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      This story is one of 52 weekly stories written (and published) over a year. It’s part of the Super Great Challenge (SGC) run by Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Kathryn Rusch through the WMG Publishing workshops on Teachable. Without that challenge, this story (and the others) likely wouldn’t exist.

      Additionally, in creating the cover art for the stories in the SGC, I’ve typically used Blender—my favorite application ever—an open source, free, 3D modeling, digital painting, animation, sculpting, and video editing application. I’ve taken courses and watched tutorials from creators like Ducky 3D, SouthernShotty, Grant Abbitt, Curtis Holt, the Blender Studio, CG Cookie, CG Boost, the Blender Guru and so many others. It’s a wonderful and inspiring community.

      And I’m so grateful for the support of my members on my site (ryanmwilliams.com) for their encouragement for this challenge. My family has also been instrumental in making this possible. It helps immensely having people behind me on this journey. Thank you.
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      Sunlight dappled the wet orange and brown leaves. They squished beneath Nora’s feet like soggy cardboard, her feet sinking a bit into the wet ground beneath the trees. Wet branches littered the ground and bent rather than break when she stepped on them with her hiking boots. It wasn’t so much a path as an area somewhat more clear as she hiked along the valley. The stream gurgled like⁠—

      —bottles tipped over, contents spilling into the sink⁠—

      —well, like a stream. That’s all. It was the noise a stream made running down the valley over the rocks, fallen trees, and branches in its way.

      Nora was glad of her hiking jacket. It shed water and blocked wind. The black jacket fit her body and had numerous pockets for everything she needed for this little hike. Under it she wore a long-sleeve t-shirt. Her blue jeans bore the marks of actual wear, climbing up and down rock faces all over. She wore her large messenger bag over her shoulder, strap crossing from left to right. It held everything important from her laptop to her rock hammer. Plus an insulated water bottle hung from a carabiner clipped to the strap. The bag was heavy, but she didn’t have that far to hike. It wasn’t worth breaking out her backcountry pack and gear, not when she could reach the rock face only a couple miles up the valley.

      Most likely, for nothing. A dm about bones in the rocks by the short falls of Swarm Creek. Her repellent made her feel like a toxic spill, so it must be doing its job since the mosquitos had left her alone.

      Her grad students and colleagues always warned her about the dangerous of hiking alone. Not because she was a woman—at forty-one she was trim and muscled from long hours traversing difficult terrain, digging, and hitting rocks. Still, accidents and wildlife happened to the most experienced hikers. She knew it. What she didn’t tell them was that sometimes the risks of staying home alone were more dangerous than the risks out here. Her masses of black curls were pulled back, tied three times with leather straps decorated with jade and quartz, and hung down her back nearly to her rear. Her face was desert-brown and lined, showing the effects of constant exposure to sun and harsh conditions, but that was a small price. She knew people still found her attractive—“striking”—was often used to describe her. Trouble was, she rarely found anyone worth her time. At least beyond a night. Never, in the past few years. Seven hundred and twenty-six days. Oh well. She had things to do.

      Today’s hike wouldn’t likely turn out to be anything except an escape and that was fine. It was a couple under grads that had given her the tip. Said they’d seen the bones sticking out of the rock face. Insisted they hadn’t touched them. In the pic they sent her was hard to see anything through mist and moss that covered the rocks in a green carpet. A piece of moss had broken away, though, and it did look like there might be a bone shape beneath the mud, a hint of a curve that could have been the orbit of a skull. Maybe. Hard to tell anything from the pic, though she’d studied it on her larger monitor throughout the day.

      Could be an orbit. Not human, the shape and size didn’t fit. Too big for one thing. Maybe a deer, or elk? Both were more likely than a fossil. Any fossilized orbit would have been squashed flat by layers of sediment. It wouldn’t look like this, intact beneath the muck. Filled so it almost looked like there was an eye within the orbit, beneath the thick mud.

      So why drive an hour out to this state park and hike off trail? She had to get out of her office, out of the lab, and definitely out of her apartment. Those were the three of four places that she spent most of her time lately and she needed to get out into the wild. Away from people and noise and distractions. Away from temptation. A hike up a valley to a small waterfall on the off-chance there was some sort of fossil embedded in the rock face? It didn’t matter what she found, even if it was nothing. She’d be away from everything else, the news, the genocides and political destruction going on every day. Tenure or not, research funding was on the chopping block. She almost hoped that there wasn’t anything up this valley—because there might not be any resources to start a dig. Especially not in this environment. She couldn’t stand the heartbreak if she knew a valuable specimen was being washed out of the rock by a stream and couldn’t be saved. Copping with that would be too much.

      Might have been better to stay home and forget she’d seen the pic. Except she knew where that led, and it wasn’t a good place for her.

      Nora pressed a hand against the trunk of a Douglas fir rising at least a hundred feet above her. A robin’s call sang through the woods. Ferns dripped with moisture. A salmon berry grew up next to a hazelnut clump, causing her to scramble up the slope on her left to get around it. She bent over, touching the cold ground now and then with her fingers. Her messenger bag rode her lower back. She stepped to avoid a long yellow and black banana slug leaving a glistening trail across wet fir needles and leaves from the oaks.
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