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Hunting deer with a homemade seven-dollar
machine gun on the ancient I-80 Ridge was not as fun as he planned
to make it sound when he arrived back home, but at least he got a
good nap in. The woods and prairie flowers blushed with autumn, but
the day was warm. Any cooldown stood at least a week away.

"Autumn hair, autumn eyes, autumn glow and
winter's heart," the Poet had said of him at youth commencement
three years ago. He had gotten a game-saving tackle the night
before, and had aced all sorts of tests leading up to commencement,
so the cryptic, unresolved Commission had gutted him. It still ate
at him, almost every one of the thousand days since.

Beautiful fall days were the worst reminders
of the indeterminate prophecy.

Theobaldi Hayek sat up, stretched and rose to
his feet. He hoisted the wide steel handcart behind him. The grassy
crater in the long stretch of road had a rim of concrete scarred
with grey-black streaks: the ancient marks of explosives. Back when
whole concrete could still be found, scavengers had blown up
sections of highway. An old crater had filled in with grass and
provided him a bed.

The sun was six hand-widths above the
horizon:

he had enough time, barely.

The wide band of cloven hoofprints soon ran
down the other side of the ridge. Theo glanced across the trampled
prairie to note that his putative prey was nowhere in sight. He
broke from the deertrail, and continued east.

In less than an hour the old highway led to a
massive earthworks ramp. He'd been daydreaming or he would have
noticed the cracked and grassy concrete plain to the north first:
it had buildings, old style, on it.

The Cougar's Haunt.

Theo's pulse took off like a stallion to a
mare. His mouth went dry as he dropped the handles of the wagon. He
touched the gun to make sure it was there, and slid down the side
of the ridge, bypassing the ramp that led only to the ruins of a
bridge. The empty settlement had survived the century, once
occupied by a notorious militia, now abandoned to a population too
far removed to scour it, save for the rare explorer or young (and
foolish) ghost hunter.

Once on stable ground, he unslung the machine
gun and crouched through the grass and cracked plates of concrete.
He patted a long smooth chunk like a talisman. It was dry and a
little rough, like sand. Though, intellectually, he knew better, he
had expected a substance oily and alien, a sheen of petroleum,
binding it. It wasn't much different than tiny bits of gravel that
covered I-80.

He picked his way through the ruins, making a
wide circle around the main building, an angular structure with
huge windows, all shattered, a few with boards left in them. He
nearly stepped on a faded sign. Theo bent down and ran his hands
across it. Although dusty and buried in the dirt, its texture was
smooth and slick.

Plastic.

"Worl Larg Truc" spelled out in bubbly
letters. The rest of the sign was broken or obscured, but it was
fairly well known that the Cougar's Haunt had, at one time been the
largest stopping and refueling center in the world for trucks. Theo
wasn't sure why trucks needed special stopping places, as from what
he had seen about old world vehicles, trucks and cars were the same
thing except that trucks had a bed like a wagon that was exposed to
the air, while cars had rows of seats for passengers.

Theo tried to break a piece of plastic off to
take home, but it didn't give. He idly thought of dragging the
whole prize with him, but it obviously wouldn't budge from its
burial site. He circled the barbarians' lair, one eye to danger,
the other to treasure. He found a molded foam cup with the bottom
gone, but he had dozens of those, all in better shape, so he left
it.

Without consciously realizing it, he spiraled
inward toward the shattered, gaping entryway. The light only
carried into the cavernous structure hundred feet before fading
into darkness. Theo stepped in through a shattered window.

The floor was nearly all dirt, but Theo found
spots that were exposed to the old tile. A few odd metal structures
remained, the remnants of shelves for dry goods or perhaps books.
Mostly the room was bare. In the semi-darkness stood a counter,
cracked with holes punched into it, and places where ancient
artifacts may once have lay. Back along the wall were many alcoves
and more counters. One counter still had a huge adding machine
still embedded in it.

Theo climbed over the counter and pried it.
It didn't move. The buttons, those that still remained, were mashed
irreparably into the machine. He saw a flicker in the corner of his
eye and turned around.

In the room directly behind him, a candle was
burning. He took a firm grip on the gun, and considered the
possible ricochet environment.

He stepped in to discover that four candles
were lit and they surrounded a household altar. Theo looked around
and listened, expecting a lunatic or beast to drop from the
ceiling. Confirming that the room had only one entrance, and
nowhere else to hide, he knelt to take a closer look at the little
shrine.

His breath went out. The image of woman,
impossibly sad and degraded, struck him. She was naked save a few
scraps across her chest and loins, kneeling in desert sand. She
clutched her tousled hair with one hand. The other pressed against
her bare hip. Theo was surprised at his hunger for her even as he
felt pity. She was alien to him, unlike the sisters he had known in
their modest, bright blouses and long blue jean skirts. He could
not tell if its subject was created by an artist from a forgotten
era, or if it was an old-style photograph. He hoped the former,
because it disturbed him to think that a real woman, little more
than a girl, really, had once found herself in such disastrous
straights.

He had never understood the wisdom of the
proverb: "like a golden ring in a swine's snout is a beautiful
woman trapped in indiscretion," but it came to him now. He imagined
a spirit behind her body: the girl dangling, her arms akimbo,
chained against the moist, invisible snout of a godlike
hogshead.
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