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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my mother, Eleanor Cochran, who instilled in me, at an early age, her great love of reading. At the writing of this book, she is 84 years old and still lending books from her vast library. She can read entire novels in a day and retains most of what she reads. I attribute her marvelous memory and 20/20 vision to the fact that she has kept those muscles exercised with her daily reading. In addition, because she is so well-read, she can converse with anyone at any level.

			The fact that I am a Christian is a direct result of my mother’s influence, as well. Therefore, I am able to pass along that strong faith in my writing. There was never a question about to whom I would dedicate this book. I owe the fact that I am an author and avid reader entirely to my mother.

		

	
		
			With Gratitude

			Imagination, coupled with real life experiences, were the seeds from which this book sprang. Therefore, those I met in my life who contributed to this storyline are simply too many to mention. I am thankful to all of those who helped shape and form my life, resulting in the work which is about to unfold before you. There are those who especially stand out in my mind, however.

			The first is my father, who loved these mountains and instilled that love in me, as well. He taught me to love the old ways and antiques. He also showed me that older family members have so much to offer the younger ones, if they will only listen. He planted in my heart a strong love for animals and to care well for them. So much of this storyline stems from the richness of his life and the memories with which he left me. He was my favorite person in the world and his memory will always stay fresh and vivid as his influence is woven throughout the following pages. I could never thank him enough for all that he taught me.

			My dear friend, Ola Norman, encouraged me heavily in my writing and kept back-up copies of my manuscript (just in case). She gave me my first computer, so I was off and running with my writing at last! She is another one who lent me many books and now does this for a living as a librarian. She influenced me to seek a publisher and I am very grateful for her part in this writing.

			Betty Richardson and Helen Ray, two sisters who attend our church and have become like family to my husband and me, were willing to give of their time and proof the manuscript. Their love of Christ is reflected in their giving spirits and I am thankful they gave to this effort and found the book absorbing.

			My husband read the first few chapters I wrote of the sequel to this book entitled, The Sang Hunters, and said I had captured the spirit of his beloved mountains. He encouraged me to continue— and as I wrote, I realized that I must back up and write the story of what brought the McKaine family to the mountains in the first place. The confidence my husband placed in me by those few words inspired me to continue. He has my undying gratitude.

			There were those who faithfully stayed by my side through the long days and nights of writing. They literally have been with me every step of the way and kept me well satisfied with their devoted company. To arise from my computer meant stepping over their warm, furry bodies. Therefore, my beloved dogs played a vital role and I appreciate them for that.

			Last of all, the great God about whom I write in these pages is real and true and very present in my life. This may be a work of fiction, but it hopefully portrays how life could be if we would only trust Him. It is how it is for me and without Him I could not have written this work or have even taken my next breath! For all of the gifts that He so freely gave me, I am eternally grateful.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The weight of the world hung like a mantle on the slender shoulders of the young girl who sat at the window. With her left cheek and temple pressed against the cold pane, Jessie McKaine sat hoping that its coolness would ease the hot throbbing in her head. The fierce storm outside showed no signs of letting up and the fierce storm inside seemed the same.

			Distractedly, Jessie watched the raindrops, little rivulets making their way down the glass, then out of the range of her vision. Her mother’s shallow breathing and the raindrops had become one in her mind, and soon the sound of the breathing, like the raindrops, would run its course and be no more.

			How this could be, Jessie could not fathom. How could things have gone so wrong? But, then, in the pit of her stomach, Jessie knew that this time of child birthing she had feared this very thing and now it was coming to pass. Jessie had prayed until the stream of words had run dry. For days she had prayed, unceasingly, no matter that she was weary beyond belief. God seemed so silent, dreadfully silent, but in Jessie’s heart she knew the time was at hand.

			Where was her father? Why was he not here being strong for them all? Jessie’s throat choked and she swallowed back the hot tears. Even while she was controlling one part of her body, however, her eyes had mutinied and the tears flowed, keeping pace with the raindrops.

			Jessie’s shoulders heaved and the young, straight back bent at last as the teenager gave way to her grief. How long she gave vent to her emotions, she had no way of knowing, but suddenly through the haze of her thinking the realization that her mother’s breathing had changed, broke through to her.

			Whirling around, the young girl heard a sharp intake of breath and then saw a look of peace and radiance cross her mother’s face, obliterating the pain and suffering that had been etched there. Crossing quickly to her mother’s side, Jessie grasped the thin hand in her own young, eager ones and whispered, “Mom….”

			Though Kathleen McKaine continued to look at the ceiling as if she could not tear her eyes away, it was obvious that she had heard her daughter. She took a deep breath and a brilliant smile lit her face. Jessie stared as if transfixed. The happiness on her mother’s face was a sight to behold.

			“Jessie, is that you?”

			Jessie’s voice threatened to stay hidden in her throat. Such was her awe of her mother’s look, but a small, childlike voice whispered, “Yes, Mama….”

			“Jessie, you must listen to me. Do you know how much I love you?”

			Again, the little voice, this time laced with tears, “Yes, Mama, I love you too…so very much.”

			A tear made its way from her mother’s eye into the fever dampened hair. But her voice was stronger now and tinged with a tired excitement.

			“Jessie, I don’t have much longer.”

			“No, Mama….”

			“Jessie, darling…denying it won’t change anything. Besides…He has told me that it is time. I will be with Him…soon.”

			Jessie’s weeping increased, but she struggled to hang on.

			“Darling, Jessie, so much is depending on you. You are so young to be saddled…with so much, but you must be strong…and courageous. God will help you.”

			“Why isn’t He helping now, then?” Jessie cried out almost angrily.

			Her mother seemed less strong and her voice was softer still when next she spoke.

			“Darling, it is not for us…to question God’s timing. He has appointed a time for each of us to go be with Him. This is simply…my time. You must accept that….”

			Weeping softly, Jessie laid her face against her mother’s shoulder and whispered, “I’m sorry, Mama.”

			“Jessie, I am talking to you this way because today you must become an adult. You must shoulder…adult responsibilities. It is I who am sorry for that, but your father…he must have been captured…or else he is in hiding.”

			Kathleen looked to the side as her mind wandered off and Jessie’s heart clutched to think how very much her mother must want her husband to be by her side at this moment.

			“You must believe that he is alive…and will come for you soon,” Kathleen breathed once more, as she focused her mind and lay gathering strength for what she had yet to say, praying as she did so that God would grant her life long enough to get it said.

			Jessie’s heart filled with fresh pain, thinking of her father who would not be here for his wife’s final moments. How grieved he would be! Oh, it was all wrong! Jessie’s heart threatened to burst with the pain of it!

			Her mother had rallied and was speaking again. “Jessie, you must keep everyone together. The authorities will probably come and try to place you in foster care. You must not be separated! Stay together…for your dad. Flee if you must, but stay together.”

			The force of her words sapped so much of her remaining strength, but Kathleen had to get it all said.

			“And, Jessie. Stay away from Sean! Don’t let any of the children go with him. Jessie, understand! Don’t leave any of the children even alone with him. And…don’t let him know if you have to flee. Whatever you do, don’t let him know where you are going!”

			Fear caught at Jessie’s heart at the sound of her mother’s words. Kathleen was spent from the emphasis of her statements and Jessie began to wonder if her mother had slipped into unconsciousness again.

			In a much weaker voice she continued, “Jessie, you have been a good girl. You are mature for your age and I know I can trust you. And…I know you can trust God. He will see you through. Listen to Him….Now, please get the others.”

			Having stayed so long in one position without having realized it, Jessie was surprised to discover how stiff she was. She threw her shoulders back, however, and went woodenly toward the door to do what needed to be done.

			Six somber faces watched as their big sister, Jessie, quietly tiptoed to their mother’s side. Grandpa, standing between the two oldest children, seemed not to understand. Kathleen McKaine’s eyes were still fixed upon the ceiling and the radiant look was still upon her drawn features.

			Jessie leaned down and whispered through a throat that seemed too thick for words, “Mama….”

			It was a full minute before Kathleen seemed able to tear her eyes from that spot on the ceiling and when she did, twin tears coursed down onto her dampened pillow.

			Kathleen’s voice was full of emotion when at last she spoke, “Send them to me, Jessie, dear.”

			Jessie drew back and motioned for Ryler, one of the two-year-old twins. He reached for Tyler, and together they approached the bed, not understanding why everything was so hushed and still. Mama had lain in this bed for days and they had missed her so and now they were to see her.

			Jessie smiled weakly at them to encourage them, though she knew they did not understand the tears streaming down her face.

			Two little pairs of arms gently hugged their mother and two little voices whispered almost simultaneously, “Me ub oo, Mama.”

			“I love you too, my darlings. You must do as Mama asks. Obey your sister, Jessie…for Mama….”

			With wide eyes, the little boys nodded at their mother, embraced her once more with their chubby little arms and then toddled back to stand in line.

			Little red-headed Katy, namesake for her mother, moved timidly to the bed. At four, she knew enough to understand that something was dreadfully wrong and she almost trembled in her fright. Her mother was almost the same color as her pillows and she abstractedly thought of her crayons. At four, she was already quite the little artist and her child mind realized that her mother’s skin was not the same as her flesh-colored crayon.

			Her small hand reached out to finger her mother’s damp hair and she saw, to her dismay, fresh tears roll from her mother’s eyes onto the damp pillow.

			“My little Kathleen. You are Mama’s brave little girl and I love you so much.” Kathleen McKaine’s head sunk deeper into the pillow, as if the weight of her feelings was too much for her.

			Little Kathleen continued to stroke her mother’s hair and face and her little back straightened as if she was already trying to be the brave little girl that her mother wanted her to be. Finally, turning slightly to face her once more, her mother breathed, “Katy…you must mind Jessie. She will take care of you. Be good to her for me…and help her all you can. And…always, wait for your father. He is going to need your love.”

			Kathleen lifted a weak arm to hug her daughter and Katy’s little face crumpled with her emotions. Micah helped Katy down from the stool and Josh moved to his mother’s side. It was obvious that he was trying to be brave and not cry, but silent tears were making their way down his cheeks.

			“Josh, my love. You must be daddy’s little man. You must help Jessie in any way she asks. She is going to need you and you must mind her…for me.”

			“I will Mama….” Josh’s answer was barely audible. Then he threw his arms around his mother’s neck and hugged her ever so gently and though those present heard nothing, his mother heard his whispered, “I love you,” and her heart was rent even more.

			Micah looked at his older sister Sarah and then being the young gentleman that he was, deferred his place to her. Sarah was openly weeping as she handed the baby, Annie, to Jessie. Her mute lips worked with all the words that she wanted to say.

			Her heart breaking, she thought that her mother perhaps could not focus her eyes well anymore and that the things in her heart might not get to be signed. Still, she extended her thumb, index and little finger toward her mother in the sign, “I love you.”

			Then Sarah’s attempt at control vanished as her mother returned the sign, weak though she was. Kathleen used a lot of her remaining strength to say weakly, “Help, Jessie.” And, “I am depending on you.”

			Micah hurried into place as he saw the strength leaving his mother’s body. At thirteen, he was a responsible young man and very intuitive. He grasped his mother’s hand and was appalled at the weakness he felt there. He somehow knew that she was holding on by an act of sheer will and with all his heart, he wished that he could infuse some of his energy and strength into her body. He loved her so and now they were going to lose her. “How could this be?” his mind roared.

			“Micah…I love you, son.” Kathleen was fighting for every breath now. Sweat beads had gathered on her upper lip and were running down the tiny smile lines on each side of her mouth. “You must be…the man…of the…family…now.”

			Kathleen had closed her eyes as if this would give her more strength. “Until…your father…returns.”

			“Mom, you know I will. I’ll do anything for you…anything, Mom.” Micah breathed these words out with such urgency. “Mom, we all love you so much…” Micah’s voice broke as he considered his next words. “You’ve been the best Mom ever,” and the teenager laid his blond head on his mother’s breast and wept.

			Jessie gently placed her hand on Micah’s shoulder. He turned slowly to rejoin the others. Grabbing Grandpa’s hand, Jessie placed it in her mother’s own weak one. Kathleen looked up at her father one last time, her eyes filled with a special brand of love. “Good-bye, Poppa, I love you,” she whispered.

			As Jessie motioned, the two oldest turned to leave the room, ushering the little ones out as they went. Grandpa ambled along behind them looking more confused than ever and Jessie’s heart went out to him. His daughter was dying and he didn’t even comprehend it.

			Turning back to the bed, Jessie realized just what an enormous strain these “good-byes” had been for her mother. Even so, the tiny rasps that were now her mother’s breathing were a new source of surprise, and Jessie’s shoulders slumped as she was forced to face the inevitable.

			Jessie had to lean in close to her mother’s mouth to catch the next words, “Jess…the baby.”

			Placing Annie gently at her mother’s side, Jessie thought that she could not take any more as her mother turned her head slightly to place a gentle kiss on the sleeping baby’s forehead, crooning her love to it. Then her mother turned and, once again, looked at the ceiling. She smiled a weak smile and peace descended onto her strained features, relaxing them even in the face of death, into such a radiant beauty.

			 “Take good care of Poppa…he was such a wise man…before….”

			“Remember…stay together…stay a family…and wait for your dad.”

			All of this effort to speak took its final toll, “I will wait for you…I love you all….” and with that Kathleen McKaine spoke her last words.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sean McAllister stood in the kitchen of the McKaine home. He felt little pity for the children who had lost their mother, his sister. “Served her right!” His evil mind thought. “She always was a goody two-shoes and she married a man just like her.”

			He glanced around at the old man who was sitting and staring into space. “I’m sure not going to be saddled with the old man like Kathleen was. He’s not my father anyway. The State will have to look after him.” Sean’s thoughts continued.

			At that moment, Sarah entered the room with a screaming Annie.

			“Can’t you keep that kid quiet?” Sean yelled.

			Sarah began to prepare the formula with one hand while she held the baby close with the other. Sean reached out and grabbed her arm, causing formula to spill on the stove and floor. “You may be dumb, but I know you’re not deaf! Now keep that kid quiet!”

			Jessie walked in at that moment and moved like lightning to intercept Micah as he made a lunge at his uncle. “No, Micah! Let it go!”

			Sean turned, curling his lips into a sneer, “That’s right, boy! You’d better listen to your sister. You touch me and it will be something you’ll never forget.”

			Micah jerked out of Jessie’s hold on him and stalked from the room. Jessie’s heart went out to him. She knew he was wishing desperately to be more than his thirteen years right now.

			Jessie quickly signed to the frightened Sarah to take the baby into another room and she would finish preparing the bottle. Sarah lost no time in exiting the room. Jessie stooped to clean the floor of the spilled formula and then she prepared the bottle.

			Sean watched her movements, thinking once again just how pretty his two nieces were becoming. No, that was not quite correct. They were more than pretty. Sarah was becoming a downright beauty. Pity, she had that disability, but it might come in useful sometime in the near future.

			Her mind working furiously, Jessie finished the bottle and went to find Sarah and the baby. With Annie still screaming, it was not difficult to do so. Sarah was rocking her in their parents’ bedroom. Jessie felt a fresh wave of pain as she entered the room. She brushed it aside and focused on the task at hand, however.

			Annie had been such a good baby the first three weeks, but in the week since her mother’s death, she had taken to screaming on a regular basis. Jessie felt surely that she had just sensed how upset everyone else was and was reacting to it. At least she hoped that was all. The last thing they needed was for the authorities to think there was anything wrong.

			Sean had accepted the role of temporary guardian or they would already have been placed in foster care. Jessie was thankful for that much, but she remembered her mother’s words and knew this could not last for long. She had confided in Sarah and Micah what her mother had said about not leaving any of the children even alone in the same room with him, so the three of them had been vigilant about the younger ones.

			The time had come to act, however. They must leave soon, only Jessie did not know where to go. Her head throbbed from all the crying and thinking she had been doing, but still no solution had presented itself.

			Leaving Sarah with a now content Annie, Jessie took a deep breath for courage and headed back to the kitchen. Thankfully, Sean was no longer there. She heard the sound of his old truck starting up and glanced out the window at the flat Georgia landscape in time to see him peeling off. She spotted Josh sitting on a stump, silhouetted by the setting sun. The twins and Katy were taking turns swinging. Micah was leaning against a gnarled oak tree not far away, dejection and defeat written clearly in his stance.

			Jessie turned with a sigh and walked toward her grandfather, who was staring out the dining room window. Suddenly, she wished she were a little girl again and there was someone taking care of her. She dropped to her knees in front of her grandfather and laid her aching head in his lap. “God, help us.” She breathed for the hundredth time.

			“Grandpa, what are we going to do?” She said out loud. “We have to leave here. Where are we going to go? Please tell me, Grandpa. I need wisdom right now in the worst sort of way. Tell me, Grandpa, where can we go?”

			“We could always go to Charlie’s.”

			It was her grandfather’s voice! Jessie jerked her head up and looked into his eyes. There was recognition there! Miraculously, there was recognition there!

			“Grandpa!” Jessie exclaimed as she struggled upright on her knees. “Grandpa, you know me!”

			“Of course, I know you, Jessie,” Kevin McAllister stated, as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

			Jessie jumped to her feet and threw her arms around her grandfather. “Thank you, God, thank you!” played through her mind as joy coursed through her being.

			She was so ecstatic about the fact that her grandfather was lucid that she almost missed what he had said. Then it came back to her and it made all the sense in the world.

			Her great-uncle Charlie was her grandfather’s brother. He was a recluse who lived in the remote mountains of North Carolina. Her father had taken her mother, Sarah, Micah, Josh and herself when Jessie was nine years old, on a camping trip to the mountains where they had camped on Charlie McAllister’s land. Jessie remembered the wild beauty of the place and their one meeting with their uncle Charlie. Would he consider helping them find a place to hide out until their father returned for them?

			Jessie’s eyes lit up at the prospect of it all. Then again, would her grandfather remain lucid long enough to help them find their way there? Jessie had always been skilled with directions, but she had only been nine at the time. Would she remember her way now?

			Firmly believing this to be an answer from God, especially, considering the miracle of the way the answer came, Jessie set her mind to bringing it to pass. First, however, she must tell the others the good news about Grandpa.

			Everyone was overjoyed with the return of Grandpa’s mental state. It was a true mystery! Sarah, the well-read one in the family, conjectured that the blow of his wife’s death had triggered his former mental confusion. Now perhaps the second blow of his daughter’s death had somehow triggered this restored mental state. Whatever the reason, the children were all delighted and while Grandpa, with Josh’s help entertained the little ones, Jessie called a family meeting. Sarah and Micah had been made aware of their mother’s request that the family stay together, but not that they were to leave their home, if necessary.

			Micah gulped when Jessie said that they must leave, but immediately afterward he saw the wisdom in this decision. He had already noticed the way that Sean was looking at his sisters, and he had determined at any cost that he would protect them. Realizing that he was only thirteen, however, he had realistically assessed that he might not be much protection, but he would die trying, if need be.

			Sarah was not so sure. She had signed wildly that they must wait there for their dad. Surely he would come soon. The Peace Treaty had been signed with North Vietnam more than two months ago. If their dad had been captured, he would have surely been released by now and be making his way home. Therefore, Sarah opted to wait.

			The deciding vote was left to Jessie. She, too, had noticed the way that Sean looked at Sarah and herself. Protecting herself was not an issue with Jessie. She felt capable of doing that where Sean was concerned, but she was infinitely worried about Sarah. What if Sean found an unguarded moment alone with Sarah? She would not even be able to scream much less ward him off.

			Then there was Sean’s attitude with the other children. Jessie wanted them brought up in the kind of love her mom and dad had showered upon them all. She did not want them subject to Sean’s outbursts. There was also the issue of their grandpa. Jessie did not believe that Sean would suffer his presence much longer, even if Grandpa’s mind was normal again. She feared greatly that Sean would have him put in a home or worse yet, even committed, and there would be nothing that she could do about it.

			No, her mind was made up. They must leave and quickly.

			Jessie’s father had given her an old car when she had turned sixteen. By squeezing five younger kids in the back seat, Grandpa, Sarah and the baby would fit in the front with Jessie driving.

			Sarah was put in charge of packing clothes for everyone. Each child would be allowed to take one toy or prized possession provided it would fit. Micah was to pack their camping gear. Jessie would pack their provisions, plan their route, and hide her parents’ heirlooms. She knew that once they departed Sean would sell what was valuable. A number of items had already turned up missing, and Jessie suspected Sean of the thefts.

			“When will we leave?” Sarah signed. 

			Jessie realized that she did not know the answer. They would just have to look for an opportunity. They certainly did not want Sean to know, so they agreed to keep things quiet. Jessie wanted all their things made ready for the moment when opportunity presented itself. The younger children would be kept in the dark about leaving, since they were too young to keep quiet around Sean.

			Their plans were laid, albeit sketchily. Secretly they began to prepare.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sean had been leaving lately only to return with the smell of beer on his breath. Though, Sean still called Grandpa a crazy old man, Grandpa tried repeatedly to reason with him. One day Sean got so mad he almost hit the older man. Grandpa stared into his eyes unflinchingly and Sean backed off, shouting obscenities as he left the room and kicking at Ryler in rage as he passed the little boy. It was a close call that left Jessie shaken.

			That evening, however, Jessie realized the time had come. She had decided to check the baby. As she softly opened the door, she discovered Sean pressing Sarah up against the wall! In a drunken stupor, he was trying to kiss her. Sarah was trying to scream with all her might and wrest herself from his grasp.

			Jessie grabbed one of her mother’s heavy brass bookends from the shelf beside the door and slammed it down hard on Sean’s skull. Sean crumpled backwards, his jacket swishing behind him as he fell heavily on Jessie’s side, knocking her to the floor.

			Sarah collapsed in tears and crawled to Jessie while Micah, hearing the commotion, came running down the hallway. Upon hearing what had happened, he kicked the prostrate Sean, hitting him squarely on the shoulder. Then he dropped to his knees and hugged both sisters.

			By now Josh and Grandpa had reached the door. “Jessie, what hap….” Grandpa started to ask and then turned to Josh, gently grabbing the young boy’s shoulder to turn him around. “Josh, please go take care of the little ones,” he directed in a soft voice.

			Josh looked back over his shoulder at his Grandpa, uncertainty written on his young face. He saw his grandpa, however, place his finger up to his lips and quietly whisper, “Mums, the word.”

			Josh left obediently to do his grandpa’s bidding. Though, his face had blanched at the sight of his uncle lying on the floor he obeyed his grandpa and did his part. He would remain outside with the other children and not let them know.

			Grandpa stepped into the room and knelt beside Sean. He felt for a pulse. Sarah was hysterical. Jessie grabbed her by the shoulders and locked eyes with her, “You’ve got to pull yourself together! We’re leaving tonight. I gassed the car up today. Now is the time.” Then with compassion she added, “Sarah, I’m sorry for what happened. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Sarah shook her head vehemently, “No”.

			“Then, please get the baby and her things and go to our room and calm down. When Micah and I finish stowing everything in the trunk, we’ll come get you. And Sarah, a good cry wouldn’t hurt you.”

			Taking a long look at her parents’ bedroom, Sarah clasped the baby close to her chest and slipped from the room.

			“Micah, go get some rope,” Grandpa directed. “We’ll need to tie Sean; in the event he comes to anytime soon.”

			Jessie began straightening Sean’s legs and arms in preparation for tying them.

			She felt detached from herself as she worked. She knew that Sean would be in a murderous mood when he came to and she wanted her family as far away as possible before that time.

			Jessie busied herself with straightening Sean’s jacket while Grandpa checked the condition of Sean’s head. As Jessie worked, a folded envelope fell from Sean’s pocket. A Social Services address caught her eye. Jessie carefully unfolded it. Her hand suppressed a cry.

			Micah had quietly entered the room. Seeing his sister’s distress, he dropped down behind her and read the contents of the letter.
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