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CHAPTER ONE

The muted strains of Merle Haggard’s “Working Man Blues” floated through the crowded van as Reverend John Gordon glanced into the rearview mirror at the twelve sitting tiredly in the vehicle after several long hours of driving and a flicker of a smile spread across his wide face. He knew them all very well, having known them almost since birth, and was proud of the young adults they’d grown into.

He didn’t find it odd that they shared a number of common characteristics. They were all twenty-seven years old. None of them had ever married or even come close. Nor had they even formed any sort of lasting relationship with anyone. Part of that had been his guidance, as their minister, to keep them on track to only settle for the right person at the right time. He knew they wouldn’t find that perfect person in their small community on the outskirts of Atlanta, but he knew they were all destined to find something even greater when the time was right.

None of them had ever considered leaving their community, other than for a few brief years of college, though they hadn’t gone far for that. They always returned to Fayetteville and they always would, until it was time for them to permanently relocate. The time was approaching and there wasn’t much more he needed to teach them, just a few things he had to reveal. The moment was growing close and he hoped his plan was on schedule and had time to impart the information before he ran out of time.

He’d been a minister at True Faith Church for just over twenty years, long enough to have seen them come into the congregation as children and grow into the fine adults they had become. They were all unique, had different personalities, and had formed smaller groups along the way, but that was to be expected. Still, they remained a solid group and that was going to be beneficial before long. He just found it comforting to know that those groups formed along lines that were perfect for them and their destinies.

There was only one of them that had become something of a problem, but that had only shown up in the previous couple of years. Chris Fulton had become the top salesman at a major advertising agency in Atlanta, where he’d worked for barely five years, and his ego had inflated tremendously. That was the primary cause of the problem and had isolated him from the others in the group, to a certain extent. Chris just thought he was too good to bother with the others in any situation outside the group as a while. He was too focused on himself and couldn’t be bothered with any of the others. John had a plan to deal with that if it arose at the wrong time, but not before. It was Chris’s personality developing and he wouldn’t do anything to hinder that growth.

The others were all doing things with their lives as he’d expected. They’d all become decent people and had grown to trust him over the years. He hoped that trust wasn’t betrayed by what lay ahead for them and that thought caused the smile to fade from his face.

“What’s with this country stuff?” Braxton Ross asked, leaning into the center of the vehicle over the shoulder of Tracy Sherman and her thick mass of curly brown hair.

John looked in the mirror again, caught a glimpse of his short, neatly styled dark hair and wide, brown eyes, then shrugged and said, “We’re in the woods of Mississippi. It’s the only station that comes in clearly.”

Braxton returned the shrug and sat back, almost shaking his head at the thought that there would be no other music for a while, at least until they reached their destination and could get the portable stereo they’d brought along from the small trailer hooked to the back of the van.

“What’s wrong with country?” Callie Morgan, seated to his left, asked as she half-turned on the bench seat to frown at him. “I’m hooked on it, especially this song.”

He shook his head, “It’s just so old.”

She smirked and looked away, “Just deal with it.”

John expected no less from Callie and that brought the smile back to his face. Callie was a strong, tough girl and always spoke her mind, which occasionally got her into a bit of trouble. He thought she was very attractive with a fit, athletic body, but she’d never traded on her looks. He thought she could have rather easily, but she preferred to make her way in the world by being competent at whatever she did. She was a pilot, and an excellent one. She worked for a charter service out of Atlanta and was their most requested pilot. No one had ever filed a complaint against her and she’d always been given positive reviews by her clients. That made her one of the most respected pilots in the area and she was never hurting for work.

John’s chuckled lightly as Callie essentially confronted Braxton then seemed to ignore him. Sure, they had their differences, but when push came to shove, they worked well together. There was a bit of rivalry between them, but it was a friendly one. They were definitely friends and that would supersede any argument or difference that might arise between them.

The radio station’s disc jockey came on the air as the song faded and said in a rich baritone voice, “That was good old Merle Haggard with the classic Working Man Blues. Now, we’re going to follow that up with a new song, one that I’ve just heard. It was written and recorded by a fairly local girl, from Alabama and is just the perfect song to come after that one. So, here’s Melissa Summersell and her first single, Hooked on Haggard.”

The song started playing and Callie leaned forward, closer to the nearest speaker, and smiled as the rich, contralto voice began singing almost joyfully about her obsession with good old Merle Haggard.

“It won’t be long now,” he said, hoping to wake them all up.

They’d been on the road for nearly eight hours, including a stop for food and fuel, and they were all growing weary. He wanted them to be awake and alert when they reached their destination, ready to do a little work that would be necessary to get ready for the night.

The old campground was located deep in the heart of the Homochitto National Forest in central Mississippi. It had started life in the early twentieth century as a Boy Scout camp, but the remote location hadn’t been conducive to all the activities that group had in mind. It had closed down in the 1920s and had remained closed for just a few years. A small group had purchased the property shortly before the Great Depression began in 1928 and refurbished the place, to make it a summer camp for kids. It had started off fairly well and began to develop a reputation as one of the better summer camps in the south, but the depression cut down on attendance for several years. Still, the camp managed to survive and really began to thrive in the late 1940s. It continued into the 1960s until the entire concept of the summer camp began to fade out. Finally, in 1968, forty years after it had opened, the camp closed for good. The property of the Hidden Springs campground remained vacant and abandoned for another fifty years.

John had first learned of the property nearly thirty years prior and had considered what to do about it since he’d first seen the rustic cabins and the decaying facilities. It was a place where he had to return, at the right time, and he hoped that nothing would happen in the intervening time to affect what he needed to do.

As the time approached, he found that the property remained vacant, abandoned, and a little research told him that it had become a property without ownership. The owners that had created the summer camp had left no heirs to claim it, or none that would claim it, and it had become a legally abandoned property at some point in the 1990s. That was perfect for John and he’d used almost every bit of the money he’d saved over the years to purchase the property. Of course, he hadn’t really saved that much, but the value of the property had been so minuscule and, with the local governments not able to tax an abandoned tract of land, he’d been able to purchase it for next to nothing.

The plan, as he’d explained it to the group, was that he would retire from the ministry and wanted something to do with his remaining years. He’d always been one to spend time in the woods, they all knew that, and the campground was perfect for him, especially with the idea of opening it in the summer for church kids around the country to spend a week or so experiencing nature. But first the property had to be cleaned up and the buildings restored. He didn’t think it would take long and had convinced them all to take a week of vacation to help him with the project. They’d settled on a week in March to coincide with the Spring Break holiday of the local schools, making it easiest for Jennifer Michaels, the only teacher in the group, to take the time.

If his timing was right, there wouldn’t be much work done and they would learn the truth before the end of the week. He was fine with that.

He just hoped that he could remember how to get there without getting them hopelessly lost in the woods.
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Erik Jacobs sat in the back of the van, leaning into the corner, beside the guy he thought of as his closest friend, Jimmy Tanner, and his next closest friend, Ray Hampton, seated at the end of the bench beside the small gap between the ends of the seats and the outer wall of the van. Erik leaned his head against the metal side of the vehicle, feeling the vibrations running through him like a small electric current, and stared out the window beside him, around the curly mass of Polly Randall’s long, blond hair in front of him. His steel gray eyes, half-lidded, watched the passing landscape, but little of it registered. His mind was on other things and his lean face, all sharp angles and smooth planes, remained passive, made it appear as if he would fall asleep at any second.

Without turning his head, his eyes shifted frequently to the other end of the seat in front of him, surreptitiously stealing glances at Aileen Dennison. He knew that most of the other guys thought that Polly was the most beautiful girl they’d ever seen, but he didn’t agree. Sure, Polly was attractive, but he thought Aileen was the most beautiful girl that had ever existed and ever would exist.

Of course, there was more to her than just her appearance. Over the years, he’d grown to know her a good bit, learned a great deal about her without really talking to her, and that made her even more attractive. On the surface, especially when dealing with her job, she appeared to be an outgoing, affable, fun-loving, and confident person. But Erik had seen her at her worst and at her truest. She wasn’t quite as confident as she appeared, often doubted herself, and definitely didn’t think she was nearly as attractive as he knew she was. She hadn’t quite expressed it, but he could somehow tell that she thought she was going in the wrong direction and even though her job was rather high-profile and provided her with the means to support herself without much trouble, she thought there was more to life and she wasn’t doing enough. That was what kept her in the church and studying under John’s tutelage. She wanted to be something more than she was; she just didn’t know exactly what that was.

Erik hoped that she would someday figure out exactly who she was and realize just how beautiful she was, both physically and spiritually. He felt fortunate to have grown even a little close to her and knew that he would do anything in the world for her.

He frequently looked at her, trying to keep the longing out of his eyes, and knew that his expression would remain stony. He rarely expressed any emotion on his face and Jimmy had mentioned that on occasion, telling him that he wasn’t going to attract any girls without letting them see what was really inside of him.

After a moment, he took a brief look around at the others. He knew that he should’ve felt close to all of them since they’d been together since before they’d entered school, but felt almost completely isolated from the rest of them. He couldn’t explain it, but he attributed the distance to his quiet and reserved nature. He wanted to do more, to be more active within the group, but it just wasn’t in him to be that gregarious. He preferred to sit back and watch, to pay attention to what the others did and said. At one point he considered writing down what he’d seen and that had given him the brief idea of becoming a writer, but he knew he didn’t have it in him. He wasn’t creative enough to fabricate a story of any length or believability. He did have a good grasp of the English language and could’ve written down everything they did, putting it into a nonfiction volume, but he didn’t think anyone would want to read about the experiences of that little group and the mediocre things they did.

He didn’t need to write them down to remember them. He could recall every detail of every experience the group had gone through. A few details from his life could occasionally get a little blurry and indistinct, but the group activities were burned into his mind like a brand. He couldn’t get rid of them if he tried. He did find it odd that he had such clarity of memory with the group’s activities and had a somewhat difficult time recalling things he’d done on his own. It didn’t make any sense, but he’d learned to live with it.

He finally looked away from Aileen and his eyes briefly landed on Chris Fulton between the two women. Erik knew that Chris had a big crush on Polly and that crush extended back to high school. The two were the same height, but they were two completely different people. Erik liked Polly, seeing her as a strong, caring person with an easy-going personality that was ideal for her job as an emergency room nurse. If her bedside manner was anything close to what he’d seen her do in dealing with guys over the years, she had to be the perfect nurse.

Chris, on the other hand, was a cocky jerk. Erik had never liked him, even though they’d been sort of loose friends in elementary school for a brief period. That hadn’t lasted long. Chris, even at that age, had seen himself as being too good to be seen with Erik, a quiet, shy, loner type. As an advertising salesman, Chris had to present a confident image and use his natural charisma to entice clients to purchase what he was selling, but he just wasn’t too good at selling himself. He’d tried for years to win Polly over, but she hadn’t budged. Sure, she would talk to him and didn’t seem to mind sitting beside him on the long trip to the backwoods of Mississippi, but that was as far as it would go. Erik had to smirk just a bit at the thought of the plan Chris must’ve had in mind for that trip and how he was sure that Polly would finally fall for him. Erik knew that she would just shoot him down again and that made Erik feel strangely good.

He just didn’t like the idea of Chris sitting so close to Aileen, even though he knew that Chris was focused on Polly and was actually sitting a little closer to Polly than to Aileen, it made Erik uncomfortable to see him sitting beside her.

Erik had wanted to sit beside her, but he’d taken his customary seat in the rear corner of the van, as far away from the others as possible, and she’d been a little late arriving. That was just usual for her, but it had left her with no choice in seating and she’d been forced onto the bench beside Chris.

Shaking his head slightly, he looked away from Chris and glanced over the others in the van. He hadn’t really become close to any of them, with the exceptions of the two seated beside him, Aileen, and Tracy. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about or had any problems with any of them. He had just never been social enough to interact with them too much.

Tracy was the exception. She’d made a point of interacting with him, but he had been able to tell quickly that it wasn’t an effort to start any sort of romantic relationship. She just thought he should be a little more involved in things and had tried to include him. He appreciated that effort, but he still never quite fit in. She had become more of a friend along the way, but he still refrained from too much interaction. He just couldn’t help it.

Finally, his gaze settled on the window and the passing landscape once again. He stared at the nearly continuous line of trees and bushes, wondering exactly where they were and how much longer it would take for them to reach the campground John had purchased.

That brought his attention to John and he shifted his gaze to look at the driver.

He liked John, trusted him, and thought of him as something of a father figure, though his own father was still a part of his life. John was just something special. He was always there for them and kept up with them, maintaining contact no matter where they were or where they went. He was the definitive minister to Erik and his presence made Erik want to stay where he was and not travel the world as he’d wanted to do in high school, just to get away from everything.

Before long, he began wondering what it would be like in the campground. He’d never been camping before and hoped it wasn’t like all those stories he’d heard about sleeping in tents and sleeping bags while having to go to the bathroom in the woods, wiping with leaves or something. He knew they were going to help John prepare it for a potential business venture and he didn’t mind doing a little work, but he didn’t see how his expertise in computers and electronics would help in repairing some old cabins and buildings. He was just there to be a laborer and doubted there would be anything special for him to do. He didn’t mind that, either. He liked being physically active and spent a fair amount of time at a gym, but most of his activity was centered on the martial arts he’d been taking since elementary school. He wouldn’t claim he was great at it, but he could hold his own.

He did wonder briefly about his belongings stored in the trailer they were pulling. He’d tried to pack his laptop and a few other things carefully, but he wasn’t sure that everything had been loaded properly. Without question, there would be no internet access at the camp, but he hoped to at least have electricity. The devices wouldn’t do much good without it, but he would have to wait and see and hope for the best.
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CHAPTER THREE
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John was getting tired, but he had been driving all day and wouldn’t allow any of the others to take over for him. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust them behind the wheel; he was responsible and would do what was necessary to live up to it. He wasn’t so tired that it had become a safety issue, but he was definitely ready to park the van and stretch his legs.

He was getting older, nearly twice the age of those seated behind and beside him, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep up the pace at which he’d been living. He also felt a responsibility to the kids; he still thought of them as kids, and that was an even greater duty than keeping them safe on the road.

Still, as he continued to drive, he worried more about something besides remaining awake behind the wheel.

He glanced in the mirror again, and beside him, at the young people in the van with him. Each one was special to him in different ways. He just hoped they would understand what was happening and would forgive him for what he’d done over the years.

Jennifer Michaels was seated in the front passenger’s seat, away from the others as she often preferred. She was definitely part of the group and was as outgoing as any of them, but she liked the idea of being just a little bit apart, a little more in control, sitting up front in the passenger’s seat almost as if she held a position of higher authority. He knew, though, that she was there to assist in any way she could. She did want to know what was going on around them and was able to keep track of multiple things at one time. While she was leaning back in the bucket seat, she was reading a book, one of those cheesy horror novels she preferred, but she was also paying attention to everything going on within the van. She could sort of sense what the others were doing and could almost tell what they were thinking. He respected that and knew the ability would serve her well.

Directly behind him sat Logan Calloway. He was a tall, fairly thin guy with a wiry build. His thick brown hair was cut rather short and served him well in the construction business. He was a tough guy, a part-time hunter, but he could fix anything, a true jack of all trades. It didn’t matter how simple or complicated the device, Logan could find a way to repair it and make it work. He was a fairly laid back person with an easy sense of humor and frequently had a smile on his face. The only real exception was when he was focused on a task and working hard.

Beside him on the seat, with a good bit of distance between them, was Tracy Sherman. She wasn’t quite the shortest of the group, but she had a personality that made up for her stature. She was always smiling and rather energetic, but she did have her occasional down times. She didn’t handle stress very well and her job as a cook, a demanding profession, just added to it. She’d come to him on several occasions when it had become too much for her and she sort of faded away for a while, staying to herself and focusing on her rather than trying to be such an outgoing person. She wanted to be part of the group, to participate in everything, but circumstances often kept her from doing so. She was pretty good at vanishing, but she always turned up again and always when and where she was least expected. She was pretty good with mechanical devices and he’d seen her pick a couple of locks here and there. She could get into practically anything and do it without being noticed. That was a trait that John saw some use for in the future.

On the second row, closest to the sliding door on the right side of the vehicle, Braxton Ross sat with one leg in the open space beside the seat and his legs spread a bit. His left arm rested on the back of the seat, bent at the elbow with his hand dangling between him and Monique, his expression remained one of bored irritation. John knew that Braxton was not a fan of country music, but there wasn’t much choice in that area. Still, Braxton was a sharp guy, though a little shorter than the others, but he had a stocky build and a confident posture. He was an accountant, working for a large firm in Atlanta, and had been recognized several times for his work. He was good at his job, but he never bragged about it. He simply understood numbers and how they fit together. His short, dark hair was styled neatly, as befitted someone in his position, and his wide face was often tight with a wide smile. He was generally liked by the others in the group and was often seen as something of a leader, but John knew that Braxton wasn’t as confident in himself as he appeared. Sure, he would accept the responsibilities handed to him and would make the effort, but he was always unsure as to whether or not he was doing the right thing.

Beside him, Monique Parelli, was a tiny porcelain doll. She stood at barely five feet tall with a shock of blond hair that fell to just below her shoulders and framed a narrow face with a strong chin and high cheekbones. She was the truly deceptive one of the group. She had a frame that wasn’t quite petite with curves that could be a severe enticement to the guys, but they all knew better than to mess with her. She was sharp and careful, but always protected. Her obsession with weapons had started in junior high with a stint on the archery team that had soon developed into a bit of hunting and finally into a group of competitive sharpshooters. With her parents’ help, she’d opened a gun shop after earning a degree in business from the University of Georgia and it had thrived. She’d been running it for almost five years and it included an indoor shooting range that she used every day. She also practiced regularly at a couple of outdoors ranges and had even considered attempting to compete in the Olympics, but she hadn’t yet actively pursued that. John was sure that she was armed at the moment, but he wasn’t going to ask about it.

The third person in that row was Callie Morgan, the pilot. Her dark blond hair, falling almost perfectly straight to well beyond her shoulders, was pulled back into a tight ponytail that was the standard for her job, keeping her from being distracted by loose hair. She’d simply adopted it as her personal style. She had a lean body that she kept in shape with hours of jogging and even more hours at the gym. She hadn’t yet developed that “bodybuilder’s physique,” but she was in the best shape of the entire group.

The next row had a bit of trouble in it. Polly Randall sat beside the window behind him and her long, curly blond hair framed her sharp-featured face like a lion’s mane. Her azure eyes stood out in that tanned face as they stared out the window, ignoring the guy beside her. She was a nurse and John almost smiled at the clinical detachment she showed in regard to Chris. He knew that Chris had a crush on her and was always after her, but she hadn’t yet given in to his constant pursuit. She was a sharp, bright woman and was dedicated to her profession that meant that her attitude didn’t end when she left the hospital at the end of her shift. She was a caring, loving soul and John appreciated that. He knew that she would take care of anything that might happen while they were at the camp.

Chris Fulton, though, was sort of the group’s troublemaker. He had an attitude that stemmed from his job as a salesman, a cocky sense of self that pushed him into constantly trying to be the center of attention. He could occasionally be rather sarcastic and demeaning toward the others in the group, but he seemed to most frequently make Erik his target. Chris and Erik had been rather good friends at one time, when they were kids, but they’d grown apart. John had expected that, seeing as how the two boys had displayed very different personalities as they matured, but he had never really expected Chris to be such a vicious person. He was a fairly large guy, though not quite overweight. He stood at precisely six feet tall, just an inch shorter than Erik, but had a larger frame and kept himself in fairly good shape to maintain his image as a salesman, mostly through diet and not exercise. He wanted his clients to know that he was in charge of every situation and if he wasn’t in charge of his own body, he couldn’t very well be in charge of their business dealings. John just hoped that the attitude didn’t get him into real trouble.

The third person on that row was the one that John felt the most protective of for some reason. Aileen Dennison was a real go-getter and was fantastic at not only planning the events she was hired to work, she was also just as good at getting people to follow her lead. The job was perfect for her and he was glad that she’d developed that ability. The only problem was that she often felt that she wasn’t good enough, not only at her job, but as a woman. She’d never had a serious boyfriend and had only dated a little. At one time, she’d told him that she felt that such a relationship was just beyond her. He commiserated with her, but couldn’t quite tell her that he knew she was destined for far greater things than a relationship with the arrogant, self-centered people she encountered on the job.

She was a beautiful woman, the most beautiful he’d ever seen. Though Chris and Braxton seemed to think Polly was the real beauty of the group, everyone else knew that Aileen was the one. She was tall, though roughly four inches shorter than Polly’s height of six feet, with long, curly, dark brown hair that framed a perfectly proportional face accented by full lips, strong cheekbones, and intense dark eyes. Her body was lean with all the right curves and she carried herself with the confidence John knew she didn’t feel. He hoped that one day soon she would find that confidence and become who she was truly meant to be.

The back row was, ostensibly, his favorite group. The three guys seated there were the only ones that had become real friends over the years. John believed Erik was the strongest of the three, physically and mentally, but he worried about Erik’s emotional state. He was a stoic, to be sure, but he was much more of a loner than anyone in the group. He was smart and observant, but never said much unless it was vitally important. He was tall and lean with light brown hair that reached to his shoulders and steel gray eyes that were constantly taking everything in and remained slightly narrowed. It appeared to most that he didn’t trust anything or anyone and John was fairly certain that was the case. While not quite paranoid, Erik seemed always ready for something to go wrong. He kept himself in good shape with his martial arts training and regular visits to the gym, but the exercise didn’t help his demeanor. In fact, he’d only really opened up to the two seated beside him and to John on a few rare occasions.

John could tell that Erik had sort of a crush on Aileen and it was understandable. There was actually a bond between them, one that went beyond the casual friendship they’d exhibited. While he really didn’t think it was anything romantic, he knew that Erik was protective of Aileen and would do anything for her. That would work well for them both soon enough.

Jimmy, though, was something of an enigma. He was a talented musician and understood the technology of the business as well as anyone. When he wasn’t performing, he was working in some other area of that field. He’d worked in nearly every recording studio in and around Atlanta as well as numerous performance venues as a sound engineer or lighting director. He was also something of a stoic, but he was a bit more outgoing than Erik. He had a quick sense of humor and often smiled where Erik rarely did so. His humor was expressed almost quietly and was so understated that it often took a moment for it to sink in with others. But there was something in Jimmy that was like steel. There was nothing that would break him, but he would bend do just about anything for his friends.

Ray was the one John saw as the connective tissue of the group. He was the only black member of the group and his dark skin stood out among the others, but his affable personality and way with words allowed him to fit in. He was able to communicate with the remainder of the group with no problem and was often the intermediary that resolved conflicts that arose. He’d been working in broadcasting for years, having started in radio and worked his way into the television market, finally landing a spot as a sports anchor less than a year earlier. John watched him every night and smiled at the thought of one of his kids being in such a prominent position.

Ray was a big guy, bordering on fat, but he still maintained his health. He did like to eat and did so at every opportunity, but he rarely overdid it. He just enjoyed life to the fullest. It was that attitude and his thoughtful nature that made him the lynchpin of the group. They would actually do nothing without him and everyone always listened to what he had to say.

Overall, John thought he’d done a pretty good job of keeping the group together and, with their parents, raising them all to be decent people. They were all fairly happy with their lives and looked forward to progressing in their chosen careers. They were all optimistic and hopeful.

He hated that it would all soon change.
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




After having stopped for lunch in the city of Meridian, barely pulling off the interstate at a spot where three fast food restaurants were clustered together, they traveled a bit farther into the Mississippi woods before leaving the interstate. Their departure had been shortly after sunrise that morning, a little after six, and the drive was just over eight hours long, taking them well away from civilization. Finally, in the middle of the afternoon, John turned the van off a state highway and onto a narrow lane that had no posted name. They’d seen other small roads with small, dark green sign to indicate certain county roads, but the one John turned onto had no such sign. He wasn’t even sure that it was the right one until they’d traveled the gravel lane for nearly fifteen minutes. When he saw the edge of a large lake to his left, he knew that he was in the right place. He heaved a tired sigh and visibly relaxed a bit.

His head was starting to hurt after having concentrated on his driving for the past few hours, when the tedium had almost become too much for him, and knowing that their destination was almost in sight finally allowed him to relax a bit and the headache started to ease.

As he sighed, Jennifer looked up from her book and at him then asked, “Does this mean we’re finally close?”

“Yes,” he nodded sharply. “Almost there. Maybe another fifteen minutes.”

“Good,” she said and shifted in the seat. “I’m ready to get out of this van. My butt’s almost numb.”

He nodded and glanced in the rearview mirror yet again. The others had been very quiet, most trying to get some sleep or at least rest, but now they were waking up and shifting around. They were as ready for the journey to be over as he was.

“Okay,” John said, still glancing back but mostly keeping his eyes on the twisting narrow lane ahead of them. “We’re almost there. When we do get there, first thing is going to be a bathroom break. Of course, I’m not sure if the plumbing works, so somebody check that out before we make a mess.”

Logan, sitting up straight, nodded, and said half-heartedly, “I’ll take care of that.”

“Good,” John smiled. “Thank you, Logan. If it’s not working, we’ll have to figure something else out.”

“I’m not peeing behind a tree,” Callie exclaimed.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” John said.

Braxton smirked, “Besides, I’m sure there are plenty of bushes. You won’t have to worry about trees.”

“Shut up,” Callie replied and glared at him.

“Okay, that’s enough,” John said. “We’ll figure it out when we get there. Now, once we’ve taken care of that, we’ll check out the cabins and find at least two, hopefully four, that will be at least somewhat livable.”

“How many are there?” Logan asked, frowning, concerned about how much work he would be asked to do.

John shrugged, “I think there are twelve. There were twenty at one time, but the real estate agent I talked to said that a few of them had either collapsed or were torn down.”

“So, we’re going to try and rebuild a dozen cabins in a week,” Chris said, leaning slightly forward. “Isn’t that a bit much?”

John glanced at him and said, “I don’t know if we’ll get that much done, but I’d like to get a good start on it. Hopefully, most of the cabins are still in decent shape. It’s the other buildings I’m worried about.”

“What other buildings?” Tracy asked, also leaning slightly forward.

John shrugged, “There are a few. There’s the dining hall with its kitchen. That’ll be your baby, Tracy.”

She nodded and sat back as John continued, “There’s a recreation building, a number of storage buildings, an archery range with its own storage, and the main office building. I’ll take care of that one, since it’s where I’ll be sleeping.”

Monique perked up at the mention of the archery range.

“There’s a building on the lake with a couple of boats in it,” John said. “There’s also a double-sided building with bathrooms and shower facilities.”

“Wait,” Polly said and sat up straight. “You mean we won’t have individual showers?”

“I’m afraid not,” John replied. “And I’m sure we’ll have to clean them up before we can use them, that is, if the water’s working.”

“Oh, that’s just great,” Polly sighed and slumped in the seat.

John chuckled and said, “It’s all going to be all right. Trust me.”

He focused on the road again and smiled lightly as the others began quietly discussing what lay ahead for them. Sure, there would be plenty of work and he doubted they would come close to having the old camp ready for use in a week, but it would be good for them. It would give them a little time to strengthen the bonds between them and would keep them all together for a few very important days.

But he wasn’t ready to think about all that.

The purchase of the old campground, once known as Camp Peaceful Pines, had taken nearly every bit of John’s savings, but he didn’t mind. It would all be worth it in the long run. He had more to think about than a little money and a pitiful bank account. Besides, there was nothing else he wanted to spend the money on and the campground was the ideal location for what he wanted.

The road continued to twist and turn, forcing him to slow down to a near crawl, but at least the scenery was fantastic. It had been a long time since he’d been in the woods without any hint of civilization nearby. It was definitely peaceful and the area was filled with immense pine trees that stretched toward the sky, mingled with several other trees to create a thick canopy that only allowed dappled sunlight to fall on the bare earth along the road. He began to feel more relaxed and comfortable as they continued.

Finally, after a little more than the fifteen minutes he’d anticipated, the campground finally came into view.

It wasn’t exactly what any of them expected. It was, in fact, a little better. Though the place had been deserted for decades, the first building they saw appeared to be in pretty good shape. A split rail fence ran along the front of the property with a wide opening across the road, looking to John as if there had been a gate there at one point and the remains of a small booth stood next to the opening on the other side of the fence. He assumed it had been used for security purposes in keeping out unwanted campers, or something like that. He wasn’t sure and, at the time, it didn’t really matter.

The path wound to the left, the land rising in a shallow hill to a plateau roughly a hundred yards beyond the fence and, at the top of the hill, the first few building came into view.

It was a large structure at the edge of a shallow hill, raised a few feet off the ground, with a wide porch stretching across the front. It looked a bit like an old log cabin with a steeply angled roof and a railing across the front to match the fence at the front of the property. A set of wide steps led to the porch and the equally wide gap in the railing across from the buildings single door.

Around the edges, they could see a couple of other buildings of similar design and the suggestion of others beyond those. The lake, which they’d been informed was known simply as Pine Lake, was off to their left and the fairly large boathouse sat at the bottom of a hill beside a long pier that jutted out into the fairly calm water. To their right, there were only trees and the suggestion of a path into the woods.

John turned the van to the left in front of the first building and stopped with the sliding door of the vehicle just a few feet from the steps leading to the porch.

“And we’re here,” he announced and shut off the engine.

That was all it took for the others to start moving, opening the door, and climbing from the van.

Braxton was the first one out and moved a few feet away from the van before pausing to stretch. Monique was just behind him and hopped down, causing her ample breasts to tremble, and that caught Braxton’s attention. She also moved away, not noticing Braxton’s wide-eyed stare, and stretched as well. The others followed suit and spread out around the space between the van and the building. Erik was the last one out, as usual, and stretched briefly before moving closer to Jimmy and Ray as they all stared at the building.

John walked around the front of the van and moved through them until he reached the base of the steps leading to the porch. There, he turned around and faced them. He almost instantly had their undivided attention. Clasping his hands together in front of him at his waist, he looked around the group and smiled.

“Okay,” he said. “This is it. Let’s take a look around before we start unloading the trailer. Besides, we need to see where everything needs to go.”

“Right,” Logan said and stepped forward. “Point me in the direction of the plumbing while you guys check out the cabins.”

“Yeah,” John nodded and took a step forward. “It’s over there.”

He pointed to his right, toward the lake, and said, “There’s a building on the north side of the boathouse with the pumps and everything.”

Logan frowned after glancing at it, “Is there electricity?”

“Should be,” John shrugged. “I set it up weeks ago, told them to have it on two days ago.”

Logan nodded and took a step in that direction, “I’ll check it out and let you know.”

“Great,” John said and Logan moved toward the van to get the tool belt he’d stashed under the seat before leaving, just in case.

He then nodded toward the side of the building, also to his right, and said, “Let’s go have a look around.”

He led the way and the others followed, with Erik bringing up the rear.

Erik wasn’t too sure about the whole situation. He didn’t really care for the outdoors and the idea of camping, sleeping in a tent or just a sleeping bag, was something that sent a shudder of revulsion down his spine. He didn’t care if the cabins what shape the cabins were in, he wasn’t going to be sleeping outside. Still, he followed along, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he began to dread what they would find.

Behind the main building, the one John had described as the front office, the hill sloped downward to a level area roughly ten feet lower then rose again almost a hundred yards away. At the center of the area at the top of the next hill was a fairly large building surrounded by smaller buildings in two distinct semi-circles spaced about thirty yards from the central building.

“Okay,” John said as he started down the hill. “Those are the cabins. The ones on the left are for the girls and the ones on the right are for the boys.”

“Are you serious?” Monique said and frowned as she walked just a few feet behind John and to his left. “I think we’re more than girls.”

He looked over his shoulder and smiled, “Sorry. Women. Young ladies. Post-adolescent females.”

Monique just shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“Anyway,” John said and continued forward. “That’s the way the old camp was set up.”

He pointed forward, gesturing with a single finger of his right hand, “You can see the remains of the fence that divided the two sides. I don’t think we’ll need to rebuild that this week. I’m going to trust you guys to do the right thing.”

“I don’t know,” Braxton said, from John’s right side. “It’s going to be tough.”

John looked at him and said, “I think you can control yourself, at least for a few days.”

Braxton shrugged and they continued forward. John explained that the building at the center of the circle of cabins was the main bathing facility. It was divided into two equal halves, each including restrooms and several shower stalls. There would be no communal showers and they were all thankful for that.

He further explained that the building atop the next hill was the dining hall with the slightly smaller recreation building just behind it and to the right.

“Cool,” Tracy said, nodding appreciatively. “I can’t wait to check it out.”

“Of course,” John said, nodding as he looked at her. “But we’ll worry about the cabins first. It’ll be great to have a place to cook and eat, but it’ll be better if we have a place to sleep first.”

“Right,” Tracy nodded and they continued down the hill.

Erik paused at the edge of the hill, watching solemnly as the others moved downward. He didn’t like the feel of the place. It really felt to him like they were stepping onto the set of an old horror movie and he had a feeling that something really bad was going to happen. Then he caught sight of Aileen and he immediately forgot about that feeling of dread.

She walked between Polly and Callie. Chris, of course, was staying close to Polly, but at least she was now between him and Aileen. Erik could live with that. But he couldn’t help staring at her. He didn’t think anything would ever come of his interest in her, but he did use his mental creativity, from time to time, to imagine what it would be like.

After a few seconds, he finally started forward, plodding down the hill to join the others at the bottom.

John walked slowly to the central building, frowning slightly as he considered the possibility that either the water or electricity might not be working, possibly neither. He didn’t want to say anything about that until he heard from Logan, but he knew it would take a little time for him to check things out and didn’t expect an immediate answer.

Just in front of the building, he turned to face the group, glancing up as Erik slowly made his way down the hill to join them, then said, “Let’s wait for Logan before checking this out. In the meantime, let’s start looking through the cabins. Go in groups of two, though, just in case.”

They all nodded their agreement and began breaking up into groups. Erik, being the last to join them, was the last to find a partner. Jimmy and Ray went together, as did Monique and Tracy. Chris, of course, allied himself with Polly. Braxton and Callie went together and Jennifer joined John. That left Erik to partner with Aileen and he didn’t have a problem with that at all.

He ambled toward her, seeing that she hadn’t been asked to join any of the others. He felt just a bit of excitement at the thought of spending time alone with her. It had been a long time since that had happened, but he knew that he wouldn’t push anything. He wasn’t that kind of guy.

She turned and faced him as he drew closer, seeing that he was the only option left. Of course, she didn’t mind Erik at all. He was the nicest guy in the group and would be easy to work with, but she wasn’t sure about the conversation. He wasn’t much of a talker and she would have to carry the conversation while they checked out the cabin, but that was okay. She didn’t mind talking.

“I guess it’s you and me,” she said as he came closer.

“Yeah,” he nodded and shrugged, one of his somewhat signature moves.

He stopped in front of her and she smiled weakly as she asked, “Which one should we choose?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he replied, shrugging noncommittally.

“Okay,” she nodded, having expected that response from him. “Let’s go all the way to the back, away from the others.”

He nodded again and followed as she turned and led the way around the right side of the central building. She walked slowly, not wanting Erik to rush to keep up with her. She knew he would hang back a bit. It was just his way. Though he’d never said it, she could tell that he had very little self-esteem. He was a really nice guy and his quiet nature often brought him quite a bit of derision from some of the others, especially Chris. She hated that for him, but it seemed that it never bothered him. She could appreciate that, but it still wasn’t right that others treated him that way.

As they walked past the building, their steps crunching through a thin layer of dead leaves, Aileen looked over her shoulder and asked, “You really think this idea’s going to work?”

“Probably,” he said with another shrug. “I mean, all we have to do is find a couple of cabins in good enough shape to sleep in.”

“No,” she shook her head and slowed down until they were walking side by side. “I mean this whole thing with John opening this camp. Do you think he’ll be able to handle it? And can we get it all together in a week?”

“I’m not sure,” Erik said and glanced at her. “I don’t know if we can get it ready, but if it’s what he wants to do there isn’t much we can say about it.”

“But it means he’ll leave the church,” she said. “I don’t think I can handle that.”

He frowned and looked at her, “You can handle anything.”

She drew in a short, sharp breath. It wasn’t really much of a surprise that he thought that, but it was a huge surprise to actually hear him say it. The way he’d acted over the previous few years had told her that he really did believe in her and saw through the façade of her social persona. John had mentioned that Erik was a very observant guy, but she’d never thought he would be that observant. It impressed her.

They remained silent as they continued toward the cabin farthest from the bath building while the others took the ones closer to it. Two cabins separated them from the nearest one being checked, but Aileen wasn’t afraid. If anything happened, she trusted Erik to take care of the situation. He may not have been the most verbal in the world, but she knew he would look out for her.

They paused at the front of the cabin and looked at it for a few seconds before entering. It was designed, on a smaller scale, like the building at the front of the property with a porch that stretched across its front with a wooden railing across the front, broken by a gap at the top of the three steps leading to it. A single door stood closed across from that gap. The porch itself was covered with a layer of dead leaves and broken twigs, but it wasn’t a deep enough layer to conceal anything dangerous.

“Might as well get started,” Aileen shrugged and started up the steps.

Erik followed her, looking around cautiously. The others had already entered their cabins. He didn’t really expect any trouble, but he was a little uncomfortable being so far from the others, practically out of earshot, and that eerie feeling crept over him once again.

Aileen seemed almost fearless to him, just walking casually up the steps and across the porch. He almost said something as she put her weight on the first step without checking it first, but it held her weight and she had no trouble reaching the door. She waited there for him to catch up to her. When he stopped beside her, she looked at him and said, “Well, here we go.”

She then grasped the door’s handle and pushed it open. Taking a deep breath, she entered the building. Erik just shrugged and followed her.

A window on each side allowed enough light into the building for them to see everything clearly. It was a single room, roughly square, with small alcoves in the rear corners. Each one had a metal rod across it and a shelf above it, creating makeshift closets. It was large enough to accommodate half a dozen small bunks, a dozen people with double-layer bunk beds. The floor was covered with a thick layer of dust, but looked to be intact. It smelled musty, the air old and still, and they knew that it had been closed up for a long time.

They took a couple of steps inside and Erik took the lead, keeping himself between Aileen and anything that might cause problems. He walked slowly across the floor, testing the wood every couple of steps. He walked straight across the center of the large room then circled the room close to the walls. Aileen stood in place just inside the door and watched with fascination as he moved around.

He finally walked back to her and shrugged, “Seems good to me.”

“Good,” she nodded. “I guess we should tell John.”

He shook his head, “Not yet. I need to check the roof.”

“How are you going to do that?”

He pointed up and said, “Just look.”

They both looked up and Aileen frowned. Erik backed away, looking up, and slowly turned around as he reached the middle of the room. After a moment, he looked down and Aileen just shook her head as she looked at him.

“What are we looking for?” she asked.

“Dark spots,” he said. “That would show water coming through, but I don’t see anything.”

“Then it’s good, right?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Now we can tell John.”

With that settled, they left the cabin and Aileen was even more impressed with Erik, no doubts remaining about his observational skills.

When they walked outside and started down the steps, Erik looked to his left and saw that some of the others were leaving the cabins as well. At the bottom of the steps, Aileen turned to her left and headed back toward the bath building. Erik followed her, falling behind just a bit once again.
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John was pleased with the cabin he and Jennifer had inspected. It wasn’t perfect and would require quite a bit of cleaning, but that was at least one cabin that was livable. The floor, roof, walls, and windows were intact and would provide shelter for a few days and that was all he needed. He hoped at least a couple of the other cabins were in decent shape as well. If not, they would have to figure something else out.

As they walked out of the cabin, Jennifer looked at him and said, “I think that one will be okay.”

“Yeah,” he agreed with a nod. “Let’s just hope the others have the same luck.”

As they reached the bottom of the steps and set foot on the ground again, she smirked and said, “I thought there was no such thing as luck.”

He shrugged and returned her smirk, “That’s in church. This is different. We need everything we can get.”

She didn’t quite understand that. It had been mentioned frequently in church that they were not to believe in luck, that prayer and spiritual guidance were all they really needed, but John was now going against what their pastor had been telling them since they’d been children. He was depending on luck to get them through his little venture and that didn’t make any sense.

But he didn’t give her much time to think about it or to ask any more questions. He walked quickly toward the front of the bath building, his eyes focused on Logan standing there with his hands on his hips. His head was at first tilted forward, but he looked up as John and Jennifer started toward him.

Before they could reach him, Jimmy and Ray walked out of the next cabin in line. They quickly walked down the front steps and joined John and Jennifer. No one spoke until they reached Logan’s position. He turned a bit to face John and sort of shrugged as John stopped in front of him.

“How bad is it?” John asked, fearing the worst.

“Not too bad, actually,” Logan replied. “The electricity is on and the pump’s working, but it’s running kind of weak. I can fix it, but it’ll take an hour or so. Otherwise, we’re in pretty good shape.”

“Good,” John nodded. “Thanks, Logan.”

As he nodded his acknowledgement, John then turned to Jimmy and asked, “What about the cabin? How is it?”

“Not bad,” Jimmy said and nodded. “It could use some cleaning, of course, and a little repair on the door, but it’s in good enough shape.”

“Great,” John smiled. “That’s two. Let’s see how the others turn out before we start unloading.”

He looked at Logan again and said, “Go ahead and get started on that pump. We’ll take care of getting things set up while you’re doing that.”

“Okay,” Logan nodded and took a step back. “I’ll let you know when it’s done.”

“Sounds good,” John said and pulled his keys from a pocket of his jeans then turned to Ray. “How about you pull the van around here and we can start unloading.”

He tossed the keys to Ray. He caught them and said, “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

Within a few minutes, Ray had the van parked at the side of the bath building between it and the main building. The others had arrived and reported that the cabins they’d checked out were in decent shape and they went to work in cleaning them up.

John divided them into four groups, each one assigned to handle a particular cabin. Though he didn’t think it would be an issue, he decided to have them clean two on each side of the camp and divided the groups accordingly, though not by gender.

The first group was sent to one of the female cabins consisted of Aileen, Polly, and Erik. He could tell that made Chris a little upset, but John knew how Polly felt about Chris and he thought a little time away from him would be good for her. He also thought that a little time with people like Aileen and Erik would do her some good as well.

The second group of Chris, Braxton, and Callie was assigned to one of the male cabins. John was sure that Chris would grumble and complain the whole time, probably not doing much of the work, but Braxton and Callie worked well together, despite their differing tastes in music, and would get things done well and quickly no matter what Chris did or said. There just seemed to be something between those two that made John believe that neither of them would talk very much, just do the work, and get it over with while Chris continued to complain about being separated from Polly.

John assigned Jimmy, Ray, and Monique to the third group, also handling one of the male cabins. He knew that Jimmy and Ray were the closest to Erik and the three of them would’ve done a great job together, but he felt that there was something important about Erik being close to Aileen. He couldn’t quite explain it, but he kind of sensed a connection between the two. He wouldn’t have said it was really a romantic connection, not at that time, but there was definitely something there. Monique would be a good addition to the pair of Jimmy and Ray. While both guys were competent and conscientious, Monique was a bit more observant and looked for the smaller details. She would make sure the place was spotless.

He took charge of the fourth group, taking Jennifer and Tracy with him. He knew Jennifer would be thorough and wouldn’t let them get away with anything while Tracy would find all the little hidden areas, moving around almost frantically. They would quickly make sure the place was completely spotless.

It only took them about an hour to get the cabins clean enough for them to spend the night. Unfortunately, the cabins were all empty and the sleeping bags John had them pack, the ones they’d hoped to not use, would be their beds for the night. There was some grumbling about that, but there really was no other choice.

Once the cabins were cleaned and Logan was finished with his repairs to the water pump, the trailer was unloaded and things were moved into their respective cabins. Erik, Jimmy, and Ray took the one closest to the front of the property while Chris, Braxton, and Logan took the one farthest away. John didn’t really like that idea, but it was the one Erik and Aileen had checked out and had cleaned with Polly. Chris obviously wanted that one.

He assigned Polly to share a cabin with Tracy and Jennifer, thinking those two might be a good influence on her and that the three of them needed to become better acquainted. He felt the same about the girls in the other cabin, the one a little farther back from the front. Aileen needed to spend more time with Callie and Monique to build those relationships a bit more.

Once he had that situation resolved and they’d started moving their things into the cabins, John had to take his things to the main building, the front office. He didn’t want to waste time and moved the van back to the front of that building. It was getting late and it wouldn’t be long until sunset. He was tired and wanted to get settled in before night fell. Before taking his things from the van, he decided to check the place out. It had at one time been the camp’s main office, infirmary, meeting area, and storage room for old camp records. It wasn’t ideal for sleeping, but he was sure that he could make do. Besides, with the electricity working and, hopefully, light fixtures that also worked, he would be able to spend a portion of the night going through those old records and find the one file that he really wanted to see.

He hadn’t brought much with him, just enough clothing for a couple of days, a few toiletries, a handful of books that he couldn’t live without, and a few essentials that the others didn’t need to know about. He had it all packed in two moderate suitcases and he carried them in two heavy loads, along with his sleeping bag, a pillow, and the leather satchel that was always in his possession. If the others had left anything in the van or trailer, they would just have to walk around the building to get it. After all, they were younger and in better shape than he was.

As he climbed the front steps with the baggage, he quickly realized just how out of shape and tired he really was. He was older than the others by well over twenty years and he’d grown rather complacent with his lifestyle, lax in taking care of his body. He walked to the front door of the building and dropped everything beside it then opened the door and entered the building.

He was instantly assailed by the smell off dust and stale air. He fought back a sneeze and quickly looked for a light switch. He found one just to the right of the door, flipped it up, and was rewarded with a yellowish glow from a half dozen overhead light fixtures. He looked around the room, what had been the outer office and held a single wooden desk near its center covered with a layer of dust at least two inches thick.

He had expected the furnishings to remain in that building. He’d been informed of that when he’d first started negotiating the purchase. The agency handling the transaction had given him a discount on the asking prices due to the remaining items, including the old file cabinets, leaving it up to him to have them removed. He had no intention of removing them. He wanted access to them.

But he wasn’t going to check them out just yet. He wanted to get settled in and at least make it look to the others like he was just using it as a place to sleep without opening up another cabin or moving in with one of the groups. He’d explained that he needed to be separate from them, to let them work things out on their own, and develop stronger bonds. They’d bought the idea and he was going to go with it for as long as they believed that was his reason for residing in that building.

He wanted to immediately dive into the old records, but he had to take care of a few chores first. He looked through the building, checking the smaller offices along the right-hand side of the building, and finally found a small closet with a few ancient cleaning supplies. He hadn’t thought to bring any that they’d brought along, leaving them all in the other cabins ready to be used the following day, but he wasn’t looking to make the place spotless. He just wanted to clear the dust off the huge desk in the front room. He found a few old cloths, looking like old towels that were threadbare, but they would get the job done. He returned to the front room and cleaned the dust off the desk then brought his things in from the porch. The desk was large enough that it would support his weight and that was where he would sleep. He was too old and out of shape to sleep on the floor like the rest of them, even if the desk was harder surface.

Once he settled in, he made his way to the records storage room at the back of the building and began his search for the documents he needed, though he doubted he would find them that night. He was too tired and just wanted a look before crawling into his sleeping bag to get some rest before the next part of the operation.
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Dinner that night was nothing special. Knowing that the trip would take over eight hours and any fresh food most likely wouldn’t survive that long, John had purchased a large quantity of canned goods. Logan and Braxton built a fire on the opposite side of the bath building and the group had taken seats around it on pieces of lumber and stones while preparing their meals.

John was the last to join them and pulled a can of spaghetti from the large cardboard box one of them had placed several feet from the fire. Thankfully, it had a pull-top and didn’t require the use of a can opener. He’d never been particularly successful with those and it would be even more difficult in the gathering dark. There was enough light from the fairly large fire to let him see how to grasp the ring on top of the can and pry it open.

He moved closer to the fire as he began tugging on the top, grimacing a bit with the effort, but it finally came free as he crossed the circle of people seated beside the fire.  He stepped between Logan and Tracy, each seated on a rock that someone had brought closer to the spot where a circle had been cleared off for the fire.

As he did, Tracy pointed to her right and said, “There’s a pan over there. Use that instead of trying to put the can in the fire.”

“Good idea,” he said and smiled at her. “Thanks.”

He walked over to another box and found a small pan inside along with a few utensils. He pulled out the pan and a fork then scraped the contents into the pan. Another box beside it looked like it had been designated for trash and he dropped the empty can into it. Turning toward the fire, he saw that a flat piece of metal had been placed atop it and he reached over the edge of the fire to place the pan on it.

“That’s a good idea,” John said and stepped back. “Who came up with it?”

“Logan did,” Tracy said.

As John looked toward Logan, his image a bit distorted by the flames, the tall guy shrugged and said, “I found it in the pumphouse. It didn’t look like it was being used there and I thought it might help with the cooking, until we can get the kitchen up and running.”

“About that,” John said and took a step toward Tracy. “We’re going to start on that first thing in the morning. Hopefully, we’ll have it ready in time for lunch.”

“Good,” Tracy said and nodded, looking at him. “I don’t mind this whole camping thing, but I would definitely prefer real food. That is, if we’d brought any.”

John took a step closer and said, “I’ll take care of that. If it looks like we’ll have it ready, I’ll go into town and get some things.”

Logan shrugged and shifted on his seat, “I’ll start with the refrigerators, if they’re still there.”

John looked at him and said, “They’re supposed to be. The agent told me that all the cafeteria equipment was left. It might be pretty old, but it should be close to working.”

Logan nodded, “We’ll see. If it’s there, I can make it work.”

“Is it going to take all of us to clean the cafeteria?” Monique asked, leaning forward a couple of feet to Logan’s left.

John looked at her and said, “Probably not, but if we’re all working on it, it’ll get done faster and we’ll be that much closer to having an actual meal instead of this.”

Monique nodded, “I’d like to get to that archery range and see what I can do with it.”

“I’ll tell you what,” John said and moved a little closer to it. “If we get far enough along before lunch, you can go work on that in the afternoon.”

“That’ll work,” Monique nodded and sat back.

Jimmy, sitting close at the end of the line, beside the boxes, chuckled and said, “John, I think your food is just about ready.”

Looking surprised, John walked quickly back to the fire and carefully removed the pan from the metal plate.

A thirteenth rock had been brought for John and he sat down between Aileen and Callie. The conversation began, mostly centering on the plan for the camp and what they would have to do the rest of the week. John had planned ahead and gave them all the details he could, hoping that it was enough to satisfy them for a while.

Shortly after John finished eating, rinsed the pan out with one of the gallon bottles of water they’d brought along then left them to stay up as long as they wanted and returned to the main building. He had plenty of work ahead of him.

This time, he locked the front door. He didn’t want any of the others walking in on him while he was working. It might seem a little odd to them, but he didn’t want to take any chances at that point. He pulled a pen and a legal pad from one of his bags then made his way to the back room and started going through files.

He spent nearly an hour locating the particular group of files he was looking for. Whoever had been in charge of those files had obviously not been very organized. He could see no pattern to it, but he’d finally found what he was looking for.

He remembered the date, but wasn’t sure that it had been logged on that date. As it turned out, he found the information in a file dated three days later, but it was a detailed report and he pulled that from the file, not wanting anyone else to ever find it.

With that, he didn’t have to take notes, making the situation better for him. He just took the few pages from that file, placed the other files in the cabinet, and returned to the front room. He found a chair in one of the offices, pulled it into that room then sat down and read the report carefully.

Once he finished, he had to do a little math, but he finally had things figured out. A smile slowly spread across his lips as he realized that it wouldn’t be long.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Erik was up early the following morning. He had a hard time sleeping on the floor, more accustomed to a rather stiff mattress, but the floor beneath his thin sleeping bag was a little too hard for him. He couldn’t get comfortable and finally decided to get up a little after five in the morning.

The sun wasn’t yet up, but he was okay with that. He liked the dark, liked being able to move around without being noticed. He really liked the idea of not being seen. He always tried to fade into the background, especially in public, but it happened almost everywhere. In any crowd, everyone around him acted as if he wasn’t there at all. For a long time, it had bothered him, but he’d grown to accept it and eventually like it. It meant he could get away with almost anything, though he’d never had the urge to do anything illegal or that would harm anyone else.

He sat up slowly, dressed in a pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt that he wore as sleepwear with a pair of white socks. He eased out of the bag, sitting up on the floor, and pulled on his old tennis shoes. The air was a little chilly and he added the light jacket he had with him then stood up and moved silently to the door. He remembered that the door’s hinges had a slight creak to them and he opened it carefully, not wanting to wake Ray or Jimmy. He wanted to be alone for a while before being more or less forced to be in the same room with all the others all day long.

Once outside, he eased the door closed, wincing slightly as he heard the light creak of the hinges again, but he didn’t hear anything else from inside the cabin and took that to mean that he hadn’t awakened them. He then turned around, took a deep breath of the cool morning air, and looked into the darkness. A few coals remained of the fire from the previous night, giving him just a little ambient light. It wasn’t much, but it was enough, with the lambent moonlight, for him to see the silhouettes of the structures in the campground. He stood there with his hands in the pockets of the jacket for a moment, just taking in the view and listening to the sounds of nature that were rarely heard in Atlanta, before moving down the steps and going for a walk.

He moved slowly through the compound, heading toward the lake. There hadn’t been time earlier and he wanted to just sit beside it for a while. He found the gentle lapping of the waves relaxing and he hoped it would help him zone out a little before the sun came up and the others started to wake. He wanted to zone out, as he called it, and just lose contact with the world for a brief time. It would help him regain the energy that he hadn’t gained while unable to sleep.

He’d occasionally had bouts of insomnia, but he’d never told anyone about them. He’d used a lot of that time to read and, infrequently, tried another feeble attempt at writing. As a teenager, when the insomnia hit him, he’d found that zoning out, almost falling asleep, gave him more energy than actually sleeping. That night was one of those, though his sleeplessness hadn’t been brought on by insomnia but the hard floor beneath him. He would use his zoning out technique to just make it through the day and hoped it would be enough.

He walked slowly past the other cabins, again not wanting to make noise and wake anyone up, and was quickly away from the last remnants of fire light, but the moonlight was enough. It reflected off the lake’s surface a bit and he was able to make his way through the widely spaced trees without difficulty.

He reached the edge of the lake and considered trying the pier, putting himself completely over the water, but he paused once he stepped out of the trees when he saw that he wasn’t alone.

Someone was seated at the end of the pier, legs dangling over the end just a couple of feet above the water. From his vantage point, Erik couldn’t tell who it was, but it had to be a member of the group. He wasn’t really in the mood for companionship or conversation, but he did want to sit at the edge of the water and the pier was an ideal place. He moved forward slowly, keeping his eyes on the figure at the end of the pier, and tried to not make any sound.

His first step on the wooden surface of the pier was a solid thunk that seemed amplified by the water and space beneath it and he winced at the sound, but he continued forward, making his steps as light as possible. Still, the sound alerted the person at the other end, roughly thirty feet away.

When the person turned, Erik saw the hair swing around, long and dark, and he knew it was one of the girls. From the lean shape and length of the upper body, Erik quickly eliminated a couple of possibilities. It definitely wasn’t Monique or Tracy. Neither of them was tall enough and he thought it might be too short to be Polly. The hair was too long to be Jennifer and that left only a two possibilities. He knew it was either Jennifer or Aileen. He didn’t mind Jennifer, but he definitely preferred Aileen.

She looked at him and asked tentatively, “Who’s there?”

He recognized the voice and said calmly, “Erik.”

Aileen let out a sigh and said, “Oh. Okay. I can’t really see you.”

He continued moving toward her and said, “Yeah. I can’t really see you, either.”

But as he drew closer, she began to come into focus. It was kind of weird, something he’d never experienced before, and began to see her more clearly.

“Come on over and sit down,” she said, placing a hand on the plank beside her. “I could use some company.”

He just shrugged and walked forward, finally reaching the end of the pier, and he sat down beside her, but not too close.

“You’re up early,” she said once he was seated.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he said softly, not wanting to disturb the stillness of the morning any more than he’d already done.

“Me, either,” she said. “I’ve got too much on my mind.”

He wanted to ask what she meant by that, but it just wasn’t in him to do that. He remained silent and waited for her to tell him, if she wanted to. He also tried to look forward, to appreciate the landscape of silhouettes across the wide lake, but his gaze kept drifting to her. Even in the dark, she was something special. But he could see her more clearly than he could the distant trees. He’d never had that happen before and couldn’t explain it.

After a moment, she turned her head slowly toward him and said, “Erik, I trust you. I don’t think you’ll go blabbing to all the others.”

He nodded slowly, looking at her, and she continued, “I’m a big faker. It may seem like I’m happy all the time and totally in charge of everything, but I’m not. I’m not happy at all and I think everything I do is wrong. I’ve just been lucky to have things fall in my direction, but I’m sure that’s going to end one day, probably sooner than I want it to.”

He did understand. He couldn’t quite explain it, but he somehow knew that she’d been faking her outgoing persona for a while. He could tell that there was sadness, a depression, beneath the surface and that she felt like her life wasn’t going the way it was intended.

“I just feel out of place,” she continued. “I’ve been trained to do this job. I think I’m pretty good at it, but it just doesn’t feel like what I was meant to do. Yeah, I get to meet and hang out with celebrities and rich people, but that doesn’t make me one of them. I just get the prestige of having been around them. I don’t know. I just need to find out what I’m supposed to do with my life.”

Erik nodded. He felt the same way. He felt he was pretty good at his job and he’d learned all the details, but there was something missing. Like her, he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“I know,” he finally said, nodding slowly. “I feel the same way.”

She turned more toward him and said, “I don’t really know much about what you do, Erik. You never talk about yourself.”

He shrugged, “There’s not much to tell. I put together electronic components.”

“There’s more to it than that, I’m sure,” she said and he saw her frown a bit. “You think it’s beneath you, don’t you? That it’s something that others will think is a pointless job?”

“I don’t know,” he said and shrugged yet again. “Maybe. It’s just a job. It’s not who I am.”

“Of course not,” she nodded. “Just like my job isn’t who I am. I just don’t know what I am anymore.”

“Neither do I,” he replied.

She shifted a little closer to him and said, “You’ll figure it out. You’re a sharp guy.”

“So will you,” he said and really looked at her. “You’re pretty sharp, too.”

“Nah,” she shook her head. “I’m just a ditzy blond, with dark hair, that got lucky.”

“Stop,” he said, a little more forcefully than she’d ever heard him speak before. “Quit putting yourself down. You’re smart, people like you, and you’re beautiful. You can figure out what you need to do. You just have to look for the options.”

That was the most Erik had ever spoken to her, even when they’d been cleaning the cabin together, and it surprised her. It had taken her negativity to bring him out of his shell and remind her that she could do more than she thought. But it was just typical of Erik. He was the most supportive guy she’d ever met, definitely more than any of others in the group, and she wondered briefly why she’d never taken note of that before.

“You’re a good guy, Erik,” she said. “Thanks for trying to cheer me up.”

He nodded slowly and said, “Don’t thank me until it actually works.”

“That’ll be a while,” she said and drew in a slow breath, taking in the things that he’d said and really relishing the support he offered. “So, you think we’re going to get all this done in a week?”

He shrugged, “I don’t know. It’s a lot of work, but we’ll do what we can. We might not get it all done, but it’ll be pretty close.”

She nodded, “I’ll do my part, but I’m not sure I have any particular skills that’ll be useful.”

“You’re good at organizing,” Erik said. “John should know that and put you in charge of getting things lined up. I’m just here for grunt work. I don’t think we’ll have to repair computers or anything like that.”

She looked at him, seeing his sharp features outlined in the dark, and understood that he did believe in her, more than anyone ever really had. He was something special and she wished he’d opened up like that earlier. She didn’t quite see him as romantic potential, but she thought they could’ve become better friends and that would’ve made the trip and the work much better.

“We’re going to be okay,” she said after a couple of seconds. “Just stick with me. I can tell I’m going to need you.”

“I’ll be right here,” he said solemnly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

It didn’t sound to her like he was anticipating a relationship, but felt more like the beginnings of a truly great friendship.

They fell silent after that and stared out over the lake, each with their own thoughts.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Chris was up early as well, but not because he had trouble sleeping. He just didn’t need that much sleep. He also didn’t care about waking Braxton or Logan. He climbed out of his sleeping bag and dressed for the day then left the cabin, carelessly closing the door behind him. He stood on the porch for a moment and looked around. He glanced to his right, toward the most distant cabins, just as Erik walked down the steps and started toward the lake. Before he could be seen, Chris faded back into the shadows of the porch, crouching in a corner. He wore all black and that kept him from being noticed as Erik walked past barely ten feet in front of the cabin. He wasn’t as good at going unnoticed as was Erik, but he understood how things worked enough that he could hide in the shadows for a few moments.

Once Erik was around the bath building, Chris stood up and left the porch. On the ground, he glanced in the direction Erik was walking and guessed that he was headed toward the lake. From that vantage point, he could see the end of the pier and saw someone sitting there and thought it was Polly at first, but narrowing his eyes a bit told him that it was Aileen. It kind of surprised him that he could tell details like that from such a distance, but he took it in stride and decided that he didn’t want to bother with either of them.

Polly was his focus, but he didn’t really understand what had drawn him to her. Sure, she was tall and gorgeous, but her personality was almost the polar opposite of his. He didn’t think they would get along too well, but he also understood the concept of opposites attracting each other. He was definitely attracted to her, but she’d shown no signs of being attracted to him. He would have to do something about that. He didn’t quite know what that would be, but he would figure it out.

He knew which cabin Polly was sleeping in, shared with Tracy and Jennifer, but he wasn’t concerned with them. He wasn’t interested in pulling a peeping Tom moment and trying to get a glimpse of Polly in her sleeping bag. He had things to think about and a plan to create. With a final glance toward the pier, watching as Erik made his way toward the end of the pier where Aileen sat, Chris turned and walked the other way.

He climbed the next hill and found the dining hall at its top. He only glanced at it, shaking his head as he knew they would spend most of the day inside that building trying to get it back in shape. He did like the idea of having an actual meal rather than eating out of cans, but he didn’t like having to put in that much physical labor just to be able to eat. He didn’t like the canned food idea, but it was better than working up such a sweat and being so close to the group all day long. He needed time to himself before that.

He was sure that the others wouldn’t be up for at least a couple of hours and that gave him time to get himself prepared. He moved past the dining hall and a couple of other buildings he couldn’t identify then entered the woods. He found the head of a trail and followed it deeper into the forest, walking slowly as he started to think about what he could do to convince Polly that they belonged together.

Before long, he was out of sight of the campground. He had no idea where the trail might lead him, but he knew he could find his way back easily enough. Still, he took his time and made sure he made note of a few landmarks, just in case. John hadn’t mentioned that there was any dangerous wildlife in the area, but he wasn’t sure there was none there.

His thoughts still returned to Polly and what he would do to convince her they shared a real connection. His normal attitude, his cocky behavior, hadn’t done it, and he considered that toning it down might help, but he wasn’t sure how to do that. After a moment of considering that, he decided that she would just have to like him as he was. The problem was in showing her that there was something there to like.

He knew he was a pretty good-looking guy and there had been several other opportunities along the way, but none of them had reached him in quite the same way that Polly did. There was something special about her, other than that fantastic body and cover model face. She was a caring individual and that showed in her choice of careers. Nurses were also very patient and understanding people. He just hoped that she would be patient with him and take the time to really understand him. He just had to prove that to her.

He needed to talk to her, a serious conversation, but he didn’t want to do that with the others around. He just had to figure out a way to get her alone and was contemplating that when he saw something through the trees, a light that shouldn’t have been there. He was heading north and the sun should’ve been rising to his right, but it was too early and the light was coming from directly ahead of him. It was very small, just a pinpoint, and it was the wrong color. It was a harsh blue-white light and the morning sun was always a muted gold with hints of crimson and deep orange.

He slowed down and frowned, considering the possibility that he’d crossed the boundary of the campground and wandered onto someone else’s property, but he didn’t think he’d gone that far. From John’s description of the place, the camp extended almost a mile to the north with a number of trails and paths that would be good for campers.

If he hadn’t crossed over to another property that left the possibility that one of the others was out wandering the same patch of woods with a flashlight or that someone else had entered the campground. He didn’t like either idea, but he couldn’t think of any other options.

Curiosity got the better of him and he kept walking. He just had to know what the source of the light was. He wanted to know if one of the others had slipped away from the camp before him. He didn’t like that idea and wanted to be in the woods alone with his thoughts. And those thoughts had now turned to something other than Polly and that started to make him angry.

He continued on, moving quickly and as quietly as he could. He tried to keep an eye on the light and watch where he was going at the same time. At first, it was a little tricky and his pace slowed quite a bit, but he somehow had no problem wending his way through the trees while keeping his attention focused on the light. He also began moving almost silently, his feet seemed to step around objects that would potentially make noise without thinking about it. He still didn’t understand it, but he didn’t question it. He found that he liked being able to do that.
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