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	THE ELEPHANT SLAYER


	 


	 


	 


	It was called Netherville, which wasn’t too bad a name compared to some of the settlements I’d been to: places like Misery, Montana and Malaise, North Dakota; Grimburg, Texas; Forsaken Falls, Idaho. I guess you could say that American towns have always had ominous names—that it was part of our frontier heritage—but then, I wasn’t in America anymore, I was in Canada. Edmonton, Alberta to be precise. The Big E, as they called it.


	As for how I’d come to be there—I’d rather not talk about it, and it’s not important, anyway. Suffice it to say I’d caught a broadcast on the radio of my new Cadillac Escalade (Thanks, Butte Auto Sales, I left a silver dollar in the break room) which had urged me to go north to a town called Paradise—a town I’d mistaken for Paradise, Alberta, and so overshot by about 500 miles. Luckily for me, I’d come to Netherville before running out of gas (the Escalade’s tank had been completely full, go figure; that’s why I’d chosen it) and found a friendly settlement in spite of my folly.


	At least, it had been friendly so far. In my experience, these things could—and often did—change on a dime. Which is about what I had on me when I walked into the ‘Goodbye to All That’ Saloon and ordered a drink at the makeshift bar; a bar whose counter had been fashioned from the scorched wing of an airplane.


	“Keep it,” said the bartender, a largish man with thick stubble and bad teeth, as he pushed back the coins. “First visit’s on us, always.”


	He moved toward the back door—which was propped open with a rifle; probably due to heat from the firepit—walking awkwardly, haltingly, as though he had a bad hip. “Beer’s out back—in the snow.”


	I glanced around the room as he went: at the other patrons—bearded men, all of them—who had peeled off coats and hats; and at one who hadn’t—a lone figure sitting in the corner … with a pair of crutches nearby.


	“That includes the mastodon; the mammoth. The roast elephant, whatever you want to call it.”


	He shuffled back, slowly, arduously, twisting the cap off a bottle of Molson, setting it down. “It’s good—fresh. The meat, eh, not the beer. It was harvested only yesterday.”


	He laughed a little and shook his head. “Whatever he does with that ivory, I’ll never know.”


	I looked at the bottle of beer, which had foamed over onto the counter—onto the Cessna’s battered wing. “What who does with it?”


	“What?”


	“What who does with the ivory?”


	He lifted the bottle and wiped around the rivets, fussily, fastidiously. “Oh, yuh. You’re the new guy. Why, Gavin Carter, of course. Our mysterious and storied Great White Hunter.”


	“Our Nanook of the North!” hollered a nearby patron, lifting his sloshing glass. “The Elephant Slayer of Alberta.”


	“Or at least the frozen shithole that used to be Alberta,” said another.


	I must have looked confused.


	“Local hero,” explained the bartender. “Big-time trophy hunter. Lives in that house up on the ridge; the one with the orange roof—the old Riblet Mansion. Just helped himself to it one day. But he’s a hero because he hunts the mammoth—and I mean consistently, successfully—and keeps the town fed.”


	A patron leaned in abruptly, thoughtlessly—as drunk people are wont to do—his breath reeking of Molson. “Speakin’ a which—I’ll take some more of that, eh? The stew.”


	“Well, that depends, Liam,” said the bartender. “Where is your bowl?”


	The man looked around, dazed and confused, until his glassy eyes settled on the back of the room—and the booth next to the solitary figure.


	“Never mind, Liam,” said the bartender warily. “I’ll get it for you. Just relax.” He gave me a little bow. “Excuse me.”


	“Of course,” I said.


	And then I took my first drink and paused—savoring it. Savoring its bite and its body and its bitterness and its perfection. Worshiping it; and focusing upon it to the exclusion of all else. Because the truth of it was, drinking it was like drinking civilization itself.


	The drunk, meanwhile, was just staring at me: as though he knew me, perhaps, or maybe not. As though he loved me, perhaps—but maybe hated me too. As though there was something on his mind that he just had to say—if he could just untangle his thoughts and find the right words. If he could just get his mouth to open and his tongue to—


	“Don’t,” I said.


	And he didn’t—talk to me, that is—after which the bartender returned and fetched me another beer—saying, as he twisted the cap off and set it down, “Compliments of the young lady in the corner.”


	I looked over my shoulder and saw that the figure had unzipped its coat and removed its scarf and hat—revealing a woman with black, unkempt hair and harsh, asymmetrical features (and yet attractive, for all that) who couldn’t have been more than, say, twenty-five. A woman who looked at me with such startling clarity and matter-of-factness that I almost averted my eyes—but didn’t, because I didn’t want to appear weak. Instead, I just smiled—confidently, breezily (at least that was my schtick), raising my beer bottle. As though I wasn’t just Travis Hayes, UPS delivery driver from Denver, Colorado, but Travis-fucking-Hayes, Carefree Stud of the Apocalypse.


	That’s when it happened; when the fight broke out, erupting in a flurry of broken glass and expletives (and flying booze), toppling the nearby barstools.


	“Hey, goddamnit!” shouted the bartender, as I scrambled clear of the melee—which, surprise! involved the man who had been staring at me— “Hey, hey, hey!”


	And then everything was noise and fury as others joined in and I turned to check on the black-haired girl (although why I am not certain; she could clearly take care of herself), but saw only an empty booth. Everything was chaos and confusion as I stared into her corner and noted the missing crutches—but couldn’t for the life of me figure out where they—or she—had gone.


	I looked to where a wooden door swung back and forth in the wind, letting in gusts of snow. The side alley, of course—!


	And then I was moving—double-timing it, as we used to say in the corps—dodging a pair of brawlers, bursting into the alley; pausing by a heap of garbage as I noticed there were no footprints in the snow and thus no way to—


	At which my vision winked out and I could see only stars, like scratches in space-time itself. At which I saw only comets—which darted and swirled, ember-like, as I fell.


	 


	 


	“Ah, ah! Here he comes. You see now, Eska? You didn’t hit him so hard after all. Our sleeper has awakened.”


	I blinked, clearing my eyes, as the room swam into focus: as the floating spheres of light resolved into candle flames and the hovering pink blur became a face, which smiled—patiently, fatherly. Elusively, like a wolf. 


	“Welcome to the Roc’s Nest,” said the face—its skin cracked like bleached leather, its teeth straight and white. “Please, have a look around. I’m Gavin Carter. And this—this here is Eska. My adopted daughter.”


	I looked at her even as I became aware of my pounding head: at her strange, harsh face and dense, un-manicured brows; her large, stout teeth—which were not straight and white—her eyes like chiseled obsidian.


	“Go on, Eska,” said the man—Carter—who appeared to be in his late 50s. “Be a dear and give Mr. Hayes a smile. Show him some of that primal charm you have; and in such great abundance. Come, come, now.”


	I watched as the corners of her mouth crept up, slowly, hesitantly. Indeed, she could be charming—even beautiful—when she wasn’t braining you with a board, that is (or whatever she’d used).


	I looked around the room, which was more like a great hall—at the pillars made of immense tree trunks and crossbeams carved from maple or walnut; at the astounding collection of mounted animal busts which adorned every wall and flat surface.


	At last I managed, “How—how do you know my name?”


	“It wasn’t difficult,” he said, taking a sip from his wine glass, dabbing at the corners of his mouth. “You still had an I.D.”


	I slapped my back pocket—my ankle catching on something as I shifted—but it was gone, of course. My wallet. That’s when I looked down—having heard the ka-chink of metal—and realized I was shackled to my chair.


	He frowned almost sheepishly. “An imposition, to be sure—but a necessary one.” He looked at something on the table which I recognized as my old military ID. “Can’t have a trained killer just wandering about the house—now can we?” He paused, studying my face. “I must say … you don’t exactly look the part.”


	“Well, people can be full of surprises, can’t they?” I glanced at Eska, who just stared right back. “Your ‘daughter’ is certainly capable of a few. Wouldn’t you say?”


	“Oh, most certainly,” said Carter—and added: “People, I mean. People are full of surprises. Not Eska. Not from me.”


	I raised an eyebrow.


	“I know her too well … having reared her since she was a pup.” He paused, appearing wistful—even morose—before changing the subject; abruptly, I thought. “I, ah, couldn’t help but to notice you appreciating my collection. Do you hunt, Mr. Hayes?”


	I looked at the nearest mount, a triceratops head with a broken horn (and a frightful visage), wondering what the circumstances of its death had been. Had it been charging—with the Flashback in its eyes, perhaps—and thus aware that it had an opponent? Or had it been unaware, just mulling its soft grasses, until the bullet entered its brain?


	“No,” I said, finally, turning my attention back to him. “Can’t exactly say as I am. It—it’s never seemed like a fair contest to me.” I jerked my leg against the chain—twice—to make a point. “Does it to you?”


	“Pshaw,” he protested. “You speak as if we’re enemies. As though this were some contest between you and I, personally. On the contrary, Mr. Hayes. It’s a collaboration.”


	I’m afraid I just stared at him.


	At last I said: “Okay—why not. I’ll bite. What are you talking about?”


	“I am talking, Mr. Hayes …” He stood and began pacing the length of the table. “—about legend. About myth and memory—and the securing of one’s place in the natural order of things.” He withdrew something from his housecoat as he walked—a pipe; but didn’t light it. “Posterity is what I’m talking about. A place at the table of the gods. That, and endings. Inevitabilities.”


	He paused and struck a match. “One last and penultimate hunt.”


	He lit the pipe and waved out the match, then turned, slowly, regarding me through a cloud of smoke. “Atatilla, is what I’m talking about. Queen of the Mammoths. The, ah, Leviathan of the Steppes, as they say. I intend to kill her. And you, my lost and wayward friend, are going to help me. By acting as my driver.”


	“Your driver?”


	“Yes. I’d normally call on Eska, but, as you’ve no doubt observed, she is—at present—incapacitated.” He glanced at her across the table. “Isn’t that right, Love?”


	She took her eyes off me long enough to nod at him, stoically, silently.


	“She, ah, understands, you see.” He moved around the table toward her. “And not only the language but, how shall I say it? The lay of the land.”


	I watched as he took up position behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders.


	At length I said: “What is it, Carter? And what is she? Cro-Magnon? Neanderthal? What do you mean— ‘the lay of the land?’”


	“I mean, she understands who she is … now. And also, where she belongs.” He fussed over her as she stared straight ahead—straightening her collar, repositioning her hair. “More importantly, she understands who I am. She can even say it—can’t you, Love?”


	She looked up at him with what seemed like respect, even reverence.


	“Go on,” he cajoled—gently. Softly. “Who am I?”


	“Ma—ma—master,” she managed at some length. “You are … Master.”


	He veritably leapt with joy. “Very good, Eska! Oh, very good! Oh, that is absolutely wonderful. Most excellent. Now tell me, what I am the master of?”


	She hesitated—as though searching her memory.


	“E-everything,” she said at last, the words seeming to come easier, if not any faster. “M-m-me. The animals. All—all the world.”


	“Yes, yes,” he said, and practically capered. “Very good …”


	He looked at me as though he assumed I’d be impressed. “Well? What do you think? Does she pass the test for Homo sapiens sapiens?”


	But by then my anger had boiled over and I’d stood, abruptly, jerking the chain on my ankle as I moved toward him, dragging the chair after me.


	“Look—you indoctrinate all the Cro-Magnon fucking girls you want … If you don’t have me out of here inside of 60 seconds I’m going to—”


	“Genghis!” he shouted, and snapped his fingers, the sound of which echoed in the hall. “Come along, now. Right now.”


	And before I could do much of anything he—it—was there, entering the room from a nearby corridor and snarling as it advanced, crouching and tensing as its foreclaws splayed; tapping its retractable sickle claws over the smooth, polished floor.


	Stalking me as I fell, tangled up with the chair; and blanketing me with its shadow—as only a Utahraptor could.


	 


	 


	“Freeze!” barked Carter—and the mottled orange and black Utahraptor froze, its knife-shaped head only inches from my own, its breath smelling of fish and rotted meat. “Hold.”


	And the Utahraptor held: snarling and growling—hissing, even, like a snake.


	“There, see? There’s nothing to be afraid of,” said Carter, calmly. “Now, if we can avoid any further outbursts—let’s continue, shall we? Where was I …”


	“Call it off,” I said, shrinking away from the thing’s muzzle, staring at its yellowed teeth (between which I could see bits of decaying flesh). “Call it off, Carter.”


	“Ah—well. So much for the vaunted bravery of the U.S. Armed Forces, eh?” He snapped his fingers quickly, crisply. “Kennel.” But the Utahraptor didn’t budge—indeed, I was pretty sure it only moved closer. “Genghis!” he barked. “I said, ‘Kennel!’ Now!”


	At which the predator did move, although grudgingly, defying its master to the extent that it circled me quickly before breaking off and vanishing the way it had come, its tail whipping after it.


	“There, you see? I can be reasonable.” He paused as though he were looking at me. “Good heavens, Mr. Hayes! You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”


	I pulled myself together as my breath came and went in ragged gasps. “What was that? Your hunting dog?”


	“If you like.” He paced over to the far wall— which wasn’t, in fact, even a wall, but a towering black curtain—and stood to one side of it. “I want to show you something.” To Eska he said: “Leave us. Tend to Genghis.”


	And she was gone.


	He drew open the curtains.


	“Behold, if you will, the Terror of the North—Ursus Maritimus Tyrannus, otherwise known as the Pleistocene Polar Bear.”


	My jaw dropped a little as the massive thing came into view—mounted not in a pose but as an enormous rug, which had been affixed to the wall, itself painted black.


	“Magnificent—isn’t she? ‘There ‘mid grand icebergs slipping from the cliffs, or on the drifting floes that choked the tide … gigantic Polar bears, so grim and gaunt … in solitary majesty abide.’” He turned to face me in the semi-darkness. “Isaac McLellan.”


	“Look, Carter. Would you just get to the—”


	“But she wasn’t solitary, Mr. Hayes—not this one. Nor did she have a sleuth of cubs. And yet she was—indisputably—a mother. No, what she had, my wayward friend, was a cub. A cub who was but an infant then but has since matured—at an accelerated rate, of course—into adulthood.”


	My eyes must have grown large as awareness dawned. “Eska. You’re talking about Eska. But how could—I mean, the Flashback only happened less than—”


	“Come now.” He looked at me with something like pity. “Surely you’ve encountered it; that aberration in the Flashback by which a person— seemingly at random—begins to age—rapidly, I mean, exponentially—out of all context with their surroundings? Well, that’s what happened to Eska. As for the hows and whys: such as why that process halted at her current state, or how she came to be living with prehistoric bears in the first place—who can say?”


	I stared at the massive hide, at the flattened body and carefully preserved claws, and at the great head, which was big as a T. rex’s. “How much does she know?”


	“As with everything, only what I have taught her, of course. That I found her mother already slaughtered—by a cold-weather predator mightier even than she.” He drew the curtains and walked toward me. “A story that was true—if not entirely factual.”


	I got up slowly, shaking my head. “And that was you … The Great White Hunter of the Wastes. How ironic.”


	“Ironic, Mr. Hayes?” He paused and lifted his chin. “How so?”


	“Because you seem so prissy and effeminate. I guess it’s just hard to—”


	And I lunged at him—chair and Genghis be damned—before something struck me in the head (a fire poker, as it turned out; wielded by Eska herself) and rendered me unconscious, if only for an instant.


	“Really, Mr. Hayes,” he said, circling me where I lay. “These outbursts will be your undoing. Irregardless, there you have it. Everything you need to know in order to help us with our hunt. You’ve even seen the bar we must surpass—the gold standard, as they say; the mount stuffed by Fidelio himself—my taxidermist, God rest his soul—before he showed Genghis an affection at the wrong time and place, and when the animal was in the wrong mood.”


	He removed a coin-like medallion from beneath his shirt and studied it, wistfully. “Dear Fidelio, who fashioned this.”


	He leaned close to show it to me and I saw a gold disk with an engraved bear on it—Ursus Maritimus Tyrannus. The Terror of the North. Eska’s adoptive mother. “A reminder of my greatest prize to date.”


	He turned toward Eska. “Thank you, by the way. Although I must caution you; do not enter the room without my permission again, eh?”


	I looked back and forth between them.


	“Y-yes, Master,” she struggled to say. “Eska is s-sorry.”


	He looked down at me. “Well, there, see? She learns. No need for another confrontation at the top of the stairs … isn’t that right, Eska?”


	I looked at the splint on her ankle and the single crutch she was using.


	At last I said, “I’ll help you with your hunt, Carter. We—we’ll kill this … Atatilla. From the truck, isn’t that right? Like cowards. But I’m going to kill you too, you bastard. Somehow, someway. You just watch.”


	Again, he looked at me with pity—or something like it. “I’m sure you’ll try.” And then he shouted down the hall: “Genghis, my boy! Snap to, old friend! It’s time to release the hounds and hunt again!”


	 


	 


	I guess I don’t know what I expected when Genghis—having paused outside the vehicle’s windows to sniff at the crisp air—leapt forward suddenly and vanished into the gloom. I suppose I was expecting the same result as the last twenty times he’d done this; which was nothing (although he had, at one point, emerged with a dead possum in his mouth). What I was not expecting was the wooly mountain that emerged—with Genghis clinging to its back—a thing easily the size of an industrial dump truck; which thundered past us on our left even as Eska pressed the knife to my throat and Carter readied his rifle—indeed, even as I put the Jeep into gear and prayed, having already been nicked once, that I wouldn’t displease her, the fucking driving critic, again.  


	“Very well, Mr. Hayes—that’s it,” said Carter, aiming his rifle—a .460 caliber Weatherby Mark V he’d been droning on about since we left—squinting into its scope. “Now draw alongside—that’s right. Step on the gas.”


	I stepped on the gas, disturbed by the lack of visibility—the lack of road—terrified we might plummet into a ditch (or even a chasm), knowing I had to do something—anything—to stop the madness.


	“Faster, Mr. Hayes,” he persisted, as the Jeep bounced and jolted and he struggled to maintain his aim. “Faster, damn you! Align us with her head. Quickly, or we’ll lose them both.”


	I went faster—the great mammoth thundering along beside us as Genghis tore at her flank and the snow continued to fly; as Eska held the knife to my throat; and, due to the truck’s jouncing, nicked me again and again.


	At last I shouted: “You don’t have to do this, Eska—all right? Can you understand that? You don’t have to do what he says. Nobody does. Listen to me.”


	I stared at her through the rearview mirror: at her strange, dark eyes and sharply-chiseled features; at her tangles of black hair and large, uneven teeth, until she diverted her attention back to Carter, who was focused, exclusively now, on the stampeding elephant—and appeared almost to ask his permission.


	“Ah, don’t worry about him,” I said, re-concentrating on my driving. “Can’t you see he’s busy?” I glanced at Carter—who ground his rifle scope silently, intensely. “He’s too focused on that pachyderm.” I jerked the wheel once so that the Jeep rocked violently and he lost his target. “Isn’t that right, Carter?”


	“Eska!” he snapped.


	I stiffened as her blade—having relaxed briefly—re-pressed against my throat; only harder, sharper, drawing new blood, then nodded, quickly, indicating the mammoth.


	“Look at it, Eska,” I said, having to raise my voice over the sound of its trumpeting, “Look at her. Look at how mighty and beautiful she is—how unspoiled and magnificent. What does she remind you of—Eska of the Great White Bears, of the animals who found you when you were lost and without hope; when you needed food and shelter and compassion—what does she remind you of and who in all the world could kill such a unique and powerful beast?”


	I glanced at her in the mirror even as a shot rang out and she jumped—her dark eyes looking at Carter as he worked the bolt and ejected the casing; her focus shifting to the elephant at it cried out thunderously and increased its speed.


	“Who, indeed, Eska,” I said. “But the Master of All?”


	She looked at me through the mirror and we locked eyes immediately—even as I continued to drive, blindly, recklessly.


	“Yes, Eska. M-M-Master. The master of you—and of all living things. Who but he could have—or would have—killed your mother?”


	I reached out suddenly and yanked the medallion from around Carter’s neck.


	“Your mother, Eska,” I said, shaking the engraving—forcing her to look at it. “This, right here!”


	And she took it; even as I faced forward briefly and began to slow down, and the giants, still at war, quickly pulled ahead—vanishing at last into the snow-speckled gloom.


	 


	 


	Carter was enraged, incensed, speechless.


	“What—what is the meaning of this?” He gripped his rifle, trembling with anger, then looked from me to Eska, his face swollen and red. “What have you …” He exploded suddenly, violently, pathologically. “What have you done, you animal?”


	I watched her in the silence.


	“M-mother,” she managed, staring at the gold coin, processing, it seemed, in the still, dark vehicle. “M-master.” She looked at me as though struggling up from dream—and finally back to Carter. “Master … kill … Mother.”


	Carter shook his head, desperately, I thought, even fearfully. “Pshaw! This is nonsense! Killed your mother! What rubbish. Come here, child. Let me—”
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