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Tribulation
is the period of immense suffering and sacrifice, greater than anything before in
history, that is generally predicted to occur before the Second Coming
of Jesus and the end of the world. 





For
then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning
of the world until now, no, and never will be. 


Matthew 24:2122



Chapter One


Martha
felt a blister forming. The boots she had taken off the newly dead body that
morning were practically perfect, except for where they were rubbing on the
bottom of her right heel. At almost six feet tall, Martha had had enough
trouble finding shoes that fit her size eleven feet before the violent
dissolution of the United States. Like many people following the Christmas
Cleansing five years ago, she had been reduced to robbing the dead.


Since
she and the six others of her group had passed through a small town a week ago,
they hadnt seen another living person for a while. They had been moving
northward, hoping to escape the violence that plagued the ruins of the major
cities. Coming across the body had been a surprise, both for them and for the
gang of teenagers that killed him and had been stripping him when they
appeared. 


The
dead man didnt have much on him that his killers hadnt already ripped away.
Martha removed his footwear and her partner, Susan, took his pants for her son
to wear when he grew into them. Cody had not wanted anything to do with the
clothing, but rather than end up naked when his current growth spurt ended, he
stuffed the pants into his pack.


What
are we going to do with him? Susan asked. She was worried and her pallor made
the freckles across her nose and cheeks stand out.


Martha
looked over at her best friend and former police partner, Piper. As usual, the
two of their minds were in sync and they didnt need to exchange words to agree
on what needed doing. Piper grabbed him by the ankles and Martha took his
wrists.


On
three, she muttered as they swung him over the gully. When they released their
hold, the body went tumbling down the hill.


At
least he wont be a nasty surprise for the next people going this way, Piper
said, using a faded blue handkerchief to wipe her brow and hands. She patted it
over the short Afro curls on her head before stuffing it back in her pocket.
After resettling the sling of her rifle across her chest, she went back to the
cart she had been pulling up the road.


Martha
nodded as she scanned the woods in the direction the youths had disappeared.
No, but those kids could be one. We need to get moving and put some miles
between them and us. Everybody ready?


She
glanced around the group. Her niece and daughter were huddled next to each
other but they nodded bravely. Susan gave her a small smile. Her sister was
standing apart from the group with her arms wrapped around herself. Martha
walked over to her. You okay? she asked.


Doris
scowled at her. How can you ask me that? No one can be okay after what weve
seen, what weve had to do.


Get
a hold of yourself. We didnt do anything. He was already dead, and those kids
were more scared of us than we were of them. 


Im
not talking about now. Im talking about the whole thing. Doris began rocking
in place. I dont think I can take it anymore.


Martha
took her sister into her arms and held her slightly smaller frame against her
body. Shh, she whispered soothingly. Itll be all right. After counting to
three hundred, she let go and gazed into Doriss eyes. The watery brown eyes
stared back. Martha smiled and said, I know its tough, but well be safer if
we can keep going a little farther. Can you try?


Doris
sniffed and nodded. 


Sighing,
Martha waved the rest of the group on and ignored the rolling eyes from Piper
and the smirk on Susans face. 


As
they journeyed farther from the gruesome scene, the elevation continued to
rise. Soon, everyones entire attention was focused on placing one foot before
the other. Birdsong in the forest and the squeaking right wheel of the cart
were the only sounds they could hear. The serenity and their exhaustion took
the edge off of their fear. 


Martha
was startled out of her thoughts when her partner appeared at her shoulder.
Whats wrong? 


Are
you okay? Youre limping, Susan stated bluntly. During the past month of their
travel, her hair had lightened enough for the auburn highlights to shine. A
small, slightly built woman, she no longer had the veneer of gentility from her
youth or any extra weight. The events of the past five years had seen to that. 


Its
these boots.


Susan
nodded. You want to stop?


Not
really. Ill look at them tonight.


Good.
I think were getting close. Maybe by tomorrow afternoon.


I
hope youre right. Martha peered back over her shoulder at the two other women
and three teenagers following them. The natives are getting restless.


Part
of it is our most recent brush with death.


We
didnt kill him, Martha replied.


But
we took advantage of his death anyway.


I
know its hard reconciling who we once were to who we are now.


Youve
got that right. In my wildest dreams, I never considered that I would be able
to steal from the dead.


He
didnt need the clothes anymore.


I
know that, its just what it represents. Susan kicked a rock out of her path.
I dont know how to explain how bad I feel at how easy it is to justify what
weve had to do to survive.


I
think I understand.


Does
it bother you?


Not
to your extent. I guess its easier for me since I was trained as a cop.


Yes,
you were taught to have a limited set of responses to threats. Tapping her
partners shoulder holster, Susan mouthed. Bang, bang.


You
never seemed to mind when it was your life in danger.


I
dont think Im really complaining about it now. Im just whining for my lost
humanity.


Its
difficult for you to face that we are not only at the top of the food chain but
that were predators that weak people should fear. 


I
dont like that violence is our only option.


Martha
laughed. It must be especially hard with you being a bleeding heart liberal.


I
havent been a liberal since they killed Cheryl.


I
know, honey. Im sorry I joked about it.


No,
I just spent my entire life trying to believe the best of people. To know that
these last five years were not just a bad dream. Susan wiped her eyes. I can
understand self-defense and I can understand protecting others. But I will
never understand the rape and murder ofof


Shh, sweetie. Youll make yourself sick. Martha tried
to reach a supportive hand out for her lover, but Susan pulled away.


Susan
snatched up a fallen branch and used it to beat against a fallen tree beside
the roadway. When the piece of wood disintegrated from the fury of her blows,
she threw it down the embankment. When will it stop hurting?


I
dont think it will ever stop.


Thanks,
just what I needed to hear. I was expecting a platitude like time heals all
wounds.


Martha
took hold of Susans hand. Darling, time only dulls it. The best that you can
hope for is that the joy of her life outweighs the pain from her death.


I
hope youre right. 


Looking
back, Susan saw the worried looks from her two surviving children. They looked
a lot like their father as they stood shoulder to shoulder, identical lines
between their eyebrows and pursed lips. She had grown used to that look from
him in the months before she finally confessed that she was a lesbian and
wanted a divorce. Her kids had been toddlers then, but it still amazed her how
many of his traits they had. She gave them a thumbs-up and tight smile. After
walking for a while in silence she whispered, All Ive got left is hope.


Martha
cocked her head. Why do I get the feeling that were not talking about the
dead man anymore?


You
always did know me too well.


What
are you thinking about?


Im
a little worried about our reception. Susan sighed. I dont want to have come
all this way for nothing.


What
exactly concerns you?


Susan
pushed her light brown hair away from her face. I dont even know if she is
still there.


Shell
be there.


Youre
probably right. She went and made that land a sanctuary. If anyone could
survive, she would. 


They
hiked quietly for almost a mile before Susan asked, I wonder how bad it got up
here.


We
havent seen much bomb damage since we passed Sacramento. I dont think they
had too hard a time of it.


What
about the roaming bands weve seen?


We
havent seen that many. And what there is hasnt been a danger to us. When
Susan rolled her eyes, Martha said, Seriously, that group of punks wouldnt
have lasted ten minutes in the city.


They
were so young. What do you supposed happened?


Im
not sure. I do know that juvenile delinquents have been around since before
this mess. Its just that without any official structure anymore, there are few
opportunities for anyone to get anything without bloodshed. Its a vicious
cycle.


Theyre
alone up on that mountain.


Martha
scoffed, You dont really think Jay would have made an easy target?


Not
intentionally, but you know as well as I do that superior numbers can overwhelm
a better fortified foe.


True,
but Jay wouldnt have easily given up any advantage. She always struck me as
someone who planned for every contingency.


Youve
got that right. She can be down right obsessive in considering every possible
outcome. 


Martha
kept her eyes on the road and her voice low, Do you miss her?


Miss
her? What kind of question is that? Susan smiled at her lover. Do I miss
being with her? Sometimes. She was one of the most driven people I had ever
met. When my firm was in the process of merging, her advice and support really
helped me stay on top of the negotiations. Without her, I wouldnt have gotten
that windfall payment nor the corner office. She shook her head. But
afterward, when everything calmed down, I saw how much she thrived on going
from crisis to crisis on her white steed. I needed someone to make time for me
and that wasnt her. She was like a shark, never sleeping, always in motion
toward the next thing. There was no way for me and the kids to fit in the life
she made.


That
is what is so weird about her chucking it all and heading into the mountains.


When
her consulting firm was bought out, she had more money than she knew what to do
with. I figured she would eventually get bored being out here away from the
bright lights of the big city, but the longer she was out here, the more the
lifestyle came to fit her. 


I
always liked her.


Sometimes
I thought you two had more in common with each other than either of you did
with me.


Nonsense.


Oh,
no? You both are athletic, like the outdoors, listen to jazz and read
mysteries. 


Unfortunately,
she pushed too many of my buttons.


I
thought that was what made a successful relationship? Susan squeezed Marthas
hand. Seriously, though, she always did like to challenge people.


And
I never cared to be challenged. Lifting up the clasped hands for a kiss,
Martha laughed, Im glad you two stayed friends.


I
knew that if I really needed her that she would always have my back. Even you
have to admit that she never once gave my kids anything but her best. Sighing,
Susan added softly, I just wasnt important enough on my own.


You
are to me.


Thats
why you have me and she doesnt.


I
have you? You said I have you? Her grin lit up the trail. You never let me
say that before.


Pig.


The
two of them strolled along companionably, listening to the sounds from the
surrounding forest. The wind was rustling through the treetops, and there was a
faint sound of water flowing over rocks. Finally, Martha asked, Is she going
to have a problem with me?


No
way.


Youre
sure?


Shed
never begrudge me my happiness and you make me very happy. It also helps that
she likes you.


Martha
squeaked out, Likes me?


Darling,
you always did have more in common with her than I did.


I
still dont see it.


You
just dont want to see how alike you two are. My tough girls.


Finally,
you accept your attraction to butch women.


You
goof, Ive never denied what drew me to you.


Martha
shrugged. Sometimes I get the feeling you resent it.


The whole strong, silent type can be a little wearing
at times, Susan said as she bumped hips with her lover. But I wouldnt trade
your strengths for anything. You fill my empty places.


You
just want me for my many skills.


No,
sweetheart, I love you unreservedly.


Thank
you. I love you too.


Besides, I think Harmony keeps her on a pretty short
leash.


Would
Jay play around on her?


Not
on your life. She is very old-fashioned and has always taken her commitments
very seriously. Is anything else bothering you?


I
dont want her to be jealous or act spiteful.


Dont
worry, love. Even if Harmony hadnt had her pretty well whipped, that ship has
sailed. 


Did
you know her, too?


No,
Jay met her after she moved up here and was only working part-time on special
projects. She had gone to Sacramento to reorganize a horribly dysfunctional
company. Harmony was brought in to help and she used her mind-control powers to
weave her web and wrap Jay around her finger.


Sounds
like someone has an issue with the current Mrs.


Oh,
dont call her that. Jay has issues with the institution of marriage. She
gusted out a breath. It just seemed like they had very little in common and
that Harmony was more calculating than Jay ever gave her credit for. Ive got
no reason to worry, after all this time, and neither do you. 


As
long as youre not going to make a play for Jay or pull Harmonys hair out,
Ill be okay. 


Susan
glanced behind her at the others and then made eye contact with her lover.
Sounds like someone needs some reassurance.


Martha
blushed. I just want to make sure that were doing the right thing. I dont
want you getting short shrift because of me.


The
best thing we ever did was getting out of that city. Even if, for some insane
reason, we cant stay, were safer out here, away from there.


You
can say that even after what just happened? The voice interrupted their private
conversation.


Susan turned to face Marthas sister, Doris. Since we
left the main highway five days ago, that was the first hint of trouble.


The
two sisters both had dark hair and eyes and that is where the similarity ended.
Martha was tall and solid where Doris was only Susans height although much
thinner. Their attitudes were different too. Where Martha constantly looked for
solutions, Doris only saw more problems.


That
man was dead. They killed him. Doriss voice was high and thin.


He was stupidly traveling alone. Even you know better
than that, Martha told her. Besides, we must have seen more bodies in a
single week in Oakland than weve seen since leaving it.


Im
worried, okay? Cant I be a little concerned about you dragging us up here when
you arent even sure that your friend is even alive or that well be welcomed.


Jay
knew the country was heading to hell when she built out here. Ive never met
anyone so well prepared for disaster.


All
the preparation in the world couldnt make her ready for a horde to invade.


Susan
smiled tightly. Before we lost all contact, she made several offers for us to
come up and join her. I doubt that the offer has been rescinded.


Even
considering that youre bringing more than just you and the kids?


One
of her greatest traits is her sense of generosity.


Things
have gotten worse all over. You cant expect that shell be any different.


Yes,
I can.


How?
Doris demanded. Everyone wants something.


You
dont know Jay.


What
if she wants us to pay?


Then well work it out. Susan stopped, forcing the
rest of the group to stop. Waving her son and daughter closer, she took their
hands. Look, we knew the risks when we left, but we all agreed that we
couldnt stay any longer. After what happened to Cheryl, I wasnt willing to
just let the mob take any more of my family.


Its
cool, Mom. Cody shifted the pack on his back and adjusted the sling of his
shotgun. Freeing his hand, he patted his mothers back. With a voice that was
just starting to crack, he said, I like it out here.


I
agree with him. With winter coming it may be tough out here, but anything is
better than where we were.


Everyone
looked in amazement at the speaker. Piper rarely strung more than five words
together in a day, and she had more than tripled that in a single statement.
The stocky, dark-skinned woman shrugged off the attention and started walking
again. Were burning daylight.


Martha
nodded. Lets try to put in another couple of hours before we stop for the
night.


The
small band reordered itself with Martha on point and Cody bringing up the rear.
The last several weeks had seen him shoot up another couple of inches, bringing
him almost to the height of his mothers partner. With his bigger frame came an
increased sense of responsibility as the only male of the group. The fact that
most of the women of the group were better armed and experienced did nothing to
dampen his enthusiasm. Sometimes Susan found it difficult not to laugh at her
sons earnest attempt to define his nascent manhood. 


The
seven refugees continued to follow the cracked blacktop up the mountain, taking
turns in pairs to pull the heavily ladened cart. The sounds of their passage
didnt disturb the natural sounds from the trees of bickering squirrels and
singing birds. Except for the weapons they carried, they could have once been
mistaken for a vacationing family out enjoying the late summer in bucolic
northern California. 


Since
the War, however, no one had much time to be outdoors enjoying much of
anything. It started with the riots that broke out after the Electoral College
voted to send to Washington a president who had failed to win the popular vote
by a wide margin. 


In a
move so bold that it had to have been planned well in advance of the election,
the Tea Party and militia movements of the South and the Midwest joined forces
with the National Guards of seventeen states. Together, they seized control of
the military bases in their territory. Calling themselves the Confederacy of
Christ, they imposed martial law in the cities and a revocation of all civil
rights not written in the original Constitution and Bill of Rights. They
instituted the death penalty for all behavior they defined as deviant and
required that their new citizens must be reborn in Jesus Christ and swear, in
English, an oath of allegiance. 


The
federal government never had the chance to use its police powers against the
insurgency. Instead, the Department of Homeland Security went rogue and
arrested the members of the Senate, the House and the incumbent president under
the guise of restoring public order. 


That Christmas saw the end of the United States of
America. The Confederacys first offensive used the missiles and ordnance that
had been scheduled to go overseas for the never-ending conflicts in the Middle
East and turned them instead toward what they termed the sinful and godless
cities of America. Every city with more than a million citizens was targeted
by at least one bomb. The largest cities saw carpet-bombing that rivaled
Dresden or Tokyo during World War II. Because the military had removed the
nuclear warheads from most of the missile stockpile at the end of the Cold War,
the weapons were only ballistic, but the damage was still irremediable.


On
the East Coast, the once beautiful cities of Boston, New York, Philadelphia and
the District of Columbia were in smoldering ruins. Only craters remained of the
Capitol Building and White House. The Pentagon, which had survived the
terrorists on 9/11, fell under an onslaught of cruise missiles.


Florida
lost a third of the state to missile strikes and the resulting fires. Furious
over being targeted by those that they thought were allies, the surviving
counties allied themselves with the government of Cuba to blockade any
shipments to the Confederacy through the Gulf of Mexico.


In
California, Los Angeles and San Francisco were the main targets. Over one
hundred and fifty short-range ballistic missiles were fired into each city. The
City of Angels was left a virtual wasteland and the surrounding farmland
burned. The resulting forest fire, blown by the wind, became an inferno that
consumed most of Arizona, New Mexico and Nevada before the January rains
finally doused the flames. 


More than forty-five million lives were lost in the first
week from the immediate impact. Many of those who pulled themselves from the
rubble faced a painful death from their injuries because few hospitals, medical
staff or emergency supplies survived. Collateral damage to major highways and
railroads left few routes of escape operational. Poisonous gas leaks and toxic
spills closed most airfields and ports and continued to this day.


The
bombs triggered natural disasters as well. Massive earthquakes and seismic
activity were recorded from Guatemala to Alaska. Registering seven and higher
on the Richter scale, the shifting of the tectonic plates toppled any tall
buildings that had escaped the missile attacks. The resulting tsunami drowned most
of the residents of the Hawaiian Islands and Osaka.


Following the law of unintended consequences, the ones
who pulled the trigger found themselves facing disaster. They faced the worst
winter in decades without heat or electricity as most of the countrys power
plants were in the impact zone. Shipments of oil, natural gas and food were
disrupted when Mexico and Canada, with the support of the international
community, demanded reparations for the fallout to their countries. The
Confederacy refused and so the northern and southern borders were sealed. 


Now,
five years later, a small group of survivors had left Oakland to try and make a
new life in the wilderness. 
  

Chapter Two


Martha
leaned against one of the weathered mile marker signs and waited for the
stragglers to catch up. As the day had wound on, the group stretched out over a
couple hundred yards. They had been able to cover six miles since the encounter
with the dead man and they were all tired. 


Martha
held up her hand as they reached her. It had been a while since anyone had the
gasoline necessary to drive these roads, much less use the passing pull-offs
but the wider expanse of road at this spot offered them a quick and easy
campsite. Martha asked Piper, What do you think? Should we set up camp here? 


Piper
nodded. It looks safe enough for one night, she agreed. 


The
two of them had taken on the leadership role, falling back into their habits of
when they were police officers together. The section of road they were on was
fairly straight and they could see several hundred yards in both directions.
With the mountain to their back and a fairly steep descent to the river at
their front, it was the best they could hope for. 


The
tired band eagerly shrugged off their packs and sat down on the ground where
they stopped. The furious pace was depleting their meager resources. 


Martha
and Piper stood together to talk. Is there enough daylight left for you to get
anything?


Wont
know until I go, Piper answered.


A
little meat would go a long way.


Start
a pot of water boiling.


Youre
that confident?


Dont
worry, Ill bring back something. 


No
squirrel, Eva and Carol begged in unison before falling into a fit of giggles.
The two girls had gravitated toward one another on the journey. After the
murder of her older sister, Carol had withdrawn from her family and rarely
smiled. Eva had never really recovered from the loss of her father during the
first bombardment. Their friendship had returned smiles to their faces. The
sound of their girlish laughter was delightful to hear.


Piper
stuck out her tongue at the giggling girls. The light pink muscle stood out in
stark contrast to the deep mahogany of her skin tone. I dont like the taste
any more than you do, but well have to make do with whatever I can get.
Starting back the direction they had come, she said, Ill check our trail
too. 


Everyone
in the group had an assigned task when setting up camp. They had the experience
of more than two months on the road to practice, and now they could prepare a
meal and shelter quickly and with a minimum of fuss. They knew the sooner the
chores were done, the sooner they could rest.


Cody
and Carol collected everyones canteens and a couple of pots and went off to
find water. The road they were on followed alongside the Trinity River, and
they only had to go about a hundred yards downhill to find a shallow creek.
Their biggest challenge was finding a safe trail that they could use to travel
both down and up again. 


Once
at the slowly moving stream, the two teenagers took off their shoes and waded
in the shallows. Showing their age and closeness, the two siblings splashed one
another with the refreshingly cool water until they were soaked to the skin and
their feet were numb. Laughing, they stood dripping as they filled all the
canteens and the cook pots. They made two trips and only had to go back once to
fill a dropped pot.


Doris
and her daughter, Eva, went off to gather wood for their supper fire. They were
looking for limbs and branches that had fallen earlier in the year. Dry wood
wouldnt smoke as much as green, and they sure didnt want to telegraph their
position to anyone in the area who might be watching the skies. They didnt
need too much wood, as it was not safe to have a fire after dark.


Collecting
enough to cook their meal, the mother and daughter worked silently together.
Each trip, Eva brought almost twice as much wood back to the camp as Doris. 


Susan
and Martha pulled out the three tents and began to set them up. The tents they
had were old but still waterproof and protection from the wind.


Its
getting colder, Susan said. Should we bring out the sleeping bags?


Martha
looked up from hammering a stake into the soft ground on the shoulder. Yeah.
Better to have them and not need them than to not get any rest because were
shivering all night.


At
least I have you to keep me warm.


Rocking
back on her heels, Martha leered at her lover. I could do better than warm you
if you could keep quiet.


Big
talker, responded Susan, her arms full of bedrolls. Dropping them close to the
entrance, she pulled out a tight roll of plastic. With a deft snap of her
wrists, Susan unrolled the ground cover inside the largest tent. She crawled
inside to smooth the plastic sheeting down. About to back out of the tent, she
found herself being pummeled by soft projectiles.


Hey,
she yelled, as she ducked and covered her head. When the barrage stopped, she
saw that she was surrounded by all the sleeping bags. She looked over her
shoulder at the all-too-innocent look from Martha.


Oh,
sorry. Didnt see you there.


Susan
rolled over on her back and settled her head on one of the sleeping bags.
Making sure she had Marthas attention, she braced her heels on the ground and
lifted her pelvis. Watching her lover from under lowered brows, she languidly
stroked her hand down the length of her body, being sure to draw her
fingernails down her inner thighs. You didnt see me? she asked. Using both
hands now, she hefted her small breasts and circled her nipples with her index
fingers.


Clearing
her voice, Martha tried to talk. Uhoops?


Maybe
you should come in and show me how sorry you are.


Martha
glanced over her shoulder before she crawled into the tent, zipping it closed
behind her. She started to undo the buttons of her shirt but stopped when Susan
shook her index finger at her.


If
you really wanted to make it better, you would see to my needs first.


Tugging
on her bangs, Martha answered, As you wish, my lady. She crawled over on
hands and knees to straddled her partners prone body and give her a kiss.
Walking her lips over her lovers lips and jawbone, she whispered into the
delicate ear, Tell me what you need.


Oh,
baby. I just love the feel of your lips on mine. Susan writhed against her.
She twined her fingers through Marthas long, dark hair and directed their lips
together again.


Good
cause I sure like kissing you. 


Their
lips met slowly, deliberately. Moving across each others face, they touched
and tasted one another. Marthas tongue teased the corner of Susans mouth and
lightly nipped the full, red lips.


Mmm,
Susan moaned as she opened her mouth inviting Marthas tongue in to play.


Leaving
her lips, Martha trailed bites and licks down the length of Susans neck. She
swirled her tongue around the pulse point and had just shifted her weight to
free one arm to explore her lovers body when the sound of a crash outside the
tent startled them.


Martha
barreled out of the tent. Whats wrong? she demanded, as she only saw her
sister standing there.


You,
Doris spat.


Come
again? she asked in disbelief.


I
cant believe that the two of you would be satisfying your disgusting carnal
desires, especially when the rest of us are working.


Out
of the tent now, Susan stood beside her lover. Now, hang on just a minute,
Doris. Martha and I will complete our chores as we have every evening. There is
no reason why we cant also reconnect intimately on occasion.


There
are children here.


Where?
They werent in the zipped-tight tent with us.


I
wont have my child exposed to your sinning and you should be ashamed about
exposing your own kids.


Im
not ashamed of who I am, but it sure sounds like you are. Her voice derisive,
Susan continued, My children are exposed to love and I think that is a hell of
a lot healthier than your homophobia.


Enough!
Both of you calm down, Martha shouted. Doris, we have been sensitive of your
feelings and have not been anywhere near as affectionate as we would normally
be. But you need to deal, sister, because we love each other and that is who we
are. She turned her head to her lover. Susan, lets finish our discussion
later tonight.


Susan
tossed her hair out of her eyes. Fine. Ill go finish with the other tents.


Great,
replied Martha. Well need a lot more wood than that, she said, pointing at
the meager armload that Doris had thrown down upon her return to the camp.


Sullenly,
her sister stomped back toward the forest. Martha smiled crookedly at her
niece, who had been watching from the edge of the road. The youngster started
to raise her hand but aborted the movement at her mothers glare. Shrugging,
she followed her mother back into the woods. 


She
watched Susan struggle with one of the tents before going over to help her. For
a while, they worked in tense silence. Unable to take it, Martha asked, You
ever going to talk to me again?


I
thought we were going to hold our discussion until tonight.


I
didnt mean this discussion, Martha replied, waggling her eyebrows. I meant
our earlier, more physical discussion. She made air quotes around the
word. We can totally talk about what happened, if youd like.


Im
not sure talking is going to do any good. Im getting really tired of being the
target of Doriss hate.


Once
we get a place to rest up and recover, she wont be so bad.


Susan
folded her arms and raised one eyebrow. Do you even believe the words that are
coming out of your mouth?


Ive
got no choice but to try. She might drive me crazy but shes my family. What
else am I supposed to do?


I
dont know, darling. Susan hammered in another tent peg before setting down
the hammer and taking Martha into her arms. They swayed gently together in the
hug. I love you and Im trying not to make this harder than it already is, but
we get so few chances to be together. If she ruins another intimate moment,
Ill snatch her bald headed.


I
hear you, love. Martha squeezed Susan tightly before letting go and looping
the guideline over the peg. Ill talk to her again. 


Once
the tents were finally set up, Martha dug out a pit for the fire. The fold-up
entrenching tool was very handy, as the hatchet helped break up the tough
ground. Were going to need some rocks, babe, she called out.


No
problem. Part of the hillside has fallen down over here. Susan raised a couple
of stones over her head.


Better
from the cliff than river rocks again.


Yeah,
Susan wholeheartedly agreed. Several nights earlier, stones that had been
collected from the stream had exploded as they heated. They were lucky that no
one had been injured. Susan carried her burden over and set them in the bottom
of the pit. It took her several trips to fill the bottom and make a ring around
the outside.


As
Doris and Eva brought in their next armloads, Martha laid the sticks and
branches among the rocks and then filled in the spaces with dry grasses. Susan
used the magnesium fire starter to spark the tinder to flame. Patiently, she
fed the flames with kindling until several of the larger pieces of wood caught.
Satisfied that the fire was burning, she carefully slid the small block of
magnesium back into an inner pocket before standing up.


She
walked over to Martha, who was looking down the gully at Cody and Carol playing
keep-away. Their light brown hair danced in the sunlight with their antics.
Cody needs a haircut.


Martha
glanced up. I do too. Maybe we can play barbershop after eating. Opening her
arms, she welcomed the smaller woman into her embrace. How about you and me go
take a bath together while were waiting to see what Piper brings back for
dinner?


Youre
reading my mind, darling, Susan replied, running her hand down Marthas back
and cupping her firm buttocks. Id like to get my hands on your skin. Giving
the butt of her lover a final pat, she turned to go fetch the bathing supplies.


Martha
called Cody and Carol over. Hey, guys. Why dont you watch the fire while your
mom and I go down to the stream?


Carol
shivered dramatically. The water is awful cold, she warned.


Hmm,
that may put a damper on things. Martha ruffled Codys hair as she walked past
him. Plan on losing some of this later!


The
youngsters plopped down around the campfire. Being off their feet after their
long march was almost euphoric. Mesmerized by the flames, they were nearly
asleep when they heard Piper return.


Yo,
the camp, Piper called out. She raised her fist with a grin. Dangling by their
ears were two brown rabbits. Were lucky tonight.


Man,
Im getting sick of rabbit, Cody complained. 


Doris
glared at him. You should be grateful. Weve had more meat on this journey
than in the past year.


I
know. I just wish we could have a bigger variety.


Eva
retorted, Its better than squirrel.


Youve
got that right, Martha agreed as she and Susan returned to the camp, their
hair wet and ardor temporarily cooled.


I
saw a doe, Piper offered. She pulled out a sharpening stone and began to hone
her knife. She was about a half mile back. I could probably pick up her trail
again.


No.
Right now we would waste too much of it. Taking the rabbits, Martha handed
them to Cody. Since you opened your mouth, you get to clean them.


Try
and keep the fur in one piece this time, Carol joked. Nobody is going to
trade for holey pelts.


Carol,
Im sure I can find something for you to do if you have nothing better to do
than torment your brother, Susan warned. She set their salvaged grill onto the
rocks in the fire pit and balanced the pot of water on it. Sifting through
their dwindling supplies, she found a few soft potatoes. Quartering them, she
added them to the pot with several wild onions they had picked the day before. 


When
Doris stepped up for a closer look, Susan shook her head. We dont have much
left.


I
hope your friend is feeling generous.


Piper
looked up from rinsing her hands. We could always have stone soup.


Stone
soup? asked Eva.


Don
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