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      It had been seven long years since she had smelled a human being and now she smelled them under the earth.

      There were ghosts in the forest clearing surrounded by tall pines and junipers.

      The clearing had long tufts of grass with bare patches of dirt. Dog had already found discarded clothing and a long abandoned human campsite with half buried utensils and dishware. She smelled death and decay, but in this one spot near a granite rock protruding from the earth, she smelled black roses.

      Her name was Lucy (alone) and when humans were her companions in the long ago, she was trained for search and rescue. She specialized in finding not only the trapped and alive people, but corpses as well. She sometimes thought about her handler, the human who raised her and taught her and shaped her into the dog she was. The human’s name had been Gwen and she smelled like sweat, granite, and a fragrant garden. Gwen made Lucy feel good by rubbing her belly whenever she rolled onto her back. She ran with Gwen on rugged trails and steep terrains, and they hiked mountains, which Lucy loved the feel of the altitude, just the smell of it, fresher and more wild scents.

      Now, under a clear, blue sky with a sun high and sharp above her head, she began to dig. The sunlight beat her brow and she panted, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth.

      She dug, her paws filthy from the dirt, clinging to the fur around the pads of her feet and between her toes. She felt a satisfaction with her toe nails clawing the soil before her paws flung the soil away. It was as if she were discarding the past with every inch she dug.

      She smelled them down there. Human beings. No they weren’t alive. What was left of them were still human. She knew this. She continued to dig.

      After the world had gone upside down, she found numerous corpses and humans with no life to them. There were no handlers for her to alert. She couldn’t tell them she had found the dead. There would be no reward. No pat on the head. No good girl. There hadn’t been anyone for seven years. Nobody to report to. Nobody to receive praise from.

      From the rubble in the city to the country side, she had hunted for food. Squirrels and rabbit were plentiful. Sometimes she found food left behind by the humans. Once, in the back of a Ford pickup truck that smelled like copper and blood, she ate from an open cooler. It had smelled off, but she hadn’t found any squirrel or rabbit for two days. The food was flesh, beef or chicken, and she scarfed down the sustenance.

      She had become sick after eating the rotting meat. She stayed in a culvert where it was cool and she vomited multiple times. She drank rancid water in the ditch and it took time for her to feel better.

      From that experience, she learned to be careful of what she ate. All her life, her handlers had fed her food. They had watched out for her and only fed her food that was healthy and didn’t make her sick.

      On this day, in the clearing in the forest, it wasn’t about food. Her belly was currently full on rabbit flesh, fur, and bone. In this forest clearing it was about humanity. The bones buried here were calling to her. They weren’t like the bones she had come across in the last seven years. Those bones had been sun bleached, or still had rotted flesh on them, and they didn’t have the scent she was smelling here in the clearing

      The scent was life. Although she didn’t believe humans were alive under the soil. Whatever was under the soil it smelled like hope.

      With the humans gone, Lucy hadn’t always been alone. Twice in the last seven years she had spent time with two different packs of dogs. The first pack there was nearly a dozen of them struggling for survival in an urban city center. Lucy made it out of the city with five other dogs and their numbers dwindled as they traveled the countryside, losing one pack member mauled by a bear and another by eaten by a cougar. The remaining pack dwindled away until there were two. One dog, Mal, died of health complications. Lucy couldn’t wake him up one morning. His eyes were open staring into space and Mal would not move.

      Lucy was on her own.

      She remained alone for many months, encountering other dogs but never establishing a pack. The dogs she had encountered were vicious and desperate. They didn’t want to be pack.

      It wasn’t until years later, she came upon a pack of four dogs, all female, and they welcomed her into the fold. The pack roamed the empty human towns searching for food, searching for humans, but none were found. Lucy met another search and rescue dog. Hannah was a German Shepard who had the same behaviors as Lucy had been taught.

      That pack lasted for two years, losing one member, gaining two, the numbers fluctuating depending on who they met and what they did. She had become separated from this pack when water surged into their shelter and washed it away. Lucy was a good swimmer but there had been so much water and chaos she lost contact with the rest of her pack. Sometimes she thought she heard them howling in the night. Sometimes she dreamed about them.

      But now Lucy dug into the earth seeking the bones she smelled under there.

      The digging was hard, the ground hard and dusty. The dust tickled her nostrils and she breathed through her mouth. She was panting in urgency and earth had yet to yield to her the human bones.

      She had
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