
I like to know where I am. Right now, I’m in a cave that used to be hidden by a 
waterfall, the exact spot where the Sanquot River drops into Hjorth Lake. From the 
mouth of the cave to where I can’t fit anymore is about the length of a football field—
ninety-eight paces by my stride, which isn’t as long as it should be because I’m small for 
an eleven-year-old. At least that’s what the doctor told my mom. At thirty-two paces is a 
column where the cave makes a sharp left turn. Twelve more paces down is a crevice 
with a spring bubbling up, so I can say that I finally solved why my hometown is named 
Strandlund Springs. The water that comes out of the crevice might as well be gold for 
what’s gone on outside of this cave. But I’m not going to let anyone else know about the 
spring for now—if anyone’s out there.

I set up my camp fifteen paces inside the cave, where it’s just tall enough for me 
to stand up without my head rubbing against the rough ridges that look like the bumps of 
a brain. Surrounding the camp are three fat candles and a lantern that barely works—and 
I only have twelve matches left to light them up with. But I almost never do, even though 
I’ve blocked the cave’s entrance with a pile of rocks and a rusted oven and driftwood. 
Any flames might help someone see my hideout through the little gap I left so that I can 
tell day from night. The gap is also there so that Pooch can get in and out on his hunting 
trips. Pooch is our orange cat that my dad somehow trained to act like a dog. Pooch 
listens really well to my commands, except when he doesn’t.

 The rest of my supplies include an empty gallon milk jug that I found in the 
riverbed. I fill the jug from the spring. It was hard at first, but from one of the millions of 
dead leaves outside, I made a funnel to direct the water into the jug. I have two blankets, 
one that I’ve lumped into a pillow, and it’s also where Pooch likes to sleep next to me. 
Mom also made me pack a stocking cap, a pair of mittens, one scarf, and a set of winter 
boots. I’m glad she did even though the backpack I have to use is almost as tall as me. 
It’s Dad’s backpack, and the stitching of his name, “Nathan Choate,” is unraveling on the 
pocket. My only other clothes are the ones I’m wearing, a Marsh Middle School 
sweatshirt that used to fit better, the same with my jeans, a pair of socks that are growing 
holes in the heels, and my underwear, that had holes before all this started. I’ve worn 
these clothes since I left the house with Mom twenty-seven days ago. I know how long 
it’s been because on the cave wall, I tally each day with a chalky stone. The place looks 
like a cell with marks the same as old-time prisoners made when they counted off the 
days of their sentences. Except I don’t know when mine will be over.

I haven’t brushed my teeth in the time I’ve been here, but I don’t mind. There’s 
not much to eat anyway, except for what Pooch catches. While he’s basically a dog, 
Pooch still has the instincts of a cat. He brings mice to me almost every day, and 
sometimes something bigger, like the dead pheasant he found last Thursday. At first I 
cooked the meat, but just like with the candles and lantern, I got worried about a fire 
signaling where I am. Eating raw mice might sound gross, but when you get as hungry as 
I do, you get over it. Mom also made me pack two granola bars we somehow had left, but 
I’m saving those for an emergency. I’m actually not sure what one would be at this point.

There’s not much else to my camp, just a small hole that I use as a toilet. Like my 
toothbrush, it doesn’t get much use. I don’t know where Pooch goes to the bathroom, if 



he goes at all either. I also have a “safe” where I store my dictionary and the map I made 
of Strandlund Springs. I keep its location secret.

So according to my calendar, it’s July 2, but outside, it sure doesn’t feel or look 
like summer. It was probably warmer the day everything started.



GENESIS

“Genesis” means “a beginning or origin of anything.” For “the haze” as everyone 
started calling it, the beginning was on Tax Day, April 15. I remember the date—and 
everything that happened afterward—not only because it was the first time I saw the 
haze, but also because Dad complains about Tax Day every year. He always asks what 
he’s getting for all the money he pays to the government. I don’t know what to tell him, 
so I keep quiet.

Anyway, after school that day, my friend Matt—“Mad Matt” to me—showed up 
at my house. I knew it was him before Mom even called to me because Mad Matt rang 
the doorbell with four short buzzes like he always did. I finished figuring out the square 
root of some crazy-high number, then ran out of my bedroom.

As I came up the hallway toward the front door, I could see Mad Matt bouncing 
on the balls of his feet. “DC,” he said to me, “you gotta come see something.”

“What?” I asked.

“Just come on,” Mad Matt said, waving me along. “It’s up at the Mess.” He meant 
Messaquoi State Forest, where we liked to climb the bluffs and play “capture the flag” 
when we could find enough people who would leave their screens behind, which wasn’t a 
lot. Mad Matt didn’t have that problem because the uncle he lives with can’t afford to 
buy anything. Or at least he won’t. At my house, Mom doesn’t allow video games for 
whatever reason, and my TV time is pretty limited, so I have to entertain myself. Thanks 
to Mad Matt, that’s usually not an issue.

Before I could follow him to the Mess though, Mom said to me, “Derek, is your 
homework done?”

Most—half—of it was, so I nodded quickly.

Mom set a hand on her hip, then rubbed her forehead with the other. She ran her 
fingers over her hair and began fussing with the ponytail. “Don’t be long. Dinner will be 
ready in an hour,” she said with an eye toward Mad Matt.

I nodded again. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mom,” I said even though it 
would probably be another dinner of beans and sprouts and other stuff that tasted like 
they still had dirt on them. 

“Take your jacket,” Mom said. “It’s cold out.” So I did.

Mad Matt grabbed up his bike, I pulled mine out of the garage, and we were off to 
the Mess. My house is on Marsh Road, which my school is also named after. As we rode 
on, we passed Hagen Park and the Little League baseball field, where I never did 
anything more than hit a foul ball as my highlight. I gave up playing the next year. Next 
was my school that looks more like a jail, along with Utne Elementary beside it. After 
another block of houses that all looked like mine, the road drops into a kind of gulch 



before rising again—to the Mess. The place is like a kingdom of trees, one rising higher 
than the next all the way to the top of the bluffs.

We zipped past the ranger’s post and a line of RVs waiting to enter—bikes don’t 
need a sticker to get in—and continued on the gravel road that cut through the 
campgrounds. Mad Matt and I rode for about another mile until we came to the sign that 
said FARMERS BLUFF with an arrow pointing to a dirt path. It winds around like a 
snake and goes to the bluff’s peak. Just about always, I need to walk my bike up most of 
the trail, but Mad Matt was so excited, he tore off like his seat was burning. I followed as 
long as I could until it felt like I might start going backwards. Hiking the rest of the way 
with my bike took a while, and Mad Matt was shouting at me to hurry up the whole time.

At last, I got to the peak. My science teacher, Mr. Harlow, said Farmers Bluff is 
as tall as a ten-story building, which makes it more than twice as big as any building in 
town. I believe it because getting up there takes your breath away. But the trip is worth it. 
When my parents brought me to this place for the first time, I knew I wanted to map out 
Strandlund Springs. On a clear day, you can see the entire town, from the bluff all the 
way up to Stenstrom College where Dad works and to the water tower that looks like a 
mutant mushroom. Right in the middle of Strandlund Springs is the new riverwalk—I had 
to start my map over when that went in three years ago—and the square, where the 
courthouse, police station, and firehouse all are. To the east is the lake and Olin Beach, 
along with the marina and boat dealership owned by the Dahlquists, who seem to own 
everything in town. Farther northeast, you can see where the hospital just moved to—I 
had to tape another sheet of paper to my map so that I could draw it in—as well as the 
railroad tracks that go on up to Duluth more than a hundred miles away. Looking west, 
there isn’t much but a bunch more houses, including mine. As far as you can see to the 
south are hills covered with trees and more trees. The land looks like an ocean of green 
tidal waves. Except two summers ago, shark fins appeared there—smokestacks, actually
—when the brand-new power plant went up.

But Mad Matt didn’t call me up to Farmers Bluff for the view of town. He was 
leaning against the fence along the edge of the bluff and looking down over the cliff. 
“Check it out,” he said, and I followed where he pointed.

Just below us, the bluff circles around all jagged like the pictures I’ve seen of the 
Colosseum in my World Studies book. The rock faces bottom out into a big pond that 
you can only get to if you’re some sort of expert climber. But instead of the pond, all I 
could see was a swirling cloud. It almost looked like a tornado the way it twisted around, 
but there was no wind, and the cloud was as white as first snow. I couldn’t tell if it was 
coming out of the earth or down from the sky.

“What is it?” I asked as I crouched near the edge.

“I figured you’d know,” Mad Matt said. He picked up a flat rock and whipped it 
over the fence. We listened for a splash, but all we could hear were the echoes of his rock 
smacking against more rock.



“That’s weird,” I said as I rose back up. “How’d you find out about it?” I kept my 
eyes on the cloud.

“Back before they put up this fence, some guy killed his girlfriend by pushing her 
over. When it’s a full moon, her ghost comes out. At least that’s what Stan told me,” Mad 
Matt said. Stan is his uncle, and from what Dad says, the kind of person who’s dumb 
enough to believe in ghost stories. “Last night, I came out here to see. At first, I thought 
Stan was right. That white cloud was rising up—it’s even higher now. But it never did 
turn into a ghost. Still, it’s something else, right?”

I shrugged. “Right.” 

“I’m thirsty,” Mad Matt said as he picked up his bike again. “Race you back?” 
And we headed home.



INQUISITIVE

“Inquisitive” is defined as “eager to learn, research, or ask questions,” and that’s 
what I became over the strange cloud. So the next day I went out to Farmers Bluff by 
myself—Mad Matt had to help Stan move cinder blocks for no reason at all. When I got 
up to the peak, I saw that the cloud had risen all the way up to the fence guarding the 
cliff. I also saw that someone else was interested in the cloud. Already up there was a 
professor Dad works with whose name I couldn’t remember. He waved like he 
recognized me. 

“Pretty amazing,” he said as he tipped his head toward the cloud. His face was red 
like he’d run up the bluff. “Derek, isn’t it?”

I nodded to Professor What’s-His-Name. “Do you know what it is?” 

“I’m trying to figure that out,” he said as he held up to me some sort of gauge or 
monitor with a digital readout that looked too heavy for him to hold very long. “The park 
ranger called me to observe it. It’s not something I’ve really seen before, but this isn’t my 
area of expertise either.”

“It’s getting bigger,” I said.

“So I’ve heard,” Professor What’s-His-Name said. “But it’s probably a temporary 
climactic phenomenon. I’m here more out of curiosity than alarm.” 

Behind him, the cloud still swirled like a whirlpool of white.

“Anyway, I’ve got all the data I need, so I’m going to head back. Good to see 
you. Tell your father ‘hello’ for me,” he said as he came toward me with a hand extended 
for a shake. Then Professor What’s-His-Name fell forward, grabbing me by the sleeves 
and nearly knocking me over. I took a step back to balance myself and hold him up.

“You OK?” I asked as I helped him get to his feet again.

Professor What’s-His-Name took the collar of his jacket and dabbed it at his 
cheeks and forehead. “Sorry, just a head-rush I guess. Could be the height, I suppose,” he 
said though he didn’t sound sure of himself. He patted me on the shoulder then. “Let your 
father know I’ll be stopping by with an order for my lab supplies soon.”

I waved good-bye to him as he walked down the path and vanished into the pine 
trees. When I turned back toward the cloud, it seemed to have grown another story, taller 
than even the bluff and like some slow-motion volcanic eruption. I didn’t need to worry 
though. Professor What’s-His-Name said it wouldn’t last long.



CIRCUMSPECT

“Circumspect” is what you are when you’re watchful or cautious, and I think 
everyone in town was both in the next few days. That’s because the strange cloud was 
expanding—and fast. So fast that no one could call it a cloud at that point. It became a 
fog that spread over the entire Mess, the bluffs already invisible and the trees almost as 
impossible to see unless you got really close. The whole forest looked like something out 
of a fairy tale, a place little girls in red hoods should steer clear of. Even though the cars 
and RVs that drove through the park kept their headlights on and moved really slowly, 
Mom felt that eleven-year-old boys on bikes should steer clear of it also.

I still rode up to the ranger’s post every day, and Mad Matt came along when Stan 
didn’t have chores for him. I saw Professor What’s-His-Name again. He was in the 
parking lot surrounded by other men with even more gauges and monitors. There was 
also some robot thing that looked like a mini bulldozer with a periscope mounted on it. 
Mad Matt wanted to see if he could sneak a ride on it.

Besides all of the men, the parking lot was filled with dark-green Humvees. Stan 
had been in the army, and Mad Matt wanted to join when he was old enough, too. He said 
that it must be the National Guard, and he pointed out a guy who had to be a sergeant or 
colonel or something. He was motioning soldiers all over the place, each of them with 
guns at their sides and wearing gas masks and dressed in polar camouflage. I think I’d 
want to be in blaze orange if I went into that thick of fog, knowing someone could shoot 
me.

Me and Mad Matt were just sitting there and watching when one of the soldiers 
began yelling at us to move away from the post. He didn’t look much bigger than us, but 
he kept shouting until we biked to the other side of the road that ran alongside the Mess. 
Then he and a bunch of others began setting up a barricade of metal beams that looked 
like old-fashioned jacks, except a thousand times bigger. In front of the barricade, they 
rolled out loops of razor wire. It all made the crossbar at the post look like a toothpick. 

By the weekend, another army had set up at the Mess, but all of these trucks were 
from TV stations. One was even from the Cities. The cameramen aimed their lenses at 
the fogged-over forest, while the lady reporters asked the men in camouflage questions. 
While Mad Matt tried to sneak around the TV trucks so that he could get on camera in the 
background, I got as close as I could to hear what the sergeant or colonel was saying.

“We can’t rule out the possibility of terrorism,” the serg-onel said. “There are 
some high-value targets in the area, what with the power plant and rail line nearby. We’re 
sending in our best men to assess the situation. The general public should be alert for any 
strange activity. Having said that, I don’t think there’s a strong reason for concern.”

So another person in charge said it was a waste of time to worry about the fog. I 
felt better—until someone yelled at Mad Matt to get out of the shot, and we had to 
scramble away on our bikes again. 



CONTEMPORANEOUS

“Contemporaneous” stands for “occurring during the same period of time,” and in 
between us first getting chased off by the soldiers and then the cameramen, I noticed 
something else that was weird—a convoy of RVs riding up to the Mess.

That might not sound strange because the Mess’s campground usually has a dozen 
or more RVs making themselves at home. Except these weren’t just any RVs. Dad never 
went to church, and Mom only took me to Sunday services at St. Mark’s when Grandma 
was visiting. But I knew a cross when I saw it, and each of these RVs had one flapping 
on a flag attached to their roofs. The RVs also had sayings like “The end is near!” and 
“Repent now!” spray-painted on their sides. There must have been ten of them in all.

The convoy stopped just up the road from where the TV trucks were parked. The 
people inside kept coming out like clowns from a clown car, and they started to set up 
tents like the circus was in town. Finally, out of the very first RV came a man with a long 
beard that could have been made of steel wool by the looks of it. He wore a black top hat 
with a brown suit that made him seem like a hobo. The man must have been in charge 
because he started yelling out what should go where. His big belly jiggled with each 
order he called.

From what I could tell, the man not only looked odd, he also had an odd name. 
Everybody was saying “Yes, Revered Leader” whenever he told them to do something, 
and they all seemed kind of scared. I backed up my bike a few steps, too.

Even though the soldiers were keeping an eye on the man and his followers, none 
of them were interested in doing any more than that. The TV people cared even less and 
instead went on and on about “The Haze over Strandlund Springs.” The odd man kept on 
though. While he was directing a bald guy to set up some sort of podium, the odd man 
tested out a megaphone. It made a screeching noise that got attention from everybody at 
last. 

And the odd man took advantage of the attention. He pointed toward the fog and 
said into his megaphone, “The end times are upon us. All you who wish to enter the 
kingdom of heaven must atone for your sins lest God punish you for all eternity. What 
you see here is not haze. It’s not a geyser. Nor is it a cloud. It is the smoke of hellfire, 
rising up to consume those who do not fear God and his almighty wrath.” 

If a bear—a crazy bear—could talk, that’s what the man sounded like. He kept on 
talking but like the cameramen, I lost interest pretty quickly. But all of those people who 
were running everywhere to follow the man’s orders stopped and stared while he spoke. 
They looked hypnotized. To do everything he made them do, maybe they had to be.



COUNTERMEASURES

“Countermeasures” are steps taken to oppose or offset something. With all of the 
attention on the Mess, Mom let us watch more TV than usual, so I got to see the report 
about what the army was planning to do to stop the fog. 

“According to military officials,” the reporter said as she pointed up at the sky 
over Farmers Bluff, “a fleet of helicopters will try to dissipate the haze with their rotors. 
In addition, industrial fans will be trucked in to assist the fleet in their efforts to blow off 
the remnants.”

The video cut to the serg-onel I’d seen at the Mess. “It may sound like a relatively 
simple tactic,” he said into a microphone, “but sometimes, simple is best.”

The reporter went on to say some other stuff, but I was sending telepathic signals 
to Mom hoping she’d change the channel to cartoons or a game show, anything but the 
news. Instead, she clicked off the TV when the weather report came on.

“I bet he says it’s going to be mostly cloudy,” Mom said with a smirk.

Dad huffed, which was kind of how he laughed. He said, “One of the professors 
told me he thinks the haze could be from a long-dormant volcano. A subterranean one 
that’s warning us it’s ready to erupt.”

“But it doesn’t smell like smoke out there,” I said.

Dad scratched at the couple of hairs on his head as if he was considering it. 
“Could be steam rising up,” he said, then he poked his fork toward the blank TV screen. 
“Trying to blow away that haze sounds like a dumb idea to me though.”

And Dad was right. The next morning, it sounded like a hurricane—not that I’ve 
ever been in one—flying toward Strandlund Springs. Mad Matt and I rode out to the 
Mess before school started and watched as twenty-four helicopters by my count swept 
over the Mess in a V-formation. They angled their rotors toward the haze and moved 
through it like they were mowing a cloudy lawn. For a bit, the fog would clear around the 
helicopters, but the haze swallowed up the gap a second later.

By the time I had to leave for school, the helicopters were either running out of 
gas or the serg-onel was calling the mission off because they flew away to whatever base 
they’d come from. The haze didn’t look any different than before the helicopters came.

The odd God man was still there, and he and his followers had built their own 
settlement next to the row of TV trucks. Again, he had his megaphone ready. “See, you 
cannot fight the will of the Lord,” he said as he jerked his finger at where the helicopters 
had failed. “Behold his omnipotence.”

Me and Mad Matt left for school, but we came back that afternoon—along with a 
bunch of kids who played capture the flag with us. They were excited because the rumor 



going around school was that the army wanted to nuke the forest. And as we rode up, if 
the army wasn’t getting ready to blow up the strange cloud into a mushroom cloud, it 
sure looked like they could come close. The place was surrounded by tanks and Jeeps 
with guns mounted on the back. There was also a semi with SILVER IODIDE painted on 
the trailer.

“What are they going to do?” I asked Mad Matt.

“Those things can shoot down jets,” he said of the guns on the Jeeps. “Stan has 
pictures from when he used to load them.”

“Are they going to shoot at the haze?”

Mad Matt shrugged and just watched. His hands kept rolling back and forth over 
his bike’s handles like he was trying to rev an engine. My eyes wandered over to the God 
man, and he was quiet for the first time I noticed. He was as caught up in what was 
happening with the guns as all the kids next to me.

We didn’t have to wait much longer. A countdown started coming from a 
loudspeaker, and when it reached zero, the guns blasted their ammunition into the air. 

“Whoa,” Mad Matt said as a swarm of cans streamed from the gun barrels into the 
middle of the forest. Each of the cans trailed what looked like tear gas. Soon after, the 
Mess echoed with the knocking of cans into the trees and boulders. Then nothing.

“That was as dumb an idea as trying to blow it away,” I said.

“You may be right.” It was Professor What’s-His-Name walking up to us. “But I 
never thought they’d take my idea seriously.”

“Oh, hi,” I said as I backed up my bike and lowered my head. 

“What was supposed to happen?” Mad Matt asked Professor What’s-His-Name.

“Rain,” he said, holding his palm out and waiting for a drop to fall into it. “I 
mentioned cloud seeding initially, but I never thought it was a viable option.”

“How come you’re out here with us?” I asked. 

“They found someone smarter,” he said as he nodded toward a group of serg-
onels passing graphs and gauges all around. “I thought I’d come check on their progress. 
Seems they’ve run out of ideas if they’re back to trying mine.”

But the army hadn’t run out. They were just getting started.
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