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Chapter 1
It was as though the night sky was not to be outdone by the spectacular events taking place on the ground as its opening coincided with that happening on the earth. Both were now emitting identical cylindrical beams of light that slowly made their way toward one another high overhead. This apparently not being definitive enough, the column of pure-white lights were being accentuated by a roar of thunder that now momentarily deafened the ears of those standing around the perimeter of what had, just moments ago, been a somewhat overzealous, yet ordinary campfire.
Hands automatically raised in unison to the sound, so high-pitched and boisterous that to try to ignore its painful resonance would be suicidal to the eardrums. Horrified eyes stared up to the sky in wonder, waiting for what would happen when the two opposing beams of light merged to form one continuous pillar that reached from the ground clear to the heavens.
Several campers had dropped to their knees in boisterous prayer, pleading for deliverance from the perceived evil now presenting itself before them. Unfortunately, the longer their pleas went unanswered the longer they were made to kneel upon the hard ground, their tightly-closed eyes attempting to block out the intensity of the beam before them.
Others in the group were so scared that their tears streamed down and over lips that had opened but were ineffectual at emitting a scream for the terror was just too great. On the other hand, those with their eyes open all now stared up into the sky in utter amazement, watching the two pillars of white crawling toward one another in what was suspected would be a catastrophic show of force once united.
The entire group waited in agonized debilitation for whatever was to come of them. Not a single person moving away nor seeking refuge in the forest, thereby leaving themselves completely vulnerable to the whims and consequences of who- or what-ever was presenting this spectacular show.
In spite of his own terror, Roc Ayers glanced about those gathered around the beam of light and assumed that his thoughts and horrors were undoubtedly shared by all. In light of the current conditions, he rapidly assumed that now there had to be few thoughts, if any, to their individual jealousies, prejudices and rivalries, the current threat no doubt having become one; to face the common enemy together as a group in order to survive - if, indeed, that were to be the necessity. Roc had never dreamed that in the matter of one quick second the familiar and comforting snapping of the logs that burned in the camp pit would erupt in a quagmire of unexpected and unknown consequence.
As this had happened so unexpectedly and quickly there was no time for reaction from those gathered below, the only exception being those few still bent in prayer. Above, the two columns of pure light continued to stretch toward an eventual convergence high above the tall trees of the surrounding forest. Silent, Roc was unable to express his true inner feelings which, much like his very breath, continued to come in short, unnoticed gasps.
The disagreeable sound of thunder repeated itself in an unending chorus that would prey upon the memories of Roc and his fellow campers until their final breath which, if his suspicions were to be rewarded, could come at the meeting of the two beams. Then it happened. The two hearty shafts joined together with a thunderous detonation that echoed across the wooded expanse, and although the horrible screeching sound had immediately ceased, the explosive noise that resonated from every tree, rock and shrub seemed to break everybody from their trance, sending bodies scurrying away from the central shaft of light like tiny animals fleeing through the underbrush.
Having provided a brightness somewhat akin to daylight, the significant column lit the area for those in attendance who fled into the thick forest, and although the familiar trails and pathways leading back to the individual camp sites were visible, absolutely nobody followed them as their desire to flee overrode their usual orderly and logical progress.
Apparently being the first to realize that there was a need for solidarity, Roc cast his eyes about the immediate area in a frantic search for his friends in the hopes of regrouping in order to form some sort of a strategy. This was certainly a noble attempt at organization, but his own legs continued to betray him by following the example of several others around him as they flew past the trees erratically. This was a normal reaction to the unknown and possibly harmful effects of whatever was going on behind his back as, certainly, fear had become a driving factor and an understandable one at that. Being one of a logical nature, however, Roc felt that, barring any real threat over that thus far only imagined, a clear course of defined action was definitely being called for. With a quick look back over his shoulder he saw nothing that presented itself to be an immediate threat, and therefore, he was able to convince his feet to stop their instinctual forward propulsion.
From his current position he was unable to actually see the brilliant column as innumerable pines now blocked his view; the streamers of light filtering through the trees and achieving a rather haunting effect by the light fog that had crept into the forest earlier that evening almost as if to minimize the implied threat back at the campfire site.
“ROC!” Khan Muhammad al-Jamil yelled. He grabbed the man’s arm, much to Roc’s surprise as he had not been aware of anybody being that close to him. Both men turned to one another; Khan’s face being lit up in excitement.
“Where’s the others? Where’s Freeman?” Roc asked quickly, his own eyes searching the immediate area as even more unknown faces whisked past at a frenzied pace that made normal recognition nearly impossible.
“I thought I saw Steph over there,” Khan said, pointing to an empty patch of land where the remnants of a fallen tree lay silently rotting. “What the hell’s happening?”
“I don’t know,” Roc exclaimed breathlessly.
“We have to get outta here! I think the mountain’s gonna blow!”
Several screams were heard from a distance which only elevated the panic-factor that much more, although Roc assumed them to be merely screams of fear as their temperament and feel was not seeming to be borne of pain. Just the same, Khan immediately turned to run but was halted by Roc’s quick and firm grip on the trembling man’s arm.
“Wait. We have to find the others,” Roc instructed.
Khan struggled to set himself free. “We don’t have time! It’s gonna blow!”
“I don’t think so,” Roc now said in a relatively low voice. Feeling an unusual calm in light of the calamity that was all around him, he had to question whether his declining panic signaled his slow descent into the depths of certain insanity. Digging down a little more deeply, however, Roc found that he was indeed feeling just as panicky as those darting through the trees around him like frightened rabbits, it was just that his instinctual resources were being called into play and overriding the alarm within.
With no clear threat of bodily harm being presented, Roc now found himself evaluating that which, logic dictated, was not allowing time for evaluation. The beam of light back at the campfire site was surely a sign of imminent destruction, and yet with that presenting itself to be as seemingly innocuous as the forest surrounding him he was finding it more difficult to discover an excuse to run.
“Roc! Khan!” Stephanie Macke exclaimed running up behind them, her breath coming in heaves. “Where’s Linc and Gene and Freeman?”
Shaking his head in ignorance, Roc continued to cast his eyes about wildly, and although he did not see those of his friends still unaccounted for he did catch a brief glimpse of the grand bully himself, Wolf Conner. The man was fleeing for his life like some frightened little rodent in a way that would have been comical were the circumstances different.
“I’m going back,” Roc proclaimed, with both Khan and Stephanie instantly turning to him; their eyes expressing the obvious insanity in his plan.
“You can’t,” Khan said, being the first to intone his protestation over such an ill-conceived and poorly-thought-out decision. “It’s gonna blow!”
“I don’t think so,” Roc reiterated. “This isn’t a volcano.”
“How do you know?”
“Because it’s not a volcanic mountain,” he proclaimed, hoping he was right.
“It’s a UFO,” Stephanie chimed in while her eyes scoured the sky above. “I know it. I’ve seen this on TV.”
“You two stay here. I’m going back. I think something’s happened to them.”
Before the others could register their objections a second time, Roc did an about-face and headed back into the thick patch of woods toward the tower of light from which an occasional blast of thunder was heard, although whether this were the cause of the noise or not was strictly conjectural at this point.
An intense beam of light filtering through the trees would hit him squarely in the face on occasion, causing him to squint involuntarily, although for the most part he managed to avoid a direct hit as he dodged the pines with his eyes busily taking in everything in the area. About 50 feet in he came across Lincoln Diggs who had apparently tripped over a tree stump and now lay upon the ground hugging his knee to his chest while holding onto his shin.
“Linc,” Roc yelled and quickly knelt down beside the man while briefly surveying the damage. “Are you all right?”
“I can’t walk,” the timid voice said with periodic glances back toward the source of the bright light.
“Is your leg broken?”
“I don’t know… I don’t think so,” Lincoln admitted.
“Can you move your foot?”
“Uh huh.”
“Good. Have you seen Gene or Freeman?”
“No.”
“Come on,” he told his friend and helped him to his feet before flinging the man’s arm over his shoulders to assist him in walking. “Khan and Steph are back here. Come on, lean on me.”
“What’s happening?”
“I don’t know.”
* * *
The unbroken beam of light now reached up into the sky so high that it appeared to be coming directly from the very bowels of outer space. Gene Robbins, one of the two figures left standing at the base of this column of light, cast occasional glances over to Cortez Molina who, in turn, returned the look. This time, however, Cortez’s face contained a decidedly less venomous expression than that previously exchanged during past encounters with one another. It seemed that in light of current events little attention was being paid to either their presence and close proximity to one another or to their utter hatred of each as this phenomenon precluded past contention.
Again representing their individual groups in equal number, Gene and Cortez stood in silent awe not knowing what to expect next – either from the column of light or from each other. Gene knew that his and Cortez’s past strengths were definitely now singularly diminished by their solitude, and therefore, any attacks or insults would have to be weighed against the blatant lack of reinforcements. But something else was happening now. Replacing the normally-expressed animosity was a confusion and curiosity, almost to the point of there being a consensual admiration for each other’s bravery and a need for an explanation.
Looking directly into the column of light that seemed to be somewhere around 10 feet across was nearly impossible as the intensity made it seem as if one were looking directly into the sun. This, Gene discovered, was not the case if he looked further up where the light had a chance to reduce its severity in the sky and atmosphere. Consequently, Gene and Cortez’s sights were pretty much confined to the upward view with an occasional look across to one another as the thunder rumbling about in the sky disrupted their concentration.
Following the straight line of light upward Gene noted that it faded into the sky, although it was clear to him that it went far beyond that being seen, and from this he assumed a connection was being made between the Earth and either another planet or some sort of unobserved craft. Naturally, his exuberance to discuss this with anybody willing to listen brought him to eventually approach Cortez who, himself, sidled over closer.
“What do you suppose it is?” Cortez asked , pretty much echoing, word for word, Gene’s unasked question.
“Dunno. Might be from a spaceship.”
“Yeah. Sure scared everybody off,” Cortez chuckled with a faint smile spreading across his face while Gene nodded his agreement.
Gene again cast his eyes upward to the sky. “How come you’re still here?”
“Probably the same reason you are,” Cortez told him without echoing the condescension that would normally have been intended in such a statement.
“Yeah.” Pausing a moment Gene then hesitantly extended his hand. “I’m Gene.”
“Cortez,” he said and briefly shook the hand before glancing back up to the sky.
“Yeah, I know.”
“Oh, yeah. You don’t think…” Cortez began with a quick swallow interrupting his sentence, “that we’re being exposed to some kind of radiation or something?”
Gene merely shrugged and glanced about to see if any other curiosity-seekers had returned, but they were the only ones there. “I hope not,” he finally added.
“It’s not a volcano.”
“No.”
“What else could it be?” Cortez asked softly.
“You ever hear of the Harmonic Convergence?”
“Yeah, some sort of New Age, end-of-the-world thing?”
“Uh huh.”
Cortez looked down to Gene. “You think this is it? The end of the world?”
“Doesn’t seem to be ending… does it?”
“No.”
“Maybe it’s another planet trying to, I dunno, communicate with us.”
“Huh?”
Gene shrugged. “With the light coming from both the ground and the sky it would seem that both the Earth and that other planet were trying to communicate with each other.”
“Planets don’t talk to each other,” Cortez said with a frown that more closely resembled curiosity than distaste.
Immediately Gene felt a certain defensive heat rising in himself. “Says who?”
To this there came no reply as no answer was possible, which was not to say that Gene was not ready to argue his point if only for the sake of supporting some untested theory. Yet, with no concrete foundation upon which to base his argument he let it go and it was quickly forgotten. Besides, what if he was right? What if the planets did speak to one another on occasion? Was not anything possible? After all, what had seemed impossible merely 50 years ago was now a daily part of life and who was to say that periodic planet briefings were not the norm in an infinite and all-powerful universe?
“Maybe it was… You think the bonfire did this?” Gene asked after a few moments of silent consideration in which he, himself, dismissed his planet-talking theory.
“I’ve seen a lot of bonfires but never seen one do that before,” Cortez admitted with a brief but scant smile.
“No, me either.”
The two continued to stand in silence for some time before Gene experienced a rather uncomfortable feeling which now joined that of the already-confusing circumstances in which he and Cortez had been placed. In spite of his curiosity, willingness and desire to bond over this, Gene realized an obligation to uphold the unwritten ‘sworn enemies’ clause and was, therefore, deciding that this friendly patter should probably come to a close. Of course, not being stupid he realized this opportunity to mend broken fences, but his overpowering sense of loyalty to his friends seemed more important. Therefore, with a peculiar sense of failure that he felt was being shared amongst both men equally, Gene finally sighed and expressed his need to look for his friends, and with Cortez agreeing they split up and both headed into the woods.
With Gene following behind and off to the right somewhat, Cortez was first to come upon the nearly-complete group of his enemy. His course through the forest had wound both himself and Gene around in a half-circle that ended at the small clearing in which Roc, Khan and Stephanie were standing around Lincoln. All four heads raised up to Cortez who took one look at them and suddenly darted off into the woods just as Gene walked up from the opposite direction. Spotting Gene’s arrival, all but Lincoln rushed to him with a hug, all expressing their gratitude at his well-being while pummeling him with questions as to where he had been.
“I was back at the light, talking to Cortez,” he explained, this statement bringing a unanimous questioning glare.
“The asshole that just came through here? What the hell were you doing with that jerk?” Roc finally asked above the disgruntled and disapproving chatter that echoed his feelings.
“We were just talking about the light. He’s not so bad.”
“He’d rather see you dead than talk to you,” Stephanie reminded him.
Spying Lincoln holding his leg, Gene knelt down before the man. “What happened to you?”
“I tripped when I was trying to get away from whatever’s going on back there.”
“Oh, shit. Is anything broken?”
“Probably not, no. It just hurts.”
“Is the skin broken?”
“I don’t know,” Lincoln confessed. “Don’t see any blood.”
“We need to get you…”
“What we need to do is to get the hell out of here!” Khan exclaimed, drawing all eyes to his panicked face.
“I have some antiseptic and Band-Aids back at the campsite,” Stephanie told Lincoln, obviously ignoring Khan’s remark. “Let’s get him back there.”
“Can you walk?” Gene asked.
Lincoln shook his head, the pain experienced being revealed in his brown eyes. “Not easily, no.”
“Wait a minute. Has anybody seen Freeman?” Roc asked the group at large, a strong sense of panic ingrained in his voice.
“I did,” Gene admitted, though feeling so distracted by all that was happening that he guessed his sighting to be suspect.
“Where?” Roc asked sternly.
“He was running…”
“Where? Where’d he go?”
“I don’t know,” Gene confessed. “He was running like everybody else. I wasn’t keeping track of him.”
“We have to get Linc back to the tent so I can fix him,” Stephanie insisted with a look of strong determination in her eye.
“Should we go back there?” Khan asked, his face displaying a concerted worry. “I say we get off this mountain before something worse happens.”
Stephanie cast him a soft but stern look. “I’ve got to clean off Linc’s leg before it gets infected.”
“We don’t have time for that,” Khan insisted in a panic.
“Sure we do,” Roc intervened. “I told you this isn’t a volcano. Volcano’s don’t send light up into the sky. Where’s the eruption? Where’s the lava?”
He was right, of course, but that did little to change the look of panic in Khan’s eyes. Knowing what little he did about the man, Gene assumed Khan’s mind to be traveling toward the conclusion that if this was not the beginning of the mountain’s destruction by nature then it had to be its annihilation by something far worse and by a mightier force.
* * *
Roc felt as if he were bearing the bulk of Lincoln’s weight, but seeing as how the man was practically being carried between Gene and himself he had to assume the load to be pretty evenly distributed. With Stephanie in the lead the five traveled back to their campsite where they found the light from the column to be filtered out enough that, once inside the tent, the gas lantern had to be called into play. Emitting its usual hiss, the lamp spread its harsh but welcoming light over the five occupants as they all settled down in separate corners of the tent. Stephanie immediately tended to Lincoln’s scraped shin – which turned out not to be as bad as first thought - while Khan, who apparently found sitting in one place to be too nerve-wracking, abruptly stood and began pacing back and forth between the sleeping bags and knapsacks littering the cloth floor.
“So?” Khan asked in a nervous voice, “What now?”
“Calm down,” Roc told him from his spot on the floor as he tried to buy himself enough time to devise a plan.
“We can’t just sit around.”
Roc nodded. “I think it’s pretty much agreed that we get out of here…”
Khan threw his hands up in triumph. “Finally!”
“But what about the light?” Gene asked with a backward glance. “I kind of wanted to go back and see what was…”
“Are you insane, girl?” Khan asked with a turn of his head and a roll of his eyes. “The whole mountain’s about to crumble around us and you want to stick around and be swallowed alive?”
“I’m just curious, that’s all. Besides, nothing’s happened so far…”
“And to you that’s proof that nothing’s gonna happen?” Khan complained with a stare of utter disbelief. “Well, then you go right ahead and stay around for whatever’s going down while the rest of the sane people head for the van and get the hell out of here.”
“All right, you two,” Stephanie intervened, “calm down.”
“Okay, let’s all get our knapsacks together and head back to the van,” Roc instructed with a nudge toward assuming the part of leader; a position that he had become accustomed to assuming with this group.
Gene glanced across to their incapacitated friend across the tent from himself. “What about Linc?”
“I’ll make it,” the man told him and began stuffing the items remaining around him into his own black knapsack. This prompting a hasty packing throughout the tent by all parties who performed their tasks without a word
“What about the tent and everything?” Lincoln asked as he zipped his pack closed.
“Leave ‘em,” Gene suggested without a moment’s hesitation.
Roc looked across to him abruptly. “What? You paid a fortune for all this.”
“Right now I think we should just get to somewhere safe. We can come back tomorrow and get everything else – providing this place is still here.”
“Now you’re sounding like Khan,” Roc said with a smile. “Look, it’ll take all of ten minutes to pack up the tent. Besides, if…”
“We don’t know if we’ve even got ten minutes,” Khan interrupted.
“Khan’s right,” Stephanie said in agreement with a quick nod while folding the flap across the top of her pack. “We don’t know what’s going on out there or how long we’ve got. I think we should just take what we have in our packs and worry about the rest later.”
Lincoln stood, unsteadily, and flung his pack over his shoulder. “What if those assholes come back and vandalize our stuff while we’re gone?”
“Then we buy new stuff for the next trip,” Gene said quickly.
“Besides,” Roc added with a smirk on his face, “I saw Wolf running like a scared rabbit. I’d guess that he’s in the next state by now.”
“Which is exactly where we all should be,” Khan said and took a step toward the closed flap at the front of the tent. Just then a gust of wind hit it, rattling the entire tent and causing all eyes to look up and to the center where the lantern seemed to have been disproportionately affected.
“What the hell was that?” Stephanie asked as she reached up to steady the light that had been swinging so violently that it was a wonder the thing had not come loose and crashed to the floor.
“I don’t know,” Khan answered in a frightened voice as he slowly backed away from the opening in the tent, “but I don’t think we’re alone.”
Just as his words were spoken the entire tent began to shake violently from all sides and every person inside immediately lowered themselves to the floor for no other reason than to get out of the line of fire should whoever was responsible decide to start shooting.
“It’s Wolf and those jerks!” Stephanie suddenly spat, her face now red with anger as she stood amidst the fierce rattling of the lightweight fabric surrounding them on all sides. “They’re trying to scare us.”
“It’s working,” Khan admitted out loud and grabbed Stephanie’s arm to prevent her from going outside into the dark unknown. “Don’t go out!”
“Wolf,” she cried out before breaking loose from Khan’s grasp, and, crossing the tent, she was just about to open the flap when a blinding light suddenly appeared outside. The sight of this not only stopped her in her tracks but sent her back a couple steps where she then stood amongst the others who were kneeling upon the tent floor, eyes wide and fears evident on every face.
So severe was the intensity of this pure-white intrusion that the lamp above their heads appeared as if it had never been lit, yet nobody was looking at the lamp. Rather, they were taking in the fact that the light seemed to be coming at them from every side as the tent walls were completely immersed. Strangely enough, however, Roc noted that the ceiling portion did not appear to have been exposed to the direct light as it was decidedly darker than the walls. Moreover, the light was constant and in every way identical to that back at the campfire area which had erupted so spectacularly, leading Roc to fear that the cylindrical beam had moved and was now concentrating its might around their tent like some impermanent force field.
Within whatever influence they had been immersed, the five shaking forms huddled together in the center of their bright and rattling fortress fearing for their lives. It was Roc, however, who was mentally beating himself up for not having listened to Khan in the first place and just gotten the hell away when they had been given the chance.
“It’s here!” Khan yelled; his voice now at such a high-pitched tone as to leave absolutely no question as to whether he had reached the saturation point or not.
The strong, erratic winds continued to whip at the tent encasing them like it were coming at them from all directions at once. Roc’s first concern was for the integrity of their tent, fearing that it would only stand so much abuse before tearing to pieces and exposing all within to whatever horror awaited them outside. Second was his realization that Stephanie’s assertion about this being the result of Wolf and his gang was entirely wrong. There was no way in hell that the five trouble-makers could be the party responsible for this level of antagonism, therefore Roc came to admit to himself that something more severe and serious was upon them.
Then as quickly as it had whipped up the wind died out and to the immense relief of Roc a comforting silence engulfed the space of himself and his companions. Remaining, however, was the intensely bright light which told Roc that this was probably far from being over – and yet he was thankful for whatever bones of conciliation they were being thrown.
“Is it over?” Roc asked, leaning against Lincoln for warmth and reassurance of his continued existence by physical contact.
“I don’t know,” Stephanie answered, herself now scrunched down in the middle of the group and seeming to be enjoying the comfort of the human barrier surrounding her.
“What do we do? What do we do?” Khan whispered, again in an octave reserved mostly for dog’s ears.
If anybody had been in possession of an answer to that question they certainly kept it to themselves. Seeing as how answers, solutions and plans were few and far between at the moment, however, a consensual silence resounded throughout those present, spreading a lack of consolation while generating a new layer to the static level of alarm.
“What do we do?” Khan again whispered through lips that were now quaking with fear.
“It’s okay,” Lincoln said in a soothing voice and a hand upon the man’s shoulder.
The silent beam pounding against their tent walls continued its barrage as if time itself had come to an unexpected standstill although Roc’s ability to breathe and process information proved that theory wrong.
All at once Khan thrust a pointed finger forward. “Look,” he shouted in a panicked voice just above a whisper, drawing all attention to a spot on the left side of the tent where an immaculately defined shadow was now being cast.
Finding that his heart had suddenly leapt up to his throat, Roc’s eyes followed all others to identify that of a human-like shadow reaching from the bottom of the fabric wall to well above the top; the head being cut off at the shoulders by the unlit ceiling portion of the tent.
The figure was obviously tall and appeared to be clad in a long robe, the straight lines running down either side appearing as if to be that of a free-hanging garment. Roc could make out the arms hanging at this person’s side although there were no indications of hands as the sleeves ended squarely. Being fully conscious of what lengths Wolf and his friends would go to in order to throw a scare into him, Roc assumed this figure to be Wolf, perhaps wearing a bathrobe.
“There’s another one,” Gene now observed with a quickly pointing finger that brought all attention to the opposite wall where a similarly shadow was being cast upon the tent.
Both figures swayed slowly back and forth sluggishly, their long sleeves hanging languorously by their sides as they seemed to be trying to look into the tent without the cumbersome bother of actually venturing inside. Indeed, Roc did feel as if he and his fellow campers were under some sort of observation although, logically, the exterior light would disallow any such scrutiny.
Two more of these shadows became visible upon the back wall; this having been pointed out by Lincoln’s extended finger as he seemed to be solely incapable of speaking for the time being, and with the four other sets of eyes revolving about to witness the new additions to the outer party Roc felt a certain degree of anger begin to replace the built-up fears. To him, it was becoming abundantly clear that this definitely was the work of Wolf and his gang of malefactors who, in light of the recent disturbance at the campfire site, were manufacturing this display solely for the sake of intimidation.
It was, however, the addition of three more of these shadows against the walls, making a total of seven, that caused his fears to again overcome the anger. If it was their mortal enemies out there then they had been able to rally more troops to their cause, leaving Roc, Khan, Gene, Stephanie and Lincoln tragically outnumbered.
Beyond the obvious circumstances, though, Roc could not shake off the sense that something else was horribly wrong. Perhaps just his whole way of thinking was wrong. The shadows were definitely wrong. The light, the circumstance, the feeling in the air - nothing added up to equal anything even loosely corresponding with his deductions and conclusions, and while this was realized his ability to rearrange his thoughts and open up to the possibility of a foreign or unknown element remained elusive.
With the shadowy figures occupying three sides of their tent the only and obvious means of escape was the front which, at the moment, appeared to be unguarded - although that was more than likely subject to change at any moment, he thought. This, however, made Roc lend serious thought to their escape while escape was still an option - although fear and intimidation seemed to be holding himself and his friends in their places at the moment.
There was, of course, the feeling of urgency; that a decision needed to be made and made immediately, and yet none of the outside figures seemed to be in any hurry to invade. Their slowly rocking shadows continued to weave from side to side in unison with one another; their proximity to the tent indecipherable - although whatever their distance it was much too close as far Roc was concerned. Whether they were plotting their means of attack or just trying to scare the bejeebers out of their victims was unknown, although it did buy those inside a little time in order to decide upon their own plan - but their own decision had apparently already been decided for them.
It started again as abruptly as it had only minutes before. The tent was once again whipped about in a frenzy by the violent wind, distorting the shadows upon the walls while overwhelming the ears within with the rapid sounds of the fabric being tested for its ability to hold together under extreme conditions, and it was Khan who was the first to flee in a panic.
Bolting for the front of the tent he left Roc only a moment to cry out the man’s name before Khan disappeared into the blinding outside light with the tent-flap whipping closed behind him to conceal his fate. Stephanie tore out after him and disappeared outside with the closing of the tent flap in exactly the same fashion as Khan, leaving the three remaining men to wonder in absolute fear about not only Stephanie and Khan’s fates but of their own as well.
Roc and Gene exchanged a concerned yet panicked look between each other that conveyed an understanding of destiny before the latter stood and ran out, leaving Roc and Lincoln to decide for themselves their best course of action.
“Gene?” Roc called out. “Steph?”
“Khan?” Lincoln joined in, though each receiving absolutely no reply.
Surely they were in more danger of running up against opposition if they were to follow their friends, since, as frightening as it was inside the tent, at least they had not yet been harmed. Fleeing at this point seemed to be a clear example of jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire, and yet if they were to remain they ran the risk of not only not being able to join and possibly help their friends but of laying themselves completely vulnerable to an ambush.
Neither option was preferable, of course, but with a look between them they instantly shared the unspoken agreement that their chances of survival were far greater out there than that of being inside like caged animals. Therefore, helping Lincoln to stand and throwing his arm around the man’s waist, Roc led them quickly outside the tent into the blinding light with the flap closing quickly behind them.
Chapter 2
Roc was bored out of his tree. Surely there was a better way to spend a Friday than to be stuck in a stuffy boardroom listening to the ramblings of the guest speaker who was droning on incessantly about absolutely nothing that had anything to do with why they were all there in the first place. It probably would not have mattered, anyway, as Roc’s mind was elsewhere; up in the woods drinking in the smell of bacon sizzling in the pan over the open fire.
Tomorrow at this time he would be relaxing, staring up at the tall timbers thinking of nothing but the open wilderness without so much as a single thought to his life in the nine-to-five world back home. Even the thought of sleeping on the hard ground presented a certain fantasy with his sleeping bag being zipped up tightly about his chin, warding off the nighttime chill.
It was not surprising, then, that he had tuned out this speaker about ten minutes ago and was doodling on the pad before him under the auspices of taking notes. Beside him, his friend and co-worker, Stephanie, covertly added her own modifications to his stick-figure effigy of the man standing at the head of the long, polished table who utterly refused to draw to a conclusion. In the drawing, this boring individual was being put to death painfully with a saber, a snake, a round bomb that resembled something out of Rocky and Bullwinkle, and one pretty sickly looking crocodile whose jaws were permanently locked around the man’s leg.
Scattered about the floor at the man’s feet had been drawn several people in various degrees of repose, each with X’s for their eyes and holding lilies atop their chests while their thought bubbles contained nothing but Z’s. Sure, this was infantile and totally beneath them both but it was the only way the two could find to get through this lecture without dropping off into the deep sleep suggested by their drawing.
Motioning with his eyes Roc called Stephanie’s attention to George Cole, the head of the department who was seated beside the speaker and appeared to be in such awe of the man’s words that Roc figured George to probably be getting sexually aroused over the entire oration. While Stephanie’s smile seemed to indicate a similar thought, Roc kept his private joke to himself until after the meeting and he and his friend were safely tucked away in the safety of his office.
“Love at first sight,” Stephanie said with a knowing smile.
“No doubt,” Roc told her. “He was the only one, though. Did you catch Simpson’s head bobbing up and down? I think he was actually dozing.”
“No, but I don’t think Snodgrass was far behind.”
Snodgrass, Roc thought briefly with an inner smile, was not actually their co-worker’s name but it fit the pudgy, disagreeable man so well that, in their private circle of two, it had stuck.
“Who invites these stupid stockholders to speak anyway?” Stephanie asked from her cushioned chair across from Roc’s desk. “Shit, I could have pulled somebody off the street who’d have been more interesting than that.”
“You know damned-well who it was. That speaker had ‘George’ written all over him. He loves to puff himself up by getting investors in here to tell everybody what a wonderful job he’s doing and how much money he’s making for the company.”
“This whole week has been one big snow job,” Stephanie said with an exaggerated sigh. “I am so glad that we have a three-day weekend coming up.”
“Speaking of which; are you packed yet?”
“Of course not. I’ll do that when I get home. How about you?”
“I’ve been packed for a week,” he told her with a self-congratulatory smirk that was designed to rub his achievement in her face.
“You fags are always on top of things,” she groaned with a roll of her eyes.
“Speaking as the female version; you should be too.”
“I know, but it’s been a long fucking week. Since Carl’s been off visiting with her mother in Florida the whole house has fallen apart,” she confessed.
“Maybe you should have had her pack for you before she left, huh?” Roc said with a smile, knowing that Carla Fontana had been, and always would be, the organizing force in Stephanie’s relationship.
“Yeah, maybe. Oh well, I’ll just throw the usual in the pack like always. I know where it’s all at. Shouldn’t take more than a half an hour. Think I should pack warm clothes?”
“It shouldn’t be too cold up there. It is the middle of summer, after all.”
“Yeah, but the nights can get cold in the mountains. You remember the last time we went, I almost froze my niblets off, and Carl’s not gonna be there to keep ‘em warm this time.”
“Pack a light parka, I’m sure your niblets’ll survive,” Roc told her with a chuckle.
“So, who all’s decided to come along?”
“Khan, Gene and Barney for sure. I still haven’t heard from Linc.”
“Do we have to bring Khan?” she complained.
“What’s wrong with Khan?”
Stephanie signed rather uncomfortably. “From what I’ve heard, he’s a complainer.”.
“Who told you that?”
Stephanie frowned. “Lincoln. You were there when he told us about Khan.”
“Yeah, but I don’t remember him saying anything about Khan being a complainer.”
“Well, words to that effect. I just don’t want some downer coming along on the trip to ruin it for the rest of us.”
“As I recall, Lincoln said that Khan is just a little jumpy; ‘afraid of his own shadow’ were his words.”
“Jumpy, complainer: same thing.”
“No it isn’t,” Roc said, shaking his head.
“Yeah… whatever. I’m glad Barney’s coming, though. I was beginning to think that you’d chicken out at the last...”
“Oh, there you two are,” George told them from the open door, drawing both pairs of eyes over to him. “Eloquent speaker today, huh?”
Being that George was probably the very last person Roc wanted to encounter right about now, he had to force a smile to his lips as the heavyset man waddled in and planted himself on the couch against the far wall facing the desk.
“He definitely knew how to talk,” Roc said with painful recollections of the speaker droning on for what seemed to be hours and hours.
“Yup, maybe I should ask him back in a month to talk again. I think he boosted the moral in the boardroom, don’t you? Truly inspirational.”
“Truly something…” Stephanie groaned loudly enough for only Roc to hear.
“So, you two got big plans for the holiday weekend?”
Roc and Stephanie exchanged a quick glance that confirmed the fears that history was about to repeat itself. Too many times they had divulged their calendar to this man who, as his life was about as boring as his invited speakers, would immediately include himself in their plans. This weekend had been in the works for a year and the whole idea behind it was to get the hell away from the office and all its trappings; be them inanimate, human or George.
Roc shook his head. “Yeah, but it’s…”
“Queens Camp,” Stephanie told him, surprising Roc whose mind had been reeling with evasive excuses, literal lies, fabricated fibs, unadulterated untruths and petty prevarications.
“Queens…? Oh, you mean that camping thing you guys go to?”
Stephanie nodded. “Yeah, that camping thing.”
“I haven’t been camping since my teens. Hey, I’ve got an idea,” George pitched in, “how about if I go along? We can make it sort of a business vacation that I can write off. That’ll give us an opportunity to compare notes on the finer points of today’s speaker. I know; we can work up a report for Tuesday’s briefing with the Chairman. Bring your laptops and we can network them together for…”
“As tempting as that sounds,” Stephanie moaned, “we’re going to have to pass.”
Leaning forward in the couch George looked between the two excitedly. “What do you mean? It’s perfect. The three of us up in the clean air helping us think, getting the creative juices flowing. Hell, by Monday we’ll have one hell of a report that can be copied and bound before the meeting and...”
“Sorry, George,” she told him with a shake of her head. “It’s a private party. We’ve already lined up a couple other friends to go with us. Besides, when I leave the office for the weekend I don’t expect it to follow me home.”
“Hey, let’s not forget about who’s paying your salary, huh?” George said sternly, almost threateningly.
“And let’s not forget whose marriage was destroyed because work came first,” she reminded the man, lest he forget why he was now alone and desperately looking for ways to fill his lonely weekends. “I do my time in this office and I do it very well. But the time I do at home is separate, and the two will always remain separate.”
Roc had never dared to talk to George the way Stephanie did for fear of being written up and/or fired, but in spite of her being lower on the food chain than George she held her own against him, and he, for whatever reason, respected her for that.
From his couch George now looked somewhat hurt. “You make it sound like all I do is work. I have a life away from the office, too.”
“I know that, George,” she said, leaning forward a little.
“Okay then, how about if we leave the laptops behind and just enjoy ourselves. I’ve got my old down-filled sleeping bag - probably needs to be aired out a little, but…”
Shaking her head Stephanie turned to the man on the couch. “We’ll have to plan something for the next time, George. The arrangements, reservation, everything’s already been made. Sorry. But we’ll plan on something else real soon.”
“Yeah, all right.” George stood, looking a little depressed. “Well, type up the notes you two were taking during the talk and get them to me before you leave. I’ll work up a report over the weekend.”
The two on either side of the desk looked at one another. Notes? Since their notes consisted of stick-figures and neither one had paid attention to a single word…
“I think it should come straight from you, George,” Roc told the man who was almost out the door, stopping him. “You’ve got a gift for that sort of thing.”
“Yeah,” Stephanie added with great enthusiasm. “Nobody has a flare for bull… I mean: words like you, big guy.”
Apparently not catching the faux pas, George smiled, nodded and departed while Roc and Stephanie shared a collective sigh.
“That was close,” Roc said in a low voice with a glance toward the empty doorway. “I thought for sure we weren’t going to be able to wiggle out of his coming along on the trip.”
“Yeah. Poor guy, you have to feel sorry for him. Ever since his marriage self-destructed he’s been lonely as hell.”
“Mmm.”
The two sat in a communal silence for a couple moments, reveling in their guilt over not coming to the rescue of a lonely fellow worker bee before the moment was interrupted by the phone ringing, causing Roc to make an unexpectedly harsh lunge for the receiver. Stephanie busied herself with a rogue paperclip, listening to the one-sided conversation with an occasional glance up until Roc finally ended the call.
“Well, Barney won’t be able to make it after all. He said he has a sore throat and thinks he’s coming down with something.”
“Yeah, something’s going around. That’s too bad. You’ve had your eye on him for quite awhile. Why haven’t you gone after him?”
“He is good looking, I’ll admit that.” Roc acknowledged, his eyes closing briefly to the striking and masculine image of Barney. “I don’t know; have you ever wanted somebody but there was just something not right? I mean, we’ve gone out a couple times and we both expressed an interest in one another but nothing’s ever come of it.”
“You two ever have sex?”
“No. We’ve gotten to that fence several times but never crossed over it - and I’m not exactly sure why.”
“Yeah, I had that with a woman I was dating before Carl so I know exactly what that’s like. Do you want it to happen?”
“I’m beginning to think that we were just meant to be girlfriends, not boyfriends - which is fine; I can live with that. To me it just means that there’s somebody else out there.”
“Sure there is. Don’t give up.”
“I’m not,” he said with a smile.
“So, it looks like it’ll just be the four of us for the weekend.”
“Unless Linc is able to come along, yeah.”
Stephanie cocked her head. “He can’t make up his mind or something?”
“No, he wasn’t sure if they were gonna work him Monday or not.”
“City employees don’t work on holiday weekends, do they?”
“No, but Linc’s with a private construction firm that the city contracted out to and I guess they can work their people whenever they want, depending on how far along or behind they are with the project.”
“Oh. Well, we certainly can’t go anywhere without our token black. After all, we’ve got our token lesbian and our token Turk and two token white’s, the set would be incomplete without Linc.”
“We do bring diversity into an already diverse group, don’t we.”
“Sure do,” she agreed with a yawn. “What time are we taking off?”
“I told everybody to come over to my place as soon as they got ready and we’ll leave from there, so whenever everybody arrives.”
“How are we getting there?”
“Gene’s van.”
“It takes, what; an hour to drive?”
Roc picked up a pencil and began tapping it on the desktop. “Something like that.”
“Same campground we all went to last time?”
“That’s what everybody wanted. Besides, that’s the one that has the central campfire that all the campers like to gather around the last night. It’s kinda fun.”
Stephanie agreed with a soft hum and Roc allowed his eyes to gravitate to the window to her right although his inner eye was fixating on their past camping venture of a year ago that had been a rousing success in spite of their not having packed enough food for the three-day excursion.
Standing, Stephanie asked, “Everybody’s agreed on the food this time?”
Not amazed that their minds were traveling along the same path, as this was a reoccurring theme between the two, Roc nodded. “I’ve got it all back at the house ready to go. All we need to pick up along the way is ice for the ice chest and we’ll be good to go.”
“You didn’t happen to pick up any Twinkies this time, did you?” she said with a wink and a smile.
Knowing Stephanie’s lust for the snack cakes, Roc had stocked up on two boxes but shook his head. “You know you shouldn’t eat those things.”
“Carl said I could have a couple this trip.”
“Oh, she did not, and you know it,” he argued.
“Well,” she told him, grinning, “can’t blame a girl for trying. Okay, I’m gonna go back to my office and look like I’m earning my salary. I should be over at your place around six-ish. Is that going to give us enough time to get there and set up the tent and everything?”
“We have daylight until 8:30 so we’ll have plenty of time.”
“Alrighty-then. See ya’ after a bit.”
Following her departure Roc returned a couple phone calls whose urgency had been called to his attention by two pink ‘While You Were Out’ slips which he had been ignoring during Stephanie’s visit. He then leaned back in his chair to contemplate the upcoming trip; mentally going over his To Do list. There had not been a single vacation taken in which he had not forgotten at least one item, so with his track record firmly in place he tried as best he could to remember every single thing while running through every conceivable scenario in his head; their consequences and needs following closely behind.
Stephanie had put herself in charge of bringing the First-Aid kit, an extra blanket, and sunscreen and calamine lotions so that was one area in which Roc was not needing to waste time worrying about. Therefore, with his knapsack being packed with clothing and miscellaneous bathroom sundries he felt that he might actually be on top of things for the first time in his life.
The food was taken care of, their campsite reserved and paid for, Gene had promised to purchase extra gas canisters for his cook stove and lantern - all the pieces seemed to be accounted for and fall in line. Naturally, there was always that certain something-or-other, the presence of which would never be missed until reaching the destination when it was far too late to turn back and retrieve, but the group would cross that missing bridge when they came to it.
Thinking back, Roc counted this as being the group’s third annual campout. Its origin, he thought with a growing smile, was to see – as one member put it - “Which queer could rough it the longest without their nail polish and taffeta.” Over the years the original party of six had been broken up and replaced by relocations, falling-outs and, in one case, an unexpected death. But the principal players – Roc and Stephanie – had remained intact, thus leaving them with the task of recruiting new friends and making all the arrangements.
Roc and his close friends had taken other assorted vacations throughout the year as their whims dictated but this was the one whose roots were now firmly embedded in concrete and had become a not-to-be-missed event as the good times had by all were legendary. This is not to say that there had not been mishaps, but the occasional burned finger, sprained ankle, bee sting, splinter or brush with a nettle was soon forgotten during a rousing card game, sing-along around the campfire or ecstatic feeding frenzy under the magic of outdoor-cooked food.
Picking up a pen, Roc scrawled the words “Queens Camp” on the desk calendar, adding a Roman Numeral III as an afterthought to distinguish this trip from the previous two. He had been solely responsible for the name, which he remembered with a smile, began as a joke, but it was liked by all and remained to define the outing. Dragging the pen across the pad he circled the name while regretting his not having had t-shirts printed up this year. They were a fun indulgence with “Queens Camp” printed across the chest. On the back was printed a rainbow triangle with “Queens or Better” scrawled beneath it, but this indulgence turned out to be somewhat expensive so that tradition ended after the first year.
Memorial Day weekend had originally been chosen for several reasons, not the least of which was that it was the official beginning of Summer and almost everybody had that weekend off. Of course, it had its drawbacks, too, in that due to its popularity with almost everybody on the entire planet the campsite had to be reserved almost a year in advance; this little necessity having been overlooked the previous year thereby making their chosen campground unavailable. As such Roc now shuddered at the thought of the campground they had to settle for about a mile away which did not quite have the feel of the great outdoors with its close proximity to a two-star hotel whose three-story structure stood out amongst the trees as more of an eyesore than a convenience.
Placing the pen back on the pad he wrote his age, 31, and then proceeded to cross it out, replacing it with “5” to suggest how old he felt when being perceived by George, his immediate supervisor. Even after four years with the firm Roc continued to feel this way and he resented it immensely. Sure, he could manipulate George some of the time and was certainly envious of Stephanie’s ability to make George crawl, but Roc still felt like a little boy against a big bully.
“Oh good, you’re still here.”
Roc looked up from his desktop doodling to see George poking his head around the corner of the open door.
“I talked it over with Harrison and he really liked my idea of the report on today’s talk. He thinks it’ll do wonders for morale with the subordinates around here and he wants to have it done by Tuesday morning, so I guess your little camping trip is out. Sorry.”
“What?” Roc asked in surprised disbelief.
“He put me in charge of the project, since it was my idea in the first place, so it looks like you and me’ll be spending a lot of time together here at the office the next couple days. Tough break, bud. What say we meet at my office tomorrow morning around eight o’clock. Hey, I’ll pick up some donuts for us. Sound good? Okay then. See ‘ya tomorrow morning, bright and early. Oh, and don’t forget to bring your notes from today’s meeting.”
“But…” Roc tried to speak but the man was gone as quickly as he had arrived, leaving a very disheartened man to watch his fabulous weekend plans flying out the window. There would be no sizzling bacon and eggs, no cheery campfire, no wrestling around in the tent before lights-out, and no break from the corporate tedium that was now prying at his soul much as it must have for George before taking it away completely.
Clearly this was George’s revenge for not being allowed to tag along on to Queens Camp and Roc was now hating George with every ounce of his energy. He had been looking forward to this trip for a whole year, and now, on the day of their departure, that bastard had to pull a lowdown dirty trick like this.
Naturally, this brought forth a flurry of questions as to Roc’s priorities and dedication to his job, the most prominent being: Was this position really worth the frustration? He had gone through years of college and poured gallons of sweat and blood into achieving this level of success but he had not come this far to have a corporation swallow him whole. If he were to quit today he would no doubt be able to find another position with a rival firm - although he would be right back at the bottom again and right now it seemed like quitting would leave too many holes in his life. He really did not want to start over at the beginning again. Who would?
It was, after all, only one lousy weekend. The rest of the gang could go on this one without him and then maybe they could get together for an impromptu campout over the Labor Day weekend. It was certainly not the end of the world, just a very painful inconvenience. Everybody would understand and would make the best of the trip without him, so in the long run, all would survive this mess.
The next problematic step in this debacle was telling Stephanie of his inability to go since her disappointment would be greater than the others who would be going on the trip. Not only because of their strong friendship but because this trip was theirs; they had initiated it originally and every year since, and without their combined efforts this annual event would not have been possible.
Hesitantly he picked up the phone and punched in Stephanie’s extension then briefly told her what had just gone down with George. Well, actually he had only gotten about halfway through his confession before the line went dead, and exactly twenty-seconds later she stormed into his office.
“That bastard,” she exclaimed and stomped up to the desk. “He can’t do this.”
“I think he can,” Roc told her. “He’s the head of the department and…”
“His head’s so far up Harrison’s ass that it’s impossible to tell one from the other!”
“Yeah, I agree.”
“Damn it! He’s only doing this to get even for not being able to go.”
“I know.”
Stephanie placed both hands on the desktop and leaned forward in thought. “I suppose a bomb up his ass would be too subtle. There’s gotta be a way to fix this.”
“Well,” Roc said with an obvious hesitation, “we could ask him to come along with us.”
“Absolutely. Let’s ruin our great plans so he can get his way and sabotage the whole thing.”
“Oh, it could be fun,” Roc said, his mind reeling. “He does know that it’s a gay thing but he doesn’t know to what extent.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning that if we all really camp it up then he might get so uncomfortable that he’d leave early.”
“Maybe,” Stephanie said while briefly considering this idea. “But in the meantime we have to put up with the son of a bitch. No, I’m not letting him mess this up.”
“I don’t see any other way out of it. Either he goes or I don’t.”
“Let me think on this a minute… there’s gotta be a way.” Easing herself into her usual chair she planted her hands firmly on the armrests as if to ground herself to the great cosmic forces floating freely about the room in order to divine a solution. “I don’t suppose you could come down with something contagious in the next two hours.”
“I don’t think he’d buy that. Besides, he’s so convinced that he’ll be made president if he develops that report that I doubt if a little virus will stop him.”
She shook her head. “No, I mean if you tell him you’re too sick and contagious to be around he’s not gonna want to expose himself to the possibility of being sick. He thinks you’re at death’s door, you’re up in the mountains and out of reach… perfect.”
“I don’t think he’d fall for it.”
Stephanie shook her head. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Well, why not just flatly refuse?”
“Because he’d have me fired. You know how they feel about employees who don’t make themselves available 24 hours a day around here.”
“Yeah, I know… but…” she mused with a finger now tapping against her bottom lip. “Call George in here.”
“What?”
“Go ahead, call him in; let’s have a little chat with Mr. Harrison’s ass.”
Reluctantly Roc complied and was told by the man’s secretary that he would be right in. Hanging up the receiver he leaned forward in his seat. “What’s your plan?”
“Not sure yet. I’ll play it by ear when he gets here.”
“Yeah, well, I hope it works.”
“Me too.”
“Oh good, you’re both here,” George said with a smile, entering the room and taking his usual seat on the couch. “I’ve been thinking about the report and I’ll bet that if the three of us combined our brilliant brains we could blow the lid off this whole building with a dynamite report.”
“Can’t do it, George,” Stephanie told him calmly. “We’ve both got plans and we can’t break them. You knew that.”
“Work comes first,” he reminded them as his smile wavered.
“Exactly, which is why Roc and I figured we’d work on it until it’s time to go tonight.”
“What? I don’t want something just thrown together. We need to work on statistical graphs and…”
“And a summation and all that crap,” Stephanie concluded for him, forcing him off his accustomed path of full-detail mode. “Yeah, we know. We can wipe that out in a couple hours.”
Not knowing how this was possible, Roc stared at her a moment before turning for George’s reaction.
The man’s smile turned to one of condescending doubt. “Oh, I doubt that very much.”
“So, you’re saying that you don’t have faith in our abilities to do the job we were hired to do?” Stephanie asked.
“No, I’m saying that a report of this magnitude needs to be carefully nurtured and…”
“It was a meeting with a speaker, George,” she reminded him, “not a corporate sponsor or client.”
“Exactly. That’s why I need you two to beef it up and make it worth reading. I think about two-hundred pages should do it.”
“Great,” she said with an enhanced enthusiasm. “Give us your notes and we’ll get to work on it right now.” Turning to Roc she continued as if George were not there; purposely leaving him out of the conversation. “Now, I figure that if we borrow from the Burrow’s report from last month, change the statistics and graphs to reflect George’s notes then we can have the thing wiped out, printed and bound by five o’clock.”
“But…” George began before being cut off by Stephanie.
“Great idea,” Roc told her enthusiastically. “We can take the first part of James’ report for the Clay & Marrow account, add that to Seeder’s summation from the Proper, Doman & Caterpillar report and it’ll be perfect.”
“But…” George said, weakly.
“Get on the phone with all those at the meeting,” Stephanie continued to Roc, herself going out of her way to ignore the confused man on the couch. “Have them submit their notes.”
Roc nodded. “Right.”
“But…”
Stephanie’s eyes brightened some. “Hey, bring up the Analysis Of Competition template on the computer. That’ll let us incorporate the other elements with…” she began before turning to George. “You still here? Come on, man, we need those notes of yours. Get crackin’.”
“But I think that we’re going to need more time to visualize its concept before actually starting on…”
“George,” she told him with a furrowed brow, “on your recommendation this company spent 3.4 million on software to generate these reports. They do everything but type in the numbers for you and get coffee, and seeing as how we’ve never really used the programs to their full potential I think now would be a great time to start, to show the company that they’re getting their money’s worth. You want a fantastic report then we’ll give you one, but we need those notes of yours. Go on, get moving; time’s money.”
“But…” he uttered as he slowly rose to his feet while Roc began calling around for the requested notes from his fellow employees.
“Okay,” Stephanie said as she moved to the other side of the desk and began typing things into the keyboard beside Roc with occasional mouse clicks, “I think what we need is… yup, there it is. Perfect.”
“I want my name on this,” George suddenly demanded from the doorway, looking somewhat lost and ignored at this point.
Stephanie looked up. “The software automatically enters the contributors by their submissions and unless you get those notes of yours to me your name won’t be mentioned. I can’t override the software, George.”
“But…”
“It’s your software, not mine,” she told him before getting back to her business in front of the monitor.
George slowly walked out of the room and disappeared for a moment while the well-oiled machine within whirred along smoothly without him.
Roc looked up to Stephanie hovering over him to his left. “Can we really…?”
“Wait for it…” she cautioned, interrupting his question.
It was only ten seconds later that George poked his head around the corner again. “Um… on second thought, maybe I’d better handle the report myself.”
Roc and Stephanie both looked up in unison.
“I think… “ George began before being interrupted.
“George,” Stephanie said with a frown upon her face, “it’s all but written. Now if you want to submit your notes then do so, otherwise we’ll go with what we have.”
“Um…” the round man stammered, “but I was gonna bring donuts...”
Watching him leave a second time like a lost puppy with his tail tucked firmly between his legs was actually heartbreaking, and yet a momentous victory had been achieved and both Roc and Stephanie giggled at their victory.
“You think he’ll get his notes to us in time?” Roc asked, hanging up the phone.
“He didn’t take any notes,” she said with a smile. “That’s why I was pressing him so hard to get them. I was watching him during the meeting and his pen never hit the pad in front of him.”
“Well, we didn’t take notes either. How will we get our names on the report if the computer only identifies those contributing?”
“By including some extemporaneous things of ours from previous documents we’ll automatically be included.”
“Ah, good thinking.”
“Besides, nobody reads these stupid reports from cover to cover, and even if they did who could remember the details from one to another? Anyway, they’re borrowed upon all the time so who cares. What it all boils down to is that we’re still going on the trip,” she beamed.
“Most excellent.”
Chapter 3
There was no doubt about it; the day was too damned hot and humid. Adding to Lincoln’s discomfort was the steaming asphalt that was being laid out before him like one continuous black ribbon by the massive yellow and black conveyor paver that preceded him. The generated heat upon the ground seared his jeans while his shirt, which had been soaked clear through by his perspiration since early this morning, accepted every little breeze with gratitude as the short bursts blew beneath his bright orange high-visibility vest bearing silver stripes. Were it not for the brim of his black baseball cap, which he wore backwards beneath his green hard hat, his neck probably would have been fried to a crisp by noon.
The sun’s rays beat down mercilessly, turning those areas of his naturally dark skin being directly exposed even darker, a sight that amused him at the end of the day when he caught a glimpse of himself in the bathroom mirror after showering.
Lincoln’s gloved hands expertly guided the asphalt rake across the newly-laid surface, smoothing out any uneven portions and pulling out excessively large rocks before the steaming roadbed was exposed to the two-ton asphalt compactor that followed closely behind at the hands of a man he had great difficulty keeping his eyes away from. The man in question, Nathan Delaney, was straight and Lincoln knew it but he found this guy to be so attractive that he just could not help but continue his succession of periodic, generic glances – especially when the compactor approached him before heading away again on its perpetual back and forth rotations. The awful truth was that everybody on this particular crew was terminally straight - the lone exception being Lincoln.
In this line of work, Lincoln had seen a tremendous amount of turnover in manpower, and although most men were straight he remembered a few from whom he had caught their returning glances. This quite often resulted in some action after the accustomed pizza and beer Fridays in which the crew gathered at a favorite pub, but these encounters quickly ended with the change in personnel, leaving Lincoln alone again. This crew, he thought as he again shot Nathan a glance, was different from the others. This crew seemed to work as individuals rather than as a team; the idle chatter was kept to a minimum and nobody seemed to want to get familiar or close with any of their fellow workers. No sidelong glances, no bonding - no action.
He glanced up at the passing string of cars that were being led by the flag car on the one usable lane of the double-lane road that was being systematically resurfaced. Pulling the rake toward himself he returned his attention to his task at hand which had become so automatic that he could do it in his sleep. In fact, so often time had flown by without recognition that he often would wonder if he had been sleeping.
It was not unusual for his mind to be exercising elsewhere while his muscles were hard at work upon the paved surface, and having done this as long as he had it would have driven Lincoln insane if he did not have an active imagination to carry him through the endless hours of tedium. He needed to keep his wits about him as he was in a construction zone, but he also found the need to keep his mental faculties roaming to faraway locations from time to time, if only to take his attention away from the searing temperatures and boring repetition of the job.
As so often was the case, his thoughts turned to fantasy with Nathan being the object of interest as the man drove his yellow compactor closer once again and Lincoln had to forcibly avert his eyes so as not to let this fantasy impede his work and possibly make a fatal mistake. Lincoln made it no secret that he was gay nor did he go out of his way to broadcast it, and among past crews it had become an unspoken understanding, respected by some and loathed by others. Being that no disparaging remarks ever reached his ears he was never certain of who, if anybody, knew, and although there was the occasional disapproving glare his six-foot-three, stocky physique seemed an effective deterrent to any who felt a possible need to challenge him on his ability to hold his own. His shaved head was also an intimidation factor, although the lack of hair was more for the sake of comfort than anything else, and yet if it served both purposes adequately then what the hell.
Lincoln’s thoughts of Nathan and himself at a dark, secluded restaurant table were inconveniently interrupted by the asphalt-laden dump truck’s back-up alarm as it pulled up to the paver so that they could continue their forward progress, but it was not long before the thoughts resumed as Nathan approached for another eyeful.
The man made a smooth pass with the compactor, this time coming to within inches of grinding Lincoln’s rake into the steaming asphalt. With a quick jerk he pulled the tool out of the way and moved to his right to get back to work, realizing that he had been daydreaming about the man atop the yellow machine and not pulling his weight - and a little bit embarrassed for having done so.
Fortunately nobody seemed any the wiser, even Nathan who had reversed the direction of his machine and slowly backed away leaving a smooth surface that reflected the hot, bright sunshine as if on water. With the revving of the engine to Lincoln’s right, the bed of the dump truck lifted higher, pouring more asphalt into the spreader that continued to lay out an even layer beneath itself, leaving periodic rough patches that were taken care of with a few quick strokes of Lincoln’s rake; his participation in the paving process being essential and never-ending.
Lincoln had gone to work that morning thinking about the upcoming weekend to be spent in the woods with his friends. This, of course, was under the condition that the crew had made sufficient progress so as to not require mandatory overtime on Saturday, Sunday and possibly Monday as well in order to catch up on the anticipated advancement of the past week. Although there had been no word trickling down through the workers on that front as yet, Lincoln’s hopes remained high that by the end of this day he would be out of this infernal heat and relaxing in the relative quiet of the forest surrounded by cool, fresh air while an occasional dip in the nearby lake would prove to be pleasantly invigorating. With these thoughts revitalizing his hopes for a work-free weekend, he found himself getting restless for the day to draw to a close so that he could shower, change and get himself and his pack over to Roc’s house to officially get the extended weekend underway. This would be Lincoln’s second attendance at Queens Camp and if the past were to be any indication he knew he would be enjoying this one just as much as he had the last which had evolved into one long enjoyable weekend with good food, good friends and good times.
Reacting to the call of somebody’s whistle, Lincoln raised his head and looked around to discover that a break had been called. To this, all work and equipment ground to an immediate halt. On the opposite side of the road sat a well-used pickup truck boasting a container of water that, although sitting in the direct sunlight a good portion of the day, managed to retain a coolness that provided much relief to each man as they, in turn, helped themselves to a drink.
Several workers, Lincoln included, took this opportunity to remove their hats and pour water over their heads, the resulting feeling of relief being almost euphoric if for only a few moments – but definitely worth it. This was yet another hint to what awaited Lincoln at the end of the long hot day if all went well, and as he likened this feeling to that of being able to stick his head into the cool lake that bordered the campground he found himself wishing even more for the day to come to a rapid end.
Another string of cars snaked past, raising the dust tracked upon the road by vehicles driving through the construction zone up to the nostrils of those standing around the pickup - but it was all part of the job. On rainy days this would not have been the case, although the wet conditions would have presented another problem by turning the dirt to a slick layer of mud, so in the long run, it was better that the sun was shining.
There was a slight, general chatter within the crew, none of which Lincoln bothered engaging in as it involved work, and right now, with his mind up in the mountains, he wanted no part of anything that reminded him of where he was at present. Why ruin the fantasy? This fantasy, however, was broken and replaced with another as Nathan walked over to Lincoln’s side and laid his yellow hard hat on the hood of the pickup.
“Hot enough for ‘ya?” Nathan asked while untying the blue bandana that he wore around his neck.
“Yeah,” Lincoln answered as his heart actually jumped a beat at the sound of the man’s voice. He figured Nathan to be somewhere around his own age at 31 although the man looked as if he were more in the mid 20’s; those soft blue bedroom eyes contributing to that illusion.
Removing his bandana to wipe his forehead, Nathan gave Lincoln a smile that almost melted his co-worker to a puddle upon the ground. “Boss says we’ve got the weekend off.”
No finer words had ever been spoken and Lincoln had to restrain himself from leaning in to the man and kissing him full on the lips in gratitude. His weekend was going to happen after all and he could almost smell the pines right now.
“Couple’a the guys are talkin’ about the usual pizza and beer tonight,” Nathan continued, returning the hat to his head and the bandana to his neck. “You in?”
“No, I’m heading up into the mountains for the weekend after work.”
“Oh yeah? Where ‘ya goin’?”
“Queens…” he began instinctively before catching and correcting himself. “Up by Blue Lake - the campground up there.”
“Yeah, I know where that’s at. Never been, though. It’d sure beat this heat, huh?”
“Mmm,” Lincoln said with a nod and took another gulp of the rapidly warming water in his paper cup. “I dunno, I’ve gotten used to it I guess.”
“Queens?”
Lincoln looked up abruptly. “What’s that?”
“You said: Queens. That the name of the campground?” he asked with a mounting smirk. “That sounds sort of…” All at once the smile broadened dramatically, “Oh, yeah, I forgot that you’re… well…”
“That way?” Lincoln asked, his own smile appearing. “Yeah.” Not acting or sounding like the stereotypical gay man he was rather amazed that Nathan had pegged him for being as such. On further thought, though, he realized that either the man had picked up on something by Lincoln’s continual glances in his direction throughout their workdays together or the rumor mill had been active.
Nathan finished tying the knot in the bandana, his eyes seemingly avoiding Lincoln’s. “Oh… uh huh. Look, man, I didn’t mean nothin’ personal.”
“Forget it,” Lincoln said with a wave of his hand.
“So is that really the name of the campground? ‘Queens’?”
Shaking his head, Lincoln dumped the remainder of his cup over his head and replaced his sweat-dampened baseball cap. “No, just a pet name we gave it, but it pretty much explains our group.”
“Oh, yeah, I get it.”
While the conversation was definitely not hostile it did feel to be increasingly uncomfortable, at least to Lincoln, and with a nod he pushed himself away from the truck with the intention of grabbing himself one more cup of water before returning to work - but he was halted by Nathan’s unexpected question.
“I heard talk about it from some of the other guys here but I wasn’t sure… I mean, dude, look at you.”
“Yeah, well, now that you know will we be picking out curtains together?”
“Um,” Nathan stammered with an apparent misunderstanding of how to take this question. “Was… that a… joke? Because I’m not like that, dude. I’m married.”
“A lot of guys I’ve been with were,” Lincoln replied without thought.
“Really? Married guys?” Nathan asked, showing a peculiar interest.
“Yup,” Lincoln admitted with a nod, and fulfilling his desire for one last dousing of water he clapped the baseball cap and green hard hat on his head before walking away. Feeling rather self-satisfied he also reveled in the thrill of having been able to talk to the man of his fantasies up close, and although he wished for the conversation to last longer Lincoln felt the need to draw the conversation to a close before accidentally showing his admiration.
Another snaking line of cars passed by before Lincoln was able to get back over to his rake and as he waited for another dump truck to back into place against the paving machine he thought he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to his left.
“Can I ask ‘ya something?” Nathan said as he advanced with a quick glance around in an obvious check for stray ears that may overhear his question.
“Shoot.”
“What’s it like?”
Lincoln shook his head to indicate his not understanding the question.
“You know… doing that with another guy? I mean, how can you prefer that over a girl?”
To Lincoln, a more obvious question was why Nathan was asking about it as this was definitely not a subject that normally cropped up as part of the crew’s chatter. Moreover, the two had worked alongside one another for almost five months without such a personal conversation coming to light so what was with the sudden interest in Lincoln’s sexual appetite? There was no doubt whatsoever in Lincoln’s mind that nothing ever would, or could, happen between the two men so maybe Nathan was just generically curious to learn about life on the other side of the fence.
“It’s what it is, man,” Lincoln told him, lacking any better way to explain it without going into graphic detail.
“No,” Nathan began, leaning in even closer. “I mean; how’s it work?”
“It doesn’t work, it just happens.”
“But, you black guys; don’t you have… you know… too much for anybody but a girl?”
Now it was getting personal, a little too personal to pass for being that of a casual interest. To Lincoln this tasted more like he was being prepped for a possible encounter, one that he had dreamed of but would not have seen coming in a million years.
“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Lincoln answered with a wink and turned toward the dump truck to gauge when operations would resume again.
“Yeah?” Nathan asked quietly, and although Lincoln had not seen his face he could hear a smile in the voice beside him.
The paving machine began its slow crawl forward at that instant, which meant that work was again in full swing. Lifting his rake up over the newly-laid surface, Lincoln briefly cast his eyes to the left to catch Nathan pull himself up onto the compactor, revealing the big smile on his lips as he swung around into the seat. This smile, not surprisingly, sent Lincoln down the path of yet another fantasy involving Nathan, this one seeming as if it just might come true at some point down the road. This, of course, was merely a theory since Nathan’s previously stated questions and signs were pointing in that particular direction. Of course it was entirely possible that Nathan was just curious and that this would be the extent of it - but it was exciting to think about just the same.
Gone were the thoughts of the tall timbers surrounding him. Gone also was the vision of the cool clear water and the smells of the food cooking in other campsites before and after their own had been prepared. Now, amidst the overwhelming odor of hot asphalt, exhaust fumes from the passing trains of cars and the smell of diesel was only the scent of hot, steamy sex between two men and it was the sweetest smell Lincoln had ever experienced.
All too quickly, however, it was over as the car horn from an impatient motorist who had to stop for a worker to cross the road brought Lincoln back to the party and he once more became aware of his surroundings, of the noise and the insufferable heat. Nathan had driven himself off into the distance with his face being turned away and Lincoln got to wondering if, in some heat-induced stupor, he had made too much out of absolutely nothing – of a completely innocent event involving innocent questions. Besides, even if he had read the signs correctly he would not have time to act on any encounter until he returned from the trip, and how the hell was he supposed to concentrate on his vacation knowing that something this important was laying in wait on the other end?
Pulling the rake toward himself, Lincoln dislodged a particularly large rock and jerked it to the side of the road by his tar-blackened boots with a quick tug before extending the rake again to fill in the hole left in its absence. For a brief moment this hole seemed the perfect metaphor for his life; or at least that part of his life that seemed to be missing a companionship that he had thus far thought not important enough to worry about and, consequently, pursue. But with the initiation of these scattered and unproven thoughts about Nathan he suddenly felt an emptiness in the pit of his stomach that so closely resembled the depression in the new roadbed that he had just filled that he was forced to give serious thought to his inner workings.
Was this merely lust, as it had been with so many other men who had come into his life and vacated again just as quickly? Or was there something more deeply engrained within himself that was only now beginning to surface. Was he actually feeling the pangs of companionship that his parents had wished for him so long ago but, to Lincoln, had up until now, remained under lock and key?
Giving this possibility the benefit of the doubt, if it were the case and the nesting instinct that had thus far been remanded to some interior hidey-hole was finally surfacing, then was Nathan to be his guiding light out of this obscurity? Or maybe the plot was not quite as convoluted as he was leading himself to believe. Perhaps Nathan was merely the tool under whose power Lincoln’s inner desires were to be set free. He surely knew better than to plan his future around a straight gay-curious man, but these feelings were entirely new and, as such, Nathan was playing an important part in the visions they were invoking.
Lincoln had to stop a moment and rub the back of his glove over his eyes to wipe the sweat from his brows, this giving him the opportunity to glance back to the compactor that was slowly making its way back toward him with the man at the helm concentrating on his path of travel and not Lincoln. This was a fact that was acknowledged with some disappointment by the man holding the rake as, by now, he had hoped that Nathan would only have eyes for him.
But something was different; Nathan still had that peculiar smile on his lips that he had been wearing as he boarded his machine a couple minutes ago. Surely that meant something? Lincoln had never seen him smiling as he worked before now and although the man was physically concentrating on his job perhaps this was a sign that his mental gears were grinding in the same direction as Lincoln’s. Short of walking up to the man and asking him, however, this would probably never be known. With a sigh that drew in more hot air, Lincoln resumed his work with a renewed sense of the heat, not to mention the tedium of a week’s worth of this labor taking its toll on his overworked muscles.
Another hour passed through routine before a brief period of downtime was required as they waited for another dump truck to arrive; this according to rumor of it having been delayed in traffic. To Lincoln’s surprise he was again joined by Nathan who could have continued his maneuvers atop his compactor but had chosen instead to hop down for another chat.
“How’s it goin’?” he asked Lincoln while still donning that peculiar smile that hinted at unspoken desire.
“It’s goin’.”
“Pisses me off when the trucks don’t keep rollin’ in, puts us farther behind. Y’know, I’ve been grinning all afternoon about that name you and your fellow… your friends and you came up with for yourselves.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, ‘Queens’.”
“Actually, it’s ‘Queens Camp’ and it’s just what we came up with to call the trip.”
“I swear, if it gets any hotter out here the machinery’s gonna melt,” Nathan said, taking an immediate and unexpected fork in the conversation; one that caught Lincoln completely off guard.
“Um… yeah,” he muttered while trying to decipher the sudden detour.
“Suppose they’ll shut us down for the day if the truck doesn’t get here pretty soon?”
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