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Chapter 1

	 

	The sun was low in the sky. Shadows stretched across the road, cast by the hulking behemoths of tractor-trailers and logging trucks. Alan grinned. For a lot of people, having the sun eclipsed by a truck that could crush their little compact coupe without even noticing would be harrowing. For him, it was nostalgic. Once a year, for as long as he could remember, he watched these same road markers whisk by. As the cities began to thin out and snowy farms started to flank the highway, he knew he was getting close to his destination. “The land.” Back then he could only sit in the back seat, crammed between his brother and sister, and listen to one of the six albums his father had. Now he was the one behind the wheel. He was alone with the road. It was meditative. Peaceful.

	On cue, his ringing phone shattered the magical moment.

	He grumbled a bit. His car was new enough that he could answer the phone with the tap of a button on his steering wheel. At least that meant he wouldn’t have to miss the call. He pressed it, and the instrumental he’d been listening to was replaced with the almost-silence of a cell phone call.

	“Hi, Mom. Hang on,” he said. “I’ll pull over.”

	“You don’t have to pull over, Alan. You have a hands-free, don’t you?” She seldom wasted time with a hello if she could use that precious breath on gentle nags.

	“Distracted driving is as bad as drunk driving,” Alan said simply.

	“You should be there by now, shouldn’t you?”

	“Not according to Google.” He pulled off to the shoulder and put it in park. “And not if people keep calling me.”

	“Your father always beats Google.”

	“Dad also treats the speed limit as a minimum instead of a maximum.”

	“And it’s always worked fine for him.”

	“How many speeding tickets has he gotten this year, Mom?”

	“Oh, who keeps count of those kinds of things?”

	“The police do, Mom. But what’s up?”

	“Did you hit the land yet?”

	“Not yet. Close though. I just drove past the tractor supply place.”

	“I can’t believe that place is still open.”

	He sighed. “It isn’t. It had a for sale sign on it.”

	“Oh… I guess change reaches all the way to the country, huh?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Well, I don’t want to keep you. I just wanted to let you know that we just got the last call from the lawyer. The price is set. The place is pretty much sold. It’s all over but some legal stuff and the signing.”

	Alan sagged a bit. “I see. That’s good,” he said in a tone that failed miserably to match the sentiment.

	“It was the right thing to do, Alan,” she said. “The family can’t afford the taxes on the place, and lord knows we could all use the money.”

	“I know. But, you know. It wouldn’t have broken my heart if the deal had fallen through again. I’m going to miss this place. But at least that solves your money problems, right?”

	“Depends on how you look at it,” she said.

	She sounded almost sheepish. Alan’s jaw tightened.

	“I’m looking at it as ‘now you’re not in debt anymore.’ How are you looking at it?”

	“Don’t get mad.”

	“When has that phrase ever worked, Mom? What’s up?”

	“It’s nothing. I don’t want to worry you.”

	A truck drove by, rattling his little car with the wind alone.

	“I’d rather be worried about something that’s really happening than worry about what I think might be happening.”

	“It’s just another credit card. That’s all.”

	“How much, Mom?”

	“Who keeps track of those sorts of things?”

	“The bank, Mom. How much?”

	“I think it was twelve thousand.”

	His fists creaked around the vinyl-wrapped steering wheel. “How do you forget you have a credit card with a twelve-thousand-dollar balance?”

	“It didn’t have twelve thousand dollars when I forgot about it.”

	He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, that’s how interest works, Mom.”

	“Don’t get fresh.”

	“Sorry.” Another truck rattled his car. “So what’s this mean?”

	“We’ll be fine. We can probably pay it down a little with what’s left from the money for the land. The rest we’ll chip away at like always.”

	“Do you need anything? I can probably help you out with a couple hundred—”

	“Don’t lie to your mother. I talked to your sister. She told me all about how the gallery show did.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “She did, did she?” he said flatly.

	“Don’t worry about us. Enjoy your solar eclipse.”

	“Lunar eclipse, Mom. And thanks, I will. Love you.”

	“Love you too. Buh-bye.”

	“Talk to you later.”

	She hung up and the strings and horns of an old film score faded back to replace the call.

	“Sarah had to bring up the gallery show, didn’t she?” he muttered, easing the car back up to speed.

	Between the snow ditch on one side and the barreling trucks on the other side, it was no small feat getting his little econobox of a car up to highway speeds without wiping out spectacularly. Sometimes being safe was just as dangerous as the alternative.

	Once he merged onto the highway again and watched familiar wobbly old barns ease by, he felt the irritation and anxiety of the call and the traffic maneuvers ease away.

	“There’s the slanty shanty,” he murmured with a grin.

	A dilapidated barn appeared from behind a white hill that in the summer would be sporting the stalks of yet another cornfield. The rickety wooden structure had been crooked and on the verge of collapse for as long as he could remember. Most of the slats were missing. The darn thing was skewed almost 45 degrees, but it stubbornly refused to fall.

	He took a breath and signaled an upcoming turn onto the unpaved road that would lead to the land.

	“This’ll be good. A fitting goodbye. This is where I saw my first eclipse ever. This is where I got interested in photography. Seems right that the last thing I do is get some great shots of another lunar eclipse.” His smile widened. “I wonder if that old, dead Dutch elm is still standing. I bet that’d be perfect…”

	#

	His tires crunched over some icy gravel as he passed the real estate sign. A chain with some orange flags tied to it separated the land from the road. It was a bit pointless. No one ever came up this road, and even if some criminals came this way with nefarious deeds in mind, there wasn’t anything left on the land but trees and rocky soil. If someone were dead set on stealing the old mossy rock by the creek, chances were good a chain between two rotten fence posts wouldn’t turn them away.

	He unlocked the chain and threw it aside, then drove his car into the snow-scattered field. It was mid-November. Normally, this time of year the snow would be higher than his tires. They’d always treated this more as a summer camp and left it for the deer in the winter, which was probably why it was agreed that the family couldn’t afford it anymore. Good fortune or the ravages of global warming had left it with just a sprinkle of snow for this final visit. The inch or two of fresh powder were just enough to leave the countryside looking clean and new. A spectacular backdrop for a photo.

	Alan pulled his car over to the fence and stepped out of the car. He’d gotten far too many two-wheel-drive cars mired in this field to risk taking it any farther. He took a deep breath and watched it curl from his lips as cool fog.

	One thing that no one had questioned about the land was how they’d afforded it in the first place. The weird little strip of land was a few dozen acres that had been sliced off a much larger, much better bit of farmland. The only road access for this piece was the dirt road behind him. A slow-moving creek made most of the northeast corner of the land a mosquito-infested bog in the warmer months. It seemed like you couldn’t dig more than a few inches without hitting enough rocks to make you rethink the whole idea of digging in the first place. Basically, the only redeeming quality of the place was that it wasn’t the city.

	And that was exactly what convinced his parents and their siblings they should buy it.

	He popped open the hatchback and slid a beat-up but serviceable hiking pack onto his shoulders. A much sturdier and more professional camera bag came next. He zipped it open to reveal a staggering assortment of photography equipment: two different camera bodies, both with the rubber gaskets indicative of the pricier weather-resistant models; half a dozen lenses; remote shutters; pan-and-tilt mechanisms. The contents of the bag cost more than the car that carried them.

	Alan assembled a photographic configuration with the speed and efficiency of an assassin prepping his rifle in a cheesy action movie. He swiped a microfiber cloth across the UV filter on his camera and snapped a batch of photos.

	“Fantastic,” he crowed, clicking through the previews.

	As tended to be the case, he found his mind doing the sort of freelance arithmetic that was necessary to keep the overdraft fees to a minimum these days. This image would work perfectly for a tourism board’s brochures. That shot would look great with a motivational slogan and framed at some cubicle-strewn office. These three would probably get him a couple of bucks if he sold them to a stock photo service.

	He shook himself. Of all the side effects of having to hustle like mad to keep his rent paid, this was the one that bothered him the most. He loved photography. Composing pictures, finding new and interesting things to take snaps of, these were the things that drove him. Strangely, as soon as he started to work out how to put a price on his photos, they started to feel so much cheaper.

	It didn’t help that selling his art hadn’t even been all that profitable. As he clicked back through the previous images, he quickly reached shots of a museum event, then a red-carpet thing in Manhattan. The memory card was stuffed with candid shots of celebrities getting off planes, getting into limos, and generally trying to shield their faces. The worst of them fetched ten times what a beautiful landscape would, even before he’d signed up with an outfit that could presell them and give him assignments. And yet, even debasing himself with the work of a paparazzi hadn’t been enough to keep this hunk of land in the family.

	He raised the camera to take one more shot. “And that one’s for my wall.” He clicked on the lens cover, secured the camera bag, and slammed the hatchback. “Okay. Time to find the perfect spot.”

	#

	He huffed and puffed as he crested a hill. This place was astounding. For one, he wasn’t sure how something that wasn’t much larger than a city park back home could give him the feeling he was hiking in the wilderness. For another, despite him spending months here over the course of several years, it managed to look completely different during the winter than it did during the summer. He’d almost given up hope on finding the spot he had in mind after trekking about until the sun slipped behind the mountains.

	Finally, he saw the ragged, broken branches of a long-dead tree, and a smile lit up his face.

	“There it is! The Gnarly Tree!”

	He resisted the urge to run up to the tree and inspect it. It was perched all by itself on the top of a small hill, and the snow around it was pristine and untouched. While it would be neat to see if the stuff he’d carved into it was still there, the visual of a craggy gray tree rising up out of flawless white snow was too good to wreck with his own footprints.

	“Look at you. Tonight’s your big night.”

	Like so many things about this little trip, the tree seemed quite literally picture perfect for what he had in mind. A victim of Dutch elm disease, the tree had died long ago. Decades of harsh winters had sculpted it into nothing short of a work of art. Like the barn he’d passed along the way, it was downright miraculous that it had yet to collapse into a pile of splinters already. A once lush set of branches had been whittled down to two main branches. The smaller ones were snapped off and smoothed away. What remained looked uncannily like a pair of hands reaching up to gather up a scoop of the sky.

	Alan set about pitching his raggedy single-person tent. He barely used it these days, but he kept it around because it was easy to set up, kept him relatively dry, and as such was indispensable on his rare but beloved photography weekends to the wilderness. Inside of twenty minutes, he had the tent all set up, and then it was time to start the far more important task of setting up the camera.

	He’d had this in mind for the last two years, ever since he’d learned a total lunar eclipse would be crossing over the land. It seemed like fate had smiled on him when the sale of the land had been delayed enough to leave it technically still in the family’s name on the day of the eclipse. He pulled out his phone and started to check every aspect he could determine. The moon would rise in about an hour and twenty minutes. The sky was perfectly clear, and the satellite map seemed to imply it would remain so. That was good. He found the spot where, if his figuring was correct, the moon would rise behind the tree. Astronomy maps, a sophisticated compass, and something far closer to trigonometry than he was comfortable doing eventually resolved to a specific point to put his tripod.

	Then came the computer programming part of the evening. He loaded up his pan-and-tilt head for the tripod and mounted the camera, each hooked up to a weather-resistant battery pack. More trigonometry worked out the exact arc the moon would follow, and the exact timing of its path. There was software to handle all that, but he’d spent enough on the gear that a couple hundred dollars more on astronomy programs seemed like a step too far. If all of his math had been right, he would have a time lapse of the moon’s entire trip from horizon to horizon, with the moment of total lunar eclipse framed perfectly between the branches of the tree.

	He ran the whole motion through at max speed. As far as he could tell, it was going to work. Now all there was to do was reset, start the official timer, and cross his fingers.

	#

	A few hours later, Alan sat cross-legged in his tent, watching the camera do its thing. The tracking was going flawlessly, and every thirty seconds or so he was treated to the click of a shutter. The moon had been out for a while, and the camera had kept its eye on the prize. Just a few minutes ago, a little bite had appeared out of the corner of the moon, signaling the start of the lunar eclipse. It would take about three hours to run its course, but he didn’t have anything better to do than sip from his thermos of tomato soup and indulge in a rare moment of calm and serenity.

	His old nemesis, the mobile phone, once again had other plans. This particular ringtone was a grating pop song he hated. Normally, he wouldn’t have chosen it, but it just so happened it perfectly set the mood for the calls that came in from that number.

	“Hello, Fontaine Freelance, Alan speaking. How may I help you today?” he said, expertly masking his irritation with professional courtesy.

	“Fontaine. Cox here.”

	“Good evening, Mr. Cox,” he said. “Let me just say that I am honored that you would take time out of your busy evening to call me so late at—”

	“Can it, Fontaine. They added some more dates to the festival. I’m going to need you.”

	“What day did you have in mind?”

	“Friday. All day. Saturday and Sunday, too.”

	“This Friday, sir?”

	“No. Next year. Of course this Friday. It’s festival season.”

	“But that’s the day after tomorrow. I guess there must have been some scheduling snafu, but I was supposed to be off the freelance calendar for this whole week. I had a sabbatical planned, followed by—”

	“I don’t give a crap what you had planned. I need every camera on hand. You know how much of a pain it is running this site out of Philadelphia? We are going to make damn sure this film festival is the biggest thing on the East Coast, so it comes back bigger and better next year, and I can keep the gold mine running on the regular. That means saturation, Fontaine. Full saturation. TV, print, Web. I want nothing but photos of the New Philly Film Fest, and I want nothing by my watermark on all of them. So you get here bright and early Friday, you take the assignment I give you, or I’m pulling your name from the rotation.”

	Alan gritted his teeth. He hoped it wasn’t audible over the phone. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

	Cox grunted, as close as he typically got to an actual sign-off, and hung up. Alan took a slow breath.

	“Could’ve been worse, Alan. It could have been tonight.” He let a shudder of irritation flutter over him. “Wouldn’t have been the first time.”

	He thumbed his way through his text threads until he found “Jessie (Police).”

	Hey, Jessie. Sorry for the short notice, but I’m going to have to bow out on the meeting we set up on Saturday. Freelance work.

	Almost immediately, his phone rang. It was her.

	“Hello?” he said.

	“Are you standing me up, Alan?” said the voice on the other line.

	“I didn’t mean to bother you so late at night.”

	“Are you standing me up, Alan?” she said again, some playful force behind the question, but with a bit more intensity this time.

	“It’s the festival. Cox wants me on hand for the whole thing.”

	“Alan, there’s this amazing new word you should learn. I believe it’s pronounced ‘no.’ I hear it works wonders.”

	“I’m not in a business where I can afford to be turning down work. Do you know how many people actually pay their bills with photography? We’re like unicorns.”

	“Yeah, yeah. I know. We’ve had this conversation before, which is why I find it kind of nuts that you’d pass up a chance to interview for the force. It is rare for a precinct this size to hire from the outside for a forensic photographer.”

	“If I turn Cox down and he blacklists me, I’m done for.”

	“If you get this job, you won’t need him.”

	“Mom always said you should take the sure thing over the long shot.”

	“My mom always said you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”

	“I didn’t know your mom was Wayne Gretzky.”

	“Look, I’m not going to tell you what to do. Hell, if I did tell you what to do, your head would probably explode like a malfunctioning robot when you realized you couldn’t people-please two people at once. But if you skip this one, I’m not so sure you’ll get another shot.”

	“I know, but…”

	“I know I know. Take the sure thing. Are you at least going to be able to take those pictures you wanted to take?”

	“I’m already working on it. The time lapse is going.”

	“Wait, the eclipse is going? It’s overcast here.”

	“Crystal clear up here. I’ll have to send you the time lapse when it’s done.”

	“You better. Anyway, I’ll see you when I see you.”

	“Same. So long.”

	She hung up and he shook his head again. It felt bad to say no. It always felt bad to say no, but it was doubly so for Jessie. No one in Alan’s life had done him more favors than she had, and vice versa. He didn’t even want to think about how many strings she’d had to pull to get him the interview. But money was money. He had to pay his bills.

	Alan plugged his phone into a portable power brick and yawned. He hadn’t done much more than drive for most of the day, but he was exhausted. When he got overtired, it caused him all sorts of problems. His hands got shaky—a real problem for a photographer. He couldn’t sit still. It was like he’d never shaken the “get cranky and fussy when you’re overtired” reflex from infancy. Considering there was a long way to go before the time-lapse experiment was done, and he’d prefer to be sharp for the crucial bit in the middle, he decided it was best to take a nap now. He set an alarm for five minutes before totality, zipped up the tent flap, and slid into his sleeping bag for a snooze.

	#

	He blinked his eyes and glanced around, disoriented. Things around him looked familiar, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they shouldn’t. This wasn’t a place he should have ever returned to, but here he was. A worn desktop lay before him, its veneer carved by the surgically sharp point of a grade-school compass of a dozen generations of students. The walls were covered with vaguely educational posters providing lessons in simple math and grammar. Rows of desks ran along either side of him, populated by faces he couldn’t quite place.

	This was school, he knew that much. But it didn’t seem right. It felt like it was a seventh-grade classroom at the most. But the people sitting around him in their little individual desks felt more like high school or college types. His dream-addled mind grappled with the faulty logic in the way most sleeping brains did—by completely embracing it as the unquestioned reality of the moment.

	“… Now, as you all know, I consider the take-home assignments to be of equal, if not greater, importance to anything you might be graded upon in class,” the teacher announced from the front of the room.

	His heart dropped at the sound of the voice. Not him. Not him. It was Dr. Pendergrass. It was fair to say that most students had moments when they thought the teacher had a grudge against them, but Alan was absolutely convinced that Dr. Pendergrass’s one goal in life was to fail him. He never bothered trying to figure out why. For someone as easily cowed by authority as Alan, teachers were like forces of nature. He wouldn’t ask why the storm chose to strike him with lightning, and he wouldn’t ask why Dr. Pendergrass always managed to find a way to call on him for the hardest question in a given assignment. Luckily, there hadn’t been any homework the night before.

	“I want you all to take out last night’s assignment,” Dr. Pendergrass said.

	A bolt of burning anxiety ripped through him. All around him, the other students were dutifully slipping composition pads from their bags and flipping them open. He numbly pulled his drawstring backpack to his lap to try to find his own book. The pack felt far too light to contain the texts for this class. As he tried to open the bag, he found his fingers were too clumsy to undo the slipknot.

	“No, no, no,” he muttered, watching the wave of students answering their questions work its way up and down the rows beside him.

	The more anxious he got, the more he fumbled with the slipknot. Why couldn’t he get his hands to work?

	Mounting frustration mixed with the sting of the inevitable discovery that he’d not done his homework was a potent and debilitating cocktail. Gradually, though, he found that there was something else going on around him.

	He took his attention off the bag and looked around. The walls seemed… wrong. Even more wrong than they had been a moment ago. They were wavering, hazy. Less real than they were before. And it was darker than it should have been. Not like the sun had been setting or the lights had been dimmed, but like darkness had somehow seeped through the walls like a fog. It felt cold. His skin tingled. His brain felt itchy, like little prickly claws were poking and tugging at it. If he could have crawled out of his own skin to get away from the terrible bone-deep unease, he would have.

	A long shadow spread across the room, seeming to cast itself through the wall. He had a hard time making out the details as it projected across the students’ desks, but it seemed to have a forked, split shape. Something distant in his mind recognized it as the tree he’d hiked to find. He turned to the source of the shadow and was treated to a fleeting glimpse of the tree itself, but like the rest of the room, it was wrong. What he knew to be a craggy gray trunk against a starry black sky was quite the opposite. The sky was almost painful to look upon, a photo-negative of the night he remembered.

	He shook. Icy fingers felt like they were tightening around his heart. A horrid sensation spread through him, a scoring, tearing feeling that left him feeling hollowed out. Alan shivered and gripped his bag tight until the feeling faded. It didn’t vanish. If it was the chill of a cold winter night, what he felt now was the warmth of a blanket thrown over him. It wasn’t enough to erase what he’d felt, but it reminded him of what it felt like before…

	“Alan?” came the teacher’s voice.

	The classroom snapped instantly back to normal, and though the residue of the sensation lingered, he turned to the teacher like a deer caught in headlights.

	“Uh, yeah? Yes! Yes, Mr. Pendergrass. Doctor! Dr. Pendergrass,” he said.

	“Perhaps you’d like to answer the question?”

	He fought his bag open and pulled out the notebook. “I… uh…” He cleared his throat. “Could you repeat the question?”

	“It is question six from the homework assignment.”

	His chest felt like there was a lump of hot lead sitting on it. Tears were forming in his eyes. Page after page of his notebook was completely blank.

	“I don’t… uh… I didn’t…”

	“You are aware that this assignment is worth twenty percent of your grade,” the professor rumbled.

	“I must have… I don’t remember you assigning it…”

	He flinched as a piece of paper executed an odd, unnatural loop into his vision and flopped onto the desk in front of him. He stared in confusion at the slip of paper, which didn’t look like the white page with blue lines that had defined the bulk of his educational career. It felt rough. The color was oddly textured, like it had been shaded with a charcoal pencil.

	The teacher’s impatience boiled as he flipped open the page. A curious bit of penmanship traced out an even more curious message.

	“Mr. Fontaine?” the teacher said impatiently. “Either answer the question, or you get a zero for the assignment!”

	“Th-the answer is. Uh… Two sprigs of onyx leaf combined with twice-boiled brine of the ashen sea, simmered with the bones of three hearty joints of beast for a night and a day.”

	He looked to the teacher, fully prepared for a gale-force scolding. Perhaps there would be a peppering of chortles from the rest of the class.

	“That is correct,” the teacher said. His disappointment at missing the chance to reprimand Alan was palpable.

	Alan cocked his head and looked around, anticipating some sort of prank. “That’s correct?”

	“Yes, Mr. Fontaine.”

	“But this is Linear Algebra class.”

	“And you have answered the question properly.”

	The teacher moved on, leaving Alan to slump into his seat and enjoy the most magnificent wave of relief in recent memory as it swept over him. After a few moments, though, he found himself considering the paper. He knew he hadn’t written the message. Someone had passed it to him. He turned and looked for a likely candidate. One person instantly stood out from the rest.

	She was distinctive looking, to put it lightly. Her skin was pale, and her features oddly defined. The lines of her face shuddered and moved about like the sketch lines of a quickly cobbled-together animation. Her hair was long and black and fluttered in a breeze that didn’t seem to affect anyone or anything around her. She had a satisfied grin on her face and a pile of the same rough pages on her desk.

	“Excuse me. Were you the one who gave me the answer?” he whispered to her.

	The woman’s large eyes darted up to meet his, and for a moment she looked as petrified as he’d been under the teacher’s gaze.

	“What? No! Why would you think that?”

	He pointed. “You’ve got a stack of the fancy paper there. And a fancy pen.”

	She glanced back and forth between her desk and his finger. “No I don’t!” She swept her hand across her desk. The pages fluttered up into the air, and then they were gone. They spread like smoke or blown dust and simply dissipated.

	Alan blinked and waved off the fumes, but like so many other inexplicable things in the last few minutes, the oddness rolled off him. “Well, thanks for the help.” He held out his hand to her for a shake. “I’m Alan. And you are?”

	His mysterious helper leaned away from his hand as though it was threatening to bite her.

	“Wake up! Now!”

	#

	Alan snorted and opened his eyes. As one does after a strange dream, he took a few moments to acclimate to the real world again, then slowly slid upright and wiped the sleep from his eyes.

	“Oof. That was a weird one,” he said, the scattered images of his unusual dream sliding into the shadows of his mind.

	Thirty seconds or so of staring blankly finally instilled the motivation and insight to realize that something was amiss. He glanced at his phone, which had a notification that he’d missed an alarm. While helpful, that wasn’t terribly necessary, because he already had a far better indicator that he’d overslept in that the sun was already up, shining through the thin nylon of his tent.

	“Don’t be screwed up, don’t be screwed up,” he muttered as he hastily unzipped the tent.

	The camera had been out in the cold all night, which he would normally not tolerate. Precipitation, frost, strong wind, any number of things could foul the sensitive bits of apparatus that were responsible for one hundred percent of his income. He gave it a cursory glance and found it to be in one piece, with no obvious damage. The monster of a battery he had attached to it even still had some charge in it. He clicked it off the sophisticated pan-and-tilt rig and flipped through the pictures. There were hundreds of them, as there should have been, and the moon was nicely centered in every single one. As far as he could tell, he got the full time lapse along with enough shots of the camera’s final position to fill up the memory card. He lingered in the total-eclipse portion of the shot, gazing at the camera’s screen. That was the most critical bit, and the bit he was most concerned about. The exposure settings he’d programmed in were best guesses, but if he didn’t get close enough, he might not be able to tweak it enough to make it look and feel the way he’d intended. Aside from some oddly pronounced motes of shadowy contrast around the tree, it looked like he had a winner, or at least the ingredients for one.

	“No harm done,” he said with a huff of relief.

	As quickly as he had assembled all of his equipment, it took twice as long for him to disassemble it since he took care to investigate each and every bit of his gear to see if accidentally getting a full night’s sleep had any consequences. One of the batteries looked like it might have gotten wet, but not enough to overcome the vaguely defined “weather resistant” nature of the device.

	Bit by bit, the equipment, then the tent found their way to their proper places, and he was ready to be on his way. With his pack on his back, he took a few steps toward the car, but a thought occurred to him. This was it. This was the last time he was likely to see this place. He tried not to be too sentimental, but a big piece of his childhood had been spent here.

	Alan trudged up to the tree and placed his hand on the surface. It had always been a bit of an oddball. Dead for as long as he could remember but never taken down by the elements. A lone tree on the top of a hill that he couldn’t imagine would have been planted by
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