even the gentle thud of water dripping onto fallen leaves. Then a sound reverberated beneath my feet. Like fingernails scraping across a chalkboard. My heart pounding, I stepped back just as a small head peeked out from under the steps.

			“Damn, Spike! You almost caused me to have a stroke.”

			He waddled onto the porch and looked up at me like he was seeking forgiveness. I was about to offer to get him a blanket when the forest exploded in sound. Howls and barks, hoots, and screeches. It was like every animal in the forest decided to speak all at once. Spike looked up at me and began making high-pitched chirping sounds. He seemed scared.

			I retreated toward the door, keeping my back to the cabin, watching the forest. Spike didn’t move but continued to stare into the dark as if looking for something. I still couldn’t see clearly beyond a few feet in front of the porch. But there was movement nearby. Shadows. Some were small, some not so much.

			Just as I was about to step inside, a faint beam of light appeared from the sky, casting a diffused shaft of illumination upon the trees. As it grew wider, shadows danced within the confines of the light, making the trees seem alive. Dark clouds appeared, and the light surrounded them. Then the clouds began to move. Slowly at first, but quickly increasing their momentum.

			The animals stopped talking. Even Spike seemed to have lost his voice. It became incredibly quiet. The temperature plummeted. I could see my breath.

			Suddenly, the ribbon of gray light became a sheet that filled the sky. Ripples of electricity rolled and flowed like whitecaps on a turbulent sea. Then a loud crash, the sound like hundreds of peals of thunder merging all at once. It threw me to the floor. Spike rolled like a car had hit him and fell off the edge of the porch. He got to his feet and disappeared under it. 

			Then it was gone. The gray light, the lightning, everything, gone. 

			I pulled myself to my feet and looked at the sky, trying to make sense of what I had just witnessed. Then the storm started back up. The rain, the wind, the lightning. I ran inside and dropped the door’s locking bar in place. I leaned against it to catch my breath.

			In just those few seconds, I had gotten soaked. I took off my wet things and dumped them in the farmer’s sink, one of those deep metal ones. I dug out a set of sweats, and after drying myself, got dressed.

			Luckily, I had brought some wood inside before the storm. I started a fire in the fireplace and draped my wet clothes on the hearth to dry. The icy rain had chilled me to the bone. 

			I knew there was no way I was going back to sleep, so I kindled a fire in the stove and put the kettle on to make coffee. I put a coffee bag, kinda like a tea bag but bigger, in my cup and waited for the water to boil. When ready, I poured the steaming water into the cup and sat down in an old wicker rocker that had come with the cabin. It was peaceful, just rocking in front of the fire, listening to the rain on the roof, and sipping my cup of Folger’s. I remember thinking this would make a great commercial. 

			I finished the coffee and got up to fix another. Just as I got to my feet, someone began banging on the door. Not a knock, but rattling thuds associated with someone slamming their open palm upon the surface.

		


		
			 

			​Chapter Four

			Maggie

			Pam looked up when she heard another crash of wooden blocks.

			“Everything okay, Mikey?”

			“Yep.”

			“Well, be careful.”

			“Okay.”

			She smiled and then continued reading.

			 

			I dropped my cup; it was one of those plastic camping types, so it didn’t break. I rushed to the cot and recovered my gun. 

			“May I come in, please? Hello? Is someone in the cabin? Anyone there?”

			I stood staring at the door and popped the safety off.

			“I would appreciate it if you would invite me in. It is quite unpleasant out here.”

			Invite? Not ‘may I come in’ or ‘let me in.’ But invite. I know this sounds stupid, but at that moment I had a ridiculous thought. I’m in the middle of nowhere, in a storm, in Maine, and someone bangs on my door asking to be invited in. I think I watched too many horror movies as a kid or Mr. Rollins’s book had gotten to me. Of course, I knew there was no such thing as a vampire, but I must admit the thought crossed my mind. 

			“Please let me in,” the voice said. 

			“I assure you; I mean you no harm.”

			Like I hadn’t heard that line before. 

			“Who are you?” I called out to the closed door. Closed and locked.

			“I am Henry,” the voice from the other side said. 

			“Henry Lackland.”

			He said it like I should know the name.

			“Do not try to open the door until I tell you to.”

			“I will do as you request.”

			I lifted the bar and quickly stepped to the side of the door, opposite the hinges. I’ve kicked open enough doors to know what happens if you’re on the wrong side of the hinges. I told him to open the door. 

			The hinges complained as it slowly opened, just like in all those old horror movies. I remember thinking that I should have never read Salem’s Lot.

			I kept my weapon trained on the shadow of the man standing on the threshold. He took two steps into the cabin, holding his hands out to his sides. 

			Well, he wasn’t a vampire.

			The stranger was all in black, from his high-topped boots to the mesh hood on his head. Mesh–steel mesh, as in chainmail. Black chainmail. A chainmail shirt, or jacket, or whatever the hell it was called, covered him from his shoulders to his knees. On his hands were gloves, the backs covered in mail, and the uppers in steel plates. No wonder it was so loud when he knocked.

			“Who are you?” 

			I kept the gun leveled at his chest, almost afraid of what he was going to tell me.

			“As I have said, I am Henry.”

			“I mean, what are you doing here?”

			He looked around and smiled. 

			“To be perfectly honest with you, sir, I have no idea. I suppose I am lost.”

			The wind shifted and blew rain into the cabin.

			“Close the door and step into the light.” 

			Nudging the door closed with his back, he kept his hands where I could see them. He took a step into the flickering light generated by the fireplace. I almost shot him. The son-of-a-bitch had a sword. A big one hanging at his side.

			“Drop the blade!” 

			He reached down with one hand and undid the buckle to the thick leather belt. It hit the floor with a clunk.

			“I assume that the thing you are pointing at me is some kind of weapon.

			“It is.” 

			I was surprised he had to ask. 

			“Why are you dressed like that? What are you doing wandering around the woods dressed like some medieval knight? There a Renaissance Fair nearby?”

			“I know not what you mean by medieval, but a knight I am. My father dubbed me himself in my seventeenth year.”

			“Your father?”

			“Yes.”

			“And who is your father?” I asked.

			“John.”

			“John?” 

			All I could think was he better not tell me what I thought he was going to tell me.

			“Yes, King John. I am Henry, his firstborn.”

			Yep. That’s what I thought.

			I have seen all the Robin Hood movies.

			“You mean John, brother of Richard, as in the Lionheart?”

			“That is correct. Although my father did not approve of that name. My uncle awarded himself the title. As you may have heard, there was a brief disagreement about who should assume the crown upon my grandfather’s passing. I believe my uncle was posturing to gain the support of the nobles. He was the younger brother and therefore not next in line to the throne.”

			I had not heard that. And I thought John was the younger brother.

			“May I step closer to the fire? I am quite chilled,” he asked politely.

			I remember thinking about what he said. ‘Did’ not approve of the name, rather than, ‘does’ not approve. I wondered what happened to the uncle.

			Henry was shivering and appeared to be no threat. Nuts maybe—probably, but he seemed a peaceful nut. I lowered the barrel of my gun but held on to it. 

			“Go ahead.” 

			I didn’t know who this guy was, but there was little doubt that his elevator was stuck between floors. I mean, come on, King John? He didn’t even get the history right. Everyone knows Prince John was the bad guy, not Richard.

			As he stepped towards the fire, I kicked his sword away. I had no idea where this guy could have come from. There were no mental hospitals nearby that I was aware of, but you never know how far a nut can run. But he didn’t act like he was crazy. I know people. I can read them and am rarely wrong. Kept me alive so far. I knew this guy was no threat, and that he believed what he was saying.

			“You might want to take off those wet things,” I told him. “I’ll get you something to wear.”

			He turned and gave a brief bow. 

			“You are most kind, sir. Thank you. Do you mind if I ask your name?”

			“It’s Hal. Hal Bennett.”

			“I thank you for your hospitality, Hal Bennett.”

			A long rumble of thunder made the cabin shake. He chuckled. 

			“I am sure you did not expect company on a night such as this.”

			“Sure didn’t.”

			He pulled his hood off, and I watched, fascinated, as he bent until he was almost touching his toes, then grabbed the mail by the bottom and pulled it over his head. The thing slid off him onto the floor and hit the wood with a loud thud. Under it, he wore a thickly padded vest tied in the front with leather shoestrings. Under that was a black shirt that came down to his mid-thigh. The neck was open almost a foot and held together with another leather shoestring. Wide leather stitches attached big billowy sleeves through little metal rings. Not the sort of attire found at any of the major clothing outlets I was aware of.

			When he dropped the shirt, I took a deep breath. This dude had scars. Long cuts and pucker marks, almost like bullet wounds, but bigger and oddly shaped. He had been in some nasty fights.

			Regaining my composure, I asked.

			“What were you doing before you got lost?” 

			“Looking for my cat.”

			“Your cat?”

			“Yes, Maggie. Have you by chance seen her? She is a long tooth.”

			“I’m afraid not. Sorry.” 

			Never heard of a long tooth. Must be one of those designer cats.

			“She is normally good at taking care of herself, but I am concerned about her being caught in this storm.”

			“Nasty, isn’t it?” I observed, not sure what else to say.

			“I have never seen the like. My squire calls it a daemon storm.”

			“Your squire?”

			“John Mercier. Good lad. Sir Jamie’s younger brother. Been training him since his twelfth summer.”
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