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Foreword 
 
So as not to be misconstrued, I need to take a moment to 
explain that this is just a story. This is a story about a 
few rogue warriors who are trying to help their country by 
saving the lives of countless American soldiers. Although 
these rogue soldiers are operating outside the limits of 
the law, this story is not intended to reflect poorly on 
any branch of the U.S. Armed Forces. In my opinion, the 
U.S. soldier is the best soldier in the world, both in 
fighting ability, and compassion. This is a story about a 
few overzealous individuals, who take the law into their 
own hands. The fact that I chose the U.S. Army Rangers is 
simply because they are an elite fighting force, one of the 
best. This story could have been centered on any branch of 
the armed services. It is just a story. 
 
        C.H. Foertmeyer 



 CHAPTER ONE 
 
Hatcher Creek, Arkansas – Summer, 2005 
 
 Damn, she’s gonna kill me , John thought, as he rushed 
through his front door. “I’m home, Carrol! Sorry I’m late!” 
He held his breath, awaiting his wife’s angry reply. He was 
met with total silence. Then, he heard the sound of the 
garage door opener, and he bolted through the kitchen to 
the garage. He found Carrol; sitting in her car, tapping 
the steering wheel, and casting a most threatening glare 
his way. 
 “Sorry I’m late, dear. Traffic.” 
 “Fine,” Carrol replied. “Get your car out of the drive 
so I can take Timmy to practice, and you  cook your own  
supper.” 
 “No, no, no, I’ll take him. Go get in my car, Timmy.” 
 “John, I swear, you’ll be late to your own funeral. 
Traffic, my derriere.” 
 “What’s a derriere , Mommy?” 
 “Never mind, Timmy. Just get in Daddy’s car, honey.” 
 “Am I going to be late again, Mommy?” 
 “Yes, dear, but just tell your coach that your father 
got stuck in Hatcher Creek’s rush hour traffic  again.” 
 Timmy hopped out of his mother’s car, and ran back to 
his dad’s. 
 “Really, John, what was it this time, Mrs. Miller’s 
lumbago, or Mr. Carter’s kidney stones?” 
 John smiled, and shook his head. 
 “Ah, but you know me too  well. It was actually Jack 
McDaniel’s psoriasis this time.” 
 “Whatever, John. Just get Timmy to baseball practice, 
and I’ll go start supper.” 
 Carrol was used to John coming home late. After all, 
he was the only doctor in Hatcher Creek, and everyone 
always tried to get in to see him, daily, at the last 
minute of the workday. John, being who he was, tried never 
to turn anyone away. 
 Sometimes though, between her volunteer work at the 
homeless shelter in Little Rock, keeping up their home, 
Timmy’s baseball, and Sally’s various school activities and 
Girl Scouts, Carrol felt like John could be a little more 
help. What she needed right now was a vacation, and 
fortunately, one was in sight. Two weeks from now, they’d 
be camping in the Ozarks, away from the daily grind of 
their life, as they had created it. Not that it was a bad 



life, it wasn’t; she just needed some peace, and solitude, 
for a short while. 
 John, on the other hand, loved every minute of life in 
Hatcher Creek. Trying to get him to agree to a vacation was 
like pulling teeth. “The people need me,” he would say. 
“What will they do without me here? What if Emily Tanner 
goes into labor early?” Carrol had heard it all. But, there 
were ways around John’s arguments, and she knew it, and she 
insisted on at least two weeks of camping in the mountains, 
each year. This year, Karl Peterson, a resident from 
General Hospital in Cambridge, would be staying at their 
house while they were away. The young doctor would take 
John’s office visits and house calls, as well as any 
emergency telephone calls that came his way. The good 
people of Hatcher Creek didn’t like it much, but they 
understood. At least Doc Jennings cared enough to find a 
fill-in while he was away. He had never left them hanging, 
without someone to go to when in need. 
 John pulled into the parking lot at the ball field, 
where practice was already underway. 
 “I’m late again, Dad,” Timmy said, frowning at his 
father. 
 “I know, Timmy, but Mr. McDaniel will understand. He’s  
the reason you’re late today, but I’ll have a word with 
him, just the same. Just grab your mit and get on the 
field. I’ll talk to Jack.” 
 Timmy took off across the parking lot, and joined his 
friends on the field. John smiled at the boy’s enthusiasm 
for baseball practice, and then headed over to have a word 
with McDaniel. But, it wasn’t baseball practice, or Timmy’s 
tardiness that he wanted to discuss with Jack. 
 As John approached, Jack looked his way. 
 “Hey, Doc. Late again I see.” 
 “Your fault, this time , Jack.” 
 “Yeah, yeah, save the excuses for someone who cares. 
What’s up?” 
 “Just wondering if my new tent came in yet? I forgot 
to ask when you were in the office.” 
 “If it had, I’d have mentioned it when I was there. 
Not likely, I’d  forget, with you still owing three hundred 
bucks on it. You know, if you’re gonna spend that kinda 
money on camping out, why don’t you just buy one of those 
nice tent-trailers, and go in style?” 
 “You can’t get to where we go with a trailer, Jack. I 
told you that before, the last time  you asked.” 
 “Sure would like to sell you one of those.” 
 “Can’t use it, Jack.” 



 “Just where exactly is it you go that you can’t pull a 
trailer, anyway?” 
 “Way up Blue Ridge. There’s a couple of steep slopes 
my Jeep can barely get up, let alone if I were pulling a 
trailer.” 
 “So why go way up there? There’s plenty of nice 
camping spots over in Lindy Valley, or up on Taggert 
Ridge.” 
 “If there’s one thing Carrol and I agree on, when it 
comes to camping, it’s that it isn’t camping if there are 
toilets and showers nearby. We just don’t like 
campgrounds.” 
 “Like to rough it, huh?” 
 “Yeah, I guess you could put it that way. We just like 
being alone when we camp out. We don’t like hearing highway 
noise, the sound of chatter from other people, or the sight 
of any lights, other than our campfire, the stars, and the 
moon.” 
 “And what if someone gets hurt a way up there?” 
 “I’m a doctor, Jack.” 
 “What if you  get hurt?” 
 John didn’t answer at first, thinking about Jack’s 
last question. That  was something that he had  thought about 
in the past. But, he had never let that fear stop him from 
enjoying what he liked to do. 
 “Carrol can drive the Jeep. We’ll be okay, Jack. Don’t 
worry.” 
 “I have to worry. You’re our only doctor. You know how 
hard a time we had finding you? Well, we did. It’s hard to 
get a doctor to come to a place like Hatcher Creek, where 
he’s as likely to get paid with a chicken, or a hog, as 
with cash.” 
 “Jack, I promise I’ll keep that in mind while I’m up 
there. I’ll be really careful not to do anything stupid 
that might get me in trouble. How’s that?” 
 “It’ll have to do, I guess. Not likely you’ll change 
your mind, and order that trailer I guess?” 
 No, not likely. Just call me when the tent comes in. 
I’ve gotta run. Carrol’s already peeved at me for being 
late again today. I’ll be lucky if I get supper when I get 
home.” 
 “Sorry about that. I’ll call ya when the tent arrives. 
Count on it.” 
 John headed back home, thinking about what Jack had 
said, as he drove. He thought first about what had been 
said about him getting hurt up on Blue Ridge, but he 
shrugged that off as not very likely. He was a careful 



person, not prone to taking chances. His thoughts then 
turned to the discussion of finding a doctor for a place 
like Hatcher Creek. He knew why a lot of doctors would shun 
the place, but he had jumped at the chance to come here. 
There had to be others like himself, who preferred to go 
where they were truly needed; where a freezer full of pork 
chops, bacon, and ribs, was certainly worth the cost of a 
few office visits. After ten years here, he could picture 
himself nowhere else. 
 As he came to that last conclusion, he pulled into his 
driveway and entered the house through the open garage. He 
found Carrol in the kitchen, thankfully, cooking a meal 
that smelled heavenly. 
 “Wow, that smells good, honey. What are you cooking?” 
 John did not get the answer he wanted. 
 “Go pick Sally up at Girl Scouts,” was Carrol’s only 
reply. 
 “Now?” 
 “Yes, now. And, John–Don’t be late. Go straight there. 
No house calls along the way, coming, or going.” 
 “But, I promised Millie Wheeler I’d stop by after 
supper. Now, that’s gonna be late.” 
 “Go, I’ll call Millie and explain.” 
 John smiled. 
 “Okay, but she won’t be happy. Just remember, her 
bark’s worse than her bite. And, she will  bark.” 
 “Go.” 
 John left, his stomach grumbling, and thinking of 
another  late supper. Finally, he returned, Sally in tow, 
and sat down to a nice, lukewarm, eight o’clock supper. As 
he took his second bite of roast pork, Carrol joined him at 
the table. 
 “So, did you talk to Jack? Is the new tent in yet?” 
 “No, but he said he’d call when it arrives. Shouldn’t 
be long now.” 
 “That’s going to be so much nicer than the old one.” 
 “Yeah, it will be,” John answered between bites. 
 “So much more room, and a heating stove.” 
 “Yeah, nice. I just hope it fits in the back of the 
Jeep.” 
 “Oh, it will–won’t it?” 
 “Yeah, I’m just kidding. I measured the back, and 
according to the dimensions in the catalogue, it’ll fit.” 
 Suddenly, John looked up from his plate, and noticed 
for the first time that Sally hadn’t joined them at the 
table. 
 “Where’s Sally? Isn’t she eating supper?” 



 “Tummy ache. She went to her room to lie down.” 
 “Is she okay? There’s nothing going around right now.” 
 “Yeah, just too many snacks at her meeting, I think. 
She’ll be fine. I gave her some Pepto.” 
 John sopped up the last of the juices on his plate 
with his dinner roll, and shoved it down. 
 “Gotta go. Can’t keep Millie waiting any longer. I’m 
gonna hear it as it is.” 
 “Don’t get your fingers near her mouth,” Carrol said, 
laughing. 
 “Yeah, good advice, but the barking dog never bites, 
right?” 
 “You’re the doctor. You tell me.” 
 “What’s a doctor know about dogs? See ya, honey. I 
shouldn’t be long–I hope.” 
 
*** 
 
 Karl Peterson arrived right on schedule, two days 
before John’s planned departure for Blue Ridge. He would 
work in the office with John, getting to know the routine, 
and a few of the patients, before being left on his own to 
deal with the colds, coughs, skinned knees, and broken 
fingers that would occur during John’s absence. The chronic  
patients, with lumbago, gout, psoriasis, arthritis, and 
whatnot, would stay away, not wishing to discuss their 
ailments with a stranger. Their complaints would wait for 
John’s return, and John explained all that to Karl. He also 
told Karl, that if any of his patients tried to pay him 
with a chicken, turkey, or pig, to tell them to hold off 
for his return. They could pay later. 
 Karl moved into John’s house and got a taste of 
Carrol’s good home cooking, something he greatly 
appreciated after several years of hospital food, 
McDonalds, and Burger King. He was single, and his 
residency left little time for dating, let alone a steady 
girlfriend. Carrol’s hasenpfeffer really hit the spot with 
him, and as Carrol explained, it was compliments of Homer 
Jackson, a patient who preferred to pay with what he could 
hunt, rather than with livestock. Carrol had learned to 
prepare a wide variety of wildlife, thanks to Homer 
Jackson, and she promised Karl venison for his second 
night’s meal. 
 The two days since Karl’s arrival had passed quickly, 
and it was finally departure day for the Jennings family. 
The Jeep was loaded with their new wall tent, and all their 
gear and provisions for two weeks delight up on Blue Ridge. 



Karl claimed to have become comfortable with John’s 
routine, and his only misgiving was that he would now have 
to go back to fast food, not being much of a cook himself. 
John gave him directions to the only fast food place near, 
or in town, a Burger King out by the highway, but he also 
directed Karl to Smiley’s Diner, on Main Street. “A good 
place for a bachelor to eat, or a husband in the doghouse,” 
John told him. 
 So, at six o’clock, Saturday morning, John, Carrol, 
Sally, and Timmy Jennings, embarked on their ninth annual 
vacation to the Mohawk Valley, high up in a saddle of Blue 
Ridge Mountain. Ten minutes later, John pulled the Jeep to 
the side of the road to change a blown out tire. He didn’t 
know it then, but this was to be just the first of their 
problems on this vacation, and without a doubt–the least  of 
their troubles to come. 



CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 Since changing their flat tire, all had gone smoothly, 
as they arrived at the foot of Blue Ridge, early Saturday 
afternoon. It was a beautiful day to embark on a camping 
trip, albeit rather hot, but the sky was blue, and there 
was a nice breeze blowing through the open windows of the 
Jeep. 
 John stopped at the foot of the first obstacle  along 
their way, a place he had dubbed, Slippery Slide Hill, 
after a previous experience on this steep slope, on a rainy 
day, two years ago. That had been coming down the slope, on 
their way home. No one had been hurt, and it had  been an 
exciting finale to their trip, but the Jeep had suffered a 
bent axle on their wild ride down the mountain. Today, 
however, they would be going up, and John was quite happy 
that it was a dry day, and had been for several days prior. 
He pulled the Jeep into low gear range, plotted the path of 
least resistance, or so he hoped, and gave the Jeep the 
gas. The ascent was slow and steady, with little slipping, 
as the vehicle made its way to the top. Once over, John 
sighed with relief, and turned to face the back seat. 
 “How was that, kids?” he asked two very unconcerned 
children. 
 “Fine, Dad,” Timmy replied, not looking away from his 
Connect Four game, John’s fourteen dollar investment in 
peace and quiet along the way. 
 Carrol knew John wouldn’t move on without a comment 
from her, so she replied, “That was great , dear, but there 
are two more slopes just like that ahead. Don’t get cocky.” 
 “Nah, that’s the worst of them. We’ve got it made 
now.” 
 Carrol just smiled, as John forged on to the next 
obstacle. Camping was great, as far as John was concerned, 
but it was the obstacles  that he lived for. Everything else 
was routine, but driving up the steep slopes was a 
challenge, worthy of a real adventurer. And, it was just 
that attitude that Carrol loved so much about John when 
they went camping. The serious doctor, and family man, 
became a kid again on these trips; the very kid she had 
grown up with, and had fallen in love with when she was 
thirteen years old. 
 They had met in Kindergarten, in their hometown of 
Iron Springs, Georgia, and had lived on the same block, 
playing together frequently. Carrol had always  liked John, 
right from day one, but at thirteen, she had told herself 



that one-day, he would be hers for keeps. That day had come 
eleven years ago when John had graduated from medical 
school. Although she loved the man John had grown into, she 
still had a large soft spot in her heart for the boy she 
had once known. 
 With Timmy still playing Connect Four, Sally sleeping, 
and Carrol enjoying John’s boyish lust for the challenge of 
the hill climb, John forged on. As he had said, after the 
first incline, they had it made, and he had no trouble 
negotiating the remaining two slopes between the first, and 
the rim of Mohawk Valley. He stopped the Jeep at the top to 
take in the view. 
 “There it is,” John commented. “Our home away from 
home.” 
 “Beautiful, isn’t it.” 
 “Yes, it certainly is. Shall we?” 
 “Please, lead the way, Kemo Sabe .” 
 John pulled the Jeep into gear, and headed down into 
the Mohawk Valley. From this point on, there was no road to 
speak of, only an old logging trail, barely visible, and 
extremely rough. The improved  road, for lack of a better 
description, turned off to the right, following the rim. 
Where they were going there was no road and that was 
exactly why they were going there. It was unspoiled land, a 
mix of hardwood and evergreen forest; dense by comparison 
to many other forests, and lush. Once they reached their 
campsite, a small clearing by an unnamed stream, they would 
be invisible to the outside world. Hiking fifty feet, in 
any direction from the clearing, would obscure their tent 
completely from view. As for the Jeep, it wouldn’t even 
make it back to the clearing, so dense were the trees 
growing alongside one another. John often referred to their 
home away from home, as a small piece of Heaven. Anyone who 
loved camping would have had to agree. 
 Another hour of bumping and bouncing along the old 
logging trail, brought them as close to their campsite as 
they could go in the Jeep; the end of the trail. Their 
clearing was still a good two hundred yards ahead, in the 
thickest, densest part of the forest. John hated this part. 
He still had two hours of daylight left, and he would need 
every bit of it to get the tent and all their gear to the 
campsite. Then, the tent had to be pitched, and a fire 
started. The next two hours were going to be a lot  of work. 
 Timmy, Sally, and Carrol each took what they could 
carry, and with John leading the way, carrying the tent on 
his back, they headed toward their camp. They found it, 
just as they had left it. Their fire-pit was undisturbed, 



their sitting logs still spaced out evenly around it, and 
their food cache was just where they had left it, with its 
nylon rope still attached and draped over the limb of a 
nearby oak tree. In the same tree, their platform was still 
solidly anchored in place, and the nylon, rope ladder, 
intact. 
 John and Timmy immediately dove into their first order 
of business, pitching the tent before nightfall, while 
Carrol and Sally began their first important chore. One of 
the first things you learn out in the wilds is to get your 
food stores up, and out of the reach of bears. A hungry 
bear could cut your vacation short, in a hurry, if you 
neglected to protect your food supply. Carrol filled the 
large wooden crate with everything they had brought along, 
save this evening’s meal, and she and John hoisted it up 
high beneath the limb, and tied it off. 
 “Okay, we’re making progress here now,” John stated. 
“Timmy and I still have two, maybe three more trips to make 
to the Jeep, for the rest of our gear…” 
 “I know,” Carrol said, cutting him off short. “Sally 
and I will gather firewood, and start our fire. By the time 
you two finish toting the rest of the stuff back here, 
we’ll have supper nearly ready.” 
 “Right, and keep an eye peeled, and an ear open, for 
bear,” John reminded the girls. “You know what to do if one 
gets nosey, right? Sally–What do you do?” 
 “Head for the platform, Daddy?” 
 “That’s right, Sally. Head for the platform, as 
quickly as you can.” 
 “Okay, Daddy. I’ll help Mommy up the ladder.” 
 John laughed, and smiled at Carrol. 
 “That’s a good girl, Sally. Mommy will probably need  
your help,” he said, still chuckling. 
 “Hey, Kemo Sabe. Just get going,” Carrol ordered, not 
amused. “One more crack like that, and you’ll eat cold 
beans for supper.” 
 “I like  cold beans,” Timmy replied. 
 “And, you’ll get spinach, little man.” 
 “Yuck.” 
 By sundown, John and Timmy had finished carrying the 
remaining camp items from the Jeep, and Carrol and Sally 
had supper waiting for them by the fire. The heat of the 
day was now dropping off to a comfortable, when near the 
fire, sixty degrees. After all the hard work of preparing 
their camp, the camp cuisine tasted as good, as if it had 
come from a five-star restaurant. After the appropriate 
amount of after-meal relaxation, John and Timmy headed down 



to the stream to fetch a bucket of dishwater for Carrol and 
Sally. While the girls washed dishes, John got out the 
fishing tackle, and began preparing it for tomorrow’s trip 
to Hidden Lake. 
 Between family hikes together, just to see the 
scenery, and to find new spots of interest, the men of the 
family usually went fishing, while the women pursued 
Carrol’s favorite interest, bird watching, and cataloging 
her sightings. Tomorrow, being their first full day on Blue 
Ridge, would be devoted to those personal interests. 
 Hidden lake, as John had named it himself, was a small 
mirror lake, less than an acre in surface, located two 
small valleys over to their west. John had stumbled upon it 
six years ago while hiking. Despite having to negotiate two 
ridges, and a valley in between them, the total distance of 
the hike to Hidden Lake was less than five miles, but they 
were all  up and down miles. For that reason, and Timmy’s 
tender years, his son had never been allowed on John’s 
trips to Hidden Lake. John had almost decided to let Timmy 
come along this year, but as much as he loved the boy, that 
was his only  chance to be totally alone, and free to enjoy 
the complete solitude of the forest. Timmy might have to 
settle, again this year, for daily trips to Azure Lake, 
located in the same valley as their camp, and a mere mile 
to the north. John would probably make his two annual trips 
to Hidden Lake, alone–just the way he liked it, for at 
least one more year. 
 With dark now completely upon them, the dishes washed, 
and the fishing tackle ready for the morning, the Jennings 
family turned in for the night in their new tent. Everyone 
slept soundly, no bear paid them a nocturnal visit, and 
morning was upon them in what seemed like a blink of an 
eye. 
 Carrol was the first to rise, as usual, and she began 
her morning routine of adding fuel to the embers of their 
fire, fetching water from the stream, and lowering the food 
cache to retrieve the breakfast items she would need. John 
emerged from the tent just in time to help her hoist the 
cache back in place. 
 “Are you taking Timmy with you to Hidden Lake?” was 
Carrol’s first question of the day. 
 “I think I’ll wait one more year. You know that’s a 
long and strenuous hike there. Maybe next year.” 
 “Next year? Right.” 
 “No, seriously. Next year it is, I promise.” 
 “You know he hates bird watching with Sally and me. 
He’s going to be very disappointed, John.” 



 “I’m sorry, Carrol. Call it selfish if you want, but I 
need  this trip alone, just one more time. You know how I 
feel about it. It’s my one chance all year to get away 
and…” 
 “And pretend you’re Jim Bridger, or Daniel Boone, or 
something, right?” 
 “I don’t expect you to understand, Carrol. Just go 
along with it, okay?” 
 “Well, John. It may surprise you, but I do understand. 
It’s really no different than how I feel when Timmy’s at 
ball practice, Sally’s at Girl Scouts, and you’re still at 
work. I fill the tub with hot water, get a small glass of 
wine, and soak and sip in solitude. You see, I do 
understand, and I don’t fault you for it. I just want Timmy 
to have a good time too.” 
 “He will. I’ll take him to Azure Lake all day 
tomorrow. We’ll build our own campfire there, cook the fish 
we catch for lunch, and fish all the rest of the day. He’ll 
have a blast.” 
 Carrol gave John a kiss on the cheek. 
 “See that he does,” she replied, smiling. 
 The smell of breakfast cooking brought the kids out of 
the tent, and to the fire. 
 “What’s for breakfast, Mommy?” Timmy asked. 
 “The usual; bacon, eggs, and toast.” 
 “ Camp bacon, you mean,” Timmy replied. “ That’s better  
than regular bacon.” 
 Carrol smiled, realizing that Timmy was right. It did 
seem better somehow. 
 “You’re absolutely right, honey. It is  better.” 
 “Are we going to Hidden Lake today, Daddy?” 
 John looked at Timmy, and saw the excited anticipation 
on his face. How am I gonna say this?  he asked himself. How 
can I let him down easy?  
 “Timmy, I have something far more important than 
fishing for you to do today. We’ll go fishing all day 
tomorrow, at Azure Lake, but today is for important 
business.” 
 “What business, Daddy?” 
 “Today, you are going to learn to build an Ojibwa bird 
trap; two or three of them.” 
 “What for?” 
 “To trap wild turkey, for our supper. It’s important 
to have fresh meat, other than just fish, and the canned 
goods your mom brought along. I need you to help provide us 
with that.” 



 “Oh, cool. How am I going to learn to build the 
traps?” 
 “From my survival book, the one titled Surviving in 
Style . It’s in my backpack. Go get it, and start reading. 
It’ll take some practice, so you better get started. When I 
get back to camp, tomorrow night, I expect to be eating 
turkey.” 
 “Okay, Daddy. Thanks!” 
 “Nice,” Carrol said, winking at John. “Very nice.” 
 “See…” 
 “I know. You’re not such a bad guy.” 
 “Right.” 
 After breakfast, John gathered his things together, 
kissed Carrol and the kids goodbye, and headed up the 
valley wall, to the west, toward Hidden Lake. He crossed 
the first of the two ridges between camp and the lake, and 
then descended into the next valley. He took an azimuth on 
a peak across the valley, with his compass, and started 
across. He was soon traveling up and over the second ridge, 
and then down again toward Hidden Lake. 
 There were no trails to follow to the lake, only his 
compass, and his map, on which he had drawn in the lake. As 
it turned out, with the density of the forest making it 
hard to continue in a straight line, or plot one, he missed 
the lake entirely. He knew it when he realized he had 
traveled further across the valley than he had ever gone 
before. He looked around, guessed north, and made a right 
turn, angling back to the northeast. His guess was right, 
and fifteen minutes later he broke from the trees to the 
shore of Hidden Lake. He smiled a big smile, as he spotted 
his fishing stump, a broken off tree trunk, which leaned 
out over the water on the east shore. 
 John made his way around the shore to his perch out 
over the lake, and pole in hand, scooted out on his fishing 
stump. He cast his fly onto the mirror finish of the lake 
surface, and sighed with relief. Home at last , he thought, 
and then he lost himself in the moment, the sun warming his 
face, the sound of crickets chirping nearby, and in the 
distance, somewhere in the forest behind him, the gobble of 
a turkey. 
 Three hours later, with four lake trout on his 
stringer, John was in Heaven, or so he thought. Suddenly, 
something caught his attention. The sparkle of the sun on 
the water around his line had vanished, and darkness 
suddenly filled the air. He looked up, confused at first, 
and then he saw the ominous, black cloud, creeping over the 
valley. Thunder sounded, and the valley grew darker still. 



Then, there was a flash that so startled John in its 
intensity, that he lost his balance, and toppled headlong 
into the lake. He scrambled for shore, as fast as he could 
wade, not wanting to be in the small body of water should 
lightning strike it nearby. Just as he was crawling onto 
shore, the storm hit with its full fury. 
 His rod and reel lost, and not really concerned about 
them at the moment, he ran blindly for the cover of the 
forest. By now, all hell had broken loose, with rain coming 
down in pelting waves, and lightning flashing so close he 
could feel the charge in his feet. He searched for a place 
to take shelter, but he found nowhere to hide. Whether he 
thought he could outrun the storm, or whether he thought 
that a moving target would be harder for lightning to 
strike, he wasn’t sure. In fact, he wasn’t thinking at all. 
He was simply engaged in blind flight from one of his 
biggest fears in life, thunderstorms. 
 As he ran, he kicked himself for not setting up his 
camp before  starting his fishing. In a storm like this, it 
may have done him no good anyway, but at least he would 
have had a pup-tent to crawl into. It wasn’t likely that he 
would have been able to start a fire in this downpour, and 
the tent may have collapsed in the wind, but it would 
probably have been better than no shelter at all. 
 He made it up and out of the Hidden Lake valley, and 
down into the next valley to the east, but as he crossed 
it, the storm did not relent. John pressed on, ever mindful 
of the lightning still licking at his heels. He forged up 
and over the next ridge, the storm still growing in 
intensity, and then down again, into his valley, Mohawk 
Valley, or so he thought. For the first time since leaving 
the lake, John stopped to get his bearings. Nothing looked 
familiar. He reached into his shirt pocket to retrieve his 
compass, but it wasn’t there. Damn, he thought. Where the 
hell is it?  But, he knew what the answer to that  question 
was, it was at the bottom of the lake. Well, at least I’m 
back in Mohawk, but where? North of camp, or south?  
 He looked back the way he had come, and decided that 
he was probably south of camp, and turned north, up the 
valley. John was correct in his assumption that he was 
south of his camp, but what he didn’t realize was that he 
was in the wrong valley. In his blind flight from the 
storm, he had traveled southeast instead of due east. He 
didn’t realize that there was another ridge running north 
in the one valley that he usually crossed to get to the 
lake. He didn’t know about it because it didn’t come up as 
far north as his camp. He usually didn’t cross this ridge 



in route, but this time he had. He was now traveling south 
toward his camp in a parallel valley to Mohawk Valley, and 
now, nightfall was upon him. 
 As the storm passed, and the blackness of nightfall 
crept in around him, he decided to climb partway up the 
side of the east ridge to see if he could spot his family’s 
campfire. If he could, he could follow it into camp. When 
he was high enough to see the whole valley floor, he 
stopped and scanned the complete blackness of the valley. 
There was no fire to be seen, anywhere. What now?  he asked 
himself, but he had no answer to offer. He was dripping 
wet, his pack of strike-anywhere matches was soaked, and 
the evening temperature was dropping. Soon, he’d be 
shivering, and losing valuable body heat, heat he couldn’t 
afford to lose. He pulled from his hip pocket, the one 
survival item he still possessed, his flashlight, and 
clicked the switch. “Thank God,” he mumbled, through 
chattering teeth, and began searching for somewhere, 
anywhere,  he might find refuge. 
 He moved laterally along the ridge until he came to a 
rocky area, devoid of trees. He began shining his light 
into every nook and cranny between the rocks, looking for a 
place large enough to crawl into for shelter. Suddenly, his 
light beam fell into a black hole between two larger 
boulders. It appeared to be a small tunnel, or cave, 
running horizontally into the ridge. Not even considering 
that it might be a bear’s den, he got down on his belly, 
and shimmied feet first, into the hole. He had no idea how 
deep it was, nor did he care. All he knew was that it was 
deep enough for his whole body to fit. He kept scooting 
back until he was well within the hole, and out of the 
wind, which had lingered following the storm. It was a 
tight fit, and that was good. The less space for his body 
to warm, the less heat it would lose. He sighed heavily, 
closed his eyes, and went to sleep, exhausted, and praying 
that he’d wake come morning. 
 Bright daylight, outside the opening to his hole, was 
a blessed sight to John, as he awoke in the morning. Thanks 
to a draft blowing up through his sanctuary, he found that 
his clothes were nearly dry. Thanks also to the draft, he 
found that he was quite stiff, and sore. He grimaced, as he 
tried to move. It beats freezing to death , he thought, and 
he tried again to scoot forward, through the opening and 
into the sunlight. He urged his aching muscles on, and 
slowly he emerged into the warmth of the sun. 
 It was late morning, judging from the position of the 
sun, and the day was clear and bright. He sat there by the 



hole, soaking up the warmth of the sun, and studying the 
valley below. When he felt nearly normal again, he rose, 
slowly, and tried to figure out where he was in relation to 
his camp. He decided to move down, and to the south, but as 
he started, he realized that he had lost his flashlight. 
Not wanting to relinquish his only source of light, should 
he still be lost come nightfall, he turned back. He got 
down on his stomach at the entrance to the hole, and began 
scooting in, headfirst, searching out in front of him with 
his hands. As his hand came to rest on his light, he 
noticed something peculiar, something he hadn’t noticed 
before. 
 “What’s that smell?” he asked himself, sniffing the 
dank air of the tunnel. 
 It was a familiar smell, one he recognized 
immediately, but couldn’t quite place. It didn’t seem to be 
something that fit in with this wilderness setting, or with 
the small tunnel. It was familiar, but out of place. He 
sniffed the air again, and it came to him. Engine exhaust 
and grease , he realized. It’s like the smell in a service 
garage. Exhaust and rear-end grease . He thought about that 
for a minute. Funny what a stressed out mind will think up , 
he thought, as he backed out of the hole, flashlight in 
hand. “ That  was queer,” he mumbled. 
 He started back down the east face of the valley, 
heading south again, and with the storm not occupying his 
every thought, and daylight to work with, he eventually 
discovered the error of his ways. He was soon back on 
track, off the intruding ridge, and headed home toward 
camp. 



CHAPTER THREE 
 
 
 Timmy was the first to spot John, as he walked into 
the clearing from the west. 
 “Daddy’s back! Mommy, Daddy’s back!” he yelled, filled 
with excitement at his father’s return. 
 He ran to meet John, leaping into the air for his 
father to catch him. John snatched Timmy into his arms from 
midair, and gave him a big hug. 
 “I made the traps, Daddy.” 
 John smiled at the boy. 
 “Good, do we have turkey then for supper tonight?” 
 Timmy frowned, and replied, “No, not yet. I’ll go 
check again.” 
 He scrambled down from his father’s arms, and ran off 
into the surrounding woods. 
 Carrol watched, in dismay, as John approached her. 
 “What in the name of Joe happened to you, John?” 
 John looked down at his thoroughly filthy and 
disheveled clothing. 
 “It’s a long story, dear. I’ll tell you all about it 
over a cup of hot coffee and something to eat. I’m 
famished, and my head’s pounding.” He then took a quick 
look around camp, and asked, “Where’s Sally?” 
 “She’s taking a nap in the tent.” 
 “Oh, okay. Lead me to the coffee before my head 
explodes.” 
 Over a large mug of coffee, and leftover biscuits from 
breakfast, John told Carrol all about his experience with 
the storm at Hidden Lake. He explained how he got lost, and 
where he had sought refuge. Carrol hung on every word of 
John’s story, but it was when he mentioned smelling exhaust 
fumes and axle grease, in his small sanctuary, that her 
ears perked up. 
 “We smelled exhaust too,” she said, interrupting 
John’s story. 
 “You did? Where?” 
 “When Sally and I were out bird watching. Timmy went 
up on the platform, where I ordered him to stay, to work on 
his bird traps. Sally and I went over the first ridge to 
the west, and down into the valley on the other side. I was 
hoping to spot a red tailed hawk over there, but we didn’t 
see a single one. Anyway, Sally was the first to notice it. 
She said, “Mommy, I smell cars.” I began sniffing the air, 
and sure enough, I smelled it too. It made no sense to me, 
considering where we were, but I figured if we both smelled 



it, it must be real. About ten minutes later we saw several 
vehicles heading north through the valley, right through  
the forest. We stayed out of sight, not knowing who was 
driving them, but in truth, it was probably just a few off-
road enthusiasts out for a good time.” 
 “Yeah, more than likely, but that doesn’t explain me 
smelling it in a hole in the ground. What kind of vehicles 
were they; how many?” 
 “Three, I think. The woods are pretty dense over 
there, but not as dense as here. We saw them weaving 
through the trees, like I said, headed north. Two Jeep 
Cherokees, I believe, and a Jeep Liberty, like ours.” 
 “SUVs then. Huh, it’s probably just like you thought. 
Probably four-wheelers from that club over in Sturbridge 
that contacted me last year, remember?” 
 “Yeah, I remember. The Hill Jockeys. It’s a Jeep club. 
Sally’s teacher, Ed Sloan, is a member.” 
 “Yeah, he’s the one who contacted me about joining. I 
told him no, that I was just too busy with sick people to 
get involved in something like that.” 
 “Well, mystery solved.” 
 “ Your mystery. Not mine . I still can’t figure why I 
smelled a garage  in a hole in the side of a mountain.” 
 “Hey, Daddy!” Timmy yelled, drawing John’s attention 
away from the conversation. “Look!” 
 John looked to see Timmy, entering camp carrying a 
large wild turkey by a string wrapped tightly around its 
feet. The bird was pecking away at his little legs, but 
Timmy was so proud of his catch that he scarcely noticed. 
 “Well I’ll be a…” 
 “Me too,” Carrol chimed in. 
 “Good job, little man!” John yelled to his son. He 
turned to Carrol, and said, “I never thought he’d actually 
catch  one.” 
 “Now what, John?” 
 “Now what, what?” 
 “Now, who’s going to kill  that bird? And don’t even 
ask me to do it.” 
 “ You’re  the cook,” John replied, smiling. 
 “No way, mister. If we’re gonna eat turkey, like you 
told Timmy we need to do…” 
 “Uh-huh, I get the picture…dear.” 
 “Timmy, just tie the string to that little tree over 
there, and go wash your hands down at the stream. Take your 
soap. I’ll take care of the turkey.” 
 John looked at Carrol. 



 “If I’m gonna do it, I’ll do it while he’s at the 
stream. Let it be a mystery to him how the bird goes from 
feathers to the dinner plate.” 
 “Good idea, John. I’ll go with him, and I’ll take 
Sally too.” 
 Carrol went to wake Sally, and then she and the two 
kids headed to the stream. When they returned, a half-hour 
later, John had the turkey plucked, cleaned, and on the 
spit over the fire. 
 “Good job, Kemo Sabe,” Carrol said, when she saw what 
John had done in her absence. 
 “Yeah, well you’re gonna turn it. You’re the cook. 
‘ Kemo Sabe ’ has done his job. What the heck does Kemo Sabe  
mean, anyway?” 
 “Trusted Scout, I think,” Carrol replied, “but in your 
case, I’m not so sure.” 
 John gave Carrol one of those looks that could kill, 
and walked away, without comment. 
 When Carrol announced that the turkey was ready, the 
whole family gathered around the fire and dug in. The 
turkey was tougher, and a little gamier than the store-
bought variety, but it was good. No one  appreciated it more 
than Timmy, who devoured the lion’s share, followed closely 
by John. When everyone had finished, the kids wandered off 
to play, leaving John and Carrol sitting by the fire, 
barely able to move. 
 “So,” John said, “did Timmy say what he used as bait?” 
 “Uh-huh. Cheddar cheese popcorn.” 
 “Popcorn? Where’d he get that?” 
 “He brought a bag along with him. I didn’t think it’d 
work, but…” 
 “Yeah, but boy did it. Say, you know I have to go back 
to Hidden Lake tomorrow.” 
 “To fish? Oh, come on, John. After what happened to 
you yesterday?” 
 “No, not to fish; to fetch my stuff. I’m not leaving a 
perfectly good tent and lantern sitting up there for anyone 
to help themselves to. Also, I’d like to find my rod and 
reel, and my compass, if I can.” 
 “The bigger question is, can you find Hidden Lake 
without  your compass?” 
 “I can find it. I’ve been there often enough now to 
know where I’m going.” 
 “Okay. Maybe Timmy will catch another turkey while 
you’re gone.” 
 “I’m sure he’ll try. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m gonna 
turn in. I’m beat.” 



 “Sure, honey, go ahead. We’ll try not to disturb you 
when we come in for the night.” 
 John headed straight for the tent, about twelve hours 
of sleep on his agenda, while Carrol went to find the kids 
to help fetch dishwater from the stream. She found Sally, 
sitting on the ground, studying a colony of grubs she had 
discovered beneath a flat rock. Carrol handed her a pail. 
 “Ah, Mom…” Sally complained. 
 “Don’t ‘Ah, Mom’ me, little girl. We’ve got work to 
do.” 
 They found Timmy, already down by the stream, floating 
makeshift steamboats  down the Mighty Mississippi River . 
 Carrol handed Timmy a second pail, and said, “You know 
what to do with that, don’t you, Mark Twain ?” 
 “I’m not Mark Twain,” Timmy answered. “I’m Robert 
Fulton.” 
 “Oh, excuse me, Mr. Fulton , it must have been the 
flowing white hair that fooled me.” 
 Timmy laughed, and then pointed to his two vessels. 
 “That’s the Clermont, and that’s the New Orleans. We 
learned all about them at school.” 
 “Very nice, dear,” Carrol complemented her son, proud 
that he had retained what he had learned. “Now, fill your 
pail. We’ve got dishes to clean.” 
 “Okay, Mommy, but look at the rainbows first. They’re 
pretty.” 
 Timmy was pointing to the stream, as he said that, and 
Carrol looked closer to see what he was seeing. Timmy was 
right, there were  rainbows floating down the surface of the 
stream. 
 Oil?  she thought. Those rainbows are oil slicks . “Yes, 
Timmy, they are  pretty,” she agreed, but what were they 
doing here?  
 Concerned over the presence of oil on the surface of 
what had always been their potable water supply, Carrol 
instructed the kids to finish filling their pails and 
return to camp. Her concern wasn’t so much for the presence 
of the oil itself. That could always be skimmed from off 
the surface. What concerned her most, was how it got here 
in the first place. She was sure there was nothing upstream 
but wilderness, and likely, it remained so well beyond the 
source of this stream. 
 Back at camp, and not wanting to disturb John, Carrol 
turned her plastic pail upside down, heated a screwdriver 
in the fire, and melted several holes through the bottom. 
She took a piece of duct tape and covered the holes, before 
pouring the stream water from Timmy’s pail into hers. Then 



she waited for all the oil to collect at the surface. When 
she was sure it had, she removed the tape allowing the 
water to drain from the bottom of her pail, into her 
boiling pot. She stopped the process short of the oil at 
the surface, draining out. It was a simple solution to the 
immediate problem, but it didn’t answer the question of how 
the oil got there to begin with. 
 Morning found Carrol up first, going through her usual 
morning routine, when John awoke and joined her by the 
fire. 
 “Morning, dear,” John greeted her, yawning, and 
stretching. 
 “Hi, John—John, we have a mystery,” she announced, 
immediately. 
 “Mystery?” 
 “Yes, the stream. The stream has oil on its surface. 
Timmy noticed it last night. Where would oil come from in a 
mountain stream, way up here?” 
 “Good question. Are you sure it’s oil?” 
 “Yes, pretty sure. You know how oil on water looks, 
like a rainbow. That’s how the surface of the stream looks. 
I don’t think it was that way earlier yesterday. In fact, 
I’m sure it wasn’t like that.” 
 John thought about what Carrol had said. 
 “Remember those Jeeps you saw the other day? Well, 
maybe one of those Jeeps leaked oil into the stream while 
crossing it.” 
 “I don’t think a Jeep, crossing  a stream, could leak 
that  much oil into it. There’s pretty much oil there, 
John.” 
 “Well, maybe one of the Jeeps got stuck in the stream. 
Maybe it has a leaky seal, or something. If I’m right, the 
stream will clear up shortly, now that the Jeep has moved 
on. Check it again this morning.” 
 “Why don’t you do that right now, while I cook 
breakfast. Take a pail with you. Might as well not waste a 
trip.” 
 John smiled, and stood, picking up a pail as he did, 
and headed off toward the stream. Ten minutes later, he 
returned. 
 “Well?” 
 “It’s still there; the oil. The surface is covered 
with it. If that oil has been coming down there all night 
like that, it’s sure more than a leaky Jeep could drop; 
even three Jeeps.” 
 “See…Have you ever been up to the source of that 
stream, John?” 



 “No.” 
 “Well, maybe today would be a good day to do that. 
Maybe on the way back from Hidden Lake.” 
 “Yeah, I suppose it would be as good a day, as any.” 
 “Well, whoever is contaminating that stream should be 
told to stop,” Carrol insisted, then, “On second thought, 
maybe that’s not such a good idea. Just see who it is, or 
what it is, and we’ll report it to the authorities.” 
 “You know, it could be a natural oil seep,” John 
offered. 
 “Are there such?” 
 “Sure, mainly under the sea, but I suppose they can 
occur anywhere there’s an oil reservoir beneath an 
anticlinal fold.” 
 “A what?” 
 “Never mind, Carrol. I’m just saying that it is 
possible that this is a new, natural seep. Nothing at all 
to be concerned about.” 
 “Well, you check on your way back from the lake, but 
be careful. It could be some company dumping their waste up 
there, where they think no one will ever notice it. There 
are big fines for that, you know, so they might not take 
kindly to you snooping around.” 
 “Jeez, Carrol. What an imagination.” 
 “Well, it happens.” 
 
*** 
 
 John made good time across the valley to the west, 
despite keeping an eye peeled for tire tracks on the forest 
floor. If Carrol was right, that the three Jeeps she had 
seen were traveling up this valley, he should, at some 
point, cross their path. But, by the time he had reached 
the west side of the valley, he had seen nothing. Then 
again, vehicles don’t leave discernable tracks on leaves 
and pine needles, and that was exactly what comprised the 
floor of this valley. Carrol had been right about one 
thing, if not what she thought she had seen. The forest was 
less dense in this valley, and there was plenty of room, 
between the trees, for vehicles to travel through it. 
 When John reached Hidden Lake, the first thing he did 
was locate his tent and backpack. Next, he selected a good 
spot for a camp, and pitched his tent. He gathered 
firewood, and laid out a nice fire he could light come 
nightfall. He wasn’t making the same mistake twice. 
 When he finished establishing his camp, John went 
about the business of retrieving his lost articles from the 



lake. He stripped down, buck naked, waded in, dove to the 
shallow bottom, and scanned its surface. The water was 
crystal clear, and it didn’t take him long to spot his rod 
and reel. Clear as the water was though, his compass eluded 
him. It had probably settled into the bottom sediment, or 
so he concluded, and after twenty minutes of searching, he 
gave it up for lost. 
 Still naked, John went to his fire-pit and lit his 
fire. As the fire grew hotter, John rotated, like a pig on 
a vertical spit, drying himself with the radiant heat of 
the fire. He dressed when he finished, and sat down to 
rummage through his pack for a bite to eat. He came up with 
two, Oatmeal on the Go bars, smiled avariciously, and began 
devouring them. Having satisfied his immediate urge to eat, 
John crawled into his tent for a short nap. After resting, 
he would try to catch a fresh trout for his supper. 
Unfortunately, the ones he had left behind, on his 
stringer, had perished. Then, after supper, he’d turn in 
and get a good night’s sleep, wake early, fold up his camp, 
and get an early start for…where? That , he hadn’t quite yet 
decided. 
 Morning found John still deliberating whether he 
should seek out his shelter hole on the side of the 
intruding ridge, or leave it well-enough alone. Why he was 
even considering it, he wasn’t sure, but he was still 
curious about the smells he had noticed while in there. 
Perhaps that had something to do with the oil in the 
stream, but he couldn’t imagine what. Maybe he should just 
go to the stream instead, follow it up its course, and see 
if he could determine the source of the oil. Why he was 
curious about that, he did  know. Someone, or something, was 
spoiling his perfect camping spot, rendering the water foul 
with oil, and probably doing serious harm to the fish, and 
other aquatic life in the stream. That  pissed him off, and 
that  thought made his decision for him. 
 He folded camp, and with all his possessions packed on 
his back, he headed out for the stream. After crossing the 
first ridge, he began looking for any sign of vehicles 
moving through the valley, but again, he saw nothing. He 
crossed the second ridge, and into Mohawk Valley, where he 
came quickly upon the stream. Kneeling, he studied the calm 
surface of the stream, and noted the colorful rainbow 
effect of the oil, still present. He frowned, and mumbled, 
“Damn, it’s still coming downstream.” 
 He turned south, and began following the stream, all 
the while hoping the source did not lie too far distant. He 
kept an eye of the surface, checking constantly for the 



presence of oil, for where it stopped contaminating the 
water, would be just above where it was issuing forth. But, 
after nearly three miles, the oil was still there, and the 
stream was now bending around the end of the ridge that 
separated Mohawk Valley from the valley to the west. He 
continued to follow the stream, as it meandered around the 
end of the ridge, and struck a course toward the intruding 
ridge, where he had taken refuge in the hole. There was 
still oil on the water, so John continued his quest for 
both the source of the stream, and the source of the oil. 
 After another mile or so, he had reached the foot of 
the intruding ridge, and the path of the stream was now 
taking him on a gradual, upward course. A few minutes 
later, he was standing at a small pool of water, supplied 
by a spring, emitting water from inside of the ridge. He 
knelt down, and studied the pool, brightly colored with the 
rainbow effect of oil on its surface. He cupped his hands, 
and placed them beneath the flow from the ground. “Oil,” he 
muttered, as he discovered, that it too, was contaminated. 
It must be a natural seep , he thought, as he wiped his 
hands dry on his jeans, noting the slippery, slick film 
that remained between his fingers. 
 He sat down by the pool to think. He had not 
discovered any human source of the contamination. It was 
coming from within  the hillside. At least there was no one 
to blame, other than perhaps, the Powers that be. Although 
he was glad of that, it also meant that there was no way 
that he, or anyone else, could correct the problem. It was 
just nature, doing its thing, as he had suggested to Carrol 
in the first place. Needing a moment’s rest, and something 
to eat, he pulled another Oatmeal on the Go bar from his 
pack. When he finished his lunch , he leaned back against a 
tree trunk, closed his eyes, and slipped into a light 
sleep. 
 When he awoke, it was from a dream. He had been in the 
hole again, reliving that horrible night when he had been 
lost in the storm. As his eyes fluttered open, he 
shuddered. Don’t wanna go there again , he thought, and he 
stood immediately, checked his gear, and headed back down 
the ridge toward camp. He hadn’t gone far, when something 
from his dream awoke him to a new revelation. The draft; 
there was a draft in that hole.  Suddenly, he realized that 
what had dried his clothes overnight, and had stiffened his 
muscles and joints, had been a draft. Dead-end holes don’t 
have drafts. Only holes, open at both ends, would have a 
draft.  



 He stopped dead in his tracks, turned, and looked up 
the ridge. His curiosity now gaining the best of him, he 
began climbing, up and around toward where he had found the 
hole, that terrible night, just days ago. The smell he had 
smelled in there, that of a service garage, coupled with 
his new awareness of a draft having been present, was too 
much to ignore. 
 He made his way around to the west face of the ridge, 
watching carefully for anything that looked familiar. 
Having never planned to return here, he had not bothered to 
provide himself with landmarks by which to navigate back. 
He stopped frequently, studying the slope, and would move 
on when he thought he had a good idea of where he was 
going. He was, more often than not, wrong. He soon 
discovered that finding a three-foot hole in the side of a 
tree-covered, mountainous ridge, was no easy task. Kemo 
Sabe, or not, he was burning valuable daylight faster than 
he wished. 
 Sitting down on a rock, totally frustrated, John 
looked at his watch, and then at the position of the sun in 
the sky. Running out of time , he thought. I’ve barely 
enough time to get back to camp before dark, as it is.  
Disappointed in his inability to retrace his steps to the 
hole, and resigned to failure, he stood and took a bearing 
for home. But, before he took his first step toward camp, a 
waft of engine exhaust and axle grease, greeted his nose. 
He spun on his heel, looking first down, and then up the 
slope. His eyes fell upon two, very familiar, large 
boulders. “That’s it,” he said, almost in a whisper. That’s 
gotta be it . 
 He scrambled, hand and foot, up the side of the steep 
slope, his eyes never leaving his goal. When he reached the 
boulders, and gazed into the hole between them, he felt 
what he couldn’t feel during the storm, and he smelled what 
had eluded his nose, as he had sought shelter from the 
rain, cold, and lightning. The gentle, outward flow of air 
from the tunnel carried the same distinct odor he had 
remembered. He shucked his pack from his back, and rooted 
through it for his flashlight; found it, and flicked it on. 
 In a moment of reservation, he paused. Do I really 
want to do this?  he asked himself. Well, I’ve come this 
far…  He got down on all fours, flattened out on his belly, 
and began in. The tunnel was no larger than he remembered 
it being, and fortunately, no smaller. What he didn’t know, 
was how far back it ran, and to where. Obviously, it went 
somewhere , or there would be no draft. The question in his 
mind, was how far back was he willing to go? How far back  



did he have the guts  to go? The further back he went, he 
discovered, the stronger the odor of engine exhaust became. 
Then, ten, or twelve feet back, the tunnel took a sharp 
downward turn. He stopped. His hesitation was born out of 
the fear that the tunnel may become too steep, so steep 
that he may start sliding down, to who knew what, or where. 
He inched forward, feeling out in front of him with his 
hand. Seems okay , he thought, and he moved forward again. 
Suddenly, the unthinkable happened. He began sliding down 
the tunnel on the loose, gravelly debris beneath him. He 
tried to brake with both his hands, and feet, but despite 
his efforts, he continued to slide. As his heart was about 
to leap into his throat, picturing a thousand-foot fall up 
ahead, the tunnel leveled off. He slowly came to rest, 
peering out through the end of the tunnel, a mere ten feet 
ahead. What amazed him, almost as much as having escaped 
sure death, was the presence of light at the end of the 
tunnel. 
 Staring out through the end of the passage, John 
gathered his wits about him, and tried to make sense of 
what he was seeing. It appeared to be a large, lighted 
room, but looking through the small opening, nothing was 
clear. As he began to inch forward, he became aware of a 
noise, a drone, like an engine running at a uniform speed. 
When he reached the end of the tunnel, what he saw was 
beyond anything he could have imagined. He was fifty feet 
up the side wall of a gigantic cavern. Forty feet below him 
was constructed a grid-work of cables, suspended from which 
were electric lights, at least one hundred in number. They 
lit up the cavern floor like daylight. The floor had 
obviously been graded, as it was a smooth, flat surface, 
unlike the natural floor of a cave. The drone he heard was 
coming from three, large gasoline generators, sitting side-
by-side at one end of the room. What John was casting his 
eyes upon was not unlike a secret, underground military 
installation, the likes of which he had seen in movies. 
 From where he was, he could not see an entrance that 
would have allowed the grading equipment, or the generators 
to access this underground facility, nor any of the other 
equipment he could see. There were at least a dozen 
workbenches, and at least a dozen large, multi-drawer 
toolboxes, at what appeared to be individual workstations. 
There were pneumatic tools, as well, suspended on their 
hoses from the grid-work above, just like in a service 
garage. And, what were the ten or twelve men he could see, 
working on? SUVs. The whole place was awash with SUVs, in 



every imaginable state of disassembly. Not waning to risk 
detection, John backed away from the opening. 
 At first, he wasn’t sure what to make of what he had 
seen, but then, That’s a chop shop , he thought. Not just 
any chop shop. This place took big money to set up, and 
planning, a lot of planning.  John was beginning to see 
clearly now, the magnitude of such an operation. It 
explained the vehicles Carrol had seen traveling up the 
valley. He supposed that they probably came here from both 
ends  of the valley, driven by a select group of trusted 
employees . The drivers probably picked up the stolen 
vehicles in various cities, altered the plates, and then 
drove them here to be parted out. The vehicles were 
probably brought in from both ends of the valley, driving 
random routes through the forest to avoid creating any sort 
of road, which could be followed in. It was a great scheme, 
and on a grand  scale. 
 John thought about that, and he realized that every 
great scheme had its weaknesses. The oil in the stream , he 
thought. That was one weakness, one flaw in their planning. 
That , would ultimately get them caught, what with 
everyone’s acute awareness of the environment these days. A 
second flaw, he realized, was people like him. There were 
always hikers, campers, hunters, and adventurers, looking 
for new and remote places to explore. Eventually, someone 
would come across this chop shop, and report it to the 
authorities. Someone like him. But, surely, they had 
thought of that, and that  thought got John moving. 
 Whether he had thought he would find a place to turn 
around, or whether he had thought he would exit the tunnel 
at the other end, he wasn’t sure. What he was sure of, was 
that he hadn’t planned his exit at all. He couldn’t turn 
around and crawl back out the way he had come in; there 
wasn’t room to turn around. John was now faced with the 
nearly impossible task of backing out of this place, 
uphill, on loose gravelly soil. It was either that, or jump 
fifty feet to the floor of the cavern. That ,  was not an 
option. Even if he survived the fall, the reception he 
would receive below would be far less than cordial. 
 He began working his way back out of the tunnel, 
gaining only inches at a time, and then bracing himself 
against the walls, so as not to slip back. It took him all 
of a good half-hour to reach the level of the outer 
passage, but once there he was back outside relatively 
quickly. He stood, dusted himself off, grabbed his 
backpack, and bolted. He had no interest in hanging around 
here any longer. He cut a straight line around the end of 



the ridge, following the shortest route he could imagine 
back toward camp. He stopped only once, to get his 
bearings, and looking around, found himself staring into 
the lens of a security camera, mounted on a small tripod. 
Much to his chagrin, he suddenly realized, they had  thought 
of people like him. 
 Whether or not the feed from this camera was live, or 
being taped for later viewing, he had no way of knowing, 
but he had to assume that he had now been found out. His 
heart sank, as he realized that he still had several miles 
to go to his Jeep; the only hope he and his family had. If 
the criminals in that chop shop were now scrambling a seek 
and destroy party to come after him, his only hope was to 
get his family back to civilization. John knew, that with 
the money invested in this operation, and the revenue it 
undoubtedly generated, there was no way these guys were 
going to leave anything to chance. 
 With a renewed urgency, he started again for his camp. 
A short distance later, he was slapped with a new, and 
frightening revelation. He had come this way before, on his 
way up to the hole. Had that damn security camera seen him 
then? If so, he had even less time to get home than he had 
thought. His sense of urgency then turned to outright 
terror. Had some other camera spotted him on his first trip 
up to the hole…during the storm? Had their search for him 
begun then ? If so…  He willed himself not to think along 
that line of thought, but nonetheless, he ran as if a bear 
was at his heel. 
 


