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Chapter 1

 


 


I stepped closer to my blacksmithing forge,
studying the shaft of iron as it changed colors, going from red to
yellow as the heat from the coal fire fought to push me
back.  Pulling the bar from the burning coals with a long pair
of tongs I’d made myself, I rapidly placed the metal on my homemade
anvil and started pounding it into the shape that matched the image
in my mind.  When you’re working with iron hot enough to
nearly turn plastic, you have to work quickly and carefully at the
same time.  Even with the long gloves I wore when I worked I
still managed to burn myself every now and then. 
Blacksmithing is not for wimps, no matter what Duncan Trembold III
says.

“Jonathan, look up.”

“No time right now, Grace,” I said as I gave
the steel one last whack before it cooled too much to work.  I
held the piece of iron up and studied it carefully in the fading
light of the day.  It was close to what I was looking for, but
not exactly what I’d planned in my mind.  That’s the trouble
with blacksmithing, at least for me.  No matter how good a job
I do with the metal, it’s never as crisp and clear as the image I
start off with.

I thrust the steel back into the fire and
waited for it to reheat.

Grace had stayed back while I worked, but
she’d been around me enough to know when she could interrupt and
when she couldn’t. 

I couldn’t remember the time before Grace
came into my life.  We’ve been best friends for as long as I
can recall.  What was so cool was the fact that she treated
her art just as seriously as I treated mine.  Everybody had
been surprised when we’d both been chosen to be counselors at
Lightning Ridge, a camp set up for gifted and talented younger
students, but Grace and I both had been counting on it.  I’m
not sure we would have gone if we couldn’t do it together.

That’s not entirely true.  As much as I
care about my best friend, teaching at Lightning Ridge would be too
good an opportunity to pass up.  We’d both attended the camp
when we’d been younger, but very few former students are ever asked
back as instructors.

“So tell the world, Jonathan, what went
wrong?”  I didn’t even have to look at her to know that Grace
had her new Digital Video camera trained on me.  She was
the Audio Visual Counselor at Lightning Ridge, a job that could
have been created just for her.  I was in charge of the
Creative Art Center, a fancy name for a small building in camp that
housed a pottery wheel, a small electric kiln, a modest art studio
and a diverse collection of odds and ends I used on my own
time.  I’d made the equipment I was using now myself; my
forge, the well that contained the burning coals, was an old truck
brake drum, while my anvil was a two foot section of railroad
track cut raggedly on each end.

It wasn’t the best setup in the world, but I
managed all right.  Instead of the welding rig I really
needed, I’d created a system of loops and bends to hold the pieces
of metal together in my sculptures.  The method gave my art a
fluid feel of motion that really appealed to me.

I brushed a strand of brown hair out of my
eyes and looked into the camera. “I’m working on my project. 
It’s a sculpture I’m titling, PROMETHEUS, AFTER THE FIRE. 
Right now I’m trying to make part of the head piece, but I can’t
get the shape I want.”  I grinned at her, long at ease with
being filmed by her.  She’d broken me of my nervousness in
front of the lens by the sheer volume of tape she’d made of me over
the years. 

“But don’t worry.  I’ll get it,” I said
as I smiled.

Grace grinned happily as she called out,
“Cut.  That’s a wrap.”

I shook my head and laughed.  “Glad I
could make you happy.  Tell me the truth.  Do you even
keep any of the stuff you tape of me?”

She smiled mischievously.  “No, but
it’s great practice.  I don’t even have it turned on most of
the time.”  She looked down at her camera.  “Well, will
you look at that?  It’s on.  I guess I was taping you
after all.”

As I turned the steel in the fire to get an
even heating, I asked, “How’s your project coming?  Are you
going to be done in time?”  I myself was worried about
finishing Promie; that’s what I’d come to affectionately call my
sculpture.

“I’m making the final storyboards for my
shots now, but you know how that goes.  Seven days just isn’t
long enough.”

“Tell me about it,” I said as I studied the
fire.  “I wish they’d give us more time.  I really need
that scholarship.”

“You’re preaching to the choir,
brother.  Wouldn’t it be great if we could split it and get
two years apiece?”

I laughed at that.  The four counselors
at Lightning Ridge, all of us high school students, were vying for
one scholarship, and it was a beauty; a four year free ride to
the best school the winner could get accepted into.  Mom and
Dad could never afford the places I wanted to go, and my grades
weren’t good enough to pull in a regular scholarship.  Give me
a challenge that had to do with art and I could almost always
succeed, but put me in a classroom with numbers, dates, formulas or
authors, and it was a sure recipe for numbing my brain into a deep
sleep.

If I was going to continue my art studies
and go to college, I was going to have to win the Joab C. Grinwald
scholarship.  Joab had attended Lightning Ridge as a kid and
had fallen in love with the place.  He’d endowed the Computer
Center with a dozen computers and the latest copies of all the
software his company designed.  Joab had made it in the world
of computers, and he had made it big!  The scholarship was a
lure to get the best kids to Lightning Ridge to teach.  There
were a few restrictions to the prize; the winner had to be from our
corner of the state where Joab had grown up himself, and he or she
had to be the most talented counselor at Camp that summer. 
How in the world the judges could compare my sculpture to Grace’s
film I had no idea, let alone Duncan’s acting or Winnie’s computer
work.

Grace saw the look of consternation on my
face.  “You can’t control anything but the quality of your own
work, Jonathan.”

She knew me too well.  I suddenly
looked at the steel and saw that it was sparking from the
heat!  I’d let it get too hot, ruining that particular piece
forever!

“That’s it, I’m done for the day,” I said as
I raked the coke from the fire.  Coke is partially burned coal
that makes starting the fire the next day a breeze.

Just as I had things at the forge wrapped
up, the dinner bell rang from the porch of the dining hall.

Grace said, “It’s about time.  I’m
starving.”

“I don’t know where you put it,” I said as I
studied Promie.  He was nothing but a torso at the moment,
four pieces of bent steel twisted and hammered into a very real
skeletal outline of the form that was in my mind.

“Come on,” she said as she dragged me by my
hand.  “Let’s go chow.”

As we walked toward the dining hall, the
quiet of the camp startled me.  The campers had all gone home
the day before, allowing us seven days to work on the projects we’d
been planning all summer long.  Winnie and Grace had moved
into one of the girls’ cabins together; they liked the
company.  There was no chance in the world Duncan and I would
be sharing any space we didn’t have to.  Even if we had gotten
along, which we didn’t, both of us had been competing for Winnie’s
attention all summer, with an equally brutal lack of success. 
I’d pursued her over the last two months without the slightest hint
of encouragement, but that game was over.  It was time to get
serious about my art if I wanted to keep doing it.  Dad said
without college, I’d have to get a job, one that involved bosses
and bills and real responsibilities.  There was no time for
girls in my life at the moment, no matter how pretty their chestnut
hair, nor how green their eyes.

Grace didn’t count, at least not as a
girl.  I wasn’t blind, my eyes told me how cute she was, and
if anybody in the world knew how sweet she was, it was me. 
But she was too much like a sister and a best friend all rolled up
into one for me to ever be able to think about her the same way I
thought about Winnie.

For all of the good it had done me.

I let Duncan have the seat beside Winnie at
the lone table where we were eating and took a spot beside
Grace.  Both girls looked at me with raised eyebrows, but
neither said a word.  Ray Cezanne, our Camp Director, joined
us at the table.  Ray is two years older than the rest of us,
a past winner of the Joab C. Grinwald scholarship, in fact. 
He’d chosen Duke University, and was now between his Freshman and
Sophomore years.

Ray kept fiddling with one of his ears until
Grace asked him what was wrong. 

Ray smiled as he said, “I just can’t get
used to all of this silence.”

It was odd, eating in a room that had
just recently held over eighty people.  Even the junior staff
had gone home, since they weren’t eligible for the
scholarship.  A skeleton crew from the support staff stayed
behind to feed us and keep the camp running smoothly, but we had
very little contact with them.

“A toast,” Ray said as he held up a glass of
sparkling cider.

We all raised our glasses, ready for
anything from Ray.  In a serious voice, he said, “To each of
you.  May you have good fortune in your quests, and may all
your dreams come true.”

We clinked glasses together, even Duncan,
who was usually too good to join us at staff functions.  He
had nowhere to hide now.

Ray smiled as he added, “Now let’s forget
about the prize for the moment and concentrate on dinner.”

Grace said, “That’s easy for you to
say.  You’ve already won your scholarship.”

He smiled broadly at her.  “I admit it
feels quite a bit better being on this side of the contest than the
one you all are on.”

Duncan laughed, but there wasn’t a hint of
niceness in it.  “I don’t know, I feel pretty good
myself.”  For the thousandth time, he reminded us, “I’ve got a
full ride already set up.”  He stared at me intently as he
added, “That doesn’t mean I still won’t be overjoyed pounding you
into the ground, Jonathan.”

Grace said heatedly, “Don’t be so sure of
yourself, Duncan.  There’s still a week before the
presentations.”

Surprisingly, Winnie said, “Don’t count me
out, either.  I’m trying just as hard as the three of you to
win.”  That was the longest speech I’d ever heard from Winnie,
and I had to admit, the flash in her green eyes started to draw me
in again.  The girl had spunk!

Concentrate on your art, I told myself,
refusing to rise to Duncan’s taunts or Winnie’s fire.

Duncan turned to Winnie and said softly,
“I’m sure you’ll surpass us all, Winnie.”

Instead of its intended effect, Duncan’s
words just fueled the flames in Winnie’s eyes.  “Just because
Joab is into computers doesn’t mean I have a head start on you
three.  It’s a fair contest.  We’ve all heard it a
thousand times this summer.  We’ll all be judged on our own
merits.”

Ray broke the tension by saying, “Of course
you will.  I’m sure the panel will consider the pluses and
minuses of each of your presentations.  Now enough about the
scholarship.  Anybody have any plans for tonight?”

I said, “I’ve got work to do.”  The
others quickly chimed in their agreement.

Ray shrugged.  “It’s your time today,
but remember what the old adage says about all work and no
play.  In case anybody’s interested, I’ll be at the
pool.  You’re all welcome to join me for a swim.”  Ray
was acting as our chaperone, advisor and overall chief during the
last week of the summer.  It was his job to make sure everyone
played by the rules, and from the look of things, he was taking it
very seriously.

There wasn’t a lot of small talk as we
ate.  The four of us were wrapped up in our plans for what
we’d be presenting the panel of judges in seven days, and Ray got
tired of trying to draw us out. 

I knew about Grace’s project; there were no
secrets between us.  She was going to make a film titled THE
DEATH OF LIFE AND LOVE.  Grace considers herself a cross
between Fellini and Spielberg.  She’d laid out her shots
carefully in her spare time over the summer, and had managed to
shoot some of the footage as soon as the campers left. 
Knowing her, Grace would be done well before the deadline. 
But how about the others?  I’m sure Duncan had found a way to
cheat.  We’d been forced to declare our subject matter earlier
in the day, and Duncan had written ONE MAN ACTS ALONE as the title
of his presentation.  As screwy as it was, it still made more
sense than Winnie’s.  I mean, what could A NEW APPROACH TO
VIRUS INFILTRATION PREVENTION mean, anyway?  What I knew about
computers could be etched on the head of a pin, with enough room
for the Declaration of Independence left over.

I finished my dinner without tasting a
bite.  Promie was calling me, and I was in the mood to
work.  I was trying something new, at least for me. 
Promie was going to be my masterpiece, a combination of all the
skills I’ve picked up over the years working in different
mediums.  In my mind, he was glorious, a seamless blend of
steel, glass, and ceramic that took my breath away.

Unfortunately, the reality of what I was
attempting was a lot harder than anything I’d ever tried
before.  Doubts that had been creeping around in the back of
my mind all summer were suddenly pushed to the front now that the
campers were gone and it was finally time to get to work.

Could I really pull Promie off, or was it
the arrogance of youth tackling a monster that couldn’t be
done?

One way or the other, I was going to find
out.

I couldn’t afford to fail.  While there
was the possibility that I would be invited back to teach at
Lightning Ridge next year, there were certainly no
guarantees.  The competition for each spot was brutal. 
Besides, what possible reason did I have to think that if I didn’t
win this year I could take the prize next summer?

No, this was my time, my best shot to get
Joab’s scholarship.

All I had to do now was to convert the dream
in my head into reality.

I was afraid it was going to be easier said
than done.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


The plan I’d laid out for constructing my
sculpture depended on a certain order that I had to follow if I was
going to finish in time.  I had a couple of hours of daylight
left, hopefully long enough to form the two eyes of the head. 
Firing up my forge again, the coke lit easily as I fed it green
coal, fresh stuff that had never tasted the flames, into the
glow.  Though it was the end of summer, there was a bite in
the mountain air as the sun disappeared behind the ridge.  It
had taken me a while to get used to living in the Blue Ridge
mountains where the camp was nestled on an open hillside. 
Though daylight lasted as long as it did back home, the time I
actually saw the sun was limited to the path that wasn’t obstructed
by the mountains.

For once, I was happy to have the warmth of
the fire to work by.

I selected a rod from my pile as soon as the
fire was hot enough and pushed the steel into the burning
glow.  I needed several heats for the piece, and I’d already
ruined three sections of my cache trying to get the proper
shape.  I’m self taught as a blacksmith, just as I am in
several other areas of my art.  I can read a book about
something, and nine times out of ten come up with my own method of
making it work for me.  The blacksmithing books talked of true
anvils, gas forges and power hammers, but Winnie had helped me find
a source on the Internet for building my own equipment out of other
people’s discards.  Through the summer we’d been allowed to
use each other’s work stations after the campers were in bed for
the night, and I’d taken advantage of the Computer Center for
several reasons.  After all, it was the best chance to get to
know Winnie.  Too, all of us liked to be hooked up to the
outside world, and surfing on the Net was just about the only way
to do it from our isolated outpost.

While my play for Winnie had failed
miserably, I’d managed to learn to type with two fingers over the
summer and explore some of the cool areas I’d been missing. 
I’d never really warmed up to computers before, I’d always been too
busy working with my hands on a new project.  While Grace had
been after me forever to get on-line, it took Winnie’s interest in
teaching me to really spark any enthusiasm on my part.  I
thought I’d been making progress with her at the start of the
summer when she’d abruptly announced, “Okay, Jonathan, you should
be fine on your own now.”

I had protested, “I don’t know, Winnie, I
don’t think I’m ready yet,” to give up on you, I added
silently.

She patted my arm.  “You’ll be all
right,” she said, and then she’d disappeared back into her own
world, lost among the codes and addresses that might as well have
been Russian to me.

Like I said, at least I’d learned to type a
little.

I studied the iron in the fire and saw that
it was at the proper color, so I pulled it out of the heat and
pounded with my hammer as I pushed the metal against the cold steel
of my anvil.  I didn’t have any Hardy holes on my homemade
rig, round or square openings for tools or bending, but I’d found
something at the scrap yard that I used in its place.  With a
final twist, I held the steel up into the fading light and felt a
knot release in my stomach.  I’d done it!  Finally, the
most difficult single piece of Promie was done just as I had
envisioned it.  Plunging the metal into the bucket of water
beside the forge, I heard it sizzle with satisfaction as it hit the
surface.  In a few minutes it was cool to the touch.  I
set it aside and started on its companion piece.

Maybe it wouldn’t be as hard as I’d
thought.

I looked up as I rummaged through my pile of
scraps and saw Duncan strolling toward me.  Great.  Leave
it to him to take the glow off a happy moment.

As he approached, he said, “I thought I
smelled something burning.”

“Just your chances of winning,” I said as I
pointedly ignored him and kept searching through my pile.

He waved at my stack of carefully selected
pieces and asked, “You really think there’s a silk purse in
there?  All I see are sows’ ears.”

I hated to admit it, but he had a way of
slamming me that almost sounded poetic.  Trying to rise to the
occasion, I said, “There’s beauty in everything, Duncan, if you
know where to look.”

He snorted once.  “Save it for the
judges, Jonathan.”  He sneered at Promie and I wanted to smack
him. 

“Good luck,” he said sarcastically. 
“You’re going to need every bit of it you can muster.”

He walked away, leaving me still searching
for the right thing to say long after he was gone.  As much as
I disliked Duncan, I knew he was a worthy opponent for the
scholarship.  I’d slipped into the Dramatic Arts Center to see
what all the fuss was about earlier in the summer, and I’d left
impressed with Duncan’s gift.  His center, made up of a fully
equipped stage and room for a small audience, was the second nicest
building in camp, outshadowed only by the brand spanking new
computer center.  Duncan had been performing a one man
show for his campers, and his range of voice and emotion had
startled me!  No matter what was wrong with him on a personal
level, and there was plenty, believe me, Duncan could really
act!

I wondered what his presentation was going
to be about?  Could I compete with him?  It didn’t seem
fair.  He had all the pressure off him.  If Duncan didn’t
win, he had his dad’s free ride ready for him.  If I failed, I
didn’t know what I was going to do.

Grace caught me staring after Duncan’s
retreating form.  “Shouldn’t you be working,” she asked as she
filmed me.

“Shouldn’t you be,” I snapped, a little
shorter than I should have.  She’d startled me by sneaking up
on me, something I should have grown used to long ago.  Grace
likes to film people when they don’t know she’s there.  She
claims she gets more natural shots that way.

If Grace noticed my tone of voice she didn’t
comment on it.  “I’ve got all the shots I can get today. 
The light’s fading on me.”

“Then why are you taping me,” I asked as I
rummaged through my pile.

Grace laughed.  “I don’t need good
light for you, you big oaf.”

I couldn’t help myself, I joined her in her
laughter.  “Okay, I get the point.  Now leave me alone,
woman, I’ve got serious work to do.”

“Yes, sir,” she said as she saluted
me.  Instead of leaving though, Grace moved to the other side
of my forge and began taping me from there.  Like I said, I’m
so used to the attention it didn’t even faze me.

I finally found a piece that might do and
put it in the fire.  I was silent, focused on my work. 
Grace respected it, watching from a distance with the single empty
Cyclops eye of her camera the only sign that she was there.

The fire did its job and I had the piece up
to the proper temperature I needed.  Using the method of
hammering and twisting I’d just come up with, I soon had a
companion piece to the one I’d made earlier.  I would have
loved to work on, but the day at the forge had worn me out. 
Besides, I was actually ahead of schedule on the timetable I’d laid
out.  Raking the coke from the fire, I looked up at Grace to
see if she was still filming me. 

Of course she was.

When she saw that I was winding down, she
said, “Why don’t we join Ray and take a swim before it gets too
late?”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. 
“It’s starting to really get cold.”

“Come on, you big baby, it’ll do you
good.  The pool will be as warm as bath water.”

“Yeah, and the wind will turn us both into
ice cubes when we get out.”

Grace’s disappointment was obvious. 
“So you’re not coming?”

“Of course I am.  Sometimes it feels
good to be an ice cube,” I said as I smiled.  Truthfully, my
muscles were in knots from the strain of standing over the forge
and working at the anvil all day.  I needed a break.

“Meet you at the pool,” she said as she
finally stopped filming.  Maybe that was why I liked swimming
with Grace.  She hadn’t figured out a way to record me
underwater, though there was no doubt in my mind she was working on
it.

In ten minutes we were changed into our
suits and walking toward the pool.  “You had a good session
this evening, didn’t you,” she asked me.

“How can you tell?”

“Come on, Jonathan, how long have I known
you?  I haven’t seen a smile like that on your face since you
hit your first baseball.”

“Guilty as charged,” I said as we neared the
pool.  I don’t know why I was surprised, but everybody else
was already there.  Winnie and Duncan were swimming laps,
while Ray was wrapped up in a big beach towel as he sat on the
lifeguard station high above the water.

“I was about to give up on you two,” he
said.

I threw my towel down as I took a quick
shower before getting into the pool.  The water was
freezing!  In ten seconds I was out of the shower and in the
pool.  That was more like it!  Grace was beside me in an
instant and we paddled around in the shallow end, finally sitting
down in the water so that only our heads were exposed.

Duncan and Winnie finished their laps and
joined us.  Duncan said, “How about a session of
jousting?”

Jousting was a pool game where the girls sat
on the boys shoulders and tried to push each other off.  It
was strictly illegal while the campers were around, but we’d done
it a few times on our late night swims after they were all in
bed.

“Sure, why not,” I said.  “I’ll take
Grace.”

Winnie looked surprised, since the few times
we’d played she’d stood by while Duncan and I had fought for her as
a partner.  Grace had told me once she felt like the runt of
the litter when we did it, but she said that she really couldn’t
expect better behavior from us since we were only boys, not
men.

Grace looked delighted as she said, “You
guys are going down.”

I swam under her and Grace wrapped her legs
around my neck.  In two minutes we vanquished our foes into
the water, and I flipped Grace back as I jumped into the air. 
All three of them tackled me then, sending me underwater with their
weight. 

As I came up sputtering, I said, “Hey, no
fair.  Three against one.”

They all laughed and started for me again,
so I raced to the other side of the pool and popped out.

Man oh man, it was freezing once I got out
of the water!

I raced for my towel as Ray blew his
whistle.  “No running, Jonathan.  Remember, it’s not just
a good idea, it’s the law.”

I slowed my pace just enough to get past
him, then wrapped myself in my towel. 

Grace said, “Come on back in,
Jonathan.  They want a rematch.”

“No thanks,” I said as I shivered under my
towel.  “I’m not going to face getting back out again.”

Ray laughed as he said, “We’re just about
done here anyway.  I’ve got some hot chocolate and Smores
waiting for us in the dining hall, and there should be a fire going
in the fireplace.”

Winnie said, “Thanks, but I’ve got more work
to do.”

Ray shook his head.  “Sorry, we’re all
done for the night.  It’s my job to see that you all take
scheduled breaks, and I’m calling for one right now.”

Grace smiled until Ray added, “That means no
more camera work from you, young lady.”

She protested, “But I won’t take any shots
for my project, I promise.”

Ray shook his head.  “Sorry, the rule
applies to all of you.  Now everybody out of the pool. 
I’ll meet you in the dining hall in fifteen minutes.”

There were protests as the others climbed
out of the pool, but I was secretly glad.  I had the most
trying project physically, at least in my mind, and one of the
things I’d worried about was the amount of time I could actually
spend working.

Ray really was trying to present an even
playing field for all of us.

I just hoped I could take full advantage of
it.

 


 


There was a fire going in the fireplace
nestled in one corner of the dining hall.  Flickering light
danced off the darkly mellow wooden walls.  The camp had been
built in the fifties for the kids of a large corporation’s
employees.  When they’d moved out, Camelot had become
Lightning Ridge, and we’d been there ever since.

  We rarely had a fire
during the camp season, since there wasn’t enough room for
everybody to crowd around the hearth.  Now, with just the five
us, it felt cozy and snug with overstuffed leather chairs pulled up
near the heat.  The hot chocolate finished warming me up as I
sipped it, and I felt myself hypnotized by the dancing
flames.

“I cannot believe you won’t let me film
this!” Grace protested.  “It would be perfect.”

Ray said, “Grace, just once try life without
filming it.  You might actually like it.”

She slumped down into her overstuffed
chair.  “I doubt it,” she protested.

Ray just shook his head, trying to hide his
grin from her. 

Winnie asked him, “So what’s Joab Grinwald
really like?”  He was like some kind of ghost to us, since
none of us had ever laid eyes on him, and he was nearly a recluse
to the outside world, rarely allowing himself to be
photographed.

Ray said, “I only met him once, but he was
nothing like what you’d expect.”

“What does that mean,” Grace asked,
forgetting her petulance for the moment.

“That’s all I’m willing to say,” Ray said
with a cryptic smile on his face.  “But we’re not talking
about the competition while we’re on recreational breaks,
remember?  That’s one of the rules, and I mean to enforce
it.”

I asked, “So what’s college like?  Can
you tell us about that?”

Ray nodded.  “It’s tougher than I ever
imagined, but it’s also more fun than you would believe.  I’m
working harder than I ever have in my life, and loving every minute
of it.”  As he regaled us with stories of his life at Duke, I
felt myself nodding off, despite my keen interest in what he was
saying.  The work at the forge coupled with the tension I was
feeling from the contest combined to sap the energy from
me. 

I felt a hand shake me and suddenly realized
I’d nodded off. 

Grace said, “Come on, sleepy head, it’s time
to hit the sack.”

I stood and stretched.  “I wasn’t
asleep.  I was just resting my eyes.”

Duncan said, “Do you always snore like that
when your eyes are resting?”

I shrugged.  “Okay, so I fell
asleep.  It’s been a big day.”

“And bigger ones to follow,” Ray said. 
“I know all of you are planning to spend your entire six remaining
days working on your projects, but I’m here to see that that
doesn’t happen.”

“What do you mean,” I protested as my voice
blended in with the others. 

“It’s not healthy to kill yourselves over
your projects.  The rules give you nine hours a day to work
from here on out, and no more.  You can’t miss a meal or a
scheduled break, either.”

“And if we do,” I asked, knowing that I had
suddenly lost some of the precious time I would need.

“You’ll be disqualified from the
competition,” he said softly.  “Before you protest, know that
it’s not my rule, it’s Joab’s.  But I think it’s a good
one.  Now goodnight, everyone.  Tomorrow will be here
before you know it.”

I walked to my cabin with leaden
steps.  How could I accomplish everything I needed to with
that kind of time restriction on me?  I’d planned on pulling
an all nighter or two to get Promie finished in time. 
I’d done it at home, and it hadn’t hurt me, though I admit I wasn’t
at my best after a session of working through the night. 
Still, I’d need every second to complete the complicated sculpture,
without time for the inevitable mistakes that happened whenever I
tried something new.

I couldn’t cheat and steal the time, that
was certain.  Even if I could manage it somehow by damping the
sound of ringing steel, I wouldn’t do it.  Win, lose or draw,
I had to abide by the rules.  Otherwise even if I won, it
would be a hollow victory.

No, I was just going to have to come up with
another way to finish Promie with the time allotted to me.

I fell asleep with plans and timelines
dancing in my head in an effort to rearrange a schedule I’d so
carefully created.  Was this just a way the competition had
been designed to bring out our best, or was it another twist to
keep us on our toes?  Either way, I wasn’t about to let it
beat me.

I had a contest to win.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


It was odd waking up in the cabin
alone.  I missed Wally, my junior counselor who’d spent the
summer with me keeping our sixteen kids in line.  They’d been
a good group, taking to the personal hands on lessons we’d
given them with a real energy, but like most kids with a lot on the
ball, they were a handful.

I got dressed quickly, layering my clothes
to fight off the early morning cold.  There was a heavy fog
outside, and the camp looked like it was covered with white cotton
candy.  I loved the heavy richness in the air, and took a deep
breath, drawing it deeply into my lungs.

I headed into the dining hall hoping for a
quick breakfast before starting time.  Winnie was already at
the table, and Ray walked in right after I did.

As Ray sat down, Winnie said, “Should we
wait for the others?”

He shook his head.  “I can’t see any
reason to, I know how Duncan likes to sleep in.  It doesn’t
matter when you start, just as long as you keep it under nine hours
every day.”

I grabbed a bowl and an individual cereal
pack from the selection in the middle of the table.  “I need
to get at it while I’ve got good light.” 

Part of me was excited by the prospect of
working in the fog.  It was almost like being a blacksmith of
long ago, pounding out steel in the misty swirls of
whiteness.  My great great grandfather Romance had
been a blacksmith, traveling from town to town doing everything
from shooing horses to fixing wagons to making latches and
locks.  That had been one of the reasons I’d become intrigued
with forging iron.  It gave me a touchstone with my
past.  An added bonus would be jerking Duncan out of a restful
sleep.  Not the nicest thought in the world, I admitted to
myself, but one I still relished.

As I poured my milk, Winnie said, “Are you
all right, Jonathan?”

I nodded.  “I’m absolutely fine,” I
said.  “I just have a lot on my mind.”

She accepted it and went back to her own
bowl of oatmeal.  Ray said, “Winnie, I thought you computer
folks only liked to work at night?” 

She rolled her eyes.  “You mean like
vampires or something?  Please.  Some of us are like
that, but I’d rather work when I’m fresh myself.”

I gulped down my cereal, nodding on occasion
to direct questions but not adding to the conversation.  In
four minutes I was done and cleaning up my place.

Ray laughed.  “Nice of you to join us,
Jonathan, come again any time.”

“Sorry.  Listen, I’ve got a special
request.  Is there any way I can skip lunch?  When I’m
working at the forge, it’s a pain to put the fire out, then start
it up again.”

He shook his head.  “Sorry, Jonathan,
but the rules are the rules.”

Winnie asked, “Is there any reason he
couldn’t eat at the forge, as long as he took a break long enough
to have a sandwich?”

Ray leaned back in his chair, then said, “I
guess it’s okay.  I’ll see what I can do.  Remember,
Jonathan, you can’t use more than nine hours a day.”

“I promise,” I said as I smiled my thanks at
Winnie for backing me up.

As I hurried toward my forge, Grace came out
of the cabin she was sharing with Winnie.  “Where are you off
to in such a hurry?”

“Can’t talk, Grace, I’m burning
daylight.”  The fog was already starting to lift, and I wanted
at least a small piece of it for myself.

She looked around at the dense fog. 
“Oh, yeah, there’s sunshine all over the place.”

I waved as I tore off down the path. 
The closer I got to Promie, the stronger a sense of impending doom
weighed on my chest.  Though he was only a bare structure, I’d
already put too much time in him to start over.

It was with tangible relief that I saw him
standing out in the open, his structure untouched.  I’d
originally planned to build him inside so I could work longer
hours, but with Ray’s edict on nine hour days, I was glad I’d
decided to build Promie outside. 

I liked working in the Great Outdoors, where
I could feel the weather on my face.  There were enough parts
of the construction I’d be able to do inside, but blacksmithing
wasn’t one of them.  Besides, there was an idea nagging at the
back of my mind I wanted to try, and I’d need to be outside to make
it work.
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