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CHAPTER ONE

Screams.

Chaos.

The black was pitch.  Marvin yelled, his voice was panic-stricken, “All right, everybody, please calm down.  There’s at least one flashlight in every cabin.  Hang on.”

Ian cried, “Tommy!”

I replied, “Where are you, buddy?”

There was no ambient light from outside.  The power was out completely.  Rain hammered the roof of the mess cabin.

A flash of lightning!

I saw Ian, lying on the floor, Joey and Tom next to him.

Ian was shivering and crying.  Another flash.  The power came back on, briefly, then off again.

“Wendy!”

“I’m coming, Tommy!”

I knelt next to Ian and held his hand.

“What’s the matter, Cap?”

Captain America was his favorite super-hero.

“My leg.”

From that point forward, there were periodic flashes of lightning.  

I yelled for Wendy.

“Coming, Tommy.”

She fumbled her way over to where we were and said to Ian, “Tell me where it hurts?”

“Um, my throat’s sore.  I feel like puking.  Um, my neck hurts.”

Marvin found a flash-light, turned it on and waved it around the cabin.

There was just enough light that I could see Wendy sniff Ian’s calf.  The part where he had been cut earlier that day by a Camp Get-Away little bastard.  Wendy grabbed my arm and pulled me to a fire exit.

She said, “After the incident at the pool today, I washed the cut, put plenty of hydrogen peroxide on it and a band-aid.  For goodness sakes, it was just a little cut, Tommy.  But shit.  I think it’s infected.  It’s okay.  He’ll be fine.  But we have to take him to the first-aid cabin, right now, and then, to Sullivan General Hospital.  Like right now.  The clock is ticking.  Maybe.  He could lose his leg, Tommy.  He could die.  If that happens, I’ll kill myself.”

I said, “Wendy, don’t be crazy.  We need you.  Come on, let’s get him out of here.”

A bolt of lightning struck the window next to us.  It imploded.

CHAPTER TWO

I wrapped my arms around Wendy and we dropped to the floor.  The rain and the wind invaded the mess cabin.  I’ll always be haunted by the sounds of screaming children.

Oh, Heavenly Father, I beseech Thee, help me be the best Tommy Ryder I can be and may no lives be lost this night.  Take my life, my Morningstar, if it spares the lives of these innocents.

I asked Wendy, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.  Not sure if what you did just now was really necessary.”

I helped her up.  Another flash of lightning.  Matt came over.  He and Wendy embraced.  Marvin joined them.  He wrapped his arms around them.  Flash. 

Molly, Mark, Christine, Eddie, and Martin were huddled under a table with a bunch of kids, clinging to them and to each other.  The rest of the kids were under the other tables.  

Marvin yelled, “Is anybody hurt?  Other than Ian?  No?  Everybody, other than the counsellors, junior and senior, go to your cabins and stay there.  It’s just a story.  We’ll ride it out for the night and head out at daybreak.  Counsellors, make sure that every kid is accounted for.”

Wendy and I gently helped Ian to his feet.  

“Ah!”

He couldn’t stand.  I said, “I’m sorry, Ian.  Hop on my back.”

“Okay, Tommy.”

He climbed aboard.  I piggy-backed him, Wendy and Matt along-side us, to the first-aid cabin.  It was only a few feet away.  The ground was wet and slippery.  Wendy had Marvin’s flashlight.  She helped me find the stone path.

The rain was so dense, it felt almost as if God had unleashed a new ocean from the sky. 

I think He likes to challenge his children.  Just as this idea came to me, a bolt of lightning struck the base of a northern oak tree—I’d learned a little about trees during my stay there—and it crashed into the roof of the first-aid cabin.

Matt said, “Never build a first-aid cabin next to an oak tree!  When will people ever learn?”

Ian quietly chuckled into my ear.

CHAPTER THREE

We were at the front door.  Wendy tried to open it.  Locked.  Matt said, “That door’s always supposed to be left open.”

Wendy replied, “Don’t you remember?  A bear got into this cabin two years ago and ate half of our medical supplies.”

She went through her pockets.  Of course, the key was in the last one she checked.  When she put it in the keyhole, it broke.  I said, “Matt, take Ian.”

Ian slid off my back and onto Matt’s.

I body-slammed the door.  The frame cracked.  Then, I gave a thrust-kick.  The door broke into two rectangular pieces.  My hip hurt like hell, but at least we were able to go inside.  The tree had completely caved the roof in.  The rain continued to hammer, relentlessly.

Wendy said, “Put Ian on the cot, Matt.  Gently.”

Matt turned and Ian dropped a couple of inches to the cot.  Matt got on his knees and said to him, “You’re gonna be okay, kid.”

Ian weakly said, “I’m sorry for all the fuss.”

Matt replied, “Some kids will do anything for attention.”

Wendy crouched under the tree.  Behind it was appeared to be a medicine cabinet.  It appeared to be intact.

She opened it and gave me a tube.

“This is an antibiotic ointment.  Put this rubber glove on.  Carefully remove Ian’s band-aid and squeeze the whole fucking tube on Ian’s wound and rub it in.  Matt, elevate his leg with something.”

There were some hard-back books, scattered on the floor.  Matt picked them up, made a small pile and place it under Ian’s injured leg.

He was wearing shorts.  I did what Wendy told me to do.  Ian said, “That stuff stinks.”

I thought, but didn’t say, hopefully, it saves your leg, kid.

Wendy tried the phone.

“It’s out.”

She pulled a bottle of Aspirin out of the cabinet.

“Fuck.  There’s only two left.  Ian, I’m putting these pills into your mouth.  Chew them up.  They’ll help with your pain.”

She put them into his mouth, he chewed them up, then, he rolled onto his side and vomited.

Wendy said, “We have to take him to Sullivan General as soon as possible.”

She rinsed a cloth, wiped his mouth and applied a few fresh band-aids to his wound.  Matt said, “I’ll take him in my jeep.”

Wendy said, “I’m coming with you.”

Ian moaned, “Tommy.”

“Hang in there, Cap.  Don’t worry.  I’m not going anywhere.  You’re going to be fine.  Better than ever.  Come on.”

He had just enough strength to climb onto my back.  I held his forearms.

A minute later, we were in the parking lot.  Matt drove a Wrangler.  Of course, it was open-roofed.  The rain was still pounding away, and it was windy, as hell, too.  This was some summer storm.

Wendy said, “Put Ian in the back and lie him down.  Put his leg on your lap, Tommy.”

I obeyed.

Matt got into the driver’s seat.  Wendy sat next to him and put her hand on his thigh. 

Matt fired up the Wrangler, turned on the headlights and off we went, towards the camp entrance.

A cypress tree lay across the road, completely blocking it.

It was as if King Kong himself had uprooted it from the earth and placed it here, on purpose, just to fuck with us.

Matt hit the brakes.

He said, “Here’s another life lesson, kids.  Always have a back-up exit strategy.  This is the only way out of camp and towards Sullivan.  Where the closest hospital is.  Behind us is Lake Elsinore and miles of woods.”

I said, “Then, we’ll have to go on foot.”

CHAPTER FOUR

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

An hour after the power went out, Tommy, Molly, Matt, Eddie, Christine, Martin and I had meeting in Marvin’s office.

All of the kids were accounted for.

They were in their cabins and told to stay there and told not to worry.  Probably the dumbest thing anyone can ever say to a kid.  You might as well pour gasoline on a fire.  But what’s the alternative?  Saying to a kid, “You’re gonna die, tonight?”  

Ian was lying on Marvin’s couch, sleeping fitfully.  His infected leg was elevated by two pillows.

Three flashlights were lit.

Ian looked pale.  Molly and I held hands.  Eddie looked displeased.  Marvin cleared his throat and said, “Okay, the phones are out.  We’re stuck here for the time being.  I’m open to suggestions.”

I said, “We need a stretcher for Ian.”

Rather sharply, I thought, Marvin said, “We don’t have one.”

Tommy replied, “Well, there fucking well ought to be one, don’t you think, Marvin?”

He gulped.  “You’re right, Tommy.”

“Thank you.  Eddie, Mark, Wendy.  You’re coming with me and Ian.  We’re taking him to Sullivan.”

Marvin roared, “Whoa, whoa, whoa!  Slow down!  I’m still camp director and I make the decisions.”

Tommy ignored him and said, “Matt, the kids like you.  Stay here and do whatever you can to keep then calm and distracted.  Keep them laughing.  You’re good at that.”

Matt said, “Sounds like a plan, Tommy.  You’re a natural leader.”

Marvin stood and put his hairy hands on his desk.

“Everybody cool their jets!  I’m camp director and I say what goes!  We’re staying here and we’re going to wait for help.  Surely, a deputy from Sullivan will check up on us.  The best plan is to stay together.  And that’s that.  This meeting is over.”

Tommy walked around Marvin’s desk, grabbed his Camp Kits T-shirt and jerked him off of his feet.

Marvin yelled, “What the hell are you doing?”

Later, Tommy told me what he had whispered into Marvin’s ear.  It was this:

“Ian could lose his leg.  He could die, unless we get him to a hospital.  Every second you fuck around, trying to maintain your authority over doing what’s right, makes those things more possible.  And if he dies, if he loses his leg, then I will send your soul to Hell, Marvin.”

Tommy released him.  His body shook.  Everyone, other than Ian, who was pretty out of it, was frozen with discomfort.

Marvin stammered, “I’m trying to do what’s right for everyone.”

Tommy yelled, “God forbid you might have to sit in front of a YMCA Review Board.  That’s what you’re really afraid of, isn’t it, Marvin?”

“Not so!  Not so!”

Molly said, “I want to come, too.”

Tommy looked at her.

“Okay, Mol.  Marvin, Martin and Christine.  You stay here with Matt and take care of the kids.”

They nodded.  Tommy was in charge.  Somebody had to be.

Christine looked at me and said, “Be careful, Mark.”

Martin chewed on his lower lip while Molly scowled at Christine.

Meanwhile, Ian may have been dying.

Tommy said, “Let’s get ready.  We need backpacks, food, water, medical supplies.  A compass.  If the trails are blocked, we might have to go through the woods.”

Matt’s body jerked a little.

Tommy regarded him with suspicion.

“Matt?”

“I’ve got the shivers.  From being outside.”

Tommy wasn’t having it.

“Alvin Lassiter.  Is he out there?”

“How would I know, kid?”

Tommy exploded, “You told us...”

“I know what I told you.  Hey, kid, back off a little.  We’re under stress here.  The cops got him, that’s what I heard.”

“You’re full of shit.  I have a friend who’s a cop.  He’s read the file.  They never got Lassiter.  He was last seen entering the woods around this camp.”

Matt said, “You ought to
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