	The two men struggled to make their way up the mountainside. Every step they took was met with agonizing revolt from weary muscles.  It was not that they weren’t used to hard work and long walks - they were – they spent nearly every day of their lives out on the hunt. But this terrain was different, unforgiving.  The steep incline slowed their pace to a near crawl. One false step and they could go plummeting down the mountain’s side. Plus, it was cold, far colder than they were used to at this time of year. And it was harder to breathe up there. It was as if the air itself was thinner somehow. 
They had lived in the shadow of these mountains their whole life’s, but nothing could have prepared them for the magnitude of seeing them up close, touching them, walking on them, must less attempting to breach their many peaks. They had already crested several of the lesser hills, but it only became more challenging as they ventured deeper in to the labyrinth of the mountain range. Both men felt winded and unusually fatigued for the distance they had traveled. And still, they did not know how much longer they would need to push forward to accomplish their mission. 
They came from a small village about five days walk from here, towards the sunrise. And it was the safety of this village that brought them to this elevation. For generations, their village lived in relative quiet and isolation from the rest of the world. Indeed, this was the furthest either of them - and to their knowledge, anyone from their village - had ever traveled. However, in recent seasons, there had been increasingly frequent contact - not always friendly contact - with the people that lived in these mountains. There were all sorts of rumors floating around the village about who these strange people were: They were half-animal, they were demons, they ate people. But these were only rumors, of course. Mere stories people invented to scare the children. The two men were here for more tangible reasons.  They were told to make contact, establish borders, and learn what they could about these strange people.
	The brown-haired one finally spoke, “We’re going to have to find a place to camp for the night soon.”
	“Maybe we should turn back. We’re not prepared for this kind of cold. I can’t feel my toes,” the red-headed man said.
	“Stop whining. We’re not turning back, so stop bringing it up. We push on. At least, until we top this peak. Hopefully, we will come across some flat ground and we can get a fire going and set up camp for the night. It might help you feel better,” the brown-haired man mocked.
	“I’m not whining. I would just like to live through the night is all. And not freeze to death,” the red-haired man said.
	“I’m the one in charge on this mission. And it is I who will have to answer to Vincent if we fail,” the brown-haired man said.
	The red-headed man hated how he always talked down to him. As if he was some sort of child. “You know, Vincent included me on this mission too. Maybe he would want you to listen to my input.”
	The brown-haired man stopped and faced the red-headed man. “Honestly, I don't know what he sees in you,” he said. “Your loyalty, perhaps? Your ruthlessness? I don’t know. I mean, you're a decent hunter, and a sound bowman, but your lack of compassion disturbs me. I do not enjoy the killing we have to do when we hunt for our food. Not at all. The sounds the animals make when they’re dying or suffering, it pains me. It is something that I will never get used to. But you? It doesn't seem to bother you at all. You almost seem to enjoy it. Now, Vincent may have his own reasons for wanting you here, but so far you have been nothing but a liability for me. So, shut your damned mouth and keep walking until I tell you otherwise.” 
	The two men walked in silence until it was near sundown. It was not worth the added exertion of any more conversation. Eventually, they crested the peak that they had been struggling to make their way up, only to be met with more mountains sprawling out endlessly in every direction, as far as the eye could see.
	“It’s hopeless!” the red-headed man said as he fell to his knees. “How can we be expected to find anyone in these mountains?”
	“Get on your feet,” the brown-haired man said, disgusted. “I wouldn’t worry about finding them. I suspect they will find us if they wish to be found. Now go gather some wood and get a fire going while I try to go get us something to eat.” He slung his bow over his shoulder and disappeared in to the surrounding wood.
	The red-headed man grudgingly did as he was told. He made his way in to the forest and began to collect some downed branches. That was one good thing about this god-forsaken terrain. At least, there was ample firewood, dry and plentiful. He had made a couple of trips back and forth and started a good sized fired before venturing back out for one more load before the sun was lost for the day. He was on his way back to camp when he came across something curious. There was something lying discarded in some brush near an animal path. It looked long and white and stuck out against the greenery surrounding it, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was. He made his way over to take a closer look. 
He bent down and picked it up. A bone. A human bone? He couldn’t be sure. He held it up against his thigh. The size was certainly right. It looked as if it could have belonged to someone slightly shorter than himself. He was unsure what to do. He hesitated to take it back to camp to show the brown-haired man. He would only mock him. He felt his heart rate increase as he looked around the encroaching darkness all around him. He took a couple of long, deep breaths to steady himself. So, what if it was a bone? Even if it was human, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. People die and rot away all of the time. Especially, up in mountains he would wager. Yes, people must die all of the time up here. He was not a child, and he did not believe in monsters or scary stories. There was no reason to believe that this need be of any concern. He dropped the bone where he found it, picked up his stack of wood, and made it back to camp just as the day’s light was all but lost.
“There you are,” the brown-haired man said. He already had a fat bird roasting on a spit over the fire. “I caught us a grouse. It’s not much, but it will do until morning.”
“What? Oh, great,” the red-headed one said, distractedly. He dropped his last bundle of wood on top of the pile he’d collected and went to take a seat across the fire from the other man.
“Here.” The brown-haired man pulled a leg from the bird and handed it to him, taking the other leg for himself.
The red-headed man did not have much of an appetite right now; especially for a leg, bird or otherwise. But he sat and ate it nevertheless, trying not to let on his fright to the other man. They sat and ate in silence. 
At some point his exhaustion must have gotten the better of the red-headed man, because the next thing he remembered was the brown-haired man shaking him awake. “Wake up! Wake up! It’s your turn to take watch. I took the first shift. Now get up.”
“Okay, okay. I’m up,” The red-headed man said. He was shivering. The embers in the fire glowed bright orange, but they did not give off much heat.
“You can add a little more wood to the fire, but leave it burning low. I don’t want to draw any attention to us. Wake me at first light.” 
With that the dark-haired man turned his back to what was left of the fire and went to sleep. The red-headed man sat there still half-asleep himself. He was utterly drained from the many days of walking. He grabbed what few twigs and branches were in his immediate grasp and threw them on the fire. He was too cold to get up for a more substantial piece of wood. The kindling burnt bright and hot but it did not last long. He struggled to keep his eyes open. 
“Just for a second,” the red-headed man thought. “I’ll just let them close for a second.” But he must have fallen asleep, because the next he knew the dark-haired man was hovering over him with his hand over his mouth. With his other hand, he put his finger to his lips, then pointed to his ear, and then pointed somewhere out in the woods. The dark-haired man stood up and grabbed his bow. The red-headed man followed suit.
 The two men stood in silence, motionless, trying to bend their ears in to the surrounding foliage. It wasn’t much past first light. The greenery of the trees all around them looked closer to a dark blue or purple in the morning haze. It was then that they saw the stranger, or rather, the stranger allowed himself to be seen. He was a standing on the same path they had arrived on the night before. Though, he was still several yards from their camp. They could only make out his silhouette, as the emerging morning sun was at his back. He stood motionless with only a large stick in his hand and what appeared to be a primitive wooden shield. Startled, the red-headed man lifted his bow and began to take aim. The dark-haired man quickly grabbed his arm and pushed it downward towards the ground.
“Stay your bow, you fool. Have you forgotten why we came here?”  The dark-haired man dropped his bow, took a couple of steps forward, and held his hands out to his sides, showing the empty palms to the stranger on the path. “Hello. My name is Richard. I come from a small village a few days walk from here, towards the sunrise.” Richard pointed past the man, in to the rising sun.
“Ooh,” the stranger said, and then - clack - he banged his stick against his shield and took one step forward.
“Can you tell us your name?” Richard tried again. “We would like to talk with you.”
“Ooh” – clack! The stranger banged his stick against his shield and took another step forward.
“Let’s go. I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” the red-headed man whispered, urgently. 
“You’ll stay put unless I tell you otherwise. Just keep an eye on our backs,” Then he turned his attention back to the stranger on the path. “I’m sorry if we’re intruding. We mean no harm. We just came up here to meet you.”
“Ooh” – clack! The stranger took another step forward. He was getting close now. Too close. The red headed man took a couple of steps backwards as if he was going to run.
“Stay where you are!” Richard snapped, shooting his head around to look him in the eye. “If you run, we’ll look like cowards in his eyes. Now, be a man and stand your ground.” 
“Please. Come join us,” Richard said to the stranger motioning towards the fire. “We have food.” He mimicked an eating motion with his hand. “Not much, but we will share all that we have.”
[bookmark: _Hlk49453151]“Ooh” – clack! The stranger took another step forward. “Ooh” – clack! Then another. He was nearly in their camp now. Then, Thunk! An arrow sang through the air, hitting the stranger square in the chest. He coughed, wheezed, then crumpled to the ground in a lifeless heap.
“What have you done?” Richard yelled at the red-headed man. “Don’t you understand? They will see this as a declaration of war!”
“I-I-I’m-I’m sorry,” the red-headed man stammered. “I panicked. He was nearly on us.”
“Goddamnit. I knew it was a mistake for you to be here. I told Vincent as much. Now, look.” He went over and grabbed one of the stranger’s legs. “Come. Help me with him. We must bury his body before any of his people see it.” 
The red-headed man did as he was ordered and hurried over to the stranger’s body and grabbed his other leg. The stranger had curly, unkempt hair. There was a drizzle of blood coming from his full lips. He was wearing remnants of basic clothing that did not cover much of his light brown skin. It was his first time killing a man. Curious, he felt very little. Fear, certainly, but only for his own life. But not remorse, as he expected he should. Was Richard right about him?
They dragged the dead man’s body in to some nearby brush. Richard got on his hand and knees and hurriedly began to scoop away handfuls of dirt. Then the two men heard “Ooh” – clack ring out from somewhere to their right in the sprawling timber.
“Ooh” – clack! It came again from the same place.
“Ooh” – clack! Again, but this time from their right and also behind them.
“Ooh” – clack! Then from three different directions.
“Ooh” – clack! As more and more joined the chorus.
“Ooh” – clack! Now the call was coming from all around them. The combined voices and clacks of clubs banging against shields echoed in the morning stillness. 
[bookmark: _Hlk49453561]“Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! The rhythmic call kept coming. The two men were stunned in to immobility unsure of what to do next. It was clear they were surrounded on all sides, but they could not see a trace where these phantom calls were coming from. Then a rock was thrown in to camp, narrowly missing Richard’s head. Then another landed near the feet of the red-headed man. Then more rocks began to rain down around them.
	“Ooh” – clack! The war cry came continuously. 
	The two men turned and ran in the direction they had come from the night before, hoping it would provide escape. They were running at their top speed, though the densely wooded territory slowed them considerably. It did not take long for them to become disoriented. Richard had taken the lead. The red-headed man was close behind. Suddenly, one of the Strangers emerged from the brush and was blocking their path. The man, dirty and disheveled was larger than the man that they had slain back in their camp. He reared back with his club, ready to bring to bring it down on Richard’s head. However, Richard pivoted, turned, but did not break stride. The red-headed man followed.
	“Ooh” – clack! rang out again all around them. No matter how far or how fast they ran, the call seemed to come from all around them. They ran for a shorter distance this time before a group of three of the Strangers appeared before them, forcing them to turn again. Then, it happened again, with an even larger group of the Strangers. They seemed to be converging on them from all directions.
Soon, they had run out of options. Ahead of them a cliff was approaching, with a steep and sudden drop off. Richard was still leading the way. He saw the bluff first and turned to take cover behind a large boulder protruding out of the ground. The red-headed man followed his lead. They sat with their backs against the rock trying to catch their breath. They were now pinned between it and the cliff’s edge. The red-headed man peered over the rim.  The drop was at least five men tall.
	“Well? Can we make it?” Richard asked. The red-headed man just shook his head no. 
“They were leading us here,” Richard said, turning to peer around the boulder at the approaching hoard. “They were herding us. And now, we are right where they wanted us, like animals for slaughter.” He looked back at the red-headed man then peered again around the side of the rock. “I see them. There are a lot of them. I can see maybe a hundred. And I bet there are more in the woods behind them.”
“Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! 
The red-headed man barely took note of what Richard was saying. Fear had overtaken him. He was unable to muster the strength or the courage to meet the imminent death calling from the other side of the rock. He began to think of his little village, and all that he had waiting for him back there. He was somebody there, respected. He was even promised a wife. There was a pleasant life waiting for him back there, but all of that was gone. Now, he was little more than a frightened child playing the part of soldier far from home.
“Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack!
He just sat there stunned with his back against the boulder staring off in to the tree tops protruding from below. There were two squirrels frolicking in the high branches. He watched them chase each other back and forth. They would jump fearlessly from one tree to the other in their pursuit. He enjoyed watching them in that moment. If this was to be the last thing he witnessed in this life, then that is not such a bad way to go. 
He had all but given up hope and consigned himself to die when an idea came to him. Maybe not all was lost after all. It would not be easy, but he wondered if he could make the jump to the nearest tree, as the squirrels do. It was risky. Certainly, not a sure thing. Even if he did manage to make the leap and grab hold of a branch, there was no guarantee that it could hold his weight. But what would be the point? The Strangers would only continue their relentless pursuit. That is, unless they were given a reason not to. He looked down at his feet and saw a large rock. It must have been near twice the size of his head. Then he looked over at Richard. If this was going to work, he would need to act fast.
“Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! “Ooh” – clack! 
The red-headed man tuned back in to what Richard was saying: “…they’re right on top of us. Are you ready? We won’t be able to take them all, but I’ll be damned if they get me without a fight.” With that, the red-headed man lifted the rock over his head and brought it down as hard as he could on to Richard’s exposed ankle. He could feel the bones and ligaments give way underneath the weight of the rock, just as much as he heard it.
“BYAHHHHHHHHH!” Richard let out a great cry of pain. 
The red-headed man did not pause to watch his reaction. He turned and bolted for the cliff’s edge. When he reached the end of solid ground, he jumped with all of his might for the nearest tree. He surprised himself with how far he was able to jump. He was easily able to reach a branch and catch it at a point thick enough to support his weight. However, with all of his momentum, he was unable to sustain his grip. He felt the branch slip through his fingers as he began to fall, hitting several other branches on the way down. When he landed on the ground, all of the air fled his lungs and he lay gasping. Though he still had enough wits about him to scoot back underneath the lip of the cliff, out of sight from anyone peering down from above.
As he tried to regain his breath, Richard still screaming in pain above him, the red-headed man became aware of a pain in his bicep. He held his arm up to get a better look. It had been penetrated by something. But by what? It wasn’t an arrow. That was clear. Had it been puncture by a branch on the way down? He gripped the object and pulled it out. He had to stifle a scream, so as to not give away his position. He held the object up to get a better look. It was a bone. Then something else caught his eye. There was another bone laying on the ground between his legs. He looked around and spotted another one. And another. He saw a crushed skull lying just past his feet. And what appeared to be a rib cage lying at the foot of the cliff wall. Everywhere he looked there were human remnants lying about. He began to kick his feet, and flail his arms trying to stand and trying to push them all away from him at the same time. It seemed he had fallen in to some sort dumping site for discarded human bones. Richard was right. The Strangers had been steering them this direction. And it would seem that the stories must be true too.
Suddenly, Richard’s screams above him took on a new intensity. It was screams of a different sort now, more urgent. The Strangers were surely on him now. Tearing at him? Eating him? The red-headed man couldn’t know for sure, but his imagination concocted all sorts of gruesome images to accompany the horrible sounds coming from above him. 
“Goddamn you, Nathan! Goddamn you!” were the last words that Nathan heard Richard yell as he turned and ran as fast as he could towards home.
 


	




 



