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Chapter 1 – The Getaway
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The first shot tore through Brodie Jackson's shoulder. The second shot took his horse down. He barely had time to roll out of his saddle, away from the crushing equine bulk and scramble under the cover of some nearby bushes before the posse thundered past. 

Breathing through the pain, he lay still and waited for the sound of the hoofbeats to fade. He could not fathom why they didn’t stop when they reached his horse, but he wasn’t about to give them the chance to realize the error of their ways. He had to put as much distance as he could between himself and the sheriff’s men. 

He rolled over and used his good arm to push himself up so he could see beyond the protective foliage. To his right, his view was obscured by the dust kicked up by the galloping mounts of the posse. To his left lay the town of Angel Falls, from where he had just come after robbing the bank. Angel Falls Savings and Loan was now short $15,000.00, and it was all in his saddle bag next to his dead horse.  

There was twenty or so feet of open ground between Brodie and the horse. Three seconds to cross it. Another thirty to grab his rifle and loosen the saddle bag. Then three more to get back under cover. A lot could happen in thirty-six seconds.

Brodie had two options: risk going back out in the open to get the money and his rifle, or hightail it up into the mountains, penniless and essentially unarmed. He had two bullets left in his six-shooter. In his condition, those might not even get him dinner—if he didn’t bleed out before then. 

“Aw, hell,” he muttered. “I’d rather die tryin’.”

With an effort, Brodie pushed himself to his feet and reconnoitered the area beyond the leaves for any sign of the posse. He still couldn’t figure why they had ridden past his horse. Maybe they thought his partner, Jed, had stopped and picked him up. It was as reasonable a guess as any; Jed had been behind him when they left town. 

He took a deep breath and ran for the horse, each step jarring his wounded shoulder. He pulled the rifle out first, then set to loosening the straps on his saddle bag. Sweat dripped into his eyes and blurred his vision, but he managed to free the saddle bag and hoist it onto his good shoulder. Grabbing the rifle, he turned and ran back toward the relative safety of the bushes. He was almost there when another shot rang out. Not stopping to see where it came from, Brodie dove into the underbrush, tucked and rolled, and came to an abrupt stop at the base of a tree. It was all he could do not to scream when his injured shoulder met the trunk. 

He had to keep moving. The posse must have doubled back. He pushed himself up again and stumbled around the tree moving deeper into the thick underbrush. The sound of the posse’s horses behind him grew louder and his desperation grew with it. He had to find a place to hide. He was bleeding bad, and he was weakening fast. If he had been in better shape, or at least had two good arms, he would have considered climbing a tree. That was out of the question, so he kept pushing his way forward, branches whipping him in the face and tearing at his clothes. 

Pain and blood loss were taking their toll. He staggered on, driven by desperation, not knowing where he was or in what direction he was going. Behind him, he could hear the voices of the posse members, still a way off, but getting closer by the minute. 

Through a break in the trees, Brodie saw a large boulder leaning against the base of a cliff. He made his way toward it, though he didn’t know why. As he drew closer, he noticed a gap between the boulder and the cliff. It was tight, but he managed to squeeze through and found himself in what appeared to be an old mineshaft. There was only enough light coming in through the gap to illuminate the first few feet of the tunnel. He lurched deeper into the shadows. Then the last of his strength abandoned him and he fell to the ground unconscious. 
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A persistent scratching noise woke Brodie up some time later. He tried to lift his head, but even that small movement was too much for him. His shoulder throbbed painfully and he was stiff from lying on the hard ground for so long. He knew he had to get up. Get moving. Find water.

Thirst overwhelmed him, distracting him from the pain in his shoulder. He forced himself to roll onto his back, an action that nearly caused him to pass out again as the pain, in its turn made him forget how thirsty he was. He remained still until the pain subsided enough to allow him to work up the courage and the strength to get up. 

Somewhere off to his left, the scratching noise continued, punctuated now by sharp taps and subtle cracks. He assumed it was an animal whose den he had invaded. Ruling out a bear, based on the size of the gap between the boulder and the cliff, he hoped it wasn’t a badger or a skunk. Rats weren’t likely as there was nothing in the way of refuse to sustain them. But the incessant noise was becoming unbearable. 

“Shut the hell up!” Brodie croaked, his parched throat unable to produce the menace he’d intended. But the noise did stop long enough for him to struggle to a sitting position and lean against the cave wall. 

It was too dark to see anything. Brodie couldn’t tell if he’d been asleep for hours or for days. He groped around until he found his rifle and his saddle bag, and pulled them close. He rested the rifle across his lap. In the surrounding blackness, he knew it wouldn’t do him much good, but it gave him a small measure of comfort to have it close. 

With his good hand, he fumbled around in the saddle bag until he found a box of wooden matches. He struck a match against the cave wall and held it up to see if he could identify the source of the noise. By the time his eyes adjusted, the match was spent and he had to light another one. 

This time, he was able to make out some loose rocks, a rusty pickaxe head and a broken-down ore wagon, which he earmarked for firewood—if, with only one good arm, he could manage to pull it apart. He was slowly sweeping the meagre light-source across in front of himself when a small movement on the opposite side of the mineshaft caught his eye. Before he could focus on the spot where the movement had been, the match had burned down nearly to his fingers and he had to light a third one. 

What he saw puzzled him. At first, he thought it was a rock, but it was too smooth. Too evenly shaped. Its surface had a dull sheen that reflected the light from the match. It was too pale to be made of stone. A jagged crack transected it from the right near the top, down toward the bottom left. It was rocking back and forth as if something inside it was trying to get out, and it was definitely the source of the noise. If Brodie didn’t know better, he’d have sworn it was an enormous egg.

He lit a fourth match and carefully inched closer in spite of the protestations from his shoulder. More scratching. The crack widened. Brodie squinted through the dim light. Something was moving inside. 

He reached forward, bringing the match within six inches of the rocking, cracking egg-rock. The scratching intensified. The tapping became frantic. A piece near the top fell off and whatever was inside shifted. A golden, glowing eye appeared in the hole. 

Brodie yelped. He dropped the match and scrambled backward. For several long minutes he stared in disbelief into the darkness. Finally, he struck another match. As he struck it against a rock, a louder crack filled the air. The match flared. Brodie’s eyes nearly burst out of their sockets.

“Damn... I must be hurt worse than I thought.”

Then the handsome young and wounded bank robber passed out once again. 

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – The Mineshaft
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When Brodie woke up, a sliver of light was forcing its way through the crack between the boulder and the edge of the entrance to the cave. Enough that he could make out his surroundings as he carefully sat up and inched his way back to the rock wall behind him. His shoulder hurt. He was as dry as a saloon on Sunday morning. At least he was alone. 

“Must have hallucinated that critter,” he mumbled as he took stock of his surroundings. 

His rifle and saddle bag were still there. The rusted pickaxe and ore cart were still there. 

He needed to find some water. Not just to drink, but to clean the bullet wound in his shoulder. He tested his arm to see if there was any mobility and was relieved to find that he could flex his fingers. That gave him some hope for a full recovery. In the meantime, though, movement was too painful. He needed to stabilize the arm. He needed to find something to make a sling out of. 

Since his shirt was ruined anyway, he peeled it off and fashioned a makeshift sling by tying the sleeves together and looping them over his neck. Gingerly, he tucked his arm into it and found instant, albeit minimal, relief when the material took the weight. 

Water was his next priority. He wasn’t going to last much longer without it. His best chance, he reckoned, was to leave the mineshaft and search the woods for a stream. If the posse was still looking for him... 

“Well, I’ll just have t’ make sure I don’t git caught, won’t I?”

Using the ore wagon for support, Brodie struggled to his feet. He had to close his eyes while the dizzy spell passed, but eventually he felt like he just might make it to the entrance. Bracing himself against the wall, he took a tentative step. Then another. 

“Atta boy, Brodie. Look at you walkin’ like you knew what you was doin’.”

After two more steps, he had to stop. His knees were threatening to buckle and he was shaking like a rattler’s tail. He pressed his face against the cool rock wall and closed his eyes, willing himself not to fall down or pass out again. 

It was then that he noticed that he wasn’t wearing his hat. He tried to recall the last time he’d had it, but his mind was too foggy to concentrate on that and on keeping himself upright. He decided that water was more important at the moment; he would find the hat, or lament its loss after he got something to drink. But lifting his foot was a thing that just wasn’t going to happen. No matter how hard he tried, he could not make his body do his bidding. 

The gap between the boulder and the mineshaft entrance was only a few feet away. It might as well have been a hundred miles, though. Unbidden tears began to roll down Brodie’s cheeks as he realized that he wasn’t going to make it. 

“Looks like I’m gonna be joinin’ ya soon, Mama,” he croaked. 

By all accounts, the blood loss and dehydration should have taken him already. Couple that with the infection that was setting into his open wound, and it was a minor miracle that Brodie was still standing—more or less—on his own two feet. It had been four whole days since his narrow escape from the law. Even in his delirious state, he knew that he would have been better off if the posse had caught him. Armed robbery may be a hanging offence, but that would have been preferable to the agony he was enduring inside that mineshaft. 

A soft shuffling noise penetrated Brodie’s rapidly diminishing faculties. He opened his eyes and tried to focus. A figure, backlit by the glaring light coming into the mineshaft, was walking slowly toward him. He rubbed his eyes and squinted harder. 

Are those wings? 

If he was dead and this was an angel, he had a bone to pick with his mother. She had insisted that angels were the most beautiful creatures in all of God’s creation. She never mentioned anything about them being... green? Something bumped against the edge of his memory, but he couldn’t get hold of it and pull it into focus. 

The figure stopped a few paces away from him and placed something on the ground. 

I think that’s my hat.

He swiped at his eyes again and shook his head. For a few brief seconds his vision cleared and the memory burst through the fog. The strange rock. The scraping sounds. The crack across the rock’s surface. The golden, glowing eye. The bizarre animal erupting from the inside of the rock...

“You ain’t real,” Brodie rasped. “I’m seein’ things.”

The figure, or creature as Brodie thought of it now, nudged the hat with its front foot. It made a mewling sound and cocked its head at him. 

“You ain’t real,” Brodie said again, but with somewhat less conviction. When the creature had prodded the hat, he thought he heard water sloshing. 

The creature looked down at the hat and then back up at Brodie. It repeated the mewling sound. When Brodie didn’t accept the water, it reached into the inverted crown and flicked some of the cool liquid up into his face. 

Something inside Brodie became alert, alive with hope. His tongue parted his dry, cracked lips and lapped at the drops that clung to his whiskers. Swallowing took some effort, but water tasted like heaven. Like forgiveness. Like grace. 

He dropped to his knees and frantically scooped handfuls of water out of his hat and into his mouth. What didn’t make it into his mouth soaked the sling and cooled his skin. He could already feel his life returning. He’d be right as rain in no time. All he had to do was keep slurping up the water.

Without warning, the creature snatched the hat away and dumped what was left of the water—about half—over Brodie’s head. 

“What’d you go and do that for?” Brodie’s throat was still parched, but he managed an indignant half-holler. “I need that!”

The creature shook the last drops of water from the hat. It made a chirping noise, then turned and left the mineshaft, taking the hat with it. 

“Why you thievin’ piece o’...” He lurched to his feet, intent on staggering after the water-stealing creature. 

Brodie lurched forward, angry, desperate, imagining how good it would feel to strangle the scaly bird that had stolen his hat and dumped out the precious water. Two faltering steps later, he was on his knees again, heaving up the life-giving liquid onto the ground. 

Had he been in his right mind, he might have been more grateful. He might have been more careful. It’s not like he didn’t know what would happen after going days without any food or water. The creature had done him an enormous favour in bringing him the water, and an even bigger one in not letting him drink any more than he had. 

He was still on all threes when the scaly, green lizard-bird returned with another hatful of water. It stopped next to Brodie and looked at the exit wound on his back. He made a half-hearted attempt to grab the hat, but the creature deftly moved a few steps back and took a deep breath. A stream of fire shot out of its mouth, sending a terrified Brodie sprawling across the ground and scrambling to get as far away as he could. 

“What the hell are you?” he whispered as he half crawled, half dragged himself closer to his rifle. 

The... whatever it was... scolded him with an angry, growly noise. As it passed by it kicked the rifle away, then moved deeper into the mineshaft and put the hatful of water far out of Brodie’s reach. 

“I swear to God, and on my mama’s grave, I’m gonna kill you. Just you wait... I’m gonna tear... I’m gonna rip you...” Brodie suddenly found it hard to talk. The mineshaft started spinning around him. His eyelids grew heavy and his words slurred together into an incoherent jumble of random cursing. 

From far away, Brodie heard the creature chirp satisfactorily. Then the darkness closed in on him again. 
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Over the next three days, Brodie and the creature fell into a routine of sorts. When Brodie woke up, the creature would bring him the hat and let him drink a small amount of water. Then it would take the hat away again. By day two, the wounded bank robber stopped trying to drink more than four or five handfuls. If he got too greedy, the creature would shoot another stream of fire in his direction and squawk alarmingly. It was always careful not to hurt Brodie with the flames, but the hat suffered irreparable damage. 

Late on day three, Brodie realized that the creature was actually trying to help him. It also occurred to him that it was doing something to the water that was keeping him sedated. Whether that was to facilitate his healing, or keep him from carrying out his earlier threat, he wasn’t sure. But his wound was getting better. The stench of infection was gone, and the wound had scabbed over. He could use his arm, though it was still painful to raise it above his shoulder. While all this was good, Brodie found himself facing new problems. 

First, he was sick of being drugged. He needed the water the creature gave him, but he also needed to stop falling asleep after he drank it. Second, he hadn’t had any solid food in over a week, and his stomach felt like it was starting to eat itself. Third, his rifle and saddle bag were nowhere to be seen. And he wasn’t leaving without them. Last, and possibly even more important, the creature was growing at an alarming rate. It had been just shy of two feet when it spilled out of the egg; now it was nearly as tall as Brodie himself. 

That night, when the creature brought his hat filled with water, Brodie pushed it away. “I want fresh water,” he said.

The creature looked at Brodie, then down at the hat. It pushed the hat back toward him and gave him an encouraging series of chirps. 

Brodie pushed it away again. He could have dumped it out, but he wasn’t quite ready to be left without anything to drink if the creature didn’t figure out what he wanted. “Please,” he said, wincing in anticipation of another blast of its fiery breath. “I need fresh water.”

The creature cocked its head, first to the left, then to the right. Then it stretched its neck, bringing its head closer to Brodie. He was sitting up against the wall of the mineshaft and couldn’t move away. All he could do was close his eyes and turn his head and hope he didn’t get roasted alive. But the creature only sniffed at him. It ran its snout over his body, pausing at the wound on his shoulder for several long seconds. When it was done, it stepped back, picked up the hat and dumped the contents on the ground. With one more quick sniff in Brodie’s direction, it left the cave.

Brodie watched the precious liquid seep into the earth and wished he hadn’t been so quick to turn it down. He stood up and tested his legs by walking across the mineshaft. 

“Still weak,” he said out loud, “but I think I can get out of here.”

He stretched out his arm and decided it was time to lose the sling. Not that he’d had much use for it being asleep most of the time. He was going to put it on, but he caught a whiff of it while he was untying the arms and started to ball it up to toss away. Then he changed his mind, figuring he probably smelled just as rank, and put it on anyway. 

“Now, where would that thing hide my rifle and saddle bag?”

It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for underneath some rocks and debris inside the old ore wagon. He checked the contents of the saddle bag. Relieved to see that all the money was still there, along with a box of matches, a pocket-sized bible that his ma had given him, the last letter she’d written to him, and a spare pair of underdrawers. He buckled it back up and settled it across his good shoulder. He picked up the rifle and, already winded, started toward the exit. 

He was almost there when the creature’s bulk filled the gap between the boulder and the side of the entrance. A twinge of guilt almost stopped him from lifting his rifle and aiming it at one of those golden, glowing eyes. But he needed to get out of there and try to find Jed. And buy a new hat.

The creature entered the mineshaft carrying the battered and singed hat. It stopped and looked back toward the entrance, as if sensing that something about it wasn’t quite right. Then it turned and looked at Brodie. 

“Sorry ‘bout this,” he said. “It ain’t that I don’t appreciate...”

He didn’t have time to finish. The creature dropped the hat and flew straight at him. Shrill screeching filled the cave. 

Brodie pulled the trigger. 

Muzzle flash lit the interior of the mineshaft like a lightning bolt. The last thing Brodie saw before he hit the rock wall behind him was the frightened look in the creature’s face as it tore the rifle out of his hands and bent it in half as if it were made of straw. 
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Chapter 3 – The Second Getaway
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Brodie picked up his rifle and examined it in the dim light of the mineshaft. The barrel was bent and the stock was splintered. It barely resembled the sleek new weapon he’d been so proud to own, and he doubted that it could be fixed. It had cost him dearly—a full $50.00—but that was nothing compared to the $15,000.00 he had in his saddle bag. He’d just get a new rifle first chance he got.

At least he still had his pistol. He’d need to get more ammunition, of course, but that was a problem for later. First, he had to get out of the mineshaft and away from the creature that, he had to acknowledge, had saved his life. After that last encounter, though, he wasn’t sure what to make of the beast. If he had to, he’d use his last two bullets to kill it. 

“Where are you?” he whispered into the darkness as he gathered up his saddle bag and inched his way to the entrance to the mineshaft. He looked for his hat, but it wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He figured that the creature had taken it to fill with water again. 

At the gap between the entrance and boulder, Brodie stopped and listened. Birds were singing in the trees. A light breeze susurrated through the leaves. From the intensity and the angle of the light, he reckoned that it was early afternoon. The brightness stung his eyes as he pushed his head and shoulders through the gap. Everything beyond the boulder took on a bluish-green tinge, like an impressionist painting, and Brodie had to shield his eyes to keep from feeling nauseated. 

It had been more than a week since he’d been outside. The warmth of the sun felt good, but he might as well have been blind as he made his way from the mineshaft to the relative darkness of the shaded forest. As far as he could tell, there was no sign of the creature, so he hunkered down in the underbrush to wait for his vision to adjust to the natural light again. 

While he waited for the world to look right, he took stock of his situation. He didn’t know how long he’d been in the mineshaft, though he figured it had been several days. He had no idea what had become of Jed, but it was safe to assume that if Jed had made it to the rendezvous point, he wouldn’t still be there. It was also safe to assume that, if he had gotten away from the posse, Jed would be looking for him. Brodie had all the money, and there was no way that Jed was going to just let it go. 

Angel Falls was only a few minutes’ ride to the east. Of course, he had no horse, so if he wanted to put more distance between himself and the town, he’d have to walk. And it was a good four or five days’ walk back to Williams Lake. Without food or even a bedroll, it was going to be a rough go. With only two bullets left, the risk factor jumped exponentially. To top it all off, his hat had been destroyed by that fire-breathing creature. There was no other way to describe his situation; Brodie Jackson was in a pickle. 

For one absurd moment, he wondered if he could catch and tame the creature. It was already big enough to ride. Maybe he could break it like a horse. Not that Brodie knew anything about breaking horses. And the fire-breathing trick was a little off-putting. No, he’d have to set out on foot, keep to the trees and hope that he either met up with Jed, or came across a sympathetic miner who was willing to help him out. 

“One step at a time,” he whispered as he shouldered the saddle bag and set out through the trees. 

He followed the sun in a westerly direction away from Angel Falls, keeping himself hidden in the trees and away from the open trail that ran alongside the Cariboo River on his left. Occasionally, he was forced to skirt thick pockets of dense underbrush, choosing always to detour on the mountain side rather than risk being seen by anyone who might happen to be on the trail. Twice he had to stop and crouch behind a bush while travelers passed by—once heading toward town, and once heading the other way. If he’d had more ammunition, he might have attempted to steal a horse. But he decided not to risk committing another hanging offence against someone with the ability to defend his property more vigorously than he could defend his own hide. 

When he reached the bend in the river where he was supposed to have met up with Jed after the robbery, Brodie had a decision to make: cross the river in daylight and keep going, or wait for nightfall and then keep going. Thirst and the first pangs of hunger since leaving the mine spurred his sense of adventure into high gear. Not seeing or hearing anyone nearby, he shot out of the trees, sprinted straight across the trail to the river, and into the icy water of the ford. 

Instantly, the cold water filled his boots and slowed his momentum. He was glad there was no one around to see him prancing and yipping like a coyote over the silt that threatened to suck his boots right off his feet with every laboured step. By the time he reached the other side his feet were numb and his teeth were chattering as if they were scolding his extremities for being so dumb. 

The river bank was slick and Brodie could not find purchase on the muddy slope. He was forced to crawl out of the water and up onto flat ground where he flopped over and laid, panting and shivering, on his back until his breathing eased and the cold prompted him to choose between freezing to death and surviving to enjoy the bundle of cash in the saddle bag. He decided that he needed to build a fire, warm up and dry out before he could move on.  First, though, he had to get away from the ford. If anyone were to come along and want to cross the river, this is where they would do it.    

Lurching to his feet, Brodie shook off the worst of the mud and stumbled into the forest again. He had to find a clearing to safely light a fire. It had to be far enough away from the ford and trail so the fire would not be noticed, and close enough to the trail so he could find his way back once he had thawed out. As daylight faded and his position in relation to the trail grew less certain, the pain in his toes dictated that he quit fretting about it.

“Just light a damned fire,” he muttered to himself. 

There was plenty of firewood lying about. He had tripped over a few fallen branches already and the way they snapped under his weight, they were dry enough to burn without smoking too badly. He dropped to his knees and cleared a small circle of ground down to the dirt, which he enclosed with a ring of stones to keep the fire from spreading. Next, he piled some dry leaves into the centre of the ring and added a few small branches. 

His saddle bag lay on the ground a few feet away. He slid over closer to it and started rummaging through the stolen money, looking for his matches. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t use ‘em all up in that stupid cave,” he muttered as he felt around the bottom of the leather satchel. “Damn it. Where’d they go?”

The fading daylight was not helping. Nor was the shivering. Brodie’s hand was shaking uncontrollably and his fingers were numb. He thought about dumping the contents of the saddle bag onto the ground and sifting through it, but the idea of having the money get blown away was not something he was willing to take a chance on. He would just have to find a stick and hope that friction would prevail. 

He closed and buckled the flap on the saddle bag to keep the money safe and began feeling around on the ground for a stick he could use to start a fire with. He’d never done this before, but he’d seen it done, and it didn’t seem too difficult. Time consuming, perhaps, but a lot better than freezing to death. 

All the sticks he found were too thin or too crooked for his liking. One by one, he picked up twigs and promptly rejected them, tossing them aside and crawling farther away from the firepit. He was so focused on finding a stick that he didn’t notice a change in the ambient light of the clearing. It wasn’t until he smelled smoke and heard the crackle of a fire that he realized his body was casting a shadow. 

Slowly, he reached for his gun and drew it out of its holster. He remained still for a few beats, listening intently for any sounds that would tell him where whoever was behind him was, for certainly someone had to be there. But other than the soft crackle of the fire, there was no sound at all. It was as if the forest itself was holding its breath. 

His saddle bag was at least six feet behind him and to his left—if it hadn’t already been picked up by the intruder. His plan was to drop down to the ground and roll toward where the saddle bag should be while simultaneously aiming his gun about four feet above the firepit. Being left-handed, that would leave his right hand free to reach for the saddle bag and secure it if it was still there. Aside from the shivering, this seemed like a reasonable strategy. 

And he executed it almost perfectly. Dropping onto his left shoulder and rolling onto his back, he raised his pistol and reached out with his right arm to grope for the precious saddle bag. A quick glance told him that the saddle bag was where it ought to be; his arm was about six inches too short though. But having ascertained that it was safe, he abandoned the need to secure it and turned his full attention to finding out who had lit the fire. 

“What the hell? Where did you come from?”

Brodie kept his gun up and did his best to ignore the bouncing barrel as his hand refused to hold a steady aim. 

It wasn’t a who, who’d intruded; it was the creature from the mineshaft. 

Brodie sidled to his right until he was within reach of the saddle bag, which he pulled toward himself. He stood up and draped the leather pack over his shoulder while the creature watched, cocking its head from side to side and issuing a series of chirps and clicks. 

Brodie desperately wanted to get closer to the fire, but he wanted even more to keep some distance between himself and the creature. He edged nearer to the trees, taking slow and deliberate steps, trusting his peripheral vision to guide him while he maintained constant eye contact with the scaly, amber-eyed beast.  He was about to bolt into the forest when the creature let out a loud squawk and threw something at him. 

Brodie ducked as the carcass of a plump, brown rabbit glanced off his shoulder and fell to the ground with a dull thump. It stared up at him with blank, pink eyes and he was instantly torn between feeling threatened and feeling just a little bit peckish. Roasted rabbit sounded pretty darn good just then. He bent down and picked up the lifeless coney. 

“Is this for me?” Brodie held up the rabbit.

On the other side of the fire, the creature nodded. 

“Do you understand what I’m sayin’?”

The creature nodded again. 

Brodie lowered his gun, but he didn’t holster it. He didn’t have a knife to skin the rabbit with and he didn’t treasure the idea of tossing it whole into the fire. Once its guts started to cook, it would stink something awful. 

“I don’t suppose you got a knife on you?” He took a few tentative steps closer to the fire. 

Without warning, the creature rushed toward Brodie and snatched the rabbit out of his hand. 

The gun came back up as Brodie backed away again. But the creature paid no attention. Instead, it tore the head off the body and in one deft motion, raked a talon down the length of the carcass. In seconds, the skin was off and the entrails were lying in a heap on the ground. The creature handed the body back to Brodie and scooped the gore onto the hide. Then it wrapped everything up into a neat bundle and buried it under a bush at the edge of the clearing. 

Brodie wasn’t particularly squeamish, but he found the process both fascinating and more than a little disturbing. 

When the creature turned around and saw Brodie standing there with his mouth open and the rabbit still in his hands, it gave an exasperated cry and reached for the rabbit—somewhat more politely this time. Brodie didn’t argue. He handed it over with a small measure of chagrin. 

“I can fix up a spit,” he offered, hoping that the creature wasn’t going to eat the whole thing itself. 

The creature looked at him. Then it looked at the fire. Then it shook its head and held the rabbit up. It took a deep breath in, then the shiny green beast let loose a stream of flame through its mouth. A minute later, the rabbit was a sizzling, crispy meal, which the creature offered back to Brodie. 

“Wish I had a plate,” Brodie said, not wanting to touch the scorching-hot repast. 

The creature looked at Brodie and tried again to pass him the food. When he refused to take it, the beast pushed it into his hand. 

Brodie had to let go of his gun so he could toss the rabbit back and forth between his hands. He didn’t want to drop it, but he couldn’t hold onto the broiling flesh. He looked around desperately for something to put it down on, but it was either burn his hands or drop the rabbit. And he wasn’t fond of either option.
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“Hell’s bells!” Brodie shouted. “Are ya tryin’ to feed me or kill me?”

The creature’s eyes opened wide and it drew its head back, seemingly in surprise. Then it started to make a sound Brodie hadn’t heard before. 

“Are you laughin’ at me?”

By this time, all the tossing had cooled the rabbit down enough that Brodie could hold onto it for a few seconds. It was enough to allow him to look around for somewhere to put the rabbit down without getting it filthy. He finally spotted a large, flattish stone and set the rabbit down on it. Wiping his hands on his pants, he glared at the chuckling beast. 

“It ain’t funny,” he said. “That hurt.”

The creature stopped chuckling. 

Brodie retrieved his gun and holstered it. Then he set the saddle bag down and went to pull the stone closer to the fire. “Blasted thing!” 

The stone was buried deep in the dirt. He couldn’t move it. 

The creature tapped Brodie on the shoulder and shooed him out of the way with a flap of its talons. Then, waving those same talons, the creature produced a plate out of thin air and plopped the roasted rabbit onto it. 

Brodie stood there with his mouth open, staring at the plate. “How’d you do that?” he whispered after he regained his composure. 

“The plate? I conjured it for you,” the creature said. 

If Brodie was shocked by the plate appearing out of nowhere, he was utterly astonished by the creature’s ability to speak. He backed up, inching closer to the trees, preparing to run away again. “That ain’t possible. Critters can’t talk.”

He had hit
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