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The trees had stood for centuries. 

Majestic sentinels, beneath an iron grey sky only occasionally pierced by 

sunlight. The trees kept a silent witness to a primal world, a world untouched by 

civilization, and free from human influence.  

Today that changed. 

The bitter wind caused the tops of the trees to sway, their branches brushed 

against each other in a dance as old as time. In the canopy things were as they had 

always been, but on the forest floor he ran. 

The air gusted from his mouth as he picked a path through the ancient trunks 

of the alpine forest. Despite the freezing cold the ground remain free of snow, but he 

knew that if he did not find shelter before nightfall he would perish just as surely as if 

his pursuers caught him. 

He clasped one arm against his side to keep pressure on an injury he couldn’t 

remember sustaining. It was a shallow cut, but out here in this weather he could not 

afford to lose much blood, and the precious warmth it gave him. 

How did he come to be here? Running for his life, in the middle of nowhere, 

pursued by who knows what. This too was a mystery, but he knew with a certainty 

that dispelled all else that he had to keep moving. 

In his clenched fist he held the source of that imperative, a crumpled piece of 

paper with a single word written in his own hand. 

Run! 

# # # 

The guardian bent down to examine the ground before him for any sign of the 

fleeing human. He raised his head and sniffed the air hoping for the wind to carry 

some scent to tell him his quarry was close by. All the wind told him was that his 
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brothers were nearby, something that he knew instinctively without the mundane 

assistance of the wind. 

He looked at the overcast sky. It would be dark soon, and that would mark the 

end of the chase for him and his brothers. For while the absence of light was no 

obstacle to his kind the bitter cold was. At this altitude, even with the sun at its zenith 

it was almost too cold for him, and it was for this reason alone that the human had 

managed to elude them thus far. He had perhaps another hour before he would be 

forced to return. He intended to make that time count. 

With a shrill cry the guardian signalled the others then resumed his pursuit. 

Charging once more through the trees as one by one his three brothers signalled back 

with their own cries. It was a calculated risk, the cries told their prey where they were 

but it also inspired fear in humans.  

People made mistakes when driven by fear, and the guardians needed every 

advantage they could in facing this one. 

# # # 

Four blood curdling cries broke echoed through the wilderness.  

They set the man's heart racing, almost causing him to trip and fall. He 

stopped, and took a few heaving breaths as he tried to regain his focus. The sounds 

were a few miles distant, up wind of his current position. They awoke a deep dread in 

the man. He felt almost as if he would be overcome with despair. With clenched fists 

he fought the urge to give up.  

He was not ready to die yet. Not here, not like this. 

The cries awoke something else in the man. It was the stirrings of a memory, 

the dawn of understanding. The threads were vague, but he could feel them slowly 

weaving together. Given time he knew that he would recall ... Something ... 

Something important. 
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But time was a precious commodity. He couldn’t keep still while those things 

were out there hunting him. The man listened. He heard little but the wind through 

the trees. But just below that, he made out the faintest hint of running water up 

ahead. Where there was water there may also be caves, and he needed to find shelter 

before it became dark. 

With grim determination he resumed his run. Both surprised and thankful for 

his stamina, he wondered once again what had brought him here. But his attempt at 

understanding was sidetracked by the sudden realisation that his side no longer hurt 

him. 

The pain had reduced to a dull ache, and the bleeding appeared to have 

stopped. This healing took place despite him having no chance to wash and dress the 

wound. Perhaps once he reached the water he could spare the time to evaluate this 

unusual outcome more closely. But for now he was simply glad that he felt better. He 

knew he needed every advantage to survive what lay ahead of him. 

He sprinted towards the sound of water, and soon found himself at the edge of 

a wide fast flowing river. With no other option he ran downstream beside the 

freezing water in the hope that he might find a way across before his pursuers caught 

him. 

He was running towards the sun, he could see that it hung just above the 

horizon. There wasn’t much daylight left. He didn’t relish the thought of trying to 

pick a path through the trees in the dark, and he knew that the cold would be terrible. 

The sound of a branch snapping to his right caught his attention. He turned to 

see what had made the noise but was unable to see anything in the twilight gloom. 

He had the sense that there was something very big, very fast, and very dangerous 

out there. Without realising he had done so the man noticed that his fingers had 

balled into fists. He had to consciously make himself relax. There was no way he was 
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going to fight one of those things. He was shocked by his body’s unconscious 

reaction. 

He had to keep moving, to run, and to flee. He had to get away. 

# # # 

The guardian could see him now. The foul stench of him – of blood and sweat 

– threatened to overwhelm its sensitive nose. It dare not alert its brothers now or the 

human would know just how close his death truly was. 

The guardian moved silently through the trees, each bounding step brought it 

closer to its prey. It could almost taste the flesh of the human he was hunting, could 

almost feel the brittle bones as they were crushed in the guardian’s jaws. The very 

thought of the kill brought moisture to its mouth, and it had to remind itself that this 

human was not like the others. He should not be taken lightly. 

The human was running along the edge of the river oblivious to the guardian’s 

presence. It was the perfect opportunity to launch its strike. With a low growl the 

guardian bunched its muscles, and attacked. 

# # # 

He saw the creature as it burst from the trees to his right. 

It came at him with lightning speed. He was barely able to avoid the vicious 

slash of its claws as it leapt towards him. How did they get so close so quickly? The 

question flashed into his mind even as he ducked and weaved to keep the razor sharp 

claws and snapping jaws from striking him.  

Despite the speed of its relentless attacks he found that he was easily able to 

avoid the blows. He couldn’t understand how or why he was able to do that but he 

was grateful for it.   

The creature let out a piercing shriek. The blood-curdling sound echoed 

throughout the area, easily drowning out the sound of the rushing water only meters 
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away. As before it was answered three times, and the man was shocked by just how 

close the remaining creatures were. 

He had to find a way to get away. He might be able to avoid the attacks from 

one of these creatures but four would be far more than he could cope with. He looked 

around, and was horrified to see a second creature step from the trees behind him. 

Followed by another, and then a heartbeat later he saw the fourth. 

He didn’t have long before the newcomers joined the fight, his brief taste of 

freedom was about to come to a terrible, agonising end if he didn’t think of 

something fast.  

With desperation driving him he ducked below his attacker’s flashing claws, 

then hurled himself into the creature’s body. The blow was solid, and amazingly the 

creature was flung back hard. It crashed into the trunk of a thick tree several meters 

away, and slumped unmoving to the ground. 

The man didn’t waste time to marvel at this incredible display of strength. He 

turned, and ran headlong to the water, the river was his only chance, and hoped that 

whatever these things were they couldn’t swim. 

# # # 

The guardians watched as their brother was flung away from the human. They 

had been warned that this one was different but none of them expected such strength 

from the small man. 

Their prey turned, and ran into the freezing water of the glacial river. How did 

he know that they were unable to follow? Was he possessed of some secret wisdom 

that allowed him to discern their vulnerability to cold? They could do nothing now 

but watch as the human was washed past them, and then disappear from sight and 

on to freedom. 

The guardian’s saw that the sun had almost disappeared beyond the horizon. 
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Their hunt was over.  

Without a backward glance at their fallen comrade the three guardians padded 

away, leaving the trees to their ancient vigil. 

 

 

 


