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  Chapter 1


"Stop! Stop! Stop!" Manco's screams could be heard several cabins away. 
Ocllo didn't stop tickling her brother though, no matter he screamed, because he was laughing at the same time.
Pacha sat near the two, who were having one of their mock fights on the grass in front of the cabin, simply grinning.
"Guys, come on," Jeremy said, looking up from the laptop. He was working 'from home', meaning he sat on the bench in front of the cabin, with his laptop on the table in front of him. "Not such a noise. The neighbors will think we're hurting you, and honestly, I can't even hear myself think."
Mama Ocllo gave Manco one last round of tickles, then got up and came to sit with Jeremy. "It is just so much fun making him beg for mercy," she said.
Manco still lay sprawled on the grass, laughing. "One day I will win," he declared.
"No, you won't," Pacha said. "You like losing to her too much."
"Be quiet, this wasn't a question, brother." Manco looked at him. "You should fight her someday. You'll find out."
Pacha shook his head. "I fought her often enough in the past. She's too strong."
"You're just not strong enough," Manco said to that, as he got up and walked into the cabin in search of something to drink.
Pacha looked at Jeremy. "He's always been like that, and it's getting worse."
Jeremy laughed at those words. "Good thing we have you to keep him under control."
The boy shook his head. "Only Mama Sheila can keep Manco under control. I don't understand what magic she has to do that." He got up too and sat down next to Jeremy. "What are you doing?"
"I'm writing a security report. It's the most boring moment of the month. Every month."
Ocllo chuckled. "You always have to write down that nothing happened. Your security installations are too good, Jeremy. Thieves don't have a chance. Maybe you should make your systems less good, so they can do their job. And then you have something else to write about."
Jeremy laughed at her twisted logic. "I'm not sure my bosses would be so thrilled about that. I'll just finish this thing, and then we can head out to the archery area and see if Mama Sheila's done teaching."
"Yes!" Manco called out from inside. "I want to learn that too!"
"What are you doing in there?" Jeremy asked. The boy's voice had sounded a bit too much as if he was stuffing his mouth with unhealthy things.
"Nothing!"
"Wrong answer, young man. Come out now or I come in."
Manco appeared, his cheeks swollen with everything he'd stuffed into his mouth. "See?" He had trouble speaking without losing his 'loot'.
"You convinced me," Jeremy said, grabbing him and tickling him. Manco laughed and spat out everything he wasn't supposed to eat. "And I convinced you. You have to stop eating so much of that stuff, kid."
"But it's so good! So sweet!" Manco looked at what he'd spat out. "And now I have to clean that up, right?"
"You got it, buster."
Pacha laughed. "I'm going to call you Buster, Manco!"
Manco didn't like that name, and made it clear by charging at his brother, and soon the two were fighting on the lawn.
Jeremy got up and pulled them apart. "Stop that nonsense, boys," he said. "One more time and I'll make you cut the grass on the entire resort. With scissors." He reconsidered. "No, without scissors. You're too young for those."
The two former gods looked up at him and actually seemed scared. Seeing their faces, Jeremy let go of them, and laughed as he realized he had no way of making them cut the grass. They were too young and small for that. "Just don't get into a fight again, boys. Okay?"
Pacha nodded. "Okay, Papa Jeremy."
"Hmmf." Manco wasn't so easily convinced, but gave in after a few minutes. Then he went to clean up the mess he'd made. "Can we go see mama now?"
Ocllo got up as well. "I'm coming with you."
Pacha was up for a walk also, so the four went off to where Sheila always had the target practice sessions. They arrived when the last session for the day was still in full swing.
"Mama Sheila is very dangerous," Manco said. It was clear he was proud of Sheila's archery skills, but he'd always been a Sheila fan. Whenever Jeremy had an issue with Manco, one word or look from Sheila would settle all differences and problems.
"She can be," Jeremy said as they sat at a distance so the class wouldn't be distracted, "but not for us."
Manco grinned. "She won the fight against Huallallo Carhuincho and Manañamca. You have to be very dangerous to do that."
Jeremy shuddered for a moment. He still recalled how he and Ocllo had been taken by those too, spending time in that awful place which was the Inca underworld. They hadn't been harmed or hurt, but every second of it had felt unpleasant.
* * *
Sheila'd seen her family coming down the path and finding a spot to sit. They had come to watch her. She loved that.
Her two archery 'students' returned from collecting their arrows and prepared for a new set of shots, while Sheila checked their posture and stance.
"Debbie, turn a bit more away from the target," she warned the woman. "If you release like that, you might hurt yourself." She pointed at the spot where the string was almost certainly going to scrape the woman's rather sizable breast. "You did so well just now, don't lose that."
"But this is how I did it before," Debbie said.
"No, sorry, you didn't. Look." Sheila took her own bow, put an arrow on the string, and assumed the right position. "This is what you did just now. And this is what you did before."
"But that's almost the same," Debbie commented. "That can't make such a difference."
"It does. Trust me. If you feel uncomfortable doing it the right way, I have a chest protector for you to wear," Sheila offered.
"I'm not here to put on clothes," Debbie muttered, "I'm going to do this nude. I'm a nudist, remember?"
"Come on, Deb, listen to the teacher," Fred said, the other student. He was a young man and quite an accomplished archer already. "No one wants you to get hurt."
"Yeah, sure, but I'm old and wise enough." Debbie quickly lifted the bow and pulled the string back.
Sheila reacted immediately by sticking her bow between the woman's chest and the string. Debbie let go. The string stopped half an inch from her skin, stopped by Sheila's bow. The arrow went off into the safety fence as Debbie looked down.
"This would have gone very wrong, Debbie." Sheila reached out to take the bow away from her. "Don't get me wrong, but if you don't listen to me, I can't allow you to practice here any more."
Debbie didn't let go of the bow, though. "I'm sorry…" She kept staring at Sheila's bow which rested against the body part which would have been severely hurt, had Sheila not acted so fast.
"I'm sure you are," Sheila said, "but it's chest protector or it's no more archery."
"Huh. I'll stop this then." Debbie handed back the bow. "It's childish anyway." With her head held high, the woman walked off.
Fred sighed. "Why are people like that?"
Sheila didn't know either. "There aren't many like that here. Once every year or so. They see someone shoot and they think they know it. Those are the dangerous ones, they're unknowingly incompetent."
"That sounds psychological," the man said.
"It is. I read it somewhere. There are also knowingly incompetent, they know they don't know. And there's the unknowingly competent, who don't know they know."
"And the knowingly competent," Fred added. "That's what I want to become. I want to know that I know."
Sheila assured him he was well on his way. At least he wasn't stubborn.
He grinned. "I don't have such large breasts, so that's an advantage." They both laughed at that, and decided to end the lesson. As Sheila put everything away, her family came closer, and Jeremy asked what the matter had been with the woman who'd walked off in such a bad temper.
Sheila explained about the issue and said it wasn't her problem. "If they don't want to play with my safety standards, they'll have to play somewhere else. And how have you been doing?"
The boys told her about the fight over the sweets, and how Jeremy had told them off.
"Papa Jeremy is a good dad," Pacha said. "Much better than Manco ever was." The remark almost triggered another brother brawl.
"Boys, stop that," Sheila said. "This is a no fight zone, remember that." She tried to use that expression as often as possible, but so far the two were still too strong-minded to pay attention to the actual meaning.
Jeremy added that fighting in a no fight zone meant no ice cream for a week. That immediately calmed the two down. No ice cream was worse than house arrest for them.
"Right. With that set straight I think we should find the ice cream cart, and see what flavors they have today," Jeremy continued. That remark made him the hero of the day. Hand in hand they all walked off.
Ocllo linked arms with Sheila. "You are doing amazing work with those two," she said. "Our parents often worried about them because they were so unruly."
"They still are," Jeremy reminded her, "but they're getting better."
The two boys ran ahead and screamed at each other.
"Well, sometimes," Jeremy added.






  
  Chapter 2


To their delight, they found Ralph and Tessa working the movable ice cream parlor. The boys had already found them and were devouring their first load of sticky goodness when the three others arrived. 
"Hey, good to see you," Ralph said. "What can we get you?"
"Mama, take the cheesecake!" Manco advised Sheila. "I have it too!"
"You heard him," Sheila said to Ralph, and winked. "I'll have strawberry."
"Nooo!!" Manco almost begged her to take the cheesecake ice cream too, because it was so good. Sheila assured him that she knew it was good, but she was more in the mood for strawberry now. Manco tried a few more times, but gave up in the end.
Jeremy reminded him that there would be more cheesecake ice cream for him this way, but the boy didn't care. Jeremy got some chocolate ice cream, and Ocllo couldn't decide, which was her usual dilemma. If possible, she'd have a giant cone with all the flavors on it, but three was as much as a cone could hold, so she opted for vanilla, pistachio and cheesecake.
Sheila was glad she didn't have to eat that odd combination, but Ocllo never had a problem with her outrageous choices.
Tessa told them about a gentleman who'd developed a tooth ache while eating some ice cream. "We sent him to town. There's a pretty decent dentist there, Gary Jones."
"Gary Jones?" Sheila hadn't heard that name in ages. "I worked there for some years. I didn't know he was still in business."
"Not still. Again," Tessa knew. "He's been through some hard times, but he opened a new practice not so long ago."
Sheila was surprised to hear that, and asked how Tessa knew about Gary.
"Our family went there for a while, but when things got worse for him, we had to look for another place. We've heard about his new start, and so we're sending him some new customers whenever we can."
"That's really kind of you," Jeremy said.
"Yeah. It's also because he's a distant relative of my dad," Tessa said. "They're not close or anything, but it's family, right?"
Sheila had not expected to hear about her first employer here at the Mighty Oaks. "Gosh. Gary. Who'd have thought that. I worked there for several years."
Ralph asked what had changed her mind. "Teeth are a pretty solid business, right? Everyone has them and has to have them checked once in a while."
"True. It's quite a long story. Involving the park and my friend Josy." Sheila looked at her leg. The scar was clearly visible now, because of her tan. That scar never changed color. "And finally I ended up here, working for this amazing place."
"We hope to get a job here as well," Tessa said. "It's great. Alice and Victor already asked us to become sports instructors. They want to get something set up around a naked half marathon. Ralph and I already explored the mountain trails behind the prospector's cabin, but those aren't made for such a long run. That's more cross country."
"Cross mountain," Sheila said, and laughed. "And a half marathon? No, thanks. I'll gladly do a 5K but that's it."
Manco and Pacha asked what they were talking about, and immediately wanted to go running after hearing about the long distances.
"No, you don't, because we won't," Jeremy told them. "We're here for ice cream and a walk and a talk. That's enough for now, boys."
"We can take them out to the cabin and beyond," Sheila said. "That is a nice walk."
"And they can see the Five Oaks," Jeremy said. "That might be interesting."
The Five Oaks was the spot from where Josy had disappeared to the far past, and Sheila had been able to follow her there and bring her back, because of a planetary alignment, and with the help of her spirit guide, Acaraho.
"Oh, that's a good idea!" Ralph grinned. "Sprint up there. That will teach you that you can't run up loose sand."
"Yes, yes!" Manco took Sheila's hand with a sticky one of his own. He'd gotten ice cream all over it. "Can we go there?"
Jeremy was in favor of the idea. He had nothing else to do for work, and Sheila's classes were over.
"Okay, let's do it, But first we have some faces and hands to wash," the Shaman said, lifting her hand. Manco's stuck to it for a few moments.
* * *
The family walked along the trail to make it to the spot where the sandy path up the hill started.
"This is a special place," Ocllo said as she stood still and took in the surroundings. "Things happened here. Strange things."
Sheila knew she shouldn't be surprised. This woman had been an Incan goddess, long ago. Still, someone else picking up that strangeness made her feel a bit awkward. "Yes. Things did happen."
Jeremy noticed his wife's sudden discomfort. "We can go there another time if you want."
"No. No, it's fine." Sheila smiled. "Come on, but I'm not racing you to the top."
Manco and Pacha had different ideas and started chasing each other up the hill. They hadn't gotten halfway before they gave up. The fine sand made running impossible and terribly hard. The two simply sat down and waited for the other three to catch up with them.
"Ocllo is right," Pacha said as he took Jeremy's hand and one of his sister. "This is a… difficult place."
"Difficult? That's an odd way to put it," Jeremy said. "What do you mean by that?"
Pacha's face changed to a much older one. Sheila and Jeremy had seen that happen on occasion, also with Manco. It happened when their ancient self took over for a moment.
"It's difficult because it's unpredictable," Pacha continued. "Usually it's a good place. A lot of peace and quiet goes around here, but there are a few forces that can do… strange things. Dangerous things even."
Sheila immediately thought back to the moment she'd sat down among the oaks to find Josy. "Yes." She said it before realizing it.
"Something dangerous happened to you, didn't it, Mama Sheila?" Manco looked up at her. "We can sense that."
"Indeed. We'll tell you once we're up there," Sheila promised.
They reached the top soon.
* * *
The boys and Ocllo were impressed with the five huge oaks that stood in an almost perfect circle.
"This is a power place," Ocllo said. "A great one." She turned to Sheila. "Something happened here. To you."
Manco and Pacha walked around the trees. Jeremy and Sheila both noticed the two boys were remarkably silent as they did so.
"Yes." Sheila sat down against one of the trees. "Remember Josy?"
Ocllo and Jeremy also sat down, and Ocllo grinned. "If you have met Josy once, you will not be able to forget her."
Sheila waited for the two boys to join them, and then told them how she'd gotten involved with the Mighty Oaks naturist resort. Because Josy had disappeared. "She was a member back then already. She disappeared. By that time I'd just met Acaraho." She told them about the strange colors she'd seen, and how she'd ended up in the distant past where she'd found Josy. She also told them about the fight with the lizard-like creature that had gotten her that scar.
"I'm still not all clear how we actually made it back," she ended her story, "but we did. And when I needed some support the most, Jeremy was there for me." She reached out and took his hand. "He's the best that could have happened to me."
"And us," Manco said, without missing a beat. He carefully placed a hand on her leg, over the scar. "I sensed that attack of the animal when I first touched it, Mama Sheila. I couldn't see the creature but…" He looked very serious now. "That was very dangerous."
"It was, Manco. And I never want to do that again."
Manco smiled one of his wonderful, warm smiles. For Jeremy and Sheila it was incomprehensible that a child could put so much love in a smile, even when they knew who he'd been. "You did better. More. You fought demons. You told us. And you won against two of ours. You are very strong, Mama Sheila."
There was a momentary shimmer near the group, and Acaraho and Coahoma appeared. The two sat down with them.
"It is so nice seeing you here," Acaraho said. "We decided to join you for a short time."
Sheila was stunned. Her spirit guides nearly never did this. She knew there was no reason to be alarmed either. This was just a social call. "It is good to see you too."
Coahoma looked at Ocllo. "You've decided to stay? I remember you planned to stay only to see that your brothers were well."
Ocllo smiled. "That was my original idea, indeed. But this community is so caring and welcoming. No one judges us, no one asks annoying questions. And…" she ran a hand over her bare shoulders, "I've come to appreciate this way of being. Anywhere else I could go, I would be required to dress. Not so here."
Sheila looked at the goddess woman. "You plan on staying here? Really?" It hadn't come up in any talk so far.
Ocllo nodded. "If I'm not a burden to you."
"Not at all," Sheila said. "You're most welcome to be here. I just hope you don't get bored. Jeremy's busy most of the day, I'm doing my work here as well."
Ocllo shook her head. "I'm not bored. Not with my brothers near. I do admit that I sometimes would like to do more. To help. To support the community."
"Hmm." Sheila thought for a moment. "You know Mandy, right, the lady at the reception desk? And John who also works there?"
"Of course. I seem them regularly. They're very kind."
Sheila had heard from Mandy that John's retirement age was quickly approaching and they were looking for someone to step in for him. "Maybe that's something for you? I know it may sound weird, but…"
Ocllo seemed a bit stunned by that question. "Really? I have never done anything like that, Sheila."
"It's always a good time to learn something new," Sheila said, but Jeremy warned Ocllo that the job might be a bit boring for her. Sheila agreed. That might be a thing. Work at the reception wasn't the most exciting thing ever, as far as she knew.
Pacha said his sister might try it. "You can't know if you like it or not until you've tried it, Ocllo. And John is still there. He can teach you. If you don't like it, you can say so."
Sheila was stunned again by the words of her adopted son. Those kids were smarter than they should be at this age. "He's right, you know. You can give it a try, perhaps for a few days or a week."
Ocllo pondered that idea and agreed. "I can try it, yes. When we get back to the resort, I will go there and ask." She looked at Sheila.
"Of course, I'll come with you," the Shaman promised. Everyone at the reception knew Ocllo by now, but it would still be a good thing.
Jeremy brought up the paperwork. "She has no passport or other ID. How will you handle that?"
Sheila knew they'd work something out. They always did. She thanked her spirit guides for being there for a while. They said they had enjoyed it, and then they vanished.
Ocllo suddenly was eager to find out more about her possible job, so the group got up and made their way back down the hill. Jeremy would take the boys with him, while Sheila and Ocllo would check in at the reception.






  
  Chapter 3


Both John and Mandy were at the reception when the two entered. 
"Hey there," said John. "Looking for a cabin for the night?"
Sheila laughed and addressed his coming retirement. "We're wondering if you already found someone to take over from you." She knew John was going to quit working. He'd worked long enough, he'd told her often, so there was no chance he'd stick around longer.
"We did put out a few ads," John said, "but no serious interest so far. Of course this is poor timing. In the vacation period, people aren't looking for work."
"And this is where it's your lucky day," Sheila said. She held out her arms in a show pose. "Tada. Ocllo suggested she might be interested in giving this a try."
Ocllo grinned. She clearly hadn't expected this kind of introduction.
"Ocllo?" John and Mandy both looked surprised.
Mandy got up. "That would be great! Another girl working the desk. No offense, John, but you're a pretty lousy girl."
They all laughed about it.
Victor emerged from his office, where the door had been open. "What's the joke? Can I laugh too? Oh, Hi Sheila, Ocllo." Soon he was up to speed on the joke and the idea of having Ocllo work at the reception, if only temporarily. Victor thought that was an interesting idea. "I'm fine with it. I'll talk to Alice but I doubt she'll have a problem either. Figure something out with John and Mandy, you two, and we'll hear how it works in a few weeks." And with that the manager of the resort walked back to his office where a phone was ringing.
"Well, that was easy," Sheila said. "Who has an idea for this?"
John immediately invited Ocllo to step behind the reception counter. "We'll tell you a few things about this job, so you get a feeling about what you're getting yourself into. We'll leave the door open, so you can run out if you hate it."
Ocllo seemed a bit shocked about the speed this idea suddenly developed. Sheila encouraged her to try it. "If you think it's not for you, you know where the cabin is. You can come back running and screaming."
Ocllo laughed. "I won't do any of those things. I don't like to scream. And yes, I will try it." She hugged Sheila and thanked her for the help.
"Have fun," Sheila said, and enjoyed how John already pulled up a chair for the potential new reception desk employee. She did wonder how that would have to work out with paperwork and salary, but first they'd have to find out if Ocllo could actually do this. The job sounded all kinds of too mundane for an ancient Peruvian goddess. Sheila told herself to stop thinking about that, so she wished them good luck and left, heading for home sweet cabin, where Jeremy and the boys would be.
Before she was halfway there, her phone rang. The number on the screen was new for her, but something told her to answer it. "Hello, this is Sheila."
"Sheila? Is that really you? Thank god. It's Gary. Gary Jones."
She stopped walking. It was the man she'd worked for as a dental assistant. How long ago that seemed now. "Hi Gary. That's a surprise." How odd that she'd talked about him with Tessa not even long ago.
"I bet. You can't believe how glad I am to find you didn't change your number."
"He has something important to tell you," Acaraho suddenly told her. It had to be very special. Acaraho didn't usually pop into her mind like that. Sheila asked Gary what he was calling about, cutting through the social niceties.
"Something weird is going on," he said. "People complain about pain from treatments that can't hurt. Fillings falling out while I made them perfectly. Some of my equipment keeps breaking while I don't do anything strange with it."
"And you're calling me about that?"
Acaraho didn't say anything, but a distinct sensation about 'something bad' came from him. 'Something bad.' Great. Just what she needed.
Gary kind of laughed, but it didn't sound as if he had fun. "I've… heard things about you. Don't get me wrong, they're good things. I think. Well, at first I thought it was… Oh, never mind. Sheila, I think I need your help with this."
For a few long moments there was silence.
"It would really help me if you tell me what this is, Gary. I don't know what you've heard about me, but if someone told you I can read minds, they're totally wrong." And who would have said what to him, she wondered.
"Oh. Right." Gary took a deep breath. "I have the feeling my new practice is haunted."
"Haunted…" Sheila had not expected that exact word. However, with everything he'd told her, about things going wrong and breaking, that almost sounded credible.
"Uh-huh. I've tried a few things, but nothing worked. And so I decided to take a gamble and call you." Gary sounded as if he really felt troubled by telling her this. It even sounded as if she was his last resort. "Would you be able to come over and have a look?"
Sheila suppressed a sigh. When would this end? "When would you have in mind?"
It didn't surprise her when he said, "As soon as possible would be good. Perhaps tonight after the last patients have left? Around six thirty? I know I'm heavily imposing on you by throwing this at you, but I don't know what else to do."
Great, she thought. Sheila, the last resort for the desperate. "Okay. I will be able to make that, if nothing bad pops up. I will need the address, though. Can you send that to me?"
Gary promised to text that to her and thanked her profusely for everything in advance. She'd never heard him like this. He really had to be in dire straits.
The call was over, so Sheila resumed her walk back home, to the cabin.
* * *
Jeremy was utterly surprised when his wife told him about the call from her former employer. "Haunted?" he asked, as incredulous as she'd been. "By what?"
"I didn't feel like asking that over the phone," Sheila said. "It was weird enough talking to him. I'm still puzzled about it."
"Can we come with you?" Manco asked. He'd picked up the conversation, despite the fact he'd been ordered to sit and read the storybook Jeremy had gotten him. Manco and reading didn't go well together, but he had to learn.
"No. Sorry, Manco, but I first want to go there alone and find out what's going on there."
Pacha shook his head. "Mama Sheila won't be alone. Acaraho and Coahoma will be there. They always are."
Jeremy grinned. "Sounds like you have plenty of backup. How did things go with Ocllo? Is she there or did she already escape?"
Sheila laughed and told them how that had gone. "Well, she's not here now, so that's good. She's a trainee there now. Both John and Mandy thought it a great idea."
Manco giggled. "Our sister has a job."
"And you have one more chapter to read, young man," Jeremy said, pointing at the book on the table.
"Beh. That's boring. I want to play with the computer." Manco had already figured out how to use online games and he loved them.
Jeremy reminded him that lots of games also required reading
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