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When he awoke that day, the first cold rays of the
morning sun were still hours from peeking through the dawn. His
lover lay beside him, her ample breasts heaving in a long, slow
rhythm beneath the thick furs that covered her. The air around him
was cold but it was not off putting.

Even in the cozy blackness of his big tent, he could
feel the energy of the predawn morning surging all around him like
an electric current in the air. He knew already that it was a good
day to hunt.

As he stepped out from his tent he let its flap fall
closed heavily behind him. His breath hung before him in the air, a
cloud of ice that drifted around his rugged face. He smiled through
it, glad to see that the snow had continued to fall through the
night. The shimmering snow that now lay thickly on the ground
refracted the light it absorbed.

The world around him was illuminated by a strange
shade of red and he was pleased. This was a good omen. He would
need no light to guide his way and he could hunt before the dawn as
well as he could if by the light of day. He stepped away from his
tent and delighted in the crunch of the ice beneath his weight.

Otherwise, there was only silence and the stillness
of the sleeping night. The world was his alone.

He moved over the ground at a quick, determined pace
that invigorated his hard body and kept the cold at bay. He went to
the woods where the trees stuck up from the ground straight and
smooth like ancient totems. The oldness of this place sunk into his
very bones. There was a magic to the oldness of the woods that he
could feel and enjoy, knowing that he would never understand
it.

The vines and thorns were gone, crumbled back to the
earth beneath the winter's breath. The trees had become bare of
their every leaf and their detritus buried well beneath the snow.
He could see far and clear through the woods that were dense and
dark in the summers to the point that they were mostly
impassible.

He made his way slowly and determinedly towards the
quiet heart of the old woods. His footfalls slowed and quieted.
However, the woods were silent and still he could sense the
nearness of his prize. He moved sideways with slow, sinking
strides, almost willing the snow to soften beneath his step as he
shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

All his senses; every fiber of him tingled with his
keen alertness. A fat, aged raccoon ambled stubbornly out from a
rotted log nearby and the hunter let it emerge, fully aware of
everything about it without turning his head to see at all.
Instead, he watched for movement elsewhere, scanning the forest
inch by inch with his dark eyes.

The raccoon trotted past him slowly, very near. This
creature was not the prize that the man sought. It trudged by
knowingly, almost over his feet gazing up now and then at the man
as it past. It meandered away, weaving between the barren trees and
leaving its trail clearly in the virgin snow. An ancient and
massive owl screeched shrilly from some place far off in the other
direction.

He knew the woods were waking now. Before long, the
sun would come and cast the eerie redness from the sky. He felt his
heart quicken slightly. He knew the time was near but he pushed his
anxiousness from his mind, making it still once more.

There came only the slightest sound. It was so faint
that had the man not felt it in his soul he would not have been
able to ascertain whether it was even real at all. He let his eyes
drift slowly towards where the sound had come from, not turning his
head suddenly.

He waited and slowly turned towards it. He spotted
the flat, gray back of the deer moving through the vertical lines
of the forest like a ghost. It made no noise as it walked. Its head
bowed to the ground, sniffing out its path but the man could see
the mass of his body and knew at once that his prize had
arrived.

He watched carefully, only making the slightest
smoothest moments when he knew that the deer could not see him. He
bent his knees and lowered his frame as he drew an arrow from
behind his back. His thumb bristled softly and slowly over the old
and sacred feathers of its fletching one by one.

In his mind, he thought of the great spirits of the
forest looking upon him with stoic stillness and he pushed the
thought from his mind. He would pray later. Now it was time only
for absolute clarity. His heart wanted to speed and thump in his
chest but he stilled that too. He fitted the arrows notch upon the
string of his bow and as the deer moved towards him, passing behind
a tree, the hunter raised his bow and drew back its string in one
quick, smooth motion.

His hands shook only for the briefest, little moment
and he steadied his nerves against the rushing flow of adrenaline
through his hard body. He leveled his arrow towards the immense
deer and fit the edge of his thumb against the crook of his mouth
to assure that his arrow would be loosed from the exact same length
as it had been a thousand times.

He closed his left eye and peered along the length of
the arrows shaft, across the wood and into the heart of the deer.
He inhaled deeply and slowly, held his breath for a moment, exhaled
through his nostrils until his lungs were half full and then let
the bowstring just simply slip away from his fingers. He held
himself perfectly still, unblinking.

There was the familiar, soft “phwww….thunk” sound of
the arrow’s flight and then the bowstring snapping into place and
vibrating the wooden bow in his hands.

 


 


At 6:00 AM the shrill, obnoxious buzzer began to
blare, invading Jonathon Martin’s sleep as it did every morning.
All pleasant dreams were instantly lost and forgotten. Jonathon
rubbed his eyes hard with his palms until they were red. He watched
the slow rotation of the silent ceiling fan above him for a long
time before finally rolling onto his side and shutting his alarm
off with a hard smack.

The smell of the much-needed coffee wafted to his
nostrils and gave him reason enough to live another day. Then it
came to him as if from out of a fog; the sensation that someone’s
eyes were upon him.

Jonathon rolled over and was shocked to find his
fiancé Jackie awake. The look on Jackie’s face though was almost
unsettling. She was sheet white and her body was shaking. Her
expression was one of stark terror mixed with utter confusion and
shock. It made Jonathon nearly jump out of the bed when he rolled
over and saw her staring at him.

He’d never seen her awake so early. Any other day,
Jackie slept while he prepared for work and perfumed all the
intricacies of his morning ritual. Jonathon could not even begin to
imagine what was going through her mind.

“Where were you?” Jackie whispered through the scared
shakiness of her voice.

Jonathon was puzzled by the question. He knew that
he’d fallen asleep right beside Jackie before the opening monologue
of the late show had even finished just as he did most nights. He
hadn’t gone anywhere.

“What are you talking about?” Jonathon croaked out
the question and instantly became more concerned with the morning’s
dryness in his throat.

Jackie looked like she could cry.

“I woke up…when your alarm went off and...” She
paused as if even she was unsure of what she was saying, “and…you
were gone, and then all of a sudden, you were there,” Jackie
continued. “Right before my eyes.”

Jonathon sat up and gave a quick look towards the
clock. He certainly hadn’t worked time for this sort of nonsense
into his schedule. He instantly wished that Jackie had been asleep
like she usually was. He put his hand reassuringly to her shoulder
and leaned in to kiss her. Jackie only stared back at him
blankly.

“Sweetie, I didn’t go anywhere. You were just
dreaming.”

He smiled to her sweetly.

Jackie shook her head. Her expression remained grave
and it saddened Jonathon to see. Still, the clock was ticking and
Jonathon despised losing control of his schedule.

“No, I saw you. You just appeared in an empty spot in
the bed.” Jackie pleaded.

Jonathon could tell by the tone of her voice that
Jackie knew how crazy it sounded as she was saying it but he could
also tell that she was absolutely convinced of it anyway.

“Jackie…” he started, not sure exactly of what he was
going to say.

Suddenly, the telephone blared to life, interrupting
Jonathon with its loud, shrill ringing. Jonathon groaned in
frustration as he turned angrily towards the clock. He felt his
heart rate speed as his mind worked to process the dwindling amount
of time left between him and work. The phone continued to insist
loudly upon his undivided attention.

“What now?” he thought.

He turned to Jackie with an apologetic, hurried look
in his eyes and then turned away to dash for his phone. It stopped
ringing by the time he spotted it. As he reached for it, he could
see the notification that he had missed a call flashing upon its
screen. He saw that the missed call had come from work and having
never received a call so early in the morning; Jonathon knew
instantly that this could only be bad.

The phone’s display faded momentarily before his very
eyes but instantly sprung back to life, assailing his ears once
more with its ringing. He made a mental note to change its ringtone
to the sound of nails on a chalkboard or any other sound that would
be an improvement upon this as soon as he got a chance.

He knew that it was the same number flashing across
the phone’s little screen without having to look and he knew that
whatever it was would only irritate him more. He turned and headed
off determinedly in the direction of a much needed shower as his
thumb slid across the smartphones screen to activate it.

“This is Martin. Go ahead.” Jonathon spoke gruffly
and purposefully into the phone.

He tried not to even make eye contact with Jackie as
he walked past the bed but he could feel her still staring at him,
distrusting, from the mattress. He could feel himself struggling
not to place all of his aggravation upon his pretty, young fiancé
but he knew right away that it wasn’t going to work.

The best thing he could do was get out of sight and
out of mind as quickly as possible. He was already in the bathroom,
closing the door behind him and reaching to turn on the shower
before the voice on the other end of the phone commenced.

“Sir, this is PFC Nance,” the young soldier started,
enunciating clearly.

Jonathon sighed as he waited to hear the rest and he
reached a few fingers into the steaming stream of water raining
down from the showerhead. The water was perfect. He wanted nothing
more than to step in and let the heat and steam soothe him. He
certainly couldn’t do that with his phone though. He looked
longingly into the steam hoping that PFC Nance would hurry this the
hell up so he could at least get a minute or two to himself this
morning.

The higher ups at work never made their own phone
calls. Jonathon’s patience had worn thin immediately. The voice on
the phone had paused for just a second to be sure that Capt. Martin
could hear him. No affirmation came but he could hear the shower
running in the background. He continued anyways.

“There’s been a development with the project sir,”
Nance said almost gravely. “The observations of sector 138…” he
continued almost nervously.

Jonathon cut him off in lieu of reprimanding for
speaking a single word like this over the phone on a line that they
both knew could not possibly be secure.

“Yes, Nance, I’m aware of what my project is.”
Jonathon interrupted, making it clear that he had no patience for
the young private that he hardly knew.

“Yes sir. Of course sir.” Nance said apologetically.
“It’s just that the men upstairs insist that you get here right
away.” It was clear from his tone that the young soldier was
embarrassed and terrified to be relaying orders to a superior.

“That’s it?” Jonathon asked, frustrated, as he
watched the water pooling and swirling around the drain of his
tub.

He didn’t wait for Nance to answer. He imagined the
baby-faced soldier at the other end shifting nervously and
shamefully in the dark, empty corridor where he was stationed
outside the project offices. Jonathon knew that Nance was just the
unlucky one who was probably closest when one of the stuffy old men
decided that this call was of absolute necessity.

Jonathon tried to remind himself of this before he
tore into the poor boy but his frustration was boiling over.

“God damn it Nance,” Jonathon revved up slowly, “how
long have you been stationed on my project?”

“Um….” The question had caught the private off guard,
“four hundred days since yesterday, sir.”

Jonathon had been in it so long that he’d forgotten
how he too had once counted every day, every hour of every place
he’d been stationed and every assignment. When there was no end in
sight to count down towards a soldier always counted just to count
something instead, always reasoning hopelessly that if it had
already been this many days it surely couldn’t last much longer. It
always lasted longer than it should by such logic.

“And in those four hundred days has there been a
single day that I haven’t walked past your sniveling face and gone
through those doors by 0730?” Jonathon restrained himself from
shouting and instead asked this in sheer exasperation.

“No, sir.” Nance answered clearly and
respectfully.

“Then let me get my shit together Nance and I’ll be
there by 0730, okay?” Jonathon asked for permission with mock
pleasantry.

“Yes sir,” PFC Nance reported.

Jonathon said nothing more. He tapped his phone’s
screen to end the call and tossed it toward the hamper for the
softest possible landing as he stretched one leg into the tub and
hurried the rest of his


































































THE END
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