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​The Dig

Roger Hoffman, 65

2024 Dinosaur Park, UT

––––––––
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Dr. Roger Hoffman stared out to the west across the arid land with the unsettling feeling that time was slipping away. 

The view from the hill gave him a long vista all the way to the horizon. The older man stood on a gentle shoulder that was slowly eroding into the plain below. The weather was still hot, but the rains would come. Soon this season, like so many before, would be over. He just hoped they would be able to recover this find before the year ended.

He took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his balding head. He’d been bringing his students here for ten, no, twelve years now. Dr. Hoffman looked down as his pupils knelt on pads, chipping away at the soft stone surrounding the fossil. His knees no longer allowed him to work like that.

After so many years in the sun, now he did most of his work at a table in the museum, sorting through trays of fossils 

others had dug up long ago. So much was still unclassified. The two real discoveries that he had made in his career had both been found there, overlooked decades earlier, but it wasn’t the same as being in the field. It wasn’t the same as digging. Nothing matched the satisfaction of coaxing these ancient bones from the stone where they had hidden for millions of years with your own hands.

Several other groups were working at different sites nearby, but most of the people wanted to be here. This was the most complete find they had made this year. Some of the other work being done was admittedly more important. Susan had found a pair of early mammals, which had died curled up together in a burrow. The little creatures were probably the most important find they had made. That find might make her entire career. It would almost guarantee her PhD. But everyone wanted to work the big bones.

Turning away from the sun, he looked back at the students sweating as they meticulously exposed what was once the most feared creature to walk the Earth.

It didn’t look like much now. Patches of plaster covering sections of the spine. Some of them had already been removed. Pried up and carried away down to the main camp below to be crated for shipping. There was one femur and part of the pelvis. Most of the tail was missing. He thought there might be the upper section of one of the arms and both scapulars. Quite a few ribs remained, but the skull was gone.

Such a pity. There was nothing like finding a skull or even a mandible. If only they could have found one of its jaws full of those long sickle-like teeth, but as they dug into the hill, it simply ended. They had extended the excavation into the hillside to no avail.

Two of his students were working, soaking epoxy into the broken fragments of ribs to try and stabilize them. Another group was working along the spine, carefully isolating the vertebra from the surrounding strata.

“Professor.” Jeffery peered up from where he was kneeling, squinting through what seemed to be impossibly thick Coke-bottle glasses. Could the poor boy not find a pair of sunglasses to fit his myopia? “Professor, there’s something here.” He was pointing at a section of the beast’s spine that he had been laboring over.

The professor came over and examined the area. The vertebra in question was broken, shattered in fact. The anatomical alignment was still fairly good. Well, nothing’s perfect, but I wonder how that came to pass.

“Well, yes, it is rather badly broken, but it looks like most of the pieces are still there. Don’t try to separate it all now. Wrap it all in plaster, and we’ll clean it up when we get it back to the university. That’s a good boy...”

“No, Professor, look.” He pointed to...something. It was a different color from the surrounding fossilized bone or the soft gray stone that encased it. Jeffrey scooted to the side to make way for the professor to kneel. Bending down like that was painful. 

Once Hoffman had composed himself, he pulled the wide-brimmed hat off his head and wiped his brow. Yes, there was something there. An erratic. The body had been covered by a fine silt, but an oddball can always wash down any stream bed in a flood. It was certainly wedged in there. Odd shape. He reached into his pocket and took out his glasses. He hated growing old, but it seemed better than the alternatives. With a sigh, he bent down a bit closer to peer at this little intruder.

One often found anomalous stones, gastroliths, in the digestive track of some herbivores. The question of whether these were intentionally swallowed to aid in digestion or consumed by accident was still under debate in the community, but they had been used as evidence for migratory patterns stretching thousands of miles. This was different. Gastrolith were unknown in carnivores, and this one was embedded in the spine.

The surface was flakey, a dark red with green leaking into the surrounding stone. Part of it crumbled as he scratched at it with the dental pick that he had picked up from where his student had left it.

The inside seemed more solid. It was truly odd. He couldn’t decide what it was. He scratched at it harder. It was soft, and as he scratched at the back of it, the outer layer came away leaving bright scratches.

He sat back on his heels, peering at something that could not be, his mind trying to resolve the contradiction between what his eyes saw and what could not be true. Slowly, suspicion began to simmer inside him.

Hoffman looked closely at the matrix that encased the vertebrae and the intruder. The stone was homogeneous. He scraped at it, blowing the dust away. He could not see any seam or line where someone might have tried to cement the... No, he couldn’t say it—cement “it” into the rock of their dig.

He reached into the pouch on his belt and pulled out a small bottle of water. He carefully wet the matrix, looking for the edge where some prankster had tried to perpetrate this hoax. There was none.

Roger Hoffman’s mind became very quiet as he looked down at what could not be, and it occurred to him that the tiny bones Susan was sifting from the site a quarter of a mile from here might not be the greatest find they made this year.

Someone had shot a dinosaur.
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​A Bit of Meat

John Hamman, 43

Cretaceous

––––––––
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God it was hot, but the heat would bring the animals. They would need water. Hell, he needed water. John Hamman reached down for the canteen resting beside the pack on which he sat. It was half full, best to put it out of its misery. This could be a long day, but they had another. He offered it to Manny, the black man smiled and shook his head, as John knew he would. He would not drink until John did, and when he did, he would not drink as much.

This was an old ritual between them. How many years had they done this? He had tried getting Manny his own canteen, but Manny had assumed it too was John’s and that he was just carrying it for him. One day, he would get Manny to drink first before his bwana. For now, he lifted the canteen, turning his head so Manny could see him take several large swallows before handing it over. Manny smiled before raising it to his lips, careful to take less than his master.

Manny’s face seemed to split in two, bisected by his wide grin as if he could read John’s mind. John had harbored the suspicion that Manny really did possess such a power. He had accumulated more than a bit of evidence over the years. He even asked Manny once out right, but the man had just grinned even wider. Laughing silently just as he did now, laughing at John, just as he laughed at all things great and small. 

He had never known anyone so happy or content in life. Clearly, Manny’s people still possessed a secret that John’s had lost. He had never seen a people who took such delight in simply being, regardless of where they were or what they were doing.

And to think that Johns grandfather had owned slaves. He might well have owned Manny’s uncle, and called him property. The thought, that you could possess such a creature, as you might possess a horse or a cow. Easier to lay claim to the wind, and yet more than a few people back home would consider Manny to be lower than such animals.

John pondered what his own father would think if he could see them sitting here sharing water from a canteen like brothers beneath the shade of these ferns, as they had done so many times in so many lonely places. He could still remember his father beating him for drinking from the colored fountain. John’s father would have an apoplexy if he could have seen his son grow up to spend so much of his life among these people.

Manny handed back the canteen. He had drunk just under half of what was in it. John shook his head as he raised it to his mouth to finish the water. Sometimes the best place to keep it was inside you. He could have predicted that, no matter how thirsty Manny had been, some things were as certain as the rising of the sun. He put the canteen back in its pocket on the side of the pack.

He turned to peer out through the gaps in the large ferns. Even with a good rifle, hunting required a little bit of attention. Best to remember that even though you were the hunter, you could easily become the prey. Nothing had appeared during this short, silent exchange. Manny had already turned back and stared out over the dry planes behind them, a slight smile on his face.

John’s big double rested across Manny’s lap. He had carried it and other guns for John for so long that John could barely remember him without one. There had been a time when John would have taken it from Manny to hold himself so that it might be quickly at hand, if in fact something decided to stalk the stalkers. But that time was long past.

Like so many things they had never discussed, it was a mark of trust that Manny took more pride in than any authority he might ever be given. That trust had never been betrayed, and more than once John had heard the concussion from behind him as a big ten gauge or rifle was emptied at a charging lion or elephant that had stalked up their trail, intent on mayhem.

In his own arms, John cradled the three seventy five. The gun was really too big to shoot meat with, but it had the power to drop anything that might look on them as dinner, and it was a flat shooter. The three seventy five was like an old friend. He’d had it for a long time and held it in his arms more often than any woman he had known. The rifle had been made for him in England by Holland & Holland after the war. The action was superb. It had a long relief scope mounted forward of the action on the barrel. The magnification was only four power, but it didn’t slow down his shooting up close. John would never admit it to anyone else, but he thought his sight might be getting weaker. He was actually thinking about going in and letting a doctor fit him with glasses.

John couldn’t see the river from here. There wasn’t much to look at anyway. The width was less than a quarter of its size right now. It had been a long dry season. He didn’t want to be that close to the river. Too many things were prone to show up there, being the only source of water in the immediate area. No, right now John wanted a bit of meat and a little privacy, and he would not get that at the river’s edge.

To the west of him, the low escarpment that overlooked the river bottoms was broken by a slope leading to the water. Above was a drier plain. The drop-off wasn’t huge but enough to make the slope to his west somewhat attractive. He was actually a good way from it, better than a quarter mile, but there would still be more traffic here, as wildlife made the trek toward the water.

Perhaps he was being overly smart. John liked to think of it as being subtle. He hoped it would not look like a trap, mainly because it wasn’t much of one. He was essentially sitting in the middle of an open plain, a spot he hoped would see a bit more traffic. Then again. perhaps he had overestimated the use the path received. But it’s like they say, you only need one. And in the afternoon, their vigilance was rewarded.

The herd was small, seven in all. They were headed for the river in a slow meandering path. They would want to drink their fill and be away before it became too cool. The hunters preferred early evening.

There were four females, a bull, and only two calves, not many young. It had been a hard year, hard for bigger herds to find food, and small herds were more vulnerable to predators. This group had probably lost at least one or two calves already, and they might lose one more member today. It all depended on how close they wandered to his patch of ferns.

John thought about moving toward their path, but he couldn’t do it without being seen. How would they react? He wouldn’t normally be a threat. He thought about simply standing and casually wandering in a path that would cross in front of the herd to get a bit closer. They might ignore him, or they might veer away. Some things spend their lives hunting. Some things spend their lives being hunted. Both get very good at what they do. Better to sit tight.

He didn’t like to watch animals that he was stalking too closely. Some of them seemed to have more senses than they should. Watching would not make them take a path nearer his hide, and it might hurt his chances, if they felt his gaze on them. He had seen Manny freeze sensing prey or danger when there was absolutely no way he could have known. Hell, John had felt it himself at times and learned to trust it. So, he turned and sat, not looking at the herd and trying not to think murderous thoughts.

John waited perhaps ten minutes before he turned to check on what he hoped would be their dinner. Hmm, not so bad. As far as he was concerned, they could walk right up and graze on his bush. They weren’t overly bright.

It looked like they would pass nearby. He settled himself down to wait. He opened the bolt and emptied the magazine of the three hundred grain solids. The reach would be a bit long, and he wanted a good boat tail bullet. He reached into the left pocket of his vest and pulled out three cartridges over three and a half inches long. The more pointed two seventy grain spitzer bullets would not slow down and would reach farther with less drop. He had long ago sewn tubes into the backs of his pockets. He didn’t like the idea of brass glinting in the sun.

He put the three rounds in the magazine and closed the bolt watching the Mauser action strip the first round and lock it into the chamber. The bolt felt smooth as silk, no sign of sand or dirt in the action. He flipped on the safety.

John looked out to the north, thinking about where they would likely pass and where he would take his shot. The wind was light of the northwest. Not much of a cross wind, not for the heavy bullet. It would leave on its way at over two thousand seven hundred feet per second.

While he had the time, he tried to estimate the distance to different points. The shot was going to be a bit of a reach. Careful to stay behind cover, he peered through the scope at a cycad that was kind enough to present itself. He was zeroed at three hundred yards. The bullet would break around two hundred where it would be only about five and a half inches high but after it passed through his zero it would start to drop hard.

He motioned silently to Manny, who came forward and knelt where he indicated. Kneeling behind him, he lay the rifle upon Manny’s right shoulder as if it were a shooting rest high enough that he would be able to shoot above the brush. He could not make such a long shot unsupported.

He again scoped the target area and made his final decisions as to how high he would hold, depending on their path. It could be from as little as thirteen inches to as much as three feet at the far side of the clearing. He guessed it would take up to three quarters of a second for the bullet to reach the target.

He took one last long look through the gaps in the ferns. Yes, the herd of was coming. Yes, they were staying in the open away from the cover along the path he had guessed. They would pass through the clearing he had chosen.

He settled down on his knees behind Manny to wait. He didn’t want to have to move once they were closer. Manny could probably do this forever, but John became uncomfortable, aware of a pebble under his left knee. He gently wiggled his knee to the side to relieve the pain.

Finally, he caught sight of the leader of the herd, a bull, followed by what was probably the alpha female and her calf. John watched their gait as they passed, counting, trying to estimate the lead he would need on the shot. They were passing through the far side of his range. It would be a long shot. 

He wanted one of the females without a calf. One of them passed, followed by the second mother. He would take the last one. She was slightly smaller than the others. He concentrated on taking long deep breaths.

As she entered the clearing, he started to track with her. He had almost twenty seconds as she crossed the clearing to take his shot. He would try for behind the shoulder, the heart and lungs. He didn’t trust the drop enough to go for the spine. He focused on the hold over and began to pick up the lead as he follow with her. The gait was a little uneven, but he tried to average it out. 

All the world disappeared outside of the ring of his scope and the sound of his breathing. Manny had done this for him so many times over the years that they needed no words. Without being told he started to pick up John’s breathing. In and out with him. When John paused, smoothly exhaling half of his breath, Manny did the same.

He didn’t pull the trigger. It chose to break all on its own, clean and crisp, as he pressed back on it. All John knew was that the world had changed.

Firing a big gun was a...rude experience. There is no way to stay on your target. It's like a discontinuity in the universe.

He was throwing the bolt, pulling the long action all the way to the rear, ejecting the case onto the ground next to him, and stripping another round from the magazine into the chamber. He got back on the scope as he heard a meaty thud echo back to him.

Running animals. Rising dust. It was hard to see. The cover near the ground hid her from view, but she was down kicking in the dust, raising a cloud that did not follow with the rest of the herd.

Better than he had hoped for. If she stayed down, they would not have to chase her. He did not know where he had hit. Maybe he did get the spine after all, but she wasn’t running.

Manny turned back to him with another enormous grin. Once, John might have tried to pretend that he had planned that shot placement, but they were long past that. He shrugged, lifting the rifle off its resting place on Manny’s shoulder.

Now the question, sit and wait or go and see? From here, he would at least have good line of sight on her if she got back up. If they started to move in, they would lose sight of her. Better to wait and see. If she wanted to lie there and bleed, he was not inclined to dissuade her.

He laid the rifle on his pack and got out the other canteen for another drink. There might be whiskey tonight at the camp, but the water passed back and forth between them was the real celebration. It looked like she was going to stay down, maybe take her last nap. He decided to send Manny back to the camp for porters to help carry the meat. 

It was best to have a bit of help when you butchered a dinosaur.
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​Hired

Robert Brown, 24

1962 New York, NY

––––––––
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It was very unusual. The Hammans were very unusual, but they were also by far the largest and wealthiest of all of the firm’s clients. The amount of business they did through the firm surpassed all other clients combined. They were very successful in all their ventures. They were also very private, almost reclusive, and liked to keep their names out of the spotlight.

So, when the Hammans said they wanted to quietly arrange for the education of a young man, no one had made any objections. A few discreet phone calls to the university had insured his acceptance. A small endowment could go a long way to opening doors for anyone. No one had been able to determine any connection between the Hammans and this young man. It was as if they pulled his name out of a hat.

His progress was discreetly followed as he attended school, but then the Hammans insisted that the firm offer him an internship. No one had ever made such a request before. Clients did not dictate the policies or hiring of the firm, but the Hammans had made it clear that if the law firm wished to continue to represent their business dealings, then they would accept this young man and assign him to work on their account. It was also made clear that their names were not to be attached in any way to this decision.

He had proved to be a bright young man but in no visible way extraordinary. He did not stand out from the rest of his class and would not have garnered any special consideration if it were not for the Hammans’ special patronage.

There had almost been a revolt when on his graduation the Hammans insisted that he be made a permanent part of the firm and be assigned to their account.

They attended the celebration welcoming him to the firm, expressing to him how pleased they would be to have him working on their account. Mrs. Hamman seemed particularly pleased by all of this. She was very old now, and rumors were circulating about her health, yet she was well dressed. He could see that she had once been very attractive. 

One thing seemed out of place. Instead of a pearl necklace, she wore a large tooth on a leather cord around her neck as if it were the finest pendant.

She was very warm toward him, taking his young hands between her own, not wanting to release them. She insisted on rising from her wheelchair to greet him and took him into an embrace in her old arms as if he were a long, lost friend. He accepted all of this gracefully, and Mrs. Hamman beamed at him like he was her own son.

No one really understood the Hammans, but they had practically built the firm. Their business was the cornerstone on which it was based. Every effort would always be made to accommodate them.

It was not long afterward that Mrs. Hamman passed away. The entire firm turned out for the funeral, which was a surprisingly small, private affair. Robert Brown stood respectfully with his coworkers, having no idea the role this woman had played in his life or why.
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​Childhood

Jenny Hamman, 8

1976 San Francisco, CA

––––––––
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The book was wonderful. It was full of pictures of gigantic beast in swamps and monsters fighting each other. She sat cross-legged on the floor with it before the fire. It was Christmas, but the new doll was forgotten in favor of the book.

Her parents were sitting on the couch, talking to her grandfather. He didn’t come to visit very often, but when he did, he always brought her presents. Sometimes books, sometimes other things.

After they went into the kitchen, she climbed up on the couch with her grandfather and asked him to read to her. The names in the book were long and hard. He said they were Latin and that it was good to know them, but they were really too long, and most people called the dinosaurs by other names. 

As she sat beside him, he turned the pages while reading to her. But he also told her things about the animals in the book. He said a lot of the pictures were wrong. They mostly did not live in the water of the swamp and were more like giraffes living on land and grazing on the trees. The people who wrote the book didn’t really know what they looked like because they had never seen them and mostly had to guess.

He pointed to them and told her about them. What color they were and how they liked to hunt or care for their young. He said a lot of them didn’t look like reptiles, more like birds with as many feathers as scales.

When her parents came in the room, they said Grandpa shouldn’t be filling her head with silliness. They said she should ignore his stories. Everyone knew dinosaurs were big, stupid lizards. That was why they died out. They were cold-blooded and couldn’t compete with modern animals. Her grandfather simply smiled and winked at her when they turned away.

He asked her which one was her favorite, and she had pointed to the big one with the long neck. “That’s Mokele-Mbembe. He lives in the forest or on the plains. They’re like elephants. They eat so much that they have to move around all the time, or they will eat the whole forest. They can feed off the tops of the tallest trees, like a giraffe.”

He turned the pages and told her about Emela-nt ouka. Its name meant “Killer of Elephants.” They were brave defending their herd and their young. They were like the rhino and would charge anything with their horns.

When he turned to the page with the scary one killing the other dinosaur, she asked him “Is it real?”

He smiled down at her kindly. “Yes, they were real and very scary, but they generally don’t hunt anything as small as little girls!” She had giggled as he tickled her and missed the slightly sad look on his face.

Growing more serious, he said “The real danger was its smaller cousins. They hunted smaller dinosaurs more the size of people, or little girls. They hunted in packs like wolves.” Her grandfather told her how they would stalk their target. One would show itself, distracting the prey or trying to make it flee into a trap set by the rest of the pack. How they always attacked from the side and the rear.

She stared wide-eyed, spellbound, as he described how they could trail their prey and stalk them by their scent, even in the dark of night when all the other dinosaurs were asleep, curled up trying to stay warm. They had feathers like birds and large eyes that let them see in the dark. Shivers ran up and down her spine as he spoke.

“Do you want to see something?” She nodded quickly. He leaned over to the side in an exaggerated way to see if her parents were coming. When he saw that the coast was clear, he leaned back in and put his finger to his mouth for silence, reached into his jacket pocket, and pulled something out. It was a necklace made from a leather thong with a big ivory tooth on it. Her eyes grew wide.

“Do you want to hold it?” he asked, and placed it in her small hands. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked. It was worn on the point.

She looked up at him, and he solemnly pointed to the picture of the monster biting into the other dinosaur’s neck with its big teeth. He took it back from her. Her grandfather stared at it fondly before putting it back in his pocket. He had a sad expression on his face when he looked at her.

“What’s wrong?”

Her grandfather hugged her, “Nothing.” as he kissed her on the top of her head before turning back to the book.

Soon, her parents made them come to the table for dinner, but she first went and put the book on her bed for later. She would learn all the names of all the dinosaurs.

Her grandfather sent more books over the years. Sometimes other things. The first fossil he brought her was an ammonite. She turned it over and over in her hand as he told her about how it had been locked in stone for millions of years. From then on, it lived on the shelf next to her bed with the books.

1977

Her parents didn’t want to let her have it. It wasn’t fair. Her grandfather maintained that it was only an air rifle and that every kid should have one. It was a Crossman pump master 760.

They said it was inappropriate for a young girl and that she could not have it in the city. In the end, they compromised. She would be allowed to keep it, but it must remain at the ranch with her grandfather. She could only use it under his supervision.

Later, looking over the sights at the small paper target as she knelt behind the stump, she slowly pulled the trigger as her grandfather coached her on her breathing. Nothing had ever felt so right.

The hand guard was the pumping lever. She had to pump it ten times, and the last few were really hard, but it was worth it. Slowly, she got better, and she would never forget the first time she hit the bull’s eye on the small target. She had pinned that target to the wall with thumbtacks like it was an award from school.

The next morning when they had snuck out together and came back with a small brace of squirrels, her mother had almost lost her mind. There had been yelling. In the end, she said Jenny had to butcher them herself. Her mother seemed to think that would punish her.

Her grandfather led her out on the back porch and took out his knife. It seemed so big to her. He told her stories of it and how it had belonged to his grandfather, a Texas ranger. He teased her, grabbing her by the hair and pretending to scalp her like an Indian. She squealed, and they both laughed.

He used the knife to show her how to skin and clean the squirrels by peeling the skin off them, almost like stripping off a sock. They cleaned the carcasses in the sink, to the horror of her mother, and her grandfather showed her how to stuff them with celery, the only valid use for the plant. They cooked them stacked head-down in the slow cooker. Her mother didn’t eat with them that night. That was when she seemed to give up the fight.

1981

She was eleven when he died. He was very old, and his heart had finally given out. They bought her a black dress. She didn’t like it, but she wore it for him. There were so many people there. It seemed so alien, so unlike him. The large church, the service, all these people talking about what a great man he had been and all the things he had done in business. Did any of them know him at all? 

No one talked about how he could shoot a squirrel from ear to ear high in a tree so that it would drop dead at your feet. She did not even recognize this man they spoke of. She almost asked her mother if they were at the right funeral.

Afterward, her parents went to a lot of meetings. She could hear them yelling on the phone as she was in her bed. They seemed very angry. His ranch and all his business dealings had been placed in a trust managed by a law firm. Her parents had been expecting it to be left to them. She got the impression it was a lot of money.

She felt lost, alone. She mostly sat in her room. She would reread books her grandfather had given her. Books about the dinosaurs they had both loved and ones about faraway places. He brought her books about the great hunters he had known from the wilds of Africa. He used to tell her stories of them and all the places they had hunted together.

Sometimes, he showed her old pictures of them from his time in Africa. He grew sad occasionally looking at the pictures. He would try to cover it up, telling her something funny, but she could tell he missed them. He would tell her stories of the wars he fought in and the friends who had died. Now he had died. 

Was he with them again, riding over the dusty savanna under that hot sun? Was he with his wife again? He had shown Jenny a picture of her. She was very pretty. He told her that she had been named after his wife, who died long ago, before Jenny had even been born. She had never met her grandmother, but she could tell that her grandfather still loved her.

1982

Her grandfather always came on her birthday. He would not come again. She almost jumped up when she heard the door ring, thinking that somehow it was all wrong and he’d come back to her. She heard a lot of talking in the living room, but she could not make any of it out until her parents began to raise their voices. They sounded angry. Eventually, things quieted down.

She did not know the man who her parents brought into the room. They said he worked for her grandfather and would be doing things on his behalf. He asked that they be left alone. Her parents reluctantly left and closed the door.

The man looked down at Jenny as tears rolled down her face. This was not her grandfather. How could anyone hope to replace him? She didn’t want anything to do with this man. 

“My name is Robert Brown. I worked for your grandfather. He asked that I do things for him from time to time since he can’t be here himself. He wants you to know that he has always and will always love you. Even though he is gone, he left some things for you.”

Kneeling down in front of her as she sat on the bed, Robert said, “He wanted you to have this.” He pulled out the necklace and showed it to her. “He hopes you will always remember him, and he wants you to have this to remind you that he will be looking out for you.” 

She took it from him, turning it over and over in her small hands. She remembered when he had shown it to her. He had teased her, telling her it was a dinosaur tooth. She took it and placed the worn leather cord around her neck and looked up at the man.

He said some other platitudes but seemed uncomfortable. Finally, he excused himself, leaving Jenny alone holding the necklace left to her by her grandfather.

*   *   *

The man was as good as his word. From time to time, she would receive things from Mr. Brown, books that had been left for her or bought for her. Later, hunting licenses for different types of game. At first, she tried to get her father to take her, but he had no interest in hunting at all. They found a guide company that specialized in youth hunting. The game became larger over the years.

Her parents never understood why her grandfather would have left her a trust to pay for such a hobby or why she was so enthusiastic about it. But these were things left to her from her grandfather. Things he wanted her to have and have the chance to do.

Mr. Brown came every year on her birthday before the ending of school. Sometimes, he would arrange trips for her or take her places. She never knew what her grandfather would leave for her, but it was something from him. Almost like the things they used to do together. And even if he was not there with her, it was something he had left for her.

1988

When she graduated high school, she received a letter from a safari company in Kenya inviting her on a safari to hunt cape buffalo. Her grandfather left it to her as a graduation present. It was the first of the “Big Five” and her first trip to Africa. Her grandfather had spent much of his life there. She would never forget her first night lying in a tent, listening to the night’s sounds, and hearing a lion in the distance.

*   *   *

Upon returning home, she found a scholarship waiting for her at Wyoming University for her to major in paleontology. She never questioned her decision. She started that year. She excelled in a field where women were as common as hens’ teeth. Even more than her fellow students, she liked to be in the field. When the field seasons came around, she was the one selected for the internships at the dig sites.

The years that followed found her at dig sites all around the country and eventually all around the world. She wasn’t the best at playing the political games of academia. She might not be given grants or selected to lead teams, but they always wanted her on their team. She was becoming well-known as the one who always came back with the bones.
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​Broken
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Manny returned with a dozen men and news from the river. A large herd of trikes had moved down to the river near the camp. They were mean animals with about the same personality of a black rhino but about three times the weight of one.

Unlike the rhino, they traveled in herds. It might be worth moving the camp farther away from the river. They would move on in a day or so, but he didn’t want to be that close to the trikes.

They fed on the ferns that covered the plain. They ground them up with their jaws like a cow chewed its cud. When they spread out looking for food, he didn’t want members of the herd wandering into camp.

He had stood watch over the kill. No predators made an appearance. She never stood up or tried to move off, and by now he was quite certain she never would. But just to be on the safe side he unloaded the three seventy five and reloaded it with 

heavy round nosed solids. He traded it to Manny for the big double and moved in toward the kill.

She was laying where she had been hit. He could see the wound. Frothy blood ran down from it into the dust turning the ground black. A lung shot. She was quite dead. On examination, the bullet had passed through both lungs but missed the heart. It smashed the shoulder bone on the far side and had not exited. It was the broken shoulder that had grounded her. Not his greatest shot, but it had been rather long.

The butchering went quickly. They removed the hind quarters, the two forelegs, and one side of ribs. It was all they could carry and would feed the camp for a week. The meat was slung under poles carried by four men each, and they headed back to camp.

It was a little over an hour, and the porters began to sing as they walked. This was actually a good way to avoid contact with most animals and even most predators. Most would avoid a larger group and tended to avoid louder noises that they were unfamiliar with. So sometimes it was best to go forth boldly, singing a song, even when you were carrying several hundred pounds of meat.

They were still out of sight of the camp about half a mile away when they heard the first gunshot. He took off at a run toward the camp but knew he was too far away. Manny ran beside him. Although he could have outstripped John, he would never leave his side. The one shot turned into a volley, then another, and then became more ragged and sporadic. The shots stopped before John crested a small rise and looked down on the camp.

Two of the trikes were down inside the camp, and another was a few hundred yards away. People were moving around, but he saw several bodies unmoving on the ground. All the tents were down, and supplies were scattered everywhere. This was precisely what he had been afraid of and why he planned to move farther from that herd.

They had missed the party. Slinging the big gun, they walked down toward the camp, trying to catch their breaths. It occurred to John that he was not as young as he used to be.

Going from man to man, he found three of them dead, but one was still breathing with a badly broken leg. They brought a stretcher, and tying a rope through the injured man’s crotch to the stretcher, John fixed a loop around the man’s ankle and drew the leg down toward the end with a hitch.

He tightened it several times as the muscles relaxed, drawing the leg out and putting tension on it. Without the tension splint, the pain would make the muscles contract, driving the jagged ends of the bone past each other into the flesh.

They needed to get him back to a doctor if they were to save his life, if not his leg. Waiting, he watched the man’s toes. Pinching them, he could see them refill with blood under the nail. That was good. The circulation still worked.

Standing up, he looked around and saw the camp was in shambles. With the beasts’ poor eyesight, the large tents had drawn most of their wrath. It was a small group, maybe a family, that decided to charge through the camp.

The men in the camp got off two volleys, and then it degenerated into mayhem. It was lucky no one had been shot. There were four casualties, but everyone else seemed to be unhurt. He called out to the headman, not to rebuild the camp but to pack everything up. They were moving. Better late than never.

He wanted to be farther from that herd before more started to spread out grazing. They were worse than hippos. He went to what was left of his own tent. He untied it and started to pull it off what remained of his possessions.

Everything in the tent was thoroughly trampled. This was not good. His cot, chair, and small table were smashed. One of his fowling pieces was stepped on and bent, the barrels destroyed. He found his pack. It was torn open, the seam split from where it had been trampled.

Only one thing in the pack really mattered. He opened the special waterproof pocket in the top of the pack. He smelled the acid immediately. That wasn’t good.

He looked inside. With a shirt wrapped around his hand, he began to pull out what was there. The batteries were smashed, the acid leaking everywhere. The material of the pack was already falling apart. The device appeared undamaged but was becoming discolored from the acid of the battery.

He pulled it out onto the ground and poured some water over it from a canteen. He had to use some of the water to wash his hands off as well as they started to burn. The batteries were another story. He always carried two of them, just in case. Both cells were completely smashed. In truth, it was the one part of the devise he understood.

The original power source—he couldn’t really call it a battery, as it was far too small—was long exhausted. It made electricity, and a normal cell of the same voltage served the same, or it always had. Now, looking down at his battery and its backup both lying smashed on the ground in front of him, he felt a cold shiver ran up his spine. They were in trouble.
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John Hamman’s funeral was even smaller than his wife's. It was held in New York. The church was old, predating the skyscrapers around it, but the body would be sent to be interred in Africa on his estate, there with his wife, who had preceded him by almost twenty years. This was the conclusion for one of the richest yet least-known men in the world.

Robert Brown set quietly in the pew along with other junior members of the firm. Looking over across the aisle he could see the handful of family members. Hamman's daughter, her husband, and a young grandchild, setting there quietly crying. He had worked on the Hamman account for almost two decades and yet he never really knew the man.

Robert had to drag his attention back to the service. The priest at the pulpit was still speaking, “...As we celebrate the life of one of the greatest industrialist of our 

age...” Robert found himself wondering about the truth of the man.

Hamman was an enigma. Few men gathered that much wealth and power without coming into the spotlight of the world stage. It was almost like he set out from the beginning to make sure he stayed anonymous and structured all his business dealings to conceal his success.

Robert had worked alongside the other members of the firm creating the shell corporations that his business operated under. At times he wondered what he was concealing, but he had never been able to find evidence of any crime.

He had been a client for more than forty years. Hamman contacted the firm in thirty-eight, shortly before World War Two, to assist in the immigration of Jews from the European continent. He assisted in the smuggling of an unknown number of families out of Europe before, and some said after, Hitler controlled all of Western Europe. He gambled wildly with his money in those years, and all his bets paid off, almost as if he knew what would happen.

“...A leader and a pioneer in the nuclear industry, leading the way to energy independence...” As the man at the pulpit droned on about his accomplishments Robert couldn’t help but think about some of the wilder rumors surrounding John Hamman. If these people only knew the truth about the man. The stories read like some kind of spy thriller.

It was said that he was involved in the US acquiring the Uranium ore from the Congo before the Nazis could capture it. He was an investor in Union Miniere du Haut Katanga that controlled the Shinkolobwe mine. He persuaded Edgar Sengier to stockpile the highest quality ore in a warehouse on Staten Island and to hold another three thousand tons on-site in the Congo, rather than to send it to Belgium. 

The Germans captured all the ore that was previously sent to Olen for processing and used it in their own nuclear program. But thanks to Hamman’s efforts, the US was able to transport the ore remaining in the Congo to America for the Manhattan Project.

Would we have even been able to build the bomb without it? It probably would have happened eventually but it could never have been done in time to be used in the war without Hamman’s ore.

He had worked with the Office of Strategic Services, the OSS, and William “Wild Bill” Donovan, to protect the shipments and prevent smuggling of ore to Germany. Some said he worked with Donovan to form the organization that was the precursor to the CIA. Rumors circulated that association had never ended.

Robert thought back to the old man he had met only a handful of times. He had always been nervous in his presence.

Older members of the firm told stories of him working with the OSS hunting down Nazi diamond smugglers in the wilds of the Congo. The Germans were transporting industrial diamonds out of Africa for their war effort. It was a key strategic resource for the cutting and grinding of the new harder alloys. Some people said it played as large a part in defeating the Reich as bombing the ball bearing factories.

Even as old as he was Robert could still see the old man in running gun fights through the jungle. He had that larger than life aura about him that made you believe even the wildest rumors. Once or twice Robert had seen the old man eyeing him speculatively. It had made him want to scurry away.

Who was John Hamman? Robert thought back over what he actually knew to be true. The Firm had handled his business dealings for years.

He acquired the mineral rights to large tracks of land that were critical for uranium mining and oil production after the war. He was part of the founding of ARAMCO and the Arabian oil fields. He located and was an early investor in kimberlite pipes in Africa and Canada and owned mineral rights on land where they were beginning to mine the rare earth metals in Africa, now being used in the growing semiconductor market. And he was an investor in numerous companies, all of which had paid off spectacularly, including names like IBM and Apple.
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