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The trees were in blossom
When I left yesterday
I never thought
That I would be so long away
Their bare branches greeted me
Upon my return
Green leaves of springtime
Left in piles for me to burn
(from "New York, 1890 by John McClenny)
Traffic on the Kansas turnpike is seldom light, even at one o’clock in the morning in the relative isolation of the Flint Hills between the river bridge in Wichita and the numerous church spires of Emporia. Still, there are those rare occasions when ten or even fifteen, minutes can pass without the intrusion of headlights pinpointing the night ahead or cat creeping in the darkness behind. That’s when the relentless strobe light flash of headlights reflecting on the center line at seventy -plus miles an hour numbs your brain and the space between the white lines begins to narrow. I should have been home long before midnight, but a "relax me" drink in the bar after the convention turned into a full blown bullshit session carrying on well past the witching hour with me firmly in tow. My lady and my bed were warm glowing beacons ninety minutes in the future at my current rate of speed, but an hour and a half can seem an eternity in the lonely darkness outside a city’s night glow. Shifting position in the slick nylon seat eased some of the fiery, deep, joint pain that always seems to accompany endless sitting and gradually the weight of my foot increased on the gas pedal. The neon yellow speedometer needle edged past eighty upwards toward eighty-five, and the flicker of white paint on pavement took on a faster, more compelling rhythm. I’d just begun to settle into the groove riding that thin line between concentration and comatose when waking nightmare fired adrenaline tremors up my spine. From the velvet black of a springtime evening sky, a hand reached down into the bubble of light speeding ahead of my pickup.
For the record, it was a perfectly ordinary hand with four fingers, a thumb and all the joints and nails in all the right places, and from my perspective, it didn’t seem at all out of place on the end of a gigantic glowing arm attached to a two hundred-foot tall, boy-child with a grin pasted from ear to ear across his gleaming face. The sudden deceleration as he scooped up my pickup truck crash-tested the failure limits of my seatbelt. It held, but without side-air bags, my head slammed repeatedly into the door frame and side window, shattering the glass and painting slick gray metal with splatters of thick deep crimson. The impact dredged a long forgotten but incredibly vivid boyhood memory from the recesses of my mind of catching fireflies at my grandmother’s house, putting them in a jar, then shaking it to make them glow. Moments later a looming mass of darkness spilled into my brain extinguishing the final shreds of consciousness as it leaked into the cone of my tunnel vision.
Unconscious bliss prevailed for a unknown period of time but awareness returned just in time for a roller coaster ride of mind fucking multi-sensory impressions striking with the speed of angry African bees and the impact of an attacking sumo wrestler. Bruised and battered eyes remained glued tightly closed with rapidly drying blood, but somehow, in the fashion of dreams, I could see myself from outside the constraints of my physical body. Hovering, I watched, another hand joining the first and busily trying to extract my bruised, bleeding body from the grip of seatbelt and harness. Frustrated in its initial attempt, it grasped the roof of the cab, peeling it back, and snapping the harness strap in the process. Then with a firm and crushing grip on my upper body it dragged me out of the wreck, breaking ribs and dislocating both hips on the way. For a fleeting moment, it appeared I was seeing the action from the viewpoint of gigantic eyes looming over my soon to be remains. In the distance beyond my limp body, a blue and white orb hung silent against a monochrome backdrop of star-studded black velvet.
Sufficient shock creates its own brand of anesthetic and the only sensation penetrating the endorphin haze was an all pervasive cold penetrating my body anywhere the huge hand didn’t touch flesh. I couldn’t breathe, but that was probably the very least of my worries. I knew enough anatomy and had seen enough accident victims to quash any real hopes of collecting my mythical social security. Bloody froth spewed from bruised lips as my head lolled over and cradled against the soft skin between the creature’s thumb and forefinger. In a futile and probably suicidal attempt at defiance, I bit into the softness, chewing through the skin until a mouthful came loose, allowing a hot flow of blood to flood my face and mouth. Unable to move my head to spit, I swallowed and bit again. Shrill thunder lanced through my brain and for a fleeting instant I was free of the terrible grip, drifting numb and weightless in frigid vacuum. As icy darkness closed in on my vision, the powerful grip returned.
In the crimson streaked shadows behind my eyelids, it seemed that another, deeper pitched rumble intruded. Even though there was no air in the black crystal vault of stars, I could hear them in my head. Stranger still, I began to understand them.
“I caught it Mama!” The squeal shouted. “It bit me and I dropped it, but I caught it again. Mama, it’s not moving.”
“Hush, Sanor” the deeper voice chided. “You’ve been too rough and you’ve broken it. Let me see.” The purest essence of tears welled up in me from the child’s anguish stricken thoughts. He thrust me in one hand and the wreckage of my pickup in the other, toward a still larger brightness nearby.
“Fix it please, Mama.” The godling begged. “I won’t hurt it again. Can I keep it?”
“No, Sanor, dear,” She answered. “They can’t stay in our presence without years of training. Even then, they’re seldom happy for long.” The intense warmth of Her fingers fed me, healed me. In my gut, the still living chunks of god flesh I’d swallowed, writhed and fought to reach Her, yielding at last to the white hot flow of Her will, and merging with my mortal tissue. Powerful waves of heat surged through every cell awakening an over powering sexual response. For a moment, I cringed at the shame of an erection swelling rapidly at Her touch. Then the shame fell away. There was no controlling the reactions of mind and body to Her presence. Sensing a change in pressure from Her fingers I opened my eyes in time to catch the full glory of Her face against the stars. Closer She came until the soft fire of Her lips brushed me in a kiss, granting the final healing.
Light exploded in my head that blinded as surely and completely as the dark, but a faint memory of hope danced at the frayed edges of consciousness, swelling, growing stronger with every passing second.
“Take him back now.” She said gently placing me in his hand. “And be easy with him. Take him back and let him grow in his own way.”
“Wait for me, Mama.” He cried, but already her presence was receding. Swiftly as he knew how, we returned to the earth below. His touch was gentle, but in the brief eternity between the diamond bright stars and a lung full of water rich green earth smell, an extra measure of strength flowed from his soft fingers. A dark, feral child essence seeped into the marrow of my bones hiding in the shadow of my fear. He took me back. For only an instant I heard his cry fading.
“Wait Mama, I’m coming.
Dazed and disoriented, a rough, gritty, unyielding surface pressed warm against my back. Disorientation and purely physical shock threatened to pull me into a faint but my gag reflex and the sudden screech of bending, scraping metal brought me fully awake and on my feet. What remained of my pickup slid off its stone pedestal to lie on its side on a thick thatch of coarse grass, followed closely by the pink and white tumble of my dentures. Down the narrow valley a dozen mounds colored the honey brown of ripe wheat turned to assess the alien noise. Grass and leaf stained tusks curved ready to protect the herd and bright intelligent eyes searched the valley for the slightest indication of danger. Then twelve woolly mammoth turned away as one, browsing their way toward the distant silver line of a meandering river. Their tusks reminded me of my wayward dentures and I’d started looking for a way down to retrieve them when suddenly I realized why they had fallen from my mouth. An even row of sharp new teeth lined both upper and lower gums. Stunned, I gazed about at the almost familiar landscape searching for a clue to my whereabouts. After a while it came to me.
Sanor was an obedient child but I suspected he was not so distantly related to a god named Loki. He had taken me back all right. Back far enough that I just might have enough time to learn to exist comfortably in his presence. He wanted a pet and I was it, but I didn’t think I was going to live that long. The first faint stirring of a chill breeze touched me and I noticed the shadows were lengthening. Moments later a deep throated coughing sound brought a prickling tickle to the back of my neck as hair struggled to stand erect. Turing to look up the valley I scoured the hills and grass for the source of the sound. It reminded me of a leopard I once heard at a zoo, only louder and almost as close. The shredded pickup truck wasn’t much but it offered more protection than sitting on top of a boulder exposed to the world. Easing my way down I began digging through the trashed cab franticly searching for anything that might be useful in the present situation.
The glove compartment yielded immediate results. Two boxes of stick matches and another folder-over pad from a bar in Topeka assured me of fire to ward off marauding beasties. In addition, there was a multipurpose bottle/can opener with corkscrew, sunglasses, two ballpoint pens, a small mirror, three pencil stubs, a magnifying glass, a butane cigarette lighter, and assorted maps, receipts, car papers and the usual collection of condiments from various fast food joints. At the bottom of the mess resided a survival knife/saw combination in a sturdy leather sheath. I pulled an old blanket and a small blue plastic tarp from behind the seat and spread them on the thick grass to keep my treasures from vanishing in the thatch. In the process I uncovered another sheath knife (military issue), a rock hammer left over from my last vacation and a double bitted tomahawk I sometimes liked to throw for sport. My walking stick was missing, as was, the scissor jack. Jammed hard under the seat I found my travel toolbox with contents intact, another heavier rock hammer, half a liter of spring water, a bag of M and M’s and a paperback book on Runes that I’d been reading in spare moments. I rescued my key ring from the ignition switch as well.
By then the sky way beginning to darken to the east prompting me to gather enough burnable material to last though the night. Several small birch trees scattered in the cluster of boulders provided enough dead wood for my needs in a matter of minutes, but clearing an area in the grass to build a fire took somewhat longer. In the process I found the jack handle and my walking stick, adding them to my trove. I was especially glad to find the walking stick. It was an item I’d picked up on an Internet auction. Its innocent black lacquered exterior concealed a thirty-two inch tempered steel blade that I’d honed to a razor’s edge. Its presence had given me great comfort on evening walks in some unsavory neighborhoods, and I expected it would come in very handy in my present circumstance. If my guesses about where and when I found myself were correct, refined metal of any form would be nearly non-existent. My meager collection of survival goods didn’t look like much, but if rarity is in inverse proportion to worth, I’d just become a billionaire. The coughing growl sounded again, closer this time. I stopped clearing grass and began stripping bark off a seasoned birch branch. With the sacrifice of two pages of my Nissan owner’s guide, a very welcome circle of flickering light pushed back the dark to an acceptable distance.
Dinner was chocolate, covered peanuts with a thin candy shell that didn’t have time to melt in my hand. Under the circumstances hoarding them was totally out of the question. If I didn’t come up with the materials to hunt or harvest in a day or two, a few pieces of candy wouldn’t have any significant impact on my survival chances. The water was an excellent vintage and perfectly complimented the sweets.
Sleep was long in coming for a number of reasons. First, despite the effects of what amounted to probably ten millennia of jet lag, I wasn’t sleepy. The excitement of my encounter had invigorated rather than exhausted me and I needed time to burn off the adrenaline. Second, I couldn’t see what, if anything was creeping around just outside my protective circle of firelight, but I had excellent reason to suspect a number of unpleasant and potentially deadly possibilities. Giant fauna like mammoth or mastodon usually insured proportionally gigantic predators. Third, I’d never seen a sky quite so stunningly brilliant with stars. My childhood was spent in a rural area before air pollution became a recognized condition. We knew the mills were spewing clouds of smoke and steam into the air, and the water down stream had frequent fish kills, but the air still smelled good when the wind wasn’t in the east. Back then, light pollution was limited to areas close to towns. Back then, hell. This was way back then and there were no cities, no towns or hamlets and damned few villages. In the clear prairie air I could see stars with my naked eyes that small telescopes couldn’t see in 2005.
Naked eyes -- realization hit again. My glasses had vanished somewhere along the way. I think I remember them flying off when I bit the Godling and he shook me. Things hadn’t been very clear then but I was having no trouble now. Whatever She had done to heal me was a complete cure. So complete that my fingers brushing a gnat off my face failed to find the familiar ridge of a scar that had marked me since an early childhood misadventure with a Boy Scout hatchet. Poking branches on the fire I leaned back to watch the panorama of stars hurrying on toward morning.
Natural rhythms must have taken over despite my wakefulness, and I gradually succumbed to the darkness, fading into sleep. It may have been the chill from the dying fire that woke me, but an aura of menace raised the hairs on my arms and neck before I opened my eyes. With imperceptible movements I turned my head to face the source of my unease. Sometime during my sleep a fat crescent moon had risen to coat the surrounding boulders in a silver fairy glow. On top of the closest one a large shadowed shape crouched, head down and sniffing loudly in my direction. Bright moonlight glistened on eight inch ivory white fangs that seemed to lengthen as I watched them. Sabretooth was its name. It looked hungry and the predator smell burned in my nostrils and down the back of my throat.
With over a quarter of a ton of unfriendly cat flesh looming over me, I inched my left hand toward the pile of kindling prepared earlier for stoking the fire. Scooping a handful of the leaves and papery bark I gently and slowly edged them toward the glowing coals remaining of my campfire. Above, the beast stirred, grating claws on the stone as muscles tensed to leap. My survival instincts and knowledge gained through long acquaintance with household felines kicked in and I began softly singing an old Dean Martin song that leaked into my head from some long forgotten radio broadcast. “In the misty moon light, by the flickering firelight,” Goddess, if only it would flicker. Suspicious of the sound, the cat paused in its tensing, cocking its massive head to one side and shifting ears forward to listen. I’m reasonably certain it had never heard anything remotely resembling my singing and that fact was the only thing keeping me alive. Cats of any size are creatures gifted or cursed with intense curiosity and anything out of the ordinary is cause for investigation, prior to and sometimes instead of, ingestion. The pause gave me time to add more fuel to the embers that suddenly burst into flame with a loud crackling and whoosh of smoke. Seconds later when the glare died down only the bare surface of the rock was visible in the moonlight. A strong carnivore odor still lingered and from then till dawn I stayed awake, carefully feeding the fire and keeping my back to the truck body with cane and knife in hand.
Even in the pre-dawn moonlight a distinct aura of familiarity seemed to permeate the air and almost remembered shapes mixed with shifting shadows in pale silver light. It wasn’t until the moments just prior to sunrise that I realized why I felt so at home. Against the Eastern sky, flat topped hills etched sharp plateau silhouettes with tumble down, rock strewn sides. No other place is quite like it and obviously it hadn’t changed much in ten to fifteen thousand years. I was standing somewhere in the middle of the Kansas Flint Hills, but here and now, no barbed wire and power lines divided the land in arbitrary segments of ownership. The aura of infinite freedom stirred some atavistic portion of my spirit and I felt a yearning to see what lay beyond the distant, sun bright horizon.
Knowing where, if not exactly when I was, settled at least some of the apprehension in my situation. Now I knew what direction I’d have to travel to find people who weren’t all that different from me. Hell, there was only half a continent and an ocean separating me and what would eventually become Europe. If St. Brendan could cross the Atlantic in a bull hide boat and make it back to Ireland, I’d have a reasonably good chance of making the trip one way. Norse blood, however dilute, flowed in my veins and they were the ones who spoke Brendan the way. With clear vision and a heart that didn’t falter with minimal effort, almost anything seemed possible. First, though, I had to find food and water for the day and then I had a treasure to hide.
Water wasn’t a problem. Several small springs were seeping out of the hillside within sight of my camp but I was acutely aware that food could easily prove to be more elusive. I made a half-dozen snares out of electrical wire salvaged from the truck and set them in narrow trails running through the tall grass. Small game would be easier to catch and less wasteful if I could remember my long neglected survival skills.
Forty years had passed since I actually hunted animals for meat, but I retained the essentials. Big creatures like bison and mammoth were far too dangerous for a single hunter to tackle on a day to day basis, so if I feasted on mammoth meat, it would be from someone else’s kill. Besides, they looked too much like elephants and elephants had long been personal favorites of mine.
Scavenging became a part of my emerging lifestyle much sooner than I anticipated. By the time I finished setting the snares, a flock of large birds wheeling the air a short distance away attracted my attention. Quickly lashing my largest knife to a straightish sapling originally planned for firewood and sliding my walking stick in my belt, I grabbed a burning branch from the fire and set out to see what dead or dying thing was summoning carrion feeders. It was the work of moments to discover the source of the vultures’ interest. Two immense wolfish animals were worrying the torn corpse of a deer-like creature that would have easily dressed at four hundred pounds. I suspected that either of the pair rending the corpse would tip the scales at a somewhat higher weight. I’d read about and seen illustrations of the long extinct Dire Wolf, but reality was far more impressive than the most imaginative textbook renderings. Black and tan stripes let them fade into the landscape like a tiger in tall grass but their movements were quick and remarkably agile for creatures of such large size. Feeding occupied so much of their attention that I approached to within thirty yards without attracting their notice. Only when the wind shifted slightly and carried smoke from my torch towards them did they stop and look nervously in my direction. I knew what fire could do in this terrain in dry weather and so did the wolves. With a last reluctant sniff at the carcass they trotted away down wind and away from the acrid stench of burning wood. Wasting no time I ran down the slope to the still warm carcass, hacked off a couple of ten pound strips of meat and headed quickly back to camp. Behind me the circling vultures tightened their spiral, descending to the feast waiting below.
While two hand sized slabs of the venison slowly charred on sticks suspended over the fire, I constructed a rude rack off to one side of the blaze. Reducing the rest of the meat into thin strips, draping them over the rack to slow cook and dry in the hot smoke occupied an hour or so. The thought occurred to go back for more but caution overruled greed and hunger. Besides, I didn’t know how well it would keep without salt curing and vultures have to eat too. Scant minutes after making the decision to forego adding to my supplies, snarls and yips of pain announced a confrontation at the kill. Congratulating myself on my good sense, I added a stick to the fire and took stock of the raw materials at my command. The sapling I’d used as a makeshift spear shaft was cured well enough to make a passable bow with very little effort and twisted wire would make an acceptable bowstring. Arrow shafts proved more difficult but I managed to find three that would work, tipping them with shards of metal I worried from the truck body then lashed tight with copper wire. With no fletching to stabilize the flight, accuracy would suffer but the weight on the tip would keep them from tumbling. I’d been involved in archery several times over the years and was confident I could hit a reasonable target with most any bow and arrow, but construction wasn’t my strongest point. Fortunately, a three-year stint working as assistant to a field archeologist had taught me volumes about primitive weapons. I knew enough that it was one less thing to re-invent.
The meat lasted for five days, supplemented with cress growing in one of the springs and three large rodents I caught in the snares. It also took me that long to strip all the easily removable, useful items off the battered corpse of the pickup. I had well over a hundred pounds of quality metal, wire and plastic. I made a bundle of about thirty pounds of the best material and hid the rest. A few of the least useful pieces I stashed in a small cave formed by slabs of stone that had tumbled down from the top of the hill. The rest of the prime stuff was wrapped in a section of the tarp and went under another slab that I levered up and excavated under. When I lowered the stone back into place I chiseled a kanaz rune into the surface with the point aimed at the stash in the cave. I figured if anyone was attracted to the wreckage of the truck they would find the junk and not look any further. The best method of hiding something is to convince everyone it has already been found. The battered remains of the pickup were partially hidden in the cluster of round rock formations that we’d landed on but that didn’t give me much hope it would go undiscovered. I’d seen similar formations in my own time, and they frequently had the remnants of primitive campsites associated.
From the angle of the sun and the general appearance of the land, it quickly became apparent that the season was early to mid spring and three nights and days of observing massive thunderheads skirting the horizon around me reinforced the conclusion. It was only a matter of time before one of them tracked across my camp.
Sunset on the fifth day came early. A bank of clouds boiled on the western horizon obscuring the sun by five in the afternoon. I packed up my belongings, stacking them in the protection of the pickup bed and rigged what remained of the tarp to give as much cover to me, and the fire, as possible. After eating the last of the venison, I was left ith nothing to do but hunker down by the fire and wait. By the time I finished eating there was a nearly continuous rumble of thunder and bolt after bolt of lightning etched streaks of fire against the black curtain bearing down on the hill. The first quarter sized drops of rain began splattering on the rocks before it suddenly occurred to me that I was sheltering under the only metal object on the continent while a major thunderstorm was rapidly approaching. Panic ceased being an unrealized condition in short order.
The small cave was a tight fit for both me, and my gear, but it beat sitting on the base of a lightning rod. The first gust of storm wind lashed my face with spray and dropped the temperature about fifteen degrees with its passing. In the deluge that followed the fire quickly dwindled and sputtered into sodden oblivion while my world was reduced to flashbulb images of steaming ashes and soaking firewood. Lightning struck the top of the hill close enough to shower the camp with gravel and mud and I figured that was as close as it would get. It’s seldom that my intuition has proven so wrong, so quickly. The next bolt centered on the pickup, lighting the camp in a sharp study in shades of gray and incidentally blinding me in the process. The flash of light, heat and stink of ozone lasted for only an instant to be replaced by a second blast that seriously rivaled the first. I guess there must have been more gas left in the tank than I realized. Shards of hot sheet metal peppered the mouth of the cave and me with one piece slashing to bone on my forehead, opening a hot flood down into my eyes. Doubly blinded by flash and blood, all I could do was cover my face and wait.
The fire didn’t last long, nor did the storm. In twenty minutes the last drops were falling and thunder was fading into the distance along with my temporary blindness. Parts of the pickup still smoked a little and stank of burned rubber and plastic but most of it remained as I crawled out of my retreat to survey the damage.
Outside of slashed arteries, scalp wounds are the bloodiest and mine was no exception. The mud and grass in front of the cave was crimson and sticky with my leaking and that was a bad thing. In this world, the scent of blood was equivalent to an invitation to dinner for any carnivore with a nose, this time with me as the main course. Retrieving my weapons from the cave I crawled under the now, overturned bed of the truck and pulled the tailgate down. It was a wet and dirty refuge, but it would take a very determined effort to pry me out with anything less than heavy equipment. The choice of sleeping arrangements proved to be a wise one, and during the long miserable night I heard several large creatures padding around the camp and sniffing the traces of my blood. In spite of the fear, somewhere along the way I managed to sleep.
From being bone chilled by the storm, I woke to rapidly increasing heat as the sun crept across the metal around me. It was definitely time to vacate my muddy refuge. That’s when panic hit again. The tailgate had swung closed tight enough to latch and I couldn’t open it from the inside. I was trapped.
Banging my fists against the unyielding metal was sufficiently painful to inspire pausing and reconsidering the situation. The latch was only inches away on the outside of the tailgate, and all I needed to do was dig a space large enough for my hand to reach through and pull it. There weren’t even any large rocks in the way and the ground was rain soft. Minutes later I could feel the latch with the tips of my fingers. I pulled it with my left hand and pushed against the tailgate with my right. With a slight grating noise it opened and I crawled toward the waiting sunlight.
With no warning a golden furred paw slapped at my hand and needle tipped claws sheared through two of my fingers leaving them hanging by shredded skin. I jerked back letting the tailgate fall staring in horror at bloody stubs where my index and second finger used to be. The paw caught the edge of the metal lifting and dragging it open. Without thinking I lashed out with my knife drawing a line of crimson in the gold. With a roar the sabertooth slapped the truck body moving it several inches in the mud. Again and yet again it howled its pain and rage repeatedly pounding the not so unyielding metal. The tailgate was bent enough that light was showing through in inch wide cracks allowing me to see that the index finger of my left hand was completely gone, leaving a bloody stump with bone protruding while the second finger hung on by a shred of skin. I backed away from the light huddling in relative safety next to the flattened remains of the cab. Shock and blood loss dulled my reactions to the feline onslaught sinking me into a near stupor. Eventually the pounding and growling stopped and despite the pain and heat I drifted off into unconsciousness that gradually altered into sleep.
Awareness returned with a shock. Light still filtered in through cracks in the truck body, but it was fainter and the heat had lessened. Struggling to remember what had awakened me, I felt it again. Something was crawling along the ground next to my belly making me jerk away drawing my knife to strike. In the dim light, a pallid creature pulled itself painfully through the mud in my direction. My severed index finger, with a life of its own, was struggling to return to my hand. Stunned by the sight I raised my head in the cramped space and was stunned again this time by battering my head against metal. Instinctively putting out my hand to steady myself I felt the finger thrusting against the stub. A gelatinous substance formed where the parts touched and contracted to draw them firmly together. Seconds later feeling returned to my wayward finger and I cautiously tried to move it. With some initial reluctance it obeyed and formed its part of a clenched fist. Moving to the light to examine my hand revealed that both the index and second fingers were firmly attached to my hand when I knew that both had been severed. Wiping cold sweat from my forehead smeared caked mud and blood, but there was no trace of either wound or scar. Slowly it dawned on me that I just might live long enough to make it home after all.
Finally raising enough courage to creep out from under the overturned truck, I discovered the giant cat was gone. Several large patches and numerous splatters of blood that weren’t mine testified that my knife had scoured deep. Despite the fact that he would have cheerfully made me am impromptu hors d'oeuvre, I carried a distinct feeling of guilt about the incident. It was after all, his world, and I was the interloper. That wouldn't prevent me from protecting myself but it would probably keep me from feeling good about it.
A nagging unease kept me looking over my shoulder while I gathered materials for a fire. Fortunately, my matches were well wrapped in a zip-lock bag I’d found under the seat of the truck and some of the wood wasn’t soaked through. However, almost all of the paper items I’d salvaged had been in the truck when the gas tank exploded and now consisted of soggy ashes. The only thing I had left was a few bills and a lotto ticket stuffed in my wallet. The way things were shaping the ticket was probably a winner. Too bad, I didn’t leave it with Jana before trekking off to the convention. She could use some extra income with me gone. I knew she would manage, but I really wished there was some way I could make things easier for her. Here the ticket wasn’t even big enough to start a fire. Shrugging, I balled it up and tossed it aside.
The knife I used to carve shavings for the fire was the same one I’d used against the saber-tooth. Now, it had a different feel to it, like a definite something had been added, and I was dead certain that I didn’t like whatever it was. Once a blaze was going, the blade went into my pack and I strapped on the larger military knife. Still feeling apprehensive, I stacked more wood on the fire and set plenty more close at hand for the night. Without a doubt, the sabertooth wasn’t feeling kindly toward me and I needed every advantage I could muster. Despite apprehensions and misgivings the night passed without incident and very little sleep.
The dark hours, especially those between midnight and dawn are always good for finding your fears and making plans, and I found time for a lot of both before first light. This was a big cat’s territory and other hunters would be granted little tolerance. My visualization of the immediate future didn’t include dodging cat claws on a daily basis, and there was little to bind me to here beyond the resources of the wrecked pickup truck. Sometime in the still darkness of early morning hours, the wanderlust of youth returned in full force along with an intense desire to visit pristine beaches and breathe the salty scent of ocean waves. Shortly after dawn, a quick check of my snares produced breakfast in the guise of one of the rodent-like animals I couldn’t identify. The snares went into my pack and the oversized rat went on a spit.
While the meal cooked, I laid out most of my supplies for a careful evaluation. In the end more than half went into the stash I’d hidden under the stone and the rest into a bundle that weighed about thirty pounds. With a strap made from a seat belt, it hung comfortably on my shoulder leaving both hands free. With no real reason to delay I kicked dirt on the remaining embers of the campfire and headed southeast down the valley with midmorning sun banishing what chill remained in my bones and soul.
Little more than a mile from the abandoned camp I was sidetracked into investigating the object of interest of several circling vultures with the idea of possibly doing some scavenging myself but wasn’t pleased with what I found. In a flat area on the side of the hill, in front of an overhanging shelf of limestone, the sabertooth lay stretched out on his side, motionless except for labored breathing I could easily hear thirty paces away. Circling the still figure I discovered that I was wrong about the sex. He was a she, and she was in bad, no, very bad shape. The cut I’d delivered to her was a gaping black wound in a paw swollen to football size. Her ribs heaved with labored breaths as she panted leaving doubt she wouldn't last the day. The vultures confirmed the grim diagnosis by landing close by the cat to settle in and wait. The second thing I discovered was a double line of swollen teats poking through her white belly fur. That, really made me feel like shit.
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