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Prologue

They drift through spacein their own orbit unrelated to the orbits of
the planets, the stars, or the galaxies. Their colonies stretch for thousands
of light years. Their colonies have no shape. They may be elongated.
They may be circular. They may even be cubed. Or their shape may be a
combination of shapes like a dry but wadded paper towel.

They can be detected, but only by using the most sophisticated of in-
struments, and then only by the most advanced space faring societies.
Otherwise, they are invisible and undetectable.

They can be killed. Sometimes they drift into the path of a star and
they burn. Sometimesthey drift in the void for too many eons and they
dissolve. Sometimes they drift into the path of a spear of gamma rays
from an exploding star and they are sterilized. If they are detected by a
spacefaring society that understands what they are and has the capabil-
ity, they are usually sterilized.

They can not procreate on their own. They must have a host. A star
with an unfortunate oxygen bearing planet must spin its way into their
web. Even when they are fortunate to infect such a planet, it takes years
for them to coalescein the atmosphere. While they coalesce,they must
disguise themselves as a pollutant. But once they have coalescedthey
can become semi solid in a very short time. As short a time as twenty
four hours.



Chapter 1

"Something's Wrong"

"Something's wrong," said Mike.

"No, shit, dude," answered John.

The two teenagerswere sitting on a ledge just inside a large depression
carved into the side of a granite rock that was part of the southern Sierra
Nevada mountain range. It would have been called a cave, but it was
open to the air exceptfor alarge room tucked back on the eastside. The
ledge extended for several feet out from under the rock. The late May
sun was trying to castits rays inside the depression, but the boys were
far enough back so that the heat could only reached their feet.

ODo you think that they are coming back?0 asked Mike.

OWhy wouldnOt they?0 answered his friend.

Before them was a long gentle green grassy slope that slanted down to
a small river which entered the valley from the east. The swift cold river
flowed west through the valley until it vanished into the tall green fir
trees where it continued many miles until it fell down into the Southern
California central valley. It was a large stream really, but the water was
rushing too quickly to wade through, and it was much too wide to jump.

OMaybe their jeep crashed,O hazarded Mike.

OMaybeJackieis right?O answered John. OMaybethey canOget back.O

On this side of the river, stood the five cabins of the boysOcamping
areaplus the corrugated metal roof dining hall, and the AdministratorOs
A-frame cabin. A narrow wooden bridge spanned the river. On the oth-
er side of the river were the five cabins of the girlsOcamp, the parking lot
with the large yellow bus, and the beginning of the gravel road which
led southeast over a small hill and then southward through the moun-
tains until it reached a paved road leading southwest towards
Bakersfield. Around the camp rose the heavily forested mountains of the
Sierra Nevada.

OMaybe their jeep fell into a canyon. Maybe theyOreall dead,0



suggested Mike.

Johnfrowned. Olwish you would quit saying stuff like that, dude,Ohe
groused. OWhenthey come back, weOregoing to have to listen to those
lectures. And theyOregoing to force us to have fun. CanOtyou just kick
back and enjoy the day? Hell, check out the view from here, Mike.
Look, Desi is coming from the showers. Wow!O

Sometimes,the boys felt like they were in along oblong bowl running
eastto west with the camp on the eastside. On the west side was a long
meadow through which the river rushed. Most of the meadow was on
the girl@scamping side of the river. Violets, marigolds and chickweed
dotted the meadow. All around the bowl, the mountains of the Sierra
Nevada stood watch. The peaks of the chiseled mountains were covered
with pristine white snow. Lower down, the slopes were forested by
groves of southern foxtail pine. Closer to the camp grew stands of bristle
cones and white bark.

"When do you think that they are coming back?" asked Mike.

"I donOtknow," muttered John as the well proportioned girl that he
was watching disappeared into her cabin.

The trouble had started a week ago. The first indication that
something was wrong came when the ancient post office jeep had not
made its weekly delivery of mail that the boys and girls usually received
from their anxious parents. Then the camp radio seemedto be having a
problem. For some reason,it would not connectwith the world outside
of the valley.

The camp Administrator had decided to travel the thirty miles to the
nearesttown, get a back up radio, and collect the late mail. Three of the
four counselors had elected to go with her, and take a well deserved
break from their rambunctious charges. They had expectedto be back in
three hours. They had left the last counselor, twenty year old Jackie,in
charge of the forty eight boys and girls. That had been six days ago.
There had been no sign of the adults since then, and again today, the
mail jeep had not appeared.

The first night, after the administrator and the other counselors had
not returned, Jackie had insisted that they were late, and that everyone
should go to bed asusual. The next evening, Jackie had suggested that
the road was probably blocked by alandslide, and that the adults would
be back as soon as the road was clearedSince then, they had waited.

"Something's wrong," said Mike again.

"Yeah, but what?"

Mike was thirteen and Johnwas fifteen. Mike was fair skinned, sandy



haired and a little short for his age. Johnwas a brown Latino with black
hair, and he was a foot taller. The two typical California boys had be-
come fast friends the first day of camp in spite of their age difference.

"Eric knows how to work the radio phone. We should ask him to try
to call someone," said Mike.

“Yeah, but the radio phone is in the Admin's cabin,” argued John.
"And her cabin is locked."

Mike looked at John. "It's been a week," he replied. "Something's
wrong, John. And Jackieprobably won't careif we go into the AdminOs
cabin."”

Johnlooked depressedat that statement. For the first three days, Jack-
le had frantically tried to keep their minds off the missing adults. Then
she had gotten real quiet, and she had stopped trying so hard to pretend
that nothing was amiss. Today, she had refused to get out of her bunk
for a long time and then, after she arose, she had refused to leave the
counselor's cabin.

"Jackie won't care," repeated Mike. "Let's go talk to Eric."

They found Eric in the dining hall. The cinder block dining hall was
one quarter kitchen, and three quarters dining area. The kitchen appli-
ancesconsisted of a large propane refrigerator, an oven, a stove, and two
large freezers. The dining area contained several long white plastic
tables and many white plastic chairs.

Eric was sitting on one of the plastic chairs engrossedin a paperback
book. His feet were up on a cardboard box. He was rocking back and
forth on the hind legs of his chair which was threatening to topple over.
Eric was a small African-American boy with short curly hair about
Mike's age. Many of the other campers considered Eric to be a nerd.
Cardboard boxes were stacked along the windowless north wall of the
dining area. The boxes contained packets of condoms, diaphragms and
birth control pills. These items were partly the purpose of the camp.

The camp was a creation of a religious organization called Abstinence
and Protection. AAP, asit was known, had created the camp as a place
to promote the value of abstaining from sex, but also to familiarize
middle school and high school boys and girls with birth control meth-
ods. The organization had planned to hold four three week camps this
year. The current group of boys and girls were the first campers. They
were supposed to take some of the condoms and a few of the dia-
phragms with them when they left.

The camp Administrator was a doctor. Thosegirls who were at least six-
teen year old were supposed to have been offered physical examinations



and birth control pills with the consent of their parents.

But the real emphasis of the camp was on abstinence, not just for moral
reasons,but becausethe creators of AAP believed that the emotional re-
percussions of sexual intercourse were too difficult for young teenagers
to contend with in the present societal environment.

As Mike and Johncameinto the dining hall, Eric put the old dog eared
book aside and tried his cell phone for the umpteenth time. He received
a no-service message from his phone.

OWhat are you reading, nerdo,O asked John.

OOTunnel in the SkyO,0 answered Enl finished OMacKenzieOs RockO.0

OScifi?O asked John.

OYeah.Some real old stuff. Like from Verne and WellsO time.O

"You can work the radio phone, huh Eric?" asked Mike.

"Yeah, if it wasn't locked in the Admin's," answered Eric who added
under his breath, Doofus.

Mike looked at Johnwho looked back at Mike. Then Johnsucked in a
breath and looked at Eric.

“Let's go," he said.

Eric looked at him blankly. "Where?" he asked puzzled.

"Come on," growled John with a bigger boy look.

Like all smaller boys, Eric knew that look. He shrugged and followed
Mike and John. They led the way to the Administrators A-frame cabin.
Mike and Johnstudied the structure for aminute. The door had a sturdy
lock.

“Think you could bust it open with your shoulder?" asked Mike.

"l think I could bust my shoulder," answered John. Eric rolled his eyes
and waited patiently.

"We could break a window," suggested Mike.

"Hey!" exclaimed Eric. The other boys looked at him.

"Got a better idea?" asked John.

Eric glanced from John to Mike. He ducked his head and scuffed a
toe. "There's a key under the mat," he muttered.

John gave Eric a menacing look, and then he retrieved the key. He
opened the door. Mike and Johnboys went inside. After a moment, Eric
followed, after looking around nervously to see who was watching them.

The A-frame cabin consisted of the bottom portion and a large loft.
There was a ladder at the back of the cabin leading to the loft. The cab-
in had a double bed, and it had a sink that was fed by a small water line
that connected to the main water line serving the dining hall.

The main water line, made of PVC pipe camedown from the river, and it



had a large washable filter before the junction of the two lines. Gravity
provided the pressure for the kitchen, bathrooms and the showers in the
dining hall building. A solar pump provided additional pressure to this
cabinOs sink.

There was no bathroom in the cabin. The Administrator used a portable
toilet just like the campers, exceptthat she had one that was reserved for
her alone. She usually allowed the female counselors to use it.

The other furniture in the cabin consisted of a sofa, two chairs, and a
large desk. At the back of the cabin sat a large tool chest. On the desk
was the radio phone. Several frequencies were available.

John handed the radio phone to Eric. Eric tried all the frequencies. Al-
though there were some suspicious noises, they could not hear anything
that sounded like a definite voice. On every frequency, Eric asked if
someone could hear him. After a half hour they gave up.

"Maybe it's broken," said John. Eric looked at him.

"I don't think so," he replied.

"So why can't we hear anybody?" asked Mike.

Eric took a deep breath, and then he looked at Mike. His eyeshad fear
in them. "MaybeE maybe there isn't anyone to hear?" He asked the
guestion with a look which suggested that he would be glad if they
made fun of him.

All week, Mike's mind had been avoiding this very thought. Get up,
play, do your chores, eat, play some more, and then go to bed. He had
followed the camp routine. The adults would be back. His parents were
at home. He had avoided considering any other scenario. But now, he
had to face a terrifying possibility.

"There's something very wrong," he said, his voice shaking.

"Yeah," agreed John glumly.

"Do you think our parents are all right?" whispered Eric, his stomach
fluttering. Mike really wished that Eric had not said that.

"We've got to do something," said Mike.

"Let's go talk to Jackie,O suggested John.

"All right," replied Mike, but privately he didn't think that Jackieknew
what to do any more than they did.

They left the Admin's cabin, passedthe dining hall, and tromped over
the wooden bridge to the girlsOside. Eric followed along silently. Mike
and Johnignored him. Of the five cabins on each side of the river, one
was reserved for the counselors. Two counselors shared eachcabin. The
counselors slept in comfortable double beds instead of the bunk beds
used by the teenagers.



They found Jackielying on her bed on top of the covers. Shewas star-
ing at the ceiling. Although the campers and counselors had brought
sleeping bags, all of the beds were covered by a mattress cover, two
sheetsand two heavy woolen green blankets. Some of the campers pre-
ferred to sleep in their sleeping bags. Others used the blankets, so that
they wouldn't have to roll up their bags at the end of the three week
camp.

"Hey, Jackie,"said John. The young woman looked over at him list-
lessly. Jackiewas an attractive young woman with blond hair and a slim
build, but her face seemed swollen now, and she did not smell very
good.

"Hey, yourself," shereplied, and then her eyesturned towards the can-
vas ceiling again. The boys looked at each other.

"UmE Jackie, when do you think the Admin will be back?" asked
John.

"She'll be back when she'sback," answered Jackieflatly. Sheclosed her
eyes. John looked at Mike helplessly.

Mike took a breath. "Jackie,we think that something is wrong. So-
mething is really, really wrong, Jackie."

“There's nothing wrong. Now go away," answered Jackie.

"But, Jackie,Eric tried to get someoneon the radio phone. There's no
one there!" Mike's voice was rising trying to get through to the young
woman.

"You stay out of the Admin's place!" snapped Jackie. "Now go away."
She turned towards the wall.

The boys look at one another.

"So what's the lecture about tonight?" tried John.

"Justleave me alone," came a muffled reply that sounded like it was al-
most a sob.

Defeated, the boys left her cabin. Outside there were a several girls.
They followed the boys until they were far enough away that Jackie
could not hear them talk.

"She'sbeen like that all day," said a black eyed girl named Makayla.
"She just keeps saying that the others will be back soon. I'm really get-
ting scared.

"Me, too," said another girl with a quiver in her voice.

"Do you think she's right?" asked a third girl.

The boys looked at one another.

“Not really," admitted Mike.

"When do you think our parents will come looking for us?" asked



Makayla.

"l don't know," answered Mike.

There was nothing more to say. The boys went over to their side of the
river. Eric went back to the dining hall, while Mike and John walked
along the river. They discussed which of the three girls that they liked
the best. They avoided the subject of the missing adults.

At one point they sat down, and they watched some girls who were
practicing archery on the other side of the river. The girls were using
hay bales. The boys were supposed to practice asa group also, but there
were no male counselorsto lead them. The girls obviously had decided
to practice on their own. Another girl was running around the huge
crude track that had been plowed around the meadow and flattened by
truck tires.

"Who's the girl thatOs running?" asked Mike.

“I'm not sure what her name is," answered John.

"She's cute."

"Yeah, but she's no Desi."

"How old is she?" asked Mike hopefully.

"l think she's fifteen," replied John.

Mike grimaced. He had found that fifteen year old girls had little in-
terest in thirteen year old boys. The boys returned to the boysGside of
the river.

Since there were no adults around, the boys were starting to stay up
later and later at night. That night, after the other boys had retired to
their bunks, Mike went back to the Admin's cabin and retrieved the key.
He let himself into the cabin, and he checkedthe radio phone again, only
to find that they had neglected to turn it off. The battery was dead.

Disgusted, he laid it back on the desk. Turning around, he saw the
bed. He took a step and stood by the bed for a minute. It looked com-
fortable. Slowly, almost cautiously, he lay down on top of the covers.
He could seeout the window on the front of the cabin. The stars were
bright, and he watched them for a time.

After awhile, he got up and removed his shoes,socks, pants and flan-
nel shirt. Wearing only his t-shirt and briefs, he got back in the bed un-
der the covers. He felt like he was doing something that he shouldn't, but
in a strange way he felt like he was at least doing something other than
just waiting fearfully. He quickly fell asleep.

The next morning, Mike awoke late. He put on his clothes, and he
went outside. He locked the door, but as he was about to place the key
under the mat he hesitated. Instead, he put the key in his pocket.



He went to the dining hall looking for John. The kids in the dining
hall were installing a new box of milk in the milk dispenser for their cer-
eal. AAP had purchased large bags of dry cereal, casesof canned food
and a lot of boxed milk that they usually mixed with powered milk.
They offered the usual canned vegetables and fruits. Mike found John
wolfing down his secondbow! of cereal. A boy he didn't know well, but
whose name he knew was Jacob, sat on the other side of the table.

Mike looked at Johnfor a moment, and then he asked, "What are we
going to do when the food runs out?"

John paused with his spoon halfway to his mouth. He had a look of
unpleasant surprise on his face. He stared at Mike, and then he slowly
finished eating the spoonful.

Carefully, he sat his spoon down, and then he asked, "All right, dude, |
give. What will we do when the food runs out?"

"What ever we do, we better think of it now. How will we keep warm
this winter?"

John looked even unhappier at that question. "Maybe some other
adults will show up to help us. Not the Admin and the counselors, but
some other adults."”

"What if the adults who show up don't help us? What if they just take
our food? What if they're the kind of adults who hurt kids?"

Johnscowled. "Man, you are really downing me this morning. Let me
finish eating before we discuss the end of the world."

Mike went outside and walked down to the river. He walked down-
stream until he was opposite the bales of hay that were used for archery
practice. He stared thoughtfully at the balesfor some time, and then he
went back to the dining hall. He waked around the building until he
came to the storage room on the east end. Mike entered the storage
room. In the storage room was the tank for the hot water that was pro-
duced by the solar panels covering the roof of the dining hall. Also in
the storage room was the bin containing empty aluminum cans.The only
soda that was available to the children was diet soda. The boys seldom
drank it, but the girls did. The boys preferred the cansof sweetenedfruit
juice.

Mike took severalempty cansfrom a bin, and then he went back to the
AdminOscabin. Once inside, he looked through the tool chestuntil he
found a pair of metal snips. Carefully he cut apart an empty can, and
then he flattened the aluminum. Then he cut out a piece of metal in the
shape of a spear tip.

Mike left his work on the desk, and he went outside after making sure
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to lock the door. He walked east until he was deep in the forest. He
searchedfor and found an old fallen tree with straight branches. When
he was satisfied, he broke off a branch that was about aslong as he was
tall. He went back to the cabin. Inside, he found a box cutter in the tool
chest, and he used it to split the end of the branch. He forced the blunt
end of the aluminum spear tip into the split.

Mike left the cabin, and he went over the bridge and down to the hay
bales. Standing a ways from a bale, he grasped his newly made spear,
and he threw it at the bale. When it hit the bale, the spear tip and wood
broke apart and the aluminum tip bent.

It would take Mike several days and many trials to get an aluminum
spear head that would not bend, and to discover how to fasten it to the
wood so that it would not come apart. Eventually, after folding a layer
of aluminum around two other piecesof aluminum, he had a spear that
would penetrate the heavy bale. By using afile he was able to get a very
sharp edge on the side of the speartip. He weighted the spear by attach-
ing fishing lead to fish line and wrapping it around the shaft, just under
the spear head.

On his way back to the AdminOscabin, he met Jacobat the bridge. He
was about to passby when the other boy called his name. He looked at
Jacob. Jacobwas wearing his backpack, and it looked full. Jacobhad
black curly hair like Eric, but JacobOs eyes were hazel instead of black.

“I'm going down the road," said Jacob.

Mike looked at him blankly. "Where to?" he asked.

"As far as | can go," answered Jacob.

Mike was alarmed. "Hey, that might not be such a good idea," he re-
sponded.

"Well, I'm going," replied Jacob. Mike did not know much about Ja-
cob, except that he always seemedto be off by himself. He thought that
Jacob was a year older than him.

"Are you going to be back before night?"
“If | find someone."
"What are you going to do if you have to stay overnight?"

"I've got my sleeping bag. It's down. I'll be warm."

"You got food?"

"Enough for three days."

Mike stared helplessly at Jacob. He did not know what to say. This
was stuff for adults to consider. This was not stuff for a kid like him to
be worried about.

Feeling defeated, Mike said, "Be careful, okay?"
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"Okay," Jacobsaid, and then he walked away. But after afew steps, he
stopped and turning back he said, "Hey, Mike. Thanks."

Mike waved. "See ya," he said more cheerfully than he felt.
Jacobturned and walked away. Mike watched him climb the hill, and
when he disappeared down the other side, Mike went back to his cabin
to work on his spear.

Mike practiced everyday with his spears. Eventually John and Eric
joined him. Two other boys, Peter and Howard, expressed interest in
what he was doing, and they also began to build spears. Between the
five boys, they found a design that was sturdy and could easily pierce
the bales. They practiced daily.

Late in the afternoon of the sixth day since he had left, Jacobreturned.

Jacobwas hungry and exhausted. There was a bleak look in his eyes. As
he approached the camp, he noticed five boys out by the bales. When he
realized that Mike was one of them, he turned that way, and went stum-
bling down to the bales.

Mike had just thrown a spear, hitting the paper target that the boys
had fastened to one of the bales, when he turned and saw Jacob. At
once, he hurried over to the returning boy.

Jacobwas so spent that he struggled to remove his backpack. Mike
quickly grabbed it and took it from him.

"Are you okay," he asked anxiously.

“I'm just tired. And really thirsty," answered Jacobin a weary and
raspy voice. "l need a drink of water real bad. | didn't drink anything
since last night. And | never ate yesterday or today."

"Pete, run up to the hall and get some water and food, quick!" com-
manded Mike. Pete swiftly ran to the dining hall.

"Did you find anyone?" asked Howard eagerly.

"Howard, let him drink something first,” said Mike. Howard grim-
aced,but he nodded. Mike understood his impatience, but he had gotten
more and more worried eachday that Jacobhad not returned. Now that
Jacob was back, Mike was more relieved than anxious for news.

Petewas fast, and shortly Jacobwas drinking a bottle of water and de-
vouring some sandwiches. The others waited patiently while he re-
gained his strength. Presently he finished eating, lay back on the grass,
and sighed sounding very sleepy.

"Well?" asked John finally unable to keep quiet.

"l walked three days," began Jacob. "In the morning of the third day, |
didn't eatany of my food becausel wanted to conservesome. That after-
noon | found it. The fog | mean. It was about four o'clock. I know
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becausel checked my watch. | was about a half mile past the seven
thousand feet sign. The elevation marker.

OTheroad started going down real fast. | saw fog ahead of me. It was
real strange becauseit was level. | could seeover it. It looked like the
ocean, except that it was brown, and there were no waves. There was a
deer standing next to the road close to the fog. | stopped to watch it.
Then it walked into the edge of the fog. The fog was only by the ground
there. Then it walked down farther into the fog so that its feet and part
of its legs disappeared. Then | saw its head come up, and it tried to, like,
jump out of the fog. It fell down with its head and shoulders out of the
fog. | could seeit was trying to struggle. It was making strange sounds.
Then it stopped moving. | think it was dead. Then | saw the body of the
deer moving backwards into the fog like something was dragging it.
Then it was gone. That really scared me. | was, like, not breathing and
my heart was pounding. | watched for another hour, and | saw a bird fly
very low over the fog. Something came out of the fog and grabbed the
bird, and it disappeared. It was so fast that | couldnOttell what had
happened. | climbed alittle hill nextto the road, and | looked over to the
other side. There was more fog. It's like we're on an island in an ocean.

OThat'swhen | turned around and started back. | felt sick to my stom-
ach,and | didn't eatanything that day, | only drank water. | tried to con-
serve my food and water on the way back, but then | ran out.”

The facesof the other boys grew grimmer and grimmer as Jacobtold
his story. Mike felt the hairs on his arms stiffen. John was thinking
about the Admin and the counselors who had left to find some help.
Had they driven into the fog?

Mike drew a breath. "Well," he said slowly. "Now we know."

"We'll have to tell the others," said Howard.

Mike nodded. "Yes, but not today. The sunOgjoing down. We'll tell
them in the morning."

"Why not tell them now," asked Eric.

"Better to get scared in the morning than at night,” answered John.
Mike nodded.

"You come with me," said Mike to Jacob. "The rest of you, well, just
don't tell anyone, all right?" There was a chorus of agreement.

Mike and Jacobwalked up to the AdminOscabin. As they were enter-
ing they heard a shout. Jacobwas too tired to turn back, but Mike
looked towards the shouter. It was Ralph, at seventeen,one of the oldest
boys in the camp. Hurriedly, Mike shut and locked the door just as Ral-
ph arrived at the cabin.
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Mike told Jacobto lie down on the bed. Outside, Ralph was banging
on the door and demanding to be let inside. Jacobpulled the bed covers
over his head, and soon he fell asleep. Mike ignored Ralph. He decided
to climb the ladder leading to the loft. Upstairs, he found two separate
futons. He laid down on one and waited until Ralph gave up and went
away.

Sometime after midnight, Jacobawoke and insisted on returning to his
own bunk. Mike accepted his decision reluctantly. He hoped no one
was awake in JacobOsabin to try to get Jacobto talk. He thought it
would be better for everyone to hear the story at the same time. He
walked with Jacobto his cabin. It was a bright night. The moon was just
past half full, and there were just a few thin wisps of clouds in the sky.
Mike was unsettled, and he wondered if John, Pete, Howard and Eric
were getting any sleep.

MikeOdate night anxiety caused him to sleep later than usual the next
morning. Shortly after he left the cabin, he realized that one of the boys
had talked. He wasn't surprised. He hadn't expected that news of this
sort could be kept quiet for long. As he made his way to the dining hall,
he heard boys whispering about monsters and aliens.

There were a lot of boys in the dining hall, and Mike could seewhy.
Jacobwas there eating a bow! of cereal. Many boys were pressing close,
trying to talk to him, but John, Pete, Howard, and Eric were fending
them off.

"Tell us what happened," demanded a boy angrily.

"Shit!" exclaimed John. "At least let him finish eating his Cheerios!"

Mike walked past the clump of boys, and he stepped on to the plat-
form at the back of the building. "Hey!" he said in a loud voice. Every-
one stopped talking and turned to look at him.

"Jacob'sgoing to tell everyone what he saw. Give him a few minutes.
Someof you needto go down to the girlsOcamp, and tell them that we're
having a meeting."

"Who died and made you Chief?" someone sneered. Mike looked to
one side, and he saw that it was Ralph who had spoken.

"Do you think Jackiewill come up here, if you tell her what's happen-
ing?" Mike asked Ralph.

Ralph shut up. Everyone knew that he liked Jackie. He hesitated, and
then he stood and left the room. Mike truly hoped that Ralph could get
Jackie to come and listen to JacobOsale. Jackie was the only person
available who was close to being an adult.

Jacob finished eating and took his bowl and spoon to the kitchen
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window. Mike noticed that no one had done the dishes for days. While
they waited, a few of the girls began to trickle in, and soon there was a
crowd of them entering. Mike did not seeRalph or Jackie. Jacobstepped
up next to Mike, and then Mike stepped to one side.

"Hey!" Mike called out. The teens stopped talking.

Mike continued. "Everyone come closesothat you canhear him." The
boys and girls crowded up against the podium.

Jacobtold his story in a plain flat tone of voice. By the time he finished
some of the kids were weeping, some were just sniffling. Mike looked
down at his feet. He thought that he felt worse than when he had heard
Jacobsstory the first time, just from hearing all the crying. He felt like
crying himself.

“Bullshit!" someoneyelled. Mike looked up. It was Ralph. The older
boy sounded as if he were about to panic.

"You're so full of crap! You never went there. You never saw any-
thing. You're just making this up, you and Chief there."

Jacobstared at him. Then he said, OSago seefor yourself. Go stand in
the fog if you don't believe me."

Ralph looked angry and frustrated. "Screw you," he snarled, and then
he left. Mike still saw no sign of Jackie.

"Are you telling the truth, Jacob?"asked a girl quietly. Mike realized
that she was the girl that he had seenrunning around the dirt track. He
had learned that her name was Yuie. Shewas Asian-American. Shehad
black hair, large dark eyes and a fair complexion.

"Yeah, it's true. But | don't know what the fog is or where it came
from," he answered.

"It must be aliens," said a boy.

"Oh, right," sneered another boy. "And NASA or nobody else saw it
coming."

"Maybe it's something the Russians invented."

"Or the Chinese."

"Or Al-Qaeda."

"What ever it is," said Yuie. "There are monstersin it. Realmonsters."
At that, everyone fell silent except the few kids who were still crying.

"What ever it is," said Mike. "We have to decide what to do. We don't
know if anyone but us survived the fog. We don't know if anyone is
coming to rescueus. If they are coming, we don't know how long it will
take them to find us. We candrink water from the river, but what if we
run out of food? What if we are still here when winter comes? It's going
to freeze. It's going to snow. What are we going to do?" For minutes
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there was no response.

"We can cut back on the stuff that we are eating," began a girl slowly.

"Yeah, we've been pigging it lately," said another.

"But how can we stop anyone from just getting food for themselves?"
said a girl. The girls looked at Mike.

Mike had been thinking that same thing. "We might have to put a
guard on the food," he suggested.

"A guard,” someone repeated. There was silence.

“I've got to roll up my bag," someonesaid. Slowly the teenagersdrif-
ted away. Mike felt frustrated. He felt like almost no one wanted to
tackle this dangerous situation that they were facing.

After a while, the only onesstill in the dining hall were Mike's group
of boys and Yuie. They decided to make a list of the problems that they
would have to solve.

"First on the list is the food," said Mike. "We have to ration the food.
We have to figure a way how to get more food."

"We could hunt game," suggested Yuie.

"Do you know how to hunt?" asked Pete. "If you catch something, do
you know how to cook it?"

"Not really," admitted Yuie. "l canshoot a handgun or arifle," but I've
never hunted."

"There's forty-nine of us counting Jackie,"said Mike. "Ask around.
Someonemust know something about hunting or about cooking anim-
als."

"I do," said Jacob. They looked at him surprised. "I hunt deer and
birds with my Dad. | know how to cut the patches off and how to gut
them and how to skin them. If we cankill a deer or a bird, | can get it
ready to be cooked."

"All of us are probably good at something,” said John. "We should
make a list of what we know."

"And we should ask everyone else,and make alist of what they know,
t00," suggested Howard enthusiastically.

"I'm great at video games,"laughed Pete. They all chuckled. Petewas
popular, especially with the girls, but also with the boys. The handsome,
blond, blued eyed boy had a great personality, and he always made the
people around him feel better.

"Could we live in here during the winter?" asked Eric. They looked
around, seeing the dining hall for the first time as a possible shelter.

“It's pretty small for forty-nine people,” said Howard. He scratched
his short red hair.
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"And it's got a metal roof," added Mike. "It's going to get real cold in
here, | think."

"But we have the oven and stove to keep us warm," argued Eric. "And
we have propane in the tank."

"I wonder how much propane is in the tank," said Howard. "How
long it will last?"

Yuie knew the answer. "l heard the Admin say that shewould have to
order a refill at the end of next year."

"And they weren't planning to useit during the winter," Mike pointed
out.

"So they were planning to use it for two seasonsof camping,” said
Howard.

"How cold will it get here?" asked Eric.

"Below zero degrees, my father said," answered Howard.

"Will our sleeping bags keep us warm enough?" asked Mike.

"Some of the kids have mummy bags for below zero temperatures,”
answered Yuie. "Most of us have bags for about twenty degrees. If we
are stuck here, we are going to need a lot of wood to make fires."

"l think we need to savethe propane for aslong aspossible, and use it
to run the frig," said Mike. "We probably won't need it for the frig dur-
ing the winter. Stuff will stay cold enough if we cover it with snow."

"Sowe stop using the oven and stove?"asked Yuie. "People aren't go-
ing to like that."

"Well, we gotta have some rules if we're going to stay alive," stated
Howard. There was silence.

"Yeah," Deep in thought Mike replied slowly. "That's the hard thing.
We've got to have some rules. And we've got to have some way to en-
force the rules."

“There's a barbeque in the back," said Pete. "We could at least start
cooking with wood."

"No one is using the stove now, anyway," said Eric. "I think most
everybody is eating out of cans without heating it up."”

"How much food do we have?" Mike queried Yuie.

"I don't know," she replied.

"We have a lot of hamburger patties,” said John. "And there are a lot
of hot dogs and buns."

"We have milk for awhile. It's frozen concentrated so we have to mix
it with water. And they were cutting it with powdered milk sowe have
a lot of that," said Howard.

"Yuck, so thatOs why the milk tastes so weird," complained Pete.
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"There are a lot of bags of rice and flour," said Pete. "Most of the other
stuff is in cans, like beans, fruit, and corn."

"Don't forget the weenies," said Eric.

"We'd never forget you," joked John as Eric scowled.

"Let's disconnect the stove for the time being. And keep it to
ourselves," said Mike. "And let's get the barbeque out of the storage
room and build a fire in it. If we keep it going, maybe people will get
use to using it." They all agreed. John volunteered to disconnect the
stove.

“Too bad the cave only has that one part that's really a cave," said
John. "That would be way big for us." There was a chorus of agree-
ment.

"What if we made it into a real cave?" said Mike thoughtfully.

"What do you mean?" asked Eric.

"What if somehow, someway, we put a front on it?" asked Mike. "We
could all live in it for the winter."

"Just get a couple of girls to live with you in the AdminOs cabin,"
cracked Pete. "You'll be warm and happy all winter."

Yuie exclaimed, "Shut up!" without any anger as the boys laughed.

"Seriously, what about the cave idea?" asked Mike again.

"What could we use for a front?" asked Eric.

"What about taking the canvas tops off of the cabins and use them?"
suggested Pete.

"Too cold," replied Yuie.

"Could we pile up enough rocks?" asked Howard.

"Maybe," replied John.

"We could uselogs,"” suggested Mike. "There are hatchets and axesfor
chopping wood in the store room. What if we cut down a lot of small
trees, and leaned them against the top of the cave?"

"l don't know if small treeswould be tall enough to reach to the top of
the cave," replied Eric dubiously.

"What if we used a combination of these things," suggested Howard.
"What if we piled up rocks high enough so that small treeswould reach
to the top of the cave?"

"Too bad they didn't build the cabinsin front of the cave,"said Johnfa-
cetiously. "Then we would already have a front." The others stopped
talking, and they looked at John. Then they looked at one another.

"We could move the cabins!" exclaimed Howard.
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Chapter 2

Chief

"We could move the cabins!" exclaimed Howard again.

"Yeah, maybe even stack them. Put five on the bottom and five on the
top."

"And then use treesto make the roof. Lean them from the front of the
cabins to the top of the cave."

"That should be close enough so that we could even chop some of the
longer trees in half."

"We would probably have to build a rock or wood floor first,” cau-
tioned Howard. "So that we could get the bottoms of the cabins level
with the floor of the cave."

"Are you guys crazy!" groaned John. "How are we ever going to move
those cabins? Man, they are heavy."

"They're bolted together," explained Howard. "Take off the canvas
tops. Unbolt the walls, and move them."

"And maybe we could usethe wood on the wall facing the caveto cov-
er the rest of the wall on the side away from the cave."

"We'll call it, The Lodge," announced Yuie. The boys looked at her.

"Do we have to give it a name," asked Pete grimacing.

"Yes," she replied. That's how it became The Lodge.

John disconnected the stove by turning off the gas valve feeding it,
and then he removed a piece of pipe leading from the valve to the stove.
They found the barbeque, and they moved it to the front of the dining
hall just outside the door. Then they trooped up to the cave to take a
look.

"“This is going to be a lot of work," said Pete sadly.

"How about moving the cabins onto the ledge?" asked Howard.

"That would take up too much room in the cave," replied John.

"But we could setthe back ends of the cabins on the ledge," suggested
Mike. "That way we would only have to build arock wall for the front
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side of the cabins."

“The ledge is not wide enough for all five cabins. We'll need to extend
the sides," said Yuie.

The real problem, they soon realized, was to convince the rest of the
campers, or at least enough of them, to help them. They decided to hold
a meeting, that night, to explain their plan to the rest of the campers.

The meeting did not go well. Except for Yuie and an older girl who
Yuie introduced asDesi, no girls attended the meeting. Someof the boys
stoutly maintained that their parents would come for them soon. Others
understood the plan, and they could seethe need to prepare for the
winter, but they declined to help. Ralph, who showed up for a few
minutes, jeered at their group.

But a few boys did take them seriously. After most of the boys
wandered off, usually to their beds, the group discussed their ideas.
There were various opinions on how to proceed.

Eventually Mike said, "What we have to do first is to decide what
would be the best thing that we could do to help us survive the winter."

Immediately Yuie responded, "Get into shape."

"What do you mean," asked Mike clearly puzzled.

"Justthat. Weak people are not likely to survive, and they will not be
able to help anyone else. Getinto shape. All of you should run with me
in the mornings. By the time winter comes,you will be healthy enough
to survive the cold, and strong enough to build our shelter." Shesaid it
defiantly expecting scorn from the boys. They looked at one another.

"That's not a bad idea," said Mike slowly. "We could run a few laps
around the track, and then we could practice throwing our spears." The
meeting broke up, and Johnvolunteered to escort Yuie and Desi back to
their side of the river.

Yuie tried to explain the seriousnessof their situation to the other girls,
but her arguments fell on deaf ears. Except for Desi, the other girls re-
fused to believe that the campers were in trouble. Most of them thought
that Jacob had concocted the story of the fog.

OWhy wonOt they listen?O exclaimed a frustrated Yuie.

OTheyOre frightened,O responded Desi.

Yuie looked at Desi. Up to now, she and most of the girls had the im-
pression that Desi was somewhat of a bimbo. Shealways seemedto be
flirting with one of the boys. She didnOthave the nicest body and she
wasnOthe prettiest girl in the camp but for some reason the boys loved
to be around her. Usually with their tongues hanging out, thought Yuie.

OYou think things are bad for us, donOt you Desi?0 asked Yuie.
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Desi looked solemn. Olthink we are going to die if someone doesnOt
take charge, or if we donOt get help.O

Yuie went to bed hoping that Desi was exaggerating.

In the following days the boys started running with Yuie. Instead of
sleeping in like most of the campers, they forced themselvesto get out of
their bunk beds early in the morning. They had breakfast, and then they
ran around the track. At first they huffed and puffed, and they had to
drag themselves around the meadow. Mike refused to let the stronger
boys greatly outpace the weaker boys. He said that it would be more fun
to run as a group. By mid June,they could all run several laps before
they got too tired.

After running, they spent an hour or so practicing with the spears.

Some of the other boys joined them. Others laughed at them. Privately
some of the group thought that Mike was just playing warrior, but they
had to admit that it was alot of fun. Mike established three levels, white,
red, and black depending on ones skills. He asked the girls for ribbons
and cloth that the boys could use as pennants for their spears. Some of
the girls beganto watch their practices and cheer for the bestthrows, es-
pecially if the thrower was Pete.
The boys beganto carry their spearseverywhere they went. Mike spent
hours practicing, and he became especially proficient in throwing and
hitting atarget. Yuie decided not to be a part of the Spears,saying that
she didn't have the arm strength for it, and besidesif she was around,
they couldn't make naughty jokes about girls. Publicly they were disap-
pointed, but privately they were relieved. Yuie was already proficient
with her bow and arrows.

Yuie convinced some of the girls to help her use the barbeque to heat

up the canned food, now that the stove had mysteriously quit working.
Other girls got exasperatedat the messin the kitchen, and it was swept
and mopped. The dishes were done and everyone had clean plates and
glasses again.
The group held a meeting every night. Mike always seemedto lead the
meetings, and the others seemed content to let him. Gradually, most of
the boys started attending their meetings, but except for Yuie and Desi,
the few girls who attended did so sporadically. Ralph would usually
show up for a few minutes at the beginning to make fun of them. He
called them, the Tribe, and he called Mike, the Chief. RalphOsattitude
had gotten worse since JacobOseturn. Mike was sure that, sooner or
later, Ralph would cause him real trouble.

It happened one morning while they were throwing their spearsat the
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bales. Mike noticed Ralph coming towards them in a rage. Mike felt a
pang of fear. He really did not want to be punched by the older boy, and
whenever he was around Ralph, he thought that it was a possibility. To
Mike, Ralph seemed to exude an aura of violence.

"Hey, Chief Shithead, where's the part that you took off the stove?"

"I didn't do it," protested Mike, and then he immediately felt
ashamed. It was his idea. He should have taken responsibility. "But
I'm the one who told someoneto do it. We have to savethe propane,” he
offered bravely, although his heart was thumping.

Ralph grabbed Mike by the front of his shirt. "Who did it?" he deman-
ded.

John quickly shoved Ralph away from Mike. "I did it, dickhead," he
yelled.

Ralph pushed John backwards and then, as John tittered off balance,

he slugged John in the face. John reeled backwards. Suddenly MikeOs
fear exploded into rage. Using the haft of his spear, he savagely struck
the backs of Ralph's legs. The taller boy cried out in pain, and he fell to
his knees. Mike raised his spear, but before he could strike again, Jacob
slammed his own spear against the back of RalphOsead. A thin line of
blood appeared. As if it were a signal, the other boys began striking the
kneeling boy again and again with their spears.
Ralph screamed in surprise and pain, and then he struggled to his feet
while trying to fend off the painful blows. He stumbled away, and then
he beganto run. For an instant, Mike started after him, and then a pre-
monition caused him to halt. He turned around, held out his arms, and
commanded, "Stop!"

He was just in time. Jacobhad his spear cocked back by his ear, and
he was about to send it into the fleeing boy's body. His hazel eyeswere
angry.

Mike smiled at Jacob, and then Mike walked back to Jacob and
clapped him on the shoulder. "WeOre cool," was all he said.

Mike looked at the other boys. Some were still angry; some seemed
troubled and startled at the sudden surge of violence. Mike looked at
John who was using his sleeve to stanch the blood from his mouth.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, I'm fine. He got lucky." There were chuckles from the others,
more from relief than from humor.

"Right," answered Mike. "All right, back to practice. Who's up next?"
The boys returned to their task.

Ralph did not bother them again. A few days later, he unexpectedly
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crossed paths with Mike when the younger boy was alone. They stared
at one another for a moment. Mike looked him right in the eyes, not
backing down. After a moment, Ralph turned away.

To the younger boys, Ralph had always beensomewhat of a bully, and
word of what happened quickly spread. One result, that Mike found
rather annoying, became apparent the day following the incident with
Ralph. Nathan and Kevin, who were brown haired twins, and who were
also a couple of the youngest boys, came running up to him calling,
"Hey, Chief!"

When Mike looked over at them, they asked, "Chief, we want to go up
the river to look for spear shafts."

"S0 go," he answered, puzzled as to why they were asking him.

They looked at one another, and then Mike realized that they were em-
barrassed. "Well, we don't know what kinds of things might be in the
woods," one began.

"Can you send some of the Spears with us?" pleaded the other.

So Mike asked Pete and Eric to accompany the two smaller boys.
After that, he noticed that most of the boys and some of the girls took to
calling him, Chief.

When he complained good naturedly to John, the other boy took the
situation much more seriously. "Mike, it's good that they're calling you,
Chief," said John.

"Why?" Mike asked mystified.

"Becausewe need someoneto be in charge,0Johnanswered. We have
to get ready so that we can survive this winter. To get ready, to have
rules that get enforced, we have to have a leader. You're the leader,
Mike. | know itOskind of crazy. YouOreone of the youngest kids here.
But so far, you are the only one thatOs shown any kind of leadership."

"But, JackieE "

Johncut him off. "Jackie'ssick, Mike. You know that. You're the lead-
er, Mike. It's good that the kids are calling you, Chief. Accept it. Useit
S0 we can get on with more important things."

Mike felt that this was dubious logic, but he didn't argue. There were
more important things to consider. One thing was the food situation.
The Spearsbegan guarding the food, and they rationed the amount that
people could eat. There was some grumbling, especially from the girls,
but most of them recognized that they had to conserve even if it was just
until someone came for them.

Every night they held a meeting to discuss the dayOsprogress. Some
of the boys wanted to join the Spears. Mike told them that they could
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practice with the Spears,and if they got good enough, they could join.
Most of them just wanted to carry a spear. Few of them actually prac-
ticed enough to be allowed to become one of the Spears.

Mike's core group was John, Howard, Eric, Jacob,Pete,and two other
boys that quickly became proficient with a spear, Ahmed and Rasul.
Every night, two of them would guard the food supply. One person
would guard from midnight until four in the morning. The other would
guard from four until eight. Soon, Mike realized that there were not
enough people to keep up this schedule. So he recruited others, who
were not officially part of the Spears,to help. In this way, he was able to
ensure that the guards would have this duty only one night a week.
Yuie was the only girl who was willing to be a guard.

Yuie always cameto the nightly meetings. Sometimes Desi came with
her. At first, John had escorted them back to their side of the river after
the meetings, but Yuie put a stop to that. Sheand Desi liked to discuss
what they had heard in the meetings privately.

Yuie was not surprised that Desi took such an interest in the meetings.
She no longer thought of Desi as a bimbo. When she talked with Desi,
she realized that the girl had a clear idea about one thing, and that was
the need for someoneto take charge. Desirealized that they were in alot
more danger than anyone else understood, except for Mike.

Desi had her own ideas about how to survive in this new world. One
night, after the meeting had ended, Yuie was about to leave and she
called for Desi.

"|OIl come down later," said Desi, and she gave Yuie a significant smile.
Yuie looked troubled, but she nodded and left. As Yuie left, Mike, John
and Desi were standing outside under acloudy sky. It was the twentieth
of June and the days were warmer although the nights were still chilly.

Mike and Johnwere useto spending a few minutes eachnight chatting
together before Johnwent to his bunk, and Mike retired to his cabin. The
presence of Desi seemed unusual but not terribly awkward. Each
thought that she would soon head down to the girlsO area.

"Can | see the Admin's cabin, Mike?" asked Desi.

"Uh, all right,” replied Mike who had not anticipated this request but
saw no harm in it.

Johnlooked at Desi. Then he looked at Mike. He frowned. "I'm going
to sleep now, Mike," he said quietly. "Seeyou in the morning." He stole
one last glance at Desi.

“Night," replied Mike. Johnleft. Mike and Desi walked up to the A-
frame. Mike opened the door, and they went inside.
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"Wow, this is nice," she exclaimed. "l guessthis is your place now.
Yuie calls it, ChiefOs Headquarters"

Mike laughed. "Yeah, | guess that's a good name for it," he answered.

Desi sat down on the bed. "MmmmE | this is soft." Shelay back on
the bed, and then she clasped her hands behind her head and she smiled
up at Mike with her soft brown eyes. Mike thought that the room sud-
denly seemed much warmer.

"Would it be okay if | stayed here tonight, Mike?" she asked in a voice
that was soft and sultry.

Mike gulped. "YeahE sureE okay," he replied with a squeak.

The next morning Mike left the cabin while Desi was still sleeping. He
felt older and more experienced, and he felt great. He found Johnin the
dining hall.

"Morning," he said to John. John looked at him, then he looked past
him for a second, and then he looked back down at his cereal and
grunted.

"It's areally good morning. | feel very very good, if you know what |
mean," said Mike happily and a little slyly.

"Well, I'm so happy for you!" snarled John. He got up and stalked out
of the room. Mike stared after him mystified.

"You idiot!"

Mike turned to see Yuie staring angrily at him.

"What's your problem?" he asked, annoyed at her. First Johnand now
Yuie was acting weird this morning.

"You dummy! He likes Desi. Didn't you know?" demanded Yuie.

Mike was thunderstruck. "Oh, shit," he said.

But now that Yuie had clued him in, he realized that he should have
known. Johnwas always mentioning Desito him. Mike realized that he
was not the swiftest boy when it came to girl-boy relationships. But he
should have seen this.

John avoided Mike the rest of the day, and Mike avoided Desi. Both
John and Desi were at the meeting that night. After the meeting, before
John could leave, Mike asked Johnto accompany him to his cabin for a
private talk. Desi came with them.

In the cabin, Mike showed Johnthe radio phone, and he told Johnthat
the battery was dead. He asked if John knew any way to recharge it.
John answered in the negative. Mike tried a few other subjects. He
didn't quite know how to proceed.

Suddenly he blurted, "Why don't you sleep here tonight, John? | miss
my bunk. | think I'll sleep in my bunk. Desi won't mind sharing the
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cabin, will you Desi?"

Mike looked hopefully at Desi. Sheand Johnwere clearly startled. Desi
gave Mike a surprised frown, and then she looked at John. The boys
held their breath.

Then she sighed and said calmly with a small rueful smile, "No, | won't
mind sharing with John." Mike quickly left the cabin while breathing a
sigh of relief.

Dumbfounded, Johnstared at the door for a moment and then he turned
to look at Desi. Outwardly, she seemed calm. Oh, oh, he thought to
himself. She is royally pissed.

OUh,sorry about this, Desi,Ohe said sheepishly. OYouknow, MikeOsstill
just a kid. HeEl guesseO

OSo you guys didnOt plan this?0O she asked stonily.

ONo!OJohn exclaimed. Olswear | didnOtknow that he was going to do
this.O

Desi was silent for a moment, and then she said, OSomeof the guys say
stuff about me.O

Ol donOt,O responded JohDAL least, | donOt say that kind of stuff.O
OSoyou donOthave a line you would like to tell me? Like, maybe, whatOs
your sign?0

It was JohnOsurn to be silent for a moment and then he said, OYeah| do
have a line.O

OSo letOs hear it,0 she replied indifferently.

Johnsmiled at her. Ollike you, Desi. | really like you and | would like to
spend some time with you. But not like this. If you want, 10llwalk you
to your cabin.O

Desi stared at him for a while and then she looked down. Shepondered
his words.

OWell,Oshe began slowly. Olreally like this mattress. 1tOsa lot more
comfortable than mine. | guess we could share it.O She looked up at
John. OBut just to sleep on,O she warned.

OOkay,O he answered quickly.

The next day, Johnwas much friendlier to Mike. He and Desi shared
Mike's cabin for four days. By that time they were publicly holding
hands and stealing an occasional public kiss. The fifth night, Mike
kicked them out of his cabin. He thought that he had sacrificed enough.

"You guy's take the counselorOscabin," he said. So John and Desi
moved into the vacant counselorOs cabin.

Sometime later, Yuie cautiously asked Desi about the incident.

Ol thought that Mike needed someone to talk to,O Desi explained.
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OAnNd | thought he that he needed a girlfriend to help him relax at night.

| thought that it would be good for all of us. | didnOtknow that his best
friend liked me. At first, | was kind of pissed that Mike wanted me to be
with John. But Mike is too immature for me, right now. And | like
John.O

While Johnand Desi were sharing Mike's cabin, Jackiefinally made an
appearance. Mike found her, one morning, having breakfast in the din-
ing hall. Mike was very glad to see Jackie. Even though she was not
much of an adult, she was, officially at least, still in charge. But as he
looked around, he realized that the other kids, especially the girls, did
not seemso happy to seeJackieup and about. Cautiously, he sat down
across from the young woman.

"Hey, Jackie," he greeted her.She looked up at him from her breakfast.

"Hey, yourself," she replied looking back down at her breakfast. "I
hear you've taken over the Admin's cabin."

"Uh, well..," Mike sputtered.

Jackieshrugged. "It's okay. 1tOgust another reasonwhy we have been
dumped.”

"What do you mean," asked Mike.

"Don't you see? We've beenabandoned. We causedour parents grief,
and so they abandoned us."

"Huh?" asked Mike, really confused now.

A girl standing nearby asked timidly, "What about the fog?"

Jackieshrugged again. "That's just their way of making sure that we
can't get out of the mountains and bother them again."

"My parents wouldn't abandon me," the girl protested. "They love
me!"

Jackie looked at her with pity. "Sure they do. Then why did they
abandon you? Probably, they blame you for their divorce. And now
they're gone."

The girl was clearly shocked. "My parents aren't divorced!" she said
angrily. Mike looked at her, and he gave a shake of his head, unnoticed
by Jackie.

"Where do you think our parents have gone?" he asked the counselor.

Jackiethought for a moment. "Probably to heaven,"shesaid. @ Other
kids had gathered around. They looked at one another. Some were
shocked, some were bemused, and some were just sad. Clearly, Jackie
had become mentally disturbed. Seeingno point in staying, Mike left.
He felt more alone and more scaredthan ever. Secretly, he had always
hoped that Jackie would collect herself and reestablish order. Now he
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realized that Jackie was barely able to take care of herself.

Still, Mike was determined to survive. He started requiring the kids
who wanted to join the Spearsto run several laps around the track be-
fore practice. He explained the winter situation to the kids at a night
meeting, and he got them to agree to gather rocks to build the wall in
front of the cave so that they could move the cabins. He asked Jacobto
try to make snaresto capture birds. Mike thought that they could eatthe
birds, and possibly get them to lay eggs. He did a dozen other things to
try to prepare for the winter. And he made the Spearspractice, practice,
practice.

One day it came to him that of all the boys, the girls seemedto trust
Ralph the most. He did not understand this until he realized that it was
becauseRalph was always trying to help Jackieto recover. Ralph liked
Jackie,the way that Johnliked Desi. He thought about that, and then he
acted. One morning, as Ralph was leaving the dining hall, he was sur-
rounded by the Spears.

"What's up, Chief?" Ralph grunted. He didn't like Mike, and Mike
didn't like him, but they had reached a sort of truce at least.

"Come with us, Ralph," ordered Mike.

"Why should 1?" demanded Ralph truculently.

"Because if you don't, I'll hurt you," answered Mike coldly.

"You mean that you'll have your gang hurt me, don't you," replied Ral-
ph angrily. "You're too chicken to do it yourself."

"Let's go," said Mike ignoring his taunt.

Ralph was furious, but he knew that he had no choice except to obey
Mike. Most of the kids now accepted Mike as their boss, and even the
ones that didn't, knew that the Spearswould back him. Seething and
surrounded by the Spears,he followed Mike down to the practice field.
There, Mike handed him a spear and then pointed at a target on a hay
bale.

“Throw," Mike said. Ralph gave the spear a half hearted toss that
barely reached the bottom of the bale.

Mike handed him another spear. "Listen to me, Ralph," he said very
seriously. "You're going to practice with us an hour a day, every day,
until you can beat me in ten throws."

Ralph was astounded. "You can't make me do that!" he exclaimed.

"l can't make you get better," Mike answered grimly. "But | can make
you come down here with us. Better get use to it. And if you want to
stop practicing with us, you better be able to beat me. Now throw."

At first, Ralph tried to sabotagethe practice. Then he tried to avoid
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the Spears. But he found that if he wanted to eat, he had to come to the
dining hall, and when he did they would find him. Finally, he started
practicing for real, determined to bestMike and be left in peace. He star-
ted practicing more than the others, spending long hours throwing the
spears. Mike also practiced more than the others, and sometimes in the
afternoon it would be just the two of them, grimly throwing the spears
again and again.

One afternoon, two weeks after he began practicing for real, he and
Mike were throwing the spears. The boys were matching eachother tar-
get for target when Mike missed on the seventh throw. Ralph could
barely contain his elation. He took aim, and he threw a bull's eye. Then
Mike hit the eighth target. Carefully Ralph threw and hit the target.
Then they eachhit the ninth target. Ralph knew that if he hit the last tar-
get he would win regardless of what Mike did. Mike drew back, and
then he threw at the tenth target. It missed. Ralph could barely contain
himself. He had won. Confidently, he tossed his last spear. It was an-
other bull's eye.

"Good enough for you, Chief," he demanded with a smirk.

"Good throw, Ralph," responded Mike.

"So, can | go now and not come back?" asked Ralph sarcastically.

"Yes, but one thing, Ralph," said Mike.

"What's that?" asked Ralph suspiciously.

"Keep your spear. Keep it with you always, especially when you're
down in the girlOscamp.” Ralph gave a noncommittal shrug and walked
away.

Ralph was annoyed that he had to keep the spear with him. But he
obeyed Mike's command. He kept the spear, and sometimes when the
other boys were not around, he snuck down to the practice field by him-
self. All of the boys becamegood at throwing spears. In early July, the
teenagers discovered that this skill would save their lives.

It happened one morning. Later, someone said that it was about half
past ten. The air was crisp, and the sky was slightly overcast. The faces
of the blue bell flowers were wilting in the meadow. The Spearswere
down by the practice field. Someof the girls were in the meadow, some
were hanging around their cabins, and some were over on the boyOside
of the river.

The sound of a motorcycle was heard and then the sound of more than
one. There were four of them, all large black bikes, and they came roar-
ing over the hill on the gravel road leading to the camp. The men on the
bikes seemed huge after all of the time that the kids had spent together
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without adults around. The man on the lead bike was bearded, but he
was not wearing a helmet so that they could see his face which they
would remember later.

Justover the hill he paused, looking around, and then he motored down
toward the girls' cabins. Jackie,hearing the noise, was struck by a sud-
den surge of hope, and she came rushing out of her cabin. Sheran to-
ward the cyclist hailing him loudly. He rode over to her. Shewas trying
to hug him, when he took a pistol from his right pocket and slammed it
against her head. Blood spurted from the side of her head, and she
slumped to the ground. There was a moment of stunned silence, and
then the girls closestto the violence began screaming. Ignoring them,
the man reached down and hefted Jackie'sbarely conscious form onto
the cycle. He maneuvered her leg over the barrel of his ride, so that she
was sitting in front of him.

At that moment Pete, who had not been down at the practice field
with the other Spears,camerunning towards them screaming at the man
to let Jackiego. The man raised his pistol, and he shot Petein the face,
kiling the boy instantly. Then he turned his cycle, gunned it, and
quickly disappeared over the hill.

While this was happening, another of the cyclists had slowly cruised
though the frightened crowd of girls who had gathered. He picked out a
girl named Maria, and he gunned his bike toward her. Shefled. When
the man caught her, he grabbed her around the neck, and then he
punched Maria in the face. He maneuvered the stunned and crying girl
onto his bike, and he too quickly left the scene.

The third and fourth bikers were also scanning the crowd of terrified
girls. The third biker picked out a girl, and then he beganto chaseher;
but not to catch her so much asto teaseand to taunt her. And that was
when Mike finally arrived on the stage.

He had heard the screams,and he had shouted for the others to fol-

low. There was a moment when they stood and gawked before hurrying
after Mike. And so it happened, that the others were a few secondsbe-
hind Mike when he arrived at the cabins and saw the third biker chasing
the terrified girl. Mike stopped, planted his feet, and threw his spear.
It was at that moment that the legend of MikeOsThrow began. In later
times, people on either side of the river that day, claimed to have seen
him throw. But the truth is, that there were only a few kids who actually
saw the man on the moving bike, the spear flying through the air, and
the way it sliced perfectly through the bikerOseck and severed his jugu-
lar vein.
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The man gasped once, and he grasped his neck with both hands. His
motorcycle traveled on for several yards until it hit a large rock and
flipped over, causing the man to hit the ground hard and break his neck.
But by the time the man hit the ground, he was already dead.

The fourth biker, seeing his fellow fall, cursed loudly, and he raised
yet another pistol. But Ralph, who had come running down from the
boyOsamp, threw his spear wildly, and it struck the man in his aiming
arm. The man cried out and the gun flew away. Without trying to re-
trieve his weapon, the brutal coward turned his motorcycle, and fled
over the hill.

“They took Jackie, Ralph," a girl sobbed. "They took her."

"What do you mean? Where's Jackie," demanded Ralph.

"They took her," cried a girl. In a shaky voice, through her tears, she
told Ralph what had happened. Ralph let out an anguished yell. He
turned to Mike.

"They got Jackie, Chiefl They got Jackie!" cried Ralph wide eyed.
"Please, Chief, please help me go and get her back!"

"I will, Ralph, I will," replied a shaken Mike. He turned to the other
Spears. "We're going to chasethose guys. We're going to get the girls
back. Get some water and some granola bars. All of the granola bars."

He turned to Howard. "You're staying here. That's final," he ordered
roughly as Howard was about to protest. "Get everyone across the
river. Do what ever you have to do to make them go. Then get a lot of
wood, and put it on the bridge. Getready with the camp fuel, but don't
put it on the wood unless they come back. If they do, then put all the
camp fuel on the wood and light it. Try to burn the bridge down."

"Chief, how will you find them?" protested Howard.

“There's fog all around us," replied Mike. "They can't be far."

At that time, Mike did not realize just how large an area was above the
fog, but in any case he was determine to follow the kidnappers.

He looked around, and then he spied the fallen pistol. He ran to it,
grabbed the pistol, and shouted, "Anyone know how to use one of
these?"

A few kids did. Mike gave it to one of the older boys, and he said to the
boy, "Stay by the bridge. If they come back, try to keep them away until
the bridge is burning good."

Yuie was there. "I'm coming too, Chief," she informed him, and when
he would have demurred she whispered softly, "When you get Jackie
and Maria back, | think that they might need a girl to help them, not a

guy.”
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Within minutes, the supplies were gathered and stuffed into their
backpacks. All the spearsthat they could carry in a hurry were lashed
together. Yuie had her bow and arrows. Desi and John grabbed a last
frantic tearful kiss asshebeggedhim to be careful. And then they began
jogging up the road, and soon they were lost to sight over the rise.

Meanwhile, Howard turned to the others. "All right, you heard Mike.
Everybody go over the bridge to the other side. Right now!"

A few moved halfheartedly but one girl looked defiant. "I'm not leav-
ing the girls camp," she stated.

Howard looked at her helplessly. Then out of the corner of his eye he
saw Pete'sbody. He had to take care of Pete as soon as possible. But
first, he had to protect the other kids.

He raised the wood haft of his spear. "All of you," he said grimly. "Get
over the bridge."

The girl looked alarmed, and she backed up a step, and then she
stopped. "You're not the boss of us!" she shouted.

"You idiot," he's trying to protect you," exclaimed Desi.

Without another word, Howard stepped forward, and he swung his
spear striking the girl a light blow on her shoulder.

"Ow..," she cried, and she stared at Howard in shock. Howard raised
his spear again. Breaking into sobs,the girl turned and fled towards the
bridge. Another girl balked, and she was given the same treatment on
her buttocks by another boy. She,too, fled towards the bridge, and then
the whole flock of girls turned and ran, crying and squealing over the
bridge, closely followed by the boys.

Howard went into Jackie's cabin, and he took one of her green
blankets. He laid it on the ground next to Pete. Gently, with help from
others, he lifted Pete'sbody onto the blanket. They wrapped the blanket
around the boyOdody, and they carried it to the other side of the river.
Already boys and girls were gathering brush and wood to pile on the
bridge. Pete'sbody was laid on the north side of the dining hall out of
the sun. Before the pile on the bridge was too bulky, Howard sentsome
boys to drag the damaged motorcycle over to their side of the river.

"Maybe we should let the girls get their stuff, too" suggested Kevin
doubtfully. Howard thought about it. It might make the girls feel better.

"We'll pile the wood on the bridge first, but we'll leave a spacefor one
person to get by. Then, one by one, we'll let them go back and get their
stuff,” he decided. So that's what they did, although it took them two
hours for all of the girl's equipment to be hauled over to the boyOs side.

With the help of several boys and girls, the motorcycle was turned
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upside down, and the gasoline was drained into a five gallon bucket.
They placed the bucket next to the bridge, ready to be poured onto the
pile of wood. Howard thought that the gasoline would catch fire much
faster than the camp fuel.

"What about that guy?" asked one of the boys as he pointed to the
dead body of the motorcyclist.

“Leave him for now," answered Howard.
Then they waited. It was along fear filled day. They waited to seewhat
would happen. Sometimes, some of them imagined that they heard the
faint sound of a motorcycle. Noon passed, and still nothing happened.
Then the afternoon passed. No one felt like eating, but Howard insisted,
and he ordered somekids to make and to passaround tuna sandwiches.
Night came. Howard ordered the boys to stack the tables and the chairs
in the dining hall so that the boys could sleepin there. He sentthe girls
to bed in the boysCcabins. No one got much sleep that night. Everyone
was nervous and frightened. Where was Mike, they wondered?
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Chapter

The Hanging Tree

Mike had not led his troop far along the road when he remembered
Pete. Cursing himself savagely, he hoped that Howard would take care
of Pete'sbody. Briefly, he wondered if this chasewas futile or maybe
even crazy. But he was determined to find the girls and rescue them.

Now the time that they had spent running with Yuie came as a great
help to them. They were all in good condition except for Ralph, and his
fear and anger kept his adrenaline flowing. They jogged aslong asthey
could, and then they walked, and then they jogged again. At noontime,
they stopped for a fifteen minute rest. Ralph needed it by then. After
their rest they walked awhile, and then they broke into a jog again.

Alternating, walking and jogging, they moved forward until the sun
went down. There were afew clouds that night, but the moon was three
quarters full and it was bright. They could easily seethe road although
it slowed them somewhat.

Two hours after sunset,they cameto a side road leading up the moun-
tain. Although the main road continued on, they turned on to this road
becausethey could hear music coming from somewhere farther along it.
The road was neither paved nor graveled. It was simply a dirt road, al-
though it was well packed, and it seemed to be well traveled.

It was harder going uphill, but before a half hour had passed, they
heard the rough voices and drunken laughter of men off to one side. The
voices camefrom a clearing amidst a grove of white fir trees. Cautiously
they crept closer until they could seethe campfire of the men. Then
Mike sent Jacobon ahead to scout the area, and to seeif the two girls
were there.

SoonJacobreturned. "Did you seethem?" asked Yuie anxiously. "Did
you see Jackie and Maria?"

Jacobglanced furtively at Yuie and Ralph, and then he whispered to
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Mike, "It's them. One guy has arifle, and he's sitting down and watch-
ing. Another guy is standing and drinking a beerand watching the third
guy. The third guy is on the ground E busy."

Ralph made a sound, and Mike grabbed his shoulder. "We can't lose
it, man," he whispered. "We have to keep ourselves together, so we can
help them." Ralph nodded, although his breathing was ragged. Mike
turned to Yuie.

"Do you think you can shoot the guy with the rifle?" he asked.

Yuie was trying to control her shaking. "Yes, yes, | can do it," she
whispered as her teeth were chattering.

"Okay, listen," he said to them. "We're going to move closeto them on
this side. Yuie is going to shoot first. She'sgoing to hit the guy with the
rifle. Ralph, as soon as she shoots, you and | will spear the same guy.
The rest of you will spear the guy standing. Then we will all grab a
second spear and get the third guy. Got it?" They nodded. All of them
were nervous and frightened, but the teenagerswere also resolute. They
moved toward the men.

They were not particularly quiet, but the men had a loud boom box
playing, and so they were not heard. They crept towards the clearing
until they could see what was happening. It was a horror scene.

Jackie was lying on her back. She was naked, and there were three
gaping wounds on her torso. It was immediately clear to them that she
was dead. Maria, also naked, was making choking sounds becausethe
man raping her had his hands around her neck.

As soon as he saw what was happening, Mike shouted and he drew
back his spear. By the time he threw his spear, Yuie had already shot her
arrow. It went straight into the stomach of the man sitting with his back
to atree and holding arifle. The man looked down in disbelief, evenasa
spear pierced his mouth and lodged itself into the tree. The second man
was hit in the back by two spears, and he fell forward onto Maria.

The man raping the girl yelled, and he stumbled to his feet, just in time
to feel one spear pierce his shoulder and another spear glance off his
head knocking him senseless.

The kids rushed into the clearing, rage and fear pumping through
their bodies. As they pulled the man off Maria he groaned, and someone
stabbed a spear down through his body. In their haste to reach Maria
they ignored the rapist, but he was unconscious and not a threat.

Maria was gasping for breath, and when she caught her breath she
began crying, great pealing sobs of deep anguish. She cringed away
from the boys, but she allowed Yuie to take her in Yuie's arms. The two
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girls rocked and cried together as Yuie removed her jacket and covered
Maria.

Mike turned away, overcome with emotion, only to seeRalph sobbing
over Jackie'sbody. Then his courage broke and his tears flowed, and he
didn't try to stop them, and he was vaguely aware that the others were
crying also.

Mike never knew how long it took for him to collect himself. At last
his tears subsided, and he looked around. Yuie and Maria were still sit-
ting on the ground. Yuie was still holding the traumatized girl and talk-
ing to her in a low whisper. Maria had stopped crying. Ralph had
covered Jackie'sbody with his jacket and shirt. He was sitting there lost
in sorrow.

Jacobhad found alarge Recreational Vehicle nearby. Inside, he found
a picture of aman and awoman. None of the motorcyclists matched the
picture of the man. The kids never discovered the whereabouts of the
man and the woman. There was a shack next to the RV that might have
belonged to one or more of the bikers. Eric and Ahmad took the door off
the shack to use as a stretcher for Jackie'sbody. Rasul dragged the un-
conscious man far away from Maria and Yuie.

Mike had them tie the hands of the unconscious man behind his back,
and then they wrapped some cord that they found in the RV around his
arms. He had to cajole and beg Ralph not to kill the man outright.

"I promise you we'll take care of him," he told Ralph in a whisper.
"Just wait."

The prisoner regained consciousness. When he realized what had
happened, he snarled at them and threatened them, and in return he re-
ceived an occasional poke with a spear.

Mike and the others collected their weapons and those of the men. No
one wanted to spend the night in this clearing, so when they were ready,
they carried Jackie'sbody away from the clearing and down the dirt
road. They pushed their prisoner ahead of them, and when he refused to
walk, they gave him little stabsto keep him moving. When they cameto
the gravel road leading to their camp, they rested and then they began
walking back toward their camp. Finally they stopped, threw them-
selves on the hard ground, and tried to fall asleep until daybreak.

At dawn, still weary and heartsick, they began their trek back to the
camp. Jacob seemed less tired than the others, so Mike sent him on
aheadto tell Howard what had happened, and to bring food and water.
When noon came, they were about a mile from the camp. They stopped
to rest. There, they were met by Jacob,Howard and some of the other
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boys and girls who had hurried to them from their camp. Maria's
friends accepted her from Yuie, and they tried to comfort her.

"Get some of these guys to take Jackieback to the camp,"” said Mike to
Howard. Ralph took charge of the young womanOshody, and he led the
sad procession toward the camp while the others lay exhausted on the
ground.

"What are you going to do with him," asked Howard anxiously, indic-
ating the prisoner.

Mike had been thinking about this. And he had been looking for a
tree. A hundred yards back, they had passedthe tree that he had been
looking for. It had a large root stretching out toward the road, and on
the lower side of the root the land fell swiftly downward.

"l want you to go back to our camp, and bring the rope that we use to
play tug-of-war," he directed. "And bring one of the big barrels that we
use for the recycled cans. Turn it on its side, and roll it down here. Tell
all of the kids to come down with you. We'll wait."

Howard looked troubled, but he nodded and left. Mike went to Maria
and her friends. "l need to speak to Maria alone," he said.

“It's okay," said Maria when the other girls protested. "Leave us
alone."

When they were alone, before Mike could speak, Maria said, "Thanks,
Chief. Thank you coming for me. He told me that he was going to kill
me just like he killed Jackie."

Mike felt terrible. "I'm sorry, Maria," he mumbled. "I sorry | didn't
protect you."

Maria looked at him sadly, and then she said, "It's not your fault,
Mike. You're just a kid."

Mike nodded, and then he told Maria what he intended to do. Maria
paled, stared at the ground for a moment, and then she nodded. "All
right," she whispered.

"Do you want to go back to camp first?" asked Mike.

Maria looked up. "No," she said with determination. "I'll stay."

Then Mike went to Eric and explained what he was about to do. "Are
you okay with this?" he asked.

Eric searched Mike's face. "Because I'm black you mean?"

"UhE yeah," answered Mike.

Eric looked at the prisoner who was still ranting at them. "l don't
know. Maybe if he was black | wouldn't be. But maybe | would. But
anyway he's not black, so it doesn't matter. Yeah, I'm okay. And if he
was black | think | would still be okay, becausel was there. | saw what
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he did to Jackie,and what he almost did to Maria. You know, Chief, we
were almost too late for Maria."

Mike shuddered. He didn't want to think about that. "Yeah, | know."

Reluctantly Mike went to talk to the prisoner. "What's your name?"he
asked.

"Screw you, kid," the man smirked. "You better let me go if you know
what's good for you." He struggled in his bonds.

Mike wanted to ask him many other things, about where he was from,
what he knew about the fog, why he had killed Jackieand Pete,but Mike
simply couldn't stand to be near him. Mike walked away.

Howard came back with the rope and the barrel. Almost all of the
girls and boys were with him. Mike was hoisted awkwardly onto the
barrel.

"All right, come close and listen," he shouted. The kids gathered
around.

"Now, anyone who saw Pete get shot, raise your hand." A host of
hands went up.

He saw one boy's hand who he knew wasn't down in the girlOscamp
when Pete was shot. He asked him, "Where were you when you heard
the shot?"

"UhE wellE "

"Didn't you have KP duty yesterday?"

"Well, | came out right after | heard the shot."

"So you didn't actually see Pete get shot?"

"Well, no. But | know who did it!" he burst out.

“Listen to me," shouted Mike. "The next person who lies to me about
what they saw is going to clean the toilets for a week." A lot of hands
were quickly lowered."

"l saw what happened, Chief," said a girl who still had her hand up. "I
was right by Jackie'scabin when she cameout. | saw her run over to that
guy." She pointed to the prisoner. "I saw him hit Jackie with a gun.
Then Peteran right by me. | saw that man shoot him, and | saw Pete's
head fly back. I'm never going to forget that."

"l saw it, too, Chief," said another girl. | was brushing my hair in my
cabin. | heard Jackiesay "Hi, Hi," like shewas real happy. When | came
out of my cabin, Jackiewas lying on the ground, and that man was pick-
ing her up. Then he put her on his motorcycle. Then | saw Peterunning
to them, and then that man shot Pete. | saw the blood come flying out of
Pete's face."

“Is that the man who shot Pete?" asked Mike pointing at the prisoner.
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"Yes, that's him."

"Are you really sure it's him. Maybe, it was one of the others."

"I'm sure that it was him, Chief. | screamedwhen he killed Pete,and
that man looked right at me. He smiled. That's him alright."

One by one, Mike questioned the kids who saw the killing. He found
five who definitely knew that the prisoner was the man who did the
killing. Then he asked Jacobto tell the assembledkids what he had seen
when he first went to the clearing. Then he let Yuie, Ahmad, Rasul, Eric
and Johntell the kids what they had seen. Ralph was just coming back,
so he asked Ralph to tell them what he had seen. As the witnesses
spoke, the kids grew quieter and quieter. Some walked away, so they
couldn't hear any more.

Then Mike asked the man, "Did you kill the guy at our camp?"

The man laughed. "Maybe so, maybe no," he answered. "So call the
police, and let me go, and I'll wait for them. | promise."

Mike was silent a moment, and then he asked, "What about the fog?"

The man scowled. "Somaybe the police can't get here for awhile. You
can't keep me like this. | know my rights. You got those spears, and |
got no gun, so let me go."

Then he smiled a very strange smile, and he said in a soft voice,
"Sooner or later I'm going to get loose. Then I'm going to find you, and
IOmgoing to have some fun with you." There was such a vicious evil
threat in his voice that all of the kids except for Mike, Maria, and Eric
flinched and drew back.

Mike jumped down. He tipped over the barrel. "Help me," he said to
the Spears. They helped Mike roll the barrel down the road to the tree.
They put the barrel on the higher side of the tree root, so that the sharp
drop was on the other side.

The puzzled kids had followed Mike to the tree. Mike took the rope.
"Does anyone know how to make a noose," he asked.

There were some murmurs of shock, and the man, prodded to the tree
by some of the Spears, exclaimed, "Hey!"

A boy stepped forward. "I know how to make one," he offered in a
very tensevoice. Mike handed him the rope, and with trembling hands
the teenager managed to make a noose.

Mike looked at the prisoner. "Bring him," he said.

The man began to yell and rant and he threatened the children. He
told them in graphic detail what he would do to them if they did not im-
mediately releasehim. Some of the kids were so frightened of the man,
that they begged Mike to let him go if he promised never to bother them
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again.

The man struggled, but Ralph, John,and Howard held him firmly, and

with some help, they pushed him to the barrel. Mike called for some
kids to hold the barrel steady at the ends. Some of the Spears,and some
of the other kids rush to help. Shortly, there were three or four kids at
each end of the barrel.
Mike climbed onto the barrel. Carefully he balanced himself, and then
he took the rope, and with some difficulty he worked it over the head of
the struggling cursing man. Mike had to toss the other end of the rope
several times before he managed to get it over the right tree limb. Mike
jumped down.

Other kids had seized the loose end of the rope, and now they drew it
taut so that the killer's head was lifted. They tied the rope to the tree.
The man continued to curse and threaten them. Mike thought about
gagging him, but he didn't just in casethe man decided to pray or repent
at the last moment.

The stronger boys lifted the man onto the barrel. They helped him
steady himself, and then they stepped back. The man wavered, and then
he caught his balance.

"Do you have any last words?" Mike asked the man. The man stared
down at Mike, perhaps at last realizing that he was dealing with
someone different. This kid, this small kid, this implacable kid was go-
ing to hang him. Finally, he was frightened.

“I'm sorry about your friend," he muttered hoping that this might save
his life.

Mike went behind the man, and he stood next to the barrel. Howard
stepped forward. "I'll help,” he said. "I didn't go with you when you
fought, so I'll do this." Mike nodded.

"l want to do it," demanded Ralph.

“No, not you," Mike said shaking his head.

"Why not," Ralph demanded. "I want revenge."

“That's why you can't do it," said Mike firmly.

"Il do it," said Desi coming forward. When she saw Mike about to
protest, she said fiercely, "One of us should be a girl."

Shestepped behind the barrel. Someof the kids hid their faces. Most
of them were scared, but they still watched. A few were just curious.

The three teenagersplaced a foot against the barrel so that it was held
firm against the tree root. They agreed to go on the count of three.
Someonecounted. On three, they pushed hard against the barrel. It lif-
ted onto the tree root, and then it fell over and rolled down the slope.
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The man dropped. It sounded like something happened in his neck. He
twitched for many seconds, and then he was still. His neck was bent
over at an awkward angle. Someof the kids turned away and were sick.
Others began crying. Others just stared at the body.

Gradually, they all made their way back to the camp, some pushing
the barrel. Mike was exhausted that night, but he found it hard to sleep.
He remembered the terrible sights that he had seen, and once he
awakened from a bad dream. Sometimes he felt tears flowing down his
cheeks.

The next day he asked Ralph to make a sign. Ralph agreed, and he
made a sign, and he went over the hill and down to the hanging body.
Ralph attached the sign to the stomach of the body. The sign said,
"Murderer and Rapist."

After afew days, some of the kids wanted to bury the man, just asthey
buried Jackieand Pete at the west end of the meadow on the boysGside
of the river. Mike refused to let them take the body down. It hung there
until the following spring when Mike was finally moved to bury the
bones, close by the Hanging Tree where they had buried the other three
bodies of the bikers.

The following days seemto passin a haze. The kids moved around in
a stupor much of the time, except when someone breathlessly warned
that something or someone had been heard. Then they would all cringe
and cower for awhile, until it became apparent that it was just another
false alarm. The wood on the bridge was removed, but it was placed
close by in caseit was needed. Howard found the cover for the five gal-
lon bucket so that the gasoline would not evaporate. During this time,
Mike posted a guard on the gravel road at the top of the hill.

Mike managed to get the kids to dig two graves. It was not easyto dig
graves in the rocky soil with just the simple picks and shovels that they
found in the storage room. But doggedly they stayed at it until Jackie
and Petehad beenburied. Much harder, Mike discovered, was the need
to say words over the graves as the sad group of campers stood by.
Thankfully, a boy named Luis found the right words. On the third day,
they moved the body of the dead motorcyclist from the parking lot down
to the Hanging Tree.

On the fourth night after the hanging, Mike called a meeting. It was
difficult to meetin the dining hall, becausethe boys were still sleeping
there. This had caused problems.

"I want to get back in my bunk," insisted one boy. "Let the girls sleep
in here for a change."
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"We need more privacy than you guys," responded a girl.

"Yeah, that's another thing," said a boy. "They keep trying to come in
and sneak peeks at us in our underwear." The girls hooted at that.

"Oh, like you have anything we'd like to see!"jeered a girl. "And be-
sides, you guys keep trying to peep into the showers when we're in
there." A few of the boys blushed at that.

“That piece of wood fell out accidentally,” a boy protested.

"All right, all right," said Mike raising his hands. "We need to decide
how to make it so that everyone has a good place to sleep.”

No one spoke for a moment, and then a girl raised her hand and asked
timidly, "Do you think it would be alright if we slept in our cabins
again?"

That was the question on everyone's mind. Wasit safe? How safewas
it? Were there others around like the bikers?

Mike took a breath. Like the others, he was wondering about the an-
swers to these questions, too. But unlike the others he felt that it was his
responsibility to ensure the safety of his tribe.

"You can't sleep anywhere except on this side of the river. That's fi-
nal," he replied. No one challenged him on this, although some girls re-
sented that he could decide. All of them knew by now that the Spears
would enforce Mike's orders.

"Can't we at least bring the bunks and mattresses over here?" asked
Yuie.

"l guess that would be a good idea," admitted Mike.

"Does that mean that we can get our bunks back?" asked a boy eagerly.

“No it doesn't," answered Mike sharply to the crestfallen boy. "We are
going to have to share the sleeping spaces."Everyone was silent.
"Look,OMike continued. OThere'sa lot of room in the Chief's Headquar-
ters. And there are futons upstairs. John, take a couple of mattresses
and put them in the loft. Four girls should be able to sleep up there. I'll
give up my bed for now. It's big sotwo girls can shareit. John,you and
Desi will have to give up the counselorOgabin. Six girls cansleepin that
cabin. So, some of you guys can move back into your bunks. I'll need
one though. UmE "

He stopped. That was about all that he could think of.

"Mike?" asked Desi. "Can Johnand | move into the cave? | mean into
the small part that's really a cave?"

"UhE well if it's okay with John, | guess so," he replied.

"Do you think that we could move one of the cabins over to this side of
the river?" asked Rasul. "Since, we're going to move them anyway."
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Not all of the kids had heard about this plan, so Mike had to stop and
take the time to explain their plans for the cave. It was plain to seethat
many of the kids thought that the plan was crazy.

"But that meanswe would have to dismantle the cabin twice," objected
Howard.

“True, but it would give us some practice," argued Eric. "We could
find out if we really can move a cabin. If we can't, then we better make
another plan."

“That's a good point, Eric," said Mike. "Okay. Tomorrow we'll try to
move a cabin. Then the girls from that cabin can sleep in their own
bunks." This brought a murmur of cheer from the girls.

After the meeting, some of the boys went to help move two mattresses
to the loft of the Chief's Headquarters. With regret, Desi agreed that she
and Johnwould have to wait until morning before they could move into
the cave.

The activity causedthe boys and girls to cheerup. Things were mov-
ing forward again. It was good to have something to do. There was a lot
of joking, boys offering kindly to share a bunk with a girl, girls politely
declining. The task of moving more bunks and mattressesinto the coun-
selorOgabin took them until late into the night. The more they worked,
it seemedthe better they felt. Mike decided that everyone would get a
late night snack. Pudding cups were opened and enjoyed.

Eventually, Mike went to his cabin. There he found a flurry of activ-
ity. He satdown at his desk. He had taken to writing down notes each
night so that he could remember what had happened that day, what had
been discussed, and what had been decided. Around him girls were
chatting and preparing for bed. When it got quiet, Mike turned to see
what was happening.

The four girls upstairs were hanging their heads over the edge of the
loft. The two girls downstairs were looking at him.

"Is everything okay?" he asked.

"UmE Chief, we're ready to go to bed now," replied Makayla.

"Oh, okay, go ahead. I'm just going to work for a bit."

The girl blushed. "Uh, Chief, the thing is, it's kind of warm right now
SoE ," she looked at the others for help.

"So we sleep in our underwear," explained a girl from the loft.

"Oh," Mike said looking at them. "Oh!" Hastily, clumsily knocking
over a cup of pens and pencils, he got up. "Well, I'll seeyou in the morn-
ing," he called as he practically ran out the door. He made his way to his
old cabin and to his own bunk.
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The next morning they began the task of moving one of the cabins. It

was slow going. First, they discovered that they would have to unbolt
the wood braces connecting the corners. Fortunately, the campground
was new, and the nuts and bolts had not yet corroded. Then they real-
ized that it was difficult to remove the canvas cover without damaging
it. Then they found that several kids were needed to brace the walls
while they were lowering them.
Finally, they were ready to move the floor. But evenwith kids surround-
ing and lifting, the wooden floor wouldnOtbudge. Depressed,they stood
around arguing until Ahmad discovered that the concrete piers beneath
the floor had metal straps that were bolted onto four by four wooden
posts which were then bolted onto the floor frame. Ahmad crawled un-
der the floor, and he unbolted the posts from the frame. Then, with kids
working shoulder to shoulder, they lifted the floor and moved it to one
side, away from the concrete piers. By this time it was late afternoon,
and Mike called a halt to the work.

The next day they discovered how heavy the concrete piers were.
Mike almost despaired at this point until one of the boys remembered
that there was a steel dolly in the shed. Using the dolly, and with two
people pulling and one person pushing, they were able to move the con-
crete piers over the bridge to the boys side. Accomplishing this cheered
them considerably, and in the afternoon they moved the walls over to
the boyOsside of the river. Once again, Mike called a halt to the work.
He wanted to wait until morning to begin the difficult task of moving the
heavy floor over the bridge.

Just after they called it quits for the day, Mike had to deal with a new
problem. A girl approached him ashe was talking with John. Her name
was Erin, and shewas a beautiful blond and blue eyed girl who was very
popular with both the girls and the boys. Shewas followed by three oth-
er girls.

"Mike, we want to talk to you," she began. Mike discovered that he
was a little irritated that she had not called him, Chief.

"Yeah, what is it?" he asked brusquely.

"We've noticed that you're only asking certain people's advice when
you have a decision to make. Why is that? Why don't we vote on these
things at Meeting?"

"Becausethese certain people are people | trust,” Mike responded.
"That's why | ask them."

"But that's not fair, Mike," argued Erin. "You have to let everyone
vote."
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“No, | don't. That's why I'm the Chief. See,there is a vote taken.
Only, | decide who getsto vote. People who have beenhelping out a lot
get to vote. Not you."

"Sohow do we get to vote? How long before we've helped out enough
that we get a vote? Do only the boys get to vote?" asked the girl angrily.

"Yeah, pretty much," replied Mike shortly. He was tired of this con-
versation.

"Does Desi get to vote?" asked another girl.

"Yeah, so?" replied Mike.

"She gets to vote becauseshe'sJohn'sgirlfriend, doesn't she?"charged
a third girl.

"Yeah, so?" replied Mike again.

"Sois that what we have to do?" said Erin, really angry now. "We get
to vote if we have sex with one of the Spears?"

"Yeah, that's right!" snapped Mike. "Now get lost!" The girls' mouths
dropped open as they stared at him in shocked silence. Abruptly they
turned and stormed away.

Mike was just realizing what he had said. He turned to Johnwho was
shaking his head sadly. He blushed red, and then yelped when John
bopped him on the top of his head with a fist.

"Not cool, dude. Not cool at all," said John.

OShe started it,O whined Mike.John rolled his eyes.

"Yeah, | know. That was stupid,” sighed Mike while rubbing his head.

"Yeah. There's going to be a lot of pissed off girls at Meeting tonight.
Yuie will be pissed too, and when Desi finds out that she can vote only
because she's doing meE ," John shook his head in pity.

Mike paled. "Oh, shit,” he muttered. He looked at John anxiously.
"Do you think that you could explain to Desi?" he asked.

"Man, I'll be too busy trying to explain why | was standing next to
you," John replied.

"l guess | should apologize at Meeting," said Mike gloomily.

"Good idea," responded John.

During the day, the word spread about what Mike had said. As he
stepped up to the podium that night, the room was obviously tense.
Some of the boys had taken the girlsOanger as an excuseto taunt them.
This had made the girls even angrier, and they blamed it all on Mike.
The room was abuzz with low angry voices. Desi stood at the back of
the assembly glaring balefully at Mike.

"I apologize,” he said immediately. This quieted down the room.
Everyone wanted to know just what Mike was apologizing for.
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"l apologize to Erin and to the girls who were with her today, and |
apologize to all the rest of you. What | said was wrong. | shouldn't have
said it." He paused and waited to see what the effect of his apology
would have on the tribe.

Erin stood up, and she raised her hand. Mike pointed to her.

"All right, Chief, | acceptyour apology. We know you guys are in
charge. We understand why. But it's worrying us. We believe you'll try
to protect us from outsiders. ButE well, it's some of you guys that we
are worried about." She sat down.

"l glad you brought that up, Erin," said Mike. "As of tonight, I'm making
a new rule about sex." Everyone got real quiet and real interested. This
was one subject guaranteed to get them to listen.

Mike continued. "From now on, no one can have sex unless they're at
least sixteen."

Some laughter broke out and some chuckles and some scornful com-
ments, but some of the kids, both girls and boys, were relieved to hear
Mike make this rule. This would take some pressure off the younger
kids who made up over half of the camp. Now they could point to
MikeOs rule if they felt pressured.

"How are you going to enforce that," challenged one of the boys who
stood amid laughter.

Mike stared at him. "I'll enforce any rule | make," he replied coldly.
"Don't test me." The boy shrank down. The laughter died. Many of the
younger girls smiled.

"l have another new rule," said Mike to the crowd. They calmed down
and waited. "This is it. If any guy forces a girl to have sex, I'll hang
him." This was met with stunned silence. "Do you understand?" Mike
looked intently at a few boys, and each one nodded hastily.

After Meeting concluded, Erin made her way to the front and waited
until Mike noticed her. When he did she said shyly, "Thanks, Chief.
Thanks for making those rules."

Mike shook his head. "Erin, | should have made those rules a long
time ago. UmE Erin," Mike continued. "The thing is, | really do try to
listen to everyone. But sometimes I, like, poll people when | have to
make a decision. And the truth is, if a guy has a girlfriend 1 usually let
her have a vote, evenif | know that she hasn't helped asmuch asthe oth-
er girls. ThatOs just the way it is."

Erin was not happy to hear this, but she replied, "Chief, | know that
the boys helped you more than we did, at first. But now most of the girls
are really trying to help, too. WeOrealoing almost all of the kitchen work
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now. Don't you think that sooner or later we'll get to vote? When you
get to know us, | mean?"

"Yes," answered Mike firmly. "And from now on, I'm going to ask
your opinion on all kinds of stuff. | promise." Erin's face lit up with a
bright smile. Shortly after, she left with her friends. They all seemed
contented.

In the weeks ahead, MikeOsauthority would be questioned sometimes,
especially when he was not around. Once a boy was complaining about
Mike, and he asked a couple of the girls why they should listen to a kid
who was younger than them.

OTheChief brought Maria back alive,Owas their blunt reply. The boy
admitted the truth of that answer.

All in all, it was a good meeting, Mike thought. And afterwards, he
was able to escapeto his bunk without having to face Desi. Shewould
calm down by the morning, he hoped.

Then the next morning, asthey prepared to move the cabin floor, Ja-
cob came rushing down from the guard post on the hill

"Motorcycle," was all he said.
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4

Chapter

Hector

"Get acrossthe bridge! Now!" Mike shouted, unnecessarily because
there was a general rush for the bridge. Mike hurried up to the guard
post with Jacob. He listened carefully for a minute, but he couldn't hear
anything.

"Are you sure, Jacob?"he asked. Jacobnodded. If it had been any-
body else, Mike might have had doubts, but he did not doubt Jacob.

Mike thought for a moment. "The place where we hanged that guy,"
he said. "That's where he stopped." Jacoblooked down the road, and
then he nodded again.

"Did it sound like more than one?" Mike asked.

"No. Just one."”

Mike thought again, and then he said, "Go ask Yuie to bring her bow

and arrows, and bring two more girls with their bows and arrows.
Tell Howard to send the boys that have the pistols. Tell the Spearsto
arm themselves. Tell them to stay out of sight behind the girlsOcabins.
Tell the guy with the rifle to stay with the Spears. Tell everyone elseto
hide. | don't want to be able to see anybody from here."

Jacobrushed down to the camp. Shortly, Yuie and two other girls
came running up the hill. Three boys carrying the hand guns followed
them.

Mike explained his plan to them. They would move off the road and
into the trees. If only one biker came over the hill, they would wait until
he was down at the camp, and then they would come down behind him.
Yuie would be in charge.

"Yuie, if you hear more than one motorcycle, don't come out of the
trees,"Mike commanded. "In fact, if there's more than one, move farther
back into the trees."

"Yes, Chief," shesaid. Yuie was frightened, but shewas determined to
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do her part to protect the tribe.

Mike waited on the hill. At last, he heard the engine of the motor-
cycle. He went down the hill to the cabins. The Spearswere in place,
and there was a boy holding the rifle. The boy with the rifle was wide
eyed.

"I've never fired this, Chief," he explained. "I don't know if it's sighted
in. | don't know if | can hit anything with this."

“It's just for show," Mike assuredthe nervous boy. Mike hoped that he
would be proved right.

The motorcyclist appeared at the top of the hill. He waited while he
looked around. Slowly, he made his way down the hill. He came close
to the cabins, and then he stopped.

"Hello!" he shouted. Mike shook his head at the others. They waited
out of sight.

The man started his bike forward again. When he was almost to the
waiting boys, Mike stepped sideways into his sight.

"Halt!" he commanded. He grimaced when his voice cracked. "We
have you surrounded."

The man froze. He looked at young boy. He looked around. He was
a man of medium height with black hair, light brown skin and dark in-
telligent eyes.

"It doesn't look like I'm surrounded, amigo," he said mildly.

“I'm going to call for the others to come out," said Mike. "Don't move.
Come out, Howard."

The man's eyes narrowed when he saw the boys who were carrying
their spears, and then he saw the boy with the rifle. Mike realized that
he was about to turn his bike and flee.

“There are others, behind you," said Mike hastily, and then he called,
"Yuie!"

Yuie and the others came out of hiding. The man looked around
anxiously at them, and then he said in surprise, "You're all kids."

Mike didn't really know how to reply to that. What the man had said
was true. They were all kids. "We can take care of ourselves," Mike said
bravely.

The man considered him. "The man hanging from the tree. Did you
do that," he asked.

"Yes. He was a killer and a rapist. He killed two of us, and he raped
two girls. So, we killed him."

The man whistled. "Crap,” he said and went on to say, "Look | don't
want any trouble. | don't hurt kids."
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Mike was undecided as to how to continue. This man could be a
threat. Still, the man seemed a lot different than the other bikers.
"Please, get off the bike."

The man hesitated, and then he nodded. He shut down the motor,
and then he swung himself off the bike.

"Now, please, undress," said Mike.

"Pardon?" responded the startled man.

"You heard me," insisted Mike. "Take off your clothes."

"Why the hell should I?" demanded the man getting irritated.

"l want to see if you are carrying any weapons," Mike explained.

"Crap," said the man. He thought it over. "That's sensible,Ohe
growled."

Slowly, deliberately, the man doffed his baseball cap, and then he un-
buttoned his brown flannel shirt and removed it. He sat down and re-
moved his black work boots and his woolen socks. Next he unbuckled
his leather belt and pushed down his jeans. Finally, he took off his un-
dershirt. This left him standing in only his white briefs. At a gesture
from Mike, he moved away from his clothes.

"Jacob, check his clothes," ordered Mike.

“Take it easywith my cap," demanded the man. "My papa gave it to
me."

Jacobwent forward, and he carefully pawed through the man's be-
longings. "No weapons except for this,” he said. He held up a sturdy
knife in a black case.

"Can | put my clothes back on?" asked the man politely.

"UmE sure," replied Mike.

As he was putting on his clothes, the man said, "My name is Hector.
I'm a logger most of the time, but right now | am the caretaker at a log-
ging camp. It's back down the road and up a side road. Do you know
about the stuff covering the ground lower down?"

Mike realized that he had to make a decision. "He's okay," he said to
the Spears, and then he gestured at Yuie to come to him.

"Yeah, we know about it. We call it the Fog. Do you know that it's
dangerous?" Mike asked.

Hector looked up at him. "Si, | know that it's dangerous. I've been
waiting weeks for the crew to show up for the spring job. When no one
contacted me on my phone, | rode down and found it. | didn't want to
ride into it. | saw a rabbit by the road. It was standing in just a few
inches of the junk. Then | saw the rabbit get dragged into the junk. The
Fog. It tried to escape. Then it went under. | couldn't see what took it."
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Hector was finished dressing. "Sowho are you kids and what are you
doing here? And where are the grownups?"

They all started talking at once, until Howard shushed them so that
Mike could tell their story. Hector listened with interest, and then with
astonishment, and then with anger.

"Those bastards!" he exclaimed at last. "So that's what that smell was
along the road. | thought it was a deer or a bear." He looked at the kids
in wonder. "This sucks, but you kids are alive at least. Me, too. | hope
we can all stay alive."

"Yeah, that's what we hope too," answered Mike.

"Say, do you kids got enough food?" asked Hector. "l got a lot up at
my camp. The supplies for the summer and the fall logging crews were
dropped off the first of May. | know | can spare some food and maybe
other stuff. There were four women expected on the crew, so | found a
lot ofE uhE girlOsstuff for when they have their period." There was a
loud cheer from the girls.

"We have some food, too," said Mike. "But we don't think that it's go-
ing to be enough for the winter. Can you take alook? Can you seewhat
else we need?"

The cabin floor that they were moving was abandoned for the mo-
ment. Mike gave Hector a tour of the camp. They were followed by
many of the kids who were glad to seea helpful adult at last. Hector
saw that they would need more food. He approved of many of the
measures that they were taking. But when he saw the cave and heard
their plans to build a lodge, he shook his head.

“This won't work," he stated.

"Why not?" asked Mike.

"A wall of rocks without using concrete will be unstable. There's too
much danger that it would collapse and bring the whole thing down,"
explained Hector.

"Well, that sucks," said Howard. The others agreed.

"So we can't use the cave at all?" asked Mike.

"Maybe there is a way," answered Hector slowly as he considered the
problem. "If | could get some logs down here, | think | could build a
wall with them. | could use heavy duty metal straps to tie the logs to-
gether and then brace them. That should work."

"How are you going to get big logs down here?" asked Mike dubi-
ously. "I don't think we can carry them. And how are we going to put
one big log on top of another?"

"We have a machine that does that,” replied Hector absently while
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studying the area. "It's got a grapple that grabs the logs and lifts them.
We use it to put the logs on the truck. That's the problem. No one
brought the truck yet. We need a truck to move the logs down here. Un-
lessE " He looked back at the parking lot.

"Does that bus run?" he asked.

"The school bus?" asked Mike. "Yeah, | guessit does. But how could
you put logs in it? The seats are in the way."

"I think | can take out the seats,"replied Hector. "The real problem
will be using the machine to get the logs in the rear emergency door.
And doing it safely. But if | canload that bus, | should be able to bring a
load of logs down here."

"How will you get the bus over the river?" asked Howard. "Will we
have to carry the logs across?"

"I think | can bring the machines down here," answered Hector.
"Usually we move them by flatbed truck, but some have tracks like a
tank and the others have tires, so | candrive them down here. It'll take a
long time becausethey are very slow. Then | can lie some of the logs
across the river, and roll the bus across on them."

"The river's not running asfast than when we first got here," said Eric.
"Why is that?"

"There is not as much water because a lot of the snow pack has
melted," answered Hector. "How do you plan to use the bathroom dur-
ing winter?" The teenagers looked at one another.

"We have Porta Potties," said Mike. "But they are full of crap. We
made a place in the forest where we piss." Someonesounded the speak-
er calling the kids to brunch.

"We only eattwo meals at day, brunch and supper,” explained Mike as
they walked back to the dining hall. "We've beentrying to conserve our
food. Jacob,here, has managed to catch a few birds. Some are okay to
eat, but most don't have any meat. We're thinking of using the rifle to
try to get a deer. Jacob says that he knows how to skin it and cut it."

Hector was thinking that this camp would be a better place to stay for
the winter than the logging camp. He decided to sound the boys out
about it. "Do you think you have room for one more person?"he asked.
The boys looked at one another.

"You don't have to let me know right now," added Hector hastily.

"Mike's the Chief," said Eric. "He decides." Hector looked at Mike
who blushed. Now that there was an adult around, he felt somewhat
self conscious.

"If you're going to share your food with us, | guessitOsonly fair that
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we share our space. Justa couple of things. Mike told him the rules they
had made. He emphasized the one about not forcing the girls.

Hector stiffened. "I don't messwith kids," he said angrily. His voice
and body language caused the kids to become nervous. They didn't
want trouble with another adult.

Mike didn't back down. "Good," he said bravely. "l just wanted you
to know. | mean, after what happened.”

Hector calmed down. He nodded. "That's a good rule anytime,
amigo," he admitted. "Looks like you guys got yourselves a good lead-
er," he said to the others. The teenagers relaxed.

Hector agreed to eat brunch with them, and then they showed him
how they were trying to bring a cabin acrossthe river. Once again they
tackled the wood floor. They managed to get it to the bridge, but the
bridge was too small for more that two or three to stand abreast.

Hector solved the problem by angling the dolly under the side of the
floor closestto the bridge, and then carefully balancing and pulling the
dolly until the floor was covering the bridge with each side of the floor
frame barely touching a different side of the river bank. Then the kids
on his side of the river lifted the floor until he could get the dolly out
from under the floor. Carefully, he stepped on to the floor with the
dolly, and he made his way to the opposite side. Once there he put the
dolly under the floor again. The kids on the other side lifted and pulled,
and Hector balanced the floor until it was over the river.

"Whew," Mike said. "That was harder than | thought. | don't know if
we could have done it without you, Hector. Thanks a lot."

"Yeah, that was a lot of work," Hector agreed. "But we did it. That
proves we can get the cabins acrossthe bridge. If we can build a wall,
I'm sure that we can get the bottom cabins on the wall and ledge. The
problem is how to get the floors from the other cabins on top of the first
layer. They will have to be lifted a lot higher."

Hector decided that it was time to ride back to his camp. He wanted
to take an inventory of all the items that he could bring backto the lower
camp. To his surprise, Jacob asked if he could ride behind him.

“I'm going to look around a little," he told Mike. That worried Mike
but he just asked Jacobto be careful. He knew by now that Jacobwas the
kind of guy that would always want to explore.

Jacobclimbed behind Hector, and the motorcycle roared to life. They
rode back over the hill, down past the Hanging Tree, and then on to the
junction of the road that led to Hector's camp. Hector paused when they
came to the path on their right leading to the clearing where the dead
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bodies still lay.

"We need to bury those men," said Hector. Jacobgave a grunt. Hector
gunned his cycle again. Before they came to Hector's camp they passed
the entrance to another dirt road on the left.

"Where does that road lead to?" asked Jacob.

“The firebreak road? | don't really know," answered Hector. "l saw a
man in afour by four pull out from it once. And once,| saw awoman on
the road who was riding a horse. | think it must lead to another cabin or
maybe a house."

"How far is your camp if | walked to it from here?" asked Jacob.

"Walking? Maybe an hour. The road goesup and down. It's muddy
in places." They continued on until they came to the logging camp.
There were several buildings and several pieces of heavy machinery.
The equipment impressed Jacob.

"What do these machines do?" he asked.

“That one cantake a tree and strip off the branches. The other oneis a
John Deere harvester. It can pick up a stripped tree, cut the end off,
shoot a certain amount of it out one end and then cut it off, turning it in-
to alog. That one over there can pick up the logs and load them on a
truck. We were supposed to get a machine this year that could cut the
treesdown safely, but the company said that it would costtoo much. So
we still have big chainsaws to cut down the trees. It takes a lot more
people to cut the trees with chainsaws. Luckily for us, becausethat's
why they delivered so much supplies this spring."

"Do you have gas for all this stuff?" Jacob asked.

"Yeah, we have a big fuel truck back there. Thank heaven that it ar-
rived before the Fog. The supplies came at the sametime. Food, water
and plenty of toilet paper. Plus the stuff for the girls."

"What kind of stuff for girls?"

"Sanitary napkins | guess,Jacob. Pads and all that stuff they need for
their period. | don't know. Hey." He stopped talking and looked at the
heavy equipment. "Maybe, we can use that to lift those cabin floors up
to the second level." He pointed to a fork lift.

Most of the buildings were made of sheet metal. Hector led the way
into the only cinderblock building. It looked like a combination office
and storeroom. There was a bunkhouse in the rear. After a bit Jacob
realized that Hector was searching for something. "Ah, here it is,OHect-
or said with a satisfied smile. He brought out a long box. Inside was a
large roll of black plastic.

"What's that for," said Jacob.
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Hector stopped smiling. "I'm going to use it to wrap those dead guys
before we bury them."

"Why bother," said Jacob. "They were murderers."

"Becausel'm not like them," answered Hector. "I may not be the best
guy in the world that's left, but I'm not like them."

"Pete and Jackiedidn't have any plastic to be wrapped in," said Jacob
resentfully.

“I'm sorry about that, amigo. | truly am. But I got to do this."

Hector went outside, and he placed the box in a small pickup truck.
Then he and Jacobgot in the truck, and they drove back down the road.
When they got to the side road, Jacob asked to be dropped off.

"Where are you going?" asked Hector startled at the request.

“I'm going to explore that road some," replied Jacob. "Can | stay at
your camp if | get back there tonight?"

"Sure. I'll be back later. Hell, kid, | don't like the idea of leaving you
here."

"Il be okay," replied Jacob,and without another word, he lifted his
backpack and walked away.

Hector shook his head, and then he started down the road again.
When he came to the path leading to the clearing, he stopped. He took
the box out of the truck, and he carried it to the clearing. The bodies
were emitting arank smell. Hector rolled out the plastic, and he cut two
pieces. He placed one piece next to the body still stuck to the tree.
Gingerly, he worked the spear out of the tree and through the man's
mouth. It was unpleasant work, but he finally got the two bodies
wrapped in plastic. Now he had to put the bodies in the truck.

Undecided, he stared at the wrapped bodies, and then he made a de-
cision. He got back in the truck, and he drove to the kids' camp. When
he found Mike, he explained what he had done.

"Jackie and Pete didn't have any plastic,” said Mike grimly.

"That's what Jacobsaid," replied Hector. "Il tell you what I told him.
I'm not like those men. And | don't think that you are either. | want you
to help me move them. I'm going to take them to the tree where you
hung that guy and bury them."

“The one we hanged stays there," said Mike flatly.

"Why?" Hector asked puzzled. "He's long dead."”

"He's a warning to anyone else who thinks he can hurt us."

Hector nodded. "All right. But let's bury the others."

So Mike and John went with Hector. They retrieved the bodies, and
they buried them close by the Hanging Tree. Then Hector took Mike
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and John back to the camp. On the way, he told them where Jacobhad
gone.

When they got to the camp, Hector discovered that they were having
difficulty leveling the concrete piers for the cabin that they had moved.
There was a laser level in the truck, and he soon had the blocks leveled.
Mike decided to give everyone a break for the rest of the day. Tomorrow
would be soon enough to rebuild the cabin. He walked with Hector over
the bridge and to the pickup.

“Thanks for helping us, Hector," he said.

Hector held out his hand. "Thanks for helping me, Chief," he replied.
Mike shook his hand and laughed.

"l guess it's kind of goofy they way they call me Chief."

“No, it's not goofy at all. You've done a good job here, amigo."

"I've beenreally scared,"Mike blurted his voice full of emotion. Then
to his everlasting embarrassment Mike suddenly choked up. He
couldn't speak, and his tears began falling.

Hector looked around. He and Mike were behind the truck, and there
was no one else around. He reached out, and he pulled Mike into his
arms. The boy cried silently on HectorOshest. Hector just stood there a
short while until Mike was finished. Then Mike pulled away and wiped
his eyes.

Hector got into the pickup. Through the window he said, "Seeyou to-
morrow, Chief." He started the pickup. Mike waved silently, and Hect-
or drove away.

When Hector was passing by the place where they had retrieved the
bodies, he decided to stop and search the area. He found many items
that they could use, but the only thing he took at that time was the am-
munition that he found hidden in the shack. He drove back to the log-
ging camp. There was no sign of Jacob.

After Jacobleft Hector at the junction of the roads, he hiked along the
road he had chosen. Mushrooms were growing in abundance along the
winding path. He followed the rutted road up and around the side of
the mountain for a ways, and then the narrow road began to drop.
Presently, he cameto a small stream that fell from his right, went under
the road by way of a galvanized steel culvert, and then turned and fol-
lowed the road. The snow fed stream skipped merrily over the stonesin
its bed, and Jacobwas content to walk and listen to its music. The wind
was blowing lightly through the tall green trees, and the scentof the aro-
matic pine was heavy in the air. Jacoband the stream followed the road
until he grew hungry, and then he stopped, and he ate a tuna sandwich,

56



an apple and a chocolate pudding cup that he had been saving.

After eating, he rested with his backto atall red fir tree and watched a

couple of brown squirrels quarrel. An owl flew by. He resumed his
walk. He loved strolling through the woods, and he enjoyed his
solitude. After a bit, he paused respectfully asa snake crossedhis path.
Blue gentians and yellow eyed daisies were growing along the sides.
The road would rise occasionally, and then it would dip alittle deeperas
it made its way around the mountain. He knew by the light that the sun
was only a few hours from dropping below the horizon, but he did not
worry that he would be caught out after dark. He didn't mind staying in
the woods at night. He always seemedto find a sheltered spot where the
blanket in his backpack could serve to keep him warm enough. He had
waterproof matches,although he tried hard not to use them. He thought
that they might be needed later in the year.

As the sun was just reaching the horizon, he cameto small grassy val-
ley on his right. It probably measured no more than twenty acres,and it
was surrounded by steep slopes. The road continued on pass the little
dale, but the steam cameto an end in a small pond. Jacobcould seethat
the pond was man made. Someonehad filled in part of a gully creating
the pond behind it. It was almost filled to its banks from the spring run-
off. Large corn lilies and blue eyed marys grew by the water. As Jacob
watched, a golden trout jumped.

There was a dirt driveway leading away from the main road to alarge
beige house set a little ways off the road. The house had a steeply
pitched roof. In front, there were some chickens pecking at the dirt. Next
to the house was a large red barn. On one side of the barn was an at-
tached solar room. Jacobcould seea corral behind the barn with two
horsesin the corral. There were smaller buildings closeto the house. Ja-
cob supposed they were storage sheds. Farther back, Jacobcould seea
wind turbine turning in the breeze. He recognized it as the same type
that provided electricity for the kidOscamp. Far in the rear, were fields
with some kind of grass or grain growing in them. Jacob noticed a
brown hare nibbling at a stalk. By the tree line was a structure that
looked to be a raised water catchment tank.

Jacobhesitated. It was a little late for company, especially when that
company was in the form of a stranger. Making up his mind, he strode
towards the house until he was a ways from it, and then he shouted,
OHello! Hello!" Then he waited.

Presently the door opened slightly, and a young woman peered out.
"Can | help you?" she asked.
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"Hello. I'm Jacob. I'm exploring,O the boy responded.

The door opened wider, and the young woman stepped out. Shehad
a slight build and her hair was black. She was carrying a shotgun.

"Well, hello yourself, Jacob,"she said. "Where have you come explor-
ing from?"

Pointing back towards the main road, he said, "Back down that road,
then down the other road, then up to a kidOs camp."

"You're a long way from home," the young woman offered.

Jacobthought for a moment, and then he asked, "Do you know about
the Fog?"

"What fog?" shereplied. At that moment, a small head peeked around
her skirts.

Jacobfound that he didn't want to tell her, but he said, "We're surroun-
ded by a fog down about the six thousand sevenhundred foot level. It's
all around us. We can't get through it. There are some bad things in it. |
thinkE something bad happens to anything that goes into it."

The young woman paled. "When is Daddy coming home?" a small
voice asked.

The young woman bent down to the child. "Go back inside, Star," she
said. "I'll be right outside. | need to speak to this boy for a minute."
Gently, she pushed the girl inside and closed the door.

"All right, what's going on?" she asked the boy sternly. "Who sentyou
here? Is this some kind of practical joke?"

Jacobshuffled his feet uncomfortably. "I'm sorry. I'll leave now," he
said. He turned around.

"Wait!" the young woman called. There was a sense of desperation
and urgency about her. "Who are you?"

"My name is Jacob," the boy said again.

"And how do you know about this so-called fog," she demanded.

"The adults at our camp left to find out what was happening. They
didn't come back. | got worried, sol tried to walk out of the mountains.
That's when | found the fog. | saw a deer get taken into it. Sol went
back to the camp."

"When was this?"

“The end of May," Jacob replied.

The young womanQOsface turned ashen. She groaned softly, and then
she sat down on the wood floor of the covered porch. Shedropped her
head into her hands. Jacob thought that she might be crying.

“I'm sorry," he said.

Sheraised her head and stared at him. Her eyeswere misty. "Are you
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all alone?" she asked.

Jacobshook his head. "There are more kids. About fifty | guess. And
we just met a man named Hector. He's from a logging camp. It's back
down this road and then up the mountain."

"Yes, | know about the logging camp. Did you say that there aren't
any adults at your camp?"

"l think Hector might stay with us. There was a woman named Jackie,
but she was killed by some bad men."

She was experiencing shock after shock. She stared at the boy. She
tried to collect herself, tried to tell herself that this story was too fantastic,
tried to tell herself that her long over due husband would be coming
around the corner any time now.

But there was a young boy here. And the sky was beginning to
darken. "Come in," she said. "Let's talk. My name is Mary Brown." Ja-
cob went up on the porch and entered the house behind Mary. Inside he
saw two small children staring anxiously at him.

"Mama, who's him?" the little boy demanded.

"He's a visitor, Comet," Mary answered. "Now you and Star get your
teeth brushed. Then you can play with your toys."

"When are we gonna get the TV fixed?" the little girl grumbled asshe
and her brother exited through a hallway.

The house seemedvery cozy. It had the ordinary clutter of small kids
without being messy. Mary led Jacobthrough the living room and into
the kitchen. Shemotioned towards the yellow Formica covered table, so
he sat down. She opened a cupboard, and she took out a bag of corn
chips which she put on the table in front of Jacob. Then she opened the
refrigerator, and shetook out a can of juice. Sheput the can by the chips
and said, "Help yourself."

Jacobstared greedily at the bag of chips. He wondered for a moment
whether it was the last bag of chips in the world. He looked over at the
two children peeking around the corner. A feeling of guilt came over
him.

“I'm not hungry," he lied.

Mary gave him a glance. "If you're not, then you must be the only
teenaged boy in the world who isn't. Eat."

"UhE maybe just a few," he mumbled as he dug into the bag.

Mary sat down acrossfrom him. "All right, tell me what you know.
And you two get into the bathroom and brush your teeth." The two
young children scampered away.

Jacobbegantalking. He talked about the kids' camp. He talked about
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the incident with the motorcyclists. He talked about Hector. He re-
peated what he had seen when he encountered the Fog.

Mary had many questions, and it took a long time for the story to be
told. At times, they were interrupted by the two children who seemedto
realize that something was wrong. Jacobhad to stop while Mary atten-
ded to her kids. At last, Jacobfinished his tale. Mary sat silent. Jacob
realized that he had eaten half of the bag of corn chips.

Finally, Mary spoke. "I knew something was wrong that day. First the
television picture went dark. None of the channels worked. At first, |
thought it was the TV. We have satellite TV and internet, and the inter-
net went dead at the same time. Then the man from the gas station
didn't come by to deliver the mail and messagesfrom my husband, Dav-
Is. Davis went to Bakersfield in early May to visit his parents and to buy
supplies. After the winter we stock up again.

“No one ever camefrom the gasstation. And there were so many deer
around. Herds of them started moving past the house in early May. It's
like they had been spooked. They should still be grazing lower down
the mountain at this time of the year. I've been getting more and more
worried. I'll have to hitch the horsesto the buckboard and go seefor my-
self, of course."”

"Are you an Indian?" asked Jacob abruptly.

Mary smiled. "I prefer to be known as Native American, Jacob,"she
responded. "But yes, | am"

"Were you born here? Is there a reservation nearby?" the boy asked.
Mary laughed.

"No, I'm avalley girl. | was born in Los Angeles. | met Davis at col-
lege. He was a geologist who fell in love with the mountains and the
land. He always wanted to live in the Sierra's. We moved here about six
years ago. At first, people thought that we were survivalists, but we just
wanted a farm in the high country."

The woman and the boy talked for some time, and then the woman
said, "It's getting late. You better stay here tonight. Do you mind sleep-
ing in the barn? No offense intended, but | just met you, and | have
small children to look after." Jacobtook no offense, and he spent the
night in the loft of the barn. He found it to be quite comfortable, except
for the smell of the two cows down below.

The next morning Jacobwas awakened by the sound of Mary calling
him. It was still dark when she hitched the horses to the wagon. The
two children were asleepin the back of the wagon. Mary had wrapped
them in blankets, and she had laid them on old soft hay. Jacobrubbed
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the sleep from his eyes.

They traveled all day, stopping only to rest the horses. It was almost
dusk when they arrived at the place where the mist covered the road.
Mary stared at it for some time, and then she insisted on climbing the
same hill that Jacobhad climbed. In the darkening gloom it, indeed,
seemedasif they were on anisland. Finally Mary was satisfied, and she
turned the wagon around. By moonlight, they made their way back. At
midnight they stopped to sleep. Mary slept in the bed of the wagon with
her kids, and Jacob curled up under the wagon.

The following morning, Mary let everyone sleep late. Shemade a fire,
and she cooked eggs and hash browns with an iron grill and a frying
pan. After months of existing on the campOsneager fare, Jacobeagerly
devoured this delicious breakfast. Afterwards, they took their time go-
ing back.

It was after dark when they came to the turnoff to the logging road.
Jacobasked to be let off. Mary protested that she could take him to his
camp, but Jacobreminded her of the grisly sight that the children might
see. Reluctantly she accepted his reasoning, and so, with a wave, she
turned up the logging road, and the wagon was soon lost in the gloom.

Jacobturned toward the camp. It was a chilly moonlit night, but he
was young and hardy and his fleecelined jacket was warm. He hiked in
the moonlight wondering what would happen to Mary and to her kids.
He hoped that she had enough supplies to last them for a while. He re-
membered that her husband had gone down to Bakersfield to restock.
Eventually he stopped to sleep. He rose early, and he made it to the
camp in time for brunch.

Mike was glad to seeJacob,and he listened with interest to Jacob'sre-
port of the farm and its inhabitants. He was especially interested in the
solar room attached to the barn. He promised Jacobthat he would send
someone to see if Mary needed help in any way.

Meanwhile, he told Jacob,Hector had shown up with a load of sup-
plies the day before, and he had taken two boys back with him to help
load and deliver the rest. That had taken all day and several trips. They
had also scavengedthe bikers shack and the RV for more supplies, and
then they had brought the other motorcycles to the camp. Then Hector
and Rasul had gone back to the logging camp for the night. Hector was
going to drive the forklift down today, and Rasul was bringing his mo-
torcycle.

"Yeah, that lucky dog," exclaimed John. He had wanted to ride the
motorcycle, but Rasul had some experience.
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By the end of July, Hector had managed to bring most of the ma-
chinery down from the logging camp. He removed the seatsfrom the
bus, filled it with logs and delivered them to the job site. With the help
of the Spears,he built alog bridge that was stable enough to allow some
of the lighter machinery to crossthe river. In the first week of August,
they began building the log wall in front of the cave.

Mike allowed Hector to stay in one of the three cabins still on the girlOs
side of the river. They had moved another cabin to the boyOside. It was
still tight quarters with extra bunk beds jammed into each of the avail-
able cabins. Mike was still in his old bunk, but at least everyone had
been moved out of the dining hall.

The mood of the camp had greatly improved. Privately and in groups,
the kids had come to acceptthe reality of this new world. Privately and
in groups, they had mourned the loss of the people they had loved and
lost. Now their spirits were lifted, and they were looking forward. Chil-
dren are naturally resilient, and in spite of some depression, they usually
have a tendency to play.

At first Mike was so focused on surviving, that he resented the time
spent on fun, but John and Desi reminded him that they were still kids,
and that they neededto run, jump, skip, play and let off steam. One day
John became so annoyed with MikeOssolemn attitude that he grabbed
the smaller boy in a headlock, and then he marched Mike out to the
meadow to throw a Frisbeefor an hour. Soon Mike was laughing, run-
ning, and screaming, and at the end of the hour he realized that not once
had he worried about food, shelter or winter.

After that, Mike asked Yuie to organized archery contests, baseball
games, and kickball challenges. He made sure that everyone had some
private time to just kick back and hang out. He asked Erin to explore de-
veloping natural substancesfor creating makeup, and to hold classesto
teach the younger girls how to apply that makeup. All of the books in
the camp were confiscated and a library was created. Eric was the camp
librarian. The kids were glad to have a more relaxed atmosphere, and
they seemed to gripe less about the tasks to which they were assigned.

There were plenty of tasks. Beside the effort, led by Hector to con-
struct the Lodge, and the effort, led by Jacob,to supplement their food
supplies by hunting, there was the hated kitchen duty, dreaded clothes
washing, and never ending fire wood gathering. Mike charged the
Spearswith patrolling the perimeter of the camp. He setguard posts on
the slopesoverlooking the camp. He spent alot of time thinking of ways
to improve their situation and their chances of survival.
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Sometimes, his ideas were eagerly adopted. Sometimes, they were
not. One night at Meeting, he proposed a new idea.

"l think we should strip down to our underwear for three hours a
day," he said confidently. There was a stunned silence, and then the up-
roar began.
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Chapter

Making Plans

"Are you crazy?"

"Did the boys tell you to say that?"

“I'm not letting those girls see me in my underwear."

"l think that only the girls should strip. Especially Big Tits Erin."

"You shut up, Pencil Dick!"

"All right, all right!" shouted Desi. Everyone subsided into low mum-
bling and grumbling. Then Desi turned to Mike. She crossed her arms
under her chest and demanded. "Why?"

Mike looked around helplessly. "UhE umE .well, it's going to be cold
this winter, even in the Lodge. We'll probably be wearing our clothes
most of the time. | just think it would be a good idea if we savethem for
when we really need them. If we wore just our underwear part of the
time, our clothes will last a lot longer." There was a low murmur from
the group.

"See,"said Desi, talking to the kids. "He always has a good reason for
his ideas, even his dumb ideas." She looked back at Mike and glared.

Erin stood up. "Chief, evenif | didn't like the idea of taking my clothes
off in front of everyone, it wouldn't work. We can't go without wearing
our clothes because of the elevation."

"It's warm enough some days," protested Mike.

"It's not that, Chief. It's becausethere's not enough atmosphere at this
elevation. We would all get severe sun burn."

Mike was thunderstruck. He had not thought of that at all. He felt
like anidiot for not thinking about sun burn. "Oh," he said. "l guessthat
was a dumb idea." His statement was followed by hoots from the audi-
ence.

"Quiet!" yelled Desi, and when they calmed down she continued.
"Look, the Chief had an idea. It won't work. But if we give everyone a
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hard time who thinks up a dumb idea, everyone is going to stop telling
us their ideas. They'll be too afraid that we'll laugh at them. And then
someoneis going to have areally crazy good idea that they don't bother
to tell. Maybe it will be an idea that will save someone'slife. Sowhen
someone suggestssomething, even if it sounds crazy, we have to listen.
Okay?" There was more mumbling after that, but generally people
agreed with Desi.

OWehave a related problem,Osaid Yuie. OSomeof us are growing out
of our clothes.O There was a murmur of agreement from some of the
kids.

OThebigger kids are going to have to share some of their clothes with
the younger kids,O said Erin. This brought a protest from some of the
older kids.

OWhat happens when we grow out of our clothes?Oasked an older
boy.

Olfyou are a boy then you can wear some of the clothes that we took
from those men, or elseyou can wear some of the clothes that we found
in the RV,0answered Erin. OWegirls might have to make some new
clothes, although we have some of JackieOshings, some of the other
counselorOs things, and we found some ladies clothing in the RV.O

OWhereare we going to find more material to make dresses?Casked
Makayla.

OWecould use the tablecloths,Osuggested Desi. The boys beganto get
restless and bored, so the girls agreed to discuss this later.

"I have a new rule," said Mike when their attention turned to him
again. The whole group groaned.

"What now?" moaned Kevin.

"From now on, no one can piss in the Porta Potties."

There was a chorus of outrage.

“Listen," insisted Mike. "We don't have any way to empty them. And
they are almost filled up. You know they stink. You have to use the
bathrooms behind the dining hall to piss, or else you have to go in the
forest. And try to use the bathrooms behind the dining hall for number
two, too. In other words, don't use the Porta Potties unless you abso-
lutely have to. Hector said that he would use his truck to empty them in
a few days. He's got to find a place. He'll need help."

"Oh, and another thing," he added to a chorus of groans. "The paper
towels are off limits. You will have to use a towel to dry your hands."

"Why is that,” demanded a camper.

"We need to save the paper towels for toilet paper,” he explained.
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There was dead silence and not a single protest.

One day, some of the kids approached Mike, and they asked him why
they didn't have any church serviceson Sunday. Mike was noncommit-
tal about the idea, but he announced that on Sunday there would be a
service in the dining hall for anyone who wanted to attend. There was a
lot of argument about the idea of a church service. Some argued that it
was a good idea. Some argued that it was a bad idea. Some liked the
idea, but they did not like how it was arranged.

On Sunday, late in the morning, Mike waited at the podium for the
kids to come to the service. John, Desi and Yuie were in the dining hall
waiting. The time for the service came and went. No one appeared.

"Where is everyone?" asked Mike mystified.

“They're probably not coming," answered Yuie.

"Why?"

"Some of them didn't want to do this anyway," said Desi. "And most
of them are holding their own service down in the meadow, acrossthe
river from where we buried Jackie and Pete. Luis is saying the words."

"Ahmad did athing on Friday," said John. "He got his blanket, and he
put it on the floor of his cabin. He was trying to figure out how to point
it toE umE "

"Mecca," finished Yuie.

"Yeah, Mecca," agreed John."And Jacob did his thing yesterday."

"And Rasul sharesmy little shrine | built next to the cave," said Yuie.
"He prays to his Gods, and | pray to Buddha. | wish | had a Buddha. |
take my picture of my parents and my sister there, and | lean it against a
rock while | pray. And I'm trying to make prayer beads."

"I don't think anyone is going to come to your service, Chief," said
John. "Remember these were American kids. Still are."

"What's that got to do with it?" asked Mike.

“They are Americans, Mike. They aren't going to a government
church.”

"What?"

“True. Here, you are the government, Chief," explained Yuie.

"Yeah, he'sthe Government Chief," joked John. The others rolled their
eyes and groaned.

"Well, what do you want to do?" asked Mike asthe strains of Amazing
Grace came wafting up from the meadow.

“Let's play cards," said Desi.

"All right," agreed Yuie. "What about Spades?"

"What about Hearts?" offered John.

66



"How about Strip Poker?" joked Mike.

"You wish!" answered Yuie as she shuffled a deck. "With your rules,
it'll be a long time before you get to seea girl naked." Mike glanced at
Desi who gave him a small smile. Mike blushed, and he looked down at
his cards.

The work of building the Lodge continued. By the middle of August
the log wall was almost complete. In the last rays of the sun, many of the
kids would sit on the grass below the unfinished wall and enjoy the
breeze and their free time.

Erin and three of her friends could often be found there, enjoying the
late afternoon sun. They talked about many things, and one of their fa-
vorite subjectswas boys. They compared this one and that one, and they
discussed their few good points and their many bad points.

"What about Hector?" said one of the girls.

"He's cute," said another. "But he's a little old."

"And Mexican," said a third.

"What's that got to do with anything? Are you prejudiced?"

“No! But what if he's illegal?"

The other girls laughed. "I don't think that matters anymore," said
Erin.

"Well, | think Hector's really cute in a Latino sort of way. Maybe I'll
make a play for him."

"Oh, yeah? Maybe he would rather be my boyfriend."

"l think Latino's prefer girls with bigger breasts," said Erin with a grin.

"Ha! Just because you are such a Moo Cow."

"l am not," exclaimed Erin. "I'm just right." The girls continued to jibe
at each other, except for the fourth girl. She was quiet and thoughtful.

The next day, shefound Hector working on the wall asusual. Shewas
one of his regular crew. Their task was to carry buckets of thick mud
from a low wet spot in the meadow up to the wall. Then they would
pour the mud onto the highest log, so that when Hector put the next log
on the wall there were no air spaces between the logs.

Sheapproached Hector at the end of the work period. The other kids
were hurrying away, glad to be free at last. She handed Hector a bottle
of water.

"Thanks," he said, and he took a big swig from the bottle. "AhE you
wouldn't think that you could get so hot at this altitude." He was breath-
ing hard. "You'reE ?"

"Kathy. I'm Kathy. | work on your crew. I'm fourteen. And a half."

"Kathy. Well, thanks for the water, Kathy."
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"UmE | was wondering if | could talk to you."

"Sure, Sweetie. Talk." Hector leaned back and poured part of the
bottle on his face.

"UmE | was wonder if | could work with you. Not just carrying mud
| mean. | don't mind that. But | was wondering if | could help you. |
mean, | want to learn to work with the wood."

Hector took his bandana and wiped his face. He gave her a good
look. She'sa pretty girl, he thought. Kathy was blond and blue eyed.
Her body was just now developing, but it was clear that, one day soon,
she would be a lovely young lady. Shewasn't tall so, since Hector was
not a tall man himself, she stood just below his shoulder.

"You want to work with the wood? You mean you want to learn car-
pentry," said Hector.

"Yes,"replied Kathy. "l usedto help my Dad alot. He wasn't a regu-
lar carpenter, but he worked with wood a lot. Mostly he built bird
houses and things like coat racks, but he built the fence around our
house and he built our garage. | helped him with that. Once, | helped
him build a big tree house for one of our neighbors."

"That's more experience than most of these kids," Hector agreed.

"And | have an idea."

"Yeah?" he said skeptically. "What is it?"

"l was thinking about these braces," she said motioning to the heavy
iron straps that Hector had retrieved from the logging camp. "You are
going to make wooden pegs to hold them to the logs, right? But you
can't get the pegs perfectly round, right? So there's bound to be gaps,
right?"

"Right so far," agreed Hector, humoring the girl.

"l was thinking that, since we don't have any wood glue, we might be
able to use the sap from trees to fill the gaps," she said.

"Now that's an idea, uhE Kathy," answered Hector slowly. He
thought about it. "That is an idea."

"And since the sap is sticky, it might make the bracesstronger. That
would make the wall stronger, right?"

"Si," answered Hector. "That's not a bad idea at all, Kathy."

"I was thinking that if we heated up the sap and then rolled the pegsin
the stuff, it might be easier to cover the whole peg."”

"Damn, that is a good idea," Hector exclaimed enthusiastically. "UhE
sorry."

Kathy gave him asweetsmile. As if | don't hear the Fword every day,
she thought.
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"So can | work with you?" she asked.

"UhE sure. Why not?" he answered. "Tomorrow ['ll explain what I'm
planning to do here. But you might have to carry mud some times," he
cautioned.

"l don't mind," she answered happily. Shewalked with him down to
the dining hall.

The next day Hector sent her exploring for tree sap. Kathy spent most
of the day gathering samples, but at the end of the work period, she was
at the wall with a bottle of water for Hector. That evening, she and Hect-
or whittled pegsand melted saptrying to find a combination that would
be effective as glue.

For the next week they worked closely together. They finished build-
ing the wall, and they discovered that the sap covered pegs worked.
Now that the wall was completed, it was time to dismantle the remain-
ing cabins on the other side of the river, and move them over to the work
site where they would be reassembled on top of the wall and the rock
ledge.

But before they beganto reassemblethe cabins, Hector took the bus up
to the logging camp, and he filled it with old branches,scrap timber, and
the ends of logs. He drove the bus back to the camp, and the kids
stacked this wood into the spacebetween the wall and the ledge. They
would use this lumber for firewood during the winter.

Hector was impressed with Kathy's intelligence and her knowledge of
wood. And shewas a fast learner. He could show her something once,
and shewould quickly understand. He showed her how to place braces
under the floors of the cabins using log posts. She found some string,
and she used it to measure the distancesfor the rest of the posts, thereby
speeding up the work.

He found himself spending alot of time in her company discussing the
construction of the Lodge. Once, when she was scrambling along some
scaffolding that he had built, he told her that she looked like a cat. They
laughed together, and after that he started calling her, Kat.

He liked spending time with Kathy, he realized. He wasn't that much
older than some of the kids, but he didn't feel that he had much in com-
mon with them. Sometimeshe felt lonely. With Kathy, he had someone
to talk to about something that he enjoyed.

And shewas nice. It seemedlike she always had a bottle of water for
him after work. And when he was exceptionally busy and was reluctant
to pause for lunch, she always had a sandwich handy. It was usually
peanut butter and jelly, his favorite.
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"Where are you from?" asked Kathy one afternoon asthey shared their
dinner.

"| was born in Zacatecas,Qeplied Hector. OlnMexico. | worked with
my father who is a carpenter. But there wasn't enough work, and my
parents have five other children. Sowhen | was twenty one, | road the
bus to Ciudad Juarez,and | snuck acrossthe border. From there | made
my way to California. | got a job on this logging crew. They work all
over the west. They needed workers, and they didn't ask questions.
They usually paid us in cash. What about you, Kat. Where do you come
from?"

"I was born in Concord, California. 1 lived in a small place called
Clayton Valley. My Dad told me that it used to be a quiet country area,
but now there are houses everywhere. There's a mountain nearby.
Mount Diablo. It's not that high, and you can drive all the way to the
top. | used to go there with my family, and we would have picnics."

He thought about that one evening after he had retired to his cabin. It
was the last one standing on that side of the river. The others had been
disassembled and reassembledon the wall. He was thinking that Kathy
was unlike the other girls.

The other girls were much sillier, he thought. Shewasn't athletic like
Yuie, but she was strong. She could carry those buckets of mud tire-
lessly. Shewasn't bossy like Desi could be, but if he needed her to super-
vise other kids, she could get the job done.

She wasn't like Erin, of course. Erin had those magnificent breasts.
Kathy was still developing. But she was perfectly formed. And she did
have areally cute face. He liked her lovely blue eyes. He loved the way
those beautiful blond bangs fell down sometimes and covered her face.
Shereally needed a haircut. And once, he had seenher in a towel com-
ing out of the showers. Her legs were exceptional. She certainly had a
cute butt. He could tell from those tight designer jeansthat she was al-
ways wearing. He wondered how it would feel to caressthat cute butt.
He wondered how it would feelE

He was jolted back to reality. What was he thinking? Shewas only
fourteen. And a half. He was twenty three. He couldn't be thinking of
her that way. He sternly told his body to settle down. Way down.

Unfortunately, in the following days, it seemed as if he was more
aware of her physical presencethan ever. And shewas always inadvert-
ently touching him, putting her hand on his shoulder or chestor back, or
leaning back against him when he helped her lift a section of wall.

It started to drive him crazy. Once, when her denim covered bottom
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backed against his groin, he had to take off his cap and hold it over him-
self while pretending to be deep in thought. He began to think that he
would either have to grab her and hold on for dear life, or elseflee back
to the logging camp. At night, in the privacy of his bed, he futilely tried
to think of someone else. He tried being less familiar and more formal
with her. Then, for some reason, she stopped wearing those tight jeans,
and she switched to her skirts. Her short skirts.

One day she was standing on a plank laid across a pair of rough
sawhorses. She asked him to help her while she rebolted a section of
cabin wall. Obligingly, he stood behind her, and he gripped the plank
firmly to steadyit. He felt a sudden gust of wind, and suddenly the rear
of her little short skirt flew up to her waist. During the day, her panties
had worked themselves up between her cheeks. There, before him, was
presented the most wonderful twin moons that it had ever beenhis priv-
ilege to behold. Apparently shedid not know what had happened. She
continued to concentrate on the bolt. Startled, he almost pulled the
plank out from under her.

As soon as she finished, he excused himself and went to ChiefOs
Headquarters to seeMike. Johnand Desi happened to be there. Hector
told Mike that Kathy might be better off working in some other capacity.

"She's not doing her work?" asked Mike.

“No, no, her work is just fine. Better than fine. She's good at
everything she tries."

"Is she causing a problem on the crew?"

"Uh, no, not exactly."

"So, it's because she has the hots for you?" guessed Mike.

Hectors jaw dropped. "What did you say?"

"Gee, Hector," said Mike in an exasperatedtone of voice. "I'm about
the most clueless guy here when it comesto the girls, and even | knew
that Kathy wants to be your girlfriend." John and Desi broke into
laughter.

"Oh," said Hector feeling very foolish and somewhat disgruntled.

“Talk to her, Hector," suggested Desi.

"Yeah, dude," said John. "Women are hard enough to figure out when
they do talk to you. When they don't, well, guys can't figure out shit."

“No kidding," agreed Mike. Desi just laughed.

Hector started to leave.

"Hector, it's okay to be her boyfriend, but don't forget the rules,"
warned Mike.

"She's a kid, Chief," Hector growled. "I wouldn't touch her."
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Hector went back to the job site. He didn't know what to say to
Kathy. The other kids left. He and Kathy were alone. Abruptly he said,
“I'm too old for you, Kat."

Kathy stopped what shewas doing. Sheturned to look at Hector. She
had a serious look on her face,and she didn't pretend not to know what
he was talking about.

"| know that would betrue in the old world, Hector,Osaid Kathy. OBut
| don't think that's true in this world."

"ButE " He tried to think of something to say, but it seemedthat his
brain had ceased to function.

“I'm sorry if | make you feel bad, Hector," she said mournfully.
"Jeez."He put one arm around her neck, and he drew her closeto him.
"Kat, | just worry that it would be better for you to have someone closer

to your age."

She put her arms around him, and she leaned her head against his
chest. For a minute they stood there, and then Kathy said, "Hector?"

"Yes, Kat?"

"Can | wear your cap?"she asked quietly. Sheheld her breath. After
a moment, Hector sighed, took his cap off, and placed it on Kathy's
head. Grinning, she stepped back and reversed the brim.

"Can | tell the other girls that you're my boyfriend? Please!Please!"
she begged. "They'll be so jealous."

He smiled an exasperated smile. "Okay, go ahead."

"Yes!" she squealed, and she threw herself back into his arms. They
stood like that for a few minutes enjoying the feel of each other, and
then, linking arms, they started walking down to the dining hall.

"So, do you prefer me in jeans or in skirts?" Kathy asked mischiev-
ously.

“If | seeyou working in that skirt again, I'm gonna smack your butt,"
warned Hector.

"Yes, sir," responded Kathy demurely.

"And don't think we're going to do anything more than hold hands,"
grumbled Hector.

"I know the rules," responded Kathy. | can't wait until | get a taste of
your tongue, she thought. | hope you like mine.

For the most part, the kids took the news of Hector and Kathy good
naturedly. Of course, being teenagersthey had to razz them. Late the
next day, Erin and her friends were sitting in their favorite spot under
the wall.

"That Kathy," grumbled one girl. "l said | wanted him first."
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“No you didn't," disagreed another girl. "You just said that he was
cute. I'm the one who said that | wanted him for my boyfriend."

“No, you said maybe you wanted him for your boyfriend."

OErin,why do you think that Kathy wants Hector for her boyfriend?0
ask a girl. OHe doesnOtseem like he would be her type. She always
seemed to be afraid of older guys.O

Erin thought about it. OMaybefear is the reason,Oshe answered. OItOs
hard not to be scaredwhen we stop and think about our situation.O The
other girls nodded. OMaybe she feels safer when heOs around.O
"That Kathy," grumbled the first girl again.

Erin smiled. "Don't blame Kathy becauseshetook a chance. We know
what a chicken she used to be. Shedecided to be brave for once." Way
to go, Kathy, she said to herself.

When the first row of rooms was finished, Hector used the fork lift to
move the next group of floors up to the second level. This meant that
both boys and girls were sleeping in the dining hall. It was very
crowded, and they had very little privacy. Most of the girls had pajamas
that covered them, but some had to borrow heavy shirts from the boys to
be decent. Mike kicked the girls out of ChiefOsHeadquarters, and he re-
claimed his space for the first time in weeks.

Once the second group of floors was installed, Mike allowed the girls
to occupy the first floor. There was still very little privacy, but at least,
except for John, there were no boys around. The one safety rule that
Mike required was that anyone not working on the lodge had to stay out
of the construction area during the day.

By the end of the first week of September,the rooms were done. Hect-
or had built a parapet with rails along the edge of the upper rooms, and
he built ladders that the kids would useto accessthe secondfloor. Hect-
or used the cabin canvastops to screenthe individual rooms. Now they
had to build a roof.

Hector had already vetoed the idea of laying the logs from the front of
the rooms to the ground above the cave. Instead he used a scissorsma-
chine to raise four combinations of three logs tied together to be columns
that ran from the floor of the caveto the ceiling of the cave. The middle
log was a little shorter than the others, so that a space was created
between the outer logs. Then alog was run between the spaces,so that it
becamea beam. Once Hector was satisfied that the columns and beams
were stable, he used a block and tackle to position logs from the top of
the rooms to the top of the beam. He covered these logs with black
plastic, and then he laid a layer of smaller logs over it. It was certainly
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not airtight, and there was a large gap between the beamsand the ceiling
of the cave so that smoke could escape,but it was close enough to retain
most of the heat from a central fire. Hector was worried that there
would betoo much smoke in the lodge, but by using only old wood they
kept it manageable. Hector used the rest of the black plastic roll to insu-
late the outer walls of the cabins as best he could.

"Will it leak?" Mike asked dubiously as he studied the roof.

"Hell, yes, it will leak," answered Hector. "But it will get us by for the
winter. Next year I'll make wood shingles. That should stop most of the
leaks."

Jacob had gone hunting, and he killed a deer at the beginning of
September. Mike found ajig saw in his tool chest,and they used it to cut
the deer into piecesthat they could store in the freezer. Someof the kids
were reluctant to eatthe venison, but most of them were glad to have the
meat once they had a taste of it.

Mike wanted to savethe canned food for aslong aspossible, so he sent
out parties to hunt for rabbits, to catch birds, and to look for eggsin their
nests. He allowed them to usethe bows and arrows and their spearsbut
not the firearms. He usually sentthem in teams of four. In late Septem-
ber, Mike sent Howard on a hunting trip. With Howard were Eric, and
the twins, Kevin and Nathan.

"Go east along the river for a day and a half," ordered Mike. Then
spend the rest of the day, and until noon on the next day, hunting. Then
start back. Look around. Seewhat the areais like." Mike was not hop-
ing for a lot of success. His real purpose was for the members of the
hunting party to get acclimated to the wild. He thought that they
needed kids other than Jacobto be comfortable in the mountains and in
the forest.

Once the hunting party had left, Mike went to talk to Hector. "I told
Jacobthat | would checkon Mrs. Brown. Take Eric and Jacoband go see
how she's doing."

Hector and the boys rode the pickup to the farm, stopping a safedistance
away. Mary met them with her shotgun.

"Hello, Mrs. Brown," called Jacob.

"Hello, again, Jacob," she replied. "Who's that with you?"

“This is Eric from my camp and this is Hector; he's from the logging
place." Our Chief sent us to seeif you needed any help or maybe some
food. We can share some."

She hesitated. The boys were okay, but the man worried her. "Well,
come on in, then." The trio from the camp spent the morning looking
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over her place. They discussed swapping rice and dry cereal for pota-
toes and milk. The farm lady milked her cow every day, and her cow
produced more than she and her children needed.

"I've got two big freezers so | could freeze the milk. It's not as good
frozen asit is fresh, and it's good for only a few weeks, but it will do in a
pinch. | can send some butter, too. I've got a lot of that."

"Wow," said Eric. "You can make butter? Real butter, not margarine?"
Mary nodded. "Do you have, like, a churn that you use to make the but-
ter? Do you have to pump it up and down?" Eric asked eagerly.

Mary laughed. "Fraid not, Eric. | use a blender and ice to make but-
ter. | wish | could offer you more, but my husband was supposed to
pick up our supplies for the summer. Except for milk and butter, the
freezers are pretty empty."

Eric was especially interested in the solar room which could only be
accessedfrom the barn. Mary had filled buckets with dirt, and she was
growing cucumbers and tomatoes on trellises.

"Why do you have all these barrels of water in here?" Eric asked.

"I wondered about that too, when my husband, Davis, put these fifty
five gallon drums in here. He said that water losesheat slowly. He was
right. It can be zero degreesoutside, and if we have a sunny day; it will
be too warm to stay in here without opening the door to the barn. And if
we shut the door before the sun goesdown, these barrels will warm this
room for a long time."

Eric had a sudden idea. "Hector, could we move the solar panels from
the dining hall to the roof of the Lodge."

"Yes, | could do that. But why? The roof of the Lodge is too high to
use gravity to supply the water."

Eric was thinking. "What about making a closed system? What if we
used the solar water pump from ChiefOsHeadquarters to circulate hot
water to barrels inside the Lodge? Wouldn't that keep the Lodge warm-
er?"

Hector was struck by the thought. "You're right, amigo. It would help
a lot. And at night the solar pump will automatically shut down. The
hot water in the barrels will stay there. We wouldn't have to burn so
much wood. We could savewood, and it would not be assmoky. But, |
don't think there are any usable barrels at the logging camp. | know
there's a few in the storage room that we have for our recycles, but they
don't have tops like these barrels."

Mary was listening. "l could lend you four barrels,” she said. "That
would help a little. My problem is going to be wading out here in the
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snow to milk our cow. We have a solar milking machine, but it still re-
guires someoneto attach it to the cow. My husband always did that in
the winter. And when the sun doesn't shine, | have to milk the cow by
hand."

"I wish | could come up and help you, Mary," said Hector. "But we
have to save the gasoline. | don't think that we are going to get any-
more."

"There'll be lots of times when the snow will be so deep that you
couldn't even make it through, Hector," said Mary. The trio returned to
the camp after eating lunch at the farm.

"Sounds like you had a successfulvisit,” said Mike when they repor-
ted. "l hope Howard's group does as well."

Meanwhile, Howard led his party up the small river. It was much
smaller now. In some placesit could be waded through, even along the
section by the camp. They had to be careful though. When it rained
hard, it was not uncommon for the small river to become a raging tor-
rent.

It started raining that afternoon. Everyone who attended the camp
had been required to bring a poncho, and Mike had insisted that they
take them on this trip. Now they were glad that he had.

"I guess that's why he's the Chief,” said Kevin grumpily as he
stumbled along the path.

"l wish | was back at the Lodge," complained Nathan.

"You begged Mike to let you come with us," Eric reminded him.

"Yeah, but | didn't know that it was going to rain."

It rained lightly off and on that afternoon, and then stopped just as
they were making camp. Once they were in their makeshift tent it
began raining again, only now it rained much harder. They were thank-
ful that there was no lightning. They passed the night cramped but dry.

Early the next morning, the knocking sounds of a white headed wood
pecker woke them. They continued their journey into the dark green
forest. At noon they stopped to eat, and then they spread out to look for
game. Jacobhad taught them how to make snares. By the end of the
day, they had caught four rabbits and five grouse. They placed their
catch in doubled plastic bags and built a fire. They roasted two of the
rabbits for dinner to save the food that they had brought with them.

Although the wet conditions made them somewhat uncomfortable, it
was fun to sit around the camp fire and talk. It was the usual boy talk,
about animes and games they liked, and about the various attributes,
mostly physical, of girls that they liked. Sometimes they talked about
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their lost homes and families, but this tended to depress them. They
stayed up later than they should have, and then they crawled into their
sleeping bags when it began to rain again.

The next morning it was still raining, and no one was much inclined to
hunt. Still, the cramped conditions in the tent forced the restlessboys to
get out and look around. It was almost noon, and Howard was striking
the tent, when Nathan came running into the area calling, "Howard!
Howard!"

"What is it?" asked Howard.

“There's a lady back there,” Nathan said pointing to where he had
been. "l think she's dead."
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Chapter 6

Howard and Jean

Quickly, Howard called the rest of the boys, and they hurriedly fol-
lowed Nathan. Ten minutes later, they came to a clump of small red-
wood trees. In the midst of the treesthey saw a human form lying face
down on the ground. The long reddish hair indicated that it was, in-
deed, a female.

Howard kneeled by the body, and he turned it over. As he did so, it
let out a painful groan. It was a young woman. Howard noticed right
away that shewas wearing the uniform of a Unites StatesForest Ranger.
Her uniform was filthy and torn. There was a smell about the Ranger as
if she had not bathed in a long time.

One of the redwoods had a partially hollow areaat its base. The boys
carefully moved the young woman into the hollow sothat shewas out of
the rain. There was room for one other person in the hollow, so Howard
crept into the space. He felt helpless. He didn't know what to do.

He said to Eric, "Give me your canteen." Carefully Howard pressed
the canteento the womanOdips, and he let a few drops into her mouth.
Immediately she coughed, and then she tried to raise her head toward
the canteen. Howard tipped the canteena little more, and she began to
drink thirstily. Shetook several swallows, and then she lay back. Her
eyes opened for a moment, and then they closed. She fell asleep.
Howard shook her, forcing her to wake up. He made her drink some
more water, and then he allowed her to lie back and sleep.

"What are we going to do?" asked Eric anxiously.

Howard thought for a moment, and then said, "You three go back to
the camp. Tell Mike what happened. | sure he'll send someoneto help.
I'm going to stay with her. Leave me all the food. Eat the other rabbits
tonight. Try to hurry tomorrow, but be careful. Nathan, Kevin, I'm put-
ting Eric in charge."
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"The Geek s in charge?"questioned Nathan with a dubious glance at
Eric. Kevin grimaced.

Howard's eyes flashed. "Eric was a Spear before | was," he said
fiercely. "If you guys give him any trouble, Mike's gonna kick your
asses,and you'll never get to go out again." The twins turned startled
eyes toward Eric. They had not known that about him.

"Hey, just kidding, Howard," answered Nathan hastily. "We know the
rules." Kevin nodded.

"Better get moving, Eric," said Howard. "Good luck."

"You too," replied Eric. He and the twins quickly vanished back the
way they had come.

When they got back to their gear, Eric changed the plan slightly. "I'm
going to take some food, water and two sleeping bags back to Howard,"
he explained. "You guys are going to have to share a bag tonight."

"All right," the twins said. Eric hurried back to Howard.

Olbrought you two sleeping bags," explained Eric. "YourOsand Kev-
inOs.He and Nathan can share for one night."

"Thanks, man," said Howard gratefully. He had not thought of that.
Eric left the food and water and disappeared again.

Howard turned to the woman. Shewas asleep,and she seemedto be
breathing normally. He wondered if she was just extremely fatigued.
Shewas soaked, of course. There was not enough room to make a fire in
their shelter, and it was raining again outside. He decided to put her in
one of the sleeping bags.

Howard unzipped a sleeping bag, and he positioned it by her feet. He
removed her shoesand socks. He started to tug the sleeping bag over
her legs, but then he stopped. Her pants were soaked. Should he re-
move her pants? He quailed at the thought.

You have to do it, he told himself sternly. You can't put her in the bag
while she's wet. He felt his heart start to pound as he unbuckled her
belt. He hesitated, and then he pulled her pants down. Trying to avoid
looking at her, one by one, he carefully lifted her feet and pulled off her
pants. Next, he unbuttoned her shirt and awkwardly pulled her arms
out of the sleeves. He wondered if shewould suddenly awaken and beat
the crap out of him. Finally, he had her shirt removed. Shewas soaked
to the skin.

Now he faced a terrible dilemma. Should he remove her underwear?
| can't do it, he thought. It's not right. Shewill kill me, or Mike will hang
me. Still, maybe he should. If only it were dark. He looked outside. It
would be hours before darkness setin. He needed to get her warm and
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dry.

He argued with himself for minutes, before he thought. What if it
were me? Would | want her to take off my briefs? He finally decided
that if their positions were reversed, he would want her to get him dry,
however shedid it. Sohe did it. Then hastily he pulled the bag up over
her legs. Then he lifted her using one arm under her back, and he pulled
the bag over her hips. Eventually, he got her all the way into the sleep-
ing bag, so that it was up to her neck.

Howard felt exhausted. He thought he had never worked so hard in
his life. He took off his clothes, climbed into the other bag, and he slept.
When he woke, the sun was low in the sky. It had stopped raining. He
got out of the bag, and he put on his damp clothes. Note to Mike, he
thought. Always take an extra set of clothes on these trips.

Howard crawled out of the tree and stood. He stretched and walked
around for a few minutes. Then it began to rain again, and he crawled
back into the shelter.

The woman began to make waking noises. As he watched, her eyes
fluttered open. She seemeddazed. Howard took a piece of bread and
held it to her lips. She ate it hungrily. He had brought a thermos of
powdered drink which he helped her to drink. That was all the energy
that she could muster. She lay back and fell asleep again.

The sun went down, and it got cold. Howard thought that it was the
coldest night yet. He used his LED flashlight to check on the woman.
She was shivering. Howard thought about climbing into the bag with
her, but there was not enough room for the two of them. It was difficult,
but he managed to unzip both bagsand then zip them together. He was
probably already in alot of trouble anyway he decided, so he took off his
damp clothes except for his briefs, and he got into the combined bags.
He lay there next to her for a few minutes, but she did not stop shiver-
ing. Now thoroughly alarmed, he pulled her into his arms and held her.
Soon, she stopped shivering. Howard felt her relax. Shesighed in her
sleep. Gradually, his eyes closed. He slept.

He awoke in dim light. He was still holding the woman. Trying to be
quiet, he crept out of the bag. He looked out of their shelter. It was still
very cold, but he crawled out, so that he could stand for a moment. His
body was sore, and he felt very tired. He crawled back inside. He
looked at the woman and froze. Her eyeswere open and she was staring
at him.

"Who are you?" she demanded. Another red head, she noted, seeing
his long hair.
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“I'm Howard."

“I'm naked," she said indignantly.

“I'm really really sorry about that,” Howard answered hastily. "You
were really wet. | mean really really soaked. So | thought that |
shouldE " He trailed off.

"You thought that you should take my clothes off. Wasn't that nice of
you?" She scowled at him.

“I'm sorry. | thought that was what | should do."

"Where are they?"

"What?"

"My clothes!"

"UhE look over here. See?| got astick, and | hung them on the stick,
and | leaned it inside this tree. | was hoping they would dry. But they
didn't."

"And my underwear?"

"l put them in your pockets."

Howard could see that she was thinking about that.

"Are there any others with you," she asked suspiciously.

“"Not now. | sentthe others back to the camp to tell the Chief that we
found you. I'm sure that he will send help. You looked kind of sick, so|
stayed with you."

"HmE " She just stared at him.

"Are you hungry?" he asked. "l have some food. What's your name?"

She seemed to relax slightly. "I'm Jean. And yes, please. |IOmvery
hungry." Howard gave her a sandwich, an apple and a can of wieners.
She ate them ravenously, and then she drank a bottle of water.

"I've got more," said Howard. "But maybe you should wait for a little
while before you eat again. Do you have any food?"

"Not for three days now. | managed to get water. Where did you find
me?" asked Jean.

"Right here, outside this tree. | didn't want to move you, so we put
you in here. Then | sent the other three for help."

"How soon will they be back?" she asked.

"They will get back to our camp late today. | imagine that the Chief
will send someonetomorrow. They should be here the day after tomor-
row."

Time enough to obtain some information, Jeanthought. There is time
enough to decide whether or not | should get the hell away from here. If
he is not lying to me.

“Tell me about your camp," said Jean.

81



SoHoward talked about the camp. He told her about the Lodge that
they were building. He kept mentioning someone he called, the Chief,
which she took to be the man in charge.

At one point, she heard Howard mutter, "I hope he doesn't hang me
for this." Her heart raced when she heard that. She feared the worst.

"You don't mean that, do you?" she asked. "He wouldn't really hang
you, would he? | mean,it's not like he has actually hanged someone,has
he?"

Howard looked at her. "Yes," he replied seriously. "He did hang a
man. And | helped him. But the man killed two of our people, and he
raped two of our girls. But no, | know he won't hang me. He might be
pissed at me though."

Damn it, thought Jean. What have | got myself into? "Sowhat will he
do to you?" she asked.

"I don't know," said Howard darkly. "Maybe have the Spearssmack
me around some. Serve's me right, | guess, for taking off your clothes."

Jeanstared at him in surprise. "He might have you smacked around
for taking off my clothes?" she asked.

"Maybe. He's got pretty strict rules where girls are concerned.”

“Is he the only one who decides, or will the majority rule?"

"Oh, he'sin charge. There's no doubt about that. But he usually asks
other people for their opinion. He's got, like, a council of people that he
always asks. I'm in it. Most of us are the Spears. We get a vote on lots of
things. And our girlfriends get a vote usually. And a couple of girls are
on the Council, too," explained Howard.

"So your girlfriend gets a vote becauseshe's your girlfriend,” stated
Jean.

“That's right. Not that | have a girlfriend,” added Howard. And [I'll
probably never have one after this, he thought gloomily.

Male dominated society, thought Jean. Typical of what happens when
civilization reverts to a more primitive situation. But it doesn't sound
too bad. They seemto have a brute of a man controlling them, but it
sounds like it's not a total dictatorship. At leasthe asksfor varying opin-
ions. Maybe | can live there until | feel better. And maybe | can use this
kid.

"You know," began Jean. "l don't have to tell the Chief that you took
off my clothes."

"Really?" Howard perked up. "You're not mad at me for that?"

“Not really. It was in a good cause,| suppose,” said Jeanmagnanim-
ously.
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"Oh, thank you," responded Howard. "You know," he continued
eagerly, "I was thinking that | could make a fire and dry out your panE |
mean your underwear. At least you could wear them."

Jeanblinked. "At least," she agreed. By noon, Howard had delivered
a dry pair of panties and her bra to Jean.

"UhE they got a little singed," he explained with a sheepish look.

Jean took her scorched underwear, looked at them and sighed.
"They'll have to do," she said sadly. "Could youE ," she pointed to the
entrance to their shelter.

"Oh, sure," said Howard, and he quickly crawled out of the tree.
Jeanput on her underwear. At least they were warm from the fire.
She crawled over to her other clothes, and she felt them. Too wet, she
decided. Much, too wet. Shethought about it and shrugged, and then
she crawled out of the tree. Howard was standing by the fire. He

glanced at her, and then he quickly looked away.

"It's okay, Howard," Jeansaid. "We're going to be spending the day to-
gether, soit's no use trying to avoid looking at me. Sotake a good look
right now, and get over it.O

Nervously, Howard looked at her, swiftly moving his eyes up and
down. Then he stared into her eyesand exclaimed, "Wow, you're beauti-
full"

Jeanalmost laughed, but she kept her composure and replied politely,
"Thank you." Shehad no doubt that Howard would think that any wo-
man under the age of thirty would be beautiful, if she were dressed only
in her panties and bra.

Howard looked away. Well, that was dumb, he thought. She'sprob-
ably been told a million times that she's beautiful, and by a lot cooler
guys than me.

Howard gave Jeanmore food, and Jeanquickly wolfed it down. She
was feeling better than she had in along time, exceptthat she felt the be-
ginning of a headache.

It was warmer, but Jeanwas feeling chilled, so she crawled into the
shelter, and then into the sleeping bag. Howard followed her into the
shelter. Jean looked around.

"Sowhere's your sleeping bag?"she asked. Howard looked at her, and
he blushed. Jean's eyes narrowed. She looked at her bag more carefully.

“This is a double bag," she stated. "Where did you sleep last night,
Howard?"

"You were cold! You were shivering. | didn't know what else to do."

"So you thought that it would be a good idea to share bags, huh?
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Share body heat? With a helpless naked woman?"

"You're not going to tell the Chief, are you?" asked Howard feeling
doomed.

Jean glared at him. "Were you naked, too?"

“No! | kept my briefs on."

"Your briefs." Jean thought about that. "All right. It's our secret then."

“Thanks, Jean,"replied Howard with a sigh of relief. Howard wished

he wasnOt so tense and nerdy in JeanOs presence.
Jeanand Howard talked some more, but eventually her aching head
made her want to sleep again. Sheclosed her eyes,but after a while, she
realized that she was not really warm. How can | get warm, she
thought? She winced.

"Howard," shecalled. He was just outside, and he quickly crawled in-
to the shelter.

"Jean, what is it. Are you okay?"

"Howard, I'm cold."

"Oh. 10m sorry, but there's no room to make a fire in here."

"Howard."

"Yeah?"

"Get in the bag."

Howard stared at her. Then he smiled. For some reason he didnOtfeel
quite as dumb now. "You want me to get in the sleeping bag?"

"Got it on the first guess."

"With you?"

"Smart man."

"While you're wearing nothing but your underwear?"

"What? Do you want me to get naked again?" she exclaimed. "Get in
the bag!"

Howard started to get into the bag.

"Take your clothes off, first," said Jean wearily.

Howard paused, looked at her, and then he removed all his clothes ex-
cept for his briefs. He got in the bag. They lay stiffly side by side.

“I'm not warm yet," muttered Jean.

“Lift up," said Howard. Jeanlifted her upper body, and then Howard
put his right arm under her shoulders. He pulled her on to him, so that
her face was lying in the crook of his arm against his chest. He realized
that she was somewhat shorter than him. He realized that he didn't feel
doomed any longer. In fact, he felt good. He felt damn good.

"Are you warmer?" he asked.

"Uh huh,"” shereplied drowsily. Shefell asleep. After alittle while, he
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did too.

Slowly, Jeanrealized that she was awake. She had trouble remember-

ing where she was until, lifting her head; she looked into the face of the
young man sleeping next to her. Shefelt hot, and groggy. It seemedto
her as if she was in some kind of dreamlike state.
For a moment, she wondered if she was dead, if she had died after she
had fallen, tired, worn out from two months of living in the forest, and
terribly hungry. Sheremembered the rain beating down on her back.
Sheremembered trying to rise and then failing. After that, she had ac-
cepted that she would die there beneath the trees. She went into her
head, into a peaceful place. Her only regret was that she would never
know what had happened to the world.

But no, shethought. Shewas not dead. This kid named Howard had
found her. Had brought her backto life. Had fed her, and had given her
water. Had sheltered her, and had warmed her. A warm feeling of grat-
itude flowed through her. Shesmiled at the sleeping boy. What the hell,
she thought? So, what if he had seen her naked?

"You deserved it, Babe," she whispered. "You saved my life."

The whisper woke Howard. He opened his sleepy eyesto seethe wo-
man smiling at him. Then, to his surprise, she pulled his face close, and
she kissed him. Sheslid her tongue into his mouth, explored, and then
withdrew.

"Hi," she said cheerfully.

"Uh, hi," he responded.

"That's for saving my life," she added.

"Oh. You're welcome," he said. He was suddenly aware of her semi
nudity. His body responded. Shelaughed. He blushed, and he tried to
maneuver slightly.

"Don't worry about it, Babe,"she said dreamily. Howard looked at her
closely. He put a hand to her forehead.

"You're burning up!" he exclaimed.

"Yeah, it is hot," she murmured, and then she complained, "My head
hurts." A chill went through the boy. Shewas sick. Shewas sick, and
there was nothing that he could do about it. He got out of the sleeping
bag and retrieved his wet shirt. He pressedthe shirt to her forehead. He
opened the bag, even though she complained, and he let in some air, try-
ing to cool her down.

Slowly, through the day, Jean seemed to worsen. The only thing
Howard could do was to bathe her hot body with his wet shirt. That
night was the darkest point for Howard since he had realized that he
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would never again seethe grandparents who had raised him. Jeanwas
not quite delirious, but in somekind of dream state where she alternated
between thanking him for saving her life and then complaining that he
had. He found himself begging her to live.

When morning came, Howard decided that they could not stay in the
tree another night. He had to get Jeanto the others. He thought that if
they walked back towards the camp, they might meet the rescue party
before sundown.

When Jeanwoke, he told her his plan. Shewas dubious, but she said
that she felt better. He rolled up the sleeping bags, and he tied them to
his backpack. Then he realized that, although his clothes had dried, her
clothes were still wet. He debated having her wear them anyway, but fi-
nally, he made her put on his pants and shirt. He had to roll up the
sleeves, but he made it work.

Shecomplained about having to wear his clothes, and she insisted on
wearing her own, but he used rough language with her; told her that,
like it or not, she was going to wear his clothes and to shut up. Shedid,
and he was surprised at her passiveness,until he realized that it was a
reflection of how sick she was. Walking slowly, he wearing only his
briefs and boots, they left the shelter of the redwood tree.

They stopped frequently, but by noon she was exhausted. They
crawled into the sleeping bags for two hours, and then he asked her if
she could continue. Gamely she stood, and they continued their difficult
journey. That afternoon, they had to stop sooner and rest longer. At the
end, with two hours to go until sundown, Jeanfell down. Shecould not
go any farther.

"Go on, Babe," she mumbled. "You can come back for me."

Howard was frantic. He got down on his knees, and he forced her to
get onto his back. Then, stumbling occasionally, he made his way down
the trail, her arms wrapped around his neck, his hands under her legs.

"You don't give up, do you, Babe," she whispered.

"My grandparents taught me to be stubborn, | mean determined," he
replied. He heard a little laugh.

"How old are you?" she asked sleepily.

"Seventeen. | had a birthday in August. How old are you?"

"Twenty four. I've been a Forest Ranger for two years. Do you think
that this Big Chief of yours will let me stay at your camp? |0llbe another
mouth to feed."

"l think so. Of course, he will. What should I tell him about you?"

“Tell Big Chief that I'm your long lost girlfriend. Girlfriends get to
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vote, huh?" murmured Jean.
"Yes. All right, I'll tell him that you're my girlfriend. But | have to

warn you. | was raised to be a very traditional man. I'll expectto be
obeyed."
Shelet out a soft snort. "Dream on. Tell you what. I'll obey you one

time. Only once, but whatever you tell me I'll do."

"Yeah, right," scoffed Howard.

"No, I'm serious. My word is good, and I'm giving you my word. One
time. Whenever. Use it wisely." Jean slumped on his back.

They made their way down the trail until dark, and then they
stopped. Howard was exhausted and defeated. He strained to listen for
the sound of voices, but he heard nothing. They found shelter of a sort
under an overhanging cliff. As they were unrolling their bagsit started
to snow. They zipped their bagstogether, and they snuggled together.
Jean had improved during the day, but now she seemed to worsen
again. Howard held Jeanclose and prayed, and then he fell asleep.
Gradually a sprinkle of snow covered the tops of their heads.

That is how Jacob found them early the next morning.

Urgently he shook them. The smaller red head opened her bleary eyes
and blinked them. "Hi, | 'm Howard's girlfriend," she said.

Jacob considered that. "You just met him," he replied.

"Never judge the depth of arelationship by the length of its existence,"
she lectured. She yawned and went back to sleep.

Jacobsaw that Howard was waking. Howard looked at Jacoband
gave a start. "Jean!" he exclaimed.

"Your girlfriend is okay, | think," said Jacob. OShewoke up, but then
she went back to sleep. Found them!" This was called out to the rest of
the rescue party hurrying up the path.

Howard saw Ralph, Rasul, Ahmad and Yuie. Quickly, they provided
thermoses of warmed water to Howard and Jean. Then they placed Jean
on a stretcher that Hector had made from tree limbs and a blanket.
Howard leaned on Yuie as the other four boys carried Jeanback down
the mountain. The sky had cleared during the night. It was still cold,
but Mike had thought to send a fresh set of clothes, including two pairs
of socks, for Howard.

"Who is she," asked Ralph as they walked.

"Howard's girlfriend," answered Jacob.

Jeanwoke the next day in a comfortable bed. By the light, she could
tell that it was well into the morning. Shewas bone tired. Her muscles
ached when she sat up. Shesaw a short silent sandy haired young boy
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and a slightly taller black haired Asian girl staring at her.

"Where am 1?" she asked.

"This is the ChiefOsHeadquarters," the girl said. Jeanthought about
that, and then her eyes narrowed.

"And is this the Big Chief's bed?" she asked sharply.

"UmE . yes," came the reply.

"Listen,” Jean said seriously. Ol want you to tell Big Chief that |
already have a boyfriend. Howard." Shefell back and closed her eyes.
The two kids looked at one another.

Jeansuddenly sat up again. "And tell Big Chief that Howard and |
have already done it. Three times." Shelay back down and closed her
eyes.

"UmE gee," said the girl to the boy who was scowling.

Jeansat up again. "And tell Big Chief that I'm probably pregnant.”
She lay back down, and presently she began to snore.

The boy motioned for the girl to follow him out of the building. "Get
Howard," he said.

“"Now don't be hasty, Chief," said the girl.

"Get Howard. Now!"

"Yes, sir," the girl muttered, and she fled.

Howard appeared with Yuie a few minutes later.

"Did you do it with that woman while she was sick?" demanded Mike.

"Oh, Howard!" exclaimed Yuie.

"What? No! No, | didn't do anything except take off all her clothes!"

"Oh, Howard!" repeated Yuie.

Howard felt his stomach. "I think I'm going to be sick," he moaned.
Mike and Yuie sprang away as Howard leaned forward and vomited.

Jeanwoke a few times that day. She began to feel much better. The
boy was usually around. Shewondered if Big Chief had assigned him
the role of helping her. Or maybe he was guarding her. Was she a pris-
oner? Big Chief had not appeared yet, and she was getting anxious. She
slept well that night, and the following morning she woke refreshed.
Mike, she had learned the boys name, was sitting at the desk.

"So, | hear that Big Chief is a real tough guy, Mike," she said casually
to the boy, trying to probe for some information.

The boy looked at her. "He's not so bad. If you don't count the times
we have to stand under freezing cold water for punishment. And, of
course, the beatings hurt some, but we're tough. We can take it."

Jeanwas shocked. And then it got worse. Sheheard a moan from the
loft. "What's that!" she demanded asthe hair stood up on the back of her
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neck.

There was a look of pity on Mike's face. "Poor guy. He made Big
Chief mad." Jean heard another moan.

"Jeez,"exclaimed Jean. | am SOL, she thought. The next moment she
heard a knock, and then a man opened the door and came into the cab-
in. He looked directly at Mike.

"Chief, | got the four barrels from Mrs. Brown,O he said. OShesays
thanks for the food that we sent, and she sent back a truckload of pota-
toes and some beets. | guessshe had a good crop this year." The man
looked at Jean. "Hi. | hear you're Howard's new girlfriend. I'm Hector."

"Thanks, Hector," said Mike. "If that idea Eric has for a solar heating
system works it will be a lot nicer in the Lodge during the winter. I'm
sending Jacobback up there to try and kill a deer for her. That should
stock those freezers of hers."

"Yes, that will be nice, amigo," answered the man. "Which reminds
me. Kat has finished the platform for the Porta Potties. She'll drill a
starting hole and cut out the spacesfor the toilets today. | need the jig
saw."

Jeanwatched as the boy retrieved a jig saw from a large tool chest.
The man and the boy talked for a few more minutes, and then the man
left.

The boy looked at Jeanwho was glaring at him. "Freezing cold water,
huh? Beatings, huh?" she asked sarcastically."So, you are Big Chief?"

Mike giggled. "Just, Chief," he replied. A moan came from above.

"Who's that?" demanded Jean.

“That's Howard," said Mike. "Whatever you had, he caught.”

"Damn!" Jeansprang out of bed. Shewas wearing a manOdong shirt,
so shedidn't bother putting on her dry pants before she climbed the lad-
der. She found Howard lying on a futon.

"Howard," she asked anxiously. "Are you okay?"

Howard opened his dull eyes. "Oh, hi, Baby," he greeted her. "I'm
fine." He looked like a sick dog. "I'm glad you're better."

Jeanleaned back on her calves and sighed. "Yeah, I'm better. Thanks
to you." Howard closed his eyes and slept.

Howard was sick for two days. Whenever he woke, Jeanwas usually
at his side. Sometimes, Mike shooed her out and when he did, Jeanex-
plored the camp, marveling at the things thesekids and one man had ac-
complished. The rough Lodge amazed her.

Everywhere she went, kids would whisper behind her back, "That's
Howard's girlfriend.” Some of the girls clearly were not happy about
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that. Jean wondered whether she should deny or confirm the rumor.

Once, when she was up in the loft, shereferred to their long walk. "I
still can't believe you were only wearing a pair of briefs and your boots,
Howard," she marveled. "You must have been freezing."

“It's not like | could fit into your clothes, Jean," he replied.

They fell into a comfortable silence for a few minutes, and then Jean
murmured, "You're something else, kid"

Howard looked up at her. "I'm not a kid, Jean. Not anymore."

"Yes, that's true," she acknowledged sadly. "You're not a kid. | think
that's what pisses me off most about this situation. You kids should be
hanging at the mall, playing computer games, and trying to decide how
to ask a girl to the prom."

“Instead of trying to decide how to get you naked again?" Howard
asked with a grin.

"You!" Jean smacked him on the head.

"Owww!" yelped Howard.

"Oh shit, I'm sorry, Howard. Dammit!"

Gingerly Howard rubbed his head, and then he asked, "So, do you
think | will ever get to see you naked again?"

Jean sighed. "Maybe. But don't rush me."

"All right." Howard took her hand. "I can wait.O

When Howard felt better, he left ChiefOdHeadquarters. He was eager

to seewhat had been accomplished in the last week. Hector had been
busy. He had walled the narrow spacesbetween the old cabins and the
edges of the cave. On the west side, he had framed an opening for a
door, and then he filled it with the door that had beenused to carry Jack-
ieOsody. Presently, Hector was working on what Eric called a closed
solar heating system, whatever that meant.
Howard was slightly unnerved by the sight of nine of their ten Porta Pot-
ties sitting on the two cabin floors that had not been used to build the
Lodge. The mobile outhouses had been moved just west of the Lodge,
but they were close enough that they could be reached in secondsfrom
the door of the Lodge.

"How are we going to empty the Porta Potties in winter," he asked. He
had helped Hector and some of the other kids empty them into a gulch
just above the fog, soon after Hector's appearance.

"We're not," replied Kathy. "I removed the tanks and the bottoms from
the Porta Potties and cut holes in the floors under each Porta Potty."

Stunned, Howard stared at Kathy. "No!" he said.

"Yep, the stuff will go right on the ground under the floor. That way
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we should be good for all winter. It'll be frozen until spring, and then
covering it will be a really smelly chore. | wouldn't break many rules
this winter if | were you."

"Where's the last Porta Potty?"

"ItOsin the bottom room closestto the door. It's next to the outside
wall, and Hector draped some of the cabin canvasto screenit. It's for
night emergenciesonly. There's a hole in that floor too, and below it is
one of the recycle bins. Hopefully it will stay frozen for most of the
winter. Don't forget. Night emergenciesonly,” she advised. "The rest of
that cabin is for washing, since we won't have the showers. We'll collect
snow in buckets, and hope that it melts. | bet we all stink by March."

The camp got a heavy snowfall afew days later. It was October now,
and it was time to make the last preparations for winter. The water lines
were drained in the dining hall and in ChiefOsHeadquarters. Hector at-
tended to the fluids in the machinery. Jacobkilled three more deer.
They kept two and delivered one to Mary Brown's freezer.

The solar heating system was working. Hector had scraped together

every piece of pipe that he could find, even scavenging some from the
buildings at the logging camp and from the dining hall.
Eric placed the barrels at the entrance to the smaller offshoot cave to re-
duce the size of the entrance to the small cave. If it becamedangerously
cold in the Lodge, the plan was to gather everyone in the small cave.
There would be too many of them in there for the amount of air that
could circulate, but it would let them survive for a day before the carbon
dioxide level rose too high.

Mike had one last idea. He asked Hector to talk to Mrs. Brown, and
she agreed to his proposal. He thought about the various members of
their tribe, and then he went to talk to Ralph. He and Ralph would nev-
er be good friends, but after Jackie'sdeath they had reached a modus op-
erendi, so Ralph listened respectfully to Mike's idea.

"You want me to live at Mary Browns house this winter?" he asked.

"Yes,and | want you to take four kids with you. | want them to be the
youngest kids. It'll belesscrowded in that house if you take the smallest
kids. For starters, take the twins," said Mike.

"And which girls?" asked Ralph.

“That's up to you," replied Mike. "Try to pick two that can get along
well with the twins."

"Kylie and Paige then, | guess. I'll talk to them. You tell the twins,"
replied Ralph.

Ralph went to seethe girls. "Mike wants some of us to spend the

91



winter at Mary Brown's house. I'm going, and the twins are going. |
would like you to come too."

"Why us?" asked Paige. Shewas a small twelve year old girl, aswas
Kylie. They were good friends. Both were from Tonopah, Nevada.

"Because you get along with the twins so well," replied Ralph.

Kylie wrinkled her nose. "Not that well," she said. "They are both
dorks."

"You get along with them better than the other girls," responded Ral-
ph. "And Mrs. Brown will probably let you bake cookies." Paige looked
at Kylie. That was a good reason. Both girls liked to bake pastries.

"Okay," they chorused.

Mike talked to the twins, and they were agreeableto the move. The
day they left, he gathered the five and talked to them.

"You are going to be guestsof Mrs. Brown, so do what she says. And do
what Ralph says. I'll see you guys in the spring."

Suddenly Mike realized that he didn't want them to go. They were his
people! They belonged with him! He swallowed the lump in his throat,
and he hugged the girls. He fist bumped with the twins. Then he turned
to Ralph.

"Take care of them," he said. "Take care of yourself. Good luck, Ral-

ph.
Ralph shook his hand. "I will. Good luck to you too, Chief." The two
former foes laughed. The boys got into the bed of the pickup, and the
girls squeezedinto the cab with Hector. With a last wave to Mike, they
were off.

The food, exceptfor the items in the freezer, was moved to the Lodge.
All of their supplies and personal items were moved. The ChiefOs
Headquarters was stripped of everything that they could use. The bed
and the desk were brought into the Lodge and put in one of the down-
stairs rooms. Mike felt awkward using an entire room, but the con-
sensus of the tribe was that he needed a private room to hold meetings.

Mike was willing to give John and Desi their own room, but he was
privately relieved when they told him that they had agreed to share the
room with Howard and Jean. That left five available rooms. Mike gave
the girls all four rooms on the upper level. Mike decided to give the two
couples the room furthest from the door. He took the next one, and left
the last one for six of the remaining nineteen boys. The rest of the boys
were housed in the small cave.

Mike felt bad about not giving Hector a private room, but Hector as-
sured him that it was not necessary. He would be the cave room boss,
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Hector added. The only one who was really unhappy about the living
arrangements was Kathy who definitely thought that Hector needed his
own room.

"Can't you screen off part of the cave, at least?" she asked.

"Why would Hector want to do that?" asked Mike, puzzled at her re-
guest. Kathy glanced sideways at Hector who was frowning at her.

"WellE ," she began.

"Chica, | agreed that we could make out," interrupted Hector. "Don't
push it." Kathy just pouted for a while.
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Chapter 7

Winter in the Lodge

The kids were allowed to come and go as they pleased. Mike sent
out afew more hunting parties, although they were receiving more snow
than rain now. Mike cautioned the leaders, Jacoband Howard, not to go
too far. Now that everything was in place, he was anxious that there
should be no injuries. Sofar they had beenlucky. Exceptfor Howard's
adventure, the only medical problems had been scrapes and bruises.
Everyone that had beeninvited to the camp had beenrequired to bring a
tube of Neosporin, so they had plenty.

Mike asked Erin to dream up some ways to entertain the tribe during the
long months ahead. Erin formed a social committee made up exclusively
of girls. The committee began by asking each of the campers what kinds
of talents they had. By the time it becametoo cold to play outside, the
committee was prepared with a variety of activities.

When it got cold enough outside, they would move their large chest
freezers to a level place just outside the door, and pack snow on top of
the food. The freezers held three deer along with other items. Bags of
potatoes, rice, dry cereal, powdered milk, and flour were stashed under
the floors of the bottom rooms along with the canned goods from the
logging camp. Mike hoped they had enough. He wondered if Jacob
might be able to get one more deer. He wondered how long the road
would be open to Mary Brown's house, so that they could restock their
butter. Mike's first meeting in his new quarters concerned their food
stocks.

"So, are we going to make it, Yuie?" he asked.

"Well, our original supplies are just about gone except for some rice,
cereal, flour, and powdered milk. Switching to water in July helped a
lot. We used up the stuff that we found in the biker's shack and the RV.
We used up the first deer that Jacobkilled, but we have three more in the
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freezers. We have twenty bags of potatoes and ten bags of beets that
Mrs. Brown sent, plus those jars of pickles. And we have lots and lots of
her winter squash.

OAnd we have the stuff from the logging camp. They had supplies for
twenty people for six months. Most of it is canned stuff, like beef stew,
vegetables,and beans. There are some apples and pears left, but we ate
all the oranges. There alot of lemons, but they are all wrinkled. We plan
to use them to make lemonade. That should provide some vitamin C.
OWeare rationing food, and we eat lessthan big men, so | think the stuff
from the logging camp will last about four months. With that, the deer
and the veggies from Mrs. Brown, | think we can make our food last for
about five months. We could go a little longer if we rationed a little
more."

"It's almost November," said Mike. "Sowe can make it until the end of
March. We will be getting hungry after that."

"Mrs. Brown will try to grow lettuce and chard in her solar room this
winter," said Hector. And she'sgoing to try to grow cucumbers and to-
matoesin five gallon buckets. But she said that she didn't expecta lot of
production from the tomatoes and cucumbers until after the twenty first
of March. That's when the plants will get twelve hours of sunlight. She
will be making bread from her wheat crop and freezing it. The road will
be passablesome of the time by early March. | think shewill replant her
wheat and oats in April."

"l should be able to get into the forest and hunt by March," added Ja-
cob. "And | canstill getinto the forest for a few weeks more. What ever
| bring back, we need to eat first, and save the canned supplies for later."

"You mentioned the trout pond at the Brown farm, Jacob"said Jean.
"Fish should be a good source of protein. And I'll start classeson edible
plants that grow around here."

"You think that you know which plants we can eat?"asked Kathy with
a dubious look.

"Hey! United States Forest Ranger here," replied Jean.

"When that calf grows up it will give milk," said Eric. The rest of them
looked at him.

“"No bull, shit,” said John. The guys looked disgusted, and the girls
giggled.

“That wasn't nice," reproved Desi.

"Sorry, Eric," said John.

"Is there anything else we are going to run out of by the end of
winter?" asked Mike.
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“Toilet paper,” said Yuie. "Sooner or later we will have to use worn
out cloth. Which we will have to wash and reuse." She shuddered.

"Holey crap," exclaimed John.

"Okay, knock it off," said Mike. "Some of you haven't heard Jean's
story, so | going to have her tell it now." He looked at Jean.

"All right, but first, | want to thank you girls for offering to give me
Jackie's clothing. | know that can't have been easy for you.

"This is what happened to me. | was sent by the Forest Servicein the
middle of May to visit an old lookout station, Baker's Point Lookout.
The idea was to seeif the Serviceneeded to destroy it to prevent possible
injuries, or to restore it as a National Historical Monument.

"It coincided with my plans to take some vacation time, so | spent a
few days up there, kicking back and relaxing. When | left, | ran into the
stuff you call the Fog. | didn't want to drive through it, sol thought that
| would take a round-about way and bypassit. Only | couldn't. Every-
where | went, | ran into it again. And before | realized, | stupidly ran out
of gas. Sothen | left my jeep,and | tried to make my way down to civil-
ization. | spent a month going this way and that backtracking again and
again. | had my sidearm with me, so | manage to kill and eat game at
first. | caught some fish from some streams. But then | ran out of bul-
lets. Later, | found myself northeast of here. | ran acrossa lodge called
EagleOs Retreat.

"Now, at first | thought that | was saved. But as| made my way down
the hill toward the lodge, | saw two men beating the hell out of another
man. Sol got a lot more cautious. | went down closer to see what |
could find out, but | stayed out of sight. By the time | got close to the
place, the three men were gone. | waited until the next day, when | spot-
ted a woman pinning clothes on a clothes line. Sol got close enough to
call quietly to her. | had a good talk with her. Shesaid that she was a
nurse.

"It seemsthat there are two different groups at the Retreat. There is a
group of student nurses and their instructors, and there is a group of
artists doing their art thing. There were a few other people staying at the
lodge besidesthe owner and his wife. Two of these other people were
elderly ladies.

"“The woman | talked to said that after the people realized that they
were trapped things started turning ugly. A few of the men stole some
firearms from the owner, took over, and started ordering everybody
around. They threatened the owner when he protested.

"At first, they said that they were organizing things so that they could
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survive. But then one day, the owner and his wife disappeared. They
haven't been heard from since. The men said that the owner had de-
cided to leave. The other borders didn't believe them. Then the two
older women disappeared. The men didn't even bother to explain that.
They just said that it wasn't their problem. The woman | was talking to
said that one of the male nurses had disappeared the day before. Also,
one of the female artists had beenforced into a sexual relationship by the
men. They withheld food until she agreed to sleep with them.

"Anyway, | hung around for two weeks while the nurse snuck some
food to me. Then, one day, as she was coming to give me some food, |
saw a man following her. | don't know if shetold them about me, which
| doubt, or if they thought that she was stealing and stashing food. | got
out of there, right then. | spenttwo more weeks stumbling around in the
forest before your hunting party found me. | had lost all my gear. |Om
sure that | would have died there at that spot, if Nathan hadn't found
me."

"More people,"” murmured Eric.

"More bad people," added Desi.

"Sounds like some of them are good. But right now they're trapped,”
said Howard.

“There's nothing we can do for them now," said Mike. "But, when
spring comes, who knows?"

"One more thing," said Jean. "They had goats and sheep. | saw some
of both, mostly sheep, wandering around."

Erin wanted to do something for Halloween, but no one had any good
ideas, except for telling ghost stories. That didn't seemlike such a good
idea given their predicament. In the end, they asked afew people to sing
songs to mark the night. So October turned into November. The days
grew colder. Jacobbrought in a few more rabbits, and to the surprise of
everyone, a pig.

"A boar actually," said Jacob.

“It's pig out time," exclaimed Yuie.

"l was going to say that," complained John.

The next morning they sliced the boars belly in the deserted dining hall
and ate bacon and the eggs that Mary Brown had sent.

Snow began to fall more and more. Hector made a last trip to the
Brown farm. He reported that things seemedto be fine at the farm. The
two little kids were happily forcing their new older companions to play
with them. He had helped Mary winterize her machinery.

The campers broke apart some of the boxesin which the supplies had
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been packed, and they used the cardboard as sleds. Some of the kids
wanted to use the emergency bathroom, but Mike declared it off limits.
They had to use the outside toilets as long as possible, he said firmly.

At the beginning of November, they experienced some days when the
temperature rose into the seventies, although most of the time the high
was in the fifties. By the end of November, they were glad to get an oc-
casional day when the temperature reached sixty. It becamea game to
see how low the temperature would reach. One night at the end of
November, many of them stayed up after midnight, and at four am they
watched the temperature gage drop to five degrees.

The solar heating system was working well. On days when the sun
shone for several hours, it became so warm in the small cave, that the
boys who preferred cooler air would take their sleeping bags into the
central area of the Lodge to sleep. Some boys, who had been assigned
bunks in the boysCroom, traded beds with some of the boys who were
sleeping in the small cave. Mike knew that eventually it would be cooler
in the girlsOrooms than in the cave. He was worried that a girl would re-
guest that she be allowed to sleep in the cave. What would he say, he
wondered? What should he do?

As December camein, Mike realized that his birthday had passeda few
weeks ago. He was fourteen. He wondered how many other birthdays
had passed unnoticed and uncelebrated.

In early Decemberthey got three days of continuous snow. Mike seta
curfew. Everyone had to be in the Lodge by four o'clock. There was a
lot of grumbling, and when the skies cleared for the next ten days, a lot
of kids thought that MikeOs curfew had been premature.

Then, a week before Christmas, on a clear day when most of the rest-

lesskids had abandoned the Lodge to play outside, a sudden storm blew
in around noon. The skies darkened, the clouds opened, and an enorm-
ous amount of snow began to fall.
At first, the kids ignored the snowfall, thinking only of it asa chancefor
more fun. Then, as the temperature began to drop precipitously, they
began to seek the shelter of the Lodge. Some went to the dining hall,
thinking to wait out the snowfall. They soon realized that it might be
difficult to wade back to the Lodge through the blinding stuff.

Mike had the Spears scurrying to and fro, rounding up the strays,
helping the kids in the dining hall make their way to the Lodge, and tak-
ing a head count. When all the bathrooms were empty and the head
count complete, they were short four campers. There was a short intense
meeting in the ChiefOs Room.
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"Chief, we have to find them!" wailed Erin. "Maria is one of the miss-
Ing."

"l understand how you feel, Erin," replied Mike grimly. "But | can't al-
low anyone to go out in that storm."

"Maybe they are still in the dining hall, Chief," said Howard. "We
could make our way to the old ChiefOdHeadquarters and then to the din-
ing hall and check."

"l checked it, man, | checked it,” stated Ahmad. "I made sure that |
was the last one out."

"They might have gone in after you checked it and left," argued
Howard. "They might have been down in the parking lot or something."

"l was down there, Howard," said John. "l sure didn't see them."

"Maybe they broke into the ChiefOs Headquarters," suggested Desi.

"We can't let them freeze, Chief," pleaded Yuie.

"Let me think!" ordered Mike roughly. Then he turned to Jacob. "Can
you make one more checkaround the perimeter of our camp?" he asked.
"And then check the ChiefOsHeadquarters and the dining hall." Jacob
nodded.

“I'll go with him," said Jean. "It'll be safer if two people are together."

“I'll go too," said Hector.

"No!" said Mike shaking his head. "I'm only risking two."

“There are kid's out there," exclaimed Hector. "I'm going."

Mike looked up at Hector. "l said, no," he repeated quietly. "And I'm
either the Chief or I'm not." He waited.

Hector breathed out harshly. "You're the Chief," he said.

Jeanand Jacobleft. The others waited minute by agonizing minute.
Mike, Hector and Yuie stood outside the door waiting, straining to see
through the blinding snow.

Suddenly Yuie shouted, "That's them!"

A few secondslater a person cameinto view, and then another, and fi-
nally it was evident that there were six persons making their way back to
the Lodge.

The three watchers went out to meet them. Yuie was crying and hug-
ging Maria and the others. Erin and Ahmad came out of the Lodge to
help. Gradually, Mike got them all shepherded into the Lodge. Mike
looked in wonder at Jacob and then grabbed him in a bear hug.

“Thanks, man," Mike said his voice choked with emaotion.

"Found them down at the end of the meadow," said Jacob panting
from the cold. "They went into the forest to look for pine cones."

"Oh, Jeez," exclaimed Mike.
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“They were smart,"” Jacobcontinued. "They were following the river
back. They probably would have made it to the dining hall."

“It's my fault,” confessed Erin. "I remember telling them | wanted
some pine conesfor our Christmas decorations. But didn't think about
that when they were missing."

“"Never mind, Erin," said Mike. "They're safe. That's all that counts."

The close call got everyone's attention. Mike made a new rule. Unitil
further notice, no one was to go beyond the boundaries of the camp.
There was no argument when he announced the new rule. That night
the mood of the tribe was subdued.

Mike found Hector for a talk. "Everything okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, sure, amigo," responded Hector. "Good call, Chief."

"I know that you wanted to go and find them, Hector," explained
Mike. "But you, Jacoband Jeanare the people most likely to keep the
rest of us alive. | couldn't risk all three of you. And | couldn't say that to
you in front of the others."

Hector smiled down at the boy, and then he laughed. "Oh, | think
there is one other person much more likely to keep us all alive. But | see
what you mean." Puzzled, Mike watched him walk away.

In the close quarters, Mike often dealt with irritations and eruptions
between individuals. Two campers, Tyler and Gabby, seemedto have
an ongoing feud. Mike was constantly hearing about Tyler teasing
Gabby, or Gabby taunting Tyler. He got a little peaceby threatening to
tie them together for a day, even when they went to the bathroom.

A few birds had made their way into the Lodge through the gap over
the beams. They were living in creviceshigh in the rear of the cave. Jean
said that they were white throated swifts. Mike wouldnOthave cared ex-
cept for the mess that they made on the cave floor.

One day Mike remembered that if the old world had not disappeared
he would be in school. Since Jeanwas the oldest of their tribe, he asked
her to organize a school. Attendance was mandatory, he told the kids,
from nine in the morning until noon. After that, there would be another
two hours of school, but attendance was not mandatory. Of course, his
announcement was met with a chorus of obligatory boos, but most of the
kids welcomed the distraction. Most even went to school in the after-
noon. And Jeanwas surprisingly effective, some even said threatening,
as a teacher.

Jeanwas not that happy to be selectedasthe teacher. Thesekids could
actan awful lot like, well, kids. Teasingeachother seemedto be their fa-
vorite pastime.
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OYou need a hair cut. You look like a girl.O

Ol do not!O

ODo to!O

ODo not!O

OHey! I1Ontrying to teach a classhere,Oexclaimed Jean. Olneed you to
concentrate on wild onions, tubers, and berries.O

Ol need a hair cut.O

Jean borrowed a pair of scissors, and she cut some hair.

They had a tree for Christmas, if not a lot of presents. To Mike's great
surprise and lasting gratitude, Erin and her committee presented hand
made gifts to eachperson in the tribe. Christmas Day, they had a sing-a-
long which lifted everyone's spirits. The night before, there had been a
lot of silent tears, and some not so silent tears as they lay in their bunks.

Tyler and Gabby celebrated New Years Eve by putting insectsin each
others sleeping bags which brought new threats from Mike. Howard
and John flipped a coin to seewhich couple would get privacy in their
room that night. Howard won. Hector agreed to let Kathy zip their
sleeping bags together for that one night.

"As long as you wear your pajamas,” he stated his condition firmly.
Kathy searchedin vain for a nighty, but had to settle for her heavy pjs.
Not willing to take a chance,Hector wore his trousers to bed. Still, they
enjoyed the moment when the watches turned twelve. Sincethere were
many watches, and as not all of them were synchronized, there was
some dispute as to when twelve o'clock actually occurred.

And so January arrived. Mike had given the kids a holiday from
school, but a few days after the first of January, some of the kids asked
Jeanwhen schoolwould restart, so Jeanreluctantly restarted her classes.
It was cold, but the solar heating system and the central wood fire kept it
bearable in the central area of the Lodge. The cave was comfortable. A
few girls left their bunks and slept in the central areawhere it was warm-
er.

Mike hesitated to let people use the emergency bathroom during the
day, and this precipitated a crisis. One day, asthe Council was gather-
ing in ChiefOsRoom for a meeting, John and Desi entered obviously up-
set with each other.

"Chief, Johnand | are breaking up. You needto assignus bunks," Desi
announced.

“Ignore her, Chief," said John. "She's just mad. She'll get over it."

Shewhirled on him. "I will not get over it," she said angrily. "You hit
me!"
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"I smacked you a few times on your ass. And you deserved every
smack," countered John.

"l don't care what you call it. You hit me. And for no good reason."

"UmE | need to use the bathroom," said Mike. He left.

"See?He didn't ask anyone's permission,” barked Desi.

"He's the Chief. Besideswe all know where he's going," responded
John reasonably.

"Wait a second," interjected Erin in disbelief. "John, you hit Desi be-
cause she used the bathroom without your permission?"

"Yes!" shouted Desi.

"Of course not," responded John. "I smacked her butt because she
didn't let me know that she was going outside."

"Ah," said Hector. "She went outside to use the bathroom, and she
didn't tell you that she was going. So you spanked her for that?"

"Why should Desi have to tell you that she was using the bathroom?"
demanded Jean. "Are you kinky or something."

"Any time she goes outside, | want to be informed, so that if she
doesn't come back in a few minutes, | can go check on her," explained
John through clenched teeth.

"Oh," came a chorus of voices, and then there was a moment of silence
as the others considered JohnOs reasoning.

"That does seem reasonable, Desi," admitted Erin.

"l don't care if it is reasonable. He had no right to hit me. I'm not a
child," answered Desi.

"A woman's never too old to spank," said Howard with a laugh. He
glanced at Jeanwho was glaring at him, and he suddenly realized what
he had said.

"Not that | believe that," he stammered hastily. "That's just something
| heard somewhere."

"At least he had a good reason," groused Kathy. "Not like you were
just accidentally innocently rubbing your boyfriend, and you ended up
getting a smack on the butt." Hector winced as the others snickered.

Mike came back.

"We need a new rule for everybody, Chief," said Jean. "Nobody cango
outside without finding someoneto keep track of how long they have
been gone." The rest nodded.

"All right,” said Mike. "We'll announce it tonight." The meeting went
on to other items on the agenda.

Afterwards, John said to Desi, "I'm sorry. | love you. | was worried."

"All right. | forgive you. That was the third time | forgot to tell you, |
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admit. You know," she continued. "Mike missed that whole discussion."

"l guess that's why he's the Chief," said John.

In the middle of January the temperature plunged. The skies were
dark. Hector disabled the pump so that the hot water in the barrels was
not circulated outside. Gradually, it grew colder and colder in the
Lodge. The girls abandoned the upstairs rooms. Then the boys in the
downstairs room escapedto the relative warmth of the small cave. Fin-
ally, the two couples and Mike admitted defeat, and they moved into the
central area close to the fire.

“I'm worried about the amount of wood we are using," said Hector on
the fourth day of the deep freeze.

"What else can we do?" asked Mike.

"Jeansays that we should all move into the boysCcave. | agree with
her. Whatever heatis left in the barrels might last until this cold passes.
And we will be huddled together. That will keep us a little warmer."

"All right, let's do it. And unless someonecan't wait, we'll only usethe

emergency bathroom. But keep a small fire going," replied Mike.
Quickly the entire tribe moved into the boysCcave. The boys dismantled
the girlsObunks, so that they could be moved. Soonthe small cave was
crammed with bunks and people. There was not enough room for all the
bunks.

"Double up," said Mike.

"l want Erin," came a voice from a group of boys.

“In your dreams," sniffed Erin.

"Every night," came the rejoinder.

Gabby yelped as Tyler pretended to pull her pajamasdown, and there
were a hundred other human interactions asthe kids dressedin all their
clothes and then got into their bunks. They found that pushing their
bunks together and laying their mattresses crosswise allowed them to
double up their sleeping bags. Some of the boys doubled with boys,
some girls doubled with girls, and some of the doubles were mixed.

There were twenty two doubles, oncethey had paired off. Mike found
himself sharing his bag and Yuie's bag. This made it warm enough to be
comfortable. There was a lot of joking, alot of teenagesexual innuendo,
and a lot of snide comments. Someonetold a story. Someone sang a
song. Then, during a pause, came the sound of real music.

"What's that?" asked several people.

“It's Hector playing his harmonica," explained Kathy. There was si-
lence for awhile asHector played. Night cameand passed. Dawn was a
drear light. Jacob got up, and he checked outside.
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"Still cloudy,"” he said when he came back. "And it's snowing again."
There were too many in immediate need of the bathroom to use only the
emergency bathroom, so precious heat was wasted each time someone
went outside.

Mike gathered his Council together. "What are we going to do," he
asked. There was no answer.

The tribe went back into the cave, and they got into their sleeping
bags. As the day wore on, it got colder and colder in the cave. To avoid
the danger of carbon dioxide, Mike made everyone leave the cave every
four hours and go into the central area, while some of the kids flapped
blankets to circulate the air. Mike and Yuie clung together that night and
shivered.

The next morning after everyone had used the bathroom, Mike
gathered his Council again. "We'll freezeif this goeson," he said. "Sowe
are going to have to build the fire real high, even if it uses a lot of wood."

"I have an idea, Mike," said Eric. "What if we build afire, and useit to
heat up the barrels? When they are boiling hot, we can use blankets to
roll them back to the cave."

Mike looked at Hector. "What do you think?"

"l think that's a good idea," replied Hector. "I'll take some of the can-
vas, and use it to cover the opening. We'll lose less heat that way once
the barrels are in there, and we can huddle around the fire while we are
heating the barrels."”

"Might as well build two fires," said Jean. "Heat up two barrels at a
time, and more of us can get closer to the heat."

"All right, do it, Hector," said Mike.

They setto work, and the activity helped to warm them until the fires
were roaring. Hector disconnected the barrels, and two at a time, they
were rolled on to the fire. It took some time to get the water in the bar-
rels sufficiently hot for Hector to be satisfied. They banked the fires,
then using blankets; they rolled the barrels just inside the cave. Hector
used long piecesof timber to prop canvasagainst the wall of the central
area. He hoped that this would keep the heat inside the small cave.

It worked. Within the hour, it becametoo warm to stay in their sleep-
ing bags. They saton their bunks, much happier now. They entertained
one another, and talked about many things even philosophy.

"Jean, why do you think guys like caves better than girls," asked Erin.

"It might have to do with safety," answered Jean. "Thousands of years
ago, when people lived in caves,the men had to leave and hunt animals
for food. That was dangerous work. The men were much safer while
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they were in the caves. But women stayed in the cavesmuch of the day
doing traditional woman's work. | suspectthat they were much more
likely to catch a diseasefrom staying longer in cramped confined quar-
ters. Sofor them, being out of the cavein fresh air was probably healthi-
er."

The hero of the hour was Eric.

"Good idea, Eric," said Mike as he praised Eric for the tenth time.

"Yeah, the Geek saved the day, all right," agreed John.

"Thank you, Eric," said Desi. OYouare the brains in this tribe. The
next time John gives you a hard time, tell me and you can take his place."

"Hey!" said John.

"Just kidding, Darling," said Desi.

The bitter cold and the dark skies continued that day and the next, but
the tribe was warm in the cave. Then the skies cleared, and the sun came
out. Hector reattached the barrels, and the crisis was over for the mo-
ment.

January turned into February. The kids settled into a routine. There
were the usual squabbles,but nothing too bad. Mike finally lost his tem-
per with Tyler and Gabby, so he took a ten foot length of cord and tied
them together for twenty four hours. They were stunned.

"What about when we go to the bathroom?" wailed Gabby.

"l guessyou can't close the door," answered Mike. "One of you will
have to stand outside while the other uses the bathroom."

"Even number two?" asked Tyler in disbelief.

"Even number two," said Mike mercilessly.

"Do we have to sleep in the same bag?" asked Gabby timidly.

"Yes,"replied Mike. "Go zip your bagstogether, right now. Get some
help and move your mattresses over by the fire. DonOtget too close
though." Twenty four hours later the two seemedsufficiently subdued.
They lasted ten days. Then, just before bedtime, a furious Yuie came
storming into Mike's room followed by Desi and a tearful Gabby.

“Tyler pulled Gabby's pajama bottoms down becausetwo guys dared
him," said Yuie angrily. "She wasn't wearing panties, because she
washed them today, and they were hanging up to dry." Gabby stifled a
sob.

"Find John," ordered Mike grimly. "You stay here, Gabby." A minute
later, John arrived.

"Find Tyler. Find the two guys that dared Tyler to pants Gabby," in-
structed Mike. "Bring them here. Bring the Spears here with their
spears." A few more minutes followed, and then John and the Spears
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arrived with three boys in tow. Two were obviously scared, and one
was scared but defiant.

"You guys dared Tyler to pants Gabby," asked Mike solemnly.

"Yeah, so what?" sneered the defiant boy. "He's the one who did it.
He didn't have to. We didn't do nothing." The other instigator nodded.

Mike looked at Tyler. "Loyal friends you have here, Tyler," he said
sarcastically.

Tyler did not respond to Mike. Ashamed, he looked at Gabby and
said, "I'm sorry, Gabby. I'm really sorry. | was stupid." Gabby choked
back a sob.

"You three strip," ordered Mike. OWeOlfive Gabby a chance to see
you three naked.O Two of the boys hesitated, and then, red faced, they
began to shed their clothes.

"Hell no, I'm not stripping,” said the defiant boy. "I didn't do any-
thing." Mike motioned to the Spearswho grabbed the alarmed boy and
began to remove his clothes.

"Hey! Stop! You can't do this!" He swung a fist, and then he yelped
as John smacked him hard on the side of his head. He stopped fighting
and held his aching head.

"Our food would last longer if we tossed this one out in the snow,"
suggested Desi coldly.

The boy lost his defiant attitude. "Oh, shit, don't do that. Please,
Chief. I'm sorry."

"We'll let him stay. For now," answered Mike. He addressed the boy.
"We're trying to survive here, dickhead. Now get your clothes on and
get out. You too." He motioned to the other instigator. Hastily, the two
boys pulled their clothes on and fled.

Mike turned to the last naked boy. "Tyler," was all he said.

Tyler turned white. "Are you kicking me out of the Lodge, Chief," he
whispered.

"Not yet," answered Mike. He turned to the Spears. "Give him a beat-
ing," he said.

"No, Chief!" This outburst camefrom Gabby. "Pleasedon't beat Tyler,
Chief. Don't do it!"

Mike looked at Gabby. "Why not?" he asked.

Gabby started crying. "l don't want you to hurt Tyler," she cried. "It's
partly my fault. | pulled his pajamasdown last week. | accidentally got
his underwear, too. But he never told on me."

"Oh, for heavenOs sake," muttered Desi.

"Is that true?" Mike asked Tyler.
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"Yes, Chief, but it's not the same. Shedidn't have any panties on, and
beside I'm aguy. Go ahead and beat me," Tyler said bravely as his body
shook in fear. "l deserve it for listening to those two assholes."

“No, Chief. Don't do it," sobbed Gabby.

"All right,” said Mike. "You two have beencausing me alot of grief, so
here's what I'm going to do. I'm officially pronouncing you boyfriend
and girlfriend.

"Huh?" asked the startled twosome. Gabby stopped crying.

"You heard me," said Mike firmly. "You two are going to be boyfriend
and girlfriend until April. By the end of this week, Gabby, you are going
to tell all of your friends that you like Tyler and that he'syour boyfriend.
Tyler, you are going to tell your friends that you like Gabby, and that she
Is your girlfriend." The baffled kids were thoroughly blushing by this
time.

“I'm not sure that my friends will believe me," offered Tyler.

"Or mine," agreed Gabby.

“To prove it you each have one week to make each other a present,"
said Mike. "A very nice present. And if you don'tE ," his voice turned
menacing. "And if you don't, or if it's not nice enough, then I'll have the
Spears give Tyler a beating and the girls give Gabby a beating."

"Your present better be nice," Desi warned Gabby. "Or I'll kick your
little ass." Gabby nodded; frightened of Desi.

"What kind of present?" asked Tyler puzzled.

"Think of something," snapped Mike. "Ask people. And | better see
you guys holding hands and stuff. Now Tyler, put your clothes on and
you and Gabby get out." The two kids left.

"You handled that brilliantly, Chief," said Yuie in admiration.

“No | didn't,” grumbled Mike. "There'stoo much of this boyfriend and
girlfriend crap going around, and | just added to it."

"Well, there are more couples since we were stuck in the boysCcave,"
admitted Yuie.

"And this is all your fault," Mike said, glaring at John and Desi.

Desi smiled at him. "You are so sweet," she murmured.

“I am not," he denied hotly.

At the end of the week, Gabby presented Tyler with a pair of deerskin
moccasins. "Jean helped me make them," she said anxiously to Tyler.
"Are they okay?"

"Wow, these are too cool!" exclaimed Tyler. "Mine is not that good,"
he said apologetically as he presented Gabby with a pair of clip-on tur-
guoise earrings and a turquoise pendent.
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"Oh, Tyler, these are so pretty," gushed Gabby. "How did you make
them?" she asked as she tried them on in front of her envious friends.

"I pried the turquoise out of my belt buckle," he answered proudly.
"Eric had a couple of itty bitty alligator clips that he let me have. Hector
helped me bend the teeth over, sothey wouldn't hurt your ears. Mike let
me have some tiny screws that he found in his tool chest."

For a moment, Gabby was speechless. Then, right in front of every-
body, shetook Tyler's face between her hands, and she kissed him right
on the mouth. No tongue, of course. When she finished, Tyler took a
breath, red faced but pleased. Mike had no trouble from them for the
rest of the winter.

"I wish someone would make me a present like that," grumbled Desi
to Yuie as she glanced sideways at her boyfriend.

"Don't worry, Sweetheart," John assured her. "I was already thinking
of making you a Mr. Potato Head. We still have plenty of potatoes."
Desi sighed.

Yuie giggled, and then sheasked, "Do you think that Mike would have
really told the Spears to give Tyler a real beating?"

"What do you think?" replied Desi.

Yuie was troubled. "I'm just not sure anymore," she said.

After several months of living in the Lodge, some of the teenagers
began to emit an unpleasant smell. One day, Mike got a whiff of a boy
walking by. He stopped him, and he demanded to know when the boy
had last washed himself in the washroom.

“It's cold in there, Chief," the boy complained. "And whenever it getsa
little warm, it stinks in there.O Mike was unmoved. He ordered every-
one to wash their body at least once every three days. He endured a lot
of grumbling about that order.

When March rolled around, Mike and the Council took stock of their
supplies. There was a general consensusthat they had done better that
they had expected. They had beensparing on the meat, and they had en-
couraged everyone to eat vegetables. They had made lemonade once a
week, sothat everyone could drink a small glassof the juice. The pickles
and beetshad lasted, but the bread and rolls were almost gone. Still, by
the middle of April they would start running out of food.

"We'll have to get into the forest by then, in spite of the snow," said
Mike. "Hector, if you can power up one of the big machines, you might
get through the snow to Mrs. Brown's house. Shesaid that shewould try
to make bread for us during the winter. Maybe you can catch some
trout, and maybe we can get somereal milk. Besidethat, | would like to
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know how our people are doing. Jean,seeif you can find some of the
plants that you have been teaching us about. Jacob, what do you think?"

"Il go look. Mrs. Brown said that there were more deer than ever last
year. If they stayed alive, I'll try to find them," Jacob replied.

Later Jacobcameto Mike privately. "Chief?" Jacoblooked around to
see if anyone could hear him.

"Yeah?" asked Mike.

"I've been meaning to tell you something, but | wasn't sure if | should
say anything yet. You remember when we dumped the Porta Potties?
Well, the others didn't say anything, but I think the Fog wasn't ashigh as
before."

Stunned Mike stared at Jacob. "Are you sure?"

"Well, not really,” Jacobsaid. "But | noticed a strip of brown grassrun-
ning along the edge of the Fog. At first, it looked like the rest of the grass
that had died for the winter, but then | noticed this strip had, like, a red-
dish goo on it. | didn't say anything to the others becausel didn't want
to get everyone's hopes up. But as soon as possible, we should check it
out."

"All right. Let's just keep it between us for now," said Mike.

There was plenty of snow on the ground, but the skies had cleared again,
and there was a lot of sunshine in March. The solar heating system was
working well, so the temperature in the Lodge was quite comfortable.
One day the temperature outside got up to seventy degrees. Everyone
was allowed to go outside again without permission, but they were re-
quired to stay within the boundaries of the camp. Jacobchaffed at this,
but Mike was firm.

"A little while longer, please," he said.

"You're the Chief," Jacob grumbled.

The next day it snowed again, and the temperature plunged once
again. It got down to five degreesthat night. They endured three more
days of intense cold outside, but, inside, the barrels and the fire kept it
bearable. They had used only three quarters of their wood, so Mike al-
lowed the fire to be built higher.

Then the skies lightened and it turned warmer again. At first light on
the fifteenth of March, Mike let Jacobgo into the forest, after making Ja-
cob swear that he would return at the first sign of a cloud and not later
than sunset. Jacob was back by noon.

"l slipped and fell into a gulch,” he explained. "It was packed with
snow. | fell though power up to my armpits. Something stopped me. |
think | was standing on a body. | think it was animal."
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Mike sent Jeanand Howard with ropes to help Jacob. By sunset they
had brought the body of a deer back to the Lodge.

“It's a doe," said Jacobwith regret. Probably died in that big freeze we
had.

"Do you think that the meat is safe to eat?" asked Mike.

"l think so," said Jean. "It must have frozen rather quickly and the
stomach and intestines were not open. It will be gamey though. I'll eata
very small portion to start. If | don't get sick or have diarrhea then it
should be okay."

The next day, they butchered the deer. They moved all of the remain-
ing food into one freezer, and they packed the deer meat in snow until
they were sure that it was safe to eat.

"Not bad, Jacob, for your first day out,” said Mike cheerfully.

"Blind luck," muttered Jacob.

"l hope everyone at the Brown farm is also having some luck," said
Mike with a frown.
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Chapter

Davis Brown Farm

At the Brown farm no one was hungry, or sick. There had been
problems, but most of them were of a personal nature. Ralph and the
other kids had said goodbye to Hector with mixed emotions. The
younger kids were excited to be at the farm. The girls, especially, had
missed the comfort of an older woman. They had never met Mary
Brown, but everyone who had met her, claimed that she was a very nice
person. The twins were excited to seethe horsesand the cows, but they
were leery of being under the direction of Ralph. In the past, he had
been known as something of a bully. How would he act toward them,
they wondered?

Mary and her kids began by taking them on a tour of the farm. As
they walked, Mary kept up a running commentary. "We planted ten
acresof wheat, four acresof feed and one acre of potatoes. And | always
grow plenty of winter squash."

Ralph looked at the fields that had been cut low to the ground. "You
harvested the wheat and alfalfa by yourself?" he asked incredulously.

"Well, the combine did most of the work," Mary said with a laugh. "I
cut it after that rain luckily."

"Where's the wheat now," asked Nathan.

"After fanning it, we put it in big plastic tubs with tight lids. Then we
stored it in the sheds. If it has bugs in it, the cold will hold them down.
The alfalfa is in the loft of the barn."

"Can we make French fries with the potatoes?" asked Paige.

"You bet," answered Mary. "I grow Green Mountain potatoes. They
don't look aspretty asRussetsbut they taste sweeter. There are still alot
in the ground, and one of our biggest tasks will be to harvest the rest.
Before this happened, | sold only my best produce at the stores down in
the foothills, but now we need to harvest as much aswe can for spring
planting and to make bread and soup. Your friends at your camp will
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run out of food sometime in the spring. Our task will be to feed them as
well aswe can. | plan to make potato bread and potato soup for them.
We'll freeze some and pack it in snow. But we will have plenty for
French fries. I've got lard for that. | like to savethe butter for my cook-
les."

OYum, yum,O exclaimed Kylie while rubbing her stomach.

Mary pointed to the water tower. "The idea was to try drip irrigation.
We have about a thousand feet of black tubing. We never have used it
though. Usually, we received enough rain and snow during the year to
dry farm our crops."

Shetook them into the hen house and the rabbit hutch. "We have to
remember to check their feed so that they don't run out,” she warned
them.

“That's my job," said Star proudly.

"Me too!" interjected Comet.

Then Mary showed them the corral and the barn with the attached sol-
ar room. The kids were surprised to seespinach and lettuce growing in
the warm room.

"l thought that you had cucumbers and tomatoes in here," said Kylie.

“That was what | grew during the summer. | grow leafy vegetablesin
the winter time," explained Mary.

"Why is the cow so fat?" asked Kevin.

"Sheis going to have a baby soon, that's why," said Mary. "After that
she will give a lot of milk for awhile."

"Will the other cow give milk, too?" asked Nathan.

"She's about ready to breed, but | don't know if we can find a bull
now," answered Mary. "If the calf is a bull then we can breed her in a
couple of years."

"Yuck, that would be her brother,” said Paige who wrinkled her nose.

"Yes, and that is definitely not the best combination," agreed Mary.
"But we may not have a choice."

"If Hector could build another barn, this one could be converted into a
house," suggested Ralph looking around thoughtfully.

"That is a good idea,Oreplied Mary, OlOveeen thinking that same
thought becausethere are so many kids at that camp. It's doesn't have a
bathroom though, sowe would have to build an outhouse. Maybe next
spring, I'll talk to Hector about converting this barn into apartments."

Ralph looked at her. "You are doing a really nice thing, taking us in.
You didn't have to do this."

Mary smiled at him. "Yes,"shesaid simply. "I did. When you become
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a parent, you will understand why."

"Mama, I'm hungry," complained Comet. Mary showed them the stor-
age sheds, and then they went back to the house.

Mary's house had three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a large kitchen, a
large family room, a cellar to store food, and an attic. The campers had
brought two bunk beds for the younger kids and one of the counselor
beds for Ralph. The twins shared Comet's room. The girls shared Star's
room, and Ralph slept in the attic. Mary was quite embarrassed about
that, but Ralph assured her that he was very comfortable upstairs. The
staircasewas narrow, and the attic was unfinished, but Mary's husband
had insulated it. The heat from downstairs rose and was trapped in the
attic making it warm and livable. The living room had a large flag stone
fireplace and the kitchen had a cast iron pot bellied stove.

"l sure appreciate Hector bringing me those cords of firewood," Mary
said to Ralph. "l cut as much as| could this summer, but | still would
have depended on the propane stove for heat by the end of winter, if he
hadn't delivered that wood."

Everyone settled in as bestasthey could. At first the little ones were
excited at the prospect of having someoneto share their rooms with, but
after a while they began to feel like their spacewas being usurped. It
didn't help that Ralph would yell at the other campers sometimes, order
them around often, and generally act obnoxious when he talked to
them. By the end of November, Mary was feeling very stressed. Finally
she gathered them all together for a talk.

"Look, we have along winter ahead of us,"” she began. "We have to try
to get along. We have to learn to make allowances for each other.

"Comet, Star, your rooms are these kidsOrooms too. You will just have
to make room for some of their things. Nathan, Kevin, Comet is a lot
younger than you, and he plays with the kinds of toys that little kids
play with. | know it canbe boring, but try to play with him the way that
you used to play with your toys.

"Paige, Kylie, Star is a little girl. Don't make fun of her dolls.
"Ralph, | appreciate the help you are giving me. Believe me, | do. And |
appreciate that you feel that Nathan, Kevin, Paige, and Kylie need to
help me with the chores around the house. It's okay to point that out.
It's not okay to push them, or threaten them. If they don't help as much
as you wish, you are simply going to have to back off and let me deal
with them."

This talk was somewhat effective. Paige and Kylie felt guilty about
laughing at Star'sdolls. One day, they handed Star a lovely hand written
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note, inviting her and her dolls to a tea party. With Mary's help they
took over the living room and held their tea party. Stardressedall of her
dolls in their finest clothes, and she sat them around the coffee table on
pails. Mary let Paige and Kylie dress up in some of her frilly dressesin-
stead of their jeans. For the next hour they sat around the coffee table,
pretending that they were at a tea party. Mary made real tea, and she
served it in her most elegant coffee cups. Kylie and Paige made polite
conversation with the dolls, and the dolls responded in Star's squeaky
high pitched voice. A good time was had by all. The boys thought the
whole thing was silly, but luckily they were banished to Comet's room
for the duration.

Meanwhile, Nathan and Kevin had agreed to play with Comet's toys,
especially his plastic logs, his model cars, and his action figures.

Lying on the floor, pretending to be Spears,racecar drivers and astro-
nauts, they soon reverted to the children that they still were.

Mary's real problem was Ralph. He seemedto be socially challenged.
He snarled at the girls, he sneeredat the boys, and he even yelled at her.
Once they got into a shouting match. Sullenly he offered to move into
the barn. Mary briefly considered it, and then she realized that she
would be constantly worried about him. Soshe vetoed the idea. It was
unfortunate that he hassuch a surly attitude, shethought. With his dark
hair, grey eyes,and strong chin, she considered him to be a very hand-
some boy.

And vyet, for all the trouble he caused, she could not be unhappy that
he was staying with them. He was a tireless worker. In a hundred dif-
ferent ways, he helped her cope with the struggle that was her life now.
Ralph brought in firewood without being asked. The other boys would
grouse if they were asked. Ralph helped her feed the horses and the
cows. After the calf was born, he learned to attach the milking machine,
and he learned how to milk the cow by hand, so that he was prepared
for the days that the solar milking machine would not work. He watered
the plants in the solar room. Once, after dinner, Mary was feeling so ex-
hausted that sheleft the dishes, and she went to her room to take a short
nap. She returned to discover that Ralph had washed and dried the
dishes and was putting them away. If she askedthe girls to do the same,
she could count on hearing them whine.

And to her surprise, he was good with her kids. He never talked
down to them. He admired Star'scartoon posters. He told Comet stories
at bedtime. Comet, especially, became attached to him.

She had to admit that the other kids did do some work. The girls
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would cheerfully help her cleanthe house, and the boys faithfully fed the
rabbits and gathered eggs when the snow was not too high to wade
through. And they had all helped to harvest the potatoes and to pile
them into the insulated sheds or to stack them in the cellar.

They had a large meal for Thanksgiving, with ham, venison, fresh
bread and real butter, spinach and potatoes, and delicious cold milk. It
was a fun day, and Mary was thankful that the kids seemedto be happy
and thriving under her care. But that night, she thought of her missing
husband, and she cried for a long time.

A few days later, Mary was in the kitchen preparing dinner when
Kylie rushed in the door almost in tears. "Come quick, Mrs. Brown," she
begged. "Ralph is beating up Nathan."

Mary flew out of the house and ran to the barn. When shearrived, she
saw that Ralph had Nathan in a headlock. The two boys struggled as
Ralph tried to fend off Kevin who was circling them and kicking Ralph
at every opportunity.

"Stop it! Stop it now," she cried. The boys sprang apart. They were
panting heavily.

Mary had beentoiling hard all day and she was tired. "What is it this
time?" she asked wearily.

"He started hitting me for no reason," shouted Nathan angrily. Ralph
was silent.

"Ralph told him to feed the horses, and Nathan said F you," offered
Paige.

Mary was too tired to referee. "Ralph, you stay here. The rest of you
get in the house." Shewaited until the kids left, and then said to Ralph,
“I'll bring you your dinner in a little while."

"Don't bother,"” replied Ralph sullenly.

Mary exploded. "Don't tell me what to do," she yelled. "This is my
place, not yours." She stalked out of the barn.

It was a subdued dinner. The boys avoided Mary's eyes. Shesuspec-
ted that they were feeling guilty. In a whiny voice Comet asked several
times where Ralph was, and when he was coming in to dinner.

After dinner, Mary, in avoice that brooked no nonsense,told the kids
to clean up, wash the dishes, dry them, and put them away. No one ar-
gued with her, or suggested that it was not their turn. Mary made a
plate of food for Ralph, and then she went to the barn.

Ralph was mucking out the stalls. He looked up when she camein,
and then he ducked his head, and he went back to his task. Mary sat
down on a low wooden bench.
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"Please, come and eat," she said.

Ralph hesitated. He wanted to say that he was not hungry, but the
truth was that he had beenworking all day, and he was starved. He put
down the square shovel, and he sat down on the bench next to Mary.
Mary handed him his plate and a moist towel. Ralph wiped his hands
and brow, and then he beganto eat. Mary said nothing while he ate. As
usual the food was delicious. At last, sated, he put his plate down,
sighed appreciatively, and wiped his face.

"l want to talk to you," Mary began.

"I know. | screwed up again," Ralph grunted.

"l want to talk about that, too, but first | want to thank you."

"What?" asked Ralph.

"l said, | want to thank you. And maybe that's part of the problem. |
haven't thanked you enough, and so | haven't beena good example,” she
said.

"You don't need to thank me. I'm staying alive becauseof you," Ralph
replied.

"We are staying alive together, Ralph, but even if | was doing
everything, | would still need to thank you now and then. For talking to
me, if nothing else. | need adult conversation."

"Sorry, | don't get it."

"Why did you say, sorry?"

"What?"

"Just now, you could have said, | don't get it, but instead you said,
sorry, | don't get it," she pointed out.

"UhE | guess | was apologizing for not understanding," he answered.

"Yes, you were. You were apologizing. But why?"

"Just trying to be polite."

“No, you weren't trying to be polite, you were being polite," she poin-
ted out again.

"Ralph, that's most of your problem. You are not polite most of the
time, and most of the time you don't eventry to be polite. Hear me out,”
she said before he could growl.

"Think about a little ball bearing,Oshe began. Oltrolls around on its
track doing its job. But rubbing against metal causesit to heatup. It gets
angry. And the metal gets angry right back. So something has to be
done to calm that anger. Sogreaseis put on that ball bearing. It soothes
the friction between the ball bearing and the metal. Bumping up against
each other still makes the ball bearing and the metal a little peeved, but
that grease cools off both of them. Ralph, politeness is human grease.
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"Ralph, you are a decent person. | say that becausel trust you with
my kids. But you don't practice politeness on a daily basis.
| want you to try afew things, please. | want you never to ask anyone in
the house to do anything without saying, please. And anytime anyone
does something that you have askedthem, | want you to say, thank you.
If you do that for me consistently, well then, at the end of a month if they
don't start responding better, I'll, well, I'lIE knock 'em on their butts."

Ralph laughed. "No you won't."

"Well, no | won't, but I'll want to," she answered with a laugh.

"Say, please and thank you, huh?" Ralph said. "All right."

"l have something elsel want you to do for me," she said. "l want you
to learn something about each of those kids. Where they come from,
who their families are, and what they like. And | want you to tell them
about yourself, just like you told me about yourself. Did you know that
the twins are going to have a birthday in February? They will be thirteen
yearsold. Talk to them about something other than work and survival.
Trust me; it will help you and them."

Ralph stared down at his hands, and he said, "All right." Mary got up
to leave.

"Mrs. Brown?" she heard him say. Sheturned. "Thank you for putting
up with me."

Shesmiled. "You're welcome. And when we are alone, you may call
me, Mary."

Ralph made an honest effort to do as Mary had asked. He curbed his
sarcasm. He made sure that he said, please,when he asked someoneto
do something. On the rare occasionthat someoneactually responded he
made sure that he said, thank you. It wasn't always easy. Sometimeshe
forgot. Sometimes he remembered, but his effort was not reciprocated.
Sometimes he had to walk away and stew, but gradually things got bet-
ter between him and the twins.

Talking to them about themselves or about him was harder. He was
not naturally a loner like Jacob,but he was a more private person than
most people. But he made an effort, and slowly his efforts began to pay
off.

Christmas was coming. Mary showed the twins a fir tree she wanted,
sothey chopped it down and carried it back to the house. The girls were
busy making natural ornaments. The little kids talked about Santaand
elves, and they watched Christmas cartoons on the VHS, over and over
until the whole house could quote them.

One night after the kids had gone to bed, and Mary and Ralph were
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still up, Mary suddenly said, "The angel! | forgot to get the Christmas
angel for the top of the tree."

Mary went to the hall closetand rummaged though it. "Found it!" she
exclaimed triumphantly. She brought the angel to the Christmas tree
along with a rickety old stool.

Good grief, thought Ralph to himself as she climbed the stool, leaned
forward, and attempted to maintain her balance while placing the orna-
ment on top of the tree. Ralph got up from the sofa, and he moved be-
hind her, just in case. Mary setthe ornament on the tree, and then she
leaned back. At that moment, the stool wobbled dangerously, and with
a gasp Mary fell backwards, right into Ralph's arms.

For a moment the startled pair looked at one another. Then together,
they becameaware of the feel of the other's body. As Mary stared into
Ralph's eyes, she felt the strength of his arm under her knees and
warmth of his other arm behind her back. Suddenly for reasonsthat she
could not have identified, sheblushed. Seeingher blush, flustered Ralph
and muttering something incomprehensible, he lowered her feet to the
ground.

Mary composed herself, and she gave him a nervous smile. "Well,
thank you," she said.

"You're welcome. | guess!I'll go to bed now,” he answered, and he
withdrew to the safety of the attic.

Later, asshelay in her own bed, Mary was troubled. For the first time

since she understood that her husband was probably dead, she had re-
sponded to a man other than her lost husband with a rush of pleasure.
Shedidn't want to feel that. Shedidn't want to feel that about a younger
man who was living with her. But she was still a young woman in her
twenties, and her body had other ideas.
Mary thought back to when she had been a young bride. After college,
she and Davis had moved to Anaheim. Davis had taken her to Disney
Land and to KnottOsBerry Farm. He had shown her the La Brea Tar
Pits. It was a wonderful time. And Ralph was not much younger than
Davis had been at that time. Mary tossed and turned in her sleep that
night. For the next week, Mary and Ralph treated each other somewhat
warily.

Christmas and New Years passedcomfortably. The kids were conten-
ted. Comet made everyone laugh by pretending to be a reindeer. Then
in the middle of January, there was a cold shap and a lot of snow. Ralph
made his way to the barn, and he stayed there until the bad spell passed.
Every evening, Mary talked to him on Star's walkie talkie, to assure
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herself that he was all right. During the day, Mary tried to balance the
usage of wood and propane.

Finally the cold spell passed,and Ralph returned to the house. Mary
was so relieved that, not thinking, she flung her arms around him and
held him. Ralph was startled, but he responded in the sameway. For a
few moments they stood there, and then becoming aware of each other,
they moved apart, both blushing. The twins saw nothing amiss, but
Paige and Kylie exchanged worried glances.

The house returned to normal. Then one night Comet caused a new
crisis to arise. Ralph had got into the habit of putting Comet to bed and
tucking him in. Some nights, Ralph would read or tell Comet a story.
The twins usually went to bed much later.

One night, after Comet was comfortably in bed, and Ralph was about
to leave the room, Comet asked, "Could you read me a story, Daddy?"

Startled, for a moment Ralph thought that Comet had simply made a
childish mistake. But Comet was watching him intently. Ralph did not
know what to do or say. Finally, he decided to ignore the endearment.

"UhE all right," he responded. He read Comet a bedtime story. Satis-
fied, Comet went to sleep.

The incident troubled Ralph, but he hesitated to burden Mary with
any more problems. Then, afew days later, Comet called him, Daddy, in
Mary's presence. Ralph could seethat Mary was stunned. At the first
private opportunity, Ralph tried to apologize to Mary.

"You don't have to apologize, Ralph,” Mary assured him. "He was
barely three when his father left. There is no way he is going to remem-
ber his father much longer. It's different with Star. Sheadored her fath-
er. If you don't mind him calling you, Daddy, then | can deal with it.
When he's older, | will explain it to him. I'm worried more about Star's
reaction.”

The next day, Mary's words proved to be prescient. When Comet
called Ralph, Daddy, Star's eyes grew huge, and then she exploded.
"He's not your Daddy," she raged angrily. "He's not our Daddy. Our
Daddy is dead. He's just some old bully." She burst into tears and es-
caped to her room.

After that, Star's behavior took aturn for the worse. Shewas belliger-
ent to Mary, mean to Comet, and nasty to Ralph. Sherefused to clean
her room, help with the chores, or go to bed on time. This lasted for a
week.

One day, Comet was in her room trying to get her to play with him.
He happened to pick up one of her dolls. Angrily, she slapped him.
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Crying, he went to his mother to complain.

"Why did you slap your brother," asked Mary, bewildered at Star's vi-
olent behavior.

"I hate him," snapped Star. "He's a dumb dumb, and he's stupid. | hate
him."

“That's enough out of you, young lady,” admonished her mother.
“Your brother is not dumb, and he is not stupid. You apologize right
now."

"I won't," cried Star. "l hate him, and | hate you. You made Daddy go
away. You made him die." Mary turned pale, and she slumped down,
her heart breaking. Star ran to her room.

“I'll go talk to her," said Ralph quietly.

Mary looked at him tearfully. "RalphE "

"Il be okay. She'll be okay. I'll talk to her." He went to Star'sroom.
Paige and Kylie were standing by the door calling to her.

"Go play with the twins for awhile, please,"he requested. They left.
Ralph knocked on the door.

"Go away," yelled Star.

“I'm coming in, Star," said Ralph. He opened the door and entered the
room. Star was lying on her bed crying.

“Leave me alone you big bully," she sobbed. Ralph did not respond.
He sat down on her bed and waited. Presently her sobs tapered off.

"I had a sister. Shewas five," Ralph said. Star kept her head against
the covers, but Ralph could sensethat she was listening. "My parents
were divorced when | was twelve. My Mom left us. Then my Dad re-
married, and he and my stepmother had a baby girl. At first | was mad
about it. But then | got to like her. Shewould follow me around, beg-
ging me to pick her up. One day my parents left her with me. She
messedin her diapers, and | had to clean her up. That was weird, but |
did it. | cleaned her, and | powdered her butt, and | put another diaper
on her. | don't think | ever looked at her the sameway after that. Some-
how shewas not just their kid, shewas my kid. When | realized that she
was dead, | got crazy angry. | was so pissed. | blamed everyone and
everything."

“Like me," said Star with a sniff, her head still pressed to the covers.

"Yes, like you. Now | realize that mostly | blamed myself,” Ralph
replied. Star beganto cry again. Ralph reached over and beganto stoke
her back.

“It's all my fault,” Star sobbed. "It's all my fault. | told Daddy that |
wanted a new video, and | kept bugging him and bugging him, and
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finally he went to Bakersfield to get one for me and now he's dead. It's
all my fault." Ralph waited until her cries tapered off again before an-
swering.

"Your mother thinks that it's her fault," he said.

Star calmed down enough to ask, "Why?"

"She say's that she had been bugging him about dryer sheets and
bleach and groceries. Sohe went to Bakersfield to get them. But | think
that sheforgets that he wanted to visit his parents. | think it was just bad
luck that he happened to be in Bakersfield when this happened. | think
it was just bad luck that | happened to be here instead of San Diego
when this happened. Or maybe it was good luck. | don't know. | just
know that it's not your mother's fault, and it's not your fault." Ralph
took a deep breath. "And | guess it's not my fault."

"Did you ever go to the zoo?" Star asked. Ralph was confused for a
moment at the change of subject.

"Oh. Yes. The SanDiego Zoo. Yeswe went there sometimes. | let my
sister ride on my shoulders," he replied. "But the place we liked the best
was the SanDiego Wildlife Preserve. It had this huge open area, and the
people were up high on a hill, so we could seeeverywhere all at once.
There were walls around the whole thing, and there was a train that
went around the whole place, so you could seeeverything like the lions
and the zebras, and the giraffes."

Star looked up. "Lions?" she asked doubtfully. "In the open? Not in
cages?"

"That was the bestpart for me. They didn't have to live in cages. They
could just walk around free."

Star was silent for a minute. "Mama's gonna hate me, now," she
sniffed. "Cause | hit Comet, and | said really mean things to her."

"Your mama will never hate you, Star," Ralph assured the little girl.
"Your mama loves you and she always will. But she will want you to
apologize to Comet."

"All right." Starwiped her eyes. Then in a small voice, she asked him,
“Is it okay if | don't call you, Daddy? | mean, if you marry my mama
someday, | can wait and call you, Daddy then, okay?"

Ralph felt like his heart had stopped. There was a ringing in his ears,
and he had trouble drawing a breath. Slowly he breathed and then he
said. "No matter what happens, you can always call me Ralph. | prom-
ise. You know what? When spring comes,|'m going to make a big sign
right by the road. It's going to say, Davis Brown Farm. Soeveryone will
always know that the name of this place is Davis Brown Farm."
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"Davis Brown Farm," Star repeated slowly. "That's a good name. Dav-
Is Brown Farm."

There was a knock at the door. Slowly the door opened, and timidly
Mary looked around the door. Starlooked at her and then started to cry
again. "I'm sorry, Mama," she sobbed. "I'm sorry. Please don't hate me."

Mary shoved the door open, and sheflew into her daughters arms. "
love you so much, Star," she cried.

Ralph got up, and he went to the door. With one backward glance, he
shut the door, leaving the girl and her mother to their grief.

Things were better after that. Star apologized to her brother, and she
made a point of playing with him; even letting him chosewhat to play.
Star wasn't perfect, of course. She was, after all, a little girl.

February arrived, and it was time for the twins' birthday. Mary baked

them a cake. Comet gave each boy one of his toys as a present. They
thanked Comet, and they asked if they might keep their presentsin his
toy box. He assured them that it was okay with him.
Then they watched an action DVD, while Ralph attended to the barn
chores. After the movie, Ralph askedto speak with them. They went to
the kitchen where Ralph presented them with spearsmade of old broom
and mop handles and painted with lightning bolts.

"l thought it was time that you two had your own spears,"said Ralph
gruffly. "So | made these for you." The boys were amazed.

"Wow, this is so cool!" exclaimed Kevin. "Thanks a lot, Ralph."

"Yeah, | can't wait to show the guys at the Lodge," agreed Nathan.
“This is really decent of you, Ralph."

Ralph looked uncomfortable, and then, behind the boys, he saw Mary
looking at him and waiting for him to respond. "UmE you're welcome,"
he answered. Mary smiled at him.

"He has been working on those spears for a long time," said Mary.
Ralph mumbled something.

The rest of February passeduneventfully, to Mary's relief. Shewas al-
ways aware of Ralph and where he was, and one time she had an erotic
dream in which he made an appearance,but for the most part they tried
to pretend that their feelings for each other did not exist.

In early March, Paige had a birthday. Again a cake was made, and
again Comet presented her with a toy, but this time, instead of making
Paige a gift, Ralph, to everyone's shock, suggested that they hold a
dance.

Mary had an MP3 player that was chocked full of music. They hooked
it to a pair of speakersand played a mixture of fast and slow music. The
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twins were not crazy about the idea, but since it was Paige's birthday
they stoically went along. Once they started dancing, the twins had a lot
of fun. Star demanded to be taught to dance, and Comet got in on the
action by prancing around the living room. It was fun, it was silly and
the house rang with laughter. Afterwards, Kylie asked if they could
have a slumber party in the attic. Ralph agreedto sleepin NathanOsed
for the night, and the six children tromped up to the attic. Mary knew
that it would be forever before they went to sleep, so she decided that
the next day would be an essential work only day.

With the kids gone, Mary and Ralph were alone. "Well, that was a ri-
ot," he observed. Mary laughed.

"It was great. | can't believe that you suggested a dance. That was a
wonderful idea," she said.

“They're girls. | thought that they might like it. It was fun teaching
them the steps to the slow dances. | used to dance with my sister like
that. She stood on my shoes, and | moved around," said Ralph.

"My husband and | didn't know any dances, fast or slow. But some-
times we would get out on the dance floor and bounce around. If it was
a slow dance we just held on to each other." Mary smiled at the
memory. "Thanks for teaching me," she said.

The MP3 player was still playing. A slow number began to play.
"Would you care to dance, Mary?" murmured Ralph.

Mary's heart beganto pound. Are you kidding? Me and you? Alone?
That's the craziest idea I've ever heard, she thought to herself. She
thought of an old television show that she used to watch when shewas a
kid. She felt like stepping back, waving her arms like the robot, and
shouting, danger, danger, danger.

"All right," she heard herself say.

She placed her hands on his shoulders. He placed his hands on her
waist. Slowly, they began the steps. Their feet moved perfectly togeth-
er. Gradually, they closed the gap between them. Shemoved her arms
around his neck. He moved his arms behind her back. The music was
lovely, romantic and suggestive. Their bodies responded to each other.
Their breathing deepened. Then the music stopped.

For a moment they stood there, clinging to each other. Then Mary
gave him a little nudge, and he released her. Shedidn't know what to
say. Upstairs she could hear the sound of children laughing at
something.

“Let's sit down and listen to the music," suggested Ralph.

"Good idea," agreed Mary. She walked to the sofa and sat down,
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expecting Ralph to take the chair, but he followed her and sat down be-
side her. He put his arm around her. His hand stroked her shoulder.
Hesitantly, she leaned against him. She sat there, tense, waiting for
something to happen. When he spoke, his words were a surprise.

"l really liked Jackie," he began.

“The girl who was murdered?" she asked.

"Yes. | really liked her. She was older than the rest of us, and the
things we talked about were adult things. Shetold me that she had sex
with her older boyfriend when she was just fourteen. Then her period
was two weeks late, and she knew that shewas pregnant. Shecried and
cried. Shewas terrified. Sheknew absolutely nothing about how to find
help. Then her period came. It was a false alarm.

"After that she swore off sexuntil her senior year in high school, and
when she began an intimate relationship, she made sure that she was on
the pill. She made this guy date her for three months before she slept
with him. She wanted to get to know him before they had sex. She
wanted to discover if she could trust him.

"She said that she came to the camp as a counselor, because she
wanted to teach younger girls how important it was to wait until they
were older to have sex, not just until they thought that they were ready.
Shesaid that a young girl can't know when she'sready to have sex until
she understands the emotions of a relationship, and that you have to be
older to understand those emotions.

"When | talked with Jackie,| felt older and more mature. Shewas a
woman in the midst of all theseqirls. | felt like | was falling in love with
her.

"But then this fog thing happened. At first, she tried to pretend that
nothing had happened. Then, | don't know why or how, she changed.
Something happened in her head. | wonder if it was the responsibility.

“Then shedied. | think | went a little nuts myself after that. | stopped
eating. Every day, | went down to her grave, and | just sat there. But
then Hector came. Someone from outside the camp. Somehow, that
made me wake up and get myself together. Strange.

"And now I'm here with you. | feel like | have something to live for
now. Something, someone, several some ones to protect. Being with
you is a little like being with Jackie, but better. My feelings for Jackie
were like a crush on a favorite teacher. My feelings for you are like the
feelings I think your husband must have felt. Not just feelings of desire,
but feelings of caring and cherishing. | suppose it's wrong, but | can't
help feeling like Comet and Star are our kids, not just yours. | hope you
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are not offended, Mary."

Mary, trying to swallow the lump in her throat, could not speak, so
she shook her head. Giving up, shelaid her head on his shoulder. Fin-
ally she spoke. "I'm not going to lie to you, Ralph. | do have feelings for
you. | care about you very much. | love the way you interact with my
children. | canseehow much they mean to you. But I'm still mourning
my husband. | need more time to come to terms with these feelings |
have for you."

“I'm fine with that,” he said, and he kissed her lightly. They went to
their separate beds, and they slept surprisingly well.

Mary felt like the air was cleared between her and Ralph. Her mood
lightened considerably. And she was busy. She was determined that
when the kids emerged from the Lodge, she would be there to feed
them. She baked and froze bread. She scrounged and washed every
container that she could find, and she filled them with potato soup
which she also froze. Sheknew that the taste and texture of frozen milk
changed for the worse after a few weeks, so she waited until two weeks
until April before she began freezing milk. But she skimmed the cream
off the milk, and she made plenty of butter in her blender.

On the first day of March, she had the boys empty the containers in the
solar room and refill them with fresh dirt. Then she planted tomato and
cucumber seedlings. Shehad grown chard and spinach all winter. What
the house did not eat was cooked and frozen. She made the boys catch
as much trout as possible. They didn't mind catching the fish, but they
sure minded cleaning them. Shehad separated the potatoes when they
were harvested, and she had soon replanted the thumb sized ones. Now
the leaves of those tubers were poking through the snow. Except for
meat, she thought that she could feed the campers for a month. After
that? She would deal with that when it happened.

Mary welcomed the advent of spring. There was still snow on the
ground, heavy in some places, but the sun had shone for much of March,
so far, and now the plants would get more than twelve hours of sun-
light. Soon she would need to get the plow ready to till the earth. She
needed to get down to the camp, so that she could seeif there was any
available land to be tilled. Mary intended to put as much land as pos-
sible into production this year. She knew that it depended on the
amount of fuel that was left. Hector had told her about the fuel tank at
the logging camp. Sheneeded to convince him that the best use of that
fuel was for food production.

For the kids, it was a great relief to get out of the house. Even chores
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were welcomed if it meant getting out in the sun. Most of the chickens
and rabbits had survived the winter. Fishing was fun, even if they had
to clean them. Ralph enjoyed walking over the fields, marveling at the
hardy potato plants, and practicing throwing the spears with the twins.

One morning he allowed Comet and Star to accompany him. They
wandered around the fields, before heading for the water tank to see
how it had fared during the winter.

"Carry me, Daddy!" demanded Comet. Star looked at Ralph, but she
said nothing. Shehad grown used to her brother's endearment for Ral-
ph. Ralph picked up Comet, and he set the boy on his shoulders. As
they walked toward the water tank, he asked Star what she knew about
her mother's plans.

"Mama thought that we could grow beansout here," explained Star.
"We were going to usethat black plastic stuff to drip irrigate the plants. |
know that we have a lot of seed. But mama never got around to it last
year."

"What kind of beans?" asked Ralph.

"l think it was more like peas,"replied Star. "I know she talked about
peasfrom China, and snapping peas. Then she said she was going to try
to grow black eyed peasand green beans. But shedidn't think that green
beans would grow very well here."

"Chinese and snap peas,"said Ralph thoughtfully. "That's right. They
are supposed to grow well in cool weather."

"0000E a tiger," exclaimed Comet.

Ralph and Star laughed. "You think you seea tiger, Comet?" asked
Ralph.

“There," replied Comet pointing to the water tank.

Star gasped, and Ralph froze. It was not atiger, it was a mountain li-
on. It was pacing towards them, head lowered. It seemedto be limping
slightly.

Ralph lowered Comet to the ground. "Let's go back," he said.

"l want to see the tiger, Daddy," Comet complained.

Ralph and Star took Comet by his hands, and they began pulling him
towards the house. The lion's pace towards them quickened to a slow
lope. The trio had only moved a dozen pacesbefore it becameclear that
the animal would soon catch them.
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Chapter

Jacob

Ralph stopped, and he placed Comet and Star behind him. He was
frightened. The animal's coat was dirty, and its ribs were showing. Ral-
ph thought that the animal might be starving. He wondered if it would
attack. How would he stop it, he thought? It would surely go for Co-
met.

"Star, you need to be ready to take Comet and run to the house," said
Ralph calmly. "I'll try to stop it." Ralph wished that he had brought his
spear. The big cat stopped a few pacesfrom the trio. Its tail was twitch-
ing.

“I'm scared, Daddy," whimpered Comet, sensing that something was
amiss.

"Are you ready, Star," asked Ralph without turning.

"Yes, Dad," she replied. Shetook Comet's hand firmly. As young as
she was, she could tell what was about to happen. The huge cat would
spring. Ralph would try to wrestle with it. Sheand Comet would run as
fast as they could to the house. Would Ralph die? Shehad a moments
regret that she had never told him that she loved him.

Then Star heard a yell. The cat's attention was diverted. Ralph heard
the sound of his own spearwhizzing by his head. The catleaped back as
Ralph's spearlanded at the very place that the large cat had been crouch-
ing. The cat turned and fled as Nathan and Kevin, panting and out of
breath, reached the trio. They were carrying their spears.

Ralph took a breath. His legs were shaking. Comet was clinging to his
leg and crying. Regaining his composure, Ralph reached down and
picked up Comet. He turned around to see Star sandwiched between
Nathan and Kevin. In the distance, Mary who had beenrunning to them
with her shotgun, slowed to a walk. Everything is all right, he thought.
My family is safe. Comet stopped crying.
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