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Ingrid Friersen adjusted her numb fingers on the maroon vinyl-wrapped steering wheel of her green rented SUV.  Her dark grey eyes, hidden behind thick-lensed bifocals, scanned the deserted two-lane highway cutting between the rolling grass-covered hills. The hills shouldered up between mature basswoods and maples that clung stubbornly to the hollows between them.  The wheels hummed against the pavement, bumping at odd intervals when they bounced across the patches running dark the width of the pavement.  

She glanced at the passenger seat next to her, its tan cloth upholstery snagged and torn from whatever indignity the previous user had inflicted on it.  The rest of the car was very clean, and she’d almost hesitated to take it on this wild adventure, but the only other vehicle available had been a Volkswagen minibus with no clearance and rear wheel drive.  

In a county with few towns big enough to have a law enforcement presence and a sheriff’s department spread across a large area, she didn’t want to rely on emergency road assistance that was more than two hours away.  While she could change a flat and jury-rig a few simple repairs, she desperately wanted to avoid being stranded on the side of the road waiting for a tow truck if the timing went out.   

Her gaze went to the rear-view mirror and the lean but fluffy white dog sitting in the middle of the bench seat behind her.  His brown-edged ears perked up at the sound of her voice when she spoke, his calm golden eyes meeting hers.  

“You’d rescue me, Asher.  My hero.”

His pink tongue lolled out as he leaned forward.  Ingrid braced herself for the sloppy wet kiss, but fortunately his harness brought him up short.  It didn’t stop the Akbash from trying though, and he flipped a few drops of doggy saliva in her direction that landed on her cheek and the shoulder of her black short-sleeved t-shirt.

She wiped it off with the back of her hand, then dried the fingers on her blue jeans.  A wisp of honey blonde hair escaped the thin braid and she smoothed it over her ear.  Both the blonde hair and drab eye color were courtesy of her Nordic mother’s side of the family.  Her Irish/German father gifted her with a lanky, small-boned frame and a stubbornness that could shame a mule when she dug her heels in.

Her hand settled back onto the steering wheel and she gave the other one a break.  It had been a long three hour drive on county roads from the small airport where they’d landed in the chartered jet.  Most of the gear filling the back of the SUV was bought off the shelf; fortunately, the store was understanding about Asher and hadn’t quibbled about his presence after Ingrid presented his legally required credentials to the shift manager.  

The white Akbash strolled alongside the cart, ignoring glances and whispers from other shoppers and submitting with good grace when the occasional brave one approached to pet him.  Shopping was something he’d been trained for, and he was always serious about his work.

A dark brown shape ran across the road ahead of them and Ingrid slowed down.  Even though the trees were in full leaf and the sun strong with an early June warmth, she didn’t trust the local wildlife to be either wary or prudent.  Wild turkeys were plentiful in this part of the state, and last year’s males would be roaming in their bachelor flocks.  

Where there was one, there would always be more.  

As she approached the spot where the turkey darted across, she saw more dark shapes strutting through the ditch.  Ingrid let the SUV slow even more, her foot poised to hit the brake pedal even as she scanned her mirrors for traffic that might not stop in time if she had to.

The other turkeys declined to follow their more adventurous fellow and she breathed a quick sigh of relief when the SUV safely passed them.  The last thing she wanted was explaining front end damage to the rental place and the expense of repair and replace to the corporation currently paying her bills.

Ingrid returned her free hand to the steering wheel, gripping it tighter than necessary at the ten and two o’clock positions.  Her work history was eclectic to say the least, and uniquely disqualified her from just about every job that would keep a roof over her head and food in front of Asher.  When the company she gave twenty years of her life to closed with little more than a shove out the door, her options were limited.  Family kept her in-state; extended family gave her the lead to apply to Greenewyrd Luxury Ltd for a job posting with little information and a lot of money.

Her eyes went to Asher again, but the big white goofball was too busy watching for more turkeys to pay attention to her imagined disasters and ominous portents.  While the Akbash often predicted her moods before she even realized them, he wasn’t much help in figuring out how to support both of them with a skill set nobody wanted.  And Sanders Greene had been singularly close-mouthed about why a multi-national corporation would hire an inexperienced project manager and send her to the middle of a sparsely populated rural county.

“Exclusive, secluded and romantic,” he said, sitting behind his antique mahogany desk.  The exquisitely detailed carvings and gold leaf ornamentation were reminiscent of the Gilded Age.  The view of the busy six-lane interstate behind him through the floor to ceiling was all twenty-first century.  The man himself, with his grey-peppered black hair and piercing dark eyes, and expensive, exquisitely tailored three-piece suit and heavy gold wrist watch, reminded Ingrid of the robber barons who made their fortunes in that long-dead time.

Sanders unrolled an architect’s plan on his desk and Ingrid had leaned forward to get a better look.  It showed a large building with surrounding forest and grasslands.  There were at least five floors, and if she was any judge by that quick glimpse, they intended to develop a golf course as well as a spa.

“You will oversee clearing away the overgrowth, hiring contractors and repairing structural damage.” His voice slid across the polished surface of the desk, smooth and cultured, completely harmless except for the magnitude of the job he outlined.  “There’s one hundred eighty acres of forest and farmland attached to the original estate.  We’ve purchased the woods and shoreline of the small lake at the bottom of the hill and are negotiating for the rest.”

Ingrid had nodded in all the right places, taken notes that were probably completely inadequate and shaken hands over the plans that rolled up as soon as Sanders released the edges.  Then she sat through the backside-numbing interviews and orientations with human resources, handed over social security and tax information and received the employee benefits handbook in return. 

The most intimidating form had been the contract and non-disclosure rider. 

Evidently, they didn't feel the need to worry about a noncompete.

The green SUV's engine strained a little as the weathered road curved hard to the right and climbed a short, steep hill. The trees fell away after the crest of the hill to farm land, and not more than a half mile ahead Ingrid saw a welcome rectangular green sign edged in white.

No matter how hard she tamped down on the excitement rising inside of her, Ingrid couldn’t quite control it.  This was a chance to prove herself and hopefully impress enough people inside the Greenewyrd corporation to wrangle a longer-term commitment. If nothing else, it could yield connections that would launch her on a new career path.

This time she didn’t bother with the rear-view mirror to check the grimace on her face.  At this point in her life, she should be choosing retirement portfolios, not a new career.

Thanks a lot, Thomas.  You greedy, self-centered, grandiose son of a—

Asher whined and Ingrid stopped that train of thought.  Going down that road drained her, filling her with bitterness and self-reproach for not reading the warning signs soon enough to bail from a floundering operation.  Recriminations for her own blindness and resentment for those coworkers who either got out in time or landed on their feet with a new job in days gained her nothing.

“I can do this,” she whispered, tightening her grip on the steering wheel until her fingers ached.  “I have to.”

The white block letters on the road sign spelled out KRONING with a large white arrow pointing upwards and the number 3 next to it.  She didn’t laugh, even though the idiosyncrasy of the signs would often provoke hilarity from her family during a Sunday afternoon drive.  Now it was just a signpost that she would soon be at the village closest to the property and could stop and stretch her legs.

The land visible from the road stayed relatively flat, a pieced quilt of farmland stitched together with mature windbreaks of basswood and poplar crowded close and deep and the brown reeds of little wetlands that would by summer be just damp spots.  Black birds with bright red patches on their wings clung to the reeds, the fragile stems bending and bobbing with the added weight.

“I’ll bet it’s real quiet around here,” she said under her breath, not dissatisfied with that prospect at all.  Some people didn’t like silence and the company of their own thoughts; Ingrid didn’t care.  Silence was a good place to face hard truths and make harder decisions.

The road turned in a low, broad sweeping curve to the left and Ingrid got her first good look at the outskirts of the village of Kroning.  The green sign with the tiny numbers underneath it announced the village limits; the sudden drop in speed to thirty miles per hour confirmed it; and the well-groomed baseball diamond with bleachers to the left allowed no doubt whatsoever that they had arrived.

A white rambler built in the middle part of the twentieth century sat back from the road under large maples across from the park.  Ingrid caught a glimpse of flower pots with scarlet geraniums scattered around a well-kept patio and the green expanse of a manicured lawn as she went past.  

There wasn’t much time to process the layout.  The next block was a smattering of older houses with large lawns.  Some had black wrought iron fencing and stone gate posts, hearkening back to an even older time.  On the left was a low brick building with a garage door open to the June sunshine and a faded sign that read Clancy’s Auto Repair.

Beyond that was a fairly modern gas station with two pumps and a convenience store, then another brick building and a corner park at the major intersection.  

Ingrid slowed as she approached the uncontrolled four way, her gaze sliding left, and right in search of the local speedster who everyone else already knew about.  None volunteered to appear and she gave a quick prayer of thanks as she proceeded another block.

At the end, a white clapboard building sat snugged tight against the sidewalk.  A few brown weeds drooped between foundation and concrete, and a large crack zigzagging from the street towards the building matched the large, crumble-edged pot hole in the street.

There was no sign out front, nothing to differentiate the building as a place of business. But it was the only one along that block that could be a business; further on that side was a fading Craftsman house with decaying mortar and a cracked concrete porch.  Across the street was the dark green lawn edging the imposing granite edifice of the Catholic church. 

Ingrid checked both front and back before swinging wide and then around in a U turn.  The passenger side front wheel bumped against the curb and Ingrid straightened out, pulling forward a little to give more clearance.  

The silence in the cab as she turned off the engine coaxed a smile to her face.  She rolled down the windows from the control panel on the door, cracking the opening enough so Asher could smell the breeze and hear her.  The sun was still low enough that he wouldn’t overheat in the few minutes that she was inside.

Ingrid unsnapped her seat belt and turned in her seat.  “I’m going to be just a bit, buddy.  When I come back with the real estate agent, be on your best behavior.”

The Akbash tilted his head to one side, then his tongue rolled out in a happy pant that wasn’t as mocking as it might have been.  At least he wasn’t showing his teeth yet, so she was willing to take that as happy agreement and run with it.

A short, dark-haired woman about Ingrid’s age, dressed in jeans and a pale green lacy shirt, came out of the building as Ingrid slid out of the rented SUV.  Her jeans fit her curvy figure well, her hair was perfectly styled and her make up flawless.  If it hadn’t been for the friendly smile and wave as Ingrid approached, she could very well have judged the real estate agent as a woman who spent more time on her appearance than on her job.

“Ingrid?” asked the woman.

“Yes.  Kyran Murray?”  Ingrid tried not to wince as the bones in her hand ground together when the woman enclosed it in a frighteningly strong grip.  “The company said you handled the sale of Everlasting Manor?”

As soon as she heard her voice scale up in question, Ingrid silently cursed herself for being too tentative.  The project manager for Greenewyrd Luxury should exude confidence and control.  It was bad enough that she was a woman coming in to handle a project that would require contractors to move dirt, clear brush and repair the bones of the old house.  It was even worse that she had never handled this type of a project before.  Self-doubt was fine, but she couldn’t let it show or those working for her would reach the conclusion that she didn’t know what she was doing and would never learn.

Not a good place for someone caught between the realities of a project and a corporation’s board of directors expectations.

Kyran didn’t seem to notice Ingrid’s moment of self-recrimination.  She released her bone-crushing grip and laughed, a bell-like sound that would turn male heads.  

“Honey, just about every real estate agent in this area has handled Everlasting for the last eighty years.”  She waved to the north, where the county road disappeared between fields showing the light green mist of seedlings over the dark plowed earth.  “That derelict has been on the market longer than I’ve been alive.  The town has been buzzing since you guys bought it and said you were turning it into a luxury resort.”

Ingrid didn’t look around at the definitely not-bustling downtown of Kroning and didn’t make the mistake of commenting on the lack of visible economic activity.  She’d read the analyses and reports from the accounting and marketing departments of Greenewyrd and the pessimistic forecasts for Kroning if the resort didn’t happen.  

No pressure at all.

Asher barked inside the SUV and the real estate agent leaned to the side to peer through the window.  “You have a white dog!”

“That’s Asher.”  Ingrid gave the Akbash a hand signal and he sat immediately, his gaze switching between her and Kyran.  “He goes with me when I’m out and about.”

Kyran didn’t move towards the car, showing a surprising restraint.  “He certainly is a pretty dog.  Is he friendly?”

“Most of the time, unless he’s working.”  Ingrid kept an eye on the Akbash, who tilted his head to one side and wagged his tail, hitting the back of the seat with loud thumps clearly audible on the sidewalk.  

While she didn’t want people to talk about ferocious, aggressive dogs being brought in by the corporation, Ingrid also didn’t want the assumption made that she wouldn’t defend herself.  Too many people saw a woman alone and thought she would be easy to handle.  Part of Asher’s job was to remind those people that they were coming to the wrong conclusion.

Kyran’s laugh this time was a little heartier, as if she could not believe any dog so white and fluffy could pose a serious threat.  “Working?  Does he get a paycheck every two weeks, too?”

“No, he does not,” said Ingrid, not quite avoiding the sharp tone of the answer.  While Asher didn’t have a checking or savings account, her personal stipend from Greenewyrd Luxury had increased substantially after the first week, with itemized notes breaking out the additional funds for Asher.

Whether it was vet bills or food, someone in the corporation was committed to ensuring the Akbash had what he needed.  

An awkward silence descended, one that Ingrid finally broke, not at all wanting to hear more about her choice of dogs.  “Shall we get going?  I’m anxious to see the site and get things in place to start work.”

“Sure, honey, just let me lock up.”  The real estate agent shook out a large ring of keys.  She glanced at the green SUV and didn’t hide her expression of dismay.  “Your dog...is he aggressive?”

“You can sit in the front,” said Ingrid as she hit the remote door locks.  “As long as you aren’t actively threatening, Asher will behave himself.”

I hope, she added silently.  As she went around the front of the SUV, Ingrid gave the Akbash a significant look through the windshield.  He answered with a happy bark, loud enough to make Kyran jump back as she opened the passenger side door.

Anything short of a death glare would ricochet off the dog’s thick skull.  That had been established within the first forty-eight hours of their working relationship.  And as a descendant of livestock guardians bred to think independently and decide whether or not there was a threat, Asher would listen to her only up to a point.  Beyond that, there would be an argument and one she would never win in time.

Fortunately, he settled back in his seat and gave a little wiggle as he made himself comfortable on his pillow.  Kyran kept a wary eye on him as she climbed in and sat more on the outer edge of her seat even though that made it difficult to buckle in.

Ingrid didn’t comment.  She concentrated instead on getting herself in the SUV and checking the street around her before pulling out to head north.  As she drove, she kept an eye on her passenger in case Kyran decided to bail out of the SUV when Asher barked again.

The road out of Kroning curved like a crazed serpent between sloughs and fields, lakes and woods until Ingrid was forced to slow down or slingshot off one into the ditch.   The SUV lost speed quickly on the sharp turn and she let it coast out of the curve before applying a little more pressure to the accelerator.

“The road is a bit tricky through here,” said Kyran, her tone casual.  “You’ll have to watch it once the weather turns colder.  The fog and the blowing snow can make it hard to see the road until it’s too late.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”  Ingrid didn’t say more than that.  In her mind’s eye, she could see the verdant green fields and blue water sloughs blanketed in deep white that concealed both deep ditches and swampland with treacherously thin ice.  Add in a straight-line wind howling through the bare brown branches as it picked up dry snow and the unwary would never have time to make corrections to speed or direction of travel.

Same old countryside.  Looks harmless until you blink first.

The road rumbled under the tires and Ingrid switched from the accelerator to the brake pedal, easing the SUV up to the stop sign at the T intersection.  The stop itself was nearly flawless with only the smallest jolt as she came to a complete halt.

“Which way?”

Kyran pointed to the left, where the road changed from two lane pavement to gravel.  “It’s about fifteen miles, right where the road curves to the north past the Glacier Lake public access ramp.”

Silence fell in the SUV again as Ingrid made the turn.  The only sound to break it was Asher’s panting in the back.  Ingrid cracked the window on her side so the dog could get more air.  He quit panting only to start sniffing loudly, testing the new smells as they passed more fields and the occasional farmstead set back in mature windbreaks and connected to the road by a narrow, winding driveway.

The shoulders disappeared the farther west they went.  Soon the tall grass grew right up to the edge of the gravel; in some places a few hardy clumps grew on the road itself, sending defiant seed heads up towards the warming sun.  Trees crowded closer, too, their branches waving over the road itself and occasionally scraping the side of the SUV as they passed.

“Is it like this the rest of the way?” asked Ingrid as they squeezed past a tree growing right next to the road.  This time its branches brushed over the roof of the SUV and Asher gave a startled bark as he twisted around in the seat to peer at the offending tree growing smaller in the back window.

Kyran shrugged, resting her arm on her rolled down window.  “Mostly.  If you hire out of town contractors, you’ll have to warn them about right of way for farm equipment.  During spring planting you’ll have the big rigs on the road and harvest has combines, semis and trucks.”

A dust trail rose above the trees ahead.  Before the real estate agent could say anything, Ingrid slowed down even more and swung over to the edge of the road.  Stopping wasn’t necessary, not when the road was wide enough for two cars to meet, but she wasn’t going to take her half out of the middle and hope the oncoming vehicle saw her in time.

The dust barreled down the road towards them.  Ingrid shaved a few more inches off her side of the road until the weeds brushed and banged against the side.  A dark shape emerged from the cloud, turning into a dark midnight blue heavy-duty pickup with a utility rack in the front and dual wheels behind.

The grizzled man sitting behind the wheel of the colossus raised his index finger off the steering wheel in the traditional rural salute and sailed past, leaving behind the choking dust that rose and billowed in his wake.

As Ingrid accelerated again and moved to straddle the crown of the road, she caught Kyran staring at her strangely.  The real estate agent glanced at Asher in the back seat, opened her mouth, closed it, then stared straight ahead for a long moment.

“If you have something to say, please say it,” Ingrid said quietly.  “I’m really hard to offend.”

It took a few more minutes before Kyran spoke.  When she did, the hesitancy plainly said that she didn’t want to cross the representative of the corporation that offered so much to Kroning.  Even if Ingrid gave her the freedom to speak her mind, the real estate agent didn’t want to offend in the first hour of acquaintance.

Maybe later, but not yet.

“Ms. Clancy said you were flying in from the coast,” said Kyran, enunciating each word with slow care.  “I assumed you were from the city.”

Ingrid hid the smile that wanted to lift the corners of her lips at the question in the last sentence.  True to her statement, she wasn’t offended by the real estate agent’s attempt to determine whether she was actually a city slicker or had ties to the area.  The same thing happened in the city, whether it was a neighborhood or the department of a multinational corporation.  Everyone looked for the kindred soul and watched for the outlier.  Their treatment of either didn’t vary much, either.

“My dad was a part time farmer.  Small grains, mostly.  He retired after his first heart attack.”  Ingrid didn’t glance over as she recited the familiar history.  She didn’t want to encourage questions and she didn’t want to spill her guts to a complete stranger.  No matter how friendly Kyran might be, she was someone who would have to respect the job Ingrid was sent here to do, and that was almost impossible if she saw Ingrid as an object of pity.

She shrugged.  “I can drive a tractor, hook up a PTO and toss hay bales.  They’re just not something that looks good on an office admin’s resume.”

Ingrid didn’t bother to add the rest of the litany of job skills she’d acquired from a childhood on a small farm.  As she’d found out when Thomas pulled his tank-the-company-and-run, none of them qualified her for more than an unskilled labor position.  

There were teenagers with better resumes than me, she thought without the deep and abiding bitterness she usually felt when remembering those desperate months.  She shook her head to break that line of thought and blinked, realizing with a sense of dread that she’d let the silence stretch too long.

It took all of her willpower not to look at Kyran.  Ingrid firmed up her mental shields, burying her doubt deep behind the thick walls that hid her hurt and confusion from the outside world.  Unknowingly, she clenched her jaw and stared straight ahead, her eyes flicking from one side of the road to the other looking for the stray animal or bird with a death wish that might decide to dart out in front of the SUV.

For her part, Kyran didn’t comment.  Whether she was dumbfounded at the thought of an erstwhile country girl voluntarily leaving the big city or mystified as to why Sanders Greene chose her, the real estate agent kept silent.

And for that bit of space Ingrid was grateful as only someone who wished to hide could be.

The trees to the left gave way to reeds crowded as close as the brush and the glimpse of sunlight sparkling bright on a dark blue surface.  The wind riffled through the reeds along the shoreline, bouncing and rattling them as birds darted between them and a stacked flight of pelicans rode a thermal in a lazy spiral far above.

“Glacier Lake?” asked Ingrid.

“Yes.  Turn off is on the left just before the corner.”  Kyran sat up a little in her seat, lifting her chin to see over the SUV’s wide dashboard.  “There’s a break in the trees and a field road to follow.”

Ingrid’s eyes narrowed and she adjusted her two-handed grip on the steering wheel.  Mentally she ran through the gear she’d packed into the back cargo area and wondered if she should have included a chain saw and road grader.  Getting stuck in a field this far from town wasn’t even remotely in her plans for the day.

Although Asher would probably enjoy it.

She slowed as the corner neared, searching for the break Kyran mentioned.  The trees to the left seemed a solid wall; there was a long minute of doubt, then they were even with it and Ingrid braked harder than she intended and turned in.

The SUV pitched as the front right wheel hit the ditch, followed by the left.  Ingrid braced her left foot on the floorboard and hung on, letting the momentum and inertia carry the vehicle farther into the field in the hopes of finding fairly level ground or the field road.

Kyran braced herself with the heel of one hand on the dashboard and the other wrapped securely around the grab bar.  The SUV jounced harder and Ingrid winced.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.”  Kyran laughed, a delighted sound that filled the cab.  “I haven’t had this much fun in ages.”

Fun.

A glance in the rear-view mirror showed Asher shared the real estate agent’s enjoyment.  He sat in the middle of the seat, his front feet braced to either side and his golden eyes bright with excitement.

Grimly, Ingrid flexed her fingers on the wheel and slowed even more.  The bumps became more pronounced and she started to wonder if she had missed the field road completely when she glimpsed the twin pale lines snaking through the tall grass between the basswoods.

She aimed for it, praying silently that someone hadn’t put a drainage ditch between the two points.  The tires dipped dangerously and then caught on the lip of the ruts before powering over.  Her head hit the ceiling as the back wheels jounced up and she clenched her teeth over a few sizzling words that would do nothing for her persona of calm confidence.

“Whoo!”  Kyran pumped her fist in the air.  “You made it!  A little rusty, but you can’t take the farm out of the girl!”

Asher barked, punctuating her statement, but Ingrid could only muster a weak smile in answer.  Her fingers shook as she gripped the wheel and peered ahead to the lines that hugged the right edge of the woods, visible only occasionally beneath the thick weeds and lush broad-bladed grass.

“How much farther can we drive?” she asked.  “I don’t see a really good spot to turn around when we need to.”

Kyran shrugged.  “There isn’t, really.  But it’s a pretty healthy trek into the woods to the estate buildings.”

“That’s why they chose me, I guess.”  Ingrid parked the SUV just under the first branches of the woods.  She rolled up the windows and reached under the front seat.  “Just give me a few minutes to get Asher ready.”

The real estate agent shrugged as Ingrid pulled out a wide leather strap studded with rounded silver rivets.  A heavy silver buckle hung off one end, its tongue clicking loudly against the frame.

“Ready, Asher?”

The Akbash barked and pulled at his harness, straining to reach into the front seat.  Ingrid opened her door and hopped out, landing heavily when the ground proved to be a little farther away than she thought.  But she recovered without falling on her backside and went to the rear door.

Asher met her at the edge of the seat, straining to stick his head in her face and putting his neck exactly where she needed it to be.  Ingrid fastened the collar around his neck and snapped a leash onto the martingale harness underneath his car straps.

Getting the restraint off him proved to be the most difficult part.  The Akbash squirmed in his eagerness to get out of the back seat and her fingers were still clumsy from the white-knuckled drive from the main road.  Finally she snapped the last fastener home and drew the harness off the dog.

He barked once and bailed off the back seat before Ingrid could get out of the way.  His weight pushed her against the door and the arm rest dug into the small of her back with a sharp, bright pain.

“Asher!”

His head swung towards her as his haunches hit the ground.  He wasn’t completely repentant about his eagerness; his intelligent golden eyes laughed as he showed his teeth in a goofy grin that promised she would be dealing with his high spirits for at least part of the walk in.

Kyran came around the front of the SUV, spraying her arms with bug repellant.  She covered her jeans, paying special attention to the hem and lower legs before straightening.  

“You need some?”

Ingrid shook her head and stuck a hand behind Asher’s seat.  “I brought some of my own.  I figured that since I would be working in old growth for most of the summer, I could expense it out.”

It wasn’t easy hanging onto Asher while applying the bug spray, but she managed.  Once the repellant was on to her satisfaction, she switched out her sandals for black PVC boots that came up to her knees.  Ingrid tucked her pants into the boots and applied more repellent around the edges to discourage any crawling things from diving into the boots.  

“No socks?”  Kyran leaned against the front left quarter panel, watching as Ingrid pulled out a fanny pack and stuffed water and a first aid kit into it.  She checked the other compartments except for one that she didn’t want to open in front of strangers.

“Learned to hate wet socks,” said Ingrid as she fastened the pack around her waist.  “Ready?”

“Yep.”  Kyran straightened and nodded towards the woods ahead of them.  “This used to be the main drive, but the farmer who bought the place from Matilda Beyer’s brother dug out every paving stone and plowed it under.”

Ingrid caught up with Kyran as the real estate agent set off at a brisk walk.  A tug on the leash brought Asher up on her left, the white dog watching the fringes of the underbrush with his ears alert.

“Matilda was the original owner of the estate, correct?” Ingrid asked as they walked.  “The historical records from upstate New York are pretty extensive, but there wasn’t much to explain why she came out here and why her brother built the manor at his own expense.”

“You could try the county museum in Dedemir,” said Kyran.  “Whenever someone dies the family usually donates everything they don’t want to sell to the museum and the historical society.  There are trunks and boxes in their warehouses that haven’t seen the light of day in decades.”

Birds hidden in the thickly-leaved branches twittered and sang in the silence as Ingrid absorbed that new information.  While she hadn’t done more than contact the historical society in the county where the Beyer family originated out East, picking through the forgotten past might yield clues to a story that would make the manor more attractive to future guests.  

They stopped at the edge of the woods and Ingrid looked both right and left for a break or deer path that would make passage into the tangle of overgrown brush easier.  But the entire edge was unbroken and she sighed as she pulled out a pair of thick work gloves from the fanny pack.

“I suppose it’s too much to hope none of this is buckthorn?” she asked Kyran.

“What do you think?” The real estate agent took a step back and Ingrid stopped herself from sighing again.  She could see at this range that the slender branches of the smaller trees had thin spikes studding the wood beneath the small leaves.  That meant that she would be driving those same spikes into her hands and arms as she broke the trail.

Asher pressed against her leg, whining softly as if understanding the reason behind her hesitation.  She stroked his head automatically and squared her shoulders.  Nothing would approach her while the big dog stayed close, and she had both her cell phone and her wits if something did happen.  

Nothing is in there waiting for you, she told herself.  It’s perfectly safe.

Five steps into the forest, Ingrid stopped cold.  She reached down her leg and pulled the spike out of her jeans above the knee without wincing.  Sliding the loop of Asher’s leash up her left wrist, she repeated the extrication with the spike embedded in her hip and turned sideways in the hopes the smaller profile would spare her more impaling.

That worked for ten steps.  By the twentieth, her stoic determination had melted like a soft serve cone at a July town picnic and Ingrid was reduced to mechanically taking a step, picking out the thorns and pushing the branches back for Asher and Kyran.

The air temperature cooled as the light dimmed.  The wind moved the leaves and higher branches, and a flash of sunlight would pierce the gloom, but otherwise they traveled in a perpetual twilight that was both soothing and unnerving.

A shadow slid past in the air and Ingrid froze.  She turned slowly, only to find a mass of woodbine hanging off a basswood and swinging in the wind.  Her heart beat painfully in her chest and Ingrid drew in a shuddering breath that could so easily turn into a sob.  

But she didn’t break.  Twenty years of practice, two decades of painstakingly building strong walls around her heart, gave her the power to turn her back on the darkness and keep moving forward.

Her left foot caught on a projecting rock and Ingrid went down on one knee. She stayed down for a moment, gritting her teeth against the pain and hoping silently any blood wouldn’t soak through.  

“Are you okay?”

Kyran put a hand on her shoulder and Ingrid forced herself not to move away from that unexpected touch.  Instead she breathed through her nose and focused on Asher’s presence beside her.

“I’m fine,” she said, and got up.  Dirt clung to the denim at her knees and a dark spot showed in the weave.  She brushed at it ineffectively and gave up quickly when it was obvious she wouldn’t be able to stop it.  Her hand hovered over the denim as Ingrid stared at the stone next to her foot.

“Kyran,” she said, and the tone of her voice brought the real estate agent over quickly.  This time she touched Ingrid’s elbow, her fingers tightening painfully as she saw the tumble of rocks hidden in the thicket beyond the pale limestone.

“Is that—”

“The gate pillars, I’d imagine,” said Ingrid.  She glanced around and saw the mate to the right of the path.  Time had been kinder to that one, leaving at least three courses upright.  A round object lay at the foot of it, partially hidden, and Ingrid peered closer until she recognized a stylized family crest—three five-petaled flowers beneath a rayed half sun with hawk supporters on either side and a legend inscribed beneath them.

Servitio in perpetuum. 

“If these are the gate pillars, then...” Kyran pushed past, not noticing the branches reaching out to clutch at her.  The immaculate coiffure was the worse for wear but the real estate agent didn’t seem to care.  She walked on and Ingrid snapped a hasty picture of the crest before following, the disquiet inside increasing as she tussled with the crest that wasn’t the Beyer insignia inscribed on the gate posts of the family enclave out east.

The underbrush didn’t thin out.  If anything, it grew thicker and closer together after they passed the outer perimeter of the manor.  Most of the trees were fast-growing softwoods like box elder, linden, and aspen.  The box elders grew in wide clumps, forcing the two women to climb through the clusters or go around.

“I’ve had nightmares like this,” said Ingrid as she helped Kyran through a particularly dense stand.  “Usually it involves less sweating though.”

Kyran laughed breathlessly and waited on the other side as Ingrid hoisted Asher through and followed him.  “There’s supposed to be a monster, too, right?  Someone big and bloodthirsty with an axe.”

“I don’t worry about those anymore,” Ingrid said in a quiet voice.  She took stock of their surroundings, her nostrils flaring a bit to take in the rich, loamy smell of a woods undisturbed by human hands for too long.  The birds were as loud as ever, even if the canopy above them had thinned enough to allow a brightness to filter into the gloom below.  She still couldn’t see much beyond the next clump of trees.  While the buckthorn had been crowded out here by the box elder, other bushes and weeds grew thick and tangled, obscuring more than they revealed.

Asher grew still beside Ingrid, and she looked down to see him at attention, his ears perked and his tail carried low and flicking slowly side to side.  He stared hard straight ahead and the hair along his spine rose into a stiff ridge. Barely audible, his growl vibrated through the connection between them as he warned off whatever was out there.

“Kyran,” said Ingrid for the second time in the last half hour.  This time her voice had the same warning note Asher had sounded and her hand crept to the smaller compartment in the fanny pack, the one she hadn’t unzipped in front of the real estate agent before. 

She still didn’t open it.  If need be, she could use the time Asher would buy her to rip it out and fire.  And God grant that all of her practice meant her hands wouldn’t shake and she wouldn’t miss.

“What is it?”  The real estate agent lowered her voice to a whisper and moved a little closer to Ingrid.  “Is there someone here?”

“Probably kids.”  Ingrid kept her eyes on Asher as adrenaline kicked her heartbeat up a notch.  His ears went up a little higher, then went down as the Akbash relaxed.  “Not hunters. Let’s go see what we do have.”

Asher stayed at her side as Ingrid skirted the next box elder clump.  A dark shadow rose beyond the screening trees, one that nearly reached as tall as the surrounding forest, and a prickle on her skin warned her that they were getting very near to the skeletal remains of Everlasting Manor.

The younger trees arched overhead, creating a tunnel over the narrow deer path.  True to its nature, the path didn’t run straight; it twisted around thickets until it suddenly went right.  Ingrid made the turn and stopped, Asher by her side.

Manor implied a country house, something a rich young woman of the Gilded Age might have built as a place to play at being rustic without sacrificing too much in the way of daily comfort.  

Everlasting was anything but rustic, and from the graceful but massive double granite columns flanking the gaping front door to the five rows of empty windows sweeping to the sides, it was no woman’s plaything.  Everything about it from top to bottom, was massive and masculine.  

And powerful.

The hair rose again along Asher’s spine, but he didn’t growl and he didn’t move.  Ingrid felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle as well, but she didn’t react.  The wind moved through the trees, tossing slender branches against the smooth rock and glassless windows.  Last year’s leaves skipped through the tunnel of trees that had grown over the circle drive’s broken pavement and rattled against the rows of pale granite balustrades lining the front terraces.

Kyran came up behind Ingrid and let out a low whistle.  “So this is what’s been hiding back here all these years!”

That got her a look from Ingrid.  “You’re the real estate agent.  Haven’t you been back here?”

“Not this far.”  Kyran edged around Asher and took a step beyond. With her hands resting on her hips, she tipped her head back to look all the way to the top of the facade.  “It was sold As Is with no guarantees by the previous owner’s heirs.  They all left for lives outside of farming and had no interest in coming back here longer than it took to auction it all off.”

“Ah.”  

Ingrid didn’t say more, but the other woman didn’t notice.  Growing braver, Kyran walked through the overarching branches and under the portico. She kept talking, her voice echoing off the ruins.

“You’ll have to evict the bats and nesting birds.  The wood’s probably rotted, too. Pity.  It was probably magnificent.”

A glance at the top windows showed them as dark as the lower levels, with no patchwork sunlight from a collapsed roof.  The wind gusted stronger and Ingrid heard the faint, delicate chime of wind bells.

Kyran stopped and turned back around.  “Did you—”

“Yes.  It’s hard to pinpoint where it’s coming from.”  

Ingrid checked the surrounding woods and didn’t see anything out of place, and she deliberately took another second to check with Asher.  The Akbash wasn’t on alert any more.  His golden eyes were open and his grin was back; he met her look and wagged his tail happily.

“Looks like we are clear,” she said and followed Kyran’s trail farther in.  The pillars holding up the portico looked solid enough; no stone dust or crumbled chips piled around the bases.  “I’d rather not go in until the structural engineers have a chance to crawl over everything first.  Can we get to the back?”

Kyran peered through the gaping double front doors, seemingly ignoring Ingrid’s question.  The real estate agent took a half step towards the threshold and Ingrid thought about all the things that could go wrong, from the entire structure collapsing on the other woman to something larger than a rat leaping out of the darkness.

All of those scenarios flashed through her mind.  Ingrid wanted to snap at the other woman, wanted to pull what little rank she had in the middle of a thick woods, but she held her tongue.  She breathed deep and waited while Kyran leaned precariously to the side and nearly overbalanced.

“I can’t see anything,” she complained as she finally gave up.  Kyran backed away from the porch. “Didn’t you bring a flashlight?”

“Only for emergencies,” said Ingrid.  Her hand still rested near the zippered compartment, no longer tense but still within reach. “I’d like to see the back elevation if we can.  The original plans didn’t include a sketch of it.”

That piqued Kyran’s interest and she scrambled over the broken railing, skirting the raised pavement stones with quick, energetic steps.  “Oh, you need to talk to Barb in Dedemir.  She keeps the archives at the museum.  I’m sure she’d have a picture of it and I know she has the good gossip.”

“Several decades old?” Ingrid followed, Asher on her heels and the leash between them with plenty of slack.  “I’ll have to spend the day over there then.  Sometimes local legend has more substance than the legal records back East.”

She put a hand on the railing to steady herself as she climbed onto the terrace, but snatched it back quickly when the stone crumbled beneath her touch.  Her gaze darted around the clear spaces between the trees, seeking out the details or presence that had alerted Asher for only a brief time and was even now playing havoc with her own intuition.

But there was nothing there.  Only birds and the flicker of a tail as a bold squirrel bounced on a thin branch and scolded Asher from a safe distance.  She couldn’t even hear the quiet growl of tractors in adjacent fields, or the faint drone of jets flying along the Great Circle to other places far away.

A branch broke with a loud crack and Ingrid jumped.  She slapped a hand to her chest, in an instinctive bid to keep her wildly beating heart in place.  Kyran poked her head around the corner at the far end of the terrace and waved.

“This way!” Her voice carried easily and several birds launched out of the surrounding trees.  “You won’t believe this!”

“You’d be surprised what I believe,” Ingrid muttered to Asher as she gained the terrace without tripping.  The rest of the way across the broken stones was less graceful than she wanted, but it was fast enough to please the real estate agent, who waited for her with barely concealed excitement.

The first glance around the corner didn’t match Kyran’s excitement.  A large basswood had taken root in the foundation between the corner of the house and the edge of the terrace.  Bits of stone stuck out of the trunk where the tree took the balustrade into its heart as it grew bigger.  Its branches drooped with the weight of the leaves, nearly touching the ground on the other side and forming a curtain of impenetrable green.

Kyran didn’t wait for Ingrid to get over her unease.  She skirted the large trunk with deep-grooved bark and ducked through the hanging branches without a backward glance.  

A thin, musty smell swirled around Ingrid as she stepped cautiously around the basswood.  Shadows clung to her feet and she blinked quickly to adjust her eyes to the sudden gloom.  Smooth leaves slid across her fingers as she pushed the branches aside, and the scent of green life fell like a mantle about her.  

Ingrid breathed it in deep, drawing courage from the slow pulse of life around her, and stepped into the open.

The filtered sunlight at the front of the manor became a murky, green gloom in the back.  The rear elevation was a tangle of overgrown plants with no distinct features to distinguish it except for the massive, perfectly round pool at the center of the near garden space.
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