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BACKPACK ADVENTURES
Episode 11

“Heat”

Travis’ boots crunched the chopped rock railroad base as he trudged along the Southern Pacific line.  The air seemed to shimmer and twist above the sizzling rails.  Sweat soaked the bill of his baseball cap.  The metal barrel of his pellet gun burned where it touched his hands.  He shifted the gun to his shoulder, soldier-style, but could still feel the heat through his thin, sweat-soaked t-shirt.
  Grasshoppers buzzed in the tall Johnson grass along the embankment and he could see juicy black dewberries hiding in sticker coated vines.  An empty game bag flapped against his thigh.  So much for hunting.  Why had he thought walking along the railroad tracks was going to be any cooler than sitting in a wood frame house with no air conditioning?  And where were all those squirrels his grand-dad told him about?  They should have been running rampant in the trees that lined the county road beside these tracks.  He hadn’t seen a squirrel--or any animal--in the last hour while he was walking.  Too hot for any creature with a lick of sense to be out, he thought.  So why did I let myself get talked into hunting at four pm-- with Jace tagging along?
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He looked down the embankment at Jace, a thin seventh grader who seemed oblivious to the heat and the dust of the road.  Jace kicked a large rock with the side of his foot, controlling it like soccer ball.   His jet black hair glistened in the sunlight as he darted after the rock. 
 A sling shot dangled from the back pocket of his shorts, but he wasn’t the least bit interested in hunting. Jace had brought his backpack with the powerful computer, the BPC, which allowed the six kids in their close knit group to communicate.  He kept checking the keypad screen for messages instead of looking for squirrels.
 Jace was a star soccer player and a best friend of Travis’ younger step-sister, Summer.  He was staying with their family while his parents made a three week trip to China, where Jace was born.   Mr. and Mrs. Long did not want Jace to miss any school, so the Allen’s offered for him to stay with them.  Everything had been fine till the weekend they visited the family farm two hours from home.  Jace began to get on Travis’ nerves the moment they arrived.  Jace was definitely an ‘un-cool’ city boy who asked a thousand questions and made corny jokes and followed Travis everywhere.  When Summer and Grandma went to the grocery store in Bryan, Travis made the mistake of telling his grandfather it was boring to be at the farm with Jace.  Gramps took it all wrong.
“If you’re so bored, why don’t you go shoot your pellet gun and bring me a squirrel to bar-be-que tonight?” Gramps had teased.  Travis 
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didn’t think he was serious, but then Dad had chimed in that it was squirrel season in Robertson County.  

“I don’t want to eat squirrel,” Travis argued.

“Never know, you might like it the way I fix it,” Grandpa countered. “Kids nowadays want everything out of a fast food joint.”

“Are there really lots of squirrels?” Jace inquired. 

“Squirrels are thick in that grove of oaks by the crossroads trestle.  Jace, you can try out that sling shot I bought Travis three years ago that he never used.” Grandpa then hustled the boys out the door and practically forbade them from returning before dark.
After an hour of squirrel-free walking, Travis had climbed the fifteen foot embankment to view the trees on the other side of the tracks.

 Jace refused to walk on the tracks because it was too dangerous.
“Don’t you know that you can’t hear a train coming up from behind you?” Jace had informed Travis. “Besides, it’s trespassing and that’s illegal.”

 “Yeah, then arrest me,” Travis taunted as he scrambled up the overgrown embankment.  They had walked for fifteen minutes in silence.
“Are you mad at me?” Jace questioned.

“Of course not,” Travis lashed out. He stopped short of blurting out “I’m just tired of baby-sitting my sister’s best friend while she goes   
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with Grandma.”  Instead, he razzed Jace. “Don’t worry.  I’ll hold your hand so you don’t slip and fall when we reach the low water crossing.”
Even though he couldn’t see it yet, ahead of him about 1000 yards away, the county road dipped out of sight where it crossed the trickle of water called Squirrel Creek.  The road reappeared on the other side just in time to cut to the left and climb the embankment, crossing the rail line and paralleling the tracks on the other side.

 Two lonely stop signs were all that warned vehicles of the unprotected intersection just beyond the trestle bridge. 
As they rounded a curve, Travis could just see the old trestle that crossed the overgrown creek bed thick with yaupon, sumac and possum-haw.  The bright green foliage reminded Travis this was May, not the broiled brown of July.  The air was so still and heavy, he felt like he was in an oven. 
 Travis squinted at the bit of horizon where the tracks broke the line of hardwoods on either side.   A rolling green mountain of clouds had suddenly taken the place of the blue sky on the horizon.   

The drone of summer insects seemed to increase in intensity and Travis glanced hurriedly over his shoulder.  No train in sight, but he could only see as far as the curve.
Travis felt the slightest tremble through the thick soles of his boots as a brilliant flash of lightning illuminated the leading edge of the emerald 
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cloud mass.   A second later, the roar of thunder drowned out the insect hum.  Travis lowered his gun, afraid of becoming a lightning rod.  I’ve got to get off this embankment, he thought, as he half slid through tall grass and tangled vines. A gust of wind whipped his sweaty shirt and sent a shiver down his spine.
 Travis lurched to the caliches road just as a bolt of lightning zapped a tall oak tree 200 feet to his right. The deafening boom almost made him drop the gun. Jace stood frozen with his hands over his ears.

“Come on, Jace, we’ve got to find cover!” Travis yelled.

Trees swayed in the gust front and chalky dust swirled with every footstep as the boys raced for the creek bed below the trestle.

The air temperature dropped thirty degrees as golf-ball-sized hail began to batter them. The boiling clouds were almost on top of them.  Travis sprinted for the trestle bridge.  Jace snapped out of his initial shock and ran past Travis despite his heavier load; he disappeared in the tall bushes along the creek.
  The sky turned black as Travis skidded down the gravelly creek bank and fought his way through thorny shrubs towards the meager protection of the tall trestles.  He used the gun to push aside sticker-spiked branches, his ears filled with the crescendo roll of thunder.
 Then a piercing blast made him stop dead in his tracks.  He pulled his cap down to shield his eyes and looked up toward the tracks.  Another 
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blast assaulted his ears and he stared in horror as a south-bound train raced toward the bridge.  He could now discern two distinct, low, churning growls. Was there another train approaching from the south? he wondered.
  Before he could look, bits of debris, leaves, twigs, chunks of wood and dirt, began raining from the sky.  The wind seemed to arrive all in one gust, mixing with the ferocity of the deepest rumble and the whine of the locomotive horn.  Where was Jace?  Had he made it to safety beneath the bridge?  Travis couldn’t see  through all the rain and debris.
Travis tried to yell, but the sound was sucked from his throat. The furious gale lashed his face with spiked branches.  Travis dove to the ground beneath the bridge, trying to shield his face with his arms.  
Three feet away, Jace was rolled into a tight ball, trying to protect his head from the debris that swirled around them as he clung to vines.
All at once, Travis heard a sound so loud he felt it in his bones. His teeth chattered and the ground beneath him quaked.  He could not have stood up now if he had wanted --his whole body seemed to turn to jelly.  The swirling air sucked him as if he was an ant at the end of a soda straw.
Without looking, he knew what made the sickening sound.  His body pitched forward as the lead engine of the freight train crashed to the road just sixty feet behind him.  Travis could hear metallic, screeching, domino booms as the second engine and the trailing boxcars plunged down the railroad embankment like gigantic toys slapped by some unseen, 
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titanic hand.  The green mountain of cloud churned past the train, cracking oak trees like toothpicks and tossing them high in the air.
Travis lay paralyzed for a moment on the rocky ground, the breath knocked out of his lungs, as rain pelted the wreckage in the wake of the devastating funnel cloud.  The sky mutated from the sickly green to black to dark gray as the bullet-like rain followed the cyclone. 

 Travis was afraid to look at the train behind him, but he could feel heat coming from the crumpled engine.  Is it raining hard enough to extinguish the fire?  Travis thought.  I’ve got to get us out of here!
Travis slowly pushed to his knees and groaned with pain.  His clothes were torn and muddy and covered with bits of plants. His body was covered in mud that hid bruises and whelps.  His cap was gone.
 His pellet gun had been ripped from his hands and was wrapped halfway around a wooden trestle post.
Jace gingerly brought his hands down from his head and Travis could see the bloody bruises all over his face and neck where the hail had struck him.  He was scratched from head to toe like he’d been whipped with a berry vine.
“You ok, Jace?” Travis asked softly.  “Can you walk?”

“Yeah, I think so, just beat up.” Jace winced.  
Travis looked up to see metal dangling from the top of the bridge.  Sheets of tin and pieces of plywood littered the ground and the bushes he 
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had just struggled through were stripped of leaves and lay tattered and bare.
  He reached for the sling shot that lay in the mud between them.  Anger suddenly replaced fear and he flung the broken, useless weapon toward the train.  Travis couldn’t see the engineer. He wrestled with the impulse to look for the train driver, knowing he should move away from the engine and call for help.
The rain stopped abruptly and a misty drizzle trailed behind the mammoth thunderstorm.  Shafts of sunlight broke through the remnant clouds, sending steam rising from the puddles.  The hail was quickly melting as the pea-sized pellets succumbed to the late afternoon sunshine.
Travis marveled at how fast the storm cell had reached them and then moved past them just as quickly.

Devastation surrounded the boys.  Crackling power lines, sharp broken shafts of trees, bits of glass and razor-edged tin, boards with nails, barbed wire wrapped around cedar posts that still held “no trespassing” signs.  
“Hey, Jace, how’s the BPC?  Will it still work?”
Jace held up the battered keypad in answer.  The screen was smashed.  He unzipped the backpack pocket and took out the BPC.  Dents dotted the case, but it looked like it might have survived the onslaught..  
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“I might be able to type something into the keypad, but we can’t use it like we want, to travel, you know.  I can’t confirm coordinates.”

“We might just have to take that chance.”

“I could run for help,” Jace offered.  Travis looked at the battered kid, covered with mud and bits of vines.  He was tough enough to run despite his injuries, but not brave enough to time travel with a banged up BPC.

“Let’s climb up where we can see more first.”

Travis and Jace carefully climbed the embankment littered with wood and glass and sheet metal entwined in the berry vines and bushes.  As he reached the tracks, Travis could see the path of destruction the tornado cut across the road and tracks and eastward up the creek bed.   Box cars rested on their sides on the east side of the tracks. Two tank cars lay on the west side embankment. Several flat bed cars jutted off the tracks at odd angles, their odd-shaped cargo listing precariously over the rails. 
A second engine was resting almost vertically where the embankment met the creek bed.   Travis felt sick to his stomach as he saw how close they had been to being crushed by the train engine.  As he scanned the damage, looking for signs of the engineer, he noticed something peculiar about the train cars. 
 Each car had a yellow and black symbol painted on the side and each of the containers on the flat bed cars had the same symbol. The 
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symbol looked familiar, but he couldn’t remember what it meant.  Some had numbers and some had letters: STNP.
Travis and Jace scrambled down the embankment where a path had been scraped clear by a box car that now lay gaping open across the road.  Its side was shredded and hundreds of white plastic packages lay scattered across the rocky slope, some with yellow tags and some with orange tags, but all bearing the unique three-blade, fan-shaped symbol.  
“What is all this stuff?” Travis picked up one of the packages. It was much heavier than he had anticipated for its small size.  Suddenly, Travis remembered what the symbol stood for and his insides went cold.  He dropped the package. “Don’t touch it, Jace! It’s radioactive!”
Jace stopped in mid-reach to stare at Travis.  He jumped back only to step on more packages.  They lay scattered every where, spewed from the tangled railcars, caught in vines, dotting the road a far as the boys could see.
“What are you talking about?  Are these all radioactive?”

“Sure looks that way!”

“But shouldn’t they be buried or something?  Why would they be on a train?”  Jace’s voice betrayed the first hint of fear since the storm had overtaken them.  He began to visibly shake despite the increasing heat as the sun poured through the last scudding storm clouds.
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“Maybe this train was transporting all these to a storage facility.  Aren’t there nuclear power plants in Texas?” 
Travis climbed over packages and edged closer to a boxcar.  There was a container inside the car that had not broken open. The words “Spent Fuel Disposal” were stamped on it s side and a symbol “U 235.”  Travis whispered, “Uranium.”  He couldn’t make out the numbers under the next heading:  “Half Life”
A sudden beep-beep-beep from the BPC startled Jace and Travis. Jace grabbed his keypad and tried to answer the incoming call.  He pressed the enter button and his mouth dropped open as he stared at Travis.

“NO!” Travis screamed as he watched Jace being enveloped by a familiar cloud of swirling color that meant the BPC had activated its travel mode.  He lunged to grab his friend, but Jace had already disappeared.
**********************************************
Travis dropped to his knees in exhaustion as he stared at the spot where Jace had stood seconds ago.  He didn’t know what to do.  Should he look for the train engineer?  Should he try to walk home?  Could he even make it back to his Grandpa’s?  Where had Jace gone?  Was he ok?  Who had been trying to call Jace?  The thoughts beat on his mind like the hail had beaten his body.  They raced through his brain like debris, in bits and 
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pieces. The sun was once again broiling the earth and the rain puddles created a sauna effect, making Travis feel light headed and woozy.  He dropped his head to his knees.  Don’t faint, he willed.  Get up and find help. I’ve got to get back to the farm so I can use my backpack to find Jace. 
Travis could hear a thumping sound in the distance.  He struggled to focus on the sound, to keep conscience and not succumb to the pain he now felt from every laceration as sweat trickled from his forehead and down his back.  Listen, you know that sound, listen, it’s coming closer.
Travis struggled to his feet as the thumping of helicopter rotors and the high pitched whine of the engine filled the air above him.  
He could hear a voice on a speaker instructing him to do something.  What was he supposed to do?  The helicopter blades stirred the air around him so he felt like he was back in the whirlwind. 
Suddenly, a harness bumped him in the face and Travis instinctively grabbed on and stepped into the braces.  As soon as he had the straps around his thighs, he felt a jerk as he was lifted off his feet and sent swinging into the air.  He clung to the rope as it was hoisted into the helicopter where strong hands lifted him into the noisy rescue vehicle and he gave in to the relief of unconsciousness. 
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When Travis awoke, he was lying on a gurney in an emergency room and Summer’s face was the first thing he saw.  He could tell she’d been crying.
“Where’s Jace?” Travis whispered.  “I’ve got to find Jace.”  He tried to sit up, but his arm was strapped to the gurney where an IV had been inserted.

“Don’t move, Travis, you’ve been struggling all the time you were unconscious, so they had to strap you down to start the IV.  They say you need antibiotics for all the cuts and bruises.”  Summer swallowed hard. “They’re still looking for Jace.  The twister caused the train to jump the tracks and they say it looks pretty bad there at the trestle bridge.  They found the engineer and two linemen, badly hurt, but alive, but Jace was nowhere.”
“Summer, did you call Jace on the BPC?” 

“No, we were stuck in the grocery store while the storm came over us.  There was another tornado farther south, but the one that hit the train – I can’t believe you were in that storm—caused much worse damage. They say huge trees were just chopped to bits, but the trestle wasn’t damaged. It’s so weird.  I just wish we could find Jace.”  Summer began to sob quietly, her head resting against the gurney.
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Travis thought of his gun wrapped around the bridge post. He and Jace had been able to walk away from the tragedy, but now he was pinned to this table and who knew where Jace had gone.
“Summer, Jace and I hid under the bridge. We walked over to the train.  Jace had his BPC, but the keypad was damaged.  Someone tried to call him and when he answered, the travel mode was activated and he--he disappeared before I could grab him!”  Travis had spoken in a whisper, but the anxiety was palpable.  “We’ve got to check with the others to see who called him.  The BPC was pretty banged up, so I don’t know if…”

Travis stopped as a doctor in a rumpled white coat and an orderly in blue scrubs approached them.  He asked Travis a few questions, told him he’d be released later that night and quickly moved on to another patient behind the thin curtains that separated the emergency room into sections.  Summer told him the hospital had been swamped with hundreds of injuries as the storms moved through farms and towns and crossed several highways.

Summer spoke softly to Travis, “Mom and Doc are out looking for Jace now with the rescue crews.  Grandpa and Grandma brought me here to stay with you.  I left my backpack at the farm.  If you want, I’ll ask Grandma to take me home.  Grandpa wants to see you—he thinks it’s his fault you were out in the storm.”  
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“Yeah, well, that’s kinda true. OK, Summer, go home and contact K.T. and Roman and Connie.  See who called Jace this afternoon.”

“What do I do if no one called him, Travis?”

Travis frowned.  Summer had spoken the very thing he feared most.  What if the BPC had malfunctioned?  The mild sedative that the doctor had added to Travis’ IV drip was beginning to take effect.

 Travis yawned. “Then we’ll go hunting again when I wake up,” he said as he drifted to sleep.

************************************************

Jace clutched the keypad as swirling colors surrounded him and he was transported through space and time.  He had no idea how the remarkable device had been activated and he tried to remember the last things he had researched on his BPC.  Nothing he could see here looked like anything he would have researched. 

 He was in a dimly lit, concrete-walled passageway that seemed to stretch a mile from one end to the other.  There was the slightest grade, as if the hallway was tilted, so that you traveled downward ever so gently as you walked toward a large vault door at the end.  It was too dark at the other end for Jace to see if there was a vault door there too.  Without his screen, the keypad was no use either for him to get coordinates to see where he was.  Or to feel brave enough to try to travel back. 
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Either one of two things will happen, Jace thought.  I’ll be found here by whoever runs this place, in which case I’ll have to give an uncomfortable explanation.  Or my friends will activate a rescue and send me back home in which case, I’ll have an uncomfortable trip to make.  But as long as I hold on to the BPC, I can get home. 
As he waited in the eerie silence, with dried blood on his cuts and multiple bruises hampering any rest, a third thought, more chilling than the others crept into Jace’s mind.  What if he couldn’t be contacted by his friends due to the concrete walls?  What if no one came here for days, weeks, years?  Would he die in this concrete coffin?  He shivered in the cool air of the hallway.  
As the minutes ticked by, he tried to keep his active imagination from racing away with thoughts of flooded conduits and people entombed in concrete foundations.  Pure exhaustion played tricks with his mind and he imagined noises behind the vault door.  Or were they real?
  Was this some secret military facility or a bomb shaft or some forgotten Cold War nuclear shelter?  Was that shape on the vault door the same as the symbol on the packages from the train derailment?
Jace shifted his backpack to his chest and wrapped his arms around it, trying to stop the shivering.  It really was cold here and he was wearing shorts and a t-shirt--and those were torn and damp.  He clutched the keypad in his hand and prayed his friends were searching for him.  He 
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thought of his parents who had been so happy to finally take a trip back to their homeland.  Now he’d ruin their trip and make them come back early to look for him.  And never find him!
As Jace rubbed his eyes, he could feel the bumps and cuts on his face. Tears welled up and he fought the urge to sob out loud.  He pressed his fists into his eyes and a swirl of color seemed to surround him.  He jumped to his feet as Travis’s best friend, Roman Castillo, materialized in front of him holding a keypad identical to Jace’s, but with a functioning screen.
“SHUSH!” admonished Roman as Jace almost screamed.  Instead, Jace punched his fist in the air and lip-synched his “whoop!” Roman held his fingers to his lips.  “We’ve got to get out of here before someone finds us,” he whispered.

“Fine with me,” Jace said with a smile.  He grabbed Roman’s backpack as he slung his own pack on his back. “Let’s go!”

Just then a loud alarm began bleating and the vault doors at each end of the passage clanked loudly as the locks tumbled into place.  For the first time, Jace saw a camera mounted on a rotating arm.  It was pointed directly at the two youths.  Roman hesitated only a second and pushed the three buttons that would activate their return to the Castillo home. The first swirls of color had barely dissipated when a second rainbow whirlwind swept into the concrete chamber and carried the boys away.
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***********************************************

When Travis awoke the second time, he was still on the gurney, but the IV was gone and Summer was sitting next to him, dozing. 

Jace! thought Travis as he swung his long legs off the bed and tried to stand.  He had to find Jace.

“Travis, you’re up!”  Summer yawned and stretched.

“Where’s Jace?  Do you know who called him?”

“It’s OK, he’s fine now.” She waved her hand for him to sit down.

“Who called him?”

“No one did.  That’s the part we still don’t understand, but he’s back at the farm now.  Sit back down and I’ll tell you while you put your boots back on.” 
 Summer handed Travis the hiking boots he had worn when they went hunting.  The room was quiet around them, the last of the tornado victims either released or moved to private rooms.  Only Summer and Travis remained. 

“I went home and contacted K.T., Connie and Roman.  No one had called and we had no idea who or what had activated the device.  Roman used the GPS tracking to locate Jace and tried to bring him back just with the “Return” feature, but it wouldn’t work.  So, Roman went by himself to get Jace.  He wouldn’t tell us why we couldn’t go along.   He wouldn’t even tell us where he was going.  He brought Jace back to the Castillo 
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house first, then gave him a new BPC and sent him to the road near the farm.  Jace pretended he walked from the derailment and everyone just missed finding him in the aftermath of the storm.  He’s pretty beat up, but a paramedic looked over him and said he could just rest at home.  Jace wanted to come up here, but Doc wouldn’t let him.  Doc’s waiting for us in the lobby. You’ve been released, but we wanted to let you sleep.”
When they reached the Allen farmhouse, Jace was waiting on the porch, watching the stars come out.  Travis sat beside him on the wooden porch step as the grown ups went into the house. Summer waited by the screen door, listening. 

“Guess we were both pretty lucky today, huh?”  Travis mused.

“Yeah, but ‘lucky’ still hurts, doesn’t it?” Jace joked as he rubbed a big lump on his cheek. 

“So, where were you, Jace?  I tried to grab you, but…”

“I know.  I couldn’t grab you either,” Jace said softly.  “Roman found me in Nevada.  He wouldn’t or couldn’t tell me exactly where.”

“Nevada!  That would be a headline:  Tornado blows boy from Texas to Nevada,” Travis laughed nervously.   
“Did they check you for radiation too, Travis?”

Travis shrugged his shoulders, “I was asleep most the time.”

“They checked you both,” Summer chimed in.  “I heard Mom and Doc say something about a radiation dose, but they didn’t seem worried.  
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Seems like everyone around here will need to be checked out.  There’s supposed to be more information on the late news tonight about the derailment.  Don’t you want to come inside now?”

“In a minute, Summer, I want to watch the stars for awhile,” Jace replied.

“You can go inside, Summer, I want to sit here with Jace,” Travis agreed.   “Guys need to hang out together sometimes. It’s cool.”
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