I

It was cold, bone chilling cold, but Jeff didn’t seem to notice.  He was totally absorbed in the mountains that sur​rounded him.  Six inches of new snow had fallen the night before and in the bright sunrise everything sparkled as if covered in jewels.

The sky was a perfect blue and filled with huge white clouds.  The mountain peaks appeared to reach all the way though them as they rolled past.

The last three days Jeff had forgotten Chicago, his job and his friends.  He hadn’t thought about his big house or anything to do with home.  It happened every time he went to the mountains to hunt, which he had been doing for the last five years in a row.

The peace and solitude he felt here kept drawing him back.  Each year he would hunt a completely new area.  He had hunted Colorado, Utah, Idaho and Wyoming.  This year he was in Montana, hunting elk.

The first year in Colorado he had hired a guide, reput​able and highly recommended, but it just hadn’t seemed right.  Although he never said so out loud, he found himself second-guessing the guide on directions and even proced​ure.  To make matters worse he found himself to be right more often than not.

Jeff had no explanation as to why he should know anything about the mountains or hunting and the stalking of game, at least not to the extent that he did.  He did know he wanted to be alone when he was in the mountains.  It had become increasingly important to him.  He couldn’t say why, it just felt right.

He had always been pretty much of a loner, but the last few years when he hunted it had gotten to be almost a phobia.

The only explanation Jeff could give was he didn’t want to count on anyone but himself.  Consequently he now paid a guide to show him on a map the likely areas to hunt, then he went in alone.  He knew this was not the way it was supposed to be done, but some unknown force made him feel more at home here in the mountains than anywhere else he had been in the world.

After three tours in Southeast Asia, being wounded twice and escaping from the Viet Cong after three months of captivity and torture, Jeff had given up on doing things the safe way.

He was a survivor and stayed alive for over forty-five years by counting on himself and his instincts.

Now, as during every other hunt, he had become caught up in the grandeur of the mountains and felt once again that he belonged here.

He was on the side of a canyon in an aspen forest, sitting propped against a tree, rifle across his lap, knees drawn up supporting his elbows, using his binoculars to scan the opposite face of the canyon. 

The slope was about three hundred fifty yards away.  The small clearing he had been watching appeared to be an ideal spot for elk to feed and it was straight across from him.

Taking the binoculars down, he let his eyes wander down the slope to the stream at the bottom and up the side he was sitting on.

“My God,” he said out loud, “I’ve got to find another spot.  If I take the shot from here, that’s going to be one hell of a hike to get over there and back.”

As he got up to move, he thought he saw movement in the clearing.  Slowly he brought the glasses back up and panned the clearing again, sliding back down against the tree as he did.

Was there something over there?  Did I see it or sense it, he wondered?  There it was again! Something moved at the edge of the clearing.

He had been watching the spot for another ten minutes when three big elk walked into the clearing.  Jeff studied them, moving the glasses from one to the other and back again.  None had antlers.

“Shit,” he said under his breath, “God damn cows!”

He searched the tree line around the clearing, barely breathing, there was nothing else.

Never allowing his eyes to leave the clearing or the cows, he watched for what seemed an eternity.

“There’s got to be a bull around,” he said to himself.  “Where is the son‑of‑a‑bitch?”

All of a sudden there it was.  It was a monster, standing there as if it owned the whole damned mountain.  The rack looked like trees growing from its’ head.

Jeff forgot the long hike through the canyon to reach the clearing or how he was going to get it back to camp.  All he could think of was it has to be a Boone and Crockett record.

He had to force himself to keep his movements slow and deliberate as he brought up the rifle.  His heartbeat and breathing were so rapid, he could barely focus through the scope.

The bull turned and was facing away from him.

“Give him a couple of seconds to turn again,” he whispered to himself, “and hope he doesn’t run first.”

Just then the elk turned.  It was three quarters broadside to Jeff, with its head back sniffing the wind.

This is like a dream, he thought, as he put the cross​hairs just behind the shoulder.  Then he raised them about four inches to compensate for the distance.  Taking a slow deep breath, he let half of it out and held it, all the time talking to himself.

“Slow and easy, take up the slake, squeeze.”

The shot echoed like thunder through the canyon.  The cows stampeded into the trees.  The bull’s front legs buckled.  Then it went to its knees, pitched onto its chest and rolled over on its side.

Jeff jumped up and was ready to cheer, just then the elk staggered back to its feet and stumbled into the brush at the edge of the clearing.  Jeff threw the rifle to his shoulder, but the bull was gone.  

Charging down the side of the canyon, Jeff forced himself to pull up short.

“Hold it!”  He shouted out loud, “Don’t rush it or you might have to track it for miles.  It’s hit hard, let it be for awhile and chances are it won’t go far before lying down.”

He sat down on a log, got a cigar out of his pocket and lit it.  He almost choked on it, he was breathing so hard from a combination of the excitement and the altitude.

As he sat there, he tried to calm himself by studying the canyon, picking the best way down to the stream and up the other side.  Using his compass, he noted some landmarks and their compass points, plotting a map in his head.

He was well aware that once he was down in the canyon it would not look the same as it did from up here.

When he finished his cigar, he crushed it out in the snow on the log, shredded it and started down into the canyon.

It took him nearly an hour to pick his way to the bottom and another fifteen minutes to find a place to cross the stream.

He sat down to catch his breath and wondered if a man ever got used to the altitude.

“Of course your cigars are a big help,” he joked to himself.

Sitting there watching the stream, he found himself thinking about trout fishing.

About a mile down stream there’s a rock shelf overlooking a deep pool that’s just teeming with fish.

“Wait a minute!  What made you think that?  You’ve never been in this part of the mountains before now and this is the furthest you’ve gotten from camp in the three days you’ve been here,” he scolded himself.  

Sometimes it spooked him.  Other times he just figured it was daydreaming or wishful thinking.  Still there were times when he would be hunting a new area and would feel he recognized a landmark and knew what was over the next rise or around the next bend.

Just like the first year when he was hunting with the guide.  And like right now, the rock shelf and the pool full of fish.

“After you get your elk back to camp you’re going to have to check it out.”

He still had five days before he had to go home.

Jeff dug a dried apricot out of his buttpack and popped it into his mouth for something to suck on, then started up the other side of the canyon toward the elk.

It took another hour and a half for him to work his way through the trees on this side of the canyon in order to reach the clearing where he had last seen the bull.

The new snow made the scene as easy to read as a billboard.  There was a large patch of blood in the depression in the snow where the elk had gone down.  From there a trail of blood, mingled with the tracks, led off into the brush on the far side of the clearing, showing where the bull had gone.  

Jeff checked his gun…no snow in the barrel…round in the chamber.  Then he followed the trail.  A hundred yards or so into the trees he found his bull elk.

“YEEEEE‑HAAAAAW!”  He yelled.  

There it lay, dead.  It was as massive up close as it had appeared in the scope.  He dropped to his knees, sat back on his heels and just stared for several minutes.  

“God,” he exclaimed, “it’s even bigger than I imagined.”
The shot had been nearly perfect.  He couldn’t believe it, three hundred fifty yards at least.

He laughed, “And they keep telling me my two-seventy isn’t enough gun for elk.”  

Jeff snapped out of his trance and looked at his watch.  

“Hoss, you’re going to have to hump it if you’re going to dress this dude and make it back to camp before dark.”  

He got up, cleared the round from the chamber and rested the rifle against a tree.  Unhooking the buttpack, he squatted on his heels and spent the next ten minutes putting the mini‑hoist together.

Jeff got the elk hanging from the tree and went to work.  The plan he had decided on was to dress, quarter and bag the elk.  Make up a pack of one of the quarters and the antlers.  The rest he would hoist into the tree.  Then he would head for camp.  In the morning, he would come back with the mules and get the rest. Sounded good!
With the elk dressed and quartered, Jeff was on his knees tying one of the quarters to a makeshift pack frame.  He was still on a high.  It had been a great shot.  His second bull elk in five years, a record bull at that, and he had done it completely on his own.

So totally engrossed in what he was doing, he wasn’t conscious of anything else, not even a few feet away.  He heard the roar at the same time he felt the blow and the pain across his back.

Jeff wasn’t a big man, but even at five‑ten and one‑seventy five, he flew through the air like a rag doll.

He hit the ground gasping for air.  Struggling to his hands and knees, he looked up and was momentarily frozen with fear.

The grizzly was only five yards away, standing on its hind legs, towering over eight feet high.  The beast’s huge head was swaying from side to side as it bellowed with rage.

The bear dropped to all fours over the elk quarter Jeff had been working on, looking at the man creature as if trying to figure out what it was.

Jeff’s mind raced, if you’re going to get out of this alive, THINK!
Survival instincts took over.  Instincts honed by ten years of military training.  Training in Airborne, Ranger School, Jungle Warfare School, Special Forces and thirty-six months special operations in Southeast Asia.  

His first thought was, Get up a tree and buy some time.  
He glanced around, No way.  The closest tree he could climb was thirty feet away to his right on an angle past the bear.  He wouldn’t have a chance.  

The rifle, where was it?  His mind raced again.  

Then he spotted it, still leaning against the tree, a couple of yards behind the grizzly.  All of this took only seconds.  

The beast let out a roar.  

Jeff snapped a look at it.  In doing so, he spotted his hatchet sticking out of the snow.  It was halfway between himself and the bear.

Bunching his legs under him, the pain across his back brought tears to his eyes.

The grizzly reared up again and cut loose with another roar.  Jeff dove for the hatchet.  The brute was on him as he hit the ground.  With a vicious snarl, it buried its teeth in the man’s right shoulder.  

Jeff heard himself yell out in pain, at the same time, he was swinging the hatchet with his left hand.  It caught the grizzly behind the ear, but with the flat side of the blade.  The bear let go and cuffed him, ripping loose a piece of flesh from his side.

The beast came for him again.  Jeff tried to roll clear.  The grizzly clamped his jaws on the man’s thigh and tried to pick him up.  Jeff arched back and swung with all the strength he had left.

The hatchet went in under the bear’s eye.  Bellowing and roaring with pain and rage, the grizzly reared up, dropping the man and pawed at the hatchet buried in his face.

Jeff, using his good arm and leg, crawled toward the rifle.  He grabbed the gun, rolled over and tried to bring it up.  His right arm didn’t work!

Put the butt against the tree, he thought, you’re not going to have time to aim anyway.
Holding the rifle under his left arm, with the butt against the tree, he swung the gun up with his left hand and pointed it toward the grizzly.

“Good thing you’re left handed.” He whispered, not knowing why he got such a silly thought at a time like this.

The bear had gotten rid of the hatchet and was taking out its fury tearing up some bushes and roaring like it was announcing the end of the world.  

As the bear turned to face Jeff, he pushed off the safety and fired.  
Click! 

“Shit, I cleared the chamber,” he shouted.  

Frantically, he clamped the rifle between his knees and worked the bolt with his good hand.

By now the bear had found him and was charging in a blind rage, blood gushing from its face.

Jeff jerked the rifle back up against the tree.  With the grizzly almost on top of him, he fired and rolled to the side.

The brute crashed headlong into the tree and with a tremendous roar, it died.  

Jeff lay there just staring at the grizzly.  After several seconds, he reached out and prodded it with the rifle.  Satisfied it was dead, he pulled himself over to the bear.

The bullet had gone in the mouth and up into the bear’s head.  Jeff wasn’t sure if the bullet or the hatchet had killed the grizzly and right now he didn’t really give a damn.

He knew he was in trouble, but not to what extent.  There was a lot of blood rushing from the slashes in his thigh.  He quickly used his belt and made a tourniquet.

Jeff knew he had to build a fire to stay warm and see to his wounds or he would go into shock. 

He retrieved his buttpack and got the matches.  Gathering what dead brush he could, without moving too much, he got a fire started.

Then he got out of his parka, which was no easy task, and got his shirt and insulated undershirt off.

He had a flap of meat and skin hanging from his side, like a pocket that was partially ripped from a shirt.  It wasn’t deep, but it hurt like hell.

He washed the wounds as well as he could with snow.  Then he packed some snow on his thigh in hopes that it would help stop the bleeding.  The shoulder had holes punched in it from the bear’s teeth.  They didn’t appear to be bad, considering, but the shoulder was completely dislocated.

Jeff couldn’t check his back, but the undershirt wasn’t torn in back, nor was there any blood there.  Still it felt as though he had been hit with a sledgehammer.

He got the first aid kit from the buttpack.  It definitely wasn’t designed for this kind of situation, he thought, but it would have to do.

First, he had to do something about the piece out of his side.  Taking the extra pair of clean socks he carried in the pack, he folded them and wrapped them in gauze from the small roll in the first aid kit.  He used this as a compress to hold the flap of skin in place and held it there with the belt off the buttpack.  

There was only a small tube of antiseptic in the kit, so he used his flask of Jack Daniels to disinfect the wounds.

By now Jeff was exhausted, but he kept going.  He was afraid of going into shock before he could finish.  

He patched up the shoulder using the small pads and tape from the kit.

He threw some more wood on the fire and got his shirts and what was left of his parka back on.  Adjusting the tourniquet, he was relieved to see the bleeding from his thigh was slowing down.

As Jeff assessed his situation, it looked pretty bleak.  He was really worn out.  He just wanted to lay back and go to sleep, but he knew if he did, he would probably never wake up.

“Come on, get your shit together,” he barked, as if yelling at a dumb recruit. “You were in worse shape than this when you got stitched by that machine gun in Nam!”  

The two men with him had been killed and he had crawled through the jungle for four days to get back to base camp.  He had been hit five times.  

Jeff knew he would have to get himself out of this one too.

It was getting late.  There was no way he was going anywhere tonight.  Besides, he had to get the bleeding stopped and himself stable.

“You’ve got to find some shelter and keep warm, if you’re going to last the night,” he told himself.

He found the hatchet and cut a small sapling to use as crutch.  Every movement racked him with pain, but he kept pushing himself. 

His attention went to the grizzly, seeing it lying there, gave him an idea.  

“I’ll use the bear for shelter.”

A picture began to form in his mind.  Rig the poncho that’s in the buttpack, as a lean‑to over the bear.  Between the two, they should offer some protection from the elements.  Maybe the fur from the grizzly will give some warmth.  If not, he would be no worse off.  

Hobbling over to the grizzly, he tried to work out his plan.  No Good.  He just couldn’t manage with one hand.  

“I’ve got to try and get this shoulder back in place.”  

Jeff got his rope from the packframe he had been working on when this mess started.  Then he got over to the tree, the one he wished he could have climbed earlier.

There was a branch about two inches thick a foot or so over his head.  Leaning against the tree for support, he used his left hand to slowly swing the right arm up, draping the hand over the branch.

“God damn!  Those bloody Cong only thought they had ways of inflicting pain!” he cried out.

Jeff took the rope he’d been holding in his teeth and wrapped it around the branch and his hand, right over the mitten.  A couple of times around, then down around the forearm, back up over the limb.  He kept this up until he was sure it would hold.

Putting the injured leg out in front of him, he looked up at the hand tied to the branch.  Then he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth.  He pushed himself away from the tree with his left hand, at the same time pulled his good leg up, dropping himself into a sitting position.  All his weight pulled against the injured shoulder.

He blacked out!  Jeff didn’t know for how long, or if he had heard the crack or just imagined it.

As he came around, he got his foot under him and pushed himself back up against the tree.  Nausea swept over him.  He shook his head to clear it.  Then he unwrapped the rope from his arm and hand.  It had worked!

The shoulder hurt like hell, but he could use the arm and hand.  Sliding down against the tree, he rubbed snow in his face to try and revive himself.  

“Got to keep moving.”

Taking the rope with him, he got himself back to the bear.  

He stuck one of the sticks he had cut earlier for the packframe in the snow at the bear’s rump. Tying one end of the rope to it, he put the other end around the tree at the bear’s head and pulled it tight.  It ran parallel to the bear, about a foot and a half above it.

After snapping the poncho to the rope, Jeff spread it out away from the grizzly and piled snow across the bottom.  The result was a lean‑to the size of the open poncho.  It was about four and a half feet off the ground on the high side, with the bear forming a wall three quarters of the way up the side and its head and butt sticking out each end.

Jeff gathered more wood and piled it at the end of the lean‑to next to the tree.  Next he got the bags off the elk quarters and put them and the buttpack into the shelter.  Then he got the rifle and hatchet and leaned them against the bear, inside the lean‑to.

He sat down outside the end and scooped snow out of the shelter.  After he cleared a good-sized area, he started a fire.  Then he went and put out the first fire and found his canteen.

Crawling into the shelter, he spread the elk bags as a ground cloth.  Then he rolled over and sat leaning against the bear’s back.

“Not bad, not bad at all for a bear chewed old man,” he said as he looked around, trying to relax.

Darkness settled in without Jeff being conscious of when it happened. 

He then took inventory of what he had to survive.  There was the rifle and eighteen rounds of ammo.  He had the hatchet that had saved his life once already and a folding hunting knife plus his army canteen.  In the buttpack were a package of dried apricots, a container of bouillon cubes, the waterproof match case and a couple of dozen matches, some fish hooks and line.  Over on the tree where he had dressed the elk were thirty feet of quarter inch nylon rope and the mini‑hoist, plus the poncho and twenty feet of rope here.

“If I have to, I can eat elk,” he said.  Then he chuckled, “I could eat bear too, I guess, ‘cept I don’t think I’m up to skinnin’ it right now.”

Jeff thought of the half a flask of Jack Daniels and chuckled again at all the times he had joked about carrying it for medicinal purposes.

He melted snow in the canteen cup, made bouillon broth and drank it.  Then he put more wood on the fire.  After checking, he decided he had enough wood to last the night.  

He leaned back against the bear and sighed.  

“If you can get through the night, Barkil, you just might make it.”

He hurt... hurt badly from head to toe, but strangely, he felt good.  Jeff knew he could make it.  

Then he dozed off.

********************************

“Barkil, Jeffrey R., Sergeant First Class, RA26405104, nine May thirty eight,” He shouted over and over.  He was delirious.  He was back in Vietnam, a prisoner of the Viet Cong.  The pain in his body made him relive the torture.

They had kept him in a cage suspended about four feet off the ground, constantly swaying.  The cage was made of bamboo and measured about four feet high and two feet square.  It was built so he could not stand up straight or sit all the way down, just stand in a semi‑crouch.  For fun, when someone would walk by, they would hit the cage with a pole or the butt of their gun as hard as they could, where his knees or buttocks rested against the side.  The only time he got out of the cage was to be interrogated, which meant torture.

When he first arrived they tried the old standard of beating him during questioning.  But he gave only name, rank, serial number and date‑of‑birth.

Then they tried something new.  They tied his hands behind his back, with a bamboo pole tied across his elbows and then they would force him to kneel.

One of the guards would stand on the calves of his legs and pull his head back by his hair, while two others (one at each end of the pole) would lift as high as they could.  Then the officer would begin the questions.

After a few weeks with no results, they really got pissed.  They tied him up the same way, only they would hoist him off the ground by the pole that was tied to his elbows and then let him hang like that for hours at a time.  It got the same results...name, rank, serial number and date of birth.  

Somehow, after the initial shock of pain, Jeff would build a tolerance (as he had done with his present ordeal).

The prison got a new commander...he came up with a real winner.  

They tied Jeff spread eagle on his back to a table.  Then they would hold his nose and pour water down his throat.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t swallow fast enough.

He gagged...he couldn’t breathe...he couldn’t swallow...he thought he would drown.  Then suddenly they would stop until he caught his breath, then it would start all over again.

“Barkil, Jeffrey R., Sergeant First Class, RA26405104, nine May thirty‑eight,” he screamed and woke up!

The sun was just creeping across the meadow.  

“I made it!”  He shouted.  “Well at least I beat the night.  Now all I have to do is drag my tail back to camp and the mules, then ride down out of these mountains.”

Jeff gathered his gear and repacked the buttpack.  There wasn’t a part of his body that didn’t hurt.  It made every little task a strain.

He cut a length of rope to replace the belt on the buttpack.  The original belt was still holding his side together.  He took the hood from the parka and folded it and using another piece of rope, tied it in place over the gashes in his thigh.  He took the belt he had used as a tourniquet, and put it back on his pants.

“Well Barkil, let’s see if you can get your ass off this damned mountain you love so much,” he groaned.

As he stood leaning on the crutch, he surveyed the scene around him.  There was blood everywhere, from the elk, mostly from the grizzly, but some was his own.

“You’re damn lucky the wolves didn’t come by for a picnic last night pardner!”

Jeff tied the buttpack in place, stuck the hatchet in his belt and picked up his rifle.  He checked to be sure there was a round chambered and set the safety.  Then he slung it across his back and headed back down into the canyon.

The going was slow and painful.  His side and leg hurt badly and hobbling through the snow on a crutch was exhausting, and to make a bad thing disastrous, it started to snow...Hard!

It took Jeff until noon to reach the stream at the bottom of the canyon, there he caved‑in.  

Leaning against a log, he checked his wounds.  The side was holding pretty well.  There was some drainage, but not bad.  The leg was another story.  There were four deep slashes across the thigh.  Two of them were almost to the bone.  Tying the parka hood over them hadn’t held them closed.  He was bleeding heavily again.  

Jeff sat down on the ground against the log, and began unwrapping the leg.  After making a tourniquet with a piece of rope, he washed the wounds with snow.  He knew he had to come up with a way to close the wounds or he was stuck here.  He packed snow on it and tried to think.  

“First thing I’ve got to do is start a fire.”

So he scraped a clear spot under the log, where it would be sheltered from the snow.  Then he chipped bark and shavings from the log and got a fire going.  

He filled the canteen cup with snow and set it next to the fire to heat.

While he was going through the buttpack to find the bouillon cubes, he got an idea how to close the wound in his leg.

The snow had melted in the canteen cup and he started to throw in the bouillon and then stopped.

“Shit, I guess if I’m going to try and fix this leg, I’d better do it on an empty stomach.”

He dug out the fishhooks and line.  Then using the folding knife as pliers and hammer and the flat side of the hatchet as an anvil, he partially straightened one of the smaller hooks and flattened the barb.  He closed the eye of the hook as much as he could and still be able to pass line through it.  Then he cut some more wood chips for the fire.  

As Jeff held the fishhook in the flame, he laughed.

“You’re sterilizing a needle to sew up a wound made by teeth that have been eating rotten meat.  You jerk!”

He brushed the snow from the wound and began.  As he pricked the skin, he was grateful the snow had deadened it some, but he knew after the first pass, this wasn’t going to be any fun at all.

Gritting his teeth, he started stitching.  He was forced to stop several times and rub snow in his face in an attempt to quell the nausea.  

When he finished, he slumped back against the log.  

After a few minutes he poured some of the Jack Daniels on the incisions and took a big swallow.  He then released the tourniquet.  The bleeding had nearly stopped.  He chipped more wood and built the fire back up.

As he sat and sipped some bouillon, Jeff tried to figure his next move.  He’d lost a couple of hours here.

“I’ve got to make it back to camp tonight.  I’m not sure I can last out here through another one.”

The snow had not let up.  If anything, it was getting worse.  There were another six inches by now.  Jeff wondered if he had the strength to climb the other side of the canyon.

“Strength or not, you’ve got no choice.  Stay here and you’re dead!” he told himself.

He bound the parka hood over the stitched up wound and repacked his gear.  Kicking snow over the fire, he looked for the stream crossing he had used coming in.  

The going was becoming treacherous.  Jeff was falling down every few steps.  He felt he was going back two steps for every three he took forward.

During one of his many rest stops, Jeff noticed a strange looking tree.  It was not quite three feet thick and about thirty feet high.  From any other angle the tree would have appeared normal, but from here he could see a scar running the full length of the trunk.

It looked as if it had been burnt, probably lightning, he thought.  The resulting slit was about a foot deep, meaning the scar could be a hundred and fifty to two hundred years old.  

Jeff got one of his weird feelings, like “deja-vue.”

“I know that tree.  If I head along the side of the canyon from here, instead of up and over, I’ll come out at the meadow and the campsite.”

“What makes you think you know where you’re going?”  He was talking out loud with himself.  “You’ve never been here before!  The only way you know for sure is the way you came in.  If you are right, you could make it back in half the time and without anymore climbing.  Of course if you’re wrong, there’s a damn good chance you’ll die out here!  Well, Jeffrey me lad, you keep saying you’re going to check out these little visions of yours.  Why not now?  If you keep going the way you are, you’re not going to make it to camp tonight.  So you might as well take a chance.  Shit, do you want to live forever?”  He talked himself into it.  

Pulling himself up, he headed along the side of the canyon, hoping he was right, yet not knowing why he should be.

He was able to make better headway moving along the slope, instead of up it.  The snow was coming down even harder now.  He could barely see twenty feet in front of him.

Two hours later, just before sundown, Jeff stumbled out of the aspens into a large meadow, next to a river.  He stood there, feeling more dead than alive, looking across the meadow.

“The tent, the mules, where are they?” he groaned, not wanting to believe his eyes.

“You were right about the meadow being here pardner, it’s just the wrong God damned one!” he shouted angrily at the top of his lungs, trying not to cry.  

He was dejected and feeling sorry for himself.

“Come on shithead, pull yourself together!  As long as you’re alive, you fight.  You’ve never felt sorry for anyone in your life and you’re damn sure not going to start with yourself.”  

Jeff worked his way down to the edge of the stream.

“Well Barkil, your landmark recognition crap has got your ass stuck out here for another night,” he quipped angrily.  “You best get settled in and build a fire.  This snow’s going to be up to your arm pits by morning.”

He strung the rope between a couple of trees, then snapped on the poncho and made a lean‑to.  He gathered some wood and crawled into the shelter, then packed down the snow as best he could.  He built the fire right in front.

The snow was almost two feet deep, so Jeff was sitting in a shallow hole with a roof.  The wall of snow behind the fire acted as a reflector, sending the heat into the lean‑to.

Jeff melted snow and made bouillon again.  As an after thought he threw a half dozen of the dried apricots into the broth.  

“Got to have some substance, right?”

As he sat there gazing at the fire, he began to wonder if he would make it.  He was so weak and exhausted.  

“Barkil, you can beat this thing.  Just don’t give up.”

He knew he had to maintain hope.  He knew that made the biggest difference in survival.

It was pitch dark out.  He built up the fire.  The snow was still falling and was showing no signs of letting up.

Jeff couldn’t help but think how peaceful and picturesque this would be under different circumstances.

He finished his apricot stew, as he called it.  Then using the light from the fire, brought in what wood he could find.  

He wanted desperately to sleep, but still wasn’t sure he should.

He took the wrap off the leg and checked the wound.  The stitches were holding.  His side was staying together as well, but from the way it hurt, Jeff figured he must have some cracked ribs too.

He leaned back and watched the falling snow and soon was asleep.

