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Sunwuner, 1971

Jane studied the map with v certainy degree of
apprehension she could not explain. Protected by av woods
framed structure withy av slight overhang; it detailed the
network of hiking trails that sparmned the Devills
Mountoin Reserve. It also- displayed camping
regulations and wild animal warnings.

Great; she thought, wild ancmals: AUT need s a black
bear joining me at my tree-side lavatory, thenw I can
play dead with my pantsy around my ankles:

Wil had remained invthe ranger station getting the
most recent weather forecast and hopefully finding av
trail map they could cauwry withvthem. They’d both just
fllled their canteens and wsed av real bathwoom for the
loust time before stawting their thwee-day trek.

Jane had enjoyed covwersation with the pawk ranger ow
duty —he’d seemed o mownv who-enjoyed his work and
genuinely cawed for his mountain. He had takew great
care to-explainy what traily would be most enjoyed and
most appropriate for athwee day excursion; had shown
them the best spoty to- caump, where to-find freshy water,
and where to-find shelter if the weather tuwrned sour.

He had also-taken their full naumes and emergency
contacty. “Just inv case, we like to-have an E-plan,” he’ds

said. The ranger had expressed gratitude for their
howving registered at the station. “So- mawny campers dowt
bother and we donwt evesw know they’re up there. If
something happened to-them we'd never know who-to-
look for o where to-begin!”

Despite this logical explanation; Jane had felt uneasy
about the need for his ‘E-plan’

Wil now approached; o wide smile on his face. He'd been
looking forwawd to-this hike for five weeks now, ever since
they had planned the time off wovk. They had decided
on wsing vacation to-take some doww time;, kick arownd
the howse for a bit, take av shovt hiking and camping
trip. Since they were stl payying off the wedding; they
figured on this plawn being cost efficient compare to-
gallivanting oaround the Caribbear somewhere. Now,
withy all the new geoaw that Wil had purchased for this
little trip, they might as well hawve gone to-Vegas.

They helped each other shoulder their new packs; fillled
with all the new geaw. They bounced the weight awownd
to-properly position padded shoulder straps (ar exercise
Wil had made her practice at home with bags of wet
towels inv her pack), then tightened the strapy and
buckled the fasteners.

Gaging into-the tree line, Jane agairv wondered why she
had agreed to-do-this. “What did they say about the
weather?” she asked.

“Perfect. Couldn't have asked for better. Cool dry days,
cooler evenings. Perfect campfire weather.”

She had been hoping for awv excuse to-go- stayy inv v bed
and breakfost instead of enduring the hike to-come.



With one last glinuner of hope she asked; “What about o
traill map?”

He looked at the lawrge map in front of them and took av
step inthat direction. “They dowt hawe any paper maps;
Jjust this one inthe shed herve. Each trail is marked by
colored shapes—see, this one is greev circles—all we have
to- do- iy remember what mawkers we're following; no-
sweat.”

She should hawve known that not hawing a trail map
wast going to- stop Wil from taking her up the
mountain. Not wanting him to-know that she didw't
shave hig enthusiasm, she tried her best to-sigh

She studied the map for another moment, thew tuwrned to-
face himv “So-we're just following the orange triangles
then, right?”

He studied her beautiful face. Her puppy dog brown eyes;
her long silky brown hair, her foir complexion. She wos
every bit as beautiful to- him as she had beev on their
wedding day two-years ago. She was wearing tiny ble
Jeaw short withva flimsy baby doll shirt that barely
covered her nawvel, leawving her firm tow belly exposed.
Beneativ her thin shirt he could see the pattern of her
lace brov supporting o healthy bust. Her hair was done;,
curled that morning and pulled back slightly leaving
thiny wisps of golden brownw dangling in front of her eaws
and over her forehead. Mascara accentuated her eyes
and lip liner made her already fll lips seemv evenw move

supple:

Ay long as he could remember she had always wanted to-
look and feel her best, both for himv and for anyone else

they might encounter, stranger or not. Today she did
again. He thought she might as well be heve to- model the

new geawr, inutead of actually putting it to- use.

He'd considered persuading her to-wear something that
might be more comfortable; but instead of insult her
and try to-explain why £ wasnwt auwv insuldt, he decided
he'd rather just enjoy the view. A tent inv o isolated areow
after duwsk would be wheve they could really enjoy the
great outdoors—he knew she wasn't as happy about
spending thwee days invthe woods and hoped the
experience as v whole might change her perspective o
things.

Besides, if their first child were to-be conceived on this
trip, it would surely be something to-talk about.

With this motive in mind; he considered his response to-
her question. The ranger had suggested the ovange trail
was ‘acconmunodating for their intended hike: Wil
hadw't let on at the time; but he/d had no- intentiow of
taking that route.

The ovange triangles mavked o base trail, which
followed the perimeter of the reserve. It had a lot of
traffic, no-views, and practically no-privacy. The ranger
suggested it becaunse of the easy terrain, and the
designated campsites with fire pity proximate to- some
basic outhouse facilities and freshv water springs. Not to-
mention that the ranger probably liked keeping as mary
campers away from the tougher terrain as possible—it
would make hig job-easier inthe event he needed to-use
his ‘E-plan’ It was, no-doubt, the most comfortable
alternative to- what Wil had inv mind..

He looked back at the map and pointed to-ov different



trail. “Actually, I thought we might take this one.”

Jane’s brow crinkled. “That's not the trail the ranger

“I know...but that trail... i€y not ahike;, it’s o walk:
There's always av bunch of people o davy hikes—no-
privacy —and there awent any views. Half the fun of
hiking is seeing something yow donw't always—"

She cut himv off. “Views? How high up the mowntaiv dids
yow want to-go?” Her voice was slightly shaky and
roiling with skepticism.

“I've been told the view from the swmmit is stupendous.
Yow cawv see for miles avound in all divections. Not to-
mention the staws at night, cleaw as canv be: Plus; no-one
else would be camped, out anywhere nearby.”

Jane was suddenly dreading this trip. She instantly
enwisioned all the discomforty of what her husband was
proposing: avlong; difficult climb; av cold gusty campsite;
shawing her space withy all kinds of wild animals; having
to-expose her bawe behind to-the shawp brittle wind while
squatting on v ledge that looked over av hundred foot
drop.

She vividly imagined herself: naked (the animalsy woulds
have stolew or shwed all her clothing), knees to-her ears;
gusting snow all around her (even thoughv it was mids
July) trying to-pee over that ledge; loosing her grip (ow
the sapling she’d no- doubt be hanging onto-for deow
life), and tumbling over the edge; falling for what
woudd seem an efernity (only to-land inv av bunch of
thorny bushes).

Despite the humnid summer air, o shiver rolled dowwn her
spine.

Will soow her shudder, and on her tow face he could read
the concerw in her paling expressiov. He knew
beforehand that she wouldwt be happy about this idea,
knew her feawrs.

He also-knew that once he got her up there, she woulds

“T guarantee yowll hawe funy the hike is not that bad,
the weather iy gonna be worm and beauntiful. We'll be
the only one’s up there overnight. ItW be great!”

She knew there could be no-changing his mind. She gave
him ‘the look,” as he so-lovingly refereed to- it.

“Trust me;” he said withy av seducing smile.

She also-knew she was probably overreacting, but
nevertheless she tried to-find some reason, some exciise
why they shouldwt go-that route.

“We’re not supposed to-camp up there. The map clearly
shows the designated caomp sites.”

“No-one will know we're up there—they dowt check the
traily at the end of the day to- see where people awe
camping. If anyone is around when we get up there;
we'll just wait till they leave and find o good spot for our
tent. Dowt worry about it, okay?”

He found himself stautled by his own words.

No-one will know we're up there:



After the ranger thanking thew for registering, Wil now
felt as though he were betraying the mowv's trust. He
thought briefly about going back and telling the ranger
where they'd actually be camping, but realized he
couldwt—they werenwt supposed to-be camping at the
st

Donw't worry aboul iL...

What he'd said was true. Instead of the positive he was
trying to-emphasize, he'd inadvertently left a negative
note ringing inv v never-ending refrain. No-one will
know.

No-one:

Jane had looked back to-the map. Wll's oww gage had
retwrned there asy well. Unoawawe of what the other was
squawes representing the sunmmilt traill wandered up the
side of the steep incline, and stopped at the topmost point
of Devil's Mouwntain.

* % %

Sunumer 2001

Jake planted his butt on the runnming boowrd of his 4 -
Ruwnner and bent doww to-tighten the laces on his new
Merrell hiking boots. Whewn finished; he stood up and
looked around. There were very few cars in the parking
lot this day, which meant he wouldw't have to- contend
with too- many other bodies. He'd be able to-enjoy the
peace and solitude of the woods, alone:

He was herve for aw day hike, had beew referved heve by

some friends withv similowr interesty. They'd told him it
was o greal hike. A ‘heawt-pumper’ they'd said;, and the
view fromv the top was superb-

They had also-told him the mountain was hauwnted.

Today was o cleow drvy day, the weather charnnel had
told him so- He wa looking forwawd to-eating o packed
lunchvperched o av rock overlooking the world below. He
took av deep breativof freshv aiv and lifted his day -pack
off the ground beside him. Withv one smoothv motion he
shd o awrmv ivv ond thwew i€ awround hig back to- catchv
the other. He secured hig vehicle with the telltade chirp of
anv alawrm systenn and headed off-

Next to-the pawrking lot stood a rather splendid ranger
station, newly built and surely much lavger thaw
necessawy for it's purpose. An elaborvately cowrved and
finished wood sign was mounted over the double glass
doors: DEVIL'S MOUNTAIN STATE RESERVE. My tax dollars
hard at work; he thought bitterly. He'd rather have seerv
the money spent on expanding the reserve or enhancing
the trial network. There was no-need to-provide such arn
enormous house for two-public bathwooms and o radio-
room for the rangers.

He bypassed the station and approached the trial map.
The map itself was howsed inv av lawrge woodew shed like
structure withv o open front. The wood wag rotting, the
bose of the structure covered withy moss; the Plexiglas
cover cracked and clouding in more places thaw not. It
had to-be over thirty yeoars old.

He looked at the ranger station and sighed.

Without looking at the trials, Jake's eye went



immediately to-the faint toawv contouwr lines that
appeared onthe map, the steeper the tervain, and wheve
they formed tight circles;, one inside another, each
smaller thawv the last, it would indicate avpeak. Inside
the last circle would be the elevation, measured as feet
above seav level. He scanned for the highest point—that
was where he would have his lunch.

The contowr lines indicated a ridge that row along the
lengtiv of the reserve with thwee individual peaks. The
highest elevation was on the northvend of the ridge, but
the map indicated no-trail leading to-that peak. The
second highest was inv the middle of the ridge; but was
several hundred feet lower thawn the first—a trail marked
with red circles led to-the ‘overlook’. The third was av
baby hll and of no-interest to-hinu

His shoulders dropped dramatically as disappointiment
set in—the highest peak did not seem to-be pawt of the
trail network. He tried to- imagine why this would be,
was the terrain too- difficudt for o hiking trail?

As he studied the map, he realiged that it had beevv
altered. It appeared that o trail leading to-the sunmumnit
did exist, or used to-exist. Someone had attempted to-
hide it onvthe map with- white paint, but the blue squares
were sEUL visible in spots.

Lower down onthe map appearved the saume trail, morked
by the same blue squares—it stopped just over halfway up
the mowntain, shortly before the terrain became
increasingly difficult. From that point on black circles
indicated the TURNBACK TRAIL, which wound back
down the mowntain and joined a walking trail around
the lake. He noticed that the black circles were stickers—

apparently not pauwt of the oviginal map, as though that
traill had beenw added since the map’s original posting.

For Jake, this was not acceptable. He wanted to-go-to-the
top. Not just the highest point the trails led to; but the top
of the mounitain: That was what he caume here for.

And the foct that the old swmmit trail had quite
obviously been closed at some point, and likely for a
good reasony;, did not occur to- Jake until much later inv

* % %

Sunumer 2001

Bl “The Bat” Bantouww looked up as the young maw
entered the ranger station. He could tell the kid was
upset—the young brow was lined with frustration and his
showlders werve visibly tense. He was used to-this sight—
had learned how to-read it. He'd been dealing with this
reaction from hikers for almost twenty years.

“The Bat” had eawrned his honorary nicknouwne for yeaws
of service as avforest ranger. He was, by for, the senior
ranger of his staff, not just by age;, but by years of
experience—he d beenv working the mountain for o little
over thirty yeaws, by choice. And everv withv his sixty -four
yeaws he could sttll outpace most hikers on his hilli Once
overheard saying he could cross the mowntaiv in the
dawvk without skipping a beat, he was thew forever
dubbed “The Bat.”

Of course it had only been awv expressiov. Since that
night in 1971, none of the rangers, including him
would be caunght ow this mountain after the suuvy
shadows ceased to-exist.



Hed been dealing with upset hikers, and campers; for
years: They always want to-know why they can't climb-to-
the summit, why they coww't do-any overnight trail
camping. He always had o howrd time telling them the
reasony he/d had to-come up with—he couldt possibly
tell themv the trutiv. If the state found out, he'd be out of
a job. He'd be out of o life.

Bl stood up behind the desk as the young mary
approached. “Good day to-ya! How may I be of service?”

“I noticed the map’s been changed. I want to-climlb-the
sumunit, but it seems the trail has beew erased?”

Bl pased, tilted his head downw toward the desk ands
smiled thoughtfully. He could feel the youngster
brooding; but he took his time to- create the desived
effect. “Son, I can't count the nuumber of times I've beenw
asked that question.” He looked back up as he spoke and
their eyes met “Over the years we’'ve had ruuwmerows
injuries onthe upper sectiow of that trail. Terrain is
extremely dangerous. With time the ledges have become
brittle and washed out.” He paused and let the smile fall
from his face. “We just couldn't keep justifying all the
RER operations up there; so-we shut it down.”

“R &R ?n

B smiled; knowing he had the kid’'s attention. “Yes,
Retrieve and Revive—emergency oberations.”

He studied the young mowvy face—wanted to- see if the
words had made the desired impact, but the boy just
stared at him.

Bl continwed: “We've cut v new trail to-the overlook—
splendid hiking—waterfollsy and steep terrain. And one
hell of o view up top. I dowt think yowl be
disappointed.” He pulled av paper map from the pile o
his desk and passed it across the counter. “If yow take the
lake trail around to-the overlook trail herve, it's marked
withred—"

“I've seenvthe map,” he barked, then he turned and
walked towards the door.

Bl called after him, “I'L be making the climb- myself irv
a short while so- maybe I'll see you up there!”

now anyway. It was another port of the design—make
the hiker feel like he'd be missed if he werenwt on the
right poauwt of the mountoi.

* %k %

Blue squawes o trees alongside the trail were always
visible—by the time yow passed one; the next one could bes
seenv nearby. The terrain thus fow had been relatively
simple. The lake trail, which had passed by the overlook
trail and led himv to-the old summit trail, had been lat
but scenic: It wasn't until Jake stowted moving away
from the lake that he’d beguw pressing uphil. Now, as he
got higher into-the base of the mountain, he had
stowting breathing hawd. Hisy chest begaw to-tighten and
a cool flmv of sweat formed o his brow.

He rounded av corner and sow o black circle for the first
time—the Twrnback Trail. Jake stopped to-catch his
breathvand drink some water from awv insulated bottle
v hig pack. He was at the top of o small crest looking



into- awv old streauwmn bed that begauv somewhere uphill
ond raw doww towowrd the lake. Looking downhill from
his crest, he could see the streawm bed littered witiv Little
black circles painted on the rocks—the bed wasthe
Tuwrnback Trail.

Looking uphill, Jake saow av dramatically different
landscape than what he’d been hiking—the terrairn
ahead took o drastic turn toward the heavens. He
looked hawrd at where he thought the oviginal suwmmit
trail might hawe continued from this point. A wall of
thick shwubbery blocked his patihv—tight tangles of brittle,
thorn-laden undergrowth—and he wondered if it
occurred natwrally or had beev planted to-prevent
passage:

Jake had wanted to- see this for himself: He was too-
curious and too- stubborn to-accept what the ranger had
told himv as the plain trutiv. Untid this moment he waswt
evew sure he really wanted to-risk his oww safety just to-
have lunch on the swmmit, but now his curiosity peaked.
He replaced the water bottle and shouwldered his pack.
Before moving on he took av moment to-absorb-his
surroundings—it way indeed as beautiful o davy as the

fake meteorvologisty on the tube had predicted. Clear blue

sky, cool dry breege. The birds sang and the squivrels
played.

Too nice av day to- not have lunch on the summit. Plainv
and simple.

He listened for any other hikers on the trail nearlby but
heowrd nothing. Hoving traversed the thorny brush,
hiking downhill onw one side and uphil on the other, he
returned to-the same spot thirty -five minutes later, on
the other side of what was now obviouwsly o intentional

bawricade.

* % %

Sunwuner, 1971

“Canvwe stop for a bit?” Jane asked pleadingly. Bothv she
and Wl were inv excellent physical condition—they botiv
went jogging at least four out of seven days o week;, ands
oftenv visited the YMCA for weight training and to- swinm
laps. They had enjoyed these activities since they’'d first
storted dating several years ago, and it had continued
through the years as a bonding activity for themy
keeping their relationship strong and their bodies trim.

He looked at her flushed face:. Despite being in good
shape;, he agreed it was tume for a breather—they’d beenv
pushing hawd;, Wil hoping Jane wouldw't take the time
to- think much about where they were going; or how fowr

they’d already come.

They sat side by side on av boulder off the uphil side of
the pativ. He removed her water bottle from v side pocket
o her pack; and she did the same for him. They'd come
a good distance inv av short time, having alveady
trowversed the lake and picked up the summit trail, they
were now following the blue squares on the well beater
pathvand had covered most of the base terrai.

Wil looked toward the eminently steeper grade ahead of
would take them considerably longer to-finish reaching
the summit thaw it had to-get to-their cuwrent position.
He wanted to- make sure they'd have plenty of tume to- set
up camp and collect some firewood before dork. He woas
eager to-push o



Jane leaned forwawrd, forearms ovw her knees, thereby
resting the weight of the pack o her legs. The humid
swmumer aiv wa leawving botiv of thewy drenched in sweat.
Jone’'s havir was sticking to-her neck; the front of her shivt
was damp and the previously tight material was now
stretched,; the neckline sagging to-reveal much move
thaw intended. Looking around for the first time since
they’d stopped; Jane saow what lay ahead.

They stood on av small crest. Before them the trail dipped
into-what looked like v large stream bed—trickling
slightly fromv recent rains—thew rose onthe other side
into- v straight-up cimb-. She imagined hevself having to-
crowl to-pull her weight, along withthat of the pack; up
the incline. It looked to-be steeper than av flightt of staivs.
The pativ itself seemed treacherous. Cut into-the side of
very steep mowntainside; it jigged and jagged through
tree rooty; loose rocks; shawp ledges, fallen trees, and
mossy stones.

No-way. There is no-way I'mvclimbing that with this
stinkin’’ pack on my back: No-way.

She knew that it was too-late to-tuwrn back. Wil wouldwt
let her. She knew he would find some wovy to-talk her into-
i, make her feel capable of getting there, make her feel
weak if she didw't try. She knew she was beat before she
evenv begou to-fight.

She turned to-him, av sour look o her face. Her heart was
beating faster alveady. “If yow expect me to- climb-that
with this pack onw my back, yowd better be the most
patient maw invthe God damuv universe.”

“T am.” He smiled coyly, and she knew his response
referved to-move thau just this hike.

“T'Wgofirst. I will set the pace,” she sneered. “Do-not pushv
me to-go-any fauster than I'mv comfortable with. And yow
will catch me whew I lose my grip and tuwmble backword
from the weight of this stupid bag yowve strapped to- my

She had turned away from him, looking up the hilll himy
while speaking. Without looking back, or waiting for a
response, she stouted mowching forwoawrd.

Wl let her get avfew stepy ahead of him. He stood there
smiling; watching the back of her sweat glaged; shapely
legs; tone muscles flexing with each step. He couldn't
wait to-caump. Couldnwt wait to-rawish her glistening
naked body under the stars. It was o full moon tonight.
He hoped to- not even take the tent out of his pack. Sleep
under the stowrs, make love under the stors.

He didwt look at the sky before he stowted after her. He
had no-reason to. The forecast had not called for any
concer. But the forecast had been wrong.

* %k %

The beat up woodew structure that woas the ranger
station inv 1971 was av flurry of activity. BIL Bantouwn was
st fairly new to-his post and he’d never dealt withv

ing like this:. The severity of the situation had
caught all of themw off guawrd—hell, just moments ago-
he'd been outside the building flirting withv o couple of
gorgeous college girly who’d just come off the lake trail
after o movrning walk.

Now the weather had takew control of the day. It had
stouted out beauntiful, and the thwee-day forecast had



been for clear skies; wawrmv days and cool nights—ideal
for the full moon tonight. That had been only hours ago-
Now, awround mid-day, the weather service had issued
severe storm warnings and predicted the worst band of
weather these party had seerv ivv v decade.

Bl didw't know anything about meteorology, didnwt
really understand the terminology, but he'd listened
thwough the static of the NOAA radio-broadcast, trying
to- understand why things had so- suddenly changed.
What became clear was that nobody had expected or
evenw anticipated this sudder shift in weather, and now
the rangers had to-dead withv all the hikers and would -
be campers invthe reserve. Things weren't due to-become
severe Wil evewv after dawk;, and that gave thew the
majority of the afternoown to-evacuate the park.

As it tuwrned out, there had only been one registration
himself: He remembered themy especioally because of how
taken he’d, beenv withv the womou. He'd been flirtatious
with her, everv withv the husband right at her side—he
couldwt help himself. They'd planned o thwee-day hike
and two- nighty camping. He was thwilled with the
possibility of seeing her again. He and the other rangery
would go-evacuate the caumpsites; she would, no-doubt,
be there.

* % %

Sumumer, 1971

The last leg of the climb- had beenw move like rock
cimbing thaw hiking. They’d taken their packs off and
pushed them up ahead of them inv ovder to-scale the face
of the ledge just below the sunmunit. For the first time since

crossing the parched stream bed;, Wil had gone first,
ﬁ/vwh/ng/ﬁ'w/fooﬁ'w-ld/yaznd/ooadumg/jme/ up behind

Now he pulled himself up onto-the plateaw that was the
suwmunit, thenw turned awound and hoisted her up withy
him. Panting, they stood up and looked around, and
the breativescaped them.

They could see for miles inv all divections. The view was
spectocudaw. A hawk floated onthe breege, slowly and
effortlessly hovering on the cuwrrent—it looked right at
them, av moment later it dipped out of sight and was
gone:

The summit was small rocky arvea, withv sandy patches
fllled the space between protruding boulders. To-their left
the peak continued to-climb- slightly, the area streww
with thick bushes and tall gangly trees. Atop o small
crest of rock and brownw wispy grass stood av large dead
tree. It had no-color but the pale broww of the trunk;
three lawge limbs hung precawiously like the clwmsy,
mutated awmy of o giant beast. The tree was av spectacle
compawed, to-the beauty of the summit—it seemed
entirely out of place. To-their right the peak slowly
declined; covwerting to-pure rock ledge, thew dropping
off to- oblivion.

Opposite of wheve they’d emerged was av rock edge with
another drop —easily thwee hundred feet strait down.
Wil approached it withy cauntion and stowed doww: the
trees look like miniatures from av model traiv set he’d
had as o kid. A breege moved through the lower

altitude; swaying the tiny treetops. From his perspective it
appeared as though the forest was one large entity, ity



slithering along the mowntain's base.

Jane did not like how close he was to-the drop. She took av

step towawds himy, thew stopped; not wanting to-get any
closer. A strong breege caught her back, gently nudging
her inWll's divection, and she suffered a brief moment
of panic before gaining her footing and enjoying the
cooling sensation the air brought to-her sweat soaked
skin.

“Canv yow please get away from there? Yowre making me
nervous.”

Wil turned his head to- smile at her. “Yowve got to-see
m— 14 .J)

“T'mv sure it is. Come here please.” She tried to-flash anv
allwring smile, but it was tavinted by concerv.

He backed off, turned on his heel, and walked over to-
her. She seemed relieved, not only that he'd retreated
from the edge; but that they were done climbing. Her
previows rritation had faded and she was definitely in
better spirity. Wrapping his arms around her slender
waste he kissed her passionately.

After o moment she pulled away. “What now, stud?”

“Well; let’s get naked and set up camp.” His expression
remained perfectly serious.

She grinned, knowing he was teasing. Nevertheless she
debated the idea of stripping doww just to- shock himy
thew suddenly remembered the wild animal woauwrning
she/d read that morning and thought better of the ideou.

The st was getting low inthe sky. It had taken thew
most of the afternoow to- reach their destination. Wil
wanted to-get camp set up before dusk so-they could enjoy
what was sure to-be a fabulous sunset. He glanced at the
sky and his mind quickly becaume troubled. The western
sky defied what the weather forecast had told him this
morning. He could see o vivid front of dawk, angry
looking clouds building in the distance. For o brief
moment he worried about the weather going bad
overnight, but he was banking on what he wanted for
this night, not what the sky was telling hivv might
happen.

Nonetheless; he committed to-setting up the tent just inv
case, and he looked for av spot that might provide some
degree of shelter from wind. There were none. He could
set up on av sandy patch between rock ledges, or wnder
some trees inthe midst of thorny bushes. The choice
seemed, obvious:

* % %

Bl was becoming concerned. He'd visited five out of six
couple. They had not registered witivthe ranger station.
He had wawrned thew of the pending weather, and they
had quickly begun packing their geaw. They’'d expected
him to-give them av ride back to-the base; and were
disappointed; almost annoyed, whew he’d explained he
had to- continue looking for others. He/d had shown no-
empatiy towards them—they should ve registered.

The sixtiv site was empty. Now he could only assume the
worst. The couple he was seeking, must have decided to-
camp off traill, where Bl could now not find thew
without seawrching the entire mountain from top to-



bottom. They could be avvywhere.

He felt o surge of anger towards the womawvs husband.
She had seemed excited by the idea of campsites near
water and bathwooms. It had to-have beew Ads idea to-go-
elsewhere.

They had sent other rangers o foot to-sweep as mary
traily as possible, informing hikers of the impending
weather conditions. They would leave bulleting at every
trail infersection to- inform those they might have
missed. The trail to-the suwmmit would be the only one
they couldwt cover, it was too-long o hike; too-fowr to-go-
and come back before davk, before the storms awrived.
They could only assume that anyone at the summit
would surely be doww before dark.

* %k %

Sununer, 2001

Jake figured he must be at least halfway between the
swmmit and the bawricade behind him. He had no-way
of really knowing; he could not yet see the top. What was
left of the trail proved to- be exceptionally difficul.
Without maintainance in awnvy form or fashiow for
decades, nature had taken her due toll. Fallen tirees
Littered his efforts, mud slides had washed out large
sections; loose rocks playyed withv his new booty o every
other step, and vegetation had overgroww the once well
worw pathi. At times; he’d had to- stop and look back just
to- make sure he was everv o the pathv any more. Each
time he questioned his position it only took a moment to-
find o faded blue squawe o o tree somewhere:.

Just ahead; two-lawrge bouwlders sat ovw either side of the

would-be trail. Between them o washout—an dry pile of
deadwood, probably gathered by rushing water in av
heavy suwmmer rain—had been wedged between the
rocks. Like avbeawver dowmn, they held and restraineds
more and move ground clutter, building o formidable
structure between the two- rocks:

To-the left side of the obstruction was o severe drobp —Jake
could see over the tops of trees downhill from the trail. If
he tried going awround onthat side; he might as well
Jump and save himself the anguish.

The right side proved treacherous as well. The fowr side of
that boulder snuggled up against a rock ledge withv
massive spiked outcroppings. Climbing it would be
simidaw to-wrestling onw av coval reef:

He would hawe to- go- over the washout.

Hed just begun pulling loose pieces fromvthe top of the
pile whew it happened the first time—Jake suddenly
caught o chill. Not the kind of chill that might
accompary o movbid thought, but the kind yow would
feel if someone left aw window ajowr o av blustery winter
night. He felt cold: Hiy skinv crowled; the haviv onw his arms
stood onvend;, and goose pimples rolled over every inch of
hig body. He felt like winter itself had exhaled dowwnw the
back of his neck. He felt like—

Jake whipped around to-look behind him.

He imumediately felt foolish for feeling stowtled. He found
nothing behind him but the ground he’d just covered.
the trees around him, searching for evidence of a breesge.
They did not stiv.



Obviously there had been a curvent of cool air sliding
down the mouniain; he thought, thew returned to-hig
work onthe pile. He had o strange sense of urgency
about getting beyond his current . He couldwt
fully shake the sensation that something was behind
him, and he longed to-put some distance between
himself and the washout.

Reminding himself that he was on av restricted sectiovw of
the mountain without permission, he suddenly felt very
alone.

Finally he found enough firm footholds to- attempt
ascending the downhill side of the pile. After taking
three steps up the tangled wood, he looked back—he was
only four feet off the ground but because of the downhill
slobe; he felt like he was considerably higher.
Immediately onthe other side of the pile was o young
tree; no- move thauv thwee inches in diavmeter. He lunged
from the pile; sending loose sticks and brush flying
behind him, and grabbed the tree. His weight and the
force of catching the tree caused it to-bend, gently
lowering him to-the ground.

He was exhilovated. Thwilled with his gynmunast-like
manewver. He had a childlike wrge to- climb-the pile ands
do- it again. He also-had childlike feawr wrging him to-
move on to-get away from here.

Just acool breege: Nothing but a cool breege:

He looked up thwrough treetopy at the sky. St bright

cleaw blue: Not av clouds ivv sight. It was tuwrning out to-be
a woawrmer day than they’d predicted, or at least if felt so-
to- Jake. He was covered with perspiration, the front of his

T-shivt dawk from moisture.

Walking forwawrd again, he strained to-see the next blue
square. Though he'd previowsly had no-trouble; this tume
the mowkers eluded him. He could not find evenw a hint
of one anywhere. He stopped and looked back doww the
trail, but the washout blocked his view beyond. He was
sure he/d been on the trail before that point. Sure of it.

He was about to-tuwrn back awround and press ov to-the
summit whew he heard o howling gusthv of wind behind
him. He froge for & moment, questioning his oww senses.
Stonding there; he felt cold air rush over him—this time
not just o hig neck;, but his entirve body. Damp from
sweat, it felt like someone had plucked him from v wowrmy
shower and thrownw himv into- v blustery winter night.

He twrned avound abruptly, expecting to- see the trees
swaying from the force of the wind.

As he spuny, he found himself inv dawkness.

Confused and bewildered, Jake crouched into-owv
instinctually defensive posture. He realiged was not
complete darkness, but move like the dim lighting of
night inthe woods: He could see the silhouettes of trees, av
faint glow of moonlight. It was raining. Pouring. A
hawshv wind drove the falling ravin like silver bullets,
stinging his skin.

Lightning flashed; and rumbling thunder immediately
followed. Another lightning flash, this time striking v
tree uphill. Fire, sparks; smoke—the crunching, eor -
splitting sound of wood exploding. Wind blew so-hawd
that large trees seemingly stood ontheir sides; and some
lay over dead; enormous root systems purging themselves



of their rocky soils

Jake realiged he way shivering; his teethv were
chattering. He could not understand, fathom, or evenv
begin to- comprehend what he was seeing and feeling.
His mind was not evew capable of offering any
explanation.

He closed his eyes, swiping away moisture withvthe back
of his hands; and suddenly all was quiet.

A bird sang inthe distonce.

He slowly opened his eyes to-the serene sumumer davy.
There was no-evidence of the storm he’'d just witnessed.
The ground was dry. Bone dry.

Inutinctively he looked uphill to-where he’d seevv av trees
hit by lightning. There stood awv old stwmp, huge
splinters of wood, wornw with time and pocked from woods
eating insects; st reaching for the sky. Inthe storm the
top portiow of the tree had burst in two—those pieces now
lay onthe ground, o memorial to-the damage of a long-
ago- stormu. The fallew sections; now rotted and covered
withy moss, were soon to-become soil for the next
generation of woodland growth, small saplings already
taking root in the decaying limbs.

Jake sow the damage from the lightning strike he/ds

withessed; but he could tell that what had happened to-
that tree had occuwred many years ago-

He closed his eyes again, rubbing his eyes;, not trusting
what he saow. Shaking his head and rubbing his eyes, he
felt digzy. Confused. His mind was playing tricks o hinm.

Heat exhaustion: I'mvsuffering from heat exhaustion:

Jake sat downw and removed his water bottle. He was av
furm believer inv stoaying hydrated and knew the
consequences of not getting enough water: headache;
upset stomach, fatigue, and sometimes everv
hallucinations. He took along drink from the bottle,
then wnscrewed the top and poured av little over his foce
to- cool off-

After resting for afew momenty longer, he stood up and
continwed his climlb-to-the sunmunit.

* %k %

Sunwuner, 1971

Jane was inside the tent changing. As the suwn had
receded,; the air begow to-cool, and av showp winds
accentuated the chilll invthe air. She emerged wearing
nowy blue sweatpanty and o tight white cotton sweater
that embraced her figure. Her booty remained loosely
laced for ease inv removal whew she reentered the tent.

Will had already put on av sweakshivt and had tried
lighting o campfire; but the constant wind exhausted
his efforts. So-fow, his perfect camping trip was not quite
going as planned. The air was cold and getting colder,
and hig visions of enjoying the evening fireside were
fading fast.

They had at least been able to-enjoy the sunset. It had
been sensational and dramatic. A fireworks show of
oranges, reds, pinks and yellows. They had watcheds
together silently, atop a protruding bowlder, hand inv
hand, sharing o long sensuous kiss after the last of the



splendor dipped away. Behind them, beyond the bluff
they'd scaled just o howr ago; they had not seen, nor
looked for, the looming front of clouds encroaching ow
that opposite hovigow.

Wil regawded the rather lawge pile of deadwood he'd
collected:. Finding it had beenweasy. He assuumed no-one
had ever had afire up here;, and the dead tree he’d
observed at their first avvival provided plenty of dry,
brittle wood. Now it just sat there. Hoping the wind
would die out over night, he would wse it invthe morning
ond make breakfost over o nice wownw fire.

With the ovset of dawkness they both retuwrned to-the tent.
The flashlight wedged betwees his booty stood up owend
ond cost av soft light. Without turning her head; Jane
looked at Wil from the corner of her eyes. “If it’s this cold
now, how much colder wil it get tonight?”

“It’s only becouse we're at higher altitudes. It won't get
much colder, it's the middle of July!”

Ay if o cue, the word, July swmmoned av rumble of
twrned to-look at each other with wide-eyed disbelief.

Jane’s priov expression of loving tolerance had rapidly
faltered. “Is that what I thought it was? Tell me it’s not
going to-ravin.”

“Probably just o storm inv the distance - yow cowv imagine
how fow away yow convheaw stuff being up this high. No-
hills or trees to-block the sound.”

Not at all conwinced, she just stawed at him with pursed
lips-

He sighed deeply. “T'L go-out and see if there’s anything
to-look at.”

He'd slipped o his own sweatpants, handed the
flashlight to-Jane to-hold, and just finished putting ow
one of his booty wher another rumble of thunder caume.
This time is was incomparably louder, vibrating the
rocky ground beneativthe tent.

Without looking at Jane, he quickly put on the other
boot, ungipped the flap of his new two-mawn tent, and
escaped the tense air. Once on hig feet and fully ervect, he
took v deep breath; closed his eyes;, hung his head and
sighed. This was not turning out anything like he'd
anticipated. If it rained, they would be miserable. The
tent was not walerproof, simply water-resistant. It way
colder now. Much colder. He figured the temperature
had easily drvopped thirty degrees since mid-day. And
the wind had picked up even move. Their tent, bavely
sheltered beside a rock outcropping just slightly taller
than the tent itself; would not withhold any kind of
windstorm. The pegs were sunk loosely in sandy ground,
and there was nowhere else to-tie the lines:

Wil felt av stiv of panic; thew forced himself to-be calmu.
He hadw't confirmed that the thunder they heard was o
storm coming their wayy. It could be miles and miles
away, moving onw apawrallel course; the sound just
trowveling abnormally well on the winds at this altitude.
He opened his eyes and looked around.

Beyond the tent and the rock outcropping shielding it,
beyond the rock face they had emerged from eawlier, he
sow filery pulses of light dwminating the sky. It made
him think of kids under bed sheety playing withv



flashlights. The white currenty of energy danced across

The moonw was hiddew behind the storm, but it backlit
the upper perimeter of the clouds creating a dagzgling
view. If he/d been at home, standing in his front youwd, he
would hawe called his wife to-joiny him—to-enjoy nature's
splendor—then they could recede into-the sanctuory of
their home:

But he would not call his wife to- shawe this view.

As he was thoughtfully gaging at the oncoming storm,
the wind suddenly changed divection, gusted cruelly
and, challenged his balance; striking him withv
unexpected strengtiv. He found himself having to- lean
forward inv ovder to- retoin his stonce. His haiv thwashed
violently at the sides of head, hisx eaws thwobbed from the
pressure of the air, his eyes overflowed from dusty tears.
Behind ity rock shield, the tent rattled coawsely in anv
eddy of the gust.

He could see Jane moving around inside—the beouwn from
the flashlight bounced off the material. She called out
but it was not audible over the pounding wind.

Whew the gust finally faded; she called again: “What’s
going owout there? What do-yow see? Will!?”

She sat wild-eyed looking for a response; throwing her
glave around the interior of the tent as thoughv
expecting she would suddenly be able to-see through the
materiod and howe o cleaw view. The zipper o the tent
flap began to- move: It was with deliberately slow motiow
that it continued thwough the distance of ity track wntil
Wil pushed it openv and stuck his head inside.

“Looks Like we might get a bit of rain.” He had, somehow
managed to- conjure up a conwincing smile, as though
(5 were o good thing. He climbed invand closed the

flap.

“Rain?” She frowned and stowed, at his booty as he
removed them. “Is the tent waterproof?”

“It's water -resistont,” he said, trying to-sound optimistic,
but not making eye contoct withher.

“What's that mean, we’re gonnaw get wet? Should we packs
up and go-down? What are we gonna do?” Her questions
had become laced withv panic.

Before he could respond she added; “Man, I don't like
this, I really dow't like this. It's cold out there, really
cold. If we get wet we're gonna freege.”

He wanted the soume anvswers as she; so-he spoke to-her as
well as hinmself. “We wonw't get wet unless we touch the
sides of the tent, they Wl repel the water, but if we make
contact with the material, owr hands, heads, sleeping
bags, they’ W get wet. So-dowt touch the tent if it stouty
raining. Otherwise the materiol will repel the water. And
no; we can't pack up and climb-doww. It's pitch black out
there, we'll fall and kil ourselves, not to- mention that if
the storm does hit us, we’d be out there, inthe dark, and
a lot more wet and cold than we'll be i herve.”

She stowted at himw abhorrently. “Storm?”
The word had stuck with her —previously he’d only

wawned of av little rain: Teary welled up invher eyes. “It’y
so-cold,” she whimpered.



Thunder rumbled again, closer still. Another strong gust
of wind rattied the tent. Wil could heaw bity of debris
dancing on the materiod. Or maybe it was raiv.

He looked at Jane withyempatiy. He felt completely
responsible for her discomfort and concern. It was up to-
him to- make her comfortable and happy. Perhapys
making love to-her would be the best thing to-get bothv
their mindy off the oncoming storm.

He got to-his knees and said, “We should get into-our
bags to- stay warmi. The wind iy penetrating the tent.
Heve:..let me try something:..”

Wil wnwolled bothv bags; ungipped thew and thew zipped
them together, forming one large bag they could bothv
get into: He slid his legs inside the makeshift pouchy
pulled off his sweatshirt and beckoned her to-climb- in

Thunder rumbled loudly, ity finale a long growl that
seemed to-linger forever.

She just looked at himy doubt and anger dancing i her
gage;, but thew smivked coyly, pulled off her sweater. Her
hair fell over her shoulders and the resulting doarkness
surrounding her face gave her ar exotic appearance .
Will flipped back the top of the bag, allowing her to-

crowl inv

Once inside; they botivremoved remaining clothing and
lay together naked; shawing their body wawrmiti. Outside;
rain begowv to-foll.

The air inthe tent became tepid as they made love. The
setting wousn't quite what Wil had exwisioned; but he

was grakified nonetheless. For the moment they were
comfortable, and Jane was glad she had agreed to-the
climb-

A blast of wind shwieked across the summit - it whistled
through the brush and trees annouwncing ity presevnce
withy awv eaw -piercing squead. The tent flapped furiously -
exerting ity stress onvthe poorly anchored support lines.
The pegs slid out of the sand, thwashing around on the

A short time later, the rain turned into- downpour. A
moment later Wil and, Joane terminated their embvace—
the downpouwr had turned to- hail.

* %k %

Sununer, 2001

Jake had almost reached the summit. He could see v
break invthe trees above him. He could also- see o steep
rock ledge that he would have to- scale to- make the final
accent.

He'd had no- more bouty withy heat exhauustion, making
sure to- stop and allow himself brief cool-doww periods
and water breaks.

The terrain had become more extreme; the drop to-his
left placed him av good, distance above the treetops below,
and he could imagine himself lifting off the ledge withv v

He'd discovered he could follow the remainder of the old
trail easily enoughy not because the blne squares were
prevalent—he hadwt seerv one i quite some time—but



because at this point, and for some time now, there was
only one way he could have gone; only one path the trail
could hawe taken. To-his left was av suicide drop, to-his
right was unconquerable ground—a virtual wall of
shawp protruding rock. It was almost as though the trail
had been cut into-the rock face: Amagingly enough,
plant life continued to-thwive heve. Trees found whatever
vulnerabilities they could in the rock, their rooty
growing over, awound and under. He way still able to-
enjoy shady cover.

Pressing on, he was glad he’d gotten such awnveorly stout.
His lunchy would be av bit late, but he’d have it his woy.
And there should be plenty of tume to- return to-his cor
before dark. The return trip shouldnw't take him nearly as
long as the climb-had.

Aweagle flew by his left side; then glided out over the
drop. It had come so-close he could've reached out and
plucked o feather from ity wing. It floated above the
treetopy withv such grace and strengtivthat Jake surged
withv sudderv exnwy for the birds freedom and cowefree life.

Whewn he turned back to-the trail, he faced dawrkness.

Cold wind bit his face. A downpowr of rain soaked his
clothing and skin. Withinw momenty the rain turned to-
hail. Slowly at first, smaldl pebbles of ice; the it grew
exponentially. Golf ball siged chunks of ice bounced of
the grouwnd and rocks avround him creating awv ear -
thuwmping clatter.

Initially he coulldn't understand what he saw. Whew he
realiged the implications; realized the potential danger
hail this sige could pose; he instinctively thought about
finding shelter, but there was none to-be found. He was

exposed; pirvned onthe ledge. Ay he frantically looked
dowwn the trail behind himy the wind roowed past himy
seeming to- climb- up from the drop to-his left and trying
to-Uift himv intto-jagged rocks to-the right. He was hawing
trouble maintaining his balance.

Hail began falling havder. It seemed the rain had
altogether subsided; making room for the vast quantity
of ice pushing ity wawy from the clouds. A chunk of ice
whacked him on the shoulder. He cried out and ducked,
thwowing hig awrms over his head, attempting protectionw
from the inevitable bowrage. The noise from the hail was
deafening, slomuming off rock surfaces; ripping thwough
the foliage above.

Pop rocks: Really really loud pop rocks; he thought, thesw

Gale after gale kept hinv off balance. Hail pelted him
with increasing ferocity. He took several blows to-his
arms as he flaided about trying to-find handholds.
Several bloody welty emerged o his forearms and the
backs of his hands. Balls of ice burst on impact with the
rock; sending shawds of ice flying—each impact like v
miniature hand grenade:.

He glanced to-hiy left, where the eagle had beevv just
momenty ago- It had vanished, but what Jake sow i ity
place made his legs falter, his thwoat seize; and hig eyes

Inthe relentless flashes of lightning o massive furunel of
swirling clouds climbing up the mountainside towards
hionm,

* %k %



Sunwuner, 1971

Hail pounded the tent. Indentures formed in the
materiod with each strike - thew rebounded once the ice
had slid or bounced off the surface. Eventually the tent
walls begawn to-rip, and the flimsy alwminuuwmn poles that
made the support frame stauwted to-buckle. Space inside
the tent began to-recede:

Jone had covered her faoce with the sleeping bag, not
only i awv attempt to- sty wowrmy, but also- inv av loume
attempt at protection. Wil way sitting up on his elbow,
watching the inside wally of the tent with severe concerw.

Frustration came next. Not just frustration—he was
angry. Angry at the weather. Angry at the tent. Angry at
the mountain and that moronic ranger withy hig pitiful
weather forecast. How he would love to-wrap his hands
around that idiot’s neck right now. This situation was
all his fauddt:

The walls of the tent begaw to-buckle: Initially he
thought the ice would simply bounce off, and if the wind
hadnw't beew so- damn brutad, perhaps it would have. Now
the hail was striking withv maliciousness. He watched
small ripy inv the material appear right before his eyes -
they were quickly followed by rainwater seeping inv
thwough the gaps.

He crawled out of the bag, pushing the material beneativ
himv so-he could sit o it without uncovering Jane. Cold.
He was naked and it was cold. He had worked up some
perspiration inside the bag before this pestilent weather
had interrupted their love making, now the moisture onw
his skinv glistened, and simudtoneously chilled him to-the

bone.

He huwrried to-dress; foregoing his shovty and pulling his
sweatpanty o over his legs. He was digging through the
pile of clothing, boots, and packs, looking for his
sweatshirt, whew Jane yelled something to-him. He could
not make it out—the noise inside the tent way deafening.
The wind outside moaned, whistled though the trees,
sounded like v howling pack of demonic wolves. It was av
permeating sound; backed up by the rattle of rain and
the pounding of hail against the tent, and it was all was
superseded by the continumous crackle and eartiv-splitting
roow of thunder.

The tent flapped in the wind; the sagging walls whipped
violently withv av strong gust. Pegs; long since free of their
sandy graves, snapped around at the end of the lines
they’d once secured.

Wil wanted badly to-get outside. His anger fillled himy
withy v burning desirve to-face the storm, to-fight it, teach
it avlessony show it who’s inv chawge; send it runing; tail
betweew ity legs—leave him to-have what he'd come to-
eryoy.

He hwurriedly ungipped the flap and scrambled outside,
leaving the tent door open behind him, and tuwrned
avound just in time to- see anv onslaunght of briliant
white light descend fromvlow clouds and strike the deads
tree onvthe mount. The tree vaporiged instantly —the
wood so-dry and brittle, the magnitude of electrical
current so-cogent and forceful. It simply vanished into- v
plume of electrically chawged dust and splinters.

Knocked of his feet by the shock wave;, he landed hard,
right onvthe tent, collapsing it completely, and putting it



out of ity misery. He was sure he felt Jane beneatihv himy
when he landed, but he couldnw't hear if she’d cried out
over the noise of the storm. Shawds of wood riddled his
skinvand clothing, he rubbed his eyes and wiped his wet
face. His hands came back wet witiv blood.

Scrambling to-his feet, Wil was on the verge of panic.
Things were getting way out of control. Their lives were
v danger. His mind flipped av switch and hig attitude
twrned from angry to-protective. He rolled off the tent
ond realiged that the hail had not stopped.

Balls of ice pelted his body, his drenched clothing
providing little protection. As he raised owrms up over his
head; the hail grew iw sige—rocks of ice were not just
falling; but shooting at him like av bawrage from o
deadly automatic weapov.

He squatted down next to-the tent, enduring the
beating. He could now heoar Jane screaming, eves over
the noise; the ear piercing shwieks replaced by sobs only
whew she stobped. for a breathv. Her body writhed inside;
trapped naked inthe bag and under the collapsed tent.

Naked or not, he had to-get her out of there. He had to-
do- something:

Wil looked up to-the sky, silently pleading with the storm
for mercy, and sow the funnel cloud—a deep black furry
of energy, backlit inthe dorkness by throbbing pulses of
yellow-red Light. The forwawd wall of the furnel floated
toward him, littered withv debris, sucking the life out of
everything it touched. It appeawed swollen, like the belly

The tornado-was practically on top of them—just beyond

the edge of the summit, about to-take o gralifying bite
from the rock face they had climbed that afternoow.

Wil froge in awe. He could not move. He tried to-yell to-
Jane; to-wawrn her, to-tell her to-get out, but no-sound
came from his gaping mouti.

The storm snarled at him, and the force of ity voice shook
the ground. Hail mutilated himy ripping his clothes;

Still, he could not move.

A suddew gale conght him invthe gut, whipped himv inv

He never landed.

But thwough the dust and dirt inv his eyes; he could sees
Joane’'s head finally emerge from the tattered remaing of
the tent as his weightless body floated away inthe wind.

* % %

Swmmer, 2001

Hanging onto-a shawp rock for deor life, his hands
shwedded and bleeding; Jake stared at the furiows storm.
The funnel cloud was o dowk eawtihvy color and
frighteningly full of debris—he could see entive trees
floating around the perimeter. The energy of the storm
seemed to- speak to-himy to- mock his concerns for safety.
The coud growled; ovlow disturbing rumble that
sounded like the ground beneativ him being torn apart.
The midsection of the funmnel swavyed, left, thew right;,
doing a dance, av shimuny, like the back end of ov kitten



about to-pownce on avtoy —ow ity prey. Ity forwawd motiow
seemed to-falter, ay if collecting itself; thew it lunged
forwawd..

There was nowhere for him to-go-. Looking down the drop
i front of himy, he watched as the base of the funnel
plucked trees from the ground and flung them out of the
way. He glanced up the trai, and for some inexplicable
reasov it seemed safer thaw going back dowwn, as if
getting to-the siummit would make it all go-away, end
the nightmawe. He scurried up the trail, tripping over
tree rooty and loose rocks:

Lightning struck av trree at the bottow of the drop to-his
left. He could feel electrons dancing in the supercharged
air, ond the moist hair on his head and arms tingled,
stgzted: Below he heawd the thwap of atree being
bowrbecued—the sound of the explosion easily rising
above the roar of wind and hail. The smell of chawred
wood becaumne heavy in the moist air.

He did not stop to-look at the destruction around him. A
few steps further, after the noise from the strike had
faded; he heawrd someone yelling.

Suddenly realiging that he’d beenw climbing withv all
fowrs—hands grasping the ground, feet pushing forwawds
—he stood up to-listen. The hail twrned to-rain again,
and incredulowsly large drops of water smacked his face.
He winced and pierced his eyes while trying to- see what
he’d heard.

To-his left was the drop, so-for down now that there's no-
way he could hawe heard someone doww there, besides
they would probably hawve beevn swallowed invthe storm by
now. Ahead, the trail approached the final rock face;

leading to-the sunmunit.
Was someone up there? Did they know he was here?

To-his right, the shawp rock wall had beew left somewhere
below, and he could now see the tree-laden plateauw that
the ledge supported. Inthe midst of it awlawge rock
formation protruded from the otherwise level surface;
and, atop the rocks o mid-sige tree stood upright. It
seemed unaffected by the winds of the storm; as thoughv
sheltered by some wnseen force. Unlike the trees
surrounding it, ity leaves were not stripped ov withered.
Instead the foliage remained o vibrant green; seemingly
aglow against the storm. And the leaves stood stilly
oblivious to-the swirling funmel of viscous winds nearby.

Jake stood paralyzed. His mind telling him to- move, but
his body frozen with- awe. He just gaped at that strangely
solated tree—couldwt take hiy eyes off the dead man.

One branchv protruded from the trunk; parallel to-the
ground. It was only about four feet long, coming to-ov
blunt point at the end; but thick where meeting the tree.
The branch had no-leaves; instead it dripped with dawk
moisture along the lengthv before the skewered body.

The body sat upright but limp, head hung with chiv to-
chest, arms and legs sagging. The branch protruded
from the dead moawy stomach, blood coating the limb- inv
front of the body, moist redness shining in the dim light
of the storm and flashing like o streetlight whev

Jake stawved; his gage firxed onthe blood dripping off the
stub- of branch.



He heard av voice again..distant, muffled; female. It

Jake snapped out of his stupor and looked towards the
summit. The screaming stopped. The tornado-growled
behind himy ever closer, but he dared not look. The wind
amaging he could heaw awnything or even keep his eyes
opew against the flying debris. Panicked; not sure where
to-go-ov what to-do; Jake simply sat downw and looked
toward the dead mauwv o the tree.

And the dead mow looked back:

Jake jumped—his body jerking enough to- send him into-
a small lide onw his back-sdie down the wet trail. He
caught himself after avfew feet, his gaze having never left
the dead man's face.

The covpse stawved at Jake; eyes open, blood dripping fromy
ity lips; silently mouthing unheard words.

Jake wondered if the man was alive. He stood up and
leaned toward the tree. The skewed mouwv seemed to-
become enwaged,; the stiff expression turning quickly to-
this tume Jake could hear. “Help us... please:..#elp us:..”

The voice sounded surreal—booming like a loudspeaker,
rattling Jake’'s skull, but echoing like the inside of an
auditorium. There had also-been a feminine quality to-
i, as though av womowvs voice wa overlaid withv the
man's. It had sounded possessed. It had sounded
haunted:

The mountain'y haunied. You were wauwned. They told

you: Told yow: Yow didw't listen: Didn't listery yow stupid
cocky bastard!

The dead moaw fell silent, head hanging limp once move.
The raivw again turned to- hail.

A chunk of ice the sige of a terwnis ball; tossed from av
storm cloud and whipped by winds, whigged past the
colliding withvthe bridge of Jake’s nose:.

He fell; bowely conscious; somewhat awawe that the top of
his nose had just receded into-his shattered skwll. His
knees slammed into- rock withv v splintering crack. Before
there was tume for his limp body to-finishy crumbling to-
the ground, the force of the tornado-puncked him from
the ledge and sent him air bound, back into-his
tranquil suwmmer afternoon.

Had anyone been present to-witness the eventy of that
fine sy summer davy, they would have seew Jake
appear midaiv, twenty feet up, in motion, huwdling
effortlessly thwough the wawrm mountainside aiv. His
body sluggishly twmbled head over feet before slamuming
back first into-the protruding limb- of o lawrge tree. The
blunt point of the limb-tore thwough his spine; piercing
his innowrds and popping thwough the front side; sending
blood and stomach contenty flying back in the directiow
from which he’d come. Momentwm cawried hinv slightly,
sliding hig body up the branch, plowing leaves and
smaller branches off as he went, and teawring the hole
through his torso-into-av lawrger collow for the tree limb-

Jake hung there upright for & moment untl av breege
came up and, gently nudged himy setting his top-heavy



body off balance. He toppled over and swung upside
doww on the blood Wbricated branch, swaying briefly
like av pendudum before coming to-av stand still withv stiff
legs pointing to- v crystalline blue sky.

Bloody salivaw dribbled from his mouth, catching in hig
upturned nose; overflowing the nostrils, then falling to-
the ground; where anty scrambled together to-enjoy o
newfound treat.

* % %

Sumumer, 1971

Breathless from av struggle to-escape the confines of her
sleeping bag, Jane poked her head out from the
nmutilated tent. Wrought withv panic; her eyes bulged; her
face flushed from pounding heout, her haiv was inv
tongles from wrestling with fabrics. She looked around
the summit invwild jerks; eyes wincing from the wind
and tinging rai.

“Wl? Will! Where are yow?! Help me please!” Her
attempted yells produced only whimpering cries.

Drivenw move by panic and fear thauw anvy sensibility, she
climbed completely out of the tent. Her body weight
removed,; the tent surrenderved to-wind, lifting and

flying past her, the gippers onthe flap whipping her back
as it passed; leaving o bloody lashing behind.

Unfaged; in shock, she stood naked; her rain soaked
body glistening withveach flash of lightning. The wind
whipped her hair. Projectiles of assovted debris iunged
past her. Hail exploded onthe rocks. She leaned forwawd,
braced against the wind, stowing into-the tornado-

Throww suddenly off balance by an impromptw gale; she
stumbled backwowrds towowrds the drop that Wil hads
peered over just howrs before. She flopped to-hands and
knees to- stop momentum, breaking the skinv on her knees
as she fell.

Another gust caught her chest and lifted her upper body,
thwowing her backward over her heals. She landed ands
slids ovv her butt withy av jow -snapping thud, her tongue
catching between teethv and pinching off the tip. Her
mouth filled with the wawmthvand bitter taste of blood.

Jane was now only inches from the drop.

Hands flailing for something to-hold, she managed to-
find av small sapling making o ruwv at growth, weakly

embedded in the rock ledge just afew inches from the

ledge. She clung to- it mercilessly.

Wawrm blood dripped doww her chin.

She also-felt wawmth on the inside of her thighs.

Looking down, expecting to-see o wound gushing blood,
she realiged she wos uwrinating. The wowrmtiv dribbling
doww her inner thigh felt like boiling water inv contract
to-the frigid rainv drenching her bawe skiv.

The wall of the tornado-grew larger, climbed onto-the
edge of the suwmmit, swelled withv ity oww sort of
excitement, and advanced o her.

Ay if to- anmounce ity presence, another snawling gust of
wind and dust lashed at her body, thwowing her back
once move: The sapling she had clung to-failed; slender
rooty sliding out from their rocky bed.



She tumbled backwards into-wind-ravished darkness.

The stormvy fury ceased as she fell past the ledge, behind
the protectiow of the rock face, and her eaws rang in the
relative silence. For o brief moment she thought it all av
bad dream;, until her stomach lwwrched with the
sensatiow of weightlessness. She felt so-cold, shivering, the
air rushing around her body as she plummeted. She
thought, where is Will? and her long hair, trailing
upwawrd and flapping at her face; distorted her final
view of the lightning-riddled sky.

* %k %

Sununer, 2001

Bl “The Bat” Bantaw led the mountain recovery team
up the trail. They were inv no-huwry, the kid had beev
dead for two- days now, and the situation was not going
to-get any worse. Or different.

Two-days after speaking withy hinw inv the station; the kid
had come up missing. Calls from friends and family hads
alerted the local authorities, and they had, inturn,
alerted the ranger stoation. He recalled speaking with the
arvogoant kid, remembered his intent to- climl-to-the
pack, laced his booty and climbed the old sunmumit trail.

Upow reaching the blockade; Bl had been astounded by
ity growtiv. He hadnw't hiked this pouwt of the mountain inv
fifteenv years, and even then he'd been astonished how
much the shuwulbs had groww since he and some others
had planted them some twenty years ago-

At that time he had been av young maw. Nevertheless; the
shock of losing those two- campers in the storm had beerv
devastating. Not just due to-the loss of life, but because

B had takew personal responsibility for that couple—
he’/d been the one o the hill looking for them before the
storm hit. He had also-takew quite av liking to-that young
lady.

Using clippers he’d brought with him, he had cut his way
thwough the thivwest spot in the shwubbery wall, leaving
the hole thwough which he now led the mountain
recovery team.

Just fifty yowrds up the hill the birds could still be seen.

Rawvens, circling the covpse—picking at what was left of it
—just as they'd been earlier that morning whew Bl had
first found the body. And, just as they had been thirty

years ago-when Bl had seen this saume sight for the first

time.

He was relieved to-have found the kid so- close to-the
bowricade. Bl had not wanted to- limb-towards the
swmmit, had not wanted to-see it again, and had even
considered sending another one of the rangers. But he
knew what he would encounter —no- reason to- subject
someone else to-the experience. Thew he'd just have to-
explair it to- someone else: He was the only one left who-
had seev it all before: He knew that if he hiked that fow
up towowrd the summit, he'd end up inthat god-awful
stormy, just like he had all those years ago- whes
seawching for the young couple. Just like he was sure this
poor schlep skewered to-the tree had.

Standing just beyond the bowrricade, Bl watched the
recovery teouwn climb-to-the tree shwouded withv bivds. He



sevused their hesitoncy whev they had gotten close
enough to- see what it was they were to-retrieve. He waswt
suwrprised by their reaction, his had been the saume when
he/d seen Jane’ s husband skewered to-the tree just below
beenv high force winds.

Bl had seevv the saume phenomenow five times since. This
was nunlber six.

This, however, was the first time since the bowricade had
beenwplanted. It had taken ten years of inexplicalble
eventy for the rangers to-close this part of the mountain.
No-one had wanted to-believe inv what they sow
happening. No-one could grasp the fact that the deathv of
ﬂmtyowcmxplewwybmg/mplayedxovw and over,

irmocent hikers. No-one could fathomw how, or
why it could happer.

But Bill knew. He understood that this pawt of his Little
hll was now somehow occupied by that young couple.
And they were angry. Suffering. They were stuck. He/d
seen them—the ghosty invthe stormy crying for help. But
whatever help they required eluded him to-this day.

Jake was the first one to-bypass the bawricade ands
venture into-the storm, and now surely he would be the
loust. The forest service had all but forgotten the obscure
deathy of the seventies, but now this kid’s awrvogance had
brought the whole thing to- Light once again.
Consequently, the entire reserve was to-be closed to-the
public. The spirity caught in their storm would not be
distwrbed again. Not, at least, wntil the next hiker who-
Aidwt want to- liste.

Bl wondered what would become of the land he’/d spent

thirty plus yeaws patrolling. He wondered what would
another job; which he’d declined. Thirty yeawrs was av
decent cawreer. Maybe it was time he retired.

Perhaps he would do- some hiking. And he would sure
pay close attention to-the weather if he did.



