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        21 August 2048

        Somewhere above Deadeye Lake

        Northern California

      

      

      The firelight flickered in Melanie’s eyes as she lay back against Daniel’s chest and looked up at the stars. John remembered long ago when, as newlyweds themselves, he and June had carried on like these two. Well, not so long ago, really. We were always like that.

      They’d been back from their honeymoon for only a week, and still were always together, seemingly always connected. Daniel put his hand on her belly and she moved it down and to the right and held it in place. A moment later she looked up at him and he smiled and kissed her temple.

      In the still contentment of the night, John thought about the twists and turns that had brought him and Mel to this point. More than thirty years ago he’d dragged her dad to cover under a hell-storm of bullets and promised to protect and guide her as if she were his own. He’d kept that promise as well as he could and loved her like a daughter through all the hardship and heartache of their lives. He was proud of the woman she’d become.

      Not that he didn’t still worry about her. She could certainly take care of herself, but he’d worried over her for half his life and could hardly be expected to stop now.

      In the months before the wedding, Daniel’s work had taken him away from Mel often enough that sometimes it seemed the two spent more time apart than together. When they’d agreed to come up the mountain with him for the weekend, he’d been excited about the chance to spend time with them as a couple. Now here they were, obviously in love and excited to be together. Maybe I can give up worrying… a little bit.

      The night grew darker and the air cooler, and John stood and stepped closer to the fire. For a moment he enjoyed the heat, then he circled the fire and walked a few paces away. The moon hid behind the mountain, but the fire and the cloudless, star-filled sky gave plenty of light.

      The view over the Deadeye Basin and down the western-facing valley had long been one of June’s favorites, and it was as beautiful as he remembered. She had found so much joy in this place.

      Behind him, the scrape and crunch of rock suggested Mel was up and headed his way. Discretely, he wiped tears from his eyes.

      She stepped up behind him, wrapped her arms around his chest, and lay her chin on his shoulder. His eyes welled, and he squeezed her arms around him and pressed his head against hers. They stood like this for several minutes until she let go long enough to step beside him and wrap her arm around his back.

      “I’m glad we’re here,” Mel said. “It’s been too long.”

      “Me too.”

      “She really loved this place, you know, but not half as much as she loved you.”

      “I know.” Tears fell on John’s cheeks and he made no effort to hide them.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” John said. “Gettin’ there.”

      For a moment, they silently took in the view while John scanned the sky, as he did almost every night, to find one tiny light among the thousands. Mars hung just above the valley’s southern ridge among a host of stars.

      “Where is she tonight?” Mel asked.

      John pointed. “Just above the ridge, there.”

      “Hard to believe she’s been up there almost two years already,” Mel said. “Building a home and living their dream.”

      “June was so proud of her,” John said. “Me too, once I got past the fact that she was leaving us forever. First, she and Luis haul my only grandkids off to Mars, then Nick moves to Berkley, and now June’s gone and it’s just me in that big old empty house.”

      “Well,” Mel said, and squeezed him to her side, “my wandering days are over.” She patted her belly gently. “Danny and I aren’t going anywhere.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” John said. “You’ve never been one to stay put for long.”

      “I know,” Mel said. “I can’t explain it, but I’m finally happy. Before things always felt so confined, but with Danny and with the baby on the way, I feel like there are no limits, like the whole world has just been waiting for us.”

      John smiled and looked down the valley. Under the starlight, the mountain and the forest below it stretched for miles. It had been a long road, and not always an easy one, but he wouldn’t trade a moment of it. “It’s a very lucky person who finds just what she needs, just when she needs it,” he said and kissed her forehead. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Don’t worry too much about Leana,” Mel said. “She’s exactly where she always wanted to be.”

      “I’m happy for her, too,” John said. “But I miss her and I can’t help but worry. She, Luis, and the boys have had the run of the place for two years, I just hope they’re really ready for everything to change.”

      “What are you two conspiring about over there?” Danny called from the other side of the fire. “These marshmallows aren’t going to roast themselves!”

      Mel ignored him. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. Besides, knowing Luis, he’s already fermented half the fruit from their greenhouse.” She gave John a wink.

      A light breeze carried their laughter up the mountain into the dark night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            UNDER THE WEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Mel sat on a small boulder near the fire and sucked on her teeth. Nearby, John lay his empty camp dish on the ground, leaned back on his elbows, and soaked up the evening sun like a plumpish flannel-covered cat.

      “That was some damned good fish,” he said. “Don’t know how, but I always forget how good pan-fried lake trout is when you catch it, clean it, and cook it under a clear blue sky.” He leaned his head back and let out a great, satisfied sigh.

      Once you get past those annoying pin bones, at least. “Well, thanks,” Mel said, “but I didn’t do much apart from frying them up.” The baby kicked, and she cupped her belly in both hands. “Hello there, little one,” she cooed.

      Danny gathered up their metal camp plates and utensils, wiped them down, and carefully sat them on a log near the fire and the boiling pot of lake water he and John had brought back from fishing.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, kiddo,” John said. “That was as fine as anything June ever managed to get out of the pan.” He sat up and fiddled with his yellow weather alert radio. “But of course, she hated the damn things. Couldn’t stand the smell of them cooking.”

      A few meters away, Danny rummaged through his pack and pulled out a lightweight jacket.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mel said. “I’ve had her cooking too, ya know. I know how good you had it all those years.” She threw a bit of tree bark in John’s direction and just missed Danny’s rear end as he slunk past and grabbed a camp stool.

      John didn’t talk about June much, at least not to anyone but Mel. He wasn’t the type to crow about things that bothered him or to wear his heart on his sleeve, and whenever June came up, he tended to get emotional.

      “You certainly aren’t wrong there,” John’s eyes glistened.

      The last sliver of sun slipped behind the clouds that rolled over the distant horizon. Gorgeous pinks, purples, and reds stretched across the sky and painted the wispy clouds above the valley. Overhead, the sky was clear and calm—as beautiful as any you could wish for. John watched the sunset for a long moment.

      How many sunsets had he seen like this with June, Mel wondered. Twenty-five? A hundred? How many from near this very spot?

      When her dad died, she’d been too little to understand, but John had come home and everything seemed magically okay again. Her mom was sad, but slowly even she woke up again. John and June were an undeniable force in their lives and filled every day with warmth and love.

      When June died, Mel stood by him like he’d stood by her every day she could remember. They cried together for days—he’d never seemed so vulnerable. If June’s absence felt like someone had scooped out a part of her and not put it back, she couldn’t imagine how empty John must have felt. But she worked on him. Gave him little reminders. Tried to fill him back up.

      He wiped away tears and flashed her a sad smile.

      “So, what’s with the radio, anyway?” Mel asked.

      “Better safe than sorry,” John said. “Danny and I saw a storm brewing out west this afternoon when we were hoofing it back up here. Far off still, but building. Could be trouble, could be nothing. I took the radio down with us this morning to charge and now it should be good for a week of overcast days.”

      John was endearingly optimistic, but he was also no fool. Mel always suspected that the Army had tempered him in that regard.

      Danny dragged his stool near the fire and sat hunched over, hands stretched out as though to draw the flames closer. Something was off about him. Mel scrunched her eyes but nothing jumped out at her. A little tired, maybe? He and John had spent the better part of the day fishing by the lake. Probably just worn out from spending all day in the sun.

      “Feelin’ alright, son?” John asked.

      The fact that John voiced her own thoughts did little to make Mel feel better.

      “Just a little chilly,” Danny said. “Got cold all of a sudden.”

      Though the sun had set, it didn’t seem significantly cooler. The fire, perhaps, could use another log, but otherwise, the night was comfortable. Nevertheless, Danny zipped up his jacket, pulled the sleeves over his hands, and shoved them under his tightly crossed arms. His whole body seemed to curl into itself, and he visibly shivered.

      “Ok, seriously,” Mel asked, “what’s going on?”

      “Not sure,” Danny said. “I think I’m…”

      He stood suddenly, knocked over the camp stool, and looked around the campsite in what seemed like a panic. He bolted from the fire and stumbled fifteen or twenty paces away before he steadied himself with one hand on a tree, doubled over, and puked his guts out on the ground.
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      With more effort than it would’ve taken a month before, Mel scrambled to her feet and rushed to Danny’s side. She regretted it almost immediately—the smell turned her own stomach. She covered her mouth and nose with her shirt, which did little good, so she just held her nose instead and breathed through her mouth.

      “Danny?” She retched but recovered. “You okay?”

      He spat a few times, then slowly straightened up. “No,” he said quietly, “but a little better now, I think.”

      Back near the campfire, John hung a bag filled with water they’d boiled while their dinner cooked, and retrieved the camp soap from their supplies.

      “John’s getting some water ready so you can wash up and rinse your mouth,” Mel said. “You ready?”

      Danny rested his head in the crook of his elbow for a moment as he leaned against the tree. “Yeah,” he said.

      He stood a little straighter, and they turned and walked back toward the campfire. Before they got all the way back, Mel stopped him.

      “Hang on, before we get too close to the fire…” She put her hand on his forehead, then against his neck under his jaw. “Ooh, yeah, you’re definitely warm.”

      She led him to the water bag and helped him wash his hands and rinse his mouth. She sacrificed one of their hand towels. “This one’s yours now, until the trip’s over.”

      “So, son, how’re you feeling?” John asked.

      “Like shit,” Danny replied. “I’m freezing, and my legs ache. I just want to crawl into bed and go to sleep.”

      “He’s burning up,” Mel said. “Should we take him home?”

      “It’s a three-hour hike back to the car,” John said. “You up for that, Daniel?”

      Danny shook his head.

      “The boy needs rest and water.” John asked, “where’s your water, son?”

      Mel found it near where Danny had sat to eat dinner and brought it to him.

      “Now, you sip on that for a minute. Mel, grab your stuff and let’s get you set up in my tent. If he’s got the flu or something, there’s no sense you getting sick too, and vaccinated or no, that’s a lot more likely to happen if you spend the night cooped up in a tent with him.”

      “Where are you going to sleep?” Mel asked.

      “Hammock,” John said, “I’ll string it up between a couple trees, and I’ll be fine.”

      Danny swayed on his feet and sipped his water. His jacket was fully zipped with the hood up. He stood a foot or two from the fire and still he shivered.

      “I’d feel better if we headed out now,” Mel said. “He really doesn’t look good, John.”

      “I’ll give him something to knock down the fever so he can sleep. But Mel, if we left now, it’d take us an hour to break camp, and then it’d be you and me carrying all our gear—and maybe Daniel too—down the mountain in the dark. It wouldn’t be easy even if you weren’t pregnant. Besides, even if we managed to get him home tonight, no doctor’s going to see him until tomorrow, and all we could do is give him ibuprofen and put him to bed anyway. He’s better off staying here and getting some sleep. We can reevaluate and bug out in the morning when he’s rested and we have some light.”

      “I get it,” Mel said. “I hate it, but I get it.”

      “Alright Daniel, you get ready for bed and we’ll get everything situated,” John said.

      Danny nodded and stumbled off toward the tent. Mel followed him to help and get her things while John got to work.
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      Danny’s boots landed unceremoniously outside the tent.

      Goodnight, sweetie, Mel thought. After almost half an hour—and a lot of second-guessing on Mel’s part—things were mostly situated and Danny was in bed. The fire had died down, but the moon above the eastern ridge behind them flooded the valley with light.

      “If you want to go tuck him in, you can,” John said. His tone was playful, but not unsympathetic. “I can finish tying this ridge line myself.”

      “Nah, we’re good.”

      Mel helped John secure his poncho to the line they’d strung above his hammock to provide some cover, then she staked the front guy lines in place while John worked on the back.

      Danny had looked a bit off when they’d come back from fishing, but she’d been too preoccupied with her painting of the Basin to really notice. Maybe if she’d been less worried about getting her colors right, she’d have paid more attention to his color being wrong.

      “He didn’t look too great, did he?” John asked as he came back around to the front of his little shelter.

      “Nah. But he’s like an ox—hardly anything phases him,” Mel said. “And when he does get sick, he doesn’t show any signs of it until he just completely goes off a cliff. One moment he’s perfectly fine and a few hours later I’m kicking myself for not putting the CDC’s number in my phone’s favorites the last time.”

      She and John walked back toward the fire.

      “And then,” she continued, “he’ll greet me in the kitchen the next morning with pancakes and strong black coffee, making me think the whole thing was just a delusion. Hopefully, this’ll be one of those times.”

      “I hope so, too.” John poked at the embers, which sent sparks into the air. “I’d hate to have to put him down before we get back to civilization.”

      “Hey!” Mel glared at him as she sat near the fire.

      “What, an old man can’t tell a joke?”

      “Maybe,” Mel said. “If it was funny.”

      “Aw, you know I’m kidding. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah...” Mel folded her arms, leaned back against her log, and closed her eyes.

      Mel was pretty much the opposite of Danny—for her, symptoms would show up the moment a sick person got near her, and then she’d be miserable for a week. All the vitamins and herbal supplements she took never seemed to help.

      When she and Danny had decided to try for a baby, he’d convinced her to get all her vaccinations up-to-date and to ask her doc how to shore up her immune system. The doc just said, “get plenty of rest, drink lots of water, and try to eat more natural foods.“ Such a help, that one.

      John sat down nearby. “Look, I know I’ve told you this before, but... I’m proud of you,” he said.

      “John,” she interrupted. He’d switched to his “serious“ voice, which usually led to the kind of discussion she wasn’t prepared to have out here under the stars.

      “No, now, let me be serious for a minute.” John held up his hand. “You didn’t like my joke, so let me be serious.”

      Of course, I’ve never been able to stop him before.

      When John broke out the serious voice, his whole demeanor changed. His eyes never wavered from the person he was talking to, and his normally steady, strong voice grew quieter and warmer.

      “That Daniel is a good kid,” he continued. “He’s a good, solid kid, and he obviously loves you a lot. And you two are great together.”

      So this is the kind of stuff that shakes loose when two dudes snooze, talk, and fish together for hours. Mel held back a chuckle.

      “So, I just wanted to say that I’m glad you’ve found someone like my June was for me, and like Scooter was for your mom. That you’ve found that kind of partner.”

      It was funny, in a way. John had only once actually said to her: “your dad would be proud,” but every time the serious voice came out, that sentiment seemed to color whatever he said. As if, unconsciously, he wanted to tell her the things her dad no longer could.

      Of course, the serious voice also came out—and carried equally weighty undercurrents—when she’d disappointed him. Which, thankfully hasn’t happened in a while.

      “Thanks. I’m pretty lucky, I guess,” she said. “And I’m really glad that you two get along as well as you do.” Finally.

      Mel got up to retrieve the pot from the remains of the fire and poured a bit of the water off into a second pot. The pot had stopped boiling a few minutes ago, but it was obvious from the rising steam that the water was still too hot to touch, so she sat back down.

      She certainly considered herself lucky—Danny was awesome. He was funny, self-assured, and very attentive. Nobody was perfect of course, but his faults were few and minor. She loved how he smelled, and how soft and strong his arms were. It was dangerous, as she could easily lay with him for hours and lose herself in his warmth.

      Before Danny, she’d always been happiest on her own, but somehow they’d both arrived at the same place, time, and frame of mind, and fit together. Now she couldn’t imagine life without him. Even still, she sometimes didn’t let him see it. The stubborn, independent streak that had led to so many of John’s past “serious” talks still kept her from relying on Danny as much as she knew she could.

      His job often kept him away for days or weeks, and left her time and space to exercise her independence and to really, honestly miss him. He was a buyer for a few major regional restaurant chains and provided antiques and kitsch for use as decoration. Typically, he’d travel to antique stores, estate sales, or hunt for collectors or packrats, but lately, with the baby on the way, he stayed closer to home. It made it harder to find the unique pieces his clients wanted, but Danny was good at his job.

      Mel took some vicarious pleasure from his success, but her own ambitions were simple—she’d always been content with a job that paid enough to live on with a little left over to sock away for the future or to buy herself the occasional “want” along with the “need.” Overall, her life was pretty damned good. She and Danny were happy, and her mom was healthy and happily retired to her house in Redding. Between his empty nest and June’s loss, John was a work in progress, but she intended to keep him close.

      Mel got back up, tested the temperature of the water in the pot, retrieved the soap from among the cooking supplies, and started on the dinner dishes and utensils.

      The noise nudged John from whatever reverie he’d been in. “Yeah, he’s a good kid,” John said.

      If John was still talking about Danny, the distance of his tone and the direction of his gaze told Mel that he was thinking about Leana. For a hard-ass ex-Army grunt, John was one of the most sentimental men she knew—the thing he cared most about was family.

      June’s cancer had nearly broken him—it was the only thing he couldn’t protect her from. Now his daughter was millions of kilometers away and there was nothing he could do for her if she needed him. He rarely spoke about it, but it ate at him, and he couldn’t hide that from Mel.

      He stood and stretched. “Well kid, I’m about ready to hit the sack.” He helped rinse the last of the dishes, and spread and doused the fire’s last embers while she put everything away.

      They hugged and said goodnight, and Mel went to check on Danny. He tossed a bit when she opened the tent, and he was very warm but otherwise seemed peaceful. She crawled back out and zipped the tent up behind her. It would be the first night in months that she and Danny hadn’t slept together. Probably already have whatever he’s got, but I guess it’s better to not risk it. She walked the few steps to John’s tent.

      John carried the weather radio to his shelter and suspended it from a carabiner attached to the ridge line. He looked down the valley. “Don’t forget to zip up tight, Mel, this storm may be coming for us after all.”

      She hesitated for one last moment, then crawled inside the tent and sealed herself in.
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      The radio crackled to life, and John snapped awake. The obnoxious alert tone drilled into the side of his skull, and he strained to listen through the resonant noise for clues to what set it off. A light breeze rustled the poncho above him, but otherwise the campsite lay quiet under the moonlight much as it had when they’d gone to bed.

      The radio tracked its position and polled for severe weather alerts for the immediate area. Its activation meant something was imminent. The alert slid abruptly into silence and a synthetic voice read a message:

      
        
        Hazardous Weather Alert. This alert is for the Shasta-Trinity National Forest and surrounding areas. Regional weather services are monitoring a storm exhibiting unexpected and extreme activity. Predictive models suggest that major thunderstorm activity including lightning, heavy rain, and dangerous wind conditions exceeding one-hundred KPH should be expected to cause flash-flooding and significant damage to trees and temporary shelters. This rapidly developing, fast-moving system is predicted to build over the next one to two hours and enter the area within twenty-five to thirty minutes. Anyone within the alert area is strongly advised to seek permanent shelter immediately.

      

      

      John dressed and was out of the hammock before the message ended. He crossed the campsite to his tent, flashlight in hand. Mel’s voice came from the direction of her and Daniel’s tent, so he ran there and tapped on the fabric near the unzipped door. “Mel, we’ve got a problem.”

      “Oh! John, Danny really doesn’t seem well.”

      He knelt down and pulled the door open. Mel sat next to Daniel with her hand on his forehead. Daniel’s rosy face glistened with sweat, and he lay fetal with the sleeping bag clutched under his chin. John leaned into the tent and pointed the flashlight up into the roof to spread its light without blinding them.

      “I heard him moaning in his sleep, so I came to check on him. He’s burning up!”

      “I’m fine.” Daniel’s teeth chattered, and he sucked his breaths in small sips. “Just a little cold, that’s all.”

      John checked his wristwatch. 2am. Six hours, give or take. “I’ll get you more ibuprofen.” John said, “but you two need to get up and ready to go.”

      “What? We can’t! Why?” Mel asked.

      “That storm is coming our way and has apparently turned ugly. We have to find shelter, now. Get dressed, quickly. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      John ran back to his shelter under the light of the nearly full moon, grabbed his pack from the tree where it hung, and ran back with it. He dug his pill bottle out of the side pouch, shook three into his palm, and handed them to Mel.

      Daniel took the pills with water from his canteen. “Thanks,” he said, and struggled to fish his blue jeans from the bottom of his sleeping bag. John let the door flaps fall closed as Mel helped Daniel get dressed.

      Soon, they were all outside the tent, which thrummed with each gust of wind.

      “So, what are we going to do?” Mel asked.

      “There are several caves nearby that I’m familiar with, one is just up the mountain to the northeast about a mile, mile-and-a-half maybe,” John said. “We can hole up there until morning.”

      “A mile?” Mel looked at Daniel, who nodded. “What about our stuff?”

      “Leave it,” John replied. “Grab your packs. Leave everything else. We don’t have time to break camp, and we’ll make better time without it. The tents are staked down, so just zip ‘em up and we’ll come back this way in the morning to get them, if they’re still here.”

      They secured the tents against the wind as best they could, then Mel helped Daniel put on his pack as John wrestled with his own. Daniel rocked on his feet, every movement followed by a wince and a momentary pause as she fussed over him.

      When did her belly get so big? With Mel almost five months pregnant and Daniel falling apart, John hoped they’d make it to the cave before the storm rolled in over them.

      He untied the poncho and left the cordage, stakes, and his hammock behind. Mel helped him shove the poncho into one of his backpack’s side pockets.

      Wind rustled through the trees, and John took a moment to get his bearings. To the east the moon and stars shone brightly on the trees and scrub, to the west they disappeared into the impenetrable dark and took the valley and the forests beyond the mountain with them.

      The trio headed up the valley and quickly picked up the trail that had brought them to the Basin. John led them along it to the northeast for several minutes while the grade increased and the foxtail and chaparral thinned around them. When the trail turned more northerly, John abandoned it in favor of a more direct route toward the cave. For ten minutes, they skirted ferns and shrubs and fought for footing on the uneven, rocky ground. Then the mountain rose sharply ahead of them, dotted with boulders and scraggly pines. John cursed under his breath.

      Already winded, Mel and Daniel struggled to keep the pace. From here, the climb would only get more difficult. Behind them, the trees whistled and moaned, and the sky darkened as the storm strengthened and the clouds swallowed more stars.

      No time for fear, John thought, then shouted, “We have to keep moving! We’re running out of time!”

      Mel and Daniel nodded and John hoped that adrenaline would be enough to push them the rest of the way. The ground was loose and steep, and Daniel slipped and fell on his knee.

      “Grab whatever you can and climb! Just keep moving!” John paused a meter or so up the slope while Mel helped Daniel to his feet and got him moving again. She’s every bit her father’s daughter.

      They pulled themselves along by pine branches, low-lying shrubs, and large rocks until their hands were sticky and bloody. They climbed, slipped, stumbled, and fell. They gasped for every breath, though no one could hear over the awful noise of the wind. John glanced back at almost every step to make sure they were still with him. The ground shook, and John missed a step and stumbled. Whoa. What...

      “You feel that?” Mel shouted up to him.

      The ground shook again, harder this time, and John’s heart pounded in his chest. Mel’s eyes went wide, and small rocks skittered past. Lightning flashed over the valley behind them.

      “Keep moving!” John shouted.

      The ground rolled the loose, rocky soil under their feet and threw them to the ground. A crack of thunder pounded John’s chest. Another brilliant flash of lightning struck and this time he counted as the blue afterimage faded. Somewhere nearby, a tree crashed to the ground, then the thunder came again and hit him like the IED that had taken out his humvee in Afghanistan. 42 seconds. Jesus. What the hell is going on?

      Mel scrambled to her feet. “Are you sure the cave will be safe?” She struggled to help Daniel up.

      John hesitated for a moment, then scuttled back down to them. “There’s no choice!” He grabbed Daniel’s arm. “Now let’s move! We don’t want to be out here while these trees are coming down!”

      Above them, beyond the spur they’d nearly crested, a diffuse glow momentarily outshone the moon and stars, then slowly faded. Trees swayed in heavy gusts of wind and the ground trembled in a long, low rumble underfoot. Trunks and branches cracked and popped all around them, while small rocks danced down the slope.

      A blast of warmth assaulted them from over the spur, accompanied by an impossibly loud sound that stabbed John’s skull. He clutched his ears and struggled to keep his footing, but fell back. The sound passed as quickly as it had come, but his ears rang. Mel and Daniel lay crumpled on the rocky ground, hands on their ears, their faces masked with pain.

      “What the fuck!” Mel shouted, her voice muffled as though she were underwater.

      John grabbed her shoulders and helped her to her feet. She held onto him and cradled her belly as she tried to catch her breath.

      “You okay?” John asked.

      Mel nodded and squeezed his arm. Daniel was in worse shape, but together they got him up.

      They clambered over rock and pinemat, and pulled themselves up the mountain by branch or shrub. At times they met the mountain halfway and climbed on all fours. The rough ground left their hiking pants scuffed and discolored, and their palms and elbows scratched and bloody. Their feet and knees tingled from the constant rumble that rose from deep underground.

      The ground leveled out near a rocky outcrop at the ridge of the spur. Wind howled past them, and the storm’s first misty raindrops spattered their necks and arms. Darkness had engulfed the valley and nearly overtaken them.
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