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PROLOGUE
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Large tropical leaves slapped her face, her arms, her legs, and thorny branches tore at her arms and legs, but she didn’t stop running.

The sound of dark baying came from behind. They were closer now. She hadn’t much time to reach the Portal. It was her only hope now. She just prayed he hadn’t gotten strong enough to pass through yet.

It felt like a million lifetimes she’d been running. She’d had to grab her boy, wrap him hurriedly in a blanket and escape to safety. A temporarty one at best. 

She could have pleaded for help from her people, but it would have endangered them and cost everything they loved.

She couldn’t do that.

She was strong.

Strong enough to plan well.

She had planned well.

But still he had found out.

He had sent for her.

He had not found her.

It didn’t take him long to unleash the Hounds of Hell on her trail.

She ignored their dark peals that tore the night and now the morning as the suns arose over the Great Wonderful. 

This path had been created many, many centuries ago. So many that it had been forgotten entirely until of recent times when a few had fled from where the path began to where it ended.

Fraught with danger in a land that was once golden with hope and the light of care and friendship, the path no longer was the safety and sanctity it had been created to be.

To show how much he had grown in power, even the path no longer felt safe. But enough of the good remained in it, she was able to tap into that and protect her and the baby. But would it last until she reached the Portal?

Darker things came bounding with their terrible jointed legs after her. 

Should they reach her. She and her son’s life would be forfeit and all of this would have been for nothing.

The Hounds of Hell made a louder peal and she knew they were hot on her trail now. She wondered what had excited them. Then she noticed that she had lost her shoes. She had been running so hard, she had hardly noticed them gone. She was so exhausted, terrified and worn out that her mind felt on the brink of collapse, along with her body.

But she wasn’t stopping. She had a child to save. If she could only do that much, she would be content to die. But she would not go into the darkness willingly. She sped up, her naked feet pounding the smooth surface of the path.

“Aiee!” She screamed as she stepped onto a sharp burr that had fallen onto the path.

She didn’t stop running.

She knew her foot was cut.

Badly.

Now there would be a trail of blood.

The scent would drive the Hounds of Hell harder and faster!

What followed behind the Hounds was far more terrible. 

It had no love in its heart. 

It had no heart.

No care in its voice.

Just loathing for life.

All life.

She eyed the portal, its black shape shining against the lucid skies of dawn. The sound of pursuit neared. She had but a short time now to make the transition. She feared it, but it must be done, or else this once great and beautiful land would fall further into darkness and ruin.

Her heart ached as if struck by an arrow.

She was leaving so much behind that she dared not think about, lest the Dark Mind catch scent of her thoughts and find her.

She knew eventually it might happen.

But she needed to take every precaution now to make sure it wouldn’t.

One day her son would return.

She only prayed it would be in triumph.

She wrapped the smiling face of her baby boy tighter in his blankets, and then eyed the precarious sea ahead of the Portal.

A thought rang in her mind as she prepared for her leap. “Save her son!”

She took the leap.

Not a moment after, a foul and dark shape emerged from the woods near the vast luminous sea before the Portal. Its shadow eyes followed the shadow of the Portal on the waters, considering its next step.

An image formed ahead of the portal.

A man.

He hated his life. 

It was plain on his face.

Then a smile came to the man.

He loved his life.

The dark shape hunched down to wait. This man was worth watching. One day he would make the choice and the Portal would not only open, but allow him to feed!
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sheriff Parsons worked his way down a mountainside that most adults in their right mind would consider dangerous even in the best of times. Now it was not only dangerous, but frozen over from the recent snowfall. Every direction that he turned to look the mountains and hills were blanketed with white, clinging shrouds of snow.  

He stopped beneath a tall Redwood and shoved a gnarled fist against the side of his face. He leaned forward, revealing a thick, fur-lined hood that kept his eyes in deep shadow. He sniffed the air, cocking his head, listening. Suddenly he froze. The hood began thinning on the sides of his head and his ears burst into view. They began moving as if they had a life of their own, opening up wider, revealing a dark oozing substance in their depths within which sparks of red swam back and forth.

Sheriff Parsons thrust his face forward. His hood melted down into the shoulders of his jacket, vanquishing the cadaverous-looking face peering from within its shadows; revealing a strong- boned face, filled with determination and strength. The bellowing ears collapsed into his skull as he drew his face back deeper into the shadows. What brief illusion of humanity remained in his face vanished as his face assumed a feral, evil look more used to darkness than to light. His eyes deepened into pools of whirling blackness, whose depths shone with sparks of red. A palpable energy of control, domination, and conquest radiated from the deep recesses of his skull. 

He traced tanned fingers through a grizzled salt and pepper beard. His mouth opened and emitted a low pitched sucking sound. The hair on the top and sides of his skull seemed painted on at that moment. A strong nose with flaring nostrils extruded several inches, and then the darkness within his eye sockets bulged forth, spilling out filth of evil thick with greed, lust and destruction. For a moment he looked like one of the dreaded Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse sent to bring forth doom and destruction to humanity.  

Sheriff Parsons rubbed the dark hair on his skull, smoothing it like oil, shaping it backwards in waves of oozing, oily substance that continued to move with a life of their own, even after he withdrew his fingers.

Finally, the motions of the hair on his skull stopped, but only long enough for the oily blackness to surge upwards above his eyebrows, shaping and firming into grotesque ebony horns.

Overhead a single, white cloud drifted, small lacy tendrils of cotton angling downwards from it. The vast blue skies threatened to smother the cloud and the sun strove to siphon its moisture away. Almost as if sensing the rebellious moisture struggling to maintain its solitary existence in the heavens above, Sheriff Parson's lips curled into a snarl. He made a deep, growling sound in his throat, and then snapped his head back. He clawed at the air with fingers suddenly long and dark like knives of obsidian, as if hoping to shred the pristine beauty of the cloud's substance into a thousand pieces.

Sheriff Parson's face began to darken and elongate, shaping into an extended sharpness of nightmare. His nose slid back on his face, nostrils flaring widely, revealing red pits of flaring chaos. He began sniffing the air like an animal again. The pits of his eyes shimmered like a mirage on his grotesque skull. A deep rumbling sound thrust from deep within his chest, working its way up into his throat and stops. He angled slightly. Sunlight flashed in a brief flare of dazzling light from the Sheriff's badge pinned to the lapel of his thick, black leather jacket. The badge looked totally out of place beneath the monstrosity of a skull that rode above it, mocking its symbol of balance and harmony in the world of man. 

Just as suddenly as he shifted from his human to his inhuman shape, Sheriff Parsons metamorphosed back into his mundane human form again. His grizzled face broke into a twisted grin and he began descending the mountain again. He stopped once to shake off a blanket of snow whiting his shoulders when he passed through a large bank of oleanders. His breath made wispy curls of smoke in the cold air of the early morning. He shielded his face from the searing light of the sun as he broke momentarily into an open area. 

Groaning, as if the light pained him, he flits eagerly for the next shadows. He stopped next to the trunk of a large Redwood and gripped it for a moment, a light mist rising from his shoulders. His face registered extreme pain and seemed to be losing its substantiality, becoming burned and stretched. He took a moment and shoved the flesh of his face upwards. As he did the flesh became firm again, tightening against his skull. The mist rising from his body diminished, and then vanished altogether. He eyed the sun through the drapery of the branches overhead and snarled angrily for a moment, then looked away.

He clenched his hands into fists. Smoke curled from between his knuckles and a brief flare of flames flit upwards. He sighed, and then released the grip. He acted as if his flesh were a burden he bore with great effort and equally great discomfort. He looked at his pink flesh and the corners of his lips curled upwards in a dark grimace. He seemed ready to snap at his own flesh, as if it nauseated him, repelled him. He looked at the watch on his arm. 

"Master."  

He looked into the shadows of the tree. "Master."

The sound of life around the Sheriff suddenly hushed as if a great storm were gathering force, then a low pitched wind began moving from ahead of him, thrusting eagerly into his face. He braced himself as the shrubbery and branches ahead of him began dipping and snapping. Coldness began to grow. Leaves and branches untouched by the earlier frost of the morning now began to whiten before his eyes. Some branches shattered from their sudden entombment in cold. Their pieces bombarded the Sheriff, who gave them no heed.

Slowly, a slow twisting of the darkness within the shadows began to form. First becoming a knot of blackness that turned in upon itself, then extruding outwards, gathering the light and absorbing it, expelling it outwards as tendrils of further darkness that began twisting inwards, further deepening the pool of blackness forming before his eyes.

"Master." Sheriff Parsons said, his word catching in his throat like honey on a biscuit. "Master."

"I come." A whispered voice edged into his mind.

The vortex of darkness had now grown to several yards in diameter. Forming at its center was a great face of ebony whose features were blurred and constantly in motion. The face would resemble something human for a moment, and then shift into something repellent and ugly, hideous and deformed. An abomination of movement and substance that violated the laws of life and humanity.

Sheriff Parsons' breathing became faster as he anticipated the arrival of the one he called Master. His eyes widened. He almost became serene looking.

The face extruded further from the pool of foulness and stopped after several inches. A great eye opened in the center of its forehead and pushed outwards, examining him with an oily smoothness that oozed power. 

"My child." The Master spoke.

"How much longer must I remain in this accursed human form?

Master?" Sheriff Parsons blurted out, his anger and frustration dripping with self pity.

"You have found the child?" 

Sheriff Parsons nodded his head. "Yes."

"Bring him to me."

Sheriff Parsons dropped to his knees and held his hands up in a pleading gesture. "Then may I return?"

"Then." 

Sheriff Parsons fell flat to the ground and began sobbing with relief. "Oh thank you, Master. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you!"

"Do not fail me." 

"My flesh weakens, Master. It is hard to maintain control over its nauseating substance. Each day becomes longer with the pain. Each night longer with the torment." 

Sheriff Parsons' skin rippled at that moment, then fluttered briefly, as if trying to flee his bones.

"No!" Sheriff Parsons snarled horribly. "Not complaints. Not. Not. Not!"

"Complaints?" The Master said.

Sheriff Parsons’ body shook as an infernal blast of power shattered the air above him. Trees, shrubbery and rocks froze instantly and shattered, showering the Sheriff with deadly shards of ice.

"Mercy, Master!" 

Sheriff Parsons rose upwards, stretching his hands out again before him. His face was hideous with emotion, changing from skeletal to human with quick shifts of melting flesh and oozing darkness.

The darkness of the Master expanded. The great eye of its forehead reached out and touched Sheriff Parsons' right arm. He screamed in pain as his arm froze inch by inch, working its way up to his shoulders.

"Mercy!"

The crawling freeze moved up to his shoulder and began inching into his chest and up his neck. He cried out again and again, screaming in torment, and then suddenly the whiteness clutching at his body vanished as quickly as it had come.

Sheriff Parsons collapsed to the ground, weeping.

"I will not fail you, Master. I will not fail."

A sudden in drawing of air caused Sheriff Parsons to look up. The grotesque, nightmarish form of the Master sucked inwards like Jell-O collapsing into a bowl, then departed. Sheriff Parsons collapsed into a quivering heap. His skin fled his body, melting in- to a pool of smoking, pink slime. When Sheriff Parsons looked up any visage of humanity was gone. What stared at the devastation caused by the Master was a skeleton of white bones filled with a dark substance that pulsed like a giant disembodied lung.

He turned his white skull towards the pool of skin and hissed to it in a deep, croaking sound. The slime slithered up his extended left hand and began reconnecting to his bones, until his entire body was covered again. In moments his clothes reformed and he rose to his feet, looking human again.

"I will not fail you, Master. I swear." He whispered.

He smirked darkly. His grizzled face grew darker for a moment, the hint of a black smoke edging the frame of his skull. His dark eyes shimmered with pools of colliding darkness. A hint of red fires glowed within their depths.

The faint glimpse of humor on his face vanished as he picked himself up and began working his way further down slope, slipping through clinging green shrouds of snow-whitened shrubbery. He paid no more attention to the sparrows, quail, and crows he startled as he disturbed their habitats, not even to the small impish squirrels that leaped to branches over his head and scolded him loudly and without respite. 

Deeper and deeper into the thick shrubbery that belted the lower slopes of the mountain he melted, becoming part of the shadows, a piece of the earth that clung so unmoving to its tenants above. He flitted from shadow to shadow, making his way behind a cluster of oleanders whose white and red flowers glinted brightly from frozen moisture icing their petals. He shifted quickly into the shadow of a tall pine and huddled against a large Mesquite tree that leaned to the right. Leathery red branches slick with frozen moisture and icicle teeth rimmed its middle and lower branches. 

The chill that emanated from Sheriff Parsons matched the large icicles dangling like thousands of glass fingers from the lowermost branches of the tree, weighing the branches down so much that their icy tips grazed the ground. Mold encrusted rocks formed a rough wedge around the trunk of the tree. A few wispy weeds, still clinging to life, hugged its warm side as if holding onto the tree would protract a few moments more of their miserably short lives. Sheriff Parson's shape weaved so tightly into the shadow of the tree that anyone passing might mistake his human form for just another bizarre, gigantic parasitic weed clinging there.

The sound of laughter rose in the distance. Sheriff Parsons’ head snapped towards the direction of the laughter. He dropped lower to the ground, making low, rumbling sounds in his chest, as he began picking his way towards the source of the laughter. He licked his lips excitedly, briefly revealing pearl white teeth. His booted feet touched the snow-packed ground, but made no mark as he passed over. Branches touched by him seemed to melt away from his grasp, as if repulsed by any contact with him. 

A chipmunk chattered angrily at the Sheriff as he made his way beneath its tree. The Sheriff stopped and looked up. The chipmunk jumped back, as if struck by an invisible force, then quickly scampered for a hiding place high overhead, making small sounds of terror as it climbed. Feeling safe, it stopped, turned around and looked back at the Sheriff, its tiny eyes scowling at him. It made a series of angry chattering sounds at the man be- low. Sparrows, nesting in the upper branches of the tree, launched into the sky, making frightened sounds. 

Sheriff Parsons emitted a low-pitched rumbling sound from his chest that vaguely resembled a laugh, and then snapped his head. A burst of black energies hurtled at the squirrel. The squirrel screamed in terror and launched from its hiding place. The black energies struck the limb he had been clinging to. The branch shattered like glass.

Sheriff Parsons made a satisfied sound, and then glided around the tree. As he picked his way through further oleanders, the sound of the laughter grew nearer and more distinct. He rounded an outcrop of small boulders encrusted with stunted evergreens, mold, and grass. He paused a moment. Sniffed the air again. His eyes narrowed. A nervous tic began to twitch violently beneath his left eye. He rubbed at the tic, a look of surprise and wonder on his face, as if this small apparition of nervousness was new to him. He made a grunt of displeasure, and then slowly spread the branches of the oleander in front of him. 

As the green swath of leaves and flowers fanned out, he saw two human forms on two different levels of the lower slopes before him. He dug deeper into the oleander, struggling for a better position. As he finally found a comfortable perch in his pre- carious position his right foot struck a large rock.

Delicately balanced on the edge of the sheer drop at his feet, the force of the blow broke the rock free. A spray of dirt and humus collapsed after the falling rock, giving it a brief cometary trail as it plunged downwards. A high nest, clutched in the broken trunk of a cliff-growing pine, was struck.

A family of sparrows screamed angrily at the rock as it took the outside edge of their nest away, shattering one of the porcelain smooth, brown eggs that had lain there. The father sparrow leaped into the air and slammed downwards at the rock, crying angrily at the piece of stone, as if that would bring back its un- born child. The mother continued to cry out herself, but shuffled the remaining eggs to shelter beneath her wings.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The sound of the distraught father sparrow and the large rock impacting against boulders, branches, and sending frightened quail, Blue Jays, finches, and several loud-mouthed crows squawking into the air caught Johnnie's attention. He angled his head upwards, searching for the source of the disturbance. The bright sun glared in his eyes, forcing him to shield his face with a hand as he looked.

Perched precariously on an overhang of rock and snow, Johnnie's eyes narrowed against the harsh brightness of the sun as he spotted the birds storming overhead. Tall, with strong shoulders, a narrow waist, long legs, and a good sense of balance, Johnnie Valenor was near the peak of his growth. High school graduation was just a few months away, as was his eighteenth birthday. He swept long fingers through his damp hair, catching snarls, where dampness had meshed his hair together. A blob of hair clung to his face like a mud mask to the skin of a woman trying to beautify her face. Johnnie's eyes followed the birds. 

Puzzled by their sudden flight, he checked out the slope above their nest, looking for the source of their fright. He saw thick oleanders clinging to the almost perpendicular slopes of the mountainside that loomed whitely above him, throwing back bright sparkles of light from the many pools of ice and icicles clinging to rock and brush. 

Johnnie lowered his head a moment, resting his eyes from the glare, and then searched again the steep upper slopes following the sweeping green of low growing mulberry bushes that rimmed the cliff above him to the thickly bunched oleanders that practically owned the mountainsides.

A tiny sparrow perched on a branch began twittering. It flitted back and forth on the branch, calling out happily to the echoes it made. His eyes swept over the dancing bird to the center of the nearest oleanders. His eyes narrowed. For a brief moment something dark oozed in the shrubbery, moving in and out of it like a living smoke. Johnnie shook his head and rubbed his eyes. When he opened them again the oleanders glistened and sparkled, but no hint of the shadowy substance clung there any longer. All he could see was snow and mulberry bushes. Snow and oleanders. Snow and rock. Snow. Snow. Snow.

Johnnie began to turn around when a large, grey-furred jack-rabbit chose that moment to leap for safety. Its body slammed against Johnnie's legs, causing him to teeter for a moment on the sheer drop at his feet. For a brief moment it looked as if he were going to tumble head on over the edge, when his wind milling arms jerked him back to safety. He froze for a moment, breathing hard from the effort and fear, then he sighed with relief and stood straight, looking after the culprit who almost caused his death.

The bobtail of the jackrabbit twitched frantically as it hightailed up a narrow strip of dirt and snow, then launched through the air, landing on the edge of a snow-crusted burrow.

A streak of gray fur was the last thing Johnnie saw before its body vanished in the depths of its Cliffside home. Johnnie took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. The tension that had seized his face for a moment, melted away.

Above Johnnie, the large rock, responsible for all the upset to begin with, teetered on the edge of a branch. The jackrabbit's flight to freedom and stirred it up once more. Again, it poised to launch itself downwards, teetering further and further forward, until it fell free of the branch.

Johnnie almost fell off the slope again when the rock struck the back of his heels, causing him to jerk forward momentarily.

He reeled on the edge of the slope, looking like a circus clown for a moment with the stupid expression of surprise and shock on his face as he wheeled in a circle on one foot, striving to regain his equilibrium. He broke his momentum with a sideways thrust of his body and dropped safely to the snow. He sat there a moment, stunned at his near escape again.

"Once is lucky. Twice is blessed. But the third time I don't want to find out." Johnnie said.

"A rock. Just a stupid, lousy rock. Man!" 

Johnnie clutched a wad of snow and flung it at the air, taking out his frustration, and then he began to laugh. "Damn!"

He stopped laughing, and then jumped back to his feet. He looked briefly upwards, checking to make sure there were no more surprises up there for him, and then he turned around and looked at the lower slopes beneath him. 

Tall pines and redwoods, thick patches of shrubbery, heaps of fallen wood, and a narrow dirt path dressed a slope that climbed steeply to his left. The path wound past Johnnie, then dropped, slick, twisted, and rocky to a flattened area, fronted by a deep gorge. The gorge ran for miles along the side of the mountain, dumping snow water into concrete pipes that siphon it hungrily up long plastic throats to houses, trailers and cabins like his own, supplying much needed water to the residents of Somerset.

The far end of the gorge roared as it dropped its contents in pulverizing sprays of force towards a large lake below. Not a great waterfall by any standards, but strong enough to make Johnnie careful about getting too close to it. The lake would take the water easily, dried as it was from the summer's parching months. It had been a drought last year and all the water that fell, all the snow that melted would only go to refill the lake, which was manmade and not replenished by natural springs and rivers like Lake Tahoe or the Great Lakes.

On the near end of the gorge stood Pat. Johnnie examined her thoughtfully, noting her red-hair with its deep tints of brown and orange, as well as the attitude she was posturing towards him at that moment. She had her hands on her hips and a smirk on her face.  

"Johnnie, what the hell are you doing up there?" 

She shifted her white booted feet nervously in the snow beneath them, squinting up at him. She ran a hand through her long hair and flipped it from her shoulders.

"I've been freezing my butt off down here for an hour while you play Grizzly Sam up there!"

"I was practicing for my Tarzan act." Johnnie said.

He smiled as she reacted, noting the nervous stomping of her left foot. It was hitting the snow harder and harder.

"Do I look like Jane to you?" Pat said.

"When's the last time you ran naked through the jungle?"

Johnnie asked.

Pat stomped the snow so hard that mud beneath it exploded upwards, slopping all over her pretty white outfit.

"Johnnie!"

"Just kidding. I'm almost done up here. Hang on."

Pat looked at the mud all over her a long moment, made an ugly face at Johnnie, then stooped down, grabbed handfuls of snow and started pressing it to the blobs of mud.

"One of these days I'm going to get him. I swear it."

"Just a few more minutes." Johnnie said.

"Sure. Sure. You said that an hour ago."

"What did you say, Pat?" 

Pat looked up, pleased at the job she was doing. The mud was coming off without leaving too much of a marking on her pants and sweater.

"I said you're an idiot!"

"Thanks! I love you too!" 

"I hate it when you talk like that to me." Pat said. "You're up to something. And it's got to be trouble. You never act like that unless it's going to mean trouble for both of us."

"Honestly, Pat." He tried to assure her. "No trouble at all. Just be patient."

"I'm going crazy trying to be patient." Pat explodes back.

"I hate waiting. I've waited sixteen years to turn seventeen to- day. And what do I do? What do I do? Spend my birthday trailing a half-bred monkey he assumes he has the skills of Daniel Boone and the strength of Superman, but is so damned clumsy, he's lucky he doesn't kill himself standing still."

Johnnie grinned and examines the remains of a large, fallen tree behind him; it's almost at the edge of the part of the drop where it slopes sharply to the lower slopes where Pat is waiting.

"Look at it this way, Pat. I'm eighteen. I've still got another month to my birthday. And I'm about to graduate. But am I worried? Nope! You know why? Because I don't care. What's one more year? A graduation. Just marks on a calendar that no one honestly worries about."

"You're so cynical, Johnnie. Some people do care that you're about to graduate. That you're about to turn nineteen."

"Sure. You and my mom. Two people. Big world, isn't it?"

Pat scowled upwards at Johnnie a moment, and then shook her head. "What's the use? The man's an idiot!"

"I heard that!"

Pat looked up and smiles. "But can you wear that?"

"No. You're too busy trying to get it off!"

Pat kicked at the snow in front of her, causing another explosion of mud. She hollered in frustration as she was pelted by blobs of mud again.

Johnnie watched for a moment as Pat stood there, about to burst into tears, then he looked back at the tree trunk.

"Got you." He whispered. 

He looked away from Pat, and then blew his breath out, forming small circles in the air. He destroyed them with small jabs from his right and left fists.

"JOHNNIE!" Pat shouted up at him. "I'M COLD!"

Pat tried to get Johnnie's attention as he continued to jab at breath curls, but couldn't. Giving up, she angrily drew a foot back to kick at the snow, and then stopped. In the gorge in front of her a squirrel licked delicately at the stream of water coursing the length of the gorge. It sprawled next to the water, its tail fluffing right and left, nose twitching as its long pink tongue licked repeatedly at the water. It felt her eyes upon it and wriggled nervously, glancing up at her, and then seeing she was too far away to reach it, it returned to its drink. Finished, it sat up and began casually washing its face, and then it let out a squeak, scampered across a narrow edge of dirt and rock that followed the stream until it reaching a fallen tree. 

The squirrel looked back once at Pat, made a nickering sound, then shot up the fallen tree, leaping nimbly from limb to limb, branch to branch, until it reached the top of the tree. There it peeked through a blouse of dried leaves, wriggled its nose vigorously, chattered once more, then exploded through the leaves, landing lightly on the snow at the top of the gorge. It darted across the snow, its brown and gray fluffy tail bobbing energetically behind it, then leaped into the lower branch of a cedar and vanished from view.

Pat smiled broadly a moment, and then sighed. She looked at a small, brown paper bag to her left and went to it. She dropped to her knees, crinkled open the top of the bag, and then peered inside for a moment. She reached inside the bag, felt around the bottom of it, then pulled out a clear, plastic sandwich bag, filled with pistachios. She took some out, stood up, and then hurled them towards the cedar.

The pistachios pelted the bark of the cedar, and then fell to the snow. Nothing happened. Pat grabbed another handful and hurled them after the others. This time she got the reaction she wanted. The squirrel poked its face from between some cedar branches and scolded her noisily.

Pat laughed brightly, and then held a new handful of the pistachios out towards the squirrel. She lightly threw them, so the squirrel wouldn't feel threatened by a sudden movement. The squirrel made another scolding sound, and then it looked down at the nuts. It froze for a moment, then like greased lightning, shot down the trunk of the tree, grabbed a nut in its mouth and leaped back up the cedar.

The squirrel vanished for a long time. Pat began to look disappointed, when the squirrel dropped to the snow and several moments later was followed by another large squirrel, and three smaller ones. Pat clapped her hands together happily as the family began eating the pistachios. 

The baby squirrels chased each other's tails, leaped into the air, onto their mommy and daddy's backs and down again, then would suddenly dart at a pistachio, grab one, chew on it a moment, then burst into play once more.

The daddy squirrel watched them magnanimously from a pile of pistachios which he delicately rolled over between his hands, sizing them, weighing them, then very carefully tasting them with the tip of his tongue, savoring the salt. Satisfied with the quality of the nut, he would then proceed to munch on it.

The mother squirrel ate several pistachios, and then took the rest she could find and shoved them into the sides of her mouth. She made a low-pitched, almost barking sound. The baby squirrels stopped playing and followed her back up into the tree. The daddy squirrel gathered the last pistachio and edged closer to Pat. It stopped, then stood up on its hind legs and wriggled its nose at her, watching her closely.

Pat smiled, took the rest of her pistachios, and then gently tossed them ahead of her. The squirrel backed up as her hand moved, but when it saw the nuts fly, it flew forward, until it reached the nearest pistachio. Its white fringed face puffed out- wards and its nose wriggled a thousand miles an hour as it sniffed at the nuts peppering the snow. It darted right and left, gathering nuts into its mouth. It stopped once to lick its hands and wash its face, and then it took up the last pistachio gingerly, gave it a quick roll in its tiny hands and began eating it a little bit at a time.

The squirrel looked back at her once more, chattered in what might have been a sound of thanks, and then shot for the cedar, leaped into the lowest branch and climbed from view.

Pat waved at the vanished squirrels, sighed once more, and then went back to her paper bag. She jerked it up into her hands, rummaged through its contents a moment, then pulled out a thermos. She set the bag down, unscrewed the top of the thermos, and poured herself a cup of hot, apple cider. She watched the steam curl upwards into the air a long time, then put the cup to her lips and sipped slowly.

She glanced at the upper slope and Johnnie was still busy fooling around with a large tree trunk up there. He was tugging on it with both hands. She looked back down at her cup of cider, her eyes appraising it thoughtfully, and then continued sipping at it, allowing its warmth to curse down her throat and into her stomach, suffusing her body with glowing warmth.

Pat finished the cider and looked up again. 

"Johnnie! JOHNNIE!"

She stamped her left foot in frustration. He didn't stop, didn't turn around. Nothing. Pat tossed down the rest of her cider and put the thermos away. Born Patricia Elwood, she preferred to be called Pat. She had known Johnnie for years now. He was her neighbor, in a distant sort of way. He lived at the top of this mountain and she lived at the bottom of the mountain in Somerset valley.

Her mom taught Psychology and Physics in Sacramento at the State College and they had a three bedroom A-frame house that she could see from here if she didn't mind standing at the far side of the gorge near the waterfalls. The lake edged the far side of their property. Right now it was frozen near her house, but be- ginning to break up as the sun continued to shine. Now that the snows were beginning to melt a little, the waterfall was filling the lake again and causing it to swell, crack at its edges. 

Pat shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun, and tried to figure out what Johnnie was up to. She shook her red hair loose from her shoulders and walked forward several paces, digging her boots deep into the soft snow in front of her. Johnnie was about a hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty feet above, standing on the edge of a steep slope that fell sharply on one side and sloped steeply on the other.

She shivered. It was still quite cold, even though the snow had quit falling. Must be freezing or pretty close. She squinted upwards again. Johnnie had stopped tugging on the tree and was stretching. She laughed, and then turned her attention to the gorge in front of her. For some reason the driving sound of the waters cutting through the gorge had a hypnotic effect on her, causing her to drift off. She yawned. It would have been nice to take a nap by the fireplace. 

She shook her head, causing her hair to fly upwards and out- wards. Like a horse shaking itself free of water her body moved gracefully, stretching itself, as her hair flew in tangles of sunlit red and gold. She exalted in the exhilaration of that brief moment, allowing her senses to soar in the sudden warmth and ease she felt at that moment.

Sunlight sparkled on the gorge waters as they crashed against rocks and splashed glittering pearls upwards into the light for a moment. She slapped her hands together, suddenly noticing them growing numb. She felt her cheeks. They felt like ice cubes. Her nose was colder still. She blew into her hands and clapped them over her nose, warming it up.

Snow laced boulders piled at the base of a thick cluster of pine trees to Pat's right. The pine trees snuggled closely against a tall redwood, whose red bark was blackened and broken from a sudden fire that had struck this area about three years ago. Most of the pine trees and redwoods had survived, but some like this one had been scarred badly. A few hadn't made it at all. She had mourned their loss, because she had grown up with so many of them, as had her mother.

She frowned at memories of that fire, because several of Sheriff Parson's deputies had died during that fire. Later on, firemen had found their bodies in the scorched area. No one could explain why they had been out there, what their purpose for being there that day was. Sheriff Parsons had hinted that they might be involved with some kind of drug work. But out in the woods?

Now that she began thinking about it, a whole series of supposedly unrelated events had occurred that year. People vanishing mysteriously, horses found dead of causes that no one would make public, strange lights in the sky, storms that came out of nowhere and suddenly disappeared. Some of the old timers claimed it was UFO's, but her mother believed it was something more serious. She would never go into detail. Her mother did a lot of research into the deaths and disappearances. That was what had led to her friendship with Johnnie.

Johnnie's mother had come to her mother after she had taken a night course at the college. She had complained about a strange loss of memory. Pat's mother had liked Johnnie's mom and invited her to visit; she learned Johnnie's mom lived just up the mountain; a friendship began that brought Pat and Johnnie together.
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