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Jeff P. Jones
The Runner

The three of us had hiked the mountain in the middle of the night 
to get to the cave. No one knew we were there (or so we thought 
at the time), but it still seemed prudent to post a lookout. So 
while Charlene and Dave worked inside, I leaned against the cave 
mouth and kept watch on a moonless world overcast with stars. It 
must’ve been 2 a.m. when I saw the runner coming.

A pinpoint of light moved up the mountain along the trail 
we’d hiked a few hours ago. It traveled like a satellite across the 
dark, only its point was below, not above. For a time I watched it 
and said nothing, mesmerized by its relentless advance. When it 
grew in size and I could see a ghosted wash of churning legs be-
hind it, I recognized it as a runner holding a powerful flashlight. 
It flicked in and out as the runner passed trees. He was moving at 
top speed. I estimated that we had at most four minutes before he 
reached the cave.

I called down to my cohorts, and they rushed out to the cave 
mouth. They had extinguished their headlamps and I couldn’t see 
their features, but I could smell the damp earth clinging to their 
hands. Rumors of the traces of what we’d found on our first sur-
reptitious trip to the cave were already circulating, and we’d field-
ed questions from several parties, some frightened, some angry, 
some genuinely curious.

As the runner neared it seemed as though he (I already 
thought of the runner as male) was preceded by something boxy 
and multi-colored, but the distance and the dark were still too 
great to make it out. Dave and Charlene took deep breaths and 
sighed in turn. I felt exhilarated by the situation. Each second 
became something to treasure.

“I wonder who sent him,” I said.
“Who do you think,” said Charlene, meaning the outfit that 

owned the cave and the mountain and the path on which the 
runner approached. They thought of us as thieves and meddlers, 
though we knew better.

“What does it matter now?” said Dave. “We’ll have to try and 
stop him.”

Time grew short, but we had the drop, as they say. Only briefly did I 
consider suggesting that we run for it, up and over the ridge to see if 
we couldn’t make it down the mountain’s other side. Or perhaps down 
one of the scree fields that lined the path on either side of the trail 
where it neared the cave. But both options I rejected, the first because 
none of us could match the runner’s speed and the second because it 
was cowardly.

We decided on an ambush. Charlene ducked back into the 
cave to retrieve some rope while Dave took practice swings with 
a short-handed shovel. That left me to watch the runner’s prog-
ress, and as I did so, I chewed my cheek and felt a strange affinity 
for the approaching figure, as if there were no paradox in both 
cheering on and dreading his arrival. It was clear that he was a de-
termined and capable fellow with a strong dedication to his task.

By the time Charlene returned, the runner’s light had disap-
peared behind a rocky outcropping. The three of us hurried down 
the trail and took up position behind a boulder. Then came the 
footsteps, one-two, one-two, one-two, and, thrill of thrills, the 
sound of the runner’s breath itself, a sharp, surprisingly full nose 
inhalation followed by a blasted mouth exhalation: hff-woosh, 
hff-woosh, hff-woosh. Here is the sound of your death, I thought. 
I tried to time it right and peeked out from behind the boulder. 
The runner was upon us, not ten meters away.

“Dave, now!” I called, though it was already too late.
Then Charlene, hearing the futility in my voice, bumped past 

me and threw herself square in the runner’s path. I stumbled up 
after her. The runner’s light wasn’t a flashlight after all but a flat 
lamp like a train’s headlight that was strapped to his chest. It spot-
lighted Charlene, her mud-spattered Carhartts and frizzy red hair. 
What he held in front of him, like a cafeteria tray full of food, 
was a rectangular box of molded plastic with switches and wires 
and tiny bulbs. In its center hunkered a pair of waxy gray cubes, 
and we understood the plan: they intended to blow us to smither-
eens and chalk it up to an unfortunate accident. Charlene threw 
her arms wide, and it looked like she would tackle him, but then 
Dave burst out from behind the runner, having crawled around the 
boulder. With both hands, Dave brandished the shovel over the 
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runner’s skull. The runner turned enough so that Dave’s springy 
black beard and crazy eyes jumped into sight. This is it, I thought. 
Dave will kill the man sent to kill us and we’ll be done with it.

“Wait,” Charlene said. Dave paused at the last instant. Then, 
to the runner, she said, “Listen. We don’t want to hurt you unless 
we have to. Can you imagine cooperating?”

The runner drew gasps of breath but even these were con-
trolled in a way that suggested his endurance had hardly been 
tested. “What did you have in mind?” His voice came out surpris-
ingly high and nasal.

“First of all, set that down,” Charlene said and motioned with 
open palms to the tray.

The runner bent over, supple and easy, and placed the tray on 
the ground.

Charlene spoke in a weary parent’s voice. “Now turn to the 
side. You’re shining that damn thing right in my eyes.”

The runner did as told and only then could I see what he was 
wearing. Green nylon shorts split down the sides and a white tank 
top emblazoned with a rainbow. A small yellow cap with a tiny 
bill sat atop his head. He looked like he was twenty-two years 
old, tops. This is what death looks like, I thought with no small 
amount of incredulity. This is what my death looks like.

“What’s your name?” Charlene demanded.
“Victor,” the runner said. He was Roman-nosed and thin, his 

leg and arm muscles stringy and taut. He took a step down the 
trail, looked as if he might turn and bolt.

Dave raised the shovel and stepped closer. “Move another 
inch and see what happens.”

Guided by Charlene, I took the rope from her and bound 
the runner’s hands. I thought my skin would jolt with an electric 
charge when I touched him, but nothing. He obliged with my du-
ties and gave no signs of fear or resistance. His skin was slick with 
a sheen of sweat. I cinched the last knot and he asked, “What are 
you going to do with me?”

“Neutralize you,” Dave said.
“I wouldn’t fiddle with those,” Victor said when he saw Char-

lene squatting in front of the tray and fingering the switches. 

She ignored him, lifting the tray and carrying it down the 
trail. She called over her shoulder, “Tie him up in the cave. I’m 
going to put a big rock between this thing and us.”

Relief passed through me. We had vanquished the threat.

Back inside the cave, Dave and I cinched Victor’s ankles together, 
then laid him on his side and lashed the whole caboodle of his 
bound body around a rock the size of a small refrigerator. Dave 
wanted to knock him unconscious, but I suggested that that was 
overkill, not to mention criminal.

“What does it matter now, we’re in so deep?” he said but 
dropped his uplifted palms and headed into the cave.

Charlene returned and we started digging like mad. The three 
of us toiled away. The traces grew stronger and stronger. The pos-
sibilities so enchanted us that we lost ourselves in such a reverie 
of work that we failed to notice the sky had lightened until Victor 
called from above. “I’m sorry, but if I don’t do this, I’m in big 
trouble.”

He stood at the cave mouth silhouetted by the dawn sky. The 
bindings lay at his feet, and then we saw that the tray did, too. A 
tiny blue light flashed on it. Here, I thought, fate has caught up to 
us after all. As much as I hated the inevitability of death, I under-
stood that events would run their necessary course.

Charlene dusted off her pants and rubbed cave soil from her 
palms. “And what about us?” she said. “Aren’t our lives worth a hill 
of beans?” 

“Sure they are,” Victor said.
“And the discovery,” Dave added. “Are you ready to write it 

off, too?”
“I don’t know anything about that.” Victor’s akimbo arms 

carved a pair of triangles out of the sky, and those triangles grew 
lighter as we watched. Victor seemed to be politely waiting for 
something. Our last words, I thought. He wants a performance. 
A compulsion rose inside me, and I winced as my teeth started in 
again on my cheek. That exhilaration returned from earlier in the 
night, when I’d first glimpsed the runner.  
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“You’re right, Victor,” I said. The unexpected strength in my 
voice surprised me. “If you don’t do this, you’ll be in trouble. They 
might even kill you.” 

Charlene and Dave spun their headlamps toward me. I held 
up a hand to their objections. Charlene had reasoned and defused. 
Dave had used force, was even then calculating the thirty seconds 
it would take to reach Victor. Now I would have to outwit him. I 
had taken his measure and saw my chance. “We’re nothing to you 
and why should we be anything? You’ve got so much going for 
you. You’re obviously a fast runner, faster than any of us. No, don’t 
be modest. Speed, diligence, persistence, these are your strengths.” 

Victor stood there mute, trying to grasp where I was headed.
“But they’re also a weakness. They give you a false sense of 

control. I understand that you have to do what you have to do, 
but let me ask you this. What would it look like if you decided to 
indulge me in my final moments and considered a request?”

“Nah,” Victor said. “I’ll be honest. I haven’t got any backbone. 
I can’t stand up for anything. They tell me what to do and I do it. 
I’m like rubber to them. They just use me — ” 

“ — for their own purposes, yes,” I said. Then it came to me, 
the line that would buy us passage. “We don’t get to pick the life 
we’re born into, Victor, but we do, from time to time, get to make 
a choice. Here, now, you can still choose.” A chill of pure feeling 
raced through me. I could tell that my words were sinking in. 

Victor rubbed his jaw. Bent to retrieve his little yellow cap 
and pulled it on. Then he said, “Yeah. No. I’m sorry, no choice,” 
and hovered his foot over the tray and flipped a switch with his 
toe. The blue light snapped off and a red one started flashing in 
its place. “I hate to do this to you and all, but you’ve got twen-
ty seconds to say goodbye. There’s no kill switch.” Victor raised 
his hand in a goodbye wave, and the last we heard of him was 
that patterned rhythm of foot strikes, one-two, one-two, one-two, 
making their way down the trail and slipping through our senses 
like the final knot on a rescue rope. 

Twenty seconds: an eternity! That third of a minute grew 
like a gift in our minds and divided and divided again until it 
contained whole epochs — ages! I tell you — in which to grow old 
and congratulate each other on accomplishments and share in 

the sorrow of losses and curse fate and yet persist and rise and 
fall — and we did, we did, only to find that a mere fraction of our 
allotted time had passed, and so we lived again, passing still more 
authentic lives back and forth in glances as we founded new per-
sonalities along new principles that granted us new fortunes that 
we then also outgrew. When these lives, too, had faded, we simply 
took stock of where we stood in that glorious cave world with the 
smells of damp soil and rock in the air and a mayfly drifting in. 

And when we returned to our senses, we knew that never 
again would we feel such joy. Authentic life would forever after 
remain beyond our grasp. Whether it was merely a ploy to scare 
us off, we never did discover, but the explosives failed to detonate. 
We packed up our gear and hiked out, the momentous find aban-
doned, and in the years to come, as the memory of that morning 
and the sight of each other only evoked an increasingly painful 
sense of loss, we, Charlene, Dave, and I, grew apart. 


