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Working the Salt Mine

 

New Mexico Territory

1850

 

Swoop Smith wiped at the gritty dirt in his eyes. Mining above his head was turning out to be more of a chore than he had expected, but he was following a gold vein that seemed to be widening, and he wasn’t about to quit. He was on the verge of being a rich man.

The small tunnel that had taken him all summer to carve out with his shovel and pickaxe extended nearly twenty-five feet into the side of the rocky hill, but was little wider his own shoulders. He was having difficulty swinging the pick in the tight space, but now that he had found good color, he was loathe to waste effort on widening it.

He struck at the stone above his head again and again, fighting the cramped space. The metal head of the pick sang between blows, filling the tunnel with sounds. A glancing blow tossed a shower of sparks at his face, and a piece of hot rock hit his eye.

“Goddamn!” Swoop dropped the axe and put his hands to his face. He knew better than to rub, he had scratched his eyes before, so instead he just pressed. His eye watered, but the rock didn’t come out.

Hand still covering his injury, Swoop headed out of the tunnel, leaving his tools and lantern behind. The glow of day was not far away in the short tunnel, and he had no problem feeling his way back.

Squinting his good eye in the bright sun of the arid desert, he headed for his makeshift camp; a bedroll and supplies piled up just outside the mine entrance. His sudden appearance from the mine must have startled his horses, as they both reared and pulled against their tethers. He ignored them as he fumbled with a waterskin and poured water into his eye.

He looked up into the clear, blue sky, blinking rapidly, trying to clear his vision and hoping he hadn’t done any permanent damage.

The horses were still acting up. “Settle down!” His voice was strong, yet calm. He took a drink of water before pouring more over his eye.

A boulder shifted up on the hill behind him, and loose rocks fell around his feet.

Swoop spun around and stumbled away from the hill, afraid of being hit by falling rock. His vision, fouled with the water, failed him as he watched for signs of a landslide. He wiped at his eyes with his sleeves, trying to see through the blur. His heart jumped as he realized the horses likely hadn’t been spooked by him.

“Who’s there?” He suspected a cougar, but he made no sudden movements. He didn’t want to get shot going for his rifle if it was a man.

No reply came.

He waited for his eyes to clear. He thought someone had been poking around his camp the last couple of days, but he had seen no sign other than a few things out of place. A white man would have revealed himself or stolen everything by now, so he suspected an Indian. The local tribes were Hopi and Navajo, and the Navajo were not known for being friendly.

The horses were finally settling down, and Swoop’s eyes cleared enough he was sure there was no one on the hill above him. He wiped at his eyes and looked one more time. There was no one there. That convinced him it was either an animal or an Indian. He would like to think was just a rockslide, but the horses wouldn’t have reacted that way if nothing had been there.

He took another swig from his waterskin and casually tossed it back, doing his best to seem unconcerned. He hoped if he didn’t appear threatening, he would be able to make it back into his mine and grab his rifle.

As he turned for the tunnel, something on the ground caught his eye. A track.

So he did have a visitor after all. The track seemed odd, but he didn’t want to stop to investigate until he had a rifle in his hand.

The tunnel was pitch black compared to the full daylight, and Swoop had a more difficult time working his way back in than he’d had coming out. Even when he made it back to the area illuminated by his lantern, his sight was too dim to see well. He grabbed his rifle from where it leaned against the wall and headed right back out.

He slowed when he could see out of the mine and into the day, assessing the situation. The horses were calm now, but they both kept their ears cocked towards the area the rocks had fallen from. Swoop slowly entered into the daylight again, keeping watch for any movement.

Making his way to the track he had seen, he kneeled to get a good look at it. It was nearly the length of his own footprint, but it had three toes that splayed twice as wide as his boot. It put Swoop in mind of a giant turkey track.

Standing up, he looked around for more tracks. He didn’t see any. A flying bird would put into account his not finding tracks before, too. An old Indian legend of the Thunderbird came to his mind, and Swoop was sure a bird with a foot that size could carry off children. No wonder the horses had been nervous.

No longer worried about getting shot by another human, Swoop checked his supplies. As before, things mostly looked like he had left them, and he probably wouldn’t have noticed anything had been touched, except this time something was missing. His salt.

His whole pouch had been dug out of his food and taken. And everything else had been put back.

A chill ran down Swoop’s spine. Animals don’t put things back.

Swoop moved away from his supplies as a feeling of unease settled over him. He glanced at the horses. They were calm, but were still focused on the hillside above him.

Rifle in hand, Swoop went to them and stroked each gently across the nose as he looked back up the hill where they watched. With his eyes, Swoop followed the cut on the hill left by the gravel that had fallen and spotted the boulder that had shifted. Next to the boulder lay a small, worn leather pouch. His salt.

He hefted his rifle to his shoulder and looked for the best way up the hill, finally deciding to circle to the right before coming back across to avoid the loose scree. Keeping watch for any sign of movement above, Swoop had little trouble reaching his pouch, but as he reached down to pick it up, he froze.

Prickles ran up and down his skin and his knees felt weak with fear as he realized his pouch was still clutched in the fingers of … a hand?

The slender four-fingered hand was the same dusty color and mottled texture of the loose rocks and dirt around it, camouflaging it very well.

As his eyes made out the contours of the hand, he was able to find the forearm and follow the thin shape up, past an elbow, and to the body. And then the head.

Swoop’s mouth was dry, and he found he couldn’t swallow as he realized the rock next to his foot had closed eyes and nostril slits.

Now that he could see it, the body was obvious. It looked like a small, willowy man, with the head of a lizard.

As he examined the form, he realized the real boulder had crushed a leg. He could see the dark of the blood soaked into the dirt around the edge of the large rock.

The creature wasn’t moving, but Swoop decided to take no chances. He raised his rifle and aimed for the middle of the skull. As his finger tightened on the trigger, he realized the beast wore something around its neck.

He lowered the rifle and peered closer. A collar? Could this creature belong to someone? The material was obviously fabricated. It was an intricate weave of grasses that formed a repeating diamond-shaped pattern.

One of the eyes blinked.

Swoop jumped, and tripped backwards.

The creature woke up and tried to scramble away, but its trapped leg held it pinned. With an eerie hissing, it began flopping and twisting, coiling about itself in an inhuman way, trying to free the leg.

Horrified, Swoop continued backing away. He had seen snakes twist like that, curling and knotting themselves to escape when a boot or a shovel had come down upon their head.

The lizard-thing stopped writhing and froze, staring at Swoop, unblinking. A small forked tongue, black as any serpent’s, darted in and out from between inflexible lips. Slowly, the tongue extended out, tasting the air, moving about like a tiny two-fingered arm feeling around for something.

Golden, slitted eyes turned and focused on the salt pouch.

The creature slowly unwound itself, gaze flicking between the pouch and Swoop. When it was untangled, it reached out and picked up the pouch with its four-fingered hand. It brought the pouch close to its face and peered inside, then, using two hands, it pulled the strings and sealed it tightly.

Looking up to Swoop, the lizard man deliberately tossed the pouch to him and waited, watching.

Swoop feared he might vomit. This thing was no creature, no animal. It had intelligence. Had he believed in demons and devils, he would have known this to be one, but Swoop was a man of the earth, and he knew flesh and blood when he saw it.

He bent down and picked up the salt pouch.

The other watched him intently.

When Swoop made no other motion, the reptilian creature slowly closed its eyes and let out a soft hiss, laying its head on the ground. The four fingered hands curled into fists and it pulled its arms in close to its body.

Not knowing what to do, Swoop sat down and watched. The returning of the salt left no doubt in his mind this creature was intelligent. If this were dog, or a horse, he would put it out of its misery. If it were a man, he would help it. But it was neither.

Swoop made his decision and stood up. The golden eyes opened and watched him. Swoop laid his rifle and the salt pouch down and held his hands wide, fingers spread, hoping the creature would recognize he intended no harm.

He approached slowly, trying not to make any threatening moves. For its part, the lizard man watched, but did not move.

Swoop came within reach of the spindly arms and hesitated, ready to spring back, but no hissing or swiping came at him. He kneeled down close to the leg pinned by the boulder and heard a nervous hiss, but there was still no movement.

The boulder couldn’t weigh more than a couple of hundred pounds, and the leg was pinned under the edge, so Swoop thought he would have little trouble moving it. He just had to figure out how to do it without hurting the leg more.

He stepped back to where he could meet the lizard man’s eyes and made gestures that he hoped would be understood that he was leaving, but would be back. The slitted eyes closed without any sign of acknowledgment or recognition.

Swoop returned with a shovel, an axe, a waterskin, and some jerky. He sat down in front of the lizard man and uncorked his waterskin as the creature watched him. He took a drink, re-corked the skin, and sat it where the thin reptilian arms could reach it. Swoop then took a bite of jerky and made of show of chewing it up before laying the rest of it on top of the waterskin. The golden eyes flicked back and forth between Swoop and his offering, but the creature still did not move.

Not knowing how to reassure a lizard, Swoop got up, grabbed his shovel, and set about freeing the creature’s leg. He worked slowly and methodically, being careful not to touch the injured leg or allow the boulder to put more pressure on it. He dug enough room to place a rock to use as a fulcrum and then began using his shovel handle as a lever. When he was ready, he tried to caution the lizard man to prepare, but he still got no response.

He waved his hand to get its attention and it focused on him again. He held up a finger and said “One.” He held up another and said “Two.” With the third finger and the word “Three,” Swoop mimed grunting and pushing the rock off the leg.

The reptilian eyes didn’t blink.

Swoop and the creature looked at each other for a moment before the creature tiredly closed its eyes again.

Swoop went back to the boulder. He leveraged his shovel handle and counted out loud. “One. Two. Three!” He pushed down on the handle and the boulder rocked off the lizard man’s leg.

The lizard man scrambled away with lightning speed, startling Swoop as the boulder rolled over and began a lumbering roll down the hill. Swoop forgot about the lizard man as he realized his horses might be in danger.

“Hya!” Swoop yelled to get the horses’ attention. “Hya!” If they didn’t pull off their tethers, he hoped they would at least be able to move out of the way.

He needn’t have worried. The rock fell past his mine entrance, hit the ground, and stopped where it landed. The horses were shook up, but they would be fine.

Swoop remembered the lizard man and turned quickly, worried that he had left his back unguarded from attack.

The creature was between him and his rifle. It would have been on all-fours, but for the injured back leg that hung limply. It no longer seemed drowsy. It was completely alert, and it was injured.

Knowing that an injured animal, or man for that matter, was dangerous, Swoop squatted where he was and waited. The lizard man just watched him.

After a moment, Swoop realized the water and jerky were within his reach, so he slowly picked them up and repeated his earlier show of taking a drink and eating. Mouth full, he gently tossed the waterskin toward the lizard man, and followed it with the jerky. Chewing, he waited.

The forked tongue flickered towards the items, writhing in the air, as though it had a life of its own and wanted the food even though the rest of body refused to move. Finally, the golden eyes dropped from Swoop to the waterskin and the creature slowly crept a step forward to reach it.

Swoop was careful not to move as he watched the lizard man sit down. Inhuman hands easily uncorked the waterskin and poured liquid into the gaping reptilian maw. Needle sharp teeth glinted in the sunlight as the water splashed across them. The lizard man capped the skin and tossed it back to Swoop. It picked up the last of the jerky and put it in its mouth. It didn’t chew as Swoop had. Instead it worked its long tongue in and out of its mouth as it extended and contracted its neck.

Swoop thought he could see the lump of food moving down as the lizard man showed the smooth pale scales of its throat.

They sat and watched each other for a long time. Swoop was sure there were thoughts in that oblong scaly head, but he was equally sure they were nothing like his, and likely never would be. He doubted they would ever be able to comprehend each other.

The lizard man cocked its head sideways and looked at Swoops rifle.

Swoop felt his belly knot. Would that thing know how to use his rifle? Would it use the rifle if it knew how?

Long thin brown fingers reached out towards the rifle and Swoop tensed, not knowing if he should run towards the creature or away, but knowing he wouldn’t be able to get up from his sitting position fast enough.

The fingers stopped short of the rifle, and picked up the salt pouch. Golden eyes turned back to Swoop. The lizard man made some quick, complicated gestures, then, in a move that would have broken a man’s back, lowered its head and put its chin on the ground. 

It rose back up, and tossed the pouch to Swoop.

Swoop caught the pouch out of the air. When he looked back, the lizard man was gone.
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Swoop didn’t sleep well the next few nights. His dreams were haunted by lightning quick snakes and lizards that stared at him with intelligent eyes. He had considered leaving his mine, but he was so close to the gold, be couldn’t bring himself to.

He continued working the growing vein of gold, making progress inches at a time in the lamp-lit gloom. He had dug out enough to make up for all of the supplies he had bought to get this far, but he was nowhere close to being a rich man yet.

On the fourth day after he had seen the lizard man, an occurrence he was nearly ready to chalk up to hallucinations from being alone for too long, he came out of the cave to find his supplies had been gone through again. This time it was a mess.

“Damn it!” He started toward the pile of supplies.

A hissing sound stopped him in his tracks.

Swoop turned to find the lizard man standing upright on the injured leg. Scabs covered the scaly skin, but the leg appeared strong.

The horses seemed to notice it for the first time and began whinnying and shying away.

It hissed again, looking Swoop in the eye, before it slowly sank into what might be considered a sitting position. It cocked its head and waited.

Swoop imitated it and sank down to sit facing it.

The lizard man held out one of its slender fingered hands and revealed it had the salt pouch. It leaned forward in its impossible way and touched its chin to the ground. Sitting back up, it tossed the pouch to Swoop.

Swoop opened the pouch and looked inside. All of the salt appeared to be there.

Hissing and complex hand gestures from the lizard man were followed by the presentation of another pouch, this one woven from grass, the same as the collar it wore. It tossed the pouch to Swoop.

Swoop caught it out of the air and was surprised by its weight. He pulled at the drawstrings to reveal the contents. Shaking the nugget out into his hand, Swoop could hardly believe his eyes. Gold. Enough to buy a farm.

He felt a stupid grin involuntarily crawling across his face and did his best to suppress it. He looked up at the lizard man.

The slender creature pointed to the salt, then to the gold, then made a gesture of tapping a fist against the flat of its other hand.

“You want to trade?”

The lizard man repeated the motion and waited.

Swoop picked up the salt and tossed it back to the lizard man. He tapped a fist against the palm of his hand. “Trade.”

The lizard man hissed in a way Swoop assumed was satisfaction. It rose and turned to leave.

“Wait,” Swoop stood.

The smaller figure turned and looked back, cocking its head again.

“Trade more.” Swoop made the fist-motion again and followed it with a sweeping gesture.

The lizard man did not appear to understand, so Swoop motioned it to come closer. It stayed where it was.

Swoop proceeded to try to explain. He sat his gold nugget next to the boulder that had fallen from the hill when he had leveraged it off the lizard man’s leg. With hand motions, he tried to show that the nugget was little and the boulder was big. Then he pointed to the salt pouch and to the gold and tried to explain that he could trade much more salt for much more gold.

When the lizard man’s eyes widened, Swoop knew it had finally understood.

Pointing to the sun, Swoop motioned it moving across the sky and counted. “One.” He swept his arm across the sky again. “Two.” He continued until he reached seven days. Then he made the trade sign again and pointed to the salt and the gold and motioned for much bigger.

The lizard man watched it all with intent interest and then matched Swoop’s hand sign. Trade.
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The trip into town took three days.

When Swoop cashed the gold nugget in at the bank, he couldn’t keep the grin off his face. He stabled his horses and headed for the hotel and a hot bath. He had never had so much money in his life. It was hard to keep his mouth shut, to not brag, not get drunk and spend the evening with the ladies, but he had his eye on the prize and there would be plenty of time for all of that later.

After a good night’s sleep, he bought a wagon and another horse, as neither of his were accustomed to being hitched. He didn’t sell either of his horses, thinking perhaps he would buy a ranch, and he might need them.

He restocked his supplies at the general store, buying out all the salt they would sell him. The proprietor had two and a half fifty-pound kegs, but refused to let some crazy fool buy all of the town’s supply, so Swoop settled for one and a half kegs.

Swoop was on his way back to his mine before lunch.
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The return trip seemed interminable, but Swoop arrived when he expected to; the day before the meeting for the trade.

He didn’t bother unloading his wagon, other than the salt kegs. If this trade with the lizard man went as he hoped it would, he would not be staying and digging in his cramped little tunnel anymore.

Swoop had a hard time falling asleep. He no longer had nightmares of lighting quick lizards and snakes, instead, he felt anxious excitement at the thought of meeting the lizard man again. When he awoke at first light, he was surprised he had slept at all.

He set up the salt kegs in the place he had traded with the lizard man before and got ready to settle in and wait. The last thing he expected was the sound of the hammer on a revolver being cocked behind him.

“Hands where I can see them.” The voice was full of arrogant self-confidence.

Swoop didn’t own a revolver, only his rifle. And he had left that in the wagon so he wouldn’t present a threat to the lizard man. He held his hands out to his sides and turned around slowly.

The man’s bearded face was unfamiliar, as were two of the three faces of the other men behind him. The last man, though, Swoop recognized. He had been the teller at the bank, where Swoop had cashed in the gold nugget. All of them held guns at the ready.

“Told you boys he’d have a mine out here somewhere,” the first man said over his shoulder. He looked back to Swoop. “A man don’t buy a wagon and horse with a gold nugget unless he’s going back for more.”

“Paul,” the bearded man looked back again. “You can go get the horses now. He’s the only one here.”

“Sure thing, Marvin.” A gaunt faced man nodded, holstered his gun, and headed around the hill.

“Matthew, you and Pearl check the camp out; see if he’s got anything else worth a spit.” The other two men headed for Swoop’s wagon.

Marvin waved his revolver toward the mine entrance. “Show me where the good stuff is, and you might just come out of this alive.”

Swoop turned and looked back at the mine entrance. “We need to get a lantern out of the wagon. It’s too dark to see in there without one.”

“Pearl! Grab a lantern!” Marvin pointed at the mine again. “Get moving.”

Beyond the hill, a horse screamed, and the sound of hooves grew loud.

Marvin turned to look and Swoop went for his gun. Swoop was too slow and Marvin was ready. The bearded man smashed the flat of the gun’s grip across Swoop’s face, breaking his nose and blinding him with pain. Swoop fell to his knees.

“You try that again, and I’ll kill you on the spot!” Marvin kicked him, knocking him down.

As his vision cleared, Swoop saw four horses sprinting past in a panic.

“Paul!” Marvin called out but there was no answer. “Matthew! Pearl! Go check on Paul!”

A strangled cry sounded from by the wagon. Swoop looked just in time to see a brown flash of movement disappear behind some brush. Matthew waivered on his feet for a moment holding his throat, then fell face-first into the dirt.

Pearl screamed and waved his gun wildly. “What the hell was that! Marvin! Something is out here!”

Marvin fired a shot at the brush Swoop had seen the lizard man vanish into.

“What the hell was that, Marvin? It killed Matthew!” Pearl’s voice was high and shaky.

“Indians!” Marvin yelled as he turned, scanning the hill above them. “Get down!”

“That wasn’t no goddamned Indian! It wasn’t no …!” Pearl fell silent.

Swoop, holding his bloody nose, looked back to Pearl, but the man was gone.

Marvin whipped the tip of his revolver back and forth, pointing where Pearl had been. “What the hell…?”

Swoop blinked and a slender brown figure appeared behind Marvin. With a move so fast Swoop couldn’t follow, the lizard man raked his claws across Marvin’s throat and ran back behind some rocks.

Marvin spun around to face an attacker that was no longer there, his mouth working, but no sound coming out. He dropped his gun and put both hands to his neck. His eyes met Swoop’s, pleading, as he fell to his knees.
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